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ABSTRACT 

TORONTO’S RAVINE NETWORK: OVERCOMING THE STIGMATIZATION OF 

RAVINE ENVIRONMENTS THROUGH DESIGN 

 

Elizabeth Birks 
University of Guelph, 2018

Advisor: 
Sean Kelly  

 

Uniquely among North American cities, Toronto possesses an extensive ravine 

network representing 17% of Toronto’s land area. This thesis will examine the 

underlying reasons for historical ravine stigma and how design can overcome it. This 

perception is represented by a combination of environmental degradation, perceived 

risks and undesirable activities or persons. This exploration included key informant 

interviews, survey of ravine users, site observation with GIS mapping. Ravines are 

commonly regarded as either unsafe or not user-friendly. Unlike manicured city parks, 

ravines are irregular, wild and largely hidden and thus potentially misused and 

underappreciated. This thesis will be built around the premise that with Toronto’s 

growing population and subsequent pressures on available and/or under-utilized lands, 

ravines will be at increased risk without efforts to ameliorate the effects of associated 

stigmas. The challenge of overcoming the multiple stigmas associated with ravines can 

only be achieved through engaged design and policy guidance in conjunction with the 

involvement of community and education initiatives.  
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1 Introduction to Toronto’s Ravines  
The City of Toronto is unique among major North American cities with its 

combination of rolling topography, while possessing one of the greatest urban ravine 

networks anywhere in the world. Ravines comprise 17% of the city’s total land area, 

equivalent to approximately 11,000 hectares, stretching over every corner of the city 

(“Toronto Ravine Strategy,” 2017). This land is protected under the Ravine and Natural 

Feature Protection Bylaw (RNFP), in which 60% of this area is publicly owned and 40% 

is privately owned by such agencies as Metrolinx. This makes it more difficult for 

revitalization efforts as there must be an agreement between private and public 

interests. Paradoxically, it is because a ravine’s subtle hidden green presence is largely 

out of sight, it may be taken for granted, neglected and less protected at best, outright 

abused and despoiled at worst (TRCA, 2016).  Toronto’s ravines contain many of the 

city’s local rivers and their tributaries, including the three most important, the Don, the 

Humber and the Rouge, channeling vital water throughout the city from the headwaters 

of the Oak Ridges Moraine south to Lake Ontario (Trenhaile, 2010) (Bonnell, 2014).  
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Figure 1.1: Map of Toronto’s ravines from Toronto Ravine Strategy 

The rehabilitation and restoration of these three landmark rivers have captured 

the attention of and resources of public authorities and citizens alike in recent years. 

Ravines have suffered both public and private neglect and these factors combined have 

contributed to the stigma attached to ravines over the years. The research question of 

this thesis is: can we overcome the stigmatization of ravine environments through 

design?   

This thesis will explore and elaborate upon the various contributing factors to the 

perception of stigma that has historically been associated with Toronto ravines. These 

negative factors include but are not limited to environmental degradation, perceived 

human risk and the presence of undesirable activities or persons within the ravine 

network (Bonnell, 2014). The primary research methodologies that will be used to both 

qualify the scale of these perceived factors and inform design initiatives to mitigate and 
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correct them, including key informant interviews, a survey of users, and site observation 

and analyses of geographic information system (GIS) mapping for the ravine.  

Toronto’s ravine network represents the single largest naturalized green space 

within Metro Toronto. To make a meaningful contribution to the development of 

Toronto’s ravine strategy, it is critical that this thesis first define in depth and then put in 

context the nature of the problems in public perception associated with ravines. In turn 

this will allow the formulation of ravine planning and design strategies to gradually 

address and correct perception from a public policy, community engagement and 

education, and design perspective. Ravine stigma can only be overcome by design 

measures that produce a combination of improved user experience, in conjunction with 

connectivity and enhanced user access (DTAH, 2013). It is important to overcome this 

stigma in order to increase awareness of the importance of ravines and increase overall 

respect and appreciation for them.  

This thesis will endeavour to propose a collective stewardship for Toronto 

ravines, through design. It will demonstrate that ravines are critical to both the health of 

the city and its inhabitants. As ravines are an indicator of overall health of the city and 

the citizens that populate it. Ravines must thus be better understood and enhanced 

protection strategies have to be formulated to overcome the human challenges and 

public policy associated with them. This thesis will focus specifically on the direct threats 

to both stigma associated to ravines and the existing barriers to greater public 

enjoyment and appreciation of them; this originates from their long history of being 

treated as secondary and unwanted areas best suited to waste disposal and human 
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neglect (Vincent, 2016b) (Bonnell, 2014). The thesis will also address and propose 

solutions to ravines’ critical natural and civic challenges including the impact of pollution, 

perceived ravine safety and security, problematic public access and the intrusion of 

poisonous plants and invasive species into ravines.  

 

Figure 1.2: View of the Brick Works in relation to downtown Toronto (source: TRCA) 
  

Fundamentally, this thesis will explore the balance between the competing 

agendas of ravine environmental preservation and restoration on one hand, while 

encouraging and facilitating improved public access (DTAH, 2013). Resolving this 

fundamental tension between protecting wild nature as embodied by ravines and 

improving access for recreation through design initiatives. These initiatives will be 

accomplished through the input of naturalists on one side and landscape architects and 
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planners on the other, to help initially establish improved green corridor connections and 

wayfinding signage. Over time, increased educational awareness will instil and promote 

a greater appreciation of ravines and their numerous benefits to all ravine visitors. In 

essence, the continuing challenge will be how to enhance human user functionality of 

Toronto’s ravines, while simultaneously expanding their protection and promoting 

enlightened policies to promote their restoration and revitalization. You have ravines 

and you have their visitors. The most basic question is how do you serve the best 

interests of both at the same time? 

1.1 Definition and Features of Ravine Stigma 

Ravines represent a unique natural resource and are appreciated for numerous 

qualities including their connectivity to different parks and for passive recreation. 

Historically to the present day ravines have battled many stigma attached to them. 

Stigma is defined in Oxford Dictionaries as “a mark of disgrace associated with a 

particular circumstance, quality, or person”. For ravines, this ranges all the way from 

their inherent characteristics of irregular, wild and often hidden boundaries, to the 

multiple ways that the city’s inhabitants over the years have neglected, polluted and 

often outright vandalized them (Bonnell, 2014). This stigma goes even so far as to 

include the fear in some of potentially contracting a disease such as Lyme disease 

caused by deer-carrying tics, or West Nile virus found in stagnant waters.  This includes 

the fear of coming into contact with Poison Ivy or any other vegetation that can have an 

adverse reaction when in contact with human skin (Ramsay-Brown, 2015).  
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Ravines are often taken for granted as discarded secondary and hard-to-access 

green spaces and they were actively and maliciously misused and despoiled by 

individuals or corporations for purposes of dumping illegal sewage discharge (Bonnell, 

2014). For some, Toronto’s ravines have been greatly underappreciated and have 

suffered substantial neglect over the years. They have long resided in the shadow of 

Toronto’s great public parks like Trinity Bellwoods Park, High Park, Sunnybrook Park 

and Queens Park, to name a few. Due to their primarily linear and narrow nature, similar 

to the High Line, ravines have no soccer fields, no baseball diamonds or lush grass for 

kids to play on. Instead, they are dense with vegetation, irregular and fully naturalized 

(Ramsay-Brown, 2015). 

Ravines can positively affect both human and native plant species health, 

forming the basis for all living creatures representing in Frederick Law Olmsted’s words 

the true “lungs of the city” in both size and natural function. The renowned naturalist 

Charles Sauriol would have gone yet further to assert that ravines are not only a city’s 

lungs, but it’s heart and lifeblood as well (Burley, 2017). This thesis will address stigma 

and its various elements and defend the proposition that if city ravines are unhealthy, 

the city’s environment itself is unhealthy and thus more importantly its citizens risk being 

unhealthy as a consequence.  
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Sources of Ravine Stigma 

Throughout the preliminary research process, the literature that was reviewed was 

consistent in affirming that there have been and continues to be multiple sources for 

ravine stigma. This research included many books, publications, newspaper articles and 

peer-reviewed papers, all of which highlighted the misconceptions of what ravines are, 

how they are used or misused and their resulting negative images of stigma associated 

with ravines. The following sources of ravine stigma identified in the literature are as 

follows:  

2.1.1 Water Pollution 

Toronto’s ravines are greatly influenced by waterway improvement projects and use, dating 

all the way back to the beginning of the 20th century and indeed even earlier. Repeated 

efforts to dredge and realign the Don River for commerce and improved navigation have 

negatively affected not only the Lower Don River itself, but also the ravines along its 

banks (Bonnell, 2014, p. 59). For more than a century there was little or no attempt to 

control unregulated pollution from both industrial and private residential sources 

upstream. This waste from the northern regions of the city flowed directly into the 

several different watersheds, including the Don, the Humber and Rouge. It fouled not 

only the immediate waterways, but also unavoidably contaminated the riparian 

environments that surrounded them. As far back as “March 1886 the Don Improvement 

Act was passed by the provincial legislature, empowering the city to borrow funds and 

expropriate lands to complete the works” of expanding the rail corridors by bulldozing 
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over areas of the ravines (Bonnell, 2014, p. 59). In the 1920’s, further contamination 

occurred as a result of people washing their cars in the Humber River as seen in figure 

2.1 below with oil, gas and debris, which seeped into the river and added to the already 

occurring industrial pollution.  

 

Figure 2.1: Voluntary car washing in Humber River (source TRCA, 2016). 
 

Ravine protection within Toronto has been a long time coming, and started with 

the closure of many industrial plants that were the source of this pollution. Bonnell 

states, “Between 1956 and 1965, Metro removed five over-burdened sewage treatment 

plants from the Don watershed…[having] implications not only for river water quality, but 

also for the enjoyment of newly created valley parklands once made unbearable by the 

stench of sewage”. This effort  “contributed to a change in the public perception of urban 

ravines... Once viewed as inaccessible wastelands and barriers to development … [they 



 

  

9 

 

became] increasingly recognized as urban amenities, vital corridors of green space 

slicing through the heart of the city” (Bonnell, 2014, p. 127). 

In the present day by contrast, Black Creek Drive and Eglinton Avenue West 

represents a glaring example of a poorly maintained and run-down ravine (Vincent, 

2016a). It consists of a predominantly concrete channel covered with little to no natural 

vegetation, created in response to the ravages of Hurricane Hazel in 1954. At the time, 

this was seen as an easy and quick fix to the severe flooding due to the hurricane. 

Unfortunately, the scars of these unsightly concrete channels for flood protection and 

control remain untouched to this day. In a sharp alternative, a few blocks north “you’ll 

find a well-maintained pedestrian pathway surrounded by trees and wild brush, where 

tiny fish such as creek chub flit about in a moderately clear stream”(Vincent, 2016b). 

The prevailing flagrant disregard for ravines in this area, which for indigenous people 

was once a pristine area for hunting and gathering filled with abundant fish and wildlife, 

is highlighted by the plague of abandoned shopping carts and tires that are thrown into 

the run-off channels (Bonnell, 2014, p. 102). 
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Figure 2.2: Concrete lined Black Creek (source: Nick Kozak, Toronto Star). 
  

2.1.2 Litter 

Ravines’ natural and hidden character regrettably has become an unwilling magnet 

for litter and unauthorized waste disposal for many years (Bonnell, 2014, p. 29) 

(Ramsay-Brown, 2015, pp. 68, 87) (Burley, 2017, p. 12).This deplorable attitude toward 

sustainability is an inevitable consequence of an absence of education from a young 

age about the value and fragility of nature. It also represents a general lack of 

awareness and appreciation on the part of all citizens about the sensitivity of our natural 

surroundings that will take a concerted effort by public authorities and individual citizens 

alike to overcome.  

Throwing away garbage that is in no way biodegradable without a second 

thought creates an eyesore that can remain in these ravines for years, unless removed 

by volunteer garbage collection (Vincent, 2016b). These blemishes and contaminants 
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are reflected most obviously by the rash of throwaway cups and disposable plastic and 

glass bottles that are thrown thoughtlessly to the side of ravine trails. Annual clean-up 

days in the ravines reveal deliberate illegal dumping of every conceivable kind of 

unwanted material that detracts from the ravine environment, ranging from surplus tires 

to car seats to general garbage of every description. 

A vivid example of enlightened community response to unwanted visitor pollution 

and irresponsibility is the example of various community groups in the Atlanta BeltLine. 

They have installed poop-bag stations to encourage dog owners to clean up after their 

animals, who otherwise represent one of the largest single pollutants in the ravine valley 

(Pendergrast, 2017, p. 229). This former railway corridor, similar to the High Line in New 

York or Frederick Law Olmsted’s Emerald Necklace in Boston, which is a chain of 

existing parks, is in the process of turning the corridor into a multi-use trail, linking 

neighbourhoods and parks.  

2.1.3 Safety and Security 

The foundation for the perception of stigma, notably of criminal activity, was 

launched a century and a half ago by the construction of the notorious Don Jail in the 

Lower Don Valley in 1864. The public mind unfortunately associated the untamed valley 

with possible criminal activity and penal punishment and these negative connotations 

were reinforced by several notorious murders that occurred in the ravines over the 

following decades. Among the most notable was the violent murder of a young woman 

in 1935 in the Gainsborough Ravine making the front page of the Toronto Daily Star as 

seen in figure 2.3 and figure 2.4 below (Bateman, 2016) (Ramsay-Brown, 2015, p. 111). 
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Figure 2.3: Toronto Daily Star headline. 

 

Figure 2.4: Murder of Ruth Taylor in the ravine. 
 

2.1.4 Flooding and Erosion 

Flooding is an extreme occurrence rendering the ravines unusable, unsightly and 

unsafe for users. Flooding destroys the ravine riverbanks, and also has a dramatic 

destructive effect on the city’s infrastructure, wellbeing and functionality as a whole.  

Hurricane Hazel hit Toronto on October 15, 1954 and had a catastrophic impact 

on Toronto’s ravines and corresponding rivers. According to the Toronto Ravine 

Strategy, 30 million tonnes of water hit the city with speeds reaching up to 250 km/h, 

resulting in 81 people losing their lives and another “1,868 families left homeless” 
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(“Toronto Ravine Strategy,” 2017, p. 10) . It was both an immediate curse and an 

eventual blessing for the protection of nature within the city, as this brought about the 

creation of the Toronto and Region Conservation Authority (TRCA). Michael Mitchell 

states, “As a result of that flooding [and the TRCA being created], miles of the valley 

became public parklands. Hazel also gave us trees. The Humber Valley had been so 

deforested by the mid-20th century that the land had no capacity to hold water – hence 

the catastrophic flooding…Despite her death and destruction, Hazel was a gift and 

inspiration”(Burley, 2017, p. 64).  

In retrospect, Hurricane Hazel represented a critical turning point in both the 

city’s awareness of its exposure to the obvious fragility and unpredictability of nature, 

together with the awakening of an urgent awareness to take this into account in all 

future city planning. It prompted the establishment of the TRCA, which was given 

authority over all the parklands of the greater Toronto area in conjunction with Toronto 

Parks. On a practical level, all future urban planning including parks had to take into 

account of the past events and be guided by the principles of flood avoidance, as the 

ultimate stigma. 

Besides their obvious aesthetic value, ravines play a critical role in safeguarding 

the city under more frequent flood conditions by servicing as back-up natural channels 

to direct excess storm water into the rivers and in turn into Lake Ontario. As 

urbanization increases with the accompanying spread of more and more impermeable 

asphalt and cement surfaces, wetlands, marshlands and other absorbent areas have 

almost disappeared. The TRCA stipulates, “Historically, ravines in Toronto were 
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routinely filled in for development and industrial use, hindering the river’s natural ability 

to control flooding” (TRCA, 2016). There will inevitably be less places to absorb runoff 

and consequently more and more of it will flow downstream, thereby further taxing the 

built city water infrastructure and the overflow capacity of ravines themselves, rendering 

them that much more a critical safeguard. Recent catastrophic events in Houston with 

Hurricane Harvey and in Toronto with the flooding downtown of 2013, demonstrate that 

flooding due to the loss of natural absorbent surfaces is bound to become an ever-more 

serious problem for urban centers throughout the continent (Hough, 1989, p. 

71)(Bonnell, 2014, p. 127). 

 

Figure 2.5: Involuntary car washing on the Don Valley Parkway due to flooding in 2013 (source: 
National Post). 

 

Unknown to most Torontonians, ravines invisibly contain a significant percentage 

of the city’s grey infrastructure that manages citywide delivery of water, sanitary sewer, 

stormwater, rail, electricity, gas and more.  Flood conditions and increasingly 
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uncontrolled run-off due to climate change, erosion, adverse absorption, and capacity 

upstream represent a substantial stigma and threat to both infrastructure and nature 

itself. When streams and waterways and the riverbanks within ravines are eroded, there 

is both an increase risk of erosion and collapse of the banks as well as increased 

exposure of tree roots lining the waterways (Daigle & Havinga, 1996, p. 35). The trees 

in turn are thus exposed to dangerous unfamiliar pathogens, which they have not 

presently encountered with tree roots buried and they are also at ever increasing risk of 

collapse as their earthen support is eroded. Certain remedial measures are presently 

underway, such as the installation of ground stabilizing plants such as Rhus typhina, 

commonly known as Staghorn-Sumac that stabilize the riverbanks and water tolerant 

trees, such as native Betula pumila, commonly known as Swamp Birch (Farrar, 1995). 

City planning policy is also evolving, to discourage traditional asphalt surfaces in favour 

of more natural permeable paving to allow excess water to be absorbed directly on site 

as opposed to being channelled to the stormwater system. Over time this will reduce 

pressure on an already taxed stormwater channel (Penney, Ligeti, & Wieditz, 2007, p. 

19). 

