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Overview

Evergreen, Lanescape, Councillor Mary-Margaret McMahon (Ward 32, Beaches-East
York) and Councillor Ana Bailão (Ward 18, Davenport) set out to engage the public
in conversations about the potential for laneway suites in Toronto. Crazy Dames was
retained to co-facilitate a series of laneway suite workshops and prepare a summary
report of the conversations. The purpose of the consultation was twofold:
1. Educate the public on the potential for laneway suites within the City of
Toronto, the provincial and municipal policy context, and the outcomes in
other jurisdictions; and
2. C
 ollect community input regarding the existing conditions and uses of
laneways and design considerations for future laneway suites in Toronto.
As part of the consultation process, two ward-specific consultations and one
citywide consultation were held. An online survey was also distributed and is
available at lanescape.ca/survey.

Consultation Locations
Ward 32, S.H. Armstrong Community
Centre, 56 Woodfield Rd (wardspecific)
Ward 18, St. Mary’s Catholic Secondary School, 66 Dufferin Park Ave.
(ward-specific)
Evergreen Brick Works (citywide)

Date
November 22nd, 2016

The ward-specific consultations included the
following:

• A
 presentation by Craig Race, architect

November 28th, 2016
December 5th, 2016

and co-founder of Lanescape to provide
additional context and details about
laneway suites, which included the updated
provincial policies and precedents within
Toronto and across Canada (Presentation
can be found in Appendix A and at https://
www.evergreen.ca/our-impact/cityworks/
housing/laneway-suites/); and

• An interactive walking tour led by Crazy

Dames to collectively explore the design
features of the laneways and potential suites;

• Introduction from Jo Flatt, Senior Manager at
Evergreen;

• A
 clay-based collaborative design modelling

• Welcoming remarks from the Ward Councillors

session to help participants explore the
existing conditions of the laneways and
design considerations for laneway suites.

(Mary-Margaret McMahon for Ward 32 and
Ana Bailão for Ward 18);
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Over 400 people attended and gave feedback
at the consultations (with approximately 70
attendees at the first consultation, 120 at
the second consultation and over 200 at the
citywide consultation). The participant group
was diverse, including homeowners who backed
onto laneways, residents living in laneway houses,
members of the development community, and
interested citizens.

At the citywide event on December 5th, there
was a panel of short presentations:
1. Unlocking Toronto’s Laneways, Michelle
Senayah, The Laneway Project
2. Make Way for the Laneway, Mike CollinsWilliams, Ontario Home Builders’ Association
3. Designing Laneway Houses, Brigitte Shim, ShimSutcliffe Architects

The purpose of this report is to summarize the key
messages received from participants at the three
events. This information will be shared with the
project team and will help inform the Laneway
Suites Recommendations Report to be submitted
to the City.

The presentations are available in Appendix B.
A small art installation featuring the clay models
from the previous workshops were also put on
display.
City Planners Michelle Knieriem and George
Pantazis explained their role as representatives
of the City of Toronto Planning Department
within the laneway suites consultation, acting as
a resource, answering questions and providing
expertise. They laid out the context of laneway
suites within current Official Plan policy, which
allows for a full range of housing forms so long
as it respects the existing physical character
of the neighbourhood in which the laneway
suite is proposed. The City Planners invited
discussion on the complex issues associated
with the implementation of laneway suites and
welcomed possible solutions.

What is a Laneway Suite?
A laneway suite is a small dwelling at the rear of
a residential lot that is detached from the primary home and fronts onto a laneway. All of its
services (water, sewer, electricity, gas, garbage,
mail, etc.) come from the front street, not the
laneway. The laneway suite can be used by the
property owner for personal uses (i.e. housing
family or caregivers) or as an income producing
rental suite, however it is not severable from the
front house.
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Key Messages from
the Consultations
Sustainability was a major theme
discussed at all consultations.

