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Abstract 

The area surrounding the Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail located in the northern 
edges of the Greater Toronto Area, is poised to see extensive urban development due to 
significant transit and infrastructural developments. Hydro corridor’s present a multitude of 
opportunities to enhance sustainability strategies in urban settings. The rate of transit and 
infrastructural investment in the area must accompany and balance community and 
ecologically centred design. Overlooked and underappreciated spaces, such as the Finch 
Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail site is well-positioned to provide high-performing 
greenspaces that provide amenities and activities for everyone to enjoy. This research 
proposes the best design approaches for multi-use hydro corridor revitalization with a focus 
on a specific transect of the extensive Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail. This research 
employs an in-depth review of various planning studies, policy documents, urban design 
strategies, design guidelines, parks and recreation documentation, along with a series of site 
visits to accompany my research findings. This research is intended to inspire thought around 
urban environmental design strategies centered around underutilized industrial greenspaces. 
Greenspaces have become integral in shaping and benefiting civic and community life and 
can be credited with acting as places of refuge and respite in a bustling metropolis. Landscape 
performance can be defined as a measure of the effectiveness with which landscape solutions 
fulfil their intended purpose. This study proposes, that if leveraged well, the Finch Hydro 
Corridor Recreational Trail study site can be a successful area to implement multifunctional 
landscape design elements that enhance social, environmental, and economic realms.   

 

Keywords: Urban design, landscape ecology, planning, parks and recreation.  
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Foreword 
 

This Major Paper fulfils the requirements set forth by the Environmental and Urban Change 
(EUC) Master’s Program. Through this major research, I set out to further strengthen my 
knowledge in environmental planning practices and design strategies for urban greenspaces, 
in support of biodiversity and community health and well-being. The focus on urban design 
strategies for the Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail contributes to my interests in the 
planning field as set out in my learning components, objectives, and strategies in my Plan of 
Study (POS). This research paper compliments my components in my area of concentration 
(environmental planning, and contemporary urban planning, design, and natural areas). This 
research explores the experience of urban hydro corridor revitalization in an urban setting 
that has the potential to enhance landscape performance. A general discussion is presented 
first on the Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail site, and this information is followed 
with a review of conceptual approaches to landscape ecology and design, and a policy and 
planning documentation analysis. The case study is then introduced highlighting the site’s 
history, and current trail features and then concluding with proposed design recommendations 
and future considerations for the study site.   

 

“Hydro corridors” are large swaths of land with tall (80 ft) transmission lines, used primarily 
for the transmission and distribution of electrical energy.  
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Section 1: Introduction 

The City of Toronto is home to an extensive outdoor multi-use greenspace situated 

along and parallel to Finch Avenue, the Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail nestled 

along the northern edges of the city. Hydro corridors are often vast open space networks and 

have the potential to create opportunities for community connectivity and support 

recreational activities. The City of Toronto and other cities across Ontario have revitalized 

former industrial hydro corridor lands and rail lines, such as the Scarborough Meadoway, 

Guelph, Toronto’s Green Line, and Gatineau Hydro Corridor. For instance, Toronto’s 

proposed Green Line project is situated alongside a former rail line in mid-Toronto, now a 5-

kilometre long provincially owned electric transmission (hydro) corridor, and it offers 

opportunities for a lush natural space in the heart of the city while offering a mostly 

uninterrupted path for exercise and recreation. The project will revitalize this underdeveloped 

hydro corridor running east-west, into a trail and linear park system. According to Urban 

Toronto (2019), “Looking to connect roughly 45 separate land parcels (most of which are 

already government-owned properties), the linear park would run from the St. Clair West and 

Caledonia Road intersection in the north, diagonally to Dupont and Dovercourt Road, and 

then eastward along the CP Rail corridor to Davenport Road” (Debergh, 2019). The focus of 

the Green Line project is connecting existing spaces and implementing streetscape 

improvements and creating a cohesive design. 

The Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail is a large trail network spanning 

approximately 38 kilometres; therefore, this research will offer insights into a portion of the 

trail, beginning at York University from Sentinel Road and Murray Ross Parkway, extending 

towards Dufferin Street. This specific land parcel of the transect is fascinating and worthy of 

analysis in that it is an overlooked and unmanaged site with immense potential for 

ecologically centred revitalization. This research will spotlight design dynamics and the 

regulatory framework that guides the revitalization of the Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational 

Trail as a whole, which applies to this paper’s specific transect study site.  

According to the trail classification system, the Finch Hydro Corridor Trail is 

considered a primary trail with secondary trails that act as feeder or tributary routes for the 

larger trail (Toronto Multi-Use Trail Design Guidelines, p. 3). The Finch Hydro Corridor 

Recreational Trail is an opportunity to create a nexus for achieving active transportation and 

environmental goals and mandates and an opportunity to make the most of city assets. This 
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research will additionally look at the state of Finch Hydro Corridor Trail network, assessing 

its current multi-modal design features and measuring it against the City of Toronto’s Multi-

use Trail Guidelines (2015), which is a joint project of the City of Toronto’s Transportation 

Services and Parks, Forestry and Recreation Divisions. The consultants for Toronto’s Multi-

Use Trail Design Guidelines are Victor Ford and Associates Inc., landscape architects. 

According to Victor Ford and Associates Inc., special care was taken to “balance 

transportation needs against natural environmental values, to protect one of the main features 

of Toronto's trails that makes them so attractive to users” (Victor Ford, n.d.). Secondly, this 

research will explore the issues identified by the city’s Park Plan that relate to managing the 

natural environment around the trail; specifically pertaining to the public realm policies 

outlined in the Official Plan (OP) that support accessible parks, natural areas, and open 

spaces to meet needs for recreation, nature, and heritage. 

The trail is also an opportunity to explore design improvements and what’s possible at 

the site, given its unique location in Toronto. Exploration and assessment of the challenges in 

managing the natural areas of the trail will also be highlighted, while identifying 

opportunities for improvement. What are the current design features that support 

environmental protection and stewardship in the Finch Hydro Corridor Trail? What are the 

best design practices to improve connectivity between multi-use and natural environments 

(ravines and valleys) around the corridor? What are the best design approaches for multi-

modal urban hydro corridor revitalization? What is the experience of hydro corridor 

revitalization across urban centres in Ontario? How does the current existing design features 

of the Finch Hydro Corridor Trail reflect the supporting plans, documents, and mandates 

intended for the multi-use trail? What do assessment and observation of the multi-modal 

design features and elements of the Finch Hydro Corridor Trail reveal about supporting 

pedestrian and cycling mobility? What are the most prominent design features and where are 

they located? How do they advance community access, mobility, and ecological integrity? 

Can they be enhanced and improved? The queries are the core questions that are explored in 

this paper. This study’s methods include site observations and analysis, reviewing and 

consulting media documents, municipal documents, policy documents, parks and recreation-

centred trends and case studies, provincial policy documents, planning documents, design 

guidelines and standards, and scholarly literature. To aid in this research, the analysis also 

references a series of notable multi-kilometre long urban mobility and natural environment 
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trails and paths, with a view to understanding key design features that make them appealing 

and useful to their communities.     

The corridor transect pertinent to this research, is also located within one of the City 

of Toronto's designated Neighbourhood Improvement Areas (NIAs). Those living in high 

density areas, those underserved by other outdoor recreation amenities and trails, and those 

living in NIAs (See Figure 4-1) would likely see the highest and most valued increase in trail 

use (Trail Strategy, 2013, p. 123). There are several advantages and opportunities in 

sustaining and managing a multi-use trail system for the community and neighbourhoods at 

the micro-level and the region at large. The transect currently upholds a minimum standard of 

stewardship with respect to the conservation of heritage and archaeological features within 

the York University portion of the trail, as well as the city of Toronto-run farm allotment in 

the corridor’s right of way (ROW). However, more can be done to further honour the 

Indigenous community that settled in the area for several years in the area pre-colonization. 