The latest most substantial joint city and TRCA initiative to protect against 

extreme flooding of the downtown core is the creation of Corktown Common, a 7.3 

hectares (18 acres) park that was designed by Michael Van Valkenburgh and 

Associates(Waterfront Toronto, 2014). The Lower Don River West Remedial Flood 

Protection Project was “approved in 2005, laid the framework for producing what was 

eventually to be known as Corktown Common, a flood protection landform that 

eliminates the risk to life and property” (TRCA, 2015). This project and ultimately 
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Corktown Common, was intended to create an enormous environmental protection 

zone, while simultaneously constructing enormous berms that will prevent floodwater 

from flowing west towards the downtown, which it has in the past “as far west as the CN 

Tower” (TRCA, 2015). This joint initiative serves as a design model for similar 

cooperative initiatives for the future and in particular for ravines.  

The sources of stigma that were discussed have included water pollution, litter, 

flooding and erosion, and safety and security, each of which has contributed to ravine 

stigma in varying degrees. All together, these sources of stigma have all negatively 

impacted the perception and user experience of ravines. The first three sources above 

are physical in nature that affects the appearance and stability of ravines themselves, 

whereas safety and security is predominantly subjective and psychological in nature.  

2.2 Design Benefits 

Contrary to normal practices, ravines and the environmental protection they 

require must guide any design intervention, not the other way around as in the normal 

practice of designing around a built form. Michael Hough states “We find a 

preoccupation with aesthetic design conventions that are more concerned with 

‘pedigree’ landscapes than with the forms that have evolved from the necessity of 

conservation” (Hough, 1989, p. 25).  

Uniquely in certain natural areas like ravines, the role of the landscape architect is not 

so much to improve upon what nature has produced, as to help a city and its inhabitants 

preserve and protect the character of the natural space itself. In this sense, the role of 

the landscape architect and their public and private constituencies can best let nature 
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be nature. Landscape architects should intervene by design measures and initiatives 

only to the extent that it serves and protects the natural environment. Landscape 

architects can best support the protection of nature and ravines specifically by 

exercising a ‘light touch’. Bonnell states, “opportunities still exist to appreciate the 

complex ways in which the past informs the present” (Bonnell, 2014, p. 174). 

Sometimes the best nurturing is realized through enlightened and benign neglect. 

Bonnell continues “if the adjacent Leslie St. spit serves any indication, time may prove 

the best strategy for re-naturalizing heavily disturbed sites, the five kilometer long 

peninsula, constructed by incremental lake filling initiated in the late 1950’s is today one 

of the city’s most cherished ‘wild’ spaces, and one of the few places in the city barred to 

automobile traffic. Over 400 plant species have been identified on the peninsula, along 

with a wide range of bird and butterfly species” (Bonnell, 2014, p. 187).  

The inspirational precedents for this thesis include such urban projects as the 

High Line in New York, Cheonggycheon River in Seoul, the BeltLine in Atlanta and the 

Bentway, formerly known as “Under the Gardiner” in Toronto. Each of these has 

demonstrated the key role landscape architects had in overcoming the stigmatization of 

a derelict space. The transformation of these previously orphaned spaces, as was 

coined later in the research process by key informant Bryce Miranda of DTAH, were the 

inspirations for the focus of this thesis. They assisted in the understanding of the 

perception of stigma associated with Toronto’s ravines and how this could be reversed 

by the following design benefits and process. They all were a place of stigma that was 

transformed through design into an enjoyable public space. 
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Atlanta’s emerging BeltLine represents the median point between the highly 

designed, manufactured landscape such as New York’s High Line and the purely 

natural environment of the ravines. The BeltLine’s semi-built landform is founded on a 

circle of abandoned man-made rail lines and walkways that is gradually being 

repurposed into a combined transportation corridor and urban park. However, by 

definition, unlike ravines its primary constituent parts are post-industrial and man-made 

and designed, in stark contrast to the requirements and objectives of ravines 

(Pendergrast, 2017). 

Design in landscape architecture or other architectural fields, is normally 

interpreted as representing a process by which designers impose a design of their own 

imagination on some physical object or space. In the context and value system of this 

thesis, design is intent. It identifies, cultivates and guides the appropriate limits about 

where and how man should interact with and intervene in urban natural spaces like 

ravines, without compromising them in the process. 

The High Line and similar urban park revitalizations, such as the BentWay 

contrasts to the preservation of ravines and represent two fundamentally different 

schools of thought in landscape architecture. One is at its core man-made and very site-

specific, often largely composed of hardscape and statuary public artworks. The other is 

fundamentally a cradle of nature, and involves respecting and protecting the native plant 

and animal species that live amongst it. The best that enlightened landscape 

architecture can do in this environment is to approach it with humility and sensitivity, not 

seeking to improve what nature has already provided, but rather to carefully protect and 
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return it back to its original state as much as possible, while improving the experience of 

the visitor, such as through the use of viewing platforms for today’s millennials.  

It is notable that it generally costs far more to produce an urban manufactured 

landscape like the High Line in New York, than it costs to protect a precious existing 

resource like Toronto’s ravines that we already have. The inherent economic 

discrimination that must necessarily skew the massive investment into projects like the 

High Line from poorer parks elsewhere in a city, does not apply when you are 

rehabilitating a green resource like ravines. They are pre-existing and flow everywhere 

continuously throughout the city and thus can be rescued and restored at much lower 

capital cost, but they must continue to be managed and protected as the precious urban 

green space resource they represent.  

Ravine restoration thus represent a much less discriminatory, more equal 

financial investment with a higher return distributed across a larger population base that 

any man-made park, however dramatic. The High Line cost “more than $140 million in 

city, state and federal funding to help create a greenway that appeared to be re-wilding 

the industrial infrastructure, which in turn helped spur more than $2 billion in new 

developments, including 1,374 new housing units and four new hotels” (Lindner & Rosa, 

2017, p. 138). Ravines have stood by silently suffering for so long; it is also true that 

“only by appreciating what was lost can we fully understand the cost of what has been 

saved” (Lindner & Rosa, 2017, p. 142). 

Ravines are inherently devoid of neighbourhood and class distinctions, unlike the 

High Line, which runs through newly gentrified neighbourhoods. They are natural, best 
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treated by limiting human influence and intervention, protecting against the intrusion of 

stigma and made more accessible to a much wider cross-section of a city’s population.  

They’re greatest and inherent value is that they are distributed everywhere, not only 

within limits of a defined site but all across the city as whole. In the case of the High 

Line, divisions based on wealth and status was unavoidable. Lindner states “its 

emphasis on building high-level support through recruitment of powerful developers, 

politicians and celebrities breaks with more ‘quaint’ forms of Jane Jacobs-style 

community activism, let alone radical or social justice-driven approaches to urban 

space” (Lindner & Rosa, 2017, p. 143). The appreciation and protection of Toronto’s 

ravines on the other hand is a local community based engagement and initiative. Where 

individual neighbourhoods who have the most directly at stake in the health of a given 

section of the ravine system take responsibility for it. Here there is a parallel to the 

neighbourhood activism that underlies the restoration of Atlanta’s BeltLine, where 

individual neighbourhoods organizations take the lead in lobbying for the restoration of 

their sections of the rail lands. 

At its most basic, the fundamental tension within which ravines exist, lies 

between the urban built form versus the natural landscape. Lindner states “The High 

Line is both tightly controlled and highly managed…[it] is first and foremost, a landscape 

park, with the overall design details subordinated to the landscape vision... Contrary to 

FHL’s rhetoric there is evidence to suggest that this is a place of limited environmental 

dynamism” (Lindner & Rosa, 2017, p. 115). This manufactured design ethos is exactly 

what natural ravines are not and should not be. 
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Jane Amidon’s interview with Michael Van Valkenburgh and his team focus on 

their design strategies as it relates the design of the Allegheny Riverfront Park in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (Amidon, 2006).Valkenburgh has influenced the field of 

landscape architecture to focus on site-specific characteristics of a given area. Using 

this design approach for the Allegheny Riverfront Park in Pittsburgh, highlights the 

combination of the use of native stone and non-native plant species, applied in a unique 

way to offset flood conditions in its construction.  

On establishing his perspective in a design process, Valkenburgh states “How 

you open up the doors of people’s imaginations has to do with the construction and 

sequencing of episodes in a landscape and with bold, intentional use of plants and 

landform” (Amidon, 2006, p. 17). It is with this same degree of humility and respect for 

nature’s pristine character that landscape architects should approach the task of 

introducing sensitive design elements into the naturalized ravine network. Ravines are 

just as capable of firing people’s imaginations as Valkenburgh describes, as any human 

designed park can. He also states, “Landscape lets people go into incredible wonderful 

places – secret gardens – in their imagination” (Amidon, 2006, p. 17). This core insight 

of Valkenburgh illuminates why people living near ravines, particularly those that have 

grown up within close proximity to them, have such a continuing place attachment, 

appreciation and enjoyment of them through adulthood. The real-life experiences they 

enjoyed in ravines they’re able to revisit through their imaginations later on, which they 

carry forward into adulthood. Ravines in their mind represent a special place of euphoric 

memories. They have also grown to spread this educational appreciation to future 

generations.  
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A ravine can accomplish naturally what human designed parks can only achieve 

through an exhaustive and expert design process. A walk through any ravine can 

inspire the human imagination more than touring the most striking and elaborate park 

setting designed by man. Valkenburgh describes “[creating] landscapes with a depth of 

experiences that alter people’s feelings rather than superficially entertain them. A 

landscape should hold you, temporarily remove you, to be legitimate” (Amidon, 2006, p. 

20). He continues to state “Pieces of nature help facilitate the dreaming, the imagining 

that we all want in parks – that’s part what a great park must provide” (Amidon, 2006, p. 

25).  

Any park or wild green spaces like ravines must contend with a fundamental 

contradiction in their appeal to individuals. Some people want a taste of the true 

wilderness experience and to savour it in isolation, while others take greater pleasure in 

observing and interacting with other visitors to the same space. Matthew Urbanski, an 

associate of Michal Van Valkenburgh Associates states, “Olmsted wrote about how a 

park has to resolve these two completely different programs: one is to escape from the 

crowded city, one is a democratic plane for social interaction. How does it do both? 

They’re contradictory” (Amidon, 2006, p. 41). This principle applies to ravines as well, 

as many users prefer to enjoy nature in the ravine on their own while others go there to 

enjoy it in the company of others.  

Valkenburgh describes how landscape architecture must mimic nature in its 

design to satisfy the emotional response of visitors and to be sustainable. These twin 

goals are exemplified in his newly coined concept called ‘Hypernature’. This concept 
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was conceived to deal with soil erosion and flooding in the near-impossible conditions of 

such sites as The Allegheny River Park. This was due to the site experiencing annual 

flooding and ultimately erosion. An anchoring technique was developed using 

specialized plants planted in the surrounding rock formation, giving stability to an 

otherwise very unstable and erosion prone bank (Amidon, 2006, p. 57). Valkenburgh 

also believed that the role of landscape architecture is to start by studying nature and its 

context with unsentimental objectivity. He then views it through the lens of inspired 

design in a way that would have a maximum impact on any visitor.  

The inspirational precedents mentioned previously reflect the design benefits of 

the following elements to solve stigma: access, connectivity and designated pathways. 

These design benefits will be discussed in more detail below as well as the design 

processes that aid them, including wayfinding, community engagement and education.  

2.2.1 Access 

Multiple sources within the literature, such as the official Toronto Ravine Strategy 

have highlighted the importance of improving and the need for more access nodes and 

hubs as a means for facilitating user access and positive experience. Promoting more 

visitor access to the ravine network while simultaneously introducing design measures 

to enhance their protection and regeneration represents the most fundamental tension 

and challenge underlying the role and contribution of ravines within our city. How to 

remain true to its natural character and functionality, while better availing itself of these 

benefits to more visitors and a more enlightened public is a challenging and complex 

task that can only be mastered by the most enlightened landscape architecture 
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approaches. The Toronto Ravine Strategy suggests an intriguing, thoughtful approach, 

which involves highlighting ‘hubs and gateways’, which represent significant gathering 

points as anchors within the ravine network to attract larger visitor groups, while not 

despoiling the narrower confines of the ravines proper (“Toronto Ravine Strategy,” 

2017). Locations like the Toronto Botanical Gardens, Humber Arboretum, Toronto Zoo, 

Ontario Science Centre and the Evergreen Brick Works represent destination locations 

that are accessible either by car or from the ravine network itself and can support large 

number of visitors looking to enjoy the natural environment, without negatively impacting 

the further more delicate fringes of the ravine network itself (“Toronto Ravine Strategy,” 

2017, p. 26).  

 Additional landscape architecture design initiatives can further mitigate the 

potential damages of increased foot traffic within an environment that is best left as 

undisturbed as humanly possible while still enjoying it. “Elevated boardwalks, equipped 

with waist-high fencing, work to forcibly restrain some of Glen Stewart’s more 

enthusiastic guests” (Ramsay-Brown, 2015, p. 60). 

2.2.2 Connectivity 

Several of the sources within the literature, such as Pendergrast, Amidon, Hough 

and Wohlleben, have all identified the importance of connectivity for both ravine users 

and for existing fragmented wildlife corridors.  

Pendergrast’s book City on the Verge describes the 20-year battle to create a 

naturalized BeltLine surrounding the city of Atlanta that was originally inspired by an 

MLA thesis written by Ryan Gravel in 1999. There are two lessons contained in this 
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story of citizens battling City Hall and large corporations to bring about a new vision for 

Atlanta. The objective was to connect isolated poor neighbourhoods and stand-alone 

green spaces into a coherent natural network of pathway and parkland. First, no such 

massive restoration can possibly be developed and sustained without the support of 

local community engagement initiatives that will support and lobby for any project at the 

civic and commercial level. Second, the key building blocks of the BeltLine, consisting of 

abandoned railway right of ways and neglected parks, were already in place and ready 

to be joined. It took a vision and a champion to see the whole picture and articulate and 

defend it to the various powers that could make it come to fruition.  

The parallels between Atlanta’s abandoned rail spur lines and Toronto’s ravines 

are subtle but compelling. Pendergrast states, “the BeltLine trail, following the former 

railroad, is easier to traverse…a more compelling reason is that the BeltLine trail goes 

through real neighbourhoods offering differing views and attractions along its 

length”(Pendergrast, 2017, p. 124). Similarly, Toronto’s ravines are at once seemingly 

near invisible and yet are present everywhere throughout the city and travel through 

many neighbourhoods and communities from the richest to the poorest.  

Ravines thus represent an extraordinary natural circulatory system for both the 

native plants and animals that dwell there and for Toronto inhabitants themselves who 

will take advantage of the ability to roam undisturbed along their corridors. Atlanta’s 

BeltLine represents a man-made built form repurposed, while Toronto’s ravines are 

wholly natural in their character. However, they both represent an emerging but still not 

fully understood network of trails and pathways that potentially both binds the city 
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together and unlocks its natural terrains in ways its citizen have to date never 

appreciated. 

Whereas the emerging vision for the BeltLine was based on connecting isolated 

man-made rail lines and footpaths, Toronto’s ravines remain wholly created by nature 

and glacier processes tens of thousands of years ago. In this case, man’s appropriate 

role is not to intervene intensively in an attempt to redesign the ravines. Rather like 

Atlanta, it is to look back to an earlier period when the ravines were wholly joined and 

uninterrupted, before city development took precedence and truncated them. 

The critical need for connectivity between neighbourhoods and their parks to 

realize their full potential was recognized as long ago as the 1870’s, when Frederick 

Law Olmsted was engaged by the City of Buffalo to design a landmark centrally located 

city park. Rather than focusing on a single large block of land in isolation, Olmsted had 

the inspiration to link and expand three of the city’s exiting major parks via greenways 

so that in effect the city of Buffalo became the beneficiary of a citywide interconnected 

park network. This was the first time that any North American city had all it’s parks 

connected into one coherent park system. It was later augmented by city boulevards 

along a radial design basis that were heavily landscaped with trees and shrubbery to 

make them scenic thoroughfares leading to every corner of the city. Toronto, which 

originally possessed a completely connected ravine network, now has the pressing 

responsibility to re-establish these continuous corridors once again through such 

initiatives as the Meadoway. This newly announced project will transform a 16 kilometer 

hydro corridor and “connect four ravines, 15 parks, 35 neighbourhoods and more than 
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500 acres of land” (Ovid, 2018). This green corridor will connect the Don River Valley in 

the downtown up to the Rouge Valley Park in Scarborough and become “one of 

Canada’s largest urban linear parks” (Ovid, 2018). 

Sensitive, enlightened landscape design with a light touch to respect the primary 

natural conditions is the key to protecting ravine plant and animal diversity. It is largely 

unknown even by experts how complex these ecosystems are within natural green 

spaces, however small. As Hough states, “A small natural area in central Toronto that 

had been neglected for many years was found to include 63 bird and 23 animal species. 

A major problem however, is that these remnant environments often become islands, 

disconnected from the rural landscape and from each other by the expanding city. And 

so, where they remain isolated, the chances of maintaining high wildlife diversity are 

relatively small” (Hough, 1989, p. 167). Hough is correct in his assertion that if nature is 

left alone, it has the innate capacity restore and sustain itself over time.   

Burley in his Enduring Wilderness cites Michael Mitchell’s article ‘Petting the 

Bunny’, which emphasizes the importance of ravines and parkland as natural corridors 

for wildlife to move around within the city fabric. It performs this vital function, while at 

the same time promoting bio-diversity in plants and animals (Burley, 2017, p. 35).They 

thus make it possible for humans and wildlife to coexist in an urban environment, which 

would otherwise be impossible to the detriment of both. 

This concept of enabling connectivity underlines the importance of the linear 

continuity of ravines, which represent pathways between stand-alone city parks and 

even semi-used brownfield sites. They thus represent critical corridors to maintain the 
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mobility and diversity of the city’s wildlife. Without such an interconnected pattern of 

landform, it is exponentially harder for both planning authorities and consciousness 

citizens to promote a healthy and expanding natural native ecosystem. Hough states, 

“At the heart of the matter is the fact that the city has innate capability for complex 

wildlife habitats…this provides us with a basis of a strategy for urban design. Its 

fundamental objective should be the enrichment of the city’s natural wealth; to make the 

maximum use of what is inherently there” (Hough, 1989, p. 182) 

Design and the natural world are inherently polar opposites. However, it 

becomes increasingly clear on closer examination that sensitive environmental planning 

for the preservation and proliferation of both flora and fauna can be significantly 

accomplished by careful combined planning and design measures. Protecting our 

ravines and their diverse natural ecosystems must be intentional and thus in this sense 

truly conservation is design. Hough states, “The ability of wildlife to survive urban 

pressures depends on the complexity, productivity and quality of habitat. It also 

depends on the intensity and kind of public use and the varying degrees of restriction 

imposed on the site. The best habitats in cities are often those with the greatest 

impediment to human use” (Hough, 1989, p. 188). Ironically, in many instances ravine 

health and inaccessibility go hand in hand, where fragile plant material or habitat are at 

risk from human intrusion and accordingly by design must be kept off limits. 

