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Abstract 

Green spaces are central to Toronto’s dominant urban imaginary, leading urban planning to 

privilege regulated and aesthetic landscapes over the informal social practices through which 

marginalized communities produce space. This paper explores these tensions through the case of 

Jane and Finch, one of Toronto's modernist neighbourhoods. It does so by tracing the historical 

evolution of green space planning in a review of literature, analyzing contemporary planning 

documents, and examining the spatial transformation of green space amenities between 1956–

2024. The findings highlight a persistent mismatch between Toronto's dominant planning 

imaginary and the lived social landscapes of Jane and Finch. While city-wide planning 

documents characterize modernist green spaces as ahistorical landscapes requiring animation and 

redevelopment, the evolution of local amenities demonstrates that green spaces are embedded in 

broader planning histories, and may function as sites of everyday informality and care. Beyond 

challenging dominant representations of modernist green spaces rooted in disinvestment and 

stigmatization, this paper outlines an alternative perspective that advocates for community self -

determination in urban planning. 

The mapping project that accompanies this paper can be found here: 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/22f97262ce7a49118d102f782dff0b64 

 

Key terms: Urban green space; Spatial justice; Public participation; Urban imaginary; Racial 

Capitalism 
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Foreword 

This paper represents the culmination of my Master of Environmental Studies degree in the 

Planning stream at York University, including the lessons learned across coursework and 

professional experiences, also exemplifying the competencies required for Cand idate 

Membership with the Ontario Professional Planners Institute and the Canadian Institute of 

Planners. My area of concentration is “Planning Housing for Community Empowerment” with 

the goal of understanding the challenges and potential for equity from increased public 

participation in the urban planning of one’s home. I became interested in this topic due to a string 

of private development proposals in my community, Jane and Finch. I felt green spaces were 

being represented as detached from community life. Thus, I was inspired to conduct research that 

examines how green spaces have been imagined over time, permitting various actions to be 

carried out or excluded. My paper combines a literature review, a review of policy documents, 

and GIS analysis to explore the marginalizing effect of the dominant urban imaginary through 

green spaces today. The paper contributes to learning objectives in all three major components in 

my Plan of Study: Housing, Racial Equity in Planning, and Public Participation in Planning.  

Through historical GIS analysis using ArcGIS Pro, I developed practical skills which 

allowed me to visually demonstrate change in green space assets (Learning Objective 3.2. To 

develop applied skills in community engagement, including communication tools, digital and in-

person presentation strategies, and conflict navigation.). My investigation of the literature 

expanded my understanding of how urban plans have led to inequitable cityscapes and continues 

to use space to displace and dispossess marginalized communities (Learning Objective 1.1. To 

understand the impacts of planning policy and development processes on housing. & Learning 

Objective 2.1. To understand how racial inequity is produced along is heteropatriarchal, colonial, 

and racialized lines in planning contexts.). Finally, by critically examining how planning 

documents imagine public use, participation, and self-determination within green spaces, this 

research deepened my understanding of the role of planning policy in empowering or 

constraining community agency (Objective 3.1. To gain knowledge of concepts and frameworks 

for transforming public participation in planning into equitable, empowering, and community-

driven processes.). As I continue my professional and academic careers, the knowledge and skills 

gained through this project will support my practice of community-oriented planning.
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1. Introduction 

As Toronto’s modernist neighbourhoods undergo revitalization, their informal and 

underregulated green spaces are at risk of transforming into commodified, surveilled, and 

exclusionary landscapes. Modernist green spaces, after decades of disinvestment, are now facing 

speculative activity which accelerates infill development (Valzania, 2022; Zalar & Pries, 2022). 

This kind of development occurs due to widespread “imaginaries” which are collective 

understandings of what a space is or ought to be (Davoudi, 2018). Through dominant urban 

imaginaries that privilege elite, white sensibilities, urban planners have shifted the definition of 

“valuable” green space to accommodate neoliberal priorities like privatization, private-public 

partnerships, and deregulation (Brahinsky et al., 2014; Brenner & Theodore, 2005). As a result, 

urban planning suppresses the informal and emergent uses of green space that support 

disadvantaged communities. By overlooking these everyday practices, planning forecloses 

alternative futures rooted in community wellbeing and relational social spaces.  

I first encountered the tensions between the dominant urban imaginaries and community 

counter-imaginaries in the green spaces surrounding my lifelong home, where recreation was a 

cornerstone for community. I live in Jane and Finch, one of many modernist neighbourhoods 

created in Toronto between 1960 and 1980. Outside my home, in the middle of a 50-metre by 

150-metre field of grass, a line of broken concrete stepping stones leads to nowhere. The grass 

curls in, through, and around them. They are so overgrown that they are easy to miss. A light 

post similarly stands, decommissioned, like a ghost watching over the field. They outline a trace 

of what once was, and function as the sole evidence to my increasingly distant memories of 

community in this semi-public space. When I was in the early years of primary school, my father 

would take me to the pool here, armed with floaties and goggles. I enjoyed running my little 

fingers along the pool’s edge, playing with paint as it chips off from the concrete. The water was 

freezing, it would take hours for the sun to penetrate, but other families and teens would bear it 

nonetheless. On especially hot summer days, there would be a lineup to enter. The trees beside 

were a welcome sanctuary, often scattered with canvas camping chairs that held spare pool 

supplies. It was customary to invite friends from outside the block to come enjoy the space, 

albeit discreetly to avoid discipline from the apartment staff. The pool was demolished in 2017, 

representing a major loss to a community that largely could not afford private amenities and 
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already faced overloaded community centres. In the following decade, a development proposal 

refashioned the history of the space. The proposal, one of many across Jane and Finch, 

mythologized an emptiness and underutilization to the green space through a series of planning 

documents. There was never a pool here, nor families relaxing, nor children playing, in fact, 

there was never any semblance of the community in this green space. Although the public 

liveliness that once underpinned the pool has become more insular to tenants and their existing 

relationships, the liveliness of the apartment building did not dwindle. Teenagers still put up 

basketball nets, leaving litter in their wake. Young people still sit in the parking lot, with bass-y 

music blaring from their car speakers. Children still play soccer, build snowmen, or throw paper 

planes depending on the season. Families still barbecue in the grassy field outside. In fact, 

gatherings under the trees have only grown more intricate with seating arrangements, canopies, 

and bouncy castles powered by extension cords slinking into the sidedoor. Although these 

actions are only temporary, they reimagine the empty green space as a shared, negotiated 

territory that flexibly serves the needs of local tenants and neighbours. The disappearance of the 

pool did not erase the community that had formed around it, but has revealed a disconnect 

between how residents inhabit the space and how planning imagines it.   

This paper argues that the diverging views of green spaces illustrated above reflects a 

broader urban imaginary which fails to recognize non-privatized uses of land. The expansive 

green spaces and amenities of modernist neighbourhoods provide recreational space for 

racialized, lower-income residents to engage in hyper-local spatial practices like BBQs and 

sports matches. The existing practices, histories, and meanings embedded within these green 

spaces support local social reproduction (Binet et al., 2023). But as formal amenities disappear, 

the social value of these landscapes is rendered invisible, allowing them to be represented as 

underutilized and therefore suitable for redevelopment (Zalar & Pries, 2022). This paper 

examines the perceived role and function of green spaces in the dominant urban imaginary, 

offering insights which encourage future academic research and policy development to better 

appreciate community counter-imaginaries. Therefore, using the community of Jane and Finch as 

a case study, this paper questions: 

1. How are green spaces represented in City of Toronto planning documents? How 

are green spaces represented in Jane and Finch planning documents? 
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2. What kinds of greenspace amenities have been available in Jane and Finch over 

time? 

The paper is structured as follows. In Part One, I develop a framework for understanding green 

space perceptions, drawing on spatial imaginaries with particular attention to George Lipsitz’s 

(2011) white spatial imaginary, then follow with a description of my research methodology. As 

green spaces symbolize different imaginaries according to transforming interpretations of nature, 

Part Two of this paper reviews literature on the relationship between cities and green spaces. The 

discourse is synthesized through a chronological history that concludes at the modern day, 

helping to trace power relations as they produce particular environments. Part Three provides an 

overview of the case study context. Part Four applies document analysis to City of Toronto 

planning documents to examine how green spaces are represented. Part Five outlines the study’s 

spatial-temporal GIS analysis of green spaces and opportunities for recreation in Jane and Finch. 

Using a series of aerial images, I developed an original dataset to model changes in green space 

amenities. Aerial imagery was analyzed at approximate four-year intervals to identify where 

amenities appeared, disappeared, or remained unchanged. This spatial-temporal data model 

enables the analysis of both spatial and temporal relationships, including how amenities are 

distributed and how ownership structures impact (in)access over time. This project draws on 

policy documents to discuss the purpose of green space in Toronto’s dominant planning 

imaginary, while conducting a GIS analysis of historical green spaces in Jane and Finch, which 

together connect discourse to material change. 

1.1. Theoretical Framework 

Imaginaries can be uncovered and studied through the analysis of texts and images, and can be a 

means to understanding the spaces in which we live and our interactions within them (Graburn & 

Gravari-Barbas, 2011 as cited in Derrien & Stokowski, 2020). Imaginaries are increasingly being 

used as a lens to engage with the topics of place, culture, and infrastructure to explain how 

social, political, and cultural dynamics are negotiated, reproduced, and contested over time (see 

examples: Gillian, 2026; Bierema & Ruggi, 2025; Fike et al., 2025; Bonakdar & Audirac, 2021; 

Kazansky & Milan, 2021; Derrien & Stokowski, 2020). Imaginaries in the context of this paper 

are a theoretical frame of analysis to reveal how planning discourses construct green spaces that 

marginalize the everyday spatial practices of disadvantaged communities. 
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1.1.1. Spatial Imaginaries in Urban Planning 

Simin Davoudi defines spatial imaginaries as collective understandings of what space is or ought 

to be, influencing social and political beliefs (Davoudi, 2018). Spatial imaginaries are sustained 

through an assemblage of shared stories, images, memories, and practices. Together, these create 

a network of symbols that permeate everyday life and provide “a sense of how one place differs 

from another, how different places fit together, how to navigate through space and what to 

expect from the spatiality of our everyday lives” (Davoudi, 2018, definition section). This 

imagined narrative confers “relevance, significance, and meaning” upon particular bodies and 

practices while marginalizing others (Bierema & Ruggi, 2025, p. 331).  

Urban planning provides spatial imaginaries the institutional power to encode a symbolic 

sense of order into the material environment (Davoudi, 2018). Dominant imaginaries stigmatize 

places and practices through spatial categories such as “core” and “periphery” or by presenting 

idealized models such as the global city as objectively desirable (Davoudi, 2018; Young & Keil, 

2014). Through maps, policies, and city plans that envision the future, urban planning frequently 

legitimizes the neoliberal, pro-growth imaginaries of today’s urban elite (Davoudi, 2018; Larson, 

2018). Thus urban imaginaries restructure space by directing planning decisions, urban design, 

and patterns of investment to reproduce social hierarchies across landscapes over time (Davoudi, 

2018). 

1.1.2. Spatializing Hierarchies 

The power ascribed to imaginaries lies in their capacity to spatialize and reproduce racial 

capitalism over time. George Lipsitz (2011) uses the term “white spatial imaginary” to describe 

the naturalized organization of space around colonial and capitalist norms that reinforce racial 

segregation. Since the early subjugation of foreigners and their lands, race has been materially 

and discursively constructed to consolidate power into the hands of white, elite regimes through 

the uneven production and accumulation of exchange-value (Robinson, 2020; Brahinsky et al., 

2014). The racialized spatial logic is inscribed in subsequent property dynamics that discreetly 

code space as white or non-white, assigning greater social, economic, and symbolic value to 

whiteness (Rucks-Ahidiana et al., 2025; Lipsitz, 2011). As a result, racialized neighbourhoods 

are viewed as less valuable and less desirable, leading to their disinvestment in capitalist markets 

(Rucks-Ahidiana et al., 2025). Property ownership, zoning decisions, and urban renewal all 

legitimize discrimination as a social principle, but appear depoliticized both ideologically and 
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legally (Goetz et al., 2020; Brahinsky et al., 2014). Although all white people benefit 

disproportionately from the white spatial imaginary, Lipsitz (2011) argues that non-white people 

can also participate in and reinforce white spatial logics. Multiple scholars also characterize the 

white spatial imaginary as necessarily capitalist, framing it as an ideological face of 

neoliberalism, or equating “white space” with “capitalist space” (Randall, 2024; Lipman, 2018). 

The white spatial imaginary resolutely employs capitalist logics to create white, homogenized 

spaces that reproduce broader landscapes of exclusion, leading marginalized communities to lack 

control over space (Goetz et al., 2020; Lipsitz, 2011).  

1.1.3. Counter-Imaginaries 

The influence of the white spatial imaginary is not totalizing. It is continually negotiated, 

resisted, and reworked through everyday spatial practices (Ingold, 2021; Lipsitz, 2011). Ruha 

Benjamin (2024) views imaginaries as projections of desirable futures, whereas radical 

imagination inspires “us to push beyond the constraints of what we think, and are told, is 

politically possible”. (chapter 1, par. 39). Rather than demanding inclusion into the existing 

hostile exclusions of the white/urban imaginary, marginalized communities create agency by 

creating homeplaces (hooks, 1990/2014). The homeplace allows marginalized agents to act as 

subjects by turning space into sites of refuge, resistance, and wholeness. Naelyn Pike, a 

Chiracahua Apache woman, describes the Oak Flat desert as such: 

Oak Flat is my home, it is where I come from as a young girl…Going there and praying 

to see the land, you see the life that it gives. But to corporations, they see it as nothing…I 

am proud to be Indigenous and I will continue to fight for Oak Flat. Oak Flat is a place of 

sacredness. It is a place of life. It’s a place of who I am and our identity as Apache 

people. Who are we without Oak Flat? Who are we without these sacred places? (Naelyn 

Pike in Shirley, 2017, p. 1) 

Lipsitz (2011) argues that these spaces are shaped by use and necessity rather than abstract urban 

planning ideals, making space for agency and imagination. These situated material contexts lead 

marginalized communities to envision new social realities (Pulido & De Lara, 2018). Robin D.G. 

Kelley (2002) demonstrates how Black communities have imagined equality through utopian 

separatist nations, autonomy, and spiritual homelands that challenge dominant understandings of 

the public good (Brahinsky et al., 2014; Lipsitz, 2011). These everyday practices form what 

Lipsitz (2011) describes as a Black spatial imaginary, one that prioritizes public investment, 
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shared resources, and collective wellbeing over private accumulation. Although the cultural and 

artistic expressions of counter-imaginaries remain vulnerable to co-optation, they reveal 

alternative ways of inhabiting urban space that provide the initializing step to recognizing and 

mobilizing against hostile spatial logics (Bierema & Ruggi, 2025; Lipman, 2018). Spatial 

counter-imaginaries can then inform more democratic planning approaches through practices that 

prioritize dialogue, creativity, and collective imagination (Davoudi, 2018). 