The multi-use trail site along the Finch Hydro Corridor trail transect should be planned as a 

high-performance public space (HPPS) that generates multiple economic, social, and 

environmental benefits (Barth, 2020). Additional design interventions are needed along the 

corridor that prioritizes naturalization and habitat and species protection, ecological literacy 

components, community engagement, safety features, and programming for the community. 

The future growth poised for the surrounding community and neighbourhoods will create 

opportunities to enhance public spaces to support the overall well-being and health of the 

community and non-human species. This study offers insight into the planning and design 

process, and some of the opportunities available in sustaining and managing multi-use trail 

systems and greenspaces within a dynamic urban context. 

 

Section 2: Conceptual Approach 

The environment is shifting in the future of parks and recreation systems planning. 

From its humbler beginnings, The National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA), a non-

for-profit organization published its Park, Recreation, Open Space and Greenway Guidelines 

in 1996. Since those simpler times, parks and recreation agencies are now involved in more 

complex matters including, socio-economic issues, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 

wildfires, urbanization, social equity and services, habitat restoration and economic 

development (Barth, 2020). Barth goes on to explain that it’s time for a new approach to 

parks and recreation system planning that not only addresses traditional parks and recreation 
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challenges but is also robust and comprehensive enough to address broader community wide 

issues. Building from this awareness, the Finch Corridor serves as an ideal candidate to 

incorporate meaningful design elements to respond to societal shifts and expectations. Barth 

suggests that the traditionally linear and narrowly defined parks and recreation system master 

plan (PRSMP) must be replaced with a cyclical, open-ended process that is constantly 

updated and integrated with other foundational public realm plans, such as long-range 

transportation plans, stormwater master plans, habitat conservation plans and future land-use 

plans (Barth, 2020).  

 Theoretical perspectives on park spaces, landscape ecology, and landscape design are 

diverse and range in applicable approaches. Urban ecology principles developed since the 

1970s, around the time of the field’s origins. Since the 1990s, the landscape field has 

reinvented itself in different guises including, but not limited to: landscape-as-art, landscape 

urbanism and landscape infrastructure. Each of these frameworks combines new ways of 

thinking about the city as an environmental system with varying emphasis on form, 

performance, and program. New perspectives that combine ecology and design are 

fundamental to develop insights that work to progress and enhance design features and 

positively influence the revitalization of urban hydro corridor landscapes. “The concept of 

landscape ecology, as focusing on spatial relationships, fluxes and changes in energy, 

materials and species across large land mosaics, apparently had its first major impact on five 

American participants at a 1981 meeting of the 600-member Netherlands Society Landscape 

Ecology in Veldhoven” (Forman, p. 26, 1990). According to Grose (2014), the shifting fields 

of interest in both design and ecological science, we are on the cusp of very exciting 

opportunities to close the gaps between the two disciplines (p. 73). Renowned researcher and 

urban quality consultant Jan Gehl wrote, “I’m a strong believer in planning based on the 

human body – what we can see, how we move, and what speed we naturally move. That 

speed we move affects the way we see the details and understand the surroundings” (Stubbs, 

2020). This insight resonates with the design perspective for public spaces where sustainable 

and human-scaled planning approaches are being increasingly favoured. The principle of 

human-scaled urban design is a favoured approach in New Urbanism, which is a planning 

and development approach based on how cities and towns had been built for the last several 

centuries (Congress for New Urbanism, 2021).  

Greenway networks are one of the most fundamental elements of enlightened town 

planning, as postulated by Randall Arendt, an American landscape planner, site designer, 
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author, lecturer, and advocate of “conservation planning” with 45 years of professional 

practice. He goes on to state, “Simply put, greenways and the parklands they connect with 

neighbourhoods, schools, and mixed-use centres unify everything to produce a superior 

community form, enhancing marketing, increasing property values, providing for stormwater 

infiltration, and improving the quality of residents’ lives” (Arendt, 2019). According to York 

University’s Secondary Plan,  

“Greenways are public corridors for pedestrians and cyclists that 
connect parks, natural heritage features, historic sites, cultural 
landscape features, neighbourhoods and other areas. They can be 
waterfront promenades, urban walks, environmental demonstration 
trails, heritage walks and nature trails. Greenways expand opportunities 
for urban recreation, provide alternate ways to move through a city and 
enhance the experience of nature, community and city life” (p. 24).  
 