Broadly dispersed and interconnected natural spaces like ravines, streams and 

rivers are critical to maintaining the diversity of a city’s flora and fauna. It is precisely 

because they are easy for wildlife to traverse as natural corridors, but not so easy for 
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man to either access or enjoy as the normal recreational space within city parks, that 

makes them so valuable for this purpose.  

Ease of use for citizens’ recreational use, can equal the reverse for natural 

processes to effectively function. The two can live respectively in parallel to each other’s 

space, but they cannot fully and harmoniously share the same space at the same time, 

or nature and the diversity of its species will inevitably be the loser. Without such natural 

land corridors as ravines, the composition of natural space will continue to be largely 

homogeneous, composed of conventional managed open city parkland.  Ravines and 

their corresponding rivers and their riparian areas need to be preserved for the purpose 

of naturalization and diversity, precisely because they are not managed or over utilized 

by man. Wohlleben states the rivers “regularly overflow their banks, and therefore, very 

specific ecosystems grow on either side of them: forest riparian meadows” (Wohlleben, 

2016, p. 209). In essence, this means that certain plants will be able to survive these 

fluctuating damp conditions, but “if the floods are fast flowing and last for many months 

of the year, then willows and poplars fit the bill”. Further up the ravine slope away from 

the rivers, “oaks and elms feel right at home” such as Quercus alba, more commonly 

known as white oak or Ulmus americana, more commonly known as American elm 

(Wohlleben, 2016, p. 209). That is why they are such particularly important contributors 

to both a city and its inhabitants’ wellbeing, for whom it is vital to remain connected to 

nature, however large and dynamic a city-like Toronto becomes.  

Apart from his design originality, Michael Van Valkenburgh’s work is also 

distinguished by his love for an integrated and varied adoption of plants within his 
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landscape designs (Amidon, 2006). While it would seem to be stating the obvious that 

landscape architects would have a logical love for plant material, this has historically 

with few exceptions not been the case. Rather, landscape architects have focused on 

hardscaping and design form with surfaces, textures and colors of plant material wholly 

subordinate to man-made forms. Valkenburgh on the other hand has over two decades 

reintroduced plant material and its aesthetic effects, so long absent from other 

designers’ vocabulary, back into the design mainstream. This would seem to have 

made him particularly appropriate as the choice for the lead landscape architect in the 

redesign and restoration of the Allegheny River Park in Pittsburgh, where restoring the 

depleted ecosystem is so critical to achieving its overall objectives (Amidon, 2006, p. 

149). The difference between the examples of Pittsburgh and Toronto is that where 

Valkenburgh had to import appropriate anchoring plant material for the riverbank 

stabilization, Toronto’s ravines already contain the necessary plant material to 

accomplish this purpose.  Toronto has the luxury of an existing ravine network that 

requires being fundamentally protected to fulfill its natural purpose, with minimal design 

intervention. 

2.2.3 Designated Pathways 

Bonnell, Ramsay-Brown and the Toronto Ravine Strategy, all identify the 

importance of designated pathways as a way to preserve and protect ravine health, 

while safely guiding users throughout the ravine network.  

Excessive visitor traffic can be just as bad for ravine health as the negative 

threats posed by direct stigma as outlined earlier. The risks posed by an ever-increasing 
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volume of pedestrian traffic that is not properly contained and controlled over 

designated pathways, ranges from increasing soil compaction that cuts off essential 

water and oxygen that are vital to plants, to the direct trampling of sensitive vegetation 

within the ravine itself. Consequently designated pathways guided by proper wayfinding 

signage and other measures are not just to assist human visitors to ravines, but also for 

the protection of native plant species and wildlife to ensure the protection of their 

habitats from being trampled. We are visitors to this space to enjoy it and benefit from it, 

but it ultimately belongs to them.  

 If pathways are designed and configured properly and supported by appropriate 

signage informing them of areas of environmental interest or extreme sensitivity, most 

conscientious visitors will respect them based on the posted information. They don’t 

want to merely be prohibited from entering areas off trail, they want to know why or they 

will attempt to go in and discover for themselves. Designated trails supported by 

signage don’t just guide and inform people merely for purpose of direction, they also 

explain the secrets of the ravine unknown to most and why in particular these areas 

need to be protected precisely by not getting too close to them. In the case of ravines as 

with interacting with other aspects of the natural world, restraint and distance is 

sometimes the highest form of respect and care, but that is only possible if visitors are 

educated about these considerations on the spot when they are present in the ravine 

(“Toronto Ravine Strategy,” 2017). 

 In high traffic areas bordering particularly sensitive ecosystems, additional 

enhanced pathway construction methods must be implemented to contain traffic and 
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protect adjoining sensitive green spaces. These include the construction of wooden 

boardwalks and stairs that permit pedestrian traffic through these areas while at the 

same time discouraging off-path excursions within them that would damage them. An 

example of this extra protection is found at Yellow Creek that both facilitate and guide 

visitors on a strict path through these environmentally sensitive areas (Ramsay-Brown, 

2015, p. 150). Another example of enhanced measures to implement designated 

pathways for both humans and nature together are the elevated boardwalks, combined 

with waist high fencing, that are found in Glen Stewart Ravine Park to restrict off-path 

traffic for both human safety and the safety of nature. Glen Stewart Ravine Park 

connects Kingston Road with Glen Manor Drive, east of Main Street (Danforth Village). 

 Ultimately the best designated pathways are those that will best simultaneously 

protect, guide and inform visitors, while serving as a necessary buffer for the excess 

intrusion of human traffic into delicate adjoining ecosystems. The unique characteristic 

of the ravines that must be protected is their hybridity, which consists in them being 

neither human or built form in origin. Rather they are a series of critical green corridors 

that flow in and out of the city’s intensively developed and built areas. Their natural 

essence must be preserved as they represent the heart of Canada’s largest city and the 

third largest in North America (Bonnell, 2014, p. 192).  

 Central to introducing the new awareness of ravines as designated pathways for 

visitors to enjoy the most undiluted experience of nature within the city, is reversing the 

various stigmas that have historically deterred people from either visiting or appreciating 

them as they should. Forgotten is forsaken and Toronto ravines have suffered this 
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undeserved fate for too long, either accidentally by geography or by design by shear 

human neglect and abuse. Bonnell states, “Linked to perceptions of the Don Valley as a 

‘space for undesirables’ was its reputation as a frontier of sorts, a place that harboured 

and facilitated a certain degree of lawlessness…these perceptions of risk were wrapped 

up within the history of an urban periphery consistently marginalized by elites” (Bonnell, 

2014, p. 87). The release of the official Toronto Ravine Strategy document should signal 

a new awareness and civic and personal commitment by Torontonians to finally pay 

attention to the fate of ravines and the important role they play, now and in the future in 

the fabric of a living sustainable city. 

The undeserved fear or anxiety about ravines like any other experience 

disappears in the process of usage. Not only do more frequent visits to a ravine delight 

and refresh the visitor, but they also banish any unwarranted fears that ravines harbour 

dark and dangerous places or people that any sensible person should avoid. Indeed, 

familiarity conveys exactly the opposite to any intelligent observer, namely that ravines 

represent a wealth of natural sustenance and wonder in the midst of the otherwise 

massive built-form of the city. Just like muscles that grow stronger with usage, exposure 

to nature strengthens both our understanding and appreciation of all that it can do for us 

and that we should do for it to protect and preserve its rugged character. As Ruth 

Gordon poignantly states, “Courage is like a muscle, it is strengthened by use”. In 60 

years, our public and environmental consciousness have travelled a long way from the 

outrageous but not uncommon sentiment that Frederick Gardener, the first Chairman of 

Metro Toronto, expressed in response to the opposition to the building of the Don Valley 

Parkway in 1962, which he spearheaded. His comment to a councillor was, “I’ll tell you 
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what the Don Valley was…The Don Valley was a place to murder little boys, that’s what 

it was” (Bonnell, 2014, p. 166). What was once perceived as a refuge for criminals and 

the homeless, or a place to dump pollution, has been revealed in the present day to be 

an irreplaceable natural resource and green space that Toronto uniquely possesses.  

2.3 Design Process 

2.3.1 Wayfinding 

Four of the literature review sources including DTAH, Powell, MacGregor and 

Burley, identify wayfinding as a valuable signage tool to guide users while identifying 

important environmental and historical information and the importance of staying on 

path.  

The very irregularity and naturalized character of ravines lends support to the 

need for a well thought out and aesthetically pleasing system of wayfinding through 

signage that will assist and orient visitors who are not familiar with the ravine network. 

Beyond local residents familiarity with their own ravine, signage is critical to guiding and 

protecting visitors within the wider ravine network and to highlight historical and natural 

points of interest. The importance of wayfinding is highlighted by the central role it plays 

in DTAH’s Master Plan for the Lower Don Trail, a pathway of 6 km in length that leads 

from Pottery Road, down to Corktown Commons (DTAH, 2013). An aboriginal name for 

the Don is Wonscotonach, translating to “black burnt ground”, which has been proposed 

to replace the Lower Don Trail by City Parks and Councillor Layton and Councillor 

McMahon. Once City Council passes it sometime in April 2018, it will be officially known 
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as the Wonscotonach Parklands. This is monumental and well overdue, as indigenous 

people were the original inhabitants of what is now known as Toronto.  

The importance of signage is also highlighted and is key in the forthcoming plans 

for the Lower Don Trail. This plan intends to reconstruct the brownfield landscape at the 

foot of the Don River and the Portlands into a new sustainable urban design led by 

landscape architect Michael Van Valkenburgh and Associates of New York (Powell, 

2017). The proposed construction is estimated to cost in excess of $1 billion. It is part of 

a massively expensive plan to rehabilitate 125 hectares that surround the mouth of the 

Don and Keating Channel into parklands and mixed-use residential and commercial 

neighbourhoods (MacGregor, 2016). 

Other key elements which are seen to significantly contribute to improve ravine 

access is environmentally sensitive but limited lighting where appropriate to guide 

visitors to access points in times of reduced visibility. In general however, lighting must 

be strictly limited to access points, so as not to disrupt nocturnal wildlife habitat. 

Additionally, it is desirable to ensure pathways are clear and unobstructed as well as 

designating prime nodes of entry via tree-lined boulevards that permit site line visibility 

and entry. Each of these steps can contribute to an improved user perception and 

experience within the ravine system.  

As city development has intensified there has been a corresponding increase in 

the need for and appreciation of city parkland. Burley states, “In response, city planners 

have started to connect the parkland areas with new multi-use trails and bridges and to 

provide new street access points to areas previously described as impenetrable. 



 

  

36 

 

Paradoxically, neglect might have forced Toronto’s ravines to adapt and even thrive. 

Toronto today enjoys one of the largest urban tree canopies in North America and has 

possibly the greatest access to inner-city landscape experiences of any city on the 

continent” (Burley, 2017, p. 13). 

2.3.2 Community Engagement  

Pendergrast, Hough, Burley and Winsa have emphasized the importance of 

engaging the community to better understand the need and value of ravines within their 

neighbourhoods. This type of engagement will assist the designer in establishing design 

priorities for the local ravine users. 

The protection and restoration of Toronto’s ravine system must similarly be 

based on a community engagement led effort to develop a consensus between all 

public and private stakeholders to pursue a unified vision for the well being of ravines in 

the city. Similar to Atlanta’s revitalization described by Mark Pendergrast, many of the 

key building blocks for this future revitalization strategy are physically already in place, 

but concerted and coherent political will needs to be accompanied by adequate financial 

resources to bring a full restoration strategy to completion. 

Community involvement in the protection of one’s local parkland environs, 

whether it is a city park or a local section of a ravine is critical to their long-term health. 

As Pendergrast’s points out, a key component of the inspiring example of how Atlanta is 

in the process of achieving its dramatic vision for the BeltLine, is the story of one local 

neighbourhood’s intervention to protect the space within their own immediate vicinity. 

The Collier Hills community had for years enjoyed their own local isolated unspoiled 
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park and initially resisted the BeltLine’s grand vision of interconnecting their park with 

many others along its length. Their concerns ranged from increased visitor traffic to 

unleashed dogs whose owners did not clean up after them, to the potential for 

increased crime by outsiders. These same concerns potentially apply to individual 

neighbourhood anxieties about the interconnecting of Toronto’s ravines.  

The origin of landmark city parks such as Central Park in New York, lay in the 

belief that protected green open spaces in the city was a fundamental civic right and 

benefit of all city dwellers. Frederick Law Olmsted believed that every citizen, regardless 

of their social class, deserved to have equal access and enjoyment of public green 

spaces within the city.  Wealthy city dwellers had the option of traveling to the 

countryside for their recreation, while poorer residents had no such luxury. The specific 

design of parks and their surroundings including wilder spaces like ravines were 

deemed to be best left to the experts for all the 19th and most of the 20th century. In 

either park design or urban design, it was with the crucial involvement of citizen-based 

groups like those led by Jane Jacobs in New York City, San Francisco and Toronto that 

stopped expressways like the Spadina Expressway. This movement changed the 

assumption of the inherent superiority of planners operating in isolation forever. Over 

time citizen engagement and input became essential for citizen authorities and planners 

to consolidate the necessary public support to implement important city or park planning 

initiatives. 

Historical top-down decision making in the best interest of the public, made by 

unelected bureaucrats on behalf of citizens, has now been replaced by a more 
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collaborative and inclusive initiatives in the form of community engagement. This 

provides the opportunity for citizen input at every stage of the design and 

implementation process for areas in which they reside.  Citizens need to have a voice in 

matters that affect them for them to take collective responsibility for the eventual result. 

Hough states, “There has … been a radical shift in the way people view authority and 

government. A growth of public interest and concern in public affairs as they affect the 

everyday life and environment of the common man has begun to shift the balance of 

power in favour of greater public participation in the affairs of the city” (Hough, 1989, p. 

231).   

 The great inspiration for the creation of urban parks and green spaces like 

ravines came from Olmsted’s revelation more than a century ago in designing Central 

Park. Olmsted realized that where it was not possible to bring multitudes to remote 

natural environments, he would instead by design, bring nature to the city. Hough states 

again, “Although most of these recovering lands are in the green belt north of the city, 

those that give respite and comfort to the largest number of people are those within the 

greater city’s limits. Imagine what it would be like for the tens and thousands of New 

Canadians warehoused in the high-rises of what the globe and Mail’s Doug Saunders 

calls arrival cities” (Burley, 2017, p. 65).  

Highly developed and dense neighbourhoods in the city such as Black Creek, 

desperately need access to green space and all its benefits, which through ravines is 

inevitable, though most are unaware of it. Equality of access to the wonders of nature 

regardless of economic status is no longer regarded as a remote privilege for the few 
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like a Muskoka cottage. It is the fundamental right of all inhabitants of the city. A leader 

and citizen model for this type of community engagement is Sabrina Ali of the 

Thorncliffe Park Women’s Committee. Once she was aware of the proximity and beauty 

of the ravines right outside her high-rise apartment building, she actively promoted her 

understating and passion both to her immediate neighbours and her community in 

general. By introducing natural education events and nature walks, she expanded the 

awareness to the many inhabitants of Thorncliffe about the value and attractions of 

visiting the Toronto ravines that lay at their doorstep. It is precisely this kind of 

community engagement and educational activity that can raise consciousness of 

citizens to demand ravines protection and revitalization, because they have come to 

appreciate that they have a direct personal stake in their wellbeing and sustainability 

(Winsa, 2016). 

2.3.3 Education 

The Toronto Ravine Strategy, Hough, Winsa, Ramsay-Brown, and Daigle and 

Havinga have all stressed the importance of nature education starting as early as 

possible in schools and neighbourhood programs. These programs and initiatives will 

help teach the young about the ravines and the importance of respecting their natural 

spaces.  

Protection and revitalization of any natural resource can only begin and be 

sustained if local educational and conservation initiatives promote a fundamental 

awareness of its importance to city life. No individual or municipal authority will devote 

the necessary time, effort and resources to protecting a natural resource that local 
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residents have not demonstrated an appreciation and importance of. Thus education 

and natural awareness initiatives promoted by as diverse groups as the Toronto Field 

Naturalists, Friends of the Don or the Evergreen Brick Works to name a few, are vital 

catalysts to sparking increased public education and overall awareness on the part of 

both citizens and responsible municipal and provincial agencies such as the TRCA.  

Promoting education and the appreciation of nature starting from a young age, as 

Sabrina Ali has done through her community engagement efforts in Thorncliffe Park, 

represents a critical foundation for future local involvement (Winsa, 2016). This will 

ensure a sustained future involvement in natural resources like ravines and protection 

and advocacy on their behalf, both to other students and the public at large.  Hough 

states “It has been said that children know more about nature in distant lands than they 

do about he natural things in their own backyards” (Hough, 1989, p. 21). The naturalist 

program at Terraview-Willowfield Public School, a few hundred meters from the 401 and 

Pharmacy Avenue, exemplifies this enlightened approach to early natural education by 

taking advantage of Willowfield Pond located near the school, to conduct nature 

appreciation classes for students. This has appropriately resulted in the school being 

recognized by the Toronto District School Board as a Platinum level EcoSchool 

(Ramsay-Brown, 2015, p. 71). 

