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Abstract 
 
Over the last decade the Toronto region has seen some of the most significant 
urban growth in North America. In particular, housing development has emerged 
as an enduring symbol of the urbanization of the region's landscape. But growth 
has not occurred without controversy. In the Oak Ridges Moraine area, along 
Toronto’s northern edge, housing developments became catalysts for activism, 
changes in local government, and a rethinking of urban and housing form.  

The Oak Ridges Moraine (ORM) is an environmentally important area stretching 
east/west about 160 km along the northern border of Toronto. The Moraine 
extends through some of the most urbanized portions of the Great Lakes region. 
The ORM area has experienced extensive growth pressure. Recent applications 
for large housing developments were subject to opposition from local 
governments, conservation groups and the public at large.  Growth along the 
Moraine has emerged as a significant regional and provincial political issue – it 
has also subjected Ontario’s planning system to new levels of scrutiny and 
critique. While the Province of Ontario's recently implemented Oak Ridges 
Moraine Conservation Plan may slow the pace of sprawl in the Moraine area, 
several large developments will continue, and the Plan does not address 
planning and growth challenges in adjacent areas.   
 
This research provides an analysis of the Moraine’s housing legacy, and 
examines the planning options available to support both sustainable community 
growth and housing development. Two broad central questions are 
considered. How have the prevalent housing trends in the ORM area contributed 
to recent planning challenges and conflicts? And within a growth context, how 
can sustainability objectives and healthy housing form be achieved in the ORM 
region, and potentially other urban settings? 
 
The research is based on document analyses, interviews with participants in the 
planning and policy processes, and a geospatial analysis of change in three 
Moraine communities. This study emphasizes the importance of linking growth 
management, housing, and planning practice. The research results provide 
knowledge about trends and options for advancing environmentally healthy and 
sustainable housing. 
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Executive Summary and Key Conclusions 
 

his project examines the planning policy legacy on the Oak Ridges Moraine 
(ORM), an environmentally sensitive area in the Toronto region.  The 
scope of this research centres on the impact of housing on growth and 

institutional conflict in the Moraine region. There is an emphasis on rapidly 
developing communities in the Regional Municipality of York.   
 
The study is guided by two broad central questions: First, how has the prevalent 
housing trend in the ORM contributed to current planning challenges and 
conflicts?  And second, within a growth context, how can sustainability objectives 
and environmentally healthy housing form be achieved in the ORM region, and 
potentially other urban settings?   
 
The approach is based on a document analysis, interviews with participants in 
the planning and policy processes, and a geospatial overview of change in three 
case study communities. The geospatial overview looks at Aurora, King and 
Markham, each is located in York Region.  York is the Regional Municipality on 
the Moraine with a particularly high growth rate.  York Region has also been at 
the centre of important development conflicts in the Moraine area. 
 
In the late 1990s the ORM area became the setting for one of the most 
acrimonious debates in Ontario land-use planning.  Conflict over proposed 
housing developments in the municipality of Richmond Hill capped a decade of 
growing concern over the impact of urban growth on this unique landform. 
Growth on the Moraine galvanized a collection of interests into vocal opponents 
of what they characterized as the progression of low-density development.   
 
The Moraine became a focal point in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) for efforts 
to advance the preservation of forest and agricultural lands, areas of unique 
natural heritage, and the conservation of surface and ground water resources.   
 
One factor that helped shape the Moraine debate is Ontario’s two-tiered form of 
municipal governance.  In the suburban GTA the Regional level of government in 
the suburban GTA was responsible for fostering the ORM growth context through 
infrastructure and service decisions. While lower tier cities and towns make land 
use decisions and grant development approvals – in relative isolation – with little 
regard for the cumulative regional impacts of development.  The lack of a strong 
regional or comprehensive integrated planning presence, beyond infrastructure 
provision, contributed to the loss of environmentally important areas and the 
conversion of rural landscapes.  However, in recent years regional governments 
and the Ontario government have moved to respond to such issues, at least in 
the Moraine region.  
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The Moraine is in many respects symbolic of the Canadian growth experience. It 
provides an example of the way some Canadians are rethinking urban form, and 
rethinking how to provide housing within a growth context. 
 
Key Themes Emerging From the Study: 
 

• In the Oak Ridges Moraine region housing has been an important catalyst 
for institutional and planning conflict.  Housing is seen as symbolic of 
growth, sprawl, and landscape change.  In the study region, Housing has 
been the most visible and rapid transformer of rural landscapes. 

 
• Growth in the ORM area has been promoted by relatively low land costs 

(historically), convenient personal transportation, infrastructure expansion, 
rural amenity value and regulatory incentives. 

 
• Important trends in housing are related to densities (which have increased 

with time) and the dominance of single-family homes. While there has 
been some gradual development of semidetached, row house and 
apartment form; such styles are still relatively uncommon in the Moraine 
region.   

 
• The design of housing in the ORM area is predominantly single-family 

detached homes, architecturally dominated by garages. The garage is a 
feature which most respondents in this study see as symbolic of larger 
problems in transportation and the subsequent design of new 
communities. 

 
• The pattern of growth in ORM communities in York Region has not been 

linear.  Instead, development has tended to follow a nodal expansion form, 
spreading out from older community cores.  This pattern was facilitated by 
linear extension of services and infrastructure. 

 
• The primary areas of growth on the ORM have been in the southern 

portions of York Region.  This can be attributed to proximity to major 
freeway routes, the Yonge Street Corridor, and the availability of farmland, 
which developers often see as the most desirable land for development. 

 
• While the planning context has been evolving, the most significant 

changes to the policy setting are recent. The most notable of these is 
certainly the Ontario Government’s Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation 
Plan, which was adopted in 2002.  The reasons for recent policy changes 
are attributed by respondents in our study to conflict over large-scale 
housing development in York Region, a rising public concern about loss of 
environmental quality, media attention, the emergence of new decision 
makers, and a growing public sentiment against suburban sprawl.  
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• The role of activism, while certainly important, is viewed as being one of 
several pivotal elements.  The Ontario government’s decision to develop 
and implement the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan is a function of 
the convergence of complex and cumulative factors.  While the role of 
environmental organizations has been important, they were one of several 
catalysts that led to the creation of the Plan.   Respondents saw a 
complex convergence of events and the emergence of new key 
personalities/decision makers as also being important – and we concur.  
The story of recent ORM planning policy in the Moraine region is more 
multifaceted than being solely a product of activism. But the research does 
show the importance of conflict to policy innovation. 

 
• Respondents from the municipal, provincial, and environmental sectors 

largely viewed the ORM Conservation Plan as a positive action, with 
substantial implications for the conservation and protection of 
environmental resources, and for comprehensive land use planning in 
other areas of Ontario. 

 
• An important potential impact, one that will require further study, is the 

spillover or transfer effect (also called the leapfrog effect by some 
respondents). The Conservation Plan may simply transfer existing 
development pressure to other locations. The Plan will affect form and 
growth within the ORM boundaries, but the capacity to change 
development styles elsewhere is uncertain. This points to the need for a 
comprehensive and integrated approach to growth management across 
Ontario. 

 
• Practical criticisms of the ORM Conservation Plan centre on the 

implementation process, administrative issues, and geographic 
management boundaries.  In terms of implementation, participants 
identified the lack of authority and resources required to achieve 
sustainability.  There is also concern about the legal interpretation of the 
Moraine’s boundaries.   

 
• Some respondents see the Conservation Plan as setting a standard that 

should be applied to other environmentally sensitive areas in Ontario. The 
Plan may have important implications not only for development and 
planning on the Moraine, but can also become a model for comprehensive 
planning in other Ontario locales.  With the development of Ontario’s 
recent Greenbelt initiative, this may indeed be the case. 

 
• The technical requirements developed as part of the Plan’s 

implementation process may serve as templates for decision-making and 
for ecosystem-based planning in other jurisdictions. 



esearch Highlight

This project examines the legacy of planning policy in the Toronto
region’s Oak Ridges Moraine.The research scope centers on the
impact and role of housing on growth and institutional conflict in
the Moraine area.

Over the last decade the Greater Toronto Area has seen some of
the most significant urban growth in North America. Housing

development has emerged as an enduring symbol of the transformation
of the region’s landscape. Growth has not occurred without
controversy. In the Oak Ridges Moraine area, along Toronto’s
northern edge, housing development became a catalyst for
activism, changes in local government, and a rethinking of housing
and urban form.The Moraine may be symbolic of the Canadian
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growth experience—the region provides an example of how
Canadians in some urban areas are rethinking the form of their
built environment, and how growth can be accommodated in an
ecologically sustainable way.

The Oak Ridges Moraine (ORM) is an environmentally sensitive area
stretching east/west about 160 km along the north edge of Toronto.
The Moraine extends through some of the most urbanized portions
of the Great Lakes region.The area has experienced extensive growth
pressure. Recent applications for large housing developments have
been subject to opposition from local governments, conservation
groups and the public at large. Growth along the Moraine has
emerged as a significant regional and provincial political issue—it
has also subjected Ontario’s planning system, planning legislation,
and the Ontario Municipal Board to new levels of scrutiny and
critique.While the Province of Ontario’s recently implemented
Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan may slow the pace of sprawl
in the Moraine area, several large developments will continue, and
the Plan does not cover areas adjacent to the Moraine.

