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The future of Ontario  
depends on the vibrancy  
of its mid-sized cities

When we think about city-building, it’s the so-
called “global cities” that come to mind – Toronto, 
New York, Paris, Tokyo. Indeed, we learn a lot about 
these big metropolises in the news, in films and in 
political debates. We often celebrate their power, 
cosmopolitanism and dynamism. When we talk 
about cities, we think about the unique diversity of 
experiences they provide. And yet, these popular 
perceptions of the urban experience are restricted 
to a limited number of places. Conversations about 
cities very rarely ever consider the rich diversity of 
cities that actually exist and the diversity of urban 
experiences that cities of all shapes and sizes can 
provide. This is particularly true in the Canadian 
context, but also true throughout the global North, 
where we see how ‘growth attracts growth’ and has led 
to disproportionately different levels of infrastructure, 
investments, employment opportunities, immigration, 
and development in cities across the country. The 
undertone of this rising polarization between rapid-
growth and slow-growth urban centres suggests 
an urban hierarchy of winners and losers where 
policy, employment and research gravitates around a 
perceived “centre”.

A closer look at urban dynamics across Ontario urban 
areas reveals the potential for mid-sized cities and 
suggests a critical area of study. The Mid-Sized Cities 
Research Collaborative aims to fill an important 
research gap by putting forward resources and evidence 
to support decision-makers and city-builders at 
municipal, provincial and federal levels of leadership. 
The Leveraging Ontario’s Urban Potential: Mid-Sized 
Cities Research Series presents an inter-disciplinary 
perspective by young and established scholars on 
themes specific to a mid-sized urban scale.

Ontario’s mid-sized cities represent nearly 45 per cent 
of Ontario’s urban population, of which 20% is within 
the GTHA, and 25% is outside. This is a massive part 
of the population and yet, mid-sized cities suffer from 
a scarcity of planning models suited to their particular 
needs and circumstances because they have yet to be 
recognized as having a distinctive status compared to 
other city types and are rarely considered an object of 
study in their own right1. 

We can say that Ontario’s mid-sized cities lie in the 
“in-between” space within the rapid-growth / slow-
growth dichotomy. In their discussion papers, Neil 
Bradford, and Luisa Sotomayor & Austin Zwick, discuss 
the implications, possibilities, and limitations of this 
condition; while Mark Seasons argues that the physical 
and socio-economic impacts of slow-growth dynamics 
are yet to be seriously acknowledged and incorporated 
into MSCs’ urban management plans to capture social, 
economic, and environmental benefits.

One particularity of MSCs is that many of their local 
economic opportunities are determined by the regional 
functions they fulfill in supporting much larger areas 
beyond their boundaries. MSCs are important secondary 
nodes that mediate the global flows of goods, 
innovation systems, information and management at 
the regional, national, and sometimes global scales. 
Greg Spencer reminds us, nonetheless, that MSCs are 
limited with regards to economies of scale and the 
variety and quantity of employment they can offer. 
This limitation has implications for governance and 
fiscal health. As David Robinson and Austin Zwick each 
suggests in their papers, some of the characteristics of 
mid-sized cities, such as the loss of local population 
to suburbanization, pose challenges to the pricing and 
delivery of urban services and to city budgets. This and 
other local circumstances can make them less attractive 
to new immigrants and local young populations.

1. Small Cities? Towards a Research Agenda. International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research 33.3 (September): 83–99; Kline, S.
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action that may enable some leverage for building 
partnerships with local anchor institutions, such as 
universities and hospitals, and increase local advocacy 
and activism.

Similarly, researchers also highlight the opportunities 
to improve the local quality of life and sustainability 
through environmental and urban planning approaches. 
Two such examples are provided by Stephen Hill & 
Margo Perun, who write about the role of these cities 
in reducing green gas house emissions and engaging 
in climate change action. Similarly, Liette Vasseur 
refers to the need for incorporating more green spaces 
into city planning. Gordon’s analysis of ongoing 
suburbanization in mid-sized cities calls for more 
attention to declining inner cities neighbourhoods and 
the commercial downtown cores, while Neluka Leanage 
and Pierre Fillion examine the built environment and 
pedestrian networks in three MSC downtowns, stressing 
their key role for supporting safe and vibrant places 
with a specific focus on main streets. Maxwell Hartt and 
Samantha Biglieri suggest that age-friendly policies 
are also necessary to respond to mid-sized cities 
demographic realities and changing needs.

Ontario’s mid-sized cities: 
understanding their scale  
and functions 

Expressions such as “second-tier,” “secondary,” or 
“intermediate” are often used interchangeably to refer 
to “middle-sized” cities. We have chosen to use the 
latter because it is a term that describes the urban 
scale without implying a place in an established 
hierarchy of cities. We define MSCs as having a 
population within the range of 50,000 to 500,000 
residents. This definition fits well with the Canadian 
urban system where size is an indication of the city’s 
function, and where there are no mega-cities, but 

Crucially, mid-sized cities play fundamental roles in 
community stewardship weaving across urban, rural and 
suburban spaces by connecting regional social fabrics. 
Yet, these processes remain largely understudied. 
Richard Ouellet provides a compelling example of 
such regional dynamic by examining recent reserve-
to-city Indigenous migrations and the ways in which 
MSCs should include Indigenous voices and provide 
opportunities for an emerging Indigenous middle class.

In examining the characteristics and opportunities 
of MSCs, authors show us a gamut of strengths and 
opportunities to compete and increase their liveability. 
For example, Audrey Jamal notes that emerging trends, 
such as the co-working movement, is gaining traction 
in MSCs and supporting the knowledge-based economy. 
Luisa Sotomayor & Austin Zwick argue that mid-sized 
cities are well positioned to improve attraction and 
retention of immigrants given their quality of life and 
housing affordability. From a broader perspective, 
several authors point to governance tools and agree 
that regional strategic planning can help identify 
ways to improve capital spending and service delivery 
coordination, and provide instances of collective 

Hamilton skyline
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rather a few cities between 1 and 5 million residents; 
a larger number of cities between the 50,000 and 
500,000 range; and a multitude of much smaller 
municipalities and rural communities.

Within the 50,000-50,000 population range, we can 
further describe MSCs according to their regional 
function, urban density, history, and relationships 
within a region. Beyond this categorization, each MSC 
community has a unique set of characteristics that 
are defined by demographic and geographic factors, 
the local history and culture, institutions, social 
organizations, and their economic vocation. 

Ontario’s mid-sized cities  
at a crossroads: envisioning  
new futures

In the 2016 Evergreen report, we established that 
MSCs are at a turning point. In the last few decades, 
MSCs have experienced significant and unexpected 
changes. For instance, globalization dynamics and 
technological shifts have pushed mid-sized cities out of 
traditionally strong sectors, such as resource extraction 
and manufacturing, and taken them to new ventures in 
the provision of services. However, MSC often fall short 
in supplying the talent and infrastructures required to 
compete. Following national trends, MSCs have also 
seen less young families and a higher number of aging 
populations. With the rise of global cities and their 
rapidly growing agglomeration economies, MSCs face 
a disadvantage that threatens to relegate them to the 
margins of post-industrial economies. 

At the same time, the predominant planning 
frameworks found in MSCs have also lost their 
currency. Most MSCs were designed under planning 
paradigms that for decades promoted suburbanization 
dynamics. Sprawl continues to consume vital farmland, 

In Evergreen’s 2016 discussion paper, Making 
Mid-Sized the Right Size: Re-envisioning Success 
in Ontario’s Mid-Sized Cities, we established the 
following distinctions:

 7 Centre Cities are regional hubs with historic centres 
that function as autonomous economies and self-
standing communities. Centre cities have played 
important economic roles throughout Canadian 
history. Most of their inner neighbourhoods pre-date 
WWII and the rise of the automobile. As such, they 
have good stocks of downtown housing and a walkable 
down town core. Their main function is to connect 
a larger geographic region with regional, national 
and even international markets and services. Centre 
cities provide employment, higher education, health 
services, and amenities. Cities within this category 
have higher densities and provide employment to at 
least half or more of the local residents. 

 7 Partner Cities are two or more cities of similar 
size and density located in close proximity to 
each other. Partner cities share the provision of 
housing, employment, services and amenities 
across cities. Together, artner cities fulfill an 
equivalent role in a region to that of Centre Cities.

 7 Satellite/Suburban Cities are bedroom communities 
or suburbs within a large metropolitan area. In 
contrast to center and partner cities, satellite cities 
depend on the main urban core of the extended 
urbanized region for the provision of employment 
and services for its residents. Most Satellite/Suburban 
Cities were built and designed in the post-war 
period, following planning models aimed to facilitate 
automobile circulation, home-ownership and single-
family housing. As a rule, less than half of active 
workers in a Satellite city are also residents. Satellite 
cities are different from rural municipalities in that 
they have a population density of more than 300 
person per sq. km.

 7 Rural municipalities are similar to satellite cities in 
that less than half of its residents are locally employed. 
They are different from suburban communities, however, 
in that they have lower densities (less than 300 person 
per sq. km), a resource-base economic orientation and 
depend on Centre cities or larger Metropolitan Areas to 
access specialized services.
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Ontario’s mid-sized cities

Type of City:  Centre City  Suburban City  Rural Municipality

Peterborough City Hall. Photo by Michael Morritt (CC BY-SA 4.0)
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promoting dispersion, reducing local populations, 
and draining fiscal resources. To support current 
environmental imperatives, meet new economic goals, 
and address emerging lifestyles, MSCs will need to 
encourage compact, mixed-use, walkable and complete 
communities. These changes, however, are quite 
complex and require lengthy processes of careful 
planning.

Against these limitations, there are several 
opportunities common at the MSC scale that can help 
these cities reinvent their futures. Although large-
cities provide better employment opportunities, mid-
sized cities have undisputed strengths. First of all, 
Ontario’s MSCs are great and affordable places to live. 
While established workers may find the high costs of a 
city like Toronto acceptable, this may not be the case 
for early career workers. Because the cost of living 
is lower, MSCs provide their residents with better 
opportunities to access affordable housing and greater 
value for the money spent. In addition, residents 
of MSCs can enjoy shorter commuting times, better 
air quality, a more human scale, and quick access to 
a variety of environmental amenities. In the 2016 
report, we concluded that MSCs are also demonstrating 
significant signs of change. Renewed political 
leadership, rising voter turnouts, higher levels of civic 
engagement and younger political faces are revitalizing 
politics and opening new windows of opportunity to do 
things differently.

Not all mid-sized cities are made the same. MSCs in 
the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area (GTHA) are 
experiencing high levels of growth and development, 
while many outside the GTHA are experiencing far 
less. Supporting the uniqueness of these cities 
requires new approaches that are place-based, 
consider the impacts of regional trends and external 
pressures, and respond to the unique challenges and 
opportunities MSCs face in meeting infrastructure 
needs, creating quality of place and promoting 
sustainability goals.

 Brantford 93,650
 Chatham-Kent 103,671
 Greater Sudbury 160,274
 Guelph 121,688
 Hamilton 519,949
 Kingston 123,363
 London 366,151
 North Bay 53,651
 Ottawa 883,391
 Peterborough 78,698
 Sarnia 72,366
 Sault Ste. Marie 75,141
 St. Catharines 131,400
 Niagara Falls 82,997
 Thunder Bay 108,359
 Kitchener 219,153
 Cambridge 126,748
 Waterloo 98,780

 Ajax 109,600
 Aurora 53,203
 Barrie 135,711
 Brampton 523,911
 Burlington 175,779
 Markham 301,709
 Mississauga 713,443
 Newmarket 79,978
 Oakville 182,520
 Oshawa 149,607
 Pickering 88,721
 Richmond Hill 185,541
 Vaughan 288,301
 Welland 50,631
 Whitby 122,022

 Caledon 59,460
 Clarington 84,548
 Halton Hills 59,008
 Kawartha Lakes 73,214
 Milton 84,362
 Norfolk County 63,175
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Source:  
Statistics Canada, Population and Dwelling Count Highlight Tables, 2011 Census

Table 1: Ontario’s mid-sized cities by population

Type City/Municipality Population (2011)
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support integration and partnership. The first endeavour 
of the collaborative was to create a series of short 
discussion papers on key MSC issues. The discussion 
papers are prepared for a practitioner audience – civic, 
public and private sector leaders that are working 
on the front-lines of policy-making, community 
engagement and development in mid-sized cities across 
Ontario.

Going forward, the collaborative is looking to continue 
its focus on highlighting existing challenge areas 
and policy barriers that hinder MSCs, developing and 
proposing new and creative solutions to address 
local challenges and leverage existing assets within 
individual cities and across Ontario and producing 
scholarly and publicly accessible research and thought 
pieces to raise the profile and discourse on MSCs. 
Over the coming year, the Collaborative would like 
to strengthen its role in connecting researchers with 
MSC practitioners to bolster the impact of academic 
research and enhance the outcomes and tools available 
for practitioners. This may also include undertaking 
action-based community research, strengthening the 
availability of a baseline data, benchmarking and 
trends analysis in MSCs, or preparing training and 
education platforms for practitioners.

The discussion pieces released as part of Leveraging 
Ontario’s Urban Potential: Mid-Sized Cities Research Series 
provide a look at some of the key issues in mid-sized 
cities by offering a snapshot of academic research 
underway across the province. We shape a research 
agenda that builds on existing research work and reflects 
the needs, interests and gaps of MSC practitioners.

Discussion paper summaries 

The work of the Collaborative is organized into 5 broad 
categories, which have been developed according the 
research interest of its members. Each discussion piece 

Goals & purpose of  
the Mid-Sized Cities  
Research Collaborative 

Ontario’s mid-sized cities are endowed with a significant 
amount of assets and resources that can be leveraged to 
mobilize the economy and improve the social wellbeing 
of residents. Assets can be tangible or intangible, and 
may include historic downtowns, anchor institutions, 
labour force expertise, balanced economies, social 
connectivity, housing affordability, unique landscapes, 
and outdoor recreation, among many others. These 
assets should be considered part of the main building 
blocks for defining strategic place-based solutions to 
enhancing each city’s quality of place.

The Evergreen Mid-Sized Cities Research Collaborative 
is pursuing an asset-based approach to support mid-
sized cities in achieving ambitions of social equity, 
environmental sustainability, and economic prosperity. 
Recognizing that success in this area requires planning 
and policy approaches that are informed by collective 
and long-term efforts, we aim to create new models of 
city-building that are specific to the unique contexts 
of mid-sized cities. The collaborative has prepared this 
research series in order to support a conversation with 
practitioners, build multi-university collaborations, 
ignite new ways of looking at problems, and put 
forward innovative solutions. The series reflects a range 
of existing work and highlights anticipated research 
objectives. Overall, the Collaborative is a new form of 
advocating for mid-sized urban environments and is 
already building a great deal of excitement for mid-
sized cities.

The MSC Research Collaborative was started in 
September 2016. Since its conception, the initiative 
has grown to over 20 researchers representing more 
than 12 universities and colleges across Ontario. The 
collaborative set out to leverage the existing efforts of 
researchers across the province by building a network to 
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planning systems need to shift from the facilitation of 
growth towards the management of maintaining the 
existing built area and/or the effects of population loss 
on the physical and socio-economic environment.

Zwick asks to what extent inherent traits of cities such 
as city size, location, or purpose impact municipal 
budgets in terms of revenue-raised, expenditure-need, 
and fiscal health. His research is focused on generating 
fiscal health indicators within a systematic framework 
to understand how these inherent traits impact local 
budgets and contribute to developing a more efficient 
and/or equitable allocation of fiscal resources as 
opposed to the status quo that relies exclusively on 
political negotiation.

Transportation & Land Use

Gordon’s research shows that many downtowns in 
Ontario’s mid-sized cities are losing population. He 
explores this population change in mid-sized cities’ 
suburbs, exurbs and downtown cores. The analysis 
suggests that policy makers need to ensure downtown 
cores do not decline any further and that the  
impacts to resident’s health and the environment  
be addressed.

Downtowns play a key role in ensuring the long-
term financial and social wellbeing of MSCs. Leanage 
and Fillion examine the performance of the built 
environment and pedestrian infrastructure in three MSC 
downtowns for creating safe and lively places  
for people to travel, recreate and socialize with a 
specific focus on the hallmark of a downtown, its 
central street.

Housing & Social Infrastructure 

Cities across Ontario are aging and it is unclear whether 
municipal governments are prepared to respond to 
the forthcoming challenges or to take advantage 

provides a snapshot into work of the Collaborative 
members at different stages throughout the research 
process.

1. Public Finance & Governance

2. Transportation & Land Use

3. Housing & Social Infrastructure

4. Environment

5. Economic Development

Public Finance & Governance

Bradford’s London-focused study explores the prospects 
and problems of economic transformation in a typical mid-
sized, medium growth city in Ontario. It explores processes 
and local tensions in governance, policy and planning 
and assesses London’s civic handling of change, looking 
at whether and how fragmentation and contestation can 
transform into coordination and collaboration.

Robinson demonstrates the negative and unwanted 
effects that result when municipal policies do not price 
services appropriately. A variety of municipal public 
finance and servicing policies tend to mis-price services, 
leading to misallocation and economic inefficiency 
caused by sprawl. Comparing two approaches to taxation 
in mid-sized Northern Ontario cities, he demonstrates 
that the current approach of charging for services and 
infrastructure by property value is unfair. Instead he 
argues, charging according to use and cost should be 
calculated using the Shapley value in order to be more 
equitable.

Seasons shows that while many cities are growing 
in Ontario, other municipalities are experiencing 
slow growth, no growth or decline. The reality and 
consequent challenge is that traditional planning 
systems are designed to plan for and guide growth-
oriented development. As a result, the subject of slow 
growth/no growth/decline in Ontario is simply not 
addressed through planning policy. In many cases, 
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Investing in green spaces is often overlooked in MSCs 
due to a lack of funding and demands of ongoing 
maintenance. Vasseur explores the reasons MSCs do not 
invest in green spaces, the various contributions that 
green spaces add to communities and proposes options 
that can be used in MSCs to restore subdivisions or 
integrate green elements in the planning of future 
residential or commercial developments.

Economic Development

In his discussion paper, Spencer reiterates that 
there is no denying that the largest cities are in 
a naturally advantageous position in the global 
knowledge economy. Implementing policies that 
restrict their growth are not in anyone’s interest. 
Instead, smaller and mid-sized communities must 
understand the precise reasons why large cities have 
certain advantages and explicitly develop strategies 
to compensate. Regional approaches that identify 
local strengths, coordinate infrastructure and align 
institutions need to be developed so that mid-sized 
cities can prosper in the global knowledge economy.

Jamal demonstrates how the rise of the coworking 
movement and its support of the knowledge-based 
economy is becoming increasingly evident. Supporting 
coworking spaces in mid-sized cities is beneficial to the 
local economy and for downtowns. Local government 
need to recognize and support coworking spaces 
through partnerships with coworking spaces, business 
leaders and community groups.

Zwick explores anchor institutions and economic 
clusters as important drivers of growth and creating 
regional economic advantages. In his introductory 
piece, he raises the question as to which clusters 
should be targeted for further investment and 
expansion in Ontario’s mid-sized cities and what sort 
of investment strategy is needed to promote this 
investment and expansion, which will be explored in 
future phases of his research.

of the associated opportunities. Hartt and Biglieri 
suggest that age-friendly policies need be integrated 
into a municipality’s strategic plan, preferably with 
responsible departments delineated, evaluation 
indicators, and budget allocations.

Sustained population growth of Indigenous peoples 
has led to the overcrowding of reserves and has 
resulted in the relocation of families to urban centres. 
Challenges remain over how to create fair and 
adequate representation. Ouellet discusses the ways in 
which MSCs should include Indigenous voices and in 
particular, how to incorporate an emerging Indigenous 
middle class.

To overcome a sense of exclusion, or what Sotomayor 
& Zwick call the “middle-child syndrome,” MSCs need to 
develop their own methods for economic development 
planning, urban policy, and local activism. Instead of 
attempting to apply perspectives meant for rapidly-
growing or declining urban contexts, Sotomayor and 
Zwick argue that immigrant attraction, retention and 
settlement are one area of urban policy where local 
governments, civic organizations, anchor institutions, 
and communities can support economic development 
and social sustainability.

Environment

According to Hill & Perun, mid-sized cities play an 
important role in reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
and taking action against climate change. MSCs, 
however, face several barriers when trying to address 
climate change, and as a result, not enough work is 
being done. The revenue-raising tools available to 
mid-sized cities do not provide adequate funding for 
climate planning and action. A multi-level model of 
governance is needed to properly address this problem, 
where the provincial government interacts and works 
with mid-sized municipalities, who work with their local 
publics in co-designing local and provincial climate 
planning and actions.
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as being at a “turning point” and “in transition” 
(Evergreen CityWorks, 2016; Bradford, 2016). In the 
context of a rapidly changing global economy, these 
cities have lost traditional comparative advantages 
and community attractors. Yet multiple assets remain 
‘in place’ including strong educational and research 
institutions, relatively high levels of social cohesion 
and community identity and the quality of life factors 
associated with modest growth in cities that blend 
elements of urban and rural lifestyles (Lewis and 
Donald, 2009).

Indeed, civic leaders are now mobilizing to make 
change. A host of innovations in policy, planning, and 
governance are quietly proceeding across Ontario’s mid-
sized medium growth cities to reposition for success in 
the knowledge economy, balancing goals of innovation, 
inclusion, and sustainability. As Evergreen CityWorks 
summarizes, these communities increasingly recognize “a 
unique opportunity to re-imagine themselves” through 
renewed political leadership and civic engagement that 
is “revitalizing politics and opening new windows of 
opportunity to do things differently” (2016:5). 

Over the past decade, London, Ontario is one mid-
sized medium growth city where the hard work of 
urban re-imagining and revitalization is underway on 
several key development fronts. The purpose of this 
London-focused study is to explore the prospects and 
problems of transformation in a typical mid-sized, 
medium growth city. This case study explores the 
change processes and local tensions in the fields of 

A host of innovations in policy, planning, 
and governance are quietly proceeding 
across Ontario’s mid-sized, medium 
growth cities to reposition for success 
in the knowledge economy, balancing 
goals of innovation, inclusion, and 
sustainability.

Mid-sized cities:  
turning points and transitions

Mid-sized cities comprise approximately 44% of 
Ontario’s urban population. This includes urban 
centres with varying degrees of growth – those in the 
Greater Toronto Area have high growth rates, rural 
municipalities experience much slower growth, while 
those in- between experience medium growth. All mid-
sized cities are encountering significant challenges in 
maintaining economic prosperity, social well-being, 
and healthy environments1. They struggle to retain 
and attract the diverse ‘talent pool’ needed to grow 
emerging knowledge industries and provide equal 
opportunity labour markets for all residents including 
historically underrepresented groups. Meanwhile, 
evidence continues to show that the built environments, 
infrastructures, and land-use patterns that were 
configured for a by-gone era of sprawling industrial 
growth are outdated and in need of creative redesign.

This project focuses on mid-sized, medium growth 
cities, the ‘in-between places’ representing a unique 
middle ground in urban development. While they are 
not experiencing the structural decline associated with 
rust belt communities, they are far from becoming 
the new economy’s hot spots. Instead, they occupy 
an in-between economic space, typically featuring 
mundane urban amenities and limited creative buzz. 
Not surprisingly, these places tend to fair well enough 
and remain under the radar of federal and provincial 
governments and without much interest from scholars 
or analysts.

However, mid-sized, medium growth cities are 
increasingly recognized by their leaders and residents 

1. According to the typology developed by Mark Seasons and Joshua 
Warkentin for classifying growth trajectories for city-regions in Ontario, 
medium growth communities are categorized as recording population 
increases of 10-20% based on data from the 2001-2016 period. London 
Ontario’s growth has been 12.4%.
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governance, policy, and planning that are central to 
London’s municipal agenda and its ability to move 
forward. The report probes and assesses London’s 
civic “handling” of change, asking whether or how 
fragmentation and contestation can transform into 
coordination and collaboration.

To conduct the research, we draw on place-based theory 
of urban development (Bradford, 2005; Hambleton, 
2014; Benner and Pastor, 2015). We introduce a three-
pronged framework tailored to the mid-sized medium 
growth city. 

1. The collective capacity of communities to reframe 
challenges and leverage assets for innovation. The 
place-based lens is especially relevant to mid-sized 
cities since it pays close attention to the ideas and 
mindsets that brings together people who might not 
normally meet to envision a common urban future.  

2. The availability of development coalitions – place-
based networks of actors and organizations that 
articulate community aspirations and engage 
multiple sectors in a civic engagement process for 
experimentation and implementation (Keating, 
2002).  

3. A process of social learning whereby diverse civic 
players work through differences and fragmentation 
toward common ground and collaboration. Leaders 
move beyond their own immediate priorities into 
“zones of uncomfortable debate” (Hambleton, 
2014:126) where values and approaches collide but 
innovation happens.

With a place-based framework, a central question 
for scholars and practitioners comes into focus: 
what conditions, forces, and factors enable a city 
to re-envision its future and act strategically for its 
realization? It is also equally important to ask: what are 
the barriers or obstacles to progressive collective action? 

The discussion below sets out in more detail the core 
components of this study of London as a mid-sized 
medium growth city in transition where civic actors 

over the past decade have started to think and work 
differently on cross-cutting urban priorities. We begin 
with a brief review of key literatures that situate our 
study theoretically and practically. Next we introduce 
the three developmental fields – planning, policy, and 
governance – that constitute the research target, and 
within each, identify issue areas of controversy in 
London. We close by highlighting some of the potential 
takeaways from the case study2.   

Making the mid-sized city 
case: place-based development 
coalitions

This study builds on urban political economy research 
known as “new localism” which tracks how 
globalization’s most important flows – of people, 
investment, and ideas – intersect in cities around the 
world (Gertler, 2001; Wolfe, and Gertler, 2016). Cities 
are the places where the 21st century’s major economic, 
ecological, and social challenges play-out, and the 
spatial scale at which the synergies of population 
density, cultural diversity, and organizational proximity 
can best be captured. To this end, many municipal 
governments are becoming catalysts of urban 
transformation, mobilizing local actors and extra-local 
resources. Rejecting outdated views of their subordinate 
roles and responsibilities, municipal leaders are stepping-
up as partners “in shaping provincial and federal policies 
with a spatial impact, and initiating and coordinating 
new, broader based governance models to respond more 

2. In our focus on policy, planning, and governance, we acknowledge 
two limiting factors in making a causal argument about ‘successful 
transformation’. First, the endemic fiscal challenges of mid-sized 
cities constrain all innovation efforts. Second, there remain powerful 
structural forces in the global, continental, national, and regional 
economies that can overwhelm even the most creative re-imaginings 
and re-inventions of local actors. That said, our hypothesisis that 
we can learn much from detailed study of the work of place-based 
coalitions, their problems and prospects. 
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effectively to global competition (Tindal and Tindal, 
2009: 396).  As Jon Pierre aptly summarizes: “Cities need 
to get their proverbial acts together: engaging in a 
discussion about what the city should look like in ten, 15 
or 20 years’ time; formulating a strategy to attain those 
collective goals, mobilizing resources from all corners of 
the community in pursuit of long term objectives” 
(Pierre, 2011).

While many are contributing to the field, research in 
new localism exhibits two primary biases. On the one 
hand, the largest city-regions at the leading edge of 
the cognitive-creative economy have been extensively 
studied. On the other hand, cities and regions at the 
other end of the development spectrum have also 
received considerable attention. The pre-occupation 
with either creative city dynamics or declining city 
drama deflects attention from the many mid-sized 
medium growth centres. Without strong cluster profiles 
to distinguish the local economy, these in-between 
places lack both the urban buzz of the big cities or the 
heroic stories of restructuring (Chatterton, 2000; Hall 
and Donald, 2015). 

Medium growth, mid-sized cities are not well served 
by importing ideas and strategies. They need their 
own policy and planning frameworks, scaled and 
contextualized to their size and growth. Indeed, the 

Cities are the places where the 21st 
century’s major economic, ecological, 
and social challenges play-out, and the 
spatial scale at which the synergies of 
population density, cultural diversity, 
and organizational proximity can best be 
captured.  To this end, many municipal 
governments are becoming catalysts of 
urban transformation, mobilizing local 
actors and extra-local resources.

imperative of asserting “local agency” is more urgent 
in these places (Benneworth, 2007). Most large city-
regions attract people, investment, and ideas by  
virtue of their inherent dynamism while cities in 
structural decline frequently command extensive 
adjustment supports from governments. In contrast, 
the mid-sized city must reset its development trajectory 
from within. In mid-sized cities, “sustained, and 
sustainable economic growth requires that political 
leadership has the capacity to embed the economy in a 
larger context of social norms and political objectives” 
(Pierre, 2011: 87).

To this end, a quite sparse body of academic research 
and policy commentary mostly reports the obstacles 
to making change. Barriers identified include: a lack 
of confident, risk-taking leadership; a reluctance to 
make the policy case to upper level governments for 
recognition or resources; and an underlying civic 
culture that signals “things can’t be done differently 
here”. Economic geographers label these orientations as 

Wellington Street in Downtown London. Photo by Ryan Stubbs (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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“cognitive lock in” and “path dependent development” 
(Storper, 2013). From a more institutional perspective, 
political scientists describe similar gaps as mid-sized 
cities are unable to forge networks to realign their 
assets and rebuild comparative advantages (Bradford 
and Bramwell, 2014).“Internal fragmentation” and 
“organizational thinness” limit the collective capacity 
to mobilize for progressive change.

While acknowledging barriers, the research also 
highlights a more hopeful path. Several detailed case 
studies of mid-sized cities shed new light on key factors 
enabling resilience through successful adaptation 
(Benner and Pastor, 2015; Safford, 2009). Economic 
shocks or crises create opportunities for change as 
established ideas and routines are called into question, 
allowing for experimentation. At such moments of 
uncertainty, leaders can start a conversation about 
possibilities and create processes of “repeated 
interaction” within and across multiple sectors – 
economic, social, environmental, and cultural – allowing 
time for participants to develop a common language, 
shared knowledge, and common strategies. Benner and 
Pastor summarize their findings: “there was something 
about knowing together that seemed to promote 
growing together” (2015, viii).

Drawing together these threads, we propose an 
analytical framework with three interrelated 
components. We begin from a place-based perspective 
that is fully attuned to tracking how (or whether) 
local actors recognize the need for change, broadly 
frame their challenges for collective action, and 

This process of ‘recognizing, framing, 
and partnering’ is rooted in strategic 
conversations and knowledge generation 
that reflects the distinctive assets  
and priorities of the community across 
multiple sectors. 

mobilize partnerships in collaborative structures or 
mechanisms to experiment and innovate. This process 
of ‘recognizing, framing, and partnering’ is rooted in 
strategic conversations and knowledge generation 
that reflects the distinctive assets and priorities of 
the community across multiple sectors. The result 
is a “related variety” of intersecting place-based 
projects led by individual or organizational champions 
(Safford, 2009). At a city-wide level, this place-
based approach explores whether a multi-sectoral 
“development coalition” forms to align and amplify 
the various projects in partnership with multiple 
orders of government (Keating, 2002: 376). Through 
persistent civic work and multi-level interactions, 
cities may overcome the lock-in and path dependency 
emphasized by scholars. More iterative than linear, 
the civic process is one of social learning wherein 
communities come to see that conflict and consensus 
are not binary outcomes but rather mid-points along an 
extended “innovation journey”, one without permanent 
winners and losers or ‘once and for all’ destinations 
(Benneworth, 2007).

To research a city’s innovation journey we apply 
the place-based lens to three development fields: 
governance, policy and planning. We explore common 
processes of knowledge generation, issue framing, 
coalition formation, and collaborative action. Municipal 
governments set the tone by reaching beyond 
traditional responsibilities for “roads, rubbish, and 
rates”. They forge internally for the community capacity 
for collective action and represent externally the city 
to upper level governments and investors (Tindal and 
Tindal, 2009).

1. Governance
Urban governance – as distinct from government –  
is a critical partnership process for tackling complex 
problems beyond the reach of any single actor or 
sector. Administrative fragmentation and lack of 
coordination in service delivery and infrastructure 
projects can be costly in terms of resident needs not 
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met and foregone opportunities to leverage federal 
and provincial programs or philanthropic grants.

Transformation: From fragmentation to coordination

2. Policy
Urban policy engages partnerships to address crucial 
issues of economic development and social inclusion. 
The priority for medium growth mid-sized cities is 
to build advanced manufacturing, often through 
cluster strategies that connect education, research, 
and entrepreneurs. In turn, a social inclusion lens 
localizes and extends opportunity through workforce 
development, social enterprise, and innovative policy 
experiments such as basic income pilots or living wage 
campaigns.

Transformation: From economic growth to inclusive innovation

3. Planning
Urban planning in many mid-sized cities is in a period 
of conceptual and practical transition. Dispersed low 
density and car-oriented urbanization is increasingly 
viewed as unsustainable, expensive, and ill-suited to 
the ‘talent, ideas and lifestyle’ of the knowledge-driven 
economy. Many urban planners are trading the postwar 
paradigm of separation and distance for a place-making 
approach that envisions more complete, compact, and 
connected communities. Provincial legislation and 
federal programming promotes density but each city 
needs to find its own implementation path.

Transformation: From sprawling development  
to compact community

The London case study outlined below puts each of 
these three development fields in context through the 
investigation of two critical local issues. With each issue, 
the municipal government is seeking a new and different 
role – catalyst, convenor, and partner – with business, 
community, and environmental organizations and federal 
or provincial governments. Preliminary research suggests 

FIGURE 1. Innovating in the Mid-Sized City

London, Ontario Skyline. Photo by Rjsbird287 (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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that a place-based development coalition may be 
emerging in London.

Getting on with the job:  
from sector transactions  
to strategic transformations 

A mid-sized, medium growth city with a population 
of about 383,000 and the urban centre of a Census 
Metropolitan Area (CMA) of some 494,000 people, 
London is the country’s eleventh largest market area, 
serving as a regional economic, educational, and 
cultural hub for Southwestern Ontario for both its 
agricultural producers and smaller cities and towns. 
Located at the junction of three important 400 series 
highways and the Ontario city closest to all three major 
US border crossings (Detroit, Buffalo, and Port Huron), 
London prospered in the second half of the 20th 
century as a site of choice for many subsidiaries of 
American manufacturers, notably in food and beverage, 
automotive parts, air craft and locomotive assembly 
(Bradford, 2014a; 2016; Bradford and Nelles, 2014).

The foundations of London’s stable trajectory began 
to deteriorate in the 1990s. As continental and global 
restructuring took its toll on Ontario’s economy, London 
lost several of its corporate head offices and many 
branch plant manufacturers closed. A flight of head 
offices drained away business leaders and philanthropic 
families that had heavily invested in the community, 
and signaled that London’s new knowledge economy 
might not offer the same employment opportunities as 
those available in the industrial age.

In fact, London, through the 1990s and into the early 
2000s, exhibited several of the limiting characteristics 
associated with the mid-sized city. London evolved 
few leadership networks that connected the economy 
and the community. There were no institutional 

structures that in many other cities serve to engage 
civic participation or social learning around longer 
term challenges. Missing in London were multi-sectoral 
networks to construct a city-wide identity and future-
oriented agenda. Lacking in “cluster synergies”, 
interactions among London firms were quite infrequent, 
with weak ties to local research institutions and few 
anchor companies that branded sectors and supported 
start-ups or spin-offs. On the social dimension, 
municipal officials reported that London lacked 
mechanisms for addressing community-wide problems 
in a coordinated way. A study of London’s downtown 
revitalization efforts found “no evidence that a stable, 
informal, and cross-sectoral governing coalition guided 
development policy-making in London” (Cobban, 2003: 
352). Young people, it was reported, found the city 
“hard to penetrate if you don’t know how to get in to 
know people, to get into the different organizations” 
(Richmond, 2011).

In sum, London, across the first decade of the 21st 
century, struggled to articulate a common urban 
destiny. Observers of city council debates saw 
“camps that are so divided there is no bringing them 
together” (Bradford, 2014). The Chamber of Commerce 
CEO went so far as to call for a “cease fire” and 
urged appointment of an outside facilitator to help 
councillors find common ground across economic, 
social, and environmental divides. 

Skirmishes and stalemates are far from the whole story. 
The 2008 global financial crisis supplied the “switching 
mechanism”. Plunged into the worst recession since 
the Great Depression with unemployment reaching over 
11%, the second highest in the country, and social 
assistance claims increasing 20%, London civic leaders 
responded by asserting their agency to enhance 
the city’s prospects. Three significant processes 
now distinguish London’s “innovation journey” 
(Benneworth, 2007). 
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In 2015, London City Council, London Economic Development Corporation, and the London Chamber 
of Commerce led the formulation of a five year community economic road map for the city.  Over 300 
individuals participated in the consultation process. Building on a Situational Analysis, Technical 
Report and SWOT Analysis the road map identifies five action priorities for “transforming the city” with 
leadership coalitions attached to each priority.   A follow-up report on implementation progress was 
published in 2016.  This Roadmap builds on two earlier civic planning exercises in 2006-2007 – the 
Creative City Task Force and the Next London advisory panel. Major collaborative projects are profiled 
such as the London Medical Innovation and Commercialization Network and digital gaming clustering.