This program and similar ones that can be promoted in other elementary to high 

school represent a future investment in ensuring the wellbeing and security of our 

critical natural spaces for future generations. It also presents an opportunity for 

immigrant families whose culture may not innately have an appreciation of the outdoors 
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like Canadians, as a means to discover and learn about the wonders and variety of the 

natural world through ravines that exist right on their door step. The magnitude of this 

challenge to be resolved through educational initiatives is highlighted by the fact that 

“Half of Toronto’s current population was born outside of Canada” (“Toronto Ravine 

Strategy,” 2017, p. 10). Hence this represents enormous potential for education and 

activism on behalf of nature in general and ravines in particular. Daigle states 

“Greenways are also where people and nature meet, a focal point of interactions 

between people and nature greenways are also designed to fulfill social objectives… 

greenways are also educational interpretive programs and facilities, provide 

opportunities to learn about landforms, habitats and species unique to the locality or 

bioregion” (Daigle & Havinga, 1996, p. 56).  

2.4 Protection and Preservation of Important Green Spaces 

There have been several major competing visions for the city’s green spaces in 

general and its river valley’s in particular, dating back as far as before WWII. Some 

traditionalist city councillors persisted in seeing these spaces as merely “surplus space”, 

while others saw them as nothing more than auxiliary green adornment around the 

ever-intensifying urban development of the city itself. In the face of this disrespect, even 

contempt for Toronto’s critical natural spaces, some imagined a different, healthier 

future in protecting and sustaining them. Pioneered by these earliest conservationists 

like Charles Saurioul, there has been a growing realization that the valley lands in 

particular represented a natural urban wilderness on their doorstep for stressed city 

dwellers. In addition, these natural wildlife corridors assist wildlife in their migration up 
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and down the valley. It is a result of this new realization of their critical importance to 

both man and nature, that we are witnessing numerous recent conservation initiatives. 

Bonnell states, “as the city grew, it radically changed the physical and ecological 

composition of the river valley, denuding slopes, polluting waterways, filling wetlands 

and levelling hills...the rise of the environmental movement contributed to changing 

public perceptions of the valley as a degraded but ultimately salvageable natural system 

and fuelled efforts to recast the Don as Toronto’s urban wilderness” (Bonnell, 2014, p. 

xxiii). 

Key environmental protection and restoration initiatives have included numerous 

recent wetland restorations, as well as the ongoing reconfiguration of the mouth of the 

Don Valley River south of DTAH’s Lower Don Trail and both Michael Van Valkenburgh’s 

Corktown Commons and the Portlands revitalization initiative, all of which represent part 

of Toronto’s overall waterfront realization.  

Ravines and their need for protection have made their presence felt everywhere 

throughout the city. Bonnell states, “groups like the Toronto Field Naturalists pressed for 

more comprehensive ecological protection for urban valley lands and the new 

generation of environmental activists began to lament the ongoing pollution of the river 

by storm water runoff and riverside industries” (Bonnell, 2014, p. 128). 

Whether the valley is seen through the window of a car travelling the Don Valley 

Parkway or viewed at leisure while walking down a trail within it, the valley lands have a 

distinct, irreplaceable character in any season. In the spring and summer months, they 

are a vibrant green backdrop to the cities built form of concrete towers while in the fall, 
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they are a blazing tapestry of autumn colors. Local conservationists and the efforts by 

both local community groups and conservation organizations are gradually pushing 

back the old image of the valley as a polluted forgotten place and bringing it to the fore 

as the new natural heart of the city. While parts of the valley still remain under attack by 

pollution, litter and disrepair, nevertheless formal recognition of the valley’s importance 

is now coming to the forefront through such critical planning initiatives as the Toronto 

Ravine Strategy. Ravines are no longer the forgotten, inconvenient or surplus spaces 

they once were to an earlier more ignorant generation.  

For a century, ravines have successfully withstood the pressures and stigma 

created by man. Bonnell states, “The Don … moved from being a blighted and 

neglected place to become a degraded but ultimately salvageable natural system and in 

this transformation it took on symbolic significance as indicator of urban health…with 

access to the river valley came opportunities to see the Don not simply a landscape 

defiled, but rather as a place where natural processes – however compromised – 

continue to function” (Bonnell, 2014, p. 192).   

Ironically the biggest challenge ravines have faced for a century have not been 

the direct environmental or economic threats they have faced. Rather the biggest hurdle 

to sustain ravine revitalization and restoration initiatives and their appropriate protection 

has been a mental one. This is represented by the attitude fostered over decades by 

both city officials and private developers that the highest good for a city was to find an 

economic not an environmental solution to a city’s sustainability. Contributing to this 

short-sightedness is that in the short term, the advantages of the urban built form can 
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be easily quantified in tax dollars and habitable space. On the other hand, nature’s 

essential contribution to our lives is by definition intangible and impossible to measure in 

dollars and cents. However, this in no way makes it less critical to a city or a human’s 

wellbeing. Hough states “the interconnected development of living and physical 

processes of each, climate, water, plants and animals, the continuous transformation 

and recycling of living and non-living materials, these are the elements of the self-

perpetuating biosphere that sustain life on earth and which give rise to the physical 

landscape” (Hough, 1989, p. 5). 

 Green space in general and ravines in particular represent the essential, 

irreplaceable other spaces of any major city’s urban fabric. Their importance lies directly 

in the fact that they are not devoted to any specific economic, political or social purpose. 

It is precisely because they are not man-made, nor obviously under direct human 

control or management, other than to be respected and largely left alone. They are so 

vital to a city’s broader healthier functioning, precisely because they represent a living 

ecosystem that combines the best of human and natural interactions.  

Ravines do not possess a precise and measurable economic value as any single 

building does, however it does not make them any less precious to a city’s present and 

future viability. Indeed it is because they have not been reshaped and redesigned by 

man as a built form, that they are all the more valuable. They represent the space that 

humans inevitably need more and more, the larger the city becomes. Hough states, “If 

health can be described as the ability to withstand stress, then diversity may also imply 



 

  

45 

 

health…diversity makes social as well as biological sense in the urban setting” (Hough, 

1989, p. 21). 

The quality of an urban fabric lies precisely in variety of built form and protected 

green spaces. Hough states “diversity as the basis for environmental and social 

health… an integration of human with natural processes at its most fundamental 

level…urban land as a whole will be required to assume environmental, productive and 

social roles, far outweighing traditional park and civic values. Many of the problems 

generated by the city and imposed on the natural environment will have to be resolved 

within it” (Hough, 1989, p. 25). 

A sustainable city can only be built on a new inversion of design priorities and 

principles where natural processes and landscapes are integral to a city’s planning and 

architectural design. Ecological health must now be the foundation that dictates the 

location and scale of built for, not the other way around as it has been in Toronto and 

other major cities for the last century. Hough states “A biological classification and 

management approach to open space with respect to its sensitivity to human intrusion is 

required for cities…[Environmentally sensitive areas] are derived from an assessment of 

such factors as the presence of rare or endangered species, important plant or animal 

associations, size of the area, animal diversity and other factors” (Hough, 1989, p. 125). 
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3 Methods  

3.1 Methods Chosen 

Three methods used in this thesis research are illustrated in figure 3.1 below. 

These include Key Informant interviews, a semi-structured survey of both users and 

people within close proximity to ravines and lastly site observation and analysis using 

the Geographical Information System (GIS) mapping. These methods were selected 

after conducting a literature review, which guided the choice of methods to be used. 

Three methods were chosen to ensure diverse results, including the knowledge from 

Key Informant Interviews gained from professionals in the industry. Rather than just 

having one method, such as a survey, three meant more types of results, some 

qualitative and others quantitative. Additionally, the research incorporated knowledge 

gained from surveys randomly conducted of users of varying backgrounds and ages. 

Data was also gathered from a range of private and official sources such as the Toronto 

Police and the TRCA website.    
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Figure 3.1: Methods Map 
  

3.1.1 Key Informant Interviews 

Key Informants Interviews were chosen to achieve an in-depth understanding 

from a professional perspective of the concept of ‘stigma’ as it is associated with 

ravines. Selection criteria were created to aid selection of actual Key Informants such as 

having a minimum of 10 years experience in the industry and being well recognized for 

their individual contributions to their individual fields. It was important to have a cross-

section of Key Informants, each selected from different segments of the field for their 

particular expertise, in order to obtain a well-rounded perspective on Toronto ravines. 

This range of expertise included private and public sector practitioners and academics 

with a record of publications in the field. As seen in the figure 3.2 below, there were four 

categories of key informants.  
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Figure 3.2: Key Informant Expertise. 
 

Key Informants were each asked a list of questions prepared in advance, tailored 

to their individual background and expertise and to help guide the discussion. The 

questions also included reference to key possible elements of stigma, such as limited 

access or environmental degradation, depending on their professional background. The 

interviews were semi-structured to allow for interaction between the researcher and the 

Key Informant (Babbie, 2016). The questions were a mixture of close-ended, such as, 

‘was this the first time they have been to a ravine’, while others were more open-ended, 

such as ‘what do you believe can be done to reverse the stigma affecting your visits?’ 

This form of questioning allowed the interviewer to pose questions that either required 

elaboration or alternatively a specific answer. With the permission of each Key 

Informant, each conversation was recorded and subsequently transcribed, after 

listening to the recording several times to avoid possible errors or researcher bias.  

The first Key Informant was Jason Ramsay-Brown, the Vice President of the 

Toronto Field Naturalists and author of one of the primary books used in the literature 
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review: Toronto’s Ravines and Urban Forests. He is also the representative for the Don 

River in the TRCA’s Regional Water Alliance. The next Key Informant was Jane Welsh, 

Acting Project Manager of Environmental Planning with the City of Toronto and Vice 

President of the Ontario Association of Landscape Architects (OALA). She has a 

Bachelor of Landscape Architecture degree and a Master of Science degree in 

Planning. Accompanying Jane Welsh was Jane Weninger, a Senior Environmental 

Planner with the City of Toronto. Ms. Weninger has a Master of Science degree in 

Geomorphology. Both Welsh and Weninger were involved in the drafting and 

publication of the official Toronto Ravine Strategy from the City of Toronto. The next 

Key Informant was Eric Davies, a PhD student at the University of Toronto’s 

Departments of Forestry and Ecology & Evolutionary Biology. He has both a Bachelor of 

Science and a Master of Science degree. A fourth Key Informant was Bryce Miranda, a 

Landscape Architect and Partner at the firm DTAH. He has a Bachelor of Arts degree 

and a Bachelor of Landscape Architecture degree and was a Sessional Instructor at the 

Daniels Faculty of Architecture, Landscape and Design. DTAH was the Project Lead on 

the Access, Environment and Art Master Plan for the Lower Don Trail. The final Key 

Informant was Denise Pinto, Creative Director of Courage Co-Lab, and Sessional 

Instructor in Urban Studies at the University of Toronto and the former Executive 

Director of Jane’s Walk. She has both a Bachelor of Industrial Design degree and a 

Master of Landscape Architecture degree.  

3.1.2 Survey 

Research is "an undertaking intended to extend knowledge through a disciplined 

inquiry or systematic investigation" (TCPS2) which was why a semi-structured survey of 
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both users and residents within close proximity of the ravines was used as the next 

method. Prior to actually going out and administering the survey to potential 

participants, two steps had to occur. The first was the completion of the Tri-Council 

Policy Statement (TCPS) 2 Tutorial and Course on Research Ethics (CORE). This 

ultimately resulted in being granted a certificate that was used in the next step, the 

submission of the Research Ethics Board (REB) Application to Involve Human 

Participants in Research, which included revisions. The survey was conducted in 

person for both users and residents living within close proximity of the ravines. 

Volunteers were solicited as research participants in a survey administered at two 

locations. One was at several pre-determined access points into the ravine, meaning 

they (ravine users) are already on their way into the ravine. The second location would 

be at an outside pre-determined commercial space such as the Evergreen Brick Works, 

where people may be aware of the ravine but not necessarily ravine visitors. Figure 3.3 

below summarizes the four locations and then figures 3.4 – 3.7 identify these locations 

aerially using Google Earth. 

 

Figure 3.3: Specified Survey Locations. 
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Figure 3.4: Evergreen Brick Works. 

 

Figure 3.5: Pottery Road access point to Lower Don Trail. 
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Figure 3.6: Riverdale Park pedestrian bridge. 

 

Figure 3.7: Thorncliffe Park access point to Lower Don Trail. 
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The next steps were to identify possible risks that the participant might 

experience when engaging in the survey, which was identified as minimal risk. This is 

defined as "research in which the probability and magnitude of possible harms implied 

by participation in the research is no greater than those encountered by participants in 

the aspects of their everyday life that relate to the research” (TCPS2). Benefits to the 

participants and to the discipline or society in general were also identified. The benefit to 

the participant is that the survey might be informative and educational, revealing 

insights into both the value and issues ravines have/raise in society. The benefit that will 

result from the research for the field of Landscape Architecture will be a better 

understanding of the perception of stigmas associated with ravines and how design may 

potentially reduce these. Possible feedback to participants was also discussed, but this 

was not feasible to do, as the participants were randomly selected volunteers and their 

own private personal information was not to be recorded. If a participant was interested 

in feedback or a summary of results, this was offered to be arranged, but not necessary 

otherwise. The next step was Fairness and Equity to Participants and only two criteria 

were chosen under which a participant might be excluded from a research project, 

which were language and capacity to consent.  If someone did not speak the English 

language in which the survey was administered, his or her participation was excluded. If 

the individual did not have the capacity to consent to participate in the survey, they will 

also be excluded as they were either a minor without parental consent, or they were not 

capable of contributing meaningful input. Recruitment for participation was also 

discussed. The participants were recruited randomly as passers-by in the ravine, or in 

close proximity to the ravine, and if they were interested the survey would commence. ‘
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 The method used was in the form of a survey, which was read out loud to the 

potential participants, or if they preferred, they can write down their answers on paper 

provided. Consent was the next step, clearly stating that consent must be free, informed 

and ongoing (TCPS2). Potential participants were informed at the beginning that 

participation was voluntary and that if at any time the participant wanted to stop or 

withdraw their consent, they were free to do so without implications. Consent was 

obtained verbally at the start of the survey by reading out loud a consent form outlining 

the research purpose, description of what the participant was expected to do, 

foreseeable risks and potential benefits, contact information of researcher and 

agreement to consent. Verbal consent was documented in the field notes, rather than 

requiring a signed consent form or a videotaped oral consent. This method of consent 

obtainment was chosen to keep anonymity with the participants. Other methods of 

consent obtainment would require coding of the individuals names to ensure anonymity, 

which the researcher deemed not necessary due to the general nature of the questions 

asked. As for data protection, the survey was recorded manually on paper notes by the 

researcher and stored in the locked trunk of a car during transit.  After project 

completion, all paper notes were recycled. No identifiable information of participants 

was collected and identities remained anonymous. Both pre-determined locations were 

vetted through site selection criteria. Some of these questions were close ended such 

as “is this your first time visiting the ravine?” while other questions were more open 

ended, such as “what do you enjoy most about Toronto’s ravines, least enjoy?” The 

Research Ethics Board (REB) Application was completed to ensure guiding principles of 
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research ethics were followed and “to represent the interest of participants by assessing 

the foreseeable risks, ethical implications, and potential benefits” (TCPS2).  

3.1.3 Site Observation and Mapping 

Site observation and analysis using Geographical Information System (GIS) 

mapping were used as the next method. These were chosen as the last research 

method, due to the researcher’s inability to observe in the fall without a concrete 

research direction, resulting in the researcher going out to observe who was using the 

ravine and to observe negative aspects in the ravine such as litter that might contribute 

to ravine stigma. These observations were documented through both photography and 

field notes that were later reviewed. The mapping was chosen due to the fact that the 

winter season prevented seeing much else due to extreme weather and cold 

temperatures. The ability to use GIS mapping was extremely useful, especially during 

the cold winter months, not to mention fascinating software to relearn.  

3.1.3.1 Site Observation 

Site observation was conducted through several site visits to the ravine, starting 

from September and ending in March. These visits were documented through field 

notes and through photography of the various seasons. This helped to better 

understand the changes in the ravine’s flora and fauna as the seasons changed, but 

also to personally witness the different types of visitors passing through the ravines. For 

example, at one of the site visits after a snowstorm, a woman was observed cross-

country skiing in the ravine as opposed to walking, as it was much easier in the fresh 

snow. An aerial site visit was done through the use of a helicopter, which was used to 
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help understand and appreciate the scale of Toronto’s ravines from above and is shown 

in the image below. This brief 12-minute helicopter ride was also documented through 

the use of a GoPro camera, a digital single-lens reflex camera (DSLR) and an iPhone.  

 

Figure 3.8: Aerial view from helicopter (source: Elizabeth Birks). 
 

3.1.3.2 Mapping 

Geographic Information System (GIS) mapping was employed to identify several 

categories of interest used in this thesis, such as litter occurrence, land use 

classification and most importantly crime occurrence. It was also employed to 

demonstrate how extensive Toronto’s ravine network is within the city. Mapping of 

geographic and spatial data helped identify recommended access points, extent of 

specific watersheds such as the Don and Humber rivers, high density population 
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hotspots, and potential enhanced connectivity. Topographic data accessed through 

Scholars Geoportal and using data from the TRCA was also used to identify contours at 

10 m intervals. Topographical variance was demonstrated through a contour map 

across the City of Toronto, showing elevation change caused by glacial processes. 

Natural heritage systems were also identified, which showed the different components 

of a ravine such as forest, meadow and wetlands. Natural heritage systems 

demonstrated through mapping identified the many different elements of a ravine 

system, ranging from forest to wetland to meadow and beach. A watershed map was 

also created using TRCA data, which identified 11 watersheds in the Greater Toronto 

Area (GTA) which are: Carruthers, Don, Duffins, Etobicoke, Frenchmans Bay, Highland, 

Humber, Mimico, Petticoat, Rouge and Waterfront. This then led to the creation of a 

watercourse map also using TRCA data, which identified the 10 watercourses in the 

GTA, which were the same as the watershed map excluding the Waterfront. A map 

showing homicide data was created using Toronto Police data from their website, in an 

attempt to determine the possible contribution of criminal activity to the perception of 

ravine stigma. A map identifying severe, moderate and light trash deposition across 

Toronto’s ravines was also created, thus identifying it’s possible separate contribution to 

the perception of ravine stigma.  
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4 Results 
Results were derived from a multi-method approach including key informant 

interviews, a semi-structured survey of both users and people within close proximity to 

the ravines and site observation and analysis using geographical information system 

(GIS) mapping. These were chosen after conducting a literature review, which guided 

the choice in methods used. Three methods were chosen in order to have a well-

rounded research approach, including knowledge from key informant interviews gained 

from professionals in the industry, knowledge gained from surveys of regular citizens of 

varying backgrounds and ages, and data from a range of sources such as the Toronto 

Police website.    