Questions and Approach 

This research provides an analysis of the Moraine’s housing legacy
and the planning options available to support both sustainable
community growth and housing development.The study was
guided by two central questions:

1. How have the prevalent housing trends in the ORM area
contributed to recent planning challenges and conflicts? 

2. Within a growth context, how can sustainability objectives and
environmentally healthy housing form be achieved in the ORM
region, and potentially other urban settings?

The research was based on planning document analyses, interviews
with participants in the planning and policy processes, and a geospatial
study of change in three Moraine communities.The geospatial
overview looks at Aurora, King and Markham all located in York
Region.York is the Regional Municipality on the Moraine with a
particularly high growth rate.York Region has also been the location
of important Moraine conflicts.This research emphasizes the
importance of linking growth management, housing and planning
practice.The results provide knowledge about trends and options
for advancing environmentally healthy and sustainable housing.

Summary of Results

A key factor shaping the Moraine debate is Ontario’s two-tiered
form of municipal governance. In the suburban GTA, the Regional
level of government was responsible for fostering the ORM growth
context through infrastructure and service decisions. Meanwhile,
lower tier cities and towns make land use decisions and grant
development approvals—in relative isolation—with little regard 

for the cumulative regional impacts of development.The lack of 
a strong regional or comprehensive integrated planning presence,
beyond some infrastructure provision, contributed to the loss 
of environmentally important areas and the conversion of rural
landscapes. However, in recent years regional governments and the
Ontario government have moved to respond to such issues, at
least in the Moraine region.

Key Themes Emerging From 
the Study

• In the Oak Ridges Moraine region housing has been an important
catalyst for institutional and planning conflict. Housing is seen as
symbolic of growth, sprawl, and landscape change. In the study
region, housing is perhaps the most visible and rapid transformer
of rural landscapes.

• Growth in the ORM area has been promoted by relatively low
land costs (historically), convenient personal transportation,
infrastructure expansion, rural amenity value, regulatory
incentives and developer preferences.

• Important trends in housing are related to densities (which have
increased with time) and the dominance of single-family homes.
While in the Moraine region there has been some gradual
development of semi-detached, row house and apartment form;
such styles are still relatively uncommon.

• The design of housing in the ORM area is predominantly single-
family detached homes, architecturally dominated by garages.
The garage is a feature which most respondents in this study
see as symbolic of larger problems of transportation and the
design of new communities.

• The pattern of growth in ORM communities in York Region has
not been linear. Instead, development has tended to follow a
nodal expansion form, spreading out from older community
cores. But this pattern was facilitated by linear extension of
services and infrastructure, which in turn supported the
expansion of community nodes.

• The primary areas of growth in the ORM region have been in
the southern portions of York Region.We can attribute this to
proximity to major freeway routes, the Yonge Street Corridor,
and the availability of farmland, which developers often see as
the most desirable land for development.

• While the planning context has been evolving, the most significant
changes to the policy setting are recent.The most notable of
these is certainly the Ontario Government’s Oak Ridges Moraine
Conservation Plan, which was adopted in 2002.The reasons for
recent policy changes are attributed by respondents in our
study to conflict over large-scale housing development in York
Region, a rising public concern about loss of environmental
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quality, media attention, the appointment of new decision makers,
and a growing public sentiment against suburban sprawl.

• The role of activism, while certainly important, is viewed as being
only one of several pivotal elements.The Ontario government’s
decision to develop and implement the Oak Ridges Moraine
Conservation Plan is a function of the convergence of complex
and cumulative factors.While the role of environmental
organizations has been important, they serve as one of several
catalysts that led to the creation of the Plan. Respondents saw 
a complex convergence of events and the emergence of new
key personalities/decision makers as also being important—and
we concur.The story of recent ORM planning policy in the
Moraine region is more multifaceted than being just a product
of activism. But the research does show the importance of
conflict to policy innovation.

• Respondents from the municipal, provincial and environmental
sectors largely viewed the ORM Conservation Plan as a positive
action, with substantial implications for the conservation and
protection of environmental resources, and for comprehensive
land use planning in other areas of Ontario.

• An important potential impact, one that will require further
study, is the spillover or transfer effect (also called the leapfrog
effect by some respondents).The Conservation Plan may simply
transfer existing development pressure to other locations. It will
affect form and growth within the ORM boundaries, but the
capacity to change development styles elsewhere is uncertain.
This all points to the need for a comprehensive and integrated
approach to growth management across Ontario, and indeed in
other Canadian settings.

• Practical criticisms of the ORM Conservation Plan centre 
on the implementation process, administrative issues, and
geographic management boundaries. In terms of implementation,
participants identified the lack of authority and resources
required to achieve sustainability.There is also concern about
the legal interpretation of the Moraine’s boundaries.

• Some respondents see the Conservation Plan as setting a
standard that should be applied to other environmentally
sensitive areas in Ontario.The Plan may have important
implications not only for development and planning on the
Moraine, but can also become a model for comprehensive
planning in other Ontario locales.

• The technical requirements developed as part of the Plan’s
implementation process may serve as templates for decision-
making and for ecosystem-based planning in other jurisdictions.

• Comments from respondents point to a gap between planning
practice, and the conceptual work that appears in the planning
literature. For some planning practitioners sustainability is 
“a buzzword that cannot be measured,” as one municipal respondent
described it. However, once we moved beyond the more critical

perspectives, and asked respondents to apply their vision and
definition of sustainability to the need to provide housing, two
broad themes emerged: sustainability as a collection of environmental
and social objectives that must be addressed in meeting the
housing supply need; and sustainability as a basic challenge of
maintaining the housing supply.Though the two themes are not
necessarily incompatible, different interests presented them in
irreconcilable terms.

• Drawing from the interviews, we can construct a vision of what
sustainable and environmentally healthier housing should be,
both in terms of a definition and specific ingredients.We asked
respondents to consider what sustainable housing is given the
conflict, development and planning experiences in the Moraine
setting.The resulting definition has eight elements.What must
be noted is that these visions reflect the diverse interests
included in this study, and their specific experiences with
respect to the ORM.

1. Sustainable housing recognizes the need to balance environmental
efficiency, social well-being and economic advancement.

2. Sustainable housing is constructed first with the natural
environment in mind.The primary question in deciding to 
develop land is: How we can maximize the maintenance of
ecological integrity while providing housing? In some instances 
the answer will be that we cannot achieve this goal, and thus 
other locations for housing must be found.

3. Sustainable housing avoids the consumption of food-
producing lands.

4. Sustainable housing contributes to community cohesion,
stability and social health by creating a context within which
people can walk to schools, shopping, recreation and even
work. Sustainable housing creates a physical setting where
people interact with their neighbours.

5. Sustainable housing maximizes the use of space and helps
create a greater sense of community by integrating uses.

6. Sustainable housing is affordable; accessibility is not limited 
to the affluent.

7. Sustainable housing recognizes the importance of providing
choice. But it also provides a good supply of housing within a
context that preserves the ecological well being of environmentally
significant areas and other landscape values.

8. Sustainable and environmentally healthy housing are integrated
concepts. Environmentally healthy housing not only contributes
to broader environmental well being, but it also flows from a
context where ecological stability, connectivity, self-organizing
of natural systems, and the maintenance of ecological integrity
are present.
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As the costs of servicing suburban landscapes rise, developable
land in urban areas becomes scarcer, and conflict over development
becomes more acrimonious, sustainability must become a central
objective in the provision of housing. It may well be that sustainable
housing and community design will only become a reality once we
have reached the limits of existing forms of growth, and we are
forced to innovate and build our communities in different ways.
Unfortunately, it may be that only crisis spurs significant innovation.

For other urban regions, the Oak Ridges Moraine story illustrates
the potential for housing to be a catalyst for conflict and policy
change.The Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan may, in time,
prove to be an excellent model of conservation-based planning for
complex urban settings.The impacts and performance of the Plan
will unfold over the next decade. But at present, the Plan can serve
as the catalyst for innovation in planning, development practice and
for providing housing.

The Oak Ridges Moraine story reinforces the importance of an
integrated and comprehensive regional planning framework.The
regional integrated approach is, in the authors’ view, critical to
meeting sustainability objectives and achieving the provision of
environmentally healthy housing.

OUR WEBSITE ADDRESS: www.cmhc.ca

Although this information product reflects housing experts’ current knowledge, it is provided for general information purposes only. Any reliance
or action taken based on the information, materials and techniques described are the responsibility of the user. Readers are advised to consult
appropriate professional resources to determine what is safe and suitable in their particular case. Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation
assumes no responsibility for any consequence arising from use of the information, materials and techniques described.64
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La présente recherche examine la situation laissée en héritage par
les politiques d’urbanisme dans la région Oak Ridges Moraine de
Toronto. Les travaux de recherche étaient centrés sur le rôle et

les répercussions de l’habitation sur la croissance et les disputes
entre compétences dans la région de Moraine.
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Au cours de la dernière décennie, la région du grand Toronto a
connu les taux de croissance les plus importants en Amérique du
Nord. Les aménagements résidentiels font maintenant figure de
symbole permanent de la transformation du paysage de la région.
La croissance ne s’est toutefois pas effectuée sans heurts. Dans la
région d’Oak Ridges Moraine, le long de la limite nord de Toronto,
les aménagements résidentiels ont servi de catalyseur à l’activisme,
aux changements d’administrations locales et à la remise en question
du modèle urbain et du logement. La Moraine ferait figure de
symbole de l’expérience de croissance canadienne, car la région
met en lumière la manière dont les Canadiens dans certaines régions
remettent en question leur environnement bâti et dans quelle mesure
la croissance peut se faire de façon écologiquement durable.