1.2. Methodology 

This research study intends to generate an in-depth understanding of competing green space 

imaginaries as situated in Jane and Finch. The case study location, Jane and Finch, is situated in 

the north-west part of Toronto (see section 3: Case Context). The study relies on publicly 

available data on the interpretation of green spaces while remaining cognizant of the broader 

historical context (Priya, 2021; Chowdhury & Shil, 2021). The qualitative research approach 

allows me to grasp subjective meanings as purported in non-numerical data. I pursued the case 

study approach on account of the singularity of the case, Jane and Finch, as a community with a 

unique sociocultural history related to its urban form (Coombs, 2022; Priya, 2021; Starman, 

2013). The case study approach allowed me to conduct an in-depth inquiry using an interpretive 

and flexible analytical framework. This enabled my interpretation of multiple sources of 

evidence including contemporary policy documents and historical GIS analysis through the lens 

of spatial imaginaries, while remaining in context to my neighbourhood of focus (Mills et al., 

2010).  

In constructing the research design and data analysis, the study relied on the theoretical 

frameworks of racial capitalism and urban imaginaries to make sense of power and inequality in 

green spaces, particularly as situated within the visibly-racialized community of Jane and Finch 

(George & Bennett, 2005). My approach recognizes the inherent variability in attempting to 

identify “imaginaries” where actors may interpret social reality differently. My case study 

approach is necessarily descriptive, as opposed to explanatory or exploratory, in documenting the 

assemblage of ideas which contribute to the dominant urban imaginary of green spaces (Priya, 

2021). This approach also raises the significant influence of my personal positionality, as the 

decision to locate this study in Jane and Finch stems from my personal ties to the neighbourhood 

and interest in the encroachment of green space by infill development (Chowdhury & Shil, 
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2021). Remaining cognizant of these influences, it remains true that “the successful identification 

of themes is critical to producing effective descriptions in case study research” (Coombs, 2022). 

1.2.1. Research Design 

The case study method requires holistic analyses; as such, this research study employs a mixed -

methods approach which combines qualitative and quantitative information (Mills et al., 2010). 

The frame of the study involves visible green space uses and prescribed green space uses 

concentrated in Jane and Finch. I used two main research methods: 

1. GIS Analysis 

2. Policy Document Analysis 

The analysis is preceded by a literature review which investigates the perceived role of green 

spaces in urban planning, as guided by my theoretical frameworks. The methods are anchored in 

several site visits to green space amenity sites in Jane and Finch. By understanding the 

circumstances of the sites in-person, I observed evidence of use and disuse. Through casual 

observations and field notes distinguishing sites of varying physical quality, I became personally 

drawn to the social dynamics of green spaces and their potential to positively encourage informal 

uses of space. Photographs of amenity sites are attached to the GIS project.  

1.2.2. Methods 

Document Analysis 

My document analysis included seven urban planning documents by the City of Toronto which 

impact the Jane and Finch neighbourhood. 

i. Official Plan 

ii. Tall Building Design Guidelines 

iii. Mid-Rise Design Guidelines 

iv. Townhouse and Low-Rise Apartment Guidelines 

v. Parkland Strategy 

vi. Jane Finch Secondary Plan 

vii. Jane Finch Urban Design Guidelines 

I familiarized myself with each document to understand its overarching goal and the objectives 

contained as they relate to green spaces. The documents were then inductively coded to identify 

initial themes, compared on a separate document for cross-analysis retaining relevant material, 
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and once more critically evaluated with key themes in mind (Mishra & Dey, 2022; Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). After getting an impression of broader emerging patterns across documents, I 

organized quotes from my source material and began to write my reading of the texts based on 

recurring themes. The report of my document analysis is deeply rooted in my personal, reflexive 

process and the theoretical frameworks which underpin my study (Ahmed et al., 2025).  

GIS Analysis 

 While the literature review and document analysis in this research study provide 

conceptual interpretations of green spaces and nature, the spatial-temporal GIS analysis 

recognizes that the characteristics of the physical environment has directly impacted Jane and 

Finch’s history to date. The research of humanistic questions using GIS software allows for the 

creation of multi-layered “deep maps” which provide temporal readings of cartographic data 

alongside curated variables (Earley-Spadoni, 2017). Longitudinal studies through historical GIS 

have become common practice, with the potential to highlight the historiography of concepts 

(see Westerveld & Knowles, 2021; Gregory & Geddes, 2014; Fortin & Bonnell, 2013; Knowles, 

2005). The spatial and temporal analysis of green space amenities in Jane and Finch establishes 

visible, geographic evidence of local conditions over time.  

Drawing on my case study approach, I used ArcGIS Pro to document both spatial and 

temporal relationships through visibly changing green space amenities in Jane and Finch (DeBats 

& Gregory, 2011). The aerial imagery dataset spans the common boundaries of Jane and Finch 

from Highway 400 on the west to the Black Creek on the east, and Steeles Avenue West on the 

north to Sheppard Avenue West on the south (see Figure 1). This is not intended to reinforce the 

arbitrary boundaries encircling Jane and Finch, as community members differently experience 

the length of their neighbourhood. Rather, this provided a personal container for my work, so as 

to not overextend the study while learning a new technology. 



9 

 

Figure 1. Satellite image of Jane and Finch with project boundaries.  

Note. Project boundaries are indicated by the yellow border. 

Until the 1960s, Jane and Finch was a predominantly rural community characterized by 

farmlands and forests. Using a combination of publicly-available photomaps (–1990) and 

orthophotos (1990s–), I produced an ArcGIS Pro project that contains 22 aerial images from 

1956–2024 across approximate four-year intervals (1956, 1960, 1964, 1968, 1971, 1973, 1976, 

1978, 1980, 1985, 1989, 1992, 1997, 1999, 2002, 2005, 2009, 2012, 2016, 2020, 2024) capturing 

the neighbourhood from pre-development to its most recently available aerial image. The 

photomaps and orthophotos were sourced from: 

I. Geoscholar portal 

II. York University Maps Library  

III. City of Toronto Open Data WMTS servers 

IV. City of Toronto Aerial Photographs 

In creating the project, I let the photo images take the lead, discovering naturally what amenities 

were available on green spaces while drawing from my familiarity with Jane and Finch’s 
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landscape. By examining details on each aerial image, I created 186 point features (see Figure 2) 

which highlight where green space amenities appeared, disappeared, or remained unchanged. 

The point features contain data that specifies creation dates, amenity types, major renovations, 

demolition, image attachments, and property classification (private, public, or school property). 

The public and school property types are differentiated due to differences of access in using 

these amenities. Feature point datasets were then parsed through ArcGIS Pro and Google Sheets, 

using both programs’ native graphing functions.  

Prior to this project, I had experience interpreting aerial photography through preliminary 

experiments that involved overlaying historical photo images and producing GIFs of urban 

transformation through Adobe Photoshop. These exercises developed my ability to identify 

changes in landscape features, including the modification of buildings, roads, and other urban 

structures over time. Where features such as tree canopies and powerlines were difficult to 

distinguish, variations in shadows across images provided additional visual indicators. The use of 

ArcGIS Pro introduced a more rigorous methodology. The land area of Jane and Finch required 

multiple separate aerial photos to be cropped at the edges, stitched together, and georeferenced to 

real-world spatial coordinates. I repeated this process across each year included in the dataset 

and incorporated the 1985 orthophotomosaic from School of Cities’ Historical Aerial Imagery 

Toronto, who graciously shared the resource with me, thereby reducing my workload. 

After completing the aerial images for each year, I established the foundations for 

investigating outdoor amenities. I scanned the neighbourhood section-by-section, recording 

when amenities appeared, disappeared, or underwent significant modifications. During this 

process, I realized that certain amenities, particularly playground and sports amenities, were not 

necessarily demolished but instead renovated, relocated slightly, or modified over time. 

Therefore, I recorded renovation dates as a separate attribute from creation and demolition dates. 

Renovations were identified through visible changes between aerial images, including shifts in 

an amenity’s spatial demarcations or clear alterations to its layout. Although some images were 

lower resolution or affected by shadows, sudden changes in contrast or form between successive 

aerial images provided evidence that a significant modification had occurred. Smaller, individual 

amenities such as benches, BBQs, and water fountains are excluded due to poor photo image 

resolution. This approach prioritized observable physical changes while avoiding speculation 

about less visible forms of maintenance or deterioration. 
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I did not attempt to measure deteriorating maintenance despite evident losses in certain 

amenity features, such as missing playground elements, as these conditions cannot be 

consistently verified through aerial imagery. For example, a pool may appear unchanged while 

experiencing significant differences in upkeep that are not detectable from above. Instead, I 

focused on observable investments and modifications, such as playground replacements and 

court resurfacing. This approach allowed the analysis to document clear evidence of investment 

and disinvestment without making unsupported assumptions about amenity conditions. 

Through the scanning process, I became familiar with the diversity of amenities present 

across Jane and Finch and developed a consistent categorization framework. Early on, I decided 

to broadly classify sports amenities (i.e. tennis, basketball, bocci, baseball, and soccer facilities) 

due to their often-multifunctional nature. This decision does not suggest that the difference in 

sport types is not impactful, as particular facilities may hold cultural significance for community 

members (e.g. cricket as a popular sport among Guyanese residents). Different amenity types 

facilitate different forms of interaction, as spaces designed for organized sports, children’s play, 

or collective gathering support distinct social practices. The categorization process also required 

adapting to emerging forms of amenity types, such as the recent proliferation of seating areas 

around schoolyards. After considering their function and context, I differentiated outdoor 

classrooms from general collective seating areas, the latter referring to informal gathering spaces 

commonly located near apartment buildings. The amenities identified in this analysis represent 

different potential sites of collective encounter rather than measurements of particular activity.  

I initially intended to classify property ownership using parcel boundaries; however, 

limitations in data availability and spatial processing requirements made this approach 

impractical. Instead, I manually classified amenities using their surrounding context as hints (i.e. 

adjacent to apartment buildings, schools, community centres, or open green space). The “private” 

classification therefore refers to amenities located on residential properties, excluding single-

family homes, and does not distinguish between rental, condominium, or social housing tenure. I 

expanded my property classifications to differentiate “public” from “school” due to the 

additional barriers to accessing an amenity on school grounds. 
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Figure 2. Satellite image of Jane and Finch demonstrating Outdoor Amenities 1956–2024. 

Note. Multi-colour point features correlate to presence of outdoor amenities between 1956–2024. 

The decision to complete a spatial-temporal analysis also responds to the limited public 

accessibility of historical amenity data, which is often fragmented across institutional archives, 

paywalled platforms, or specialized datasets. By compiling this information into an accessible 

archive, this project can lead to interactive learning experiences and empower community 

members to engage with the data personally (Bedair et al., 2022). However, in the process of 

publicly publishing the ArcGIS project, I have encountered cloud storage errors and 

compatibility issues regarding spatial references and projected coordinate systems. Therefore, 

certain maps may be missing from the years listed, but the data features are still present. 

Especially because the public availability of this ArcGIS project cannot be secured indefinitely, I 

encourage anyone interested to contact me directly regarding this project. 
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2. Literature Review 

Urban green spaces exist across a diversity of forms, uses, and ownership structures. Some 

examples include parks, forests, gardens and lawns, while others are more passive such as green 

roofs, landscaped medians, and street trees. This literature review follows the lead of Meredith 

Whitten in using Clark’s interpretation of green spaces as “large and small (sometimes very 

small) areas of urban open space, normally with vegetation, which are not built up or constructed 

over, which can be privately or publicly owned, and which have different and changing purposes 

and perceptions over time" (Clark, 2016, in Whitten, 2025, p. 247). The classifications and 

purposes of green space types evolved out of a longer planning history. When viewed in their 

historical conditions, modern green spaces are implicated in the historic white spatial imaginary 

that to date controls and orders urban environments to the detriment of women, people of colour, 

Indigenous peoples, immigrants, and the non-West (Whitten, 2025).  

The inextricable role of race in the imagining of green spaces shapes the urban form and 

its accessibility. As Brahinsky et al. (2014) argue, nature and race are mutually constituting 

concepts. Nature is typically defined as the physical world as it exists independently of humans, 

yet race “provides a critical medium through which ideas of nature operate” (Moore et al., 2003, 

p. 3). In constructing “natural” spaces as pristine and urban environments as polluted, 

imaginaries implicitly position white bodies as belonging in nature while marking racialized 

bodies out of place (Brahinsky et al., 2014). These racialized discourses have materialized in the 

physical configurations and encouraged behaviours of green spaces, and sustained through 

inclusionary strategies (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2013). Consequently, green space planning justifies 

unequal access to resources and spaces, causing communities of colour to face a disproportionate 

amount of environmental hazards (Moore et al., 2003). Racialized communities are further 

prevented from participating in recreation and experiences within park systems (Low et al., 

2005). This literature review investigates urban green spaces in North America as connected to 

conceptions of nature, reflecting on diverging green space classifications and purposes over time. 

2.1. The Myths of Nature 

The dominant imagining of green spaces in North America arose through European settler 

colonialism which saw humans, and human culture, as separate from the primordial land. While 

ancient mythologies and folklore had historically interwoven human, nature, and God, the 

introduction of Euro-American imperialism reconceptualized “nature” as fundamentally separate 
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from mankind (Aghoghovwia, 2022). Once abstracted from its relational context, nature’s 

resources and inhabitants could be destructively commodified (Aghoghovwia, 2022). As 

European colonial powers expanded into the Americas, these philosophical understandings of 

nature became foundational to the colonial project, legitimizing the occupation and 

transformation of Indigenous territories (Aghoghovwia, 2022). Two main competing imaginaries 

conceived the “state of nature” prior to human society, setting myths which profoundly 

influenced the conception of green spaces as either dangerous, wild landscapes requiring order or 

as restorative, pristine sanctuaries away from urban life (Watkin, 2025). (1) If humans are 

naturally greedy and prone to violence as believed by Thomas Hobbes in the 16th century, then 

civil society introduces order and progress. (2) If humans are naturally innocent, romantic, and 

peaceful as believed by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the 17th century, then civil society introduces 

inequality and corruption. Both Hobbes’ and Rosseau’s competing myths undermined 

Indigenous understandings of land by universalizing European knowledge and colonial authority 

(Watkin, 2025). The proliferation of scientific rationalism intertwined nature with racial 

hierarchies, presenting landscapes and humans as measurable (Gamber, 2022). White settlers 

took up land across the nineteenth century, encouraged by romantic depictions of idyllic 

homesteads that lauded an idealized, bourgeois-colonial relationship to nature (Neely, 2024; 

Hore, 2022). In doing so, the settler-colonial imaginary inscribed European ideals into the New 

World landscape which further concentrated power in white, settler hands (Whitten, 2025; 

Gamber, 2022). This settler-colonial imaginary de-rooted humans from their local environment, 

typically braided with memory and identity, in exchange for the commodified terra nullius and 

racial hierarchy that characterized green spaces since.  

