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IS METROPLAN A GAMBLE WORTH TAKING?

Introduction

The future shape of Metro Toronto, referred to by planners as its
"urban structu;e » has been the subject of an elaborate planning effort known
as Metroplan, The purpose of the program which began over four years ago
has been to prepare an Official Plan for Metro Toronto, as reauired by
provincial law. As part of this process a comprehensive series of background
studies has been produced, together with summaries designed to encourage public
discussicn and response. In 1976 the Metroplan document Concept and Objectives
was published. Drawing on the conclusions of the previous background studies,
Concept and Objectives sets forth a proposed set of goals and policy directions
for the Tuture development of Metropolitan Toronto.

Expressed in physical terms, the fundamental concept of the document
is:

to encourage decentralization of job opportunities and to decrease
dependency on the downtown within Metro. This would be realized
by creating a multi-centred urban structure having a system of
mixed-use centres linking jobs and housing by a public transit
system. Future development . . . . . would be concentrated to

the greatest extent possible in designated centres and along
transit routes while the character of existing residential
neighbourhoods would be preserved and protected. (Concept and

Objectives, Summary, p.2)

The Concept and Objectives report goes far beyond proposals for the
future physical form of lMetro Toronto. For example, one section of the report
attempts to define what Mctro's planning function should be, another discusses
the regional planning context including provincial regional development policy,

1. Metroplan is also the name aiven to the public participation phase of the
program. For an earlier BIR critique of this participation program, sce
Metroplan: Real or Rhetorical Participation (BMR Comment #147, 1974).
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while still other chapters propose policy directions for housing, open space and
human services. However, it is the concept of decentralization as the preferred
pattern of growth which provides the document's central thrust.

In this Comment we use the word “"Metroplan" interchangeably with the
term “decentralization”, as this is the primary concept put forward in the
document. However, to be precise, they are not synonymous. The document is a
statement of goals and it does not guarantee that Metro Council will interpret
Metroplan in a manner which supports the decentralization objectives. For in-
stance, the arterial roads policy in the document is vague and leaves room for
Metro Council to make decisions which c?uld actually reinforce the existing
centralizing pattern in Metro Toronto. '+ The key to the document is how 1t is
implemented. Until we know Metro's specific transportation, housing and other
planning policies, we should recognize that the connection between Metroplan
and decentralization as of now consists of expressed hopes. One could argue
further that certain housing statements in Metroplan which call for Metro's
neighbouring Regions (York and Durham) to supply dormitory housing to help
satisfy the larger Toronto market may conflict with the sub-centres objective.

If the workers 1iving in this housing #ere employed mostly in the core, this
would encourage the trend toward centralization.

This Comment addresses itself to the primary concept that the new
Plan should seek to create a multi-centred urban structure. Specifically, it

asks a2 direct and simple question: what are the prospects for making Metroplan
work?

The Role of "Centres"

The decentralization concept put forward in the report is an ambitious
one. The kind of decentralization being proposed is not the ad hoc dispersion
of offices and shopping which has already been taking place in Metro. Rather,
the key to its achievement is the creation of alternative "centres" to the down-
town; the downtown itself will still remain the central area of the Toronto
region. Even the planners admit that decentralization is at best a gamble.
But it is a gamble worth taking, they say, because of the potential benefits --
an enriched economic and social base for the suburbs, more opportunity for people
to live closer to their jobs, less congestion downtown and a more balanced
demand on the transit system, supported by two-way ridership.

The report proposes two "major centres" -- one on North Yonge at

Sheppard and the other at the Scarborough Town Centre. According to Concept
and Objectives,

thesc centres will [each] accommodate bétween 30,000 and 40,000 office/
retail jobs. Both locations are intended to bc more than just con-
centrations of commerical activity. For example, they will become
stronger focal points for government services, culture and entertain-
ment. They will offer many of the services now found only in the
Downtown. (Summary, p. 10

1. The document notes that a study of arterial roads is being done separately.
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In addition to these two major centres, the proposal envisages a
limited number of intermediate centres, such as St. Clair/Yonge and Islington/
Bloor.