L’Oak Ridges Moraine (ORM) est une zone écosensible qui s’étend
d’est en ouest sur environ 160 km le long de la limite nord de
Toronto. La Moraine comprend certaines des zones les plus
fortement urbanisées de la région des Grands Lacs, lesquelles 
ont subi des pressions importantes de croissance. Des demandes
récentes d’importants aménagements résidentiels ont suscité une
vive opposition de la part des administrations locales, des groupes
voués à la conservation et du public en général. La croissance le
long de la Moraine s’est transformée en un enjeu politique régional
et provincial d’envergure, et cela a contribué à soumettre le système
de planification urbaine de l’Ontario, sa législation en matière
d’urbanisme et la Commission des affaires municipales de l’Ontario
à des niveaux jamais égalés de critiques et d’examens. Bien que le
Plan de conservation de la région d’Oak Ridges Moraine récemment
mis en œuvre par la province de l’Ontario puisse freiner l’étalement
urbain dans la région de la Moraine, plusieurs aménagements
d’envergure seront maintenus, et le plan n’intervient pas dans 
les régions adjacentes à la Moraine.

Questions et méthode

La recherche dont il est question ici présente une analyse de la
situation du logement laissée en héritage par la Moraine et des
options en matière de planification permettant de soutenir à la 
fois la croissance durable des collectivités et le développement
résidentiel. L’étude portait sur deux questions centrales :

1. Dans quelle mesure les tendances de logement de l’époque 
dans la région de l’ORM ont-elles contribué aux difficultés et 
aux disputes récentes en matière d’aménagement?

2. Dans un contexte de croissance, comment peut-on atteindre
des objectifs de développement durable et de modèles de maisons
saines dans la région de l’ORM, et possiblement dans d’autres
cadres urbains?

La recherche est fondée sur une analyse documentaire, des
entrevues auprès de participants au sein des processus de
planification et d’établissement des politiques, et un aperçu
géospatial des changements survenus dans trois collectivités. Le
survol géospatial s’intéresse aux collectivités d’Aurora, de King et
de Markham, toutes situées dans la région de York.York constitue
la municipalité régionale dans la Moraine qui présente un taux de
croissance particulièrement élevé. Cette région a également été 
au centre de disputes d’aménagement. Dans cette étude, on met
l’accent sur l’importance qu’il faut accorder à la gestion de la
croissance, à l’habitation et aux pratiques d’urbanisme. Les résultats
fourniront des données sur les tendances et les options permettant
de favoriser les aménagements résidentiels qui sont écologiquement
sains et durables.

Sommaire des résultats

Un facteur clé qui a donné forme au débat sur la Moraine tient à
la gouvernance municipale à deux volets qui est présente en Ontario.
Dans la banlieue de la grande région de Toronto, c’est l’administration
municipale régionale qui avait la responsabilité de favoriser le
contexte de croissance de l’ORM par l’intermédiaire de ses
décisions en matière d’infrastructures et de services, pendant que
les villes et villages de niveau secondaire prenaient les décisions en
matière d’aménagement du territoire et délivraient les approbations
d’aménagement, en isolement relatif et avec peu de considération
pour les répercussions cumulatives régionales sur le développement.
L’absence d’une forte présence régionale ou de planification
intégrée exhaustive, au-delà de la fourniture des infrastructures,
a contribué à la perte de zones écologiques importantes et à la
transformation du paysage rural.Toutefois, au cours des dernières
années, les administrations régionales et le gouvernement de l’Ontario
ont commencé à s’intéresser à de tels enjeux, du moins dans la
région de la Moraine.
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Thèmes clés que révèle l’étude 

• Dans la région de l’Oak Ridges Moraine, l’habitation a servi 
de catalyseur important dans les conflits de compétences et
d’aménagement. L’habitation est perçue comme engendrant la
croissance, l’étalement urbain et la transformation du paysage. Dans
la région à l’étude, l’habitation serait la cause de la transformation
la plus visible et la plus rapide des paysages ruraux.

• La croissance dans la région de l’ORM a été favorisée par le
faible coût relatif des terrains (historiquement), la commodité des
moyens de transport personnels, l’expansion des infrastructures,
la qualité du milieu rural, les mesures incitatives réglementaires
et les préférences des promoteurs.

• D’importantes tendances en matière d’habitation sont liées 
aux densités (lesquelles ont augmentées avec le temps) et la
prédominance des maisons individuelles. Bien que dans la région
de la Moraine, on ait aménagé graduellement des lotissements
constitués de maisons jumelées et en bande, et de collectifs
d’habitation, de tels aménagements sont relativement rares.

• La forme prédominante de logements dans l’ORM est celle 
de maisons individuelles isolées, dominées par des garages en
façade. Les garages dans cette étude sont caractérisés par la
plupart des répondants comme symbolisant les problèmes plus
importants liés aux moyens de transport et à la conception des
nouvelles collectivités.

• Le schéma de croissance des collectivités de l’ORM dans la région
de York n’est pas linéaire. La croissance a plutôt emprunté une
forme de croissance nodale, en se déployant à partir des noyaux
des anciennes collectivités. Ce schéma a cependant été favorisé par
le prolongement linéaire des services et des infrastructures, qui
a leur tour, ont soutenu l’expansion des noyaux des collectivités.

• Les zones de croissance les plus importantes dans la région 
de l’ORM se trouvent dans les parties sud de la région de York.
Cette situation peut être attribuée à la proximité d’autoroutes
importantes, au corridor de la rue Yonge, et à la disponibilité des
terres agricoles, lesquelles sont souvent prisées par les promoteurs
à titre de terres idéales pour le développement.

• Même si le contexte de planification évolue, les plus importantes
modifications aux politiques sont récentes. Le plus notable de
celles-ci est certainement le Plan de conservation de l’Oak
Ridges Moraine du gouvernement de l’Ontario, lequel a été
adopté en 2002. Les raisons qui sous-tendent les changements
de politique sont attribuables, selon les répondants de l’étude,
aux conflits portant sur les aménagements résidentiels à grande
échelle dans la région de York, aux préoccupations publiques
grandissantes au sujet de la perte de qualité de l’environnement,
l’attention des médias, la nomination de nouveaux décideurs et
un ressentiment croissant à l’égard de l’étalement urbain.

• Le rôle de l’activisme, bien qu’important, est perçu comme 
ne constituant qu’un des éléments charnières. La décision du
gouvernement de l’Ontario d’élaborer et de mettre en œuvre
le Plan de conservation de l’Oak Ridges Moraine tient à la
convergence de facteurs complexes et cumulatifs. Si le rôle des
organismes voués à l’environnement a été important, il figure
parmi de nombreux catalyseurs qui ont engendré la création du
Plan. Les répondants ont décelé une convergence des événements
de même que l’émergence de nouveaux acteurs et décideurs
comme étant tout aussi importants—et nous sommes d’accord.
Quant aux politiques d’urbanisme récentes dans la région de la
Moraine, elles se présentent en de multiples facettes que l’activisme
à lui seul ne peut venir à bout de justifier. La recherche montre
toutefois l’importance qu’il faut accorder aux conflits par rapport
aux innovations en matière de politiques.

• Les répondants des secteurs municipal et provincial, et ceux du
secteur de l’environnement ont en grande partie interprété le Plan
de conservation de l’ORM à titre de mesure concrète, ayant des
répercussions importantes pour la conservation et la protection
des ressources environnementales, et favorisant une politique
d’aménagement du territoire exhaustive ailleurs en Ontario.

• Une conséquence possible d’importance qu’il faudra examiner
plus à fond concerne l’effet de propagation ou l’effet de transfert
(aussi connu sous le nom de phénomène saute-mouton par certains
répondants). Le Plan de conservation pourrait simplement déplacer
la pression au développement à d’autres endroits. Il aura une
incidence sur la forme et la croissance dans les limites de
l’ORM, mais la possibilité que l’on puisse modifier les formules
de développement ailleurs est incertaine. Compte tenu de ce
qui précède, il devient évident qu’il faut mettre en œuvre une
formule détaillée et intégrée pour gérer la croissance en Ontario,
et même dans d’autres régions du Canada.
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• Les critiques d’ordre pratique du Plan de conservation de l’ORM
sont axées sur le processus de mise en œuvre, les difficultés
administratives et les limites géographiques des territoires gérés.
Au chapitre de la mise en œuvre, les participants ont souligné 
le manque de direction et de ressources requises pour mettre
en application les principes du développement durable. On est
également préoccupé par des questions d’interprétation juridique
des limites de la Moraine.

• Certains répondants voient le Plan de conservation à titre de
norme qu’il faudrait appliquer à d’autres zones écosensibles en
Ontario. Le plan pourrait avoir d’importantes répercussions non
seulement sur la planification dans la Moraine, mais pourrait
également servir de modèle de planification intégrée dans d’autres
localités en Ontario.

