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Résumé
Depuis quelques années, on a constaté un réinvestissement massif dans le centre 
ville de Toronto, particulièrement sous la forme de “tours à condominiums”, suivi 
par la plus grande augmentation de la population des 30 dernières années. La 
cité qui se vantait d’être multiculturelle, avec une grande diversité ethnique et 
mixité sociale, s’est divisée—comme l’indiquent de récentes études—en trois cités 
distinctes: la cité inchangée des riches, la cité en décroissance des ménages à reve-
nus moyens, et la cité où croîent les concentrations de pauvreté. Dans cet article, 
nous suggérons que les tours à condominiums représente une nouvelle forme 
de “gentrifi cation”, qui contribue à la division tri-partite spatiale de la cité. Nous 
l’appelons la “condofi cation” de Toronto. Nous commençons avec une discussion 
de certains aspects de la “gentrifi cation”, suivi d’une analyse des règlements et des 
rapports qui ont guidé le développement urbain de Toronto. Nous jetons enfi n 
un coup d’oeil aux nouveaux habitants de condos avant de conclure que la Cité 
se doit de revoir ses instruments de planifi cation afi n de prévenir une encore plus 
grande ségrégation spatiale de Toronto. 

Mots clés: Gentrifi cation; boom des condominiums; Toronto; politique et 
aménagement urbain
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Abstract
Over the past few years, Toronto has experienced a massive reinvestment into 
the inner city, mostly in the form of high-rise condominium towers, which was 
followed by the largest population growth in over 30 years. Th e city that used to 
praise itself as multicultural, ethnically diverse and socially-mixed, has, as recent 
studies indicate, become spatially divided into three distinct cities: the constant 
city of the rich, the shrinking city of middle-income households, and the grow-
ing city of concentrated poverty. In this paper we suggest that the condominium 
towers are a new form of gentrifi cation that contributes to the spatial trifurcation 
of the city. We call it the condofi cation of Toronto. We start with a discussion of 
some important aspects of gentrifi cation, followed by an analysis of policy docu-
ments and reports that have been guiding urban development in Toronto. We 
then take a look at the incoming condo-dwellers, before we conclude that the 
City needs to revisit its planning instruments in order to prevent further spa-
tial segregation in Toronto.  

Key words: gentrifi cation; condominium boom; Toronto; urban politics;
planning

Introduction 
Th ere has been some discussion lately about the changing face of Toronto’s neigh-
bourhoods. Th e report Poverty by Postal Code released by United Way of Toronto 
(MacDonnell et al. 2004) demonstrated beyond doubt that family poverty in the 
City of Toronto is increasing and even concentrating within neighbourhoods. Th e 
results of this report were confi rmed more recently with a detailed study by the 
Centre for Urban and Community Studies (Hulchanski 2007) which exposes an 
alarming trend of income disparity that starts to divide the city into three distinct 
entities: those whose income has increased since 1970 by more than 20%, those 
whose income remained more or less stable and those whose income decreased by 
more than 20%. Th e spatial representation of these trends clearly indicates that 
the City of Toronto is divided into three distinct cities, with a fast disappearance 
of neighborhoods with predominantly middle income groups and a dramatic in-
crease of poor neighborhoods, particularly in the inner suburbs and, at the same 
time, a concentration and consolidation of rich neighborhoods in the inner city 
and selective pockets at a few other places throughout the city. 

Th ese trends can be seen as the result of what Hackworth (2007) calls the three 
emerging forms of a ‘neoliberal spatial fi x’: the relationship between (1) continued 
rapid suburban growth, (2) a volatile decline and disinvestment in the inner sub-
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urbs, and (3) considerable inner city reinvestment, often in the form of gentri-
fi cation. Th ese simultaneous processes are at the core of Toronto’s socio-spatial 
transformation: the increasing urban poverty in the new zones of disinvestment, 
the inner suburbs, is closely linked to the increasing wealth in Toronto’s inner 
city. Th us, we will take a closer look at contemporary processes of gentrifi cation 
and the ‘new face’ of Toronto’s inner city, which has signifi cantly changed since 
the mid-1990s. We will start with a general discussion of gentrifi cation and sug-
gest that the condominium tower is a new form of gentrifi cation. Th en, we will 
analyze some of the policies and reports that are relevant for current urban de-
velopment in Toronto. Th is will be followed by a discussion of the fi ndings of a 
study done by the City of Toronto on inner city dwellers. We will conclude with a 
cautionary remark about Toronto’s strategy to allow massive, homogenous forms 
of condominiums in the inner city without developing strong instruments that 
would help to diversify the socio-economic composition of Toronto’s inner city.