At first glance this plan for two major centres -- in Scarborough
and on Morth Yonge -- scems commendable. The Metroplan document points out
that the Scarborough site fits in well with Scarborough's 0fficial Plan which
aims to create a business, cultural, social, recreaticnal and government centre
for the Borough; hence the proposed policies are consistent with local aspira-
tions. Dcvelopment for the North Yonge centre would occur in a "linear form"
along Yonge Street, north from Sheppard, thereby minimizing adverse impact on
adjacent residential areas. Observers of the urban scene know that there is
strong political pressure for development in both of these locations so that from
a political vantage point the choices seem suitable. I.  Newspaper reports and
editorials have been supportive, referring enthusiastically to the proposed sub-
centres as "new downtowns" which will both halt cengestion in Toronto's downtown
core and enhance urban lifestyle opportunities elsewhere in Metro.

Yet, a closer look reveals potential problems in realizing the pro-
posed urban structure. Because the decentralization concept hinges directly upon
the creation of the proposed major centres, it is essential that this feature of
the Metroplan report be carefully scrutinized. We need to be assured that the
Scarborough and North Yonge centres are in fact workable as envisaged.

Traditional Incentives for Development

The historical pattern of growth in Metro Toronto over the past fow
decades suggests that the formula for urban sub-centre development has been based
on three essential components: land, transportation and demand. Land had to be
available in the sense that it was zoned for development, or could be easily re-
zoned, and it had to be available in sufficient quantity to make large-scale
development cconomically feasible.

The transportation catalyst consisted typically of a subway station,
offering access via direct rapid transit route to downtown as well as to con-
venient surface feeder routes. If the site were located at the intersection of
two subways, the grwoth was dramatic, with Bloor/Yonge being the obvious example.
The sccond aspect of the transportation component was a good road pattern "0 con-
nect to the core and to service the emerging centre.

The demand component of development is more difficult to define.
Location theorists tell us that private sector investment decisions are influenced
by a variety of factors related to both the final cost of the project and its
marketability. Traditionally, when developers have shown interest in suburban
development, it has been because there were larger blocks of land, Tower land
costs and lower building costs (due partly to more open construction sites and
partly to the acceptability of outdoor as opposed to indoor parking). Just as

1. Horth York and Scarborough have both located their municipal buildings in
the proposed centres.
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important, or perhaps more important than the cost advantaces, however, has been
the confidence that there was a market available. Developers have ordinarily
not invested in an area if they expected their enterprise to and up as a lone
pioneerina effort.

Decentralization will denend larnely on whether existing downtown
firms, as they ecxpand, can be enticed to the suburbs. It is necessary to
recoanize that, recardless of land availability or transportation access,
dacisions to rolocate or not also reflect non-zconomic factors. For instance,
chief executives may be concerned about the travellina time to the new site
from their own residences, and from those of their employeces. Thoy may worry
that the move will result in a loss of managerial and professional workers as
well as a higher aeneral employece turnover. They may be reluctant to lose the
face to face contact and the immediate access to collecagues and professional
advisors which thay enjoy in the downtown core. And thev may not want to aive
up the many social and cultural amenities which make tho downtown a desirable
place to work (e.a. shoppino, restaurants, outdoor concerts).

These observations strike at the very heart of the decentralization
concept. They are not intended, however, to support the contention of some
developers that decentralization can't work., '* We are sympathotic to the
ooals of Metroplan to crecate a more balanced develonment pattern. Our remarks
should be reoarded as cautions that translatina the Metronlan Concept into a
reality will be a formidabTe challence and that the advantaces of the proposed
locations will have to be very evident to attract private develooment.

Notwithstandina thesc anualificaticns, the pattern of growth in
Metro Toronto since the 1950's makes it clear that available land and transit/
road accessibility to both the central arca and thc adjacent communitics
combinad with confidence as to mar5ct demand have been the major prercquisites
for devolopment outside the core. ©*

In licht of this traditional formula for ornwth outside of the
downtown how credible arc the proponsed centres?

Are the Pronosed Scarborouch and MNorth Yonae Centres Viable?