• Les exigences techniques élaborées comme partie intégrante 
du processus de mise en œuvre du Plan pourraient servir de
canevas pour le processus de décision et pour la planification
fondée sur les écosystèmes dans d’autres compétences.

• Les commentaires des répondants mettent en lumière les lacunes
entre la pratique de l’urbanisme et les éléments conceptuels
que l’on trouve dans la littérature sur l’urbanisme. Pour certains
urbanistes praticiens, le développement durable n’est qu’un « mot
dans le vent qui ne peut être mesuré », selon un répondant
municipal.Toutefois, après s’être engagé au-delà de perspectives
plus cruciales, et avoir demandé aux répondants d’appliquer leur
vision et définition du développement durable au besoin de
création de logements, deux grands thèmes sont apparus :
le développement durable en tant que collection d’objectifs
environnementaux et sociaux qui doivent être satisfaits pour
répondre aux besoins de logement; et le développement durable
à titre de difficulté fondamentale intrinsèque au maintien de
l’offre de logements. Bien que les deux thèmes ne soient pas
nécessairement incompatibles, les intérêts divergents ont fait
qu’ils se présentent de manière irréconciliable.

• En se fondant sur les entrevues, on peut brosser un tableau de
ce que devraient être le développement durable et l’habitation
saine pour l’environnement, tant au chapitre de la définition que
celui d’ingrédients particuliers. On a demandé aux répondants de
donner leur définition du développement durable, compte tenu
de leurs expériences à l’égard des disputes, de l’aménagement
et de la planification dans le contexte de la Moraine. La définition
qui en ressort comporte huit éléments. Il faut noter que ces
visions sont le reflet des intérêts variés compris dans cette
étude, et leurs expériences particulières par rapport à l’ORM.

1. Le logement durable est axé sur le besoin d’équilibrer
l’efficacité environnementale, le mieux-être social et le
développement économique.

2. Le logement durable se construit avec l’environnement naturel
en tête. La question centrale à se poser avant de procéder à
l’aménagement des terres est la suivante : Comment faire pour
maximiser l’intégrité écologique tout en fournissant des logements?
Dans certains cas, on ne pourra que répondre qu’il est impossible
d’atteindre cet objectif, et il faudra par conséquent trouver d’autres
emplacements pour y implanter des aménagements résidentiels.

3. Le logement durable endigue la disparition de terres agricoles.

4. Le logement durable contribue à la cohésion, à la stabilité et au
mieux-être social de la collectivité en créant un milieu depuis
lequel les personnes peuvent aller à l’école, faire les courses et
même aller travailler à pied. Le logement durable crée un milieu
physique où les gens peuvent interagir avec leurs voisins.

5. Le logement durable maximise l’utilisation de l’espace et permet
de renforcer le sentiment d’appartenance en intégrant les usages.

6. Le logement durable est abordable; l’accessibilité n’est pas
limitée aux mieux nantis.

7. Le logement durable reconnaît l’importance de fournir des
choix. Il crée également une offre de logement suffisante dans
un contexte qui préserve le mieux-être écologique des zones
importantes et sensibles sur le plan environnemental et autres
valeurs du paysage.

8. Le logement durable et sain du point de vue de l’environnement
constitue un concept intégré. L’habitation saine du point de vue
de l’environnement contribue non seulement à un mieux-être
environnemental élargi, mais est aussi issue d’un contexte où la
stabilité écologique, la connectivité, l’autoorganisation des systèmes
naturels et le maintien de l’intégrité écologique sont présents.
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À mesure que le coût de viabilisation du paysage suburbain augmente,
les terrains à bâtir dans les zones urbaines deviennent plus rares et les
conflits au sujet du développement deviennent davantage acrimonieux,
le développement durable devra devenir l’objectif central de la
création de logements. Il se pourrait fort bien que le logement et
la conception des collectivités durables ne puissent devenir réalité
qu’une fois les limites des formes de croissance atteintes, et que
l’on se voit obligé d’innover et de construire les collectivités de
manière différente. Malheureusement, il se peut que seule une
crise puisse réussir à relancer l’innovation de manière importante.

Pour d’autres régions urbaines, le récit de l’Oak Ridges Moraine
illustre bien la possibilité que l’habitation se transforme en catalyseur
engendrant conflits et changements de politiques. Le Plan de
conservation de l’Oak Ridges Moraine peut, avec le temps, s’avérer
un excellent modèle de planification fondé sur la conservation de
milieux urbains complexes. Bien que l’on connaîtra mieux les
répercussions du Plan et sa performance au cours de la prochaine
décennie, pour le moment, le Plan servira de catalyseur à l’innovation
en matière d’urbanisme, de pratiques d’aménagement et de création
de logements.

Le cas de l’Oak Ridges Moraine souligne l’importance d’un cadre
de planification régional intégré et exhaustif. Selon les auteurs,
l’application de la formule régionale intégrée est cruciale à l’atteinte
des objectifs de durabilité et à la création d’habitations saines 
pour l’environnement.
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1.  
Introduction 
 
1.1 
Context  
 

bout 80% of Canadians live in urban areas. Canada is among the most 
urbanized nations in the world, and the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) is 
arguably the most significant urban region in Canada.  Over the last 

decade the GTA has experienced some of the highest growth rates in North 
America. Housing development has emerged has emerged as an enduring 
symbol of the transformation of the region’s landscape.  But growth has not 
occurred without controversy.  In the Oak Ridges Moraine (ORM) area, located 
along Toronto’s northern edge, housing development became the catalyst for 
activism, changes to land use policy, and a rethinking of the way communities in 
Ontario should grow.   
 
The ORM is an environmentally important area that stretches east/west about 
160 km across Southern Ontario, from the Region of Peel to the Region of 
Northumberland (Figure 1).  Within the GTA the ORM stretches for about 90km 
and covers some 1250 km2 (65% of the ORM area).  The Moraine contains the 
largest portion of remaining natural areas in the greater Toronto bioregion.   
 
In addition to landscape values, the ORM serves an important hydrological 
function.  The Moraine acts like a water ‘sponge’ and as a conduit for surface and 
groundwater.  The ORM supplies drinking water for the municipalities Aurora and 
Newmarket, and provides the base flow for about 35 large rivers and creeks.  
Approximately 250,000 GTA residents obtain their drinking water from Moraine 
fed aquifers.   
 
In the late 1990s the ORM became a contentious setting for land-use planning.  
The culmination of conflict occurred when several controversial housing projects 
were proposed in the municipality of Richmond Hill. These intensified concerns 
about development on the Moraine.  At this point, the Moraine became the most 
visible GTA location for efforts to advance the preservation of forest and 
agricultural lands, areas of unique natural heritage, and the conservation of 
surface and ground water resources.  Large-scale development proposals 
galvanized a range of environmental and conservation interests into vocal 
opponents of a growth form dominated by automobile dependent design, single-
family detached housing and relatively low densities. 
 
The catalyst for conflict came from the very visible loss of green space and a 
rising public interest in the Moraine and related sprawl issues.  The Moraine in 
many respects has become symbolic of the national growth experience, and 
serves as an example of how Canadians are rethinking the housing and urban 
growth forms that have come to dominate Canada’s new urban landscapes. 

A 
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Figure 1 
Location of the Oak Ridges Moraine  

(Produced by: Cartography Office, Wilfrid Laurier University) 
 

 
Controversies over development on the ORM region reflect the complex, and 
inconsistent, approach to land-use planning in Ontario.  A gradual detachment of 
the provincial government from local planning also created uncertainty and 
helped fuel conflict.  Until recently, Ontario had few comprehensive enforceable 
policies for open space or rural land-use conservation and essentially no urban 
growth strategy. Provincial policy has also made it difficult for local governments 
to adopt strong and enforceable growth management strategies. 
 
In the 1980’s Ontario’s provincial government divested responsibility for a range 
of services to local governments. Local governments faced significant resource 
and capacity problems in providing the services that they were made responsible 
for funding and delivering. This period also saw a policy shift in land use 
planning, where the Ontario government, it sometimes seemed, sought to 
encourage development at almost any cost.  Municipal efforts to conserve 
habitat, groundwater resources, and agricultural lands along the ORM were 
increasingly weakened by pressure from well-supported development interests. 
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The Ontario Municipal Board (OMB) exacerbated the conflict setting.  The OMB 
is a quasi-legal institution that hears and decides appeals of local land use 
planning decisions.  It is unique in North America. The OMB's significance in the 
ORM became noteworthy during an appeal by several developers who contested 
the rejection of their housing subdivision applications by the Richmond Hill City 
Council.  The resulting attention subjected the Board to scrutiny and a level of 
public attention previously unseen.  These events also led the provincial 
government to develop the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan; a far 
reaching and comprehensive planning policy that has the force of law.   
 
Housing is a central theme in the policy story; not only in the development history 
of the Moraine region, but also in ongoing debates about urban growth in many 
parts of southern Ontario. 
 
1.2 
Objectives 
 
This research examines the impact and role of housing on growth and 
institutional conflict in the ORM region. This study emphasizes the importance of 
linking growth management, housing, and planning practice; and examines the 
legacy of planning policy in the ORM region.  The overall discussion provides a 
guide for potential planning actions and housing related policy, and describes an 
image of environmentally healthy and sustainable housing based on the 
experiences and views of those involved in planning policy and environmental 
management. 
 