Following six months of research, study and community consultation, the eight member London 
Poverty Panel in 2016  issued an ambitious and detailed action plan for “ending poverty in one 
generation”. Through 100 meetings the Panel heard from 1,000 individuals and set priorities across 
112 recommendations.  Rooted in a social determinants of health framework, the Panel introduced 
an integrated strategy that tackles poverty through multiple lenses: human rights, community/
place, economic sustainability, and equity.  Key recommendations include aligning with the 
Community Economic Road Map on workforce development and social enterprise, making London a 
Basic Income Guarantee pilot site, and “changing mindsets” of Londoners about the roots of 
poverty and partnership solutions.

 

In 2014, London initiated a remarkable civic engagement exercise called ReThink London to 
produce a new official plan.  The London Plan redefines the city’s urban vision and growth ethos 
through a “place making” discourse of connectivity, mobility, preservation, and sustainability. 
The London Plan took shape over a two year consultation process to capture residents’ hopes for 
change as well as cultivate their ownership of the plan and its principles. Local planners used a 
multimedia outreach strategy to make participation meaningful and diverse.  For accessibility, the 
technical language of zones and land use typical in official plans was replaced with ideas about 
places and communities.  Implementation of the London Plan is well underway guided by the 
community participation ethos.

Back to the River is a community mobilization initiative launched in 2014 by the London 
Community Foundation in partnership with City of London and Upper Thames River Conservation 
Authority. The Thames River is one of London’s signature resources uamenities, yet its natural 
benefits and community value have not been fully leveraged. The London Community Foundation 
frames the five kilometre project broadly seeing the river as central to London’s urban identity, 
historical settler and industrial past, and sense of community. In addition to extensive local 
consultation and mobilization, Back to the River leaders have learned from revitalization projects 
across North American and launched an international design competition. Implementation of the 
project involves environmental assessment and opened a substantive civic and scientific debate 
about the future of Springbank Dam in relation to the “Forks of the Thames”.

Urban policy: inclusive economic growth

Urban planning: sustainable urban development
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to End 
Poverty

1. The London 
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the River
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In 2009, LMLIP was formed as a collaborative governance mechanism to bring together the 
public, private and not-for-profit sectors to improve the settlement and integration of newcomers 
in all aspects of London’s social, economic and cultural life.  Informed by ideas from London’s 
Creative City Task Force, the LMLIP works to align policies, services, and agencies and implement 
locally-driven strategic plans.  It seeks to change local mindsets about the immigrant experience, 
advocating for systemic change. Funded by the federal government and supported by the Ontario 
Ministry and Citizenship and Immigration and the Association of Municipalities of Ontario, the 
LMLIP is co-led by the City of London with social agencies in the settlement and community 
sectors.  Guided by a Central Council, six Councils provide support and reduce barriers on 
education, employment, health and well-being, inclusion and civic engagement, and justice and 
protection services, and settlement.  London’s local immigration partnership has been recognized 
across Ontario for the quality of organization and activities, engaging over 500 individuals from 
multiple sectors and delivering over 20 innovative programs and products through innovative 
settlement service partnerships.

In 2016, London became the first city in Ontario to formally merge its shelter and support systems 
to assist victims of sexual violence and abuse.  The new collaborative agency, Anova, was formed 
by the joining of the Sexual Assault Centre of London and Women’s Community House. The merger 
followed two and a half years of board of directors’ dialogue and consultation with community 
partners.  With the slogan “a future without violence”, the unified Anova provides a ‘single door’ 
for women experiencing sexual violence and domestic violence.  With the integration, not only 
will individuals access timely and appropriate supports but a common framework is established to 
align public policies, funding streams, and special projects in meeting the sector’s multi-faceted 
needs that extend to transitional housing and legal representation.  This social innovation speaks 
to London’s long standing leadership in tackling domestic violence.  Over four decades, Women’s 
Community House and the Sexual Assault Centre of London have supported tens of thousands 
of women and children.  Anova renews and reinvents an extraordinary and quite unique policy, 
service, and support tradition in London.

 Urban governance: multi-level partnerships

1. London 
Middlesex 
Local 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.  Collaborative 
Partnership 
in Domestic 
Violence 
Support 
(Anova)

Panorama of the London Skyline. Photo by Bolognium (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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Research takeaways?  
Public policy and  
community practice

Ontario’s urban policy and governance remains too 
“GTHA centric” and place-based research is required to 
empower cities outside the Greater Golden Horseshoe. 
This will assist cities in advancing their own priorities 
and projects and inform provincial and federal policy 
makers about regionally-sensitive policies to leverage 
diverse local assets and manage spatial disparities 
between Ontario cities. 

Next steps: research strategy

The London case study will rely mainly on qualitative 
research. Through intensive field work it will seek 
to clarify the mechanisms that trigger community 
action in governance, policy, and planning, and the 
reasons for relative success or failure. The aim would 
be a contribution to knowledge in the under-studied 
topic area of change and transformation in mid-sized, 
medium growth cities. Methods of investigation will 
include: secondary source review, primary document 
analysis, media content analysis, participant 
observation, and key informant interviews.

 A place-based approach to policy-making:

 7 Emphasizes the importance and uniqueness of 
local contexts and formation of urban development 
coalitions that co-create action plans. 

 7 Acknowledges conflict and differences, but focuses 
on social learning and project experimentation that 
drives innovations. 

 7 Reveals the variety of local leaders, organizations, 
and institutions that lead transformations thereby 
informing a wider provincial or national conversation 
on how different cities can move forward.
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Introduction

This paper examines the extent to which the structure 
of municipal public finance and service provision 
results in an inequitable allocation of municipal costs 
and biases community development toward sprawl 
in a mid-sized city in Northern Ontario1. To illustrate 
how conventional municipal finance can be incorrect, 
inefficient and inequitable, two approaches are 
compared: charging for services and infrastructure by 
property value (the typical approach) and charging 
according to use and cost as calculated using the 
Shapley value. We then provide rough estimates of 
specific biases in the municipal cost-price system for 
Sudbury, a mid-sized northern Ontario community.

For a well-defined notion of how road costs should 
be shared, the paper employs the Shapley value, a 
concept from cooperative game theory. The Shapley 
value allows us to compute an efficient and equitable 
allocation of costs.

Criticisms of using property tax to finance roads are 
not new, but the use of the Shapley value to provide 
a reference cost-allocation does appear to be an 
innovation. Computing Shapley values allows the 
mispricing and inequity of the present system to be 
quantified.

The Shapley value relies on a central idea from 
cooperative game theory, the concept of voluntary 
coalitions, to identify a fair allocation. No citizen 
voluntarily joins a coalition to provide a road unless 
there is a net benefit from joining. No existing 
coalition accepts a new member unless there is a 

1. Northern communities differ from those in southern Ontario in being 
generally small and relatively remote with either stable or declining 
populations. Without a growing population they face growing per-
capita costs. Many are experiencing job losses, school closures, and 
service reductions. In addition harsh weather and low densities impose 
unusually high infrastructure costs. As a result, the consequences of 
mis-pricing are amplified, threatening the capacity to continue to 
provide a competitive level of services in the future.

net benefit from admitting the new member. The 
cooperative game approach therefore generates a 
division of costs that is consistent with freedom of 
association and democratic self-governance.

Since there are many coalitions that might have formed 
without a particular potential member, there are many 
values that could be associated with each potential 
member. The Shapley value resolves the problem by 
averaging each homeowner’s addition to every possible 
combination of the other homeowners2. 

2. There are other cooperative solution concepts that can be applied to 
estimate fair cost allocation [9]. They produce similar allocations and, 
since they all can claim to be `fair’, it is possible to select any of them 
or to use a combination and still be confident that the result is more 
equitable than allocation by property value.

Road - Sudbury, ON. Road, Sudbury. Photo by Phrawr via Flickr
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Sharing road costs

Consider a very simple stylized model of a town that 
provides only roads to a population that is distributed 
spatially. All the jobs in this mining community are 
where the mine is. To keep the model very simple, 
assume that the mine and the community is supplied 
by helicopter from outside so that we can ignore 
transportation to and from the community3. The ten 
citizens claim residential lots on a road leading out of 
the town along a river. Everyone gets a riverside lot. 
Everyone earns the same wage.

Since travel is costly in time and fuel, lots that are 
farther away from the mine are valued less than lots 
next to the mine. The standard assumption in urban 
economics is that the utility of identical citizens is the 
same at every location. Those who live farther away 
from work trade longer travel time for the pleasures of 
a larger lot. Land is cheaper farther from the mine, so 
citizens purchase larger lots. Lot values decline with 
distance from the mine4. 

3. This is really just a simple version of the standard mono-centric city 
model that has all jobs at a central point.

4. This is generally the case with identical households, but may not be 
the case with large income differences.

The road in Figure 1 is nine units long. Because lots are 
larger farther from the mine, the length of the segments 
between each driveway increases. To keep our cost model 
simple we will assume that everyone makes the same 
number of trips to work in the same type of vehicle. 

How should we allocate the cost of the road? There are 
several common approaches. We might charge directly 
for trips or we might collect the necessary revenue 
though a gas or vehicle tax or through property taxes.

The most common approach is to collect a property tax 
as a fraction of the value of all land and improvements, 
and then to provide the road out of general revenue. 
In other words people pay for the road in proportion to 
the value of their property not their use of the road5.

Table 1 shows the 2016 tax schedule for the City of 
Greater Sudbury. The schedule for North Bay is similar. 

5. The use of development charges and the common requirement that 
developers provide infrastructure to the community standards does not 
affect the argument. Development charges usually attempt to make 
new community members pay for all or part of the marginal cost of 
extending infrastructure by including the costs in the home price. In 
effect a new property owner pays for his own segment of road. The 
property owner in a new development is in effect joining a community 
of property owners who have already paid for their own roads. In some 
cases development charges are intended to cover other costs, such as 
common facilities or certain local improvements.

Figure 1: a simple road system
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Property General  Fire  Transportation Education TOTAL

Description  Career Comp Volunteer Urban Commuter  CGS

Residential/New Multi-Res 0.972657 0.147957 0.101661 0.058402 0.080187 0.037518 0.188000 1.388801

Multiple Residential 2.098400 0.319201 0.219322 0.125996 0.172995 0.080940 0.188000 2.778596

Commercial Occupied 2.036946 0.317104 0.217881 0.125167 0.171858 0.080408 1.180000 3.705908

Commercial Excess Land 1.425862 0.221973 0.152516 0.087617 0.120301 0.056286 0.826000 2.594136

Commercial Vacant Land 1.425862 0.221973 0.152516 0.087617 0.120301 0.056286 0.826000 2.594136

Industrial Occupied 2.985491 0.464771 0.319343 0.183455 0.251887 0.117852 1.180000 4.882149

Industrial Excess Land 1.940569 0.302100 0.207573 0.119246 0.163727 0.076604 0.767000 3.173396

Industrial Vacant Land 1.940569 0.302100 0.207573 0.119246 0.163727 0.076604 0.767000 3.173396

Large Industrial Occupied 3.383892 0.526791 0.361957 0.207936 0.285501 0.133579 1.180000 5.376184

Large Industrial Excess Land 2.199530 0.342414 0.235271 0.135159 0.185575 0.086827 0.767000 3.494519

Pipelines 2.177144 0.331179 0.227553 0.130723 0.179486 0.083978 1.180000 3.867809

Farm 0.243164 0.036989 0.025414 0.014600 0.020047 0.009380 0.047000 0.347200

Managed Forests 0.243164 0.036989 0.025414 0.014600 0.020047 0.009380 0.047000 0.347200

AVERAGE 1.774865 0.274733 0.188768 0.108443 0.148895 0.069664 0.703308 3.268679

decline with distance from the centre, even with his 
larger lot and much greater road use, Harvey will pay 
less for the road than Li6.

Cost allocation by usage

To understand how unfair paying for roads with general 
municipal revenue actually is, we need a plausible 
comparison. One approach is to charge individual users 
on the basis of use. A system of road tolls would do that. 

Consider the following imaginary system. Let the road 
in Figure 1 run across the edge of each property and 
let each property owner pay for their section of road. 

6. One rationalization for this pattern is that the property tax serves as a 
tax on wealth.

The schedule distinguishes thirteen property classes 
with distinct tax rates. In addition it reveals the use 
of area rating for fire and public transit services. The 
key features are, first, that the basic property tax is 
uniform across the region for each class, and second, 
that different property classes face different tax rates 
that result in shifting municipal costs from households 
to industrial and commercial properties. Our focus in on 
the first feature.

There are serious problems with applying a uniform 
rate. Looking at Figure 1, imagine that Pat never 
travels and has built a very large, lovely house while 
Sue spends half of her income at the pub and has a 
very small house. Provincial legislation requires that 
real property be taxed at the same rate. With his larger 
house, Pat has more real property so he pays more 
property taxes than Sue. As a result Pat pays more for 
the road than Sue despite the fact that Sue uses the 
road more than Pat. Furthermore, since land values 

 Table 1: 2016 tax rates for the City of Greater Sudbury by property class with area rating.  
(expressed as percent of assessed value)
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practical use. In the model, population is distributed 
on a line rather than around a central district. A two-
dimensional model is needed. Furthermore the model 
has a single centre, while most communities have 
several distinct centres, some for shopping and some 
for employment. Population density is ignored and 
the model also assumed away the variety of vehicle 
types and a variety of trip purposes. These aspects 
can be incorporated quite easily in theory, although 
the computational burden rises rapidly. In fact, the 
logic used to derive Figure 2 can be applied to a 
range of infrastructure and services, including garbage 
collection, snow plowing, water and sewer systems, and 
even fire services.

A vehicle toll might provide a more precise user charge 
than the calculated property tax if the number of 
trips per property varies. Roads are built to service 

Each property owner then sets up an electronic toll 
both. The booth records the identity of each person 
who drives through and that information is sent to the 
town clerk, who sends a bill to each property owner 
at the end of the month. The bill is calculated by 
dividing the monthly cost of providing that section of 
road by the number of drivers who used that section 
and appears as an addition to a monthly property tax 
bill rather than being charged to the vehicle for each 
trip. The system is fair to the owner of each individual 
section of road, provides 100% cost recovery and 
perfectly assigns costs to users. 

We can compute an approximation of the usage 
charge using property location and traffic density 
information7. A simple example follows8. 

The total cost of the road is proportional to its length, 
which is 9.5. Let the cost per unit be one for this 
example. Harvey would pay for all of the section of 
road that serves only his property. Li would only pay 
one tenth of the cost for the 0.5 units of road he uses 
because he shares that segment equally with nine other 
people. Table 2 shows the resulting cost allocation. 
It is striking to notice that under this cost allocation 
scheme, Harvey would pay 67.88 times as much as Li. 

The values computed in Table 2 happen to be exactly 
the values one gets computing the Shapley value 
for this simple problem. For more complex problems 
the Shapley value calculation provides a systematic, 
although computational demanding approach. 

The model illustrated in Table 2 is too simple to be of 

7. This approach is used by road associations in Scandinavian countries 
[6] and in other special cases where collective provision is negotiated 
through private associations.

8. Existing GIS traffic models, including those used by cities like Sudbury, 
are in principle easily extended to support cost allocation of the sort 
demonstrated here. It is significant that the models in use may include 
cost-benefit modules but do not include cost allocation capacity. The 
reason is almost certainly that the programmers have not been asked 
to develop cost-allocation capacity by the organizations that use these 
programs. The Kingsway leading to Frood-Stobie Mine, Sudbury 
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the right represents property tax collections10. The 
upward sloping line represents the road cost allocation 
calculated above11. The region to the right of the point 
where the lines cross is the city’s tax subsidy region. 
The shaded region on the right is the total subsidy 
to “suburbanites.” The shaded area to the left is the 
amount that residents near the centre are overcharged. 
The areas are exactly equal. The conclusion is that Li 
heavily subsidizes Harvey. This pattern has been noted 
by many authors, including Downing and Gustely [4], 
Slack [8] and Blais [2]. 

The subsidy naturally encourages citizens to choose 
homes farther from the community centre12. Since 
road costs constitute a variable but large fraction of 

10. The decline in prices as one moves away from the centre of a 
community is well documented but varies greatly. A 2014 Maclean’s 
article found that the price of a home fell by $20,600 per minute 
of travel time, For Toronto prices fell at $16,200 per minute. (Chris 
Sorenson, Nov. 17, 2014). Note that precise information is easily 
available from the city’s tax rolls. 

11. For a standard ‘circular’ city this line is not parabolic, resulting in a 
larger subsidy at the edge and a larger region on the right providing 
the subsidy.

12. There is a perverse positive feedback from the subsidy through location 
decisions to provide even higher subsidies at the edge of town.

properties, however, and land values are based on 
average potential use rather than specific current use. 
Allocating costs to properties is therefore a reasonable 
long-term substitute for a perfect road toll9. Owners 
may change and individuals may also change their 
pattern of road use, so a property tax can be seen as 
a charge for potential property-related use over time 
rather than precise current use. Average potential use 
would be the appropriate measure when developing a 
sharing formula to allocate road costs.

The distortionary  
effect of the property tax 

Figure 2 illustrates the fiscal effect of charging property 
owners in proportion to property value rather than road 
use. The line that slopes gradually downward toward 

9. It may be the only efficient approach in the absence of technologies 
that bring the transaction cost of tolling to near zero. A road toll has 
the advantage that it ties cost directly to use, which might make usage 
decisions more efficient.

Table 2: Road cost allocation

Segment 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total

Cost 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 

Users 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

Li 0.05          0.05

Al 0.05 0.067         0.117

Pat 0.05 0.067 0.088        0.205

Sue 0.05 0.067 0.088 0.114       0.319

5   0.05 0.067 0.088 0.114 0.15      0.469

6   0.05 0.067 0.088 0.114 0.15 0.2     0.669

7   0.05 0.067 0.088 0.114 0.15 0.2 0.275    0.944

8   0.05 0.067 0.088 0.114 0.15 0.2 0.275 0.4   1.344

9   0.05 0.067 0.088 0.114 0.15 0.2 0.275 0.4 0.65  1.994

Harvey 0.05 0.067 0.088 0.114 0.15 0.2 0.275 0.4 0.65 1.4 3.394
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The distortion will be capitalized into property values. 
The sale rice of properties near the centre would be 
reduced by $20,000 and raised by $20,000 at the 
periphery relative to levels without the cross-subsidy. 
Where does this money go? If markets were efficient 
the money went to the original landowners. If a farmer 
subdivides her property, for example, the market value 
of her land increases and she makes a windfall gain 
which comes from the first buyer. 

The model above can also be modified to explore cost 
allocations between neighbourhoods or when there are 
separate outlying communities.

Gas taxes and road tolls

A variety of ways to achieve fairer road costing have 
been considered. The most obvious is to impose a 
gasoline tax based on the theory that fuel use is tightly 
correlated with road use15. The are positive correlations 
between fuel use and vehicle size, weight and time 
driving, and between each of those variables and both 
congestion effects and road costs, but the correlations 
are weak. Furthermore, fuel taxes are rarely sufficient 
to fund roads, making the fuel tax at best a very partial 
and imprecise road price. The only reliable correlation 
is with CO2 emissions, suggesting, first, that fuel taxes 

15. Road taxes are often earmarked for road construction and maintenance.

municipal spending, the subsidy is a large fraction of 
individual tax bills. Gill and Lawson [5] found total 
road expenditure in 2010 for the province of Ontario 
to be almost $1000 per capita. Smaller northern cities 
spend more than the provincial average according to 
the report. Combining the Gill and Lawson estimate 
with the n the simple model represented by Figure 2, 
Li should pay nothing and Harvey should pay $2000. 
Comparing the areas in Figure 2 suggests that the 
total transfer exceeds one quarter of total roads 
expenditures, and this can be more than one eighth of 
the total municipal budget13. 

At the edge of the community, the subsidy is larger 
than the share of property tax allocated to roads. 
If road infrastructure absorbs one half of municipal 
revenues, the model suggests that residents at the 
edge of the city pay less than half of the true cost of 
services and infrastructure in their property taxes14 [1].

An annual subsidy of $1000 has a present value of 
$20,000 at 5% per year. Property owners at the centre 
overpay on the same scale, so that the total transfer of 
asset value can be as high as $40,000. A subsidy of this 
size has significant effects on the shape of a community 
and the distribution of wealth among residents.

13. Traffic is not usually seen as a benefit for residential properties. Not 
only do the properties close to the centre pay for roads for those in 
the suburbs, but they suffer additional traffic externalities. Arguably 
properties close to the centre should pay an even smaller share than we 
have calculated.

14. Interestingly, in many parts of the Province residents of outlying areas 
believe they are overtaxed and under-serviced, and that amalgamations 
have made the situation worse.

If road infrastructure absorbs one half of 
municipal revenues, the model suggests 
that residents at the edge of the city pay 
less than half of the true cost of services 
and infrastructure in their property taxes.

Figure 2:  Property tax collections  
and road cost-allocation

Subsidy

Road Distance

Lot Values

Harvey
9.58.16.8

Overpayment

Mine

Li Pat Sue
5.64.53.52.61.81.1.5
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Related issues

Services and infrastructure with the ‘linear cost 
structure’ considered in the examples above make 
up more than half of municipal spending. [2, page 
101] The Shapley value approach to allocating costs 
fairly can be applied to more complex transportation 
systems and to a range of other problems at the 
municipal level.

Water and sewer systems

Water and sewer systems have essentially the same 
cost structure as roads. There are capital costs, 
maintenance and operating costs and potential user 
fees. Location and distance have a strong effect on 
costs of provision. Downing and Gustely [4] estimated 
that the capital cost of piping for water, for sewage 
and storm drainage adds about $500 per household for 
every mile away from the central plants. (Cited in Slack 
[8]) The major difference is that these systems are not 
subject to users changing routes, which means that the 
computations required resemble those of the simple 
models presented above.

Snow plowing 

Northern cities face large snowplowing costs. The 
costs are roughly proportional to road distances 
and the benefits of plowing to property owners are 
in proportion to their road use. A fair allocation of 
municipal plowing costs would be the same as the 
allocation of road costs described above. Current 
practice subsidizes municipal sprawl for the same 
reasons that current road pricing does.

Garbage collection

Garbage collection costs are affected by neighbourhood 

should be used to deal with climate change and second 
that fuel taxes are a poor instrument for dealing with 
other issues in road finance. 

The problem of inter-community cost allocation could 
be partially solved with inter-community road-tolls. The 
Conference Board of Canada summarized conventional 
wisdom this way: “Economists seem to agree that 
we have the structure of road prices wrong, and that 
some form of road tolls, which vary by time and place, 
are part of the answer.” [5] Road tolls are a well-
known and successful approach for bridges and major 
highways, but difficult to apply to municipal roads. A 
road toll would be a corrective tax. It would encourage 
local employment and local shopping and discourage 
travel to central business districts and big box stores. 
The current system subsidizes travel to central business 
districts and big box stores, encourages long trips for 
jobs, and inhibits local employment. 

The best feature of road tolls is that the toll is applied 
to individual trips and is probably taken into account in 
trip planning, discouraging or diverting low-value trips 
and thereby improving economic efficiency. There is also 
an efficiency argument against road tolls. Any trip valued 
less that the road toll will not be taken. In the absence 
of congestion, however the economic cost of one more 
user approaches zero. Any benefit from trips not taken 
because of the toll is lost to society. On balance, a 
property tax that incorporated the correct cost allocation 
might be more efficient than a road toll in the long run. 

Tolls are generally unpopular, but it is possible if the 
charges were included in property taxes they would be 
noticed less, and would therefore be more politically 
acceptable. Road charges as a part of the property tax 
could be phased in over a number of years. Current 
traffic counting technology can provide sufficient data 
to allocate traffic costs to neighbourhoods. Emerging 
technologies will make the task much easier.
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Aggravating features of property taxation

Other distortionary features of the property tax 
system amplify the effect of financing roads out of 
a uniform property tax, producing still lower density 
development and increased sprawl. Under the Ontario 
Municipal Act, for example, “land” includes buildings 
for the purpose of property taxation, It has been 
shown many times [1] that taxing real property rather 
than site values reduces expenditure on construction 
and increases use of land. The overtaxation of 
industrial and commercial properties relative 
residential properties, a concession to the numerically 
dominant class of voters, reduces the cost of holding 
residential land relative to commercial or industrial 
land and also encourages sprawl.

Conclusions

A variety of municipal public finance and municipal 
servicing policies mis-price services, leading to 
misallocation and economic inefficiency due to sprawl. 
The policies that do this range from the basic structure 
of land taxation through uniform charges for services 
that vary in cost with distance, like roads, transit, 
water and sewerage, garbage collection and snow 
clearance, to gas and electricity pricing. 

Two approaches have been compared – charging for 
services and infrastructure by property value and 
charging according to use and cost as calculated 
using the Shapley value. The paper demonstrates that 
funding municipal infrastructure and services out of 
general revenues raised from the property tax distorts 
locational decisions, resulting in communities that are 
much more costly to operate, more environmentally 
damaging, and less habitable than necessary. In 
addition, simple calculations show that the current 
financing approach is unfair. 

density and distance to waste disposal sites. Since 
density generally declines toward the edges of 
communities, time costs of collection are likely to rise 
with distance from the centre. Paying for collection 
services out of general revenue means the service is 
charged on the basis of property value, which tends 
to decline as servicing costs increase. Again we see 
a systematic subsidy for outlying districts and a 
structural incentive for sprawl.

Transit

The argument employed in Section 3 has been deployed 
against uniform fares in public transit systems. 
Cervero [3] showed that short-haul and off-peak riders 
subsidize long-haul riders. Long-haul ridership was 
growing, he found, increasing the cost pressure on 
transit authorities while excess fares reduced short-
haul revenues. Uniform pricing not only subsidizes 
sprawl, but it may make public transit less affordable 
for municipalities and less available for the poor. 

When transit systems are subsidized out of general 
revenues the size of the subsidy for sprawl is larger but 
the principle is unchanged. Policy makers may adopt 
uniform transit fares believing they are being fair to 
peripheral residents [7] but most economists would 
argue income subsidies for the poor are preferable to 
systematically distorted prices for all. 

Fire services

The area served by a fire hall is a function of the 
acceptable response time. The population served at a 
given response time varies by population density. As 
a result fire protection costs are negatively associated 
with density. Property values, and therefore the 
contribution to fire protection services are positively 
associated with density. A variant of Figure 2 applies.
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Property tax differentiation based on the Shapley 
values calculated for the appropriate set of 
infrastructure and services would result in fairer and 
more efficient municipal finance in mid-sized Northern 
cities, and presumably the lessons extend to mid-
sized cities throughout the province. Implementing 
such a system would require a change in provincial 
legislation that enabled and required municipalities to 
move toward user costs for such services. The change 
would have to be introduced very gradually to avoid a 
tax revolt by those whose subsidies would be removed 
and because the subsidies have been capitalized into 
property values16. 

16. Current property owners on the fringes would experience both a tax 
increase and a property value decline. The magnitude of the effects 
would be something like 25% of the property tax bill. The capitalized 
value would be in tens of thousands of dollars. Properties with central 
locations would experience similar gains.
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Introduction

This paper examines the phenomenon of slow growth, 
no growth or decline1 and the associated impacts 
in Ontario’s mid-sized cities. The paper raises and 
addresses two questions: what is the nature of the slow 
growth/no growth/decline phenomenon in Ontario’s 
mid-sized cities? And, how might planning practice 
address the challenges associated with non-growth? 
The intent is to establish the basis for a future analysis 
of municipal planning responses to slow/no growth or 
decline in Ontario’s mid-sized cities. 

Context

Economic and population growth has been the 
dominant policy objective during the post-war period 
in Canada. Growth has long been framed as something 
that should be promoted and extolled – a source of 
pride and sign of progress for communities (Victor, 
2008). In this context, growth is always a good thing 
– it is a cultural norm. However, growth cannot be 
assumed for all communities. The reasons are diverse, 
complex and inter-connected. They include independent 
and inter-dependent forces of change such as economic 
restructuring, globalization, and key demographic 
trends (e.g. lower fertility rates, aging communities, 
migration patterns). These issues affect communities of 
all sizes, including mid-sized cities which are typically 
under-studied in urban and regional planning (Filion et 
al., 2007). 

Interestingly, there is no widely accepted definition of 
slow/no growth or decline. The variation in definitions 
reflects a lack of comprehensive and cross-national 
research on the subject, cultural differences, and the 

1. The term decline is commonly used in Canadian scholarship. In the 
United States and Europe, shrinkage is the preferred term.

different ways in which slow/no growth or decline 
is conceptualized (Schatz, 2010; Weichmann, 2006; 
Pallagst, 2010). (Hartt, 2016; Donald & Hall, 2015). 
Hummel (2014, p.399) defines decline as “a city that 
has experienced population decline over more than 
two years at a minimum, and is experiencing an 
economic transformation (shift in economic drivers) 
and structural crisis that can be identified by certain 
indicators such as policy decisions.”

While Detroit is the poster child in extremis for the slow 
growth/no growth/decline phenomenon, these trends 
are particularly prominent in industrialized or mature 
economies such as Germany, France, Eastern Europe and 
Japan (Pallagst et al., 2017).

While population loss is one of the most commonly 
used indicators to understand trends of no growth/
shrinkage, other indicators can include economic 
activity, length or duration of population loss, and 
key socio-economic trends (i.e. rates and duration 
of unemployment, low birth rates, low income, etc.) 
(Cunningham-Sabot & Fol, 2009;). 

For the purpose of this analysis, we refer specifically 
to population trends, noting that future research 
should recognize and explore the individual and 
cumulative impacts of several factors. The following 

Factors that can affect local prospects  
of growth include:

 7 the presence (or absence) of senior government 
planning and/or economic development policy  
and financial support (Walks, 2015; Taylor &  
Bradford, 2015) 

 7 demography i.e. low fertility rates, aging communities

 7 desirability of the city to newcomers who tend to be 
attracted to large city regions that are multi-cultural 
and offer a diversified economy (Kobayishi & Preston, 
2015; Burayidi, 2015)

 7 physical proximity to (or distance from) thriving 
economic regions (Filion & Bunting, 2015; Neptis, 2013)
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definitions have been developed to identify 
communities that have experienced slow/no growth 
or shrinkage over an extended period (i.e. 15 
consecutive years):

 7 No growth is defined as no discernible statistical 
change in population;

 7 Slow growth areas are defined as having less than 
1% annual population growth2 ; and

 7 Declining communities3 are defined as having 
experienced population loss.

Impacts of slow growth,  
no growth, or decline

The viability of a community can be undermined 
by slow growth, no growth or decline. Struggling 
communities experience extreme difficulty when 
attracting new businesses or residents. The local 
impacts of slow/no-growth or decline are often 
reflected in fewer employment prospects, constrained 
or reduced rates of consumption, diminished own-
source revenue (i.e. resources generated by municipal 
government revenue generation tools such as property 
taxes or development charges), reduced property 
values, and in the elimination or reduction of public 
goods and services (i.e. schools, health care, hard 
services) (Hutton & Vinodrai, 2015; Hall, 2015). Job 
loss and a generalized sense of anxiety and insecurity 
can generate health impacts that are significant – to 
the individual, family and community generally. It is 

2. These criteria were based on Leo and Brown’s (2000) and Turok and 
Mykhenko’s (2007) definition of slow growth.

3. While there is considerable debate over what constitutes a shrinking 
city, most definitions agree that population loss is from structural 
changes to local and national demographic trends and economic 
systems. Population loss in the majority of Canadian communities 
is from these structural changes. For more information on defining 
shrinkage, please see Sousa & Pinho (2015). 

also considered bad politics to acknowledge that a 
community is in crisis (Hummel, 2014; Donald & Hall, 
2015).

The way in which a community is affected by these 
trends depends in large part on local and regional 
characteristics – for example, housing stock, condition 
of infrastructure, tax burden, quality of municipal 
services, diversity of economic activity, and geography 
(Schatz, 2009; Mallach, 2011). As a result, no two 
communities experience these trends in precisely 
the same manner. While many municipal planning 
strategies are designed for advancing and favouring 
growth, this type of approach may be mismatched 
with the realities of local conditions and fail to 
address issues related to resident wellbeing. It also 
indicates that a change to planning strategies that 
emphasize generating growth may not be suitable 
(e.g. low-density development on the urban fringe) 
(Oswalt, 2005; Pallagst, 2010; Sousa & Pinho, 2015). 
For example, population loss can occur in areas of 
economic growth (Franz, 2004; Buhnik, 2010) and 
could create conditions that maintain or enhance the 
quality of life for residents (Oswalt & Reiniets, 2006). 
The impacts of these changes are experienced to a 
greater or lesser degree depending on geography, local 
and regional economic structure, and a community’s 
capacity for resilience (Magis, 2010). 

Some Canadian communities will experience continuous 
and rapid growth while others will experience 
intermittent periods of growth, stagnation or even 
prolonged periods of population loss. This is especially 
the case for resource-oriented communities, places 
that are outside the commuter shed4 of Canada’s large 
metropolitan regions, communities with limited natural 
or cultural amenities, and communities with limited 
capacity (i.e. financial resources, political leadership, 
skills and knowledge) to adapt to change (Polese & 
Shearmur, 2006).

4. We define the commuter shed as a radius of 100kms from the core of 
the central city in a region. See Axisa (2011).
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Ontario’s mid-sized Cities

A common indicator of a community’s future prospects 
is the type and extent of change in population numbers 
over time. To study the pattern in Ontario’s mid-sized 
cities, we developed a simple yet informative typology 
for classifying the pattern of growth (or slow/no 
growth/decline) by geography. Specifically, we examined 
the rate and location of population growth (or loss) 
experienced by mid-sized cities over the 2001-2016 
census periods. High growth (HG) communities were 
categorized as recording population increases of over 
20%; medium growth (MG) communities between 10-
20%; and slow growth (SG) communities as 0-10%. 
Decline (DEC) was determined as less than 0% in growth. 
In all cases, population data were used for the 2001-
2016 period as the frame of reference. (See Table 1).

Of the 37 mid-sized cities in Ontario, five have lost 
population and experienced real decline while 32 
have gained population over the 2001-2016 census 
period. The MSCs that are located in the Greater Golden 

The Canadian experience

Canada is a rapidly urbanizing nation and has been for 
several decades (Filion & Bunting, 2015a). Like many 
other industrialized nations, growth within Canada’s 
urban system is unevenly distributed (Hall & Hall, 
2008). The 10 largest city-regions (CMAs) act like 
“black holes” for economic and population growth. 
Rapid and significant growth tends to be concentrated 
in the country’s largest metropolitan areas while slow 
growth and decline occurs more often in smaller and 
more isolated urban population centres (Filion, 2010; 
Polese & Shearmur, 2006). These large city-regions 
attract an increasing proportion of domestic and 
foreign investment, skilled labour, and employment 
opportunities in traditional and emerging white-collar 
enterprises. In short, people are attracted to, and wish 
to remain in, places with real and perceived 
opportunity (Filion, 2010). 

As a result, population numbers increase in these 
city-regions, and so does investment. The strong 
communities and regions become stronger. While these 
city-regions thrive, many other communities outside 
the commuter shed of city-regions or amenity regions 
have experienced the impacts of slow growth, no 
growth or decline. The majority of these communities 
are small cities or towns. These communities tend to be 
located in regions that are peripheral to the country’s 
largest urban areas, in particular, in Atlantic Canada 
as well as the northern regions of Québec, Ontario and 
British Columbia (Shearmur & Polese, 2007). 

Rapid and significant growth tends  
to be concentrated in the country’s  
largest metropolitan areas while slow 
growth and decline occurs more  
often in smaller and more isolated  
urban population centres 

Lowest Rates of Growth
% change

Source: Statistics Canada/Census 2016

ONTARIO

THUNDER BAY
0.0%

GREATER 
SUDBURY

+1.0%
KINGSTON

+1.0%

SAINT JOHN
-2.2%

SAGUENAY
+1.5%

N.B.

QUEBEC
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The data suggest that location is important. Proximity 
to large city-regions does matter and, conversely, 
increasing distance from these city-regions can 
negatively affect a community’s prospects. Mid-Sized 
cities located in peripheral areas (i.e. North) with 
a traditional resource-based economy also seem 
vulnerable. However, this is not always the case: 
communities located in peripheral amenity-rich regions 
(e.g. BC’s Interior; Collingwood, ON) can prosper, while 
communities located within a large city-region can 
experience slow growth, no growth or decline.