Gentrifi cation in Toronto 

Th e fi eld of gentrifi cation research has its roots in Ruth Glass’s observation of 
socio-spatial transformations in London’s inner city in the 1960s (Glass 1964).
Her account provides a ‘classic’ defi nition of a process that became known as 
gentrifi cation—the transformation of working-class neighbourhoods into middle 
and upper-class residential neighbourhoods through reinvestment and stresses 
gentrifi cation’s undercurrent class character as well as its negative impact on low 
income communities. Since then the concept of gentrifi cation has become more 
elaborate. No longer is it only about the upgrading of individual houses that leads 
to gentrifi cation but the process per se has become more complex: 

How in the larger context of changing social geographies, are we to 
distinguish adequately between the rehabilitation of nineteenth-century 
housing, the construction of new condominium towers, the opening of festival 
markets to attract local and not so local tourists, the proliferation of wine 
bars—and boutiques for everything—and the construction of modern 
and postmodern offi  ce buildings employing thousands of professionals, 
all looking for a place to live? (Smith 1996, 39, emphasis added)

Because of its complexity and its various forms, researchers around the world 
have tried to excavate the specifi cities of various forms of gentrifi cation. For the 
purpose of this paper the concept of ‘new-build gentrifi cation’ is of particular 
interest to us (Davidson and Lees 2005). It includes a range of building types, 
for example townhouses and condominiums, as well as new-build in-fi lls closer 
to the core (Cameron 2003; Hackworth 2002; Mills 1988, 1989, 1993; Rose 
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2002; Slater 2004; Zukin 1991). With it also came a plethora of terms: ‘re-gen-
trifi cation’, ‘super-gentrifi cation’ or ‘fi nancifi cation’ describing processes in neigh-
bourhoods that had experienced earlier waves of gentrifi cation (Lees 2000, 2003; 
Hackworth and Smith 2001; Butler and Lees 2006); the ‘studentifi cation’ of par-
ticular neighbourhoods in university towns (D. Smith 2002); and the ‘tourist 
gentrifi cation’ of the French Quarter in New Orleans (Gotham 2005). As David 
Ley (1996, 34) reminds us, we need to widen the defi nition of gentrifi cation to 
include “renovation and redevelopment […] on non-residential sites” occurring 
in areas zoned for commercial, retail and even industrial uses. 

While its processes were initially identifi ed as small pockets of reinvestment 
in larger cities, such as London, New York, San Francisco and Toronto, gentri-
fi cation now has become not only a global phenomenon (Atkinson and Bridge 
2005) but also has spread outwards, including suburban and rural regions (Caul-
fi eld 1994; Parsons 1980; Phillips 1993; Smith and Phillips 2001). With all this 
reinvestment into the built environment over the past three decades, Wyly and 
Hammel (1999) suggest that one should revise Berry’s famous maxim (1985) 
describing gentrifi cation as ‘islands of renewal in seas of decay’ into its opposite: 
‘islands of decay in seas of renewal.’ 

Towards the end of the 1990s a massive wave of capital reinvestment in inner 
cities caused accelerated geographic expansion of gentrifi cation processes. Th is has 
been described by Hackworth and Smith (2001) as ‘post-recession’ or ‘third-wave’ 
gentrifi cation and is characterized as follows: (1) it has expanded within both the 
inner-city neighbourhoods that had experienced earlier waves of gentrifi cation as 
well as within neighbourhoods that are located beyond the immediate core; (2) 
larger developers are becoming involved in gentrifi cation processes due to restruc-
turing and globalization in the real estate industry; (3) resistance has declined as 
the working class is continuously displaced from the inner city; and (4) the state 
has become more involved in the processes than before (see also Hackworth 2002; 
Smith and Defi lippis 1999). Th e last point has particular relevance for Toronto 
where, over the past few years, the rewriting of policies and vision statements are 
facilitating processes of gentrifi cation (Lehrer 2008). In this understanding, and 
thanks to Richard Florida’s increasing infl uence in Toronto, the ‘creative class’ 
(Florida 2002) has been put forward as the ideal model of a burgher who needs 
specifi c urban environments in order to be attracted to, and to remain located 
in, Toronto. Th is led to a plethora of activities that support, directly or indirectly, 
processes of gentrifi cation. Toronto’s long collaboration with non-profi t organiza-
tions such as Artscape,1 which has become a veritable developer of arts districts 
and live/work experiences for artists over the past twenty years and which is cur-
rently one of the most pronounced voices of the creative city approach, consti-
tutes Toronto’s own local version of creativity-inspired gentrifi cation as a new 
global urban strategy.2 
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Toronto is not alone in its attempt of using local neighbourhoods as place 
marketing strategies in order to compete for capital investment, tourists and ‘cre-
ative workers’ (Atkinson and Bridge 2005). Th e relationship between promot-
ing arts districts and gentrifi cation processes has already been reported since the 
1980s (Deutsche and Ryan 1984; Zukin 1982; for a more recent example see 
Pasquinelli forthcoming). What is more strategic now is the wide use of cultural 
urban policies in order to attract and retain investors as well as the new middle 
classes; branding exercises and place making via fl agship projects are part of this 
new urban strategy (Cochrane 2007). Th erefore, gentrifi cation has turned into 
a ‘global urban strategy’ (N. Smith 2002) and is closely connected to neo-liberal 
inspired urban policies, often materialized in form of ‘revanchism’ (Smith 1996) 
that ensures the taming of targeted neighbourhoods, making urban space “safe, 
clean and secure for real estate capital, investors and the new urban middle classes” 
(Kipfer and Keil 2002, 237). Th e result, as Davidson and Lees (2005) point out, 
is a ‘blueprint’ that is being mass-produced, mass-marketed and mass-consumed 
around the world. Th is ‘blueprint’, we argue, has taken yet a new shape in the 
form of new build, residential high-rise condominium developments in Toronto, 
and elsewhere. 