The study is guided by two central questions: First, how has the prevalent housing 
trend in the ORM contributed to current and future planning challenges and conflicts? 
And second, within a growth context, how can sustainability objectives and 
environmentally healthy housing be achieved in the ORM region and potentially other 
urban settings?  The two research questions were refined to form four detailed 
research objectives:  
 

1. To understand housing trends and the resulting growth legacy in the 
ORM region in terms of housing growth patterns.  Housing trends are 
examined based on interviews and a review of planning 
documents/reports.  The time frame for considering trends focuses on the 
period of most significant growth; from 1980 to the present.  Key issues 
considered include developing an image of perceptions of change in the 
region and the factors affecting these trends.  We are interested 
discussing changes based on the experience and observations of those 
who have been integrally involved in government, planning policy, 
advocacy and development. 

 
2. To document how stakeholders interpret the relationship between 

housing form and sustainability.  This objective is addressed by 
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identifying the links between housing form and current planning 
challenges, and understanding if these interpretations are irreconcilable, 
or if they might form the basis for common planning action.   

 
Sustainability is an imprecise but nevertheless important concept in 
planning.  Understanding how different interests define and interpret 
sustainability with respect to providing housing can assist in the 
development of pragmatic policy and planning objectives.  The ORM 
case study provides a timely and compelling example of the interaction 
between housing development, growth management, and environmental 
conservation – all, it would seem, are key ingredients in the 
planning/sustainability discourse. 

 
3. To show institutional challenges and barriers affecting the implementation 

of environmentally sustainable housing form.   
 

4. To document planning needs strategies for realizing sustainability (within 
a housing context) and environmentally healthier housing.  The research 
explores strategies; both proposed and implemented to protect the ORM, 
while advancing the need for housing.  In this context, the research is 
interested in the current policy setting and institutional structures, and 
their relationship to politically stated efforts to preserve ORM landscape 
values (aesthetic, environmental, water, economic, and social values) 
and implement sustainable housing form.   

 
1.3 
Organization of the Report 
 
This study examines the ORM’s planning history and recent policy events from a 
housing perspective.  Housing has been an important catalyst for conflict in the 
Moraine region.  The study begins with an overview and outline of the objectives.  
This is followed by a brief discussion of sustainability and smart growth themes 
that inform discussions of development and housing.  The method section 
describes the questionnaire, geospatial, and document review approaches used 
in the study. 
 
The results are presented in sections 4 to 7.  A discussion of the planning policy 
context and the planning program legacy in the Moraine region (section 4) is 
followed by a case study of growth and housing in York region (section 5).  We 
concentrate on York Region because of its high growth rates and the Region’s 
central role in recent Moraine policy events.  Three lower-tier municipalities in the 
Region are examined in detail to illustrate different patterns of change and 
housing form.  Interviews yield a dialogue of sustainable and environmentally 
healthier housing using the Moraine as a catalyst for exploring sustainability 
issues (section 6). The implications on the Conservation Plan are discussed in 
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section 7.  The report concludes with a discussion and synopsis of findings 
(section 8).  
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2. 
Themes in Sustainability and Smart Growth 
 
2.1 
Sustainability 
 
A colleague recently described sustainability as a vague but important concept 
for planners (Hanna, 2005). Sustainability implies a process of melding 
ecological, social, and economic imperatives, while insuring a degree of equity 
(temporal and immediate) in terms of access to opportunity or redistribution of 
resources and benefits (c.f., Dale, 2001; Lafferty, 1996; President’s Council on 
Sustainable Development, 1996; Rees, 1989; Seragaledin, 1995; Voinov and 
Smith, 1998).  Sustainability has become an increasingly complex notion.  It has 
moved beyond the initial sustainable development moniker, with its early 
emphasis on accommodating development while maintaining nature as capital 
stock, to embody a broader more systemic recognition of the environment as 
encompassing the ecological, economic, sociocultural, and political dimensions 
of society (Bryant, 1999, p.70).  The most basic concept of sustainability is that it 
seeks balance among social, economic, and environmental well-being. 
 
Several examples relevant to this study stand out.  At the federal level in 
Canada, sustainability is a principle in the environmental impact assessment 
process, which requires agencies to consider the sustainability imperative in their 
actions.  The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation has recognized the 
sustainability imperative for some time.  The Corporation’s external research 
program has supported and published numerous projects that have sustainability 
as a central theme (some recent work includes Crofton, 2001; Marsden et al, 
2000; Peck and Associates, 2000).   
 
Despite the conceptual and implementation challenges, sustainability is 
becoming an important concept in planning. Admittedly it is a somewhat reactive 
notion (Bridger and Luloff, 1998; Bryant, 1999; Hempel, 1999; Luloff, 1990; 
Paehlke, 1995; Wilkinson, 1991).  Hempel (1999, p. 44) comments that as with 
some transformative ideas, sustainability promises change through a process of 
reflection and choice, but that ultimately this potential and influence is more a 
product of its ambiguity, rather than conceptual precision.   
 
The permeable nature of sustainability makes it an attractive theme in planning 
because it excludes no one; environment, development, and social interests, and 
the agendas they represent all find comfort in its vagueness (Hanna, 2005).  
Despite some equivocation, sustainability maintains just enough coherence to 
spur diverse interests to move in a certain direction, even though the path is 
rarely well marked (Hempel, 1999).  For planners, moving in this certain direction 
requires an integrative approach; one that melds social theory, environmental 
thinking, and the skills of conflict resolution (Campbell, 1996).  This requires not 
only a certain collection of skills on the part of planners and political decision 
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makers, but also a willingness to see sustainability as a pragmatic and necessary 
objective, indeed to see sustainability as a theme central to good planning 
practice. 
 
At the community level, sustainability is out of necessity planning focused.  This 
poses challenges for planners who often work within the tension created by 
competing economic, social, and environmental interests; indeed the planner 
“has no natural home” but rather exists within a context where these three 
conflicting and competing interests vie for influence (Campbell, 1996, p.  297).  
The search for sustainability at the local level may ultimately centre on the search 
for balance among competing social, ecological, economic and political values, 
and the desire to maintain or achieve a degree of community cohesion through 
deliberation on the meaning, objectives, and achievement of sustainability.   
 
The difficulty for planners is that sustainability discussions may often occur when 
situations begin to change and when disagreements about change have already 
emerged. This setting can make thoughtful deliberation a challenge, as planners 
and political decision-makers react to the realities of immediate conflict, rather 
than engage in strategic thought. Sustainability is not uncommonly at reactive 
notion (Hanna, 2005). Managing growth has become more complex, typically 
involving more organizations (government and non-government) that not only act 
to influence, manage, or even cause growth, but organizations that sometimes 
seek to employ more diverse tools to define and then realize sustainability 
(Bryant 1999, p.70). Planning for sustainability is complex process – one that 
frankly lacks a universal model, and perhaps few good applied examples.  
 
For the planning realist, community sustainability might be an illusory objective – 
it yields enough ambiguity to make integration, conceptual linkage, and 
application both attractive and difficult (Hempel, 1999, p.45).  Some may also 
interpret sustainability as promising something that may ultimately be 
unattainable – a sense that conditions will stay the same, or, for the purposes our 
study, that a particular type of growth will always be possible1.   
 
So where does housing fit into the sustainability/planning discourse? Realizing a 
sustainable housing form is an integral part of responding to the problems and 
challenges imposed by urban growth. Planning practice needs to develop and 
articulate tangible ideas about physical form and social characteristics, 
expressed through a range of pragmatic tools such as different standards for 
building and community design, infrastructure investments, greenfield retention, 
mixed use development, affordability, and decisions about how and where 

                                            
1 This suggests a contradiction within the common notions of sustainability.  On one hand there is 
a desire to maintain attributes, yet the concept as it is most often portrayed is ultimately a call for 
change in a most basic sense.  Sustainability is a term that questions the viability and desirability 
of industrial society – aspects of which may be unsustainable (Paehlke, 1995). 
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communities should grow; or if they should grow. In 1969 (p.7) Ian McHarg 
wrote: 
 

If one accepts the simple preposition that nature is the arena of life and 
that a modicum of knowledge of processes is indispensable for survival 
rather than more for existence, health and delight, it is amazing how many 
apparently difficult solutions present ready solution. 

 
The way we construct homes and build our communities reflects an ability to 
substantially manipulate landscapes and nature; we do not build within the limits 
and needs of nature, rather we subdue it.   
 
Within the context of a ‘natural’ image, the key to planning, community and 
housing sustainability is to work with and not against nature (Williamson et al 
2003:27). Ultimately we must design our communities in ways that enhance and 
maintain nature, rather than erode or destroy it. Settings such as the Oak Ridges 
Moraine show that we have not been particularly successful at achieving 
environmentally sustainable communities, or a sustainable housing form, and 
that such lack of success can lead to conflict. But perhaps this can change. 
 