Implications and responses

In periods of decline or slow growth, many of these 
communities will welcome almost any type of external 
investment in business and urban development (e.g. 
suburban developments) (Hummel, 2014). While 
such efforts to retain capital and attract investment 
are common practice, growth-oriented tools such as 
taxation relief strategies, marketing, investments in 
strategic infrastructure (e.g. high-tech, communications 
systems), and investments in residents’ employability 
(e.g. training programs for workers) may not be 
properly aligned with the need to address a slow/no 
growth or decline situation. 

Pallagst et al. (2017a) have identified three typical 
reactions to the prospects of slow growth or decline:

1. expansive strategy (i.e. economic growth projects, 
tax incentives)

2. maintenance strategy (i.e. enhancing urban 
attractiveness, substitute industries, attraction of a 
university or college);

3. and planning for decline (i.e. right sizing 
infrastructure, redeveloping vacant urban land, 
comprehensive planning).

The concern is that some of these strategies could 

Horseshoe5 (GGH-Inner Ring) – many of which are 
in the Toronto CMA – have consistently registered 
significant population increases, while CMAs elsewhere 
(i.e. GGH-Outer Ring) registered comparatively less 
significant rates of population growth (Statistics 
Canada 2006, 2011, 2016). Much of that growth in 
population takes place in the CMA’s peripheral urban 
and rural communities (e.g. Milton and Whitchurch-
Stouffville are both in the Toronto CMA), or in amenity-
rich communities. The 2001-2016 census data tell us 
that those mid-sized cities located in the GGH-Inner 
Ring experienced highest rates of population growth, 
followed by GGH-Outer Ring cities where growth was 
significant, but less than in the inner ring communities 
(although both types of communities experienced 
double digit growth patterns). (See Table 1).

Cities outside the GGH commuter shed experienced a 
much slower rate of growth, usually in single digits 
(e.g. Kingston, Windsor). Places that experienced 
decline were in peripheral areas of the province, 
located at a distance from a large urban CMA, 
specifically in the North (e.g. Sault Ste. Marie, Thunder 
Bay, North Bay), or a city that has experienced 
significant structural economic change (e.g. Chatham-
Kent). These population trends are expected to 
continue to 2041 (Ontario, 2016).

It is important to note how slowly some of these 
communities’ populations have increased over that 15-
year period (2001-2016). While their populations have 
increased, these would be classified as slow growth 
communities because the rate of population growth is 
low. Similarly, the rate of decline is not precipitous for 
the several communities in that situation because the 
population loss in real terms is not significant. As Hummel 
(2014, p.398) notes, “cities may grow one year and shrink 
the next.” However, these places have lost population 
over an extended period, and that is cause for concern.

5. The term Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH) is used in Ontario’s Places to 
Grow Plan (2014). GGH-IR refers to the Inner Ring communities located 
in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). GGH-OR refers to the Outer Ring 
communities located outside the GTA. (See: Neptis Foundation, 2013).
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This policy stance seems rather counter-productive and 
unrealistic given the realities of slow or no growth, or 
decline that is experienced in these communities. These 
communities will need significant support – financial, 
capacity-building, policies and programs - that are 
designed to ease this transition. This support should be 
context-driven and place-based (see Taylor & Bradford, 
2015), and it would require sustained commitments from 
both provincial and federal levels of government.

At the community level, a slow growth/no growth/
decline scenario presents challenges for municipal 
planners whose professional experience would typically 
have been shaped by the pressures exerted by economic 
and population growth (Schatz, 2010). The traditional 
growth management planning tools would be familiar, but 
probably of limited utility – i.e. secondary plans, statutory 
planning tools (zoning), subdivision and site plans. 
Some planners might have experience working in specific 
neighbourhoods that are in decline, or where demand 
supports extensive urban regeneration and redevelopment 
planning efforts (Donald & Hall, 2015). However, 
community-wide slow growth, stagnation or decline 
would be another matter. Traditional growth management 
tools might not be effective (Warkentin, 2012). 

exacerbate the issues that they were designed to 
address. Encouraging growth in slow growing, no-
growth or declining environments is also problematic by 
creating expectations that might not be met (Schatz, 
2017). While new development generates new sources 
of revenue through property taxes, development and 
user fees (e.g. water/sewer charges), it generally does 
not cover the full and ongoing costs of implementing 
and maintaining hard services in these new urban 
developments (Blais, 2010). This misconception that 
growth pays for growth has prompted many 
municipalities to expand into greenfield areas and 
suburban developments in hopes of generating new 
revenue, without the long term sustainable 
development to recoup the full cost of investments.

The realities of slow and no-growth contexts has 
implications for urban and regional planning. The 
reality and challenge is that the planning system is 
designed primarily to plan for and guide growth-oriented 
development (Seasons, 2007). As a result, the subject of 
slow growth/no growth/decline in Ontario and elsewhere 
is simply not addressed through planning policy at the 
provincial level. 

Policy plans at the provincial level advocate growth and 
associated development (i.e. Places to Grow; Growth Plan 
for Northern Ontario). For decades, senior government 
policies and programs have emphasized and promoted 
efforts to create economic development opportunities 
with a growth objective (Simmons & Bourne, 2007). 

This misconception that growth 
pays for growth has prompted many 
municipalities to expand into greenfield 
areas and suburban developments in 
hopes of generating new revenue, without 
the long term sustainable development  
to recoup the full cost of investments. 

London, ON. CBC/CP
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communities” and “moving out is usually difficult, 
sometimes traumatic, and likely expensive.” 

Hard choices would have to be made. In that context, 
we can expect that communities would simply try to 
carry on as before – the business as usual approach. 
Residents and businesses would cling to images of past 
success and growth. Community decision-makers would 
struggle to attract any form and type of development, 
regardless of medium and long-term consequences, and 
to retain existing businesses. There would be a need to 
(a) decide whether the community has a future, whether 
it would be viable, and if so, how might it carry on or 
(b) recognize that the community cannot survive, which 
would call for adaptation strategies. 

There would be a need to manage slow growth, no 
growth or especially decline. The challenges would be 
to find context-specific ways to manage decline that are 
“practical, economically efficient, and socially equitable 
for those places and people left behind” (Simmons & 
Bourne, 2007, p.19). Shearmur and Polese (2007, p.37) 
recommend, with reference to peripheral regions, that 
“development plans should aim at steering peripheral 
regions towards a soft landing at the new equilibrium 
point.” At a high level, the planning culture would need to 
change. The planning system would need to shift from the 
facilitation of growth, to the management of maintaining 
the existing built area and or the effects of population 
loss on the physical and socio-economic environment.

This would require a reorientation of land use planning 
from low-density, urban fringe development with 
its attendant infrastructure costs, to a much greater 
emphasis on urban redevelopment that is fiscally 
and environmentally sustainable. In addition, we 
would anticipate the use of a suite of fiscal tools that 
incentivize the preferred form of urban development 
(i.e. intensification in its many forms) accompanied by 
disincentives that would make low density development 
financially prohibitive (see Blais, 2010). Under-used 
infrastructure would need to be decommissioned or 
scaled back.

Where chronic slow/no growth or decline is 
established, it makes sense to shift the discourse 
from the traditional focus on growth (or slow growth/
no growth/decline) to something quite different. 
It would be necessary t0 craft a new future for the 
community, based on a new definition of “growth” and 
“development.” Growth would need to be framed in 
terms of personal growth and as a sense of individual 
and community wellbeing, achieved in the context of 
sustainability (Lewis & Donald, 2010).

This, in turn, calls for a different style of planning: one 
that emphasizes adaptation (Warkentin, 2012). We argue 
that, as a first step, there is a need to acknowledge 
the probable future for the community: a slow growth, 
no growth or decline scenario instead of growth. This 
would likely be a difficult thing to accept for most 
communities; one could expect considerable denial 
and emotion, and well-intentioned floundering in 
desperation to stabilize things (Schatz, 2017). Without 
a proper redefinition, communities will continue to cling 
to the remote possibility of growth (Hummel, 2014). 
As Simmons and Bourne (2007, p.18) note,“ there are 
powerful forces resisting the loss of population in small 

Generations, a public sculpture in Windsor. The Globe & Mail / Ian Willms
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Finally, we see new and expanded roles for planners 
working in these mid-sized cities. Several scholars 
have identified several roles that planners could 
assume in order to address and manage the prospect 
of slow growth, no growth, or decline (i.e. planner as 
facilitator, decline managers, process innovators) (see 
Schatz, 2010; Hartt, 2016). Earlier work by Gunton 
(1984) about planners’ roles is also informative (i.e. 
planner as reformer, bureaucrat, technocrat, etc.). To 
that end, we suggest additional roles such as objective 
analyst, lay therapist (i.e. sympathetic ear, empathy), 
and process facilitator. 

This analysis would need to be examined through 
research. The objective for a future research program 
would be to generate answers to research questions 
such as the following:

 7 How should planners (and planning generally) 
address the challenges presented by a slow growth/
no growth/decline scenario?

 7 Are current planning practices and processes 
adequate to meet the challenges presented by slow 
growth/no growth/decline?

 7 What would represent an ideal set of practices 
and processes when planning for slow growth/no 
growth/decline?
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Table 1. Ontario’s Mid-Sized Cities (50-500,000 population) (2001-2016)

Barrie Barrie GGH-OR 141,434 103,710 26.7 HG
Belleville Belleville Eastern Ontario 50,716 46,029 9.3 SG
Brantford Brantford SW Ontario 97,496 86,417 13.4 MG
Sudbury Greater Sudbury NEOntario 161,532 155,219 4.0 SG
Guelph Guelph GGH-OR 131,794 106,170 19.4 MG
Burlington Hamilton GGH-IR 183,314 150,836 17.3 MG
Kingston Kingston Eastern Ontario 123,798 114,195 8.3 SG
Kitchener KWC GGH-OR 233,222 190,399 18.4 MG
Waterloo KWC GGH-OR 104,986 86,543 17.6 MG
Cambridge KWC GGH-OR 129,920 110,372 15.0 MG
London London SW Ontario 383,822 336,539 12.4 MG
Oshawa Oshawa GGH-IR 159,458 139,051 12.8 MG
Whitby Oshawa GGH-IR 128,377 87,413 32.0 HG
Clarington Oshawa GGH-IR 92,013 69,834 24.0 HG
Peterborough Peterborough GGH-OR 81,032 71,446 11.8 MG
St. Catharines St. Catharines-Niagara GGH-OR 133,113 129,710 2.6 SG
Niagara Falls St. Catharines-Niagara GGH-OR 88,071 78,815 10.6 MG
Welland St. Catharines-Niagara GGH-OR 52,293 48,402 7.5 SG
Thunder Bay Thunder Bay NW Ontario 107,909 109,016 -1.1 DEC
Oakville Toronto GGH-IR 193,832 144,738 25.4 HG
Caledon Caledon GGH-IR 66,502 50,605 24.0 HG
Halton Hills Toronto GGH-IR 61,161 48,184 21.2 HG
Georgina Toronto GGH-IR 45,418 39,263 13.6 MG
Milton Toronto GGH-IR 110,128 31,471 71.5 HG
Newmarket Toronto GGH-IR 84,224 65,788 21.9 HG
Aurora Toronto GGH-IR 55,455 40,167 27.6 HG
Vaughan Toronto GGH-IR 306,233 182,022 40.6 HG
Ajax Toronto GGH-IR 119,677 73,753 38.4 HG
Markham Toronto GGH-IR 328,966 208,615 36.4 HG
Richmond Hill Toronto GGH-IR 195,022 132,030 32.3 HG
Pickering Toronto GGH-IR 91,771 87,139 5.0 SG
Kawartha Lakes Kawartha Lakes GGH-IR 75,423 69,179 8.3 SG
Windsor Windsor SW Ontario 217,188 209,218 3.7 SG
Sarnia Sarnia SW Ontario 71,594 70,876 1.0 SG
Chatham-Kent Chatham-Kent SW Ontario 101,647 107,341 -5.3 DEC
Sault Ste. Marie Sault Ste. Marie NW Ontario 73,368 74,566 -1.6 DEC
North Bay North Bay NE Ontario 51,553 52,771 -2.6 DEC

   Population Population  % Change 
 City CMA/CSD/CA Region/ Setting (2016) (2001) 2001–2016 Category

Notes: 
GGH = Greater Golden Horseshoe region 
GGH-IR = Inner Ring 
GGH-OR= Outer Ring 
CMA = Census Metropolitan Area 
CA = Census Agglomeration 
CSD = Census Subdivision 

Categories: 
HG = High Growth (> 20%) 
MG = Moderate Growth (10-20%) 
SG = Slow Growth (1-10%) 
DEC = Decline (< 0 %) 
All categories measured over the 2001-2016 period. 

Sources:  
Neptis, Implementing the Growth Plan for the Greater 
Golden Horseshoe, 2013;  
Statistics Canada, Population and dwelling counts, for 
Canada and census subdivisions (municipalities) with 5,000-
plus population, 2006 and 2001 censuses - 100% data, 2010;  
Statistics Canada, 2016 Census
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Introduction

Little academic research exists on whether and to 
what extent the inherent traits of cities – such as city 
size, location, or purpose – impact municipal budgets, 
specifically in terms of revenue-raised, expenditure-
need, and fiscal health. Furthermore, what exists 
focuses on comparing global cities instead of their 
more numerous mid-sized counterparts. This presents 
a problem for decision-makers, as choices should be 
influenced by evidence rather than solely by political 
realities. This upcoming research intends to address 
this gap. As the lack of research is mainly the result of 
a lack of consistent accounting standards within and 
between regions, the Province of Ontario’s reporting 
requirements create a uniquely consistent and 
sufficiently large data-set over a diverse economic and 
geographic area. This case study will use the Ontario 
context to generalize mid-sized cities around the world.

This study will generate fiscal health indicators 
within a systematic framework, as recommended by 
the Public Accounting Standards Board (PSAB). PSAB 
sorts fiscal health measures into three categories: 
flexibility, sustainability, and vulnerability. These 
categories allow for a more intuitive understanding 
for policy practitioners. The fiscal health measures 
themselves were developed in conjunction with the 
Institute of Municipal Finance and Governance (IMFG), 
grounded in broader public finance academic literature, 
and chosen with flexibility to be later expanded to 
the American context. The data collected comes 
from Ontario’s Financial Information Reporting (FIR) 
database. Statistical analysis has been applied between 
various fiscal health measures and various factors 
of cities with the goal of drawing out significant 
relationships. This research addresses an oversight in 
the academic literature along with providing a practical 
understanding of the underlying factors driving 
municipal finance conditions.

Making the case: academic 
literature and methods review

“Don’t tell me what you value, show me your budget, 
and I’ll tell you what you value,” former US Vice 
President Joe Biden once said (Biden, 2008). Toronto 
City Manager Peter Wallace put it slightly differently, 
“What we do is what we fund” (Wallace, 2016). Even 
after accounting for upper-level government mandates, 
it is well understood that city budgets reflect a bundle 
of taxes and services that the residents decide they 
want. It is the role of city leadership to leverage 
those bundles to their competitive advantage in a free 
market environment, otherwise people will “vote with 
their feet” and move to a neighboring jurisdiction 
(Tiebout, 1956). Cities must think strategically about 
which services to offer and how to raise revenue. 
When emphasizing the role of difficult budgetary 
decisions cities must make, Mayor Michael Coleman of 
Columbus, Ohio said “part of selling a local economy 
is selling the quality of life in that local economy. 
So, if you don’t have good streets and good parks, 
if you don’t have a strong safety force and a strong 
fire department, if you don’t have the ability to grow 
the economy locally, businesses will not locate there” 
(Masters, 2012).

To ensure that cities are nice places to live and work, 
cities need (1) adequate resources and revenue-raising 
tools to match expenditure responsibilities, (2) local 
autonomy to make choices, and (3) a democratic, 
transparent local governance structure (Slack, 2008). 
In one of the few studies on the fiscal health of 
Ontario cities, Slack et al. (2016) found that municipal 
spending was generally conservative in comparison to 
the their expenditure needs between 2000 and 2011. 
This suggests that municipalities take advantage of 
the current low-interest rate environment to increase 
their capital budgets to build needed infrastructure. 
Slack et al. (2016) further find that most growing 
municipalities, such as those in the Greater Toronto 

47

AUSTIN ZWICK, UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO



Area (GTA), have generally good fiscal health while 
those cities who are economically reliant on a 
shrinking industrial sector and a declining tax base are 
more likely to have poor fiscal health.

‘Fiscal health’ is defined as the ability to meet financial 
and service obligations now and in the future (Hendrick, 
2004) and ‘fiscal distress’ would consist of either poor 
fiscal health relative to other cities or a deterioration 
of a city’s fiscal health over time (Wolman, 2002; Jones 
and Walker, 2007). Fiscal distress can lead to a ‘fiscal 
crisis’ when a local government is in jeopardy of failing 
to pay its bills, leading to defaults on its financial or 
service obligations (Honadle, 2003). Building off Slack 
et al. (2016), the intent of this paper is to quantitatively 
measure what factors are associated with poorer fiscal 
health in Ontario’s cities. The first aim of this paper 
is to construct a practical fiscal health framework 
in accordance with research literature and using the 
guidelines of the Public Accounting Standards Board 
(PSAB, 2007) using FIR (2016) data. This framework will 
also be created with the ability to measure U.S. cities 
to expand the scope of this research in the future. Once 
these measures are determined, the fiscal health of 
cities will be compared against other traits, including:

1. City size – population categories
2. City typology – home-work commuting patterns (e.g. 

centre city, suburban city, etc.)
3. Geographic region – categories created based on 

temperature and latitude
4. Industrial base – major industries

Academic literature lacks a consensus around what 
fiscal health measures should be used for a several 
reasons. First, fiscal health measures in each study 
are chosen to work with the data that is available 
in that specific circumstance. Consistency of data 
reporting between political geographies is an on-
going issue, making comparisons across political 
borders – both between countries and within them 
– incredibly challenging. For example, each US state 
and Canadian province has its own financial reporting 

requirements and formats. Therefore it would take an 
in-depth qualitative understanding of varying levels 
of government responsibilities, revenue sources, and 
expenditure accounting to explain the comparability 
and results of fiscal health measures, even if they 
are labelled in the same way. This study, by using 
a consistent methodology developed and used by 
the Lincoln Institute’s Fiscal Standardized City 
database (FiSC, 2016) and then duplicating the same 
methodology for Ontario cities using the FIR (2016) 
database, attempts to overcome these challenges 
through standardization at multiple phases. Although 
much remains to be explained for each measure, this 
would allow for a cross-border comparisons to be 
made for the first time. Cross-border comparisons will 
take place in a later phase of the project, with the 
short-term objective to understand the relationships 
among the fiscal health of Ontario cities by the 
variables listed above.

The second reason that there is no consensus among 
the literature for the use of fiscal health measures is 
that they are often chosen by their users for specific 
purposes and therefore limit their practicality outside 
of their original purpose. In other words, fiscal health 
measures used by economists for detailed statistical 
analysis are often not useful to practitioners. 

Most growing municipalities, such as 
those in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), 
have generally good fiscal health while 
those cities who are economically reliant 
on a shrinking industrial sector and a 
declining tax base are more likely to have 
poor fiscal health. 
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literature. To help with this task, the Public Standards 
Accounting Board (PSAB, 2007) set forth a framework 
with three categories: sustainability, flexibility, and 
vulnerability. A fourth category, which is not part of 
the PSAB (2007) framework, should be included as well: 
monitory. ‘Sustainability’ is defined as the degree in 
which the city can maintain its service commitments 
to the public and its current financial obligations 
without increasing the relative tax and debt burdens. 
‘Flexibility’ is defined as the degree to which revenues 
can be raised, debt burdens increased, or expenditures 
decreased to meet service and financial obligations. 
‘Vulnerability’ is the degree of risk generated by 
potential external shocks, or reliance on transfer 
payments from other governments, to meet financial 
obligations or expenditure need. ‘Monitory’ indicators 
are defined as those that are meaningless if they are 
within a normal range, but may indicate fiscal distress at 
extraordinary values. 

Drawing on these criticisms, a practical fiscal health 
indicator system should have the following features:

1. Indicators should be comparable across 
municipalities.

2. Indicators should include socioeconomic 
characteristics.

3. Descriptive statistics and descriptive indicators  
on a per capita basis are necessary, but insufficient 
on their own.

4. Indicators should be organized in a way that is  
easy and intuitive to understand.

5. Indicators should not have arbitrary weights 
attached to them, but should be self –  
informative. Complicated statistical analysis  
should be avoided.

To summarize the above, a better fiscal health system 
would use fewer easier-to-understand indicators, 
each offering a unique contribution organized in an 
understandable fashion that are indented for use by 
practitioners, while still being grounded in academic 

Critiques of fiscal health measure systems  
used by economists:

1. Some indicator systems, like Groves et al. (1981) and 
Griesel and Leatherman (2004), have taken a kitchen-
sink approach. They have compiled many indicators 
without an organizational system and without proving 
that each indicator is meaningful. These serve as a useful 
encyclopedia of indicators, but are difficult to interpret; 

2. Some indicator systems, like Alter et al. (1984) and 
Groves and Valente (1994) are intended only for internal 
evaluation only and therefore lack broader context, 
making comparisons between municipalities difficult; 

3. Most indicator systems, such as Brown (1993) and 
Griesel and Leatherman (2004) have at least one, if not 
many, indicators that are reliant on changes per capita. 
Changes in these indicators may be caused by the base 
(population) changing, rather than the researcher’s 
interest - which can be found in the numerator. These 
indicators should be included as descriptive, rather than 
indicative; 

4. Most indicator systems do not consider socio-economic 
factors that are fundamental to understanding city change 
(Wang et al., 2007; Kloha et al. 2005). The signs of a 
coming fiscal crisis may first be revealed in structural, 
economic, and institutional factors (Taylor, 2009); 

5. Indicator systems should avoid creating aggregate indices, 
such as used in Mercer and Gilbert (1996) and Cohen et 
al. (2012) because such indices can be misunderstood 
and misleading. Indicator systems should especially avoid 
aggregate indices where individual indicators are assigned 
arbitrary weights (Jones and Walker, 2007; Hendrick, 
2004). Rather, indicators should be studied in isolation 
since analysts do not know the relationships among 
variables (Hendrick, 2004); 

6. Finally, indicator system should avoid overly statistical 
methodologies, such as Zafra et al. (2009) and Cabaleiro 
et al (2012), because – although they may of interest to 
academics – they are often too technically challenging to 
be used by practitioners. 
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refine the formulas used. Yet as there is currently little 
understanding of the drivers of fiscal health, there is 
little engagement in this dialogue with the academic 
community. Through this academic research, it is possible 
that a more efficient and/or equitable allocation of these 
fiscal resources can be achieved as opposed to the status 
quo that relies exclusively on political negotiation. 

One example includes that many of the formulas are 
arbitrarily weighted towards the geographic location 
of being part of “Northern Ontario” as defined by a 
jagged line drawn by the Northern Ontario Heritage 
Fund Corporation (NOHFC, 2017). This means that 
(a) the formula does not account for geographic 
variations within Northern Ontario, (b) the weight of 
this formula could be over- or under-estimating how 
much geographic location matters, and (c) discounts 
similar cities in similar situations that sit south of this 
arbitrary line. This research could help inform each of 
these criticisms to create more equitable policies for 
the province.

Current status and  
future research

This research is still in its early phases. The full 
rollout of the 2016 Census, occurring between now 
and November 2017, is necessary for completion of 
the full range of testable factors in the dataset. Once 
that occurs, the statistical analysis can be carried out. 
Preliminary results and conclusions will be derived 
from this for each city and region, and such findings 
will contribute to the known economic profiles of 
each place. The long-term future of this research is to 
expand to include American cities as well, which will 
increase the size, scope, and depth of the analysis.

This short-term objective of the research takes the 
following steps using FIR (2016) data for all Ontario 
cities greater than 50,000 people1 :

1. Analyze changes over time for 51 budget line items 
concerning revenues, expenditures, and reserves 
using Ontario FIR data for 2011 and 2016 chosen to 
align with Census data.

2. Establish a fiscal health framework that meets a 
priori criteria in-line with the PSAB framework.

3. Perform statistical analysis, mainly ANOVA and OLS 
regression, to draw relationships between groupings 
of cities and city characteristics that may be 
connected to fiscal health.

4. Report findings to various academic journals and 
professional reports.

5. Consult with Ontario cities and the Provincial 
government to help them better understand drivers 
of municipal fiscal health.

Policy implications

Beyond helping municipal leaders understand underlying 
causes that are driving their revenues, expenses, and 
fiscal health, the province of Ontario attempts to use 
equalization payments to rectify inequalities and address 
unmet service needs at the municipal level throughout 
the province through the Ontario Municipal Partnership 
Fund (OMPF). The larger OMPF program includes 
five major components including: (a) Assessment 
Equalization, (b) Northern Grant, (c) Rural Communities 
Grant, (d) Northern and Rural Fiscal Circumstance Grant, 
and (e) Transitional Assistance Grant. Each of these 
programs includes its own formula for eligibility and 
payout. The Ontario Ministry of Finance has an on-
going dialogue with municipal government to better 

1. Evergreen CityWorks defines mid-sized cities as those between 50,000 
and 500,000, which is the focus of this research. The cities greater 
than 500,000 are included for purposes of comparison, but will be 
analyzed separately.
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Introduction

Ontario’s mid-sized metropolitan areas1 are mainly 
composed of suburban neighbourhoods2. Only about 
12% of the 2011 population in Ontario’s mid-sized 
metro areas lived in dense, walkable active core 
neighbourhoods (such as downtowns), while the 
rest lived in some form of suburb, as defined in the 
sections below. Suburban sprawl is considered to be 
an unsustainable form of development, and can have 
negative impacts on economic, environmental, and 
public health indicators.

The pattern of population growth in Ontario’s mid-
sized metropolitan areas is strongly focused in the 
suburbs, where almost all population growth happened 
in Automobile Suburbs and Exurbs. In contrast, the 
total population in Active Core neighbourhoods 
in the downtowns and inner cities declined across 
the province. These inner city neighbourhoods are 
the historic hearts of their metropolitan areas, and 
their declines can have both symbolic and economic 
consequences. 

The combination of rapidly expanding suburbs 
and declining downtown population is particularly 
expensive in Ontario’s mid-sized cities. These cities 
lack the fiscal capacity to deal with the expense of 
extending infrastructure to low density suburbs on the 
urban fringe and to reverse the decline of downtown 
neighbourhoods. 

Left unchecked, these trends can lead to costly 
development on the edges of a mid-sized city, 

1. This paper uses Statistics Canada’s Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) as 
units of analysis. There are 13 Ontario mid-sized CMAs (from smallest 
to largest): Peterborough, Thunder Bay, Brantford, Guelph, Kingston, 
Sudbury, Barrie, Windsor, Oshawa, St. Catherines, Niagara, Kitchener-
Waterloo, London and Hamilton.

2. Statistics Canada Census Tracts (CTs) are used to define 
neighbourhoods. Census tracts vary from 3000 to 9000 people, with an 
average of about 5000. Their boundaries are set by expert panels of 
geographers and planners, and do not change with time, although CTs 
may be split if their population growth pushes them over 10,000.

combined with inner-city school closures and the 
decline of downtown business districts. In the worst 
cases, there can even be vacant downtown stores 
and abandoned inner-city housing, similar to recent 
problems in Saint John NB.

This paper will place the structure and growth of Ontario’s 
mid-sized cities in a national context. It will also briefly 
discuss policy implications of downtown decline combined 
with suburban development and growth.

Analysis

Research Questions:

1. What proportion of the population of Ontario mid-
sized cities live in suburbs?

2. How are the distribution of suburbs in Ontario’s 
mid-sized metropolitan areas different from other 
Canadian mid-sized metropolitan areas3 and from 
major cities such as Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver?

3. For this paper, Canada’s mid-sized census metropolitan areas are 
defined with Hamilton as the upper limit, to match the MSC selection.

Ontario  
Medium Sized 
Metropolitan  
Areas (2011)

12% Exurban

12% Active  
Core

8% Transit  
Suburb

68% Auto 
Suburb
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Methodology

This paper is based on techniques tested in an 
earlier research study that classified the suburbs of 
all 34 Canadian metropolitan areas using a common 
method (Gordon & Janzen 2013). This method allows 
the structure and growth of Ontario’s 13 mid-sized 
metropolitan areas to be compared with mid-sized 
cities in other provinces and with larger cities.

Analysis of 2006 and 2011 census data from all 34 
Canadian Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) was conducted 
at the neighbourhood level, using census tracts. The 2016 
census data needed to complete the latest analysis will 
be released in November 2017. Gross density and journey 
to work data was used to classify all census tracts, using 
existing methods (Gordon et al 2015; Gordon & Shirokoff 
2014; Gordon & Janzen 2013; Forsyth 2012).

We identified and mapped three types of suburbs for 
every Census Metropolitan Area, shown in the Canada:  
A Country of Suburbs digital atlas. 

Exurbs4

Very low density, rural areas where more than half the 
workers commute to the central core. The commuters 
come from low-density rural estate subdivisions or 
houses scattered along rural roads. In 2011, about 
12% of the population of Ontario mid-sized metro 
areas lived in Exurbs, compared to 8% in all Canadian 
CMAs and 3% in the Toronto region. The mid-sized 
metro areas had much higher proportions of Exurban 
residents, presumably because commuting into 
downtown is easier from their rural areas compared to 
Toronto’s exurban residents, who must contend with 
another hour of congestion after they reach the edge 
of the built-up area.

4. Technical definition: Exurban is defined as gross population density less 
than 150 people per square kilometre and more than 50% of workers 
commuting into the metropolitan area, as per OECD and Statistics 
Canada definitions (du Plessis et.al 2001).

Auto suburbs5

Neighbourhoods where almost all people commute 
by automobile; there is negligible transit, walking 
or cycling to work. These are the classic suburban 
neighbourhoods. In 2011, about 68% of the population 
of Ontario mid-sized metro areas lived in Auto Suburbs, 
varying from 44% (Peterborough & Kingston) to 77% 
(Oshawa and Kitchener). Nation-wide, about 69% of the 
metropolitan population live in Automobile Suburbs, 
but some larger metro areas had higher proportions of 
residents in Auto Suburbs, with Toronto at 84%.

Transit suburbs6

Neighbourhoods where a higher proportion of people 
commute by transit. Transit Suburbs have transit use 
greater than 150% of the metro average for journey 
to work; active transit less than 150% of the metro 
average and transit use must be greater than 50% of 
the national average.

In 2011, only 8% of the population in Ontario mid-sized 
metro areas lived in Transit Suburbs, compared to 11% 
nationwide. The big cities with sophisticated transit 
systems such as Toronto (16%) have higher shares 
while most mid-sized metro areas had lower proportions 
of residents in Transit Suburbs, since far fewer people 
commute by transit in mid-sized cities. However, the 
mid-sized cities had much more variation in transit 
use in the historic dense inner suburbs that are well-
served by bus transit. London (14%), Kingston (16%) 
and Halifax (18%) have relatively high proportions of 
transit suburbs, while some smaller communities such 
as Peterborough, Thunder Bay and Moncton have none.

5. Technical definition: Auto Suburbs have a gross population density that 
is greater than 150 people per square kilometre; transit use less than 
150% of the metro average and active transit less than 150% of the 
metro average

6. Technical definition: Transit Suburbs have transit use greater than 
150% of the metro average for journey to work; active transit less than 
150% of the metro average and transit use must be greater than 50% 
of the national average
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caused by low density, auto-dependant suburban 
growth, using techniques similar to the ones that are 
discussed below.

It has been known for some time that the structure 
of many of Canada’s mid-sized metropolitan areas are 
strongly dispersed (Filion et al 2007; Table 2 below), 
but we can now compare all of Ontario’s mid-sized 
CMAs to the structure and growth trends throughout 
the rest of Canada. The structure shows some small 
differences – Ontario’s mid-sized CMAs have only 12% 
of their population living in Exurban areas compared to 
15% in all Canadian mid-sized CMAs. However, growth 
trends show much sharper differences.

Active Cores7

In addition to the suburbs, Active Cores were found 
in most metropolitan areas. These neighbourhoods 
are where a higher proportion of people use active 
transportation (walk or cycle) to get to work. Active 
Cores are defined when active transportation (walk/
cycle) is greater than 150% of the metro average 
for the journey to work and greater than 50% of the 
national average.

All of the Active Core areas are in the inner city of 
Ontario’s mid-sized CMAs, but in the largest cities, 
a few are suburban transit nodes such as the North 
York city centre or towns such as Oakville or St. 
Jerome, which have been inundated by the tidal 
wave of metropolitan expansion. In 2011, 12% of the 
population of Ontario’s mid-sized metro areas lived in 
Active Core neighbourhoods, the same proportion as 
nationwide. However, the mid-sized cities generally had 
a much greater range: Peterborough had the country’s 
highest proportion at over 19%, thanks to walkable 
neighbourhoods near historic downtown employers such 
as General Electric. On the other hand, Oshawa (3%) and 
Abbotsford BC (0%) had few active core neighbourhoods. 
In contrast, the largest metro areas varied only 
from 11% (Toronto) to 16% (Vancouver) active core 
neighbourhoods.

National context

Canada is a suburban nation. Two thirds of the 
country’s total population lives in some form of 
suburb (Gordon & Shirokoff 2014; Gordon & Janzen 
2013). Even in the largest metropolitan areas, the 
portion of suburban residents is over 80%, including 
the Vancouver, Toronto and Montreal regions. So 
larger cities must also deal with the difficulties 

7. Technical definition: Active Cores are defined when active 
transportation (walk/cycle) is greater than 150% of the metro average 
for the journey to work and greater than 50% of the national average.

All Canadian  
Census  

Metropolitan  
Areas (2011)

8% Exurban

12% Active  
Core

11% Transit  
Suburb

69% Auto 
Suburb

All Canadian  
Mid-Sized Census 

Metropolitan  
Areas (2011)

15% Exurban

12% Active  
Core

8% Transit  
Suburb

65% Auto 
Suburb
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Implications of suburban sprawl 

Suburban sprawl is considered to be unsustainable 
from economic, environmental, public health and 
infrastructure efficiency perspectives. There are 
substantial economic costs involved with suburban 
sprawl. Greenfield development on a city’s periphery 
requires significant new infrastructure investments, 
which are difficult to accurately forecast and recover 
through development charges because of the physical 
degradation of the infrastructure over many decades 
(CSCE 2016). The municipality is then burdened 
with the maintenance and capital repairs of the 
infrastructure providing service to the low-density 
development (Thompson 2013; Blais 2010).

Growth trends

The population growth patterns of Ontario’s mid-
sized metropolitan areas are quite different from the 
biggest cities. The total population in Active Core 
neighbourhoods declined by 3% across the province’s 
mid-sized metropolitan areas. Every Ontario mid-sized 
metro area’s Active Core declined in population from 
2006-2011 except for Barrie and Kingston, which grew 
by 0.2% and 2.8% respectively. In contrast, the Active 
Cores in Canada’s eight biggest CMAs grew by 5%, with 
all cities showing positive growth. Toronto (10%) and 
Vancouver (8%) had the highest population growth in 
their active cores, due to their well-publicised booms 
in condo apartments. However, they were the only 
metro areas where the Active Core population grew 
faster than the national average of 7% over 2006-11. 

The population of Ontario’s mid-sized metro areas 
grew by 4% from 2006-2011, while their Auto Suburbs 
and Exurbs grew by 5%. So low density, auto-
dependent suburban sprawl increased at the same 
time that downtown populations decreased in most 
mid-sized Ontario regions. That is not a healthy 
pattern. These communities can expect increases in 
infrastructure costs due to suburban expansions at 
the edge of the metropolitan area, while inner-city 
schools will close due to declining enrollment  
(Irwin and Seasons 2012). Downtown businesses will 
be stressed by lower populations in adjacent 
neighbourhoods.

Communities can expect increases in 
infrastructure costs due to suburban 
expansions at the edge of the metropolitan 
area, while inner-city schools will close 
due to declining enrollment (Irwin  
and Seasons 2012). Downtown businesses  
will be stressed by lower populations  
in adjacent neighbourhoods.

Highway 401. Photo by Floydian (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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al. 2012; Papas, et al. 2007). Furthermore, there is 
evidence that shows a positive association between 
the frequency of commuting by transit and physical 
activity. It was found that frequent and infrequent 
transit users partake in more physical activity through 
active transportation to and from transit stops 
(Lachapelle et al. 2011). 

