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ABSTRACT  
 
 
 

ENHANCING STRIP MALL LANDSCAPES IN TORONTO’S INNER SUBURBS 
 
 
 
Daniel Rotsztain        Advisor: 
University of Guelph, 2018       Professor Karen Landman 
 
 
 
 
 Strip malls are a common form of commercial architecture lining arterial roads in 

Toronto’s inner suburbs. Originally designed to accommodate the automobile, strip malls and the 

neighbourhoods surrounding them are increasingly home to low-income and new immigrant 

populations who have low rates of car ownership. With affordable rents, strip malls within 

walking and transit distance of these communities have become vibrant gathering places, 

exhibiting characteristics of Oldenburg’s “Third Place”. However, the landscapes adjacent to 

strip malls are underutilized, with few amenities for pedestrians, e.g., seating and shade. After 

recognizing their role as inner suburban Third Places, the aim of this research is to identify and 

evaluate programs to implement landscape enhancements for pedestrians at strip malls in 

Toronto. “Landscape enhancements” is defined based on interviews with strip mall patrons, 

business- and property-owners. Document analysis and interviews with key informants inform an 

evaluation of the applicability of existing streetscape improvement programs to strip mall 

landscapes while recommending a new program — plazaPOPS — to address their public-private 

nature. Results are synthesized into an easy-to-use guidebook that facilitates citizen-initiated 

strip mall landscape enhancement projects. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 	  

In her treatise against modernist urban planning, Jane Jacobs (1961) famously described 

the organic complexity of cities as the “ballet of the streets”	  (p. 149). While the description 

evokes inner-city streetscapes, cheek by jowl storefronts, neighbours chatting on townhouse 

stoops, and the chaotic confluence of pedestrians, streetcars, and automobiles, the ballet of the 

streets increasingly describes Toronto’s inner suburbs. Here, residents mingle in the green spaces 

adjacent to modernist apartment complexes, stroll along six-lane arterials, and patronize the 

independent businesses located in strip malls, where affordable commercial space has attracted 

new immigrant entrepreneurs serving their communities with culturally specific restaurants, 

cafes and grocery stores. While the suburbs tend to be dismissed by urban design professionals 

and the wider public as lacking a sense-of-place, Toronto’s strip malls are extremely distinct, 

providing essential gathering places for inner suburban communities. Indeed, strip malls are 

where Toronto can lay its claim to being one of the most multicultural cities in the world, while 

its downtown streets are characterized by increasingly gentrified businesses catering to a less 

diverse population. 	  

Built for the scale of the car, Toronto’s inner suburbs are equipped with little 

infrastructure to support their increasing pedestrian usage. This disparity of design is an issue of 

social justice; as rents in Toronto’s walkable old city and along its transit lines increase, low-

income residents who are dependent on walking and public transportation are concentrating in 

the service-deficient, automobile-scale inner suburbs, where rents are more affordable. While the 

deficiency of pedestrian amenities such as seating, shade and crosswalks contributes to a lack of 

dignity for pedestrians navigating the inner suburbs, its worst consequence is the rise of 

pedestrian deaths in areas designed with the sole purpose of accommodating high-speed 
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vehicular traffic. Recent plans to construct Light Rail Transit (LRT) to arterials such as Finch 

Avenue West will bring critical restructuring and enhancement to the inner suburban public 

realm, but would be strengthened by more comprehensive strategies to ensure commercial 

properties are included. 	  

Enhancing Toronto’s inner suburban strip mall landscapes to support pedestrians is a 

necessary element of addressing the disparity between Toronto’s inner suburban built form and 

its present usage. As the site of local and independent retail, strip malls play a central role in the 

public life of inner suburban communities. Due to their ubiquity and high visibility, 

demonstrating strip malls’	  capacity to accommodate pedestrian amenities could have a profound 

effect on how we conceptualize Toronto’s inner suburban arterials. Rather than wide roadways 

intended to move cars as fast as possible, enhancing strip mall landscapes for pedestrians would 

affirm their role as the main streets of Toronto’s inner suburbs, boasting their own version of 

suburban-style pedestrian urbanity. Supporting strip malls with landscape enhancements also 

contributes to the growing discourse highlighting their value as the most affordable commercial 

spaces for low-income and new immigrant communities. While additional investment and 

attention might contribute to increased rent at strip malls, strategies to protect commercial 

affordability must be formulated before accessible commercial spaces are replaced. As Toronto 

directs growth to its inner suburban ‘Avenues’, strip malls are being demolished and replaced by 

high-density, mixed-use structures that lack affordable spaces for the businesses they are 

replacing. Enhancing the public realm adjacent to strip malls is essential to recognize and 

support existing affordable spaces, weaving them into the imagination of Toronto’s public life, 

and anchoring the inevitable densification of the inner suburbs. 	  
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After acknowledging the essential role that strip malls play as Third Places in Toronto’s 

inner suburbs, this research provides an overview of user-defined landscape enhancements, 

grounding future strip mall design projects in the needs of the inner suburbs, rather than 

imposing models of urbanity based on the old city that may not be appropriate for the inner 

suburban context. As many streetscape improvement programs in Toronto are triggered by 

redevelopment, I evaluate programs that can be implemented on existing strip mall landscapes, 

without necessitating their demolition. Since these streetscape improvement programs were 

designed for the older parts of Toronto, each program is evaluated for its applicability to the 

characteristics of the inner suburbs, where a larger scale and hybrid public-private ownership 

necessitates modifications. While many existing programs are limited to City-owned property, 

most landscapes adjacent to strip malls are private. However, they are used as if they are public. 

The confusion over ownership and responsibility has led to their neglect and underutilization. 

The hybrid nature of strip mall landscapes necessitates a new conception of the public realm that 

embraces the private properties adjacent to strip malls as an appropriate location for public 

amenities, provoking the formulation of new approaches to collaborate with the private sector to 

implement and manage public spaces. 	  

This study concludes with a description of an easy-to-use guide created based on results 

from interviews with strip mall users, key informant interviews, and document analysis. The 

guide is designed for a hypothetical citizen who wants to initiate a strip mall landscape 

enhancement project and is intended to overcome barriers preventing community-initiated design 

projects in the inner suburbs. Based on the ownership structure of the site and the needs of its 

users, the guide directs readers to the most appropriate existing streetscape improvement 

program, accompanied by tips that anticipate bureaucratic and design challenges. The guide also 



4  

makes recommendations for the City to adjust its existing programs to increase their applicability 

to the unique characteristics of the inner suburbs, while recommending a new program –	  

plazaPOPS –	  that outlines approaches to implementing and managing public realm 

enhancements on private property. 	  
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Chapter 2 –	  Literature Review 	  

	   This chapter reviews the literature on Third Place theory, which was formulated in 

response to a lack of community spaces in the suburbs. The chapter then surveys broader 

critiques of low-density, car-oriented suburban development, followed by an overview of design 

approaches formulated in response to the negative social and environmental impacts of the 

suburbs. After reviewing critiques of New Urbanism and Retrofitting Suburbia, the chapter 

concludes with a survey of literature regarding Toronto’s inner suburbs, including an overview 

of the physical and economic characteristics of strip malls. 	  

 

2.1 –	  Third Places and the Suburbs 	  

 Oldenburg’s (1989) concept of Third Place describes publicly accessible spaces that are 

separate from home (the first place) and work (the second place). Third places are essential for 

the social life of cities. Without Third Places, “the urban area fails to nourish the kinds of 

relationships and the diversity of human contact that are the essence of the city”	  (Oldenburg, 

1989, p. 2).  Third Places throughout the world share common features. They are neutral ground, 

act as levelers, are places where conversation is the main activity, are accessible in terms of open 

hours and location, are host to regular patrons, and are housed in buildings with a low profile 

(Oldenburg, 1989). Overall, Third Places act as a “home away from home,”	  providing an 

existential anchor and a “sense of possession or control over a setting that need not entail actual 

ownership”	  (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 40).  	  

 Oldenburg was motivated to articulate the concept of Third Place in response to North 

American suburban development, which he critiqued for lacking spaces for community life. He 

identifies Third Places as a “remedy for the stress, loneliness, and alienation”	  associated with 
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suburban life (1989, p. 22). Oldenburg cites the segregation of commercial and residential uses 

with zoning by-laws as the primary cause of the lack of Third Places in the suburbs. According 

to Oldenburg, Third Places fade when they are far removed from residential areas because 

“getting there is inconvenient, and one is not likely to know the patrons”	  (1989, p. 31). 

Throughout his treatise, Oldenburg dismisses the possibility of Third Places in low-density 

suburbs, where commercial and residential uses are separated. Oldenburg’s argument that 

suburbs lack the physical infrastructure for robust communities is supported by Putnam’s (2000) 

documentation of the declining membership in community organizations in the suburbs, and a 

study by Goetz and Rupasingha (2006) that identifies a decline in civic participation where Wal-

Mart stores have negatively affected local retail economies. 	  

 Oldenburg’s concept of Third Place has been extensively referenced as a benchmark for 

evaluating the quality of public space in the fields of urban planning (e.g., Jacobs, 1993; 

Frumkin, 2003), architecture (e.g., Mattson, 1992), landscape architecture (e.g., Carmona, 2010a; 

Lofland, 2017) and sociology (e.g., Eliasoph, 1998). It has also influenced fields beyond 

urbanism. For example, Third Place was officially incorporated into Starbucks branding strategy 

(Willamson and Dunham-Jones, 2008).  Third Place has been applied to non-traditional space, 

such as the emergence of virtual communities (e.g., Boelstorff, 2015; Baym, 2015; Steinkuehler 

and Williams, 2006). In response to Oldenburg’s critique of North American suburban 

development lacking Third Places, Logan et al. (1996) documented emergent community spaces 

in suburban regions in the United States. Kristin (2005) analyzed immigration-driven 

demographic changes within Canadian suburbs, documenting the existence of Third Places as 

essential community spaces for new immigrants in the suburbs. Audonson (2005) analyzed 

public library branches’	  role as Third Places in central cities and their suburbs. Arguing that 
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Third Places are created through bottom-up processes rather than top-down initiatives of urban 

planners and developers, Banerjee (2011) speculates that North American suburbs will adapt to 

include more Third Places as central cities become increasingly expensive to live and work in. 	  

 

2.2 -- Addressing the issues of suburban development  	  

	   A majority of development in North America since World War Two has taken the form of 

low-density automobile-oriented suburbs, at the edge of existing cities (Hayden, 2003). Since its 

inception, low-density sprawl has received criticism from academics, geographers, and urban 

design professionals. Jacobs (1961) provided a foundational critique of modernist approaches to 

planning, specifically citing automobile-dependency and the separation of residential and 

commercial uses as detrimental to the social life of cities. Her work has been frequently cited in 

arguments for high-density, mixed-used development (e.g., Newman, 1972; Gehl, 2011, Florida, 

2014).  As low density, single-use, automobile-oriented development continued to be developed 

in the second half of the twentieth century, ‘sprawl’	  has been critiqued for being environmentally 

unsustainable (Duany et al., 2001), overly car-dependent (Jackson, 1985), and “placeless”	  

(Relph, 1976; Kunstler, 1993).	  

 In response to critiques of conventional suburban development and building on Jacobs’	  

(1961) arguments for high density, mixed-use development, Barton (1985) and Donald (1986) 

argued for architecture inspired by traditional models of urban development, specifically citing 

European cities as a framework for high-density urban development. New Urbanism emerged in 

the United States in the late 1980s as an alternative to low-density, car-oriented suburban 

development. Katz, Scully and Bressi (1994) edited a collection of essays from leading figures of 

the New Urbanism movement, demonstrating how design principles inspired by preindustrial 
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built form that address the issues of conventional suburban development can be applied to both 

infill and new development sites, at a variety of scales in the city. Leccese and McCormick 

(2000) formalized the principles of New Urbanism with a charter, arguing against “the 

disinvestment in central cities, the spread of placeless sprawl, increasing separation by race and 

income, and environmental deterioration”, while advocating for “coherent metropolitan regions”	  

and “real neighbourhoods”	  (p. 1). The charter recognizes that “physical solutions by themselves 

will not solve the social economic problems”, however the authors argue that vitality cannot 

occur without a compact physical framework based on preindustrial urban form (Leceese and 

McCormick, 2000, p. 1). Applications of New Urbanism include outlining architectural 

principles (Duany and Plater-Zyberk, 2005) and economic development models (Polyzoides, 

2002). There are over 4000 New Urbanist projects planned or under construction in the United 

States, and New Urbanism has been adopted as a framework for urban design and planning 

throughout the world (NewUrbanism.org). Calthorpe (2000) argued that New Urbanist principles 

should be applied to growth in redevelopment and infill locations, followed by new growth in 

areas that are within proximity to transit stations. Calthorpe’s applications of New Urbanism lead 

to the concept of Transit Oriented Development: “an attempt to regroup the suburb into a density 

which makes public transit feasible”	  (Dittmar and Ohland, 2004, p. 344). 	  

 Building on the principles of New Urbanism, but specifically applied to existing suburbs, 

“Retrofitting Suburbia”	  has emerged as a term that encompasses any redevelopment or 

transformation of auto-oriented suburbs into high-density communities that support walking and 

transit, while fostering a heightened sense-of-place. Williamson and Dunham-Jones (2008) 

created a manual for Retrofitting Suburbia, outlining broad approaches to transforming existing 

suburban development. The manual’s authors also survey several case studies, including: 
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connecting cul-de-sacs to increase walkability, transforming dead malls into high-density 

villages, and adding light-rail transit to wide suburban arterials. Retrofitting Suburbia argues that 

urban design professionals need to address suburbia due to its ubiquity in North America. 

According to Williamson and Dunham-Jones, 	  

sprawl has undercut the benefits of suburban living and has been disturbed 
by our professions’	  general disregard for the vast landscape we grew up in 
and that now constitutes upwards of 75% of contemporary development	  
        2008, p. xxiv   	  

The authors describe strips malls along suburban arterials as “designed for passing through and 

destination shopping rather than encouraging social behaviour and chance encounters,”	  

specifically citing their “poor performance in community building”	  (Williamson and Dunham-

Jones, 2008, p. 60).  Retrofitting Suburbia contributes to Oldenburg’s (1989) argument that 

suburbs are deficient of Third Places, connecting “the decline in public forms of sociable 

behaviour”	  with “suburban development patterns”	  (Williamson and Dunham-Jones, 2008, p. 60). 

Williamson and Dunham-Jones advocate for the replacement of strip malls with mixed use, high-

density neighbourhoods, citing strip malls’	  “poor performance in community building”, their 

contributions to “a host of environmental and social problems”	  and their “ugliness”	  (2008, p. 61).	  

 Since Williamson and Dunham-Jones’	  manual was published, applications of Retrofitting 

Suburbia include urban design manuals (Carmona, 2010a), an analysis of suburban governance 

models (Phelps, 2011), and justification for form-based zoning codes (Talen, 2013). The 

principles of Retrofitting Suburbia have also been applied in many design projects, including an 

argument for secondary suites in low-density suburban development (Pfeiffer, 2015), and a 

landscape-architectural guidebook for planning healthy and sustainable communities with infill 

development in existing suburbs (Barton et al., 2015). Within the suburbs of the Greater Toronto 

Area, the Tower Renewal program recommends approaches to their rehabilitation that address 
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the opportunities presented by underutilized, restrictively zoned green space between high-rise 

structures (ERA Architects, 2010). A more in-depth review of literature regarding the unique 

characteristics of Toronto’s high-density inner suburbs follows in Section 2.4.	  

 

2.3 –	  Critiques of New Urbanism and Retrofitting Suburbia	  

	   New Urbanism has been criticized for its perpetuation of segregated uses and suburban 

isolation. Talen (1999) critiques the principles of New Urbanism for placing too much emphasis 

on the ability for physical design to determine social life. She also argues that New Urbanism is 

based on 19th century American values that may no longer be appropriate or desirable for a broad 

range of cultures in contemporary cities. Despite the often “progressive rhetoric”, Marcuse 

(2000) argues that New Urbanism has rather produced 	  

insulated, homogeneously middle and upper middle-class communities, 
exclusionary in practice and gated in concept if not in fact walled, appealing to 
a nostalgia for a past never experienced, reflecting a fear of the urban rather 
than a new urbanism.  	  
           p. 6	  

 

While recognizing its positive contributions to reasserting the public life of streets, Talen (2005) 

critiques New Urbanism for perpetuating a denser form of standard suburban development, 

citing the development industry’s adoption of New Urbanism to attract prospective buyers. 

Scully (2013) also critiques New Urbanism for its predominant applications to greenfield 

development in areas at the edge of traditional cities that perpetuate car-dependency and 

segregated uses. Lukez (2007) provides a cautionary examination of some of the strategies 

employed by suburban densification projects. He describes approaches to transforming the 

suburbs with the analogies of “writing”, e.g., adaptation, and “editing”, e.g., infill within the 

existing suburban fabric. Lukez is critical of projects that involve “erasing”, i.e., the demolition 
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of existing structures to make space for the construction of mixed-use, high-density development 

based on New Urbanist principles. 	  

 As noted above, arguments for replacing existing structures with high-density, mixed-use 

buildings have been justified by citing social deterioration and “ugliness”	  (Williamson and 

Dunham-Jones, 2008, p. 60). Though focused on the gentrification of traditional urban centres, 

Rubin (1979) states, 	  

urban ‘ugliness’	  and urban ‘blight’	  variously defined, have been 
employed as rhetorical gambits in propaganda campaigns to control the 
use of appreciating urban space. Typically, the costs of aesthetic 
programs…	  have been borne most heavily by those who benefit from 
them the least.      	  
          p. 361	  

 

The uneven distribution of urban investment often results in the destruction of buildings that are 

deemed less valuable to developers and city officials, but are important to marginalized 

populations (Harvey, 2008). Linovski (2012) argues that design that purports “to be focused on 

aesthetic and quality of life concerns”	  is tied up with gentrification (p. 83). Loukaitou-Sideris 

(1996), Banerjee (2001) and Day (2003) argue that urban design, especially concerning low-

income areas, needs to transcend strictly aesthetic practices to address the political nature of 

design. As urban design professionals and developers increasingly advocate for dense built form 

in proximity to transit stations, wealth is concentrating within inner cities. Policies are 

exacerbating the polarization of wealth, while failing to serve the increasing concentration of 

poverty in North American suburbs (Lucy, 2017). 	  