At all three consultations, the majority
of participants expressed a positive
interest in the idea of laneway suites,
although concerns and opposition
were also raised. Many participants at

Participants highlighted the importance
of maintaining adequate green space
and sustainable design as part of
laneway suite construction and in the
neighbouring laneway. Ideas such as
green roofs, solar panels, composting
toilets, and laneway parkettes were
central to the conversation.

the consultations were in favour of building
laneway suites and were eager to provide
input on potential design guidelines as
well as the planning process. There were
also some participants who voiced
opposition to laneway suites, noting that
the additional density would contribute to
parking shortages, traffic and noise issues,
and negatively impact neighbours’ privacy.
These topics are discussed in more detail
below.

Most participants felt that parking
requirements should not be
necessary for building laneway
suites. While many diverse perspectives

were shared regarding the various
design considerations, parking provisions
were almost unanimously seen as
unnecessary. Some participants did
express that increasing the number of
residents could exacerbate parking
shortages in neighbourhoods, but for
the most part, there was agreement
that parking provisions should not be
required when building laneway suites.
Easy access to transit, declining rates
of urban car ownership, continuing
growth of auto-share programs and the
development of driverless cars were
mentioned as reasons.

Relaxed regulations and financial
incentives were requested by many.

Many participants were concerned that
the existing development process for
building laneway suites is too onerous,
expensive and rigid. Revised zoning by-laws,
financial incentives (such as the elimination
of development charges for laneway
suites) and flexible design guidelines were
recommended. Pilot projects were also
requested.
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Summary of Discussion
Activity 1 - Existing Conditions
Perception that laneways are unsafe. Many
participants expressed the laneways as ‘dim,
sketchy, quiet and dirty with the opportunity for
drugs and other questionable activities’. Lack of
proper lighting and lack of ‘eyes on the street’
were mentioned as concerns. A few participants
mentioned that laneways are sometimes used
for illegal activities.

The first activity was a discussion about the
existing conditions and opportunities for Toronto
laneways in order to understand the context and
uses that would influence the design of laneway
suites. The questions posed and responses from
the public are included below:

Current use of laneways, garages and
coach houses

Lack of proper design and attention to laneways.
Participants discussed that the City does not
maintain laneways the same way as City streets
(more potholes). Many suggested that the
laneways often feel decrepit and neglected
and require additional greenery, vegetation and
better lighting.

How do you currently use the laneways in your
neighbourhood or the coach house/garage?

A diversity of uses were discussed. For the

most part, participants perceived laneways and
garages as underutilized areas, used mostly for
access, parking, garbage and storage. However,
there were also many participants who use
laneways in other ways, including;
• Walking paths and cycling paths (shortcuts);
• Quiet areas for dog walkers;
• Play areas for children;
• Artist studios / shops / live-work spaces; and
• Neighbourhood parties.

Likes and Dislikes of Laneways

What do you like about your laneway? What
don’t you like?
Participants enjoyed both the private and social
aspect of the laneways.
While some participants mentioned the quiet,
peacefulness and privacy of laneways as
something they enjoy (“sometimes they act as
sanctuaries”), others discussed how laneways
can be active and lively, used as social and
gathering spaces for neighbours and friends.
Laneway parties, kids’ play areas and friendly
informal conversations with neighbours were all
mentioned as positive aspects of the laneways.
For some, the laneway was perceived as being
an extension of their backyard.
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Opportunities for Improvement in the
laneways

What are some improvements you would like to see
in your laneway? How might laneway
suites assist with these improvements?
Participants discussed many opportunities for
improvement, including:
• D
 iverse housing types including accessible
housing for those less abled/older population.
• C
 ommunity spaces for block parties,
gathering spaces, parkettes and other forms
of community animation. There was a specific
suggestion to develop a co-op model with
multiple laneway suites in order to invest in a
shared parkette/public space near or within the
laneway.
• S pace for businesses in the garages/laneways,
including shops, markets, micro-businesses and
start-ups.
• S ustainability initiatives including green roofs,
rainwater harvesting, permeable surfaces/
paving, solar panels and tree plantings in
laneways.
• S ervicing such as garbage pick-up, better
access for fire trucks and snow removal.
• Enhanced connections by incorporating
dedicated cycling and pedestrian routes.
• Express the unique character of the area
through public art, artistic signage and the
retaining of heritage features.
• Improved safety through better lighting.
• E
 nhanced accessibility to better accommodate
people with disabilities.
Some participants felt that the introduction of
laneway suites would legitimize the underutilized
laneway space and lead to a sense of pride in the
neighbourhood.
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Concerns