4.1 Key Informant Interviews 

The first method employed was Key Informant interviews, which were chosen as the 

first method gaining insightful results that helped to clarify the perception of stigma 

regarding ravines and guide potential design considerations, as these individuals have 

considerable experience in this area. Ravine stigma has many elements, so the 

potential solutions must be tailored to these unique challenges that ravines face. As 

stated previously and arrived at through consensus in the literature review, stigma 

includes litter, pollution of waters, environmental degradation, safety and security, 

cultural differences, education and more. These include the cultural bias against nature 

and a failure to appreciate nature’s critical value to a sustainable city through lack of 

education and appreciation. Perhaps the most outstanding aspect of stigma associated 
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with ravines is the prospect, however infrequently, of major destructive flood events, 

beginning with Hurricane Hazel in 1954 and that occurred as recently as 2013. 

Figure 4.1 below, derived from a consensus of the literature review, is a brief 

summary of all the interview topics discussed with the key informants, split into 5 main 

categories: stigma, access, design, education, environment and participation. These 

interview topics were then confirmed to be important when discussed with the key 

informants.  Due to their unique backgrounds, certain topics were discussed as 

illustrated with the ✔ symbol signifying it was discussed or the ✕ if it was not discussed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Key Informant Interview Summary. 
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The range of options to correct these threats to ravine health and their unique 

contribution to healthy city living must be equally wide-ranging, which key informant 

interviews can help confirm. Key informants were chosen using selection criteria to help 

determine the vital balance between natural preservation and facilitating more human 

access and overall enjoyment. They also play a vital guiding and implementation role in 

this process due to their diverse backgrounds. 

Perceived stigma occurs all throughout Toronto’s ravines, even in the wealthier 

neighbourhoods such as the Rosedale Valley. This stigma can be mitigated by a 

combination of several recommended considerations, which the key informants outlined 

below to improve ravine user experiences, thus reducing stigma. These design 

considerations are as follows: 

i. Promoting better accessibility through more clearly marked and approachable 

access points that do not violate sensitive environmentally significant areas 

ii. Improved connectivity and green corridors 

iii. Enhancing linkages to transportation infrastructure, bike lanes and pedestrian 

pathways (suitable versus capable) 

iv. Enhanced preservation to both defend sensitive environmental sections of 

ravines, assisted by appropriate fencing where necessary to keep visitors on 

defined pathways 

v. Promoting the importance and sensitivity of ravines through education and 

community nature tours 
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vi. Enhancing visibility through ravine programs that promote public art exhibits 

in suitable locations within ravines   

At the civic level, it can involve city council passing not only such legislation as 

the Toronto Ravine Strategy, but also allocating the required funding to achieve the 

strategy’s stated objectives from both public and private donors. Finding an appropriate 

solution involves resolving a fundamental tension. This lies between protecting and 

restoring urban nature with the necessary civic and private financial resources, while at 

the same time improving citizen access and accentuating the benefits they will derive 

from experiencing these natural wonders so close to home. 

Key informant Eric Davies, a PhD student at the University of Toronto 

emphasizes education as the main method for reducing ravine stigma and increasing 

appreciation of ravine’s value. He states “user-ship without the environmental education 

would cause damage and then user-ship with high levels of ecological training and 

education could lead to…better protection” (K.I. Davies, 2018, p. 7).  

4.1.1 Pollution 

Pollution includes both litter and water pollution, which were discussed with several 

key informants. Denise Pinto, Co-Creator of Courage Co-Lab believes that pollution 

doesn’t occur simply due to a lack of garbage cans, because that is an easy fix, but 

rather it’s more about the culture of the neighbourhood and societal attitudes. She 

states “is the pollution there because the culture in the neighbourhood … that surrounds 

the ravine in that area is underserved, and thus people are cultivating a culture of 

littering and feel comfortable doing that because it’s not – they wouldn’t act differently as 



 

  

62 

 

soon as they crossed the ravine border” (“Key Informant Interview: Denise Pinto,” 

2018). She continues to state that “the downstream concern is the actual receptacles 

and the upstream concern is the social condition that creates littering in the first place” 

(“Key Informant Interview: Denise Pinto,” 2018). 

4.1.2 Safety and Security 

Even though ravines have been historically characterized as dark or “left-over 

spaces”, they are statistically among the safest places in the city. Their inherently 

natural character can inadvertently instil fear in people that are not familiar with them 

due to their varying topography and dense vegetation. This makes them unique and 

desirable as a contrast to the intensive built-up urban environment, but it does not 

automatically make them unsafe. Eric Davies states “I think the main thing about nature 

is that you could be in the wrong area at the wrong time. The probability of getting hurt 

in nature is much lower than the probability of getting hit by a car…walking down the 

street versus walking down a ravine” (“Key Informant Interview: Eric Davies,” 2018).  

 Bryce Miranda, a landscape architect and partner at firm DTAH, further 

addresses the issue of ravine safety and security in the context of potential city liability. 

He acknowledges that city parks have lighting for both recreation and night time 

security, while ravines cannot have lighting, as it would be a clear violation of their 

natural integrity and character. Furthermore he makes the point that “you don’t want to 

give anyone the perceived notion that it is safe to be there. You can’t police that – you 

can’t control that – there’s just too much space for that to happen” (“Key Informant 

Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 2018). Miranda continues by acknowledging that there are 
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existing elements of stigma like homelessness and drug use that can occur in ravines, 

as they can occur in any other public space in the city. He states, “There is that stigma 

that I don’t know when that will ever get replaced or changed. But I think part of it is 

having people own the space and I think ownership only comes once it’s cleaned up 

and starts looking like something you would want to take care of” (“Key Informant 

Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 2018). 

 Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) is a multi-disciplinary 

approach to deter criminal behaviour through many measures to mitigate or foresee 

elements of danger. An example would be adding a ramp for accessibility purposes or 

for bike recreation. It has to be taken into account that there is potential for undesirable 

activity to occur underneath the ramp. Miranda explains, “at the switchback, is there a 

spot that if you’re up at the top and you look down you see somebody, can you make 

your way back up? You have to consider that. I’ve heard that lighting is tricky but it has 

to be done appropriately, otherwise you have a hot spot” (“Key Informant Interview: 

Bryce Miranda,” 2018). When designing for the public, all of these possibilities need to 

be taken into consideration to protect the users.  

 Historically, for more than a century ravines have represented a place of refuge 

for the unwanted and the outcast of society. The continuing instance of homelessness 

in Canada’s largest and most affluent city continues to inflict itself on ravines as the 

principle open and unregulated natural green space within the city limits. However, the 

homeless are not the lurking threat to others that visitors often perceive them to be. Eric 

Davies states “in reality that’s the only place for them to be and their seeking comfort 
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and/or they think if they go into the ravine, they’ll run into people who are doing drugs or 

other undesirable activities, when people are doing drugs on the street. What’s the 

difference between that and the ravine? It’s that historical stigma that’s persevered… it’s 

probably the opposite” (“Key Informant Interview: Eric Davies,” 2018). 

 Childhood experience and parental influence can often be proven to be 

foundational in shaping one’s later attitude to many things in life. Our experiences of 

nature and specifically our attitudes towards ravines and whether we have encountered 

them or not can have lasting influence. Denise Pinto’s experience as a child illustrates 

this reality vividly when she states, “even though my parents landed in North York and 

had good access to a very accessible ravine, it wasn’t paved but it was a wood chip 

landscape ravine, the idea was still, this is still not a safe place and certainly let’s make 

sure that our small daughter knows that” (“Key Informant Interview: Denise Pinto,” 

2018). She continues to state “with that comes a sense of safety…the more people that 

use the trails, the safer they become for everyone...the social life of these green spaces 

is improved when there is a sense of use, because people like to be where people are 

in general” (“Key Informant Interview: Denise Pinto,” 2018).  

 Ravines have historically borne the burden of stigma due to public perception 

that they are potentially unsafe for visitors, especially those that are unfamiliar with their 

environment. This burden of perceived stigma is reflected even in the writings of some 

of our countries most distinguished authors, like Margaret Attwood. Key informant Jason 

Ramsay-Brown refers to how Attwood talks at length in her novel ‘Cat’s Eyes’ about 

how ravines “as basically these bad places in which bad people go” (Ramsay-Brown, 
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2015). Seen in the popular imagination as places where bad things can happen, they lie 

under a cloud of unfounded suspicion and shame. In reality, as Ramsay-Brown points 

out, our preconceived negative attitudes about ravines have in fact more to do with our 

general attitude towards the poor and the homeless than any specific perception that we 

have of the ravines themselves. What is ironic is that it is precisely because society’s 

inability to fully accommodate these disadvantaged people that have led them to seek 

refuge in the valleys and ravines in the first place. They are largely not there by choice 

but of necessity and they are less a threat to visitors than they perceive visitors are to 

them in their private wilderness space, which Ramsay-Brown calls “their sanctuary” 

(Ramsay-Brown, 2015). As he puts “it’s homelessness and not crime”, encapsulates 

this stigma people unfairly attach to homeless individuals (Ramsay-Brown, 2015). This 

aura of stigma has been further accentuated for years by the fact that the Don Jail has 

been located for the last 100 years in the Lower Don Valley.   

4.1.3 Environmental Degradation  

Environmental degradation includes flooding and resultant erosion that have 

degraded the ravines, reinforcing the perception of ravines being unsafe. To combat 

flooding and erosion requires appropriately stabilizing and restructuring the natural 

banks to withstand increasing extreme weather conditions. Extreme weather events 

such as 1954’s Hurricane Hazel required modifying and improving the ravine but the 

construction methods were intrusive to protect against future flooding events, resulting 

in unsightly concrete lined channels such as at Finch and Black Creek Drive, among 

other locations. City environmental planners like Jane Welsh; a Senior Project Manager 

with the City of Toronto recognized that these man-made strategies from another era 
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are no longer compatible with a naturalized and sustainable strategy for any such 

remedial work within Toronto’s ravines. Welsh states “I think the most significant 

flooding areas were purchased or properties were expropriated and then the secondary 

flood areas they decided to channel it, in their wisdom at the time, in order to prevent 

flooding…The primary objective was water conveyance. At the time, it was an 

engineering solution” (“Key Informant Interview: Jane Welsh,” 2018). 

Bryce Miranda also addresses the problem of slope erosion and environmental 

degradation and the challenges of combatting it. He states, “ravines constantly flood, 

there’s a build-up of sediment that happens and so we have to somehow deal with that 

sediment” (“Key Informant Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 2018).The irregular and heavily 

naturalized character of ravines, together with their residual function as conduits for rare 

extreme flooding events, means that slopes and riverbanks must be stabilized by 

innovative new methods such as “the Eco-blanket”. The trick is to introduce design 

innovations that control the worst effects of potential natural disasters, while respecting 

the primary normal natural character of the space. Plan for the worst and hope for the 

best must be the design credo of any landscape architecture intervention within the 

urban ravine environment.  

 The intense pressure of urbanization and extensions of the city’s built-form 

continue to come right up and sometimes threaten to directly intrude on the ravine 

network. This makes delimiting the boundaries between public and private property and 

parkland all the more critical, while facilitating appropriate public access for user 

enjoyment. The city is well aware of the need to balance the pressures of population 
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increase on the one hand and ravine and flood protection measures on the other. Jane 

Welsh alludes to this in saying “like the Lower Don, flood protection berms, Corktown 

Commons, that whole park system is a flood protection zone” (“Key Informant Interview: 

Jane Welsh,” 2018). This is necessary due to the population density in the surrounding 

areas.  

 Funding the strategic objectives of maximizing flood protection, while protecting 

the ravines represents the key challenge for the city’s planning department that is 

presently short of funds to actually implement it’s official Toronto Ravine Strategy. The 

key to achieving forward momentum on these priorities according to Jane Welsh is 

flexibility and adaptability. She states, “If you have other projects happening anyway, 

we’ll leverage the funds and build on what you have from private donations as well as 

funds we do have. So coordinating and leveraging is really what it’s about” (“Key 

Informant Interview: Jane Welsh,” 2018). The secret is to blend environmental 

objectives with pre-approved major engineering and infrastructure that have already 

been authorized, so that both environmental and necessary infrastructure improvements 

are achieved at the same time. 

4.1.4 Design Considerations and Solutions 

Design can be interpreted in many ways and can mean many different things to 

different people. It represents an umbrella concept under which fall many diverse 

supporting elements, such as access nodes and hubs, connectivity and wildlife 

corridors, and secure pathways. At it’s most basic, it can mean simply efforts to bring 

the space back as close as possible to its original state. As Bryce Miranda explains at 
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the beginning of his key informant interview, “design can be as simple as determining 

what the right dimension [of pathways] are…To me, design is about a number of things, 

like you know, choosing your materials, the layout, but it can be as simple as cleaning 

up areas so it becomes part of a larger strategy” (“Key Informant Interview: Bryce 

Miranda,” 2018). 

 For any design strategy to be successful, ravines must direct and configure the 

design, rather than have humans direct it in an attempt to compel ravines to shape-shift 

and adapt to a man-made construct. Context integrity is imperative and the natural 

elements of ravines must guide any landscape architectural design with a “light touch”. 

Within this framework, design should be primarily about facilitating access and 

promoting appreciation, with the interest and benefits of ravines being the primary 

guiding principle. As Bryce Miranda acknowledges, “Every design solution you do has to 

do with context … so you can only deal with what you’re dealt with” (“Key Informant 

Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 2018). This is in sharp contrast to ordinary built-forms and 

standard architectural practice, where building design in its totality is subordinate to 

human interpretation and intent. Nature is not a building material or a normal 

development site, it is an already constructed natural canvas that man can interact with 

and enjoy without compromising its integrity and sustainability.  

There are additional creative strategies that can both attract ravine visitors and 

sustain their interest while they’re in the ravines. One of the more imaginative examples 

is the introduction of public art within the ravine area, in open public space. The first 

striking example of this was the display of public art Gargoyles by indigenous artist 
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Duane Linklater in the Lower Don Trail. The art contrasted so vividly with the natural 

green space in which they were installed and served a purpose of stimulating public 

conversation about art situated within the ravines.  As Jane Welsh acknowledged, “I 

guess the events or the animation through the gargoyles - it’s good events that get 

attention and they create interest and awareness” (“Key Informant Interview: Jane 

Welsh,” 2018). The fact that these gargoyles have not been tagged, shows an overall 

respect for them and this bodes well for future public art installations and exhibits within 

ravines.  

 In the context of ravines, public art for Toronto represents a new ‘wow’ moment, 

because you don’t expect to find dramatic public art in such a setting as Bryce Miranda 

acknowledges. He states “there is a culture that’s being brought into the ravines that 

wasn’t there in the past” (“Key Informant Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 2018). This 

represents another potential layer of interest and sensitivity that can be associated with 

ravines and thus add the perception of public value to them, to combat previous 

associations of stigma.  

 The design perspective as relates to ravine intervention are represented by the 

contrasting priorities and influences of Bryce Miranda on one hand and Jason Ramsay-

Brown on the other. DTAH was the project lead for the Lower Don Trail initiative and 

guided by the City of Toronto as their client.  The priority was to facilitate and enhance 

human access and overall experience with nature. Their Master Plan encouraged more 

people to use the ravine through more access points, connectivity and preservation 

initiatives and much more.  Visitor needs were the priority and less so the environment. 
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On the opposite end of the spectrum, Jason Ramsay-Brown believed that the ravines 

and their ecosystems were the client, not the city or visitors, therefore any human 

intervention within ravines must be sensitive and adapt itself its interest. Ramsay-Brown 

states “they view nature as static as opposed to this dynamic, ever changing, ever 

evolving, ever moving thing … we have confused convenience and security, the two are 

not the same thing … it’s all about convenience as well as feeling secure”(“Key 

Informant Interview: Jason Ramsay-Brown,” 2018).  

 The fundamental contrast in these competing value systems could not be more 

striking or more fundamental. As Jason Ramsay Brown explains, “the new world-class 

city is not ‘I have a major sports league franchise, it’s not ‘I have a ballet company’. That 

is a 1950’s definition of world-class. To me, the pinnacle of it is ‘how does the natural 

environment and the urban environment correlate and grow together and that is going to 

be the birth of a green city” (“Key Informant Interview: Jason Ramsay-Brown,” 2018). 

Toronto in his view has a unique and individual urban environment as any other city in 

the continent like San Francisco or Los Angeles, and our outstanding distinguishing 

natural characteristic is that we possess the largest urban ravine network in the world. 

That to Ramsay Brown is Toronto’s signature landmark and it must be protected at all 

costs and all human intervention must be governed by its interest, not the other way 

around.  

4.1.4.1 Access 

Toronto’s ravine network serves as more than just a critical interconnected corridor 

for wildlife and pathways for visitors. It also represents the key physical space for critical 
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cross-city infrastructure such as water, sanitary, storm and rail lines. To protect the 

ravine network and facilitate access to it, is to better enable access to service and 

support this critical infrastructure that make a major metropolis like Greater Toronto 

work efficiently. Protection of nature goes hand in hand with implementing and 

sustaining a viable citywide infrastructure plant that can support a massive and growing 

population base. Not only is it in our self-interest to maintain and protect the ravines in 

ecological terms for the well being of its residents. It also makes economic and public 

health sense to protect them as critical conduits for the delivery of the city’s vital public 

services.  

Jane Welsh pointed out the inherent linkage between these two parallel agendas, 

one being the public and the other being interest groups. Welsh states “we’re a huge 

city, we’re growing, we’re investing a lot in our public spaces and these are not ‘left-

over’ spaces, these are part of the public realm overall in the city and they need to have 

investment”. She elaborates further on ravines by pointing out “we have a lot of 

infrastructure in them, so there’s an opportunity to leverage those infrastructure 

investments to make improvements and provide access … Parks wants access to trails, 

Toronto water needs access as well, so let’s try to make those the same thing” (“Key 

Informant Interview: Jane Welsh,” 2018). 