	   Sieverts (2003) argues that New Urbanism places too much emphasis on preindustrial 

urban form as a standard for design, as “the social, economic, cultural, and political conditions 

have changed too profoundly”	  (p. 33).  Sieverts embraces the “seemingly diffuse, unordered 
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structure of varying urban tracts,”	  of contemporary suburban development, noting that it “bears 

hardly any relation to preindustrial city forms”	  (2003, p. 23).  While Sieverts (2003) is aligned 

with Williamson and Dunham-Jones’	  (2008) imperative that design professionals turn their 

attention to suburban development as it constitutes the majority of North American land use, he 

argues that “the fixation on the old city calls forth prejudices in observing and evaluating the 

suburbs and the periphery”	  (2003, p. 34).  There are characteristics of contemporary suburban 

development that should be celebrated and supported. Qualities such as “cosmopolitanism, 

intellectual engagement, tolerance, and curiosity”	  can occur in places that do not look like 

preindustrial urban centres, as long as they are publicly accessible and “have the room and 

atmosphere for encounters”	  (Sieverts, 2003, p. 35).  Sieverts argues that urban design 

professionals must	  

recognize a modern network structure as well as the emergence of new 
forms of order that are better suited to our pluralistic, democratic society 
than the old centralized modes	  
         2003, p. 57	  

 

Patsy (2010) and Galent et al. (2006) adopted Sieverts’  call for design professionals to focus on the 

inherent qualities of suburban development, advocating for a context sensitive approach to Retrofitting 

Suburbia that supports existing uses. Bosselman (2012) incorporates Sieverts principles of suburban 

networks in a suburban design manual, while Phelps et al. (2010) advocate for research that transcends 

the dichotomy of urban and suburban, arguing for context sensitive policy in the low-density fringes of 

pre-industrial cities where there is an increasing concentration of low-income residents. Marcus (2003) 

provides a critique of New Urbanism as overlooking the value of the modernist provision of “shared 

outdoor space”, a form of Third Place between private and public that has contributed to sense-of-place 

and community, particularly in the suburbs (p. 35).  
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2.4 –	  Toronto’s Inner Suburbs	  

2.4.1: Defining the inner suburbs 	  

 Relph (2013) provides an overview of municipal governance and built form in the current 

City of Toronto. Before the City of Toronto was amalgamated in 1998, the Municipality of 

Metropolitan Toronto was comprised of the Old City of Toronto, the City of Etobicoke, the City 

of Scarborough, the City of North York, the City of York and the Borough of East York. Most of 

Toronto, York and the Borough of East York, along with southern Etobicoke, southwest 

Scarborough, and North York along Yonge Street were developed before the automobile. As a 

result, these areas have compact urban form with narrow main streets, high-density, and 

neighbourhoods that mix commercial, residential and industrial uses. Toronto’s inner suburbs 

refer to the northern parts of Scarborough and Etobicoke and the remainder of North York. These 

areas were developed after World War Two and largely accommodated automobiles as the 

primary mode of transportation. Low-density built form, six-lane major arterial roads, single-

family housing, and a separation of commercial, residential and industrial uses characterize 

Toronto’s inner suburbs. Toronto’s inner suburbs are located within the City of Toronto, while 

its outer suburbs are located in the regions of York, Peel, Halton and Durham. 	  

 However, unlike other metropolitan regions in North America, Toronto’s inner suburbs are 

also characterized by high-rise apartment buildings (Harris, 1999). While initially developed for 

middle class residents, “high-rise housing became home to many newly arrived, low-income 

immigrant families that came to Canada as a result of the shift in immigration policy in the late 

1960s and early 1970s”	  (Hulchanski, 2010, p. 2). The existence of high-rises in Toronto’s inner 

suburbs has lead to a robust inner suburban transit system, mostly comprised of bus lines with 

high ridership (Stewart, 2007). Toronto’s inner suburban high-rises have also contributed to the 
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“Europeanization”	  of Toronto’s economy: wealth has concentrated in the centre, while 

increasingly marginalized and low-income residents are concentrated in the inner suburbs, “with 

poverty predominantly located in [Toronto’s] aging high-rises”	  (Stewart, 2007, p. 142). 	  

 

2.4.2: The concentration of poverty in Toronto’s inner suburbs	  

 

 Hulchanski (2010) describes the geographic clustering of low-income residents in 

Toronto’s inner suburbs in his study The Three Cities within Toronto. According to Hulchanski, 

“poverty has moved from the centre to the edges of the city”	  (2010, p. 1).  	  

Hulchanski categorizes Toronto’s neighbourhoods into three groups based on income change 

between 1970 and 2005. City 1 is where neighbourhood incomes have increased relative to the 

rest of Toronto and includes central neighbourhoods close to the subway lines (Hulchanski, 

2010, p. 1). City 3 is where neighbourhood incomes have decreased over the past three decades. 

These neighbourhoods are found mostly in the northeastern and northwestern parts of Toronto, 

i.e., its inner suburbs (Hulchanski, 2010, p. 1). City 2 is where neighbourhood incomes have 

remained close to the city’s average (Hulchanski, 2010, p. 1). 	  

According to Hulchanski, the dramatic increase in lower-income neighbourhoods in 

Toronto’s inner suburbs has “implications for the provision of many government and community 

services”	  (2010, p. 17). High-income residents are increasingly living in the central city and 

along subway lines, as “those who have money and many choices can outbid those without these 

resources for the highest quality housing, the most desirable neighbourhoods and the best access 

to services”	  (Hulchanski, 2010, p. 19).  Low-income households are concentrated in the 

northeastern and northwestern part of the city, where there is relatively poor access to transit and 
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services (Hulchanski, 2010). There is a discrepancy between Toronto’s inner suburban built form 

and the challenges posed by the shifting composition of the community. Inner suburban built 

form and social infrastructure is inadequate to meet the needs of an increased concentration of 

low-income residents (United Way, 2011). Most development within Toronto is occurring along 

subway lines, and mostly within the old City of Toronto (Relph, 2013). Investment in Toronto’s 

public space is triggered by development and is not evenly distributed throughout urban areas 

(Lucy and Phillips, 2012). The inner suburbs have attracted much less development, partially due 

to declining household incomes, aging and deterioration housing and infrastructure, and 

deficiency of public services (Lucy and Phillips, 2012). A lack of policy recognizing and 

addressing the unique issues of inner suburban areas has also contributed to their deterioration 

(Puentes and Orfield, 2002). 	  

2.4.3: Addressing issues within Toronto’s inner suburbs 	  

Hulchanski’s 2010 study The Three Cities Within Toronto, which provides analysis of 

shifting demographics within Toronto, has been referenced widely in the field of urban planning 

and political science. Forth, Nanaugh and El-Geneidy (2013) cited the concentration of low-

income residents in Toronto’s inner suburbs in their examination of transit accessibility. 

Wheaton (2015) provides an analysis of the relationship between urban form and physical health, 

noting that low-income residents of Toronto have less access to active transportation. Hamel and 

Keil (2015) cite the study in their argument for adapted forms of governance to address the 

demographic shifts in the suburbs. There have also been efforts to address the lack of services in 

Toronto’s inner suburbs. The Tower Renewal program identified a lack of accessible economic 

opportunities in Toronto’s inner suburbs, as much of the land between the high-rise towers was 

restrictively zoned, limiting commercial enterprises within walking distance of tens of thousands 
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of residents (ERA Architects, 2010). Stewart (2007) describes Tower Renewal as a context 

sensitive approach to retrofitting Toronto’s inner suburbs, building on the existing use value of 

inner suburban high-rises rather than demolishing them and replacing them. Tower Renewal 

recommends “broadening land use permissions”	  to convert ground floor apartments to 

commercial units, a new zoning designation to allow for infill development in the open spaces 

between high-rises, and loosening parking restrictions to allow parking lots to be converted for 

other uses including temporary markets (Stewart et al., 2012). Tower Renewal projects include 

the activation of open space in Thorncliffe Park with markets and North America’s first public 

tandoori oven, and the introduction of the Residential-Apartment-Commercial Zone that will 

allow for diversified mixed uses in high-rise neighbourhoods (Stewart et al., 2012). 	  

Applications of urban design in low-income suburban regions need to be sensitive to the 

context and structure of culturally diverse cities. Supporting small independent businesses and 

revitalizing existing retail strips and shopping centres are two key ways of stimulating economic 

development in inner suburban neighbourhoods (Zhuang, 2015). In her study of Toronto strip 

malls, Linovski argues that the “social and economic benefits of strip malls”, such as their 

affordability and provision of community gathering space, “should provide a solid foundation for 

re-evaluating their redevelopment potential”	  (2012, p. 82). Successful neighbourhood businesses 

are important, as they can be a catalyst for further economic development and increased 

investment in a community (Zhuang, 2015). They are also key sources of employment and are 

more responsive to meet the needs of local residents than non-local businesses (Noble, 2009).  

Strategies to support existing businesses in Toronto’s inner suburbs include the allowance of 

home-based businesses within residential neighbourhoods and the creation of neighbourhood 

business hubs (Chiras & Wann, 2003; Noble, 2009). Supporting existing commercial areas with 
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amenities for all modes of transportation is also a component of community revitalization, as 

shopping nodes often serve as the centre of community life, providing suburban gathering spaces 

in lieu of traditional main streets and squares (Zhuang, 2015).  Improvements to the streetscape 

have been identified to support the local economy of Toronto’s inner suburbs (Beyard & 

Pawlukiewicz, 2001). The formation of Business Improvement Area (BIAs) organizations is also 

identified as a way to initiate commercial revitalization in Toronto’s inner suburban retail 

districts (Brook McIlroy Planning & Design et al., 2010).	  

2.4.3: Increased dependency on public transportation in Toronto’s inner suburbs 	  

 Residents of Toronto’s inner suburbs are increasingly reliant on public transportation and 

walking (City of Toronto and United Way, 2005). This is especially true for residents of 

apartment towers, where car ownership is significantly below average and transit ridership is 

significantly above average (ERA Architects, 2010). Despite the fact that “most discussions 

about the suburbs assume car ownership is universal…many residents of high-rise 

neighbourhoods do not have cars and are dependent on walking and transit to perform their daily 

activities”	  (Farrow and Hess, 2011, p. 2). According to Farrow and Hess’	  study, 56% of 

respondents reported that they do not have a driver’s license, 42% reported that their household 

does not own a car, 43% rely on one vehicle shared among several adults, and 84% of 

households have fewer vehicles than potential drivers. Within single parent households, 67% 

have no car. Residents are also highly dependent on walking to get to work: 16% walk to work, 

41% use transit, and 21% drive or are driven (Farrow and Hess, 2011).  	  

Farrow and Hess highlight discrepancies in the design of Toronto’s inner suburban high-

rise communities and the way they are being used. High-rise neighbourhoods are the result of a 

post-war planning model that assumed apartment residents would have access to cars. As a 
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result, “current residents face hostile walking environments both within their apartment complex 

and in the area that surrounds it”	  (Farrow and Hess, 2011, p.2). Although inner suburban arterials 

were designed to move vehicular traffic as fast as possible, “they now act as de facto local main 

streets for high-rise residents and must be traversed to access most destinations”	  (Farrow and 

Hess, 2011, p. 2). Narrow sidewalks, few crosswalks, short crossing-times, and few places to sit 

are deficiencies in the design of Toronto’s inner suburban arterials that fail to serve the 

thousands of local residents who do not drive.  Farrow and Hess argue that a good walking 

environment is essential to a strong community, describing walking environments as a 

“connective tissue where critical social interactions can occur that knit people together”	  (2011, p. 

4). According to their report, “many people, especially youth and seniors, said they felt safer 

with people around. They wanted places on their paths to sit, rest and socialize”	  (Farrow and 

Hess, 2011, p. 4).  Farrow and Hess documented the sentiment that residents were proud of their 

communities, but “would be validated by investments in the walking environment on public and 

private property”	  (2011, p. 6). The presence of a well-developed and accessible infrastructure is 

essential for the development of social capital and the delivery of necessary social services 

within inner suburban communities (Chiras & Wann, 2003; Noble, 2009). Studies analyzing 

connectivity and accessibility in inner suburban communities have emphasized the introduction 

of new public roads and pedestrian pathways to facilitate better access to local commercial 

nodes, social services, transit stops, and green space (Beyard and Pawlukiewicz, 2001; City of 

Toronto, 2009). 	  

2.4.3: Toronto’s strip malls	  

 Strip malls are car-oriented commercial structures built along suburban arterials after 1945. 

Strip malls are “multiple, conjoined retail units arranged parallel to the street with free surface 
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parking abutting the right-of-way”	  (Linovski, 2012, p. 84). In the Toronto area, many strip malls 

have second-storey residential or office uses. Despite being characterized by a frontage of 

parking, strip malls are “more similar in scale to traditional ‘main streets’	  than…shopping malls, 

averaging 1000 square feet per unit and 5-15 units per development”	  (Linovski, 2012, p. 84).  

See Figures 2.1 and 2.2 for a typical strip mall configuration. 	  

	  

Figure 2.1: Typical strip mall in Scarborough 
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Figure 2.2: Typical strip mall in Scarborough, aerial. Rows of parking are between the buildings and the 

public right-of-way. The land adjacent to the buildings may be private, public, or a combination of both. 

 

  Toronto’s strip malls have become some of the most affordable commercial spaces in the 

city (Keenan, 2017). Affordability and informal management structures have created “an 

environment that is especially conducive to independent businesses”	  (Linovski, 2012, p. 90). 

Within dominant Toronto discourse, strip malls are unappreciated due to their aesthetics 

(McDowell, 2007).  Due to their marginal status and low rents, strip malls contain a diversity of 

uses that contribute to the vibrancy of Toronto (Zhuang, 2015). Strip malls provide affordable 

retail space for small businesses not available elsewhere and the spaces are seen as highly 

desirable by many ethnic business owners (Leung and Lau, 2009). According to Linovski (2012), 

“one of the most important functions of strip malls is to provide affordable and accessible retail 



21  

space”	  (2012, p. 90). While there is a saturation in the grey literature (e.g., Keenan, 2017; 

Micallef, 2017) suggesting the valuable role strip malls play as inner suburban Third Places, 

there has been no academic study to support these claims. 	  

 However, due to their aesthetics, strip malls are “often held up as ideal sites for 

redevelopment”	  where “‘almost anything represents an improvement’	  (Linovski, 2012, p. 81). 

Official City policies reinforce this idea, implying that strip malls have “the same development 

potential as vacant lots”	  (Linovski, 2012, p. 81). With major residential development pressure 

being felt in many areas of Toronto, planners have identified suburban arterials as the most 

appropriate sites for redevelopment of mid-rise, mixed-use buildings (City of Toronto, 2015). 

Linovski compares the commercial accessibility of existing strip malls and the buildings that 

replace them, noting 	  

 the lack of central control in strip malls has allowed a wide variety of 
businesses to flourish whereas newly constructed buildings have significant 
barriers, with little evidence that they are able to replicate the diversity of strip 
malls. 	  

          2012, p. 90	  
	   	  

Linovski identifies several barriers to affordability in new mid-rise, mixed-use buildings that are 

replacing strip malls. To attract prospective residents, new developments tend to prefer 

businesses that have minimal noise and smell disruptions as tenants for ground floor retail. As a 

result, offices and medical clinics are predominantly located in ground floor retail in newly built 

structures. Furthermore, retail space at the ground floor of new developments are often too large 

to be affordable for independent businesses and are increasingly leased to corporate retailers 

such as Shoppers Drug Mart, TD Bank, and Tim Hortons (Hume, 2017). Developers are also 

challenging the requirement for ground floor retail space, and several condominium buildings 

have converted their street-level retail space to resident-only amenity uses such as exercise 



22  

rooms (Linovski, 2012). While Toronto’s Official Plan states that proposals should seek to 

“strengthen local retailing”, there is no provision for evaluating access or affordability (City of 

Toronto, 2015). The City of Toronto’s urban designers “were especially emphatic that ensuring 

retail space remained accessible was not part of their role as design professionals”	  (Linovski, 

2012, p. 94).  Linovski summarizes the issue with mid-rise replacements of strip malls: they are 

“being created with fundamental barriers to access that the units they are replacing did not have”	  

(2012, p. 95).	  
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Chapter 3 –	  Methods 	  

This chapter outlines the methodological approach for the research. Four research 

objectives were adopted to achieve the research aim: (1) an evaluation of strip malls as “Third 

Places”; (2) the determination of how “landscape enhancements”	  is defined for all potential strip 

mall users; (3) an evaluation of existing programs within the City of Toronto to initiate landscape 

enhancements at strip malls; and (4) the production of a guide clarifying programs to initiate 

landscape enhancements at strips malls, evaluating their applicability to strip malls, and 

suggesting opportunities for innovation within the City. Please see Table 3.1 for the methods 

associated with each research objective. The overall research design is described in Figure 3.1. 	  

3.1 - Research Aim and Methods Overview	  

Research Aim: 	  

Identify and evaluate programs to implement community-driven landscape enhancements for 

pedestrians at strip malls in Toronto.	  

Table 3.1: Research Objectives and Methods	  

Objective	   Method	  

1) Evaluate strip malls as “Third Places”	  	   Interviews with patrons, business owners;	  
Observation 	  

2) Define “landscape enhancement”	  for patrons, 
business-owners, property-owners, also identifying 
challenges and opportunities	  

Interviews with patrons, business-owners and 
property managers 	  

3) Evaluate existing programs within the City of 
Toronto to initiate landscape enhancements at strip 
malls, identifying challenges and opportunities. 	  

Key informant interviews	  
Document analysis	  
Examples	  

4) Create accessible guide, suggest new approaches	   Synthesis of above methods into a guide	  
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Figure 3.1: Research Design	  

3.2 –	  Interview Site Selection: Map Overlay Method	  

The methods used to meet research objectives (1) and (2) involve interviews with strip 

mall patrons, business-owners and property-owners. A map overlay method was employed to 
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find interviewees from appropriate strip mall sites. Within the City of Toronto, there are many 

programs to enhance pedestrian amenities that are triggered by redevelopment. However, this 

research is concerned with initiating landscape enhancements for pedestrians at strip malls that 

are unlikely to be redeveloped within the next 15-20 years, in neighbourhoods where there is an 

increasing reliance on public transportation and walking as modes of transportation. The layers 

of the map are based on literature regarding shifting demographics in Toronto’s inner suburbs, 

and on planning documents from the City of Toronto.  To find sites that best fit the ‘unlikely to 

be redeveloped’	  category, a number of conditions were tested. Sites that met the identified 

conditions were ‘ruled out’	  and therefore excluded as candidate strip mall sites. Please see Table 

3.2 for a list of map layers excluded and included in the site selection criteria. Please refer to 

Figures 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4 for diagrams of the map overlay method. A description of each layer 

follows. 	  

Table 3.2: Site Selection Criteria 	  

Map Layer	   Include/Exclude	  

Walking distance from rapid transit stations 	   Exclude	  

Centres	   Exclude 	  

Avenues	   Exclude 	  

Employment Areas	   Exclude 	  

North-South streets	   Exclude	  

East-West Streets	   Include 	  

“Third City”	  (Hulchanski, 2010)	   Include 	  

Scarborough	   Include	  

North York, Etobicoke, York, East York, old City of Toronto	   Exclude 	  
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Figure	  3.2:	  Map	  overlay	  layers	  to	  exclude	  from	  study	  	  
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Figure	  3.3:	  Map	  overlay	  layers	  to	  include	  in	  study	  	  
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Figure	  3.4:	  Candidate	  streets	  identified	  for	  site	  selection	  	  

 

3.2.1: Walking distance from rapid transit stations  	  

Within the City of Toronto, proximity to rapid transit stations often triggers medium and 

high-density redevelopment due to “as-of-right”	  development approval processes and policies 

associated with transit-oriented development (Crowley et al., 2009). Rapid transit is defined as 

both existing transit (TTC subway, GO trains, Scarborough Rapid Transit (SRT) and transit 

projects that are funded and/or under construction (Light Rail Transit (LRT), SmartTrack 

stations). Walking distance was determined to be 1.2 kilometres based on a study by Colabianchi 

et al. (2007).	  
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3.2.2: Centres	  

Toronto’s Official Plan designates four areas within the City as “Centres”. The City’s 

Centres are comprised of the Central Business Districts (CBDs) of the old City of Toronto, North 

York, Etobicoke and Scarborough, and are associated with a concentration of employment and 

multi-modal transit nodes. The Official Plan outlines policies to facilitate densification and 

redevelopment within Toronto’s Centres.	  

3.2.3: Avenues  	  

Toronto’s Official Plan designates segments of arterial roads as “Avenues”. The Avenues 

are stretches of arterial roads that the City has identified as having the capacity for intensification 

with midrise development. The development process has been expedited along the Avenues with 

‘as of right’	  approvals for development applications that conform to pre-determined mid-rise 

building envelopes. 	  

3.2.4: Employment Areas	  

Toronto’s Official Plan identifies “Employment Areas”. These areas are subject to 

location-specific secondary plans and their own sets of development and economic pressures. 

Though potential sites may be found within Employment Areas, understanding the distinctions 

between each employment area is outside the scope of this study. 	  