2.2. Greening Victorian Cities 

In the nineteenth century, North America’s green spaces became an intervention to satiate urban 

elite grievances with Victorian industrial cities. The proximity of towns to the countryside had 

previously rendered the creation of green spaces unnecessary, so the majority of early urban 

social life centered on taverns, markets, docks, and streets (Beamish, 2021). The informal 

recreation of workers often took place in groves outside of towns, allowing a pleasant, 

comfortable, and leisurely space (Low et al., 2005). Residents of various classes and 

backgrounds had already begun to share urban spaces in the form of commons, squares, streets, 

and private gardens (Beamish, 2021; Sevilla-Buitrago, 2014). These informal and 
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multifunctional public spaces supported the reproduction of working classes through mutual aid 

networks, informal economies, and everyday practices that blurred the divide between public and 

private life (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2014). As industrialization intensified, overcrowding, immigration, 

and precarious labour led growing numbers of impoverished and racialized workers into slums 

plagued by poor sanitation (Hall, 2014). Inhabitants were forced to share the airless and death-

filled rooms, which fronted onto increasingly unsanitary courtyards that lacked sunlight near 

factories and railyards (Fishman, 1982). The streets became sites for the informal economies, 

cultural networks, and public commons of workers. Public streets provided relative 

independence from labour precarity through everyday practices that the urban elite viewed as 

moral and material abominations, challenging the bourgeois ideals of domesticity, womanhood, 

and morality (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2014). Incited by the growing threat of disease, like cholera and 

tuberculosis, spreading to upper-class quarters, urban elites retaliated through a health-reform 

movement that produced parks as a public health infrastructure (Eisenman, 2016; Hickman, 

2013). The growth of interconnected green spaces were envisioned as the purifying lungs of the 

city, directly countering airborne disease while replicating nature landscapes through networks of 

open space (Eisenman, 2016; Hebbert, 2008). 

While green spaces arose as a health solution for crowded cities, the public park became 

an economic incentive through its sophisticated imaginary. Parks came to symbolize modernity, 

civilization, and civic pride, with the potential to promote the state’s sensibilities across North 

America, even in towns which did not face overcrowding (Bain, 2022; Eshrati, 2022). New parks 

were supported by railroad companies, property owners, newspapers and politicians that were 

looking to attract investment and tourism (Larson, 2018; Eshrati, 2022; Evelev, 2014). Local 

levels of government supported parks which claimed to provide mentally restorative nature 

experiences, inspired by the romanticist and naturalistic English landscape garden through 

winding roads and central open space (Taylor, 1999). This perceived “progress of art & esthetic 

culture” as argued by Fredrick Law Olmsted, the co-designer of Central Park, would garner 

national attention (Lee et al., 2023, p. 1189). While these leisurely picturesque parks increased 

local landowners’ property value, the existing racialized immigrant  populations were no longer 

able to use the land for their livelihood (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2014; Rosenzweig & Blackmar, 1992). 

Several urban parks were built on de-valued spaces inhabited by racialized and working-class 

residents, thus forcibly displacing residents (Lee et al., 2023; Taylor, 1999). These historic 
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actions are mirrored in modern day environmental gentrification, in which urban sustainability 

initiatives drive up the local cost of living and displace lower-income residents (Lee et al., 2023).  

The establishment of North America’s early public parks relied on racialized discourses 

that likened immigrants, the working-class, and racial minorities to the diseased city. The 

compounding challenges of urban life led public sentiments to broadly reject the “city” which 

was seen as degrading the idealized, pristine countryside (Whitten, 2025). Thus the natural 

beauty of public parks was also to be protected from working-class recreation such as picnicking, 

dancing, sports and gambling (Lee et al., 2023). The logics of these state-sanctioned public 

spaces normalized the criminalization of undesirable behaviours in order to distill urban elite 

preferences (Brahinsky et al., 2014). The elitist regulations of Central Park were touted as having 

“harmonizing” effects upon working class visitors (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2014). Public parks 

henceforth used aesthetics and enclosures that positioned racialized workers as unaligned  and 

out-of-place (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2014). Parks often featured European flora and design styles that 

marginalized local cultural traditions, with monuments celebrating white “heroes” reinforcing 

white superiority within the public imaginary (Whitten, 2025; Kirk, 2017). The popularity of 

parks were maintained through movements that carried racialized constructions of morality, 

beauty, and civility into the broader urban fabric (Beamish, 2021; LaGrand, 2020).   

Towards the late nineteenth century, the romantic conceptions of pristine nature 

culminated into the City Beautiful movement, believing that beautification would support local 

wellbeing. Prior to the mainstreaming of public parks, the idea of trees along streets was 

uncommon, and sometimes viewed incredulously (Beamish, 2018). The City Beautiful 

movement normalized new picturesque grand boulevards and sanitary environments, leading 

municipalities to take responsibility for growing expectations (Aoki, 1993). New reform parks 

were presented as “purpose-built, publicly funded and accessible-to-all” with attractive and 

useful amenities (Whitten, 2025). Parks increasingly featured benches, playgrounds, and 

drinking fountains for the average family (Eisenman, 2016; Schenker, 1996). Playgrounds 

especially proliferated across the U.S. to discourage children from getting in trouble elsewhere 

(Daniels, 2009). Further communal amenities in the form of shared lobbies, driveways, and a 

lack of fences also supported the equal distribution of resources across the city (Aoki, 1993). 

Above all, active recreation amenities were viewed as essential to influencing orderliness, 

leading New York urban planner Robert Moses to build more than 650 new parks and 
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playgrounds, also popularizing upscale amenities such as swimming pools, tennis courts, and 

playing fields for the public (Larson, 2018). Such shared, regulated amenities set a new 

precedent for the twentieth century which went on to include security features such as cameras 

and fences, combatting vandalism or loitering (Larson, 2018). The recreational advantages of 

parks made green spaces a cornerstone of city planning, leading to their ubiquity in provision 

across cities (Whitten, 2025). 

2.3. Modernism’s Inspirations 

The hostility of urban green spaces, inherently racial in nature, were naturalized by the white 

urban elite’s planning logics into the twentieth century. The turn of the century was characterized 

by influential architects and planners whose imaginaries used green space as a utilitarian tool. 

Green spaces visions shifted from consumptive to focused on production, incorporating green 

spaces to deliver a functional spatial order in utopian planning visions (Hall, 2014; Garrard, 

2014). The ornamentation and naturalism of nineteenth century urban parks, in its attempt to 

imitate the countryside, was challenged by the growing modernist movement’s functionalist 

approach (Garrard, 2014; Aoki, 1993). Rather than pursuing aesthetic reform alone, the correct 

balance of urban density and natural green space was proposed as a means of achieving social 

harmony between man (Hebbert, 2008). The Garden City concept (1898) was envisioned by 

Ebenezer Howard to resolve urban congestion through interconnected and concentric satellite 

communities of around 30,000 people, surrounded by a greenbelt outside a core metropolis. The 

spacious communities provided light and air while the greenbelt provided produce and recreation 

space, unlike the crowdedness and industrial smoke pollution of urban centres (Aoki, 1993). The 

Garden City concept swiftly became popular due to the belief that exposure to nature would 

positively influence working-class behaviour (Vijay, 2020). Howard intended for Garden Cities 

to overtake un-urbanized countrysides, transforming each land into collectively-owned property 

in contrast to the disparities of the privatized, over congested Victorian city. His intention was to 

encourage small-scale cooperation and direct democracy through efficient, healthy, and beautiful 

design (Fishman, 1982). The decentralized low-density communities, segregated land uses, and 

emphasis on environmental health inspired planning principles into the future (Whitten, 2025; 

Aoki, 1993). The Garden City model also encouraged the government’s more interventionist role 

in development matters, where profit-driven speculation formerly dominated.  
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Sir Patrick Geddes popularized modern town planning, regional planning, and the 

essential role of green spaces therein. Geddes lauded the Garden City, believing that green 

spaces could be produced in harmony with citizen-subjects, rather than as a mode of social 

control (Vijay, 2020; Shoshkes, 2017). Geddes considered planning (or landscape-making) to be 

necessarily socio-cultural through an understanding of local people and processes, rather than a 

matter of design (Woudstra, 2018). He believed towns could only serve the public good if 

created through first-hand observations of a place and the relationships therein, not from “in the 

office with ruler and parallel” (Goist, 1974). He envisioned the non-coercive “cultivation” of 

space rather than enforcement through eviction and displacement (Vijay, 2020; Goist, 1974). 

Stimulating public access to green spaces ensured health and “the simple pleasure of natural 

beauty” (Geddes, 1968, p. 95-96). However, Geddes, as situated in the British empire, also 

viewed town planning as the pinnacle of the modern man who has been “aristo-democratised into 

productive citizen” (Geddes, 1968, p. 71). The “cultivation” of citizens was rooted in the 

elimination of slum-design, not poverty, and sought green spaces as a conflict-free tool in the 

social reproduction of British sensibilities (Vijay, 2020). Rather than promoting healthy life 

through mere access to gardens, Geddes viewed the city as an organism to be healed through 

spatial re-education based on residents’ interaction with the environment, creating harmony 

between organism, function, and environment (Vijay, 2020; Walker & Simo, 1997). The design-

forward method of planning, rooted in a balanced natural environment became the dominant  

planning approach during post-war construction (Woudstra, 2018; Shoshkes, 2017)  

Arguably the most controversial utopian thinker of this period was Le Corbusier who 

spearheaded the modernist architecture revolution (Fishman, 1982). As a result of 

industrialization, rapid advancements in construction would soon have the potential to replace 

disease-ridden slums with an orderly green city. Inspired by the Garden City, Le Corbusier 

aimed to eliminate overcrowding through sweeping, rational schemes (Scott, 1998). He proposed 

monumental, free-standing high-rise buildings in the middle of a vast picturesque green space, 

arguing that vertical building will allow 85 to 95 percent of the ground to remain open for 

gardens, parks, and recreational areas, serving as the city's "lungs" (Corbusier, 1929). Sunlight 

and fresh air were integral to avoid replicating the Victorian slum corridors, allowing apartment 

windows to face large parks rather than dim courtyards, away from noisy polluted streets 

(Corbusier, 1929). Le Corbusier was certain that technological advances would be capable of 
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delivering cheap, efficient and adequate housing for all (Güney et al., 2019). His vision relied on 

idealized encounters with nature, prioritizing grid-like standardization in enacting picturesque 

green spaces similar to the open countryside (Fishman, 1982; Marcuse, 2011; Aoki, 1993). In 

part due to the broad acceptance of government intervention and site planning following the 

World Wars, Le Corbusier’s insistence on strict functional separation would become embraced 

in planning doctrine (Walker & Simo, 1997; Scott, 1998). 

2.4. Twentieth Century Modernism 

The modernist movement treated the vast visions of green, decentralized suburbs and high-rises 

as a universal remedy for accumulating health concerns and social concerns. Jane Jacobs referred 

to the expansive and orderly ideas of the modernist era as “Radiant Garden City Beautiful” 

(Jacobs, 1961, p. 25). The Victorian preoccupation with passive, picturesque landscapes 

translated into the creation of unbounded, interconnected green spaces which embodied sunlight, 

air, and openness (Hanzl & Rembeza, 2022; Hebbert, 2008; Qvistrom, 2022). The modernist 

vision sought implicit greenness in the urban environment, as Hebbert (2008) writes, “It was an 

idea of progress from enclosure to openness, from the in space of a conventional park to an out 

landscape of flowing edgeless greenery; from the muddle of the street to the geometrical purity 

of the freeway; from the profane confusions of the town to the purity of a new garden of eden,” 

(p. 34-35). Parks were no longer enclosed as they had been in Victorian times. Parks, alongside 

sanitation infrastructure, became a basic public service (Lopez, 2012). As a fundamental 

planning tool, the green spaces dispersed density and provide structural divides at a variety of 

scales (Solarek et al. 2023; Shoshkes, 2017). Land use separations and master-planning spread 

globally, as well as by-laws which decreased lot coverage and enhanced setbacks (Hanzl & 

Rembeza, 2022; Hebbert, 2008; Aoki, 1993). Incorporating the efficiencies of new vehicular 

technology, roadways were enveloped by green buffers that recreated the visual pleasure of the 

picturesque countryside (Hebbert, 2008). Car-centric streetscapes formed alongside commercial 

and industrial centres, office parks, and shopping centres surrounded by landscaped strips and 

parking lots (White, 2018; 2010; Aoki, 1993). The new residents of the “tower-in-the-park” 

building-form and suburban neighbourhood unit had direct access to green spaces on their 

doorstep, rather than having to travel to an isolated park (Hanzl & Rembeza, 2022; Hebbert, 

2008). By placing high-rise parking underground, more land was freed for developer-supplied 

parks, playgrounds, swimming pools, multi-use community space and a general sense of privacy 



20 

 

that envisioned a desirable alternative to the crowded downtown (Hazeland , 1964/1971; March 

& Lehrer, 2019). However, the turning reliance to the private provision of green space amenity, 

also seen in private philanthropy and property taxes surcharges, represented a growing neoliberal 

doctrine that transformed public goods into commodities to promote business and real estate 

(Larson, 2018). Irrespective of its effects, green space made cities more attractive to private 

capital, leading to their proliferation above their initial social cause (Larson, 2018).   

Throughout the twentieth century, elite conceptions of nature were mobilized through 

coercive green landscapes that reinforced racial and economic hierarchies. The spacious, 

curvilinear modernist suburbs came to be coded as white while urban spaces were st igmatized as 

racialized and deteriorating environments (Brahinsky et al., 2014). Elite urbanites viewed dense 

urban environments as spaces of disease, crime, and social disorder with economic consequences 

(Aoki, 1993). Thus, urban environments were perceived as needing social improvement through 

orderly, recreational green spaces, not the more esteemed forms of nature “conservation” 

associated with white elite landscapes (Whitten, 2025; Brahinsky et al., 2014). Such green spaces 

provided little utility to the needs of slum residents, whose circumstances were rooted not in a 

lack of structure, but broader contexts of racial inequality and discrimination (Anguelovski, 

2016). Yet technical planning concepts depoliticized development and regulation by authorities, 

allowing power to remain in the hands of landowners and the state (Marcuse, 2011, p. 645). For 

most modernists, the solution to slums was clear: raze them entirely (Walker & Simo, 1997; 

Aoki, 1993). Supported by financial incentives from the federal government, large-scale urban 

renewal projects commenced with the “slum clearance” of entire neighbourhoods. However, 

slum clearance did not come uncontested, as exemplified by the pioneering Toronto 

Metropolitan planner Hans Blumenfeld: 

Slums are bad, not because they look unpleasant or because they prevent land from being 

put to its so-called ‘highest and best use,’ but because people are forced to live in them 

under conditions impairing their health and happiness. They live there because they 

cannot afford better housing. In order to enable them to afford it, either their income must 

be raised or rents (or prices) for decent housing must be lowered. Tearing down slums 

does neither. (Blumenfeld, 1962, in Spreiregen, 1971, p. 180–181) 

Regardless of approach, the dense city centre was to gradually decentralize through Garden City-

inspired suburban developments, thus the decades following the World Wars saw both small and 
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large recreation-focused parks interspersed throughout planned developments (Chkird  et al., 

2024; Cranz 1982). The creation of parks amidst post-war suburbanization supplemented a 

regulating form of social welfare rather than providing a picturesque and restorative nature 

experience associated with elite landscapes (Lee et al., 2023). Environmental urban design 

consequently excluded disadvantaged and racialized communities that sought more active, 

reciprocal relationships with green spaces (Osei Owusu & Rigolon, 2025; Schell et al., 2020; Lee 

et al., 2023). 