removal and fire trucks – Some participants
questioned how laneway suites could be
developed if many laneways do not receive
snow removal services and if fire trucks do
not fit in laneways.
• S hadowing – Concerns over shadow impacts
on backyards and houses were discussed.
• P
 rivacy – Many argued that developing new
units in narrow spaces will negatively affect
the privacy of neighbours.
• P
 arking and traffic – There were concerns
over a lack of parking and increased traffic
with new residents.
• S ocial Services – Participants noted that
many community services, such as parks
and schools, are already over capacity.
• N
 oise caused by increased density was
raised as a concern.

What are some concerns you may have with
laneway suites?
Concerns with laneway suites varied. While
some participants expressed concerns about
the impact that potential laneway suites would
have in the neighbourhood, other participants
were concerned with the potential barriers in
developing laneway suites. Both sets of concerns
are outlined below.
Concerns with laneway suites:
Some participants raised concerns with the
development of laneway suites and a small
number advocated that laneway suites should
not be permitted in the City of Toronto. The
primary concerns are outlined below:
• E limination of trees and loss of greenspace
– Many participants expressed concern that
added density in backyards/laneways will
result in a loss of greenery.
• S ervicing in the laneways, including snow

The above concerns and related design
considerations to address them are discussed in
more detail throughout the report.
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Barriers to laneway suite development:
Parking standards: Many participants felt
that parking requirements in downtown
neighbourhoods are antiquated. They felt that
laneway suites should not require parking and
were concerned that parking requirements would
pose barriers to development.
• Financial barriers: The costs associated with
the development/permit process are often
too high. Many participants expressed the
need for financial incentives and/or waiving
development charges.
• Lack of clear information on the planning/
development process.
• Potential rigidity with the upcoming design
guidelines.
• NIMBYism from neighbours.
Many participants suggested that laneway
suites should not only be used for residential
purposes, but for commercial uses as well (offices
/ studios / retail uses such as cafés, etc.). They
further recommended that if these uses are to
be permitted, regulations would be required to
mitigate noise (i.e. from customers on patios,
waiting in lines, etc.).
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Activity 2 - Design Considerations
for Laneway Suites
should not be taller than the main building (a
maximum of 2-3 storeys). Some participants
felt strongly that the height should be kept to 1
to 2 storeys (shorter than the main house and/
or one storey less than the maximum height in
the zoning regulations). Others expressed the
need to follow the maximum height regulations
for Neighbourhoods in the Official Plan policy (4
storeys). Finally, there were many participants
that felt the height should be context dependent
and based on the size of the lot (the larger
the lot, the higher the laneway suite could
be). Density and site coverage should also be
considered.

The second activity was focused on discussing
what laneway suites might look like in the Toronto
context. Participants were asked how they
would design laneway suites in Toronto and
provided with clay and aerial maps to explain
and demonstrate their preferences. Participants
were asked to consider the following design
considerations:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Location;
Height;
Entrances;
Privacy;
Surrounding Spaces;
Parking;
Other Uses.

Additional design considerations for height
included the following:
• M
 itigate against shadow impacts by including shadow studies in applications;
• C
 onsider setbacks to allow for sunlight and
privacy;
• P
 ermit additional height for rooftop gardens
and/or solar panels.
• C
 onsider sloped roofs to create wider sense
of space and allow for sunlight and privacy.

Key messages are outlined below:

Location

Location was primarily seen to be context
dependent. For the most part, there was
consensus that there is no one size fits all solution
to determining the location of the laneway
suites, instead suggesting it be dependent on the
lot size, shape and surrounding context. Some
participants felt that the laneway suites could be
built to the property line in order to utilize space
in the backyard. Others said setbacks should be
required to encourage privacy.