3.2.5: Street Orientations 	  

Sites were selected from East-West streets. Based on Toronto’s urban form, commercial 

development is concentrated along East-West arterials and less on North-South arterials. To limit 

the pool of potential sites, this research examined East-West arterials exclusively. 	  
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3.2.6: The “Third City”	  

As discussed in Chapter 2, Hulchanski (2010) identifies Toronto’s Third City as areas that 

have experienced a decline in income, which correspond to areas that have a relative lack of 

services, including access to rapid transportation. The Third City represents areas of Toronto that 

have been “left behind”	  and that see less new development, and thus cannot rely on development 

funds to improve their environments. They are also parts of the city where there has been a 

decline in automobile ownership (Farrow and Hess, 2011). 	  

3.2.7: Scarborough	  

As a former independent city that amalgamated with Toronto in 1998, Scarborough is 

considered one of Toronto’s “inner suburbs”, with physical and social characteristics that are 

relevant to this study. Due to the limits of time for this research, potential sites were limited to 

Scarborough. Future research could address the specific geographic dynamics of similar sites in 

other parts of the city, including North York and North Etobicoke.	  

3.2.8: Site Selection 	  

Having selected potential areas, sites were selected based on pragmatic considerations as 

outlined by Seawright (2008), who provides a methodology for site selection for situations with a 

small number of potential sites. Sites were chosen “purposively”	  to achieve a representative 

sample with “a useful variation on the dimensions of theoretical interest”	  (Seawright, 2008, p. 

295).  As the research is concerned with strip malls that exhibit average characteristics based on 

the map overlay method outlined above, “researchers may randomly select from the set of cases 

with very high typicality”	  (Seawright, 2008, p. 295). Thus, sites were chosen from among the 

potential areas according to “non-methodological criteria”, based on the knowledge of the 
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researcher (Seawright, 2008, p. 299). Candidate areas identified by the map overlay method were 

surveyed using Google Street View to find typical and representative cases that are appropriate 

sites for this research - i.e., 1-3 storey strip malls developed in the mid 20th century, with a mix 

of businesses including restaurants, bars, hair salons, grocery stores, and health services.  	  

3.3 –	  Objective 1: Evaluate Strip Malls as Third Places	  

 Based on the literature outlined in Chapter 2, the status of Third Place is associated with 

places that exhibit the following characteristics: they (i) offer neutral ground; (ii) act as levelers, 

offer places for people of a variety of economic classes and cultures to meet; (iii) are where 

conversation is the main activity; (iv) are accessible throughout the day; and (v) have a low 

profile (Oldenburg, 1989).  	  

 To evaluate whether strip malls in Toronto’s inner suburbs have some or all of these 

characteristics, a set of interview questions was designed to address the abovementioned 

qualities. These questions were included within the set of overall interview questions regarding 

research objective (2). The interviews were accompanied by observations, which were noted 

before and after the interviews. Interviewees’	  responses and observations were evaluated 

according to the above-described criteria for Third Places (Oldenburg, 1989). Please see Table 

3.3 for Third Place attributes and their corresponding interview question or observation. 	  

Table 3.3: Assessing Third Place Attributes 	  

Third Place Attribute	   Method sample 	  

Neutrality	   Observation: Do patrons come and go as needed, while 
engaging in a relationship with business-owner 	  

Leveler 	   Question (to business owner): How diverse is your 
patronage?	  
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Conversation is the main activity 	   Observation: Is conversation occurring?	  

Accessibility	   Observation: What are the opening hours? 	  

Regularity	   Question (to patron): How often do you come here? 	  

Low Profile	   Observation	  
	  

 

3.4 –	  Objective 2: Defining “landscape enhancement”	  for strip mall users 	  

 Interviews were conducted to determine how	  “landscape enhancement”	  is defined for all 

potential users, while identifying challenges and opportunities posed by conflicting needs. 

Potential users of strip malls were identified as three groups: patrons, business-owners, and 

property-owners. Please see Table 3.4 for a definition of each group, and Table 3.5 for the 

interview selection process.  Based on the literature regarding retrofitting suburbia and Toronto’s 

inner suburbs, a semi-structured interview guide was developed to assess the possibility of 

landscape enhancements. The semi-structured interviews considered four broad themes: (i) the 

current physical state of the strip mall; (ii) what enhancements would positively impact the strip 

mall; (iii) capacity - i.e., the degree to which relationships between business owners and property 

managers yield results, and the perception of how effective the City is as a partner in the 

implementation of enhancements; and (iv) maintenance - i.e., how willing the interviewee would 

be to maintain enhanced landscape features financially and physically. Please see Table 3.5 for a 

description of the interview themes, and Appendix A for a full transcript of the semi-structured 

interview questions.  	  
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Table 3.4: Definition of Interview Groups	  

Group	   Description	  

Property-owner	   Owns the strip mall facility. Rents to business-owner. 	  
Responsible for maintenance of building and site, including landscape features 
and parking.	  
Some strip malls owned by one property manager. Others are subdivided, with 
several owners.	  

Business-owner	   Owns the business, but not necessarily the building in which the business 
operates.	  
Some business-owners are also property-owners.	  

Patrons	   Customers	  
Patrons interviewed had to be “regulars”	  - i.e., repeat customers to the selected 
strip mall site. 	  

	  

 

Table 3.5: Interview Selection Process	  

Ideal Selection 	  
(from multiple sites)	  

Achieved Selection	  
(from multiple sites)	  

Type of businesses associated 
with interviewees	  

Property managers	  
At least 2	  

2 Interviews 	   1 property manager –	  	  
Small holdings firm	  
1 property manager –	  	  
Medium holdings firm 	  

Business-owners	  
At least 4	  

6 Interviews 	   Convenience store (1), restaurant 
(2), bar (1), courier service (1), 
knitting store (1)	  

Patrons	  
At least 4 	  

4 interviews	   Convenience store (1), restaurant 
(1), bar (1), knitting store - group 
of patrons (1)	  
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Table 3.6: Semi-Structured Interview Themes and Sample Questions	  

Research Theme	   Sample Questions 	  

Current Status	   - What do you like about the strip mall? 	  

Enhancements	   - What do you dislike about the strip mall?	  
- What can be improved at this strip mall?	  
- Would you be okay with losing parking if it meant landscape enhancement?	  

Capacity 	   - Describe your relationship with the property-owner	  
- How responsive is the property-owner to maintenance requests?	  
- Have you engaged with City to address any issues?	  

Maintenance 	   - Would you agree to finance additional landscape features 	  
- Would you agree to maintain additional landscape features 	  

	  

	   	  

	   After the sites were selected with the map overlay method and purposive site selection 

and receiving Research Ethics Board approval (reference number 17-11-025, see Appendix B), 

selected sites were visited along Scarborough’s arterials from East to West, and North to South. 

The goal was to interview at least four business owners and four patrons. At each strip mall, I 

visited the businesses and asked if the owner was onsite. If they were onsite, the business owner 

was then presented with a Letter of Consent that outlined the purposes of the research and asked 

for their consent to take part (see Appendix C). If they agreed, two copies of the consent letter 

were signed, and the interview proceeded. If the potential participant declined an interview at 

this stage, another potential participant from the site was asked until a minimum of four 

business-owners agreed to participate. 	  

When the business-owner agreed to be interviewed, the interview was conducted 

immediately, onsite. All interviewees declined to record the interview, so hand-written notes 
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were taken. Following the interviews, the business-owners were asked if they could recommend 

regular patrons who could be interviewed for the project. In all cases, the business-owners 

recommended that I speak with patrons who happened to be in the store at the same time, or who 

would be visiting within the hour. I waited for the patrons and conducted the interviews in a 

neighbouring restaurant so their answers would not be affected by being in proximity to the 

business-owners.  After the interviews, the notes were typed and categorized thematically. 	  

Separate interviews were also carried out with property-owners. Two property-owners 

were contacted using the contact information provided publicly for rental inquiries on the strip 

malls’	  exterior signage. Property-owners from strip malls who were different from those outlined 

above were interviewed to avoid potential conflicts, given their responses. The questions for 

property-owners differed from the semi-structured interviews with patrons and business-owners. 

Please see Appendix A for the interview questions for property-owners. Responses from the 

interviews with the property-owners were categorized using the overlapping themes as the 

interviews for the business-owners and patrons. Their responses were then compared. 	  

3.5 - Objective 3: Evaluate existing programs to initiate landscape enhancements at strip 

malls in Toronto 	  

3.5.1: Key Informant Interviews 	  

Many programs exist within the City of Toronto to initiate landscape enhancements along 

publicly-owned right-of-ways. Though much of the landscape surrounding strip malls are used 

as if it was public, much of this land is privately-owned. As a result, only certain elements of the 

City of Toronto’s existing streetscaping enhancement programs can be applied to strip malls.  In 

order to carry out an analysis of existing programs that can be applied in full or in part to strip 
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malls in Toronto, key informant interviews were conducted. An initial analysis of available 

programs within the City of Toronto was conducted using key word searches on the City of 

Toronto’s website. A goal of the key informant interview process was to ensure that all existing 

streetscape and landscape enhancement programs within the City were identified. Thus, after 

identifying several potential programs within the City of Toronto, a framework for selecting key 

informants was established to ensure all associated perspectives within the City of Toronto were 

consulted. Table 3.7 describes the ideal selection of informants and the actual achieved selection. 

Beyond identifying existing programs, the key informant interviews informed an assessment of 

the challenges and opportunities involved in applying these programs to strip malls in Toronto’s 

inner suburbs. The degree to which the programs could address “substantive”	  landscape 

enhancements - i.e., enhancements beyond aesthetic improvements that provide amenities for 

pedestrians and ecological functions - was also addressed within the key informant interviews. 	  

Table 3.7: Key Informant Selection Process	  

Ideal Selection	   Achieved Selection	   Name of Interviewee and position	  

At least 1 person working in the 
field identified by analysis of 
existing programs within the City	  

     

City of Toronto –	  	  
Community Planning	  

1 Interview 	   Senior Planner –	  Community Planning 	  

City of Toronto –	  	  
Urban Design	  

1 Interview 	   Program Manager, Urban Design	  
City Planning, Scarborough District 	  
	  

City of Toronto –	  	  
Transportation Services 	  

1 Interview	   Senior Project Manager	  
Beautiful Streets, Transportation Services,	  
Public Realm Section	  
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Business Improvement Area 	   2 Interviews	   Economic Partnership Advisor	  
Business Improvement Areas, City of 
Toronto	  
 
BIA Coordinator	  
Kennedy Road BIA  	  

	  

 

3.5.2: Document Analysis	  

According to Bowen (2009), document analysis is applicable to qualitative studies, and 

“is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents…to elicit meaning, gain 

understanding, and develop empirical knowledge”	  (p. 27). Document analysis is best employed 

to provide “supplementary research data. Information and insights derived from documents can 

be valuable additions to a knowledge base”	  (Bowen, 31, 2009). Document analysis can be 

employed as part of a mixed-methods approach as “a means of triangulation”, combining 

methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon (Bowen, 2009, p. 28).  By triangulating 

data, “the researcher attempts to provide ‘a confluence of evidence that breeds credibility’	  

(Eisner, 1998, p. 110). According to Bowen, conducting document analysis can involve 

“skimming, reading and interpretation”, contributing to content and thematic analysis (Bowen, 

2009, p. 29). 	  

For this research, document analysis identified the following information: (i) a 

description of document (who wrote it, for what audience), (ii) general challenges and 

opportunities posed by the program for implementing “substantive”	  landscape enhancements, 

and (iii) the degree of applicability to strip malls in Toronto’s inner suburbs.  Following key 
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informant interviews and the identification of existing programs within the City of Toronto, 

document analysis of the City literature regarding the identified programs was conducted to 

further assess the applicability of these programs to the strip malls within Toronto’s inner 

suburbs. Please see Table 3.8 for a list of programs that were involved in the document analysis. 	  

Table 3.8: Existing City of Toronto Programs for Streetscape Improvements 	  

Program	   Document available?	  

Commercial/Industrial Façade Improvement Program	   Yes	  

Neighbourhood Improvement Project	   Yes	  

BIA 	   Yes	  

Patio 	   Yes	  
	  

 

3.5.3: Examples	  

 Through the key informant interviews, Business Improvement Areas (BIAs) operating in 

Scarborough were identified as examples that could further highlight the challenges and 

opportunities of using a BIA to initiate substantive pedestrian landscape enhancements within 

Toronto’s inner suburbs. One of these BIAs, the Knob Hill BIA, is no longer active. As a result, 

data regarding Knob Hill is limited to interviews with City staff involved in the BIA. The 

Kennedy Road BIA continues to function, and has implemented landscape enhancements with 

mixed success. Interviews with City staff, the BIA coordinator, and a site visit informed the 

Kennedy Road BIA example. The examples provided real-world context for the challenges and 

opportunities of implementing landscape enhancements at strip malls identified by the other 

methods.	  
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3.5 –	  Objective 4: Create easy-to-use guide, suggesting new approaches	  

	   Informed by the methods outlined above, the existing programs within the City of 

Toronto for landscape enhancement at strip mall sites and their challenges and opportunities 

were synthesized in the form of a flow chart and guide. The approach to producing the guide was 

based on Investigating the Neighbourhood Landscape (McNally, 2007) as a framework for 

producing an accessible document that could be used by citizens from a wide range of 

backgrounds and experiences to initiate and implement design projects that involve approval 

from municipal agencies. 	  

Strip-mall built form in Toronto has unique attributes that distinguish them from 19th 

century built form. Set back from the public right-of-way, each strip mall has some form of 

privately-owned space that is publicly accessible, yet underutilized. Laying out the existing 

programs to initiate landscape enhancements at strip malls highlights the gaps in the City’s 

existing frameworks for the private/public combination of land use at strip malls. It also 

highlights opportunities for the City to adjust its programs to initiate substantive landscape 

enhancements at Toronto strip malls, and adjust existing programs to be more appropriate for the 

context of Toronto’s inner suburbs. The guide also identifies gaps within the City’s programs, 

justifying the need for a new program to take on the hybrid public/private nature of strip malls.	  
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Chapter 4 –Results and Analysis 

4.1 –  Strip Malls are Third Places 

 As described in the literature review, Third Places are sites on neutral ground where people can 

gather, interact, and operate within a network that includes the first place (home) and second place (work) 

(Oldenburg, 1989). Oldenburg critiques suburban built form, arguing that the suburbs lack Third Places, 

and thus are absent of the community places that are fundamental for functioning democracies (1989, p. 

12). Contradicting Oldenburg’s conclusion that suburbs lack Third Places, interviews with strip mall 

patrons, business-owners and property-owners suggest that business ses within strip malls in Toronto’s 

inner-suburbs are community hubs, fulfilling the role of Third Places. As described in Chapter 3, 

interview questions with strip mall patrons, business-owners and property-owners, accompanied by 

observations at interview sites, were conducted to determine whether Oldenburg’s characteristics of Third 

Places were present in Toronto strip malls.  

Before analyzing each individual characteristic, it is important to note the distinction between 

service-oriented businesses such as restaurants, bars, hair salons and barbershops, and specialty 

businesses, such as offices, courier services, and specialty retail, that occupy strip malls in Toronto. As 

with traditional main streets, service-oriented businesses in strip malls are more likely to display 

characteristics of Third Places than specialty businesses. For the purposes of this section, only the service-

oriented businesses were considered. Further analysis of the implications of business type regarding 

pathways to initiate landscape enhancements is discussed in section 4.2.1. The remainder of the section 

presents the analysis of the results based on each characteristic. A discussion of the implications of 

understanding strip malls as essential community hubs and Third Places in the context of retrofitting 

Toronto’s inner suburbs follows in Chapter 5.  
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Table 4.1: Summary of Results –  Strip Malls as Third Places  

Third Place Characteristic   Characteristic 
Observed?  

Result  

Neutral Ground   Yes   Patrons engaged in conversation with other patrons, 
business-owners, come and go as needed  

Leveler    Yes   Patrons from diversity of cultures and classes   

Conversation   Yes   Conversation observed. Described as “hub of the 
community”  by one restaurateur.   

Accessibility   Yes (location)  
No (hours)  

Patrons use variety of transportation methods to 
access strip mall 
Opening hours limited to regular businesses hours 
and no later than 10pm (with the exception of bars).   

Regularity   Yes   Many patrons visit businesses daily   

Low Profile   Yes   Patrons, business-owners describe strip malls as 
“needing an upgrade”.   

 

4.1.1: Neutral Ground  

 Oldenburg identifies “neutral ground”  as the first characteristic of a Third Place. This 

characteristic involves the ability to freely associate with members of community, so that interactions are 

not forced, but can develop organically.  Within Third Places, it is essential “that individuals may come 

and go as they please, in which none are required to play host, in which all feel at home and comfortable”  

(Oldenburg, 1989, p. 22).  To assess the degree to which strip malls are neutral ground, I remained at the 

businesses for 30 minutes following the interviews to observe the dynamics of the business-owner’s 

relationship to the customers, and how much time they spent at the business. The four service-oriented 

businesses included in this research exhibited characteristics of neutral ground.  While there was evidence 

of a relationship between the patrons and business-owners, patrons came and went freely. At a knitting 

store within one strip mall, a group of loyal patrons engaged in conversation with each other and the 

owner, while many left to continue their errands for the day. At a bar located in another strip mall, a 

patron and business-owner discussed their several-years long relationship, until the patron abruptly ended 

the conversation to continue his work for the day. Indeed, the relationships at strip malls exhibit the 
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neutral ground that can be found at similar businesses along traditional main streets built before the mid 

20th century (Oldenburg, 1989).  

4.1.2: Levelers  

 Another function of Third Places is that they are “levelers”, i.e., they are inclusive places that can 

be accessed by anyone despite culture or economic class.  Levelers “do not set formal criteria of 

membership and exclusion (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 24).  Levelers are vital to healthy communities and 

functioning democracies because they “expand the possibilities of socialization”  (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 

24).  At the six strip mall businesses included in this research, patrons and business-owners described 

relationships that were developed at the strip mall businesses. A restaurant owner described that her 

customers come from a wide variety of backgrounds: many were professionals working at a nearby office 

park, while several were university and high school students coming from one of the several academic 

institutions nearby. She also explained that despite being a Gujarati restaurant, people from several 

cultures patronize her business. The knitters described in the previous subsection also represented diverse 

perspectives in terms of culture and economic status. The knitting store business-owner commented that 

her patrons “come from all over the city, from apartment towers nearby [in Central Scarborough] and 

fancy houses by the lake”.   

Three business-owners and one patron referred to strip malls as community hubs for recently 

arrived immigrants. A patron who visits a strip mall convenience store daily described his relationship to 

the store: “It was the first place I felt at home when I immigrated here.”  This testimony was affirmed by 

the business-owner, who said many new immigrants feel that way about her store, as it is a first point of 

relationship where patrons can buy TTC tickets and other necessary goods. The owner is also a first 

generation immigrant, and is able to provide advice to her customers. Lorinc (2007) and Saunders (2010) 

have documented strip malls’  “landing-ground”  functions for recently arrived immigrants. The 

accessibility of strip mall businesses to new immigrants described by interviewees suggests their 

functionality as ‘levelers’, as described by Oldenburg.  
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4.1.3: Conversation is the Main Activity  

 According to Oldenburg, “nothing more clearly indicates [a Third Place] than that the talk there is 

good; it is lively, scintillating, colourful, and engaging”  (The Great Good Place, 26). By maintaining 

spaces for patrons to gather, and engendering a relaxing environment, business-owners can influence 

whether their store fulfills this necessary function of Third Places.  Based on observations from my visits 

to six strip mall businesses, lively conversation does characterize businesses in Toronto’s inner-suburban 

strip malls. Every service-oriented business I entered was hosting a group of two or more patrons who 

were talking to each other, or with the business-owner. The aforementioned knitting store was host to a 

devoted knitting group who were engaged in lively conversation when I entered the store, and invited me 

to join them.  Within the convenience stores included in this study –  despite the transactional nature of 

that business –  the patrons engaged in personal conversation with the business-owners. A restaurateur 

described her business as “a hub, and a centre of the community”. She knows all her patrons, and 

described the strip mall as “a de facto community centre. We’re people’s family when they don’t have 

one nearby.”  This is especially important for cultural groups seeking places where others speak their 

mother tongues. Based on interviews with patrons and business-owners and observations at interview 

sites, Toronto’s inner-suburban strip malls provide essential space for community gathering and lively 

conversation.  