Based on this analysis, it appears that planning 
policies that encourage a more compact metropolitan 
form were under-performing in Ontario mid-sized 
cities from 2006-2011, similar to difficulties identified 
with the Greater Toronto Area (Burchfield & Kramer 
2015). If these trends continue, Ontario’s mid-sized 
metropolitan areas will become even more suburban 
in the future, with an increase in the problems 
caused by declining downtown populations (Seasons 
& Warkentin 2017) and low-density auto-dependent 
neighbourhoods.

Sprawling suburban areas are witness to higher rates 
of automobile use and vehicle ownership (Ewing 
et al. 2002). In such areas, people own more cars, 
drive longer hours, and commute less by public 
transit. Extensive automobile use leads to more air 
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions compared to 
commuting by transit, walking, or cycling (Newman 
and Kenworthy 2015). The suburban dependence on 
automobiles contributes more to climate change 
emissions and contributes to making transportation 
Canada’s highest sector for GHG emissions 
(Environment Canada 2013). 

Finally, there is a growing body of evidence that 
suburban lifestyles are correlated with higher 
obesity rates in children and adults. The lack of a 
built environment that promotes physical activity 
has shown to be a contributing factor to obese 
and overweight children and parents (Saelens, et 

Where did population growth happen in Canadian Census Metropolitan Areas?
2006-2011
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housing can make good use of vacant space in the 
upper floors of downtown buildings (Lewington 2012). 

For tools to address sprawl and retrofitting suburbs, 
see the Sprawl Repair Manual (Tachieva 2010) and 
Retrofitting Suburbia (Dunham-Jones & Williamson 
2011). For reducing auto-dependence, see The end of 
automobile dependence: How cities are moving beyond 
car-based planning (Newman & Kenworthy 2015). Toolkits 
for building sustainable neighbourhoods are available 
from the Canada Green Building Council, which offers 
LEED for Neighbourhood Development (Stone, Joseph 
& Leeming 2012) and the Sustainable Communities 
Toolkit (CaGBC 2012). Finally, the public health impacts 
of suburban sprawl can be mitigated using the tools in 
the Canadian Institute of Planners’ Healthy Communities 
Practice Guide (Craig and van Hemert 2014).

Tools for practitioners

To begin an analysis of urban structure and growth in 
mid-sized cities, policy makers and citizens can use 
the data, maps and publications that form the basis 
for this research in order to make their own maps 
and Google Earth displays of the extent of suburban 
sprawl in their area. These resources are available 
at no charge for public use from our research 
web site CanadianSuburbs and our digital atlas of 
metropolitan area maps. 

For action on downtown revitalization in mid-sized 
cities, see the Canadian Urban Institute’s Value of 
investing in Canadian downtowns (2013) and Michael 
Van Hausen’s Small Is Big (2017) for many useful case 
studies and planning ideas. Arts centres, arenas and 
colleges are becoming standard parts of downtown 
development tool-kits (Filion et al 2004). Arts, sports 
and culture can keep a downtown busy on evenings 
and weekends, while students provide winter activity 
that complements the summer tourist trade. Student 

Housing developments in Markham. Photo by IDuke (CC BY-SA 2.5)

Any city that is building a new arts  
centre, arena or college on its greenfield 
suburban edge is missing an opportunity  
to revitalize its downtown.
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the human scale of a city such as Kingston (Osborne & 
Swainson 2014).

Finally, the analysis in this paper is based on 1996-
2011 census data so we must repeat the analysis when 
the 2016 long form census data becomes available in 
November 2017 to see if the planning policies of the 
past decade have had an effect on suburban growth 
patterns. An assessment of recent policies can then be 
conducted in order to evaluate their effectiveness.

Conclusions and next steps

Compared to bigger metro areas, Ontario’s mid-sized 
cities have higher proportions of people living in 
Exurbs (12% vs. 5%) and lower proportions of people 
living in Transit Suburbs (8% vs. 12%). It is easier 
to drive in from the rural areas into the cores of 
Ontario’s mid-sized cities than in the GTA, and larger 
cities have more developed transit systems, so more 
neighbourhoods are served by higher quality transit.

But the decline in Active Core areas will require careful 
attention to downtown districts in mid-sized cities, 
which is a difficult planning task (CUI 2013; Filion et al 
2004). Provincial, regional and municipal governments 
will need to monitor their intensification and sprawl 
policies closely.

The first danger is that provincial and federal 
governments should not conflate the experiences of 
Toronto and Vancouver with Ontario’s mid-sized cities. 
The highly-visible condo apartment construction 
booms in these two cities are national exceptions, 
not the rule. In contrast to Toronto, every Ontario 
mid-sized metropolitan area is struggling to maintain 
the population in their downtowns. These cities need 
more investment in their inner city neighbourhoods, 
not investment controls. However, mid-sized city 
downtowns may need to focus on different types 
of development than the service retail of the past, 
transforming into regional tourism, entertainment and 
educational districts (Filion et al 2004). Any city that 
is building a new arts centre, arena or college on its 
greenfield suburban edge is missing an opportunity to 
revitalize its downtown.

The second danger is that mid-sized cities become so 
eager for downtown development that they damage 
the characteristics that lead to a high quality of 
life compared to larger cities. A string of high rise 
buildings marching across downtown can reduce access 
to the waterfront, destroy historic fabric and damage 
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Introduction

Much has been written about the importance of 
bringing people, particularly pedestrians, back to 
downtowns of cities of all sizes. Pedestrians in 
downtowns impact the success and health of central 
business districts (CBD) and overall city functioning 
(Filion et al., 2004, Filion and Hammond, 2009, 
Gehl, 2011, Jacobs, 1961, Speck, 2012). Cities, and 
especially downtowns that lack a supportive human 
or pedestrian environment, struggle to be attractive 
places for employment, liveability, retail, recreation and 
socializing and fuel a reinforcing cycle of “no people, 
no people” (Gehl, 2010 and 2011) and the dispersion of 
urban form (Filion et al., 1998).

This paper examines the performance of the built 
environment and pedestrian infrastructure for 
creating safe and lively places for people to travel, 
recreate and socialize in three mid-sized cities 
(metropolitan regions with 100,000 to 600,000 
populations), with a specific focus on the hallmark 
of a downtown, its central street. It discusses the 
importance of the built environment for the well-
functioning downtown areas as well as the conditions 
that support three core outdoor activity patterns 
identified by Jan Gehl. We also demonstrate how such 
conditions are tied to overall planning orientations 
i.e., automobile and separated uses or pedestrian and 
integrated/mixed uses.

One of the best indicators of a great place, including 
a downtown, is whether people are present in its 
central street – walking, shopping, stopping, chatting, 
etc. or as Gehl calls it, life. Roads and their right-of-
ways are a city’s largest public space. The planning 
and design of any street can support a variety of uses 
and users reflecting priorities and performance of the 
infrastructure itself. The central street in downtowns 
showcase the best of what a city offers clustered 
within walking distance i.e., commerce, culture, transit 
and amenities. 

Demographic shifts related to two large population 
segments, aging baby boomers and millennials who 
desire accessibility to amenities, transit, walkability 
and lower expenses, provide the timely context for the 
importance of this study. These lifestyle preferences, 
associated urban policy and land use strategies (such 
as revitalization efforts and significant government 
investments directed to public infrastructure in 
key urban areas, in transit, roads and educational 
buildings), illuminate specific development and 
planning opportunities for downtowns. Canadian mid-
sized cities would be wise to leverage these factors  
for successful transformation of their downtowns  
into safe, vibrant and sustainable centres oriented 
around pedestrians.

Making the case

Pedestrians walking downtown

Intense pedestrian activity in North American urban 
regions occurs in shopping malls, traditional 
commercial streets, parks and trails. In a healthy 
region, the downtown would represent the peak of 
pedestrian movement. The growth of shopping malls 
and big box stores on city peripheries has reduced the 
concentration of pedestrians in the downtown. Long-
term vibrancy of the downtown, however, requires 
investment in the pedestrian experience. Pedestrian 
conditions are key to the success of a downtown. The 
better these conditions, the more people will walk, stay 
and congregate, generating intense synergy effects. 
Appealing walking conditions are also conducive to 
longer pedestrian journeys,, extending the area where 
downtown synergies take place and bringing pedestrian 
animation and vibrancy to more areas of the city. 
Synergies can be defined as the interactions between 
activities to their mutual benefit. Examples of 
downtown synergies relying on pedestrian movement 
include people walking from the office to a restaurant, 
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from the hotel to the convention centre or the theatre, 
from their downtown apartment to their office or to 
cultural activities, and so on.

As the primary mode of transportation-located within 
a downtown area, walking constitutes the main vector 
interconnecting activities in a downtown setting. 
Walking is therefore critical to the generation of 
synergy effects between different categories of 
downtown activities. Such pedestrian-based synergy 
effects confer a unique locational advantage to 
downtown activities, especially given the tendency in 
urban North America to separate land uses by function, 
often in large specialized zones, thereby making 
reliance on the car a near necessity and ruling out 
functional walking. 

The attention we give to the economic advantages of 
high downtown walking volumes should not cause us 
to overlook the other benefits of walking. Downtown 
pedestrian movements also foster health benefits as 
well as feelings of happiness originating from taking 
part in the sidewalk animation of an urban area and 
from the sense of freedom associated with walking 
(Frank, Engelke and Schmid, 2003).

Intense pedestrian activity in North 
American urban regions occurs in 
shopping malls, traditional commercial 
streets, parks and trails. In a healthy 
region, the downtown would represent 
the peak of pedestrian movement. The 
growth of shopping malls and big box 
stores on city peripheries has reduced 
the concentration of pedestrians in the 
downtown. Long-term vibrancy of the 
downtown, however, requires investment 
in the pedestrian experience. 

Pedestrians recreating  
and socializing downtown

Gehl has explored how cities create places for people 
by giving priority to pedestrians engaged in a range of 
activities, many of which are for non-travel purposes. 
He identifies three types of outdoor human activities: 
necessary, optional or recreational and social activities.

 7 Necessary activities are those that one has to 
do like going to school or work, waiting for a 
bus or bringing goods to customers and these 
typically occur under all conditions or in spite of 
conditions. 

 7 Optional activities are recreational such as walking 
along a promenade, standing to view, sitting 
to enjoy, playing or people watching. These are 
the most popular city activities though require 
good quality conditions, climate (or weather 
protection). 

 7 Social activities are exchanges in life activity and 
can range from chance encounters to planned 
common activities like markets or protests. 
Greeting exchanges, stopping to talk, small talk 
at a bus stop or bench and asking directions are 
other examples. This type of activity includes 
spontaneity and unpredictability such as, children 
or youth hanging out or playing. Without these 
social activities, a place, including a street, is 
lifeless.

Gehl tells us that the greatest urban attraction is 
people and city life: it is by watching, listening 
and experiencing others that we gather information 
about people and society, and this also serves as 
entertainment. In this way, these pedestrian non-
travel activities like recreating and socializing, also 
generate synergies as with walking. For Gehl and 
Jacobs, the automobile is the death of life, the 
gradual breakdown of opportunities of city space to 
function as meeting place. 
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more time in the downtown is a simpler and more 
effective strategy than increasing numbers of visitors 
to animate a place according to both Gehl and Filion. 
This is interesting in light of North America’s relatively 
new and focused attention on active transportation 
i.e., necessary walking and suggests that greater 
consideration be given to non-travel pedestrian 
activities in shaping our places, downtowns and 
central streets.

Built environment for all pedestrian activities

The road right-of-way (ROW) physically frames the 
built environment and all experience for all road 
users, motorized and non-motorized. For pedestrians, 
sidewalks on each side of the street are the only near-
dedicated, legal space. Other spaces are shared and 
include:

 7 building frontages (with utility hookups, patios, 
signs, awnings, steps and ramps),

 7 planting strips (with trees, light posts, signs, planters, 
bike parking and seating), 
curbs (with drains, grates and parking provisions), and

 7 road crossings (with timed, regulated permissions to 
use that space).

This means that the proportion of pedestrian (and 
cycling) space within a central street’s ROW is much 
smaller relative to motorists’.

We divided environmental conditions into four 
categories that shape walking, recreating and 
socializing activities: safety, buildings, spaces 
and planning orientation. Each category consists 
of measurable criteria. We identified a total of 
seventeen (17) criteria. The categories and criteria 
were developed by combining factors from Gehl’s Life 
Between Buildings and Cities for People, Filion’s healthy 
downtown study results as well as known walkability 
criteria. Though these can be quantified, they produce 
qualitative experiences.

Gehl spells out the results:

 7 if outdoor conditions make walking and recreating 
impossible, no life or animation happens in that 
place;

 7 if conditions are tolerable, necessary activities  
grow; and

 7 if there are good conditions, necessary and optional 
activities increase e.g., walkers stop to enjoy, people 
emerge, stay and get outside, play, etc.

According to Gehl, focusing on time and quality 
rather than numbers of people and quantity improves 
city quality for the benefit of everyone every day 
of the year. Inviting and enabling people to spend 

Queen Street, Kitchener. Photo by Permute (CC BY-SA 3.0)
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acute and chronic injuries. Roads can be designed and 
calmed to reduce speed, volumes and noise. Driveways 
pose safety risks to pedestrians by creating conflict 
zones, even hidden ones in the direct path of the 
walker. People of all abilities must have necessary and 
legal space to use roads safely without being struck 
by automobiles. Formal and informal crossings are 
adapted and applied in different contexts, according 
to engineering standards though these are being 
experimented with. Some types of crossings perform 
better safety-wise: those with visible road markings, 
beacons or lights, visual and audible signals, longer 
time intervals to cross, smooth, even surfaces and 
those raised above grade. The ability to cross roads 
frequently to connect to other routes, and access 
buildings and spaces is also a safety issue. Without 

Safety

Safety, perceived and actual, is a pre-requisite to all 
outdoor activities including the decision to walk, 
recreate or socialize in downtowns and on streets. The 
risk of collisions, injuries and fatalities for pedestrians 
and feeling unsafe, impact whether people tolerate the 
environment for necessary activities like walking, 
shopping, playing etc.

Roads, automobile speeds, volumes and noise pose the 
greatest real and perceived safety risks to pedestrians. 
For example, pedestrians have been shown to have a 
90% chance of survival when struck by a car travelling 
at 30 km/h or below, but less than 50% chance of 
surviving an impact at 45 km/h. Pedestrians have 
almost no chance of surviving an impact at 80 km/
hour (WHO, 2004). This of course, does not account for 

Safety, perceived and actual, is  
a pre-requisite to all outdoor  
activities including the decision  
to walk, recreate or socialize in 
downtowns and on streets.

Safety is measured by contrasting:

 7 size of the lane – one way, multiple wide lanes to two 
way, single and narrow lanes,

 7 automobile speed,

 7 number of traffic calming interventions,

 7 number of driveways, and

 7 road crossing types and numbers.

  Less More 
Safety protected  protected

Lanes 1-way 1-way 1-way 2-way 2-way 
 >2 wide lanes 2 wide lanes 1 lane 2 wide lanes 2 narrow lanes

Automobile speed (km/hour) 60 50 40 30

Traffic calming interventions  None 1 2 3 4+ 
(street parking, corner bulbouts, 
corner trees)     

Crossing types and number Unmarked, Unmarked, Line marks,  Zebra marks, 
 narrow, stop/lights, stop/lights, lights/beacon, 
 unknown priority known priority known priority known priority

Driveways per block >4 3-4 1-2 none
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Buildings

Interesting façades with store windows, restaurants, bars 
and cafés contribute to such an environment compared 
to long, bland walls of brick or glass. In summer patios 
and terraces also add to the animation of sidewalks. The 
match between the rhythm of space and that of time 
also plays a role in enhancing the walking environment 
(Lefebvre, 1992). The vertical and narrow façades of 
traditional commercial streets are better adapted to 
walking speeds than the wide footprints and large walls 
typical of newer developments. In their shopping study, 
Gehl et al. (2006) found that there was seven times more 
city life in front of active facades compared to passive 
facades showing that “people come where people are.”

frequent crossings e.g., long blocks, pedestrians will 
cross mid-block without any protection exposing 
themselves to collision risks.

Dalhousie Street, Brantford. Copyright Queen’s Printer for Ontario, photo source: Ontario Growth Secretariat, Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing

    Less More 
Buildings   engaging engaging

Vertical facades per block 0-1 2-9 10-19 20+

Doors per block (Gehl uses per 100m) 0-5 6-12 13-19 20+ 

Walls per block  10+ 5-9 2-4 0-1 

Architectural details per block 0-1 2-4 5-9 10+

This category was measured by:

 7 the number of vertical facades,

 7 the number of doors,

 7 the number of walls, and

 7 whether a block’s buildings showed architectural 
details and quality materials.
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Spaces

Spaces are areas between buildings, oftentimes framed 
and produced (or not) by buildings and their edges. 
They represent the allocation of space for different 
uses and users such as cars, pedestrians and cyclists. 
They can be accessible or inaccessible, have obstacles 
and can provide areas for rest, play, socializing, shade 
and protection from weather.

Spaces can be evaluated by considering:

 7 sidewalk width,

 7 number of trees per block,

 7 number of seating areas per block, and

 7 the presence of accessible, visible green, public or 
open space.

Sparks Street, Ottawa. Photo by Tony Webster via Flickr

Barton Street, Hamilton. Photo by Rick Cordeiro

    Less More 
Spaces   pedestrian infrastructure  pedestrian infrastructure

Overall sidewalk width <2m 2-3m 3.1-4m >4m 
(not clearway)

Trees per block  0-1 2-4 5-9 10+ 

Seating per block  0-2 3-8 9-14 15+ 

Visible, accessible public,  None Not both Both  
green or open space
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a planning orientation geared to pedestrians. Also, a 
pedestrian’s trip begins and ends on foot, with no need 
for parking in the presence of transit services. Transit 
requires far less space than automobiles and carries 
large numbers of passengers into downtowns and along 
central streets at points of origins and destinations 
relative to transit stations, stops and walking distances 
(Ryan and Frank, 2009). Like public transit, cycling can 

Planning orientation

We weighed the overall planning orientation by 
contrasting environments built for automobiles versus 
pedestrians (and cyclists). This would be evidenced by 
how compact the environment makes walking easy and 
quick to amenities as compared to driving—the built 
environment benefits of a lifestyle that supports living, 
working, recreating and socializing nearby. We would 
find clustering and mixing of land uses, an ideal and 
convenient condition for pedestrians to access various 
types of amenities and services. If dispersed, the road 
grid would be less direct with distances suitable for 
driving not walking. Land uses would be separated. In 
downtowns the space consumed by large volumes of 
cars for purposes of circulation and parking, hampers 
the possibility of concentrating activities within a 
walkable perimeter. We would expect to see few if any 
surface parking lots and few if any pedestrian-activated 
push buttons in pedestrian-prioritized downtowns and 
streets. Priority crossings for pedestrians and cyclists 
may be present and road space for cyclists would reflect 

Planning 
principles Auto-centric  Pedestrian-oriented

Compact vs. dispersed <20 20-45 46-70 71-90 91+ 
in walkshed (intersection 
 density/1km2)

Traffic planning priority Fast, Medium, Medium, Slow, 
along CBD main street auto-centric, auto-centric, auto-centric, pedestrian-oriented, 
  no bike supports, few bike supports, some bike supports, multiple bike supports,  
  many crossing  few crossing buttons no crossing buttons no crossing buttons   
  buttons   

Transit along CBD No service, Every 1 hr, Every 30 mins, Every 15 mins, 10 mins or less, 
main street no cross 500m stop distances, 400m stops, 300m stops, 200m stops, 
  connections missing bus shelters 1 cross connection, more than 1 cross multiple cross 
   lighting or seating few missing connection, connections, 
    amenities amenities all amenities

Integration vs. separation Few land types, Several land types, Many mixed 
over street and walkshed separated, some mixing land types 
(Rs+Cs+Is_Es) specialized 
  mono uses

Criteria in this category included:

 7 compactness versus dispersion measured by intersection 
density in four 1 km2 quadrants surrounding the central 
downtown street (representing a 10-12 minute walking 
catchment area to the central street),

 7 the extent to which priority has been given to 
automobiles compared to non-motorized modes of 
transportation throughout the corridor,

 7 transit service, and

 7 integration/mixing of land use versus separated, 
specialized land uses.
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Given the adverse conditions confronting them, one can 
see why mid-sized city downtowns have declined over 
the past decades. Many of these downtowns reached 
an economic and cultural apex in the mid-1950s 
before the near universal reliance on the automobile 
and competition from suburban malls. In response to 
this transition, mid-sized cities, successive efforts to 
prevent the decline and revitalization of downtowns.

1. The first wave included urban renewal initiatives 
focusing on the construction of downtown versions 
of the suburban shopping malls that were then 
being built (Filion and Hammond, 2009).

2. Subsequent measures targeted the older built 
environment, by upgrading store façades and 
infrastructures in large part by updating urban 
furniture. However, these interventions failed to 
bring substantial revitalization to mid-sized city 
downtowns. They were not up to task of tackling 
suburban competition.

3. More recently, revitalization efforts have involved 
economic development strategies directed at 
economic sectors known for their predilection for 
core areas and older urban sectors. This included 
the downtown location of public sector facilities, 
especially cultural and post-secondary educational 
establishments, housing developments and, in 
some instances, the introduction of LRT systems. It 
remains to be seen if these approaches will succeed 
in reversing downtown decline.

Future revitalization efforts will need to heed the 
pedestrian environment of mid-sized city downtowns, 
improving these conditions to achieve and fully benefit 
from pedestrian-based synergy effects. The situation 
prevailing in suburban multi-functional centres, 
developed in response to nodal growth planning 
objectives, sounds a warning bell for mid-sized city 
downtown revitalization strategies (Calthorpe and 
Fulton, 2001). In many cases these suburban centres 
have been successful in attracting different types of 
activities – retailing, offices, housing, public sector 
establishments. But in most instances, they encounter 

deliver many people while requiring little space. Unlike 
public transit, it can take people very close to their 
destination if bike parking facilities are present.

Large and mid-sized city downtowns

In some respects, the downtowns of mid-sized 
urban areas are smaller versions of their large metro 
counterparts. They represent the main multi-functional 
district within their metropolitan region. But there 
are also important qualitative differences between 
the downtowns of large and mid-sized urban regions. 
The relative importance of downtowns within their 
metropolitan region is typically less in medium-
sized cities than in large metropolitan regions. There 
are numerous reasons for this distinction. Many 
employment categories and corporate headquarters 
are most attracted to and disproportionately cluster 
in large metropolitan downtowns. Large metropolitan 
regions generally have more elaborate public transit 
systems, often including rail services, than medium-
sized urban areas, which tend to rely exclusively on 
bus services. When public transit networks converge 
in downtowns, transit and pedestrian modal shares 
increase compared to basic transit systems. This 
creates substantial advantages for core areas and 
reduces car dependency. The high level of automobile 
dependence of medium-sized urban areas places their 
downtowns at a disadvantage relative to those of large 
metros. Without the critical mass of activities found 
in large metro downtowns, the downtowns of mid-
sized cities find it difficult to compete with suburban 
locales. The suburbanization of retailing particularly 
damages these downtowns.

The high level of automobile  
dependence of medium-sized urban  
areas places their downtowns  
at a disadvantage relative to those  
of large metros. 
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problems in generating synergy effects due to the 
poor prioritization and quality of their pedestrian 
environment, fragmented by large arterials and surface 
parking lots, and lacking street frontages adapted to 
the rhythm of walking (Filion, 2007). Compared to 
these suburban centres, most of which are greenfield 
developments, downtowns of mid-sized urban regions 
are advantaged by a traditional built texture better 
suited to pedestrians. But over time this texture has 
been disrupted by parking lots, vacant and demolished 
buildings and large pedestrian-phobic structures, 
the legacy of urban renewal initiatives. Synergy 
within these downtowns can also be impaired by an 
insufficient concentration of activities and/or a lack of 
complementarity between these activities.

Case studies and findings

Using Brantford, Hamilton and Kitchener downtown 
boundaries, we evaluated each downtown central street 
against our four major categories and their criteria. In 
Brantford, this was Dalhousie Street, and King Streets 
in Hamilton and Kitchener. Our assessment consisted of 
quantifying and contrasting ideal conditions associated 
with a maximum score to least favourable conditions 
having a minimum score. Initially, central streets were 
evaluated block by block on each side of the street 
by walking, stopping and experiencing at street-level. 
Next, streets were evaluated aerially, using Google 
Street View in 3D. We also used Google Earth and GIS to 
measure and confirm our data and findings.

Safety

Each central street varied considerably in their 
pedestrian safety performance. In many respects and 
apart from its western end at Victoria Street with 
five wide lanes, Kitchener’s King Street is closest to 
an ideal downtown street. It scored highest in traffic 
calming interventions, had fewer risky driveway 
interruptions, car traffic moved slower and marked 

Dalhousie Street, Brantford

King Street, Kitchener. Images: Google Earth

King Street, Hamilton
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for most pedestrians by the sheer road width, speeds, 
volumes and noise creating real and perceived safety 
hazards just to get there. South side of Dalhousie 
Street, Brantford scored better than its north side given 
trees, seating and the new public Harmony Square. 
Except for its edges, King Street in Kitchener ranked 
better than the other cases with its transformation 
and some provision of wider sidewalks, many trees and 
seating options and an accessible square outside City 
Hall. Curbside patios and raised street parking designs 
provide a buffer for pedestrians with clear demarcation 
of the clearway. However, this approach is not 
continuous running approximately half the distance of 
the downtown central street. The redesigned space also 
contains multiple garbage and recycling containers, 
proliferation of bollards, poles, and signs that although 
not in the clearway, feel cluttered.

Buildings

In all cases, the blocks that retained their original 
buildings had historical charm, many doors and when 
walking alongside these buildings, had a strong 
sense of rhythm. However, these stretches occurred 
sporadically and in many instances, the ground 
level façades had been covered up with modern 
treatments, leaving the second and third storeys with 
the heritage, noticeable only if one looks up, down 
the block or across the street. The heritage blocks 
did indeed perform better and had many more doors 
and an absence of walls. These included George to 
Queen blocks in Brantford, International Village 
and Catherine to Hess blocks in Hamilton and in 
Kitchener primarily around Queen, Gaukel and Cedar. 
Some newer infill buildings have attempted to create 

crossings were used relatively well. Oddly, despite the 
street modifications, very narrow crossing widths and 
corner crossing obstructions were problematic forcing 
pedestrians to enter the roadway, move around corner 
bollards and utility poles, exposing them to risk of car 
collisions, albeit slower moving cars. Still, two people 
were unable to walk side-by-side in several crossings 
without stepping outside their legal protection zone.

Hamilton’s King Street performed relatively well on 
safety in the International Village neighbourhood and 
a newly redesigned two block stretch of King on the 
south side at James Street, and was sufficient through 
its core. International Village had several traffic 
calming interventions and traffic generally moved 
slower at that end. Beginning at Catherine Street where 
the number of lanes increases, traffic speeds and noise 
considerably, the use of marked and timed crossings 
were well used. Risks increased along King were surface 
parking lots and very wide driveway interruptions 
existed, often unmarked and coming from below-grade.

Sections of Brantford’s Dalhousie Street performed 
better safety-wise where there were blocks of 
consistent traffic calming near the new Laurier 
University buildings, marked crossings and no 
driveways. The south side of the street had many more 
driveways, several unmarked crossings, and crossings 
with unknown priority between pedestrians and cars 
which lowered this central street’s safety performance. 

Spaces

Brantford and Hamilton’s central street performed 
variably depending on the block, area and side of the 
street. Hamilton’s International Village consistently 
had trees, seating options, narrower sidewalks with 
occasional signage obstructions while Hamilton’s core 
fell short on both sides despite having wider sidewalks 
and fewer obstructions. Recently redesigned King 
Street by Gore Park in Hamilton offered more seating 
and although technically accessible, remains cut off 

Blocks that retained their original 
buildings had historical charm,  
many doors and when walking alongside 
these buildings, had a strong sense  
of rhythm. 
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walls, few doors, if highly modern, glass walls and they 
all created much more wind. In some instances, blocks 
that performed poorly contained a greenspace or 
surface parking lot.

Planning Orientation

The strength of each MSC downtown was their overall 
compact urban form and connectedness making 
walking distances to and from their CBD and central 
street manageable and providing route flexibility for 
pedestrian and cyclists. This was evidenced with mainly 
very high to relatively high intersection densities in 
Brantford, Hamilton and Kitchener downtowns, a legacy 
of historically planned pre-World War II tight street 
grids. Exceptions to this were Hamilton’s downtown 
core and Brantford’s southerly downtown district. In 
Hamilton, block sizes and central streets widths were 
expanded as part of major urban renewal programs 
30-60 years earlier to accommodate fast, high volume 
automobile traffic and significant buildings that 
consumed large or several blocks. The southern portion 
of Brantford’s downtown area was redeveloped with a 
dispersed, indirect road pattern also around large land 
parcels which later became spaces for a casino, large, 
multi-storey parking structures, large format retail and 
its civic centre, a major hockey arena built in 1967 as a 
Canadian Centennial project.

Each city’s central street is a primary transportation 
corridor capable of supporting a multi-modal network 
although each downtown differed substantially in 
their integration of modes other than the automobile. 
Dalhousie Street, Brantford and King Street, 

The strength of each MSC downtown was 
their overall compact urban form and 
connectedness making walking distances 
to and from their CBD and central street 
manageable and providing route flexibility 
for pedestrians and cyclists.

modern vertical facades, however typically lack details 
with bland and too much glass, detracting from the 
intended effect. Those buildings mimicking heritage 
styles would be more successful if they had enough 
detail and more doors.

Every downtown case contained at least one 
problematic building such as a shopping mall, large 
hotel or government building that created long, 
boring stretches of walls with no windows, oftentimes 
windy and dark, and the larger blocks result in longer 
walking distances before legal crossing options are 
available. In both Kitchener and Hamilton, large 
hotels had overhead breezeways connecting to the 
shopping centres leaving a heavy, darkness underneath 
for pedestrians and visitors. In Hamilton’s case, two 
large hotels have also been given wide, car-oriented 
entrances for loading and parking that widen the road 
and generate vast unused space.

Sections with large institutions and government 
buildings also reduced the building performance due to 

Hamilton City Centre shopping mall. Photo by Andy Nystrom via Flickr
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Hamilton to a much greater extent, remain as major 
thoroughfares facilitating fast movement and high 
volumes of cars and commuters, connecting to other 
fast, wide arterials and the QEW Highway in Hamilton’s 
case. Getting through the downtown, beyond the 
central street and to other areas is the goal, not 
stopping in the downtown. In Brantford, there is 
one major road alternative around the core, Clarence 
Avenue/Icomm Drive whereas in Hamilton, there are 
multiple parallel, multi-lane arterials such as York, 
Cannon, Barton and Hunter. Hamilton’s King Street 
actually widens significantly (two, one way lanes to 
over four) as one moves closer to the core (King and 
James Streets) and remains that way to access the 
QEW Highway just beyond the downtown boundary. 
Kitchener’s central street, King, has undergone a 
massive road transformation into what is known as 
a “complete street” (a street designed for everyone’s 
safety and use). Its two-way, two lane corridor 
deviates remarkably from the other cases to better 
accommodate non-motorized walking and cycling 
modes while supporting a relatively high automobile 
volume only with slower speeds. Kitchener also has 
parallel roads for cars to travel and the Highway 8 
ramps to connect to Highway 401 are well beyond the 
downtown boundary making its central street less ideal 
as a highway route.

Surprisingly, none of the central streets in any of the 
cases had posted speed limits (though data indicated 
50 km/hour) and in some stretches in all three cases, 
automobiles were travelling faster, particularly where 
roads widened or the number of lanes increased. 
Brantford utilized more pedestrian-activated buttons 
(Hamilton had none and Kitchener one) giving clear 
priority to motorists unless a button is pressed. 

Cycling lanes were not present in any case though 
as part of Kitchener’s King Street transformation, a 
bicycle boulevard has been created whereby cyclists 
are encouraged to ride down the centre of the road 
while motorists share the road and travel at the speed 
of the cyclist.0 20% 40% 60%

Hamilton

North 
Side

South 
Side

Brantford

North 
Side

South 
Side

North 
Side

South 
Side

Kitchener

Downtown Central Street Performance

Safety Buildings Spaces  
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 Principles

Figure 2: Performance of both sides of our  
three central streets against four categories.
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and intracity bus routes, cross-connections with 5 to 
10 minute service about every 200 m. Two intercity 
terminals (rail and bus) are nearby and within 1 km 
walking distances. Kitchener too, has serviced its 
central street and core well with multiple intracity bus 
routes, cross connections and with relative frequency 
and stops (15 minute service and approximately every 
300 m). Regional rail lies within it 1 km northern 
quadrant though less convenient and somewhat 
disconnected from its intracity bus connections. 
Brantford is the exception with bus transit routed 
off and parallel to its central street connecting to its 
intracity and intercity Darling Street transit terminal. 
Like Kitchener, its regional rail station, while at its 
outer edge of its 1 km northern quadrant, remains 
accessible by walking though less convenient and 
disconnected from its core.

Re-orienting downtowns  
as places for pedestrians

Like many MSC, each downtown case and its central 
street and blocks differ in their progression, sometimes 
starkly, toward considering, planning and designing 
their built environments around the full spectrum 
of pedestrian activities as compared to automobiles. 
Indeed, these differences reflect the history and 
multiplicity of policies and downtown revitalization 
initiatives in effect over decades. They also point to 
contrasts and tensions, including within themselves, in 
undertaking two broad types of supportive approaches:

1. those that reprioritize central business districts and 
central streets for pedestrians and their mobility, 
and

2. placemaking approaches with a strong focus on 
public space design for recreational and social 
pedestrian activities.

During our study period, most cyclists were not using 
the centre lane and either preferred curbside riding or 
riding on the sidewalk. This would suggest that cyclists 
may still not feel safe or understand how to use the 
street, despite its redesign. Bike parking facilities were 
either missing or haphazard in all cases with Kitchener 
having more in number though still few per block. 
Hamilton and Brantford lacked bike parking along many 
blocks on both sides of the street, illustrating non-
consideration and servicing of this mode. Pedestrian 
priority or beaconed crossings were absent from any of 
the cases though some intersections could warrant these 
given high pedestrian volumes at King and James in 
Hamilton, Queen and King in Kitchener and Market and 
Dalhousie in Brantford, for example. These intersections 
have more students and possibly more active nightlife.

Transit frequency and connections vary across each 
downtown central street. By far, Hamilton’s King Street 
is a strong, key transit corridor with multiple intercity 

James Street North, Hamilton. Photo by Kennet Moyle via Flickr
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and intensification of land use and transportation 
types are clustered, generating synergy effects between 
different categories of downtown activities. 

The Northern Growth Plan (2011) addresses the unique 
contextual factors to develop a thriving northern 
regional economy grounded in the resource sector, 
improved transportation networks, entrepreneurship 
and partnerships with indigenous communities. Given 
the focus on MSC in this paper, only two northern cities 
and their downtowns meet the threshold: Thunder Bay 
and Greater Sudbury. 

Smart growth oriented policies and plans can be 
found in many municipalities advancing MSC central 
business districts and streets for pedestrians. Through 
Official Plans and zoning by-laws, MSC downtown 
growth centres within the GGH must conform to the 
Places to Grow Act by leveraging their public transit 
to achieve targets around building intensification, 
and density of people and employment. Targets reflect 
the size of the MSC and their transit service e.g., 
larger MSCs like Hamilton and Kitchener have higher 
targets compared to a smaller MSC like Brantford. 
These targets help MSC downtowns add, deliver, 
attract and retain more pedestrians to their core 
whether as residents, employees or people in transit. 
This is especially important for MSCs to curb further 
low density, segregated land use development that 
has historically pulled residents and activity away 
from downtowns, fostered greater auto-dependence 
and damaged MSC downtowns (Filion et al., 2004). 
In a recent analysis of over 600 companies, Smart 
Growth America and Cushman and Wakefield (2015a) 
showed that the decision factors to move offices to 
downtowns (including small and MSCs) were based 
on walkability, transportation choices, unique office 
spaces, and a clean, safe environment. They then 
identified how towns and MSCs can proactively 
create the kinds of places these companies want for 
their employees and corporate identity. By adding 
residential land uses and diversifying housing types 
into their CBDs, mid-sized cities support convenience 

Known as smart growth, an approach to mix 
land uses and transportation options to develop 
compact, walkable places for people to live, work 
and play, fundamentally shifts previous land use and 
transportation models oriented around automobiles and 
specialized, separated land uses. Central to downtown 
placemaking approaches, are putting people first to 
address their needs and the quality of public spaces.

Smart growth for mid-sized city downtowns

Smart growth policies aimed at creating safe, walkable, 
cyclable and transit-oriented MSC downtowns and 
neighbourhoods benefit not only the performance of 
the MSC downtowns and their central streets but have 
been shown to improve road safety, reduce road costs, 
drive new business and office relocations, increase 
commercial rents and property values, and support 
millennial and retiree lifestyles (Smart Growth America, 
2015a, 2015b, 2016).