1) Turnina first to North Yonae, we can note certain advantages.
North Yonae is accessible hy both modes of transnortation. The Yonoe subway
connactino the nroposed centre directly to the downtown would offor ample

1. Some of these pnints will be raised by develener spokesmen in their challence
to the City of Toronto's new Nfficial Plan, now boing voiced at the Ontario
Municipal Bnard Hearinas.

2. There are a few notable cxceptions tn this pattern. One is Don Mills/
Eglinton which was not on a subway 1ine, thouah it was well served by
roadways. (These have since become badly comocsted.) Don Mills is unique,
howaver, in that 1t is closc to downtown, lies at the acoaraphical centre
of Metro and vas surrounded by built-up arcas.
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capacity for peonle travellina from the south, acainst the flow. (Admittedly,
our present system of plannine cannot cuarantee what the public transit demands
will be, the nature of the jobs to be offered or where the prospective employees
will Tive. Therefore we can't predict how much traffic will be south-to-north,
or vice versa. Rut tne theory is that the new jobs will draw employaoes from

all over.) In addition, Hiohwav 401, functionino as a twelve-lane crosstown
expressway, intersacts the subway line just south of tha MNorth Yonaoe location.
From a transit/road norspective, then, the potential for growth scems qood.

One vital oualification to this is the fact that North York 1ike most
suburbs is a car-nriented area. Thare is some oucstion whethor the linear nature
of the nroposed devalopment micht rosult in saricus road conacstion, in that the
Iocation lacks a full erid reoad pattorn. '+ This absonce of a comnleta orid
micht also limit the kind of centre that can be created, for it is 1 arid road
nattern which nermits the compact intearated develonment and hioher densitics
noeded for a nenuine sub-contre. MNarth York will have to be nrepared to mako
some difficull pnlitical decisions if the Concent for that area is to materialize.

As for the land component of arowth, the potential of North Yonge may
be inadeauate. Thore doesn't anpear to be sufficient 1and currently available
to crecate a major contre which will accormmdate some 40,000 office/retail jobs. 2,
There will nced to ba redavelopmant. And redevalopmont may provoke ratepaver
onnosition, leadino to the kind of ratapavers vs. devoloncrs battles which
dominated City nolitics in recent yoars. Bearino in mind that citizen resistance
in the City did succeod in limitino the arrwth of sa-called “intormoediate
contras"J+, we should recranize that deperdonce on the rodovelopment process
to nrovide the 1and may ultimately thwart the Metroplan Concept. It is worth
racallina that a plannine study was done for the Boreuah of North York by Murray
Jenas and John Parkin in tha 1260's which nroposed a major davelopment scheme for
tha Morth Yonae aroa basod on the intearation of land use and subway stations.
(The extansinn of the Yonoe subway to Shoppard and the anticipated pressuras
ind opportunities for orowth led to tha studv.) Howover, this schome, as an
overall 25-yoar nl»n, was rojoctod then due to ratepayor nnonsiticn.

With rosnect tn demand, there is cvidence of interest in development
in the Yonoe-Shennard area, Existina devolonmant and activity at this location
could provide the basis for at 1oast a minor sub-contro.

2) Lonkino at the Scarborouch Town Contre, we can soe that it has
excellont road connactions tn tho Westarn half of otro as 1t is served hy
Hiohway 401; the downtown route via the Don Valley Parkway 1s connestod, however.
And the pronnsad ranid transit connection to/from downtown raises several
difficulties.

1. On the west sida, the spacino of the major narth/south arterial roads is
wider than elsevhore and the cross-streot network is obstructod by a cometary
and parks.

2. Compare with the Yonoo/St. Clair sub-centre which currently provides 11,000
jobs, and Enlintnn/Yonoe which provides 19,000 jobs.