4.1.4: Accessibility  

 Accessibility at Third Places, according to Oldenburg, involves aspects of both time and location. 

Third Places function best when they are easily accessible “during both the on and off hours of the day”, 

maintaining long opening hours so that the community can use the space (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 36). Most 

of the service-oriented businesses included in this research maintained regular open hours, with 

restaurants closing no later than 9pm, and bars at 2am. While their hours extend beyond daytime 

“business hours”  i.e. 9-5pm, these businesses are for the most part, not accessible at all times of the day. 

Oldenburg also addresses accessibility in terms of location as an essential attribute of a Third Place. 
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According to Oldenburg, access to Third places “must be easy if they are to survive and serve”  (1989, p. 

32). Despite the car-oriented design of Toronto’s inner suburbs, many of the patrons at each business 

arrived by walking or public transit, with the average response being half by car, and half by public 

transportation or walking.   

4.1.5: The Regulars  

 Oldenburg identifies “the regulars”  –  patrons who visit a business frequently –  as an essential 

characteristic of Third Places. The regulars “give a place its character…[they] assure that on any given 

visit some of the gang will be there”  (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 34).  Many patrons interviewed for this 

research described daily relationships with the businesses at strip malls. One patron, who relied on 

walking and public transportation, said that he visited a strip mall convenience store “every morning, on 

my way to work”. The abovementioned strip mall knitting store was also host to a regular group of 

patrons, some of whom visit the store at least three times every week. The devoted patrons maintained 

their connection to the store, even after it moved from its original location.  

4.1.6: A Low Profile  

Describing their physical character, Oldenburg states, “the Third Place is typically plain”  (1989, 

p. 36).  The aesthetic of strip malls, which have been described as plain, disheveled, and wrecks, is often 

used as an argument against their conservation (Linovski, 2012). Though Oldenburg argues his Third 

Places are most often found on traditional main streets, the following description could have been written 

about Toronto strip malls:  

They are unimpressive looking for the most part…  they are not elegant…    One of the 
reasons it is difficult to convince some people of the importance of the Third Place is 
that so many of them have an appearance that suggests otherwise 

       1989, p. 36 

Indeed, Toronto’s inner-suburban strip malls maintain a low profile. The low profile has meant that they 

have become home to some of the lowest retail rents in Toronto, transforming them into hubs for new 
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immigrant communities (Linovski, 2012).  The low profile of Toronto strip malls creates the conditions 

for the other characteristics of Third Places described above.  

 4.2 –  Defining “Landscape Enhancements”  for Strip Mall Users  

 “Landscape enhancements”  is a broad term employed by this project to encompass any exterior 

improvement to the current condition at Toronto strip malls. The landscape enhancements identified by 

this project can be understood as ranging from aesthetic to substantive. Aesthetic enhancements include 

elements intended to beautify the streetscape, for example, flowerbeds, signage, and shrubbery. Though 

aesthetic enhancements present a degree of improvement to strip mall landscapes, they do not 

significantly impact or support pedestrian uses. Substantive landscape enhancements, on the other hand, 

provide significant infrastructure that support pedestrian uses. Examples of substantive enhancements 

include seating, shade structures, and trees.  

Several definitions of landscape enhancements emerged from interviews with strip mall patrons, 

business-owners and property-owners. This section analyzes each identified element, including strip mall 

users’  perspectives on the challenges and opportunities presented by initiating landscape enhancements at 

strip malls. Since many of the enhancements would include City-owned property and implicate the City 

in implementation and maintenance, the perspectives of City staff derived from key informant interviews 

are included, where possible. The results also inform the discussion and the creation of a guide, as 

discussed in Chapter 5.  

4.2.1: Parking  

Table 4.2: Parking  

Interviewees   Opportunities   Challenges   

Patrons   - Okay with removing some parking, 
if it makes it nicer  

- Not enough parking 
- Do not replace parking with anything else 
- “It’s the only reason I come here”  
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Business-owners   - Willing to sacrifice parking if it 
meant more business 
- When the lot is full, people park on 
the side streets. Losing parking is 
okay 
- Many people walk, so losing 
parking is okay   

- Customers would not be interested in 
reduced parking  
- “Why spoil this strip mall by taking 
parking away”?  
- Availability of parking is the only reason 
the business is located at a strip mall  

Property-owners   - Willing to reduce parking if good 
for strip mall, tenants agree  
- Incentives –  e.g., property tax 
rebate from City could be offered 
for adding landscape features and 
losing parking.  
- An entrepreneurial property owner 
would give up parking for landscape 
improvements if they can charge 
more rent for the units 
- City used to be more stringent with 
parking, but recently they are not 
demanding as much - particularly at 
the transit nodes.   

- City parking standards are very stringent, 
hard to remove parking  

City Staff   - Unused space at the back of strip 
malls 
- Opportunity to change regulations 
on major arterials for on-street 
parking 
- Communications campaigns to 
demonstrate that pedestrian 
amenities are “good for business”  

- Because of standards set by Transportation 
Services, difficult to reduce parking   

 

 

Parking emerged as the most contentious element from strip mall users when considering 

landscape enhancements. Whether patrons and business-owners would be willing to reduce parking to 

facilitate landscape enhancements was related to the type of business, and the nature of its clientele. Two 

broad categories of businesses were found to be operating within Toronto’s inner-suburban strip malls: 

specialty business and service-oriented businesses. Specialty businesses (e.g., courier services, electronics 

stores) serve clientele from a large geographic area who predominantly drive, and are impacted by the 

availability of parking. Service-oriented businesses (e.g., restaurants, bars and grocery stores) have a local 

clientele, who rely on a mix of transportation methods, and are thus more willing to reduce parking. It is 

important to note that some restaurants, though service-oriented, can be considered specialty businesses, 

if they offer a cuisine that is not widely available in the region and attract clientele from beyond the 
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neighbourhood. See Table 4.3 for a summary of business categories, clientele characteristics, and parking 

needs.  

Table 4.3: Types of Business at Strip Malls  

Business type   Examples   Clientele    Parking needs  

Specialty businesses   Courier services, 
furniture stores  

Regional –   
More typically drive  

As much parking as possible  

Service-oriented 
business   

Restaurants, bars, 
cafes, grocery stores  

Local –  combination of 
driving, public transit, walking   

Flexible parking needs   

 

 Specialty businesses owners responded that they would not support a reduction of parking for 

landscape enhancements. Respondents from service-oriented businesses expressed a desire to reduce 

parking if it meant a chance to beautify the location and attract more customers. One service-oriented 

business-owner asked,  “what’s the point of having parking if no one comes?”  Another service-oriented 

business-owner, who caters to the local community, especially on Sundays when neighbouring church-

goers visit her after services, noted that her clientele mostly walks. She was very willing to support a 

reduction of parking in exchange for landscape enhancements such as outdoor seating or vegetation.  

The property-owners interviewed for this project agreed to theoretical reductions in parking for 

landscape enhancements. One property-owner noted that he would be motivated to reduce parking in 

exchange for landscape enhancements if it meant they could fill vacancies and increase rents. Both 

property managers noted that, despite efforts to improve sites, the City was restrictive in its parking 

standards, and would not approve any projects that reduced parking below the required rates. A Senior 

Project Manager for Transportation Services at the City of Toronto agreed that the City is too forceful in 

its maintenance of parking requirements. He noted that streetscape improvements are the responsibility of 

two departments within the City –  Planning and Transportation Services –  who have conflicting visions of 

the city. Despite the City’s Official Plan outlining a vision of reduced car dependency throughout the City 

of Toronto, Transportation Services is less flexible, as they are concerned with servicing Toronto and its 

current needs. The Senior Project Manager noted that creative solutions are possible when reducing 
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parking at strip malls. For example, the City could approve on-street parking at off-peak times of day on 

major arterials that for now, limit parking at all times of day. Many of these arterials have evolved to 

support more pedestrian uses since they were first built, and the by-laws surrounding them have not been 

changed. The Senior Project Manager noted that Transportation Services has become more flexible in 

recent years. He argued that the challenge of reducing parking is a problem of perception. He also 

recommended that the City create an education program highlighting recent statistics from the Toronto 

Association of Business Improvement Areas (TABIA) that demonstrate that pedestrians and cyclists are 

more likely to “stop and shop”  (Sztabinski, 2016). However the study focused on the old City of Toronto, 

and may be less applicable to the inner suburban context. He concluded that more key statistics are 

needed to demonstrate that improved pedestrian amenities support inner suburban businesses, and that 

Toronto’s most successful retail strips do not rely on parking. 

4.2.2: Vegetation 

 Table 4.4: Vegetation  

Interviewee   Opportunities   Challenges   

Patrons   - More “green”  needed   

Business-owners   - Pots, planters needed 
- Trees, maybe  

- Absolutely no trees (they block signs)  

Property-owners      - When trees are planted, business owners 
tend to trim them/kill them  

City staff   - Communication/presentations that 
demonstrate trees do not block signs 
- Geographic Positioning System = 
visibility of street signs less 
important   

- Hard to convince business-owners that 
trees don’t block signage 
- Situations where people cut down trees 
- Salt spray from high-speed arterials kills 
roadside vegetation   

 

 

Vegetation refers to the introduction of any plants to the strip mall landscape, ranging from turf 

grass to potted plants, shrubs to trees. Vegetation can be understood on a continuum of aesthetic to 

substantive landscape enhancements. Potted plants would be a strictly aesthetic enhancement, as an effort 
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to beautify the strip mall landscape. While turfgrass and shrubs would improve the landscape, 

contributing to storm water functions and reducing the urban heat island, as well as aesthetically, they do 

not offer substantive shade that would improve conditions for pedestrians. For the purposes of this 

research, any vegetation that would provide shade for pedestrians is considered substantive.  

The four patrons interviewed were in favour of more vegetation within the strip mall landscape. 

Patrons identified more “green”  in general as needed for the strip mall, as the strip malls are “too 

utilitarian”  according to one patron. While this section discusses vegetation in general, the interviews 

focused on trees. After parking, trees were the most contentious issue regarding landscape enhancements 

in the interviews with strip malls users. While many business-owners suggested that more plants were 

needed, almost all of them rejected trees, due to the perception that trees would block their businesses’  

signage from being viewed from the street. “Absolutely no trees”, noted one business-owner, explaining 

that she had moved from her last strip mall location for many reasons, including the City’s planting of 

trees along the sidewalk, blocking her store from street view. Whether a business is specialty or service-

oriented may also be a factor when considering appropriate vegetation enhancements: the business-

owners interviewed at local, service-oriented businesses expressed more ambivalence toward trees. One 

restaurant owner said he would be “only okay”  with trees, but did not outright reject them.  

One of the property-owners interviewed described experiences of business-owners opposing 

trees. Any time their company added trees to landscapes adjacent to a strip mall, business-owners would 

manipulate their growth, cut them down, or purposely kill them. The Senior Project Manager with 

Transportation Services at the City of Toronto has also had these experiences when adding vegetation 

landscapes to strip mall landscapes.  He emphasized that during the consultation and design process, the 

City needs to be clear that trees do not obscure signage, with clear diagrams that show the City’s 

minimum canopy (180cm) is above a typical store’s signage, and does not block the view from 

pedestrians or drivers (see Figure 4.1). Despite his efforts, he has had very little success convincing 
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business-owners that trees are a positive addition to their streetscape. ‘Before and after’  renders would 

also be effective and could be shown as part of interviews for future research.  

 

Figure 4.1: Trees do not block stores from view (based on diagram by Senior Project Manager, 

Transportation Services, City of Toronto, 2018) 

The Senior Project Manager described the process of implementing vegetation in Toronto’s inner 

suburbs as iterative. Referencing his experience with the Kennedy Road BIA, he presented a design that 

introduced complex vegetation, including shrubs and trees in an effort to “green the boulevards”  along 

Kennedy Road. However, the plantings proved to be very difficult to maintain for the BIA. Currently, the 

boulevards are planted with turf grass, “a vast improvement over asphalt,”  due to its storm water 

infiltration and cooling properties. He provided a clear summary of his approach to inner-suburban 

landscape enhancement:  

It’s easy to come up with great, elaborate, award winning ideas, but when 
maintenance is considered, [a designer] needs to come up with simple solutions. It’s 
an iterative solution, and in the future it will be easier to enhance even more.  

Senior Project Manager, Transportation 
Services. Personal Interview. Feb 2018 

An Economic Advisor with the City of Toronto’s Business Improvement Area (BIA) Office, warned that 

planting too close to the curb edge on a street is a risk, as quickly moving traffic causes salt spray 

(personal interview, March 2018). The Senior Project Manager with Transportation Services agreed with 
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this concern, suggesting that landscape architects avoid planting long-lived species like oaks. Instead, the 

most appropriate trees for these landscapes are “pioneer species”  like trembling aspen, which grow 

quickly and have a shorter life. 

4.2.3: Outdoor Gathering Places  

Table 4.5: Outdoor Gathering Places 

Interviewee   Opportunities   Challenges   

Patrons   - More places for children needed 
- More places to eat outside needed 
- Potential for gathering places along 
back of strip mall   

- Specialty businesses not interested 
- Potential conflict with smokers from 
adjacent bar 
- Noisy arterial  

Business-owners   - Benches with shade 
- Nice place to sit needed. 
- Strip mall could be a “liveable 
community hub”    

- Benches attract smokers 

Property-owners   -Public realm benches and awnings 
“would improve the feel of the place”  

 - Not worth the investment of adding 
parks to strip malls   

City staff   - Programs available to implement 
substantive landscape enhancements  

- Less supportive of public space along 
noisy arterials  

 

For the purposes of this research, “outdoor gathering places”  was defined broadly, and included 

any addition of seating to the landscape adjacent to the strip mall. As with reduction in parking, desire for 

the addition of outdoor gathering places was related to business type (see Table 4.3). While specialty 

businesses expressed no desire for additional gathering places, patrons and businesses-owners of service-

oriented businesses supported this type of landscape enhancement. For example, one patron of a strip mall 

restaurant identified places to eat outside and playgrounds for their children as desirable additions to the 

strip mall. A restaurant-owner expressed that the addition of seating would transform the strip mall into a 

“liveable community hub”. If the strip mall was also host to a bar, service-oriented business-owners and 

their patrons identified a potential conflict with smokers. The two property-owners interviewed expressed 

different opinions on the addition of outdoor gathering spaces to their strip malls. The first expressed that 

seating would “improve the feel of the place”, potentially enabling him to fill vacancies and charge more 
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rent. The second property-owner was dismissive of the idea, noting it was “not worth investing in parks at 

strip malls”.  

 Some patrons identified the noise of the busy arterial adjacent to the strip mall as a reason they 

would not support the addition of gathering places. “Why would I want to spend time beside Ellesmere 

Road?”  one patron asked, noting that adding gathering places behind the strip mall might be a better idea. 

A Community Planner with the City of Toronto also expressed concern with the placement of public 

spaces along noisy arterials, asking: 

What is the value of having a public space at a busy intersection? Does it make 
sense? Generally, a park on the major arterial is not the best use. We want a quieter 
location. There is also a noise factor, an air quality factor to consider.  
      Personal Interview, Feb 2018 

Factors of noise and air pollution must be considered when implementing any public space 

project. However, while Scarborough has the most park space per capita in the City of Toronto, these are 

mostly comprised of ravine-lands that are not accessible for daily use (Parkland Strategy, 2017). 

Scarborough has a deficit of fine-grained public spaces –  like those found in the old City of Toronto –  

along its major arterials (Micallef, 2017).  

4.2.4: Lighting and Accessibility  

Table 4.6: Lighting and Accessibility  

Interviewee   Opportunities   Challenges   

Patrons      - No lighting at night 
- Grading is too steep 
- No walkways  

Business-owners   - Lighting would be good for 
business  

- Property managers don’t fix lighting 
quickly  

Property-owners      - Very hard to get the city to install more 
light poles   

City staff   - Façade grant program can extend 
to lighting/funding AODA retrofits  

- Lack of lighting very unsafe for pedestrians   
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 Lighting was identified as a major concern for strip mall patrons, business-owners and City staff. 

The Economic Advisor from the City of Toronto described concern over the lack of lighting along 

Toronto’s inner suburban arterials in general. While business-owners expressed interest in lighting as 

“good for business”, there was confusion as to whose responsibility it was to provide lighting at strip 

malls. Business-owners expressed frustration over the lack of lighting provided by property-owners, 

while property-owners described the onerous process of getting lighting installed by the City. The Senior 

Project Manager with Transportation Services pointed to the Façade Improvement Projects grant as a 

source of funds available for additional lighting at strip malls; however this program is only available to 

businesses that are part of Business Improvement Areas (BIAs). The grant is also applicable to increasing 

accessibility in compliance with the Accessibility for Ontarions with Disabilities Act (AODA). This 

would address issues of physical accessibility expressed by patrons, who identified steep grades and lack 

of walkways as areas for landscape enhancement at strip malls. A discussion of the Façade Improvement 

grant can be found in Section 4.3.4. 

4.2.5: Look and Feel 

Table 4.7: Look and Feel 

Interviewee   Opportunities   Challenges   

Patrons      - Neglect  

Business-owners   - Roof improvements needed 
- The façade could be made brighter 

- Many stores have no tenants  
- Unclear division of responsibility for 
maintenance of shared spaces  

Property-owners   - Economic model shifting from 
retail to service-oriented businesses 
like restaurants and health clinics   

-  Most strip malls are “Buy and Hold” 
- Strip mall retail is struggling   

City Staff    Façade program grant can be used 
for repairing parking lots as well   

- Limited ability to influence private sector  

 

 

 Patrons and business-owners identified the overall “look and feel”  as a necessary enhancement to 

strip malls in Toronto. While “look and feel”  does not specifically address the landscape, it further 
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characterizes the context in which landscape enhancements are needed as part of an overall model of 

support for strip malls in Toronto’s inner suburbs.  Improving the overall look and feel of strip malls 

would support businesses. As one business-owner described, “if the outside looks good, it brings people 

in”. Another business-owner commented that his “plaza is dead,”  referring to the high vacancy rate. Many 

strip mall business-owners referred to the need for implementing façade improvements. While the façade 

improvement grant mentioned above and described in Section 4.3.4 can support these projects, they are 

limited to businesses within BIAs.  

One property-owner commented on the rise of strip mall vacancies, noting two major factors: (i) 

many strip malls in Toronto are “buy and hold”  properties, and (ii) the changing structure of retail. “Buy 

and hold”  refers to a strategy employed by property-owners to purchase sites and buildings, and minimize 

investment in them until it can be redeveloped for a higher density and more profitable use, or be sold for 

a higher price, usually to be demolished and redeveloped. This poses a challenge for convincing many 

strip mall property-owner to enhance landscapes to support pedestrian uses. Furthermore, composition of 

retail has affected strip malls. Strip malls historically supported a variety of retail. However, with the rise 

of online retail and big box stores, there is an increasingly high vacancy rate at strip malls. Strip malls are 

now the location of predominantly service-oriented businesses (Basker and Hoang Van, 2012). While 

vacancies at strip malls present major challenges, one property-owner was convinced that implementing 

landscape enhancements that complement service-oriented businesses may be an opportunity to attract 

prospective service-oriented tenants.   