According to the Keele Finch Secondary Plan (2020), parks without borders is a design 

approach to help unify parks spaces with surrounding neighbourhoods. This is achieved 

through “configuring” and designing parks in a way that makes them more accessible, visible 

and welcoming through improved entrances, edges and park-adjacent spaces” (p. 18). The 

transect study site creates a spine that could perform advanced social and environmental 

functions for the community in support of their livelihood’s. The concept of unification 

within communities is seldom explored and could see benefits within the context of the Finch 

Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail study site, as it is perfectly positioned to incorporate 

design elements that support resident’s ability to live happy and healthy lives.  

Some scholars (such as Trammel et al., 2018) suggest six actionable opportunities for 

further integrating landscape ecology concepts into landscape planning efforts: 1) use 

landscape sustainability as an overarching goal, 2) adopt a broad ecosystem services 

framework, 3) explore the role of landscape history more comprehensively, 4) regularly 

consider and accommodate potential effects of climate change, 5) use landscape models to 

support plan decisions, and 6) promote a greater presence of landscape ecologists within 

agencies that manage large land bases and encourage active involvement in agency planning 

efforts. Landscape ecology can be more effective in achieving the underlying goal of the 

planning and design of sustainable landscapes. These sets of actionable landscape ecology 

concepts were developed in response to the lack of acknowledgement of pattern-process 

relationships, connectivity and fragmentation, ecosystem services, landscape history, and 
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climate change in 295 reviewed North American planning decisions. The authors argue that 

these actions may improve the durability, defensibility, and sustainability of landscape plan 

decisions. Including a landscape perspective in resource management decisions must be 

common practice as managers and responsible parties have a stewardship responsibility to 

understand and manage impacts when designing a space (McGarigal, 2010). Reduced or 

threatened positive experiences of nature interactions seem to be important factors in the 

emergence of civic participation in stewardship of urban ecosystems (Andersson, et. al., 

2014, p. 3). Understanding the relationships between patterns and processes and 

understanding how landscape mosaics interact to affect ecosystem processes is fundamentally 

a lesson in holistic planning processes.  

The concept of multifunctional elements throughout a landscape is documented as 

highly informative in designing a landscape for performance (Lovell and Johnston, 2009). 

Landscape performance can be defined as a measure of the effectiveness with which 

landscape solutions fulfil their 

intended purpose and contribute 

to sustainability (Landscape 

Architecture Foundation, 2021). 

According to the Landscape 

Architecture Foundation, 

research has shown that well-

designed landscapes provide an 

array of benefits from flood 

protection to increased 

revenues to mental wellness. 

Anthropogenic landscapes too 

often serve a single function, 

such as cropland for food 

production or parks and recreation, according to Lovell and Johnston (2009). Ecologists are 

increasingly turning their efforts toward the interactions between humans and ecological 

processes in anthropogenic landscapes. Linear urban spaces like the Finch Hydro Corridor 

Recreational Trail can serve multiple functions rather than just a single use. Figure 1-1 above 

illustrates a conceptual diagram of multifunctional landscape framework with opportunities 

to benefit the environment, social, and economic arena. As biodiversity and ecological 

FIGURE 1-1: CONCEPTUAL DIAGRAM OF MULTIFUNCTIONAL 
LANDSCAPE FRAMEWORK WITH SOCIAL, ENVIRONMENTAL, AND 
ECONOMIC BENEFITS. SOURCE: LOVELL AND JOHNSTON, 2009. 

