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Suburban growth in the Toronto CMA, 1996-2016: 

A Case of Johnny Town-Mouse and Timmy Willie 

Chris Willms, 2018 

 

Executive Summary 

This report addressed the following questions: 

1. What proportion of Toronto residents live in suburbs, and what is their distribution? 

2. How has this proportion and distribution changed over time? 

3. Are local growth management policies achieving their targets and objectives in Toronto? 

Methods 

To help answer these questions, proven methods to describe population distribution were 

employed using data from the Statistics Canada Census for 2016, 2006 and 1996. The results 

classified all 1,151 census tracts in the Toronto Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) as either 

active core, transit suburb, auto suburb, or exurb. Each census tract is approximately 4,000 to 

8,000 people, with boundaries that are stable and define recognizable neighbourhoods. 

Active cores and transit suburbs were generally considered to be locations of more sustainable 

development. In these locations, higher proportions of commuters walked, cycled, or used some 

form of transit. Auto suburbs and exurbs were generally considered to be locations of less 

sustainable development. In these locations, higher proportions of commuters drove personal 

vehicles and population densities were lower. 

Suburb Proportion and Distribution in 2016 

The total population for the Toronto CMA in 2016 was approximately 5.9 million people. Roughly 

5.2 million of these people, or 88%, was suburban – 3% exurb (168,000 people), 70% auto 

suburb (4,143,000), and 15% transit suburb (890,000). The remaining 716,000 people, or 12% 

of residents, lived in active cores (see Map 1). Put another way, more than 4.3 million people 

(73%) lived in the less sustainable auto suburbs and exurbs in 2016, while 1.6 million people 

(27%) lived in more sustainable active cores and transit suburbs. 
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Population analysis at a smaller scale presented two differing trends. The City of Toronto was 

74% suburban while the outer suburbs were more than 99% suburban (see Figure 1). Nearly 

60% of the population in the City of Toronto lived in more sustainable development while 99% of 

the population in the outer 

suburbs lived in less 

sustainable development. 

This contrast should not be 

unexpected, as the City of 

Toronto represents the core 

area of the CMA, yet this 

figure for the outer suburbs 

leaves no doubt that 

conventional suburban 

development requires 

continuous attention by 

regional planning agencies.  

Temporal Trends in Suburb Distribution 

The temporal aspect of the study is considered using the decades before and after the Growth 

Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (2006). The population during the decade pre-Growth 

Plan grew at a faster rate (20%) than the decade post-Growth Plan (16%) (see Figure 2). 

In the decade before the Growth Plan, less sustainable growth in the exurbs and auto suburbs 

grew at a rate of 27%; this represented 91% of all population growth in the CMA. During the 

same time, more sustainable growth in the active cores and transit suburbs grew at a rate of 

only 5%. 

From 2006-2016, less sustainable growth continued to constitute the majority of population 

growth. However, its growth rate slowed by roughly one-third to a rate of 17%; this represented 

77% of all population growth in the CMA. In contrast, the growth rate in more sustainable 

neighbourhoods increased 2.5 times to 13%. This demonstrated a modest improvement in the 

share of CMA growth for the more sustainable active cores and transit suburbs, even though 

they are still more than tripled by less sustainable growth.

Figure 1: Population Distribution, 2016 



 
 

Map 1: Suburb classification results for the Toronto CMA, 2016 



iv 
 

 
Data for dwelling units, as opposed to population figures, bore slightly more sustainable results 

yet the pattern remained the same. This is largely due to current trends toward construction of 

smaller dwelling units. This trend is felt more acutely in the active cores and transit suburbs. 

Relationship Between Planning Policy and Growth Trends 

Growth Plan policies emphasize intensification and compact development. Despite a slowed 

growth rate, auto suburbs account for the same proportion of CMA population in 2016 than they 

did in 1996. Their large volume makes for slow work to decrease their proportion. For every 

success where an auto suburb in 1996 became an active core (Newmarket Centre) or transit 

suburb (Etobicoke Centre or Scarborough Centre) for 2016, scores of other examples exist 

where greenfield lands in exurban areas were developed and became auto suburbs – from 

Milton, Oakville, and Brampton to Vaughan, Markham, and other municipalities.  

Growth in transit suburbs was primarily experienced along major transit corridors in the inner 

suburbs of the City of Toronto while growth in active cores was primarily expressed as an 

expansion of the CMA core area. The stark lack of active cores, and even transit suburbs, 

outside the City of Toronto demonstrates an ineffectiveness of plan policies promoting suburban 

transit-oriented development to date. Perhaps a review of census data in 2021 will reveal 

improved results. 

Certain limitations were present in this report, which shed caution toward interpretation of its 

results. Significantly, the suburb classification method employed for this report is a working 

definition and not yet widely accepted. There are many other scientific and anecdotal definitions 

of the term “suburb” so understanding how it is defined is important.

Figure 2: Growth in the Toronto CMA, 

1996-2016 
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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Statement of the General Problem 

There has been much recent notoriety of a Canadian condominium apartment boom in large 

(Siekierska, 2016) and mid-size (Paddon, 2017) cities. This growth is touted as occurring in the 

core and periphery areas of these cities (White, 2018) when, in fact, the national trend has been 

weighted toward peripheral growth for many decades (Harris, 2004). This trend has been 

confirmed and continued during the most recent intercensal period, from 2011 to 2016, as urban 

spread was greater in peripheral – or suburban – municipalities than in central municipalities 

(Statistics Canada, 2017a).  

Encouragingly, municipalities nationwide incorporate elements of smart growth and 

sustainability in their planning documents; prominent language regarding compact and mixed-

use development, intensification, or multi-modal transportation can even be commonly found in 

community plans for municipalities located outside core areas (Strathcona County, 2017). Yet 

conventional development practices and systemic behaviours remain significant hurdles to 

translating these policies to affect real development, and human behaviour by extension (Grant, 

2009). 

These new planning documents emphasizing mixed-use development as a method for 

densifying the suburbs – or greenfield development – belie the fact that Statistics Canada lacks 

an effective definition to delineate urban areas. Until 2006, all urban areas were simply defined 

as population clusters of at least 1,000 (Statistics Canada, 2017b). This created wildly varying 

statistical portrait of urbanism in Canada. Since 2006, the urban standard has been divided into 

three groups based on population (with a small modification in 2016 to include employment 

figures).  

However, even under this definition there is a significant variation in what is considered a large 

urban population centre – or, those containing populations over 100,000. Within the Toronto 

census metropolitan area (CMA) alone, there are nine municipalities which meet this criteria – 

ranging from Milton (over 100,000) to Mississauga (over 700,000) to Toronto (over 2.7 million). 

The diversity of planning issues and needs, and corresponding solutions, across this spectrum 

is vast (Moos & Walter-Joseph, 2017), and this urban definition is inadequate to encompass 
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them. Being able to adequately identify the location and type of suburb will allow planners and 

researchers to identify policy successes and areas where policy adjustments should be made. 

 

1.1.1 Characteristics of a Suburb 

Physical features hold prominence among conventional views defining suburbs held broadly by 

the general population, urbanists, and planners alike (Shanks, Coates, & Harris, 2017). These 

features may include low densities on a continuum toward to municipal peripheries (Forsyth, 

2012; Brueckner, 2000), segregated land uses and dwelling types (Smith, 2006); auto-reliance 

(Filion, Bunting, & Warriner, 1999); or single-detached housing (Harris, 2004). Beyond physical 

form, characteristics such as higher incomes, rates of homeownership, and automobile 

dependence are conventionally-held beliefs about suburbs (Moos & Mendez, 2014). 

 

1.1.2 Sustainability of Suburb Development 

Conventional suburban development, which is often associated with low densities and auto-

dependence at the urban periphery, is also associated with environmental, social, and economic 

sustainability issues.  

Construction in previously undeveloped areas can have serious environmental impacts affecting 

wildlife and watersheds (Potomac Conservancy, 2014; Sandberg, Wekerle, & Liette, 2013), 

resource conservation (Newman & Kenworthy, 2015), and other natural systems (Hansen et al., 

2005). Further, suburban land consumption at the periphery often comes at the opportunity cost 

of prime agricultural land (Ewing, 2008) while distance to core areas and segregation of land 

uses create increased carbon emissions and fuel consumption from the vehicles necessary to 

move from home to destination. In fact, a study of two case studies from the City of Toronto 

found that low-density suburban development is more than two times more energy and 

greenhouse gas intensive than high-density urban core development on a per capita basis 

(Norman, MacLean, & Kennedy, 2006). 