4.2.6: Existing and Projected Maintenance  

Every landscape enhancement discussed in this section also has a maintenance component, which 

must be considered when assessing the possibility of initiating and implementing these projects. 

Maintenance involves both time and financial dimensions. In terms of time, maintenance requires daily 

labour, for example, trash collection and care for vegetation. Maintenance also has a financial component, 

with regard to the cost of labour, and any additional costs for maintenance tools and materials. Interviews 
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with patrons, business-owners and property-owners assessed the current state of maintenance, and the 

willingness to support additional maintenance if landscape enhancements are initiated. Tables 4.8 and 4.9 

summarize the interview results. The perspectives of patrons are not included in this section as they are 

not directly responsible for maintenance of strip malls.  

Table 4.8: Existing Maintenance   

Interviewee   Opportunities   Challenges   

Business-owners      - The property-owner never does any 
maintenance  
- Does own maintenance in lieu of property 
manager  
- Requests for enhancements denied   

Property-owners   - Sometimes there is a third party 
property-manager  
- Landlords want good relationships 
with tenants, they will listen  

- Typically strip malls are a “buy and hold” 
- Tenant-owner relationships often 
adversarial   

City staff   - BIAs can leverage funds for 
additional maintenance  
- Letters of agreement can clarify 
maintenance responsibilities   

- No funds available for maintenance of new 
small spaces  

 

 

 For five out of the six strip mall business-owners interviewed, existing maintenance is non-

existent. These strip mall business-owners expressed frustration with the lack of maintenance, describing 

their relationship with property-owners as limited to monthly rent payments. This was especially true for 

one business-owner, who expressed minimal interest toward landscape enhancements as the property-

owner had yet to address serious maintenance concerns within the building. This sentiment was 

confirmed by one property-owner, who described owner-tenant relationships as “adversarial”. The other 

property-owner interviewed, however, described situations where loose coalitions of business-owners 

demanded maintenance as a group. In this situation, the property-manager was responsive, describing 

how “landlords want good relationships with tenants, they will listen”. The first property-owner again 

referred to most strip malls being “buy and hold”  properties, where property-owners are not willing to 
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invest in additional maintenance. The lack of maintenance from property-owners has caused some 

business-owners to do their own maintenance.  

Table 4.9: Projected Maintenance  

Interviewee   Opportunities   Challenges   

Business-owners   - Willingness to maintain extra 
landscape features with time and 
money 

- The property-owner will not agree to 
additional maintenance costs.  

Property-owners      - Money is the bottom line 
-The more the responsibility of maintenance 
is on the owner, the less likely they will 
agree to it 
 -Hard to implement enhancements without 
starting from a blank slate  

 

With regard to projected maintenance if landscape enhancements were implemented, both 

property-owners expressed doubt over the degree to which extra maintenance would be willingly adopted. 

One property-owner explained, “if landscape improvements mean more maintenance costs, that would 

probably be hard to convince property owners to take on”. However, most service-oriented business-

owners would be willing to take on additional maintenance costs and labour themselves. Two business-

owners expressed the sentiment that “it takes money to make money”, and support additional 

maintenance cost if it would enhance their businesses. Based on their experience implementing 

maintenance in lieu of absentee property-owners, these business-owners expressed that they already had 

the capacity to support additional landscape features.   

4.3 –Toronto’s Existing Streetscape Improvement Programs and their Applicability to Strip Malls  

Within the City of Toronto, there are several streetscape enhancement programs that are triggered 

by development. These programs leverage private money from developers for public uses. The programs 

include Section 37, Section 42, Privately Owned Public Spaces (POPS) and Site Area Approvals. With 

Section 37, a developer can negotiate with the City for additional density, beyond the density designated 

by zoning bylaws, by providing a percentage of profits to fund streetscape enhancements, public art and 
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affordable housing (City of Toronto, 2017).  Section 37 is not applicable to this project as it can only be 

invoked with redevelopment, and this research is concerned with strategies to enhance strip malls that are 

not being redeveloped. Section 42 obligates developers to contribute a percentage of their profits to a fund 

for the creation of parks on the site of the development. If no space is available for park development 

within the site, the City receives “cash in-lieu”. Fifty percent of the money will be spent on parks within 

the ward of the development, with the other 50 percent funding parks throughout the city (Lorinc, 2016). 

Section 42 is not applicable to this research as the sites being considered for enhancement are generally 

too small to be considered parks and eligible for Section 42 funds (Community Planner, 2018). Site Area 

Approvals (SAAs) are invoked when a property-owner applies for rezoning, and funds become available 

from the City for streetscape enhancements. However, SAAs are typically invoked when a property-

owner is preparing to redevelop their land, which would involve the demolition of any existing buildings. 

Thus, SAAs are not applicable to this research. Finally, as the name implies, privately owned public 

spaces (POPS) are publicly accessible spaces built by developers on privately-owned land. This program 

is appropriate for the creation and management of spaces smaller than parks, and the property owner 

finances maintenance. Though the POPS model is only used for new development, it has the potential to 

be applied to the existing private spaces that are de facto public spaces adjacent to strip malls. The 

applicability of POPS to existing strip mall landscapes is discussed in Chapter 5.  

The remainder of this chapter describes the existing streetscape enhancement programs not 

associated with development within the City of Toronto and their applicability to strip mall landscapes. If 

interviews with strip mall patrons, business-owners and property-owners provided insights into the 

applicability of the programs, their perspectives are included. However, the main source of information 

was obtained through key informant interviews and document analysis as described in Chapter 3. Many 

strip mall landscapes involve a combination of private and publicly-owned land. Furthermore, while 

many strip mall properties have a single owner, many are divided into multiple properties making 

coordination difficult. As a result, there are many challenges and opportunities associated with initiating 
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these programs on land adjacent to strip malls. Recommendations for the City to tailor programs to the 

scale and hybrid public-private composition of lands adjacent to strip malls are discussed in Chapter 5.  

4.3.1: Patios 

Table 4.10: Patios  

Information source   Opportunities   Challenges   

Business-owner   - Patios wanted –  increases 
vibrancy, good for business  
- For restaurants: a place to 
showcase food   

- Application process too onerous 
- Many applications denied because 
it means reducing required amount 
parking   

Property-owner   - Supports patios   - City parking standards are 
restrictive   

City Staff   - Parking standards are becoming 
more flexible   

  

Document analysis    - Standardized process for patio 
applications   

- No standardized application 
process for patios on private 
property 
- No standardized application 
process for Scarborough  

 

While patios are not public space –  their access is limited to paying customers –  they are included 

in this study as many business-owners mentioned patios during interviews as a potential way to 

implement landscape enhancements. Patios also contribute to the overall appearance of strip malls, 

signaling to the community that the property is not being neglected, according to one business-owner. 

Furthermore, patios have a traffic calming effect, and can contribute to a general program of enhancing 

the landscape for other modes of transportations and complementing other initiatives to ameliorate 

conditions for pedestrians (Senior Project Manager, City of Toronto, 2018). Most business-owners, 

despite the permission of the property-owners, were frustrated with the process of applying for patio 

permits with the City. While standardized patio application processes exist for old Toronto, North York, 

Etobicoke, East York and York, there is no standardized procedure for Scarborough, as most patio 

applications involve private property. Business-owners described the patio application process as onerous. 

Service-oriented business-owners were reluctant to pursue a patio, as it “never works out”, according to 
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one business-owner. Business-owners and property-owners explained that the City would not approve a 

patio if it meant a reduction in parking spaces below the allotted standards. Both the Senior Project 

Manager of Transportation Services and the City Planner explained that parking standards –  enforced by 

Transportation Services –  are becoming more flexible as the City adopts policies to encourage transit 

usage 

4.3.2: Neighbourhood Improvement Projects 

Table 4.11: Neighbourhood Improvement Projects 

Information source   Opportunities   Challenges   

City Staff   - Can be initiated without consultation 
on city-owned land 
- $2 million annual budget  
- Strip mall requests are common 
- Can be initiated by any interested 
party (residents, business-owners, 
property-owners, councilor) 
- Agreements can be drafted to stipulate 
maintenance responsibility  
- Creative solutions for lost parking   

- Requires coordination with 
councilor, property owners, 
Transportation Services, can take 
approx. 2 years 
- No funds available for maintenance 
of additional landscape features 
- Limited to city-owned land  

Document review    - Part of “Complete Streets”  program to 
enhance streets for all users  
- Identifies trees and seating as 
amenities   

- No standard procedure   

 

Neighbourhood Improvement Projects (NIPs) are small streetscape enhancement projects funded 

by the City. NIPs are listed as one of many programs within the context of Complete Streets, the City’s 

approach to retrofitting its right-of-ways to support all transportation modalities including driving, public 

transportation, walking and cycling (Complete Streets, 2016).  City Councilors, business-owners, 

residents groups, or business improvement associations can initiate NIPs. Funding for NIPs is from the 

street furniture contract with Astral Media, a corporation contracted by the City to provide bus shelters, 

information pillars and benches. Revenue generated by the advertisements on Astral Media street 

furnitures contributes $2 million annually for streetscape improvement projects (Complete Streets, 2018). 

According to the Senior Project Managers with Transportation Services, NIPs at landscapes adjacent to 
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strip malls is common: however the projects are limited to city-owned property. While the City could 

technically engage in NIPs without the consent of adjacent business-owners and residents, the standard 

procedure is to hold extensive consultations with all interested parties, including adjacent business and 

property-owners, local residents, City Councilors, City Planning and Transportation Services. 

While every strip mall site is different, there are many instances where private property lines do 

not extend all the way to the public right-of-way, giving the City the opportunity to implement a NIP, as 

was the case with a strip mall on Bathurst Street in North York (see Figure 4.3).  In this situation, the strip 

mall is using City-owned land illegally, and the City has the right to delineate the property boundaries 

before a final design is conceived. At the Bathurst strip mall, after consultations with interested parties, a 

design was agreed upon that includes trees and a seating wall (see Figure 4.4). While the design reduces 

parking at the strip mall, two spots can be reclaimed alongside newly enhanced landscape. In situations 

where the property-owners are not responsive to the City’s request for consultations regarding the 

reclamation and redesign of City-owned land, the City will first reclaim its property by defining property 

boundaries with parking curbs, as was the case at a strip mall on Islington Avenue in Etobicoke (see 

Figure 4.5).  The properties were also non-AODA compliant, which justified the City’s need to improve 

the landscape. As the new design (Figure 4.6) replaces the entire strip mall parking lot, The Senior Project 

Manager suggests that by-laws for Islington Avenue can be re-examined to allow on-street parking during 

off peak hours, as described in Section 4.2.1. 



61  

 

Figure 4.2: Strip mall property lines that do not abut the public right-of-way (City of Toronto, 2018) 

 

Figure 4.3: Enhanced landscape on City-owned property adjacent to strip mall (City of Toronto, 2018) 
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Figure 4.4: Strip mall using City-owned property illegally. After lack of communication with property and 

business-owners the City defined property boundaries using parking curbs (City of Toronto, 2018) 

 

Figure 4.5: New design for Islington Avenue strip mall, replaces all parking (City of Toronto, 2018) 

There are many challenges associated with implementing NIPs at landscapes adjacent to strip 

malls. NIPs must consider solutions to address reductions of parking as discussed in Section 4.2.1. NIPs 

also encounter resistance from business-owners regarding trees. For example, the trees that will be 

planted at the Bathurst Street strip mall described above (Figure 4.4) are at risk of being cut down by 
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adjacent business owners, as discussed in Section 4.2.2. Furthermore, despite the fact that NIPs are 

limited to city-owned property, they still require support from adjacent business-owners, property-owners 

and residents (with exception, cases where property and business owners are non responsive and non 

AODA compliant, as described above). The process can take more than two years, and is further 

complicated when a strip mall is divided into several smaller properties, as is the case in strip mall 

featured in Figure 4.3. In these situations, because there are so many property owners, it is difficult to 

make joint decisions (Senior Project Manager, 2018). 

Furthermore, establishing a maintenance regime for new spaces created by NIPs is a major 

challenge, as there are no funds available from the City to maintain spaces of this size. NIPs generally 

create public spaces that are too small to be considered parks. For NIPs, the City will typically draft a 

non-legally-binding letter of agreement regarding maintenance that outlines the responsibility of the 

adjacent business-owners (litter collection, weeding) and the City (property damage, tree care). If the 

adjacent business-owners are not willing to agree to maintain the new spaces, the City can invoke section 

36 of the Municipal Code, which stipulates a private property owner's responsibility for maintenance of 

adjacent public property. In this situation, the City will proceed with the NIP, but may adjust the design to 

simplify the maintenance regime, e.g. including less permeable surfaces that are easier to maintain.  

4.3.3: Business Improvement Areas 

Table 4.12: Business Improvement Areas 

Information source   Opportunities   Challenges   

Business owner   - Interest expressed in BIA model    

Property manager   - Entrepreneurial property owner 
would be interested in BIA (if it was a 
win-win-win for the City, the tenants 
and themselves) 
- Landlords could charge higher rates, 
establish a pride of place amongst 
themselves and their tenants.  

- Many business-owners would not be 
engaged  
- Inherent conflicts, challenges hard to 
get over.   
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City Staff   - “Best”  route for initiating strip mall 
landscape enhancements 
- Easier for City to work with 
incorporated groups like BIA toward 
complicated projects 
- Capital cost 50-50 split  
- Suburban BIAs increasingly 
common 
- Creating more “buzz”  around 
cultural diversity of strip mall 
restaurants  
- Concentrate streetscaping to transit 
nodes, partner with TTC 
- Parking lots are potential event space 
(no need to close down street) 
- Suburban BIAs most effective when 
responding to change (transportation, 
major development) 

- BIA program more successful with 
“traditional”  main streets (more tactile 
streetscaping, more engaged members) 
- Less staff/expertise than downtown 
BIAs 
- Limited resources stretched more 
thinly over large areas  
- Hard to enforce private strip malls to 
standards of maintenance  
- Most BIAs are the initiative of a few 
people, with most not engaged  

Document review –    
BIA bylaw   

- Identifies 
“improvement”/maintenance of 
municipally-owned land  
- Requires a certain level of 
engagment for BIA to be formed  
- Outlines city resources for support 
- Does not identify a minimum size of 
BIA  
- TABIA is another resource   

- Does not identify substantive 
improvement (beyond aesthetics)  
- Limited to City-owned property   

 

 

 Business Improvement Areas (BIAs) are formal associations of businesses within a specified 

geographic area. BIAs “organize, finance, and carry out physical improvements and promote economic 

development in their district”  (OABIA, 2017). They are incorporated and recognized by the City and 

supported with City programs and dedicated City staff. BIAs are funded by monthly levies from member 

businesses. When City Council approves a BIA, every business within its boundaries automatically 

becomes a member (TABIA, 2017). There are several City initiatives to support BIAs financially. For 

example, BIAs are eligible for a 50-50 capital cost share, where the City and the BIAs split the costs of 

streetscape enhancements and other infrastructure projects (TABIA, 2017).   

 Throughout this subsection, reference will be made to two BIAs in Scarborough whose members 

include strip mall businesses. While the Knob Hill BIA on Eglinton Avenue East is no longer operational, 
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the Kennedy Road BIA is still in operation. The Kennedy Road BIA represents a three-kilometre stretch 

of Kennedy Road between the 401 and Lawrence Avenue East, mostly comprised of furniture stores and 

other specialty retail.  The Kennedy Road BIA, known as “furntiture alley”, represents very few service-

oriented businesses, and business-owner preferences may be affected by the parking needs of specialty 

businesses described in Section 4.2.1 (BIA coordinator, 2018). These two examples inform the challenges 

and opportunities presented to BIAs operating in Toronto’s inner suburbs and strip malls. Please see a 

summary of the Knob Hill and Kennedy Road BIAs in Table 4.13. 

Table 4.13: Knob Hill and Kennedy Road BIAs 

BIA   Size   Composition   Challenges   Opportunities  

Kennedy Rd 
Kennedy Rd, 
between 401 
and 
Lawrence 
Ave E   

Large   Mostly specialty 
businesses  

- Most members 
unengaged 
- Pedestrian 
enhancements not 
substantive 
- Capacity to maintain 
vegetation limited 
- Continued 
opposition to trees  

- Established in 1980s 
- Core of committed board 
members 
- Creative solutions to 
implement pedestrian 
amenities  

Knob Hill 
Eglinton Ave 
E at Brimley 
Road  

Small   Mostly service-oriented 
businesses  

-BIA imposed by city 
- Lack of consensus, 
engagement 
- Coordinating several 
small properties 
difficult  

-BIA potential model for 
implementing streetscape 
enhancements  
- Initial buy in  

 

According to the Senior Project Manager for Transportation Services at the City of Toronto, BIAs 

are the most effective City of Toronto program to implement landscape enhancements for pedestrians at 

strip malls. The City is able to accomplish more complex projects with BIAs, as they have formal 

relationships to coordinate with business-owners, and property-owners. He also referred to resources for 

maintaining landscape features that are available through the BIA program. BIAs are able to engage and 

split costs with the City for projects involving streetscaping, including the implementation of pedestrian 

amenities like seating and shade structures.  
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The Senior Project Manager suggested that to gain support, pedestrian enhancements for BIAs in 

the inner-suburbs need to be incorporated with initiatives that also appeal to drivers. At the Kennedy 

Road BIA, the implementation of a BIA-wide street numbering system became an opportunity to 

convince business-owners to also build seating walls, a pedestrian initiative they would not have 

approved on its own (see Figure 4.7). When attempting to double sidewalk widths, he also experienced 

opposition from Transportation Services, as it would double the need for plowing, stretching maintenance 

resources. The solution was to double the sidewalk with a material that would “read as a sidewalk”, but 

not require plowing in the winter.  

 

Figure 4.6: The seating walls/numbering system along Kennedy Road (Google Maps, 2018) 

Another challenge experienced by BIAs operating in Toronto’s inner-suburbs is the unwillingness 

to plant trees and the incapacity to maintain complex vegetation. Despite a formal relationship with the 

City, the Kennedy Road BIA continues to oppose trees along its boulevards, as business-owners do not 

want trees blocking their signs and storefronts as described in Section 4.2.2. The BIAs have agreed to 

planting trees in the central medians, but these are not accessible to pedestrians and serve largely aesthetic 
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purposes. Furthermore, as discussed in the Section 4.2.2, BIAs in the inner suburbs do not have the 

capacity to maintain complex vegetation.  

A more general challenge for BIAs operating in Toronto’s inner-suburbs is that the BIA model is 

less effective in the inner-suburban context. According to the Economic Advisor for the City’s BIA 

Office, the BIA program was first created for the City’s traditional main streets (e.g. College Street, Bloor 

Street West, and Queen Street West). Its programs continue to work better on retail main streets where 

people walk as opposed to drive. BIAs operating in the inner-suburbs have less impact as they tend to 

represent larger areas where resources must be spread more thinly. For example, the Economic Advisor is 

skeptical of the impact of streetscape enhancements implemented by the Kennedy Road BIA, noting that 

it has not influenced transportation patterns. While he has noticed an increased reliance on public transit 

along inner-suburban arterials, he explains that driving remains a dominant mode of transportation. As a 

result, he suggests that BIAs in the inner-suburbs should concentrate their efforts of streetscaping and 

branding on transit nodes, where bus routes intersect. He argues that “there is an opportunity to make bus 

stops much more safe and much more comfortable than what they currently are”, noting that there is also 

opportunity for improved connections between bus stop locations and strip malls.  