Entrances

Participants preferred locating the main entrance
to the laneway suite on the laneway (not the
main street via the backyard of the main house).
While the placement of entrances was typically
seen as dependent on the surrounding context,
a majority of participants preferred entrances
from the laneways as opposed to the front
of the house. The participants felt that the
laneways offer privacy from the main house and
provide ‘eyes on the laneways’, therefore better
activating them and responding to concerns
about lack of safety. It was also suggested that
laneway entrances can provide autonomy for
residents of the suites.

Additional design requirements were also suggested when considering a location including:
• R
 equire a minimum amount of green space;
• E nsure buy-in from neighbours;
• D
 esign for adequate access to emergency
services.

Height

Overwhelmingly, participants preferred a lowrise built form that matches the neighbourhood
context (maximum 3 storeys). However, there
was a diversity of views on whether the height
should be limited to 1, 2 or 3 storeys. For the
most part, participants felt the laneway suites

Some participants recommended two sets of
entrances, from both the laneway and from the
main street via the back yard of the main house
to ensure safety (ie. have multiple entrances/exits
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in case of fire). It was also discussed that if there
are no laneways, access to a coach house/garden suite should be from the main street.
Participants also had questions about entrances
on laneways:
• If entrances open onto a laneway, will they
block the lane?
• S hould the entrance be pushed into the yard
to carve out a safe entryway?
• S hould the whole laneway suite/building
be pushed away from the lane to create
a “front” yard for these suites, essentially
creating a mirror image of the main streets?

Privacy

Varied perspectives on privacy were expressed.
There were many participants who felt privacy
was not a main concern and that there should
be realistic expectations of privacy within a
dense city.
Much of the discussion on privacy centered
around the placement of windows. For the most
part, participants agreed that the windows
could face the backyard or laneway, but not
the side yard and/or adjacent properties. Some
residents felt that it should be the homeowners’
decision where windows are placed, but others
argued that since it affects the neighbours’
privacy, there should be design regulations.
Additional design considerations for window
placement included:
• U
 se of skylights and/or clerestory windows
(or placing windows as high as possible);
• P
 lan window locations based on optimal
access to natural light;
• U
 se living walls (ie. plants), curtains, frosted/
glazed windows and/or screens in certain
areas for privacy.
Participants also discussed the use of setbacks
to enhance privacy.
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Surrounding Space

Parking

Other suggestions included:
• C
 ommunity gardens;
• C
 ommunal parking areas;
• S ports/recreational spaces;
• G
 reen pavers;
• E nhanced public art.

Many suggested that shared parking
spaces or different regulations for different
lots/neighbourhoods may be a solution
to accommodate limited parking. Other
recommendations included below grade
parking and diagonal street parking, which
received mixed reviews.

A large proportion of participants want more
greenery in their laneways. When asked what
participants want to see in the surrounding
spaces, the number one response was
greenery (rooftops, balconies and at-grade).
Participants also discussed the need for
improved pedestrian and cycling connections
as well as improved lighting. While some
participants suggested the need to provide
open space for laneway tenants, others
felt that there were parks nearby and that
gathering space or green spaces should not be
mandatory.

Parking requirements were mostly viewed
as a low priority. While some participants
viewed parking as necessary, the vast majority
of participants felt that parking should not
be required. The main reasons mentioned
included:
• L aneways that are located close to public
transit should not require parking;
• C
 ondominiums often do not require one
parking space per resident, which should
act as a precedent for laneway suites; and
• T he rise of driverless cars means parking will
soon be antiquated.
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Other Uses

suites. It was expressed that the development
process is difficult, confusing and that the
appropriate information is extremely hard to
access. A resource guide that outlines the
process was requested.

For the most part, uses other than residential uses
were accepted and/or encouraged.
A range of other uses were discussed including
small-scale commercial uses (office, studios,
live-work, restaurants, grocery stores, shops,
Airbnb) and community facilities (daycares, gyms,
parkettes, community spaces such as a bread
oven, public art).

