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Introduction

For decades, Toronto’s planners have

the eastern waterfront’s potential, such as

recognized the opportunity for the east-

new public transit lines, there is currently

ern waterfront to play a critical role in

no clear path to funding and building them.

addressing Toronto’s challenges.1

Planning
Holistically
to Achieve
Toronto’s Goals

Drawing on its unique mission to integrate
Yet despite the success of the Film District

new technology and urban design to

studios and the improvements to Cherry

improve urban life, Sidewalk Labs proposes

Beach, the area continues to have much

to work with Waterfront Toronto and the

greater potential to contribute to the fabric

City of Toronto to develop innovative

of the city than is currently being realized.

approaches, tools, and resources to

While there has always been a general

deliver the necessary infrastructure to

agreement that the eastern waterfront

build on Toronto’s planning foundation

should have a strong focus on employment

and accelerate the realization of major

and jobs, unlocking that potential has

policy objectives.

been an ongoing challenge for decades.
This partnership could fulfill the revitalizaAn important step was taken when

tion vision for the eastern waterfront with

Waterfront Toronto and its government

a focus on urban innovation, economic

partners initiated the Don Mouth Natural-

development, environmental sustainabil-

ization and Port Lands Flood Protection

ity, improved mobility and affordability,

Project Environmental Assessment, which

and social inclusion.

considered how to eliminate a first barrier

Extending Quayside’s innovations
into the River District would enable
Toronto to capitalize on existing
public investments and leverage the
significant proposed investments by
Sidewalk Labs to fulfill the waterfront’s
extraordinary potential.

to development: flooding. The result was

As described in the previous chapter of Vol-

the $1.25 billion Don Mouth Naturalization

ume 1, the opportunity begins in Quayside,

plan currently underway.2

which can become a globally significant
demonstration project that advances a new

As another important step, the Port Lands

model for sustainable and innovative urban

Planning Framework and Villiers Island

development. Its relatively intimate scale

Precinct Plan have established a vision to

presents a perfect environment to prove

guide the transformation of the area over

the viability of the proposed innovations.

the next half century. The framework
3

emphasizes the development of mixed-use

But many of the innovations initiated in

neighbourhoods surrounding the renatu-

Quayside can only achieve their full poten-

ralized Don River and on the newly created

tial and become financially feasible when

Villiers Island to provide much-needed

applied at a larger scale. That is why Side-

spaces for production, interactive, and

walk Labs is proposing a second phase for

creative jobs and for affordable housing,

the project across a larger geography it is

anchored by an expanded transit network

calling the River District.

and vibrant public spaces.
Together, Quayside and the River District
But even with the significant recent public

form the basis of the Sidewalk Toronto proj-

investment, the area still lacks even basic

ect proposal to transform a small portion

infrastructure and remains separated from

of the eastern waterfront — less than one

the great neighbourhoods that surround

third to be developed over 20 years — into

it to the north. Despite a shared recog-

an Innovative Design and Economic Accel-

nition of the systems required to achieve

eration (IDEA) District that can catalyze
tens of thousands of jobs and help tackle
the major challenges facing Toronto today.
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Planning Holistically to Achieve Toronto’s Goals

Unlocking the full
potential of the
underutilized eastern
waterfront for inclusive urban growth
has been a challenge
for decades.
Credit: Mark Wickens

This limited geography recognizes that

The River District also does not include

there are successful industries already

Keating West, which consists of two pri-

in place that require their own spaces

vately owned parcels that have already

to expand. That is why the growing Film

undergone precinct planning and had

District is not included as part of the pro-

zoning bylaws adopted by council. These

posal. Neither is East Port, which is

sites would, at their discretion, have the

an important location for the consoli-

option to participate in the advanced

dation and ongoing operation of larger

sustainable infrastructure program pro-

industrial uses.

posed by Sidewalk Labs.

While the Film District and East Port are

Sidewalk Labs’ proposed role in devel-

not part of this proposal, the River District

opment would also shift as the project

development would seek to partner with

expands into the River District; this role is

them and support them where appropriate.

described more in the following section,

Such efforts might include incorporating

beginning on Page 260.

technology into the streetscape to facil-

Map

itate film shoots or fostering research

The IDEA District
and eastern
waterfront
geography

into green industrial practices that could
benefit companies in the East Port.
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The River District:
Proposed geography
and roles
The River District, a 62-hectare area just
beyond Quayside that surrounds the naturalized Don River and ends at the Ship

Waterfront Toronto selected Sidewalk

Channel, would consist of five neighbour-

Labs as the partner best suited to

hoods: Villiers West, Villiers East, Keating

achieve its objectives around economic

East, McCleary, and Polson Quay.

opportunity, sustainability, mobility, and
affordability. As a company founded to

Collectively, these areas contain suf-

leverage the latest innovations to improve

ficient scale, density, and diversity to

the quality of life in cities, Sidewalk Labs

unlock opportunities for Waterfront

can bring together the expertise and

Toronto and the city to fully realize shared

tools required to devise, finance, and

objectives. While the specific plans devel-

implement creative solutions to large-

oped by the responsible government

scale problems.

agencies would respond to the unique
potential of each neighbourhood site,

Sidewalk Labs believes that the best way

collectively these communities can

to achieve Toronto’s goal of creating an

become a global showcase for a new

innovation showcase along the water-

kind of live-work-make model for urban

front is by demonstrating leadership and

life, driven by adaptable designs that

empowering others to do the same. That

can respond to the changing needs of

is why a fundamental part of its plan is to

future generations.

create conditions that allow third parties
to easily access, explore, adapt, and build

It is Waterfront Toronto’s mandate to lead

on its ideas and technologies.

the urban planning, design, infrastructure
delivery, and real estate development

In one area of the River District, Villiers

associated with broader geographies

West, Sidewalk Labs proposes to be the

along the eastern waterfront. Sidewalk

lead real estate developer in concert with

Labs proposes that government desig-

local development partners, with Goo-

nate a public entity to serve — or in the

gle’s relocated Canadian headquarters as

case of Waterfront Toronto, continue

the centrepiece, to create a major eco-

to serve — as revitalization lead for the

nomic hub focused on urban innovation.

IDEA District.

In total, Sidewalk Labs proposes leading
development (with local partners) only on
Quayside and Villiers West — less than 7
percent of the eastern waterfront.

Ch—2

The River District

260

Map

River District
geography
and roles

261

Ch —— 2

The River District: Proposed geography and roles

Introduction

In the rest of the River District, an array of

Reflecting these roles, the River District

third parties would take over the devel-

chapter includes considerable planning

opment, and Sidewalk Labs’ roles would

details for Villiers West but only includes

include supporting Waterfront Toronto

concepts for the other proposed River

as the planning, design, and implemen-

District neighbourhoods. This chapter

tation partner (including the creation of

also describes how each core innova-

innovation design standards and guide-

tion pillar initiated in Quayside generates

lines); deploying a core set of technology

greater quality-of-life benefits — and in

solutions required to achieve key project

some cases only becomes financially

objectives; and financing infrastructure

viable — at scale.

(an optional role). A mixture of public,
For more information
on proposed roles,
see the “Innovation
and Funding
Partnership Proposal”
chapter of Volume 3.

private, and non-profit entities would

Sidewalk Labs believes that its unique

develop buildings, create jobs, provide

approach to planning, supported by a

housing opportunities, and deliver social

new partnership model that harnesses

and community infrastructure.

the private sector’s ability to help realize public policy goals, would create the
conditions that enable third parties to
develop urban innovations, unlocking
improvements and solutions that are as
yet unimagined.

The proposed River District
would create the conditions
that enable third parties to
develop urban innovations,
unlocking improvements
and solutions that are as
yet unimagined.

 he River District’s
T
Scale Is Necessary
to Realize Priority
Outcomes
Quayside’s five hectares make it a perfect
place to explore new innovations to
improve quality of life, but many can only
become effective or financially feasible at
the scale of the 62-hectare River District.

Waterfront Toronto has established five
priority outcomes to guide the MIDP:
job creation and economic develop-

These systems and approaches become

ment, sustainability and climate-positive

feasible only when they are applied to an

development, housing affordability, new

area large enough to support the sub-

mobility, and urban innovation (includ-

stantial resources required to develop,

ing robust data privacy and digital gov-

implement, and run them. For that reason,

ernance).4 Achieving these goals will

several of the foundational innovations

require establishing strong economic

proposed in Quayside are possible only

anchors; building new public transit con-

when they are designed and implemented

nections; designing, financing, and oper-

in the context of the broader geographic

ating advanced infrastructure systems;

area that includes the River District.

and developing financial tools that can
generate significant new value to help
fund affordable housing.
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Spotlight

1

Proposed innovations that
can only exist at scale
Many urban systems benefit from scale;
more space can mean more amenities
and more potential experiences.

2

Attracting new
economic anchors

Supporting advanced infrastructure

Sparking an urban innovation cluster.

to achieve climate positivity is only

Quayside can establish the foundation of

possible at scale.

a district that actively supports innova-

government partners, with the idea

tion, creativity, and exploration, but it does

of helping innovators access, contribute

Some require scale to exist at all.
They simply cannot be financed or

Climate positivity. A sufficient

not have the space to accommodate an

to, and export the learning made

successfully operated without a certain

development area and density are

economic cluster’s potential expansion or

possible throughout Quayside and the

amount of density to support them.

needed to finance and operate the

a sufficient density of housing, retail, and

River District.5

Here is a list of the innovations pro-

advanced infrastructure systems

amenities to support tens of thousands of

posed in the MIDP that would only be

core to creating a climate-positive

new workers and residents.

possible at the scale of the River

community.

District, either for technical, financial,

employment anchor for the revitalized
The River District presents this opportu-

eastern waterfront, complementing

Unlocking significant progress

nity. Alphabet commits to establishing a

the Film District expansion and the East

towards affordability is only

new Canadian headquarters for Google

Harbour development. In total, Sidewalk

possible at scale.

on the western edge of Villiers Island,

Labs estimates that 10,500 of the 93,000

as part of an agreed-upon transaction

IDEA District jobs would be focused on

Affordable housing. Sufficient

within the IDEA District. Alphabet would

urban innovation, creating a new eco-

development areas and densities are

target up to 500,000 square feet, which

nomic engine around this emerging area.

needed for new financial tools to

would be sufficient to accommodate as

ensure that developers can help

many as 2,500 jobs, the majority of which

Catalyzing a mass timber industry.

Attracting new economic anchors

support public goals around below-

would be for Google employees (though

As the world’s first entirely mass-tim-

is only possible at scale.

market housing, managed by a new

actual hiring would depend on market

ber neighbourhood, Quayside can help

housing trust.

conditions and business requirements).

demonstrate the feasibility and benefits

or operational reasons.
This list is introduced briefly here and

3

described in greater depth in the sections that follow.

1

Urban innovation cluster. A mixeduse development area with sufficient
space and amenities is needed to
attract an economic anchor that

4

of this new sustainable building material.
Creating a 21st-century mobility

This new headquarters would be the

But Sidewalk Labs estimates that a larger

network is only possible at scale.

centre and catalyst for a new innovation

development area — roughly 6 million

campus, amplifying the area’s economic

square feet — is needed to justify an

can generate significant jobs and

Public transit expansion. A sufficient

potential. Based on experience in a

investment in the factory-based produc-

establish an ecosystem of ongoing

development area and density are

variety of other cities, it is expected that

tion of mass timber, as well as for such a

urban innovation.

needed to self-finance the construction

the Google tenancy would attract an

factory to hit peak efficiency in producing

of the planned public transit

array of other companies in the Toronto

sustainable building components on a pre-

Factory-based construction. A

extensions — without competing with

tech ecosystem to locate at the innova-

dictable timeline that developers can trust.

critical mass of construction is

other city funding priorities.

tion campus.

needed to catalyze a Canadian

Ch—2

The innovation campus would be a major

Extending this approach across the River

tall timber industry and justify

New mobility options. Providing an

This campus would also include the

District could catalyze the creation of a

investment in a modular production

area large enough to establish a

Urban Innovation Institute, a new non-

new Canadian industry that capitalizes on

factory in southern Ontario.

full network of new mobility options

profit applied research institute designed

the country’s abundant green-certified

is necessary to integrate new

to bring together academia, industry,

forests, and could support a new modu-

technologies and to improve and

entrepreneurs, advocates, and public

lar factory that accelerates construction

expand multiple modes, including

agencies to collaborate on tackling urban

timelines by up to 35 percent.6

public transit, walking, cycling, ride-

challenges. The proposed institute would

hailing, and micro-mobility options.

be developed with local universities and

The River District
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3

Supporting advanced
infrastructure to achieve
climate positivity

Unlocking significant
progress towards
housing affordability

Waterfront Toronto sought a unique

Waterfront Toronto has recognized that

funding and innovation partner because

the eastern waterfront can become an

it recognized that its ambitious goal of

innovation investment based on the

essential piece of the city’s strategy

At the Quayside scale, however, only

creating a climate-positive community

current plan, due to factors including the

to address increasingly urgent afford-

affordability by design would create

— which requires exporting clean energy

high cost of geothermal exchange and

able housing needs — and that doing so

value (roughly $37 million) that could be

outside of a project area or actively

initial electric grid connections, in addition

creates an opportunity to honour the

directed towards a below-market housing

reducing Toronto’s current greenhouse

to the poor economies of scale for oper-

city’s commitment to inclusive, diverse

program. Generating land value from

gas emissions through carbon offsets —

ating costs. While this is not financially

neighbourhoods.

factory-based construction requires 6

cannot be achieved by simply extending

sustainable at the scale of each neigh-

existing infrastructure into new neigh-

bourhood, no additional supplemental

bourhoods. But designing, implementing,

innovation investment would be required

and operating the new, advanced infra-

to extend operations into the River District

structure systems necessary to achieve

beyond Villiers West, because the systems

climate positivity requires a large enough

scale in a financially sustainable way.

customer base to be effective and financially feasible.

The River District would provide a large
enough area to support these invest-

million square feet of delivery output —
Housing affordability
by the numbers:
40% below-market
vision
More than $1.4 billion
in private funding
Up to 13,600
below-market units
(with additional
government support)

Sidewalk Labs has embraced this mission,

far more than available in Quayside — to

with an ambitious commitment to make

refine the factory process and reliably

40 percent of units in Quayside available

accelerate project timelines and reduce

at below-market rates.8 But with 2,600

project risks for developers. And gener-

total housing units, and roughly 1,000

ating funds from the resale fee require

below-market units, the neighbourhood

ongoing condo turnover, and thus addi-

has a limited ability to make a substantial

tional phases of development.

dent in the city’s housing market.

Specifically, to keep Quayside resident

ments, including new infrastructure to

energy bills in line with Toronto averages,

eliminate the use of natural gas and imple-

To make a significant dent, Sidewalk

of the River District has the potential

the advanced power and thermal grids

ment an advanced electric power grid,

Labs plans to explore a series of private

to generate more than $1.4 billion for

would require a $19 million supplemental

a new thermal energy grid for heating

funding sources that can help support an

below-market housing and support the

and cooling buildings, a new anaero-

ambitious vision for housing affordability.

creation of a housing trust fund that can

bic digestion facility to process organic

These sources include affordability by

assemble and distribute these funds.9

waste, and new digital technologies that

design (using efficient unit design to cre-

With this approach, the district would

can optimize energy use within buildings.7

ate more total units, and thus additional

include an estimated 13,600 below-mar-

This holistic plan could also encourage

value); the increased value of public land

ket units. (See Page 384 for more details.)

local companies and innovators to invest

due to factory-built timber construction;

in new technologies (such as advances in

and a condo resale fee.

The Sidewalk Toronto
project could become the
largest climate-positive
district in North America.

Applying these strategies at the scale

It also would offer a new range of housing

battery storage capacity) to support the

types, ownership and rental models, and

emerging cleantech industry.

flexible units, creating inclusive communities that welcome Torontonians across all

With public-sector support, the Sidewalk

lifestyles, life stages, and income levels.

Toronto project could become the largest, densest climate-positive district in
North America and the third largest in
the world — establishing a credible path
forward for cities to follow.
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4

Creating a 21st-century
mobility network

Creating the conditions for
urban innovation

Extending the LRT into the Port Lands.

The true impact of the proposed innova-

Together, these conditions would help

Toronto has planned an extension of its

tions would come not as individual com-

the IDEA District become an economic

public transit network across the eastern

Designing a network of new

ponents but as a comprehensive set of

engine — with a focus on urban innovation

waterfront since 2006, recognizing light

mobility options.

initiatives that together can create the

— that generates up to 93,000 total jobs,

rail’s role in supporting the development

The limited street network of Quayside

conditions to improve how cities function

$14.2 billion in annual economic output

of sustainable neighbourhoods. But the

can be used to develop new ways to

and enhance quality of life.

(GDP), and $4.3 billion in annual tax

plans, which could cost as much as $1.2

design streets that prioritize people and

billion, remain unfunded.10 Sidewalk Labs

cyclists, improve the efficiency of how

By establishing the physical, digital, and

is proposing, if public funding is not avail-

space is allocated as travel patterns shift

policy conditions for urban innovation, the

But while Quayside is the perfect demon-

able, that this critical project can be built

across a day, and incorporate adaptable

River District can become a beacon for

stration site to begin developing these

now and financed through future revenue

features that can respond to new mobil-

researchers, entrepreneurs, civic organi-

digital conditions, many require the

streams generated by the development

ity options as they emerge. But while the

zations, government agencies, and

scale of the River District to realize their

made possible by the transit extension.

neighbourhood’s four blocks can be an

innovators from around the globe to

full potential.

effective demonstration project, streets
This self-financing approach is a proven

only have transformative impact when

strategy for accelerating transit construc-

they form a network.

revenue by 2040.

See the “Digital
Innovation” chapter
of Volume 2 for more
details on these
proposed initiatives.

ucts designed to improve urban life.

For example, new advances in fibre-optic technology and network security can

tion in a way that does not compete with

At the heart of this vision is the ability to

build on Waterfront Toronto's progress

other public spending priorities.11 Sidewalk

If Quayside’s mobility innovations are

create the digital conditions for others to

bridging the digital divide by offering res-

Labs is prepared to provide financial sup-

applied across the River District, there

build on. These include:

idents and businesses access to secure,

port to this approach, but it only becomes

would be opportunities to give residents,

viable if the new transit lines would serve a

workers, and visitors a full set of trans-

sufficient amount of development.

portation options designed to meet all of
their needs without owning a car, helping

Quayside’s proposed development of 10

to reshape mobility patterns across the

buildings (roughly 2.65 million square feet)

city. Within the IDEA District, 77 percent

is not large enough to sustainably support

of trips could be made through transit or

the financing of the waterfront light rail.

active modes.

An area the size of the proposed River
District (nearly 27 million square feet)

Toronto could also take a leadership role

could provide enough density to pursue

Key Term

super-fast internet connections at an

Urban
data

Providing more affordable and

affordable cost. These advances can

flexible digital infrastructure, such

also enable countless new solutions to be

as ubiquitous connectivity and

developed by a wide array of third parties,

Information gathered
in the city’s physical
environment,
including the public
realm, publicly
accessible spaces,
and even some
private buildings.

standardized mounts

supporting the development of an
economic cluster in urban innovation.

Setting data standards that are open

But such an advanced network only

and secure

becomes financially sustainable at the
scale of the River District, given the num-

Creating a trusted process for

ber of residents or businesses needed to

on how to thoughtfully integrate emerging

responsible data use, with a

recoup the initial investment in core

promising self-financing methods for the

mobility options like self-driving vehicles.

proposed independent Urban Data

enabling infrastructure.

light rail, such as tax increment financing.

The River District could showcase the

Trust to oversee and approve the

world’s first street network designed to

use or collection of urban data

By planning holistically, and over a large

Once built, the new light rail lines would

integrate self-driving vehicles in a way

become a fundamental driver of the east-

that supports public transit use, shared

Launching core digital services

systems and innovations can unlock

ern waterfront’s economic development

rides, and enhanced pedestrian and

that others can build on through

transformative change. This is the oppor-

strategy, accelerating the creation of

cycling experiences.

open access to properly

tunity before Toronto.

thriving new transit-first neighbourhoods.
Ch—2
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River District impact:
The new bottom line
The combined impact of Sidewalk Labs’
proposal for Quayside and the River District could achieve Waterfront Toronto’s

housing affordability, new mobility, and

priority outcomes around job creation

urban innovation (including robust data

and economic development, sustainabil-

privacy and digital governance) — estab-

ity and climate-positive development,

lishing the waterfront as a global demonstration project.12

93,000
total jobs created
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A Pivotal Moment
for the Future
of the Eastern
Waterfront
The area’s lack of basic infrastructure and
transit connections are a barrier — and an
opportunity. Installing innovative systems
across the proposed River District can
provide the foundation to attract private
development that would fully unlock the
waterfront’s potential.

The River District history:
Unfulfilled potential
In the early 1900s, civic leaders targeted
what was then the marshy and highly
polluted area at the mouth of the Don

But these ambitions were never fully real-

River, known as Ashbridges Bay, as a

ized, as the port never achieved the full

potential new centre for shipping, indus-

anticipated growth.

try, and commerce.13
After World War II, Toronto's economy
They created the Toronto Harbour Com-

shifted away from manufacturing — as

mission in 1911 with the goal of estab-

was the case in many cities across North

lishing a competitive port, filling in Ash-

America — leaving the waterfront's

bridge’s Bay with lakefill and constructing

industrial areas to enter a long period

new quays, extensive dockwalls, and two

of decline and neglect. Today, beyond

new shipping channels that cut through

the important Film District, the eastern

the new land. In addition, plans were

waterfront is largely a storage ground

sketched out for parks, homes, beaches,

whose remaining industrial structures

and winding lagoons that could serve as

serve as a testament to the difficulty of

living and recreational areas for residents.

large-scale urban development.