	

FIGURE 2-1: CONCEPTUAL DIAGRAM OF MULTIFUNCTIONAL 
LANDSCAPE FRAMEWORK WITH SOCIAL, ENVIRONMENTAL, AND 
ECONOMIC BENEFITS. SOURCE: LOVELL AND JOHNSTON, 2009. 
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heterogeneity are lost with land-use intensification, Johnston and Lovell explain that 

biodiversity conservation as a specific goal has important implications for ecosystem 

function. The Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail study site sits in between two ravine 

systems that encompass the space. The City of Toronto has one of the most extensive ravine 

systems in the world and is known as a ‘City within a Park.’ Covering 11,000 hectares or 17 

per cent of the city’s land area, this system spills into the city’s parks, neighbourhoods, and 

urban landscape (City of Toronto, 2019). The city has recognized biodiversity as a key 

component worth preserving in urban landscapes. Studies suggest that vegetative buffers 

provide habitats for wildlife and increase the biodiversity of flora and fauna which are 

indirect environmental benefits (Lovell and Johnston, 2009).  

With the estimated increase in population and growth, many will look for places of 

respite from the crowded and strenuous streets and bustling places. Population projections 

produced by the Ontario Ministry of Finance (2020), estimate that the Greater Toronto area 

(GTA) is projected to be the fastest growing region in the province, with its population 

increasing by 2.6 million, or 36.7%. The population is expected to grow from 7.0 million in 

2019 to 9.5 million by 2046 (Ontario Ministry of Finance, 2020). Urban greenspace networks 

will need extra attention and action, as the GTA sees an increase in population. The quality of 

community health and proximity to greenspaces has been extensively studied in the urban 

planning scholarship, therefore moving forward, the city and stakeholders must act on 

providing public spaces that meet the standards and principles identified in policies and 

strategies, while exceeding urban design expectations. The Finch Hydro Corridor 

Recreational Trail is a hidden and underappreciated space between two major arterial roads, 

and two extensive ravine systems, that deserves attention and recognition, and could 

potentially become the standard for Corridor revitalization in the city. As the city continues to 

grow, greenspaces will become rare and essential spaces especially in dense and built-up 

areas. City patrons and wildlife deserve spaces of respite in industrial, commercial, and 

residential zoned areas therefore we need to make the best use of overlooked urban 

greenspaces in the city. 

Based on ecological principles, the Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail presents 

opportunities to enhance the offerings of the landscape to serve multifunctional purposes. 

Creating interactive landscape design is beneficial considering the recent global pandemic, 

where more are seeking alternatives to being indoors and seeking interaction with the 

environment. Multifunctional design could help bridge the gap between the research of 
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landscape ecology and its application in the design of landscapes based on ecological 

principles (Lovell and Johnston, 2009), and help as a response and conceptual basis for the 

revitalization of the Finch Hydro Corridor Trail transect.  

 The ability to capture the various ways that people interact with and benefit the 

ecosystem within the design process is a challenge in cities. There are more pronounced 

tensions between high concentrations of people with diverse demands and limited access to 

different ecosystem services (ES). According to Andersson et al. (2014), supporting urban 

sustainability is to ensure cities contain heterogenous, multifunctional and accessible blue 

and green infrastructure throughout our cities to deliver urban ES. Quality of life in cities 

depends on ES produced locally, despite global trade and large ecological support areas 

(Andersson et al., 2014, p. 1). According to Esroy (2016), the concept of connectivity stems 

from the relationships between the spatial structure and functioning of landscape and means 

“the degree to which a landscape facilitates or impedes movement of organisms among 

habitat patches.” Sustainability cannot be achieved without considering connections at the 

landscape scale (Landscape Architecture Foundation, 2021), and the Finch Hydro Corridor 

Recreational Trail is a window of opportunity to incorporate design principles that are 

flexible, adaptable, and responsive to a wide range of both human and non-human needs. 