3. Examples are Yonoo/St. Clair and Yonoe/Ealinton which are probably approach-
ina their arowth 1imits due to rateopayer opnnsition. Anothor example 1s the
inability nf develaners to exploit the air rights ovar the subway tracks at
Davisville.
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Because the success of the Scarborouch Centre is predicated upon the
extension of Metro's ranid transit svstem to the north-east, it is worth looking
at this component nf the Metroplan proposal in some detail. The Metroplan
document recommends the casterly oxtension of the subway from St. Clair/Warden
to Ealinton/Kennedy and the Scarborouch intermediate capacity transit (ICT) line
from the subway to the Town Centre as the projects with the "hichest priority”.
The first of those projects has in fact been passed by Metro Council, though its
construction start has beon delayed. The ICT line has not yet received final
TTC approval; this is expected in 1977. The system beino considered for this
line is 1ioht rail transit (LRT) which would use streectcars operating on a
scparate richt-of-way. Even if it is built -- and increasing doubts about the
vonture due to its high cost are being voiced -- the transit line may be
inadeovate as 2 stimulus for arowth. For instance, some transportation
authoritics are convinced that the number of riders tends to drop sharply with
any second transfer noint. In this case passengers would nced to make two
chances when travellina botween the pronosad Scarborough centre and the downtown
core (at Ealinton/¥ennedy and at Bloor/Yonan)., Thus this rapid transit line
might not nrovide the efficient 1ink to the major centre of activity which
planners aaree is needed for a sub-centre to develop.

Even more fundamental is the auestion whethar the extansion of rapid
transit to the Scarborounh Town Centrec will have a decentralizine or a contra-
lizina effect. Some planners insist that such a transit service will accelerate
the rate at which private developers will invest in the Centre. Other
| individuals have questioned t?is, arguina that the line could equally serve a
| system focussed on the core. '

i
:
|

It 1s also possible that the ICT 1ine will never be built. Hhen Metro
Council cancclled the Scarborough Expressway in 1974, on the advice of Richard
Soherman's remnrt on tha Exoressway, a clear political oblication to provide a
rapid transit service in Scarborouach was crecated. 2. Yet cortain politicians
are now arauino that the fiscal conscouences of such an investment will be
disastrous. The cost of construction itself will he cnormous -- a total of $152
million for tho subway extonsion (at $80 million) 9+ and the ICT line (at $72
million).

Moreover, once built, the line will have to be centinually subsidized,
abnve and beynnd debt renmayment. Alderman Jehn Sewell has calculated that the
total deficit per rider on the LRT 1ino will be 83,30 to cover operating costs
alone.”* (The province would pay rouchly 14% of that). This fioure does not
include debt scrvicino cnsts and is based nn the TTC's nvm 197G budget forecast
and nrojected ridership fiaures. One could use a different formula which would
produce a areatly reduced subsidy fiaure. Sewell's formula assions all of the
nprojected LRT nneratina costs to the 600,000 axpected new riders, riders who
would not othorwise use the transit 1ine at all. In our view, this is valid.

1. See Alderman John Sewell, "Mew Dnwntowns At Mo Cost to Taxpayers?" Globe
and "ail (Dec. 21, 1976).

MITPR #47. Scarbornuch Expressway -- A Planning Revigw.

The need for this subway oxtonsion was questinned in a backaround report
of the Metro Toronto Transportation Plan Reviow.

4. Press release from Alderman John Sewell, November 25, 1976.
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However, if one calculated the omeratina loss ner passenaer on the basis of the
total ridershin of the LRT 1ine, this fioure would obviously be much less.
Furthermore, it is not clear whether the T7C's estimate of the LRT's annual
operatina deficit as $2,000,000 takes account of savinas which will result

from reduction in necak period service on thosa bus lines which parallel the

LRT route. Sewell argues that buildino the ICT 1ine will not be enouch of

an incentive to nrivate developers to make the Town Caentre a reality, and further
suggests. that the demand can be met much more cheaply, by express huses operating
from the Eglinton-Kennady terminal for example. The ICT lire would approach

the centre from one direction only; an extensive network of surface routes

would still be nccessary to comnlement it. If Mayor David Crombic has correctly
cauont the political mood in Metro in labelline 1977 "the year of the pencil” 1.
to symbolize restraint, we can expect the Scarboreugh ICT line to face an uphill
struaale for approval.