The Ashbridges Bay Development Plan — one of
the earliest proposals for the eastern waterfront, from the Toronto Board of Trade in 1909
— envisioned Ashbridges Bay as an island encircled by shipping channels with rail-only access.
Credit: Toronto Public Library
Ch—2

The River District

272

273

The River District today:
Poised to fulfill its promise

Planning spotlight

How the River District proposal adds value
to the Port Lands Planning Framework
Released in 2017 by the City of

transit, walking, and cycling. The

Expanding the supply of affordable

Toronto and Waterfront Toronto,

River District proposal comple-

and below-market housing.

the Port Lands Planning Framework

ments that approach by designing

The River District proposal strives to

outlines a high-level vision for the

adaptable streets that anticipate

exceed current waterfront require-

future development of this area over

the safe arrival of self-driving vehi-

ments for housing affordability by

a timeline of roughly 50 years.

cles operating as a shared service,

promoting a housing vision defined

dramatically reducing the need for

by 40 percent below-market units.

By extending the innovative approach

residents and workers to own a car

This vision targets 20 percent of

to planning initiated in Quayside and

and enabling a significant amount

housing units for middle-income

leveraging long-term resources, Side-

of road and parking space to be

households that currently do not

walk Labs can not only help achieve

reclaimed for public space. Addi-

qualify for affordable housing and

this vision but help to accelerate it

tionally, the potential for self-driving

envisions half of all units being

and amplify many of its core com-

vehicles to operate as electric vehi-

purpose-built rentals to improve

ponents. At nearly 27 million square

cles is a significant component of

long-term affordability. The proposal

feet of development, the River District

the path toward climate positivity.

also outlines paths for developers

envisions a density with the potential

In 2018, Waterfront
Toronto began
construction on a
complex, $1.25 billion
plan to protect the
Port Lands from
flooding, taking a key
step towards unlocking revitalization.
Credit: DroneBoy

Developing advanced

for affordable housing, including

dramatically increase the supply of

energy infrastructure.

through the use of new financial

affordable housing, and generate

The framework calls for innovations

tools and efficient unit designs that

billions in tax revenue for the econ-

and infrastructure that can help

can create new value that can be

omy — achieving city and waterfront

realize a climate-positive community

applied towards below-market pro-

objectives years sooner than antici-

but does not identify the advanced

grams (see Page 386).

pated by the framework.

systems needed to achieve it. The
River District proposal introduces a

Accelerating the

Some key areas where the River Dis-

comprehensive approach towards

development timeline.

trict proposal adds value to the Port

climate positivity through advanced

The Port Lands Planning Framework

Lands Planning Framework include:

infrastructure systems (identified

considers the area’s evolution across

on Page 322) supported by digital

a period of roughly 50 years. The

energy management tools.

River District proposal leverages pri-

With the central waterfront district

new buildings on the waterfront have

approaching completion, and the rezon-

marched steadily eastward, with numer-

ing for the nearby East Harbour district

ous projects completed and others

Envisioning Villiers Island as

approved, the eastern waterfront area

currently under construction within a few

a major economic hub.

blocks of Quayside.

The Port Lands Planning Framework

Planning for greater density to

more than 30 percent more square

identifies Villiers Island as mostly

unlock a transit expansion and

feet of development on a timeline 10

a residential mixed-use area. The

sustainable development.

years faster than the current plan.

River District proposal builds on

The River District proposal envisions a

(The full IDEA District proposal would

this foundation by identifying the

greater scale of density than com-

produce 32.8 million square feet of

has once again become a central focus
of Toronto’s planning efforts. There is

vate-sector resources to help deliver

widespread recognition that this unique

Once again, Toronto’s planning efforts

moment requires an ambitious and for-

have focused on the potential of this

ward-looking approach to development.

area for economic development that can

area as a potential major economic

monly assumed for the Port Lands

development by 2040, versus a base-

benefit the entire city. But a new genera-

and employment hub anchored

Planning Framework (particularly

line scenario of 24.4 million square

tion of thinking, led by Waterfront Toronto,

around an urban innovation cam-

in Polson Quay), characterized by a

feet by 2050.) The IDEA District has

sustainable neighbourhoods, affordable

seeks a holistic approach that re-estab-

pus, enabling the creation of a true

mixture of residential uses alongside

the potential to generate an enor-

housing, and space for growing indus-

lishes natural systems and provides for

live-work-make community and a

non-residential uses such as retail,

mous annual benefit to the Canadian

tries has become more urgent. Whereas

a more sustainable and healthy kind of

significant revenue source for the

office, community, and production.

economy, including over 93,000

the Port Lands were once isolated

urban growth.

city. (See Page 292 for more.)

Greater density unlocks the ability to

jobs, $14.2 billion in annual economic

finance sustainable infrastructure,

output, and $4.3 billion in annual tax

Preparing for

such as the transit expansion (see

revenues. (See the “Economic Devel-

self-driving vehicles.

Page 352) and improves affordability

opment” chapter of Volume 1.)

The framework envisions the

through the delivery of a significant

creation of a balanced mobility

supply of below-market housing (see

system that emphasizes public

Page 389).

As the city grows, the need for additional

and distant from the city’s core, today
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The River District today: Poised to fulfill its promise

Map

Port Lands
Flood
Protection
Project:
Creating
Villiers Island
Before:
The Port Lands today

The Port Lands Planning Framework lays

The design concept for the project was

out a vision to transform these industrial

the result of an international competition

lands into an economic and innovation

led by Waterfront Toronto, which chal-

hub that adapts to changing conditions,

lenged respondents to think differently

enjoys ubiquitous connectivity, respects

about natural systems, public space, and

the waterfront context, and creates a

development.15 As a result, the project

network of dynamic new neighbourhoods.

takes a highly innovative approach to pro-

“Over the coming decades, the Port Lands

viding flood protection.

will transform from a predominantly
industrial district into a modern and

For example, rather than rely exclusively

vibrant extension of the urban metropolis,”

on traditional “hard” concrete infrastruc-

reads the framework. “The Port Lands will

ture (such as dockwalls, channels, and

be a showcase for innovation and a leader

pipes) to manage water, the project envi-

in environmental performance.”14

sions a renaturalized riverbed that allows
the Don River to flow through newly

After:
The Port Lands
after the floodprotection project

At a similar size as downtown Toronto, the

created wetlands and natural habitats

Port Lands can be reimagined not simply

configured to allow for expansion of the

as a series of new live-work communities

riverbed during floods and for contrac-

on the water but as an expansion of the

tion during normal times. The project is

central city itself — with a full and diverse

scheduled to be completed in 2024.16

range of innovative areas for working
and production that allows the Toronto

While the investment in the Port Lands

economy to grow and prosper.

Flood Protection Project is extraordinary,
it is only a first step. Substantial additional

The Port Lands Flood Protection Project:

investments are required to fully unlock

Setting the stage for development.

the area’s potential. The lack of modern

A

Creation of Villiers Island

In 2018, Waterfront Toronto began con-

infrastructure and questions over how

B

Establishment of new park
system

struction on a complex, $1.25 billion plan

to finance it create a formidable barrier

to protect large southeastern portions of

to any kind of development, let alone

downtown Toronto, including significant

the standard-setting communities

portions of the Port Lands, from flooding.

envisioned by Waterfront Toronto and

Funded by all levels of government, this

the City of Toronto in the Port Lands

investment aims to unlock the Port Lands

Planning Framework.

C

C

Construction of new bridges
at Cherry Street

D

Renaturalization of Don River

E

Construction of new bridge
at Commissioners Street

A
B

E
C

for revitalization, to enable the creation

D

of new communities, to improve Toronto’s resiliency in response to the growing
impacts of climate change, and to lay the
groundwork for economic development.
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The River District
tomorrow: Infrastructure
to meet future needs

Map

Rapid transit
connections
in the eastern
waterfront

Over the coming years, substantial investments in infrastructure will be required
at the Port Lands well beyond the flood

building it for each new neighbourhood

protection work, and the results will deter-

as it develops. But this approach would

mine the future of the waterfront.

forfeit an extraordinary opportunity to
think holistically about the potential of

The infrastructure developed nearly a cen-

the eastern waterfront to implement a

tury ago to support an industrial centre

more sustainable, integrated, and

is not up to the demands of a modern

forward-looking set of urban systems

mixed-use district hosting tens of thou-

that can achieve the city’s goals of

sands of workers, residents, and visitors.

climate-positive neighbourhoods and

As a result, the eastern waterfront

new mobility infrastructure, while

requires entirely new systems for

building in flexibility to meet the needs

transportation, energy, information

of future generations.

Before:
Light rail
network today
near the eastern
waterfront

technology, water, freight, and waste.
If implemented, these systems would fuel
The standard approach to new develop-

economic development, empowering

ment would suggest extending the exist-

Toronto as a driver of innovation, sup-

ing infrastructure along the waterfront

porting local companies, and attracting

into the Port Lands, and incrementally

investment from around the globe.

After:
Light rail expansion
into the eastern
waterfront

East end of Keating
Channel, looking
south-west.
Credit: City of
Toronto Archives
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Introduction

The River District
Can Anchor a
Renewed Eastern
Waterfront
Collectively, five distinct neighbourhoods
have the potential to form a spectacular
district driven by innovation, including a
new Google Canadian headquarters and
an Urban Innovation Institute.

traditional mixed-use development while

and fabrication strategies for buildings,

providing a higher quality of life for work-

bringing benefits to Toronto sooner than

ers, visitors, and residents.

originally anticipated.

To name just a few examples: new flex-

A key focus for these neighbourhoods

ible building types, coupled with out-

would be support for existing industries,

come-based building-code systems, can

such as the film industry. That support

expand the types of non-residential uses

could include housing options geared

that can coexist in a neighbourhood and

towards the labour-force demands of

strengthen opportunities for true live-

the area, such as workers supporting

work-make communities. New mobility

the film studios.

networks that are reliant on public transit
and active modes, along with dense hous-

The creation of an IDEA District anchored

ing (including a 40 percent below-market

by an innovation campus can create an

program) adjacent to job centres, can

ecosystem of people and businesses

provide a level of convenience and sus-

continually generating and implementing

tainability across the district. Extending

new ideas to improve urban life. The River

the light rail can accelerate the pace of

District has the potential to become the

development in significant ways, espe-

globally recognized centre where urban

cially when coupled with digital design

innovations emerge, grow, and flourish.

Spanning 62 hectares, the proposed River
District would encompass five distinct
neighbourhoods surrounding the renat-

mixed-use growth. Consistent with the

uralized Don River: Villiers West, Villiers

framework, Sidewalk Labs envisions them

East, Keating East, McCleary, and Polson

as complete communities that integrate

Quay. These neighbourhoods would be

residential and recreational uses along-

carefully stitched into their surrounding

side significant urban innovation jobs

environments, including extending the

focused on production, interactive, and

innovation corridor along Queens Quay

creative industries.

and into Quayside.
Sidewalk Labs believes that applying new
These are the only areas within the

technologies and approaches can foster

Port Lands Planning Framework that

even more jobs and businesses than a

have been identified as appropriate for
Ch—2
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Villiers West
The 7.75-hectare western half of Villiers
Island has the potential to catalyze economic development across the region,
anchored by the new Google Canadian
headquarters and an Urban Innovation
Institute designed to connect seamlessly
with the new Promontory Park. Sidewalk
Labs proposes to act as the vertical
developer for this area in concert with
local development partners.

This illustration shows the Villiers
West innovation campus and
Promontory Park.
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Villiers East
The 11.5-hectare eastern half of Villiers
Island offers an exceptional opportunity
to create an inviting, walkable live-work
community. In addition to jobs, Villiers
East could be filled with affordable housing options, retail and other ground-floor
uses, and a new pedestrian-first street
network designed to create a series of
intimate walkways and courtyards, all
encircled by a magnificent new park created as part of the flood protection work.
In this area, and for the rest of the River
District, Sidewalk Labs would play a supporting role as Innovation and Funding
Partner, while Waterfront Toronto and the
City of Toronto work with other partners
to undertake development.

A conceptual illustration of a Villiers
East Accessway and plaza, made
possible by the IDEA District's innovative approach to development.
(Planning for this neighbourhood to
be led by Waterfront Toronto and the
City of Toronto.)
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Keating East
The planned relocation of the Gardiner
Expressway will create the opportunity
for a new six-hectare neighbourhood
along the reclaimed Keating Channel.
The Port Lands Planning Framework
envisions the channel as the centrepiece
of the surrounding neighbourhoods.
Sidewalk Labs embraces this vision
and believes that the spirit of innovation
animating the adjacent innovation campus can become a driving programmatic
force for the channel. A Keating Channel
exploration zone could become a
dynamic, water-focused spine that
showcases groundbreaking work across
arts, culture, and production.
Taller buildings along the highway could
scale down as they approach this intimate waterway, establishing the canal
as a unique place in Toronto with vibrant
public space and development on both
sides of the water. Multiple new pedestrian and bike bridges are proposed
across the channel, creating a character
similar to the canals of Amsterdam.

A conceptual illustration of
Keating Channel, looking west,
made possible by the IDEA
District's innovative approach
to development. (Planning for
this neighbourhood to be led by
Waterfront Toronto and the
City of Toronto.)
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McCleary
Consistent with the Port Lands Planning
Framework’s direction as a mixed-use
area focused on production, interactive,
and creative industries, the 14-hectare
McCleary District could integrate dense
housing with commercial space that
complements East Harbour and the Film
District, with spaces equipped to support
production shoots and new economy
companies, startups, micro-enterprises,
and creative industries.
Located within short walking or biking
distance of the Film District, East Harbour,
and the innovation campus on Villiers
Island, McCleary could become an ideal
residential location for people with jobs in
the neighbourhood and nearby. In addition, a new light rail stop located on
Commissioners Street would ensure
access to major transportation hubs and
downtown Toronto.

A conceptual view of a future
street in McCleary, looking east
to McCleary Park, made possible
by the IDEA District's innovative
approach to development. (Planning
for this neighbourhood to be led
by Waterfront Toronto and the City
of Toronto.)
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Polson Quay
Polson Quay encompasses both the Polson Quay and South River areas identified
in the Port Lands Planning Framework.
Establishing connections to the rest of
the city will be critical to the growth of
this 23-hectare neighbourhood, located
south of Villiers Island and along the south
side of the newly naturalized Don River.
As in Villiers Island, a series of bridges in
Polson Quay could form important links
to the surrounding city, including space
for a light rail extension with a new stop
in the centre of the neighbourhood. With
these key investments in place, Polson
Quay can take full advantage of its geography and dramatic views of the harbour
and city skyline to become a place where
production, interactive, and creative uses
can coexist in an integrated way with
housing, commercial activity, community
spaces, and an accessible public realm —
achieving a unique live-work-make
waterfront neighbourhood.

A conceptual view of Polson Quay,
looking north to downtown, made
possible by the IDEA District's innovative approach to development.
(Planning for this neighbourhood
to be led by Waterfront Toronto and
the City of Toronto.)
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Planning
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The following section describes
Sidewalk Labs development proposal for
the Villiers West area of the River District,
where it would assume the role of real
estate developer in concert with local
development partners.
This section also describes visions for
the other four neighbourhoods that
would make up the district, where
Sidewalk Labs would play the role of
Innovation and Funding Partner.
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Part 1.1

The River
District Program

Anchored by an innovation campus, the

across the eastern waterfront and attract-

River District would create the conditions

ing new companies to create a global hub

for ongoing research and innovation,

for creative and innovative industries.

fostering an ecosystem of people and
businesses that continually implements

The innovation campus and broader eco-

new ideas aimed at improving urban life.

system of urban innovation would com-

It would be supported by advanced infra-

plement the Film District expansion to the

structure that makes climate positivity

east and the East Harbour development

possible, a reconceived mobility network

to the north, providing another strong

that provides a balanced set of mobility

economic driver of economic expansion

options, and digital infrastructure that

throughout the Port Lands.

helps to bridge the digital divide and facili-

The River District can become a
major economic engine for the
eastern waterfront while integrating
employment, residential, commercial,
cultural, and public spaces to
become a vibrant urban district.

tate innovation by an array of third parties.

Integrating production spaces.
The Port Lands Planning Framework

These innovations would allow the devel-

designates Polson Quay and McCleary

opment to occur years faster than is

as mixed-use areas focused on produc-

currently anticipated and create neigh-

tion, interactive, and creative industries.

bourhoods that can support higher

Such areas are intended to enhance and

densities, like Polson Quay, without sacri-

expand the local economy and ensure

ficing open space or quality of life.

Toronto remains a place for creativity and
innovation by fostering growth in Toron-

The River District proposal leverages

to’s film industries, interactive and digital

private-sector resources to help deliver

media, and art and design.

more than 30 percent more square feet
of development on a timeline 10 years

With key economic anchors in place,

faster than the current plan. (The full IDEA

and new investments in transportation,

District proposal would produce 32.8 mil-

infrastructure, and public parks, the River

The Port Lands Planning Framework pro-

lion square feet of development by 2040,

District can be an attractive place to live,

vides the roadmap for the transformation

versus a baseline scenario of 24.4 million

work, and visit, with a striking mix of uses

square feet by 2050.)

throughout its neighbourhoods.

Establishing a new regional

New production and workshop facili-

economic anchor.

ties, enabled by Sidewalk Labs’ unique

The River District development program

lower-floor stoa spaces, can be located

proposed by Sidewalk Labs would be

throughout the district, strengthening the

anchored by a new innovation campus

commitment to a diversity of uses and

located on the western edge of Villiers.

providing additional opportunities

This campus would be catalyzed by a new

for small businesses that build off new

Google Canadian headquarters and the

technologies and capabilities.

of the area surrounding the renaturalized

Collectively, they can form the world’s

Don River from a formerly industrial area

most innovative urban district, generating

to a modern, vibrant, mixed-use urban

thousands of jobs, creating walkable live-

community. The framework has broad

work communities that are exhilarating

goals, envisioning the creation of “vibrant

and welcoming in equal measure,

districts with unique and memorable local

and setting new global standards

identities that promote social interaction,

for sustainability.

cultural enrichment, ecological health,

Ch—2

a low-carbon future, and a prosperous

The River District consists of the same

local economy.”

areas within the Port Lands Planning

Key Term

Stoa
spaces
(found on the
lower two floors)
are designed to
accommodate a
wide range of uses
beyond traditional
retail, helping to
activate the street.

Framework that have been identified as

applied research focus of the Urban Inno-

Sidewalk Labs believes that this ambi-

appropriate for mixed-use growth.

vation Institute, driving thousands of jobs

tious vision can be substantially advanced

As described on Page 275, Sidewalk Labs

within the River District’s five distinct

proposes to accelerate development

neighbourhoods: Villiers West, Villiers East,

within the River District and to significantly

Keating East, McCleary, and Polson Quay.

expand the benefits of such development.
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The River District Program

Supporting new live-work communities.

ever-changing series of retail choices.

One highly attractive feature of urban

The flexibility of the stoa model also pro-

living is the ability to live and work in the

vides space for artists, cultural organiza-

same neighbourhood. This opportunity

tions, and small businesses to become a

has been appreciated by generations of

significant and defining feature of these

Torontonians but is increasingly difficult

new neighbourhoods.

Key facts:

Villiers West

to achieve as downtown living gains in
popularity and residential uses compete

Incorporating social infrastructure into

with commercial and office uses.

the foundations of new communities.

Development timeline

2023–2027
Size

A key feature provided by the stoa
Providing housing opportunities on

model is the opportunity to incorporate

parcels adjacent to employment centres

social infrastructure facilities at multiple

enhances the ability of the employment

locations throughout a neighbourhood,

spaces to succeed and provides a diver-

rather than to set aside separate parcels

sity of job opportunities for different

of land. At the scale of the River District,

income groups.

a wide variety of health, educational, and

7.8 hectares
Total area

Roughly 2.75 million
square feet

civic facilities can form a true network of
With a housing vision that could produce

social infrastructure, increasing access to

around 34,000 new housing units (includ-

services and opportunities for residents

ing 40 percent of units at below-market

and workers.

rates), the River District can make a

The River District
could be home to

34,000
new housing units.

significant contribution to achieving

Drawing people outdoors more

Toronto’s affordable housing goals, lever-

of the time.

aging new private funding sources along-

By planning for a diversity of flexible

side additional government support.17

spaces and designing streets to increase

And with the scale of the River District,

space for the public realm, the River Dis-

new and creative housing types can pro-

trict could become home both to more

liferate, providing a wide range of housing

open space and to a greater variety of

options for individuals and families at

space than previously planned. Nature

different stages of life.

could be integrated into streets; water
could be not only accessible but also

Fostering more ground-floor diversity.

part of everyday life; pedestrian-friendly

With thriving commercial centres, a

courtyards could open onto plazas full

large local population, and safe, walk-

of busy cafés and connect residents and

able streets, the River District would

workers to a vast network of parks. The

become an attractive place for retail

variety of uses could draw ever more

and entertainment. Flexible lower-floor

people into the public realm, which would

stoa spaces can be expanded across the

act as the backbone of local civic life and

River District, increasing opportunities

as a backyard for families.