It is well known that the structural organization of an urban area – lower densities in particular – 

affects the efficiency and competitiveness possible by public transit systems (Camagni, Gibelli, 

& Rigamonti, 2002), yet it has been also been shown that housing density fails to have an 

appreciable affect on automobile dependence beyond a certain distance from city centres 

(Turcotte, 2008). Thus, as suburban development continues to occur at ever increasing 
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distances from core areas, more compact forms of development become less able to affect 

transit behaviour. Indeed, increased auto-dependence is a result of a decrease in connectivity 

and walkability, which both lead to obesity and other diseases related to sedentary behaviour 

(Ewing, Meakins, Hamidid, & Nelson, 2014; Ewing, Schmid, Killingsworth, Zlot, & Raudenbush, 

2003). As well, casual public contact at a local level can create a sense of social belonging, 

community identity, or foster respectful behaviours (Jacobs, 1961). This is at risk within 

homogenous seas of land segregation and single-detached housing (Ewing, 1997). 

Suburban developments are often more expensive for municipalities to service due to fringe 

locations, low densities, and larger lots. As a result, it is not uncommon for municipalities to 

spend more on suburban infrastructure than is returned through taxes and development 

charges (Morris, 2005). At a broader scale, it has been estimated that that sprawl imposes more 

than $1 trillion in external and internal costs annually – including those associated with reduced 

agricultural and ecological productivity, increased public infrastructure and service costs, and 

increased transport costs – in the United States (Litman, 2015). This estimate may also 

translate to Canada, where similar development practices may be found (Thomspon, 2013). 

However, for many people the higher costs associated with downtown living leave the suburbs 

as the only economical choice – where rents are lower, the parking is free, and the opportunity 

to build wealth through home ownership is more possible (Jeffers, 2018). Thus, the 

sustainability argument against suburban development is more nuanced when examined at 

through the economy of individuals or families. 

 

1.1.3 Policy Implications for Suburb Classification 

Current government policies often obscure the true costs of suburban development (Thompson, 

2013). Growing a greater understanding for the nature, distribution, and sheer volume of the 

suburbs should have implications for policy development. Acknowledgement of a growing 

understanding is already observable through efforts toward brownfield redevelopment 

(Wellington Square in Cambridge), greyfield redevelopment (Don Mills Centre in Toronto), street 

corridor redevelopment (Cambie Corridor in Vancouver), transit-oriented development (The 

Bridges in Calgary), waterfront redevelopment (Dockside Green in Victoria), and alternative 

designs to conventional suburban development (Cornell in Markham). Suburb classification 

could contribute to assessments on the success of such developments. 
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1.1.4 Canadian Suburbs Research Program 

Though anecdotal understandings for the term ‘suburb’ are fairly consistent, various approaches 

have been adopted for research purposes and there is no consensus to define the term 

(Forsyth, 2012). Examples in definitions based on age of the housing stock (Ley & Frost, 2008) 

or distance from city centre (Turcotte, 2008). To this effort, Gordon and Janzen (2013) tested 

the robustness of many different models. For example, they concluded that age of the housing 

stock was insufficient to define the inner city due to new infill and redevelopment, while location-

based definitions of suburbs were insufficient as cities across Canada vary in size and are 

increasingly polycentric, complicating definitions for the city centre. As a result, Gordon and 

Janzen (2013) proposed a classification system based on a combination of density and main 

mode of commuting data to classify suburbs as transit, auto, or exurban areas (see definitions in 

section 2.3 of this report). This is the method employed for this report. 

 

1.2 Research Objectives 

This report employed the suburb classification system proposed by Gordon and Janzen (2013) 

and applied it to the Toronto CMA using data from the 2016 Canadian Census to address the 

following questions: 

1. What proportion of Toronto residents live in suburbs, and what is their distribution? 

2. How has this proportion and distribution changed over time? 

3. Are local growth management policies achieving their targets and objectives in Toronto? 

 

1.3 Overview of Toronto Census Metropolitan Area 

1.3.1 Geography 

The Toronto CMA extends north from the shores of Lake Ontario and is the largest CMA in 

Canada by population (5.9 million in 2016). Likewise, the single-tier City of Toronto, which 

anchors the CMA, is the largest municipality in Canada. The CMA is also composed of several 

other large lower-tier municipalities including (from west to east) Oakville and Milton in Halton 

Region; Mississauga and Brampton in Peel Region; Vaughan, Richmond Hill, Aurora, 

Newmarket, and Markham in York Region; and, Pickering and Ajax in Durham Region (see Map 

1-1). Despite these urban centres, the Toronto CMA also remains home to large amounts of 

prime agricultural land.  
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1.3.2 Development History 

The Toronto CMA contains land that is the tradition territory of the Alderville, Anishnaabeg, 

Haudenosaunee, Hiawatga, Huron-Wendat, Métis, Mississaugas of the New Credit, 

Mississaugas of the Scugog, and Seneca First Nation. 

Early versions of Iroquoian villages in the Toronto region stem from roughly 1,100 years ago; 

the French constructed Fort Rouillé (or Fort Toronto) in 1750 as a small trading post; the British 

took rule in 1763; and, in 1787 the government paid the Mississaugas to acquire Toronto which 

Geographic 

Designations 

Highlighted in the 

Growth Plan 

(2006) 

 

City of Toronto 

 

Inner Ring 

   Halton Region 

   Peel Region 

   York Region 

   Durham Region 

 

Outer Ring 

   Mono 

   Orangeville 

   Tecumseth 

   Beeton 

   Tottenham 

   West Gwillimbury 

   Bradford 

 

*This report utilizes 

comparison among 

the City of Toronto 

and the outer 

suburbs (inner and 

outer rings) 

Map 1-1: Jurisdictions in the Toronto CMA: Upper-, lower-, and single-tiers 



6 
 

signaled the transition to an agricultural economy and the declaration of Toronto as the capital 

of Upper Canada two years later. 

By confederation in 1867, Toronto was established as a main railway hub and its waterfront a 

key concentration of industry in Canada, so much so that its lakefront was eventually shifted 

900 metres to the south by the 1920s. In the early 1900s, unplanned, often self-built and sub-

standard, suburbs began to appear beyond city limits (Harris, 1996). Private rail companies 

developed transit to serve these suburbs. However, the municipal government soon became 

frustrated with the refusal of these private rail companies to provide adequate suburban route 

coverage. The publicly-owned Toronto Transit Commission (TTC) was created in 1921 to 

improve transit services (Benn, 2006). 

As the first metropolitan government in North America was formed in 1953 in Toronto (Sorensen 

& Hess, 2014), modern planning for suburbs on the edges of Toronto proliferated, many 

following the Don Mills prototype (Sewell, 1993). The new suburbs of the 1950s often featured 

streetcar shopping strips that had ground floor stores and apartments filling out the floors above 

(Lemon, 1985) as well as curvy streets which provided a stark contrast to the straight residential 

streets that were a hallmark in the region until that time (Sewell, 1993). In addition to this transit 

corridor development, Sorensen and Hess argue that Toronto’s suburban development was a 

result of robust greenfield planning and development with a mix of housing types at relatively 

high densities, featuring good infrastructure and little leapfrog development (2014). This has 

resulted in a built-up area for the metropolitan region featuring comparable gross densities to 

Stockholm and Copenhagen, at roughly 27 people per hectare (Sorensen and Hess, 2007). 

These days, the distinction between downtown and suburb moving through the transition out of 

the City of Toronto is as fuzzy as ever (Micallef, 2016). The suburbs are home to much of the 

region’s multiculturalism and apartment towers appear in areas where culs-de-sac are the norm. 

As Micallef states (2016), “The old categories don’t work in Toronto. There is no downtown. 

There is no suburb. There is only Toronto” (p. 154). This is where a better suburb classification 

has potential to prove its merit. 

 

1.3.3 Policy Frameworks 

From the 1940s, the process of suburban form has followed a hierarchical planning system in 

the Toronto CMA (Sorensen & Hess, 2014). Provincial policy provided guidance for upper- and 

lower-tier official plans; these were followed by secondary plans affecting the neighbourhood 
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scale; and finally, developers negotiated with municipalities for subdivision and site plan 

approvals. Indeed, it is the position of Solomon (2007) that government, not developers or any 

other stakeholders, are responsible for patterns of sprawl development in Toronto. Significantly, 

this system was led by planning, rather than zoning by-laws, as municipal control over water 

and sewer infrastructure combined with their authority to refuse subdivision permissions. As a 

result, secondary plans, rather than disconnected subdivisions, were negotiated with land 

developers before development took place, thus ensuring a higher quality of development than 

is typically found in greenfields. However, quality of development is a subjective matter and this 

plan-led system often resulted in modernist, auto-dependent built forms which resist incremental 

change over time (Sorensen & Hess, 2014).  