A new, elevated form of nature surfaced in the “national park”, becoming associated with 

separation from the city. The construction of national parks increasingly centred narratives of 

enlightenment and spirituality catered to an elite white class, and tourists in particular (Lee et al., 

2023; Brahinsky et al., 2014). Through conservationist rhetoric, national parks reproduced the 

mythology of untouched, pristine wilderness and racialized, urban pollutedness (Lee et al., 2023; 

Brahinsky et al., 2014). The national park promoted pleasure and respite that invoked reminders 

of “empty, virgin lands, untouched by human hands where they can retreat to escape urban 

problems and people.” (Taylor, 2000, p. 174). Unlike urban green spaces which were perceived 

as tainted by racialized urbanity and merely tasked to address social disorder, national parks 

symbolized escape from the city. This dynamic mirrors Haussmann’s division between bourgeois 

parks and parks for the public in Paris, which encouraged the influence of elite white sensibilities 

while maintaining class divides (Choi, 2023). These dynamics sustained environmental 

privileges, in which wealthier, predominately white communities disproportionately benefited 

from parks, coasts, open spaces, and sports facilities with enhanced environmental protections 

and access to coveted amenities while marginalized communities are disproportionately exposed 

to environmental hazards (Brahinsky et al., 2014; Anguelovski, 2016). Urban greening strategies 

only further served the uneven accumulation of capital as developments moved from the 

communitarianism of the neighbourhood unit into dispersed, Fordist suburbanism. 

By the end of the twentieth-century, modernist urban green spaces, once inspired by 

nineteenth-century picturesque ideals, had fallen into decline. The movements’ aspirations of 

social justice through urban design dissipated as private developers took advantage of cheap 

construction for profitability, rather than passing cost savings onto residents (Güney et al., 2019). 

Consequently, urban green spaces became largely divorced from romanticist notions of nature, 

instead conforming to standardized and cost-efficient design standards (Solarek et al., 2023; 
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Hebbert, 2008). The vast semi-public spaces envisioned by modernists had also required 

intensive upkeep, which in implementation was reduced to inexpensive batch contracts rather 

than meticulous horticulture (Hebbert, 2008; Aoki, 1993). Tenants’ rights to collectively shape 

modernist open spaces remained highly limited under private management, as landlords 

discouraged semi-permanent community uses in favour of a business-oriented approach that 

prioritized property interests (Valzania, 2022). Thus, most Corbusier-inspired towers would 

become surrounded by parking lots and vacant green space rather than the envisioned 

picturesque gardens (Hebbert, 2008; Aoki, 1993). Issues of declining quality were compounded 

by public disinvestment, as neighbourhoods received poorer city services (Anguelovski, 2016). 

As wealthier homeowners fled to more desirable suburbs and city-centres, modernist 

neighbourhoods became sites of premature disinvestment and extraction through rents (August, 

2020; Anguelovski, 2016). The majority of rental blocks ceased maintenance, shifting the private 

cost-burden onto residents’ experiences through the rapid loss of recreational amenities (Aoki, 

1993). The number of under-programmed green spaces exacerbated neighbourhood challenges 

through poor design, restrictiveness and dysfunction while regulatory enforcement remained 

intact (Valzania, 2022; Hebbert, 2008). In their failure to deliver the white-coded suburban 

dream, the modernist neighbourhoods became associated with the social problems of their 

racialized residents and vast, collective green spaces (Saberi, 2022; Valzania, 2022). The 

modernist green space came to be merely an undesirable, amorphous separation between more 

functional, designated sites (Hebbert, 2008).  

2.5. New Urbanism 

Gaining prominence in the 1980s, the New Urbanism movement rose in defiance of the 

perceived anti-humanism and auto-centricity of modernism, instead favouring a new formulation 

of urban density. Jane Jacobs’, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, invigorated a return 

to the traditional Victorian urban form as focused on mixed-uses, heightened densities, and 

communal vibrancy (Lopez, 2012; Hirt, 2009). New Urbanist building guidelines promoted 

pedestrian walkability and social mixture by structuring interactions in the public realm 

(Valzania, 2022; Zalar & Pries, 2022; Lopez, 2012). Jacobs argued that historic street 

orientations generated a sense of humanism in its diversity of uses and foot traffic; standing in 

contrast to the unsupervised, and thus dangerous, modernist green spaces (White, 2018; Hebbert, 

2008). A movement towards heritage preservation emerged, bringing new value to the historical 
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ambience of Victorian homes in old city centres while re-affirming a distance from undesirable 

working-class uses such as slaughterhouses and loft factories (White, 2018; Hirt, 2009; Aoki, 

1993). The city centre was the site of newfound desirability, attracting affluent residents while 

marginalized communities remained in decaying, peripheral modernist neighbourhoods 

(Brahinsky et al., 2014; Aoki, 1993; White, 2018). 

The open landscapes of parks and green space buffers were viewed as both wasteful and 

undermaintained, thus signalling a new desire for intensification and densification (White, 2018; 

Loukaitou-Sideris, 1995). New Urbanism advanced density as a central principle of sustainable 

urban development, entailing transit-oriented development, walkability, and parking reductions 

(Zalar & Pries, 2022; Lopez, 2012). The “compact city” ideal framed walkability and social 

mixing as products of dense urban form, legitimizing a paradigm that prioritized enclosure, 

legibility, and programmed space, incidentally benefitting private interests (Zalar & Pries, 2022; 

Valzania, 2022). Thus commenced “re-enclosures” whereby open modernist landscapes were 

partitioned and programmed, which in Toronto entailed private landlords erecting fences that 

fragmented continuous green spaces (Valzania, 2022; Hebbert, 2008). Semi-public green spaces 

were to be converted into defined recreational or amenity uses, while new developments 

favoured purpose-built pocket-parks, gardens, and activated boulevards over passive greenery 

(Boudreau et al., 2020; Hebbert, 2008). The provision of green spaces had shifted from open to 

enclosed and from passive to active forms of use and surveillance (Hebbert, 2008).  

The New Urbanist movement was more focused on manufacturing an aesthetic sense of 

community and urban vibrancy than it was addressing social justice (Lopez, 2012; Aoki, 1993). 

New Urbanism embraced a new, subtle urban renewal tactic through “revitalization”. New green 

amenities such as parks, promenades, playgrounds and tree canopies are considered attractive 

and inclusive upgrades for disinvested neighbourhoods, however they cater to future, higher-

income and predominantly white inhabitants over existing residents (Anguelovski et al., 2022; 

Haase et al., 2017). In doing so, new securitized amenities have proliferated, restricting exclusive 

or highbrow forms of recreation to residents of increasingly vertical condominium and luxury 

rental developments (Lehrer, 2017). Thus revitalization transforms modernist “slums” into 

profitable sites of reinvestment (Wolch et al., 2014; Lehrer et al., 2010). 

The multiculturalism of modernist neighbourhoods is desirable to New Urbanism in the 

modern post-racial era (Dore, 2023; Anguelovski et al., 2022; Brahinsky et al., 2014). Yet, in 
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order to facilitate redevelopment in established communities, the existing diverse and subversive 

uses of green spaces must be rendered invisible or delegitimized (Valzania, 2022; Zalar & Pries, 

2022; Anguelovski et al., 2022). Modernist green spaces do not reflect pristine countryside 

landscapes nor compact urban forms, assessing them unused and under-designed by New 

Urbanism in comparison to potential redevelopment (Zalar & Pries, 2022). As a result, decaying 

modernist neighbourhoods have begun to be recaptured by private capital through in-fill 

development and redevelopment (Zalar & Pries, 2022; Solarek et al., 2023; Anguelovski, 2016). 

In Madison Stirling’s (2026) major research paper, White Blocks is a cluster of three 1960s 

rental apartment towers in Scarborough that underwent infill redevelopment in 2018. A new 

condominium was constructed by severing and developing part of the towers' shared open space 

and parking lot, reducing common space available to existing tenants. The project was framed as 

a sustainable intensification initiative, but it primarily served financialization and private capital 

while diminishing White Blocks’ existing social and recreational value. The turn to revitalization 

into the twenty-first century was mobilized by neoliberal urban restructuring which enabled free-

market doctrines to dominate the urban spatial order (Valzania, 2022; Brenner & Theodore, 

2005). Neoliberalization subsequently has incorporated parks not as social infrastructure, but as 

sanitized, highly programmed tools for urban competitiveness, branding, and capital 

accumulation within globalized urban economies (Valzania, 2022; Zalar & Pries, 2022; Larson, 

2018). New Urbanist developments have widened the gap between market-oriented urban elite 

groups and materially-disadvantaged low-income groups as development and maintenance 

became progressively deregulated and dependent on public-private partnerships (Brenner & 

Theodore, 2005).  

2.6. Contemporary Approaches to Green Spaces 

In the twenty-first century, growing environmental concerns have spurred renewed interest in the 

functional potential of green spaces (Whitten, 2025). The dominant green space imaginary has 

expanded to integrate non-human and ecological needs through concepts such as green 

infrastructure which necessitate green spaces as a fundamental component of the modern urban 

fabric (Whitten, 2025; Anguelovski et al., 2022). Policies towards green restoration and 

sustainability employ technical concepts such as compactness, density, mixed land uses 

apolitically, which permits new green projects to take place in neglected areas (Whitten, 2025; 

Valzania, 2022; Anguelovski et al., 2022). Planners have increasingly prioritized equity by 
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redistributing green spaces, improving green space quality, and promoting human connection 

with nature (Larson, 2018). While responding to ecological needs, planning priorities have 

shifted toward ensuring that green spaces acknowledge cultural specificity, and become 

welcoming and accessible to residents of all backgrounds (see section 4: Document Analysis). In 

Toronto, this can be seen in the development of Biidaasige Park, which is named after the 

Anishinaabemowin word for “sunlight shining toward us”. The park promotes Indigeneity and 

reconciliation rhetoric, featuring several spaces for Indigenous art and cultural practices, 

alongside ecological restoration. The park revitalizes the waterfront with high-quality 

recreational facilities and spaces for Indigenous inclusion which cannot be understated; however, 

the $1.4-billion spent across all three levels of government hardly addresses the ongoing harm of 

colonialism (Canadian Architect, 2025). When implemented without inclusionary zoning or 

affordable housing objectives, green interventions in disinvested areas inject value into 

previously invisible landscapes, driving green gentrification (Anguelovski et al., 2022; Wolch et 

al., 2014). Affected residents face the choice of either “possibly unjust greening” or continuing 

to live within “untouched gray landscapes” (Anguelovski et al., 2022). The “universally good” 

greening narrative then undermines local opposition to green projects, denigrating one’s right to 

their neighbourhood (Anguelovski et al., 2022). 

The need for adequate green spaces in disadvantaged communities is complicated by 

State-sponsored “green” or “sustainable” planning that claims to pursue environmental justice 

objectives (Anguelovski, 2016). Modern equity-centered green space approaches are too 

restrictive to allow alternative forms of land recognition and control, nor recognize networks of 

care. Such green projects incidentally increase surveillance and coercion against marginalized 

residents (Anguelovski et al., 2022; Sevilla-Buitrago, 2014). The creation of these re-securitized 

and highly-programmed green spaces, as opposed to informal and under-surveilled spaces, 

directly reflects the top-down enforcement of the white urban elite’s desired social order, 

reproducing the exclusionary logics used previously in Victorian parks and modernist urban 

design interventions. Current dominant imaginaries have only begun to view green landscapes as 

locational, cultural and deeply personal (Whitten, 2025; Rigolon et al., 2022). Green projects 

have introduced community involvement within planning processes, but cannot avoid the 

increasingly neoliberal demands of profit-seeking private capital and speculative urban 

development processes (Zalar & Pries, 2022; Larson, 2018). Green space planning continues to 
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navigate the material demands of city branding, revitalization, and private philanthropy (Larson, 

2018). Although green spaces may produce curated amenities for underserved neighbourhoods, 

urban design strategies alone cannot confront pervasive systemic inequalities such as poverty and 

racism (Larson, 2018). Addressing these injustices requires green space imaginaries that confront 

the intersecting forces of white supremacy, colonialism, and neoliberal urban development, while 

envisioning decolonial geographies rooted in care (Wolch et al., 2014; Rigolon et al., 2022; 

Foster, 2023; Anguelovski et al., 2022). 

3. Case Context 

3.1. Toronto Context 

Beginning in the 1960s and into the 1980s, the former municipalities of Toronto underwent 

major transformations to deliver the era’s modernist utopian vision. In 1953, the Municipality of 

Metropolitan Toronto was formed to coordinate regional development across transportation, 

utilities, and diverse land uses. An influential architect and planner with prior experience on 

public housing projects, Hans Blumenfeld, came to be a senior planner for Metropolitan Toronto 

and introduced a growth principle that opposed the creation of new master-planned satellite 

towns (White, 2018). Instead, development was to be controlled through the expansion of 

Toronto’s urban core, using designated zones and mixed -density developments (White, 2018). 

The former agricultural farmlands and woodlots of Toronto’s periphery, particularly of North 

York, Scarborough, and Etobicoke, developed new dense suburban neighbourhoods that 

valorized expansive automotive landscapes, compact low-rise subdivisions, townhouses, 

commercial centres and high-rise apartment blocks (E.R.A. Architects & University of Toronto, 

2008). As the rolling and winding green modernist neighbourhoods connected outwards from the 

metropolitan city’s core, the previously-rural York, North York, and Scarborough increased in 

population from 50k to 500k between 1951 and 1971 through mostly privately-led development 

(White, 2018). 

In traversing Toronto’s modernist neighbourhoods, one is met with expanses of public 

and semi-public open spaces. The incorporation of ravine valleys along curving residential 

streets provided pedestrians proximity to natural public parkland, complimenting the unenclosed 

municipal parks defined by recreation features such as sports fields and playgrounds (Valzania, 

2022; White, 2018; E.R.A. Architects & University of Toronto, 2008). The pre-planned 

neighbourhood units of these developments were intended to coordinate land uses, ensuring the 
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balanced provision of amenities with community centres, Christian churches, and public schools 

backing onto spacious public parkland. Around private developments, the City required sixty-to-

seventy percent open space, generating open landscapes for recreation space, air, and sunlight 

while allowing higher residential densities (Stewart, 2008). By the 1960s, the “tower in the park” 

building form was effectively the only legal form of mass housing, supported by planning 

policies that permitted taller buildings in exchange for increased open space, leading nearly 90 

percent of open space in Toronto to be found around apartment properties (E.R.A. Architects & 

University of Toronto, 2008; Stewart, 2008). Municipalities encouraged these high-rise 

developments as they generated substantial profits for private developers and increased property 

tax revenues for local governments (Stewart, 2008). However, this also left large swaths of  

modernism’s ostensibly public, open green spaces under private ownership and management, 

now often owned by real estate investment funds and private equity firms. 