Th e recent growth of new build, inner city residential development in the 
form of condominium high-rise towers illustrates the massive reinvestment of 
productive capital into the ‘secondary circuit’ (Harvey 1978) since the late 1980s 
and early 1990s recession. Th is ‘condofi cation’ of Toronto’s inner city, we suggest, 
can be understood as the latest phase of gentrifi cation in Toronto. 

Gentrifi cation and Urban Policy 

Th e state is the nurse that nourishes capitalism from disease to disease, 
guaranteeing its survival, but does not heal the wounds it invariability 
infl icts. But the good nurse is ‘fl exible’; (s)he fi nds endless new ways to 
facilitate investment and capital accumulation. (Moulaert et al. 2001, 101)

Toronto’s condominium boom needs to be understood within the context of 
a number of new municipal and provincial policies, aiming to redirect growth 
to already built-up areas, transforming inner city brown fi eld sites, rejuvenating 
social housing complexes and intensifying the existing urban fabric. Such urban 
intensifi cation is regarded as a healthy, sustainable and effi  cient form of managing 
existing and projected population growth in Toronto as well as the Golden Horse-
shoe area. Equally important are attempts to link the production of Toronto’s in-
ner city housing and the need for workers in the knowledge-based economy. Over 
the past few years a good number of reports have been produced that speak to the 
need for strengthening the creative industries and their workers.  
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Th e approval of Toronto’s Central Area Plan in 1976 (City of Toronto 1975) was 
a fi rst in the reorientation of real estate investments towards the city center; and 
it was very diff erent from the centrifugal postwar ‘spatial fi x’ that let to the sub-
urbanization of production and reproduction. It demonstrated a commitment to 
expand Toronto’s fi nance, insurance and real estate industries and it laid the foun-
dation for later planning proposals in response to both the real estate slump from 
1989/1990 and the economic and political restructuring that heralded Toronto’s 
process of ‘going global’ (Todd 1995). Th is policy shift away from the traditional 
blue-collar jobs, that once had made Toronto the industrial heart of Canada, and 
its commitment for a presence of working class residents in the core, happened at 
the same time as the St. Lawrence Neighborhood was built. A mid-rise large-scale 
development that provided a range of housing types—public, coop and private—
is arguably the most successful mixed-income housing complex in Canada (Grant 
2006; Hulchanski 1990). However, with cuts in federal housing support in the 
1980s, and provincial cuts in the 1990s (Bourne 1986; Keil 2002; Shapcott 2001; 
Wolfe 1998), this successful example remained unique. Without a strong com-
mitment from the provincial and federal governments, the City of Toronto had 
to leave it up to the private sector. With their dislike for less profi table mid-rise 
housing structures, developers prefer almost exclusively high-rise condominium 
buildings. Th is explains to a certain degree why we fi nd so many proposals for 
condominium towers in Toronto’s attempts to redevelop and intensify. 

In 1994, then mayor Barbara Hall chose the old industrial district at King 
Street West and Duff erin Street, (known and marketed today as Liberty Village) 
(Wieditz 2006, 2007; Catungal et al. 2009), as the backdrop for her news confer-
ence to outline her new economic development policies that aim at the speedy 
conversion of industrial buildings for residential and mixed uses (Armstrong 
1994; Chung 2004). Strategically staged, Hall’s announcement signaled a shift 
towards urban policies that were seen by Toronto’s business elites as proactive, 
entrepreneurial and a stimulant for local economic development: “Even if it fails 
to live up to its considerable promise, it vaults Toronto right back into the front 
rank of creative urban policy making” (Barber 1995). In the following years and 
under Toronto’s chief planner Paul Bedford two industrial areas east and west 
of Toronto’s Central Business District—King and Spadina as well as King and 
Parliament—were rezoned to allow mixed uses. According to one local developer, 
the deregulations of local zoning bylaws by the City of Toronto “made everything 
easier, it opened up the whole area” (John Berman quoted in Sewell 1998). Com-
bined with the weakening of rent control by the decisively neoliberal provincial 
government under then Progressive Conservative leader Mike Harris (Keil 2002) 
the area was prepared for higher and better uses. Property owners charged un-
regulated rents and often did not renew leases for small businesses and low-income 
tenants. In the following years, reinvestment in the form of loft conversions and 
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residential condominium developments augmented property values in the areas 
(Blackwell 2006; Walks and August 2008). Although it is always problematic to 
pinpoint the origin of a process down to a certain event, Hall’s announcement 
can be interpreted as an important symbol in sparking a renewed, post-recession 
real estate interest in Toronto’s inner city. It demonstrates a new emphasis on the 
(re-)creation of markets in the inner city, and the reintegration of former Fordist 
areas into the circuits of the global economy. Th e renaissance of the ‘two Kings’ 
was considered a success, and the recipe—deregulation of zoning.

With Toronto’s amalgamation in 1998, the City needed a new Offi  cial Plan 
as well as a new outlook on economic, social and cultural objectives. Under the 
umbrella of City Council’s Strategic Plan3 a whole range of reports was prepared. 
Th e City embraced a more entrepreneurial stance, using its fi nancial defi cit as 
the key argument to facilitate and enhance the private sector’s infl uence in city 
building processes. Toronto’s urban entrepreneurialism found its expression in 
urban policies that ever more tightly integrated real estate interests into policy 
documents, hoping to reposition Toronto within the global economy (Keil 2002). 
In this context, processes of gentrifi cation were seen as positive for urban de-
velopment, cleaning up the inner city and reintroducing spaces of consumption, 
luxury housing and new economic uses. Th ese ‘soft’ urban policies often ‘munici-
pally managed’ (Slater 2004), would allow a socio-economic upgrading of entire 
neighbourhoods, and therefore became a means for transforming Toronto into a 
global city. 