As suburban growth continued into the 1970s, the Province created the regional municipalities 

of Halton, Peel, York, and Durham around the City of Toronto. Coordinated planning expanded 

further when the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe was introduced in 2006, 

encompassing areas as far as Kitchener, Niagara, or Peterborough. With this plan, 

intensification became a serious goal with target densities clearly defined to make efficient use 

of infrastructure and other public services (Sewell, 2009); a minimum general intensification 

target of 40% of all annual residential development would be required to be within the built-up 

area as defined in 2006, as per Section 2.2.3 of the Growth Plan (2006). Though this target 

does not specify the unit of measurement for residential growth – by population, new residential 

unit construction, or otherwise. 

 

1.4 Report Structure 

Methods employed for the report are discussed in section 2 of the report. This includes data and 

cartographic resources utilized, methods for establishing data relationships temporally, the 

classification criteria, and general procedures followed. Section 3 provides results and analysis 

for 2016 suburb classifications regarding population and dwelling distributions, temporal trends, 

and how these results compare to objectives stated in governmental policy documents. Section 

4 presents the conclusions on primary findings and limitations of the report, while also outlining 

guidance for future research. Appendices include additional maps and analysis referenced 

through the report, though not integral to primary discussions.
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2 Methods 

 

2.1 Overview 

This report addressed the following three questions: 

1. What proportion of Toronto residents live in suburbs, and what is their distribution? 

2. How has this proportion and distribution changed over time? 

3. Are local growth management policies achieving their targets and objectives in Toronto? 

Data from the 2016 census by Statistics Canada was used to classify census tracts (CT) in the 

Toronto Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) as active core, transit suburb, auto suburb, or 

exurban. Results from these classifications were then compared to previous assessments of 

Toronto’s suburbs for 2006 (Gordon and Shirokoff, 2014) and 1996 (Gordon and Janzen, 2013) 

to gain a temporal perspective. In each case, identical classification methodology was 

employed.  

Once temporal and geographical comparisons were considered, classification results were 

compared to the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (2006 and 2017). The Growth 

Plan establishes density targets to which applicable municipal authorities must comply, 

including all those inside the Toronto CMA. 

 

2.2 Data Sources 

2.2.1 Statistics Canada 

Data from the 2016 Statistics Canada Census of Population was used to classify the CTs for the 

Toronto CMA. The census is completed in 5-year intervals; collects information on 

demographic, social, and economic characteristics of the Canadian population at a variety of 

scales; and, undergoes ongoing and extensive data quality assessment. The census requires 

mandatory response by law – applicable to all census years except 2011 – where three-quarters 

of households receive the short-form census questionnaire while one-quarter of households 

receive the long-form questionnaire for 2016 (Statistics Canada, 2018) – this applies to all 

census years except 2011. These qualities contribute to the robustness and reliability of the 

census data and allow it to be geographically and longitudinally comparable across the country. 
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CMAs in Canada are formed by one or more adjacent municipalities centred on a core 

population centre (Statistics Canada, 2016a). A CMA must have a population of at least 

100,000 of which 50,000 or more must live in the core. The primary requirement to be included 

in a CMA is a high degree of integration with the core, as measured by journey-to-work forward 

and reverse commuting flows – at least 50% of commuters living in the CT must travel to the 

core population centre for work or at least 25% of the employed labour force working in the CT 

must live in the core population centre. 

Census data was reviewed at the CT-level. Several factors make analysis at the CT-level ideal. 

CT boundaries respect CMA boundaries; CTs will always belong to only one CMA. CTs in 

Canada are small, relatively stable geographic areas with populations typically between 2,500 

and 8,000 persons (Statistics Canada, 2016b). CTs generally match what people consider to be 

neighbourhoods; they are as compact and homogeneous as possible. CTs are also stable; 

changes to CT boundaries are discouraged to maintain maximum data comparability between 

censuses. When populations expand, CT splits are usually done in a way that allows re-

aggregation of data to the original census tract for historical comparison.  

 

2.2.2 Comparing Census Data Temporally 

Temporal comparisons made between census years in this report hold 2016 classifications 

constant and make the comparisons backward. Under this method, if a CT was classified active 

core in 2016, it is also considered active core for 2006 and 1996 for comparison purposes, 

despite its originally-derived classification for those periods. Since CTs may be classified 

differently from census to census – classifications are compiled independently for each census 

– this constant is necessary to ensure consistent geographical representation during temporal 

comparison. 

As populations expand, splitting a CT is a common method utilized to maintain a consistent 

population between 2,500 and 8,000 persons per tract. However, this poses problems when 

making temporal comparisons as new CT names are introduced and old CT names are phased 

out. The Canadian Longitudinal Tract Database from Allen and Taylor (2018) is a useful 

resource for reconciling these changes from census to census. Their work has produced tables 

which relate ‘target’ (split) census tracts to ‘source’ tracts from previous censuses – allocating a 

weighted value based on combining dasymetric areal-weighting with population-weighting 

interpolation using census dissemination blocks. These tables were used to estimate data for 
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2006 and 1996 from original 2016 CT boundary definitions for purposes of temporal 

comparison. 

 

2.2.3 Canadian Suburbs Research Project 

Gordon and Janzen (2013) established the basic methods that this report followed. Their best 

model (T8) used population density and journey-to-work data from Statistics Canada to classify 

all CTs within each CMA for Canada as active core, transit suburb, auto suburb, or exurban for 

the 1996 and 2006 censuses. Journey-to-work data collection began with the 1996 census; this 

is the earliest census for which this classification method is applicable. 

The results for 2006 were updated by Gordon and Shirokoff (2014) also using the same model, 

while also adding results for the 2011 census. However, Gordon and Shirokoff acknowledge 

possible inaccuracies stemming from the optional nature of the long-form questionnaire for the 

2011 census, which render these data unsuitable for comparison to other census results. This 

opinion is corroborated by Hulchanski, Murdie, Walks, & Bourne (2018). Correspondingly, while 

data from the 2011 census was considered, emphasis for comparison and analysis focused on 

1996, 2006, and 2016.  

Analysis for this report is based on the most recent classification model (T9) and has been run 

anew using original data – provided by Computing in the Humanities and Social Sciences 

(CHASS) at the University of Toronto – for the 2016, 2006, and 1996 Census. 

 

2.2.4 Digital Cartographic Resources 

Digital geographic information system (GIS) files were obtained from a variety of open sources 

to complete the mapping exercises throughout the study. Canada CT and water boundary files 

were obtained through Statistics Canada online. Together, these form the base from which all 

mapping products were derived.  

Additional boundary files were utilized to provide greater context to maps. Files from the 

Province of Ontario Data Catalogue online defining boundaries for the Greenbelt Plan (2017) 

and Urban Growth Centres in the Greater Golden Horseshoe, as defined in the Growth Plan 

(2006), were obtained. This catalogue also provided a boundary file delineating all urban 

development current as of the implementation of the Growth Plan in 2006. This built boundary is 
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especially useful for visualizing locations of development post-Growth Plan implementation, 

particularly in greenfield areas.  

Toronto Transit Commission subway and light rapid transit as well as Metrolinx GO Transit 

vector files were obtained through DTMI Spatial Inc. through the Scholars Geoportal and reflect 

route development active as of 2016. This is not recent enough data to reflect the Toronto-York 

Spadina Line 1 Subway Extension (opened December 17, 2017), though this enhancement is 

unlikely to have affected the 2016 census results. 

 

2.2.5 Government Documents 

The Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (2006 and 2017) established density 

targets for single- and upper-tier municipalities to manage urban intensification and greenfield 

growth – this captures all municipalities included in the Toronto CMA. These density targets are 

defined as residents plus jobs per hectare and are specified at several levels of geography 

including inner- and outer-ring, urban growth centre, and designated greenfield area. 

These density targets are the subject of comparison to the suburb classification analysis. 

However, several issues persist resulting in comparison difficulties. First, census data on where 

people work is limited to availability relative to where people live. The only publicly available 

data on where jobs actually are come from the Transportation Tomorrow Survey for 2016 and is 

completed using sample data at the geographic level of the planning district, not census tract, 

which – except for the City of Toronto – aligns with census subdivision boundaries. Second, 

boundary alignments between census tracts versus urban growth centres are inconsistent.  

A work-around is presented in the Growth Plan (2006). Section 2.2.2 (1.g) suggests that a 

component of population and employment growth be achieved through “planning and investing 

for a balance of jobs and housing in communities across the GGH to reduce the need for long 

distance commuting and to increase the modal share for transit, walking and cycling” (p. 14). 