The term ‘sustainable urbanism’ (2015) encompasses topics of sustainability related 

to the entire process of city development and management. Sustainable urban design fits 

within sustainable urbanism as a subset and can be thought of as a focus area concentrated 

around issues of design while still maintaining strong links to the other realms such as 

planning, engineering, real estate, and policy (p. 1). According to Wheeler (2000), the 

objectives of urban sustainability include improved social equity (Larco, 2015, p. 5). Most 

attempts to define sustainable development include the goals of minimizing energy use and 

greenhouse house gas (GHG) production. This may also include the desire to enhance social 

equity as well as protecting and creating areas that have a strong identity or ‘sense of place’ 

(Larco, 2015, p, 4). Endlicher et al. (2011), state that the social and cultural dimensions of 

urban ecology are problems that should be discussed aside from the natural dimensions of the 

discipline. Social and cultural dimensions include urban planning, residence and recreation, 

traffic and mobility and economic values. According to Pineo (2020), the concept of healthy 

urban development needs to be reframed to encompass the connected lenses of sustainability, 

equity, and inclusion and the consideration of health impacts and multiple spatial and 

temporal dimensions.  
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There is a diverse set of literature in the landscape design and landscape planning 

scholarship that report on multiple facets of the planning process. A report by Parks People, 

an organization that helps people activate the power of parks to improve the quality of life in 

cities across Canada noted that the potential of parks to impact many of the challenges of 

urban life makes them more relevant now than ever. Parks People (2021) found that 94% of 

cities reported greater use of parks in the last year with 82% of Canadians reporting an 

increased use of parks during the pandemic. Toronto’s parks system is over 8,000 hectares 

and parks are critical to the development of new neighbourhoods. The COVID-19 pandemic 

has increased attention on parks as public health infrastructure. Canadian parks data (2021) 

also revealed that 85% of Canadians want to see more public funding go towards improving 

parks and greenspaces, including maintenance (43%), amenities and higher quality designs 

(27%) and community programming (23%). Prioritizing community design so that parks and 

public spaces are their spines (Parks People, 2019, p. 9) is a key facet in thriving 

communities.   

In a report highlighting the Jane and Finch neighbourhood’s consultation history 

(2020), it was revealed that youth in the community expressed a desire for the creation of a 

conclusive list of area programs and services available to them (p. 3). A consultation in 2006 

revealed that public outdoor space is highly valued among young area residents, specifically 

youths living in apartment type housing. Community spaces that provide programs and 

services play an integral role in supporting health and well-being of city patrons. In a 

consultation report, residents identified a lack of non-programmed, non-regulated public 

space within the area, contributing to the over-policing of young, racialized community 

members in Jane-Finch (p. 3). The report also noted that women avoid using spaces within 

the community such as the basketball court and pool due to fear of assault. This research 

revealed a lack of community spaces viewed as safe for women (Antwi, 2020, p. 4). The area 

surrounding the intersection of Keele, and Finch has recently been the subject of multiple 

planning studies as the area is expecting significant future growth. Due to investments in the 

subway and light rail transit (LRT), the City of Toronto is spearheading a Council directed 

Planning Study known as the Keele Finch Plus (KFP) (City of Toronto, 2016). The 

intersection of Keele and Finch Avenue West has been identified as a “mobility hub” 

(Metrolinx) and a “major transit station area” (in the Province’s Growth Plan for the Greater 

Golden Horseshoe), with potential for increased residential and employment densities (City 

of Toronto, 2016).  
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According to a KFP 

Study information sheet, the 

area surrounding the Finch 

Hydro Corridor is an area of 

higher social need based on 

the city’s NIAs work, and 

“there is an opportunity to 

leverage investment in transit 

for the benefit of current and 

future residents and 

businesses” (KPS 

Information Sheet, 2017). 

Goals for the study 

encompass encouraging the 

right kinds of growth and 

investment in the area, and 

direct investments into 

broader community 

developments. Several studies were conducted to demonstrate the best ways from an urban 

design perspective, to support intensification, enhance the public realm, and plan for the 

future of the area (DTAH, 2019).   