Another major challenge for BIAs operating in the inner-suburbs is low levels of engagement 

from member businesses. The City’s BIA Economic Advisor speculates that inner-suburbs’  scale of built 

form, including the width of the streets and building set-backs, makes it harder for businesses to create 

interpersonal relationships. The Knob Hill BIA was repealed, largely due to an inability to achieve 

consensus and the general lack of engagement of member businesses. However, the Knob Hill BIA was 

not implemented by member businesses. Rather, the local councilor established the BIA as a way to 

initiate the repair of Knob Hill’s parking lot. Members of the Knob Hill BIA’s lack of engagement may 

be due to the fact that the BIA was created externally, and imposed on the businesses. Engagement is also 

an issue for the Kennedy Road BIA, which continues to operate. The Kennedy Road BIA is “essentially 
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the effort of the original founding members”, according to the City’s Economic Advisor (personal 

interview, Februrary 2018). 

One of the major differences between BIAs operating in Toronto’s inner-suburbs and those 

representing businesses on traditional main streets is the shared parking lot that fronts strip malls. 

Determining the responsibility for these shared spaces is difficult, especially if strip malls are divided into 

several smaller properties. Achieving consensus with regard to the maintenance of this shared resource is 

very difficult to achieve. For example, at the Knob Hill BIA, there were 30 property owners that had to 

share responsibility to maintain a shared parking lot, and consensus was never reached. The BIA was an 

attempt to get the business-owners to agree on a maintenance regime. No consensus was reached, and the 

City repaired the private parking lot with the Municipal Licensing and Standards budget for streets 

(Economic Advisor, 2018).  

Despite the challenges outlined above, there is an increasing number of BIAs being established in 

Toronto’s inner-suburbs (see Figure 4.8). There is a need and desire for the BIA model beyond the city’s 

traditional main streets. The need to design a BIA program to create more impact for inner-suburban 

businesses is discussed in Chapter 5. 

 

Figure 4.7: Location of BIAs in Toronto (City of Toronto, 2018) 
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4.3.4: Commercial/Industrial Façade and Property Improvement Program 

Table 4.14: Commercial/Industrial Façade Improvement Program   

Information source   Opportunities   Challenges   

Business owner   - Expressed interest in upgrading 
“look and feel”  of strip mall properties   

- Some strip malls have more serious 
maintenance issues to address   

Property manager   - Interest in enhancing look and feel 
of strip malls, but only if it justifies 
rent increases   

- Rent increase would limit commercial 
accessibility 
- Many strip malls are “buy and hold”  
properties, awaiting redevelopment   

City Staff   - Potential to increase minimum grant 
amount, more appropriate for size of 
suburban properties 
- Potential to allow grants for site 
improvements –  parking repair, use-
oriented landscape enhancements, 
lighting, AODA retrofits   

- Currently, small amounts more 
appropriate for “traditional”  main street 
facades  
- Owner must maintain any city-funded 
project  

Document review    - Available to business-owners and 
property-owners 
- Additional money available for 
AODA improvements  
- Builds on existing BIA relationships   

- Only available through BIAs  

 

The City offers the Commercial/Industrial Façade Improvement Program (CIFIP) to support 

business and property-owners’  capital investments. Currently, the program offers up to $12 500 grants, 

but it is limited to aesthetic façade improvements. The program has the potential to address the concerns 

of strip mall patrons, business-owners and property-owners regarding the overall “look and feel”  of strip 

malls discussed in the previous section. While the amount offered by the CIFIP may be appropriate for 

businesses operating on traditional main streets with small storefronts, the grant has less impact for 

business and property owners operating from larger inner-suburban strip mall structures. In response to 

this discrepancy, the city has drafted an amendment to the CIFIP to increase the maximum value to $25 

000, making the program more effective for larger retail structures like strip malls. The amendment would 

also broaden the scope of the grant to include property improvements. With these amendments, the City is 

interested in funding substantive property improvements, as opposed to aesthetic improvements. For 

example, a strip mall business or property owner may apply for CIFIP funds to add lighting to parking 
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areas, or implement pedestrian amenities along strip mall frontages. Funds are also available for business 

and property-owners initiating landscape and property renovations that address the Accessibility for 

Ontarions with Disabilities Act. 

 Maintenance for projects funded by the CIFIP would be the responsibility of the business and/or 

property-owners. As described in Section 4.3.2, enhanced strip mall landscapes are typically too small to 

be considered parks, and the city has no extra funding to maintain additional spaces of this size.  This 

poses both a challenge and an opportunity for enhancing strip mall landscapes. The amended CIFIP 

would be a seed fund, instigating landscape enhancements at strip malls. However, property-owners may 

be less willing to implement CIFIP projects, as they will require more time and money for maintenance. 

As described above, many strip malls in Toronto are “buy and hold”  properties, i.e., property-owners are 

not investing in them, holding them until they are sold, demolished and redeveloped.  Furthermore, the 

CIFIP program is only available to businesses that are members of BIAs. As described in Section 4.3.3, 

BIAs are one of the most effective programs to implement streetscape enhancements at strip mall 

landscapes in Toronto, as they are supported by an existing relationship with the City, allowing for more 

complex projects to be implemented. However, the BIA model is less effective in Toronto’s inner 

suburbs, and there are many strip malls in Toronto that are not part of BIAs that would benefit from this 

program, but are unable to access these funds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



71  

Chapter 5 –	  Discussion	  

5.1 –	  Strip Malls are Third Places that can Anchor Densification of Toronto’s Inner 

Suburbs	  

In response to the negative social and environmental impacts of low-density suburban 

form, Toronto’s Official Plan sets goals for sustainable, high-density development throughout 

the city. The Official Plan directs new development to sites adjacent to transit stations and along 

its ‘Avenues’	  (City of Toronto, 2015). However, as Linovski (2012) argues, the City’s aesthetic 

approach to urban design ignores the value of the existing uses. By focusing on increasing 

density, the City has failed to recognize, support and conserve strip malls: affordable commercial 

spaces that are essential hubs for new immigrant communities (Lorinc, 2005; Linovski, 2012). 

The notion that the suburbs lack Third Places, as argued by Oldenburg (1989) and Williamson & 

Dunham-Jones (2008), underlies the tabula rasa style approach of intensifying Toronto’s inner 

suburban arterials found within the City’s Official Plan. While the issues of suburban form 

should be addressed by adding density along Toronto’s inner suburban arterials, a nuanced 

approach that complements existing commercial space is needed. 	  

 Establishing that Toronto’s inner suburban strip malls are Third Places is essential in 

reframing context-sensitive approaches to inner suburban intensification. Recognizing Toronto’s 

strip malls as Third Places shifts their potential from sites for redevelopment, to “existential 

anchors”	  of new development (Oldenburg, 1989, p. 40). Alongside Farrow and Hess’	  (2011) 

study of increasing dependence on walking and public transportation within Toronto’s inner 

suburbs, recognizing strip malls as Third Places provides a rationale for evaluating the possibility 

of initiating landscape enhancements for pedestrians at strip malls. Strip malls are community 

hubs that have the potential to anchor the inevitable intensification of Toronto’s inner suburbs. 
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Ensuring their affordability and accessibility is maintained while inner suburban density 

increases is critical in the attainment of an equitable city. 	  

 Acknowledging that strip malls are Third Places also highlights the role of private spaces 

in the continuum of the public realm. According to Biggar (2015), the public realm 

“encompasses a wide variety of spatial forms”	  including “semi-public or in-between ‘Third 

Places’, such as cafes, bars, or bookstores”	  (p. 15). The public realm includes the activities 

within strip mall businesses, but also extends to their adjacent landscape. The landscape adjacent 

to strip malls may be public, private or a combination of both, depending on the location of 

property lines. However, property boundaries do not affect users’	  daily navigation of space, and 

the landscape adjacent to strip malls are de facto public spaces. Shared between many 

businesses, there is often confusion as to who is responsible for maintaining strip mall 

landscapes. In some cases, this confusion has lead to the City taking on maintenance 

responsibilities on private property, as was the case with the Knob Hill Plaza described in 

Chapter 4. An in-depth discussion of initiating landscape enhancements on publicly used, private 

property follows in Section 5.5.  For now, it is clear that Toronto’s public life extends into 

privately-owned Third Places, including the de facto public realm adjacent to strip malls. Due to 

their lack of recognition, the landscapes adjacent to strip malls are neglected and underutilized. 

These spaces require support and enhancement for the pedestrians that move through them daily.	  

 

5.2 –	  Context-Sensitive Approaches to Enhancing Toronto’s Strip Mall Landscapes	  

 It is necessary to articulate an approach to retrofitting Toronto’s inner suburbs that 

addresses the existing social, economic and environmental characteristics of these areas. Rather 

than erase existing uses, intensification of Toronto’s inner suburbs can be implemented with 
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context-sensitive approaches that support existing strip malls. While the City Planner 

interviewed for this research citied factors of noise and air pollution as reasons he was reluctant 

to create public amenities on wide arterials, they already play a role as the main streets of the 

inner suburbs and need to be supported.	  Following Sieverts’	  (2003) argument to embrace 

decentralized suburban form while avoiding the imposition of preindustrial urban form, 

Objective (2) was formulated to understand how strip malls function by assessing users’	  

definition of “landscape enhancements”. 	  

 A crucial element of landscape architecture design projects is analysis, including 

determining the needs of a site’s users (Lawson, 2006). To avoid imposing an inappropriate 

model of urbanity on suburban built form, it is necessary to consider the perspectives of strip 

mall users before initiating landscape enhancements. While this project is motivated by several 

studies that observe an increasing reliance on public transportation and walking in Toronto’s 

inner suburbs (e.g., Stewart 2007; Hulchanski, 2010; Farrow and Hess, 2011), cars remain the 

dominant mode of transportation (City Planner, 2018). As a result, landscape enhancements at 

Toronto strip malls must consider the needs of cars, including parking and vehicular access. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, parking was the most contentious issue expressed by strip mall 

users. While service-oriented businesses were more willing to reduce parking to add pedestrian 

amenities, specialty businesses expressed no desire to replace parking for landscape 

enhancements. If strip mall users reject reduced parking, creative solutions are possible. For 

example, parking can be added to the back of the strip mall, or the City can adjust its by-laws to 

allow on-street parking during off-peak hours on inner suburban arterials that currently restrict 

parking all day. 	  

 Users’	  willingness to reduce parking must be considered in the initial stages of a design 
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process. For example, early in her career, an Urban Designer for the City of Toronto presented 

designs for an enhanced Scarborough strip mall landscape to the strip mall business-owners. The 

design included many pedestrian amenities such as seating and shade structures that would 

require a reduction of parking. As a result, it was rejected by business-owners. The design they 

ultimately adopted introduced aesthetic enhancements, and did not include any substantive 

amenities for pedestrians despite a local population that is increasingly reliant on public 

transportation and walking. If she had the opportunity to approach this project again, this Urban 

Designer would work with local businesses to gain consensus, “pushing at the boundaries”	  to 

gain iterative improvements instead of asserting her own vision (Urban Designer, 2018). 	  

 Context-sensitive design for strip malls extends to vegetation. As described in Chapter 4, 

strip mall business-owners and property-owners identified trees as the second most contentious 

element of potential landscape enhancements. While landscape architects understand their 

multiple benefits, strip mall business-owners reject trees, as they are perceived to block stores 

from street view. While design professionals may be motivated to bring a sense of tree-lined 

urbanity to Toronto’s inner suburbs, the needs of the business-owners –	  those whose livelihoods 

depend on the functioning of strip malls –	  must be accommodated. As expressed by the property-

owners, business-owners will often kill trees that are planted anyway. In lieu of trees, less 

contentious shade structures and vegetation that perform similar functions can be used. 	  

 Another instance where the success of enhancing a strip mall landscape failed due to lack 

of input from users was the Knob Hill Business Improvement Area (BIA). The City and the local 

councilor conceived the Knob Hill BIA as an approach to repair a highly-degraded shared 

parking lot. However, the externally-created BIA was not taken up by its member businesses, 

and was dissolved within four years. Rather than imposing a BIA on businesses, an approach that 
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surveyed and incorporated business-owners capacity and needs may have been more effective. 	  

 While urban design professionals engaged in strip mall enhancement projects must respond 

to the needs expressed by strip mall users to ensure the adoption of their designs, there is also 

opportunity to demonstrate how the goals of pedestrianization and business complement each 

other. To receive support for public realm enhancements from businesses, Biggar (2015) 

suggests that “an obvious return on investment”	  needs to be made clear “beyond the social value 

public spaces deliver to society”	  (p. 55). Indeed, multiple studies in the inner suburbs of 

Melbourne (Lee, 2008), and central New York City (NYCDOT, 2013) and Toronto (Sztabinski, 

2016) demonstrate that increased pedestrian amenities contribute positively to retail 

performance, however more studies need to explore this phenomenon in Toronto’s inner suburbs. 

Designers can also use illustrative visual materials to communicate to business-owners the 

benefit of contentious items such as trees, and how they do not block signage (see Figure 4.1). 

Combining pedestrian amenities with enhancements that also serve the needs of cars is another 

strategy that can motivate business-owners to support the addition of pedestrian amenities, as 

demonstrated by the Kennedy Road BIA seating walls described in Chapter 4. In this way, 

enhancing the landscape for pedestrians in the inner suburbs is “an iterative process”	  (Senior 

Project Manager, 2018). Design based on the needs of strip mall patrons, business-owners and 

property-owners facilitates a sensitive and effective approach to the pedestrianization of 

Toronto’s inner suburbs, and the emergence of a context-specific, pedestrian-friendly urbanity.	  

 

5.3 –	  Landscape Enhancements will Increase Strip Mall Rents	  

 Most strip mall structures and their adjacent landscapes in Toronto’s inner suburbs are 

poorly maintained (Lorinc, 2005). This has resulted in “one of their most significant benefits: 
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lower rents”	  (Linovski, 2012, p. 90). The business-owners interviewed by Linovski “often stated 

that they had located [in a strip mall] because there were no other viable options”	  (2012, p. 89). 

The paradox of enhancing strip mall landscapes to support their affordable existing uses is that 

any improvements will likely result in rent increases, making them less affordable. The property-

owners interviewed for this research said they would only consider implementing and 

maintaining landscape enhancements if they could subsequently increase rents. However, 

service-oriented business-owners would accept rent increases associated with landscape 

enhancements if those amenities attracted more customers. For example, two service-oriented 

business-owners expressed the sentiment that “you have to spend money to make money”. This 

is especially pertinent given the changing structure of retail described in Chapter 4: as specialty 

retail is locating in big pox plazas and online, strip malls are increasingly the site of service-

oriented businesses. The structural shift has lead to many vacancies in Toronto’s inner suburban 

strip malls. Investing in landscape enhancements that are appropriate for, and complement 

service-oriented businesses could attract prospective service-oriented tenants, filling vacancies. 

Rent increases associated with landscape enhancements that support existing strip malls 

must also be understood in relation to the buildings that are replacing them. According to 

Linovski (2012), there are many barriers for current strip mall tenants to access space in the mid-

rise, mixed-use structures replacing them. Supporting existing strip malls by enhancing their 

landscapes would highlight their contribution to Toronto’s public life, complementing the 

growing discourse that acknowledges their value and their need for preservation. Furthermore, 

concerns regarding rent increases should not prevent the City from addressing the deficiency of 

pedestrian amenities along Toronto’s inner suburban arterials. According to Farrow and Hess’	  

(2011) report, Toronto’s inner suburban arterials are the “de facto local main streets for high-rise 
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residents”	  where “many people, especially youth and seniors”	  want to “sit, rest and socialize”	  

(Hess and Farrow, 2011, p. 2-4).  The worst consequence of the deficiency of pedestrian 

amenities in Toronto’s inner suburbs is the recent surge in pedestrian deaths (Hume, 2018). The 

presence of accessible infrastructure is essential for the development of social capital and the 

delivery of necessary social services within inner suburban communities (Chiras & Wann, 2003; 

Noble, 2009). The advantages of enhanced strip mall landscapes outweigh potential rent 

increases, especially if current strip mall business-owners support and have the ability to absorb 

those rent increases by attracting more patrons.	  

5.4 –	  Streetscape improvement programs need to be adapted for Toronto’s inner suburbs	  

 As discussed in Chapter 4, there are four City of Toronto streetscape improvement 

programs that can be implemented without redevelopment: patios, Neighbourhood Improvement 

Projects (NIPs), Business Improvement Areas (BIAs), and the Commercial/Industrial Façade 

Improvement Program (CIFIP). However, these programs were largely designed for streetscape 

improvements in the older parts of Toronto, and are less applicable to the characteristics of strip 

mall landscapes in the inner suburbs. The City can address the challenges of applying streetscape 

improvement programs in the inner suburbs by addressing structural and design dimensions of 

existing programs. The structural dimension refers to the organization of the program itself; the 

design dimension refers to physical characteristics of streetscape improvement projects.	  

 

5.4.1 - Structural Recommendations to Improve Applicability to Strip Mall Landscapes	  

Several structural changes to existing streetscape improvement programs would increase 

their applicability to the context of Toronto’s inner suburban strip malls. Rather than a case-by-

case basis, the City should formally adopt more flexible parking standards for areas within the 
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inner suburbs that demonstrate decreased car usage and increased reliance on public 

transportation and walking, based on studies such as Farrow and Hess (2011). This would 

facilitate approvals for patio applications, and make it easier to replace existing parking with 

pedestrian amenities through NIPs, BIAs and CIFIP.  While there is a standard application 

process for patios on public sidewalks, the City also should encourage strip mall patio 

applications by creating a standard procedure for applications that involve private property, 

where most strip mall patios would be located. As mentioned in Chapter 4, patios provide a 

traffic calming effect and can complement efforts to support pedestrians along inner suburban 

arterials. To accommodate a reduction of parking that may occur from landscape enhancements 

initiated through BIAs, NIPs, CIFIPs or patios, the City should also consider changing parking 

by-laws on its major inner suburban arterials, allowing on street parking during off peak hours. 

The City should also encourage inner suburban BIAs to host events on strip mall parking lots by 

allowing temporary slower speed limits to be implemented on adjacent arterials on BIA events 

days, bringing visibility to the potential for these spaces to host pedestrian amenities. 	  

As discussed in Chapter 4, there is less capacity for BIAs to operate in the inner suburbs. 

The City’s BIA office needs to design procedures that address inner suburban BIAs’	  relative lack 

of capacity. The City should also consider a program that allows for temporary BIA-style 

agreements to implement specific streetscape improvement projects. This would give businesses 

in areas that have less capacity to support a full BIA access to complex streetscape improvement 

projects logistically and financially supported by the City. For example, CIFIP should be 

available to businesses that are not part of BIAs. With regard to CIFIP, the City should approve 

the amendments that would increase the grant to be more appropriate for the size of strip mall 
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facades. The grant should also be extended to fund substantive landscape improvements and 

AODA upgrades. 	  

5.4.2 –	  Design recommendations to improve applicability of streetscape improvement programs 

to strip mall landscapes	  

BIAs in the inner suburbs often represent businesses from a much larger geographic area 

than those operating in the older parts of the city. As a result, resources to improve the 

streetscape are stretched thinly. The City’s BIA office should respond by creating design 

guidelines that recommend inner suburban BIAs to concentrate streetscape and pedestrian 

enhancements to specific areas. The Economic Advisor for the City’s BIA office recommended 

that inner suburban BIAs concentrate their streetscaping efforts on transit nodes, to support 

customers and employees that depend on public transportation.  There is an opportunity for inner 

suburban BIAs to partner with the Toronto Transit Commission (TTC) to leverage additional 

funding for streetscape improvements at transit nodes.	  

The most significant physical difference between strip malls and traditional main streets is 

the shared parking and landscape along strip mall frontages. Despite the existence of property 

boundaries, there is confusion as to who is responsible for maintaining this shared resource. 