With respaoct to tne site, Concent and Objectives obscrves that "the
laroc amount of available land at Scarborough Town Cantro presents an opportunity
for innovative plannino and develooment". In our view, this 1s questionable for
two rcasons. First, the site itseif is on the porimeter of th: built-up arca of
Scarborouch as it stands now. From a developer's point of view this mecans that
the market there is not arcat and while this may chanaoe in the future, at present
this may deter development. Second, the prescnt physical confiauration of
Scarborcuch Town Centre is that of a suburban shoppina centre aimost surrounded
by huge parkina Tots, and with an attractive civie contre at one edae. Can this
area really be turned into "a boomina mini-downtown with offica towers, thecatres,
shops, apartments and nerhans even a major hotel® as the Torpnto Star ontimis-
tically nredicts? 2. The nrosent arranacmcnt apncars to égﬁg ict with this
vision and the picture that comes to mind instead is closer to the car-dominated
Souare One development (Mississauoa) than a Yonoe/Bloor sub-core. If the ICT
Tine is built, it is difficult to conceive of how the stations will be located
in the Town Centre in such a way as to stimulate the tyre of doveloppent with
the character and amenitics imnlied by the "mini-downtown" concept. ¥* When wo
rccall the non-aconomic factors which mako developers reluctant to build in the
suburbs, the nznative features of the sprawling low-density Scarborouah Town
Centre environment seem all the more prominent. It appears to us that attracting
sufficient investment in this arca to transform it into 2 "major contre” as
envisaged will be very difficult.

1. Inaucural speech to City Countil, January 1977,

2. "A bid to make Scarborouch bloom", Toronto Star (January 3, 1977).

3. A report by Raymond Moriyama shows how the Scarboroush Town Centre might
be optimally developed ints a real urban centre with a high deorec of
density and diversity., But Scarborough olanners admit that implementing
such a concept ''ould be very costly and would take many, many years, if it
could be done at all.
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Decentralization: An Expensive Gambls

Toronto's downtown has taken over a hundred ycars to evolve. While
this might scem too obvious a pnint to mention, wo need to remember that any
effort to create a now core faces the problem of time. Timc may work against
the aoal. It mav, for instance, prove that arowth expectations of an additional
600,000 in population in Metro by 2001 arc unrealistic. Since the Metroplan
backoround studies were completed, there have becen changes in the trends -- drops
in immioration and family sizes, chanaes in the confidence and oxpectations of
paonle and an upsurac of economic and population arowth in western Canada --
which indicata that the Metronlan projections may already be out of date. Will
there be enough arowth to create two "major centres”" as nropaosed? And to create

major Negional centres in each of the adjacent neaions as well? Time may also

work acainst the aooal in that the City of Toronto is already overdeyeloped,
with several years over-supply of retail and office space on hand. '*

Thus there is oood reason to doubt the feasibility of decentralization.
Nevertheless, we aaree with those planners and politicians who believe we should
try. This effort to decentralize arowth sccks to chance the present pattern of
wasteful low-density sprawl and automobile-dependent suburban development.

Conclusion: The Challenge of Implementation

This brief look at the urban structurc proposals of Concept and
NDhicctives points to a number of major obstaclos that must be overcome in order
to make Metroplan work:

* Therc may not be cnouch new arowth in the next twonty-five years
to support two major contres, tosether with major Reaiomal contres, as described.

* The transit scheme upon which the Concept is based will 1ikely
produce on-going deficits (i.e. the {RT); and it may not even be effective
in stimulating dovelopment in Scarborouch.

* The present physical arranaecment of the Scarborough Town Centre
is not conducive to the creation of a true "mini-downtown", which danends
instead on much hiahcr densities and compact, hiaghly inteqrated development.

* The creation of a mini-dovntown at Morth Yonoe will depend upon
the willinoness of the people of Morth York to allow intensive and well-
intcgrated redevelopment. North York Council will have to rezone the land

1. As the City of Toronto Plannina Board points out in its response to the
Metronlan document (Sept. 1976, p.114), Metro planncrs may have over-
ostimated the pressure for orowth outside the cora by failing to adequately
take account of the laroe amounts of office floor space already commi tted
and under construction in the downtown of Toronto.

According to a survey, nuhlished in A.E. LePage's Annual Report (1976), there
ware almost 5 million sauare feot of vacant office space for Metro Toronto in
1275, which ropresented 9.5% of the total supnly -- an all-time high.
1,300,000 sauare feet of this surplus were in the suburban area. Several
?1111on more sauare feet of office space are schodulad for completion by
980.
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