 Urban equity in landscape design is an issue that is insubstantially discussed in 

scholarly literature, however urban equity has recently garnered much attention concerning 

the use of greenspaces during the pandemic. An online survey of 32 cities revealed that 40% 

said COVID-19 prompted a greater focus on systemic inequalities in parks, such as access to 

parks in different neighbourhoods, and levels of investment (Parks People, 2021). The study 

of city staff also revealed that park use during the pandemic has increased significantly in 

cities all over Canada. This has highlighted how parks have become a lifeline that supports 

community resilience and provides a place of refuge to de-stress and connect with others. The 

report noted:  

“Our survey of Canadians found that people who identified as Black, 
Indigenous or a person of colour were more likely to report 
experiencing barriers to park use, including concerns about ticketing, 

FIGURE 2-1: AERIAL IMAGE OF THE EXISTING KEELE STREET AND 
FINCH AVENUE WEST AREA SHOWING EXISTING AND FUTURE RAPID 
TRANSIT STOPS. SOURCE: CITY OF TORONTO, KEELE FINCH PLUS: 
INTERIM REPORT. 

 

	

FIGURE 3-1: AERIAL VISUAL DISPLAYING TWO ECOLOGICAL 
CORRIDORS (BLACK CREEK PARKLAND AND WEST DON PARKLAND) 
ON THE EASTERN AND WESTERN ENDS OF THE TRANSECT STUDY 
SITE. SOURCE: GOOGLE MAPS, 2021FIGURE 3-1: AERIAL IMAGE OF 
THE EXISTING KEELE STREET AND FINCH AVENUE WEST AREA 
SHOWING EXISTING AND FUTURE RAPID TRANSIT STOPS. SOURCE: 
CITY OF TORONTO, KEELE FINCH PLUS: INTERIM REPORT. 
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social judgement, and harassment. Additionally, 90% of cities reported 
homelessness in parks as a challenge, a significant rise from last year. 
Addressing these inequities is essential in moving towards parks where 
more people feel safe and see themselves reflected.” 
 

Community-led programming centred around collective land stewardship, building 

relationships across cultures to facilitate mutual learning of the history of the land was 

presented as a takeaway of the inclusion facet of the parks report. Equity issues must be 

addressed in the design of greenspaces and for the future revitalization of the Finch Corridor 

transect. Future planning of the Finch Hydro Corridor transect must consider voices of 

marginalized groups that have been historically and presently left out of the planning 

processes but can positively shape their own communities. Post-pandemic, there is an 

opportunity to alter and influence the conventional approaches to parks and landscape design.   

 The Finch Hydro Corridor before colonization was home to an Iroquois and Huron-

Wendat aboriginal community, and the design today should honour how this community was 

integral to shaping the space. Many reports centred around trails, parks, and public realm 

projects acknowledge traditional territories of Indigenous peoples, but I believe there is a 

fundamental lack of vision in implementing meaningful design features that support and 

honour these communities. In practice acknowledging Indigenous people should go beyond 

mere written words in a report and into high-level, on the ground interactive design elements. 

The Finch Hydro Corridor is rich with cultural history and is an ideal setting to think about 

strengthening community relationships and honour these communities in spatially just ways 

on the land they once occupied. Andersson et al. (2014), argues that cultural ecosystem 

services (CES) may serve as a useful entry point for managing nature in cities for 

multifunctionality. Since its inception and acknowledgement in 2003 by the Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment (2003) as being directly connected to human health, CES have been 

described as including dimensions such as recreational activities, sense of place, spiritual 

connections, health, and aesthetic values (p. 1). CES could potentially build awareness on a 

broader suite of ES and on an already existing appreciation of nature, and “help embed multi-

functional ecosystems, and the services they generate, in urban landscapes and the minds of 

urbanites, planners, managers, and educators (Andersson, et al., 2014, p.1).  
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 In the City of Toronto’s Downtown Parks and Public Realm Plan: Public Space 

Public Life Study (2018), the acknowledgement at the beginning of the report was stated as 

follows:  

“The City of Toronto is located on the traditional territory of the Huron-
Wendat Confederacy, the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, the 
Mississauga’s of New Credit First Nation, and the Métis people, and is 
home to many diverse Indigenous peoples. We acknowledge them and 
others who care for the land as its past, present and future stewards.”  