• S ome participants felt density should be
concentrated near public transit.

There were some innovative community space
ideas. One participant suggested that residents
who did not wish to build a laneway suite could
rent part of their yard to the community as a
parkette, which could host markets and/or
laneway festivals. However, concerns regarding
noise levels and servicing were also expressed and
some participants felt that other uses may not be
suitable for all laneways.

Additional Feedback

Throughout the consultations, additional ideas
and design considerations were discussed. Key
considerations are outlined below:

•N
 umber of units was discussed. Some

participants suggested a maximum of 1-2 units
per property while others showed support for
allowing multiple units in the main house as well
as laneway suites.

•C
 onstruction considerations. Alternative and

cheaper construction options were discussed
including prefabrication and the use of shipping
containers. However, there was also concern
about a ‘cookie cutter approach’ and lack
of creativity. Some participants also favoured
building basements in laneway suites, but were
unsure about the viability of such an option.

•C
 oncerns regarding ownership of laneway

• S ustainable design was a priority to many

participants. The possibility of ‘off the grid
houses’, green roofs, composting toilets, solar
panels and other sustainable infrastructure were
discussed. Some participants recommended
that homeowners who undergo sustainability
designs, such as green roofs, should receive
rebates.

•R
 egulations and ‘bureaucratic red tape’

suites were expressed by many. There were
many questions and conversations around
ownership, including discussions around
co-operative laneway ownership. Many
participants recommended that the City
should be open to severing lots in the future,
suggesting that servicing could still come
from the main house through an easement
agreement.

•A
 ffordability was also a concern. Laneway

were seen as prohibitive. Many participants
felt that too many regulations will make the
process too expensive and people will begin
to develop laneway suites illegally. There were
further requests to ‘make sure the process is not
onerous at City Hall.’

•A
 desire for financial incentives was also

discussed. The costs of building laneway suites
were also seen as prohibitive. Many participants
requested greening grants, financial incentives
and waiving development charges to build the
suites.

•P
 articipants want a resource guide for laneway
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suites are promoted as a potential solution
to the affordable housing issues in the city.
There were many questions about how these
suites will be affordable for renters and new
homeowners. Some participants recommended
that Airbnb should be limited in certain areas.
Others questioned whether laneway suites
could be used as micro-housing for low-income
people through tax incentives.

•M
 any participants requested a pilot project.

There were suggestions that one lot, laneway or
ward should be chosen as a pilot project to test
the process and then scale up.

Frequently Asked Questions
Many questions were raised during the consultations. Below outline some
of the most commonly asked questions.
1. The issue of laneways with multiple uses was raised, particularly
laneways that are garages on one side, and the backs of businesses
(restaurants) on the other. How will this existing relationship change
with the introduction of laneway suites (and residents)?
2. Will laneway suites increase traffic in laneways?
3. How would (or should) laneway suites affect property taxes?
4. Can the owners of attached semis agree on constructing a laneway
suite in their backyard? Is this logistically possible?
5. Will this be a pilot in certain wards or will this be city-wide?
6. Could homes without laneway access, but which have garages or
empty spaces on their lots, be included as potential sites for secondary
suites? Would houses that don’t back onto laneways be able to build
coach houses?
7. Could basements be permitted?
8. How would snow removal happen?
9. Should there be different policies for built-to-rent vs. built-to-own/sell?

Next Steps
The purpose of the consultation was to share information about the potential
for laneway suites and receive informed input from the public. The consultation
and survey findings, combined with policy analysis and professional expertise will
all be considered in the development of Laneway Suites design guidelines and
recommendations.
Building on the public consultations, we will be engaging related City of Toronto
departments, Councillors from other Wards, and other key stakeholders to review
and inform the development of a recommendations report on laneway suites to be
submitted to the City in spring 2017.