Following Toronto’s amalgamation, an economic analysis was carried out by an 
international team of experts in consultation with private sector businesses, labour 
and community leaders with the objective to evaluate the economic competitive-
ness of Toronto’s key export clusters and to compare its economic performance 
against other leading international cities. Th is benchmark exercise resulted in To-
ronto Competes: An Assessment of Toronto’s Global Competitiveness (ICF Consulting 
2000), an economic ‘internationalization strategy’ (Clark 2007) geared towards 
facilitating Toronto’s process of ‘going global’ (Todd 1995) and consolidating its 
place among other global cities. Based on the experience of domestic and inter-
national private sector leaders and their investment decisions, it outlines carefully 
planning and decision-making in line with “market realities” and champions 
the private sector in taking on a leading role in adjusting Toronto’s economy. It 
stresses the importance of investments from all levels of government, while, at 
the same time, it highlights the need for “institutional changes”, especially in the 
form of public-private partnerships (ICF Consulting 2000, 57, emphasis origin-
al). Th ough mentioning new media and knowledge-based industries regularly, a 
creative city rhetoric was still absent in Toronto’s policy environment at that time. 
Th is report, however, plants the seeds for the future transition of Toronto’s urban 
policy regime from policies focusing on traditional forms of ‘urban entrepreneur-
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ialism’ (Harvey 1989) and boosterism into the yet to be developed, creative-city 
inspired policies that come to dominate today’s urban planning and policy en-
vironment (Peck 2005). To fi rmly include the private sector, and particular, the 
property development industry in Toronto’s economic development strategy, the 
report identifi es the global knowledge-based economy as a signifi cant area for 
future economic growth and develops strategic linkages “between economic de-
velopment and planning” (ICF Consulting 2000, 66). For the purpose of our 
argument, we will focus on two of these linkages in more detail.

(1) Reurbanization is singled out as an essential strategy for a continued 
economic success in the global, knowledge-based economy. While reurbaniza-
tion generally entails “attracting additional population and jobs to locate within 
the City”, the report stresses the importance to attract not just anybody to lo-
cate within the City, but “highly skilled, innovative and entrepreneurial know-
ledge workers [which] are much in demand and highly mobile”. Th is fastidious 
labour force needs to be attracted through “a unique city that cannot be found 
elsewhere”, “a city with low crime rates” and a “vital arts and cultural scene, and  
through the production of high quality urban amenities such as shopping and 
restaurants” (ICF Consulting 2000, 67-68). 

(2) Housing policy is another key linkage between economic developments 
and planning in Toronto’s reurbanization strategy. Th e report states that “the avail-
ability of appropriate housing is an important factor in ensuring a labour force 
with the needed knowledge-economy skills. Providing the right kind of housing 
in the right location […] the availability of aff ordable, funky downtown hous-
ing and loft units […] can play a key role in economic development. [Housing 
policy] must create an appropriate mix of housing, in terms of type and location 
geared to attract and retain the knowledge-economy workforce that drives the 
City’s economy.” While reurbanization and housing strategies are clearly aimed at 
attracting a very particular segment of incoming residents, namely “high-skilled, 
innovative and entrepreneurial knowledge workers,” it is important to note that 
the report highlights that housing policy might also be applied “to mitigate the 
potential of increasing spatial polarization within the City” by aiming to ensure 
mixed household types and mixed housing types at the local level (ICF Consult-
ing 2000, 67-69, emphasis added).

Based on the results of the previous report, the City of Toronto published the 
Toronto Economic Development Strategy (City of Toronto 2000). Its main objective 
is to reconcile livability and quality of life with economic growth and competi-
tiveness, and it implies that economic growth would result in high quality jobs, 
wealth and investment for all Torontonians and thereby secure the fi scal well-be-
ing of the City. It identifi es processes of revitalization as “strategic directions” and 

“action areas” aiming at the competitive repositioning of the newly amalgamated 
City of Toronto within a global space of accumulation, by creating “‘develop-
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ment ready’ sites as a catalyst to attract new investment in targeted revitalization 
areas [and to] work with private sector partners” (City of Toronto 2000, 76, 93). 
Two objectives stand out: (1) stimulating investment through renovation, renewal, 
new development, and infrastructure improvement in already existing neighbour-
hoods; and (2) improving Toronto’s business climate by creating an environment 
in which ”businesses feel welcomed, appreciated, and recognized as the principal 
generators of employment and wealth” (City of Toronto 2000, 87). Th us, private 
sector real estate investments in the inner city become an integral part of Toron-
to’s competitive repositioning. 