 

This report highlights life in Downtown Toronto through thematic studies. Indications of 

Indigenous community engagement were evident after reviewing the report. This report 

surveyed Riverdale Park West in Toronto, where qualitative findings were reported and 

where volunteers mapped stationary activity. The findings at Riverdale Park West, convey 

the significance of public initiatives in drawing the public to enjoy the park and making the 

space a city-wide destination. This might be accomplished through “celebrating Indigenous 

cultures and histories of the Don River Valley with a focus on creative placemaking and 

interpretation” (p. 64). Additional findings recommended developing partnerships with 

Indigenous communities to explore meaningful, appropriate placemaking in the park, as a 

gateway to the broader Don River Valley System. The entirety of the report including 

Indigenous people in the design process was seldom mentioned, which should influence a 

stronger case for the Finch Hydro Corridor to re-imagine the space as a sacred Indigenous 

place in the Toronto area, that focuses on human and ecological connection. 

 Modern urban planning and urbanization must be re-imagined. Orthodox planning 

practices should be challenged and arguments for the inclusion of conceptual approaches to 

imagine new techniques with respect to the profession should be further investigated to 

support the conversation. In the context of urban lifestyles, spirituality must be seen as an 

integral part of human connectedness (Ersahin and Boz, 2018). According to the findings of a 

journal article, Urban Spirituality: Need for Connectedness and Communication, spirituality 

not only encompasses human connectedness but also reveals such human needs as belonging, 

safety, transcendence, and communication, which by nature are intertwined (2018). The 

authors suggest that urban spiritually is mediated through several innate needs, and 

challenged in the urban context via materialistic, relational, moral, and transcendental means. 

Campbell and Svendsen (2014) suggest that sacredness is imbued throughout the landscape, 
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in the ways we remember the dead, honour the living, and connect to the spiritual plane. The 

direct benefits of nature and ecosystem interaction can often even go beyond the tangible 

aspects, where benefits can be understood through the human cognitive perception 

(Andersson et.al., 2014, p.1), “...by examining the use and stewardship of urban natural 

resources, we can see the active role of humans in making things sacred, even in our 

ordinary, everyday landscapes” (Campbell and Svendsen, 2014). The urge to use nature in 

ritual acts of designation remains powerful even in our contemporary, urbanized lifestyles, as 

Campbell and Svendsen’s work in studying environmental stewardship has suggested. In 

their research they have found hundreds of landscape-based memorials in honour of 

September 11, 2001, across the United States ranging from tree plantings to commemorative 

parks and plazas, to forest restoration sites. Different cultures bring their unique 

understandings of the sacred to how they interact with urban greenspace (Campbell and 

Svendsen, 2014). These narratives support the need for further evidence regarding 

greenspaces and the unique ways that they can be sources for health and well-being.  

 

Section 3.0: Case Study Profile 

The focus of this study is a portion of the Finch Hydro Corridor Recreational Trail 

which is a 37.8-kilometre walking and bike path that runs east to west parallel to Finch 

Avenue. Figure 3-1 below is an eastward aerial view of the transect study site and Figure 3-2 

is a closer look of the study site in the context of the broader urban landscape. The Finch 

Corridor Recreational Trail consists of over 19 km of paved trail which travels from Norfinch 

Drive in North York to G. Lord Ross Reservoir and then connects to the hydro corridor that 

extends to Middlefield Road in Scarborough.  
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FIGURE 3-1: AERIAL VISUAL DISPLAYING TWO ECOLOGICAL CORRIDORS (BLACK CREEK PARKLAND AND 
WEST DON PARKLAND) ON THE EASTERN AND WESTERN ENDS OF THE TRANSECT STUDY SITE. SOURCE: 
GOOGLE MAPS, 2021 

FIGURE 3-2: ZOOMED IN VIEW OF THE FINCH HYDRO CORRIDOR RECREATION TRAIL WITH A VIEW OF 
THE BROADER LANDSCAPE. SOURCE: APPLE MAPS, 2021 

	

FIGURE 3-2: ZOOMED IN VIEW OF THE FINCH HYDRO CORRIDOR RECREATION TRAIL WITH A VIEW OF 
THE BROADER LANDSCAPE. SOURCE: APPLE MAPS, 2021 