Another key aspect of the notion of enhanced access is promoting access for 

individual visitors. Bryce Miranda highlights this immediately in the key informant 

interview by stating, “the thing that we’re doing to encourage others to use the ravine is 

getting access, which is the number one thing” (“Key Informant Interview: Bryce 
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Miranda,” 2018). Any visit to the ravine must have easy access despite the space not 

designed by humans but rather is inherently natural and not solely for human use. 

Sensitive placement of access points without negatively impacting the surrounding 

natural environment must be the starting point for any positive visitor experience to 

ravines.  

Another form of enhanced access that Bryce Miranda is to reduce the number of 

steep stairs into the ravine, while introducing ramps as a way of being more accessible. 

These will permit everyone including bicycles and wheelchairs to have easy access into 

the ravines from specified high-traffic access points. An example he provides is a 

potential new ramp being installed at the top of Riverdale Bridge down to the Lower Don 

Trail. He stated that several public consultation meetings were held to better understand 

the various needs of the users and stakeholders, which determined that a ramp was 

both desirable and necessary (“Key Informant Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 2018). As part 

of this process, it was highlighted that the particular location was selected due to the 

fact strong cyclist input and interest. To reduce the actual length of the ramp, a 

“switchback” design would be implemented to allow for a landing to break up the 

distance as well as create a “plaza kind of space” at the bottom (“Key Informant 

Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 2018). This would allow for potential seating and “cultural 

identity”.   

 Another element in the city’s planned access nodes strategy and a means of 

delivering a ravine perspective without actually physically being there, is the introduction 

of what Jane Welsh refers to as viewing platforms or “Porthole Parks”. These can be 
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implanted in areas such as “going down Parliament looking south towards Danforth or 

Bloor Street, they would add green space on the public ground that would direct your 

eye down toward the ravine…so you can actually walk out and look. So it doesn’t have 

to be actually into the ravine, it can be this view of the ravine” (“Key Informant Interview: 

Jane Welsh,” 2018). This would allow visitors that cannot access the ravine but still 

enable them to have an experience. This was inspired by the High Line’s viewing 

platform in New York.  

4.1.4.2 Connectivity 

There are several different types of users in the ravine such as walkers, runners, 

naturalists and cyclists. Connectivity through different natural spaces depends on the 

user, but for cyclists their man goal is to travel long distances unimpeded. Each user’s 

requirement must align and be compatible with the many other users of the ravines.  

Jason Ramsay-Brown states, “That shouldn’t be a license to put the needs of the 

cyclists above everything else. We can’t travel through environmentally significant 

areas, we can’t destroy habitat, there has to be rules” (“Key Informant Interview: Jason 

Ramsay-Brown,” 2018). Just as ravine corridors are vital to human enjoyment, they are 

equally if not more vital to permit wildlife to circulate within the ravines and move freely 

from one area to another. Connectivity is a key aspect of any healthy ecosystem and 

ravine corridors represent that throughout the city, which would not be possible without 

them, otherwise wildlife would inevitably intrude and come into conflict with humans. 

Habitat fragmentation is a growing challenge for wildlife as it isolates one ecosystem 

from another, which was previously connected.    
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 For Ramsay-Brown, the interests of ravines themselves must necessarily come 

first in any design equation that seeks to balance access with preservation. Ravines can 

only continue to play the vital role of protecting massive naturalized green space within 

the urban environment if they are appropriately protected and their needs are prioritized 

first. He states, “I think the goal for me is more wildlife not less, more plants not less … 

works out nicely. We actually want more coyotes because they will help control the deer 

population … which causes natural regeneration … the solution is bio-control 

mechanisms” (“Key Informant Interview: Jason Ramsay-Brown,” 2018). In Ramsay-

Brown’s view, nature not man can best control and protect itself if humans allow it to. 

This can be compared to wolves being reintroduced into Yosemite Natural Park, which 

completely reinvigorated the entire ecosystem within the park. By reintroducing the 

wolves, a new natural balance was established between predators and prey while also 

positively impacting vegetation and the river banks as they were better stabilized due to 

increased vegetation. This restored equilibrium is too possible within the ravines.  

 While discussing the concept of connectivity, combined with protecting 

Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESA’s), Ramsay-Brown specifically identifies the 

seemingly benign threat posed by visitors accompanied with dogs, who often 

unconsciously but irresponsibly let their dogs off leash within areas that are clearly 

designed as sensitive.  This seemingly innocent act can disrupt native wildlife and 

sensitive native plants, but the dogs can become carrier’s of invasive plant seeds such 

as Vincetoxicum rossicum, commonly known as dog-strangling vine or Rhamnus 

cathartica, commonly known as Buckthorn, shown in figure 4.2 below, from one area to 

another. He illustrates this attitude with a personal anecdote of encountering a man with 
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a dog off leash in an area clearly marked “dogs must be kept on leash”. He states, “Dog 

owners and naturalists are fundamentally different. What dog owners’ want and 

naturalists want is incompatible” (“Key Informant Interview: Jason Ramsay-Brown,” 

2018). 

 

Figure 4.2: Buckthorn Baggies in the Charles Sauriol Conservation Area (source: Elizabeth Birks). 
  

 Insensitive behaviour and disregard for signage, Ramsay-Brown feels results 

from a lack of awareness produced by an absence of education about nature and it’s 

vulnerabilities to human abuse. Signs are there for a reason such as to warn visitors of 

delicate or dangerous plants such as Poison Ivy.  He states, “I think the absence of 

natural education as a whole is a big contributing factor … the absence of information I 

think is part of the alienation” (“Key Informant Interview: Jason Ramsay-Brown,” 2018). 
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4.1.5 Design Process 

The following categories represent specific initiatives that individually and combined 

can contribute to the overall design process, rather than design considerations, with the 

shared goal of reducing ravine stigma.  These categories include: wayfinding, 

community engagement and education (including citizen science).   

4.1.5.1 Wayfinding 

Wayfinding such as through better signage can guide visitors and are important within 

an irregular naturalized environment like the ravines that are not constructed according 

to a planned shape or purpose, unlike city parks. Ravines by their hidden nature can be 

difficult to navigate to many Torontonians therefore proper wayfinding represents a way 

to welcome visitors and guide them to different destinations within the ravine network, 

such as existing hubs like the Evergreen Brick Works or the Humber Arboretum which 

promote natural awareness and education. Wayfinding can also point out historical 

points of interest or simply advise you how long until the next access point such as 1 km 

ahead. Proper display of wayfinding will not violate the character of ravines, as they will 

be selective in location and number. Jane Welsh states, “If you’re down in the ravine 

and if you don’t have somebody that knows what they’re doing, it’s easy to get lost. You 

need a compass, right” (“Key Informant Interview: Jane Welsh,” 2018).  

 Jason Ramsay-Brown’s guiding principle is that before initiating anything by way 

of design either within or on the periphery of ravines, their impact has to be assessed 

first. His view is that visitors have to want to go to ravines and that unrestricted access 

is not a good thing for the health and sustainability of such a sensitive environment. He 
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states, “I think Wayfinding and all that is a great idea … so choosing those specific 

locations that can manage capacity; I think it’s a great idea. But I think there are little 

places that are best just left alone ” (“Key Informant Interview: Jason Ramsay-Brown,” 

2018). In this case, education hubs such as the Evergreen Brick Works can play an 

important role. These avoid directing excess visitor traffic to sensitive places in the 

ravine that are not suited to sustain such volume of visitors without being compromised. 

Jane Weninger states, “we know there are a variety of facilities located on the ravine 

system like the Humber Arboretum…there’s a facility there as well. So across the city, 

there are these different centers that could be like the Science Center, like access 

points where you can educate people … to align their programming with their location” 

(“Key Informant Interview: Jane Weninger,” 2018). 

4.1.5.2 Community Engagement 

Based on the truism articulated by Eric Davies, that “you only protect what you love” 

(“Key Informant Interview: Eric Davies,” 2018), it follows that inspiring an attitude of 

stewardship and sustained concern for ravines is only possible by a process of common 

responsibility, known as community engagement. This involves a sense of responsibility 

for the welfare of ravines, while enhancing the public enjoyment and natural benefits 

that derive from them. Nowhere can this positive impact be more evident than in a 

collective response to take ownership of and be responsible for the protection of a 

common natural space.  

 A concrete example of such joint individual and collective responsibility and 

community engagement are initiatives like Citizen Science. This involves using ordinary 
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people working with scientists to gather ecological data. Davies states, “There’s no 

statistics, they’re just going and collecting the data. So, we look at this and we say, how 

can we save money by inspiring the citizens to go there and find a way to do this, 

because most of the money goes to paying people to go do this and if that can be fun, 

then it’s kind of a win-win” (“Key Informant Interview: Eric Davies,” 2018). 

 Another informal neighbourhood-centric method to promote community 

awareness and education are initiatives undertaken by motivated and committed 

individuals within their own neighbourhoods and communities.  A striking example of 

this which has been awarded the Jane Jacobs price for community service, is the 

community initiated by Sabrina Ali in Thorncliffe Park. Denise Pinto has recognized this 

power of leading by example, “how do you create moments of community and 

opportunity for people? Thorncliffe Park women’s community is a great example, 

because Sabrina [Ali] is taking people by the hand who look like her and who speak her 

language and shows them the way” (“Key Informant Interview: Denise Pinto,” 2018). 

Pinto continues, “I think people’s first experience with anything…you have an 

experience of doing that for the first time and somebody invited you to do that and once 

you’ve been invited, maybe that begets a sense of entitlement and then that entitlement 

is really useful so we want to figure out how to make people entitled to the use of that 

space” (“Key Informant Interview: Denise Pinto,” 2018). Pinto’s perspective is that 

people have to take ownership of a space for them to respect and take care of that 

space due to shared responsibility and commitment to protect and preserve.  
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The key to promoting the protection of any natural resource is to invoke a spirit of 

ownership, in which every individual regardless of age or economic status feels they 

have an interest in protecting the common natural resource such as the ravine. Shared 

ownership equates to a shared desire to protect what is held in common for the 

common good and for common enjoyment. Denise Pinto elaborates on the need to 

extend the sense of communal ownership by stating, “If the end goal is environmental 

stewardship, then I think we have some very creative thinking to do about how to invest 

people in that goal while also preserving quality of life” (“Key Informant Interview: 

Denise Pinto,” 2018). As a social justice advocate, Pinto asserts that public space 

protection cannot be separated from issues of public health and public welfare.  

Jane Welsh also acknowledges that volunteers doing citizen science are an 

important element of ravine protection. She states “So really it’s citizen science to a 

large degree, and then going forward there’s definitely part of our structure is to have an 

ecological services working group, where various universities have an interest in this” 

(“Key Informant Interview: Jane Welsh,” 2018). 

 Bryce Miranda also emphasizes that the key to community engagement on 

behalf of supporting any natural resource is to generate a feeling of individual 

ownership, which with education can translate into a sense of ongoing stewardship. He 

states, “They have to feel like they own it … to make them feel they have the pen in 

their hands. Then they buy into it and they fight for it and when people are fighting for 

something, watch out, it’s going to happen” (“Key Informant Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 

2018). Everyone will look after it to some degree because they all have a stake in it and 
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collectively and individually stand to lose if it is degraded and despoiled. Ultimately 

environmental and specifically ravine protection comes down to the individual and their 

sense of responsibility for his natural surroundings. 

 Leaders in the ravine preservation and restoration movement have an innate 

sense of their importance like Sabrina Ali in Thorncliffe Park. They want to transmit that 

to others whether they are their own community group or strangers that are merely 

visiting the ravine. Awareness to a ravine’s character and needs can only come about 

by an expanded consciousness through education that promotes sensitivity to ravines 

and their delicate biodiversity of interconnected flora and fauna. Jason Ramsay-Brown 

states, “Nature’s constantly telling stories and if you learn how to read nature, you learn 

how to read landscape” (“Key Informant Interview: Jason Ramsay-Brown,” 2018). This 

is why ravines and their natural needs must govern any design intervention by 

landscape architects, rather than human beings direct the design according to their own 

abstract criteria. Context integrity is everything in a natural setting, such as ravines.  

4.1.5.3 Education 

Education is a critical aspect of protection and preservation of the ravines and for 

overcoming cultural bias resulting in stigma. Eric Davies states, “ I wonder how 

prevalent that stigma is that you speak of and how much of it has to do with cultural 

bias. I know that in some cultures, there will be quite a variation…I guess you also need 

to look at what drives that stigma? What drives the fear, is it something you can and 

should change about the ravines or is it something you want to change about 

people?”(“Key Informant Interview: Eric Davies,” 2018).  The problem is not about the 
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nature and character of ravines, it’s about the biases that people bring to bear on them, 

the cultural and personal filters through which they perceive them. If two individuals are 

standing in the same place at the same time in the same ravine, one will feel 

unconsciously at risk and the other will be enjoying the natural beauty and surroundings 

around them. 

The best assured long-term protection for ravines lies in transforming people’s 

attitudes toward them and increasing their perception of value and ownership. This can 

be accomplished by education about the character and value of nature as a means of 

overcoming inherent cultural biases. Davies states, “But if the fear is narrow trails or too 

many trees, you wouldn’t want to go and sanitize nature to appease false stigma”. Once 

citizens through education and community engagement feel that they are stakeholders 

and beneficiaries, they will care for the ravine. Davies continues, “you only protect the 

things you love, whether it’s the ravine or the trees, it’s almost an exciting thing to do. 

Maybe by being excited, people get engaged and ultimately maybe help” (“Key 

Informant Interview: Eric Davies,” 2018). 

 Collective action requires collective consciousness and only when there is an 

overall consensus about the value of nature, will citizens generate the necessary 

political pressure on the city for it to take steps to protect it. As Jane Welsh said when 

asked the question about how the city can lead in the protection and enhancement of 

ravines, it comes down to priorities and where the protection of green space ranks in the 

order of a city’s needs. She states, “how do we change peoples attitudes, that’s a huge 

ship to steer and even small changes like the idea of a ship, if you make a small change 
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in curse, ultimately it ends up in a very different place. So things like this are important 

in generating value and helping people to change education, like especially in the 

school system” (“Key Informant Interview: Jane Welsh,” 2018). 

 For Bryce Miranda, education from a young age is also critical to instil a sense of 

appreciation and ownership of natural spaces. He states, “It’s the children that teach the 

parents, especially in places like Thorncliffe … so once the kids learn, recycling is a 

good example. Nobody knew they had a real problem because people did not 

understand. But once the kids knew it, they’re like ‘oh mom, you can’t do that’, then it 

changed” (“Key Informant Interview: Bryce Miranda,” 2018).  

 Jason Ramsay-Brown shares Bryce Miranda’s regard for the value of education, 

especially promoted by programs from a young age by organizations such as 

Evergreen, Toronto Field Naturalists (TFN) or youth groups such as the Boy Scouts. 

Ramsay-Brown states, “I think largely the solution has to be both education and 

enforcement. Education, so that people who do the right thing would know what the 

right thing was to the right thing. And then enforcement for people who know what the 

right thing is, but don’t want to do it” (“Key Informant Interview: Jason Ramsay-Brown,” 

2018). There is a consensus amongst the key informants, who come from different 

backgrounds and professions, that increasing visitors in the ravines requires the use of 

a ‘carrot and stick’ approach combining incentives for good behaviour and sanctions for 

bad behaviour such as littering.  
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4.2 Survey 

The Research Ethics Board (REB) granted a Certification of Ethical Acceptability of 

Research Involving Human Participants, thereby confirming that the application 

“conform[s] to the University's ethical standards and the Tri-Council Policy Statement, 

2nd Edition” (REB). This approval meant the survey could commence after a lengthy 

waiting period. Participants were asked 23 questions over a 2-minute duration at 4 

locations. Overall, 39 participants partook in the survey with varying results. Many 

participants didn’t think there was a stigma when asked directly: are you aware that 

there is a stigma attached to ravines? In fact, 27 participants responded no, that they 

weren’t aware there is a stigma equaling 69%, whereas 12 participants responded yes, 

that they were aware there was a stigma equaling 31%. This is demonstrated in figure 

4.3 below.  

 

Figure 4.3: Stigma or no stigma. 
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The next question was, which of the following in their opinion was the source of this 

stigma: crime, dangerous wildlife such as coyotes, presence of undesirable activity such 

as drug use, pollution or other, many better understood the question. Undesirable 

activity was stated by 22 participants equaling 56% as the main source of stigma, 

followed by pollution which was stated by 9 participants equaling 23%, crime was stated 

by 5 participants equaling 13%, dangerous wildlife was stated by 2 participants equaling 

5% and all of the listed elements was stated by 1 participant equaling 3%, which totals 

100%. All of the listed elements are shown in the figure 4.4 below.  

 

Figure 4.4: Elements of stigma. 
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Figure 4.5: Improvement. 

 

The next category of questions was regarding potential improvements in the ravine. 

The first question was: does the sight of litter in the ravines negatively affect your 

experience? 9 participants stated that the sight of litter did not negatively affect their 

experience, equaling 23%; whereas 30 participants stated yes that the sight of litter 

negatively affects their experience, equaling 77%. The second question was: does the 

absence of lighting discourage you from going into the ravine? 22 participants stated the 

absence of lighting discourages them from going into the ravine, equaling 56%; 

whereas 17 participants stated the absence of lighting does not discourage them from 

going into the ravine, equaling 44%. The third question was: do you think more 

designated access points would be beneficial? 14 participants stated yes they would be 

beneficial, equaling 36%; whereas 25 participants stated no that they would not be 

beneficial, equaling 64%. The fourth question was do you think better signage in the 
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ravine is needed? 18 participants stated that signage was not needed in the ravine, 

equaling 46%; whereas 21 participants stated that signage was needed in the ravine, 

equaling 54%. The fifth and final question was: is the feeling of safety an issue for you 

in the ravines? 28 participants stated that safety was not an issue, equaling 72%; 11 

participants stated that safety was an issue, equaling 28%. All the results prove that 

stigma is manifested in several different ways and not purely by physical safety, but 

rather by negative association with litter, pollution or the absence of lighting.  