Sustainable housing must be seen also in terms of the individual buildings that 
make up communities. The Union of International Architects (UIA), in 1993 
articulated a framework for sustainability. The UIA statement supports or echoes 
McHarg’s call for design with nature in mind: 
 

In recognition that: 
 

A sustainable society restores, preserves, and enhances nature and 
culture for the benefit of all life, present and future; a diverse and healthy 
environment is intrinsically valuable and essential to a healthy society; * 
today's society is seriously degrading the environment and is not 
sustainable; 
 
We are ecologically interdependent with the whole natural environment; 
we are socially, culturally, and economically interdependent with all of 
humanity; sustainability, in the context of this interdependence, requires 
partnership, equity, and balance among all parties; 
 
Buildings and the built environment play a major role in the human impact 
on the natural environment and on the quality of life; sustainable design 
integrates consideration of resource and energy efficiency, healthy 
buildings and materials, ecologically and socially sensitive land-use, and 
an aesthetic sensitivity that inspires, affirms, and ennobles; sustainable 
design can significantly reduce adverse human impacts on the natural 
environment while simultaneously improving quality of life and economic 
well-being; 
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We (the Union of International Architects) commit ourselves, as members 
of the world's architectural and building-design professions, individually 
and through our professional organisations, to: 
 

• Place environmental and social sustainability at the core of our 
practices and professional responsibilities 

 
• Develop and continually improve practices, procedures, products, 

curricula, services, and standards that will enable the 
implementation of sustainable design 

 
• Educate our fellow professionals, the building industry, clients, 

students, and the general public about the critical importance and 
substantial opportunities of sustainable design 

 
• Establish policies, regulations, and practices in government and 

business that ensure sustainable design becomes normal practice 
 

• Bring all existing and future elements of the built environment - in 
their design, production, use, and eventual reuse - up to 
sustainable design standards. (UIA, 1993) 

 
In practice architecture, development and planning have not evolved to reflect 
such a vision. Indeed the conflicts, controversies and planning story of the Oak 
Ridges Moraine tell us that such commitments lack applicability. We propose that 
this commitment to sustainability needs to be considered as more than an 
improbable ideal, but instead it can and should form the basis of planning, 
development, and building construction. 
 
The geospatial case studies presented in this report illustrate the role that 
housing plays in the growth of communities – housing is a significant transformer 
of landscapes.  Regardless of the circular arguments about whether 
infrastructure (e.g., roads, water) causes sprawl or whether housing does, the 
result has been that we devote increasingly greater amounts of land to where we 
live.   
 
Housing is both a communal and individual statement about sustainability. 
Housing reflects not only social choice in terms of where and how we choose to 
live; it also reflects the limitations that institutions place on choice. Choice is 
limited to the options provided by developers and planners, and they have 
become accustomed to providing a product that is dominated by the car, 
repetitive in design, and built to standards and codes that rarely account for the 
sustainability imperative.  Conflicts in the ORM region reflect such a complexity, 
both individual and institutional, that is emerging around the housing and 
community form (automobile dependent, dispersed suburban form) that has 
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become home to many Canadians. Such conflict has also moved some 
governments to think about ways to more effectively manage urban growth. This 
brings us to the notion of growth management. 
 
2.2 
Growth Management 
 
Low-density suburban development continues to shape regional growth patterns 
throughout North America.  These processes are generally characterized as 
sprawl.   Distinctions, however, must be made between suburbanization and 
sprawl; the terms are not interchangeable, though some tend to present them as 
equivalents (Danielson et al, 1999).   
 
We would define sprawl as a particular form of suburbanization; based on 
automobile dependency, and reinforced by the deliberate physical separation of 
residential development from employment and retail land uses.  A relatively 
consistent demand for residential land continues to encourage the conversion of 
greenfield sites into a sprawling suburban landscape.  Affordability, population 
increases; affluence, and the post-war driven “suburban dream” imagery have 
become important factors in housing demand.  Lower density growth has also 
been supported by municipalities that facilitate sprawling suburbanization through 
supportive official plans and zoning by-laws, and augmented by publicly financed 
infrastructure which in many respects serves to subsidize the advance of 
suburbia. 
 
Current efforts to reform suburban growth practices are rooted in the 1970s 
environmental movement.  Environmentalists mounted the first serious challenge 
to suburban sprawl.  Particularly troubling to the environmental movement was 
the rapid conversion of open space, environmentally sensitive areas and 
productive agricultural land into a development pattern focused on low-density 
tract homes.   
 
Aside from the physical elements, others examined the public finance 
implications associated with the provision of municipally subsidized infrastructure 
on demand.  One influential and relatively early response was the landmark Cost 
of Sprawl report (Real Estate Research Corporation, 1974), an evaluation of the 
relative impacts caused by different suburban forms.  The study suggested that 
low-density sprawl had serious fiscal implications for the provision of sewer, 
water and transportation infrastructure to an increasingly inefficient form of 
development.  Critics responded that suburbanization patterns merely reflected a 
market preference for the quality of life present in a low-density context (e.g., 
Gordon and Richardson, 1997).  Thus emerged a debate over alternate 
suburban visions with arguments for more compact form, grids rather that 
curvilinear form, and a mix of uses in contrast to the large scale segregation of 
uses that characterize much of North American suburban development.  
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In the 1980s and 1990s some North American municipalities began implementing 
growth management programs designed to more proactively direct the location, 
intensity and timing of development.  Residential development was targeted 
because housing was regarded as the catalyst for sprawl.  Local governments 
also considered the service demands of new citizens and began to see sprawl as 
a net fiscal drain on their resources.  Efforts to account for the economic and 
environmental impacts of residential development evolved through the 1980s and 
1990s, and culminated as a refined set of growth management practices.  Tools 
such as development charges, jobs/housing balance, and open space 
preservation zoning were advanced; and in the 1990s the notion of smart growth, 
a holistic planning approach to growth, began to emerge. 
 
2.3  
Smart Growth 
 
Smart growth calls for a comprehensive regional spatial, design, density, and a 
functional response to growth needs.  To an extent smart growth represents a 
concerted effort to adopt a comprehensive and integrated approach to 
development – something that might be seen as counter to the narrowly defined 
planning efforts of the recent past (Berke, 2000).   
 
Smart growth requires a strong regional response to connect the central city and 
the suburbs through a more integrative vision and more integrated planning.  
One objective is to divert new housing areas toward existing more densely 
urbanized areas.  Smart growth seeks to encourage greyfield and brownfield 
redevelopment, better public transportation, demand management for services, 
as well relaxing land-use regulations to permit adaptive reuse that can offer 
consumers alternative location choices in denser settings.   
 
Compact form characterized by elements such as higher residential densities, 
mixed use, and public transportation is an important smart growth characteristic.  
Housing intensification, complimented by mixed-use nodal development is 
viewed as providing the critical mass necessary for transit-oriented pedestrian-
friendly design that will ultimately reduce suburban reliance on the automobile 
(Calthorpe, 1993).  Additionally, smart growth advocates suggest that compact 
development is an efficient alternative to building more suburbs, one that uses 
higher residential densities to capitalize on existing infrastructure while 
minimizing the need for new roads, sewers and water lines.  From an 
environmental perspective, concentrating population growth in well-defined 
nodes reduces the consumption of greenfield sites by directing development 
toward already urbanized locations, where environmental impacts are minimal. 
 
Smart growth approaches are evolving into strategies that are gaining credibility 
with a range of planning interests.  Environmentalists appreciate the conservation 
elements; municipal governments appreciate the service cost savings realized 
through more efficient service delivery; and development interests acknowledge 
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the focus on redirecting, not stopping, growth (Burchell et al., 2000).  Rather than 
using strict prohibitions to achieve desirable outcomes, smart growth relies upon 
the use of innovative financial and land-use planning incentives to encourage 
desirable regional development patterns. Though in some settings, incentives 
may not be enough. 
 
Fragmented urban governance institutions create a significant roadblock for 
smart growth success.  In Canada, the lack of effective regional institutions 
creates a context where the continuation of sprawl might seem inevitable.  The 
inability to achieve adequate integrated planning has resulted in development 
patterns that have created negative environmental and social cumulative 
impacts. This is evident in the difficulties associated with the conservation of 
open space and agricultural lands, as well as growing traffic problems, all it 
seems caused by a disconnect between residential, employment and retail land-
use decisions.  Most importantly, a regional view is required to encourage the 
creation of a sustainable area wide vision supported by effective land-use and 
infrastructure investment decisions.   
 
One solution may be for provincial governments to provide smart growth 
frameworks to encourage collaboration between different governing bodies and 
the private sector (Hare, 2001).  Ontario’s Smart Growth Initiative, although 
nascent, offers an opportunity to do this, and we would argue The Oak Ridges 
Moraine Conservation Plan also certainly has this potential.  But the long-term 
impacts and influence of such initiatives have yet to be seen, and in the case of 
the Ontario Smart Growth Initiative, the translation of rhetoric to policy, and to 
action will certainly be a challenge. 
 
Smart growth represents perhaps the most recent conceptual planning effort to 
deal with the negative consequences of urban sprawl.  Housing is the logical 
focal point for any successful effort, as the combination of higher density 
developments within a mixed-use setting can lead to a more sustainable 
settlement pattern.  We see housing as an important consumer of space and 
natural resources. Within a housing context, dynamics such as density, location, 
design and built form, and construction product innovation have a great capacity 
to inform and affect the way urban areas are planned, developed and evolve. 
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3. 
Method and Approach 
 
Data for this study was collected from a planning document content analysis, 
interviews, and a geospatial overview of change within three communities in York 
Region. The research process had five stages: 
 

1. Information and initial data gathering (planning documents, literature 
reviews, and geospatial data).  Data reviewed at this stage included 
Official Plans, Official Plan Amendments, Development Applications, 
local and regional government ORM strategies, Ontario government 
strategies, and GTA-wide urban growth studies.  The literature review 
covered current thought in growth and housing, planning theory and 
growth, and trends in form and public preference.   