Provincial and municipal  
smart growth oriented policies

Based on smart growth principles, Ontario’s Places to 
Grow initiative and The Big Move integrate land use 
and transportation legislation, investments, policy, 
plans and tools that link provincial and municipal 
prosperity, livability and mobility to create walkable 
communities and downtowns in identified growth 
centres across the Greater Golden Horseshoe (and partly 
Northern Ontario). These growth centres serve as mixed 
use multi-modal mobility hubs. Many of these growth 
centres are downtowns of MSCs. 

The first Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe 
(GGH) from 2006 is now being updated to reflect new, 
higher targets for mixing land uses, employment, 
multi-modal transportation and housing options, and 
residential densities in order to create “complete 
communities.” Within these growth centres, integration 
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and were related to broader economic gains like 
increased employment and higher property values 
(2015a, 2016). They also found that the safer 
conditions created by Complete Streets projects 
avoided a total of $18.1 million in collision and injury 
costs in one year alone (2015). A post-project level of 
service evaluation of Kitchener’s downtown King Street 
transformation would be highly relevant to other MSCs.

MSC downtown placemaking and design 

Central streets can become the heart of downtowns 
again and efforts to restore their value within MSCs as 
a whole and as gathering places are growing. Downtown 
placemaking approaches are often focused on 
leveraging downtown assets such as heritage buildings 
and spaces, developing a sense of place and improving 
their design. Strong, compelling downtown visions and 
strategies that re-engage people and stakeholders in 
their districts can propel revitalization efforts.

Quality of buildings and spaces

Municipalities, developers, building owners and 
leasors, engaged residents and Business Improvement 
Associations (BIAs) are involved in addressing the 
quality of buildings and spaces. Municipalities have 
many policy, planning and standardizing instruments 
to inform, plan, guide, design and implement public 
space and building requirements in downtowns and 
streets for a consistent look and feel. These include 
parks, waterfront and public space master plans, urban 
design, streetscape, transit stop and shelter, greening 
and bicycle parking manuals, expectations about 
heritage buildings, patio and retail signage permitting, 
seating plans, and the Accessibility for Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act (AODA). Compared to major policy 
and plans, these may seem minor and unimportant 
lending them to be overlooked, applied haphazardly or 
interpreted with wide variability. 

and walkable lifestyles embraced by millennials, 
retirees and the preferences of childless households 
(Filion et al., 1999). 

Creating walkable neighbourhoods is embedded within 
provincial smart growth and public transit policy. 
Municipalities plan for all modes of transportation 
through their transportation, transit and trails master 
plans, as well as parking, circulation, levels of service 
and forecasting models – the basis for prioritizing 
infrastructure (re)investments and design 
interventions. Like municipalities of all sizes, existing 
transportation models are weak in allocating costs, 
risks and benefits to non-motorized modes of 
transportation against better understood motorized 
modes. MSCs, their downtowns and central streets are 
particularly challenged to deviate from current 
transportation and parking models given how 
convenient automobile use and how unfamiliar 
sustainable modes have become in these communities 
and commercial districts.

Interventions that specifically alter conventional 
transportation models by accommodating pedestrians, 
cyclists, people with disabilities and transit through 
for example, a Complete Streets approach and/or 
lowering car speeds to 30 km/hour via zonal or street-
type safety policies may be of help. Two studies by 
Smart Growth America showed that Complete Street 
projects cost significantly less than conventional 
transportation projects, and delivered transportation 
benefits like better safety performance, more people, 

Complete Street projects cost significantly 
less than conventional transportation 
projects, and delivered transportation 
benefits like better safety performance, 
more people, and were related to broader 
economic gains like increased employment 
and higher property values.
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roads, sidewalks and public spaces, anyone using 
wheels, such as parents with strollers, shoppers with 
buggies, visitors with suitcases, injured with crutches, 
and the aged with walkers would all be better served if 
AODA standards were implemented.

New form-based codes are regulatory tools, unlike 
the listed majority of design quality instruments, 
and address the gaps in land use, transportation and 
building policy. The relationship between building 
facades and the public realm, the form and mass of 
buildings in relation to one another, and the scale and 
types of streets and blocks are clearly regulated.

As was clearly the case across all our MSC downtown 
central streets, the quality of the pedestrian 
environment was broken, may have been unprotected 
from cars and weather, interrupted, posed collision 
risks, had walls, missing heritage facades, may have 
lacked amenities such as seating and trees, had barriers 
in walkways, and could be cluttered.

While not comprehensive to address all of the above 
design aspects, two regulations may offer clearer 
and stronger design parameters: the AODA and new 
form-based codes. The purpose of AODA is to develop, 
implement, and enforce accessibility standards for 
Ontarians with disabilities. Through regulations, 
accessibility standards have been set for information 
and communications, employment, transportation, 
the design of public spaces, and customer service and 
are currently in force. All of these standards apply 
to MSC downtowns and along their central streets. 
Municipalities have specific requirements under the 
AODA and the regulations, including the provision 
of accessible transportation services, accessibility 
policies and plans, information and websites, new or 
redeveloped public spaces. Accessibility benefits more 
than people with disabilities. In terms of downtown 

Figure 3: Different approaches to zoning contrasted with form-based codes (Form-based Code Institute, 2017)

Conventional Zoning
Density use, FAR (Floor Area Ratio), 

setbacks, parking requirements, maximum 
building heights specified

Zoning Design Guidelines
Conventional zoning requirements, 

plus frequency of openings and surface 
articulation specified

Form-Based Codes
Street and building types (or mix  
of types), build-to lines, number  

of floors, and percentage of built site 
frontage specified
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Since collision risk is greatest in downtown 
intersections, pedestrians need:

 7 to be given clear crossing priority

 7 high visibility crosswalks with consistent design 
application

 7 sensible alignment and wider space for multiple people

 7 a single, smooth surface with no trip hazards

 7 stop bars and greater distance between stop bar and 
crosswalk

Ground-level design matters:

 7 attracts walking, stopping and shopping vs. travelling 
through

 7 enables standing and chatting (resulting in spending 
more time downtown)

 7 narrow, high-quality vertical facades with many doors 
create pleaseant rythm and interest (not intimidating 
or boring walks)

 7 offers barrier-free entry and frames walking clearway 
space

Photos by Neluka Leanage
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Quantity and quality of pedestrian space is critical for 
safe, enjoyable, lasting travel and visiting experiences:

 7 adequate dimensions for mobility (minimum accessibility 
standards for public spaces under AODA)

 7 free from obstacles – vertical surface utilities, stands, 
signs, bins, and poles

 7 stable, smooth, flat surface materials

 7 comfortable and sufficent places to sit, wait for transit, 
watch and eat

 7 shade, shelter, buffer from automobile noise, pollution, 
rain, wind, etc.

Photos by Neluka Leanage

Re-orienting downtowns and  
central streets for pedestrians means:

 7 rethinking wide-laned, one-way arterials and speeds 
through downtowns

 7 re-routing, slowing and quieting downtowns with 
alternative automobile routes, space redesigns  
and landscaping

 7 planning and designing for high quality pedestrian and 
transit experiences to leverage demographic shifts and 
build a critical mass and synergies

 7 re-assessing performance beyond traffic and  
parking toward non-automobile and place services

 7 planning and designing first for pedestrian safety, then 
other pedestrian activities 

 7 re-allocating space and facilities within the right-of-way 
to pedestrians, cycling and transit

 7 giving pedestrians prority and frequent corssings and time 
without push buttons

 7 creating the best outdoor experiences and walking trips.
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from indoor shopping malls, large hotels or new 
condominiums and institutions (in Kitchener’s case).

The relevance of this study to other MSC downtowns 
is two-fold: smart growth- and multi-modal-
oriented policy and design do support downtown 
pedestrianization and the quality of spaces; however, 
multiple and consistent interventions on re-orienting 
planning and design are needed across all four 
categories to improve downtown and central street 
performance. As Filion (2004) suggests, historical 
character and street-level activity not found in 
suburban contexts do distinguish these downtowns 
and should be emphasized. However, building and 
space elements tend not to remedy the riskier safety 
conditions in predominantly auto-dominated and 
separated functional corridors. To match lifestyles of 
key demographic groups in order to generate a critical 
mass of people and synergies downtown, focusing on 
a smaller area of the downtown or a few blocks with 
greatest assets would first create a clear and physical 
safe and sense of place with the clustering of amenities 
and range of high quality pedestrian activities. In 
a smaller area, more people would perceptibly be in 
the core, and it would serve as the best, significantly 
different example of what is possible to residents and 
detractors. Similar concentration of planning changes 
and infrastructure improvements could be expanded 
accounting for and applying post-intervention lessons 
from the first stages.

Conclusions

The results from this research show that the downtowns 
and central streets of these three mid-sized cities vary 
considerably in their pedestrianization. Each case has 
implemented smart growth measures variably, however 
re-prioritizing MSC downtowns as places intended to 
serve pedestrians rather than automobiles has not yet 
been fully embraced by any of these cities and their 
performance scores reflect partial support. We would 
expect Hamilton and Brantford’s downtowns to struggle 
the most in keeping pedestrians in their core for the 
longest time on account of their challenges to re-orient 
downtown and central street planning away from the 
automobile (seen by thoroughfares, surface parking and 
multiple driveways) and toward safe, pedestrian-intense 
activities. Their central streets serve as primary 
transportation corridors, carrying automobile traffic 
through the downtown. Kitchener shows greatest 
promise by their significant re-balancing of travel 
modes despite mixed performance of design elements. 
In each case though particularly in Hamilton, downtown 
gateways and/or exits are so abrupt, unsafe and 
unpleasant that arriving and departing on foot, bicycle 
or wheelchair serves to repel, not invite, one to return. 

The design of buildings and spaces also has mixed 
results across each case, each side of the street and 
between blocks. Some blocks perform much better 
reflect recent redevelopment efforts and what appears 
to be neighbourhood branding along blocks such 
as Hamilton’s International Village and Brantford’s 
Harmony Square area. Other blocks and sides contain 
long stretches of unanimated spaces and walls 

Re-prioritizing MSC downtowns as places 
intended to serve pedestrians rather 
than automobiles has not yet been fully 
embraced by any of these cities and their 
performance scores reflect partial support. 
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Introduction

In September 2015, officials from Statistics Canada 
reported that Canadians aged 65 and older officially 
outnumbered those under 15 (Statistics Canada, 2015). This 
is, in part, due to the myriad of societal advances that have 
allowed life expectancy to rise dramatically over the past 
century. It is also the result of declining birth rates, which 
have fallen across the country, and remained predominantly 
below the replacement rate. Alongside changes to birth 
and death tendencies, the increase of personal mobility has 
resulted in the select migration of younger educated adults 
away from smaller, peripheral towns (Townshend & Walker, 
2015). Together these changes have left many of Canada’s 
cities and towns with a significantly higher proportion of 
older adults, which in turn can lead to even lower birth 
rates and an even older population.

An aging population challenges the viability of economic 
systems, as older citizens are dependent on a smaller 
working population (Nefs et al., 2013). Those in 
retirement tend to pay lower income taxes as they are 
not working, thereby decreasing overall tax revenue. At 
the same time, government spending on health care and 
pensions will have to rise to meet the needs of the aging 
population. The combination of increased spending 
obligations and decreased tax revenue is a major source 
for concern. It could result in higher income, sales 
and corporate taxes. The transition of the baby boom 
generation from producers to consumers, and ultimately, 
to dependents will also lead to a shortage of workers, 
slower labour force growth and, inevitably, much slower 
economic growth. Beyond the economic uncertainties, 
an aging population faces social challenges such as 
increased inequality as well as increased physical 
challenges in the built environment. 

The importance of the local community is reflected in 
the overwhelming desire of older adults to maintain their 
independence as they age, often expressed as the desire 
to ‘age-in-place’ (Hodge, 2008). As people age, they are 
increasingly likely to experience some kind of 

impairment (physical, sensory or cognitive) or reduced 
mobility. Researchers note that an aging individual’s 
conceptual world shrinks due to limited mobility, 
decreasing physical and cognitive abilities, and 
perceived psychological factors (Myers, Cyarto, & 
Blanchard, 2005). Theoretically, this reduced ability 
means that an individual is more likely to be impacted 
by barriers in their local environment (Lawton, 1982). 
For example, an older adult losing their driver’s license in 
a car-dependent suburb would have a much greater 
impact on their independence than in a walkable 
neighbourhood. Other barriers could include aspects 
related to mobility, access to quality services and 
continued social involvement. Further research has 
confirmed that impacts affecting older adults’ 
independence, sense of dignity and overall quality of life 
often are shown to be a result of factors at the 
community level like quality housing, transportation, 
access to services and social connections (Plouffe & 
Kalache, 2010; Thomas & Blanchard, 2009). Therefore, it 
follows that the local community becomes an ideal space 
for intervention. This has been reflected in the World 
Health Organization’s (WHO) policy push for “age-
friendly cities” (AFC). The eight domains determined by 
the WHO as integral to building an AFC are: 
transportation; housing; social participation; respect and 
social inclusion; civic participation and employment; 
communication and information; community support and 
health services; and outdoor spaces and buildings. The 
WHO recognizes that, as we grow older, our physical and 
relational environment plays an even more significant 
role in our quality of life. 

The international recognition and commitment to age-
friendly cities and the aging of the Canadian population 
has called into question how prepared the national, 
provincial and local governments are to support the 

Officials from Statistics Canada reported 
that Canadians aged 65 and older 
officially outnumbered those under 15.
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Mid-sized cities have the advantage 
of being small enough to implement 
truly local, contextualized policies that 
respond to unique needs of individual 
neighbourhoods.

needs of such a heterogeneous population. While national 
and provincial level planning on macro level issues 
like pensions and healthcare are commonplace, these 
debates neglect how policies play out on the ground 
in an uneven urban landscape such as Canada (Hodge, 
2008). Large growing Canadian cities with populations 
over 500,000 attract younger, mobile Canadians as well 
as the majority of immigrants. As a result, they are not 
experiencing the same aging phenomenon as many other 
Canadian communities. The most significant demographic 
shifts towards an aging population are occurring in small 
(population 10,000-50,000) and mid-sized (population 
50,000-500,000) cities. These cities often have fewer 
resources to examine, evaluate and respond to local 
challenges than their big city counterparts. Small cities 
are most affected by aging, but may lack the resources to 
respond. Large cities may be more likely to have the fiscal 
resources for policies and programming for older adults, 
however the needs of an aging population may not be as 
prominent an issue, considering that the growth rate of 
older adults in those communities is relatively lower than 
for small to mid-sized cities.

Mid-sized cities, on the other hand, are aging and while 
they may not have the resources of large cities, they 
do have more capacity than small cities to develop 
and implement comprehensive policy measures. In 
addition, mid-sized cities have the advantage of being 
small enough to implement truly local, contextualized 
policies that respond to unique needs of individual 
neighbourhoods. In contrast, large cities might face 
greater difficulty implementing local solutions and are 
more likely to adopt a one-size fits all approach. With that 
in mind, we believe that mid-sized Canadian cities are 
in a unique position to advance the state of knowledge 

of age-friendly policy, shape places that offer a high 
quality of life to all citizens and help build a prosperous 
economic market for goods and services related to 
older people. In this paper, we add to the discourse 
by evaluating the extent of the aging phenomenon in 
Ontario’s mid-sized cities and discussing the opportunities 
and challenges of current and future policy.

Making the case

Before anything else, it is important to gauge whether 
mid-sized cities in Ontario are in fact aging and to 
what extent they are expected to age. In Canada, 
population projections are produced and published 
regularly at the federal, provincial and territorial level 
by Statistics Canada and at the census division level by 
some provincial ministries of finance. However, once 
the jurisdictional scale moves to the local level, there 
is no single organization that produces population 
projections. This means that municipalities are left to 
their own devices to calculate these figures. This has 
resulted in a wide range of methods, assumptions and 
levels of accuracy in forecasting populations. The lack of 
methodological consistency across cities makes municipal 
comparison ineffectual and has implications for a 
regional understanding of development, competition, 
collaboration, and infrastructure and social service needs. 

In order to examine and compare prospective aging in 
Ontario’s municipalities, we calculated projections for 
159 municipalities, with a population above 10,000, 
using the share-capture model1. Using 2013 population 
estimates as a base, five-year age cohort projections 
were calculated up to the year 2036. 

1. The share-capture approach, which assumes that the local municipal share 
of a surrounding region’s population will remain consistently proportional 
into the future, has consistently been found to be the best alternative 
at the local scale (Hartt & Woudsma, 2014; Smith & Shahidullah, 1995; 
Wilson, 2014). As this method is only possible with available projections 
for the surrounding region, the analysis relied upon existing population 
projections acquired from the Ontario Ministry of Finance (2013).
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Table 2 takes a closer look at the projections for 
Ontario’s mid-sized cities and details the expected 
oldest and youngest communities. In 2036, our results 
show that Kawartha Lakes and Norfolk County are 
both expected to have 36% of their population made 
up of adults over 65 years of age. Sault Ste. Marie, 
Thunder Bay and Sarnia are all also expected to have 
proportions of older adults of over 30%. In all five 
cases, this represents at least a 60% change from 2013 
estimates. In 2036, the projected youngest cities in 
Ontario include Milton (12%), Ajax (16%), Halton Hills 
(18%), Whitby (19%) and Aurora (20%). Although older 
adults are expected to make up a smaller proportion of 
the population, these communities will still experience 
a significant change in the makeup of their population. 
The change in proportion of older adults in these 
communities will range from almost 50% to 80%, and 
therefore, they need to plan accordingly.

As our results show, it is not a question of whether 
municipalities in Ontario are aging, but how much 
and how fast. As we outlined in the introduction, an 
aging population can lead to a number of economic, 
socioeconomic and social challenges. The potential 
mismatch of needs and services not only threatens 
municipal fiscal health, but also the quality of life of 
municipalities’ residents. It is well documented that 
these trends are happening across the Western world 
and many communities are unsure of how to react and 
how to prepare. Although there is a significant amount 
of literature and research on the aging phenomenon, 
little to no work has been done regarding the 
monitoring and evaluation of policy. There is a unique 
opportunity for Canada’s mid-sized cities to become 
world leaders in age-friendly policy, while making their 
own communities a better, and more age-friendly, place 
to live. Before our concluding recommendations, we 
will first examine the challenges and opportunities in 
existing age-friendly policy in Ontario.

Table 1: Average proportion of adults aged 65+ 
(2013, 2036) in small, mid and large Ontario cities

Comparing Ontario cities by size, Table 1 shows that the 
average proportion of adults aged 65 and over in small 
cities is expected to grow 67% from a proportion of 18% 
to 31%. In mid-sized cities, the change in older adults 
is also expected to increase by 67% from 15% to 25%. 
This means that, on average, one quarter of the entire 
population of a mid-size city in Ontario is expected to 
be over 65 years of age in 2036. The change in large 
cities is almost as high as the proportion of older adults 
is expected to change from 13% to 21%.

Table 2: List of Ontario mid-sized cities with 
highest and lowest proportion of adults 65+

Oldest
   Percent 
City 2013 2036 Change

Kawartha Lakes 22 36 64

Norfolk County 20 36 79

Sault Ste. Marie 20 33 61

Thunder Bay 18 33 79

Sarnia 20 32 60

    Percent 
City Size 2013  2036 Change

Small 18  31 67

Mid 15  25 67

Large 13  21 63

Average Portion of 65+

   Percent 
City 2013 2036 Change

Milton 8 12 47

Ajax 9 16 77

Halton Hills 12 18 49

Whitby 11 19 80

Aurora 11 20 78

Newest
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Policy implications

The Province of Ontario has been crucial in funding and 
advancing age-friendly city (AFC) policy. In 2015, the 
Government of Ontario invested $1.5 million in age-
friendly community planning projects. Grants ranged from 
up to $25,000 for municipalities with populations under 
20,0000; up to $35,000 for those with 20,000-99,999 
residents; and up to $50,000 for those with over 100,000 
residents (Ontario Seniors Secretariat, 2013). The 
provincial grants allowed local and regional municipalities 
to undertake the non-statutory age-friendly policy 
exercise without having to spend a significant portion of 
their own municipal budget. However, an AFC plan is a 
non-statutory requirement, unlike an Official Plan for 
example, which is required through the Provincial 
Planning Act. Without changes to the existing process, 
AFC plans will most likely continue to be restricted by 
available funds and personnel. It is also currently unclear 
whether the Province will reinstitute the age-friendly 
grant program. With the release of the Provincial Budget 
in May 2017, there are no additional commitments to 
funding municipal AFC projects. 

While the Province of Ontario is currently offering a 
new grant program called the Seniors Community Grant 
Program, the program only offers funding to NGOs and 
is focused on small-scale programming initiatives to 
support social inclusion (Ministry of Senior Affairs, 
2016b). While this initiative is important, it does not 
fund municipal level planning and strategic policy 
initiatives for older adults. The Province also lists the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation as a potential funding source 
for seniors’ organizations (Ministry of Senior Affairs, 
2016a). However, these grants are not targeted at the 

Without changes to the existing  
process, AFC plans will most likely 
continue to be restricted by available  
funds and personnel.

majority of municipalities. The eligibility requirements 
for this grant are restricted to small municipalities (less 
than 20,000) and NGOs. The only way for a municipality 
larger than 20,000 to receive funds for an AFC project 
is if they partner with at least two other NGOs for a 
project. Further, the Trillium Foundation grants are 
available for a wide range of initiatives and are not 
focused on age-friendly community planning – ultimately 
making them more competitive and less accessible. 

As part of ‘Ontario’s Action Plan for Seniors’, the 
Province did promise to “support [age-friendly 
community planning] initiatives by showcasing best 
practices around the province, and introducing a 
recognition program that promotes and salutes those 
cities and towns that have developed age-friendly 
communities initiatives” (Ontario Seniors Secretariat, 
2013, p. 12). To date, the Province has produced 
an Age-Friendly Cities Planning Guide, Finding the 
Right Fit: Age-Friendly Community Planning, but no 
recognition program has been created.
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Tools for practitioners

Moving forward, it is critical for the Ontario 
government to expand its role in order to address the 
policy gap in small vulnerable communities that have 
not taken advantage or been successful accessing 
funds. The experience in British Columbia (BC) offers a 
potential model to overcoming the barrier of reaching 
the smaller and mid-sized cities, Ontario’s more 
vulnerable communities. Specific initiatives include:

 7 Since 2005, the BC government has been offering 
grants to municipalities for age-friendly initiatives.

 7 They created their own AFC recognition program, 
much like the WHO.

 7 They recently launched a program requiring 
municipalities to plan for older adults and those 
with disabilities through their statutory planning 
policies.

The Ontario government should follow the example 
of British Columbia by requiring and supporting 
municipalities to plan for older adults. Not only 
would it enable individual municipalities to plan 
for a high quality of life for its older residents, a 
provincial mandate could also foster relationships and 
collaborations among policymakers across Ontario. 
This would advance the development, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of age-friendly policies  
and models.

The Province of Ontario recently published a guide to 
building AFCs, Finding the Right Fit: Age-Friendly 
Community Planning. This guide offers detailed 
strategies for municipalities on assessing their local 
needs, working with older adults and data, developing 
the plan, as well as implementing and evaluating plans. 
While the document exists, the pertinent policy 
questions become: who is using it, how are they using 
it, what are the experiences of using it, and are these 
age-friendly plans making a difference in the lives of 
older adults? Perhaps the most important question is: 

without funding from the Province, are municipalities 
engaging in AFC planning at all? To answer these 
questions, there may be an opportunity for the Province 
to partner with an arm’s length research organization, 
in order to gather evidence on the efficacy of age-
friendly planning AFC interventions. 

At the local level, it is important that practitioners 
plan for an age-friendly city collaboratively over 
multiple municipal departments. Age-friendly principles 
and policies should be coordinated and integrated 
across department specific plans (such as the Official 
Plan, Parks and Recreation Master Plan, Public Health 
Strategic Plan, etc.). To begin, mid-sized cities should 
engage with the WHO process of assessing local needs 
to build a strategic plan with measurable indicators. 
Ideally, age-friendly policies should be integrated 
into the municipality’s strategic plan - preferably 
with responsible departments delineated, evaluation 
indicators, and money allocated from the municipality’s 
budget. Furthermore, mid-sized cities should seek out 
political/community champions and make a point to 
consult with more vulnerable older adults who may not 
be able to attend typical public meetings.

Conclusions

Cities across Ontario are aging and it is unclear whether 
municipal governments are prepared to respond to 
the forthcoming challenges or to take advantage of 
the associated opportunities. In mid-sized cities, the 
proportion of older adults is expected to increase by 

Age-friendly policies should be integrated 
into the municipality’s strategic plan – 
preferably with responsible departments 
delineated, evaluation indicators, and money 
allocated from the municipality’s budget. 
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67% by 2036. According to our projections, one quarter 
of the population of mid-sized cities is expected 
to be over 65 years of age. Such a drastic change 
will challenge the fiscal stability of health care and 
pensions, and potentially lead to increased social 
challenges for seniors. As the majority of older adults 
desire to age-in-place, in mid-sized cities there is a 
lot of consultation, planning and implementation to 
be done in order to ensure that for their residents. 
It remains unclear whether the Ontario government 
will fund AFC projects again. The small scale grants 
currently being offered by the Province do not 
encourage strategic planning, rather they represent 
one time funding opportunities for programs that may 
not continue to run once the funding is completed. 
Strategic planning allows for a municipality to plan 
for future service and infrastructure costs, which is 
arguably more important in the long run if the desire 
is to truly build age-friendly communities, rather than 
singular programs. This is not to say that small, context 
specific projects are not vitally needed, but they should 
be done in tandem with strategic, long term planning 
efforts to ensure success.

However, while funding may not be as readily 
available, there is still an opportunity for individual 
municipalities to take the lead in planning for their 
aging population. Mid-sized cities are ideal incubators, 
as they are not only more likely to be affected by an 
aging population than larger cities, but also because 
they are at a size where they have the personnel 
capacity to become leaders in context-specific 
age-friendly policy planning, implementation and 
evaluation. 
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Introduction

Over the past 25 years, the urban Indigenous 
population has been growing steadily. In northern 
cities such as Sudbury, the Indigenous population has 
grown to more than 10% of residents (Fitzmaurice and 
Shawbonquit 2016). The sustained population growth 
of Indigenous peoples has led to the overcrowding of 
reserves and has resulted in the relocation of families 
to urban centres. 

Cities have reacted to the increase of Indigenous 
residents in ways that primarily focus on their 
difficulties in transitioning from rural to urban 
environments. While schools and social service 
agencies have developed plans to address the increase 
in Indigenous residents, city planners and architects 
have largely neglected to include an Indigenous 
presence in the development of cities (Howard and 
Lobo 2013). In particular, the economic drivers in 
cities are largely absent of Indigenous business 
owners, investors, or philanthropists.  

In this age of reconciliation, mid-sized cities are well 
positioned to play a leading role in bridging the divide 
between Canadian and Indigenous peoples. For decades, 

Indigenous migrants have built new lives in mid-sized 
cities, but their presence is often ignored and primarily 
factored in social service conversations (Norris 2003). 
Despite this marginalization, neighborhood businesses, 
events and celebrations have become a mainstay of the 
urban Indigenous experience. Including the breadth 
of Indigenous experience in future city plans will 
greatly enhance the strength, diversity, rootedness and 
livability of mid-sized cities.

A major consideration for the planning of mid-sized 
cities should be the emerging Indigenous middle 
class, which is greatly altering the urban Indigenous 
experience. For example, in 2011 there were 13,405 
Indigenous people living in Sudbury and 3,565 (27%) 
of them had incomes greater than $40,000. However, 
Indigenous middle class residents report a continuation 
of systemic racism and few opportunities to join 
established professional networks (Fitzmaurice and 
Shawbonquit 2016). With proper planning, urban 

Mid-sized cities are well positioned  
to play a leading role in bridging  
the divide between Canadian and 
Indigenous peoples.
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Indigenous leaders will enhance professional networks 
and bring opportunity and agency for Indigenous 
residents of mid-sized cities.

An important shift in the lives of Indigenous peoples 
in urban centers has been the increasing influence they 
have on the arts and entertainment aspect of city life. 
However, while the urban Indigenous community has 
the capacity to fully participate in the planning and 
development of mid-sized cities, challenges remain 
over how to create fair and adequate representation. 
Indigenous residents have different relationships with 
the state: Some represent local First Nations whose 
traditional territory is occupied by the city, others are 
from neighbouring communities or migrants from other 
regions of the country, and some have status, some 
do not (Peters 2006). Currently there is no recognized 
urban Indigenous organization that represents the 
majority of residents at either the national or local level.

How can we include  
an Indigenous perspective  
in the future planning  
for mid-sized cities?

There is little research that speaks directly to the 
need for Indigenizing Canadian cities. While data can 
reveal much about migration patterns and statistical 
issues, the inclusion of Indigenous residents in the 
visioning process for the future of our cities has 
yet to be accommodated. Outreach through existing 
gathering spaces, schools, and service providers by urban 
Indigenous organizations can provide an opportunity 
for Indigenous residents to participate, although this 
approach has become the standard method with limited 
results (Newhouse, D. 2003). A more focused approach 
is required to develop, in collaboration with community 
members, a survey that captures the Indigenous 

perspective and to host events that draw out further 
dialogue without prescribing outcomes and presenting 
only binary options. However, this approach neglects to 
include the emerging urban Indigenous professional class 
who do not have a presence within urban indigenous 
organizations. Research has shown that Indigenous 
families entering the middle class avoid Indigenous 
organizations, such as friendship centres, as they feel 
these places are intended for people transitioning to the 
city (Fitzmaurice and Shawbonquit 2016).

There exists a need for Indigenous economic leaders, 
in cooperation with mainstream private sector 
representatives, to meet and discuss the establishment 
of urban Indigenous professional networks and 
form partnerships between the Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous sectors. Their mandate would be to 
oversee the development of Indigenous owned and 
operated businesses and other economic development 
initiatives. Such a group could facilitate activities 
such as: Information sharing, networking, assistance 
with business plans, peer support, investment clubs, 
joint venture initiatives, entrepreneur role models 
and training programs. While current initiatives 
by organizations such as the Canadian Council for 
Aboriginal Business are enhancing opportunities for 
Indigenous owned businesses, a local, focused strategy 
that brings together economic leaders within mid-sized 
cities has yet to be developed. 

Photo by Douglas Cardinal
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Introduction

Lately, planners working in Ontario’s Mid-Sized 
Cities (MSCs) have had many reasons to feel anxious 
about the future. MSCs are going through an era of 
demographic uncertainty. In the last few decades, 
national demographic transitions such as low birth 
rates and aging populations have contributed to 
decline in cities not able to retain significant numbers 
of immigrants to replace population loss. Immigrants’ 
choices on where to settle, as well as young and old 
Canadians’ regional and inter-city migratory decisions, 
are creating important differences between cities. 
Typically, domestic migrants move to high-growth 
places in search of better employment opportunities, 
while the overwhelming majority of international 
migrants settle in one of the country’s seven largest 
metropolitan areas. In parallel, globalization dynamics, 
suburbanization, economic and technological 
shifts, and changes in the orientation of territorial 
development policies have transformed the social, 
cultural and economic geographies of Canadian 
communities in ways that we are only beginning to 
understand (Bourne & Rose 2001; Bourne & Simmons 
2003; Filion 2010; Townshend & Walker 2015). 

Despite a wide range of urban research aimed at 
comprehending these structural shifts, the 
overwhelming majority of urban studies still focus on 
issues concerning the country’s core metropolitan 
areas. In the absence of a substantial body of research 
specifically focused at the mid-sized city scale, 
researchers and practitioners interested in the MSC 
context often borrow conceptual categories and 
assumptions based on economic development theories 
and development scenarios that do not fit. In addition, 
the disparate level of political influence conferred to 
large metropolitan areas is affecting MSCs with what we 
call “the middle-child syndrome.” This is based on fears 
of exclusion, whereby the oldest and overachieving 
child (namely the GTA) gets all the awards, the younger 
(namely rural municipalities) gets all the love, and the 

middle child gets nothing. To overcome this sense of 
exclusion, MSCs will need to develop their own methods 
for economic development planning, urban policy, and 
local activism. Instead of attempting to apply 
perspectives meant for rapidly-growing or declining 
urban contexts, we argue that immigrant attraction, 
retention and settlement are one area of urban policy 
where local governments, civic organizations, anchor 
institutions, and communities can play out their agency 
to support economic development and the local social 
sustainability.

Ontario’s MSCs need to attract immigrants to offset 
population loss and continue to grow, while immigrants 
move into communities where they have the greatest 
opportunity to achieve upward socio-economic 
mobility. Research on recent immigrants with regards 
to their locational trajectories in MSCs highlights 
the importance of housing availability, adequacy and 
affordability (Wachsmuth 2008; Teixeira 2009); the 
presence of reputable colleges and universities in 
the host city (Walton-Roberts 2011), the possibilities 
for integration in the local labour market (Di Biase 
& Bauder 2005); and the existence of diaspora 
communities.

Though the needs of immigrants are diverse, the 
foremost of them relate to employment opportunities. 
Without an economic development strategy, MSCs have 
no chance of attracting and retaining immigrants to 
their communities. This paper (1) overviews current 
economic development models and discusses why 

Immigrant attraction, retention and 
settlement are one area of urban 
policy where local governments, civic 
organizations, anchor institutions, and 
communities can play out their agency to 
support economic development and the 
local social sustainability.
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their applicability to MSCs is limited, (2) explains 
why and how MSCs are overlooked in Ontario and why 
they require a higher level of local activism, and (3) 
lays out a future research agenda with the goal of 
understanding the “immigrant-to-MSC” dynamic.

Neither growing nor  
declining: finding models for  
“in-between” urban scales

The story of MSCs does not fit with current economic 
development frameworks; rather MSCs find themselves 
“in-between” two ends of the spectrum. For at least two 
decades now, experts have been talking about patterns 
of growing polarization in Canada between large 
cities experiencing rapid-growth, and cities – typically 
small – facing decline (Bourne & Rose 2001, Polèse & 
Shearmur 2006). Indeed, the forces of globalization 
contribute to inter-urban disparities, as large cities can 

take advantage of the strategic value of agglomeration 
economies – their better infrastructure, employment 
supply, connectivity, demand for services, opportunities 
for face-to-face interaction, and significant influx of 
new immigrant populations – to keep their service 
economies expanding in ways that are not always 
possible for smaller urban centres.

In Canada, these trends have, for the most part, 
benefited the country’s largest metropolitan areas 
– Greater Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, Calgary and 
Edmonton – which have been able to increase their 
populations, employment opportunities, service 
provision and innovation systems, and in this process, 
secured their political influence in national matters. 
These cities will continue to attract capital, businesses, 
immigrants and promote development despite lower 
birth rates. Conversely, cities with greater reliance on 
natural population replacement will eventually plateau, 
face slow growth, or lose population (Filion 2010; 
Bolton & Breau 2012).

Some scholars and policy-makers have celebrated 
the potential of rapidly growing city-regions and 
their agglomeration economies as ideal sites for the 
expansion of the creative or knowledge-based economy 
(Florida 2002; Polèse et al. 2002; Gertler et al. 2002; 
Dobbs et al., 2011). From a critical perspective, other 
authors have recognized uneven urban development 
as an outcome of globalized capitalism. Within this 
perspective, major cities compete against each other 
within urban hierarchies of global cities to attract 
foreign capitals and highly-skilled workers (Borja & 
Castells 1997; Sassen 2001).

Given their population size (ranging within 50,000 and 
500,000) however, MSCs are rarely represented in these 
debates or in regional territorial policies oriented to 
strengthen post-industrial economies. The emphasis 
on innovation and creativity as a means for economic 
development has skewed the theoretical reflection 
towards a much-reduced list of large and cosmopolitan 
cities seemingly able to attract the “right type” of 

Citizenship ceremony at Kitchener City Hall welcomes 35 new Canadian citizens. 
Source: Institute for Canadian Citizenship/Tomasz Adamski
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focusing on qualitative–instead of quantitative–growth, 
and “place-based” improvements. These approaches 
are referred to as “smart decline,” “rightsizing,” or 
“palliative planning” (Pallagast 2009). The goals are 
to build on the opportunities for a good quality of life 
and higher sustainability in smaller cities without using 
growth-inducing policy. For instance, the “Slow Cities” 
network, inspired by Italy’s slow-food movement, has 
become popular as a network of cities that promote 
community hospitality, local food systems, traditional 
culture, and sustainable lifestyles (Donald & Hall 2015).