This indicates that, in addition to the modal share analysis already being completed for this 

study, commuting duration is also a key indicator for intensification, and for success of the Plan. 

Yet, while commuting distance or duration may be possible de facto measurements for jobs per 

hectare at the CT-level, each presents limitations. Commute distance data is limited to the CMA 

level while commute duration data collection only began in 2011. Thus, perhaps the only reliable 

indicator for commute distance is the share of commuters who walk, since the average distance 

walked to work is consistently less than one kilometre. 
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2.3 Classification Criteria 

In lieu of a widely-accepted standard definition for the term ‘suburb’, the working definition and 

classification system developed by Gordon and Janzen (2013) was used to assess each CT 

within the Toronto CMA. It is a four-class system premised on a hybrid of density and main 

mode of commuting data from census statistics (see Table 2-1). Its usefulness is reflected 

through two important distinctions. This classification system is based on real-world behaviour 

and reflects residents’ actual, not theoretical, decision-making in taking transit to work. As well, 

the results allow for useful comparisons across Canada, including credible results for CMAs of 

all sizes. 

 

2.3.1 Active Core 

A CT was defined active core when its gross population density was greater than 150 people 

per square kilometre and where the share of commuters using active transportation (walking 

and cycling) was at least 50% higher than the overall average for the CMA. Each CMA has its 

peculiarities – transit program, history of development, or unique geography, among others – 

which contribute to local forms of development behaviour. Relating active core thresholds to 

local CMA averages contribute to localized definitions. 

The average share of commuters using active transportation for the Toronto CMA was slightly 

less than the national average for CMAs. In such a case, 150% of the national average for 

CMAs was used as the active core threshold. This floor normalizes the data and allows for 

national comparisons. It also prevents anomalous classifications where local CMA development 

and behaviour establish abnormally low thresholds.  

 

2.3.2 Transit Suburbs 

A CT was defined transit suburb when its gross population density was greater than 150 people 

per square kilometre, the share of commuters using active transportation was less than 150% of 

the active core threshold, and the share of commuters using public transportation was at least 

50% higher than the overall CMA average. 

The average share of commuters using public transportation for the Toronto CMA far exceeded 

the national average for CMAs. Utilization of the of the national average for CMAs was 

unnecessary. 
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2.3.3 Auto Suburb 

A CT was defined auto suburb when its gross population density was greater than 150 people 

per square kilometre, the share of commuters using active transportation was less than the 

active core threshold, and the share of commuters using public transportation was less than the 

transit suburb threshold. 

 

2.3.4 Exurban 

A CT was defined exurban when its gross population density was less than or equal to 150 

people per square kilometre. This quantitative threshold was based on the Organization of 

Economic Co-operation and Development’s “rural communities” definition and was one of the 

methods recommended by Statistics Canada for rural lands analysis (du Plessis, Behsiri, & 

Bollman, 2001). 

 

2.3.5 Unclassified 

In unique circumstances, a CT may not appropriately fit within any of the four previous 

designations – airport or industrial lands are key examples. In these situations, the CT became 

unclassified. 

 

2.4 Procedure 

Data from the 2016 Statistics Canada Census of Population was obtained and imported into a 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheet – a format suitable for performing calculations and sorting data to 

classify each CT as either active core, transit suburb, auto suburb, or exurban based on 

Table 2-1: Suburb classification summary of methods 
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previously outlined criteria. This spreadsheet was also used to relate data to the previous 2006 

and 1996 census data for split CTs using the information from Allen and Taylor (2018). 

Canadian digital boundary files for the 2016 census were imported into ArcGIS software. CTs 

for the Toronto CMA were isolated, the water features erased, and the map projected into the 

national georeferencing standard North American Datum of 1983, Zone 17N (Natural Resources 

Canada, 2018). The spreadsheet was joined to the cartographic information in ArcGIS to 

produce maps which visually demonstrated the geographic distribution of classifications. A .KML 

file was exported for use in Google Earth. 

In addition to comparison to 2006 results, inspection via Google Earth and Google Street View 

was an effective method to verify suspicious results for the 2016 census data. Where questions 

remained, local knowledge was sought from planners or planning students familiar with the 

area.  

 

2.5 Classification Comparisons 

Results from the 2016 CT classifications were compared geographically and longitudinally. 

Geographically, significant comparisons were made both based on language and definitions 

produced in the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (Ontario Ministry of Public 

Infrastructure Renewal, 2006) as well as conventional understandings on the relationship of the 

City of Toronto with its surrounding municipalities.  

Prominently, this includes comparisons in performance between the City of Toronto and the 

outer suburbs. As well, comparisons were considered among urban growth centres inside the 

Toronto CMA; the urban fringe between the built boundary delineated in 2006 and the 

Greenbelt; and, comparison of major transit corridors including TTC Subway and GO Transit 

routes. Longitudinal analysis was conducting by comparing data between the 1996-2006, 2006-

2016, and 1996-2016 censuses. 

 

2.6 Limitations 

Care must be taken when interpreting results as they are produced based on a working 

definition for suburb. Despite notoriety of the term and level of research interest, ‘suburb’ 

persists more as a social construct than scientific definition. Work from Gordon and Janzen 

(2013) has contributed greatly toward this effort, yet theirs remains a working definition as 
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universal acceptance of this or any other definition for suburb is not yet achieved, in Canada or 

elsewhere (Forsyth, 2012).  

The temporal aspect of analysis was limited as journey-to-work data collection began with the 

1996 census. Thus, classifying the suburbs with this method is limited to the last two decades. 

As well, this data was based on a sample of population – 25% for the 2016 census – so 

consideration for total figures must also account for an amount of statistical error. 

While resident and dwelling data were readily available, commuting duration was utilized as a 

substitute in lieu of unavailability for jobs per hectare data. As well, comparison among Urban 

Growth Centres was limited by a mismatch of boundary definitions; Urban Growth Centre 

boundaries commonly misalign with CT boundaries. Resultingly, analysis comparing Urban 

Growth Centres may be more anecdotal than scientific.
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3 Results and Analysis 

 

3.1 Suburb Proportion and Distribution in 2016 

3.1.1 Population Distribution in 2016 

Analysis of Toronto Census Metropolitan Area Census data for 2016 indicates that more than 

4.3 million people live in less sustainable forms of development – the auto suburbs and exurban 

areas (see Table 3-1; or Appendix A for more detail). This represents 73% of the nearly 6 million 

total people in the Toronto CMA. Alternatively, nearly 1.6 million people live in more sustainable 

forms of development – the active cores and transit suburbs. This represents 27% of the CMA 

total. 

Regarding geographic distribution, nearly three-quarters – or 3.2 million people – of those living 

in auto suburbs and exurban areas are located in the outer suburbs. On the other hand, 99% – 

nearly 1.6 million people – of those living in active cores and transit suburbs are located within 

the City of Toronto (see Figure 3-1; also see highlighted areas in Table 3-1).  

Most of the census tracts classified active core or transit suburb are within the City of Toronto. 

These are concentrated near to the core area and are loosely associated with transit routes 

extending away from the core. Outside the City of Toronto, auto suburbs dominate the 

landscape while active cores and transit suburbs do not demonstrate any significant relationship 

to major transit lines or core population, commercial, or entertainment areas as one may 

anticipate (see Map 3-1). 

 

Figure 3-1: Classification distribution between City of Toronto and the outer suburbs, 2016 
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3.1.2 Dwelling Unit Distribution in 2016 

Total dwelling unit counts, rather than population, demonstrate a slightly more sustainable 

pattern. Roughly two-thirds of the total dwelling units in the CMA are in auto suburbs and 

exurban areas (see Table 3-2; or Appendix B for more detail), rather than the nearly three-

Table 3-1: Population distribution by suburb classification for the Toronto CMA, 2016 

Table 3-2: Total dwelling unit distribution by suburb classification for the Toronto CMA, 2016 
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quarters for the population data. In contrast, 34% of the dwelling units in the CMA are located in 

the active cores and transit suburbs, a 7% improvement from the population data. 

The distribution of dwelling units is once again in stark contrast depending on geography. More 

than 70% of the dwelling units in auto suburbs or exurban areas are located in the outer 

suburbs, while 99% of dwelling units in active cores or transit suburbs are in the City of Toronto.  

Whereas more people lived in the outer suburbs of the CMA, more dwelling units are located in 

the City of Toronto. This is attributable to the lower average people per dwelling typically found 

in an active core or transit suburb versus 

an auto suburb or exurban area (see 

Table 3-3; or Appendix C for more detail). 