 Figure 4.6 shown below has several questions, which participants were asked to 

rate 1-5.  The first question was: how worried are you of having an encounter with 

dangerous wildlife, in which case the majority of participants stated they were not 

worried. The second question was: how much pollution do you feel is in the ravines, in 

which case the majority thought there was excess pollution. The third question was: 

how safe do you feel walking in the ravines alone at night, in which case the majority 

would not feel safe to walk alone at night. The next question was: how safe do you feel 

walking in the ravines alone during the day, in which case the majority did not have any 

issues with walking during the day alone. The next question how much crime do you 

believe happens in the ravines, in which the majority said there was minimal crime. The 

last question was: how would you rate your perception of negative stigma in the 

ravines?  This gave mixed results, with the majority saying they rated this stigma as low 

but some respondent’s responses actually reflected the opposite, showing that some 

participants weren’t aware of the stereotypes and associated stigmas that were clearly 

affecting their use of the ravine.   
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Figure 4.6: Rate between 1 – 5. 
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  Site observation and mapping was the final method used for this thesis 

research. Site observation was predominantly conducted by walking through the 

ravines, however a 14-minute helicopter ride over the city of Toronto was taken as well 

to observe the ravine network in its entirety.  
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Site observation started in the fall as the tree begun to change colour from 
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through the trails, to people on snowshoes in the winter, enjoying the fresh powdered 

snow, ravines provided a unique experience for everyone.  

4.3.2 Mapping 

Several different maps were created using GIS as a research tool to aid the 

understanding of all the different components that influence the city’s ravine system. 

Before arriving at the final set of maps, a series of preliminary maps were created to 

identify different areas of interest and importance. However, upon examination and 

analysis, not all the maps were deemed as important and relevant to the thesis 

objective and thus were excluded. The maps that were identified as important were: 

Toronto’s Watercourses, Toronto’s Contours, Habitats, and Toronto Police Homicides. 

Graham et al. state that “maps produced from GIS data can be used to depict 

relationships and significant hotspots within a community…[such as determining] if there 

was a relationship between environmental conditions and high-risk sexual behaviour” 

(Sara Graham, Carlton, Gaede, & Jamison, 2011). Their article also states the many 

benefits of using GIS as a “community assessment tool” which is what the mapping in 

this thesis intends to do but predominantly on a larger citywide scale.  

The first map included is the watercourse map, illustrated in map 1 below. This data 

from the TRCA highlighted the 10 different watercourses generally running from the Oak 

Ridges Moraine down throughout the city of Toronto. This shows the city’s main rivers 

and their corresponding streams and tributaries, carving out after the last ice age into 

the ravine network we know today.  This water conveyance across the city is what 

makes Toronto’s topography so unique.  
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Figure 4.7: Toronto’s Watercourses. 

The second map included illustrates the 10-meter contour intervals across the city 

showing, illustrated in map 2 below. These show the drastic change in elevation from 

north to south, draining water down through the city to Lake Ontario.  This is what gives 

Toronto its unique topography and accordingly the form of its ravine network. The 

denser areas of color represent steeper drops in elevation. Development has 

unfortunately graded flattening the rolling topography.   
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Figure 4.8: Toronto’s Contours. 
 

The third map included is the habitat map, illustrated in map 3 below, showing the 

different types of habitats present in the ravines. Specifically, the habitats are divided 

between beach/bluff, forest, meadow, successional forest and wetland. Unsurprisingly, 

the predominant habitat on this map is forest. Wetland occupies the smallest portion of 

the map, which was due to the increase in development.  This decline of wetlands, one 

of the most important habitats to support species in riparian zones, is caused by the 

pressure of development.  The need to fill them in for development has destroyed 

countless ecosystems and their habitats to make way for city densification.  
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Figure 4.9: Habitats. 
 

The fourth and final map included is the homicide map, illustrated in map 4 below, 

showing homicides committed across the city from the 1990’s to 2014. This data was 

collected from the Toronto Police Service for Public Safety Data Portal. This open data 

resource proved that the incidents of homicide are almost non-existent in Toronto’s 

ravines, despite the perception of stigma ravines have endured for years.  
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Figure 4.10: Toronto Police Homicides. 
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5 Design Considerations 
It is important when designing for a natural space like a ravine, which is 

predominantly linear in nature, to understand existing conditions and the potential 

opportunities or constraints the site may have. Ravines should be designed according to 

local context, as an area in a dense urban area like the Lower Don Trail will have 

different opportunities and constraints than an area that is less narrow, such as along 

the Humber River. What kinds of civil infrastructure runs through the area is important to 

keep in mind, as these are usually fixed and have to be worked around such as 

sanitary, storm or rail lines. It is also important to look at what initiatives have been 

attempted in the past, if they were successful, and if not, why they weren’t. Strength, 

Weakness, Opportunity and Threat (SWOT) analysis is recommended to identify key 

themes and objectives and whether or not they are appropriate or how much of a 

priority they are (DTAH, 2013). The Lower Don Master Plan does an excellent job 

identifying this analysis in figure 5.1 below: connectivity/access, program/facilities, 

environment, and public art. For example, public art, which is one of the suggested 

design implementations, has several strengths, which include existing lighting proposal 

for the Prince Edward Viaduct, which is a possible location for where the art will be 

located. A weakness would be maintenance challenges; this includes both temporary 

and permanent installations. The only listed threat would be vandalism. This analysis 

can be applied throughout the ravine with different initiatives, not just public art, such as 

access or wayfinding.  
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Figure 5.1: SWOT Analysis (source: DTAH Lower Don Trail Master Plan). 
  

5.1 Access 

In the broader context, better access to the ravines is necessary. This does not 

mean simply adding access points or nodes all over the ravine, but at specific locations 

where there is a need such as high density areas or in areas where there is long 

distance to get to an already existing access point, making the ravine difficult to travel 

long distances.  

A viewing platform, similar to in the High Line in New York, could be added in 

places where the road is parallel to the ravine and at a higher elevation. Citizens could 
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simply stand on the platform and look down into the ravine without actually having to go 

down. This appeals to naturalists that don’t want to encourage more people into the 

ravine as this can increase environmental degradation.  

5.2 Connectivity  

Development has left Toronto’s ravine network very fragmented, isolating 

neighborhoods and natural spaces from one another. Past installation of civil 

infrastructure and a rapidly growing city population, has further contributed to this 

fragmentation. Establishing better connectivity through design initiatives wherever 

possible, can improve mobility for both humans and wildlife within the ravines. These 

connectivity corridors are essential to maintaining healthy ecosystems, as well as 

establishing linkages between currently isolated neighborhoods. This natural circulatory 

network for plants, animals and for ravine users, while mitigating habitat fragmentation, 

will also promote additional interconnectivity with the vast network of existing city parks. 

A recent example of improved connectivity throughout the greater Toronto area 

affecting four neighbourhoods is the announcement of the Meadoway project, which 

was discussed in the previous chapter. This connectivity initiative in recognition of the 

critical need to connect previously isolated neighbourhoods and habitats is a joint effort 

by the City of Toronto, TRCA and the Garfield Weston Foundation which shows that the 

public and private sector can work together to improve connectivity (Ovid, 2018).  

5.3 Designated Pathways 

Rather than just a simple dirt trail, a combination of paved and unpaved surfaces 

should be implemented, reducing erosion of pathways. The increase in severe flooding 
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events places additional stress on existing pathways, oftentimes rendering them 

completely unusable or unsafe as a result of erosion due to slope failure. Designated 

pathways have additional benefits, such as helping to regenerate and protect plant 

material and animal habitats, while also dissuading people from going off path. In 

addition, this could prevent people from coming into contact with dangerous plant 

material such as Toxicodendron radicans, more commonly known as Poison Ivy or 

spreading of invasive plant seeds such as Phragmites australis subsp. australis, or 

more commonly known as Phragmites. 

5.4 Public Art 

Public art is good way for local artists to showcase their works in the natural setting. 

This can result in generating unexpected and dramatic artistic experiences within the 

ravines where people are least likely to expect them. This combination of human artistic 

endeavour within a completely natural setting can produce the most powerful impact, 

resulting in a true ‘wow’ moment for the visitor. A public art example is the Gargoyles 

produced by local indigenous artist Duane Linklater’s Monsters for Beauty, Permanence 

and Individuality exhibit, shown in the figure 5.2 below. These life size gargoyles were 

replicated and inspired by existing gargoyles on building facades across the city. These 

sculptures were placed in the Lower Don Trail below and in close proximity to the Prince 

Edward Viaduct, a main bridge connecting the east and west Bloor Danforth streets. 

They have been installed in various positions and scattered in the meadow clearing in 

the ravine, allowing visitors to stumble across them as they make their way south along 

the Lower Don Trail. The original intent was to have these gargoyles scattered the 
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length of the trail, but due to maintenance considerations they were all installed in one 

area. A pleasant surprise is that they have not been tagged or vandalized to date. This 

will encourage more public art opportunities in the ravines in the future, as the gargoyles 

were so well received. 

 

Figure 5.2: Duane Linklater’s Monsters for Beauty, Permanence and Individuality Gargoyles 
(source: Elizabeth Birks). 

  

5.5 Wayfinding 

Wayfinding in the form of improved signage at more frequent intervals would be a 

great addition to the ravine experience. These could include simple signs showing 

where exactly you are in the ravine and how close you are from the next access point or 

exit. Wayfinding could also provide interesting facts and historical points of interest to 

visitors of the ravine, such as the types of wildlife in the area such as spawning salmon.   
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5.6 Community Engagement  

Community engagement initiatives are an important design consideration and 

include such things as community meetings or volunteer led walks guided by 

organizations such as the Toronto Field Naturalists (TFN) or the Don River Valley Park 

(DRVP) Advocates through the Evergreen Brick Works. This could help foster additional 

local stewardship initiatives such as annual litter clean up days or annual Ravine Days 

filled with activities and performances. In fact, September 23, 2017 was the launch of 

Ravine Day at the Brick Works signifying the reopening of the Lower Don Trail after 

years of closure and construction. Volunteer led walks, group activities such as art 

activations like arts and crafts or floating statues down the Don River are ways in which 

the community is engaged and can stimulate outside interest in the ravines. 

5.7 Education 

As almost all of the key informants agreed, nature education must start at a young 

age, whether it is stimulated by engaged parents at home or promoted by nature 

appreciation classes in elementary and middle school. Youth programs such as Boy 

Scouts or Girl Guides can also play an important role in educating young people about 

the value and significance of ecosystems that need to be preserved, while instilling in 

them a sense of responsibility and ownership of the ravines. Whether it is an action as 

simple as being encouraged to plant a sapling in hopes that it will become a tree one 

day, or participating directly in volunteer initiatives such as those led by the Evergreen 

Brick Works, youthful involvement will lead to a heightened sense of appreciation for 

green spaces such as ravines later in adulthood. 
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6 Conclusion 
Overall, the examination of both the elements of perceived ravine stigma and the 

possible design considerations that can mitigate or correct them lays a fundamental and 

continuing dilemma. There is unavoidably a basic tension and contradiction between 

promoting increased use and enjoyment of ravines for the benefit of Toronto’s citizens 

while ensuring the required preservation and restoration measures for the welfare of the 

ravines themselves. The thesis research question sought to answer how to overcome 

ravine stigmatization through the use of design. First, it should be apparent that in order 

to combat stigmatization, it is important to first acknowledge its existence. It is through 

the awareness that stigmatization exists and that it is actively affecting people’s 

experiences with the ravine that a plan can then be put in place. Second, a successful 

plan must include the use of design considerations and design processes like 

wayfinding, community engagement and education as tools to weaken the stigma and in 

doing so strengthening citizens bond with nature. 

The key objective, through enlightened design is to establish and sustain the 

balance between these competing agendas, one human, and one natural. It is not easy 

or obvious to establish a formula to eliminate ravine stigma. This can only be defined 

and implemented through the important design considerations that have been examined 

in the previous chapters, which allowed all interested parties to potentially achieve these 

objectives in collaboration at the same time. 

The perception of ravine stigma is not permanent. The physical contributing 

elements to this perception such as pollution of waters, litter and undesirable activity 
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and persons historically have plagued ravines, but they are all correctable through 

conscientious management both by city and volunteer organizations. The biggest 

challenge assisted by education and community engagement is to define a balance of 

coexistence that permits both ravines and their users to enjoy and benefit from each 

other’s presence. This ultimately represents an emotional and psychological transition 

the past, present and future attitudes and practices. It must be acknowledged that 

immense effort and time has already been expended by both the city and key 

individuals in defining the parameters of both the challenges and the possible solutions 

that could be achieved by a collective community effort.  

There is an abundance of funding for any measures affecting infrastructure or 

flood control so the key to accessing additional financial resources on behalf of ravine 

restoration lies in connecting it to these capital expenditures. These critically needed 

maintenance and restoration resources can be augmented by private donations such as 

the Bentway, formerly known as the Under the Gardiner, 25 million dollar donation by a 

single local philanthropist. There is a particular opportunity to attract private donors for 

new capital design projects that can be named after the donor. Frederick Law Olmsted 

described urban parks as “the lungs of a city” and that applies ever more today 

regarding Toronto’s ravines. Toronto’s ravine system even with the attached perceived 

stigma represents an irreplaceable resource for the enjoyment and benefit of its citizens 

now and the future.  

Community engagement in the form of citizen science has in the past 

represented the efforts by individual volunteers led by naturalists and scientists to 
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collect and catalogue plant samples and observations of wildlife. By the advance of 

technology through smartphones, a recent initiative highlights the power of citizen 

science in collecting data such as through the iNaturalist app. The Canadian Wildlife 

Federation (CWF) has been encouraging citizens to go outside and participate in a 

“BioBlitz”, which has “inspired over 10,000 Canadians across the country to join experts 

in documenting the species found during 35 bioblitz events that took place in every 

province and territory” (Birnbaum, 2018). In the app, users are able to immediately 

upload images of observations into a national database, where they can either request 

assistance in identifying a particular plant or animal, or alternatively identify and upload 

to the database to help others. Currently there are “70,000 documented species in 

Canada, but experts estimate there are 140,000 that likely exist in the country” which is 

where citizen scientists can step in and help (Birnbaum, 2018). Users can also refer to 

the explore tab in the app that shows map locations of previously identified flora or 

fauna which could be expanded to collect data specifically related to ravines. The 

Rouge National Urban Park app, which was developed by the University of Toronto 

Scarborough campus, also has a map category in the app that when clicked on 

identifies areas with interesting landforms, historical facts, scenic viewpoints, 

washrooms and trailheads. A “Rouge Tracking” category also provides the option of 

turning on notifications as you walk through the park. A safety category also provides 

emergency information, information on hazardous plants and a hiking survival guide to 

name a few. The ease at which one can access this information, especially if adapted to 

ravines, can help reduce stigma due to reducing the fear of the unknown such as 

coming into contact with poisonous plants. 
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6.1 Limitations and Future Research  

Throughout the entire thesis process, there have been several limitations that 

have limited and restricted the collection of information. These include the seasonal 

limitations as the majority of the research took place during the winter months, when 

ravines were blanketed with snow and primarily inaccessible. This resulted in fewer 

visitors in the ravine during these cold months of the winter, which took much longer to 

gather adequate number of respondents. If the survey was conducted earlier when the 

weather was warmer, perhaps there would have been more users in the ravine 

therefore more potential participants could have been surveyed.  

Another limitation would be the limited number of key informants, as it was 

originally planned to have one from six different backgrounds: planning, design, 

advocacy, users, operations and management. Due to the short timeframe to conduct 

these interviews, only four of these six were chosen, excluding management and 

operations. Figure 6.1 below illustrates ideal key informant expertise.  
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Figure 6.1: Ideal Key Informant Expertise. 
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APPENDIX B: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR 
JASON RAMSAY-BROWN  

1) Although ravines are a natural resource, oasis for sustainability, and a 
destination for peaceful recreation, it is my opinion and focus of my thesis that 
the negative historical and present day stigmas attached to them has 
seriously endangered their reputation.  
• As a passionate voice for Toronto’s ravines, how much do you think the 

negative depiction of these natural landscapes has on ravines? Do you 
agree that there is a stigma? 
 

2) Having written and published a book about Toronto’s ravines and urban 
forests, what would you say was the most surprising fact you learned during 
the research process that you didn’t know before? 
 

3) In your book’s introduction, you mention that Toronto is trying to compare 
itself to other “world-class cities” like New York, London and Paris, but in your 
opinion, it is doing so based on the wrong criteria.   
• Which criteria do you think is the most important for Toronto using when 

comparing itself to other cities and what future benefit can you see from 
making this change of perspective? 
 

4) In the course of your research on ravines, you uncovered many like-minded 
people who are also in love with Toronto’s green spaces and specifically their 
ravines.  
• How do you feel the City (including the parks department) and the TRCA 

(Toronto and Region Conservation Authority) can both cultivate and work 
with this informal grassroots community of ravine admirers and 
preservationists to advance Toronto’s now official ‘Toronto Ravine 
Strategy’? 

• How do we get our own citizens through community engagement to take 
more of an interest and initiative to promote Toronto’s ravine network to 
visitors? 

• What is the best way to catalyze community engagement to minimize 
stigma across the city?  
 

5) I attended the most recent Toronto Ravine Symposium and was particularly 
glad to hear about the now official planning clarity on the urgent need to 
protect and enhance the city’s ravine network.  
• What steps do you feel can be taken to overcome the fact that there is 

still not enough necessary allocation of financial support or other 
significant resources to fully implement the objectives of the ‘Official 
Ravine Strategy’? (Reduce stigma, increase appeal & desirability)  
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6) One of the key points that resonated with me from this year’s Ravine 
Symposium was that in order to effectively implement and secure the 
protection of the ravine network, the city must recognize that each district 
needs to appoint its own local leadership and champion as a paid city 
employee.  
• Do you think the selected individual should be expected to advocate for 

both their own local area, while contributing to the overall city ravine 
strategy and objectives, or do you think they should focus solely on their 
determined area? 