Toronto’s Culture Plan for the Creative City (City of Toronto 2003) incorporates 
culture as an economic development strategy (e.g. Scott 2008, Florida 2002) aim-
ing to promoting Toronto’s ‘cultural capital’ to further private economic interests, 
albeit with a promised trickle down eff ect to low-income youth and Toronto’s 
elderly. It stresses a distinct departure from Toronto’s past as a manufacturing 
center (and with it, from the working class history of the city): “once upon a time, 
most Torontonians laboured with their hands” and announces the arrival in a 
post-industrial time: today, “Toronto works with their minds” (City of Toronto 
2003, 5). It shows how culture, arts, heritage, as well as ethnic diversity are being 
absorbed and commodifi ed under neoliberal conditions, into a marketing strat-
egy that strives to demonstrate Toronto’s uniqueness to the world while, ironically, 
replicating and following the entrepreneurial strategies of other urban govern-
ments around the world. Toronto’s future, so the report says, depends on the 
money made available to support its culture and arts scene. No other proclama-
tion reappears more frequently than the fear provoking statement that Toronto 
is already losing out to its direct competitors, such as New York, San Francisco, 
Paris, Madrid and London, in funding the arts and attracting global (media) at-
tention and “the kind of people Toronto wants to attract” (City of Toronto 2003, 
1). Th e document implies that only the strategic commodifi cation of culture and 
ethnic diversity can possibly prevent Toronto’s bleak future of falling behind other 
global cities. Although not providing any further details, this document high-
lights that arts, culture and heritage will play “much more than supporting roles 
in Toronto’s intensifi cation” (City of Toronto 2003, 5). One way in which the arts 
can be used to facilitate urban development in Toronto is through Section 37 of 
the Planning Act.

Section 37 of Ontario’s Planning Act is often used by developers of condo-
minium projects to provide public art in exchange for added density and height 
(Devine and Casgrain 2008). Th e key argument in favor of Section 37 agreements 
between the City of Toronto and private sector developer is that it allows com-
munities to benefi t from developer activities, mainly through fi nancial contribu-
tions that are reinvested into the neighbourhood. Th e specifi c provisions set out 
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in the Section allow a municipality to permit zoning density increases in return 
for community benefi ts in the form of park land, public art, daycare centres, street 
improvements or cash-in-lieu (Down 2008). 

Since 1998, developers that required density bonusing have paid the city a 
total of $35-million in Section 37 agreements (Lorinc 2007), most of which, ac-
cording to Jane Purdue, Toronto’s public art coordinator, ended up providing 
community benefi ts in the form of public art (MacKinnon 2009). While ideally, 
the Section 37 money should be used to benefi t the community in the direct 
vicinity of the new building, Section 37 does not specify its geographical bound-
aries which means that funds collected in one part of the city might be used in 
another (Lorinc 2007). One example of this is the transformation of Toronto’s 
Wychwood Barns, a former street-car repair barn, into a live-work artist hub by 
Toronto’s Artscape organization, funded through density bonusing fees taken 
from a 22-storey condominium development located six blocks away (Lorinc 
2006). Often described as ‘cheque book planning’ or ‘let’s make a deal planning’ 
(Scrivener 2007), Section 37 can be criticized for its broad, non-specifi c nature 
that allows for much interpretation. While the City of Vancouver, for instance, 
poses very strict regulations on developers in terms of, for instance, providing 
aff ordable housing (Leo and Anderson 2006), Toronto eff ectively reduced and 
removed restrictions on developers with the introduction of Toronto’s new Of-
fi cial Plan (see below) in an eff ort to attract private sector real estate investment. 
Section 37 agreements, which could be used for a strict provision of aff ordable 
housing in Toronto, are used to provide art and park space rather than commun-
ity centres and aff ordable housing, as the former more likely enhances developer’s 
property values (Duncan 2005). Toronto’s Culture Plan for the Creative City (City 
of Toronto 2003) shows that supporting arts and culture is recognized to further 
Toronto’s urban renaissance. Th e application of cultural policies, in combination 
with Section 37 agreements, has become one key tool in the armory of place pro-
motion that shades uneasily into processes of gentrifi cation. In that sense, rather 
than playing a “supporting” role, as indicated in the Toronto’s Culture Plan for the 
Creative City (City of Toronto 2003, 5), the role of arts and culture has become, 
much rather, a facilitator in the intensifi cation, and by implication gentrifi cation, 
of Toronto’s inner city.

Th e Agenda for Prosperity (Toronto Mayor’s Economic Competiveness Advis-
ory Committee 2008) refi ned and replaced the Toronto Economic Development 
Strategy (City of Toronto 2000) as the most current document that outlines To-
ronto’s economic development strategies. In tandem, the City released its Creative 
City Planning Framework (AuthentiCity 2008) stating that “Toronto’s success and 
the momentum built over the past several years did not just happen, it is the 
result of strong plans and policies, as well as will and determination.” In order to 
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move Toronto from the cusp of becoming a world city to being a world city the 
report demands even “more fl exible and responsive municipal planning systems 
and capacities to cut through administrative silos and layers of bureaucracy.” It 
celebrates the deregulation of the Two Kings as a success story that had turned 
the area into “a thriving, distinctive, authentic neighbourhood [..] including 
multimedia entrepreneurs, artists, high-end services and live-work condos” and 
it promotes “the generation of new ideas and the translation/commercialization 
of these into new products, services and experiences” as the primary source of 
economic wealth creation in today’s economy. It further declares the production 
of “vibrant, authentic places” as “critical to attracting the best talent in the world.” 
While not mentioning the necessity to keep real state values low in order for cer-
tain industries and income groups to remain in Toronto’s inner city, it promotes 
tools, such as tax increment fi nancing, to fund developments “based on projected 
revenue from uplifts in property value” (AuthentiCity 2008, 3-6). In addition, 
it states that “returns from creative policies, partnerships or projects can be calcu-
lated in greater asset and property value, higher revenue, stronger quality of place, 
smarter and more sustainable processes and technologies and more inclusive so-
cial practices and outcomes” (AuthentiCity 2008, 18). With this the Creative City 
Planning Framework, created by a third party consultancy, not only appears to 
be a promoter of forms of gentrifi cation but it also introduced Richard Florida’s 
language of the creative city into Toronto’s economic and cultural planning docu-
ments. We suggest, therefore, that by 2008 Toronto had subscribed to a planning 
regime that embraces the ideology of the creative class.  