 
2. Three geospatial case studies.  This portion of the study was based on 

data provided by York Regional Municipality.  The geospatial overview 
centres on housing form and growth rates (notably density and design) in 
three communities, and a larger regional (York Regional Municipality) 
analysis of development overlap with areas of sensitivity and growth 
projections.  The objective was to map the expansion of housing by form.  
Images of recent development applications and development proposals 
and their coincidence with environmentally sensitive areas were also 
constructed.  The results are presented in a cartographic format, with a 
discussion of growth and change.  Appendix A2 provides a detailed 
description of the geospatial method.   

 
3. Document content analysis (based on analysis of municipal and 

provincial planning documents).  Research questions 1 and 4, outlined in 
Section 1.2 above formed the basis for content analysis. 

 
4. Stakeholder interviews (developed from phase 3 results, interviews 

included a range of interests: agencies, politicians, development 
interests, and conservation groups).  Based on the research questions in 
Section 1 above, and the results of phase 3, an interview guide was 
developed.  The interview format was based on a conversational open-
ended design.  This allowed flexibility in discussions and the tailoring of a 
survey session to the knowledge and experieinces of individual 
participants.  The interview format is described below.   

 
5. Study completion (analysis based on the data and knowledge of current 

planning theory and practice, and the final write-up).  A panel of 
academic and CMHC researchers was convened by CMHC to review the 
research results at two stages, at the mid point of the project and at the 
end of the project. These peer comments and suggestions were 
incorporated into this Project Report. 
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3.1 
Stakeholder Interviews 
 
The interviews included a range of interests in the ORM area: government 
agencies, politicians, development industry organizations, and conservation 
organizations.  Forty-nine people were contacted and 41 were interviewed.  Of 
the 8 who declined to participate 3 indicated that they believed that they did not 
have sufficient knowledge of the issues (especially housing) to make a 
meaningful contribution, 2 believed that their organizations had no relevant role 
in ORM housing or urban issues, and 3 declined to respond to the invitations. 
Three attempts were made to reach non-respondents.   
 
Table 1: Affiliation of Participants. 

Type of Respondent  Number Interviewed  
Provincial agencies and the provincial political level. 7 
Municipal governments and the municipal political level. 17 
Representatives of environment and conservation 
organizations. 

7 

Representatives of development industry organizations. 7 
Advisory and research organizations. 3 
 
The potential for a non-response bias is present in most survey research.  We 
recognized the need to ensure relative representation among respondents.  The 
distribution of respondents provides a reasonable representation of the 
stakeholder population.  No interest is under or over represented.   
 

The intent of this study was not to survey broad public attitudes 
toward growth management, housing, or the Moraine, but to speak 
with those who have been directly involved with ORM issues and 
decision-making.   

 
The people interviewed had been involved in Ontario’s Oak Ridges Moraine 
consultation strategies.  They brought forth a range of experiences, perspectives, 
and considerable depth of knowledge.  They are elites.  They are by virtue of 
their involvement in Moraine issues, experts on the Moraine and related planning 
issues and institutional dynamics and the history of Moraine conflicts.  Most had 
been involved in advisory or decision-making roles with respect to the Province’s 
ORM Conservation Plan or consequent processes.  Interestingly, as the 
Conservation Plan was developed, representatives of environment and 
conservation organizations became involved in the Plan process, which gave 
them a unique perspective on both activism and policy development. 
 
We acknowledge that elites are not a proxy for broader public opinion.  They 
offer views representative of those who have extensive knowledge of the issues, 
and have often worked within a decision-making capacity.  In this study we 
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consider the differences in policy preference problem/issue definitions that 
emerged in the interviews across specific groups of decision-makers. 
 
3.1.1  
Survey Approach 
 
An interview guide was developed based on 10 question themes.  We employed 
an open-ended conversational format.  This flexible and informal approach 
allowed for adaptation to specific themes or ideas brought forward in an interview 
– within the context of the overall interview guide.  Those interviewed were 
initially contacted by mail.  The letter provided a brief description of the project, 
and indicated that a representative of the project would contact them in the fall to 
arrange for a meeting and interview.  The next contact was made by telephone or 
email.   
 
Three interviews were held by telephone. All other interviews were held in 
person.  Each interview was prefaced by a description of the project objectives, a 
statement of ethics, and a brief outline of our intentions for publishing the results.  
The ethics statement assured confidentiality (no names, specific agencies 
employment or location are used), and informed those interviewed about the 
dissemination process, how to contact the researchers, the types of people being 
interviewed, and the structure and nature of the questions.   
 
University, government and CMHC colleagues reviewed the interview questions.  
This review provided suggestions and insight.  All the guidance received from the 
pretest phase was incorporated into the final survey guide.   
 
3.1.2 
The Questions 
 
Notes were taken for each interview, and each question (in the guide) also had a 
list of possible response themes.  This allowed the interviewers to conduct a 
quick content analysis — as the interview was being conducted — in addition to 
the extensive notes (quotes) taken of respondents’ comments.  In most instances 
2 interviewers were present. 
 
The interviews were not recorded.  We consulted with colleagues who are 
familiar with Moraine issues about the interview approach.  Given the 
controversies that had emerged over the ORM, we were advised that potential 
participants would be unlikely to welcome being recorded.  Indeed in most 
instances those interviewed were particularly concerned about confidentiality, 
and 2 commented that they were pleased we had not asked to record the 
interviews.   
 
The interviews followed this sequence: 
 

1. The project was introduced and the ethics statement reviewed.   
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2. A general discussion of the interviewee’s interests, or their organization’s 

interest in the ORM was initiated.  This discussion included some 
reference to the length of time the participant (respondent) had been 
involved in the Moraine.  Then the following questions were posed. They 
have been edited for presentation here. 

 
3. From your perspective how can housing trends in the ORM region be 

characterized?  (Trends were defined in terms of form, design, density, 
locational aspects, market changes, over the last 3 decades).   

 
4. An expansion on the above.  What factors and dynamics do you see as 

having led to the trends you have observed?   
 

5. (a)Have recent conflicts surrounding growth in the ORM region centred in 
large part on housing development? (5b) What do you see as being the 
links between housing form and current planning challenges? (if 
necessary some challenges suggested were jurisdictional uncertainty 
[provincial versus local policy], Official Plan renewal or amendments, 
rethinking densities). 

 
6. Discussions about sustainability have also emerged with respect to the 

ORM, and resulting policies and local planning efforts.  What role must 
housing play in such a sustainability discourse, and how do you interpret 
sustainability with respect to providing housing? 6.a How can sustainability 
be defined in the ORM context? Here we provided a broad definition of 
sustainability as being the balance of social, environmental, and economic 
objectives (equity, quality of place, and well-being) with respect to 
providing housing -- in essence the maintaining of the well-being and 
capacity of each of these elements.   

 
7. What do you see as being the barriers to implementing the concepts of 

sustainability (the respondent has identified) into planning practice?  
 

8. Have you had a chance to review the Province’s ORM Conservation Plan? 
 

9. What role has housing development played in the Province’s current 
policy statement? 9.a How do you think it will impact development? 9.b.  
What implications do you see for housing? 9.c.  How will the new Oak 
Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan impact conservation objectives 
(landscape preservation, forest retention, water quality, agricultural 
lands)? 

 
10.  (a)There has been a relatively long history of reports and 

recommendations on the ORM (e.g., the Kanter report, and David 
Crombie’s work on the Toronto Waterfront, and the tri-regional ORM 
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strategies from York, Durham and Peel).  (10b) Why do you think the 
Province has sought to develop its current Plan, when many previous 
recommendations were not implemented, or in some instances only 
partially implemented?  

 
 
3.2 
The Geospatial Approach 
 
The geospatial component of the study provides a cartographic image of the 
expansion of housing over a 40-year period in three diverse Moraine 
municipalities -- Markham, King and Aurora.  Each of these communities is 
located in York Region.  The three communities we examine here provide a 
compelling portrait of change, growth, and the role of housing in development in 
an environmentally and politically sensitive portion of the ORM. 
 
In addition to the images developed for the 3 communities the geospatial portion 
also provides an image of development pressure in York region, with an 
emphasis on showing coincidence with environmentally sensitive areas and 
areas on natural significance (see Figure 2 in Section 5).  Data were analyzed 
using air photo information and GIS based data to demonstrate changes in 
growth the housing form.  Using existing geomatics products a portrait of growth 
and change is provided. This is then woven into the discussion of change.  
 
Markham, King and Aurora were chosen for several reasons.  While Markham 
has only a relatively narrow band of the Moraine along its northern boundary, it is 
among the highest growth areas in the Region.  Markham’s main urbanized area 
is separated from the Moraine proper by agricultural land.  Our initial discussions 
indicate that Markham is also a likely target for spillover development, which may 
occur as a result of the ORM Conservation Plan (this is discussed below).  
Markham contributes a regional perspective to our analysis.   
 