In Europe, discussions on metropolitan shrinkage have 
emerged from demographic shifts and a heightened 
awareness of accelerating global ecological change 
(Haase et. al. 2016). Pro-growth urban models have 
been increasingly criticized for their unsustainable 
ecological load and the rising vulnerabilities to which 
they may expose their populations in the future. These 
insecurities include climate unpredictability, energy 
and food insecurity, rising sea levels, and the potential 
for violent conflicts (Victor 2008). Other authors 
have taken issue with the conflation of “growth” and 

creative entrepreneurs that should form the basis of the 
New Economy (McCann 2004). Hall and Donald (2009, 
p. 3) argue that the categories employed in creative 
city research, such as “talent, tolerance, and technology 
are biased by design to favour large, core metropolitan 
areas.” Undeniably, creative-city policies in Ontario 
have so far been centred in the Greater Toronto Area 
(GTA) and the Ottawa-Gatineau region while MSCs 
generally lie at the margins of these discussions. In 
Southern and Central Ontario, the rhetoric of Toronto’s 
“world-class” status has created a discourse of the GTA 
versus “the rest.” This dominant representation often 
renders MSCs peripheral or indistinct in people’s mental 
cartographies of the Province.

Alternative to these approaches, more recent literature, 
though small, is concerned with scenarios requiring 
planning for slow growth and shrinkage (Simmons 
2003; Hall 2009; Hollander et al 2009; Ryan 2012). 
This scholarship has emerged as a critique of the 
pervasiveness of growth-oriented planning models that 
no longer address the realities of an increasing number 
of cities (Sousa & Pinho 2015). The 2011 Census of 
Canada raised awareness of the issue, as roughly 57 
percent of cities in the country were found to be 
growing slowly (at 40.1 percent) or declining (at 17.7 
percent) (Donald & Hall 2015).

The reasons for population decline are varied, 
including aging populations, low fertility rates, 
deindustrialization, and a shift from manufacturing 
production to service provision. Globally, the highest 
concentrations of shrinking cities and housing 
abandonment can be found in the industrial belts 
of the United Kingdom, East Germany, the former 
Soviet Union and the Midwest’s post-industrial “Rust 
Belt” in the United States (Ryan 2012). Beyond 
globalization dynamics and economic transitions, 
in some US cases, shrinkage has been significantly 
worsened by governance factors such as fragmentation, 
suburbanization, and racism (Hackworth 2016). 
Shrinking cities literature calls for new planning 
approaches that can adequately manage decline by Downtown Toronto. Photo by Maarten van den Heuvel
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degree of placemaking to retain them in the long run 
(Walton-Roberts 2011).

Overcoming the  
“middle-child” syndrome: 
changing governance  
scenarios and implications  
for planning practice

Section 92(8) of The Constitution Act of 1867 
gives provincial legislatures of each province 
exclusive responsibility for making laws relating 
to that province’s municipal institutions. As 
such, municipalities are described as “creatures 
of the province” because provincial governments’ 
legislative frameworks determine the fiscal capacities, 
administrative responsibilities and regional governance 
arrangements for cities (Kitchen 2010; Côté and Fenn 
2014). However, not all cities are treated the same. In 
recent years, large cities have gained increased political 
influence. For example, every municipality in Ontario is 
governed by the Municipal Act, 2001 except for the City 
of Toronto – governed by The City of Toronto Act, 2006 
– which entitles them to additional fiscal powers and 
flexibilities that all other municipalities lack.

By virtue of their size, but also their political 
sensitivity, mid-sized cities in Ontario are currently 
enduring a “middle child syndrome” whereby the oldest 
and overachieving child gets all the awards, the younger 
gets all the love, and the middle child gets “nothing.” 
Indeed, there is a sentiment of exclusion among MSC 
leaders (Evergreen & Sotomayor 2016) that comes 
from the privileges and responsibilities granted to 
the City of Toronto, while rural municipalities benefit 
from redistribution within larger jurisdictions. In turn, 
medium-sized cities perceive a lack of attention to 
their pressing problems.

“development” since development does not necessarily 
imply growth. According to Pallagast (2009, p. 81) 
dealing with issues of urban decline provides an 
opportunity to initiate a paradigm shift “from growth-
centered planning to planning for more sustainable 
regional development patterns.” As Rees (2015, p. 60) 
puts it: “[T]o achieve sustainability, global energy and 
material throughput must decrease, not growth”.

Despite the powerful insights of the “shrinking cities” 
critique, this analysis reproduces the framework of 
large vs. small, and rapid vs. slow growth dualities. 
Similarly to global cities and creative city approaches, 
this dichotomy fails to recognize cities “in-between” 
the spectrum and the variety of possible urban 
development patterns that exist beyond world cities 
and shrinking cities. While many of Ontario’s MSCs 
are enduring issues such as aging populations, youth 
outmigration, suburbanization and fiscal constraints, 
others are developing robust balanced economies with 
an important regional impact as they serve quite large 
areas of influence. In fact, between 2001 and 2011, 
most of Ontario’s MSCs appeared to be slowly growing 
(0-10 percent population increase) or rapidly growing 
(more than 10 percent increase), except for Thunder 
Bay and St. Catharines, which depicted slow decline (0 
to -5 percent decrease).

MSCs, such as Kitchener-Waterloo, are actually 
strengthening their service economies and innovation 
systems. Others, such as London, are seeing important 
development emerge in the downtown core, and have 
experienced some level of success in the attraction and 
retention of new immigrants. Since the 1980s, Sudbury 
has worked with the notion of qualitative development, 
which promotes retrofitting and redevelopment of 
existing buildings, conservation, and re-greening (Hall 
& Donald 2015). Despite a rough transition from a 
resource extraction economic base to service provision, 
and its remote location in Northern Ontario, Sudbury 
has managed to reinvent itself without declining. All 
of these examples are anchored by universities that 
attract new, young immigrants and are able to enact a 
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generate more and better employment opportunities 
than smaller jurisdictions. In order to keep attracting 
foreign investment and talent, the case is made that 
Toronto requires special circumstances such as reliable 
infrastructure, fiscal capacity to accommodate growth, 
and cultural amenities and a high level of service 
delivery (Sancton 2008). As Hutton and Vinodrai (2015, 
p.88) point out, it is those cities “with metropolitan 
populations ranging from just over 1 million to 
5.5 million – [that] are increasingly influential in 
configuring Canada’s national economic systems, social 
agenda and polity.”

From an equity perspective, the benefits of 
agglomeration economies, such as the GTA’s, are 
expected to create a trickle-down effect and flow 
to surrounding regions (Arcand 2012). Inevitably, 
therefore, the popularity of targeted investments in 
high-growth places creates a “bias by design to favour 
large, core metropolitan areas” (Hall & Donald 2009, 
p. 3) in terms of policy development, investment and 
local autonomy at the expense of all the rest. Ontario’s 
Partnerships for Jobs and Growth Act, 2014 reinforces 
this cluster framework to favor the GTA over MSCs. 
This framework sees little role for MSCs beyond being 
absorbed into the larger orbit of the GTA.

In previous decades, the federal and provincial levels 
of government sought to counteract deindustrialization 
with efforts to revitalize local economies and attract 
new manufacturing plants to declining regions. 
Between the 1950s and 1980s, MSCs undergoing 

The growing relevance of the City of Toronto in 
population and economic terms has dramatically 
increased the GTA’s political influence in the province. 
One reason may be that the provincial government 
is seated in downtown Toronto, making both the 
legislature and the civil servants who work in the 
bureaucracy more attuned to the needs of the city 
than those outside of it. Furthermore, most MSCs 
outside the GTA have no representation in the current 
Liberal majority government as they elected MPPs 
from other political parties. This includes Windsor, 
Waterloo, St. Catharines, Sudbury, Hamilton, and 
Thunder Bay. These cities do not have a seat at the 
table when decisions are made concerning provincial 
policy frameworks and large investments, such as 
housing and infrastructure projects.

The argument to favour special deals for Toronto 
is based on the recognition that it contributes 
a disproportionate share of economic growth to 
Ontario’s economy, and that it has better chances to 

There is a sentiment of exclusion among 
MSC leaders that comes from the privileges 
and responsibilities granted to the City 
of Toronto, while rural municipalities 
benefit from redistribution within larger 
jurisdictions. In turn, medium-sized 
cities perceive a lack of attention to their 
pressing problems.

Toronto. Photo by Freaktography via Flickr
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metropolitan areas, it is also the case that MSCs provide 
solid strengths in several areas. 

Methods

This research will focus on how MSCs can attract and 
retain immigrant communities as a regional economic 
development strategy. Specifically, this research will 
focus on three case study cities: London, Sudbury and 
Kitchener-Waterloo.

First, an academic literature review on strategies of 
population attraction and retention will be conducted 
in order to understand the factors and dynamics at play 
in Ontario’s MSCs and others like it. 

Second, a cohort-survival method as pioneered by Foot 
and Stoffman (2001) will use 2011 and 2016 Canadian 
Census data to project into the future two time 
periods to 2026. This analysis assumes that conditions 
remain the same in terms of birth rates, survival rates, 
migration rates, and housing construction between the 
2011 and 2016 time points.

decline would be the subject of state interventionism 
via economic development strategies aimed to attract 
large employers and revitalize urban centres through 
investments. National and provincial governments 
applied these policies across the territories with limited 
success (Filion 2010).

In the current context of neoliberal policies and less 
government interventionism, however, deindustrializing 
cities are being left to their own devices for 
employment creation and urban policy. New trends 
towards privatization, public-private partnerships, 
and reductions in government spending have led to a 
diminution of the state (Sassen 2001) in cities, and the 
enlarged role of capital as an outcome of globalization 
(Ryan 2012). Following these trends, provincial 
governments have discontinued former attempts 
to redistribute public investments and employment 
opportunities across regions.

Perhaps out of necessity, recent policy changes have 
pushed some local governments across Canada to reach 
out to different sectors of society in search for solutions 
and to encourage bottom-up activism. Similarly, there 
is a new awareness of the complexity of local problems 
and the need for place-based approaches that take 
into account the particularities of the local context. 
Municipal governments also seem to be increasingly 
interested in innovating with governance arrangements 
and are well positioned to assume a higher level 
of policy responsibility (Taylor & Bradford 2015). 
Immigrant attraction, retention and resettlement is one 
area of policy where some mid-sized municipalities have 
demonstrated leadership and showed the potential of 
building local development and resilience.

There are many factors that can condition Ontario’s 
MSCs possibilities, including particular economic 
development paths, geographic factors such as the 
distance and connectivity to larger urban centres, the 
quality and dynamism of local innovation systems, 
social capital and local institutions, to name a few. 
While it is true that MSCs hardly compete with core 

The following conditions are linked to the inherent 
dimensions and characteristics of MSCs, which 
can be leveraged to promote MSCs as “welcoming 
communities” for immigrants, and to support the local 
social sustainability for all residents:

 7 Housing affordability

 7 Quality of life

 7 Reduced commuting times

 7 Access to natural and rural environments

 7 Social inclusion

 7 Local identity

 7 Presence of anchor institutions such as colleges, 
universities and hospitals
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orders of government, a renewed interest in local policy 
and municipal advocacy can counterbalance provincial 
and federal policy gaps. Immigrant attraction, retention 
and settlement is one specific area where municipal and 
community partnerships can achieve a level of success. 
As this study unfolds, it will provide rich insights 
about the trajectories, opportunities, and limitations 
of immigration settlement policy through comparisons 
across three case studies. 

Third, 2001 through 2016 Census data will be used to 
map out demographic change at the neighbourhood 
level using ArcGIS. More specifically, this research will 
tease which immigrant communities are moving to 
each city and whether ethnic enclaves or growing or 
disappearing. Beyond signaling inclusivity (Florida, 
2001), the hypothesis is that these enclaves work as an 
immigration magnet for these cities by creating a social 
network of pipelines to immigrant countries of origin 
and other parallel ethnic communities in Canada.

Fourth, this research will use the most recent Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CHMC) and Census 
housing data to run descriptive statistics on housing 
availability and affordability for the three case study 
cities to test the degree in which housing availability/
affordability may be a constraining factor for future 
growth.

Finally, the research will offer policy recommendations, 
based on its qualitative and quantitative findings, 
intended for use by planners in these three cities and 
for academic applications to MSCs more broadly. This 
research will commence with the full release of 2016 
Canadian Census data in November 2017 with the goal 
of having preliminary results by summer 2018.

Conclusion

This research project challenges some of the common 
assumptions and generalizations that are used to 
describe MSC trajectories. We argue that Ontario’s MSCs 
are quite diverse, and that dualistic assumptions hardly 
reflect the unique functions, territorial relationships 
and economic opportunities of the mid-sized city 
context. The strands of literature referred above provide 
relevant indications of structural urban changes and 
the potential scenarios mid-sized cities can seemingly 
expect, react to, or hope for. Although the economic 
development needs of MSCs seem overlooked by higher 
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Introduction

This paper examines the need and motivation for 
climate change planning for Ontario’s mid-sized 
cities, describes actions that mid-sized cities can take 
to mitigate and adapt to climate change, and then 
examines some of the challenges preventing mid-sized 
cities in Ontario from effectively and comprehensively 
planning for climate change. First, we suggest that 
the revenue-raising tools available to mid-sized cities 
do not provide adequate funding streams for climate 
planning and action. Second, we suggest that a 
multi-level model of governance is needed, where the 
provincial government interacts and works with mid-
sized municipalities, who then work with their local 
publics in co-designing local and provincial climate 
planning and actions. 

Climate change holds  
profound implications for  
mid-sized Ontario cities

Climate change will have profound impacts on mid-sized 
cities and, consequently, the planning profession. Many 
municipalities have developed climate change plans and 
are working to implement them. Still, it seems that 
climate change remains at the margins of municipal 
planning activities in mid-sized Ontario cities.

Climate change mitigation – the work of reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions – requires an ambitiously 

Delaying action either increases  
the risk of climate change or  
increases the future costs of making  
the necessary reductions.

rapid transition to a low-carbon future. The Paris 
Agreement target of limiting average warming to below 
2°C implies that global greenhouse gas emissions peak 
in the decade ahead then drop significantly below 
current levels by 2050, continuing until emissions reach 
net zero. Delaying action either increases the risk of 
climate change or increases the future costs of making 
the necessary reductions.

The Canadian government has set a national reduction 
target for greenhouse gases of 30% below 2005 levels 
by 2030 while the Ontario government has set targets 
of 37 percent below 1990 levels by 2030 and 80 percent 
by 2050. These reductions require a fundamental 
change in how we produce and consume energy.

Even with far-reaching greenhouse gas reductions, 
our climate will still change. In Ontario, average 
temperatures are projected to increase 3.3 to 4.9°C 
by 2050, with greater warming in the winter and in 
the northern parts of the province (McDermid, Fera, 
& Hogg, 2015). In short, Toronto’s climate will seem 
more like that of Washington, DC in only the next few 
decades and extreme weather events such as floods, 
droughts, and ice storms will become more common.

Comprehensive climate  
change planning is needed  
across mid-sized Ontario cities

Local governments have a central role in climate 
action (Newman, 2004). The Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities estimates that local municipalities have 
some control over roughly half of Canada’s greenhouse 
gas emissionsmid-size (Robinson & Gore, 2005). Local 
government is also closest to citizens, which is central to 
understanding the social realities of climate protective 
actions. As well, smaller, mid-sized communities may, 
in theory, be able to undertake experiments in terms of 
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climate governance, policy and action on a local scale 
that aren’t possible at a national or regional level (Mans, 
2012). Much can be learned from paying attention to 
innovative local policies and actions. 

Integrated climate planning and policy needs to focus 
on how to mitigate and prepare for climate change. It 
connects land use, ecosystem, watershed, and spatial 
planning with energy systems and infrastructure. It 
brings public awareness and engagement to the fore, 
it reaches across sectors and agencies, and it connects 
local activity with higher levels of government. A 
comprehensive local plan to address climate change 
should have elements such as:

 7 a regularly updated inventory of local greenhouse 
gas emissions,

 7 an understanding of local of energy demand and 
supply,

 7 a local action plan to reduce greenhouse gases,
 7 an assessment of the local vulnerabilities to climate 

change, and
 7 a plan to reduce local vulnerability to climate 

change (Mans, 2012).

The elements of this planning framework align well 
with the rational-comprehensive model of policy 
making, where options are assessed, implemented and 
reviewed. Groups such as ICLEI: Local Governments for 
Sustainability have a lot of experience helping local 
governments undertake this work (Betsill & Bulkeley, 
2007). But there is a need to also appreciate the 
diversity and uniqueness of local actions and the social 
learning created through these experiments (Broto & 
Bulkeley, 2013)

Climate change concerns have and continue to be 
incorporated or “mainstreamed” (Rauken, Mydske, & 
Winsvold, 2015) into existing policy and planning 
activities related to the Planning Act and Provincial 
Policy Statements, Official Plans, the Building 
Code, asset management, sewer and storm water 
engineering and design, public health planning, 

transportation planning, and others. But much of this 
activity is technocratic in nature, tangential to the 
main objectives of the activity, and not always well 
integrated across sectors. The values and priorities of 
the public may not be adequately captured through the 
mainstreaming of climate change into other activities 
(Fenton, Gustafsson, Ivner, & Palm, 2016; Sheppard et 
al., 2011).

It is worth noting that the local climate action that 
has been taking place for many years in Canada has 
been in the absence of concerted federal and provincial 
leadership on climate change (Robinson & Gore, 2005). 
There is a wide range of activity across different 
communities with some communities having been able 
to develop plans while others lag. Large cities such 
as Vancouver and Toronto have demonstrated global 
leadership on climate mitigation and adaptation but 
there is more diversity in approach among mid-sized 
cities (Mans, 2012). 

There are barriers  
to climate change planning  
in mid-sized Ontario cities

Funding and resources are limited

 While the lack of funding has led some municipalities 
to be quite entrepreneurial in leveraging resources 
for climate planning (Broto & Bulkeley, 2013), the 
much larger impact is that climate-related programs 
and planning are not being developed or sustained 
(Anguelovski & Carmin, 2011).

Local municipalities have some  
control over roughly half of Canada’s 
greenhouse gas emissions
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Those who have been able to achieve milestone one to 
three, have typically done so with outside funding from 
the FCM Green Municipal Fund. 

There has been no similar funding agency to support 
local climate planning across Ontario. At a municipal-
level, the Toronto Atmospheric Fund (TAF) has for 
many years benefited from a one-time $23 million 
endowment from the City of Toronto to advance 
carbon reduction and air quality projects in the 
city. In 2016, the province of Ontario announced 
an additional $17 million endowment to the newly 
renamed The Atmospheric Fund to pursue projects 
across the greater Toronto and Hamilton area.  
Many mid-sized cities in Ontario such as Waterloo, 
London, Peterborough, Sudbury or Kingston are not 
eligible for this funding.

The weakness of merit and grant-based funding of 
climate action is that it is a zero-sum game; if Sudbury 
and Peterborough receive a grant, Kingston and London 
do not. Since its inception, the FCM states that roughly 
two-thirds of Green Municipal Fund applications have 
been approved for funding, leaving the other third of 
applicants to either abandon their plans or search for 
alternate sources of outside funding.

There is a stick approach as well. The Chretien Liberal 
federal government sought to make an integrated 
sustainability plan a prerequisite for other types of 
federal funding such as the gas tax which cajoled some 
actions but was eventually dropped by the Harper 
Conservative government as a requirement (Robinson  
& Gore, 2005). The main barrier is that dedicated  

Much of the sustainability and climate planning in 
Canada has been shaped by the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities (FCM) Partners for Climate Protection 
(PCP) program, which was developed in 1994 in 
conjunction with ICLEI Canada (Gore, 2010; Krause, 
2012). The FCM has for many years administered 
the Green Municipal Fund, a $550 million federal 
endowment that offers funding and knowledge to 
support sustainable community planning and climate 
change action. The PCP program askes communities to 
complete five sequential milestones:

1. Create a greenhouse gas emissions inventory  
and forecast;

2. Set an emissions reduction target;
3. Develop a local action plan;
4. Implement the local action plan or a set of 

activities; and
5. Monitor progress and report results.

According to the FCM, 289 municipalities across Canada 
have joined PCP as of March 2016 including 30 Ontario 
municipalities with populations between 50-500,000 
(Table 1). Of these 30 mid-sized Ontario cities, only 
nine have managed to complete milestones four and 
five, namely to implement a plan or set of actions. 

Car dominant retail malls on Chemong Road corridor with single storey retail-
only use, and large paved parking areas, Peterborough. Photo by Margo Perun

The main barrier is that dedicated  
climate-related funding and own-source 
revenue streams don’t yet exist for the 
municipal level, but there are possibilities 
worth considering. 
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climate-related funding and own-source revenue 
streams don’t yet exist for the municipal level, but 
there are possibilities worth considering.

The Ontario cap-and-trade program presents one 
possible dedicated source of carbon and climate-
related revenue that could fund local government 
action on climate. But these funds are, at this point, 
mostly allocated to provincially directed programs 
and activities through the Ontario Climate Change 
Action Plan. Mid-sized cities can apply for program 
money from the Green Fund in the Ontario Climate 
Change Action Plan but will have to follow provincial 
directives in spending these funds. Local control and 
autonomy is limited.

Municipalities could develop a variety of dedicated user 
fees to pay for climate-related planning. For example, 
some Ontario municipalities have begun to adopt 
user-pay financing of stormwater management – a type 
of climate adaptation – so that a dedicated funding 
stream exists outside of the general municipal tax 
base (Cameron, Cincar, Trudeau, Marsalek, & Schaefer, 
1999). But user fees remain politically challenging to 
implement and may not be an appropriate way to raise 
the funds to pay for local climate action.

The province could choose to mandate that each 
municipality develop a climate action plan. Indeed, 
this mandated approach was used to require the 
development of energy inventories and conservation and 
demand management plans for broader public sector 
facilities in Ontario (O Reg. 397/11). The results of this 
exercise show that many smaller communities are simply 
not able to develop meaningful energy conservation 
programs for their own facilities. Without a dedicated 
funding stream, it’s hard to imagine that municipal 
governments would make the complex work of climate 
planning a priority or be able to do it effectively.

The main revenue – raising tools available to mid-
sized cities – namely, property taxes and development 
charges - may not be effective revenue sources to 

Table 1. Ontario mid-sized cities that have joined 
the Federation of Canadian Municipalities 
Partners for Climate Protection program and the 
milestones that each has completed (Federation 
of Canadian Municipalities, 2017).
    Milestones 
   Joined Completed 
Municipality Population PCP (as of 2015)

Niagara Region 435,000 2009 3

London 432,451 1994 5

Halton Region 375,229 2005 0

Vaughan (City of) 288,301 2011 3

Kitchener 219,153 1997 3

Markham 208,615 2007 1

Windsor 208,402 2002 1

Richmond Hill 185,541 2000 5

Oakville 182,520 2004 3

Burlington 175,779 2002 5

Sudbury 155,219 1997 4

Oshawa 149,607 2009 2

Peterborough (County) 134,933 2014 1

St. Catharines (City of) 131,989 2009 0

Cambridge 126,748 2012 3

Kingston 123,363 2001 3

Waterloo (City of) 113,100 1999 3

Whitby (Town of) 111,184 2011 0

Ajax 109,600 2010 4

Thunder Bay 109,102 1997 5

Guelph 106,170 1998 5

Barrie 103,710 2001 3

Pickering 94,200 2005 5

Brantford 86,417 1996 0

Peterborough (City) 78,777 2000 1

Kawartha Lakes 73,214 2016 0

Newmarket 65,788 2001 0

Lanark (County) 65,667 2015 0

Caledon 59,460 2003 4

Halton Hills 59,008 2001 3
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province or a new regional climate planning agency 
(akin to the watershed-based Conservation Authorities). 
Local climate planning offers an effective way to 
connect provincial priorities with local realities for 
climate action.

Research also suggests that cities that belong to a sub-
national or trans-national network of local governments 
will be advantaged (Giest & Howlett, 2013; Gordon, 
2010; Gore, 2010). Moreover, these networks offer 
an alternative governance framework to traditional 
national and provincial interactions.

At the local level, there is evidence that governance 
arrangements that include local researchers, civil 
society and NGOs, and connect with higher-levels of 
government are more effective (Lee & Painter, 2015). 
But it can be difficult to get meaningful citizen 
engagement because the public is too often seen as a 
passive consumer rather than a partner in governance 
(Slocum, 2004). Public trust can be developed and 
nurtured through collaborative and participatory 
processes, undertaken repeatedly over extended 
periods of time (Forester, 1999; Lerner, 2014). This  
can be expensive and time consuming, but is crucial  
to create governance models that effectively involve 
the public.

Effective governance also requires political leadership. 
Climate and energy policy is normally centralized at 
provincial and federal levels of government (Mans, 
2012) so municipal leaders may not face the same 
political pressure to deal with these files; they can 
defer to the provincial or federal government. Yet every 
level of government needs to be engaged. In addition, 
actions that reduce greenhouse gases (i.e., mitigation) 
can seem much less locally relevant when compared 
with actions to reduce local vulnerability to climate 
change (i.e., adaptation) (Hjerpe, Storbjörk, & Alberth, 
2015). Mitigation measures need to be part of a set 
of collective actions whereas adaptation is rooted in 
local needs and place-based realities (Groulx, Lewis, 
Lemieux, & Dawson, 2014). The consequence is that 

fund local climate action. First, property taxes are 
highly visible to the public, which constrains the 
ability of municipal governments to raise them to pay 
for additional services such as climate planning (Slack, 
2002b). Second, the total revenue from property taxes 
does not automatically increase over time as income 
and sales taxes do (ibid). Third, there is evidence that 
property taxes can encourage urban sprawl (Slack, 
2002a) which frustrates effective climate action. 
This last point has several political dimensions. In 
many mid-sized municipalities, the building and 
development sector has a subtle but real influence 
over the nature and approval of development plans 
(MacDermid, 2016) which may undermine the ability 
of mid-sized cities to do land-use planning that is 
climate protective and resilient.

Policy implication #1: The provincial government needs 
to directly fund climate planning and actions in mid-
sized cities and/or review models of taxation to ensure 
mid-sized cities have sufficient own-source revenue to 
undertake climate planning actions.

Effective models of climate governance  
are needed for mid-sized cities

Climate governance refers to the institutions, norms, 
and rules that different policy actors follow in 
relation to climate planning and action (Anguelovski 
& Carmin, 2011). Effective governance will take time 
to create and is still emerging at urban, regional and 
national levels.

There is evidence that multi-level and multi-scalar 
governance that stretches across geographic scales 
and higher and lower orders of government will 
be more effective implementing climate planning 
actions (Bulkeley & Betsill, 2005). This implies that 
the governance model for climate action in Ontario 
could be better. One can imagine mid-sized cities as 
a coordinating hub of climate planning activities for 
their region, with coordination and funding from the 
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The deployment of renewable energy became and 
remains a contentious political issue in many Ontario 
communities outside of the Greater Toronto Area 
(Stokes, 2013). The consequence is that the province 
and local municipal councils have found very little 
common ground in policies that will transition us to a 
low-carbon energy system.

It is our view that there is inadequate communication 
and sharing of information between provincial and 
municipal levels of government around climate 
planning. A personal anecdote is illustrative. As 
active members of the Greater Peterborough Area’s 
climate change action planning process (Sustainable 
Peterborough, 2017), we were surprised that no 
one from the province contacted those involved in 
the Peterborough plan to seek any input into the 
development of the Ontario Climate Change Action 
Plan. One hopes that a regional climate plan, developed 
over two years and involving hundreds of people and 
politicians, might have some useful insight into the 
local realities of climate planning and action.

Policy implication #2: Mid-sized cities should 
meaningfully involve local NGOs and institutions 
(particularly anchor institutions) in the ongoing 
development and implementation of their local climate 
plan. As well, the provincial government needs to create 
a process for their departments and agencies to work 
regularly with mid-sized cities and regions on climate 
change planning. 

local actions on climate change may focus more on 
adaptation than mitigation.

The driving force for climate action in mid-sized cities 
is often political leadership or a few key champions in 
the community (Mans, 2012). But political leadership 
on climate is not present in every local government 
(Lee & Koski, 2012). Some recent political barriers to 
climate mitigation were created by the governance 
arrangements of the 2009 Green Energy & Economy 
Act (Shaw et al., 2015). The act, crafted by provincial 
politicians, was successful in deploying a great deal 
of renewable electricity but left political and social 
divisions in its wake across many parts of Ontario 
(Fast et al., 2016; Hill & Knott, 2010; Stokes, 2013). 
Energy planning and deployment was centralized at a 
provincial level, leaving local municipalities with no 
meaningful authority over how energy infrastructure 
intersected with land use planning (Hill & Knott, 2010). 

Greenfield development in Peterborough: entrance to housing subdivision 
under construction on former farmland, Chemong Road. Photo by Margo Perun
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Conclusions and next steps

The range of research needs in this area is long. Some 
European research focussed on climate planning in 
mid-sized cities exists, but there is little comparable 
work in Canada or Ontario. A research program focussed 
on climate planning in mid-sized Ontario cities could 
build on the significant professional and real-world 
experience of climate planning in Ontario. There is also 
a need to connect research and insight in the areas of 
sustainability planning and community energy planning 
to discern overlap and unique features. 

We suggest a few questions to start:

a. What are the existing gaps and needs in climate 
change planning for mid-sized cities, in terms of 
governance, funding, resources, human capacity, 
and/or information? 

i. How do mid-sized cities differ in their climate 
planning from major cities?

ii. How might a community driven ecosystem-based 
or regional approach inform climate change 
planning in a mid-sized city?

iii. How can these gaps best be filled?

b. What is the relationship between sustainability planning 
and climate planning? How do these intersect?

c. What is the relationship between community energy 
planning and climate planning? How do these intersect?
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Introduction: why is this issue 
significant to mid-sized cities?

With the growth of cities and urbanization, many 
people have become detached from their natural 
environment. While this issue is recognized in the 
context of fast-paced growth in large cities, mid-sized 
cities (MSCs) have received less attention, despite 
experiencing similar challenges. The planning and 
development of healthy communities must make 
green spaces and planting vegetation a priority. 
Investing in green spaces and tree planting is often 
overlooked in MSCs due to a lack of funding and 
demands of ongoing maintenance. The pressure for 
MSCs to develop greater suburban areas in order to 
increase their municipal tax base poses an additional 
obstacle to investment in green spaces. Dupras and 
Alam (2015) argue that urban sprawl and the resulting 
development of subdivisions have led to a significant 
decrease in forests, croplands, and other green spaces, 
leading to a reduction of ecosystem services – benefits 
obtained from natural environment (TEEB 2010) – in 
different communities. Such services include water 
purification, food provision, climate regulation, and 
reduction of air pollution.

In large cities such as Toronto and Vancouver, 
developments are often designed using an 
intensification approach where houses, particularly 
condominiums or townhouses, are built in high density. 
However, in small and mid-sized cities, such 
intensification presents different challenges. For 
example, subdivisions are located at city margins, next 
to rural areas and mainly include low-density housing 
developments (Brewer and Grant 2015). While this may 
appeal to urbanites, especially families in search of 
larger yards for lower prices, this close contact between 
suburban and rural areas has led to some unexpected 
results and conflicts. In general, urbanites expect that 
the closer they are to rural areas, the more peaceful 
and pristine the surroundings (Walker 2000). They also 

believe that green spaces are readily accessible. They 
are generally unaware that farms can be noisy because 
of tractors and bird cannons, or may smell during 
manure spreading. Most MSCs that are in close 
proximity to rural areas have to deal with these issues 
and expectations for more access to nice parks, in 
contrast to rural agricultural spaces. 

Land use changes and brownfield sites can be 
common in most MSCs since they are located at the 
edge of larger centres or close to natural resource 
extraction activities (e.g. mining in Greater Sudbury). 
In many cases, likely due to a perceived abundance 
of space, they are often abandoned due to lack of 
planning, funding or knowledge of what to do with 
them (Seasons 2003). MSC decision makers tend to 
invest less in restoring these brownfield sites and 
maintaining green spaces because they believe they 
have easy access to natural rural areas (Baycan-
Levent et al. 2002). Under these conditions, they do 
not develop long term plans to increase or maintain 
green spaces or parks, instead focusing on new roads 
and services. When they finally examine the need for 
green spaces it is often too late as spaces are already 
developed. 

This paper examines the various contributions that 
green spaces add to communities and proposes 
options that can be used in the mid-sized city context 
to restore subdivisions or integrate green elements 
in the planning of future residential or commercial 
developments. It looks at how green spaces can be 
better integrated into the planning of subdivisions 
and enhancing the downtown core of MSCs to ensure 
greater benefits for the ecosystem services required 
for human wellbeing, such as climate regulation, 

Urbanites expect that the closer they  
are to rural areas, the more peaceful  
and pristine the surroundings
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water and air purification and food provision. With the 
implementation of the 2030 Sustainable Development 
Goals, and notably “Goal 11: Make cities inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable” (United Nations 2015), 
understanding how green spaces can be enhanced in 
MSCs should be seriously considered. 

Making the case:  
benefits to MSCs 

Green spaces and their contributions  
to sustainable development

Green spaces refer to any type of space found in 
urban areas that is covered by vegetation and serves 
as a link to nature (Baycan-Levent et al. 2002). These 
spaces are usually directly or indirectly accessible 
to people. They can include edges with trees on the 
roadside, community gardens, water retention ponds, 
parks, and even planters on the streets. Green spaces 
are not only a question of aesthetics. They usually 
improve the liveability of a city and depending on 
their planning and management, they can fulfill many 
roles. For example, green spaces provide areas for 
cultural events and children’s education and play. 
Green spaces can also help children with physical, 
mental and social development. 

Green spaces provide many ecosystem services that 
are critical for community sustainability such as food 
provision, climate regulation, and reduction of air 
pollution. Green spaces also provide cultural ecosystem 
services such as aesthetic beauty and spaces for 
reflection, meditation, relaxation, etc. Regulating 
services offered by green spaces include ecosystem-
based adaptation to climate change, reduction of 
the heat island effect (while enhancing carbon 
sequestration), reduction of wind intensity during 
storms, and buffers on water ways. Green spaces can 

also contribute to disaster risk reduction, such as water 
retention ponds that absorb greater volumes of water 
during heavy rainfall. 

Green space planning in MSCs can be coupled with 
sustainable development plans to increase their 
combined impact. Well-planned green spaces can 
become linkages between the residential, commercial 
and leisure components of a community (Baycan-
Levent et al. 2002). They can also encourage a more 
active lifestyle and improve safety for cyclists and 
pedestrians. This is the case for the City of Markham, 
where ecosystem integrity is highlighted in various 
ways. Markham outlines the benefits of ecosystem 
services as follows:

When a positive action is taken in one area of the 
system, such as protecting biodiversity through habitat 
conservation, the action ripples through the rest of the 
system to help conserve cultural landscapes, protect 
water resources, sequester carbon, clean the air and 
provide recreational amenities. (Markham ICSP, p. 16)

Researchers have argued that easy access and 
proximity to green spaces (<0.5 km) lead to an 
increase in number of visits by local residents and 
healthier communities, as most residents practice 
outdoors activities such as hiking, biking or jogging 
(Haq 2011). The size of green spaces is another aspect 
to consider. If planned well, MSCs could have an 
advantage over large cities as they can more easily 
create multifunctional networks of green spaces, 
connecting with the rural ecosystem and enhancing 
the role of active transportation (Niemelä et al. 
2010). In addition to the aesthetic appeal, there 
are many benefits to having such networks such as 
improving adaptation to climate change and better 
water management (Coombs et al. 2011). In order to 
create these networks, planning and decision-making 
can benefit greatly from involving local communities 
and neighbourhoods. Local knowledge can inform 
what is appropriate for a specific location (Coombs  
et al. 2011). 
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Urban landscape 

There are many ways that green spaces can be added to the urban landscape, whether through 
the protection of existing green spaces, restoration of open spaces or the creation of new 
spaces (Bilgili and Gokyer 2012). It has been argued that decisions should be based on the 
needs of a neighbourhood and the risk of environmental damage such as flooding, heat waves 
or windstorm (Bilgili and Gokyer 2012). Elements that can be added to green spaces include 
grasses, trees, shrubs, herbaceous plants, and crops. Generally, native species are preferable 
as they are adapted to the climate conditions of the area. Assisted migration is a potential 
solution to adding new species in a green space. This allows species to be moved to a location 
where they are more likely to be found several decades from now. This is especially true for 
tree species that take over 50 to 100 years to grow. Such an approach should be carefully 
considered. Using species-based distribution models with climate change scenarios may 
help understand which species can be more appropriate and will not turn into a weed. Such 
an approach remains debated in the scientific community but is an option in regions where 
regeneration of some species is already being affected by climate change and the introduction 
of invasive pests (e.g. Emerald ash borer currently killing most ash trees in southern Ontario). 