The undeveloped hinterlands also provided room for modernist planners to carry out their 

vision of social reform, leading to a significant wave of public housing following amendments to 

the National Housing Act (Boudreau et al., 2020). Modernist neighbourhoods successfully 

provided housing for many low-income people in their mixed-income design (Boudreau et al., 

2020; White, 2018). But developments were not above urban planning and real estate’s 

Eurocentric assumptions, therefore imagining modernist neighbourhoods to be inhabited by 

Canada’s historically white, Anglo middle-income families (Saberi, 2022). This vision relied 

upon particular assumptions about household structures, gendered caregiving roles, and everyday 

relationships with space, presuming residents would participate in the intended white, Anglo 

forms of neighbourhood life. While rental housing initially attracted the majority White 

European and middle-income demographics of the 1960s, any positive reception towards 

Toronto’s modernist landscapes faltered following the unprecedented influx of new largely 

immigrant populations. Following changes to immigration policy in the 1960s, the affordable 

homes attracted the city’s new immigrants, housing families across 1,189 apartment towers in 

Toronto (Boudreau et al., 2020; E.R.A Architects et al., 2010). Contrary to the envisioned 

peaceful suburb, the immigrant populations largely struggled with poverty, exploitation, and 

systemic discrimination (Saberi, 2022). Modernist apartments became associated with crime and 

impoverishment, entangled with escalating stigma against their working class and racialized 

immigrant inhabitants (Saberi, 2022; Young & Keil, 2014). As more affluent homeowners 
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moved to more walkable, cosmopolitan urban neighbourhoods or spacious conventional suburbs, 

the remaining communities were increasingly racialized and low-income (White, 2018; Lopez, 

2012). The formerly glamourized neighbourhoods with lush green spaces and  shared amenities 

faced the abandonment of their owners, while ageing towers and public housing fell into 

disrepair (Tasan-Kok, 2015). The spacious greening and car-centricity of modernism resulted in 

left-over spaces without a clear or designated purpose (Tasan-Kok, 2015). Yet these overlooked 

“inner-suburb” neighbourhoods have continued to provide ongoing relative-affordability for 

predominately-racialized marginalized populations. 

In the 2000s, graduate-level research by architect Graeme Stewart built on earlier studies 

at the University of Toronto and E.R.A. Architects to demonstrate an ecologically sustainable 

strategy for retrofitting Toronto's aging apartment towers, drawing on successful international 

precedents (Saberi, 2022; E.R.A Architects et al., 2010). Amid growing federal and municipal 

environmentalism, the initiative positioned tower restoration as a viable alternative to 

demolishing the often-stigmatized concrete buildings, suitable for the city’s green strategy and 

reputation of then-Mayor David Miller (Saberi, 2022). A working group was established, soon 

followed by the Mayor’s Tower Renewal in 2007 which expanded the vision of energy efficient 

retrofits to the revitalization of priority neighbourhoods (Miller, 2007). Green spaces were posed 

as underused, but capable of providing local communities both social and cultural services while 

engaging tenants in the planning and implementation of projects (Miller, 2007). In 2009, the 

provincial government commissioned the Tower Neighbourhood Renewal effort between 

planningAlliance, E.R.A. Architects, and the University of Toronto and four pilot sites followed, 

pursuing reduced energy use and greenhouse gas emissions before making the opportunity public 

(Miller, 2007). However, the rehabilitation of apartment buildings remained completely 

voluntary for private property owners, and relatively low energy costs weakened the business 

case for retrofit projects (E.R.A. Architects & University of Toronto, 2008). Subsequent research 

has increasingly sought ways to incentivize private investment through mechanisms such as infill 

developments and green financing tools (Klesmer, 2016). Over time, Tower Renewal became co-

opted in Toronto's consensus-oriented planning approach that relied on technical experts and 

market-led development to address urban issues (Young, 2019). This shift gradually redirected 

attention away from resident wellbeing and environmental sustainability, and towards profitable 

urban design interventions, precluding structural change for the stigmatized populations involved 
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(Saberi, 2022; Young, 2019). The program's emphasis on revitalization and social mixing 

ignored issues such as rent regulation, tenant displacement, and the need for new social housing 

(Saberi, 2022; Young, 2019). As a result, Tower Renewal came to reinforce dominant planning 

ideals that privileged compact, mixed-use urbanism.  

As Toronto embraced intensification and the compact city paradigm, modernist 

neighbourhoods became targets for redevelopment. Planning discourse frequently characterized 

the extensive open spaces surrounding towers as underused or poorly defined, legitimizing 

densification as a public benefit (Valzania, 2022; Zalar & Pries, 2022). While Tower Renewal 

has formally recognized the inherent value of modernist tower neighbourhoods, they 

simultaneously employed market-oriented policy approaches which identified open spaces as 

potential sites for infill development (Young, 2019). Residents were largely excluded from 

expressing the value or future uses of green spaces, while planning policies increasingly treated 

open land as both an ecological asset and a reserve for future growth (Valzania, 2022). The result 

thus depoliticized the encroachment of private development in marginalized communities, 

framing market-led redevelopment as common sense even when it reshapes collective green 

spaces and is challenged by established communities (Young, 2019; Valzania; Zalar & Pries, 

2022). 

3.2. Jane and Finch Case Study 

One of Toronto’s most prominent modernist neighbourhoods is Jane and Finch. The community 

is popularly demarcated by the neighbourhoods of Black Creek and Glenfield -Jane Heights. At 

the intersection of Jane Street and Finch Avenue West, common patterns play out: shoppers 

carry multiple bags of groceries, mothers guide strollers over cracked pavement, day-workers sit 

on shaded curbs, teenagers cluster towards fast-food chains, and preachers’ sermons compete 

with the bustling traffic. The Jane and Finch neighbourhood encapsulates the diversity of 

Toronto’s periphery communities, containing a population of 51,165 in 2021, of which 81% are 

visible minorities. 62.5% of residents are immigrants largely descending from Vietnam, the 

Philippines, Guyana, Nigeria, and Jamaica in comparison to the City of Toronto’s 52% 

immigrant population. The overall landscape has changed subtly since its development in the 

1960s and 1970s, with minor infill developments, renovated public parks, and fewer private 

amenities. Relative to the City of Toronto’s 48%, the neighbourhood remains a largely rental 

landscape with 57.5% renter households also characterized by a large public housing stock. 
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Although this neighbourhood has been made infamous through media coverage, Jane and Finch 

has cultivated an enthusiastic working-class identity. Unlike Toronto’s downtown, few homes 

have had rebuilds or substantial renovations (White, 2018). As a multicultural community 

without the capital to access private resources, community members develop and use local 

resources and space to their advantage. Jane and Finch may be understood as a remnant of the 

modernist planning era, only recently subjected to renewed speculative interest through new, 

compact-paradigm development proposals (Valzania, 2022; Tasan-kok, 2015). The emerging 

vision for green spaces is in stark contrast to everyday community uses that repurpose the 

historically embedded landscape. 

In 1962, the first district plan, which preceded most development in Jane and Finch, 

intended to create a model suburb including diverse housing types through neighbourhood units 

of tower-in-the park buildings and low-rise subdivisions with public parks containing 

playgrounds and sports fields (Sewell, 1993). Its envisioned urban form followed modernist 

principles and “medium densities,” notably stating that “open space considerations in apartment 

locations require little explanation” while providing a 1:4 ratio of open space to residential uses 

(Sewell, 1993, p. 128). When the district plan was revised in 1969, it contemplated increased 

population projections from 30 to 36.4 persons per acre for the whole district, and up to 50 and 

44 persons per acre in the Black Creek and Jane Heights communities respectively (Common 

Bond Collective, 2024). Amidst a 20-year period of rapid construction, more than 50 per cent of 

all dwellings were to be high-rise buildings (Boudreau et al., 2020). Private rental apartments 

predominantly delivered the remainder of recreational amenities such as sports facilities, 

playgrounds, and swimming pools (see section 5: GIS analysis). The area’s projected population 

was to be 64,700 by the year 1990; However, the population had already met 82.33% of its target 

by 1975 (Common Bond Collective, 2024). During this time, North York’s Ward 3 (the broader 

area encompassing Jane and Finch) also housed the majority of Toronto’s public housing stock at 

22.5% in contrast to the approximate 10% public housing in post-amalgamation City of Toronto 

(Boudreau et al., 2020). 

The unexpected population growth and heightened financial insecurity of social housing 

residents was exasperated by the lack of social infrastructure. Jane and Finch residents have 

formed in response to both development pressures and inadequate facilities as early as the 1960s 

with the University Village Ratepayers Association (University Village Ratepayers Association, 
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1965). Community residents formed the Downsview Weston Action Community to request an 

assessment of amenities and government intervention. Further initiatives involved the local 

aldermen, the local newspaper, The Jane Corridor, and the Jane/Finch Community and Family 

Centre (Hayhurst, 1974). Future efforts emerged in the form of PEACH, JFAAP, and Inner City 

Outreach. Alongside a variety of new curated and collaborative services, community members 

consistently socialize through churches and school groups. As the quality of modernist towers 

were ageing and deteriorating from a lack of maintenance, and local challenges of poverty 

persisted, new public-private interventions have emerged. Notably, San Romanoway (the 

Palisades) was the site of a pilot project for revitalization as well as a recipient of a garden with 

the Toronto and Region Conservation Authority (Tasan-kok, 2015). However, new external 

investments into the community became reductive such as the Priority Neighbourhoods Strategy 

(now Toronto Strong Neighbourhoods Strategy) and the area’s neoliberal re-branding of 

“university heights” (Saberi, 2022; Narain, 2012). Multiple major transit projects including the 

Toronto-York Spadina Subway Extension and the Finch West LRT have renewed interest in the 

area, increasing development pressures that will disproportionately impact low income and black 

residents (Lewis & Panou, 2026).  

A new spectre of gentrification is looming over Jane and Finch. While residents have 

adapted to the unique urban form, creating social spaces in parked cars, apartment BBQs, and 

local shopping malls, new concerns arise about the continued existence of these spaces 

(Valzania, 2022; Tasan-kok, 2015). Community gatherings have been historically held in parking 

lots, malls, parks, and churches by local agencies and grassroots organizers and expanded to 

events like FlauntIt’s Community Arts Festival at the placemaking initiative Corner Commons. 

These community expressions envision decommodified, relational understandings of space 

which are furthered by a local tradition of activism. However, major redevelopments are slated 

for the community’s recently-demolished Firgrove-Grassways public housing, Jane Finch Mall, 

the nearby Downsview Park, and proposed infill sites. The community feels the slow 

encroachment of developer speculation as it threatens to push out long-time residents who built 

their homes here, not to improve the neighborhood, but to capitalize on its profitability (Rucks-

Ahidiana et al., 2025). Amidst impending change, residents have impressed the powerful 

organizing identity of Jane and Finch upon the urban planning process, imbuing private and 

municipal plans with community counter-imaginaries (see section 4.4).  
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4. Document Analysis 

4.1. City of Toronto Official Plan 

The City of Toronto’s Official Plan (OP) is a city-wide vision that guides decision making on 

land use in hopes of delivering “the best use of space”. While adopted by City Council in 

November 2002 and reflecting the urban imaginaries of its time, the OP continues to shape 

contemporary planning policy, land use decisions, and redevelopment across Toronto. The role 

of green space is implicated among its key priorities (pursuing reconciliation; adapting to climate 

change; sustaining housing affordability; resolving inequities) as well as the documents’ 

principles (reconciliation, access, equity, and inclusion). In Chapter Two, Shaping the City, the 

OP establishes policies to direct growth and manage change, while explicitly “protecting our 

neighbourhoods and green spaces from development pressures” (p. 2-1). The preamble to 

Subsection 2.3, Stable but Not Static: Enhancing Our Neighbourhoods and Green Spaces, 

conceptualizes green space firstly as an economic development tool which helps “attract people 

from around the world to make Toronto their home and place of business”. However, it also 

bifurcates the role of green spaces across two categorical areas: Areas of growth (the Downtown, 

the Centres, Avenues and Employment Areas) and areas expected to see little physical change 

(neighbourhoods, parks, ravines, watercourses and valleys). The latter notably make up three-

quarters of Toronto’s land area and are expected to integrate “environmental sustainability” 

through naturalization and landscaping improvements. 

Where Neighbourhoods are low-rise, low-density areas in which development will 

reinforce the existing physical character of buildings, streetscapes and landscaped open space 

patterns, Apartment Neighbourhoods are high-rise, higher-density areas “in need of physical 

renewal, greening and in some instances, social transformation” (p. 2-31). Unlike 

Neighbourhood policies which stress maintaining the existing physical character, Apartment 

Neighbourhood policies focus on enhancing amenity spaces and pedestrian movement. The OP 

interprets Apartment Neighbourhoods as underutilized and underprogrammed through “ancillary 

outdoor recreation facilities, pedestrian walkways, parking lots, service areas and landscape 

space take up/occupy the entire site” (p. 2-32). Although Apartment Neighbourhoods should not 

expect significant growth on a city-wide basis, the OP directs infill development to green spaces 

that are “not well-utilized by the residents” and the “redevelopment of vacant or underutilized 

sites”. The OP further frames Apartment Neighbourhoods as likely requiring revitalization 



33 

 

through improving community services, parks, active transportation, and broader social 

infrastructure, with approaches led by either the City or community organizations. 

Redevelopments and partnerships are expected to improve on-site conditions and the use of 

common areas. Development policies in Chapter 4, Land Use Designations, aim to improve 

Apartment Neighbourhood conditions by maintaining or substantially replacing indoor and 

outdoor amenity space for residents, improving landscaped open spaces, limiting shadows, 

supporting safety, and framing streets, parks, and open spaces. The OP clearly emphasizes how 

the spacious, Apartment Tower environments are inadequate irrespective of their proximity to 

public facilities and commercial land uses.  

Apartment Neighbourhood green spaces have the potential to alternatively provide 

community and residents control over their own spaces. The City previously created Residential 

Apartment Commercial (RAC) zones to spur vibrancy on green space sites, coming into tension 

with the OP’s direction to redevelop “underutilized” green spaces. Subsection 2.3 references 

modernist tower-in-the-park communities “with ample open space and surface parking areas” as 

anticipating environmental, social, economic and cultural improvements through the apartment 

buildings’ owners. The City of Toronto’s expanded permissions through the special RAC zone 

aims to encourage new small-scale nonresidential uses such as food markets, small businesses 

and community facilities. In alignment with community-oriented uses, Policy 2.3.11 and 2.3.12 

also explicitly encourage mobile vendors of fresh food and gardens for growing food “on 

portions of open space in sites within Apartment Neighbourhoods” (p. 2-34). These visions of 

improvement contrast with OP policies that encourage development in Apartment 

Neighbourhood green spaces, overlooking possible community-based land-use strategies while 

also focusing on natural heritage protection. 