12

Appendices
Appendix A - Lanescape Presentation
Appendix B - Presentations from Dec 5th Consultation
Michelle Senayah
Mike Collins-Williams
Brigitte Shim

13

Appendix A












































Appendix B

UNLOCKING TORONTO’S
LANEWAYS

TORONTO TODAY
• Growing population
• Growth concentrated in
Downtown, Centres & Avenues
• Existing built fabric &
infrastructure struggling to
keep pace & adapt

2 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

Toronto has an untapped store of public space, running throughout its
downtown and midtown areas where the most growth is occurring.
3 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

LANEWAYS BY
NUMBERS
• Over 2400 laneways
• Over 300 linear km
• Over 300 acres
o 7 x Trinity Bellwoods Park
o 2/3 x High Park

4 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

LANEWAYS BY USE
• Regulated, planned and
designed as service-only
spaces
o Parking
o Garbage storage
o Service access

• In use only a fraction of the
time

5 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

We can build on the “good bones”
of our laneway network to create
an interconnected grid of multimodal, multi-use and human-scale
public spaces throughout our
downtown and midtown.
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PRECEDENT
Melbourne has fostered a
thriving laneway culture by
addressing waste
management, stormwater
management, pedestrian
amenity, lighting, paving, arts
and cultural programming and
maintenance.
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PRECEDENT
Montreal’s Ruelles Vertes
program sees municipal staff
supporting local communities
in greening their laneways,
turning them into beautiful
shared backyards.
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PRECEDENT
Vancouver allows the
development of laneway
housing to increase housing
diversity, preserve
neighbourhood scale and
enhance the character and
safety of laneways.
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Reggae Lane

The Junction laneways

Shaftesbury Place

Willowvale Lane
Ramsden Park Road

Bloordale laneways

Danforth East laneways

Croft Street
Fred Hamilton Park laneway
CCBG laneway

O’Keefe Lane

Farquhars Lane
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11 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

12 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA
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We pilot innovative laneway greening techniques.
14 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

We pilot innovative laneway greening techniques.
15 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

We organize pop-up activations to turn laneways into active community
spaces.
16 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

We organize pop-up activations to turn laneways into active community
spaces.
17 – THELANEWAYPROJECT.CA

GET IN TOUCH
info@thelanewayproject.ca

@lanewayproject

/lanewayproject

@lanewayproject
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Evergreen Brickworks
December 5, 2016

Benefits of Small Scale Housing
Small-scale housing in walkable, transit-friendly
neighbourhoods can provide many benefits to residents:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reducing car dependence
Getting Grounded
Shopping Locally
Covering the mortgage
Paying the fare
Protecting our farmland

Innovative Small-Scale Housing
Condos and apartment buildings are suitable for main streets and avenues, but smaller
residential streets are often better served with more small-scale housing. Strategically
located small-scale housing developments in an established single-family neighbourhood
can provide the “invisible” population density necessary to support local businesses and
rapid transit.

Three innovative, small-scale housing options:
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Laneway Living
What are detached suites?
What are the small-scale housing options?
What is the demand for this type of housing?

What are the Barriers?
• Municipal zoning bylaws that forbid detached dwellings that
are separate from the primary residence on a single lot;
• Case-by-case approach vs broader public policies
• Privacy for neighbours
• Service connections (gas / water / hydro)
• Building code & fire department access
• Municipal services
(waste collection / snow clearing)

Where has it been Done?
•
•
•
•

Some older Toronto neighbourhoods (case-by-case)
Vancouver
California
Seattle

Initial Areas of Investigation: 5 Questions

PART AND PARCEL – LINKING URBANISM, BUILDING AND DETAIL
University of Toronto, John H. Daniels Faculty of Architecture, Landscape and Design

Fall 2011 ARC 3015Y Architecture Design Studio 5 – Option Studio
Taught by Brigitte Shim with Donald Chong

M. Arch Students Group Work Research and Analytical Work

MELBOURNE – Typical Vehicles

TOKYO – Typical Vehicles

LONDON – Typical Vehicles

SOMERVILLE CHARETTE
University of Calgary, Faculty of Environmental Design
Winter 2013 Somerville Visiting Lectureship: EVDB 697.65 Seminar