Higher land and accommodation prices 

more typical of active cores and transit 

suburbs will naturally drive development 

toward denser forms as affordability 

becomes scarcer.  

 

3.2 Temporal Trends in Suburb Distribution 

The Province of Ontario consolidated urban planning objectives and growth targets for many 

major jurisdictions, including all those within the Toronto CMA, with the introduction of the 

Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (2006). These objectives and targets are 

considered minimum thresholds and are to be reflected in the planning regulations for the 

jurisdictions to which they apply (Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs, 2017b).  

Among the guiding principles of the Growth Plan are to build compact and efficient communities 

which optimize the use of existing and new infrastructure while protecting land and water 

resources. Complementary to the second point are the Greenbelt Plan (2017) and the Oak 

Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan (2017). These plans are of particular importance to 

development in the outer suburbs of the Toronto CMA. 

Maps 3.2 and 3.3 provide visual context for suburb distribution for 2006 and 1996, respectively.

Table 3-3: People per dwelling unit by suburb 
classification for the Toronto CMA, 2016 



 

Map 3-1: Suburb classification results for the Toronto CMA, 2016 



 

Map 3-2: Suburb classification results for the Toronto CMA, 2006 



 

Map 3-3: Suburb classification results for the Toronto CMA, 1996 
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In each case, the goals outlined – compact development and land conservation, among others – 

reflect development types likely to be found within active cores and transit suburbs. Thus, 

success would be reflected in growth trending away from auto suburbs and exurban areas. 

The growth rates discussed in the following sections are derived by holding the 2016 Census 

classifications for Census data from 2006 and 1996. This permits logical comparisons and 

avoids confusion due to minor changes in CT classification. Where CT splits occurred, 

estimations of 2006 and 1996 data were made using methods from Allen and Taylor (2018). 

 

3.2.1 Temporal Trends for Toronto Census Metropolitan Area 

The Toronto CMA grew by 40% - or roughly 1.7 million people – from 1996 to 2016, though the 

overall growth rate slowed later during this period. The 10-year period pre-Growth Plan (1996-

2006) experienced 20% growth while this figure was 16% for the latter 10-year period post-

Growth Plan (2006-2016). Nearly three-quarters of sustainable population growth (active core 

and transit suburbs) occurred post-Growth Plan, while only 45% of unsustainable growth (auto 

suburbs and exurbs) occurred over the same period (see dark highlighted areas in Table 3-4).  

Though unsustainable population growth outpaced more sustainable growth at a rate of 5.5:1 

over the 20-year period (calculation from Table 4; [770,827+633,428]/[69,225+187,730]), more 

sustainable development nearly tripled its share of overall CMA growth during the post-Growth 

Plan period, from 8% to 23%. This demonstrates possible positive impacts of the Growth Plan 

as these trends appear to be moving in a desirable direction. 

 

Table 3-4: Population growth in the Toronto CMA, 1996-2016 
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3.2.2 Temporal Trends for Sub-Census Metropolitan Areas 

While growth for the Toronto CMA appears to be trending toward more sustainable forms, a 

comparison of the City of Toronto and the outer suburbs illuminates very different patterns of 

growth (see Table 3-5). In 1996, the City of Toronto was home to the majority of residents in the 

CMA. By 2006, it had lost its majority and more people lived in the outer suburbs than in the 

City. This trend continued for 2016 and the City of Toronto only accounted for 46% of the CMA’s 

population. In all, the City of Toronto accounted for only one-fifth of population growth in the 

CMA from 1996 to 2016. This is significant because approximately 57% of City of Toronto 

residents lived in active cores and transit suburbs while 99% of outer suburb residents lived in 

auto suburbs and exurban areas for each Census period (see italicized text in Table 3-5). 

Growth in the outer suburbs constituted the bulk of population growth – more than ¾ overall 

from 1996 to 2016. Nearly 100% of outer suburb growth was in less sustainable development; 

however, this growth rate was 40% slower post-Growth Plan, from 39% growth to 23%. In 

contrast, more than 80% of growth in the City of Toronto occurred in the more sustainable active 

cores and transit suburbs post-Growth Plan (see dark highlighted areas in Table 3-5); this 

represents a one-third increase from the previous 10-year period. In fact, growth in the active 

cores and transit suburbs of the City of Toronto represented nearly one-quarter (23%) of all 

population growth in the CMA post-Growth Plan. 

 

Table 3-5: Population growth for the City of Toronto and the outer suburbs, 1996-2016 
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These growth percentages represent two different trends. The City of Toronto has experienced 

steady increases of new condominium apartment construction from the late 1960s (Gray & 

Sopinski, 2017). However, a condo building on its own will not be representative of 

neighbourhood characteristics; a modernist tower in the park (Le Corbusier’s Plan Voisin, 1925) 

will interact with a neighbourhood very differently than a mixed-use mid-rise development 

integrated within existing dense city fabric. Thus, while condo buildings have certainly been built 

on greenfield sites in the outer suburbs, their presence is more acutely and effectually felt in City 

of Toronto – largely as infill development. Development in the outer suburbs can be largely 

characterized by growth upon previously undeveloped lands – greenfield development. 

Greenfield development benefits from the relative tabula rasa such that growth may be 

undertaken using denser, more connected forms than previously accommodated for under 

conventional development. However, this will typically only go as far as policy will direct, as will 

be discussed in the following section. 

 

3.3 Policy Discussion on Geographic and Temporal Suburb Trends 

The initial Growth Plan (2006) discussed key methods of managing growth in section 2.2 – 

these have been updated for 2017. Significant locations of growth identified include in 

designated greenfield areas (section 2.2.7) – through development of compact, transit-

supportive communities – and in delineated built-up areas (section 2.2.2) through intensification. 

This intensification is outlined broadly (section 2.2.2) and more specifically through sections 

discussing urban growth centres (2.2.3) and as well as transit corridors and station areas 

(section 2.2.4). Figure 3-2, from the Growth Plan (2017), provides a helpful visualization. 

Examining CTs with the greatest population or total dwelling unit growth reveals that each of 

these areas, centres, and corridors are attracting new residents and construction (see Appendix 

D for map demonstrating locations of population growth; see Appendix E for map demonstrating 

new construction in relation to the built boundary, Greenbelt, and urban growth centres).  

 

3.3.1 Designated Greenfield Areas 

Generally speaking, designated greenfield areas are lands that lay between the Greenbelt and 

the built boundary, typically adjacent to the built boundary. It is natural for cities to expand in an 

outward direction, thus the pattern of new construction just outside the built boundary is 

expected. The Growth Plan for 2017 (section 2.2.7) states that new development taking place in 
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a designated greenfield area will be planned, designated, zoned, and designed in a manner that 

supports achievement of complete communities, supports active transportation, encourages 

transit services, and achieves a minimum density of 80 residents and jobs combined per 

hectare (this figure excludes natural areas where development is prohibited, transport and 

energy rights-of-way, employment areas, and cemeteries).  

However, no active cores or transit suburbs exist where a CT lies partially or completely outside 

the built boundary for any of the Census years (see Appendix F for visual demonstration). In 

fact, outside the City of Toronto, one must travel to Mississauga, Oakville, or Newmarket to find 

the only CTs with an active core or transit suburb classification for 2016; though looking back 

and Milton, Georgetown, Orangeville, and Alliston each also featured at least one active core 

during the 2006 or 1996 Census.  

Despite noteworthy planning 

efforts in communities such as 

Cornell in Markham and 

Mount Pleasant in Brampton, 

the characteristics of compact, 

transit-supportive communities 

are not yet demonstrating in 

the CMA’s new greenfield 

developments, according to 

the suburb classifications of 

the 2016 Census data. It is 

possible that planning efforts 

are paying dividends at a 

smaller scale but at the CT-

level, more sustainable 

classification results are not 

yet visible. 

 

Figure 3-2: Growth Plan (2017) land use terminology 
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3.3.2 Urban Growth Centres and Intensification Corridors 

The 2017 Growth Plan (section 2.2.3) stated that urban growth centres are to accommodate 

significant shares of population and employment growth (400 residents and jobs combined per 

hectare in the City of Toronto; 200 residents and jobs combined per hectare in the outer 

suburbs), support major transit infrastructure, and act as focal areas for commercial, 

recreational, cultural, and entertainment uses. These characteristics should be conducive to 

creating conditions for active cores and transit suburbs.  