In all cases, increased biodiversity is favoured over monoculture as it tends to lead to a 
higher number of ecosystem services due to more functional groups and thus improved 
resilience (Bengtsson et al. 2002, Soliveres et al. 2016). Usually areas with high biodiversity 
tend to be less susceptible to invasions from exotic species than manicured grass yards 
(Loreau et al. 2002). Vegetated green spaces play various roles. Not only can trees reduce 
noise pollution, they help filter air pollutants and buffer against the urban heat island 
effect, and therefore can reduce respiratory infections or heat-related illnesses (Bolund and 
Hunhammar, 1999)
Photo: Gore Park, Hamilton. Photo by Tom Flemming via Flickr

Green space options for  
mid-sized cities

There are many types of green spaces that can enhance 
connectivity, ecosystem services, active transportation 
and other benefits in MSCs. Bell et al. (2007) count parks 
and gardens, natural and semi-natural spaces, green 
corridors, allotments, community gardens and urban 
farms, outdoor sport facilities, informal recreation and 
green spaces around housing, playgrounds, cemeteries, 
disused churchyards and other burial grounds and other 
public spaces as green spaces. Even sidewalks can serve 
as areas to add vegetation and enhance the aesthetic 
value of core urban or suburban areas. Green space in 
a core urban area can be as small as a flower box. In 
Moncton, New Brunswick, flower boxes are located on 
the sidewalk along Main Street, containing flowers, 
as well as crops such as bok choi, kale, etc. These 
vegetables are freely accessible to residents who can 
come and harvest according to their needs. In urban 
centres where space is more limited, planter boxes 
suspended from windowsills and street light poles have 
been used to add greenery for a long time.

Roadside green areas

MSCs tend to have limited resources for public 
transportation, which leads to car-centered lifestyles. This 
translates into increased development and road maintenance 
to accommodate traffic. A higher number of cars per 
household leads to increased pollutants and noise intensity 
along main roads (Stojanović et al. 2016). One solution that 
has been used, mainly in Europe, is to establish roadside 
green areas with trees to reduce the negative impacts of 
roads and car traffic. Some suburban developments in MSCs 
like St. Catharines have used a similar strategy by planting 
trees along roads. This also has a cooling effect in the 
summer by reducing the heat coming from the pavement by 
shading a portion of the streets. In addition, it contributes 
to carbon sequestration by the municipality.
Road in St Catharines, ON. Photo by Flickr user Andy Nystrom
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Green spaces in core areas

Green spaces in core areas are considered important in MSCs as they bring a sense of belonging to the community and reflect 
its health and economic stability (Seasons 2003). It has been suggested that despite their high density of development, green 
spaces in core areas should also have a pleasing and pedestrian-friendly environment and the amount of accessible green 
space can be used as an indicator of the environmental quality of MSCs (Seasons 2003). Urbanisation tends to lead to an 
increased number of concrete structures and pavement, which are less permeable than green space. Under heavy rainfall, which 
is projected to increase with climate change (Canadian Climate Scenarios Network 2011), surface run-off will increase, leading 
to flooding (Weng 2001). Surface run-off from vegetated areas is typically as low as 5-15% of rainfall, while in urban areas, 
it is estimated at 60% of rainfall (Bernatzky 1983). With the American recession and decline of housing in some cities like 
Cleveland, Ohio, restoration of empty lots into rain gardens has helped increase a sense of belonging in addition to improve 
ecosystems services such as stormwater management, thus increasing the resilience of communities (Chaffin et al. 2016). 

A large component of the southern Ontario ecosystem was originally tall grass prairies. Such an ecosystem is currently being 
restored with conservation agriculture in some small communities in Ontario. In addition to enhanced carbon sequestration 
and reduced flood risks through greater absorption of rainwater, such an ecosystem could also be restored in vacant lots in 
MSCs and serve as a link between the suburban and rural component of a community. In other communities, empty lots have 
been replaced by community gardens. Some MSCs, such as Greater Sudbury and Moncton, have initiated swap programs in the 
spring and fall to give citizens a chance to exchange plants or produce. In some cases, this has encouraged people to garden 
at home or in community gardens. In St. Catharines, local organizations, such as Greening Niagara, have found a way to 
inventory fruit trees located on public lands and refurbish them so they can be reused through a harvest program in the fruit 
season. This has encouraged some participants to trim the trees to improve production and produce preserves for the benefit of 
the community. 
Photo: A vacant lot transformed into a community garden and mural in Cleveland, Ohio. Photo by Brad Masi via Flickr
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Densification of new developments and innovations

Ontario MSCs, especially those located near or in the GTA, are experiencing 
pressure to increase residential development. The Ontario Growth Plan 
encourages densification of new developments to help reduce the footprint 
of cities, and give developers the opportunity to plan for green spaces in new 
residential subdivisions where multifunctional areas can be created to satisfy the 
needs of residents and the broader community. High-density housing has proven 
to be more sustainable than low-density housing because it helps preserve large 
areas of intact green spaces, which can serve as a buffer against extreme weather 
events and provide a place for emotional and community stability (Caryl et al. 
2016; Gagné and Fahrig 2010; Sushinsky et al. 2013).

With intensification of the urban core and the need to reduce the footprint of 
buildings (as well as reducing other impacts such as water run-off, heat island, 
etc.) rooftops represent an interesting option. The Accordia Development in the 
United Kingdom is an interesting example of different housing types that share 
green spaces, but where every house has its own private green space in the 
form of an inner courtyard or a rooftop garden (Bradley et al. 2011). In Canada, 
the Delta Beausejour in Moncton not only grows vegetation on its roof but also 
beehives. The honey it produces is then used by its restaurant. 
Photo: Green roof, Robertson Building, Toronto. Photo by Viv Lynch via Flickr

Green infrastructure and housing

Houses can be built of materials other than concrete, bricks, and inert materials. 
The design of new housing developments can reduce energy and water usage by 
integrating green infrastructure. Aagaard (2012) suggests that 50% of energy 
usage depends on the building design. With summer temperatures projected to 
rise in Ontario (Canadian Climate Scenarios Network 2011) and the resulting 
growing reliance on air conditioning, it is increasingly important to find ways 
to reduce these costs through natural ventilation. Green spaces can greatly 
contribute to cooling and heat regulation. For example, vegetated areas around 
houses have been found to reduce the heat island effect and radiation from the 
building, decreasing the need for air conditioning (McPherson 1994). Living walls 
have been used for centuries in Europe and can help reduce heat radiation from 
buildings. Green roofs are another effective option to reduce heat and improve 
water run-off (Del Barrio 1998). Saiz (2006) reports that adding a green roof to a 
typical Toronto house has led to a 25% reduction of air conditioning use by the 
entire building and a 60% reduction of use for the floor immediately below the 
green roof. While this approach has mainly been promoted in large cities, MSCs 
should be proactive and innovative, especially with new housing developments. 
Photo: Living wall in Paris, France. Photo by Gary Craig via Flickr

vision on how to balance development with green 
spaces. In MSCs, there is a perceived proximity to 
nature. This reduces the pressure to develop green 
spaces or increase their connectivity within the urban 
area. A heavy reliance on cars exacerbates these 
challenges.

Policy implications

MSCs face challenges when making planning decisions 
regarding new subdivisions or the renewal of core 
areas. Challenges are multifaceted, encompassing 
budget limitations and the lack of a clear long-term 
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With the current trend towards a low carbon energy 
economy, with less and less of a reliance on fossil fuels, 
and provincial policies in favour of “building compact, 
transit-supportive communities in designated greenfield 
areas, and reducing dependence on the automobile 
through the development of mixed-use, transit-
supportive, pedestrian-friendly urban environments” 
(Ministry of Municipal Affairs 2013, Policies 2.2.2), 
MSCs must plan for green spaces in new developments 
and existing areas. Indeed, policies of the plan support 
some of the major points that have been described in 
this document such as the need for a new development 
to plan for open spaces. These policies could have gone 
further in underlining the importance of green spaces 
not only for more active transportation but for adding 
additional benefits to mental and physical health. 

While some MSCs, such as Markham, have been 
proactive at integrating ecosystems services and 
ecosystem health and green spaces into their plans 
others still have work to do to avoid being trapped in 
developer and tax grab pressures. A review of some 
of the strategic plans (e.g. St. Catharines) reveals 
that environmental sustainability is often related to 
green infrastructure or to maintaining existing green 
spaces. In other cases (e.g. Kingston), strategic plans 
include guidelines on residential development that 
“encourage” the protection or creation of natural 
landscape. It is often unclear how green spaces are 
practically promoted in these circumstances. For some 
MSCs (e.g. Windsor), the way residential and industrial 
developments are designed can help promote the 
increase of green spaces. However, land supply pressure 
remains for the City of Windsor (2017): 

The City of Windsor had approximately 2,058 hectares 
of undeveloped land in 1996. Of this total, 1,214 
hectares were designated for future residential use, 
606 hectares for industrial use, and the remaining 238 
hectares for open space use. As a result of the projected 
positive population, housing and employment growth, 
Windsor’s land supply is expected to decrease over the 
next twenty years.

People are more likely to visit green spaces that are 
close to their homes, which has implications on the 
planning and design approach to maximizing health 
and other social and environmental benefits (Sturm 
and Cohen 2014). Green spaces have been shown to 
have several benefits such as improved general health 
(de Vries et al. 2003), prevention of mental fatigue 
(Kuo 2001), and provision of places for meditation 
(Herzog et al. 1997). To increase the impact of these 
benefits, MSCs should develop policies and long-
term development plans that are conducive to the 
sustainable establishment of green space networks. 
Such policies can put pressure on developers to ensure 
that any new subdivision must find a way to invest in 
green spaces through housing intensification and by 
promoting accessible green spaces that can also be 
used for active transportation.

Ontario’s Places to Grow Act: The Growth Plan for the 
Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH) (Ministry of Municipal 
Affairs 2013) states in its vision for 2041:

A healthy natural environment with clean air, land 
and water will characterize the GGH. The Greenbelt, 
including significant natural features, such as the Oak 
Ridges Moraine and the Niagara Escarpment, has been 
enhanced and protected in perpetuity. These will form 
the key building blocks of the GGH’s natural systems. The 
GGH’s rivers and streams, forests and natural areas will 
be protected and accessible for residents to enjoy their 
beauty. Open spaces in our cities, towns and countryside 
will provide people with a sense of place.

In addition, it acknowledges the importance of “unique 
and high-quality agricultural lands [being] protected 
for future generations”. For MSCs, these elements need 
to be balanced because pressure from developers will 
continue to be strong under the current economy.

MSCs must consider the principles put forward in 
the Ontario Growth Plan, especially as it relates to 
compact communities and protection and conservation 
of natural resources including land, air, and water. 
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spaces so authorities did not have to “reinvent the 
wheel”. This tool aims to help authorities and decision 
makers understand the importance of quality green 
spaces. The Green City Guideline is “an internationally 
targeted initiative that aims to provide practitioners 
and decision-makers with the essential information 
they need to understand and communicate the 
benefits of urban green space or more accurately 
green infrastructure” (de Roo and Roozen 2011, p. 4). 
The Canadian Institute of Planners (2012) has also 
developed the “Healthy Communities practice guide”, 
which recognizes the importance of green spaces for 
healthy communities.

Planners must work in collaboration with other 
municipal divisions to ensure that any new activities 
planned or actions taken by the municipality can be 
viewed from an environmental sustainability lens 
where green spaces are taken into consideration. Some 
municipalities, mainly in Europe, establish committees 

Under those circumstances, it is easy for decision-makers 
to forget about the 238 ha of open spaces. Developers 
could be interested in developing these spaces as soon 
as possible. It would then be too late then for the city 
to plan green spaces and protect areas. 

Tools for practitioners

The design of green spaces should be included in any 
city planning due to its environmental and human 
health benefits (Stigsdotter 2014). Some municipalities 
throughout the world, such as London in the UK, 
have been very engaged in defining and promoting 
green spaces. Tools for green spaces are becoming 
abundant and are freely available to practitioners, 
planners, and decision-makers. For example, Parks 
of London developed a quality manual for green 

St. Paul Street, St. Catharines. Photo by Eric Sehr via Flickr
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of decision makers, planners, landscape architects, 
and municipal employees to examine these issues 
and outline recommendations, especially for new 
developments, before they are built. Public consultation 
is a great way to involve citizens and look at 
developments as more long term sustainable projects. 
This is the case for the Prudhomme development in 
the Town of Lincoln, where the public was consulted 
and developers designed a long-term vision that 
embraces intensification in order to protect green 
spaces. City staff, decision makers and even developers 
should be educated about the long term importance of 
green spaces for human health. Despite the pressure 
to guarantee tax-based funding for municipalities, 
intensification with the addition of green spaces can 
make a significant difference in attracting families in 
the long term (Stigsdotter 2014).

Conclusions

Green spaces should not be omitted in mid-sized cities 
because of their proximity to the rural environment. 
As shown in the literature, people tend to be busy 
and more sedentary, with few excursions to the rural 
environment. Increasing the amount of green spaces 
in MSCs can help enhance resilience, attractiveness, 
and the value of infrastructure. Municipalities, 
including small and mid-sized cities in the European 
Union are far more advanced in creating these types 
of infrastructures. Promoting these green spaces is 
valuable for several reasons, including human health 
benefits as well as sustainability of communities. As 
shown, there are many available options to improve, 
protect and create green spaces. While it is clear that 
MSCs often have limited budgets for such spaces, 
partnerships with community organizations and local 
committees can help support these actions.
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Introduction

The rise of the knowledge-based economy is changing 
how employment is organized in cities around the 
world. Not only is this phenomenon occurring spatially, 
as knowledge and creative industries take over 
downtown buildings, often reclaiming spaces once used 
by urban manufacturers (Madanipour, 2011), but it is 
also altering the ways in which workers are organizing 
themselves inside of these urban work spaces. In the 
early 2000s, the first coworking spaces began to emerge 
(Spinuzzi, 2012); coworking spaces (CWS) were initially 
created by digital workers in Silicon Valley eager to 
reduce overhead costs and share ideas outside of 
traditional offices (Botsman, 2015). Nearly two decades 
later, the coworking movement has grown exponentially, 
and includes entrepreneurs, freelancers and designers 
from diverse sectors (Deskmag, 2013, 2015). 

The knowledge-based economy is flourishing in large 
urban centres. Big cities are home to vast pools of 
talent, research-intensive universities and vibrant 
cultural institutions that together serve to attract 
knowledge and creative workers (Florida, 2002; Gertler, 
2003; Vinodrai, 2010). As such, it is not surprising that 
CWS have experienced significant growth in larger cities 
(Deskmag, 2013, 2015) where coworking provides low-
cost office space for start-ups, skill-building workshops 
and the ability to network across public and private 
sectors (Surman, 2013). As the knowledge economy 
grows and the coworking movement takes hold in 
cities around the world, less is known about how this 
economic change is unfolding in mid-sized cities. 

As the knowledge economy grows  
and the coworking movement takes  
hold in cities around the world, less is 
known about how this economic change 
is unfolding in mid-sized cities.

Historically in Ontario, an industrial manufacturing 
base defined most mid-sized city (MSC) economies. 
One only needs to consider the steel industry in 
Hamilton, food processing in Kitchener-Waterloo 
or auto manufacturing in Windsor to understand 
how the manufacturing economy has shaped these 
cities for generations. As the economy evolves, 
diminishing the reliance that Ontario’s MSCs have on 
traditional manufacturing, there is an opportunity 
to explore strategies that MSCs can use to foster 
local economic development and attract knowledge-
based industries. The story of failing manufacturers, 
prolific suburbanization and ailing downtown cores has 
become all too familiar in small and mid-sized cities 
across North America (Burayidi, 2013; Filion, 2004; 
Robertson, 1999). However, despite these challenges, 
there has also been a steady increase in the number 
of coworking spaces opening in MSC downtowns -- of 
Ontario’s 40 CWS, 24 are located in MSCs. Recognizing 
this phenomenon, this paper will analyze the role that 
coworking spaces can play in fostering local economic 
development in the downtowns of Ontario’s mid-sized 
cities. 

Methods

To explore this topic, 23 semi-structured interviews 
were undertaken with coworking leaders, economic 
developers, planners, civic leaders and developers 
across Ontario’s mid-sized cities. An e-survey was also 
sent to coworking leaders in all of Ontario’s MSCs, 
and of 24 CWS, a total of 18 responses were received. 
Site visits and follow up phone calls were held in 
several MSCs and a provincial workshop was hosted in 
downtown Guelph to share and refine findings. While 
the case study area for this project included CWS in 
all of Ontario’s MSCs, and this discussion paper will 
draw from these broader findings, it will specifically 
highlight three CWS located in downtown Guelph, 
Hamilton and St. Catharines. Each example represents 
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a different type of successful CWS governance model: 
for-profit, non-profit and cooperative. 

For the purposes of this study, a MSC is defined as 
a location with a population of 50,000-500,000 
(Bunting, Filion, Hoernig, Seasons, & Lederer, 2007; 
Seasons, 2003), and coworking is defined as a shared, 
membership-based workspace. Before outlining the 
findings from the case study cities, this paper will: 
highlight the history of downtown decline in MSCs, 
discuss the current climate of economic development 
in MSCs, and briefly outline the rise of the coworking 
movement. From this foundation, research findings 
will offer policy recommendations that consider the 
important role that CWS can play in the landscape of 
local economic development in MSCs. 

Downtown decline and  
local economic development 

The last several decades have posed unique challenges 
for mid-sized cities. Historically, downtowns in MSCs 
were the primary location for civic life and commercial 
activity, but the rise of mid-twentieth century 
suburbanization created alternative locations of 
commerce outside of core areas (Bunting et al., 2007; 
Burayidi, 2013; Filion, 2004; Filion & Hammond, 2008; 
Robertson, 1999). Downtown decline has been acutely 
felt in small and mid-sized cities, and has resulted in 
storefront vacancies and a growing negative public 
perception of downtowns. Despite the implementation 
of extensive revitalization strategies – ranging from 
the creation of Business Improvement Areas (BIAs) 
(Briffault, 1999; Gomez, Isakov, & Semansky, 2015; 
Perez, Hernandez, & Jones, 2003) to significant ‘one off’ 
public investments, such as performing arts centres and 
sports arenas (Burayidi, 2013, 2015; Filion & Hammond, 
2008; Walker, 2009) – to bolster the downtown economy, 
core areas of MSCs continue to experience decline. 

Recent trends that look beyond traditional approaches 
to economic development favour the creation of 
public-private partnerships, networking and broad-
based coalition building to foster economic activity 
in cities. The advent of this “third wave” approach 
to economic development (Blakely & Leigh, 2010; 
Bradshaw & Blakely, 1999) is happening because cities 
are benefiting from engaging non-traditional actors, and 
considering the role of non-traditional or community-
based (Bramwell, 2012; Pierre, 2011) actors in urban 
affairs. Moreover, there are emerging signs in Ontario 
of the provincial Growth Plan of the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe (Ontario, 2006) beginning to positively sway 
the planning paradigm in MSCs in favour of downtown 
renewal (Jamal, 2015). Through provincially mandated 
targets to grow population and employment numbers by 
2041, MSCs in the Growth Plan area have collaborated 
with citizen, developer and local business communities 
to update their planning policies, generate downtown 

Carden Street, Downtown Guelph. Photo by City of Guelph via Flickr

125

AUDREY JAMAL, UNIVERSITY OF WATERLOO



action plans, and create targeted incentive programs to 
attract private investment to their core areas. 

The rise of coworking

It was not until after the global economic downturn 
in 2008 that the number of CWS began to grow 
exponentially (Deskmag, 2013, 2015). The growth 
of the coworking movement it tied to clusters of 
precariously employed freelancers, entrepreneurs, 
designers and other creative and knowledge workers 
sharing space as a means to defray rental costs 
(Avdikos & Kalogeresis, 2016; Merkel, 2015). As the 
number of coworkers continues to grow, CWS are 
becoming increasingly diverse and reflective of the 
members that they serve. As curated, amenity-rich, 
programed work places, CWS are filling an important 
economic niche in cities. 

The coworking movement can also be considered in 
relation to the advent of the sharing economy and the 
growing popularity of collaborative consumption (Belk, 
2014; Botsman & Rogers, 2010; Johal & Zon, 2015). 
Described as a “disruptive innovation” (Johal & Zon, 2015, 
p. 14) collaborative consumption has normalized peer-
to-peer sharing of such things as homes (Airbnb), cars 
(Uber) and offices. Coworking challenges traditional office 
environments by allowing innovation and collaboration 
to occur in flexible, unstructured spaces that are 
organized largely around the individual, rather than the 
organization (Schmidt, Brinks, & Brinkhoff, 2015). 

Deskmag, a global coworking publication, has 
documented the meteoric growth of the global 
coworking movement. In 2013, Deskmag reported 2078 
CWS globally (2013), by 2016, this number had jumped 
to 7800 CWS with 510,000 coworkers (2015). The 2017 
forecast predicts this will rise to over 14,000 CWS with 
1 million coworkers (Deskmag, 2017). Not only is this 
movement growing rapidly, but 49% of new CWS had 

Case-Studies 

The rise in coworking and its impact on local economies 
has been under-examined in economic development 
literature. The following three case studies aim to 
illustrate the diversity of the coworking movement 
across three Ontario MSCs and highlight the role that 
coworking spaces, and their leadership, can play in 
local urban affairs. 

Cowork Niagara

Cowork Niagara, established in 2014 in downtown St. 
Catharines, describes its CWS as a cooperative coworking 
space for independent or self-employed knowledge 
workers. As a cooperative, every coworking member 
becomes an owner of the CWS – allowing coworkers a vote 
and agency on how the CWS operates. Not only is the 
CWS run as a cooperative, but Cowork Niagara’s founder 
describes how it has become “a hub and resource centre 
for social enterprise and cooperative businesses in the 
region”. With 45 members, Cowork Niagara is focused on 
providing services to its members to foster their growth 
and development. This includes running a Freelancer 
Lab, and partnering with local businesses and software 
groups to offer training to its members. Cowork Niagara 
also has established a fulsome partnership with the local 
downtown Business Improvement Area (BIA) wherein the 
BIA is a member of the CWS and they jointly advertise 
and run events for local businesses.
Cowork Niagara. Source: Cowork Niagara: 2014/2015 Chair’s Report
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CoMotion on King

CoMotion, located in Hamilton, is a network of coworking spaces in the city’s downtown core. The founder describes their 
spaces as providing “a new way of working that combines the infrastructure of a traditional office with the flexibility and 
modern vibe of a coffee shop.” CoMotion on King, has over 60 coworkers and 50 organizations housed in their CWSs. With 
a diverse membership representing designers, digital workers and social enterprises, CoMotion on King is the largest of 
CoMotion’s three spaces, and is actively recruiting coworkers in all sectors. This CWS relies on membership fees and event 
rentals to fund its operation, and due to increased demand, has recently opened a second site called CoMotion 302 and is set 
to launch CoBuild, a coworking space for makers – a ‘do-it-yourself’ space where people share ideas, equipment and technology 
– in a 55,000 square foot industrial building. When asked about the role that CoMotion plays in the local economy, the co-
founder said “We do not have a lot of large enterprises in Hamilton… We provide an alternative to traditional office spaces… 
[We have] overflow space for existing firms and out of town firms see it as a cool urban environment, similar to Toronto, so 
they can offer their commuting employees an alternative office location in Hamilton.” Not only is CoMotion providing office 
space to commuters, but it is also supporting local economic development, “We support and pump out small businesses. The 
nature of work is changing and today’s ‘solopreneurs’ can become tomorrow’s small to medium sized businesses in Hamilton.”
CoMotion on King. Photo by Nick Tolentino from Piranha Studios
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support to entrepreneurs and new enterprises, CWS also 
have the potential to become feeder systems to the 
local business community. The three case study areas 
all have founders who remain actively involved with the 
space, forging relationships, generating partnerships 
and attracting new members. This has proven to be 
integral to their success. 

However, because coworking is such a new concept, 
coworking leaders across MSCs identified a number of 
universal challenges including: the need for a broader 
understanding of the coworking model; rising rents 
in gentrifying downtowns; and the ongoing need to 
attract new members. One coworking leader shared 
“we are continually concerned about our rent going 
up. If it did, it could put us out of business.” Another 
respondent indicated that in smaller cities, “people 
don’t even know what coworking and collaboration 

taken over a location that had been vacant for over six 
months, and 61% of spaces indicated that they plan on 
expanding by adding extra desks, moving to a larger 
location or adding a new location in the coming year 
(Deskmag, 2015). 

The case for coworking  
in mid-sized cities 

These three examples of CWS in MSCs begin to 
illustrate the benefits that coworking offers smaller 
urban centres. CWS are attracting and retaining 
knowledge workers, by offering flexible, affordable and 
programmed workspaces. Moreover, through dedicated 

10 Carden Shared Spaces

One of the coworking spaces in downtown Guelph, 10 Carden Shared Spaces, has operated as a not-for-profit organization 
since 2009. With a stated focus on creating social change, 10 Carden describes itself as a place that fosters “collaborations 
fuelled by effective relationships, entrepreneurial spirit and dynamic research.” Home to a diverse membership of researchers, 
non-profit groups and entrepreneurs, 10 Carden is run by three paid staff and over 25 volunteers. The co-founder of 10 Carden 
describes the space as a “great place to start your venture, and a way for people to connect and develop strong ideas.” 

With 128 members, representing both individual coworkers and organizations, 10 Carden has recently outgrown its current 
location. Last year, through an innovative combination of traditional financing, partnerships and community bonds, 10 Carden 
purchased a 15,000 square foot building in the downtown core. Community bonds are a social financing tool that can be 
used by not-for-profits, and allow investors to give to a project while realizing a return on their investment. This campaign 
generated over $500,000 in community support and served to raise both the project’s profile and awareness of the coworking 
model. The co-founder shared that “coworking can offer the key to [activating] large, underutilized spaces in downtowns of 
mid-sized cities.”

When asked about the role of coworking spaces in MSCs, the co-founder of 10 Carden described how CWS can “help new 
enterprises find affordable space in a gentrifying downtown” and that “organizations and individuals benefit from decreased 
rental costs and increased promotion, visibility and networks. Coworking spaces provide a flexible way for new start ups and 
freelancers looking to remain in our city.” In addition to support for new businesses and social change organizations, a new 
partnership with the University of Guelph, will create the first Community Classroom at 10 Carden in downtown Guelph.
10 Carden Shared Space (10C) expanding in Downtown Guelph. Photo by Dean Palmer
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community groups, the emerging benefits of CWS are 
becoming increasingly evident. Kitchener, arguably 
located in one of the strongest start-up areas in the 
country, has begun to capitalize on this by formalizing 
their support for coworking in the Downtown Action 
Plan, and creating a specific financial incentive to keep 
newly incubated businesses in the city’s core. 

As coworking emerges in more MSCs, and the presence 
of knowledge workers on downtown streets and 
occupying downtown real estate begins to provide a 
boost to the local economy, there will be continued 
opportunities for municipal leaders to support the 
growth of CWS. The supports provided to start-ups and 
entrepreneurs, through networking and workshops, can 
cultivate and help retain the knowledge-based economy 
in MSCs. In the longer term, coworkers, as well as the 
organizations and businesses they create, can help 
build the local economy in MSCs. Indeed, coworking 
leaders are acting as informal economic developers 
in MSCs, attracting, retaining and cultivating new 
businesses, creating new collaborations and fostering 
social enterprises in their cities. 

Tools for practitioners 

This research has led to three key recommendations for 
municipalities to consider with respect to coworking 
spaces. First, learn about the coworking model and find 
innovative ways to support coworking. In Kitchener, 
there is a strong partnership between the municipality 
and coworking spaces. Not only is support for CWS 
written into the Downtown Action Plan, but the creation 
of the “Landing Pad” incentive program offers landlords 
financial support to renovate second storey downtown 

means”. When asked what supports are required 
to foster continued growth of CWS in MSCs almost 
all coworking leaders identified enhancing current 
partnerships with government and local groups as key 
to their success. While this is occurring through cross-
promotion of events with BIAs, co-hosting events with 
other citywide business groups and engaging local 
post-secondary education institutions, all coworking 
space leaders identified the need for additional 
financial and in-kind support from municipalities and 
business leaders to solidify their model. 

Policy implications

In summary, the rise of the coworking movement in 
mid-sized cities presents an innovative approach to local 
economic development. While this will require support 
from government representatives, business leaders and 

When specifically asked about the role that CWS can 
play in local economies, coworking leaders shared the 
following responses:

 7 “Coworking offers the key to revitalizing large, 
underutilized spaces downtown.”

 7 “There is a lot of empty [commercial] space downtown. 
However, there is little in the way of high quality, 
affordable office space [provided by coworking]”.

 7 “Like many other mid-sized towns we have high 
unemployment, so advancing entrepreneurialism with 
social impact [through coworking] is making a big 
difference”.

 7 “[Coworking] allows new companies to try our city 
and give their businesses an opportunity to grow here 
using our services”.

 7 “Coworking spaces are fantastic for the economics of 
mid-sized cities, they provide an ecosystem for small 
businesses to flourish, grow and succeed in ways that 
are not possible working alone”.

 7 “Our members spend cash downtown. When they grow 
too big, they move into other spaces in town”.

The rise of the coworking movement in 
mid-sized cities presents an innovative 
approach to local economic development. 
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to engage. This could include: CWS staff and board 
members sitting on local committees; co-hosting 
events in the CWS, attending community events, 
and inviting local employers to take out coworking 
memberships for their staff. Coworking has proven to 
foster new ideas and build new networks – concepts 
that could benefit community groups, local businesses 
and municipal governments. 

Conclusion

The rise of the coworking movement, and its support 
of the twenty first century knowledge-intensive 
economy, is becoming increasingly evident. As the 
number of coworking spaces grows in cities around 
the world, there has been a parallel uptake in CWS in 
smaller urban centres. Through an examination of the 
role of CWS in Ontario’s MSCs, this paper recommends 
strategies to support their non-traditional approach 
local economic development. The history of failed 
manufacturing and urban decline in Ontario’s MSCs 
pose challenges to local economic developers. As the 
economy shifts toward knowledge-based industries, 
the tie between coworking and creative workers 
cannot be ignored. As such, this research offers the 
view that support for coworking spaces outside of 
larger urban centres can serve as a means to both 
attract, cultivate and retain the knowledge-based 
economy in mid-sized cities.

buildings for new businesses that are emerging from 
incubator, accelerator and coworking spaces. This policy 
innovation was driven by coworking leaders. 

Secondly, partnerships are essential to successful 
coworking spaces. In downtown Barrie, The Creative 
Space, launched a “SmOffice” program with support 
from a range of municipal government and business 
sponsors. The goal of the program is to attract two 
local and one out-of-town entrepreneur who will 
receive free office space and business incubation 
services for a year. Partnerships lead to win-win 
outcomes for both CWS and cities. In downtown Guelph, 
the United Way and the Guelph-Wellington Community 
Foundation supported 10 Carden Shared Spaces by 
investing in community bonds to help purchase a 
new building. At its core, coworking is an inherently 
collaborative movement, and the benefits of fostering 
innovative partnerships cannot be overstated. 

The final recommendation is for CWS leadership, non-
member groups and individuals to find opportunities 

Centre for Social Innovation, 720 Bathurst Street, Toronto. Photo by Mark 
Surman via Flickr.
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Introduction

Contemporary democratic-capitalist institutions are under 
serious threat as wide swathes of society are instinctively 
gravitating to populism. There is a stark geography to 
these forces which have been evident in political events 
of the past year such as the BREXIT referendum and 
the US, Dutch, and French elections. Geography is not 
a passive delineator of growing divides but a highly 
active participant. Similar patterns are evident across 
many national contexts whereby large, diverse, and well-
connected cities are the main drivers of the economy as 
well as at the forefront of cultural evolution. In terms of 
soft power, they have won. More often than not, smaller 
and mid-sized communities have found themselves 
falling further behind economically and have begun to 
object by asserting their political power. This is often 
characterized by a rejection of the institutions, such as 
immigration policies and free trade, which have tended 
to provide advantages to big cities. If this rift is to be 
healed, the precise nature of these advantages need to 
be better understood. From there, mid-sized and smaller 
communities can begin to craft strategies that better 
connect them to the global economy. 

In the context of Ontario, the Greater Toronto Area 
(GTA) economy is doing relatively well and will 
likely continue to do so into the foreseeable future. 
The same can be said for Ottawa and its immediate 
neighbours. Meanwhile, mid-sized city-regions such 
as London, Peterborough, St. Catharines, and Thunder 
Bay are having a tougher time. Halting this growing 
divide is arguably the most pressing challenge 
facing the province. There are stubborn structural 
imbalances reinforcing these geographic patterns. 
Connective infrastructure such as major airports, 
broadband, key institutions, and urban environments 
themselves fuel these disparities. Business, especially 
the most productive and knowledge intensive, are 
disproportionately drawn to Toronto’s core and a 
few well-connected suburbs. Location is not just a 
preference, but offers the necessity of connectivity. 

The symptoms of these divides are not just economic 
but run the risk of becoming cultural. Persistent 
inequality leads to deeply ingrained resentment. When 
these patterns are geographically based they run the 
risk of creating political fault lines that further increase 
the schisms. Such patterns were largely evident in the 
US presidential election as well as the Brexit 
referendum in the United Kingdom. The most recent 
provincial election results demonstrated a similar 
pattern with large and mid-sized cities almost 
universally electing Liberal and NDP MPPs while rural 
areas went almost completely Conservative. This precise 
pattern will surely not hold in every future election but 
it is, for the time being, an important benchmark. While 
the cities of Toronto and Ottawa are the most left-of-
centre and rural areas are the most right-of-centre, 
sways in the balance of power will come from suburban 
areas but also mid-sized city regions. If mid-sized 
regions increasingly feel they have more in common 
with their rural neighbours than the large metro areas, 
this could tip the scales and lead to a decoupling of 
economic power from political power. 

The risk to the provincial economy in this scenario 
is that the policies and institutions that enable the 
Toronto and Ottawa economies to thrive will be eroded. 
Free trade, open immigration, and key institutions have 
come under threat in other national contexts after 
experiencing such a decoupling. While longer term 
economic implications have yet to reveal themselves, 
it is not likely to be a happy story. There is a very real 
danger that Ontario could follow a similar trajectory if 
it does not address these growing imbalances. The way 

If mid-sized regions increasingly feel 
they have more in common with their 
rural neighbours than the large metro 
areas, this could tip the scales and  
lead to a decoupling of economic power 
from political power.
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forward requires a strategy to ensure that mid-sized and 
smaller communities do not fall further behind large 
global centres. Crafting such a path requires developing 
a better understanding of the specific processes that 
are providing big cities their economic advantage. From 
there, policies can be created that act to compensate 
for the structural disadvantages facing mid-sized 
cities. This paper provides a historical overview of 
the academic literature on urban hierarchies with an 
emphasis on the processes of creativity and innovation 
in urban environments. It then explores basic data that 
describe the socio-economic divides across Canadian 
city-regions of various sizes. The paper concludes by 
offering ways forward for policy makers.

The current state of knowledge

There has been a great deal written on the key 
mechanisms of the contemporary knowledge-
based economy and how they influence regional 
economic development. As it is vast, the literature is 
characterized by both complexity and subtlety, and 
therefore requires careful distilling. The aim of this 
section is to present an understanding of the structural 

dynamics of regions that generate greater advantages 
for larger and more connected cities. The purpose is 
to situate the fundamental economic challenges being 
faced mid-sized cities so that appropriate institutional 
responses can be crafted. 

One of Jane Jacobs’s (1969) key insights was that 
cities have always been the focal point of economic 
development. She contended that cities provided 
opportunities for exchange of goods and information 
and played a direct role in the production of knowledge 
by providing the space where new hybrids are 
formulated. Alfred Marshall (1907) was one of the first 
to recognize that cities offered the ability for people 
and firms to specialize by vocation. This specialization 
led to a deepening of knowledge as well as greater 
interdependence. Wirth (1938) articulated that the 

March to protest result of British referendum on membership of the European Union. Photo by Sam Greenhalgh via Flickr

As the basis for economic competitiveness 
has shifted from land, labour, and capital 
factors to knowledge-based processes of 
innovation and creativity, there has been 
a renewed interest in the impacts of city 
size and position. 
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the technological revolution that brought new forms 
of digital communication to the world, predictions 
of ‘the death of distance’ (Cairncross 2001) and the 
‘world is flat’ (Friedman 2005) suggested that socio-
economic interaction would no longer be constrained 
by location. If these hypotheses proved true, it would 
mean a waning of the power of agglomeration. In the 
intervening years there is much evidence to suggest the 
opposite – that the death of distance is exaggerated 
(Morgan 2004) and the world is indeed ‘spiky’ (Florida, 
Mellander, Gulden 2008). Much of this owes to the 
understanding that technologically mediated interaction 
does not diminish the importance of face-to-face 
interaction (Storper and Venables 2004). The key theory 
in this respect is that much of human knowledge 
cannot be easily codified (and therefore digitized) in 
a truly meaningful way. Instead, the tacit dimension 
of human knowledge remains supremely important 
as do the social relations that facilitate its exchange 
(Gertler 2003). Though advancements in information 
and communications technologies have changed the 
dynamics of human interaction, physical proximity 
continues to be vitally important (Boschma 2005).