The City of Toronto seeks to improve, preserve, and enhance the Toronto Green Space 

System for its vital role in quality of life and ecosystem health. Subsection 2.3.2, Toronto's 

Green Space System And Waterfront, outlines the system’s broad continuum of spaces including 

waterfront areas, beaches, bluffs, wetlands, ravines, watercourses, cemeteries, and interconnected 

Parks and Open Space Areas. Green spaces are described as ranging from “the extensive urban 

wilderness of the Rouge National Urban Park to the urbanity and intimacy of the community 

parks” (p. 4-10). The OP identifies the main benefits of the system including ecosystem health 

and environmental resilience; landscapes for reflection and appreciation of nature; recreation, 
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community gardens and environmental education; and tourism and entertainment. However, the 

OP places particular emphasis on stewardship, protection, and connectivity. The City is expected 

to expand the green space system through new linkages that improve movement between green 

spaces, and access to both public and privately owned lands. New parkland acquisition is 

permitted to address localized needs, improve connectivity and visibility, provide environmental 

protections, extend recreational trails, or secure lands with natural heritage value. At the same 

time, development within Parks and Open Space Areas, even to advance public access, is 

generally discouraged where it would damage natural heritage features or unreasonably restrict 

private property rights. Despite the broad conception of green spaces, the policies place special 

emphasis on preserving key green spaces such as the waterfront, Toronto Island Park, Rouge 

National Urban Park, and the Greenbelt River Valley Connections of the Don and Humber 

Rivers and Etobicoke Creek. 

The ecological emphasis becomes more pronounced in Subsection 3.4, The Natural 

Environment, which sets the Natural Heritage System apart from Open Spaces and Parks. The 

natural environment is viewed as contributing to the economy and healthy ecosystems. The 

subsection frames it as critical to biodiversity and climate change. The OP encourages the City to 

“seize opportunities” to enhance natural heritage features through development and partnerships, 

describing the Natural Heritage System as “areas where protecting, restoring and enhancing the 

natural features and functions should have high priority in our citybuilding decisions.” (p. 3-44). 

Therefore, uses within Natural Areas are only permitted where they maintain the area “in a 

natural state” and minimize impacts on natural features and functions. Recreational uses receive 

comparatively little attention, although urban green spaces with significant recreational value are 

also to be protected and enhanced where feasible.  

The OP acknowledges both public and private “but publicly accessible” green spaces as 

providing important recreational opportunities. The OP forbids the loss of public space through 

public green space sales or development. Chapter 4, Land Use Designations, discerns three green 

space land uses, Natural Areas, Parks, and Other Open Space Areas, which collectively “provide 

respite, recreation, ecological and hydrological functions and beauty” (p. 4-1). Parks primarily 

accommodate public recreational opportunities. Subsection 4.3, Parks And Open Space Areas, 

emphasizes the everyday passive and active recreational uses of green spaces “where we can take 

a break from the bustle of city life, participate in a sporting activity, or play an informal game of 
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frisbee with friends on a Sunday afternoon” (p. 4-11). Although the OP prioritizes natural 

heritage features and linkages, Policy 4.3.6 seeks to enhance the usability of public green spaces 

for recreational, as well as non-descript cultural purposes. Other Open Spaces include golf 

courses, cemeteries, utilities, and other specialized open space uses. The utility corridor in 

particular are envisioned as sites for secondary uses such as ‘linear park’ open spaces, pedestrian 

and bicycle trails, sport fields, agriculture, and temporary garden centres. These corridors are 

expected to provide movement and low-stakes recreation, while remaining compatible with their 

primary infrastructure functions. Lands declared surplus may be retained or leased for public 

amenities and community-serving uses. Although the OP’s preamble ties green spaces to 

Toronto’s competitive advantage as a place to invest, they also establish its recreational function. 

The OP approaches green space provision largely through a framework of acquisition, 

management, and land-use regulation. The Chapter 3 preamble acknowledges that planning 

decisions may prioritize one objective (social, economic or environmental) over another 

depending on circumstance. Green space expansion and reinvestment are explicitly restricted by 

physical and financial constraints, while parkland acquisition policies prioritize on-site 

dedications over cash-in-lieu contributions. Where necessary, the City may accept off-site 

parkland, exchange publicly owned parkland for lands of comparable or greater utility, or 

acquire land to address identified service gaps. Public access and connectivity are important 

considerations in these decisions, but privately owned green spaces are generally not targeted for 

acquisition and are not expected to provide public access. While aiming to improve public access 

to green spaces, the OP focuses on measurable factors such as existing amenities, site conditions, 

demographics, and connectivity. The OP’s policies thus designate what spaces are appropriate 

for human recreation from above instead of through community involvement. Little attention is 

paid to what makes a green spaces welcoming, culturally responsive, or reflective of community 

identity. As a result, the OP focuses on the preservation of naturalistic green spaces and 

opportunities to improve connectivity, with less emphasis on how communities may be allowed  

to inhabit space as needed. 

4.2. City of Toronto Urban Design Guidelines 

The City of Toronto’s design guidelines (Townhouse And  Low-Rise Apartment 

Guidelines, Mid-Rise Building Design Guidelines, and Tall Building Design Guidelines) 

prioritize a lively public realm, using green space as an urban design tool. The Tall Building 
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Design Guidelines (2013) recounts the evolution of tall buildings until the 1980s, portraying the 

errors of previous design philosophies such as inadequate setbacks and parking. In this 

reflection, the modernist tower-in-the-park is a promised landscape of privacy, sky view, and 

sunlight, that instead became a tower-in-the-parking-lot, disrupting the vitality of the traditional 

pedestrian-oriented street, “These buildings did not support walkable streets and lacked the mix 

of uses, small retail frontages, porches, and stoops which successfully animated the public realm 

elsewhere in the city.” (City of Toronto, 2013, p. 6). Across the documents, tower-in-the-park 

green spaces fail to provide walkability and connectivity. Modernist landscapes are portrayed as 

isolated and inefficient, framing the open spaces as barriers for pedestrians rather than 

community assets. By contrasting these neighbourhoods with today’s idealized "pedestrian-

oriented" city, the documents establish redevelopment as both an apolitical and necessarily 

corrective solution.  

Each of the Design Guidelines imagine intensification to be a common-sense technical 

improvement that incorporates green spaces as connective infrastructure. The primary role of 

contemporary green spaces is to facilitate pedestrian circulation through the city. The guidelines 

each distinguish between a range of green space types to contribute to the broader urban fabric 

across the public realm (streets, parks, and open spaces) and the private realm (front yards and 

private amenity spaces). Green spaces are intended to promote pedestrian mobility and 

permeability, physically improving circulation networks. Thus, green spaces extend the public 

realm through privately owned land by being designed to read as public places, be highly visible, 

and visually connect sites to surrounding streets and parks. Publicly accessible open spaces may 

include courtyards, plazas, urban gardens, forecourts, landscaped setbacks, and walkways for 

year-round use, with surrounding buildings oriented to encourage animation. While at least 25 

percent of a large development site's area must be landscaped, smaller infill sites may instead 

incorporate green rooftops. Green spaces are recast from a destination for community into an 

infrastructure that creates an efficient, dense public realm. 

Generally, the Design Guidelines prescribe carefully-managed green spaces for public 

life to take place. Modern green spaces are inspired by “large sunlit courtyards and play areas” of 

the Garden City (City of Toronto, 2018, p. 7). Shared amenity areas are described as necessary 

gathering spaces, providing space for social interaction, neighbourhood activity, and recreation. 

The guidelines encourage further context analysis to determine which facilities may support a 
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high-quality living environment. New developments are encouraged to include seating, 

communal gardens, public art, shade structures, and programming opportunities. The available 

amenities should maximize comfort, usability, aesthetic, and privacy for public enjoyment. The 

Mid-Rise Design Guidelines further notes that shared outdoor amenities allow residents “to 

experience and share in their collective property” (City of Toronto, 2024, p. 41) and that design 

decisions can contribute to placemaking. The documents recognize green spaces as being able to 

honour the history and culture of Indigenous, Black, and equity-deserving communities and 

facilitate cultural, civic, and social places. Yet these forms of community inclusion remain 

embedded in carefully curated spaces that emphasize anticipated uses, and above all prioritize 

pedestrian movement. While the guidelines indirectly acknowledge user self-determination by 

recommending flexible design, they do not treat its users as active subjects intended to inhabit, 

reshape, and reimagine space. The documents reflect an inoffensive passivity for the greater 

public realm ideal, leading to more restrictive designs than imagined. 

4.3. Parkland Strategy 

The Parkland Strategy, Growing Toronto Parkland, details how green spaces can be optimized to 

contribute to public and ecological benefits. The Strategy evaluates neighbourhood green-space 

needs through indicators including parkland provision, park type, and income levels. The 

Strategy recognizes that new urban developments “will decrease parkland provision across the 

city unless new parkland is acquired.” (City of Toronto, 2019, p. 27). Therefore, two of the 

Parkland Strategy’s objectives are to Expand parkland and Connect  green spaces beyond its 

existing 1,500 parks. These objectives are intended to increase the use of parks for both public 

enjoyment and ecosystem benefits, while improving the potential uses that can take place in 

parks. 

The Parkland Strategy aims for parks to be flexible and multi-functional for the needs of 

diverse groups. However, the Strategy revolves around park classifications: sport and play 

(programmed and active recreation), community and civic (social cohesion and interaction), and 

passive and ecological (passive nature recreation and ecological services). It then outlines 

Toronto’s current parks’ features: 57% sport and play, 24% community and civic, 7% passive 

and ecological. Toronto’s ravine system is also constrained mainly to ecological protection in 

line with Official Plan policies, but it offers compatible, passive recreation opportunities. The 
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document foregrounds the ability for communities, including marginalized groups, to access 

parks that meet the three different functions. 

The Strategy’s technical approach does not incorporate relevant community contexts as it 

systematically distributes green spaces and green space functions. As every community deserves 

a fair share of parks across classifications, the Strategy’s equity approach focuses on barriers of 

physical access. Modernist neighbourhoods have abundant green spaces, but their autocentric 

urban design is described as a frequent barrier to access. Especially in low income communities 

such as Jane and Finch, these parks “play a vital role in supporting quality of life and/or where 

access to private greenspace is limited.” (City of Toronto, 2019, p. 19). The document casts 

private green spaces because their limited active programming and passive recreation “do not 

replace the need for public parks.” (City of Toronto, 2019, p. 19). Yet, the Strategy includes a 

map of Priority areas, measuring where “there is low parkland provision, low park supply, high-

growth, and a high percentage of low income residents” (City of Toronto, 2019, p. 46). A 

contradiction arises as Jane and Finch’s existing private green spaces reduce the projected need 

for parkland, yet their potential loss through redevelopment is not accounted for. As a result, the 

wider Jane and Finch neighbourhood is identified as having little or no "Areas of Parkland Need" 

despite relying heavily on private green spaces. 

While the Parkland Strategy recognizes green spaces as community assets, it does not 

anticipate the appropriation and improvisation of space. The strategy intends for green spaces to 

be community focal points that “provide places for community gathering and celebration, public 

art, heritage interpretation and cultural expression as well as recreational opportunities” (City of 

Toronto, 2019, p. 47). This community-oriented vision is reinforced through the Strategy's 

Include objective, which seeks to reflect Toronto's diversity and history through placemaking. 

While the document acknowledges that placemaking changes according to local contexts, its 

measured and prescribed approach undermines community self-determination. The Strategy 

presents placemaking as something achieved by planning, designing, and managing public 

spaces, relying on park design, public art, programming, and local partnerships to produce “more 

meaningful relationships between people and the place that they call home” (City of Toronto, 

2019, p. 41). These green space improvements broaden public park possibilities in their initial 

creation, but neglect the particularity of community contexts. 
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In an effort to maintain equal access to diverse green spaces, the Parkland Strategy 

foregoes the historicity and ongoing role of public participation. While the Strategy 

acknowledges that communities create meaning in parks, these meanings are to be 

accommodated within top-down, professionally designed and programmed landscapes. The 

Strategy seeks to capitalize on growth and placemaking opportunities from revitalizations, 

institutional partnerships, and philanthropic contributions as opposed to community informality. 

As a result, the Strategy privileges planned and anticipated forms of use over the informal, self -

determined practices through which communities already inhabit and continually remake green 

space. The Strategy’s intent for meaningful green space relationships is held in tension with the 

documents broader growth goals, as it seeks to “acquire and create new legacy parks over time 

that will be powerful city-building moves and iconic open spaces that strengthen Toronto’s 

identity as a global, liveable city” (City of Toronto, 2019, p. 39). The result is a strategy that 

abstractly quantifies green space distributions instead of maintaining the place-specific 

experiences of green spaces that communities use to serve their needs. 

4.4. Jane Finch Secondary Plan and Urban Design Guidelines 

The Jane Finch Secondary Plan and Urban Design Guidelines set out public realm policies 

underpinned by a philosophy of green space ahead of urban development in the Jane and Finch 

neighbourhood. The documents recognize the modernist, unbounded urban green form of the 

neighbourhood; however, markedly, it respects the generous setbacks and landscaping tied to the 

high rises. While the curvilinear low-rise residential blocks are noted to create barriers in 

connectivity, the tower-in-the-park building form offers public open space amenity and 

landscaping. This form is distinguished from other forms of tall buildings in its own typology, 

the “Jane Finch Pavilion Building.” The separation between towers is stated to preserve the 

natural environment, pedestrian mobility, and shared access to sunlight. One of the guiding 

themes of the Design Guidelines is “Greening” the public realm network. The Secondary Plan 

and Guidelines developed green space typologies that preserve and build upon the 

neighbourhood’s open space character. Green Spines and Green Pedestrian connections intend to 

create a sense of greenness and openness, which contrasts with contemporary compact, street-

fronting forms of development. Green Spines preserve the existing pattern of deep setbacks in 

the neighbourhood, doubling to provide a streetscape where people can walk, cycle, and wait for 

public transit using pedestrian amenities. Green Pedestrian Connections simultaneously ensure 
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public “short cuts” to travel shorter distances between destinations. Any visible private uses are 

expected to “enrich the pedestrian experience” through architectural elements that distinguish 

them from public use and ensure “the legibility of semi-private spaces,” while limiting barriers 

such as fences. The decision-making power of property owners is highlighted, “Collaboration 

between landowners is encouraged, emphasizing the importance of inclusive and welcoming 

open spaces.” (JFUDG, p. 48). As an organizational element, these green space concepts uphold 

commonly-held themes of connectivity and mobility grounded by the Design Guidelines’ 

“Moving” theme.  

Figure 3. Green Pedestrian Connection Concept. 

Note. Source: Jane Finch Urban Design Guidelines (p. 34). 

In discussions of facilitating “movement” in the public realm, the accompanying policies 

emphasize users’ comfort and convenience. The development of infill buildings is intended to be 

compatible with ample soft landscaping and community assets in tower-in-the-park settings, 

while providing for small-scale retail and community serving uses. And while public realm 

movement underpins these urban design decisions, the green spaces ultimately ensure that 

residents are provided with consistent “exposure to nature and greenery” throughout the urban 

fabric, as opposed to planned encounters in natural heritage areas. 
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Figure 4. Green Pedestrian Connections - Pedestrian Only Street Mock-up. 

Note. Source: Jane Finch Urban Design Guidelines (p. 47). 