The proposed innovation campus in
Villiers West would be planned and
designed as a public place that is fully
integrated into the neighbourhood fabric.
The location on the edge of Villiers Island
would benefit new companies but also
comes with a civic responsibility to ensure
this extraordinary space is fundamentally
public, open, and welcoming to all.

for entrepreneurs to explore new ideas
and for residents to enjoy a wider and
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The Villiers West
innovation campus
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Villiers West would feature a
Centre Street pedestrian walkway
(shown here, looking west towards
Promontory Park).
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Proposed River District densities

Part 1.2

The proposed program for the River
District would create a significant new
addition to Toronto’s existing network of

overall development (although densi-

vibrant, mixed neighbourhoods in and

ties are not specifically prescribed in

around downtown. Unlike many recent

the framework and are left to the pre-

new developments that have focused

cinct planning stage). Both are positive

heavily on residential development, the

changes that provide a major economic

River District program is consistent with

benefit to the city.

the land-use designations contained in
These levels of density are critical to

the Port Lands Planning Framework.

finance the public transit extension
This program takes the mixed-use goal

needed to unlock sustainable develop-

further by proposing a major new eco-

ment, as well as to support the creation

nomic hub for Villiers West and more

of other municipal and advanced infrastructure systems.

Residential

Commercial

Retail /
Production

Social
infrastructure

Total

1,150,000

1,400,000

150,000

50,000

2,750,000

42%

51%

5%

2%

100%

3,400,000

500,000

200,000

50,000

4,150,000

82%

12%

5%

1%

100%

2,250,000

850,000

250,000

100,000

3,450,000

65%

25%

7%

3%

100%

7,350,000

1,800,000

450,000

150,000

9,750,000

75%

18%

5%

2%

100%

4,550,000

1,750,000

300,000

100,000

6,700,000

68%

26%

4%

1%

100%

Land use program (in square feet)

Villiers West

Villiers East

Keating Channel

Polson Quay

McCleary

Total

18,700,000

6,300,000

1,350,000

450,000

Villiers West:
Creating an Economic
Hub Within a Thriving
New Neighbourhood
Home to a new innovation campus,
including a new Google Canadian
headquarters, Villiers West can become
the economic anchor of the River District,
helping to generate 93,000 total jobs
across the full IDEA District.

26,800,000

Note: Percentages may not add up due to rounding. Table reflects the magnitude
of development (in gross square feet for the River District).
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Building an economic cluster
around urban innovation
As further described in the “Economic

Villiers Island is uniquely situated to foster

Development” chapter of Volume 1,

this kind of development. The proposed

Sidewalk Labs plans to help catalyze an

Anchored by a new Google Canadian

innovation campus would be located on

to the west in Promontory Park, which will

economic cluster focused on urban

headquarters and an Urban Innova-

the dramatic western edge, next to a

offer spectacular views of the harbour

innovation. This effort defines urban inno-

tion Institute, this cluster would build on

new light rail stop, with enough space to

and downtown skyline. To the north, Side-

vation as going beyond the mere pursuit

Toronto’s leadership in areas such as

accommodate new companies, start-

walk Labs proposes to reinvent the Keat-

of urban efficiencies associated with

artificial intelligence and other tech-

ups, and institutions as the cluster grows.

ing Channel — an artificial waterway lined

the “smart cities” movement, towards a

nology specialties while supporting the

To the east, thousands of units of

with a series of industrial buildings —

broader set of digital, physical, and policy

growth — and invention — of new cut-

housing could be interlaced with retail,

with repurposed historic structures

advances that enable government agen-

ting-edge industries.

community, and cultural spaces, attract-

and new pedestrian, public transit, and

cies, academics, civic institutions, and

ing companies seeking a high quality of

cycling bridges stitching together both

entrepreneurs both local and global to

life for their employees, who would be

sides of the canal, supporting a new

address large urban challenges.

able to walk to work along the island’s

creative economy centred around the

innovative and intimate pedestrian-first

arts, production, and exploration.

street grid.
These diverse experiences could fuel

Cross section of the
innovation campus

Extraordinary public spaces would

each other, drawing workers and resi-

define the entire perimeter of the island.

dents united by a shared commitment

A planned 16-hectare park will curve

to exploring new ways of thinking, an

around the southern edge, culminating

excitement about the future, and a desire

Stoa

to be inspired, challenged, and surprised

Anchor tenant

on a daily basis.

Multi-tenant

Keating Channel
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Building an economic cluster around urban innovation

The innovation campus would become

Google’s arrival into an area has also

the heart of a broader innovation

supported the growth of local job and real

ecosystem that extends across the Port

estate markets. A Sidewalk Labs study

Lands, building on Waterfront Toronto’s

of several U.S. cities found that Google’s

progressive work along the central

arrival correlated with an increase in

waterfront; the bold thinking shaping the

office value in the area, as well as an

future of Quayside; and the innovation

uptick in the local retail and residential

partnership between Toronto and

inventory of 20 to 108 percent, above

Sidewalk Labs, which has the potential to

and beyond that of the rest of the city.

set new standards for leveraging technologies to improve quality of life.
Anchoring the campus with a new

for the sector by 2025.20 Toronto’s institu-

As described further in the “Economic

tions are already leaders in the field, with

Development” chapter of Volume 1, a new

more than 200 faculty and researchers

Google Canadian headquarters on Vil-

dedicated to studying urban innovation

liers West can strengthen the growth of

and related areas of study at the Univer-

an innovation corridor between Toronto

sity of Toronto alone.21

and Kitchener-Waterloo, which is home
to a rapidly growing hub for technology,

Envisioned by Sidewalk Labs as an

including Google's largest engineering

independent non-profit, the Urban Inno-

office in Canada. The proposed East

In Chicago for example, the Fulton Market

vation Institute can build on this progress.

Harbour Transit hub would provide a

area experienced a 108 percent increase

Sidewalk Labs would seek to work with

public transit connection for this corridor

in office inventory, while growing office

Waterfront Toronto and local academic

— supported by the extended waterfront

space value by 5.7 percent.19

institutions to develop the plans and pro-

light rail — enabling new opportunities to

vide funding to support various develop-

attract talent in both locations and reinforcing the region’s global leadership.

Google Canadian headquarters.
See the “Economic
Development”
chapter of Volume 1,
on Page 420, for more
details on plans to
ensure that prosperity
does not sacrifice
equity or affordability.

By the numbers:
Google Canadian
headquarters up to
500,000 square feet
$10 million in
seed funding for
new Urban
Innovation Institute
$4.3 billion in
annual tax
revenues by 2040

To anchor this campus and catalyze this

More broadly, high concentrations of tech

ment stages. Given the importance of the

economic cluster, Alphabet commits to

employment in cities have been demon-

Urban Innovation Institute to the urban

establishing a new Canadian headquar-

strated to increase the overall number

innovation ecosystem envisioned for the

In the same way that Toronto’s MaRS

ters for Google on the western edge of

of non-tech jobs as well, amounting to

River District, Sidewalk Labs is prepared

Discovery District has created an eco-

Villiers Island, as part of an agreed-upon

approximately five new non-tech jobs for

to provide $10 million in initial seed fund-

nomic incubator centred on medical

transaction within the IDEA District.

every new tech job created.

ing (to be administered by an entity to be

research and advances, the proposed

agreed-upon during the planning pro-

innovation campus can support busi-

Alphabet would target up to 500,000
square feet, which would be sufficient to

Creating an Urban Innovation Institute

cess), as well as to facilitate the provision

nesses focused on advancing ideas,

accommodate as many as 2,500 jobs,

to support Toronto’s leadership in this

of physical facilities for the institute within

technologies, and products related to

the majority of which would be for Google

emerging field.

the Villiers West innovation campus.

solving urban issues and to improving

employees (though actual hiring would

Additionally, Sidewalk Labs plans to work

depend on market conditions and busi-

with universities and research centres to

Catalyzing development

ness requirements).18

establish an Urban Innovation Institute

across the region.

Accelerating development through

— an applied research institute designed

This critical mass of innovative businesses

strategies like extending the light rail or

Fundamental to Google’s approach is

to bring together a wide cross-section of

animating the waterfront can attract

securing an economic anchor tenant like

the concept of a connected campus that

researchers, designers, engineers, and

more companies of all sizes seeking an

Google could provide tremendous value

encourages collaboration with neigh-

entrepreneurs to collaborate on ideas and

environment that will spark new ideas, pro-

to the city, as these impacts magnify

bouring businesses, institutions, and

technologies that drive urban innovation.

vide new opportunities for collaboration,

exponentially over time. Sidewalk Labs

actively support exploration, and inspire

estimates that this approach to the east-

communities. In the past, this approach

quality of life in cities.

has included maintaining active partner-

This emerging discipline studies how new

breakthroughs that lead to transforma-

ern waterfront could triple the number of

ships with local universities and

technologies like ubiquitous connectivity,

tive change. As a result, this technology

jobs and housing currently projected by

supporting an emerging ecosystem of

machine learning, sensing technology,

cluster could expand beyond the water-

the city over the next 30 years. By 2040,

new small businesses, startups, co-work-

and digital fabrication, along with new

front as Toronto builds on its burgeoning

the revitalized eastern waterfront could

ing spaces, and anchor tenants.

approaches to physical design, can help

reputation and establishes itself as the

be generating as much as $4.3 billion in

cities tackle tough challenges — leading

intellectual capital for urban innovation.

annual tax revenues — more than seven

to a projected market value of $2 trillion

times the city’s baseline estimates over
the same time period.22
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Innovation campus:
Active in all seasons
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A view of the western edge of the
innovation campus (looking west
towards downtown).
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Stitching this jobs hub
into the community
E

Sidewalk Labs’ proposed innovation

F

campus includes four newly created
city blocks on the west side of Villiers Island,

The buildings themselves would embrace

straddling New Cherry Street, and could

Sidewalk Labs’ adaptable Loft typology,

total up to 1.6 million square feet of

which provides large floor plates for highly

flexible commercial space. Each of

flexible uses.23 The height, bulk, and design

the four sites includes the potential for

features of the buildings would be planned

buildings with very large floor plates

in consultation with Waterfront Toronto

(ranging from 30,000 to 90,000 square

and the city to ensure that the innovation

feet) to accommodate the types of open

campus fits in with the scale of the rest of

workspaces preferred by innovation

Villiers Island, which Sidewalk Labs would

economy companies.

not be responsible for developing.

The campus would feature a new pedes-

Planning Villiers West for access,

trian bridge connection to Quayside and

connection, responsibility, movement,

have access to the rest of the city through

and adaptability.

the light rail extension, which would

Creating a truly mixed-use community

include a new centrally located station.

can provide significant benefits for res-

A

G
B

D

C

idents and businesses: saving time and
A key feature of the approved precinct

money, and improving health, by enabling

plan is an east-west spine down the

people to walk or bike to work; supporting

middle of Villiers Island called Centre

vibrant retail and cultural experiences;

Street, which forms the main connection

providing public spaces that are activated

between the residential community on

year-round; and establishing a unique

the east side of the island and the new

community character with a diversity of

parks on the west side of Villiers, including

uses and voices.

Promontory Park, with its spectacular
views of the harbour and downtown.

Along with these benefits, there are

Creating a connected
innovation campus
This jobs hub on Villiers West would become a
true live-work neighbourhood through a set of
features that include a new street network and
a light rail connection that provide access to
the surrounding city, an extensive park system,
and mixed-use blocks.

challenges as well. Too often, commercial
Centre Street would culminate in

centres turn inward, encourage too much

Promontory Plaza, a flexible space that

parking, or block vital pathways or views

transitions from mixed-use buildings to

within a community. Avoiding these

New public spaces:
A

Pedestrian bridge
to Quayside
Promontory Park
Canoe Cove

the park, supporting diverse program-

pitfalls requires creating foundational

B

ming that spills out from public ground

principles for good planning and making

C

floors. This flexible stoa space would host

sure those principles are applied to the

retail, production, arts, and community

design of the commercial buildings.

New streets:
D

Trinity Boulevard

E

Cherry Street

F

Centre Street

G

Commissioners Street

uses, with public passageways and interior arcades providing additional ways
to move through the site.
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Stitching this jobs hub into the community

In considering the location for the pro-

The most important connection is

Adaptability.

Sidewalk Labs anticipates that, combined,

posed innovation campus, along the

through the centre of the site, where

The innovation campus is not conceived

the Google headquarters and Urban

blocks on both sides of New Cherry

Sidewalk Labs is proposing a wide, public

as a complex to house a single business.

Innovation Institute would occupy less

Street, Sidewalk Labs focused on devel-

walkway lined with commercial activity

Although Google’s Canadian headquar-

than 50 percent of the commercial space

oping a design proposal based on its core

to the west of New Cherry Street, linking

ters and the Urban Innovation Institute

within the campus. Planning for this extra

planning principles: access, connection,

the residential community to the east

would be vital anchors, the campus is

space, and employing Sidewalk Labs’

responsibility, movement, and adaptability.

with the public parks to the west.

sized not only to allow for the growth

building strategies for adaptable interior

In addition, New Cherry Street runs

of these anchor tenants over time but to

spaces, would permit these buildings to

Access.

north–south through the site, ensuring

accommodate many other businesses

respond over time to accommodate the

Providing multiple modes of access is

easy connections through the

that may choose to locate there.

needs of current and future tenants.

vital to any commercial centre. The cam-

technology campus from all directions.

pus’s location along New Cherry Street,
a broad new boulevard, would allow easy

Responsibility.

access to the site by light rail, bicycles,

Sitting on a site adjacent to a major

and vehicles. Its wide, accessible side-

new park, the innovation campus has a

walks would connect with pedestrian

responsibility to respect and enhance

walkways throughout Villiers Island, with

the public realm. The proposed plan

footpaths through the adjacent pub-

would present low-scale massing along

lic park, and with the new pedestrian

the edge of Promontory Park and signifi-

bridges proposed by Sidewalk Labs that

cant features, such as seating areas and

would connect Villiers back to Quayside

performance spaces, along the perime-

and Keating West.

ter of the buildings to extend the public
realm. The proposed plan also includes

Connection.

an opportunity to locate a public facility,

The campus, located between Promon-

such as a museum, at the base of one

tory Park and the residential sections of

of the buildings, with easy access to the

the island, should not interrupt the natural

surrounding transportation network

flow of a neighbourhood. Instead, it must

and parks.

act as a public connection point that knits
the edges of the island together. By inte-

Movement.

grating the campus into the street net-

With high levels of access, broad and

work, with connections to the rest of the

attractive connections through and

city running to and through the site, this

around the site, strong retail and pub-

hub can become a vital part of the com-

lic programming at the lower levels of

munity rather than a closed campus.

the buildings, and strategically located
gathering places along the perimeter,
the innovation campus would become a

The innovation campus
would become a place
of constant movement,
with workers and visitors
engaging with the site in
different ways each day.

place of constant movement, with workers and visitors engaging with the site in
different ways each day.
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In this role, Sidewalk Labs proposes to work

Beyond
Villiers West:
A Different Role
for Sidewalk Labs

closely with Waterfront Toronto and government partners on three areas of focus:

1

Planning, design, and implementation.
In this role, Sidewalk Labs proposes to
help provide cutting-edge infrastructure
and support development that meets
agreed-upon guidelines and standards
for innovation, with the goal of realizing
key quality-of-life objectives around eco-

As explained on Page 260, in Quayside and
Villiers West, Sidewalk Labs proposes to
be the real estate developer in concert

advisor on planning, design, and imple-

with local development partners, to prove

mentation; deploying a limited set of core

out the market viability of innovations and

technologies necessary to achieve key

to catalyze an economic engine. For the

project objectives; and providing optional

remainder of the River District, however,

infrastructure financing support.

Sidewalk Labs
proposes that
government designate
a public entity to
serve — or in the case
of Waterfront Toronto,
continue to serve — as
revitalization lead for
the IDEA District.

In this role, Sidewalk Labs proposes to
deploy a limited set of technologies
required to achieve key project objectives
— defined in Waterfront Toronto’s original
RFP as “purposeful solutions” — including
a dynamic curb that can adjust throughout the day to accommodate vehicle
traffic or pedestrian uses, and a standardized mount system that can help
catalyze digital innovation by third parties.

ensure that all developments in the River
District achieve the desired outcomes.

In this role, Sidewalk Labs proposes to

The IDEA District’s public administrator

provide optional support financing crit-

would be responsible for overseeing the

ical infrastructure, such as upfront debt

IDSG and ensuring their implementation

service, to help ensure that the city

as development proceeds.

and waterfront can invest holistically in

and sustainability.

Public
administrator

Technology support.

3

nomic opportunity, affordability, mobility,

Key Term

2

Building on the Quayside innovations,
Sidewalk Labs proposes to prepare a
set of “Innovation Design Standards and
Guidelines” (IDSG) that can be used to

Infrastructure financing.

systems that unlock the potential for
future development.
See Volume 3 for more details on Sidewalk Labs’ proposed role as Innovation
and Funding partner.

Sidewalk Labs proposes to take on a very
different supportive role as Innovation

This role reflects Sidewalk Labs’ belief that

and Funding Partner.

the greatest cities are built from the
community up and that its proposed inno-

Starting in Villiers East, and extending

vation strategies for achieving public

to Keating, McCleary, and Polson Quay,

policy goals can only be successful if

Sidewalk Labs would focus on accelerating

widely adopted by Toronto’s broader

development and supporting public policy

development and innovation communities.

goals in the River District by serving as an
Ch—2
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Vision for Villiers East:
Achieving Key Public
Policy Goals

Key facts:

Villiers East
Development timeline

2025–2029

Villiers East could become a
demonstration ground for the roles that
Sidewalk Labs proposes to play across
the larger IDEA District, which includes
helping to plan, design, and implement
new infrastructure systems; applying a
set of innovation guidelines to improve
quality of life, and supporting planning
efforts with a new digital tool.

Size

11.6 hectares
Total area

Roughly 4.15 million
square feet

Next to the innovation campus described
above sits Villiers East, an 11.6-hectare
area surrounded by new parks on

higher concentration of residential devel-

the east and south and bordered by

opment to support the economic devel-

the Keating Channel on the north.

opment on the western side of the island.
These buildings would be constructed by
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While the River District can be defined by

an array of third-party developers, with

its progressive mix of uses, the precinct

Sidewalk Labs supporting development

plan calls for Villiers East to feature a

as Innovation and Funding partner.
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Villiers East courtyard
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Keating Channel

Helping to plan, design,
and implement new
infrastructure systems

Villiers Park

C

D

E

F

Before development can begin, a com-

G

prehensive set of infrastructure systems
must be established to support the

and planning for the future adoption of

thousands of new residents, workers, and

self-driving vehicles — can be the basis

visitors projected for the area. This area is

for significant changes to the street grid

where Sidewalk Labs believes it can help.

that create even more opportunities to

A

H

support a people-first public realm and
Sidewalk Labs would help to plan, design,

a new mobility network. Villiers East can

and implement a set of advanced

serve as a global showcase for integrat-

infrastructure systems in Villiers East

ing self-driving vehicles into the urban

— as with other neighbourhoods in

environment at a district scale.

B

the IDEA District — that support
Waterfront Toronto’s priority outcomes,

While Sidewalk Labs would propose to

including for new mobility options and

maintain the precinct plan’s high-volume

a climate-positive community.

boulevards and public transportation

River Valley Park North

routes along New Cherry and CommisAs Innovation and Funding Partner,

sioners Streets, the interior streets on

Sidewalk Labs would help to develop

Villiers Island could be rethought to

an “Infrastructure and Transportation

remove on-street parking, increase space

Master Plan” that sets the guidelines

for pedestrians and bicycles, and limit

for the types of systems required and

vehicular access to emergency, special

identifies and supports pathways to

access, and self-driving vehicles only.

implementation.
This approach would have significant
Creating new mobility networks.

impacts on how each street looks and

As described on Page 254 and in the

feels. The entire centre of Villiers Island

“Mobility” chapter of Volume 2, Sidewalk

could become a pedestrian zone, while

Labs intends to support the extension

maintaining access by multiple modes

of the public transit system into Villiers

of transportation along the perimeter

and across the eastern waterfront.

as well as by slow-moving self-driving

Once travellers arrive in Villiers, their

vehicles within the interior. Centre Street

daily experience would be shaped by

could be configured as a crooked street,

the street network.

designed to block winds in winter and
provide a wide pedestrian boulevard-like

Ch—2

Sidewalk Labs believes that the mobility

experience featuring all the signature

strategies outlined in this proposal —

street features initiated successfully in

such as expanding transportation options

Quayside. At a size of 19 total hectares,
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Map

Proposed Villiers
East street network
Villiers East could feature a people-first street network designed
around Sidewalk Labs’ four proposed
street types.
Boulevards are designed primarily to
accommodate longer-distance car
trips and faster traffic.

Accessways are designed primarily
for cyclists, with traffic moving at
bike speeds.

A

Cherry Street

D

Old Cherry Street

B

Commissioners Street

E

Foundry Street

F

Munition Street

Transitways are designed to prioritize public transportation in designated lanes.

C

Laneways form the foundation of the
pedestrian network, with all traffic
moving at pedestrian speeds. A subset of Laneways — pedestrian-only
pedways — would add yet another
dimension to the walking network.
G

Centre Street

H

Interior block pedways

Villiers Street
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Helping to plan, design, and implement
new infrastructure systems

Villiers Island is a perfect size for a

keep these waste streams separated until

pedestrian-focused community, with no

they reach a collection facility.

location more than a five- to six-minute
walk from the centre of the island.

Active stormwater management.
A coordinated network of green infra-

See the “Innovation
and Funding
Partnership Proposal”
chapter of Volume 3
for more details
on proposed
advanced systems.

