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Mayor John Tory
City of Toronto
100 Queen St West
Toronto, ON M5H 2N1

Re:  Storefront for Art & Architecture, Letters to Mayors/Developers: Toronto
        EDIT: Expo for Design, Innovation & Technology

       The Design of Intensification

Dear Mayor Tory,

We are in the midst of one of those unique times in the history of our city, 
a period of unprecedented and sustained growth and change. We happen 
to live in one of the most desirable cities on earth, and that is a good thing. 
It does mean however, that people from across the world and across this 
country will continue to want to come here. That should also be a good 
thing.

We collectively seem to share a feeling of ongoing astonishment at the rate 
and nature of physical change some areas of our city have undergone over 
the past 20-year period. At the moment at least, it does not appear that this 
redevelopment pattern will do anything but continue to accelerate. This era 
of intensification coincides with the challenge of having to rebuild, restore 
and revitalize our now aging infrastructure, communities, public spaces and 
older buildings. Many challenges for a municipal government to manage.

Over this past 20-30 year period, the City of Toronto deserves much credit 
for its role in making this city a better place to live, work and play. There 
have been many city building successes that we can collectively point 
to that will leave a long-lasting legacy of value for the next generation of 
Torontonians to inherit. However, perhaps given the rate of change, we have 
too often been in a reactive, rather than proactive mode, with respect to 
helping to positively shape and give form to intensification and its impacts.

Given the tremendous opportunity that this unique time provides, our 
challenge to keep our city healthy and prosperous depends on our ability to 
collectively manage this time of change well, so that generations to come 
continue to benefit from the quality of life we enjoy in this great city. 

Therefore, from the biased perspective of an architect, a few suggestions, 
premised on the assumption that growth, managed well, can enhance the 
quality of life in our city:
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1 ‘Squash and Soar’ might describe the pattern that intensification 
has taken across our city. Allow towers to occur in the downtown area 
and in a few other districts across the city, but discourage and suppress 
intensification elsewhere. While this has generally been a practical and 
logical approach to planning for intensification to date, the pendulum has 
perhaps swung a bit too far on the ‘soar’ side of things, in some areas of 
our city. This has resulted in a clustering of towers, ever increasing in height, 
proximity and density in some areas, in the face of continuing resistance to 
accommodating growth elsewhere. The pressures this approach poses on 
sustaining a reasonable quality of life in these revitalized communities and 
our infrastructure in general is enormous. We need to do a much better 
job at finding ways to spread the load of intensification, to affordably 
intensify at more modest scales in our stable communities, and to 
rationalize our investment in improved transit across the city. Laneway 
housing, while modest in overall impact, is one such approach, now 
making its way through the approval process, and deserving of your 
support. However, we need to find other ways as well, to find the 
right solutions to neighbourhood by neighbourhood capacity for 
intensification.
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2 The Threat to Heritage - A city, like a person, depends on qualities 
of character that develop over time, and that can support new ideas (and 
places/experiences) that build upon that essential character. There is an 
enormous wealth of heritage in our city that we are in great danger of 
losing, given the property value impacts of ‘squash and soar’ intensification 
combined with public policy disincentives to invest in heritage structures 
(e.g. our property tax system). At the beginning of this tremendous period 
of growth, the ‘heritage-rich’ shoulder neighbourhoods of the downtown 
area – King/Spadina and King/Parliament – led the revitalization process, 
stimulated by innovative liberalization of zoning permissions. The extreme 
increase in land value in these areas of the city now threatens the very 
survival of these valuable heritage resources. We need a radical shift in 
approach to planning and property tax policy to ensure that these 
revitalized areas retain their heart and fundamental character. An 
increase in heritage planning regulation, in the absence of realistic 
financial policy that stimulates a real value shift towards existing 
heritage structures, will not address this challenge.
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3 Improved Tools and Metrics - We need to invest more in 
improving the process by which we make planning and development 
decisions, and by doing so trust that we will have improved outcomes, 
including a more informed and engaged citizenry, invested in the future of 
their community. The effectiveness with which we collectively understand, 
explore, and decide upon the physical form that intensification will take 
is an essential determinant in ensuring that we positively shape this 
growth. We already collectively spend a lot of time and money trying to 
better understand and discuss development, but too often the quality of 
information available and the level of discussion resulting does not do 
justice to the task at hand, for any of those involved. A city facing this rate 
of change needs better tools to assist its citizens, staff, and councilors in 
decisions which will impact our city and neighbourhoods for years to come. 
Advances in technology have provided us with enhanced opportunities 
to better understand and discuss the choices before us. In addition to 
improved analytical mapping of our evolving city, we should invest 
in enhanced digital and physical modelling of those portions of our 
city under the most development pressure, to better understand 
comparative and evolving conditions, and better inform our judgements 
regarding capacity for intensification. A virtual reality interface, 
combined with physical scale models of our growing communities in 
context, will substantially improve our collective understanding of the 
choices facing the future of our unfolding city.
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4 Future City Studio - In a city growing as quickly as ours, it is 
very difficult to stay ahead on planning strategy, particularly when public 
resources are scarce and our city budget is challenged. Nevertheless, it is 
essential that we do a better job of understanding and exploring what the 
future of our city will look like, and how it will function. It would be good to 
replace at least some portion of the astonishment we all may feel about the 
rapid change of our city, with a more confident sense of where we are going, 
together with some improved form of collective agreement on that course. 
This is particularly challenging for the downtown area and a few other areas 
currently facing tremendous, ongoing development pressure. We need to 
better understand and define neighbourhood by neighbourhood, block 
by block capacity for intensification, assuming the current rate of growth 
continues for an indeterminate period of time. We are well behind with the 
kind of detailed precinct planning work that would really help provide a more 
predictable framework for change and growth. While there have been some 
successful efforts in some areas of our city (and policy) in this past period, 
we are still too often in a reactive mode to new development proposals. 
Consider the establishment of a design studio within the Planning 
Department, responsible for understanding and exploring the future 
form of our city, particularly the areas under the most development 
pressure. 

Toronto has been positively transformed over the past 20 to 30 year period, 
but there is much more change to come, and it will be relentless. Together 
we need to find better ways to shape the future form of our city, our most 
important collective design project.

My very best wishes, 

Joe Lobko OAA, FRAIC, LEED AP BD+C, Partner - DTAH
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