The Jane and Finch documents insist upon the versatile use of green spaces by public users more 

than strict categorizations of function and aesthetic. Jane and Finch contains 22 parks alongside 

the Black Creek Ravine and the hydro corridor. Although the Official Plan depicts ravines as 

being preserved in a natural state in order to ensure ecological protection, the Jane Finch Design 

Guidelines state that the local community “has indicated that they value the [Black Creek] 

ravine, both as an area of retreat to nature, and as a recreational asset” (JFUDG, p. 23). The 

City’s Parkland Strategy points out “the fine line between protection and use” in ravines, and  has 

encouraged limited compatible recreational programming. The Jane Finch Design Guidelines 

address the Black Creek’s role as a recreational asset by suggesting that activity hubs, building 

setbacks with amenities, new access points, and stewardship programs enhance the active 

experience of Black Creek. The guidelines exemplify the importance of resident-led gardens 

using Rudy’s Garden, informally constructed beside the Black Creek trail. Further potential lies 

in Indigenous-led placekeeping along the Black Creek, wherein permanent park assets, 
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community gardens, programming, and direct access to water may provide opportunities for 

cultural activities.  

The Jane Finch planning documents also acknowledge the Finch Hydro Corridor as an 

important open space for recreation with existing sports fields. Meanwhile, the Official Plan 

acknowledges the existing secondary uses of utility corridors in parks, pedestrian and bicycle 

trails, agriculture, parking lots, open storage, stormwater management, public transit ; however, 

the OP emphasizes utility corridors’ secondary purpose as providing mobility, only being leased 

or acquired for public services (such as allotment and community gardens) after being “declared 

surplus”. The Finch Hydro Corridor, in turn, is envisioned as an “inviting and comfortable 

environment to sit, rest, and gather” through investments in lighting and seating. Unlike the OP’s 

emphasis on movement in utility corridors, the Jane Finch Urban Design Guidelines considers 

the Hydro Corridor as a site for active and self-directed recreation in the form of outdoor 

learning spaces and urban agriculture. Further, the Guidelines consider the Hydro Corridor as a 

place for expressions of identity that will “create a unique and memorable character for the 

corridor while also engaging and inspiring visitors”. Instead of being urban encroachment, the 

Jane Finch planning documents assert that “corridor enhancement strategies should be cocreated 

with the community,” centralizing the role of the user. 

 

Figure 5. North-south desire lines in Finch Hydro Corridor. 

Note. Source: Jane Finch Urban Design Guidelines (p. 36). Photo author: Access Planning.  
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The Jane Finch Urban Design Guidelines generally acknowledge the agency of green space users 

as they occupy and re-make space. Besides its most significant green assets, several smaller 

green spaces are recognized including parks, playgrounds, sports fields, community gardens, 

urban agriculture initiatives and vast landscaped edges. Green spaces are one of many noted 

space social spaces, “The public realm network of Jane Finch does not only include parks and 

natural areas, but residents also congregate and socialize in courtyards, backyards, porches, and 

parking lots including at Corner Commons, a pop-up gathering space designed by the community 

in the parking lot of the Jane Finch Mall that is also a site for local public art, events, and 

activism.” (JFUDG, p. 13). Spaces are envisioned as well-furnished and well-maintained, 

providing for community gatherings, active programming, and passive programming which 

“typically supports more unstructured and leisurely activities such as picnic areas, open lawns, 

naturalized areas, healing gardens and walking trails.” (JFUDG, p. 32). The proposed Green 

Pedestrian Connections and Green Spine, beyond facilitating movement, imagine users 

gathering, socializing, resting, eating, and formalizing existing desire paths. The Jane Finch 

planning documents evaluate the public realm in a way which foregrounds community desires 

and the ability to act upon them, therefore blurring the lines between “nature spaces” and 

“recreation spaces” and “transport spaces”.  

 

Figure 6. Green open spaces in use around apartment towers.  

Note. Source: Jane Finch Urban Design Guidelines (p. 32). 
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4.5. Discussion 

Unlike the city-wide planning documents, the freedom of movement, connection, and activity in 

the Jane Finch Secondary Plan and Urban Design Guidelines expands the urban imagining of 

greenspaces with the community’s sense of identity and belonging. The imagined green spaces in 

Jane and Finch planning documents recognize the temporal and interactive nature of inhabiting 

place, whether public and private. Developed through iterative consultations with local residents, 

the Jane Finch documents have made strides to include anti-displacement which encompasses a 

proactive community imaginary that recognizes how residents shape green spaces. The 

Secondary Plan sets out several goals relating to inviting collaboration and avoiding 

displacement that are not included in the City of Toronto planning documents. Rather than 

reinforcing exclusionary property logics, green spaces are more legible in order to welcome self -

determined behaviour in the public realm, “...realizing the potential for the parks and public 

realm network to provide affordable and equitable ways to move around, support physical and 

mental health, foster local economic development, mitigate cultural displacement and strengthen 

communities.” (JFSP, p. 12). This framing is a manifestation of Jane and Finch residents’ 

material reality and needs. The documents’ Vision statement similarly constructs green space as 

integral to neighbourhood identity, envisioning "a vibrant core, beautiful, connected, welcoming 

parks and open spaces, and access to nature through the nearby Black Creek ravine" (JFSP, p. 6). 

The Secondary Plan further commits to public spaces that reflect "Indigenous identity and the 

local heritage of Jane Finch communities" (JFSP, p. 11), therefore embedding the rhythms of 

local identity, culture, and needs into green spaces. 

By centering community experience and self-determination, the Jane Finch urban 

imaginary differs markedly from that found in the city-wide planning documents. The Official 

Plan primarily frames green spaces through ecological protection, connectivity, and managing 

growth; the City of Toronto Urban Design Guidelines emphasize movement through the city and 

animating streets; while the Parkland Strategy places greater emphasis on the social functions of 

parks through park typologies, access, and equitable distribution. 

By contrast, the Jane Finch planning documents foreground residents' existing 

relationships with place, recognizing how residents already use, shape, and assign meaning to 

space. The Jane Finch documents construct an urban imaginary that embeds identity within 
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urban green spaces not only through heritage recognition or public art, but through an urban 

design framework that strengthens residents' collective right to the city. 

5. GIS Analysis 

I developed a dataset using ArcGIS Pro in order to visualize green space outcomes, expecting to 

reveal the shifting priorities of different “stakeholders”. As previously discussed, dominant green 

space imaginaries are imbued with racialized understandings of nature and its purpose in urban 

environments. Such understandings affect urban planning policies, materializing in green space 

classifications and quality on the ground. These spatial outcomes affect local resident wellbeing. 

Thus, an investigation of existing green spaces in the Jane and Finch neighbourhood will 

produce valuable insights into the treatment of green spaces according to the amenities present 

and ownership structures involved. The spatial-temporal GIS analysis provides a grounded 

model for the abstract concepts employed in the literature and policy documents. Although the 

literature reviews the unique components influencing dominant green space imaginaries, the 

following analysis provides a bounded “case” of green space amenities, exemplifying planning 

trajectories in Toronto (Coombs, 2022). The spatial-temporal analysis compliments the 

contemporary policy document analysis, providing a multi-layered understanding of the 

dominant green space imaginary and its spatialized impacts, revealing broader structural 

patterns. 

Currently, there are few regulations dictating the provision of amenities for private 

developments in the City of Toronto. Landlords are generally understood to be responsible for 

maintaining their residential complex “in a good state of repair” (Residential Tenancy Act, 2006, 

s. 20). The City of Toronto Zoning By-law 569-2013 (s. 10.5.55) dictates that apartments with 20 

or more dwelling units are required 2 square metres indoors and 2 square metres outdoors of 

amenity space per dwelling unit, unless abutting a major street in which there must be more than 

30 dwelling units. However, the required amenity space may change either positively or 

negatively during a site-specific zoning by-law amendment process through conditions set out by 

the City of Toronto case-by-case, as exemplified in the case of White Blocks where amenity 

space requirements were reduced to 1.2 square metres indoors and 1 square metre outdoors per 

dwelling unit (Stirling, 2026). Following the redevelopment of a rental apartment building, the 

City of Toronto does not require property owners to replace the amenities and building features 

previously present in the original building (City of Toronto, 2025). But, an Ontario Landlord and 
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Tenant Board ruling suggests that tenants are entitled to access long-standing amenities, if 

implied by the established behaviour of the landlord. In P.T v. V.R and L.R (2018), the landlords 

attempted to repeal a tenant’s access to a parking space that is not listed in the terms of their 

lease, however the Landlord Tenant Board decided the tenant relied on the parking space and 

was granted implied permission through four years of uninterrupted use. While this ruling is 

dependent on the particular amenity type in question (a parking space), the degree to which 

residents “rely” on an amenity may be argued. Consequently, the retention of existing amenities 

remains inconsistently protected, making it necessary to examine how they have been 

transformed in Jane and Finch. 

5.1. Data Description 

The dataset analysis includes 186 recorded amenities distinguished between 10 gardens, 9 

outdoor classrooms, 59 playgrounds, 25 pools, 9 seating, 68 sports, 3 water parks, 3 

unknown/unidentified amenities and 2 cases of green space infill between the years 1956–2024 

in approximate four-year intervals. The goal was to identify trends in the provision, demolition, 

and maintenance of green space amenities. I expected relationships to differ depending on the 

type of green space amenity and property ownership category. Therefore, in the graphs below I 

sought correlations between amenity type and property ownership types.  

Figure 7 shows an initial increase in sports and pool amenities, beginning in the mid-

1960s then levelling off by the end of the 1970s. Sports amenities have remained most prominent 

overall, including a sharp increase with residential development until 1978, steadily increasing 

until its peak at 59 in the year 2002, and then dipping by 2005 before remaining largely 

unchanged until the present day. The number of pools grew rapidly with development of 

apartment buildings beginning in 1968 and had outnumbered playgrounds until 1978, after which 

no new pools were constructed. Pools plateaued significantly until 1985 before gradually 

declining until the present day. The number of pools peaked at 22 and declined to 11. 

Playgrounds continue to be the second most prominent amenity, consistently growing in number 

with minor dips and plateaus after 1978, 1997, 2009, and 2020 to a total of 50. While a single 

private water park feature exists, two public water parks were added in the twenty-first century to 

complement public playgrounds. Playground and sports amenities far outnumber any other 

amenity in Jane and Finch and have remained similar in quantity since 2005. The number of 

gardens has risen gradually since 1997, while the provision of public seating has only risen 
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gradually as of 2012. Outdoor classrooms first appeared in 2009 with a more significant increase 

in 2024. Two instances of green space infill are also visible in 2005 and 2020. Figure A3 in the 

Appendix provides deeper insights into the cumulative total of amenities proportionate to 

property type. 

Figure 7. Cumulative number of amenities across amenity types. 

The ownership of amenities Figure 8 reveals stark variations over time, revealing significant 

shifts in the private and public actors responsible for provision. In assessing the private, public, 

and school-specific contribution to amenity creation, the role of private development in the 

creation of amenities was most significant during the initial residential development of Jane and 

Finch in the 1970s. The concentration of amenity creation peaked at 30 amenities with further 

high-activity years around 1968, 1972, and 1976, indicating a sustained wave of outdoor amenity 

expansion driven by private property ownership. This data does not reveal the ongoing status of 

amenities; however, it reveals a period of clear disinvestment by private ownership 

predominantly between 1980 and 2005, after which minor amenity contributions were made. 

Public-owned amenities and fewer school-owned amenities were present before 1968, and 

contributed in smaller varieties during residential development until the late 1970s. After 1980, 

amenity creation declined entirely and only resumed in 1985 (however, the low resolution of 
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aerial images during the 1980s may be affecting accuracy and reducing the number of amenity 

creations reported). From 1985 to 2005, additions fluctuated towards much lower volumes, 

resulting in typically fewer than ten amenities per year. Amenity provision transitioned towards 

being school and public ownership-led. From the 2000s onward, overall creation levels 

continued to be comparatively low; however, the low number of school amenity additions was 

consistent. A decrease in public-owned investments as of 2009 and slight increase in 2020 led 

school properties to become especially prominent, particularly in 2024 where no public or 

private property amenities were created. Minor additions by private properties, slightly below 

that of schools, can be seen between 2005 and 2020.  

Figure 8. Number of amenities created across property types. 

Figure 9 brings the creation of amenities in conversation with their demolition. In a cumulative 

perspective, the graph confirms the concentrated boom in amenity provision by private property 

owners during Jane and Finch’s initial development, starting in 1968. Private green spaces 

amenities sharply plateaued in 1978 and fluctuated between 58-60 until 1997. At private 

amenities’ peak, the number of public amenities steadily rose with school amenities similarly 

rising at a lower total amount. Between 1997 and 2005, the number of private amenities declined 

to 48. By 2005, publicly owned amenities had marginally surpassed private amenities, after 

which both ownership categories remained at a relatively similar and stable level of 

approximately 50 total amenities over time. Throughout the graph, the slope in cumulative 

school amenity provision has been slightly flatter than that of public amenities, only reaching a 

similar number during a modest upward turn in 2024. This contrasts with public amenities which 

have seen its growth gradually slows, approaching a stable level.  
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Figure 9. Cumulative number of amenities across property types. 

 

 

 

  



50 

 

Although the cumulative number of private properties has clearly decreased, looking at Figure 10 

circumvents any obfuscation by new amenities, while making the relative lack of demolition by 

public and school property ownership evident. Five private amenities and one school amenity 

were demolished between 1985 and 1992 across three instances. The turn of the century was 

characterized by rapid demolition with seven private amenities demolished in 1999 and eight 

private, three public, and one school amenity demolished in 2005. The number of demolitions 

returns to a relatively stable, low level with four private and one public amenity demolished 

between 2009 and 2016. A moderate increase occurs in 2020 and 2024 with the majority of 

removals being public amenities, with few school amenities.  

Figure 10. Number of amenities demolished across property types. 

Figure 11 displays the cumulative number of amenity renovations across property types, while 

Figure 12 makes clear the number of renovations taken place annually. Together, the graphs 

demonstrate consistent-to-increasing investment across all property types. Renovations occur 

cyclically, with 5–15 year spikes rather than steady activity. While public and school renovation 

peaks are increasing steadily over time, private peaks are minimally increasing. Private amenity 

renovations have peaked at around 3–5 instances approximately during the early 1990s, 2005, 

2020. Most renovations have always been conducted on public amenities. Public amenity 

renovations typically have peaked at around 4 approximately during the late 1980s, 1999, and 

2012, with the latest exception incurring an all-time-high of 10 in 2020. Public amenity 

renovations have occurred sooner and in greater amounts than their counterparts. As a result, 

public amenities have accumulated the most overall renovations up to date. School amenities 

received few but consistent renovations until 1992. The number of school amenity renovations 
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increased in 2005, whereafter a clear upward-curve indicates an accelerating rate of renovation. 

The cumulative number of renovations for school amenities followed a similar but distinct 

pattern to private amenities. Private amenity renovations first bypassed school amenity 

renovations in 1989, then gradually increased during investment cycles, maintaining a higher 

overall total in renovations. Between 2016 and 2024, the number of school amenity renovations 

increased steeply, leading school amenity renovations to close its cumulative gap with private 

renovations.  

Figure 11. Cumulative number of amenity renovations across property types. 
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Figure 12. Annually created amenity types across property types. 