Supporting advanced infrastructure sys-

structure, including street plantings and

tems and climate-positive development.

bio-retention zones, combined with active

Building a climate-positive neighbour-

management using digital technologies,

hood requires a wide variety of strategies

would improve stormwater retention and

— from low-energy buildings to digital

contribute to a greener public realm.

management tools — but none is more
critical than the provision of advanced

Freight delivery. A centralized freight

infrastructure designed to manage the

system would deliver packages directly to

use of energy, natural resources, and

buildings via self-driving delivery dollies,

waste as efficiently as possible.

reducing truck trips from local streets.

At Villiers Island, both west and east,

Ubiquitous connectivity. A fibre-optic

Sidewalk Labs would work with Water-

system would take advantage of recent

front Toronto to identify and establish

advances to deliver secure and reliable

specifications and a path to implementa-

connectivity at maximum speeds and

tion for each infrastructure system.24

affordable costs.

Those systems include:
Additional systems. Additional systems
Thermal grid. A district-wide thermal grid

could include tie-ins to existing Toron-

would draw on clean energy sources,

to-wide utilities, such as water and sani-

such as wastewater facilities, to provide

tary sewer connections.

heating, cooling, and domestic hot water.
Ongoing exploration. In addition to these
Advanced power grid. An advanced

systems, Sidewalk Labs intends to eval-

power grid would use solar energy, bat-

uate alternatives in the hopes of devel-

tery storage, and time-based energy

oping a holistic network of advanced

pricing to reduce reliance on the main

infrastructure systems that ensures a

power grid during periods of peak

high degree of future flexibility, provides

demand and make an all-electric com-

access for a wide range of service pro-

munity affordable.

viders, and allows for easy, inexpensive

Villiers East can
serve as a global
showcase for
integrating selfdriving vehicles
into the urban
environment.

maintenance and upgrading of systems.
Smart waste system. To improve recy-

Sidewalk Labs is specifically considering

cling and divert landfill waste, a smart

models that would encourage service

disposal chain would feature real-time

providers of all sizes to access shareable

feedback to improve waste sorting;

space, with easy access to complemen-

“pay-as-you-throw” chutes to reduce

tary systems and to users.

household and business waste; and an
underground pneumatic tube system to
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Applying innovation
guidelines at Villiers
East to transform streets
and buildings

laboratively between Waterfront Toronto,

that have a unique look and feel while

Sidewalk Labs, and the City of Toronto,

striving to improve the quality of life for

and would be responsive to new ideas

residents, workers, and visitors.

issues ranging from street design to

and technologies as they are proven out

tool to ensure that the River District

sustainability. They would include techni-

in Toronto and beyond.

achieves the development objectives

cal specifications, design intentions and

established by Waterfront Toronto and

requirements for buildings and public

While the details of the innovation guide-

transportation planning and urban

the city. As a wide array of developers

spaces, and program details to shape

lines would be developed over time,

design within the guidelines could have

assumes responsibility for designing and

how future development is coordinated

the initiatives proposed by Sidewalk

a significant impact on the physical

building projects throughout the dis-

with infrastructure.

Labs across the different urban inno-

qualities and experience of the Villiers

vation areas could form the framework,

East neighbourhood.

Precinct plan (blocks only).
“Villiers Island will contain a fine-grain network of local streets, with a variety of street
types, each contributing to a sense of place
and character of the island. Local streets
will prioritize non-vehicular movement
and flow.” — Villiers Island Precinct Plan

Ch—2

producing successful neighbourhoods

Innovation guidelines can be a critical

The River District

2

Creating more intimate,
people-first blocks.

3

Sidewalk Labs believes that expanding mobility options beyond private cars and integrating
self-driving vehicles into the urban environment can drastically reduce the need for
on-site building parking, allowing for smaller
blocks with public courtyards connected by a
network of pedestrian walkways.
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The following diagrams illustrate how
adopting a few specific elements of

trict, innovation guidelines would inform

1

These guidelines would be developed col-

Generating a more dynamic,
varied streetscape.
Sidewalk Labs’ proposed flexible lower-floor stoa space is designed to enliven
streets by fostering a greater variety of
experiences. New weather-mitigation
tools would activate outdoor spaces for
more of the year. At Villiers East, the stoa
spaces could be designed around
strategically selected streets and new
interior courtyards to become centres
of community life.

4

Maximizing building views
and sunlight.
Sidewalk Labs proposes to make digital
design tools available that can help planners
and communities evaluate multiple design
options to maximize positive outcomes, such
as sunlight on streets, open spaces, and views.
Sidewalk Labs envisions sustainable timber
buildings throughout the neighbourhood,
which can be designed and built more quickly
than traditional buildings, are well suited to
mid-rise construction, and provide significant
benefits to public and environmental health.
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Helping planners and
communities improve
neighbourhoods using
digital tools

Using digital tools to assess
thousands of options
Generative design can help planners and communities evaluate a range factors individually
and as part of an integrated plan, including
those shown here.

When designing a new neighbourhood,
planners, architects, and community
leaders have always struggled to balance

Generative design is a tool that can help

competing objectives. Increased density

all stakeholders explore and assess

can generate more jobs, affordable hous-

design options based on a set of site

ing, and strengthened neighbourhood

conditions, constraints, and desired out-

vitality — but it can also cause traffic

comes. It can be programmed to factor

congestion, block sunlight on or constrain

in all the components that determine

public spaces, and result in poor views.

the shape, character, and functioning
of a place, such as the width and layout

These choices require an ongoing con-

of streets, the shape and orientation of

versation between the public sector and

blocks, weather impacts, the height of

affected communities to establish shared

buildings, and more. Advances in technol-

priorities and determine appropriate

ogy have made it cost effective to

trade-offs. But while every neighbour-

simulate millions of scenarios to deter-

hood seeks to maximize benefits and

mine which options perform best against

minimize disruption, it can be difficult to

a community’s stated goals.

Potential street grids can be explored
to help achieve goals such as building
access or provision of open space.

Amount of daylight access on streets
or open spaces can be explored to
help ensure that buildings do not
block public spaces from the sun.

Distribution of open space can be
explored to balance goals around
density and per capita access to
green space.

Solar energy yields created by different building orientations can be
explored to help communities pursue
sustainability goals, such as the ability to generate clean energy on site.

assess the full impacts of any given decision. It can also be challenging to make

Generative design does not provide

technical planning concepts or guidelines

answers — on the contrary, it helps peo-

clear and accessible so that communities

ple weigh competing objectives and

can weigh in appropriately.

assess potential trade-offs. For example,
smaller parks and an irregular street

Sidewalk Labs believes that advances in

grid can help slow down wind gusts,

technology and the application of data

an important goal in a cold climate like

analytics, computer visualization, and

Toronto’s. But people need large parks

machine learning can empower engi-

as well as small ones, and straight streets

neers, architects, planners, community

can be useful. Which design is best?

groups, and policy-makers to collaborate

By showing 3D visualizations of

more transparently and effectively on

the streets and calculating how each

building better cities. Sidewalk Labs is

decision impacts a range of metrics,

developing a digital planning tool called

the generative design tool can provide

“generative design” that could support
this kind of planning effort.25

reliable information so that these difficult
public decisions can be made in an open,
transparent, and understandable manner.
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Helping planners and communities improve
neighbourhoods using digital tools

Generative design case study:
Villiers East

This focus on information and outcomes

As planning proceeds in Villiers, the gener-

could open up new possibilities within

ative design tool can help planners

the regulatory framework to create a

evaluate the performance of different

performance-based system built around

options by running thousands of simula-

specific targets that are often difficult to

tions that weigh factors like building

achieve through traditional zoning.

massing, access to natural light, and wind.

In its role as Innovation and Funding

One strategy proposed by Sidewalk Labs

Partner (see Page 314), Sidewalk Labs

to achieve these goals involves break-

would make these resources available to

ing down the development blocks into a

Toronto planners and the City of Toronto

series of small buildings with pedestrian

to help create an evaluation framework

courtyards, creating more intimate

that could assist in the application of

environments for residents to mingle.

the Innovative Design Standards and

As a test, Sidewalk Labs used its genera-

Guidelines within the River District.

tive design tool to conduct a preliminary

This framework could help ensure that

study of possible courtyard configu-

the wide variety of developers, architects,

rations for a two-by-two block area of

and designers who will be responsible

Villiers, aiming to optimize for three vari-

for building out the River District over

ables: percentage of open space, sunlight

time will maintain flexibility and creativ-

access in the courtyard, and density

ity in developing new ideas while at the

(gross floor area).

A generative design analysis of a two-by-two block
in Villiers Island produced roughly 400 plans (out
of thousands of permutations) that created more
open space, daylight access, and density than the
existing precinct plan.

Precinct plan
Open space

45.3%

Daylight access

49%

Total GFA

1,513,144 ft2

same time ensuring that their proposals
achieve key public interest objectives

In an initial run, the tool generated and

for the River District.

analyzed thousands of permutations and
surfaced roughly 400 plans that created

Case study: Applying generative

more open space and allowed more sun-

design to Villiers East.

light to reach the streets than the pre-

In Villiers East, the existing City of Toronto

cinct plan baselines — while also adding

Generative design

precinct plan calls for dense housing

more density (see visuals).

#00530

to support the economic development
on the island’s western half. That goal

Generative design can also evaluate dis-

requires finding a balance between the

trict-wide impacts, giving communities

desired density of development while

the information to take a more active role

ensuring extensive, high-quality open

in shaping their environment. In the end,

space to support residents, visitors,

if generative design does its job, neigh-

and workers.

bourhoods would work and feel better,
because they would more fully achieve
the values and priorities of the city.
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Open space
Daylight access
Total GFA

Generative design

Generative design

#00469

5.2% increase
13.6% increase
+24,243 ft2

This run was created through making
marginal changes to the precinct
plan; it has small increases in open
space and density, and a large
increase in daylight access.

Open space
Daylight access
Total GFA

#01140

3.31% increase
20.61% increase
+196,710 ft2

This run was created through
making moderate changes to the
precinct plan; it has a small increase
in open space, a medium increase
in density, and a large increase in
daylight access.

Open space
Daylight access
Total GFA

12.6% increase
8.6% increase
+496,781 ft2

This run was created through making
significant changes to the precinct
plan; it has a medium increase in
daylight access, and a large increase
in open space and density.
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Vision for
Keating Channel:
Reclaiming a
Historic Canal

Key facts:

Keating East
Development timeline

2029–2033
Size

5.9 hectares
Total area

This historic channel could stitch
together the waterfront to create a
new kind of urban environment
that blends innovative economic
development, art, culture, restaurants,
retail, and production.

Roughly 3.45 million
square feet

As home to the new Google Canadian
headquarters, Villiers Island is envisioned
as a major economic engine for the

Great cities around the world, like Rot-

western Port Lands, but the economic

terdam in the Netherlands and Nantes in

development opportunities would not be

France, have reclaimed post-industrial

limited to the innovation campus. Villiers

waterfront sites to build new neighbour-

Island’s unusual geography and the his-

hoods centred around art, creativity,

toric buildings and structures remaining

production, and the creation of an experi-

from its industrial and maritime history

mental culture that attracts residents and

provide the framework for an additional,

visitors from the local region and beyond.

entirely different, economic driver.

These successful developments share a
common approach: they capitalize on the
physical features of their sites and draw
on the culture of their cities to invent new
approaches to urban living.
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Keating Channel cross section,
looking east

Queens Quay East

Villiers Street

Keating Channel
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Vision for Keating Channel:
Reclaiming a Historic Canal

With the renaturalization of the Don River,

This new exploration zone could host

the Keating Channel — built in 1915 as

an ever-changing series of events and

the hard-edged connection between

installations and could capture the spirit

the river and Lake Ontario26 — can be

of a district built around innovation.

reclaimed as an urban canal, forming the

As Villiers Island develops over time, the

unifying feature of a new neighbourhood

early activation of the Keating Channel

dedicated to creativity and innovation.

zone with temporary uses and special
programming to draw people to the site

Developing both sides of the channel.

could help to establish the area as a

Transforming this historic waterway will

place where new ideas are welcomed

require innovative approaches to infra-

and celebrated.

structure and mobility, public space,
buildings, and development. The key to

Keating: A vibrant new community

success will be ensuring that both sides

connected to Villiers Island.

of the channel create a unified cen-

Keating is currently isolated on all sides

trepiece that links Villiers Island with the

by the Gardiner Expressway, a railway

Keating neighbourhood, as envisioned in

yard, and railway tracks. In November

the Port Lands Planning Framework.

2017, the Province of Ontario approved
the City of Toronto’s plans to relocate

On Villiers Island, the historic structures

the parts of the Gardiner and Lake Shore

scattered along the channel’s edge

Boulevard that currently run along the

create an opportunity for non-traditional

Keating Channel and move them adja-

uses. They could be reclaimed for small-

cent to the train infrastructure on the

scale arts and fabrication, while a large

neighbourhood’s northern edge. That

open plaza could be home to Sidewalk

would still leave one side of the neigh-

Labs’ adaptable stoa concept, hosting

bourhood inaccessible to the surrounding

a wide range of cultural and public pro-

city but would create possibilities for a

grams. Across the channel, Keating could

new community that embraces the Keat-

host small-scale workshops and artist

ing Channel and connects to the Distillery

studios, stores, kiosks, and restaurants.

District to the north.

Low-scale buildings on both sides of

A thoughtful use of scale could minimize

the channel could provide an intimate

the lack of connection to the northern

setting along the waterfront, which could

edge and reorient development towards

be connected by new pedestrian and

the water. Dense residential towers along

bicycle bridges and a continuous prom-

the highway could scale down to an

enade along the water’s edge. The public

intimate presence at Keating Channel,

realm could extend onto the water itself,

providing easy access to the culture,

which could host a series of floating

retail, and community spaces lining both

barges for cafés, art installations, and

sides of the waterfront.

A new arts and
production
exploration zone
along Keating
Channel could
capture the spirit
of a district built
around innovation.

recreational activities.
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Vision for McCleary:
Creating a Model LiveWork Neighbourhood

Key facts:

McCleary
Development timeline

2028–2032
Size

Nestled between the projected 8 million
square feet of commercial development
at East Harbour, Toronto’s burgeoning
Film District, and the urban innovation
hub at Villiers, McCleary could bring
thousands of jobs within a short distance
of its new residents.

13.6 hectares
Total area

Roughly 6.7 million
square feet

McCleary could become a critical link
within the developing eastern waterfront
given its proximity to three major job cen-

campus at Villiers Island to the west

tres, the new planned GO Transit station

through a dense, mixed-use development

and Ontario Line,27 and new public desti-

plan that could include housing for poten-

nations like the park network surrounding

tial workers, along with commercial and

the Don River.

production spaces that could complement the work at each economic hub.

This central location makes McCleary
uniquely capable of supporting the

With its mix of housing, new jobs, and

planned East Harbour commercial dis-

striking public spaces, McCleary could

trict to the north, the expanding Film

embody the model for a sustainable com-

District to the south, and the innovation

munity, supplying a labour force of thousands of residents who can walk or
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View of future street in McCleary,
looking west to Villiers Island
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Vision for McCleary:
Creating a Model Live-Work Neighbourhood

bike to jobs within minutes and creating

Complementing surrounding areas

a healthier lifestyle that minimizes com-

with a unique mix of spaces.

mute times and costs, as well as the need

Consistent with the Port Lands Planning

for on-site parking.

Framework’s identification of the area as
a Production, Interactive, and Creative

McCleary could
feature up to

7,000
housing units.

Expanding affordable options for

(PIC) mixed-use area, McCleary would

the local labour force.

also host a mix of commercial spaces

Dense residential development, which

that complement — rather than compete

could include up to 7,000 units, would

with — the adjacent developments,

enable McCleary to offer prospective

particularly the film district.

residents a broad variety of housing
types and ownership models, creating

That could include businesses such as

an inclusive and diverse community.

production facilities, light industry space
for set or costume design, or offices

The tallest buildings and greatest num-

for technical arts like sound engineer-

bers of residents could be concentrated

ing. In fostering film-supportive housing

along the neighbourhood’s northern edge,

and businesses, Sidewalk Labs believes

adjacent to the 8 million-square-foot East

McCleary can serve a significant role in

Harbour development. As the neighbour-

supporting the ongoing expansion of

hood approaches the waterfront, the

the film industry.

buildings could scale down to integrate
into the mixed-use waterfront community.

Supporting the precinct
planning process.

Ch—2

An expansive, animated public realm net-

The final vision for McCleary requires a

work could connect the Don River at the

comprehensive precinct planning pro-

western edge of the neighbourhood to the

cess. Under Sidewalk Labs’ proposal,

expanded McCleary Park at the eastern

this effort would be conducted as a joint

edge. The Port Lands Planning Framework

exercise completed by Waterfront Toronto

calls for the park to be reconfigured and

and the City of Toronto, with Sidewalk Labs

expanded to support further recreational

in the role of innovation partner. A range

activities and to seamlessly integrate

of private developers, engaging their own

with the revitalized Commissioners

architects and designers, would then be

Incinerator building, which could serve

selected by the appropriate public agency

as a district-wide community centre.

to construct the actual buildings.

The River District
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With its mix of
housing, new jobs,
and striking public
spaces, McCleary could
become a critical
link to support three
major surrounding
job centres.
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Vision for Polson Quay:
Reinventing a
Working Waterfront
Neighbourhood

Key facts:

Polson Quay
Development timeline

2030–2034
Size

23 hectares
Total area

Roughly 9.75 million
square feet

Polson Quay could capitalize on its unique
economic and recreational potential by
creating a waterfront community that
integrates housing, creative production and
commercial space, and a spectacular public
realm network that spans land and water.

The final piece of the River District to
be developed would be Polson Quay,
a 23-hectare peninsula surrounded on

both sites to develop a comprehensive

all sides by water or wetlands — and

plan to spur economic growth while

the only neighbourhood in the eastern

enlivening the area through a vast new

waterfront with buildings directly border-

network of parks and public space, ample

ing the harbour.

housing, artisan workshops and production spaces, and unusually intimate

This area includes the Polson Quay and

waterfront access.

South River precincts identified in the
Port Lands Planning Framework. Treating

This development can support the inspir-

them as a unified neighbourhood would

ing work of the artists, designers, and

recognize the shared opportunity across

other makers who inhabit the historic
Dominion Box Boards to forge a creative
enclave.28 This heritage structure can
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Polson Quay at Ship Channel,
looking east
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Vision for Polson Quay:
Reinventing a Working
Waterfront Neighbourhood

become the heart of a fully revitalized

On its southern side, Polson Quay borders

be relocated to preserve the mixed-use

For industrial uses that are deemed

neighbourhood, with the existing ten

the Ship Channel. Boats could become

community. Once the neighbourhood is

incompatible with the mixed-use

ants continuing to play a major role in

part of the neighbourhood’s daily life as

developed, digital tools could help sup-

community, Sidewalk Labs can help

the community.

sources of transport, recreation, and

port an ongoing evaluation to ensure that

craft a transition strategy to explore

shipping to support light industry.

the mix of uses is successful. For example,

their relocation.

The density and diversity of programming

the proposed outcome-based building

at Polson Quay would be supported by an

Polson Quay could modernize the

extension of the light rail, with a new stop

concept of a working waterfront, with

planned for the neighbourhood’s centre.

workshops for active and adaptable
light industry and production spaces

See the “Buildings
and Housing” chapter
of Volume 2 for
more details on the
proposed outcomebased code system.

code system can provide real-time

As with the rest of the River District, Pol-

monitoring and management of environ-

son Quay’s range of private developers

mental concerns, such as noise, odour,

would all be required to meet the dis-

and vibrations.

trict’s Innovative Design Guidelines and

Reinventing the working waterfront

integrated into the streetscape alongside

Standards to ensure that the neighbour-

as a modern mixed-use community.

housing, parks, and shops. These work-

hood meets world-leading standards for

With its unique waterfront setting —

shops could become a foundational part

sustainability, affordability, and advanced

encompassing an active shipping channel,

of the neighbourhood’s identity.

systems and becomes a fitting culmina-

the harbour, and the renaturalized Don

tion to an extraordinary district.

River — Polson Quay has an opportunity to

A range of housing options, including

reimagine the city’s relationship to water.

new live-work spaces and affordable
rentals, could be designed to meet the

As the only neighbourhood in the River

diverse needs of people working in pro-

District with buildings along the inner har-

duction, industrial, or port uses across

bour, Polson Quay could enable maritime

the Port Lands.

uses that coexist with a spectacular new
public realm created by the flood protec-

Supporting the precinct

tion plan. That project will create an urban

planning process.

esplanade that curves around Polson

Similar to McCleary, Polson Quay will

Quay and connects to a new central park

require the creation of a precinct plan

that stretches between the edges of

to guide its development. This planning

VIlliers and Polson Quay, with pedestrian

process would need to grapple with

trails winding through the wetlands.

some of the unique constraints of the
site as identified by the Port Lands Plan-

Sidewalk Labs proposes an additional

ning Framework, including the Cement

pedestrian bridge at the western edge

Terminal and nearby port and indus-

of Polson Quay, which would connect this

trial uses, which could pose substantial

area with the technology campus and

issues to Toronto’s vision for integrating

showcase exceptional views of down-

housing alongside industry.