Though strip mall frontages are often private property, they are used as if they were public. This 

poses the greatest challenge for implementing landscape enhancements at strip malls: most 

existing programs are limited to City-owned property, while most landscapes adjacent to strip 

malls are private. 	  
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5.5 –	  plazaPOPS: Addressing the public-private nature of strip mall landscapes	  

The City of Toronto created the Privately Owned Public Space (POPS) program to obtain 

additional open space from new developments in Toronto’s dense downtown. POPS are “a 

specific type of open space which the public is welcome to enjoy, but remain privately owned”	  

(City of Toronto, 2018). POPS are often smaller than parks, and have been an effective way to 

inject “small urban spaces” into Toronto that would be too expensive for the City to maintain 

(City Planner, 2018). POPS are not meant to replace public spaces but are “a key part of the 

city’s public realm network…	  complementing existing and planned parks, open spaces and 

natural areas”	  (City of Toronto, 2018). Although the POPS model is associated with new 

development, there is potential for applying its structure to the existing privately-owned public 

spaces adjacent to strip malls in Toronto’s inner suburbs. 	  

Reframing the privately-owned landscapes adjacent to strip malls as POPS could 

transform the way they are designed and managed. Acknowledging that strip mall landscapes are 

essential public open spaces is aligned with Biggar’s (2015) assessment of the changing nature of 

the public realm. Due to policies of austerity, governments are playing less of a role in 

implementing and maintaining public spaces. Rather than focusing on strictly public spaces, i.e., 

spaces owned by the government, Biggar argues that a more useful conception of the public 

realm includes any space that is publicly accessible, including private and semi-private spaces. 

This conception of the public realm reflects “how people actually use spaces, and the fact that to 

members of the public, ownership and appearance do not define the value of a space. Rather, the 

opportunities [the space] provides for shared use and activity define value”	  (Carmona, 2010b, p. 

162). In this way, the landscapes adjacent to strip malls are part of the public realm, as the 

boundary between public and private property does not play a role in their daily use. 
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Recognizing that the private land adjacent to strip malls is part of the public realm suggests new 

ways they can be enhanced and managed.  	  

 While more research is needed to explore how the POPS model could be applied to 

existing strip mall landscapes, Biggar (2015) identifies new types of collaborations that are 

creating opportunities for the public realm in otherwise unavailable spaces. According to Biggar, 

“partnerships between the public, private, and community sectors can catalyze opportunities for 

the public realm beyond the government-centered model”	  (2015, p. 9). Examples of 

collaborations include public/private partnerships (PPPs), and partnerships with not-for-profit 

(NFP) groups. Examples of PPPs are the POPS model itself, and the New York City plaza 

program (NYCPP). The NYCPP is a partnership between the Department of Transportation 

(DOT) and BIAs. DOT is responsible for the design and construction of the plazas, some of 

which are on private land, while BIAs operate, maintain and manage the spaces. Funding is 

levied from DOT’s capital budget, while BIAs can generate additional revenue. For example, a 

BIA can establish shipping-container cafés at plazas to contribute to maintenance funds. 

Examples of NFP partnership include the Central Park Conservancy in New York City, and 

Friends of Allan Gardens in Toronto. These not-for-profit groups are concerned with funding, 

implementing and managing the public realm, as well as ongoing programming. 	  

 There are many issues associated with the private ownership of the public realm. In some 

PPPs, partners may require visual branding such as signage for programming in parks, 

contributing to the commercialization of public space (Biggar, 2015). Private involvement in the 

management of public space can also imply “explicit and implicit codes regarding what types of 

people and groups are welcome in a given area”, including the exclusion of the homeless and 

political protests (Biggar, 2015, p.17). Kohn (2013) analyzes how the Occupy Movement in New 
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York City was ultimately compromised by its location: Zucotti Park is a POPS owned by 

Brookfield Properties. Private security guards had the right to remove protesters from the private 

space, limiting the ability for protesters to assemble freely. However, traditional public spaces 

are subject to a similar set of restrictive practices. Kohn (2013) documents similar dynamics in 

the Occupy Movement’s Toronto counterpart. Protesters gathered in St. James Park were 

eventually removed from the municipally-owned public space by the police. In any case, the 

danger of placing emphasis on the private sector to provide public realm is that is “may set a 

precedent for letting government off the hook”, shifting POPS from their intended role of 

complementing existing public spaces, to replacing them entirely (Biggar, 2015, p.44).  	  

 However, with decreased government spending in North America, “research and policy 

models increasingly support the view that a combination of state, markets and user-centered 

models are the best way forward in achieving the effective service delivery in public space”	  

(Biggar, 2015, p. 17). This is especially true with regard to strip mall landscapes in Toronto’s 

inner suburbs, where privately-owned public realm has been neglected as a result of the lack of 

programs addressing their hybrid nature. Like POPS, public spaces created on existing privately-

owned land adjacent to strip malls should be understood as complementing, and not replacing 

existing public space. Reframing strip mall landscapes as POPS has the opportunity to leverage 

previously unforeseen partnerships between the City, the strip mall property- and business-

owners, BIAs, and local NFPs. Biggar’s study describes how most recent public realm projects 

in Toronto have occurred “due to a series of champions –	  from all sectors –	  that worked together 

to achieve something. A combination of top-down and bottom-up efforts is essential to create 

viable partnerships that spark political will to drive change” (2015, p. 51). 	  

 Passing public realm maintenance costs to BIAs and not-for-profits groups may not be 
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viable in parts of Toronto where there is an increased concentration of poverty, i.e., its inner 

suburbs. Low-income communities without BIAs often “have trouble fronting funds for 

maintenance”	  (Biggar, 2015, p. 27). Traditional streetscape improvement projects require major 

capital investments. On-going maintenance of traditional materials like asphalt, granite and 

concrete is also very expensive. As a result, implementing landscape enhancements at Toronto’s 

inner suburban strip malls may benefit from taking non-traditional approaches to design, 

implementation and maintenance, as described by “Tactical Urbanism”.  	  

 Developed as an alternative to the barriers of high-cost urban design projects, Tactical 

Urbanism projects are “far smaller in scale and scope”	  (Campo, 2016, p. 388). Tactical practices 

aim to bypass the “conventional project delivery process”	  and “municipal bureaucracy”	  by 

“protesting, prototyping, or visually demonstrating the possibility of change (Lydon and Garcia, 

2015, p. 12). Tactical urbanism represents an alternative to the “stultifying practices of local 

government [that] seem to swallow both the most imaginative and most obvious proposals for 

improvements to the public realm in North American cities”	  (Campo, 2016, p. 388). Tactical 

Urbanism positions local users as experts, who can identify “the hidden opportunities that only 

they can see”	  (Campo, 2016, p. 388). Tactical Urbanism recommends temporary, pop-up 

interventions to test out design configurations, using cheap materials to demonstrate the power of 

transforming the public realm. The configurations can be easily changed to address unforeseen 

issues. See Figure 5.1 for an example of Tactical Urbanism using inexpensive materials in 

Manhattan. These projects are “opportunistic reclamations of underutilized, undervalued, 

residual and/or auto-oriented parts of the public realm for more urbane uses, scaled to the 

pedestrian or cyclist, undertaken by citizens frequently without professional assistance or 

municipal permits”	  (Campo, 2016, p. 388). Lydon and Garcia (2015) note that Tactical Urbanism 
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projects are most successful when the project is founded on relationships with sympathetic 

government planners and officials. By using methods inspired by Tactical Urbanism, landscape 

enhancement projects managed by inner suburban BIAs or NFPs could overcome many of the 

barriers associated with traditional streetscape improvement projects. Tactical Urbanism could 

also be used to increase support for pedestrian amenities from business-owners, with amenities 

designed oscillate between public space and parking uses during different times of the day based 

on demand. 	  

	  

Figure 5.1: Tactical Urbanism in Manhattan uses inexpensive materials like paint, pylons, and garden 

furniture to transform a parking space into a public space (Lydon, 2017)	  

 	  

5.6 –	  Implementing Landscape Enhancements for Pedestrians at Toronto Strip Malls: 	  

A Guide 	  

 Results from interviews with strip mall users, key informant interviews, and document 

analysis have informed the creation of an easy-to-use guide aimed at facilitating projects to 

enhance strip mall landscapes. The creation of a guide was motivated by the reality that there is 
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less capacity within Toronto’s inner suburbs to implement bottom-up streetscape improvements, 

along with Biggar’s observation that “there are few available guidelines or practical ‘how to’	  

manuals for community groups to follow to get the results they are looking for, particularly those 

which are less experienced in such processes”	  (2015, p.17). The guide is based on several 

precedents that distill complicated processes of urban planning and design into step-by-step 

procedures that are accessible to a wide variety of users. McNally’s (2007) Investigating the 

Neighbourhood Landscape was designed for users outside of urban design professions; it leads 

readers “through the process, from informal discussions with your neighbours to implementing a 

project, conducting neighbourhood research, or preparing a master plan”	  (2007, p. 3). It bridges 

the gap between an initial concept, navigating city hall, and implementation of the project. 

Toronto’s Park People also offers several guides to help park users navigate bureaucracy to 

obtain event permits and establish not-for-profit parks groups.  The guide is also inspired by the 

City of San Francisco’s (2015) Parklet Manual, a witty and accessible guide for implementing 

public realm amenities that replace on-street parking spots, including design considerations and 

tips for navigating bureaucracy (see Figure 5.2).	  

 My guide for initiating landscape enhancements for pedestrians at strip malls begins with a 

flow chart to help individuals or groups determine the most appropriate program within the City 

of Toronto to implement their project, based on the willingness of businesses to reduce parking 

spaces, the location of property lines, and the organizational capacity of the local community. 

The guide also imagines a new program called plazaPOPS, which applies the POPS model to 

existing strip mall landscapes, leveraging partnerships with local BIAs and NFPs to manage 

these new spaces. The guide provides tips that anticipate potential conflicts between strip mall 

users that may arise in a design process, while making recommendations on how to maximize the 
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impact of streetscape improvement programs given the scale and organization of the inner 

suburban public realm. The guide also includes recommendations for the City regarding the 

applicability of existing programs to strip mall landscapes. It is intentionally designed for use by 

all strip mall users to highlight their overlapping needs. Please see Figure 5.3 for the flow chart 

and structure of the guide, and Appendix D for the full guide. 	  
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Figure 5.2: Excerpt from the City of San Francisco’s Parklet Manual (City of San Francisco, 2015, p. 10-11) 	  
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Figure 5.3: Flowchart structure of guide for initiating landscape enhancements at Toronto strip malls. 	   	  
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Chapter 6 –	  Conclusion	  

Enhancing Toronto’s strip mall landscapes for pedestrians provides a method to address 

the disparity of design between Toronto’s inner suburban built form and its present usage. By 

evaluating the potential of implementing landscape enhancements at Toronto’s inner suburban 

strip malls, this research contributes to the growing discourse that acknowledges their economic 

and social value, while suggesting pragmatic approaches to support their affordability as new 

growth is directed to Toronto’s ‘Avenues’.  Due to their ubiquity and high visibility, 

implementing public realm enhancements at strip malls would affirm the main street role of inner 

suburban arterials, provoking context-appropriate approaches to their pedestrianization.	  

As Toronto densifies, it needs to accommodate new development in areas where there are 

existing uses. Positioning strip malls as existential anchors for new development suggests that 

less disruptive methods of adding density are possible. For example, a competition sponsored by 

the University of Alberta soliciting designs from around the world to reimagine the strip mall 

included proposals that use existing strip malls as the podium for additional residential stories 

(Patchett and Shields, 2012). More pragmatically, endowed with a surplus of space, many strip 

malls can support additional structures on the same site, as demonstrated by the strip mall at 499 

Marlee Avenue in Toronto (see Figure 6.1). 	  

The first objective of this research is to formally recognize Toronto’s inner suburban strip 

malls as Third Places, contributing to discourse recognizing their social and economic value. 

Third Place is a somewhat subjective concept, and the methods presented by this research lack 

rigor. Future research should further explore strip malls as Third Place by analyzing their social 

and economic impact on local communities. 
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Figure 6.1 –	  Structure added to a strip mall on Marlee Avenue in Toronto increases density while 

maintaining existing affordable uses (Google Maps, 2018)	  

By evaluating strip mall users’	  definitions of “landscape enhancements”, this research 

presents a context-sensitive approach to enhancing Toronto’s strip malls for pedestrians. While 

specialty businesses are not willing to reduce parking in exchange for pedestrian amenities, 

service-oriented businesses with a local clientele expressed more flexible parking needs. As less 

specialty businesses being located in strip malls, there is an opportunity to leverage landscape 

enhancements to support current service-oriented businesses while attracting new tenants. 

However, due to constraints of time, the sample size of strip mall users interviewed was limited 

in scope. Future efforts to evaluate user definitions of landscape enhancements would be 

strengthened by increasing the sample size. Furthermore, many interviewees did not speak 

English, and I did not feel comfortable entering gender- and culturally-specific businesses, such 

as Nigerian hair salons. Collaborating with researchers from backgrounds reflective of Toronto’s 

inner suburban populations would strengthen future research by ensuring that all perspectives are 

included. 	  
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It is recommended that the City of Toronto modify its existing streetscape improvement 

programs to increase their applicability to the large scale, mixed-ownership structure of the 

public realm in the inner suburbs. Specifically, future research should build on studies finding a 

positive relationship between pedestrian amenities and economic performance, applying the 

same methods as Sztabinski (2016) to commercial arterials in Toronto’s inner suburbs. 

Furthermore, research should explore the limitations of the BIA programs in Toronto’s inner 

suburbs, and propose ways the City can increase the capacity of inner suburban BIAs. Future 

research should also test the applicability of the POPS model to the existing privately-owned 

publicly-used spaces adjacent to strip malls. This new program –	  plazaPOPS - could leverage 

collaborations with the private sector, including local BIAs and NFPs, to create opportunities for 

the public realm in the underutilized spaces adjacent to strip malls. Inspired by the experimental 

methods of Tactical Urbanism, plazaPOPS would overcome the barriers of cost and capacity 

associated with traditional streetscape improvement projects, making use of inexpensive 

materials and flexible arrangements that could oscillate between parking and pedestrian 

amenities to broaden support from strip mall business-owners unwilling to reduce parking. A 

trial implementation of plazaPOPS, accompanied by a pre- and post-occupancy evaluation, 

would test the effectiveness of this approach, while clarifying the challenges and opportunities 

associated with implementing and managing public realm projects on private strip mall property. 	  

Evaluating methods to enhance strip mall landscapes for pedestrians has implications for 

the field of landscape architecture, demonstrating the need for determining pragmatic and 

context-sensitive approaches to retrofitting Toronto’s inner suburbs. It contributes to the growing 

recognition that the suburbs are no longer placeless, single-use precincts, directing additional 

focus to the disparity between the automobile scale of Toronto’s inner suburbs and their 
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increasing pedestrian usage. With 70% of its population living in the suburbs, Canada is a 

suburban nation, dotted by strip malls from coast to coast (Gordon and Shirokoff, 2011). As an 

extension of Hulchanski’s (2010) study, the Neighbourhood Change Research Project (2018) 

identifies the suburbanization of poverty in cities across Canada. Landscape architects and urban 

design professionals need to formulate strategies to address the country-wide disparity in design 

of the automobile-scale suburbs and the needs of their increasingly low-income residents, who 

are dependent on walking and public transportation. As cities within Ontario are subject to the 

same municipal codes, lessons from Toronto presented in this research can be replicated to 

enhance the strip malls of other Ontario cities such as Hamilton, Guelph, Kitchener-Waterloo 

and beyond.	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



93  

References	  

Audunson, R. (2005). The public library as a meeting-place in a multicultural and digital context: 
The necessity of low-intensive meeting-places. Journal of documentation, 61(3), 429-441. 

Bain, A. L. (2013). Creative margins: Cultural production in Canadian suburbs. University of 
Toronto Press. 

Banerjee, T. (2011). The future of public space: beyond invented streets and reinvented 
places. Journal of the American Planning Association, 67(1), 9-24. 

Barton, Hugh, et al., eds. (2015). The Routledge handbook of planning for health and well-being: 
Shaping a sustainable and healthy future. Routledge. 

Baym, N. K. (2015). Personal connections in the digital age. John Wiley & Sons. 

Beyard, M.D., & Pawlukiewicz, M. (2001). Ten principles for reinventing America’s suburban 
strips. Washington, DC: Urban Land Institute. 

Birch, E. L. (2012). Cities, People, and Processes as Planning Case Studies. The Oxford 
Handbook of Urban Planning, 259. 

Biggar, J. (2015). Investing in the Public Realm: Challenges, Opportunities and Lessons in 
Toronto. ERA: Toronto, ON.  

Boellstorff, T. (2015). Coming of age in Second Life: An anthropologist explores the virtually 
human. Princeton University Press. 

Bosselmann, P. (2012). Urban transformation: Understanding city form and design. Island 
Press. 

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative research 
journal, 9(2), 27-40. 

Brook McIlroy Planning & Urban Design, Pace Architects, E.R.A. Architects, Quadrangle 
Architects Ltd., & Urban Marketing Collaborative. (2010). Avenues and mid-rise buildings 
study. Toronto, ON. 

Calthorpe, P., & Lerup, L. (2005). New Urbanism: Peter Calthorpe Vs. Lars Lerup (Vol. 2). 
University of Michigan College of. 

Carmona, M. (2010a). Public places, urban spaces: the dimensions of urban design. Routledge. 

Carmona, M. (2010b). Contemporary public space, part two: classification. Journal of urban 
design, 15(2), 157-173. 

Carmona, M. (2014). The place-shaping continuum: A theory of urban design process. Journal of 
Urban Design, 19(1), 2-36. 



94  

Chiras, D., & Wann, D. (2003). Superbia!: 31 ways to create sustainable neighbourhood 
Gabriola Island, BC: New Society Publishers. 

 

City of Toronto (2017). Parkland Strategy: Growing Toronto Parkland. City of Toronto, Ontario.  

City of Toronto. (2005). Neighbourhood social infrastructure in Toronto. Toronto, ON. 

City of Toronto. (2009). Markham-Ellesmere revitalization study – final report. Retrieved from 
http://www.toronto.ca/planning/markham_ellesmere.htm. 

City of Toronto. (2010). Finch-Warden Revitalization Study: A community vision. Retrieved 
from http://www.toronto.ca/planning/finch_warden.htm. 

City of Toronto & United Way. (2005). Strong neighbourhoods: A call to action. Toronto, ON: 
United Way of Greater Toronto. 

Colabianchi, N., Dowda, M., Pfeiffer, K. A., Porter, D. E., Almeida, M. J. C., & Pate, R. R. 
(2007). Towards an understanding of salient neighborhood boundaries: adolescent reports 
of an easy walking distance and convenient driving distance. International Journal of 
Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 4(1), 66. 

Dittmar, H., & Ohland, G. (Eds.). (2012). The new transit town: best practices in transit-oriented 
development. Washington, DC: Island Press. 

Duany, A., Plater-Zyberk, E., & Speck, J. (2001). Suburban nation: The rise of sprawl and the 
decline of the American dream. Macmillan. 

Duany, A., & Plater-Zyberk, E. (2005). Smart Code. 

Dunham-Jones, E., & Williamson, J. (2008). Retrofitting suburbia: urban design solutions for 
redesigning suburbs. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons. 

Eisner, E. W. (1998). The enlightened eye: Qualitative inquiry and the enhancement of 
educational practice. Columbus, OH. 

Eliasoph, N. (1998). Avoiding politics: How Americans produce apathy in everyday life. 
Cambridge University Press. 

ERA Architects (2010). Tower Neighbourhood Renewal in the Greater Golden Horseshoe: An 
Analysis of High-Rise Apartment Tower Neighbourhoods Developed in the Post-War Boom 
(1945-1984). Prepared for the Ontario Growth Secretariat Ministry of Infrastructure. 
Accessed 10 February 2018, from: http://www.cugr.ca/tnrggh 

Farrow, J, & Hess, P. M. (2010).  Walkability in Toronto's high-rise neighbourhoods. Cities 
Centre, University of Toronto. 