Figure 13 displays the cumulative number of amenity renovations across amenity types, while 

Figure 14 makes clear the number of renovations taken place annually. Together, the graphs 

signal a clear preference for the maintenance of playground and sports amenities. Sports 

amenities were the earliest and primary focus of renovations, beginning in the 1970s then again 

accelerating in the 1980s. By 1989, sports amenity renovations reached 10 cumulative instances, 

exceeding all other amenities. However sports renovation activity plateaued entirely after 1989, 

only steadily increasing between 2005–2024, reaching about 21 cumulative renovations. 

Although sports amenities were the dominant recreational priority during the neighbourhood's 

earlier decades, playground renovations peaked beyond all other amenities during 1985, 1999, 

2005, and 2020. By 2024, playground renovations accounted for approximately 45 cumulative 

renovations, more than double the number for sports amenities. Other recreation types received 

relatively little attention. Pools experienced limited renovation activity, with 4 cumulative 

renovations despite their early presence. One garden site was renovated in 1992 while more 

recently seating areas were renovated.  
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Figure 13. Cumulative number of amenity renovations across amenity types. 

Figure 14. Number of amenities renovated annually across amenity types. 
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5.2. Data Limitations  

The study data is subject to several limitations affecting precision. The City of Toronto did not 

produce aerial images for every year. Consequently, I used photomaps and orthophotos adjacent 

to the unavailable years to approximate the four-year intervals. The available imagery was 

captured at varying times of year, seasonal conditions, and aerial perspectives. Because the 

dataset relied on free-to-access images from predominantly online sources, image quality and 

spatial coverage varied considerably. Missing data tiles from the 2016 orthophotomosaic also 

affects the specificity of reporting. Several digital photomaps were only available in low-

resolutions, increasing the difficulty of identifying smaller amenities and determining precise 

dates of establishment, renovation, or demolition. These issues were amplified in older 

photomaps due to the technological limitations.  

Although every effort was made to ensure methodological rigor, the analysis is also 

limited by the nature of historical aerial imagery. Minor georeferencing inaccuracies between 

aerial images occasionally produced slight spatial distortions. Consequently, amenity point 

locations represent their approximate positions relative to the most recent imagery rather than 

precise real-world coordinates. Aerial photography also cannot consistently capture the condition 

or quality of amenities beyond major physical modifications, nor can it reliably identify smaller 

features obscured by shadows, canopies, or image resolution. While my approach enables 

longitudinal analysis from above, any experiential data in regards to patterns of use, community 

attitudes, or perceived quality according to local residents is not encompassed in the study. 

Finally, a major feature of Jane and Finch, the Black Creek Ravine, was not investigated 

as part of this analysis, however it was a space for swimming and general recreation prior to 

urbanization and continues to function as a recreational trail with amenities such as BBQs, 

exercise parks, and fire pits (MacNevin, 2022).  

5.3. Discussion 

Jane and Finch was developed upon modernist principles, and has faced minimal urban 

development since. The creation of amenities was privately-driven during the neighbourhood’s 

development in the 1960–1970s. This early provision of amenities provided a form of regulating 

social welfare, supporting everyday life rather than the picturesque nature associated with elite 

urban landscapes. Early amenities were primarily active recreation including sports fields, 

playgrounds, and swimming pools, located on the vast open spaces that surrounded apartment 
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towers, if not in public parks and community centres. Yet in the 1980s and 1990s, a shift 

occurred where reinvestment in private amenities did not match their initial provision. Alongside 

increased demolition, private amenity provision plateaued before decreasing between 1995–

2005. Private actors appeared to withdraw from responsibility for these collective open space 

sites. 

After the majority of Jane and Finch had been built out by the 1980s, public institutions 

took on a greater role in providing public benefits. Although public amenities were still 

outnumbered by private ones into the 1990s, the renovations of existing amenities outpaced the 

private sector. By 2005, public amenity growth plateaued after decades of steady increase, 

having expanded enough to offset the demolition of private amenities. The total number of 

public and private amenities has since remained at approximately 100, which potentially 

represents a local equilibrium in City of Toronto standards. Amenity renovations occur cyclically 

in 5–15 year intervals, and have increased significantly since the mid-1980s onward. Public 

amenities have consistently received the greatest share of reinvestment. In contrast, private 

amenities, although declining in total, have seen gradual increases in renovation activity, 

suggesting a relatively improved average quality among the existing private sites. This produces 

a new dynamic for the twenty-first century, wherein Jane and Finch residents have fewer private 

pool and sports amenities in particular, and must seek out public amenities instead. School 

amenities, while initially limited, are emerging rapidly, particularly by 2024 when they match 

other ownership types in total provision. School amenities have experienced accelerating 

renovation rates since the 2000s, and provided relatively positive reinvestment in comparison to 

private amenities. In retrospect, the lower total amount of public and school amenities in Jane 

and Finch prior to 1997 can now be interpreted as an overall deficit, compared to contemporary 

dynamics. 

The types of amenities in Jane and Finch over time have revealed a recent shift towards 

amenity diversification. Historically, sports amenities were dominant across all ownership types, 

and have subsequently received less intensive upgrades, which in part may be due to their ease of 

maintenance. Pools, despite their early prominence as a private amenity, have been largely 

neglected in maintenance cycles, and declined consistently since 1985. In contrast, playgrounds 

have sustained prioritization among public and school amenities since 1985. Playgrounds receive 

the most renovations, far surpassing the cumulative renovations of sports amenities despite 
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having the smaller overall quantity. The attention towards playgrounds, both in creation and 

renovation, reflects their perceived significance as curated to families. More recently, new 

amenities such as gardens, outdoor classrooms, water parks, and general seating reflects new 

interests in both passive and active recreational uses across all property types.  

Although the new urbanist compact city approach is evident in literature and policy, Jane 

and Finch has not yet experienced a resurgence in urban development accompanied by private 

amenities. The narrative of Jane and Finch’s disinvestment and community in the latter 20th 

century occurred whilst private amenity provision was at its peak, reaching 60 in total, and 

public and school amenities were still far fewer in total. This shows a failure of anticipation by 

Keynesian public amenity provision, underestimating community needs despite local planning 

efforts. The growth of new public amenities was a priority until 2005, during which the focus 

shifted to renovation. Although modernist open spaces were not entirely abandoned, the 

questionable role of private amenities is especially critical to evaluating the prospective 

outcomes of the compact new urbanist paradigm. Jane and Finch is expected to undergo major 

changes in future years due to major revitalizations and numerous proposed infill developments 

in the greater neighbourhood area.  

The established dataset and findings provide a foundation for future research, linking 

amenity distribution to policy, offering deeper insights into how policy implementation shapes 

everyday neighbourhood life. The rapid development of Jane and Finch, premised on private 

amenities, did not fully respond to community needs. Increased public amenity provision was 

necessary and overtook responsibility for the disappeared private amenities between 1999–2005. 

While renovations are the primary focus, the data suggests that new more intense and dense 

developments will require even more intentional amenity provision to accommodate not only 

new populations, but the maintenance and ongoing existence of the amenities into the future. The 

current balance of amenity distribution across ownership types is a result of a decrease in private 

amenities. Looking forward, more concern should be placed on maintaining the long-term 

condition of private amenities, and the uneven treatment of amenity types, particularly the 

neglect of pools. If new private developments are not accompanied by new public and school 

amenity provision, then historic issues of scarce amenities may be reproduced, however, this 

time alongside dynamics of gentrification. Future policy frameworks must recognize the risks of 

neoliberal private development failing to generate public benefit to future populations, especially 
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as new amenities are increasingly securitized and catered to elite classes. Thus, greater attention 

should be paid to amenities as sites of informal community gathering, as their uses project 

alternative histories of planning. 

6. Conclusion 

The Jane and Finch neighbourhood demonstrates that green spaces are social landscapes whose 

meanings exceed the ecological or recreational functions prescribed by Toronto’s dominant 

urban imaginary. As Jane and Finch was developed, modernist planning required generous green 

spaces and recreational amenities to be integrated alongside housing. While the provision of 

amenities was insufficient in the early 1970s, it rapidly increased by the end of the decade 

(Hayhurst, 1974). However, this growth was driven primarily by private apartment 

developments, whose semi-public outdoor amenities increased in number more rapidly than 

publicly-owned amenities. Consequently, privately-supplied amenities like pools, playgrounds, 

and sports fields became essential neighbourhood infrastructure. These semi-public green spaces 

could then be transformed by residents into sites of care and collective life, supporting the 

community’s overall wellbeing. 

Despite their importance to community life, Jane and Finch's green spaces are not 

politically neutral. Across Victorian planning, Modernism, and New Urbanism, green spaces 

have served as mechanisms through which elite social values are spatially normalized . Modernist 

planning, while encompassing recreation and social housing provisions, responded to urban 

issues through assumptions rooted in white, middle-class norms. Throughout the historical 

evolution of green space planning, desirable landscapes have repeatedly been defined through 

aesthetic and behavioural expectations rooted in the urban elite’s Eurocentric ideals. Because 

many of Jane and Finch’s amenities were privately owned, their continued provision depended 

on landlords ongoing investment, which in turn relied on the neighbourhood’s economic 

desirability as perceived through attractive lush green spaces, high-quality facilities, and lifestyle 

norms. As Jane and Finch failed to embody the white, middle-class ideal, increasingly became 

home to immigrant and racialized populations through its affordable rental housing, the 

established set of privately-owned green space amenities received less sustained private 

investment. While publicly-owned amenities continued to increase in number and renovations, 

the social structures underpinning the modernist neighbourhood failed to meet the needs of its 

marginalized population. As a result, Jane and Finch not only lacked green space luxuries, but 
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also experienced deteriorating infrastructure alongside growing social stigma. This history 

illustrates that as green space planning shapes the lives of all residents, it disproportionately 

harms marginalized racialized communities through the continued reproduction of a white spatial 

imaginary that privileges particular understandings of how green spaces should be designed, 

managed, and used.  

 As the disinvestment of modernist neighbourhoods contributed to relative affordability 

for marginalized groups, expansive green spaces provide opportunities for collective living. 

Racialized and low-income residents continue to access Jane and Finch’s semi-public green 

spaces, where they collectively manage the constraints of their oppressive environment. 

Ironically, the value of modernist green spaces emerges because many remain loosely 

programmed. Rather than being defined by formal design intentions or territorializing borders, 

these landscapes help community life to develop through self-directed practices. Residents from 

across the neighbourhood can visit, reinterpret, and collectively produce green spaces as desired. 

In Jane and Finch’s low-income, renter landscape where many households lack private 

backyards and storage space, green space amenities facilitate child -care, exercise, social 

gatherings, and key recreational opportunities. This does not mean that value lies in green spaces 

or amenities themselves, but in the experiences and relationships they enable, thereby impacting 

one’s sense of place, attachment, and belonging (Kimpton et al., 2013). Consequently, the 

demolition of more than ten privately supplied amenities after the 1990s reduced opportunities 

for Jane and Finch residents to connect with their community and share responsibilities. Despite 

the disappearance of these physical infrastructures, the histories embedded within these spaces 

endure through memories. This suggests that successful green spaces are not necessarily those 

that are most comprehensively planned, but those that remain open to continual reinterpretation 

by the communities that inhabit them. 

More than fifty years after Jane and Finch’s development, its modernist-era green spaces 

have become increasingly targeted for redevelopment. Although planning paradigms have 

changed, they continue to suppress the informal spatial practices through which racialized and 

low-income communities take care of one another in favour of orderly, highly regulated green 

spaces. The City of Toronto reimagines modernist green spaces, especially those surrounding 

towers-in-the-park, through a reductive and ahistorical planning lens. With the rise of New 

Urbanism, modernist neighbourhoods became symbols of planning failures, attributing local 
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crime and poverty to their design. Amidst media spectacle and stigmatization, the private 

amenities in Jane and Finch green spaces continue to be demolished. Their neglect reinforces 

narratives that characterize these landscapes as underused, poorly defined, and dangerous. 

Because planning and ownership structures rarely accommodate informal community uses in 

green spaces through permanent infrastructure or recognition, the absence of formal amenities 

provides little visible evidence to corroborate their continuing social importance. In contrast, the 

City of Toronto protects publicly owned parks from private encroachment, failing to even 

acknowledge semi-public green spaces as community assets. Consequently, these "peripheral" 

and "in-between" sites are primed to be captured by the compact city paradigm, which prioritizes 

urban intensification and densification (Valzania, 2022; Zalar & Pries, 2022). This approach 

supports neoliberal logics which enable private developers to treat green spaces as sites to extract 

economic value, rather than social spaces (Rucks-Ahidiana et al., 2025; Young & Keil, 2014). 

Therefore, Toronto’s urban planning imaginary must represent modernist green spaces as empty, 

problematic landscapes to solve through active programming, management, and development 

(Zalar & Pries, 2022). In reducing modernist green spaces to landscapes of decline, and Jane and 

Finch residents as unfortunate or criminal, the urban imaginary fails to see our lived histories of 

care, cooperation, and community-building. 

In a neoliberal era that continues to displace and dispossess marginalized communities, 

the importance of preserving informal and undefined green spaces cannot be overstated. Across 

Toronto’s planning documents, the value of green spaces lies not in enabling residents to define 

purpose and meaning for themselves but in the ability to support compact urban form. The Urban 

Design Guidelines documents and Official Plan imagines green spaces using clearly prescribed 

functions such as connectivity, natural conservation, or recreation that efficiently organizes the 

public realm, but overlooks the negotiated uses that characterize neighbourhoods such as Jane 

and Finch. While these documents and the Park Strategy invoke accessibility, equity, 

placemaking, and diversity, they largely omit how informal practices contribute to community 

wellbeing. By contrast, the Jane Finch planning documents recognize residents as active 

producers of space by acknowledging informal uses, everyday leisure, and the risks of 

displacement and gentrification, thereby advancing a community-based counter-imaginary. Yet, 

even these planning documents stop short of recognizing that the concentration of racialized 

poverty is not accidental, but the product of neoliberal urbanization operating through racial 
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inequalities (Saberi, 2022). Preserving Jane and Finch green spaces therefore preserves the 

openness by which communities imagine, negotiate, and produce space on their own terms. 

Ultimately, this paper argues that the greatest threat to Toronto's modernist green spaces is not 

development itself, but the planning imaginaries that devalue their histories and everyday 

community uses by continually seeking to animate, define, and prescribe every landscape. 

Reframing these landscapes as lived, socially productive spaces offers a foundation for more 

equitable approaches to urban planning and development. Rather than determining every 

function or activity, urban planners must encourage unfinished landscapes, allowing their futures 

to be shaped by the communities that inhabit them. In doing so, planners acknowledge that 

justice lies not only in participation during the planning process, but also in protecting space for 

communities to continue producing place long after planning is complete. 
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Appendix 

Archival Documents 

Figure A1 

 

Note. Minutes from University Village Ratepayers’ Association Meeting, November 11, 1965. 
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Figure A2 

 

Note. Newspaper article by then-Alderman, Katie Hayhurst, about recreational opportunities. 
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Trellis Chart of Cumulative Amenities Per Property Type 

Figure A3 
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Note. The trellis chart excludes outdoor classrooms as the amenity only exists under the school property type  

 

 

 