Polson Quay could modernize
the concept of a working
waterfront, with workshops and
production spaces integrated
into the streetscape alongside
housing, parks, and shops.

town, Lake Ontario, and the Toronto

Ch—2

Islands, enabling people to walk one

As innovation partner, Sidewalk Labs can

continuous path from Quayside to the

provide new technologies to help city

stunning new parks on Villiers Island

planners assess which of these uses are

and Polson Point.

compatible and which should

The River District
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Scaling
Urban
Innov ations
Ch—2

The River District

The following section describes
how innovations initiated in Quayside
can scale across the River District.
As described more in Volume 3,
Quayside becomes possible only
when considered in combination
with the River District.
Such scale is necessary for many of
the innovations to become financially
viable and to maximize their ability
to help achieve Waterfront Toronto’s
core outcomes around job creation
and economic development,
sustainability and climate-positive
development, housing affordability,
new mobility, and urban innovation
(including robust data privacy and
digital governance).
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Accelerating mass transit
extensions across the
eastern waterfront

Part 2.1
Scaling Innovation

Mobility

The River District’s scale makes it
possible to realize a long-planned
light rail extension across the eastern
waterfront through a self-financing
mechanism, accelerating transitcentred development that would create
more affordable, convenient, and
sustainable neighbourhoods.

Toronto’s leaders have long understood
that planning for public transportation
in tandem with the initial development

neighbourhoods to a broader range of

of the eastern waterfront is essential to

residents, and accelerating development.

the area’s success. Without that service,

The city’s proposed extension would

travel options to the area would be lim-

even improve transit service and travel

ited and the vision for the Port Lands as

times, with smarter spacing between

a significant economic driver for Toron-

stops, signal prioritization, and dedicated

to’s future would be impossible to real-

transit lanes.

ize. Development would become overly
reliant on road infrastructure, in contrast

Ultimately, this plan could become the

to city and waterfront objectives around

foundation for a reconceived mobility

sustainable mobility.

network that prioritizes pedestrians,
bicycles, and transit, providing exciting

See the “Mobility”
chapter of Volume 2
for more details on the
proposed innovations
and initiatives
described in this
“Scaling Innovation:
Mobility” section.
Ch—2
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There is also widespread agreement

possibilities for neighbourhoods that are

about the path forward: the city’s 6.5-kilo-

safer, more affordable, sustainable,

metre light rail extension across the east-

and convenient.

ern waterfront that would provide dramatic benefits, such as reducing traffic

But more than a decade after planning

and greenhouse gas emissions, attract-

began, the light rail plan, which

ing commercial tenants, opening up the

could cost approximately $1.2 billion,
remains unfunded — with no clear
path to implementation.29
351

Accelerating mass transit extensions across
the eastern waterfront

The River District is ideal

A small neighbourhood such as Quay-

for self-financing.

side, consisting of just a few blocks, could

Sidewalk Labs believes that a proven

never repay the massive investment

financing mechanism of self-financing,

required. But the River District provides

sometimes referred to as “value capture,”

the potential for enough new develop-

could finally make this project a reality if

ment at high enough density to design

governments should not be willing or able

and fund a rapid transit system that can

to fund from more traditional sources.

nourish new neighbourhoods and sup-

In this approach, the light rail would

port their growth.

essentially fund its own extension, using
the projected revenue streams from

The approved extension would include

the future development — made possible

up to 19 new stops across a route that

by the new transit lines — to finance

connects Quayside, Villiers Island,

the upfront construction costs.

McCleary, and Polson Quay with the
newly planned East Harbour station and

Such an approach has been used in

the rest of the city.

Canada before, in Calgary and Winnipeg,30

LRT by the numbers:
19 new stops
$4.5 billion in land
value by 2045
$22.8 billion in
additional tax
revenue over
20 years after
LRT completion

and has been proposed to offset the

The LRT extension can unlock massive

cost of Toronto’s SmartTrack plan to

economic opportunity.

electrify and add new stations to Toron-

In addition to becoming financially feasi-

to’s surface-rail network. When applied

ble at scale, the sweep of the proposed

to the eastern waterfront, it would allow

transit extension also delivers greater

construction of the light rail to proceed

benefits: adding multiple lines crossing

as development begins, while limiting the

the eastern waterfront delivers access

amount of direct public funding required.

and service to riders that a one-or-twostop extension does not.

This self-financing strategy is only viable
for certain projects.31 The key issue

An economic impact report prepared by

is whether the transit expansion will

the engineering and development consul-

create enough value to offset the cost

tancy Hatch for the Waterfront Business

of building that expansion. The strategy

Improvement Area showed that con-

is often not viable where new transit will

struction of the light rail through Quay-

serve existing neighbourhoods, because

side and the River District would generate

those areas are already sufficiently valu-

land value of $4.5 billion between 2025

able, meaning that new transit services

and 2045 and $22.8 billion in additional tax

do not add much. Likewise, a low-den-

revenue to the governments of Toronto,

sity development might not generate

Ontario, and Canada over the 20 years

enough revenue to cover the high costs

following completion of the project.32

Map

Proposed light
rail network in
the River District
Sidewalk Labs proposes to accelerate
the completion of the city’s planned
light rail extension, with an additional
optional segment through Keating
Channel. This would unlock new development and create essential connections to the rest of the city.

of transit infrastructure.
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Accelerating mass transit extensions across
the eastern waterfront

Beyond the approved plan, Sidewalk Labs

Strengthening public transit across the

further proposes an optional second

eastern waterfront unlocks virtually every

phase of construction to add light rail infra-

goal held by Toronto for its waterfront.

structure to the area north of the Keating

Street space can be reclaimed to create

Channel to serve future development.

a larger, more vibrant public realm that
anchors new communities.

By 2041, these extensions could serve
roughly 72,900 Torontonians and would

Reducing the expenses associated

have a significant economic impact.33

with car ownership supports more affordable lifestyles,34 making the eastern

See the “Innovation
and Funding Partner
Proposal” chapter of
Volume 3 for more
details on optional
financing support for
the light rail extension.

Given the project’s fundamental

waterfront accessible to more people.

importance, Sidewalk Labs is prepared

Relying more heavily on public transit dra-

to provide certain assistance with the

matically reduces greenhouse gas emis-

financing for the approved plan.

sions,35 forming a critical step in the path
to a climate-positive community.

Relying more heavily
on public transit
dramatically reduces
greenhouse gas emissions,
forming a critical step
in the path to a climatepositive community.
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The River District
could support
enough density to
design and fund
a rapid transit
system that could
spur new, thriving
neighbourhoods.
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Creating new neighbourhoods
with people-first street networks
Planning for the eventual adoption
of shared self-driving vehicles has
the potential to reshape streets into
people-first mobility networks by
dramatically reducing parking and
increasing space for pedestrians
and cyclists.

The way space is allocated within a typ-

Map

ical city street rests on a few assumptions. One is that private cars are the

Waterfront Toronto has built streets

primary way people get around and that

based on a different set of assumptions.

they therefore deserve the most space.

One is that walking, cycling, and public

Another is that those cars are driven by

transit are as important as private cars —

people who, often distracted or driving

and often more efficient. Another is that

too fast, pose a significant danger to

the more high-quality space provided on

others and therefore should be perma-

the street for each of these modes, the

nently separated from other modes

more all of them will be used, as shown by

of transportation.

the unexpected high volumes of cyclists
on the Martin Goodman Trail.36

The result is a city street where cars have
wide rights of way that are marked off

Sidewalk Labs embraces this vision and

with curbs. Cyclists and pedestrians have

proposes to build on this work with an

to squeeze into the spaces on the mar-

additional assumption: that self-driv-

gins while public transit gets stuck in

ing vehicles — often called autonomous

traffic even though its vehicles carry

vehicles — will be both safe and com-

scores of riders instead of just one.

mercially ubiquitous available for rides

Proposed street
network in the
River District
The proposed street network balances the need for longer trips by
vehicles and public transit (on Boulevards and Transitways) with the need
for streets that prioritize cyclists,
pedestrians, and sidewalk activity
(Accessways, Laneways, and the
interior pedestrian network).

by roughy 2035, and that smart planning
can harness their potential to be better
neighbours for pedestrians, cyclists, and
Ch—2
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Creating new neighbourhoods with
people-first street networks

public transit users. Self-driving vehicles

The ultimate goal is to build more active

can be programmed to drive more slowly

and engaging streetscapes. More

and carefully, as well as to give priority to

space allows for more trees, public art,

public transit, bicycles, and pedestrians.

street furniture, and other amenities.
This change can have a cascading effect.

The consequences of these assumptions

More amenities bring more people to

are profound. By proactively shaping the

the street, and having more people on the

ways that self-driving vehicles are inte-

street improves the prospects and

grated into city streets and by using a

usefulness of local retail, which in turn

range of policy, pricing, and digital tools

draws more people in a virtuous cycle.38

to encourage shared rides and prioritize

This approach can take one of the great

public transit, cities can design streets

joys of urban life — strolling down a

for people.

lively street — and make that experience fundamental to every corner

This approach enables more space to be

of a neighbourhood.

reclaimed for the public realm as well as
more shared streets, where pedestrians

New street types for a balanced

can safely coexist with self-driving vehi-

mobility network.

cles programmed to stay at certain low

To realize the vision of a complete mobil-

speeds. (The shared streets concept is

ity network, Sidewalk Labs has designed

already practiced successfully today with

four street types to balance the need to

traditional cars, especially in Europe.)37

travel quickly and efficiently against the

To accommodate increased pedestrian

imperatives of pedestrian safety and

traffic, city blocks can feature more exten-

enhanced street life.39

sive interior pathways and courtyards.
Since Quayside is only four blocks long
and includes three existing streets whose
designs must be largely maintained, it

Smart planning can
harness the potential of
self-driving vehicles to
be better neighbours for
pedestrians, cyclists, and
public transit users.
Ch—2

The River District

is too small to implement these new

Four new street types
can balance the need
to travel quickly and
efficiently with the
need for pedestrian
safety and enhanced
street life.

street types and realize their full benefits.
But the River District presents an opportunity to integrate this new people-first
transportation network.
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Creating new neighbourhoods with
people-first street networks

3*

1A

Boulevard. The Boulevard is the widest

Laneway and Pedway. These streets form

street type, with a top speed of 40 kilome-

the foundation of the pedestrian network

tres per hour and a maximum width of

and are envisioned as the most common

31 metres. Designed primarily to accom-

type of street in Villiers, Polson Quay and

modate longer-distance trips for all

McCleary. The only difference between

modes, Boulevards would typically be

them is that Laneways would allow

situated along the perimeter of a neigh-

vehicles travelling at walking speeds

bourhood. To help improve safety for all

and Pedways would not. Laneways are

street users, Boulevards feature sepa-

designed for pedestrian speeds, with a

rated bikeways for cyclists and sidewalks

top speed of 8 kilometres per hour and

for pedestrians.

a maximum width of 11 metres. Bikes

3

2

2
1A*
1B

4

and self-driving vehicles for people with
Transitway. Like Boulevards, Transitways

accessibility needs are permitted on

have a top speed of 40 kilometres per

Laneways if travelling at the proper speed.

hour, but they have a maximum width of
only 26 metres, with priority given to pub-

Pedways are the courtyards located

lic transit. The Transitway features hubs

within blocks and walkways between

for bicycles and scooters and safe, wide

buildings and should be open and inviting

crosswalks, providing seamless cycling

to residents and visitors. With no regu-

and walking access to stations.

lar vehicular access, they would come
in all shapes and sizes depending on the

Accessway. Accessways are narrower

varied properties of a block (but would

streets that serve as a core part of the

be sized to accommodate emergency

cyclist network and are intended for traf-

vehicles). Both types are meant to help

fic moving no faster than cycling speeds.

get people places but also to be places

The streets are designed for top speeds

unto themselves: they can be quiet side

of 22 kilometres per hour and a maximum

streets where kids play or they can be

width of 16 metres. Self-driving vehicles

filled with pop-up shops, street fairs, and

are permitted on Accessways if travelling

other types of community gatherings.

at bike speeds. Accessways do not have

Linked with Pedways, Laneways could

separated sidewalks but guide cyclists

stitch together a continuous pedestri-

and pedestrians via lighted pavement or

an-dominated network where it would be

digital signs. Accessways would provide

a pleasure to walk.

emergency access and servicing to buildings that are not otherwise accessible by

The four proposed
street types
1A

Laneway
Width: 11 metres
Priority mode: Pedestrians
Priority speed: 8 km/h

2

Accessway
Width: 16 metres
Priority mode: Cyclists
Priority speed: 22 km/h

3

Transitway
Width: 26 metres
Priority mode: Public transit
Priority speed: 40 km/h

4

Boulevard
Width: 31 metres
Priority mode: All modes
Priority speed: 40 km/h

Boulevards and Transitways.

Villiers East offers an illustrative
street network that incorporates all
four proposed street types.

1B

Pedway
Pedways (a type of Laneway) are the publicly
accessible, pedestrian-only courtyards and
walkways between buildings with no regular
vehicular access.

* Atypical condition
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Expanding opportunities
for cyclists
To help cyclists reach higher speeds
while improving street safety, the River
District’s network would feature many

On Accessways, bikes would be priori-

separated cycling lanes, including the

tized with centre-running lanes and share

Martin Goodman Trail.

space only with other modes travelling
at bike speeds. Accessways could offer

The district’s primary bike network would

a central heated running lane of three to

run on Boulevards, Transitways, and

five metres wide.

Accessways, including a newly proposed
dedicated lane along the extension of

Outside of these areas, cyclists would be

Trinity Street, across a bike bridge over

welcome to travel on the streets at the

the Keating Channel, and through Villiers

prevailing speed and, notably, at walking

Island. Similar to Quayside, River District

speed when in pedestrian areas.

Boulevards and Transitways would feature
separated bike lanes that are five metres

All told, the district would feature exten-

wide and are equipped with heated pave-

sive new dedicated bike infrastructure.

ment and “green wave” lighting that helps

Within the River District, the target would

ensure cyclists can move through traffic

be for cyclists to be able to reach 100

lights safely and with priority.

percent of buildings using either a dedicated bike lane or a roadway designed
for bikes, compared to roughly 15 percent
in a typical downtown Toronto neighbourhood today.40

The River District

Proposed bike
network in the
River District
The proposed bike network builds on
the city’s existing network and planned
expansions to create new cycling infrastructure that connects onto Villiers
Island, including bike bridges.

Within the River District,
cyclists would be able
to reach 100 percent of
buildings using streets
designed for bikes or
dedicated lanes.
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A neighbourhood
moved by new mobility
The forward-looking mobility systems of
the River District would demonstrate the
extraordinary quality-of-life benefits that
come with designing a transportation
system that can adapt to the changing
needs and technologies of the 21st century.

The most visible changes in urban mobility in the 21st century so far have been
the emergence of ride-hailing, the rise

The River District has the potential

of bike- and scooter-sharing,41 and the

to become a model for 21st-century

dramatic growth in parcel deliveries driven

urban mobility.

by online shopping.42 These trends have
all improved convenience, but except for

Discounted mobility packages.

bike-sharing, they have also harmed the

Sidewalk Labs is committed to

urban environment by increasing traffic

providing people with a full set of trans-

congestion, especially as delivery trucks

portation options designed to meet all

and for-hire vehicles fight for curb space.43

of their needs without owning a car.

Map

These options include expanding public
Quayside can test some solutions to

transit, creating more walkable neigh-

these problems, including a mobility

bourhoods and more extensive cycling

package that discounts some shared

networks, and increasing the availability

rides each month, streets designed for

of ride-share and ride-hail options.

self-driving vehicles, and an underground
freight delivery system. But a citywide

But it can be hard for people to evalu-

transportation challenge cannot be

ate all of their choices — and the costs

solved on four blocks alone.

of various options — in real time. That is
why Sidewalk Labs is proposing digital

Ch—2

Applying the successful solutions across

tools that can help residents and workers

an entire transportation network can

understand the real price of each trans-

maintain the convenience offered by

portation option, encouraging the choice

these new innovations while reducing traf-

of public transit via discounts and cred-

fic congestion and its related problems.

its. A monthly mobility subscription that

The River District
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New mobility
systems on
Villiers Island
Dynamic curbs provide drop-off
and pick-up availability, with pricing
based on congestion levels.

Self-driving delivery dollies operate
in below-grade tunnels, reducing
truck traffic on streets.

Streets restricted to self-driving
vehicles reduce vehicle lanes and
maximize pedestrian space.

Dynamic streets can adjust space
allocations based on real-time
traffic conditions, with self-driving
vehicles easily routed around
street closures.

Electric self-driving vehicles create
quieter streets and less pollution.
On Boulevards, dynamic curbs
provide drop-off and pick-up
space for both self-driving and
traditional vehicles.

Multi-modal transportation options,
such as bikes and scooters, are
located adjacent to light rail stations.

365

A neighbourhood moved by new mobility

integrates these real-time options could

All autonomous.

This system would be a zero-emissions

Limited parking.

cover a discounted Toronto Transit

Sidewalk Labs believes that self-driving

solution that would maintain or exceed

Similar to the strategy initiated in Quay-

Commission pass, an unlimited Bike

vehicles will likely become ready for

convenience to customers.

side, the parking approach in the River

Share Toronto membership, access to

widespread use as ride-hail services just

e-scooters and other low-speed vehi-

as the first neighbourhoods in the River

It is not financially feasible to build and

parking spots in favour of dynamic pick-up

cles, and credits for rides with ride-hail

District are completed.

operate this system if the delivery zone

and drop-off curb spaces. A reduced

is limited to a neighbourhood the size of

number of hourly parking spots would

Sidewalk Labs has developed a proactive

Quayside. Sidewalk Labs anticipates that,

be offered in garages on site, with addi-

At the scale of Quayside, the combination

plan to harness the potential of self-driv-

together, Quayside and the River District

tional long-term spots offered at off-site

of these strategies can achieve very low

ing vehicles to create safer streets that

would attract enough packages to make

facilities nearby. Spots within the neigh-

rates of auto ownership among residents,

prioritize pedestrians, cyclists, and pub-

the construction of this system afford-

bourhood would favour electric-powered

but the overall impact would be limited.

lic transit, positioning the River District

able and deliver savings to companies no

car-share services.

It would not significantly shape visitor

to pioneer a transportation network for

longer responsible for delivering every

behaviour or create a low-traffic environ-

the 21st century. Once self-driving vehi-

package to its final destination.

ment, due to the proximity of major roads

cles are widespread, it will be possible to

such as Lake Shore Boulevard.

imagine entire neighbourhoods in which

All-electric.

Transportation Management Association

traditional cars travel only on Boulevards,

In Quayside, Sidewalk Labs envisions

(WTMA) — a new public entity tasked with

At the scale of the River District,

with the rest of the streets reserved for

several efforts to encourage the use of

coordinating the entire mobility network

however, the number of residents and

self-driving vehicle use.

electric vehicles, consistent with Toron-

— can manage traffic congestion at the

to’s mobility objectives. But Quayside’s

curb by using real-time space alloca-

or car-share providers.

employees would be large enough to

District would eliminate fixed on-street

Coordinating the network.
In Quayside, the proposed Waterfront

achieve volume discounts for transit

Sidewalk Labs seeks to maximize the

noise and air-quality profile would be

tion and pricing to encourage people to

and new mobility services, creating

mobility benefits of ride-hailing through

shaped more by Lake Shore Boulevard

choose alternative modes at busy times.

a self-sustaining base of users.

staging areas, pick-up and drop-off zones,

and the Gardiner Expressway than by

and shared-ride pricing. These initiatives

the vehicles owned and operated within

At the scale of the River District, however,

aim to ensure that self-driving technology

the neighbourhood.

active traffic management could yield far

achieves the goals of expanding access to

Supporting and
incentivizing electric
vehicles would create
streets within the River
District that are quieter
and less polluted.

greater benefits, as the WTMA could not

the city without a car, reducing household

At the River District scale, these strat-

only optimize the available road and curb

costs, and recapturing parking space for

egies can begin to reshape the urban

space but also apply pricing to encourage

more vital public uses.

experience, as the majority of vehicle

shared rides during congested periods.

trips would be conducted by people

Active management would rely on a real-

Self-supporting freight.

who live and work in the neighbourhood.

time understanding of the curbs, roads,

To reduce the impact of delivery trucks

A variety of strategies — including dis-

weather, special events, and other fac-

clogging city streets, Sidewalk Labs has

counts, priority lanes, or pricing — could

tors, as well as the infrastructure tools to

designed a pioneering system that would

be used to incentivize the transition. As

allocate lanes and signal times to achieve

consolidate most packages at a cen-

a result, the streets of the River District

traffic objectives.

tral location and deliver them through

could be far quieter and less polluted,

self-driving delivery dollies travelling

offering a vision for a clean urban future.

through secure underground tunnels that
connect directly into building basements.
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Creating an expanded,
varied, and active public
realm network

Part 2.2
Scaling Innovation

Public Realm

Expanding the public realm
innovations initiated in Quayside
across the River District would have
a catalytic effect that goes beyond
simply adding more parks. It would
spark a wider variety of experiences,
uses, and possibilities as part of a
vast interconnected network.

Sidewalk Labs can build on the extraordinary foundation established by the renaturalization of the Don River44 and outlined

creating space for a connected network

in the Port Lands Planning Framework

of interior courtyards as well as winding

by adding even more public spaces,

pedestrian pathways that still maintain

supporting greater adaptability, improv-

sight lines to ensure public safety.

ing all-season use, and creating new connections between streets, parks, plazas,

These additional public connections

and waterways.

can transform the public realm into
its own kind of mobility network, offering

Creative ways to expand public space.

a more intimate way to travel through

Sidewalk Labs can build on its mobility

a neighbourhood, which can strengthen

strategies to generate significant new

community engagement, lead to

public space.

healthier lifestyles, and spark unexpected connections.