All these previous reports need to be seen in relation to planning policies as 
they are defi ned on the municipal and provincial level. Th e most important docu-
ment for planning practice in contemporary Toronto is its Offi  cial Plan (City of 
Toronto 2002),4 which lays out a coordinated approach to re-urbanization and 
intensifi cation through redevelopment of land within the existing urban fabric. 
Th e Offi  cial Plan has been developed in conjunction with the overall economic 
development strategy for the City of Toronto and City Council’s Corporate Stra-
tegic Plan, and stresses the overarching signifi cance of entrepreneurialism and 
competitiveness in framing current planning discourses. Th is plan does not entail 
any specifi cs of previous offi  cial plans, such as building codes and zoning bylaws. 
Rather, it reduces bureaucratic ‘red tape’ through the provision of a broad vi-
sion that speaks the language of urban reform—vibrant neighbourhoods, public 
space, quality of life, liveability etc.—but these are generally open to interpreta-
tion and emptied of their redistributive content (Kipfer and Keil 2002, 249). 
It identifi es particular areas as key sites capable of accommodating much of the 
above-mentioned growth and intensifi cation, among them avenues, employment 
districts, several nodes or centres across the city, and the city’s downtown and cen-
tral waterfront area. Growth and intensifi cation via private sector investment is 
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sold as a ‘smart growth’ strategy capable of reducing urban sprawl and enhancing 
Toronto’s environmental sustainability. As an ecological modernization strategy, 
the Offi  cial Plan promotes private sector entrepreneurialism as the solution to 
environmental problems, without any refl ection of the plan’s possible negative 
implications (Bunce 2004). In the absence of a substantive aff ordable housing 
strategy, for instance, redevelopment, growth and intensifi cation will likely lead 
to rising property and rent values and therefore, as some observers have warned 
us, Offi  cial Plan policies likely lead to displacement and gentrifi cation (Blackwell 
and Goonewardena 2004). 

Legally above the Offi  cial Plan for Toronto stands the Provincial Policy State-
ment (PPS), which provides policy directions related to land use planning and 
development. In its most current version from 2005, it focuses particularly on the 
growth, vitality and regeneration of settlement areas and suggests an intensifi ca-
tion of already built-up areas as well as a redevelopment of brownfi elds (Ontario 
Ministry of Municipal Aff airs and Housing 2005). It redirects growth towards 
settlement areas and prescribes the intensifi cation of such areas as economically 
and environmentally sustainable form of land use. Since 2005, all locally gener-
ated Offi  cial Plan policies have to be ‘consistent with’ with the directions of the 
PPS, thus municipalities, such as the City of Toronto, need to follow the policy 
directions of the Province. 

Th e Places to Grow Act (Ontario Ministry for Public Infrastructure and Re-
newal 2005), also a provincial level document, provides the legislative framework 
for the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe Area (Ontario Ministry for 
Public Infrastructure and Renewal 2006). Th is policy document presents addi-
tional, and more region-specifi c directions for where and how to grow within 
the Greater Golden Horseshoe. It gives a further legitimization for the inten-
sifi cation of Toronto’s inner city through condofi cation by using arguments of 
sustainability and the need to curb urban sprawl in order to remain competitive 
with other city regions. 

Th ese policies are intended to steer growth away from greenfi elds while in-
creasing density in already built-up areas with the goal of making urban areas 
more diverse and more sustainable. Th ese are laudable goals. However, unintend-
ed consequences of this redirection of growth are that certain areas are exposed to 
tremendous development pressure, as intensifi cation leads to an increase of real 
estate value with the result that people who depend on aff ordable housing are 
pushed out due to rent increases or demolition of existing and aff ordable housing 
stock, all the while industries that rely on a low ground rent are forced to relocate. 
Th e withdrawal of the federal government from social housing as well as the reluc-
tant position of the provincial government does not help in counteracting these 
negative eff ects. By now there have been a number of studies that steer our atten-
tion to the socio-economic transformation of Toronto, and can be linked to these 
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policies. Without strong policies and fi nancial commitment in place that support 
housing for low income people and production sites for marginal industries, pro-
cesses of gentrifi cation will increase throughout Toronto.

Profi le of Toronto’s Condofi ers 

Over the last few years, a number of reports produced by government agencies, 
institutions and community groups address the recent socio-economic transform-
ation of Toronto. Th ese reports allow some preliminary comments on the eff ect-
iveness of municipal and provincial policies for directing growth to certain areas, 
and give us a better understanding of the potential impact the newcomers might 
have on transforming the inner city.