 

Map 3-4: Suburb classifications, major transit station corridors, and urban growth centres in the City 
of Toronto, 2016 
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Urban growth centres have been successful in terms of attracting new residential growth. Most 

at least partially contain or are adjacent to CTs with more than one-thousand new dwelling units 

constructed from 2006 to 2016. Results are more sporadic with regard to suburb classifications, 

especially in the outer suburbs. Unsurprisingly, urban growth centres within the City of Toronto 

each exhibit the overall characteristics of an active core, transit suburb, or both (see Map 3-4). 

Both the North York and Yonge-Eglinton Centres have active core census tracts. The less 

successful peripheral nodes – Etobicoke and Scarborough Centres – have some tall buildings, 

but no active cores. 

Move outward from the City and only Mississauga City Centre, Midtown Oakville, and 

Newmarket Centre exhibit any CTs with a more sustainable classification – though even these 

areas are auto suburb dominant. Each urban growth centre is strategically located along GO 

Transit or TTC subway routes or at traditional or emerging urban downtown areas, so it will be 

interesting to observe how their classifications change in the future, assuming that the transit 

system continues to improve and intensification targets get closer to being met.



28 
 

4 Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

4.1 Study Objectives 

This report set out to answer three main questions regarding suburb development in the Toronto 

Census Metropolitan Area. Primarily, it sought to identify the proportion and distribution of 

suburban residents in the Toronto CMA, and how this proportion and distribution has changed 

over time. Subsequently, this report attempted to provide qualitative answers as to whether the 

observed distribution and temporal trends satisfy the targets and objectives of local growth 

management policies. 

Methods developed by Gordon and Janzen (2013) to describe population distribution were 

employed using data from the Statistics Canada Census for 2016, 2006 and 1996. The results 

classified each census tract in the Toronto CMA as either active core, transit suburb, auto 

suburb, or exurb. 

Active cores and transit suburbs were generally considered to be locations of more sustainable 

development. In these locations, higher proportions of commuters who walked, cycled, or used 

some form of transit were more prevalent. This was an indicator that perhaps forms of 

development were denser, had better connectivity, or contained a greater mix of land uses – 

especially in active cores.  

Auto suburbs and exurbs were generally considered to be locations of less sustainable 

development. In these locations, higher proportions of commuters who drove personal vehicles 

were more prevalent. This, coupled with a lack of commuters using transit or active 

transportation, was an indicator that perhaps forms of development were less dense, had 

weaker connectivity, or contained a greater segregation of land uses. 

 

4.2 Primary Findings 

4.2.1 Suburb Population and Dwelling Unit Distribution for 2016 

The population for the Toronto CMA was 88% suburban in 2016 – 3% exurban, 70% auto 

suburb, and 15% transit suburb – while 12% of residents lived in active cores (see Figure 4-1). 

Put another way, more than 4.3 million people (73%) lived in the less sustainable auto suburbs 

and exurbs in 2016, while 1.6 million people (27%) lived in more sustainable active cores and 
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transit suburbs. While these figures may be somewhat expected given the general growth 

patterns experienced in North America since World War II, they are less than desirable.  

Population analysis at a smaller scale presented two differing trends. The City of Toronto was 

74% suburban while the outer suburbs were more than 99% suburban. Nearly 60% of the 

population in the City of Toronto lived in more sustainable development while 99% of the 

population in the outer suburbs lived in less sustainable development. This contrast should not 

be unexpected, as the City of Toronto represents the core area of the CMA, yet this figure for 

the outer suburbs leaves no doubt that conventional suburban development results in different 

commuting patterns.  

 

Dwelling unit data demonstrated a slightly more sustainable pattern. By this measure, the 

Toronto CMA was 83% suburban. Roughly 66% of dwelling units were in less sustainable areas 

in 2016, while 34% were in more sustainable areas. Once again, geography showed a stark 

contrast in distribution. Roughly 64% of the dwelling units in the City of Toronto were in more 

sustainable areas while 99% of the dwelling units in the outer suburbs were in less sustainable 

areas.  

The higher proportion of dwelling units, rather than population, in sustainable areas may 

become negligible when data for people per dwelling unit is considered; a given population 

Figure 4-1: Suburb proportions, Toronto CMA and sub-CMA 
geographies, 2016 



30 
 

living in an active core will typically require more dwelling units than the same number of people 

living in an auto suburb. This is due to the nature of development in the two areas – active cores 

tend to be denser areas with smaller accommodations for fewer people, while auto suburbs are 

generally sparser areas with larger accommodations built for more people. In the Toronto CMA, 

this results in roughly 1.9 people per dwelling unit in the active cores, 2.4 in the transit suburbs, 

and 2.9 in the auto suburbs. Thus, while dwelling unit data demonstrated a more sustainable 

trend, forms of development must be accounted for when considering dwelling unit versus 

population data.  

 

4.2.2 Temporal Trends in Suburb Distribution 

The temporal aspect of the study can be characterized by the two decades before and after the 

Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (2006). The population during the decade pre-

Growth Plan grew at a faster rate (20%) than the decade post-Growth Plan (16%). There may 

be several plausible reasons for this decreased rate of growth including negative affects of 

Growth Plan policies or the global financial crisis, among others. 

In the decade before the Growth Plan, less sustainable growth in the exurbs and auto suburbs 

grew at a rate of 27%; this represented 91% of all population growth in the CMA (see Table 4-

1). During the same time, more sustainable growth in the active cores and transit suburbs grew 

at a rate of only 5%. Auto suburbs were the fastest growing classification during this period 

(27%). 

From 2006-2016, less sustainable growth continued to constitute the majority of population 

growth. However, its growth rate slowed by roughly one-third to a rate of 17%; this represented 

77% of all population growth in the CMA. In contrast, the growth rate in more sustainable 

neighbourhoods increased 2.5 times to 13%. Active cores, at 19% population growth and 26% 

dwelling unit growth, were the fastest growing classification for this time period. 

Data for dwelling units, as opposed to population figures, bore slightly more sustainable results 

yet the pattern remained the same. This is largely due to current trends toward construction of 

smaller dwelling units. This trend is felt more acutely in the active cores and transit suburbs. 

Thus, there may be reason to believe Growth Plan policies have had a positive effect. This data 

demonstrates a modest improvement in the share of CMA growth for the more sustainable 
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active cores and transit suburbs, even though they are still more than tripled by less sustainable 

growth. 

 

Meanwhile, many classification changes have occurred between 1996 and 2016. Disregarding 

the comparative data for a moment, original census classification data show that active cores 

have increased in proportion from 9% to 12% of the CMA population from 1996 to 2016 and 

transit suburbs have decreased from 18% to 15%, while auto suburbs and exurbs maintained a 

relatively constant share (see Table 4-2). A few interesting points arise from these trends.  

 

First, despite a slowed growth rate, auto suburbs account for no less proportion of population in 

2016 than they did in 1996; their large volume makes for slow work of decreasing their 

proportion. For every success where an auto suburb in 1996 became an active core 

(Newmarket Centre) or transit suburb (Etobicoke Centre or Scarborough Centre) for 2016, 

scores of other examples exist where greenfield land in exurban areas was developed and 

Table 4-1: Population and dwelling unit growth in the Toronto CMA, pre- and post-Growth Plan 

Table 4-2: Population distribution using original census (not comparative) suburb 
classification for the Toronto CMA, 1996-2016 
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converted to auto suburbs – from Milton, Oakville, and Brampton to Vaughan and Markham, 

and others (observed changes visible on Maps 2 through 4). 

Second, active cores and transit suburbs appear to have swapped growth even though Growth 

Plan policies support both active transportation and transit service in designated greenfield 

areas (section 2.2.7) and urban growth centres 

(section 2.2.3). Growth in active cores was primarily 

expressed as an expansion of the CMA core area 

while growth in transit suburbs was primarily 

experienced along major transit corridors peripheral 

to the CMA core area. While both classifications have 

indeed been growing, population and dwelling unit 

growth in active cores post-Growth Plan outstrips 

transit suburbs by a wide margin (see Table 4-3).  

 

4.2.3 Policy Comparison 

The Growth Plan from 2006 – updated in 2017 – emphasizes intensification and compact 

development. Because Toronto’s suburbs were already denser and more contiguous than much 

of North America, the fair assumption would be that the performance of its outer suburbs would 

exceed expectations. The data does not show this to be true. 

Since active cores demonstrate the only true representation of effective compact and mixed-use 

communities – walking or cycling to work represents a consistently short-distance commute 

while each form of suburb represents dominant modes with commonly longer distances – it 

seems to be the best representation for the performance of intensification efforts, whether 

greenfield or infill. The stark lack of active cores, and even transit suburbs, outside the City of 

Toronto demonstrates an ineffectiveness of plan policies so far and confirms the assertion from 

Turcotte (2008) that housing density fails to have an appreciable affect on automobile 

dependence beyond a certain distance from core areas.  