Limiting vehicle lanes for cars would lead
See the “Public
Realm” chapter
of Volume 2 for
more details
on the proposed
innovations and
initiatives described
in this “Scaling
Innovation: Public
Realm” section.
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to expanded, landscaped sidewalks, some

In Quayside, these innovations can create

of which could become large enough to

15 percent more open space than would

accommodate public installations such as

be created by existing precinct plans.45

pop-up markets, performances, and lush

But given that the neighbourhood is only

plazas. Dramatically reducing the number

four blocks long, the amount of extra

of space-intensive private garages would

space is modest in real terms.

enable buildings to shrink their footprints,
369

Creating an expanded, varied, and active
public realm network

When a similar approach is applied across

Weather mitigation strategies to

Applying these innovations at the scale of

An interconnected network that

an area the size of the River District,

expand outdoor hours.

the River District also makes them more

becomes a regional resource.

however, it would result in a significant

In a cold-weather climate like Toronto,

affordable. Cost is particularly signifi-

The River District would be developed

increase in Toronto’s overall open space

wind, ice, and snow can make it challeng-

cant when it comes to materials like ETFE

within the context of an extraordinary

network, building on Waterfront Toronto’s

ing to be outside for much of the year.

(Ethylene Tetrafluoroethylene), a durable,

new public realm network created

vision to make public space the anchor

But the River District’s existing precinct

highly transparent, lightweight plastic

by the flood-protection plan work

for new communities.

plans highlight the need to create a public

film that is used for the building Raincoat

currently underway.

realm that can remain vibrant and acces-

and is ideal for creating comfortable

sible year-round.

indoor-outdoor environments.47

Creating a greater variety
of open spaces.

That plan will create a new 30-hectare
nature preserve that functions like a

In its Quayside plan, Sidewalk Labs has

To that end, Sidewalk Labs has explored

In 2019, Sidewalk Labs designed and

central park for the entire River District,

sought ways to maximize the diversity

a range of weather mitigation strategies

constructed a prototype; based on this

providing access to a network of trails,

of uses possible within a small space by

that it would begin implementing in Quay-

work, Sidewalk Labs estimates that

expansive fields, waterways, hills, and

breaking down the boundaries between

side, including heated pavement that can

maturing the Raincoat technology and

wetlands. This green spine will extend

indoors and outdoors, land and water,

melt ice and snow and canopies or build-

installing Raincoats at multiple loca-

through the Don River Valley itself, estab-

and green and hardscape. It has also

ing “Raincoats” that can extend over the

tions within Quayside would lead to a 71

lishing pedestrian and cycling paths that

explored ways to create adaptable

street and connect to the sidewalk, creat-

percent cost reduction per installation

run alongside the river for miles up the

spaces that can be repurposed for multi-

ing airy, insulated pockets during inclem-

(relative to the prototype). There should

ravine, connecting to Don River Valley

ple uses — for example, enabling a range

ent weather. Altogether, these strategies

be an even greater drop in expenses

Park and other destinations.

of sports to take place on the same field

can increase the amount of time it is

per square foot at the scale of the River

through the use of embedded lighting

comfortable to be outdoors in Quayside’s

District. This scale also affords a great

and other strategies.

public spaces by 35 percent.46

opportunity to explore diverse architectural expressions.

Applied at the scale of the River Dis-

But the most powerful tool to improve

trict, this flexible, boundary-breaking

comfort is modifying the orientation

approach can lead to an area unlike any

of a street grid and the shape of

other in Toronto, where it is possible to

buildings to reduce wind. Quayside’s

walk to nearly any point in 15 minutes and

small size and existing streets make it

encounter a range of public experiences

hard to deploy these techniques to their

on the way — from kayaking along a river

greatest potential.

into the open harbour, to listening to a
concert or playing mahjong on a series

Across the River District, these weath-

of floating barges, to rock climbing on

er-mitigation approaches can have

old industrial infrastructure.

immense impact. Sidewalk Labs projects

The building Raincoat, which protects
sidewalks from the
elements, is part of a
weather-mitigation
system that could help
double the number of
comfortable outdoor
hours in key spaces of
the River District.

that if these strategies are implemented
The River District’s innovation guide-

as part of the innovation guidelines, they

lines could ensure that public spaces

could double the number of comfortable

are designed with the ability to adapt

hours outside for key spaces, compared

easily, so that as new cultural and recre-

to a typical Toronto development.

ational concepts emerge, the spaces can
respond to meet the community’s needs.
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Creating an expanded, varied, and active
public realm network

Sidewalk Labs believes that any public

Sidewalk Labs proposes a new pedestrian

realm plan for the River District must take

bridge over the Don River as it meets the

advantage of this exceptional resource

inner harbour, connecting Villiers Island to

and build on the principles it establishes

Polson Quay through a continuous water-

for blurring the lines between water, wil-

front walkway. This bridge would position

derness, and land, integrating nature into

the Polson Quay promenade to become a

urban life and using the public realm to

citywide attraction, making its spectac-

strengthen connections across the city.

ular views of Lake Ontario and downtown
Toronto accessible to more people.

Such principles form the foundation of
Sidewalk Labs’ public realm proposal

Within Villiers-Keating, Sidewalk Labs

for Quayside, but its contribution to the

believes that multiple new pedestrian

citywide network would be modest. At the

bridges across the Keating Channel could

scale of the River District, however, sub-

create a water-based beating heart of

stantial new connections are possible —

the neighbourhood, similar to great canal

to the park and beyond.

cities like Amsterdam or Venice.

An expanded ground-floor
network would create new
economic, creative, and
programming possibilities
Across the River District, the stoa model
can be claimed and interpreted by each
neighbourhood to reflect its distinct needs
and opportunities, reshaping the flexible
ground floors to support everything from
urban manufacturing to experimental retail
to art, culture, and community spaces.

The River District can extend the animation initiated at Parliament Slip through
the Keating Channel, creating a vibrant
series of land-water spaces brought to
life by floating cafés, bars, and perfor-

As described in greater detail in the

While each community would feature

mance venues.

“Quayside Plan” chapter in Volume 1, as

a mix of retail, commercial, and social

The River District
could include unique
public spaces such as
the Keating Channel,
featuring a canal with
creative programming
along both aides and
pedestrian bridges
linking neighbourhoods
across the water.

well as in the “Public Realm” chapter of

infrastructure spaces, some neighbour-

Volume 2, stoa is a flexible lower-floor

hoods could focus on workshop and

space, frequently spanning two storeys,

production space while others might

that can be adapted to serve a wide vari-

emphasize arts and cultural space.

ety of neighbourhood and citywide needs.

The size of the district would provide
the critical mass of space to explore a

In Quayside, stoa could help test new

wide variety of uses, reflecting the dis-

approaches to retail and experiment

tinct character of each neighbourhood.

with integrating production, cultural, and
community spaces into neighbourhoods.

In Quayside, Sidewalk Labs proposes

But with limited space, it would be

to take on the role of vertical developer

impossible to do more than touch on the

(with local partners) and ground-floor

possibilities offered by this new model.

property manager to demonstrate the
viability of this new approach to low-

At the larger scale of the River District,

er-floor spaces. At the scale of the River

there is an opportunity to implement

District, the goal would be to have the

a wider range of uses and to tailor the

private market adopt the stoa model —

uses of each stoa space to support the

including flexible space and infrastruc-

unique and often changing needs of

ture, digital leasing and operations, and

each neighbourhood.

a highly diverse mix of uses — to serve
community needs, provide jobs, and help
create lively neighbourhoods.
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Case study: Supporting
the growth of an urban
manufacturing cluster

Manufacturing is once again resurgent
in urban areas.48 Businesses are finding
success through new models, including
prototyping products, producing and
selling them on-site, and scaling their
businesses in urban environments.
Next-generation manufacturing is
already growing in Toronto, which is part
of why the City of Toronto has launched

At the scale of the River District, it is pos-

an initiative to create a Light Manufactur-

sible to create whole live-work neighbour-

ing Incubator for local startups.49

hoods defined by this new approach to
the ground floor. Companies could opt to
locate their prototyping and production

modate light manufacturing and shared

there. Outcome-based code systems

fabrication equipment, creating opportu-

could facilitate the compatibility of uses,

nities for crossover between production

ensuring that production facilities can

and other industries — be it retail, art,

operate without disrupting residents and

culture, or food and beverage. But the

affording workers in these industries the

site’s small size and the need for diverse

opportunity to live close to their work-

neighbourhood programming limit the

places. The result can be a major catalyst

amount of space that can be dedicated

for new jobs in Toronto that are comple-

to exploring these connections and fos-

mentary to the urban innovation hub at

tering this industry.

Villiers West and the Film District to the east.
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In Quayside, stoa space would accom-

Urban manufacturing at
Polson Quay
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Case study: Experimental retail
integrated with community and
cultural space

The Quayside plan aims to explore new

The 290,000 square feet of lower-floor

models for retail, cultural, and commu-

spaces in this area are an ideal setting to

nity spaces within a neighbourhood,

focus on retail innovation, where emerg-

but Villiers West offers an opportunity

ing businesses and leading brands can

to expand the most successful inno-

test new ideas. These efforts could range

vations to support the creation of a

from computer vision-enabled payment

regional destination.

systems to better integration of online and
offline retail experiences. One example of

The innovation campus at Villiers West

an area that is ripe for innovation is food

would be anchored by the Google

services. A place like the River District

Canadian headquarters and Urban Inno-

— animated at all hours with the Google

vation Institute, drawing a working and

campus, Urban Innovation Institute, and

visiting population interested in novel

nearby parks — would provide a place to

ideas and experiences. The adjacent

try new solutions, such as delivery robots,

Promontory Park is being developed by

new food concepts, and urban agriculture.

Waterfront Toronto as a resource for
all Torontonians, with a particular focus

Beyond enabling retail innovation, stoa’s

on families and children. The proximity

flexible approach creates unique oppor-

of these uses would provide a unique

tunities to integrate community and

opportunity for the stoa space to show-

cultural facilities instead of isolating them

case its range and adaptability.

in stand-alone structures. Bringing these
different experiences together can provide value — such as new foot traffic — to
retail spaces and can improve community services by enabling complementary
uses like clinics and pharmacies to be
located close together.
At Villiers West, stoa can provide space
for public programs to serve the population visiting the park, such as an environmental education centre or a museum.
With the continuous, varied stream of
visitors, the adaptability of stoa can
help spaces evolve to serve different
purposes from day to night, weekday to
weekend, and season to season.

12m

12m

Experimental retail
and community space
at Villiers West
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Case study:
Arts production

Around the world, revitalized port areas
have been energized by the reclamation of historic buildings, which mix the

Historic spaces within the River District’s

past, present, and future in stunning and

neighbourhoods could be stitched

powerful ways. Artists have frequently led

together into a network that exemplifies

these projects. For NDSM in Amsterdam,

innovative approaches to flexible design

a group of artists and skaters defined,

and adaptive reuse, becoming vital

designed, and led the reclamation of a

community destinations. Adding to this

former industrial shipyard.50

inventory of existing spaces, newly built
stoa spaces could be designed to host

Unlike Quayside, the River District con-

cultural and arts uses, including studios,

tains a range of heritage industrial

galleries, and performance venues. The

structures that are ideal sites for this kind

Keating Channel area is an ideal location

of reclamation. New leasing and equity

for this approach, mixing heritage and

models could ensure long-term oppor-

new structures in a new arts district.51

tunities for creative production. Some
of the sites, such as the Dominion Box

The River District could become a clear

Boards building in Polson Quay, already

destination for millions of Toronto’s

have a vibrant community of artists

visitors further cementing the city’s

working there and ready to lead.

global identity as a world-class leader in

Arts and production at
heritage buildings at
Keating Channel

cultural production.
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Catalyzing a new mass
timber industry and
construction supply chain

Part 2.3
Scaling Innovation

Buildings
and Housing

Catalyzing the growth of a sustainable
mass timber buildings industry
and a new factory for modular
construction would create 2,500 jobs,
accelerate construction timelines by
up to 35 percent, and reduce overall
construction costs.

Mass timber, a sustainable building material made from compressing multiple
pieces of timber, is increasingly popular

treated wood from Europe,55 a lengthy

as a construction material, with at least

and expensive process that negates

21 timber towers above seven storeys

some of the cost and sustainability gains

in construction or completed within the

the approach would otherwise afford.

past five years.52 As strong as steel and
twice as strong as concrete by weight,

To improve the local economy and cat-

mass timber is also easier to manufac-

alyze a new industry around sustainable

ture, faster to assemble, and dramatically

mass timber, Sidewalk Labs plans to

more sustainable than traditional con-

support the launch of an Ontario-based

struction materials. A single building can

factory.56 This new supply chain would

be the environmental equivalent of taking

begin with local foresters and sawmills

hundreds of cars off the road.53

creating the baseline mass timber pieces,
which would then be sent to the factory to

See the “Buildings
and Housing” chapter
of Volume 2 for
more details on the
proposed innovations
and initiatives
described in this
“Scaling Innovation:
Buildings and
Housing” section.
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With nearly 40 percent of the world’s

be cut into assembly-ready building com-

sustainable forests, Canada is well-suited

ponents, with local general contractors

to capitalize on this emerging material.54

performing the on-site assembly.

But there are very few facilities in North
America that can process the quantity

This unique combination of emerging

of materials needed for even a single

materials and a streamlined construction

building, let alone a larger development.

process could transform the industry —

As a result, Canadian mass timber proj-

accelerating timelines, improving pre-

ects have frequently had to import

dictability, reducing costs, minimizing
381

Catalyzing a new masstimber industry
and construction supply chain

A new local factory
could accelerate
construction
projects by up to

35%

Factory-based construction of building
parts would result
in less waste, better
working conditions,
and streamlined
regulatory approvals.

neighbourhood disruption from work

While Quayside’s size — it consists of only

A new local factory that processes wood

Generating thousands of jobs and dra-

sites, and yielding a healthier, more sus-

10 buildings — is too small to support a

into mass timber components could

matically reducing greenhouse gases.

tainable, and stunning built environment.

re-conception of the entire construction

accelerate construction projects by

Unlocking the potential of Canada’s

supply chain, the River District would pro-

up to 35 percent, reduce construction

forests as part of the River District devel-

These benefits only become possible

vide the developable area to achieve the

costs below current market rates, and

opment could generate about 2,500 new

at the scale of the River District.

full power of this approach. Sidewalk Labs

significantly improve predictability for

full-time jobs.58 These impacts could

But these benefits only become possi-

estimates that roughly 6 million square

developers.57 Rather than crowding

grow beyond the waterfront, as more

ble with a development area that is large

feet of development are needed to jus-

worksites with cranes, trucks, and stag-

designers and developers tap into this

enough to support the creation of a new

tify an investment in the factory-based

ing for construction materials, this

new pipeline for an array of projects.

local mass timber industry, the invest-

production of mass timber, as well as

factory-based process would allow

They could be supported by additional

ment required to build and operate a

for such a factory to hit peak efficiency

much of the work to take place off-site,

local factories and foster a growing eco-

new factory, and the time and expense

in producing sustainable building com-

resulting in less noise and traffic disrupt-

system of Canadian industries that con-

required to invent new digital tools that

ponents on a predictable timeline that

ing the neighbourhood and a smaller,

tribute to the supply chain: fabricators,

can facilitate design and permitting.

developers can trust.

safer construction site that completes

foresters, sawmills, loggers, and more.

its work more quickly.
Despite the scale of development, the
By planning holistically for development

impact on the forests would be negligi-

that includes the River District, Sidewalk

ble. Even if the entire River District were

Labs could have a functioning factory

constructed out of mass timber, it would

operational by 2021, in time to support the

still represent less than 1 percent of the

development in Quayside and to achieve

total amount of wood grown in Canada’s

the construction speed benefits there.

certified forests each year, which could
be replenished with just a few days of
forest growth.

A factory-based
approach to mass
timber construction
could generate 2,500
person-years of fulltime employment over
a 20-year period.
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The environmental benefits of mass
timber construction also increase significantly at scale. For example, the wood
required to build the River District would
sequester over 600,000 tonnes of carbon, the equivalent of taking more than
127,000 cars off the road per year.59
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Achieving new levels of
housing affordability,
choice, and inclusivity

Three new private sources could direct
a portion of the value generated by
the innovations deployed across the
River District to below-market housing.
Sidewalk Labs proposes that these funds

Creating housing across the scale of the
River District would unlock powerful private
funding sources that could generate over
$1.4 billion and make significant progress
towards the city’s affordability goals. With
additional public-sector support, this private
funding could help create more than 13,600
below-market units while providing new
housing options that can accommodate a
wide range of household needs.

would be managed by a new entity known
as the Waterfront Housing Trust. The trust
would be operated by the public sector
— not by Sidewalk Labs — and it would be
responsible for assembling and disbursing funding to below-market housing in
the River District.

1

2

Sidewalk Labs projects that its new mod-

A permanent 1 percent resale fee could

ular factory approach would generate

be applied on the resale of all condos

significant value for developers. The

in Quayside and the River District to

buildings could use the factory’s library

support affordable housing. Assuming

of parts, which would have already been

recent market trends for individual unit

reviewed by city agencies and designed to

turnover, each condo could contribute

fit together seamlessly, reducing the risk

an estimated total of $23,000 towards

of delays and accelerating construction

below-market housing through 2050.

Unlocking $639 million in land value with
factory construction.

a condo resale fee.

No issue is more pressing in Toronto

an expanded mix of housing options

right now than housing affordability, but

that create the foundation for a more

the tools that exist today to address this

diverse and inclusive community.

time by up to 35 percent.60 These bene-

Sidewalk Labs would agree that the fee

fits would enable developers to complete

could be implemented within its own

are increasingly expensive and difficult

These ideas would be initiated in Quay-

more projects, at a lower cost, within a

development in Quayside to demonstrate

for the government to deliver, and hous-

side, but its small size means that their

given time frame than they do today.

that the impact on condo sales would

ing options could better respond to the

impact would be limited. At the scale

needs of residents.

of the River District, however, these

challenge are limited. Below-market units

approaches can offer a vision for the

Ch—2

Generating $321 million with

Sidewalk Labs has identified a set of pri-

future of housing, with the potential to

vate funding sources that can help sup-

unlock over $1.4 billion. With additional

port an ambitious vision for below-mar-

public-sector support, this private fund-

ket housing: the increased value of public

ing could help create more than 13,600

land due to factory-built timber construc-

below-market units. That would include

tion, a condo resale fee, and new value

6,800 affordable housing units, rep-

created by more efficient unit design (an

resenting nearly a third of the current

approach called “affordability by design”).

annual citywide target for new affordable

These efforts could be supported by

rental housing units.

The River District
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be negligible and not affect pricing.
Developers who recognize this value

But those relatively modest fees com-

should be willing to bid a higher price for

pound with scale, and over time they

the land, much of which is publicly owned.

could generate an estimated $321 million

These higher land value payments to

across the River District.

the government, realized on all publicly
owned parcels across the scale of the
River District, could generate an estimated $639 million that could be directed
towards affordable housing.
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Achieving new levels of housing affordability,
choice, and inclusivity

Generating $1.4 billion in private funding to
support a 40% below-market housing vision
Quayside

Below-market
program achieved *

Funding sources for 40% below-market program

Traditional public sources
Existing government programs**
Land value or other gov’t contributions

New private sources

$M

Below-market
program achieved *

$M

20%

$115

25%

$2,492

13

77

10

997

7

38

15

1,495

7%

$37

15%

$1,435

Affordability by design

7

37

5

475

Factory-driven land value

0

0

7

639

Condo resale fee***

0

0

3

321

Sidewalk Labs contribution

13%

$77

3

Full proposed
IDEA District

-

The ability to design efficient units that
are comfortable and attractive can also
contribute to affordability. Reducing the
unit’s footprint allows developers to build
more total units. Sidewalk Labs proposes

Creating $475 million in value through

that a percentage of this increased

affordability by design.

revenue potential be directed towards

Sidewalk Labs’ proposed efficient and

affordable housing.

ultra-efficient units, as well as co-living housing options, offer a new way of

At the scale of the River District, this

living for Toronto residents that goes

approach to “affordability by design” can

beyond the typical downtown dwelling.

create $475 million in value that could be

While these apartments have a smaller

applied towards below-market housing.

footprint than traditional units, smarter

-

design can ensure that they adapt better

Over 34,000 new residential units

to meet the needs of increasingly diverse

would offer unprecedented variety.

Torontonians, from seniors looking to

The promising models initiated in Quay-

age in place as part of an active commu-

side for increased rentals, co-living

nity to families looking to put down roots

options, and new pathways to ownership

on the eastern waterfront.

like “shared equity” — which enables
residents to own part of their home and

Total sources

40%

* These figures reflect the incremental
impact of each source towards creating a
below-market program, based on overall
40 percent below-market program cost of
$229 million.

** Existing government program figures are
estimated for Quayside based on recent
awards and the proposed below-market
housing program. These figures assume programs are scaled up across the IDEA District
on the same basis as in Quayside. As a result,
totals may exceed annual budget allocations
pending timeline of affordable units coming
online between 2024 and 2048.

$229

40%

$3,927

*** Analysis assumes 2.5 annual percent
inflation rate.

Achieving a 40%
below-market vision
would create more
than 13,600 belowmarket units across
the River District.