• What do you think the best way to engage and persuade Toronto and the 
GTA to fulfill this commitment in a timely manner? 
 

7) Most notably you express a principle that without any local government 
involvement, the future of ravines and nature itself in the city is at peril. 
However, at the end of the day it is still the responsibility of the users that will 
protect and revitalize these precious resources. 
• How can the city and related conservation organizations like your own 

Toronto Field Naturalist promote and advance the critical cause of 
education and natural awareness within the broader city? 

• How can we prompt more and more of Toronto’s citizens to invest their 
time and political support in the cause of the future of Toronto ravines? 
 

8) Politicians respond foremost to pressure and advocacy. How can the ravine 
network further develop its political advocacy standing to attract the 
necessary political and thus funding support that the official ravine strategy 
itself has already confirmed it requires?   
• Do you believe this is the most efficient way to gain traction in terms of 

concretely achieving future ravine protection/use, by expanding the 
ravines’ citizens and political supporters? 
 

9) The revitalization process must begin with education at both the individual 
and community level. The challenge in many underprivileged neighbourhoods 
is that cultural norms are often a barrier to the appreciation of nature and its 
benefits. This cultural bias often impedes children from being exposed to and 
appreciating these natural resources in fear of disease like Lyme disease.  
• Do you feel that natural awareness and educational initiatives at schools 

and the community level can significantly overcome these barriers to an 
appreciation of Toronto’s natural resources? 
 

10) You have previously stated, “the greatness of a city should no longer depend 
on the presence of a stock exchange, a major league sports franchise, or 
vibrant night life”. Rather you assert that it is balancing man-made progress 
and their achievements with the preservation and enjoyment of nature that 
will determine whether a city fails or succeeds.  
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• With that perspective in mind, how do we as a community communicate 
the importance of sustaining our natural surroundings? In essence, how 
can Torontonians as a whole lead the way in this new green sustainable 
movement and protection mindset? 
 

11) We previously discussed the stigma that is unfairly attached to ravines, 
whether that stigma includes pollution, homelessness, or perceived insecurity 
and danger (undesirable behavior).   
• What measures do you think are essential reversing this popular and 

dangerous misperception, in hopes to re-establish ravines as a critical, 
much to be appreciated and celebrated natural attraction in Toronto? 
 

12) With the decline of Toronto’s wolf population (and increase in coyote 
population), there has been a corresponding increase in the local deer 
population who are eating native plant species, which in turn creates an ideal 
habitat for invasive species.  
• How do we formulate an across the board approach to balance the 

healthy existence of wildlife in our ravines while maintaining human 
safety? 

• How do we protect native species against the encroachment of invasive 
species in our ravines? 
 

13) How do we get our own citizens through community engagement to take 
more of an interest and initiative to promote Toronto’s ravine network to 
visitors/users as good places to be (eliminate fear that ravines are unsafe)? 
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APPENDIX C: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR 
ERIC DAVIES 

1) The focus of my thesis is to overcome the perception of stigma attached to 
ravines, through design strategies that can successfully reverse this negative 
historical and present-day stigma, which undermines their critical importance 
to the city.  

 
2) As an advocate for the ravines of Toronto, how much of an impact do you 

think this negative characterization of these precious natural landscapes has 
had in delaying protection and support by both the city and the public?  
 

3) As a coordinator of the Toronto Ravine Revitalization Study, what would you 
say were the most surprising facts and insights that you learned during the 
research process that you didn’t know before? 
 

4) I have read that you are interested in “Re-wilding North America’s urban 
forests” – Can you explain what you hope to achieve overall and what role 
can landscape architects play in supporting this mission? 
 

5) You started the Toronto Ravine Revitalization Study in the summer of 2015 – 
what were your main objectives at the outset of this study? Did you find that 
you arrived at a set of conclusions that you expected or did your objectives 
and conclusions change in the course of your study?  
 

6) You met Paul Scrivener and Dale Taylor, both Toronto natives and 
coordinators of the Rosedale Ravines Study (1977) – what did you learn from 
them in regards to protecting and improving Toronto’s Ravines, that you plan 
to pursue and promote? 
• Your research of the Rosedale ravines aims to track biodiversity changes 

over time to help with native species conservation – how have you 
collected this data? (field?) 
 

7) Working with Anqi Dong, a fellow ravine team member (and Master of Forest 
Conservation at the faculty), a survey was conducted in the Park Drive 
Ravine (Mount Pleasant and Roxborough Dr.) – why did you choose this 
location?  
 

8) The Toronto Ravine Revitalization Study claims that ravines “are the 
biodiversity hotspots in urban areas”. Are there certain specific areas of the 
ravine network that you find more significant and critical with regards to 
biodiversity protection?  
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9) In the Toronto Ravine Revitalization Study – Why did you focus on the 4 
ravines: Burke Brook, Moore Park, Park Drive, and Rosedale Valley?  
 

10) Citizen science – do you believe that citizen participation represents one of 
the best ways that Toronto’s citizens can protect Ravines?  
 

11) In your opinion, what do you think is the best strategy to combat the spread of 
invasive species and promote the growth of native species? Can concerned 
citizens play a role in helping to advance this effort? 
 

12) More broadly, how do we get Toronto’s citizens through a strategy of 
community engagement to take more of an interest and an initiative to 
promote Toronto’s ravine network to visitors? 
 

13) What is the best way to utilize community engagement to reverse the 
perception of ravines’ negative stigma across the city?  
 

14) One of the key points that resonated with me from this year’s Ravine 
Symposium was that in order to effectively implement and secure the 
protection of the ravine network, the city must recognize that each district 
needs to appoint its own local leadership and ravine champion as a full-time, 
paid city employee.  
• Do you think the selected individual should be expected to advocate for 

only their local area or also contribute to the overall city ravine objectives? 
 

15) How can we publicly promote and encourage more and more of Toronto’s 
citizens and citizen organizations (such as the TBG and garden societies) to 
invest their time and political support in the cause of the future of Toronto 
ravines? 
 

16) Ravine protection and revitalization needs to include education at both the 
individual and community level. The challenge in many neighbourhoods is 
that cultural norms are often a barrier to the appreciation of nature and its 
benefits (Thorncliffe Park). This cultural bias often prevents people from 
accessing and appreciating ravines for fear of encountering dangerous 
animals or contracting a disease like Lyme disease. Do you think natural 
educational initiatives promoted both at schools and the community level can 
significantly overcome these barriers? 
 

17) We previously discussed the stigma that is unfairly attached to ravines, 
whether that stigma includes pollution, homelessness, or perceived insecurity 
and danger (undesirable behaviour).   
• What measures do you think are essential in reversing this popular and 

dangerous misconception, in order to re-position ravines in a positive 
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light, while appreciating and celebrating them as a critical natural 
resource and attraction within Toronto? 
 

18) In your opinion, what is the appropriate strategy to balance conservation of 
wildlife in our ravines, while increasing ravine access and maintaining human 
safety? 
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APPENDIX D: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR 
JANE WELSH & JANE WENINGER 

1) How can the city lead in the protection and enhancement of ravines for the 
benefit of its citizens? 
 

2) 87% of Toronto’s ESA’s are found in Ravines, yet some neighbourhood 
Ravines get less attention.   
 

3) How does the city reconcile the release of its new official Toronto Ravine 
Network strategy with the absence of significant dedicated funding to 
accomplish its stated objectives?  
• Invest is one of the 5 Guiding Principles of the Ravine Strategy 
 

4) How does the city intend to promote citizen education and participation in 
ravine protection and restoration? 
 

5) What role do you think landscape architects and planners can play in the 
implementation of Toronto’s official Ravine Strategy? 
 

6) In what area specifically, can LA’s contribute on behalf of Toronto’s ravines? 
 

7) Can LA’s help by design to reduce / remove the perception of stigma in 
ravines? 
 

8) How does the city reconcile the competing priorities of ravine preservation 
and stigma reduction with promoting increased pedestrian access and foot 
traffic in ravines? 
 

9) How does the city duplicate the success of local neighbourhood ravine 
initiatives such as the one at Thorncliffe Park or Crothers Woods? 
 

10) How can the city lend support to these organizations? 
 

11) How can LA’s & planners promote / contribute to these successful 
neighbourhood initiatives? 
 

12) Do you agree that the essence of success in any neighbourhood ravine 
restoration initiative is based on the fact that it needs to be initiated by locals 
for their own benefit in their own backyard? 
 

13) If the city doesn’t have enough funding, does the city expect LA’s to do this 
preliminary work pro-bono (for free), in the hope there will be future formal 
engagements with the city down the road? 
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APPENDIX E: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR 
BRYCE MIRANDA 

1) Mr. Miranda, first and foremost, do you use Toronto’s ravines and if so, how 
(walk, cycle) and why do you use them? 
 

2) What would you do to encourage others to similarly use the ravine? Does 
design play a role to increase and improve ravine use by visitors? 
 

3) Urban Landscapes that are not natural or environmentally sensitive in 
character (like the Toronto ravines) and are also prone to stigmatization (such 
as Under the Gardiner or New York’s High Line) – do you have any thoughts 
on how cities can get such projects developed? 
 

4) Is there anything you would do differently when developing a design for 
Toronto’s ravines, than for any other natural park environment?  
 

5) Would you mind giving me a quick overview of the strategy behind the Lower 
Don Trail Master Plan project? 
 

6) Was one of the ultimate goals for the Master Plan to use it as a prototype or 
template to be adapted and extended to the rest of the ravines in the city?  
 

7) One of the key perceived ravine stigmas, along with pollution, litter, 
inadequate safe access, is undesirable activity. How did you address 
potential undesirable activity (such as homelessness or drug use) in the 
ravine within your Master Plan? 
 

8) The Master Plan states that the “Lower Don Valley is one of Toronto’s largest, 
most centrally located—but perhaps also most under appreciated—urban 
open spaces”. Why do you think it is under-appreciated and associated with 
the various ravine stigmas? 
 

9) The main recommended design principles for the Lower Don Trail Master 
Plan are: Accessibility, Connectivity, Preservation, Recreation, Visibility, and 
Community Participation.  
 

10) What initiated this project?  
 

11) The Master Plan also states, “The Lower Don Trail should be a welcoming 
and accessible place” – Why do you think it wasn’t welcoming prior to DTAH’s 
involvement? Is this mainly to do with access or connectivity, or both? 
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12) Was Crime Prevention through Environmental Design (CPTED) considered 
for the Master Plan? Was this a conscious decision?  
 

13) I have heard that lighting is tricky in natural environments (don’t want to 
interrupt bird flight paths etc.) and if used must be done appropriately, so that 
it avoids being used as a hot spot for crime, just like wildlife bridges attract 
predators. What are your thoughts on this? 
 

14) I read in the Master Plan that there were several community engagement 
meetings. What were the major concerns brought up at these meetings?  
 

15) What steps did DTAH propose within the Master Plan to address 
environmental degradation within ravines?   
 

16) How did DTAH get involved with the Lower Don Trail Master Plan project? 
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APPENDIX F: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR 
DENISE PINTO 

1) Do you still use Toronto’s ravines, and if so, how (walk, run, bike) and why do 
you use them? 
 

2) What would you do to encourage others to use the ravine? Do you think 
design plays a role in increasing and improving ravine use by visitors? 
  

3) I read in the Toronto Star article “Battling myth of the green monster in 
Thorncliffe Park” that you are from Dubai and your parents instilled in you a 
sense of mistrust about ravines.  
• What made them think that the ravines were unsafe? 
• Did they have any negative experiences or did they just hear from others 

it was dangerous? 
 

4) I also read that a “dogwood-planting program in the ravine during elementary 
school” changed your outlook on the ravines.  
• What about that program reduced the stigma regarding ravines and 

changed your mind? 
• Do you think that the key to overcoming the perceived stigma of ravines 

must start with children and nature education at a young age? 
 

5) You then went on to study Landscape Architecture at the University of 
Toronto and became the executive director of Jane’s Walk.  
• How did you evolve from being cautious of the ravines and the “urban 

wild” to being passionate about urban green spaces and community 
engagement? 
 

6) You were quoted saying “And with that comes a sense of safety… The more 
people that use the trails the safer they become for everyone.” Can you 
expand on this? 
 

7) Many people have the fear that dangerous plants and animals (such as 
coyotes) are prevalent in the ravine, reinforcing this stigma. How can we 
teach people that this is not the case?   
 

8) My thesis asserts that the primary elements of stigma that deter many people 
from an appreciation of ravines are: pollution, litter, inadequate safe access, 
and undesirable activities. 
• What design solutions can Landscape Architects or individuals offer to 

mitigate this stigma while also protecting ravines and enhancing overall 
user experience? 
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9) What other ideas would you suggest to encourage design thinking with 
regards to the ravine? 
 

10) Do you think that lighting around access points would make people feel safer 
in the ravine at night or do you think this generates a false sense of security?  
 

11) How can, either private organizations or individuals, promote community 
engagement initiatives for the improvement of ravines?  
 

12) What do you think about introducing public art, like Evergreen is doing, into 
ravines as a way of placemaking and would that increase visitor traffic and 
enjoyment?  
• As a way to encourage stewardship  

 
13) On your website, it states that “the right approach to co-design is one that 

uses storytelling, empathy-building and generous listening to create the 
conditions for innovation and improvement”.  
• How could you use this approach with regards to ravines to ensure that 

anyone feels they have a voice? 
 

14) I just wanted to say that I saw a very inspiring quote on your company’s 
website: “Courage is like a muscle, it is strengthened by use” by Ruth 
Gordon.  
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APPENDIX G: SURVEY CONSENT FORM 

 

 
 

  

If at any time, you as a participant want to stop or withdraw your consent, 
you are free to do so with no implications. Your participation is voluntary, 
anonymous and appreciated.  
 
If you have any questions regarding your rights and welfare as a research 
participant in this study (REB# 18-03-013), 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.  
 

Purpose 
• The purpose of this thesis is to attempt to examine and recommend 

measures to counteract stigma associated with Toronto’s ravine system. 
Through design, stigmas associated with large urban green spaces, like 
ravines, can be reduced.  Hopeful outcomes include having better and safer 
access points to the ravines, educating the public about the value of ravines 
and the importance of respecting ravine environments and the flora and fauna 
that inhabit them as well as encouraging citizen involvement through 
community engagement initiatives. 
 

What we are asking you to do 
• You will be asked a series of questions from a preauthorized survey 
• You can choose to skip any question you’d prefer not to answer.  
• We are not going to take down your name or any other identifying information. 

 
Foreseeable Risks 
• For your safety, we’ve chosen a highly visible and public area to speak with 

you in pre-determined locations. This is to ensure that any risk you 
experience is physically minimal and will be managed with the utmost care. 
 

 
 

mailto:reb@uoguelph.ca
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Potential Benefits 
• There are no direct benefits to you the participant, however, the survey may 

be informative and educational revealing insight into both the value and 
issues ravines have/raise in society. 

• The benefit which will result from the research to landscape architecture is 
better understanding of the stigmas associated to ravines and how design 
may reduce these. 
 

Contact information of researcher  
• Elizabeth Birks, University of Guelph, Master of Landscape Architecture 

Candidate, email: ebirks@uoguelph.ca 
• Sean Kelly, University of Guelph, School of Environmental Design and Rural 

Development, email: sean.kelly@uoguelph.ca  
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APPENDIX H: SURVEY  
Age Range 
• 18-29 years old 
• 30-49 years old 
• 50-64 years old 
• 65 years and over 

 
Usage 
1. Is this your first time visiting the ravine? (YES/NO) 

 
2. How many times do you visit the ravine each year? (1, 2-3, 4-5, 6+) 

 
3. What time of the year would you use the ravine the most and when would you 

use it the least? 
MOST – (WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER, FALL) 
LEAST – (WINTER, SPRING, SUMMER, FALL) 

 
4. What areas of Toronto's ravines are you most familiar with? 

(North, South, East, West) 
 
5. How do you travel through the ravine? (WALK, RUN, BIKE) 
 
Pros & Cons 
1. What do you enjoy most about Toronto’s ravines? 

 
2. What do you enjoy least? 

 
3. Do you prefer? (Ravines or Neighborhood Parks) 
 
Stigma 
Stigma is defined as “a mark of disgrace associated with a particular 
circumstance, quality, or person”. In terms of my thesis, this implies negative 
influences such as pollution, undesirable activity and environmental degradation 
 
1. Are you aware that there is a stigma attached to ravines? (YES/NO) 

 
2. Does stigma discourage you from visiting the ravines more often? (YES/NO) 

 
3. If yes, what would you say is the source of this stigma? (Crime, Dangerous 

Wildlife, Presence of Undesirable Activity, Pollution, Other) 
 

4. In your opinion, what do you believe can be done to reverse the stigma 
affecting your visits? 
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Improvement 
1. Is the feeling of safety an issue for you in the ravine? (YES/NO) 

 
2. Do you think better signage in the ravine is needed? [Ex. need for better 

wayfinding] (YES/NO) 
 

3. Do you think more designated access points would be beneficial? (YES/NO) 
 

4. Does the absence of lighting discourage you from going into the ravine? 
(YES/NO) 
 

5. Does the sight of litter in the ravines negatively affect your experience? 
(YES/NO) 

 
Rate the following out of 5, 1 for little and 5 for a lot. 
1. How would you rate your perception of negative stigma in the ravines?  

(1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5) 
 

2. How much crime do you believe happens in the ravines?  
(1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5) 
 

3. How safe do you feel walking in the ravines alone during the day?  
(1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5) 
 

4. How safe do you feel walking in the ravines alone at night?  
(1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5) 
 

5. How much pollution do you feel is in the ravines?  
(1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5) 
 

6. How worried are you of having an encounter with dangerous wildlife while at 
the ravines?  
(1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5) 
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APPENDIX I: HUMBER RIVER SECTION  

Watercourse and contour data used in ArcGIS from the TRCA was imported into 
AutoCAD. Sections were then created and then modified using Adobe 
Photoshop. 
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APPENDIX I: DON RIVER SECTION  

Watercourse and contour data used in ArcGIS from the TRCA was imported into 
AutoCAD. Sections were then created and then modified using Adobe 
Photoshop. 

 