 

4.3 Limitations 

Certain limitations were present in this report which shed caution toward interpretation of its 

results. Significantly, the suburb classification method (Gordon and Janzen, 2013) employed for 

Table 4-3: Toronto CMA growth in 
active cores and transit suburbs, post-
Growth Plan 
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this report is a working definition and not yet widely accepted. There are many other scientific 

and anecdotal definitions of the term “suburb” so understanding how it is defined is important.  

The results of this report are limited geographically to the census tract level as well as to 

comparison between the City of Toronto and its outer suburbs. Census tracts can still be quite 

large and may miss more nuanced neighbourhood interpretations that would be possible with 

analysis at a smaller scale. Likewise, to generalize comparison between the City of Toronto and 

its outer suburbs assumes a level of uniformity within these areas that simply does not exist.  

The results of this report are limited temporally to two 10-year time periods, pre-Growth Plan 

(1996-2006) and post-Growth Plan (2006-2016). A few factors contributed to this. Main mode of 

commuting data limits results historically to 1996, this was the first Census which collected 

journey to work data. As well, 5-year intervals were not achieved for two reasons: time 

constraints for the researcher prevented analysis of the 2001 Census while data quality issues 

(Hulchanski et al., 2013) affected the decision to omit results for 2011. Caution should be taken 

while interpreting growth results due to these larger interval periods and historical limitations.  

The Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing for Ontario outlined several keys to measuring 

success when it published Performance Indicators for the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden 

Horseshoe, 2006 (2015). However, much of the data to independently monitor these indicators 

is not publicly available. For example, its core indicator to measure for intensification is the 

percentage of new residential units constructed in the built boundary for 2006 – but census tract 

boundaries do not align with this built boundary. Boundary alignments are also an issue if trying 

to examine the performance of urban growth centres or major transit station areas. For these 

two measurements, the core indicator is the number of people and jobs per hectare – jobs data 

was unavailable. Alternative measures such as commuting duration or distance in lieu of job 

data were contemplated but considered inadequate substitutions. While it is true that a 10-

minute walk to work is an admirable result, a 10-minute drive can cover a significantly longer 

distance, especially when highways are involved. Commute duration and distance data do not 

account for mode choice.  

One significant resource utilized for this report, which was unavailable for those previous 

(Goldney, 2018), was the Canadian Longitudinal Tract Database (Allen & Taylor, 2018). While 

previous work laboured manually to relate data temporally among census tracts, this Database 

conveniently provides weighted temporal relationships accurately. 
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4.4 Future Research 

Expansion of the geographical and temporal scales of research would enhance results. 

Continuation of this research at 5-year intervals, aligned with each national census, would 

strengthen the credibility and stability of temporal interpretations.  

As well, in lieu of commute data prior to the 1996 Census, interpretation of suburb development 

along historical streetcar routes in Toronto and its suburbs would tell an interesting story and 

possibly relate to the results we see today. 

Further, neighbourhood- or municipal-level analysis has potential to illuminate more nuanced 

interpretations than the simple comparison of the City of Toronto and its outer suburbs. Within 

the City of Toronto, development at the Entertainment District in the core versus Rexdale in 

Etobicoke will look very different. Likewise, development at the inter- or intra- municipality level 

in the outer suburbs has potential for varied interpretations – Markham versus Brampton, for 

example.  

Finally, extending the national CMA comparisons already completed by Gordon (2018) to 

include some of the smaller-scale comparisons mentioned above would yield interesting results. 

For example, it could be interesting to understand how the mid-size cities in the Toronto CMA 

perform compared to mid-size CMAs nationally. Any differences observed could contribute to 

understanding the extent to which the Toronto core has influence over peripheral development 

patterns, if any. Alternatively, comparison of Toronto to Montreal and Vancouver – of the core 

downtown areas, development along major transit routes, or the success of the outer suburbs – 

could demonstrate the similarity or complexity of development across large Canadian cities.
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Appendix A Population growth in the Toronto CMA and 
sub-geographies, 1996-2016 

 

The population of the Toronto CMA for 2016 was 5,928,040 (see Table A-1). This figure 

represents nearly 40% growth, or 1.67 million new residents, since 1996. An overwhelming 

majority of this growth, 91%, occurred in the suburbs – 82% in the auto suburbs, 7% in the 

transit suburbs, and 2% in the exurbs. As a small token of encouraging news, the suburban 

share of growth decreased from 95% in the decade before introduction of the Growth Plan to 

86% in the decade after.  

Overall, the CMA grew 20% pre-Growth Plan and 16% post-Growth Plan. Analysis at the sub-

geographies of the City of Toronto and the outer suburbs reveal opposing trends.  

In the decade before introduction of the Growth Plan, the outer suburbs comprised 86% of all 

growth in the CMA. In fact, while the City of Toronto had been more populous in 1996, the outer 

suburbs had claimed a majority of population by 2006. This majority would become larger in 

2016.  

However, in the decade after introduction of the Growth Plan, the outer suburbs comprised a 

smaller share, 73%, of all growth in the CMA. While the growth rate in the outer suburbs slowed, 

the City of Toronto doubled its growth from pre- to post-Growth Plan. This is particularly evident 

in its active cores, which went from 6% to 19% growth, pre- to post-Growth Plan. In fact, nearly 

half of all population growth in the City of Toronto following the Growth Plan occurred in active 

cores. Notable as well, the only classification to experience a slower rate of growth in the 

decade after introduction of the Growth Plan were the auto suburbs. 

Division of the outer suburbs, according to definitions produced through the Growth Plan, into 

an inner-ring and outer-ring deliver a curious trend. Similar to the City of Toronto, the outer-ring 

grew quicker in the decade following introduction of the Growth Plan, while the pace of growth in 

the inner-ring slowed. As development before the Growth Plan crept toward the outer 

boundaries at inner-ring municipalities such as Brampton, municipalities in the outer-ring seem 

to have benefitted through increased development post-Growth Plan. An argument could be 

made that this is a simple outward expansion of growth. Yet, if the denser City of Toronto can 

increase its rate of population growth over time, it is conceivable that municipalities in the inner-

ring can achieve growth through intensification as well. If they can, it would fulfill one of the core 

tenets of Growth Plan policies.
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TORONTO CMA 777,477 18% 814,145 16% 889,532 15% 36,668 5% 4% 75,387 9% 9% 112,055 14% 7%

     City  of Toronto 773,096 33% 99% 809,508 32% 99% 884,334 32% 99% 36,412 5% 31% 99% 74,826 9% 33% 99% 111,238 14% 32% 99%

     Outer Suburbs 4,381 0% 1% 4,637 0% 1% 5,198 0% 1% 256 6% 0% 1% 561 12% 0% 1% 817 19% 0% 1%

          Inner-Ring 4,381 0% 1% 4,637 0% 1% 5,198 0% 1% 256 6% 0% 1% 561 12% 0% 1% 817 19% 0% 1%

          Outer-Ring - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

TORONTO CMA 2,779,499 65% 3,533,122 69% 4,142,820 70% 753,624 27% 89% 609,698 17% 74% 1,363,321 49% 82%

     City  of Toronto 1,042,666 44% 38% 1,091,503 44% 31% 1,133,104 42% 27% 48,837 5% 41% 6% 41,601 4% 18% 7% 90,438 9% 26% 7%

     Outer Suburbs 1,736,832 92% 62% 2,441,619 93% 69% 3,009,716 94% 73% 704,787 41% 97% 94% 568,097 23% 96% 93% 1,272,884 73% 96% 93%

          Inner-Ring 1,685,991 93% 61% 2,378,644 94% 67% 2,928,868 95% 71% 692,653 41% 97% 92% 550,224 23% 96% 90% 1,242,877 74% 97% 91%

          Outer-Ring 50,842 71% 2% 62,975 73% 2% 80,848 76% 2% 12,133 24% 83% 2% 17,873 28% 84% 3% 30,006 59% 84% 2%

TORONTO CMA 127,319 3% 144,522 3% 168,252 3% 17,203 14% 2% 23,730 16% 3% 40,933 32% 2%

     City  of Toronto - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

     Outer Suburbs 127,319 7% 100% 144,522 6% 100% 168,252 5% 100% 17,203 14% 2% 100% 23,730 16% 4% 100% 40,933 32% 3% 100%

          Inner-Ring 106,996 6% 84% 121,761 5% 84% 142,024 5% 84% 14,765 14% 2% 86% 20,263 17% 4% 85% 35,028 33% 3% 86%