Expanded community spaces and a

rent the rest — can only impact a small

larger public realm can supplement effi-

fraction of Toronto’s households. While a

cient apartments, providing access to

substantial percentage of units would be

more experiences, resources, and sup-

below-market housing, the neighbour-

port. For example, rather than having a

hood’s total unit count would limit the

rarely used dining room large enough to

number of non-profit partners that can

host the occasional special event, resi-

realistically participate.

dents could access a communal kitchen
and dining room stocked with a range

The River District has the scale to demon-

of equipment that would require vast

strate the true potential of new housing

amounts of space to store in a personal

options and to engage a range of devel-

kitchen (and spend most of the year

opers, including traditional developers,

untouched). Additional features designed

non-profit organizations, and innovative

to provide adaptability over time could
include walls that are easy to move, allowing families to grow or shrink their units
as needs change.
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Achieving new levels of housing affordability,
choice, and inclusivity

These new housing
options can attract
and keep a diversity
of residents on the
waterfront, helping to
create the foundation of
a thriving and inclusive
urban community.

The River District
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for a lifetime. And for families finding

Once the most successful ideas are

traditional home ownership out of reach,

expanded across the scale of the district,

the River District can establish renting or

they can begin to broaden housing options

shared equity as viable options.

for people across the city.
These new housing options can
For Toronto families who face the tough

attract and keep a diversity of residents

choice between long commutes and

on the waterfront, helping to create

family-friendly living, the River District can

the foundation of a thriving and inclusive

help to establish city living as an option

urban community.

Potential number of housing units at
the full proposed IDEA District
At the full proposed scale of the IDEA District — including
Quayside and the River District neighbourhoods, as well as the
optional participation of Keating West — the housing vision could
deliver 34,000 units. That supply includes 13,600 below-market
units, supported by new private funding sources as well as additional government support.

Quayside
Funding sources for 40% below-market program

%

# units

IDEA District

%

# units

Total market housing

60%

1,560

60%

20,400

Total below-market housing

40%

1,040

40%

13,600

Affordable (<100% AMR)

20

520

20

6,800

Below-Market (100–150% AMR)

20

520

20

6,800

100%

2,600

100%

34,000

Total
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Achieving climate positivity
requires bold solutions only
possible at scale

Part 2.4
Scaling Innovation

Sustainability

Eliminating greenhouse gas emissions
requires entirely new approaches to
designing and operating infrastructure
and energy management systems.
That kind of dramatic reinvention
can only be effective and financially
feasible when applied across a
broad area and supported by strong
cooperation between the public and
private sectors.

Waterfront Toronto has established the

Achieving the urgent goal of climate

objective of creating a climate-positive

positivity requires a dramatic reinven-

community on the eastern waterfront,

tion of how major infrastructure systems

meaning that the Sidewalk Toronto project

are built and operated; the way energy is

must do more than eliminate greenhouse

generated, transported, and consumed;

gas emissions within the district — it must

and the partnership model between the

actually contribute to lowering the city’s

public and private sectors.

overall emissions.
Sidewalk Labs has proposed a range

See the “Sustainability”
chapter of Volume 2
for more details on
the proposed inno
vations and initiatives
described in this
“Scaling Innovation:
Sustainability” section.
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Toronto and Ontario have taken tre-

of new energy solutions to address this

mendous strides towards lowering their

challenge, beginning in Quayside, where

greenhouse gas emissions, eliminating

its initiatives would result in an 85 per-

coal-fired generation in Ontario61 and

cent reduction of greenhouse gases.64

embracing policies like TransformTO that

But these initiatives proposed are not

support the expansion of electrification,

economically feasible to deploy in

improve building energy efficiency,

Quayside unless they are part of a com-

and nearly eliminate landfill waste.62

prehensive approach that spans a large

But studies show that most new con-

enough geographic area to support

struction could end up using as much

inventing, implementing, and operating

energy as existing buildings.63

this entirely new ecosystem of sustainable infrastructure.
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Sidewalk Labs believes the River District
is large enough to generate a customer
base capable of sustaining the capital
costs of major new infrastructure and
the expense of designing, building, and
installing digital technologies to manage
these new systems.
Specifically, to keep Quayside resident
energy bills in line with Toronto averages,
the advanced power and thermal grids
would require a $19 million supplemental
innovation investment based on the
current plan, due to factors including
the high cost of geothermal exchange
Map

and initial electric grid connections, in

Proposed energy
infrastructure in
the River District

addition to the poor economies of scale
for operating costs. While this is not
financially sustainable at the scale of
each neighbourhood, no additional supplemental innovation investment would
be required to extend operations into

The River District’s advanced energy infrastructure
would capture a variety of clean energy sources to
provide heating, cooling, and domestic hot water.

the River District beyond Villiers West,
because the systems scale in a financially sustainable way.

Proposed Enwave connection
Waste heat recovery
Commercial data centre
Waste heat recovery
Cherry Street Sewage
Pump Station
Waste heat recovery

There are three areas where scale is

Ashbridges Bay Wastewater
Treatment Plant
Waste heat recovery

particularly essential to achieving a

1

Creating a more sustainable
mobility system.
Increasing transportation options.
Expanding mobility options across the

eastern waterfront — including extending public transit, enhancing walking and
cycling networks, and using policy tools
to encourage shared trips — would
create convenient, affordable mobility
alternatives to the private car, leading to
dramatic greenhouse gas emission
reductions across the River District.
Using scale to reach an all-electric
mobility system. While Quayside is too
small to reshape mobility patterns, the
River District provides an opportunity for
transformative change. Policy tools, from
pricing incentives to widespread electric
charging across the district’s extensive
street network, could accelerate the use
of electric vehicles.

climate-positive community: mobility,
electricity, and energy data.

Anaerobic digestion facility
Biogas creation
Local power plant
Waste heat recovery

Expansion of possible
industrial tenants
Waste heat recovery
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Achieving climate positivity requires
bold solutions only possible at scale

2

Making full electrification affordable.

Buildings are responsible for 60 percent

of Toronto’s greenhouse gas emissions,65
with the overwhelming majority of those
emissions (87 percent) generated by the
burning of on-site natural gas for heating
and hot water production.66
Ensuring that all heating in new construction is electric, rather than relying on
natural gas, is critical to making a serious
dent in greenhouse gas emissions. But
electricity prices can be significantly
higher than natural gas prices due to the
high cost of electricity generation, transmission, and distribution infrastructure.
Without radical reductions in energy
demand, electrifying neighbourhoods
has the potential not only to increase the
cost of heating and hot water for local
customers, but also to increase electricity
rates citywide, as the costs for enlarged
electrical infrastructure gets spread
across all ratepayers.
Sidewalk Labs has developed a comprehensive set of strategies to make full
electrification affordable, but these
efforts rely on a business model that
requires implementation over a broad
geographic area. They include:

Reducing energy demand. Energy-effi-

At the scale of the River District, electri-

Deploying real-time metering. Real-time

cient building designs can drive down

fication becomes affordable as a result

metering of all energy systems (such as

the amount of energy needed to heat

of the cumulative benefits of smarter

heating, cooling, lighting, and equipment)

and cool buildings, without sacrificing

energy management; new and increased

would enable comparisons between

comfort, through improved building

sources of clean energy; economies of

actual energy performance and design-

insulation, airtight construction, and

scale in infrastructure development and

based projections, creating a feedback

other techniques inspired by the Passive

maintenance; and a larger customer base

loop for architects, engineers, and

House movement. These approaches can

across which to spread the costs of

developers to help close the perfor-

be paired with digital energy “Scheduler”

setting up and administering a business,

mance gap and improve the energy

tools designed to optimize energy use.

including the new metering and billing

efficiency of buildings.

At the River District, these savings could

platforms for the advanced power grid

be 17 percent.

and thermal grid.

Tying energy outcomes to energy codes.

3

In Quayside, Sidewalk Labs proposes to

Designing an advanced power grid.
Sidewalk Labs proposes to collaborate
with Toronto Hydro and technology
providers to design an advanced power
grid that would integrate energy management strategies and clean energy

deploy an energy auditing tool called
“Perform” that would incorporate factors
such as occupancy, tenant type, and
weather to create dynamic targets for
energy use intensity. At the scale of the
River District, Sidewalk Labs would plan to

Realizing energy targets with the help

work with the city to use this type of tool

of building data.

to develop operational energy targets

the main grid at peak times, when the

Studies show that a building’s actual

based on real-time metering for new build-

grid is frequently forced to draw on fossil

energy use in operation can be far

ings — not on pre-construction designs.

fuel–based sources to meet demand.

greater than what is shown by a model

The grid would include pricing and rely on

submitted for energy code compliance.

Because Quayside’s development pro-

the aforementioned Scheduler tools to help

This disconnect is known as the “per-

gram consists of only 10 buildings, the

shift energy use away from peak times.

formance gap.” In its study of nearly 100

neighbourhood would create a limited

buildings in Toronto, Sidewalk Labs found

amount of data points to develop action-

Developing a thermal grid. Sidewalk Labs

the performance gap to be 13 percent,

able insights related to energy use.

proposes implement a thermal grid with

meaning buildings use more energy when

electric heat pumps to provide cooling,

actually up and running than when mod-

But the River District’s greater scale of

heating, and domestic hot water to

elled prior to construction.67

diversely programmed buildings could

sources, such as solar power and battery
storage, to reduce the need to draw from

help to accumulate a critical mass of

buildings. The thermal grid is designed
to exchange thermal energy between

Sidewalk Labs has developed two

building data, leading to powerful insights

buildings and to draw from a variety of

approaches to not only help close the

that can inform building design and enable

clean energy sources, such as wastewater

performance gap but enables cities

new approaches to energy use regulation.

heat, deep lake cooling, and industrial

to establish real-time operational

waste heat. Existing buildings in the River

energy targets (instead of design-based,

District would have the option either to

pre-construction targets).

continue to use natural gas or to use the
thermal grid.
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Achieving climate positivity requires
bold solutions only possible at scale

Getting over the finish line
to climate positivity

While the River District would approach

With all of Sidewalk Lab’s sustainability and

city’s overall greenhouse gas emissions.

mobility initiatives in place, there would
still be a small amount of greenhouse
gas emissions that the district would be
responsible for: roughly 0.72 tonnes per
capita per year, which is an 89 percent
reduction from today’s Toronto average.68
River District
sustainability
By the numbers:
89% reduction
in annual per
capita GHG from
Toronto average
11,000 annual
tonnes of CO2
offset by anaerobic
digestion
70,444 annual
tonnes exported
by thermal grid

The path to achieving a
climate-positive district

This amount is due to several factors
that are outside of the district’s control,
including the fact that Ontario’s power
grid is very clean but not completely fossil
fuel–free,69 and that insufficient space
exists to generate and store all of the
electricity needed to avoid using the main
power grid when natural gas–fired power
generators are being used. If changes in
technology allow, the first priority would
be to further reduce on-site emissions.

carbon neutrality, climate positivity is
evaluated by a project’s impact on the
By definition, this means that a district
must find ways to export clean energy
beyond the project area or actively
reduce Toronto’s current greenhouse gas
emissions.
Sidewalk Labs has identified two clear
opportunities to achieve climate positivity:
a potential generator of biogas and a
major source of waste heat.
Building an anaerobic waste
digestion facility.
The River District would generate an
estimated 45,150 tonnes of source-separated organic waste annually — enough to
make it economically feasible to partner
with a local operator to build an anaerobic digestion facility to process organic
material and turn it into biogas. A facility
serving the River District would produce
nearly 1.3 megawatts’ worth of biogas.
This approach could achieve nearly 11,000
annual tonnes of CO2 offset, pushing the

The River District would
contribute to lowering the
city’s overall emissions,
thereby becoming a climatepositive community.

project into climate-positive territory.

Note: Because the estimated GHG reductions
shown here are based on a combination of
design, technology, and behaviour change,
Sidewalk Labs expects unforeseen shortfalls
at the neighbourhood scale of Quayside.
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The sustainability systems proposed in this
plan include self-correction and learning
mechanisms (such as advanced energy management tools and a smart disposal chain)
that should reduce these variations as development proceeds across the IDEA District.

As a result, Sidewalk Labs has reduced the
sustainability plan’s expected GHG outcomes
10 percent in Quayside and 5 percent at the
full scale of the IDEA District.
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Priority outcome spotlight

achieve climate positivity is the nearby

Achieving the
largest climatepositive district in
North America

Ashbridges Bay Wastewater Treatment

The River District would become the biggest,

Plant. Sidewalk Labs has calculated

densest climate-positive district in North America

that the effluent from Ashbridges could

and the third largest in the world, after announced

provide 150 to 200 megawatts of ther-

projects in Jaipur, India,70 and Seoul, South Korea.71

Tapping into the energy potential
of Ashbridges.
The largest potential source of energy
that the River District could tap to

The scale of the
River District makes
it a credible model
for cities on the
journey to radically
reduce greenhouse
gas emissions.

Ch—2

The River District

mal energy potential, creating a surplus
of clean energy in the project area that
could enable the project to export 70,444
annual tonnes of CO2.

Waterfront Toronto has already set the goals for
this in motion with its Lower Don Lands application to the C40 Climate Positive Development
Program.72 The River District expands the scope
of this project into additional adjoining neighbour-

Sidewalk Labs would seek permission to

hoods, and the MIDP aims to chart the path for

partner with the city’s Toronto Water divi-

the practical implementation of these goals.

sion to extend the proposed thermal grid
infrastructure to tap into the waste heat
generated at Ashbridges, with a commitment not to impact the plant’s operations.

The scale of the River District makes it a credible
model for cities on the journey to radically reduce
greenhouse gas emissions. Its size means that it
cannot cherry-pick businesses and building activities to artificially lower emissions. Instead, this
development must attract and support business
and light industry of all kinds, including those with
high energy demands.
Further, since the River District would consist of
predominantly new construction served by a very
clean Ontario power grid, it lacks the easy wins
that other projects can claim, like shuttering a
coal-fired district heating plant. Instead, its strategy must focus on challenges that all cities face:
the transformation of mobility systems and the
affordable electrification of heating, hot water, and
light industry.
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An opportunity to use
waste as a resource
At scale, waste can be used as a
resource rather than going straight to
a landfill. Waste from the River District
would be recovered, recycled, and used
to create products or energy — a cycle
known as the “circular economy.”

contamination. This “clean” and sorted

too small to support its own MRF, mean-

recycling can then be sold to facilities and

ing that its recycling would still need to

scrap yards to be repurposed.

go to a shared facility, where the materials from surrounding communities would

MRFs can receive higher prices for

be combined and processed together,

cleaner materials. If the incoming stream

making it virtually impossible for Quay-

of recyclables to the MRF is highly con-

side to secure the cost benefits of its

taminated with non-recyclable material,

superior recycling.

it becomes impossible to fully clean it,
leading to more expensive processing

By contrast, Sidewalk Labs projects that

costs at the MRF and lower market value

the River District would generate 118,000

for the materials.

tonnes of glass, metal, and plastic recyclables, nearly 25,000 tonnes of cardboard,

To improve the cleanliness of the recy-

and 42,000 tonnes of paper annually.

cling and organic waste streams that

That is enough material to support a

leave the community, Sidewalk Labs has

dedicated MRF that would enable the

developed a digital strategy to provide

waterfront to reap the full economic

real-time feedback to residents and

benefit of its clean recycling streams.

At the River District, Sidewalk Labs

tenants on how to improve their recycling

would seek to match its target in Quay-

— efforts that could yield one of Toronto’s

Those revenues could be significant:

cleanest waste streams. But Quayside is

cleaner waste streams could reduce MRF

side to divert 80 percent of waste from

In this virtuous cycle, recycled materials

landfill, exceeding the city’s goal of

would be sorted and sold to specialized

processing costs by as much as 28 per-

diverting 70 percent and dramatically

recycling centres that process the

cent while increasing the value of its recy-

surpassing the current diversion rates

material and sell it back to manufacturers

clables by more than $10 million annually.

from Toronto’s average multifamily and

for use in new products. Organic waste

The new facility’s proximity to the district

commercial buildings, which range from

like food could be processed at a new

would also reduce the environmental and

13 to 27 percent.73

anaerobic digestion facility and exported

financial cost of transporting materials to

as fuel to heat buildings outside of the

a MRF that is farther away.

But the sheer volume of waste generated

River District.

at a scale like the River District presents
new opportunities to rethink the entire

Building a new facility to convert

waste stream and pioneer new business

recycled materials into new products.

models to ensure the waste does not … go

The scale of the River District would make

to waste.

the construction of a local materials
recovery facility (MRF) financially feasible,

Cleaner waste streams
could increase the
value of recyclables
by more than

$10
million

Sidewalk Labs estimates that 240,000

and Sidewalk Labs would look to partner

tonnes of waste could be generated

with a third party to create such a facility.

annually across the River District, of
which 192,000 tonnes (80 percent)

Recycling can be complicated, and

would be diverted. This waste can be

people frequently make mistakes, con-

repurposed in local facilities, creating

taminating the recycling stream. MRFs

circular economies.

separate commingled recycling streams
into individual materials, such as glass,

annually.

Sidewalk Labs estimates
that 240,000 tonnes of
waste could be generated
annually across the River
District, of which 192,000
tonnes (80 percent) would
be diverted.

plastic, and metal, and try to remove that
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An expanded public
realm could minimize the
need for grey stormwater
infrastructure

These approaches could be implemented

Today, developers pay to build and main-

as alternative ways to meet water quality

tain water management infrastructure

standards that would reduce or poten-

within their sites. Under this new approach,

tially eliminate the need for the large

developers would give the Open Space

treatment facilities, which are expensive

Alliance an upfront green infrastructure

to build and use significant amounts of

fee that would cost less than the on-site

energy to operate.

facilities that would otherwise have been
required. They would also provide a

Dramatically expanding the public
realm across the River District
would bolster the potential for green
infrastructure to improve stormwater
treatment and reduce flood risk.
The new plantings could significantly
reduce the need for grey infrastructure,
generating significant savings and
freeing up space for more public uses.

See the “IDEA
District” chapter
of Volume 3 for
more details on
the proposed Open
Space Alliance.

To avoid burdening Toronto Water with

monthly maintenance fee to the alliance

ongoing maintenance of green storm-

that would be the equivalent of what

water management infrastructure in the

they would have spent maintaining

public realm, Sidewalk Labs proposes

those facilities.

that the management of these engineered natural systems be taken on by
the Open Space Alliance, a proposed new
non-profit entity that would manage the
River District’s public realm.

Sidewalk Labs proposes to use green
infrastructure to manage the flow of
stormwater. This approach provides envi-

with hundreds of thousands of cubic

ronmental benefits, an enhanced public

metres of soil and plantings distributed

realm, and reduces the need for expen-

across the district to absorb water on the

sive treatment and storage infrastructure,

ground. Blue and green roofs, with the

generating cost savings to the city and

ability to detain and store water before it

to private developers.

reaches the ground, would be installed on
most buildings.

When expanded across the scale of
the River District, the implementation

Despite these strategies, some “hard”

of green infrastructure as a natural

stormwater infrastructure, such as cis-

flood-mitigation strategy can begin to

terns, would be required, but their size

provide significant cost savings, including

and cost would be minimized by the intro-

reducing or even eliminating the need

duction of digital tools to manage flows

for water quality treatment facilities that

more efficiently. Together, these systems

would typically be required for new devel-

would prevent over 90 percent of the

opment, in addition to the environmental

average annual rainfall from entering the

and public realm benefits. This approach

stormwater collection facilities.74

would include improved bio-retention,
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Advanced stormwater
systems would prevent over
90 percent of the average
annual rainfall from
entering the stormwater
collection facilities.
403
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Catalyzing the growth of an
urban innovation cluster

Part 2.5

Scaling Innovation

Digital Innovation

The River District would foster the
creation of a digital innovation cluster
and attract innovators from around the
world by providing more affordable and
flexible digital infrastructure, setting
data standards that are open and
secure, creating a trusted process for
responsible data use, and launching a
baseline set of digital services for third
parties to build on.

Flexible, affordable digital infrastructure
becomes viable at scale.
Digital infrastructure is a basic building

This advanced network only becomes

block of the future city — creating con-

financially sustainable at the scale of the

nectivity that helps residents, companies,

River District, given the number of resi-

organizations, and local agencies use

dents or businesses needed to recoup the

data to launch new services that improve

initial investment in core enabling infra-

urban life. It is also the catalyst for new

structure. Deployed at a larger scale, this

services or businesses no one has

connectivity would enable residents to use

thought of yet and the cornerstone of a

their own private network everywhere —

digital economy. Sidewalk Labs proposes

from their couch to a park bench — and

deployment of two primary types of digi-

enable businesses to explore new ideas.

tal infrastructure: ubiquitous connectivity
and standardized mounts.

Mounts. To significantly reduce the cost
and installation time of launching new

See the “Digital
Innovation” chapter
of Volume 2 for
more details on
the proposed
innovations and
initiatives described
in this “Scaling
Innovation: Digital
Innovation” section.
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Connectivity. Waterfront Toronto has

digital innovations, Sidewalk Labs has

worked to ensure that fast internet con-

designed a new type of “Urban USB port”

nectivity across the waterfront is not a

that would provide a physical mount,

luxury for the few — but, rather, the new

power, and connectivity to digital devices

standard. Building on this progress, new

(such as Wi-Fi antennae, traffic count-

advances in fibre-optic technology and

ers, or air-quality sensors) fixed to street

network security could offer residents and

poles and traffic signals. Sidewalk Labs

businesses access to secure, super-fast

estimates that its mounts could reduce

internet connections at an affordable cost.
405

Catalyzing the growth of an urban innovation cluster

the time of the fixed-mount hardware

Beginning at the scale of the River District,

Sidewalk Labs plans to achieve its goal of

for responsible data use as well as over-

installation by roughly 92 percent — down

the urban data that these services

a digitally open city by publishing data in

seeing a process for reviewing and

from 30 hours today to two hours.75

make accessible to others could enable

standard formats — enabling third parties

approving all proposals to collect or use

countless new innovations to emerge

to build on top of urban data in new and

urban data in the project area (including

The proposed mount requires signifi-

from local companies, entrepreneurs,

important ways. At the scale of the River

all proposals from Sidewalk Labs).

cant geographic distribution to gain the

startups, researchers, agencies, civic

District, a non-profit Urban Innovation

widespread adoption needed for device

groups, and others.