Much of the economic geography literature on creativity 
and innovation processes in cities owes a large debt to 
economic sociology. The notion that economic activity 
does not simply conform to neoclassic models of 
exchange but is greatly complicated by being embedded 
in social relations (Granovetter 1985) is a foundational 
theory with significant implications for the study of 
places. Approaching economic geography through such 
a framework leads to understanding the importance of 
social networks and how their structure influences the 
transmission of information and the production of new 
knowledge (Castells 1996; Uzzi 1997; Gordon & McCann 
2000). Social network analysis can provide insight into 
who is optimally positioned to access more and better 
information. Granovetter’s (1973) ‘strength of weak ties’ 
hypothesis demonstrates that those with less social 
proximity tend to be better sources of information. By 
possessing knowledge of network structures, individuals 
and firms can strategically position themselves to 

diverse pool of people in large urban centres was one 
of the fundamental benefits of cities, as the differences 
between people represented the greatest opportunities 
for learning. 

Locating in close proximity to others (agglomeration) 
plays a direct role in economic development by 
facilitating exchange and interaction (Fujita & Thisse 
1996; Durantan & Puga 2004; Rosenthal & Strange 
2004). As the size, composition, form, and connectivity 
of cities differ, the socio-economic processes within 
and between them are likewise effected. The study 
of socio-economic processes across time and space 
is vastly complex and thus requires the development 
of models that seek to communicate stylized facts 
about the nature of cities. The notion that urban 
systems are hierarchical, whereby larger more centrally 
connected cities enjoy greater economic benefits from 
agglomeration, is a foundational model of economic 
geography (Berry 1961; Christaller 1966; Krugman; 
1990; Gabaix 1999). As the basis for economic 
competitiveness has shifted from land, labour, and 
capital factors to knowledge-based processes of 
innovation and creativity, there has been a renewed 
interest in the impacts of city size and position. 
Contemporary models demonstrate continued advantage 
for larger urban areas albeit for somewhat different 
reasons (Bettencourt et al 2007; Arbesman, Kleinberg 
& Strogatz 2009; Lorenzen & Andersen 2009; Spencer 
2012). These models suggest that larger cities not only 
offer a greater number of possibilities exchange and 
interaction, but are associated with a greater range 
of possibilities on account of possessing higher levels 
of diversity (Berry & Garrison 1958; Quigley 1998; 
Duranton & Puga 2000; Markusen & Schrock 2006b). 

In the contemporary knowledge-based economy the 
internal structure of cities is linked to the dynamic 
process of creativity and innovation. At a very basic 
level, agglomeration is understood to facilitate 
“knowledge spillovers” (Jaffe, Trajtenberg & Henderson 
1993; Anselin, Varga & Acs 1997; Breschi & Lissoni 
2001; Audretsch & Feldman 2004). At the outset of 
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of ‘optimal cognitive distance’ (Nooteboom et al 
2007). The idea is that combinations involving 
small differences do not produce significant novelty 
while combinations involving large differences are 
unlikely due to incompatibility. Instead, the greatest 
value comes from a middle ground of novelty and 
compatibility. At the regional scale this concept is 
articulated as ‘related variety’ (Frenken, Van Oort & 
Verburg 2007) whereby local economies evolve through 
the convergence of activities that are ‘similar but 
different’. Related variety can be measured using trade 
data (Hidalgo et al 2007), industrial classification 
systems (Boschma, Minondo & Navarro 2012), patent 
technology classes (Kogler, Rigby & Tucker 2013) and 
occupations (Florida, Shutters & Spencer 2016).

Economically ‘successful’ regions develop particular 
strengths over time. These strengths, often referred to 
as ‘industrial clusters’ account for a greater share of 
the local economy and typically propel growth (Porter 
2000; Spencer et al 2010). Higher concentrations 
of highly skilled workers also develop and tend to 
accrue to larger cities with greater amenities (Florida 
2002; Berry & Glaeser 2005; Bacold, Blum & Strange 
2009). While the internal structure of regions is 
vitally important, it is essential to understand how 
clusters, skilled workers, and regions connect to the 
global economy (Scott 2001; Wolfe & Gertler 2004; 

gain informational advantage (Burt 2004). As social 
relations exist in physical space, networks have a 
recursive relationship with the places they inhabit 
(Storper 1995; Gluckler 2007). In other words, ‘what 
you know’ is highly correlated with ‘who you know’, and 
‘who you know’ is strongly related to ‘where you are’.

As the internal knowledge bases of region differ, 
so too do the local learning opportunities. Regions 
must continually produce new knowledge in order 
to maintain their economic vitality (Morgan 1997); 
Maskell & Malmberg 1999). Current industrial and 
occupational structures have been shaped by historic 
path-dependent processes and will continue to shape 
structures going forward (Martin & Sunley 2006). 
Evolutionary economic geography (EEG) has emerged 
as an important sub-field over the past decade 
(Boschma & Frenken 2006). This literature has put a 
finer point on the traditional debate over the relative 
merits of localized diversity versus specialization 
(Beaudry & Schiffauerova 2009) while placing an 
emphasis on processes of change (Neffke, Henning 
& Boschma 2011). Evolutionary economic geography 
leans heavily on the notion that new knowledge 
is most often the product of novel combinations 
of existing knowledge (Weitzman 1998). Further 
to this point, the most valuable innovations come 
from combining existing knowledge sets that are 

University of Waterloo, Stratford Campus. Photo by Jonathan Bielaski (CC BY-SA 2.0)
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declines in overall share. Evolutionary change processes 
also have a tendency of reinforcing economic and 
power imbalances if left unchecked by intervening 
institutions (Sheppard 2002; Essletzbichler 2009). The 
role of institutions in regional economic development 
is a complex and sometimes contradictory one (Gertler 
2010; Rodríguez-Pose 2013) as different functions and 
different scales of institutions can have divergent 
goals. Regional development institutions have the goal 
of promoting local growth, but this could be working 
against national level institutions that seek to spread 
growth more evenly. 

The impact of scale and centrality on regional 
economic development has profound implications 
for mid-sized cities. While there is a great deal of 
literature to suggest that large and well-connected 
regions enjoy superior network effects in the global 
knowledge economy, the situation for mid-sized cities 
is not straightforward. Not all industries are influenced 
by scale and centrality in the same manner (Schoales 
2006). Scale can also be a function of proximity to 
other nearby regions (Burger et al 2015). Furthermore, 
institutions matter and can compensate for the 
structural shortcomings of regions. The key message for 
mid-sized cities is that that there are very significant 
structural forces working against them. They must 
develop a strong understanding of these forces in order 
to develop appropriate institutional strategies that 
chart a course for continued prosperity. 

The key message for mid-sized cities 
is that that there are very significant 
structural forces working against 
them. They must develop a strong 
understanding of these forces in order 
to develop appropriate institutional 
strategies that chart a course for 
continued prosperity. 

Scott & Storper 2007; Sassen 2011). The transmission 
of knowledge between regions is as important as 
knowledge circulation within regions (Ernst & Kim 
2002; Bathelt, Malmberg & Maskell 2004). Connections 
between regions tend to conform to network patterns 
that reinforce a hierarchical power structure that 
favours centrally positioned ‘world cities’ (Beaverstock, 
Smith & Taylor 1999; Smith & Timberlake 2002; Taylor 
et al 2002). While central positions in world city 
networks are reinforced by key physical assets such 
as airports and digital infrastructure (Brueckner 2003; 
Choi, Barnett & Chon 2006), it is the geographic 
relationships of business functions that predominantly 
shape global city networks. The concept of ‘global 
value chains’ (GVCs) reflect the understanding that 
value is produced and captured at various stages of the 
overall production process and that these stages take 
advantage of varying local characteristics as well as 
international governance systems (Gereffi 2001; Ponte 
& Gibbon 2005; Sturgeon, Van Biesebroeck & Gereffi 
2008). The concept of ‘global production networks’ 
builds from the GVC literature by making more direct 
connections between global networks, regional 
development, and local cluster dynamics (Henderson 
et al 2002; Coe et al 2004). As local conditions and 
capabilities differ between cities, places offer varying 
functional specializations within global production 
networks. As these functional specializations generate 
and capture varying amounts of value, inequality is 
(re)produced and exploited within the global urban 
system (Levy 2008).

The contemporary global knowledge-based economy 
favours large, diverse, and centrally connected cities. 
Intra-regional and inter-regional network effects 
reinforce the economic advantages of interaction (Pan 
et al 2013). It has long been realized that cities 
enhance productivity levels and that these benefits 
tend to accrue to non-manufacturing sectors of the 
economy (Moomaw 1981; Ciccone & Hall 1993). This is 
linked to wage inequality across the urban hierarchy 
(Baum-Snow & Pavan 2012; Florida & Mellander 2016) 
which tends to worsen as manufacturing employment 

GREGORY M. SPENCER, UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO

137



The way forward

We know that the largest cities in Canada typically 
have higher levels of productivity. The most knowledge 
intensive jobs and sectors cluster in the biggest 
cities. The labour force in these cities is the most 
highly trained and educated. The infrastructure and 
institutions that offer the most global connectivity 
are disproportionately found in such places. Taken 
together, these elements generate a virtuous cycle 
of economic growth. This cycle is not without 
countervailing forces such as inflated land prices, 
congestion, and extreme local inequality, but in 
Ontario’s case growth continues to be centred in 
Toronto and its neighbours. The policy challenge is 
to find a way that smaller and mid-sized city-regions 
(and their hinterlands) can increasingly participate in 
the global knowledge economy without being punitive 
towards the GTA. The following points provide a 
starting point for a discussion on how this can happen.

newly created Toronto Global is structured this way as 
a partnership between Toronto and its neighbouring 
municipalities. It should be closely watched as a potential 
model for other regions in the province. 

3. Infrastructure for global connectivity

Key infrastructure that enables full participation in the 
global knowledge economy, such as international airports, 
top-end internet technology and learning institutions 
does not come cheap. It is unlikely that individual 
municipalities can build them on their own. They need 
to work together regionally but also with higher levels of 
government to identify specific needs and get necessary 
infrastructure built in an efficient manner. However, not 
all places can have international airports since there 
will always be cases where it is not practical. In such 
scenarios mid-sized cities need to find ways to connect 
themselves to the nearest large metropolitan area in order 
to borrow from their scale.

4. Align local institutions around existing  
knowledge-based strengths

Local learning institutions such as universities, colleges, 
and innovation hubs are vital aspects of building a strong 
knowledge economy. These are particularly important 
to mid-sized cities as they are not necessarily linked 
with any city-size advantages especially when they are 
publically funded institutions. However, on their own, 
they do not automatically create economic prosperity. 
For this to occur they must have strong ties to local 
industry and coordinate their offerings with the needs 
of businesses. This is not to say that the entire focus of 
universities and colleges should be geared to businesses 
but that some degree of research and teaching strategy 
should closely consider important local industries.

5. Make demographic trends work for the community

Smaller and mid-sized communities tend to have net 
negative migration of people aged 18-34. On the flip side, 
they tend to gain in all other age cohorts. This is true 
in many national contexts and is quite pronounced in 
Canada. While youth retention strategies can help, they 
are unlikely to fully stem the loss of young people to 
the largest cities. Mid-sized cities should recognize and 
(up to a point) accept these trends and work with them 
by gearing policies to attracting mature families with 

1. Local knowledge in a global context

Places need to understand their strengths in order 
to build on them. Communities know themselves in 
absolute terms better than anyone from the outside ever 
could. The issue however, is understanding oneself in 
relation to others. It is not just a matter of ‘knowing 
your competition’ but understanding where you fit 
into a global production system. From there, specific 
opportunities need to be identified and tackled with 
explicit formal strategy.

2. Regional governance for economic development

In the global knowledge economy, scale matters. It is 
difficult for individual municipalities to navigate an 
increasingly complex world on their own. Local economies 
do not generally conform to local administrative 
boundaries as specific municipal polices have minimal day-
to-day impact on the decisions of businesses and workers. 
For these reasons, it makes sense for municipalities within 
metro areas to band together on economic development 
policy rather than compete against one another. The 
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Instead, smaller and mid-sized communities must 
understand the precise reasons why large cities have 
certain advantages and explicitly develop strategies 
that compensate. Regional approaches that identify 
local strengths, coordinate infrastructure and align 
institutions need to be developed so that mid-sized 
cities can prosper in the global knowledge economy.

Citizenship ceremony welcoming 49 new Canadian citizens at Union Station in Winnipeg on March 14, 2017. Photo by Institute for Canadian Citizenship/John Woods

children as well as people in older cohorts looking for a 
lifestyle change. Entrepreneurship is not just for young 
people. Many people who have established successful 
careers in their field can often be looking for a new 
direction or challenge at later stages. Mid-sized cities can 
do more to capitalize on these trends.

6. Be open to new people and ideas

Ontario is generally a very open-minded place. It is 
essential that the province and its mid-sized cities 
remain committed to eagerly welcoming new people and 
new ideas from elsewhere. The sort of populism that has 
recently taken hold in other countries leads to a closing 
down of borders and disrupts flows of people, trade, 
and ideas. This is a recipe for economic stagnation. 
Communities cannot take their commitment to openness 
for granted and must continually work towards being 
welcoming places.

7. Specialize and build a brand

Ultimately, mid-sized cities need to take many of the 
individual elements of the first six points and organizing 
them into a coherent strategy. This requires identifying 
key strengths and building upon them in a way that is 
globally competitive. Once such strategies gain traction, 
a community’s specialization(s) becomes an integral part 
of its brand. This brand can then be further enhanced 
through additional marketing. In this way, mid-sized cities 

can create their own virtuous cycles that do not require 
the same inherent advantages enjoyed by their larger 
counterparts.

There is no denying that the largest cities are in a 
naturally advantageous position in the global knowledge 
economy. However, policies that restrict their growth are 
not in anyone’s interest.
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Introduction

Most cities maintain a political consensus that 
promoting growth is the economic role of regions 
because it aligns the incentives of various political 
factions and interest groups. These local ‘growth 
machines’ (Molotch, 1976) have been strongly 
influenced by literature on ‘industrial districts’ (Piore 
and Sabel, 1984) and ‘regional clusters’ (Porter, 
1990; Porter, 2000) as the key to driving growth 
by creating a competitive environment that forces 
firms to innovate, as well as assisting businesses to 
acquire necessary resources (Porter, 1998). Clusters 
began as a ‘chaotic concept’ as it struggled with its 
definitions of scale, scope, and precise measurements 
(Martin and Sunley, 2003), but because of heavy use 
by policymakers, the concept has come into focus 
to become the underpinning of modern economic 
development policy. Academic research centres and 
professional organizations now connect academics 
and practitioners from around the globe. Examples 
include the University of Toronto’s Institute of 
Competitiveness & Prosperity (ICP) and Harvard 
University’s Institute for Strategy & Competitiveness 
(ISC). The TCI Network “reaches out to 9,000 
practitioners from development agencies, government 
departments, cluster organizations, academic 
institutions, companies and multilateral organizations 
in over 110 countries” (TCI, 2017).

With the ability to deploy only limited resources, 
governments are more likely to benefit from cluster 
policy by building upon current industrial strengths 
and knowledge assets (Florida et al, 2016). This reality 
has fed into to an ‘evolutionary turn’ in economic 
geography where historic path-dependent processes 
‘lock-in’ the economic possibilities of cities and 
regions going forward (Martin & Sunley, 2006). Path 
dependence, in short, means that past decisions 
constrain future decisions. Now more than ever, 
regional comparative advantage is obtained through 
pre-existing ‘embedded knowledge’ (Granovetter, 1985) 

and social dynamics (David, 2005) of a place instead 
of their natural resource endowments. Recently, more 
attention has been paid to the role of anchor firms and 
anchor institutions, in acting as ‘network orchestrators’ 
(Dhanaraj and Parkhe, 2006) or ‘gatekeepers’ (Giuliani, 
2007) within these clusters.

This discussion paper lays out a future research agenda 
on the role of anchor institutions within clusters for 
Ontario’s mid-sizes cities. This research is intended 
to accomplish three interrelated goals: (1) discuss 
the considerations of economic geography research 
literature as it applies to Ontario cities; (2) uncover the 
economic specializations of Ontario’s mid-sized cities 
by identifying which clusters in which cities should 
be targeted for further investment and expansion; and 
(3) identify major anchor firms and anchor institutions 
in each city that could be partner firms in such an 
investment strategy. The foundations of this research 
have been laid by previous research about knowledge 
economies and clusters in the Canadian context 
(Spencer et al. 2012; Spencer, 2013; Florida et. al, 
2016). However, the contribution of this upcoming 
research is to (1) update the findings with forthcoming 
2016 Census data and (2) advance the methodology by 
placing greater emphasis on the role of anchors in mid-
sized cities.

Making the case: academic 
literature and methods review

Path dependence and knowledge networks

Although the role of knowledge has recently taken 
centre-stage in economic geography, the concepts 
are not new. Ideas akin to ‘path dependence’ can be 
found as early as Carl Menger’s (1883) ‘institutional 
emergence’ and Thorstein Veblen’s (1898) ‘cumulative 
causation’, but Marshall (1890) was the first to argue 
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that the concentration of an industry will generate 
knowledge spillovers between firms, and therefore lead 
to further growth of that industry and of that city. 
Jacobs (1969, 1984) further argues that the cramming 
of individuals, occupations, and industries into close 
quarters creates an environment that generates 
innovation as ideas flow quickly from person to person. 
Current theories rose to prominence in the 1980s, with 
academic work by Paul David (1986, 1988, 1992, 1994) 
and W. Brian Arthur’s (1988, 1989, 1994), but became 
popularized through Michael Porter’s The Competitive 
Advantage of Nations (1990). 

The role of the region is now to incubate “the 
embeddedness” of social and economic processes 
(Granovetter 1985), also known as “untraded 
interdependencies” (Storper, 1997) or “social capital” 
(Putnam, 2000). This means developing the networks 
of people and firms that are molded together by market 
exchanges, user-producer relations, and everyday 
interactions which are critical to the continual 
development of new information, knowledge, and 
learning that provides a region with a competitive 
advantage (Lundvall, 1990; von Hippel, 1987). Firms 
co-locate in order to decrease transaction costs 
between them, particularly in order to ease the flow of 
information through the accumulated tacit knowledge 
of a place (Appold, 1995, Gertler, 1995; Maskell, 2001). 
Because of this, knowledge flows better through 
networks of interpersonal communication within 
constrained spatial boundaries (Jaffe, 1993; Audretsch, 
1998). Lundvall (1988) stresses the importance of a 
common culture and language shared by users and 
producers, to facilitate the transmission of highly 
encoded information during an era of rapidly changing 
capabilities and processes. 

Furthermore, organizations’ regular routines can 
embed the necessary institutional knowledge to 
coordinate relationships and further collaborations 
(Westney, 1988; Romero-Martínez and Montoro-
Sánchez, 2008). These interpersonal networks provide 
a ‘stickiness’ (Markusen, 1996) quality to the 

knowledge and therefore form the basis of a 
comparative regional economic advantage. A product 
can be copied and manufactured elsewhere, but the 
knowledge networks that designed, tinkered, and 
perfected that product cannot be exported. This 
territorial specialization, generated via social capital 
and tacit knowledge, is necessary for regions to buffer 
against ‘Ricardian competition’ - competition purely 
based on prices for inputs (Porter, 1990; Patel and 
Pavitt, 1992). 

While the internal structure of regions is vitally 
important, it is essential to understand how clusters, 
skilled workers, and regions connect to the global 
economy (Scott, 2001; Wolfe & Gertler, 2004). The 
concept of ‘global production networks’ builds from 
Global Value Chain (GVC) literature by making more 
direct connections between global networks, regional 
development, and local cluster dynamics (Henderson 
et al, 2002; Coe et al, 2004). Maintaining this flow 
is particularly important for those regions who are 
on the periphery of the global production network, 
referred to as specialized suppliers (Guerrieri  
and Pietrobelli, 2004) or satellite industrial districts 
(Markusen, 1996), because failure to do so may 
disconnect the region from global production networks 
leading to it becoming too inward-oriented and 
economically stagnant (Saxenian, 2002; Bathelt et 
al., 2004). The challenge for the region then lies in 
providing labour and capital incentives to remain 
in the region long-term and allow the survival of 
knowledge-producing communities (Storper, 1997: 
131, 155; Storper and Salais, 1997; Florida and Kenney, 
1990; Glaeser, 2004). 

A product can be copied and 
manufactured elsewhere, but the 
knowledge networks that designed, 
tinkered, and perfected that product 
cannot be exported. 
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urban economic decline. Within the context of the 
creative class (Florida, 2002; Glaeser et. al, 2001), 
cultural institutions have become recognized as “a 
potential generator of jobs and tax revenues rather 
than [an] expendable luxur[y]” (Strom, 2010: 367). 

Austrian (2000: 103) describes the role of anchor 
institutions and supporting organizations as “critical 
components of the cluster” and “crucial factors to the 
cluster’s competitiveness”, but for economic growth, 
they are insufficient on their own. Firms can capture 
knowledge spillovers and commercialize research 
and development through what Cohen and Levinthal 
(1989) call their ‘absorptive capacity’. Cohen et al. 
(2002) emphasize the importance of university–
industry knowledge transfer. Spencer (2013) finds 
that clusters with an anchor firm present are more 
productive for reasons that may include acting as 
hubs in supply chains, greater activity in global trade, 
and more investment into research and development. 
Agrawal et al. (2003) writes that anchor firms benefit 
from economies of scale and scope, allowing them to 
add additional research and development expertise 
at a lower cost by spreading specialized skills and 
equipment over multiple projects. It also allows them 
to engage in large-scale manufacturing and enter 
foreign markets. The positive externalities of anchor 
firms create an environment for smaller firms to thrive. 
In addition, “new spin-off industries are likely to be 
created from the core of innovative companies. All 
this activity increases the linkages within the local 
economy” (Malizia & Feser, 1999: 183). Feldman 
(2005:219) writes, “anchor firms located in bounded 
knowledge rich environments are expected to realize 
higher rates of innovation, increased entrepreneurial 
activity, and increased productivity due to the localized 
nature of knowledge creation and deployment.”

The positive externalities of anchor  
firms create an environment for smaller 
firms to thrive.

Anchor firms and anchor institutions

An ‘anchor tenant’ is a large department store within a 
retail shopping complex that smaller stores, by locating 
in close proximity, hope to capture the traffic and 
other externalities generated by the anchor (Pashigian 
and Gould, 1998). Evergreen CityWorks defines ‘Anchor 
institutions’ as “large public or non-profit institutions 
rooted in a specific place, that once established tend 
not to move locations, such as hospitals, universities or 
municipal governments. Anchor institutions also include 
cultural institutions (e.g. museums and community arts 
centers), libraries, community foundations, faith-based 
institutions, and community colleges. They are large 
contributors to the local economy and have a vested 
interest in the long term growth and success of the 
neighbourhoods around them.” 

Anchor institutions tend to play a stabilizing role in an 
economy because they are often insulated from 
macroeconomic trends. Most academic literature 
focuses on universities specifically, but the findings 
may be more generally applicable to other types of 
anchor institutions as well. Markusen (1996) refers to 
universities and other government research entities as 
‘state-anchored industrial districts’ in the technology 
sector. Gertler and Vinodrai (2005) emphasize the 
positive effect universities have by attracting and 
retaining talented students and academic staff. 
Universities can draw domestic and international 
students to live in a city who contribute to the local 
economy through spending and provide flexible part-
time labour (Munro et al., 2009). Universities are also 
significant purchasers of local goods and services that, 
magnified by multiplier effects, have considerable 
direct and indirect impacts on their wider local 
economy (Siegfried et al., 2007). The impact is 
amplified for research universities located in peripheral 
regions because they become the nucleus of innovation 
in a region (Boucher et al., 2003). O’Mara (2012) shows 
that the relationship between city-based research 
universities and surrounding communities have become 
of great mutual importance, particularly to those facing 
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Methods

This research aligns with policies set forth by the 
Ontario Chamber of Commerce’s Cluster Development 
Seed Fund and the Province of Ontario’s Partnerships 
for Jobs and Growth Act, 2014. It builds off previous 
studies on anchor firms, high-growth firms, and 
industrial clusters in Canada (Spencer et al. 2012; 
Spencer, 2013; Spencer, 2014) and adds a component 
on anchor institutions. Economic clusters will be 
identified in line with Spencer et al. (2010) using 
groupings of four-digit North American Industry 
Classification System (NAICS) codes that display high 
levels of co-occurrence, significant scale, and scope 
(related variety). Anchor firms will be identified as all 
of those with a minimum of 500 on-site employees, 
whereas anchor institutions will be the three biggest 
employers in the public/non-profit sectors. By looking 
at both cities and the larger metropolitan statistical 
areas (MSAs) in which they reside, comparisons can be 
drawn out about the regional dynamics of the cities 
within their regions. 

Current status and  
future research

This research is dependent upon the release of the 
2016 Canadian Census data for industry and occupation 
groups, which is occurring in November 2017. Once that 
occurs, the research can commence and preliminary 
findings should be available as soon as early 2018. 
In the long run, this research will be compared to 
earlier studies done on data from 2001, 2006, and 
2011 to show the shifting nature of the clusters and 
anchor firms/institutions that compose the economy of 
Ontario’s mid-sized cities.

147

AUSTIN ZWICK, UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO



 
References

Agrawal, A.K., Cockbrun, I. (2003). The anchor tenant hypothesis: exploring 
the role of large, local, R&D-intensive firms in regional innovation systems. 
International Journal of Industrial Organization 21, 1227–1253. 

Appold, S.J. (1995). “Agglomeration, interorganizational networks, and 
competitive performance in the US metalworking sector’’ Economic 
Geography 71

Arthur, W. B. (1988) Self-reinforcing mechanisms in economics. In P. 
Anderson, K. Arrow and D. Pines (eds) The Economy as an Evolving, Complex 
System. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 9–31.

Arthur, W. B. (1989) Competing technologies, increasing returns, and ‘lock-
in’ by historical events. Economic Journal, 99: 116–131.

Arthur, W. B. (1994) Industry Location Patterns and the Importance of 
History, Increasing Returns and Path Dependence in the Economy. Michigan: 
Michigan University Press, 49–67.

Audretsch, D. B., Houweling, P., Thurik, A. R. (2004) Industry evolution: 
diversity, selection and the role of learning. International Small Business 
Journal, 22: 331–348

Austrian, Z. (2000). Cluster case studies: The marriage of quantitative and 
qualitative information for action. Economic Development Quarterly, 14, 97-110

Bathelt, H., Malmberg, A., & Maskell, P. (2004). Clusters and knowledge: local 
buzz, global pipelines and the process of knowledge creation. Prog Hum 
Geogr, 28(1), 31-56. http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/0309132504ph469oa

Boucher, G., Conway, C., and Van der Meer, E .(2003) Tiers of engagement by 
universities in their region’s development, Regional Studies , 37: 887–889.

Coe, N. M., Hess, M., Yeung, H. W. C., Dicken, P., & Henderson, J. (2004). 
‘Globalizing’regional development: a global production networks perspective.
Transactions of the Institute of British geographers, 29(4), 468-484.

Cohen, W., Levinthal, D. (1989). Innovation and learning: the two faces of 
R&D. The Economic Journal 99, 569–596.

Cohen, W., Nelson, R., and Walsh, J., (2002). Links and impacts: the influence 
of public research on industrial R&D. Management Science 48 (1), 1–23.

David, P. A. (1986). Understanding the economics of QWERTY: the necessity 
of history. In W. N. Parket (ed.) Economic History and the Modern 
Economics. Oxford: Balckwell.

David, P. A. (1988). Path dependence: putting the past into the future 
of economics. The Economic Series Technical Report 533. Institute for 
Mathematical Studies in the Social Sciences, Stanford University, CA.

David, P. A. (1994). Why are institutions the ‘carriers of history’? Path 
dependence and the evolution of conventions, organisations and 
institutions. Structural Change and Economic Dynamics, 5: 205–220.

David, P. A. (2001). Path dependence, its critics and the quest for ‘historical 
economics’. In P. Garrouste and S. Ioannides (eds) Evolution and Path 
Dependence in Economic Ideas. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 15–40.

David, P. A. (2005). Path dependence in economic processes: implications 
for policy analysis in dynamical systems contexts. In K. Dopfer (ed.) The 
Evolutionary Foundations of Economics. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 151–194.

Dhanaraj, C. and Parkhe, A. (2006). Orchestrating Innovation Networks. 
Academy of Management Review 31 (3), 659–669 

Feldman, M. (2005). The Locational Dyanmics of the U.S. Biotech Industry. 
In Curzio, A. “Research and Technological Innovation: The Challenge for a 
New Europe.” Physica.

Florida, R. and Kenney, M. (1990). High-technology restructuring in the USA 
and Japan. Environ. Plann. A, 22(2), 233-252. http://dx.doi.org/10.1068/
a220233

Florida, R. L. (2002). The rise of the creative class: And how it’s transforming 
work, leisure, community and everyday life. New York, NY: Basic Books.

Florida, R., Shutters, S., and Spencer, G. (2016). Pathways to Ontario’s 
Knowledge Economy: A system for identifying existing regional strengths 
and future prospects. Martin Prosperity Institute: Working Paper Series. REF. 
2016-MPIWP-001

Gertler, M. (1995). “Being There”: Proximity, Organization, and Culture in 
the Development and Adoption of Advanced Manufacturing Technologies. 
Economic Geography, 71(1), 1. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/144433

Gertler, M. S., and Vinodrai, T. (2005) Anchors of creativity: how do public 
universities create competitive and cohesive communities? In Iacobucci F. 
Tuohy C. (eds) Taking Public Universities Seriously , pp. 293–315. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press.

Giuliani, E. (2007). The selective nature of knowledge networks in clusters: 
evidence from the wine industry. Journal of Economic Geography 7 (2), 
139–168.

Glaeser, Edward Ludwig, and Albert Saiz (2004). The rise of the skilled city. 
Brookings-Wharton Papers on Urban Affairs, 47-105

Glaeser, E. L., Kolko, J., and Saiz, A. (2001). Consumer city. Journal of 
Economic Geography, 1(1), 27-50

Granovetter, M.S. (1985). “Economic Action and Social Structure. ” American 
Journal of Sociology 91, 481-510.

Guerrieri, P. and Pietrobelli, C. (2004). Industrial districts evolution and 
technological regimes: Italy and Taiwan. Technovation, 24(11), 899-914. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/s0166-4972(03)00048-8

Henderson, J., Dicken, P., Hess, M., Coe, N., & Yeung, H. W. C. (2002). Global 
production networks and the analysis of economic development. Review of 
international political economy, 9(3), 436-464.

Jacobs, J. (1969). The economy of cities. New York: Random House.

Jacobs, J. (1984). Cities and the wealth of nations. New York: Random 
House.

Jaffe, A., Henderson, R., Trajtenberg, M. (1993). Geographic localization of 
knowledge spillovers as evidenced by patent citations. Quarterly Journal of 
Economics 108, 577–598.

Lundvall, B. (1988). Innovation as an interactive process: From user-
producer interaction to the national system of innovation. In Technical 
change and economic theory, ed. G. Dosi, C. Freeman, R. Nelson, G. 
Silverberg, and L. Soete, 349-69. London: Frances Pinter.

Malizia, E. E., & Feser, E. J. (1999). Understanding local economic 
development. New Brunswick, NJ: Center for Urban Policy Research.

Markusen, A. (1996). Sticky places in slippery space: a typology of industrial 
districts, Economic Geography , 72: 293–313.

148

ECONOMIC SPECIALIZATION IN ONTARIO’S MID-SIZED CITIES: CLUSTERS AND ANCHOR INSTITUTIONS



 

Spencer, G. (2013). The economic impact of anchor firms and industrial 
clusters: an analysis of Canadian and American manufacturing firms and 
clusters. Report for Ideas. March 2013.

Spencer, G. (2014). Cluster Atlas of Canada: A data profile of resource, 
manufacturing, and service clusters in Canadian provinces using data from 
the 2011 Census and National Household Survey. Industry Canada.

Storper, M. (1997). The regional world. New York: Guilford Press.

Storper, M. & Salais, R. (1997). Worlds of production. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press.

Strom, E. (2010). Artist garret as growth machine? Local policy and artist 
housing in U.S. cities. Journal of Planning Education and Research, 29, 367-
378.

TCI Network (2017). “What is TCI”. Accessed March 31, 2017. http://www.
tci-network.org/about_us

Veblen, T. (1898) Why is economics not an evolutionary science? Quarterly 
Review of Economics, 12: 373–397.

Westney E. (1988). Domestic and foreign learning curves in managing 
international cooperative strategies. In: Contractor F, Lorange P (eds) 
Cooperative strategies in international business. Lexington Books, Lexington

Wolfe, D. A. and Gertler, M. S. (2004). Clusters from the inside and out: local 
dynamics and global linkages. Urban studies, 41(5-6), 1071-1093.

Marshall, A. (1890). The Principles of Economics. London: Macmillan

Martin, R. and Sunley, P. (2003). Deconstructing Clusters: Chaotic concept or 
policy panacea? Journal of Economic Geography 2 (2003) pp. 5-35

Martin, R., and Sunley, P. (2006). Path dependence and regional economic 
evolution. Journal of economic geography, 6(4), 395-437.

Maskell, P. (2001). Towards a Knowledge-based Theory of the Geographical 
Cluster. Industrial And Corporate Change, 10(4), 921-943. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1093/icc/10.4.921

Menger. C. (1883). Investigation into the Method of the Social Sciences. New 
York: New York University Press

Molotch, H. (1976). The City as a Growth Machine: Toward a Political 
Economy of Place. American Journal of Sociology, 82(2), 309-332. Retrieved 
from http://www.jstor.org/stable/2777096

O’Mara, M. P. (2012) Beyond town and gown: university economic 
engagement and the legacy of the urban crisis, Journal of Technology 
Transfer , 37: 234–250.

Pashigian, P., Gould, E. (1998). Internalizing externalities: the pricing of 
space in shopping malls. Journal of Law and Economics XLI, 115–142.

Patel, P. and Pavitt, K. (1992). “Europe’s Technological Performance.” 
Brighton: SPPU, University of Sussex.

Piore, M.J. and Sabel, C.F.(1984). The second industrial divide. Basic Books, 
New York

Porter, M. E. (1990). The competitive advantage of nations. New York: Free 
Press” 1093.

Porter, M.E. (1998). Clusters and the new economics of competition. Harvard 
Business Review, 77–90 November–December.

Porter, M. E. (2000). Location, competition, and economic development: 
Local clusters in a global economy. Economic development quarterly, 14(1), 
15-34.

Putnam RD. (2000). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 
Community. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Romero-Martínez, A.M. & A.Montoro-Sánchez (2008). How clusters can 
encourage entrepreneurship and venture creation. Reasons and advantages. 
International Entrepreneurship Management Journal.

Saxenian, A. (2002). Silicon Valley’s New Immigrant High-Growth 
Entrepreneurs. Economic Development Quarterly, 16(1), 20-31. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1177/0891242402016001003

Scott, A. J. (2001). Globalization and the rise of city-regions. European 
Planning Studies, 9(7), 813-826.

Siegfried, J. J., Sanderson, A. R., McHenry, P. (2007). The economic impact 
of colleges and universities, Economics of Education Review , 26: 546–558.

Spencer, G., Vinodrai, T., Gertler, M. and Wolfe, D. (2010). “Do Clusters Make 
a Difference? Defining and Assessing their Economic Performance,” Regional 
Studies, Taylor & Francis Journals, vol. 44(6), pages 697-715.

Spencer, G., Morales, J. and Wolfe, D. (2012). Locating high growth firms 
within Canadian industrial clusters. Industry Canada.

149

AUSTIN ZWICK, UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO


	00 COVER
	01 MSC RC Flatt Sotomayor
	02 MSC RC Bradford
	03 MSC RC Robinson
	04 MSC RC Seasons
	05 MSC RC Zwick 2
	06 MSC RC Gordon
	07 MSC RC Leanage and Fillion
	08 MSC RC Hartt Biglieri
	09 MSC RC Ouellet
	10 MSC RC Sotomajor and Zwick
	11 MSC RC Hill and Perun
	12 MSC RC Vasseur
	13 MSC RC Jamal
	14 MSC RC Spencer
	15 MSC RC Zwick 1