Figure 1: Distribution of Proposed Residential Units in Growth Areas 

In April 2007, the City Planning and Policy Research Unit released the report 
Profi le Toronto. How Does Th e City Grow? (City of Toronto 2007a), focusing on 
the inner core of the city and the physical aspects of its growth and development 
patterns from 2002 to 2006. Th is report confi rms that Toronto is on track to 
accommodate the forecasted residential growth as suggested by the Offi  cial Plan 
(see Figure 1). Th e report illustrates that in downtown Toronto alone, 17,000 new 
housing units were built, between 2002 and 2006, thus 25% of residential growth 
occurred on only 3% of the City’s land area (City of Toronto 2007a). Together 
with the central waterfront, Toronto’s downtown accounted for the majority of 
residential growth in the form of high-rise condominium buildings (see Figure 2). 

Source: City of Toronto (2007a)
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Over the last 30 years, the downtown population grew by 65% with the largest 
increase occurring between 2001 and 2006 (over 14,800 people). With another 
155 projects—or an additional 39,000 units—reurbanization has continued (City 
of Toronto 2007a), but fi rst signs of the global fi nancial crisis slowing down the 
building boom (Hanes 2009; Kuitenbrouwer 2009; Marr 2008; Wong 2008).

Figure 2: Height of Proposed Residential Buildings in the Growth Areas: City 
of Toronto 2007 

Th e City of Toronto City Planning and Policy Research Unit released the study 
Profi le Toronto: Living Downtown in October 2007. Its focuses on analyzing the 
eff ectiveness of the links between ‘quality of place’ and workers in the ‘new econ-
omy’ by utilizing 2006 Census data for understanding the demographic compos-
ition of the downtown dwellers. Th e outcomes are not surprising: condofi ers tend 
to be young (between 20 and 40 years of age); highly educated; couples or singles 
without children; full-time employed; they live in close proximity to work; earn 
above average household incomes; and are likely to own their bachelor or one to 
two bedroom units. Th e survey component of this study shows that condofi ers 
were attracted to the area by aspects of an ‘urban lifestyle,’ such as the proximity 
to work/school, public transit, entertainment and shopping. Th e report indicates 
that economic planning policies with the objective to attract young urban profes-
sionals to Toronto’s inner city were successful; that marketing strategies that sell 
the inner city as an urban lifestyle experience and as a place to ‘live, work and play’ 
have been a fruitful approach in luring the ‘right kind of people,’ the white-collar 
workforce that has been envisioned in economic and cultural planning documents 
(City of Toronto 2000; 2003), to Toronto’s inner city. Moreover, it reconfi rms to 
city planners that the City of Toronto has been acting in the ‘right way,’ promot-
ing ‘sustainability’ through intensifi cation, closely following the policy directions 
as they are laid out in provincial planning documents. 

Not only is the City interested in fi nding out how the new Offi  cial Plan and 
other guiding principles for urban growth are working ‘on the ground’ but also 

Source: City of Toronto (2007a)
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community-based organizations who have a long-term history of social service 
provision in inner city neighborhoods. One of these not-for-profi t organizations 
is St. Christopher House, which “is concerned with the proliferation of 
condominiums in their catchment area. Central to this concern is the diffi  culty 
of integrating condo in-movers with the existing community.” Th ey are worried 
that “this type of confl ict is likely to happen repeatedly throughout Toronto, as 
the new Offi  cial Plan unfolds and neighbourhoods intensify” (St. Christopher 
House 2005, 3). While overall the study came to similar results as the Profi le 
Toronto: Living Downtown study in 2007, it also addressed the problem that 
“condominium residents could potentially view the activities of government 
diff erently than other community residents with serious implications for the 
overall community, especially one which has an identifi ed need for social service 
delivery to its constituents” (St. Christopher House 2005, 10). Th is would mean 
that social service provision for low-income groups would not fi nd the political 
support that it needs and would be replaced by higher spending for crime control. 
Th e organization also alerted to the likelihood that due to their higher buying 
power and life style, condo-dwellers will change the existing retail and commercial 
composition of downtown neighborhoods in which they reside as they demand 
more value added services and products. Th us, many of the existing businesses 
and services that cater to lower income residents and communities will be under 
displacement pressure. Th e study was prompted by the confl ict surrounding 
long standing social service institutions in a downtown neighborhood subject to 
intense gentrifi cation pressures through the infl ux of residential condominium 
buildings and residents, incoming residents had expressed opposition to 
community services for fear of safety and a concern of property values in this 
particular neighbourhood. Th e report found that condominium residents have 
disproportionately high incomes and a substantial amount of spare time available 
in comparison to the existing residents in downtown neighborhoods. Th e report 
concluded that this makes them well suited to volunteering and thereby serving 
as a valuable resource in existing downtown communities, a resource that should 
be used to build bridges among existing communities and incoming residents. 
Th is integration strategy could shatter myths and help build strong relationships 
among old and new residents in Toronto’s downtown neighborhoods. 

Th e Looming End of Toronto’s Condofi cation? 

Th e concept of gentrifi cation has undergone many mutations since Ruth Glass’ 
original description of processes of displacement in the mid 1960s. No longer is 
it only about reinvestment into already existing, yet, devalued, building stock. It 
is equally about what in policy language often is referred to as urban renaissance 
(Porter and Shaw 2008): a concerted eff ort from all level of governments, com-
bined with the interest of the private sector, to reinvest in underused areas in the 
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inner city. Toronto’s newly built condominium towers are in this context just as 
much a form of gentrifi cation as its more traditional spatial expression. While in 
most, but not all, cases they were built on former industrial lands, and thus, as 
some would argue, this type of development doesn’t qualify as gentrifi cation, they 
have the eff ect of changing the surrounding neighborhood through the social 
practices, politics, and economic buying power of their inhabitants. 