Florida, R. (2014). The rise of the creative class--revisited: Revised and expanded. Basic Books 
(AZ). 



95  

Foth, N., Manaugh, K., & El-Geneidy, A. M. (2013). Towards equitable transit: examining 
transit accessibility and social need in Toronto, Canada, 1996–2006. Journal of transport 
geography, 29, 1-10. 

Frumkin, H. (2003). Healthy places: exploring the evidence. American journal of public 
health, 93(9), 1451-1456. 

Gallent, N., Andersson, J., & Bianconi, M. (2006). Planning on the Edge. Routledge. 

Gehl, J. (2011). Life between buildings: using public space. Island Press. 

Goetz, S. J., & Rupasingha, A. (2006). Wal-Mart and social capital. American Journal of 
Agricultural Economics, 88(5), 1304-1310. 

Good, K. (2005). Patterns of politics in Canada's immigrant-receiving cities and suburbs: How 
immigrant settlement patterns shape the municipal role in multiculturalism policy. Policy 
Studies, 26(3-4), 261-289. 

Gordon, D., & Shirokoff, I. (2011). Suburban Nation. Population Growth in Canadian Suburbs, 
2006-2011. 

Hamel, P., & Keil, R. (Eds.). (2015). Suburban governance: a global view (Vol. 1). University of 

Toronto Press. 

Harris, R. (1999). Unplanned suburbs: Toronto's American tragedy, 1900 to 1950. JHU Press. 

Harvey, D. (2008). The right to the city. The City Reader, 6, 23-40. 

Hayden, D. (2004). Building suburbia: Green fields and urban growth, 1820-2000. Vintage. 

Healey, P. (2010). Making better places: The planning project in the twenty-first century. 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

Hulchanski, J. D. (2010). The three cities within Toronto: Income polarization among Toronto's 
neighbourhoods, 1970-2005. Toronto: Cities Centre, University of Toronto. 

Hume, C. (2017, May 1). How Toronto’s Condo Boom Gives Chainstores the Upper Hand. 
Retrieved from http://www.thestar.com 

Jacobs, A. B. (1993). Great Streets. Boston: MIT Press.  

Jacobs, J. (1961) The Death and Life of Great American Cities. New York City: Vintage.  

Jacobson, N., Oliver, V., & Koch, A. (2009). An urban geography of dignity. Health & 
place, 15(3), 725-731. 

Jackson, K. T. (1985). The drive-in culture of contemporary America. City Reader, 59-68. 



96  

Katz, P., Scully, V., & Bressi, T. W. (1994). The new urbanism: Toward an architecture of 
community (Vol. 10). New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Keenan, E. (2017, December 6). The strip mall is the final outpost of independent commerce in 
Toronto. The Toronto Star. Retrieved from http://www.thestar.com 

Kohn, M. (2013). Privatization and protest: Occupy Wall Street, Occupy Toronto, and the 
occupation of public space in a democracy. Perspectives on Politics, 11(1), 99-110. 

Good, K. (2005). Patterns of politics in Canada's immigrant-receiving cities and suburbs: How 
immigrant settlement patterns shape the municipal role in multiculturalism policy.  Policy 
Studies,  26(3-4), 261-289. 

Kunstler, J. H. (1994). Geography of Nowhere: The Rise And Declineof America's Man-Made 
Landscape. New York: Simon and Schuster. 

Lawson, B. (2006). How designers think: the design process demystified. Routledge. 

Leccese, M., & McCormick, K. (2000). Charter of the new urbanism. McGraw-Hill 
Professional. 

Leung, H. H., & Lau, R. (2009). Making of the Pacific Mall: Chinese Identity and Architecture 
in Toronto. In Imagining Globalization (pp. 107-125). Palgrave Macmillan, New York. 

Liebs, C. (1995). Main street to miracle mile: American roadside architecture. JHU Press. 

Linovski, O. (2012). Beyond Aesthetics: Assessing the Value of Strip Mall Retail in 
Toronto.  Journal of Urban Design,  17(1), 81-99. 

Lofland, L. H. (2017). The Public Realm: Exploring the City's Quintessential Social Territory. 
Routledge. 

Logan, J. R., Alba, R. D., McNulty, T., & Fisher, B. (1996). Making a place in the metropolis: 
Locational attainment in cities and suburbs. Demography, 33(4), 443-453. 

Lorinc, J. (2005). Walking toward the schnitzel. In A. Wilcox, & C. Palassio (Eds.). The Edible 
City: Toronto’s Food from Farm to Fork  (112-118). Toronto: Coach House Books 

Lucy, W. (2017). Tomorrow's cities, tomorrow's suburbs. Routledge. 

Lydon, M. (Photographer). (2017, March 27.)  Transportation Alternatives [digital image]. 
Retrieved from http://www.downtownexpress.com/2017/03/27/guerrilla-carfare-tactical-
urbanism-aims-for-grassroots-streetscape-reform/ 

Lydon, M., & Garcia, A. (2015). A Tactical Urbanism How-To. In  Tactical Urbanism  (pp. 171-
208). Island Press, Washington, DC. 

Marcus, C. C., & Francis, C. (Eds.). (1997). People places: design guidlines for urban open 
space. John Wiley & Sons. 



97  

Marcuse, P. (2000). The New Urbanism: the dangers so far. The Planning Review, 36(140), 4-6. 

Mattson, K. (1999). Reclaiming and remaking public space: Toward an architecture for 
American democracy. National civic review, 88(2), 133-144. 

Meinig, D. W. (1986). The shaping of America: a geographical perspective on 500 years of 
history (Vol. 2). Yale University Press. 

Micallef, S. (2017, Oct 27). Where in Toronto would you take a tourist? The Toronto Star. 
Retrieved from http://www.thestar.com 

Micallef, S. (2017, March 3). With Urbanity Denied in North York What is Scarborough’s Fate. 
The Toronto Star. Retrieved from http://www.thestar.com 

Newman, O. (1972). Defensible space (p. 264). New York: Macmillan. 

Noble, M. (2009). Lovely spaces in unkown places: Creative city building in Toronto’s inner 
suburbs. Toronto, ON: Cities Centre, University of Toronto. 

Oldenburg, R. (1989).  The great good place: Café, coffee shops, community centers, beauty 
parlors, general stores, bars, hangouts, and how they get you through the day. Paragon 
House Publishers. 

Patchett, M., & Shields, R. (Eds.). (2012).  Strip Appeal: Reinventing the Strip Mall. CRSC 
University of Alberta. 

Phelps, N. A., Wood, A. M., & Valler, D. C. (2010). A postsuburban world? An outline of a 
research agenda. Environment and Planning A, 42(2), 366-383. 

Phelps, N. A., & Wood, A. M. (2011). The new post-suburban politics?. Urban Studies, 48(12), 
2591-2610. 

Polyzoides, S (2002). The seaside debates: A Critique of the New Urbanism. Seaside, FL; The 
Seaside Institute; New York; Rizzoli International Publications 

Pfeiffer, Deirdre. (2015). Retrofitting suburbia through second units: lessons from the Phoenix 
region. Journal of Urbanism: International Research on Placemaking and Urban 
Sustainability 8.3. 

Putnam, R. D. (2011). Bowling alone: America's declining social capital. New York: Random 
House. 

Reid, B. (1985). The new urbanism as a way of life: the relationship between inner city 
revitalization in Canada and the rise of the new middle class. 

Relph, E. (1976). Place and Placelessness. London: Pion. 

Relph, E. (2013). Toronto: Transformations in a City and its Region. University of Pennsylvania 
Press. 

Scully, V. (2013). American architecture and urbanism. Trinity University Press. 



98  

Seawright, J., & Gerring, J. (2008). Case selection techniques in case study research: A menu of 
qualitative and quantitative options. Political Research Quarterly, 61(2), 294-308.  

Sieverts, T. (2003). Cities without cities: an interpretation of the Zwischenstadt. Routledge. 

Steinkuehler, C. A., & Williams, D. (2006). Where everybody knows your (screen) name: Online 
games as “third places”. Journal of computer-mediated communication, 11(4), 885-909. 

Stewart, G. (2007). The Suburban Slab: retrofitting our concrete legacy for a sustainable future. 
In A. Wilcox, C. Palassio,and & J. Dovercourt, J. (Eds.). GreenTOpia: Towards a 
Sustainable Toronto (132-143). Toronto: Coach House Books. 

Silva, P. (2016). Tactical urbanism: Towards an evolutionary cities’  approach?. Environment and 
Planning B: Planning and Design, 43(6), 1040-1051. 

Sztabinski, J. (2016). Economic Impact Study of Bike Lanes in Toronto’s Bloor Annex and Korea 
Town Neighbourhoods. Toronto Centre for Active Transportation: Toronto. 

Talen, E. (1999). Sense of community and neighbourhood form: An assessment of the social 
doctrine of new urbanism. Urban studies, 36(8), 1361-1379. 

Talen, E. (2005). New urbanism and American planning: the conflict of cultures. Psychology 
Press. 

Talen, E. (2013). Zoning for and against sprawl: the case for form-based codes. Journal of 
Urban Design, 18(2), 175-200. 

Wheaton, B., Nisenbaum, R., Glazier, R. H., Dunn, J. R., & Chambers, C. (2015). The 
neighbourhood effects on health and well-being (NEHW) study. Health & place, 31, 65-
74. 

United Way Toronto (2011). Vertical Poverty: Declining Income, Housing Quality and 
Community Life in Toronto’s Inner Suburban High-Rise Apartments. Accessed 20 March 
2018, from: http://www.unitedwaytoronto.com/verticalpoverty/downloads/Report-
PovertybyPostalCode2-VerticalPoverty-Final.pdf. 

Zhuang, Z. C. (2015). Construction and reconstruction of ethnicity in retail landscapes: case 
studies in the Toronto area. Journal of Urban Design, 20(5), 677-697. 

 

  

     

 

 



99  

Appendix A  

 
Semi-structured Interview Scripts: Patrons 

 
Transportation 

How do you get here?  

Do you feel safe arriving at the strip mall?  

Relationship to strip mall 

How often do you come to this strip mall?  

Why do you come to this strip mall over others? Do you visit other stores in the same complex? 
Why? 

How long do you typically stay at the strip mall for? 

Do you meet people here you otherwise wouldn’t meet? Where do you gather?  

What do you like about the strip mall?  

What do you dislike about the strip mall?  

Any improvements you would like to see to the strip mall? 

Community relationships 

Do you know your residential neighbours? 

Are you part of any community groups?  

Have you ever attended any meetings with the city about changes to the neighbourhood? Why or 
why not? 

Do you feel like you could change the way your community looks and feels? 

Enhancing the strip mall 

What can be improved about this strip mall?  

Do you feel empowered to make changes to this strip mall? Why or why not? 

If you knew that it was possible to support and enhance this strip mall, would you do it? 

If someone gave you a guide that explained how to navigate city hall and property owners to 
make changes at this strip mall, would you use it? 

Semi-structured Interview Script: Business-Owners 

Transportation 
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How do most of your patrons get here?  

Relationship with strip mall 

Describe your relationship with the property owner.  

 - How often do you interact with them? 

 - Do they ask you your opinion about how the strip mall is managed? 

Are there regular patrons that come here, that you have conversations with? 

Do customers stay here, do they gather here? Do you stay open late? 

What do you like about the strip mall?  

What do you dislike?  

What can be improved at this strip mall? For example: design/physical improvements, 
accessibility, parking, transit, places to gather etc.  

Enhancing the strip mall  

How often do you request an improvement/maintenance from the property owner? 

Would you/have you ever made a request for an enhancement of the property? For example more 
trees, places to sit, garbage collection etc. 

Would you be okay with losing parking if it meant landscape enhancement?  

Would you agree to losing parking and gaining additional landscape features if the city or 
property owner maintained them? 

Would you agree to manage additional landscape features? 

Would you support a group of patrons if they were trying to enhance the landscape of the strip 
mall? Would you support them financially? Would you support them with your time, or help?  

If landscape enhancements occurred, would you be okay with rent being raised if that 
enhancement attracted more customers?  

Patron recommendations 

Can you recommend a patron that I could interview? The patron I am looking for is a “regular”, 
i.e. comes here at least once a week and has a relationship with you and other patrons. 

 

Semi-structured Interview Script: Property-Owners 

What are the most common structures of lease arrangements between tenants and property 
managers? 

What are the most common forms of ownership of strip malls?  
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What is the typical size of property managers for strip malls in Toronto? (Are they small regional 
management firms or global property management firms?) 

Is enhancing the landscape of an existing strip mall viable? Opportunities / barriers?  

Would you agree to maintain additional landscape features at strip malls? 

What if money was available from the City that would maintain the landscape enhancements?  

If I were a patron of strip mall wanting to enhance the strip mall, who would I talk to?  

What if the landscape enhancements were limited to the parts to the property beyond the 
property line that the city technically owns?  

Do you have experience with a BIA forming within the properties you manage?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



102  

Appendix B – Research Ethics Board certificate  

 



103  

Appendix B – Letter of Consent  

  

CONSENT  TO  PARTICIPATE  IN  RESEARCH  

  

Enhancing  Strip  Malls  Landscapes  in  Toronto’s  Inner  Suburbs 

  

You  are  asked  to  participate  in  a  research  study  conducted  by  Professor  Karen  
Landman  and  Daniel  Rotsztain,  from  the  School  of  Environmental  Design  and  Rural  
Development  at  the  University  of  Guelph.  The  results  of  this  research  will  contribute  to  a  
Master  of  Landscape  Architecture  thesis.    

  

If  you  have  any  questions  or  concerns  about  the  research,  please  feel  free  to  contact  
Karen  Landman  at  519-824-4120  ext.  53748.  

  

PURPOSE  OF  THE  STUDY  

  

Establishing  the  value  of  strip  malls  as  accessible  commercial  spaces  central  to  new  
immigrant  communities  in  Toronto,  this  research  project  will  investigate  how  to  support  
and  enhance  existing  strip  malls  in  Toronto,  while  exploring  ways  to  ensure  commercial  
accessibility  in  the  case  of  redevelopment.    Since  many  of  Toronto’s  avenues  are  going  
to  be  redeveloped,  we  are  exploring  ways  to  maintain  commercial  accessibility  in  newly-
built  mid-rises.  Additionally,  where  no  redevelopment  is  expected,  I  am  exploring  how  to  
enhance  existing  strip  malls  for  the  benefit  of  its  patrons,  store-owners,  property  
managers,  and  the  city.      

  

Lessons  from  this  research  will  be  used  for  the  creation  of  a  planning  guide.  This  guide  
can  help  strip-mall  users  to  navigate  City  Hall  in  the  effort  to  maintain  commercial  
accessibility  in  newly-constructed  buildings,  and  to  enhance  the  landscape  surrounding  
existing  strip  malls  that  will  not  be  redeveloped  for  many  years.    

  

The  core  purpose  of  the  project  is  to  determine  what  mechanisms  are  available  for  
communities  to  maintain  commercial  accessibility  and  enhance  existing  strip  malls.  We  
will  conduct  interviews  with  patrons  and  store-owners  of  two  strip  malls  –  one  that  will  
be  redeveloped  within  the  next  ten  years,  and  one  that  shows  no  signs  of  
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redevelopment  potential.  At  least  two  store-owners  and  two  patrons  from  each  site  will  
be  interviewed.    

  

PROCEDURES  

  

If  you  volunteer  to  participate  in  this  study,  we  will  ask  you  to  do  the  following  things:  

  

1.  Participate  in  an  interview  at  a  location  of  your  choosing,  conducted  by  Daniel  
Rotsztain.  You  will  be  asked  a  series  of  questions.  The  interview  will  take  approximately  
15-20  minutes.  You  will  be  asked  for  permission  to  have  the  interview  recorded.  If  you  
do  not  wish  to  be  recorded,  Daniel  will  take  notes.  You  have  the  right  to  withdraw  from  
the  interview  at  any  time.  You  are  not  required  to  answer  all  the  questions.  

  

2.  Following  the  completion  of  a  draft  of  the  results  and  analysis,  a  copy  will  be  sent  to  
you  with  your  contributions  highlighted.  You  will  be  given  one  week  to  review  your  
contributions  to  the  final  research  paper.  You  may  retrieve  your  input  at  this  time,  if  you  
wish.  You  will  be  asked  to  provide  your  email  address  during  the  interview  so  that  
results  and  analysis  can  be  sent  to  you.  

  

POTENTIAL  BENEFITS  TO  PARTICIPANTS  AND  TO  SOCIETY  

  

While  there  are  no  direct  benefits  to  the  participant.  the  participant  will  be  able  to  offer  
expertise  to  the  greater  benefit  for  the  landscape  design  and  planning  disciplines.  The  
results  of  this  study  will  improve  the  knowledge  of  planning  in  Toronto’s  inner  suburbs,  
highlight  ways  to  support  commercial  accessibility  and  expand  the  knowledge  base  of  
open  space  design  and  planning  theory  and  practice.  

CONFIDENTIALITY  

  

Every  effort  will  be  made  to  ensure  confidentiality  of  any  identifying  information  that  is  
obtained  in  connection  with  this  study.  The  audio  recording  of  the  interview  will  be  
transferred  to  an  encrypted  hard-drive  within  3  hours  of  the  completion  of  this  interview.  
Interviews  will  be  transcribed  and  securely  stored  on  the  encrypted  hard-drive,  after  
which  audio  files  will  be  destroyed.  All  identifying  information  discussed  in  the  interview  
will  remain  confidential.    You  may  be  identified  only  based  on  your  stakeholder  affiliation  
(for  example,  "patron  in  strip  mall  slated  for  redevelopment"),  and  direct  quotations  may  
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be  attributed  to  this  code.  Your  contact  information  will  be  kept  on  a  Master  List,  which  
will  be  destroyed  within  three  weeks  of  completion  of  the  thesis.  All  participants  will  
have  the  opportunity  to  review,  and  retrieve,  their  contributions  to  the  results  and  
analysis  before  completion  of  the  research  project.  

  

PARTICIPATION  AND  WITHDRAWAL  

  

You  can  choose  whether  to  be  in  this  study  or  not.  If  you  volunteer  to  be  in  this  study,  
you  may  withdraw  within  two  weeks  of  the  interview  without  consequences  of  any  kind.  
You  may  exercise  the  option  of  removing  your  data  from  the  study.  If  you  wish  to  
remove  your  contributions  after  reading  a  draft  of  the  analysis,  you  may  do  so  within  2  
weeks    

RIGHTS  OF  RESEARCH  PARTICIPANTS  

  

If  you  have  questions  regarding  your  rights  and  welfare  as  a  research  participant  in  this  
study,  please  contact:  Director,  Research  Ethics;;  University  of  Guelph;;  
reb@uoguelph.ca;;  (519)  824-4120  (ext.  56606).  You  do  not  waive  any  legal  rights  by  
agreeing  to  take  part  in  this  study.  This  project  has  been  reviewed  by  the  Research  
Ethics  Board  for  compliance  with  federal  guidelines  for  research  involving  human  
participants  .    

SIGNATURE  OF  RESEARCH  PARTICIPANT  

  

I  have  read  the  information  provided  for  the  study  "Supporting  and  Enhancing  Strip  Mall  
Retail  in  Toronto"  described  herein.  My  questions  have  been  answered  to  my  
satisfaction,  and  I  agree  to  participate  in  this  study.  I  have  been  given  a  copy  of  this  
form.  

  

____________________________________________  

Name  of  Participant  (please  print)  

  

  

____________________________________________                       ______________  

Signature  of  Participant                     Date  
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Appendix C – The Guide  
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