          Outer-Ring 20,323 29% 16% 22,761 27% 16% 26,228 24% 16% 2,438 12% 17% 14% 3,467 15% 16% 15% 5,905 29% 16% 14%

1  Toronto CMA defined by Statistics Canada; sub-geographies defined in the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (2006)
2  Total population figures are not always a true sum of the Active Core, Transit Suburb, Auto Suburb, and Exurb figures due to 'unclassified' census tracts
3  Data for 1996 is sourced from the 2016 'T9' Census classification exercise and are close estimations due to census tract splits
4  Data for 2006 is sourced from the 2016 'T9' Census classifcation exercise and are close estimations due to census tract splits
5  Data for 2016 is sourced from the 2016 'T9' Census classification exercise is true to Statistics Canada 2016 Census data
6  This chart utilizes classifications from the 2016 census and moves the population data backward

T
o

ta
l

D
a
ta

44% 51% 54% 727,176 594,288 1,321,464

822,419

228,131

572,948

21,340

1,667,717

Data provided by Statistics Canada 1996, 2006, and 2016 Census Tract Data and obtained through Computing in the Humanities and Social Sciences (CHASS), University of Toronto
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Appendix B Total dwelling unit growth in the Toronto CMA 
and sub-geographies, 2006-2016 

 

Total dwelling units in the Toronto CMA for 2016 numbered 2,235,145 (see Table B-1). This 

figure represents 18% growth, or over 340,000 new units, since 2006. Similar to population 

data, a significant majority of this growth, 77%, occurred in the suburbs – 64% in the auto 

suburbs, 10% in the transit suburbs, and 3% in the exurbs. Unfortunately, comparing of pre- and 

post-Growth Plan data is not possible; collection of dwelling unit data does not reach as far back 

as 1996.  

The share of dwelling units for each classification at all levels of geography remained relatively 

stable between 2006 and 2016. For example, auto suburbs in the CMA accounted for 63% of all 

dwelling units for 2006 as well as 63% of all dwelling units for 2016. Likewise, auto suburbs 

accounted for 39% and 36% of all dwelling units in the City of Toronto for 2006 and 2016, 

respectively, while auto suburbs accounted for 93% of all dwelling units in the outer suburbs for 

each census period (this is a sum of inner- and outer-ring data). 

Despite stability in dwelling unit distribution over time and geography, growth rates differed 

substantially. Dwelling units in the auto suburbs for the City of Toronto grew at a rate of just 6% 

while for the outer suburbs they grew by 24%. These growth rates become especially significant 

considering auto suburbs represent the location for the vast majority of dwelling units in the 

outer suburbs while only roughly one-third for the City of Toronto. 
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     City  of Toronto 1,037,595 1,175,923 13% 40%
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TORONTO CMA 307,482 16% 387,836 17% 80,354 26% 23%

     City  of Toronto 301,682 29% 98% 381,778 32% 98% 80,096 27% 58% 100%

     Outer Suburbs 5,800 1% 2% 6,058 1% 2% 258 4% 0% 0%

          Inner-Ring 5,800 1% 2% 6,058 1% 2% 258 4% 0% 0%

          Outer-Ring - - - - - - - - - -

TORONTO CMA 337,696 18% 371,542 17% 33,846 10% 10%

     City  of Toronto 335,685 32% 99% 369,529 31% 99% 33,844 10% 24% 100%

     Outer Suburbs 2,011 0% 1% 2,013 0% 1% 2 0% 0% 0%

          Inner-Ring 2,011 0% 1% 2,013 0% 1% 2 0% 0% 0%

          Outer-Ring - - - - - - - - - -

TORONTO CMA 1,193,999 63% 1,411,814 63% 217,815 18% 64%

     City  of Toronto 399,808 39% 33% 424,323 36% 30% 24,515 6% 18% 11%

     Outer Suburbs 794,190 93% 67% 987,491 93% 70% 193,301 24% 94% 89%

          Inner-Ring 771,603 94% 65% 957,918 94% 68% 186,315 24% 95% 86%

          Outer-Ring 22,587 74% 2% 29,573 76% 2% 6,986 31% 83% 3%

TORONTO CMA 50,199 3% 60,221 3% 10,022 20% 3%

     City  of Toronto - - - - - - - - - -

     Outer Suburbs 50,199 6% 100% 60,221 6% 100% 10,022 20% 5% 100%

          Inner-Ring 42,223 5% 84% 50,862 5% 84% 8,639 20% 4% 86%

          Outer-Ring 7,976 26% 16% 9,359 24% 16% 1,383 17% 17% 14%

4  Data for 2016 is sourced from the 2016 'T9' Census classification exercise is true to Statistics Canada 2016 Census data
5  This chart utilizes classifications from the 2016 census and moves the population data backward

Data provided by Statistics Canada 2006 and 2016 Census Tract Data and obtained through Computing in the Humanities and 

Social Sciences (CHASS), University of Toronto
1  Toronto CMA defined by Statistics Canada; sub-geographies defined in the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden 

Horseshoe (2006)
2  Total population figures are not always a true sum of the Active Core, Transit Suburb, Auto Suburb, and Exurb figures 

due to 'unclassified' census tracts
3  Data for 2006 is sourced from the 2016 'T9' Census classifcation exercise and are close estimations due to census tract 

splits
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1,892,247 2,235,145

204,57045% 47%
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2006-2016
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2% 2% 8,369

2016
4

(share of 

geographic total)

44% 46%

Table  B-1: Comprehensive total dwelling unit growth in the Toronto CMA and sub-geographies, 2006-2016 
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Appendix C Population and dwelling unit densities by 
classification for the Toronto CMA, 2016 

 

Varying definitions notwithstanding, the suburb classification method holds up to lay principles 

regarding population and dwelling unit densities with regard to individual main mode of 

transportation choices. It stands to reason that active cores, where higher rates of walking and 

cycling are expected, will contain the densest concentration of people and dwelling units (see 

Figure C-1). Likewise, transit suburbs would be expected to be less dense than active cores, yet 

denser than auto suburbs in order to better support regular transit service.
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Figure  C-1: Population and dwelling unit densities by classification for the Toronto CMA, 2016 
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Appendix D Census Tracts of Significant Population 
Growth in the Toronto CMA, 1996-2016 

 

Few census tracts for large population growth exist within the City of Toronto, along major 

transit corridors, or near to urban growth centres (see Map D-1). A visible majority of significant 

population growth is located in greenfield areas at or adjacent to the built boundary from 2006. It 

may be found to a lesser extent near to urban growth centres or along major transit corridors. 

Land located between the demarcations of the built boundary and Greenbelt can generally be 

interpreted to be the future greenfield areas for development and growth. The Greenbelt poses 

as an obvious geographic limit to urban expansion, despite any underlying motivations for 

intensification within the Growth Plan including the environment, economy, or society.
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Map  D-1: Census tracts of significant growth in the Toronto CMA, 1996-2016 
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Appendix E Census Tracts of Significant Total Dwelling 
Unit Growth in the Toronto CMA, 2006-2016 

 

The pattern of large growth numbers for dwelling units is similar to that of population. There 

appears to be a slightly stronger pattern of dwelling unit growth along transit corridors than for 

population growth, yet its association to greenfield areas remains significant (see Map E-1).



 

Map  E-1: Census tracts of significant total dwelling unit growth in the Toronto CMA, 2006-2016 
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Appendix F Census Tract Classifications Beyond the Built 
Boundary for the Toronto CMA, 2016 

 

While greenfield development receives denser and more stringent growth targets within the 

Growth Plan, new development since 2006 thus far remains auto-centric. Only auto suburbs 

and exurban areas exist beyond the limits of the built boundary (see Map F-1). In other words, 

nothing built since 2006 outside the built boundary can be classified as more sustainable active 

core or transit suburb development. 

Despite any policies for denser or mixed-use greenfield development, this trend should not be 

surprising. Many people living in these areas commute downtown or to other core areas for 

work and have located in these areas of outward expansion due to the availability of more 

affordable home ownership. 

Also, note that none of the designated urban growth centres lie outside the built boundary. 

While the Growth Plan does attempt to diversify the form and economy of greenfield 

development, it is not trying to establish any new urban hubs in undeveloped greenfield areas. 

Rather, the Growth Plan is leveraging existing development to attract more people and, 

importantly, jobs to a greater number of local hubs. Many of these hubs will undoubtedly serve 

the workers among new greenfield residents. 

  

 



 

 
Map  F-1: Census tract classifications beyond the built boundary for the Toronto CMA, 2016 