It is a fi ne line between growth and gentrifi cation, and as we tried to demon-
strate, the policy arena provides a language and conceptual thinking that is geared 
toward urban growth that can easily take the form of gentrifi cation, displacing 
entire populations, services and jobs from the newly re-valued places. While one 
can fi nd lip service in some of the documents, none of them addresses this prob-
lem upfront. Growth in the inner city, we suggest, is largely the result of the de-
regulation of zoning by-laws and the reduction of bureaucratic ‘red tape’ for the 
development industry following the economic downtown of the late 1980s and 
early 1990s. Toronto’s new Offi  cial Plan, in combination with the recent provin-
cial shift in emphasis on the signifi cance of reurbanization and intensifi cation for 
the economic well-being of the Province of Ontario as expressed in the Provincial 
Policy Statement and the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, are the legal 
frameworks within which this new form of gentrifi cation takes place.

Although we are aware of the diff erent types of bias introduced by using age-, 
occupation-, education- and household income-based data to qualify the incom-
ing population as gentrifi ers, we argue that these indicators still represent essential 
elements in defi ning and assessing gentrifi cation processes. Th us, the data pub-
lished in Toronto’s Living Downtown report (City of Toronto 2007b) convincing-
ly reveals gentrifi cation processes at work, on a scale that rapidly changes the face 
of Toronto’s inner city; the results from the Centre for Urban and Community 
Studies (Hulchanski 2007) confi rm this trend and describe the City of Toronto 
as divided into three distinct parts. Th e concentration of poverty within Toronto’s 
inner suburbs goes hand-in-hand with the consolidation of rich neighborhoods 
in the inner city. Incoming condominium developments play a signifi cant role 
in this trifurcation of Toronto’s socio-economic landscape that, as we suggest, is 
indirectly facilitated by provincial and municipal planning policies. In addition, 
it illustrates that specifi c urban policies in combination with a general upswing 
of the wider economy can produce a state-facilitated and market-led landscape 
of condominium towers that permanently alters the socio-spatial and political 
landscape of Toronto’s inner city.

Given the immaculate, yet discrete integration of gentrifi cation into Toronto’s 
urban policy documents and the wider recognition of the signifi cant role gentri-
fi cation plays in connecting Toronto’s inner city to global economic and cultural 
circuits, it is hardly surprising that Toronto’s condominium boom—the condofi -
cation of Toronto’s inner city—can thus be regarded as a form of gentrifi cation. 
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Th e economic recession caused by the US subprime mortgage crisis might 
slow down or even halt the 11-year long steady condofi cation of Toronto’s inner 
city. Th is would allow a rethinking of the current policy documents with their 
unintended consequences of urban spatial segregation and displacement of not 
only low-income people but also of services and forms of employment that can’t 
survive in an environment of high land values (Lehrer and Wieditz in print). We 
strongly recommend that gentrifi cation needs to be recognized by the City of 
Toronto as a socio-spatial process that is highly unsustainable and socially unjust. 
It needs to be understood not only as an unfortunate by-product of market-led 
and state-facilitated development in Toronto’s inner city (and beyond), but as an 
integral part of Toronto’s planning and policy regime. For a city that praises itself 
as a multicultural, divers and inclusive city, current socio-spatial trends suggest 
that Toronto’s inner city has become increasingly homogenous, less diverse, less 
multicultural, highly exclusive and thus only accessible to higher income groups, 
who happen to be mostly white. Although it facilitates private sector real estate 
investment, Toronto’s current policy and planning regime undermines many of 
the ‘offi  cial’ goals and objectives outlined in Toronto’s Offi  cial Plan. 

Any future review of Toronto’s Offi  cial Plan policies has to entail a critical 
refl ection of intensifi cation policies in relation to gentrifi cation, social sustain-
ability and inclusivity. Toronto’s commitment to diversity needs to be fostered 
and not displaced. We strongly suggest that anti-gentrifi cation policies, which 
used to exist in Toronto during an arguably more socially progressive period of 
city building and neighbourhood planning in the 1970s and early 1980s, need to 
be incorporated into Toronto’s Offi  cial Plan policies.
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Notes

1  Inspired by Minneapolis-based Artscape, which since 1979 started to renovate 
warehouses, schools and factories as live-work spaces, the former Toronto Arts 
Council set up a similar enterprise in 1985 (Conlogue 2000).  
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2  Ironically this new urban strategy reduces aff ordable rental space in general and 
the availability of studio spaces in particular (Wieditz 2007).
3  Th e Strategic Plan is the outcome of City Council’s approval of a strategic plan-
ning process in October 1998. It sets out Council’s strategic agenda, includes its 
vision for post-amalgamated Toronto and guides all other planning initiatives. 
(http://www.toronto.ca/strategic_plan/overview.htm, accessed Feb 10, 2009).
4  Toronto’s Offi  cial plan was adopted by Council in November 2002, with some 
parts being outstanding due to appeals at the Ontario Municipal Board (OMB). 
Approved in part, with modifi cation by the OMB, in June 2006 and further ap-
proved by the Board in September 2007.
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