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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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