Institute could promote these standards

This responsible data use process would

and provide a core hub for open data dis-

apply in addition to existing Canadian

cussions and use.

privacy laws, and the Urban Data Trust

manufacturers (such as Wi-Fi antenna

Standardized mounts
could reduce device
installation time by

92%

producers) to incorporate the standard

As explained more in the “Economic

into their own designs, just as existing

Development” chapter of Volume 1,

USB ports needed to prove their worth

Sidewalk Labs estimates that these con-

Another core condition for digital innova-

before laptop and phone manufacturers

ditions for digital innovation could lead to

tion is instilling trust from the community

made them standard features. The River

roughly 10,500 urban innovation sector

that information collected in cities would

The Urban Data Trust should be launched

District would provide the necessary

jobs at the proposed scale of the River

preserve the privacy of individuals and be

in Quayside, where it could begin to

scale for development and adoption of

District. That might include anything from

used for the greater good.

work through use cases. Over the longer

the standardized mount.

a next-generation bike-share service,

should coordinate with privacy regulators
as necessary.

term, once the entity has benefited from

to small business tools that help retail-

Beginning in Quayside, Sidewalk Labs

many use cases in Quayside and certain

Core digital services can help

ers launch a successful pop-up, to civic

proposes the creation of a publicly

parts of the River District, Sidewalk Labs

catalyze an ecosystem.

tools that help families find an affordable

accountable independent entity called

expects that the Urban Data Trust could

A true ecosystem of urban innovation

home, to improved building designs that

the Urban Data Trust. This entity would be

have broader coverage.

requires a catalyst that makes it possible

reduce energy, to new apps that bring

tasked with establishing clear guidelines

for third parties to build new digital appli-

people together outdoors.

cations, services, products, or tools that
improve people’s lives.

The list is bound only by imagination.

To serve as that catalyst, Sidewalk Labs

Ensuring open standards and

proposes to launch a limited set of dig-

responsible data use.

ital services — including the mobility

Digital infrastructure and services would

management, energy management, and

enable the River District to generate a

outdoor comfort systems described in

critical mass of urban data that could be

earlier parts of this chapter — that are

used to develop new services, apps, and

currently not being pursued by the

systems to help tackle urban challenges.

market but are essential to achieving

But to ensure this information is easily

Waterfront Toronto’s quality-of-life objec-

usable by entrepreneurs, researchers,

tives in Quayside and the River District.

government agencies, and community

These proposed services (including their

members across Toronto, Canada, and

purpose, data collection sources, and

the globe, it must be standardized, open,

some potential third-party applications)

and publicly accessible.

are listed in detail in the “Digital Innova-

An independent Urban
Data Trust would oversee
a process for reviewing
and approving all
proposals to collect or
use urban data in the
River District.

tion” chapter of Volume 2.
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The Future
Can Start Now

While the long-term transformation of
the eastern waterfront will take decades,

Toronto does not have to wait decades to
take advantage of the eastern waterfront.
Sidewalk Labs proposes a series of
activation strategies that can begin
reconnecting Torontonians to this area and
introducing the possibilities of its future.

the Port Lands Planning Framework

That is why Sidewalk Labs created 307, a

recognizes that it is important to begin

public workshop and creative platform for

animating these sites with experiences

the local community, located in Quayside.

that reflect the overall mission and values

Since the launch of 307 in mid-2018, more

of the future neighbourhoods.

than 11,000 Torontonians have visited the
space to participate in workshops, pro-

This approach is grounded in the princi-

vide feedback on ideas, propose solutions

ples of creative placemaking — an evolving

to urban challenges, see new prototypes,

field of practice that leverages the power

or engage with emerging local artists.

of the arts, culture, and creativity to drive
a broader agenda for change, growth,

Over the coming years, Sidewalk Labs

and transformation in ways that also build

would like to build on this experience,

character and quality of place.

working with Waterfront Toronto,
the City of Toronto, and local businesses

One of the biggest challenges for new

and organizations to develop programs

developments is that time is often the

that inspire people to experience the Port

most powerful tool for creating diverse

Lands in new ways or even for the very

communities. This factor is why many

first time. It would do this work in collabo-

new developments may initially feel sterile

ration with the local landowners.

or uninviting. It takes time for people to
accrue experiences, create a history, and

Key sites for early activation might

share memories. The strength of a new

include temporary floating installa-

community is also much greater when

tions in Parliament Slip and the Keating

people have been involved from its initial

Channel; a pop-up park at Polson Quay;

conception through development.

and underutilized heritage structures
throughout the area.

The opening of 307 on
June 16, 2018, featured
pop-up Market 307 with
Scadding Court Community Centre, as well
as First Nations Dancers
EJ Kwandibens, Sagatay,
and Nicole Leveck.
Credit: Sidewalk Labs
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Potential early
activations

Keating Channel
A floating barge with
performances and art
installations connected
to heritage buildings

Sugar Beach
A potential stop on a
summer ferry route

307

Polson Quay

Ongoing prototypes
(such as this building
Raincoat), public art,
and programming at
307, the Sidewalk Labs
innovation workspace
on Quayside

A pop-up park and
connection to artist
studios

Parliament Slip
A ferry stop and floating
barge with community
and cultural events

Cherry Beach
Refurbished bike lanes
through the Port Lands
to reach Cherry Beach
and the outer harbour

Yonge Slip
A downtown departure
point for summer
pop-up ferry service
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Toronto singer-songwriter Bruno Capinan
performs during the
Art Spin Kajama Boat
Tour in August 2018.
Credit: Priam Thomas
for Art Spin, 2018

Public art installations and
festivals can draw people
to the eastern waterfront
and provide new, delightful
perspectives on the area
The waterfront has the potential to
become an epicentre for Toronto’s arts
community. Public art is already interwo-

that traveled around the harbour, staging

ven into new developments like the West

site-specific performances at locations

Don Lands; Icebreakers, a series of public

from the Turning Basin to the Eastern Gap.

art installations, is celebrated annually
along Queens Quay; and Max Dean, one of

In winter 2019, projection mapping artist

the city’s most acclaimed artists, has an

Kavi created an interactive installation

extraordinary studio in a heritage build-

on the proposed prototype for a build-

ing on Polson Quay filled with kinetic and

ing Raincoat that is designed to protect

interactive sculpture.

Torontonians during inclement weather.

This growing cultural energy led to the

For future projects, Sidewalk Labs envi-

creation of a new waterfront Toronto

sions integrating an Indigenous perspec-

Biennial of Art that will launch in the fall of

tives. Towards this end, Sidewalk Labs

2019. The event will take place every two

and Waterfront Toronto worked with the

years, offering accessible and transfor-

Brook McIlroy Indigenous Design Studio

mative visual art exhibitions, installations,

to bring together Indigenous artists and

talks, learning opportunities, and hap-

designers to discuss Indigenous design

penings in new and unexpected spaces

principles and how state-of-the-art tech-

along the shores of Lake Ontario.

nology might intersect with the richness

An interactive installation by Toronto artist
Kavi takes place on
a building Raincoat
designed by Toronto
architecture firm
PARTISANS, in March
2019. Credit: David Pike

of Indigenous design.
Sidewalk Labs has sought to contribute
to this momentum, partnering with local

Potential upcoming projects include

arts groups to support projects that let

design competitions for Indigenous

people experience the lake in new ways.

artists to interpret how to create

In summer 2018, Art Spin created the

indoor-outdoor structures that can draw

Kajama Boat Tour, which repurposed a

people outside year-round, as well as

historic tall ship as a performance vessel

workshops with local schools and community members to create augmented-reality apps that bring to life the long
history and stories of the land.
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Temporary creative
projects can make the
eastern waterfront more
accessible, for more
people, right away
The Port Lands is currently only accessible through public transit by bus 72,
which runs every 15 minutes from Union

There is currently a separated bike path

Station and follows a route along Com-

through Cherry Beach that is part of

missioners Street. Seasonally, bus 172B

the Martin Goodman Trail. But the con-

runs to Cherry Beach. This limited service

nection into the city and to the central

means that most of the time, the south

waterfront is along Cherry Street and is

Port Lands — including Cherry Beach,

not well-marked, making it dangerous

Cherry Beach Recreation Fields, Tommy

and univiting for cyclists to travel along-

Thompson Park, and the Marinas — are

side heavy trucks.

not accessible by public transport.
In partnership with the city, Sidewalk Labs
Sidewalk Labs is prepared to fund,

is prepared to fund a project to refurbish

design, and operate a summer pop-up

these lanes, which could include paint-

ferry service that could be piloted with

ing the existing bike lane along Cherry

Ports Toronto from Yonge Slip or Par-

Street in a heavy colour. That would make

liament Slip to other parts of the Port

Toronto’s growing cycling community feel

Lands, making it accessible and fun for

invited to this area and start establishing

people from across Toronto to visit the

the future connection between the park

area. The ferries could be exclusively

and the city.

electric watercraft.
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Over the coming
years, Sidewalk Labs
would like to work
with the city to
develop programs
that inspire people to
experience the Port
Lands in new ways.
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proposed geography, including
Quayside and all currently privately
held parcels (such as Keating West).
Unless otherwise noted, all currency
figures are in Canadian dollars.
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ca/midp-appendix.
1.

2.

3.

4.

See City of Toronto and Waterfront
Toronto, Port Lands Planning
Framework. September 2017;
also Urban Strategies Inc., City of
Toronto and Waterfront Toronto,
Villiers Island Precinct Plan.
September 2017.
Waterfront Toronto, Realizing the
Waterfront’s Potential: Approach
to Evaluating the Master Innovation
and Development Plan. December
8, 2018.

6.

See the “Buildings and Housing”
chapter of Volume 2 for more
information on the development
of a mass timber industry and
its potential to accelerate construction timelines.

9.

Ch—2

Government of Canada, Province
of Ontario, City of Toronto and
Waterfront Toronto, Backgrounder:
Port Lands Flood Protection.
November 2018.

For more details on the proposed
Urban Innovation Institute, consult
the “Economic Development”
chapter of Volume 1.

8.

11.

12.

See Christopher McKinnon,
“Exploring the History of Toronto’s
Big Waterfront Dreams.” On the
Waterfront (blog.waterfrontoronto.
ca), August 27, 2014.

5.

7.

10.

See the “Sustainability” chapter of
Volume 2 for more information on
each of these elements of sustainable urban infrastructure.
For more information about this proposal’s affordable housing programs
and targets, consult the “Buildings
and Housing” chapter in Volume 2 as
well as the “Development Appendix”
in the MIDP Technical Appendix.
See Volume 3 for more details about
the proposed housing trust.

The River District

13.

For more details about LRT costs,
see City of Toronto, Waterfront
Network Transit Plan. Report to
Executive Committee, January 10
2018. See also Ben Spurr, “Delaying
Waterfront LRT would cost billions
in lost tax revenue, productivity: BIA
report.” Toronto Star, January 30,
2019.
See Martin Buck, Crossrail project:
finance, funding and value capture
for London’s Elizabeth line. London:
ICE Publishing, 2017; also City of
Calgary, Rivers District Community
Revitalization Plan. April 2007.
The rationale and assumptions that
inform each of the impacts listed
here are explained in further detail
in their corresponding chapters of
the MIDP (Economic Development,
Sustainability, Buildings and Housing,
Mobility, and Digital Innovation), as
well as in the background materials
provided in the accompanying MIDP
Technical Appendix.
Gene Desfor and Jennifer Laidley,
Reshaping Toronto’s Waterfront.
University of Toronto Press, 2011.

14.

Port Lands Planning Framework. 2,
42.

15.

Toronto Waterfront Revitalization
Corporation, Waterfront Corporation
Officially Launches International
Design Competition for Lower Don
Lands. News release, February 2,
2007.

16.

Backgrounder: Port Lands Flood
Protection. November 2018.

17.

For city targets, consult City of
Toronto, Open Door Affordable
Housing Program Guidelines.
January 2018. For residential projections in the River District, consult the
“Development Appendix” in the MIDP
Technical Appendix.

18.

See the “Economic Development”
chapter of Volume 1 for additional
details on Alphabet’s commitment.

19.

To estimate the potential impact
of Google’s relocation to Toronto’s
waterfront, Sidewalk Labs, in
partnership with the consulting
practice of real estate services firm
JLL, conducted case-study research
on the impact of Google’s prior
relocations in five other cities around
the world: New York, Chicago, Austin,
Los Angeles, and London. Each of
these cities has between 1,000 and
10,000 Google employees, a range
commensurate with the proposed
campus.

20.

James Bourne, “Smart cities market
value to hit $2 trillion by 2025, says
Frost & Sullivan.” IoT News, April 4,
2018.

21.

University of Toronto, Urban
Innovation Report. July, 2018.

22.

For more information about projected tax revenues from the eastern
waterfront, consult the urbanMetrics
report “Sidewalk Toronto Economic
Impact Analysis” in the MIDP
Technical Appendix.

23.

See the “Buildings and Housing”
chapter of Volume 2 for a more
in-depth description of the Loft
typology.

24.

For more information on each
of these systems, consult the
“Sustainability” chapter of Volume 2.

25.

For more information on generative
design, consult the “Public Realm”
chapter of Volume 2.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

Jennifer Bonnell and Marcel Fortin,
“Points of Interest: Keating Channel.”
In Don Valley Historical Mapping
Project. University of Toronto: maps.
library.utoronto.ca/dvhmp/index.
html, 2009.
City of Toronto, East Harbour
SmartTrack Station. smarttrack.to/
smarttrack/new-stations/east-harbour-unilever-station/ (accessed
March 18, 2019); City of Toronto,
TTC and Metrolinx, Relief Line South
Background. reliefline.ca/south/
the-project/background (accessed
March 28, 2019); Government of
Ontario, Protecting What Matters
Most: 2019 Ontario Budget (see
“Chapter 1, Section B: Putting People
First”). Queen’s Printer for Ontario,
April 2019.
See section 4.12 of Waterfront
Toronto’s Port Lands Planning
Framework for more information
about the Dominion Box Boards and
its tenants.
The environmental assessment
for the area’s transit was launched
in 2006 and approved in 2010.
See MRC, East Bayfront Transit
Class Environmental Assessment:
Environmental Study Report.
Prepared for the City of Toronto, the
Toronto Transit Commission and
Waterfront Toronto, March 2010.
Murtaza Haider and Liam Donaldson,
IMFG Papers on Municipal Finance
and Governance: Can Tax Increment
Financing Support Transportation
Infrastructure Investment?
Institute on Municipal Finance and
Governance – Munk School of
Global Affairs, University of Toronto.
November 29, 2016.

416

31.

Citizens Budget Commission, Tax
Increment Financing: A Primer.
December 5, 2017.

32.

Hatch, Economic Impact Study:
Acceleration of the Implementation
of Toronto Waterfront East LRT.
Report prepared for the Waterfront
Business Improvement Area, January
2019.

33.

Consult the MIDP Technical Appendix
- Mobility “Enabling Rapid Transit”
section for details on the LRT
extension as well as for ridership
projections. For the city’s proposed
East Bayfront LRT route and stops,
see Port Lands + South of Eastern
Transportation + Servicing Master
Plan Environmental Assessment. City
of Toronto, September 2017. 380.

43. Rutter et al., How Will E-commerce
Growth, 17.

36.

U.S. Department of Transportation,
Federal Transit Administration, Public
Transportation’s Role in Responding
to Climate Change. Updated January
2010.
Mira Shenker, “It’s the First Snow of
the Year!” On the Waterfront (blog.
waterfrontoronto.ca), December 29,
2015.

37.

“Sharing is Caring: What are Shared
Streets?” Milhaus, January 7, 2016.

38.

Alex Bowden, “More shoppers, more
shops: TfL stats show benefits of designing streets around cyclists and
pedestrians.” Road.cc, November 16,
2018.

39.

For more information about street
types, see the “Mobility” chapter of
Volume 2 and the Mobility “Streets
for People” section of the MIDP
Technical Appendix.

40. Consult the “Mobility” chapter of
Volume 2 and the Mobility “Active
Transportation” section of the
MIDP Technical Appendix for more
information cycling infrastructure
and accessibility.
41.

CB Insights, Disrupting The Car:
How Shared Cars, Bikes, & Scooters
Are Reshaping Transportation
And Cannibalizing Car Ownership.
Research brief, September 5, 2018.

42. Allan Rutter, David Bierling Dahye
Lee, Curtis Morgan, and Jeff Warner,
How Will E-commerce Growth Impact
Our Transportation Network?: Final
Report. Texas A&M Transportation
Institute, August 2017.

Figures based on analysis and
report by urbanMetrics available
in the “Sidewalk Toronto Economic
Impact Analysis“ section of the MIDP
Technical Appendix. Refer also to the
“Economic Development” chapter of
Volume 1 for more information about
job creation through a mass timber
industry.

59.

For more information about
Canada’s forests and the timber
required to build the River District, as
well as its carbon benefits, refer to
the “Buildings and Housing” chapter
of Volume 2. See also the Canadian
Wood Council’s online Carbon
Calculator at cwc.ca/design-tools/
carbon-calculator/ (accessed April
12, 2019).

44. See Waterfront Toronto, Don Mouth
Naturalization and Port Lands Flood
Protection. 2019.
45.

See the “Public Realm” chapter in
Volume 2 for additional details on
creating more open space through
street designs and planning tools.

46. Please refer to the “Public Realm”
chapter in Volume 2 and the
Public Realm “Outdoor Comfort
Development Standard” section of
the MIDP Technical Appendix for
more information about weather
mitigation.
47.

34. Canvas, The surprising costs of car
ownership. August 28, 2018.
35.

58.

“ETFE‒PV‒Based Cells Provide
a Lightweight, Flexible, Efficient
and Possibly Disruptive Solar‒Cell
Alternative.” Engineering360, June
12, 2018.

48. Rich Weissman, “Manufacturing
returns to US cities, but with a new
focus.” Supply Chain Dive, June 22,
2017. See also Patrick Sisson, “How
4 cities are using manufacturing to
build equitable economies.” Curbed,
September 29, 2016.
49.

StartUP HERE Toronto, City
of Toronto Launches RFP for
Manufacturing Incubator. June 18,
2018.

50.

Agile City, NDSM: Self‒Made City.
2019.

51.

Waterfront Toronto, Keating Channel
Precinct Plan. May 2010.

52.

Think Wood, Looking Up: Tall
Wood Buildings Around the World.
Infographic, November 2018.

53.

Naturally Wood, Brock Commons
Time Lapse. 2019.

54. Forest Certification in Canada.
Natural Resources Canada, modified
July 26, 2017.
55.

Diane Peters, “Timber! Why an
age-old building material is making a
21st-century comeback in Ontario.”
TVO, January 21, 2019.

56.

Refer to the “Buildings and Housing”
chapter of Volume 2 for more
information on the development of a
mass timber industry in Canada.

57.

Refer to the “Buildings and Housing”
chapter of Volume 2 for more
information on the benefits of the
proposed development of a mass
timber industry in Ontario.

60. For more information on construction timelines, refer to the “Buildings
and Housing” chapter of Volume 2.
61.

Ministry of Energy, Northern
Development and Mines, The End of
Coal. Government of Ontario, July 1,
2018.

62.

City of Toronto, TransformTO. 2019.

63.

City of Toronto, Zero Emissions
Buildings Framework. March 2017.
See also EQ Building Performance
and Urban Equation, Toronto MultiUnit Residential Buildings Study:
Energy Use and the Performance
Gap. Report for Sidewalk Labs,
January 2019.

64. For more information on GHG reductions, refer to the “Sustainability”
chapter of Volume 2 and the
Sustainability section of the MIDP
Technical Appendix.
65.

City Planning Division, Zero Emissions
Buildings Framework. City of Toronto,
March 2017.

66. Toronto Atmospheric Fund, Keeping
Track: 2015 Carbon Emissions in the
Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area.
2018.
67.

EQ Building Performance and
Urban Equation, Toronto Multi-Unit
Residential Buildings Study.

68. For more information on GHG reductions, refer to the “Sustainability”
chapter of Volume 2 and the
Sustainability “Sidewalk Toronto
Energy Modelling” section of the
MIDP Technical Appendix.
69.

2017 Community Energy and
Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory.
City of London, Ontario, August 2018.

417

Endnotes

Ch—2

70.

C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group,
Mahindra World City Jaipur becomes
world’s largest project to receive C40
Climate Positive Development Stage
2 Certification. National Geographic,
June 4, 2015.

71.

The Future City: Magok Urban
Development Project. http://
www.i-sh.co.kr/e_mgk/index.do
(accessed April 2, 2019). See also
“Spotlight on the C40 Climate
Positive Development Program.” C40
Cities C40 Blog, July 17, 2013.

72.

Waterfront Toronto, Toronto’s
lower don lands selected for newly
launched climate positive development program. May 20, 2009.

73.

For more information about waste
management and diversion rates,
refer to the “Sustainability” chapter
in Volume 2 and the “Master Plan Basis of Design Engineering Report”
in the MIDP Technical Appendix.

74.

For more on stormwater management and diversion, refer to the
“Sustainability” chapter in Volume 2.

75.

For more information on connectivity and fixed-mount hardware, refer
to refer to the “Digital Innovation”
chapter in Volume 2.

The River District

The River District
has the potential to
become a globally
recognized centre
where urban
innovations emerge,
grow, and flourish.
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