Aurora is built to a good extent on the Moraine proper, and several of the largest 
recent housing developments sit on Moraine high ground.  Aurora also exhibits 
what emerges as a stereotypical suburban growth image with curvilinear streets, 
and a predominance of single detached housing dominated by garages.  Aurora 
illustrates the traditional North American suburban pattern.  King is dominated by 
estate housing, and estate housing has been a subject of controversy in the 
ORM region.   
 
We see these three communities as providing an excellent representation of the 
variable form and patterns of growth within a municipal region that has urbanized 
rapidly, and each provides an illustration of a different aspect of growth on the 
Moraine 
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3.3 
Document Content Analysis 
 
A range of municipal and Ontario government planning documents for the 
Moraine region were reviewed.  Analysis of this data followed the line of inquiry 
discussed with study participants (described above).  This material was also 
used to develop an image of trends in population, density, growth and housing 
form.   
 
In particular, the review of documents supported the development of an 
understanding of housing trends and the resulting growth legacy in the ORM 
region in terms of housing growth patterns.  Thus the study not only considers 
housing trends as perceived by those interviewed, but also from the information 
provided through published data.  
 
We also observed workshops sponsored by the City of Toronto, the Ontario 
Professional Planners Institute and the Ontario Bar Association. These events 
were held to outline recent policy and technical initiatives related to implementing 
the Province’s ORM Conservation Plan.  These events provided additional 
information and presecptives on planning and recent policy, and contributed to 
the analysis and interpretation of ORM planning and policy documents. 
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4.  
The Planning Policy Legacy 
 
4.1 
Ontario Planning  
 
Planning institutions in the Province of Ontario have significantly influenced 
public and private decisions regarding the development and conservation in the 
Moraine region.  Before addressing the specifics of housing development, it is 
necessary to understand several factors that shape Ontario’s planning process. 
These factors were important elements in the evolution of development in the 
ORM region, and the nature of more recent municipal and provincial policy 
responses.  
 
4.1.1  
The Role of the Provincial Government in Municipal Affairs 
 
In Canada, the legal standing and policy-making authority granted to the local 
level flows from laws enacted by a provincial government.   
 
While the Province of Ontario traditionally dictated aspects of local governance, 
in turn it provided funding for local infrastructure and local administration.  But 
this has changed.  The turn in the local/provincial relationship began when 
Ontario initiated its Disentanglement Process.  This process was initiated by the 
government in power in the early 1990s (which was centre/left in political 
orientation) and was carried through by the next government; elected in 1995 
(which was centre/right).  The Progressive Conservative (1995) government 
accelerated and strengthened the process by creating the Who Does What 
initiative.  Ontario municipal policy at this time revolved around two instruments – 
amalgamation of municipalities (into larger entities), and the transfer or 
responsibilities for a range of services from the provincial to municipal level.   
 
4.1.2  
Ontario Planning Legislation 
 
Ontario’s Planning Act (Ontario, 2002) defines land use planning powers in the 
Province through the delegation of specific responsibilities to municipal 
governments.  This legislation ensures that the public interest is protected 
through orderly and efficient decisions that are made in a manner that are 
consistent with provincial policies.   
 
In order to guide local processes, Section 2 of the Planning Act provides 17 
provincial interests that should be considered during all planning deliberations.  
These principles define the setting within which planning should take place.  It is 
worth noting is that while municipalities, the Ontario Municipal Board (OMB) and 
the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing are encouraged to follow these 
principles, the phrase shall have regard to means institutions are not legally 
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obligated to address these directives. Thus the advisory element of this phrase 
allows decisions to be made without acknowledging relevant principles.   
 
In the early 1990s the New Planning in Ontario document (Commission on 
Planning and Development Reform in Ontario, 1992) examined the Province’s 
planning process, resulting in a significant change to Section 2.  The phrase shall 
have regard to was replaced by shall conform with, meaning that provincial 
interests had to be incorporated into all planning actions.  The Progressive 
Conservative government changed Section 2 back to shall have regard to in 
response to calls for a more flexible development process. 
 
Section 3 of the Planning Act provides a series of Provincial Policy Statements 
(PPS) more specifically defined than the general objectives listed in Section 2 of 
the Act.  Additionally, the Act requires a five-year review to ensure the 
requirements are current.  Perhaps the most influential element is the provincial 
policy statement “Developing Strong Communities” which includes references to 
cost-effective development patterns that include a proper mix of uses in a 
manner that protect agricultural land and open space.  Again, shall have regard 
to indicates that this is a recommended, not required, course of action. 
 
The remainder of the Act mandates municipalities to adopt Official Plans that 
clearly state the goals and objectives that will guide future local decisions.  The 
upper-tier regional municipalities are responsible for designating general growth 
patterns by creating a long-term vision of settlement patterns.  Lower-tier 
municipalities (e.g., cities, towns or townships) enact their own Official Plans 
outlining local planning objectives that must conform to their respective region’s 
Plans.  Zoning powers are granted to lower-tier planning authorities under 
Section 34 of the Act, which requires municipalities to designate specific land 
uses that conform to the objectives set out in their Official Plan.   
 
There are passages in the Planning Act that reinforce the subservient 
relationship local governments have with Ontario.  Specific sections of the Act 
allow the Minister of Municipal Affairs to override municipal planning decisions.  
Under Section 47 of the Planning Act a Minister’s Zoning Order overides any 
adopted local zoning land-use designations.  Though seldom used, this tool was 
employed in the ORM process to approve housing development on the Moraine 
and in the Pickering (Seaton) land swap – a process of exchanging land owned 
by developers in the ORM region for government owned lands in the Pickering 
area, thereby compensating developers/landowners while preserving selected 
environmentally important areas in the ORM from development. The land swap is 
part of implementing the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan – the Plan is 
discussed later in this report. 
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4.1.3  
The Regional Government System 
 
In the more urbanized areas of Ontario, municipal governance is largely 
structured on a two-tier model.  The upper tier is responsible for regional 
planning which centres largely on infrastructure provision.  Lower tier 
governments make land-use decisions based on their development approval 
powers granted under the Planning Act.  The lower tier approves development, 
while the regional level influences patterns of growth by deciding where 
infrastructure will go. 
 
Ontario’s two-tier system has been a key factor in shaping the Moraine debate.  
The Regional level of government in the suburban GTA was responsible for 
fostering the ORM growth context through infrastructure and service decisions. 
Within this framework lower tier cities and towns make land use decisions and 
grant development approvals in relative isolation with little regard for the 
cumulative regional impacts of development.  We suggest that the lack of a 
strong regional of comprehensive planning presence contributed to the loss of 
environmentally important areas and rural landscapes.  In essence, without a 
strong proactive regional perspective, integrated approaches to complex regional 
issues have been difficult to articulate and implement. But perhaps this is 
changing, as regional governments seek to be more engaged in such issues. 
 
4.1.4  
The Ontario Municipal Board 
 
The Ontario Municipal Board (OMB) is a unique institution in North America. It 
has played an important role in the evolution of planning and development in the 
Moraine region.  The OMB is a quasi-judicial independent body responsible for 
adjudicating planning-related appeals. According to the Planning Act, 
stakeholders can appeal local and regional land-use decision by council 
regarding official plans, zoning by-laws, subdivision plans and consents (land 
severances).  Developers are able to appeal if a local municipal council rejects 
their application.  Conversely, other stakeholders have the right to appeal a 
municipality’s decision to approve a development application.  Additionally, the 
OMB responds to appeals of decisions made by the Ministry of Municipal Affairs 
and Housing.  As we note in section 4.4.1, the OMB has had an important role in 
conflict in the Moraine area. 
 
The Board is comprised of provincially appointed adjudicators responsible for 
ruling on the merits of the cases.  Hearings include the presentation of evidence 
in an adversarial setting before board members. Outcomes are based on the 
Board’s interpretation of the planning principles expressed in specific municipal 
planning policies and of Ontario’s Planning Act.  A pre-hearing is held to 
determine those qualifying as parties with standing, a designation that grants the 
ability present evidence, cross-examine witnesses and provide a final argument.   
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OMB decisions reflect complex variables. OMB adjudicators make decisions 
based on their interpretation of relevant legislation, their concept of what is the 
best use of land, personal experiences and biases, and individual interpretations 
of the Planning Act.  Accountability poses a challenge for the OMB’s credibility.  
Its members are appointed, not elected, the Board’s decisions are difficult to 
appeal, and bringing a case before the OMB can be a costly and long process.   
 
4.2 
Greater Toronto Area Planning  
 
4.2.1 
Regional Growth  
 
Regional approaches to growth management have influenced planning decisions 
related to planning and development on the Moraine.  More specifically, regional 
interest in the Moraine is relatively recent and is arguably a response to public 
conflict. Planning for growth in the Toronto region is an ongoing process 
characterized by numerous government initiatives and studies.  Common themes 
in provincial and municipal reports indicate a desire, and indeed a need, to 
achieve a more sustainability based approach to regional planning.   
 
Three themes tend to dominate the initiatives undertaken in the Greater Toronto 
Area (GTA): 
 
• Planning challenges resulting from low-density sprawling suburbs.  Examples 

of these challenges identified in this research include transit planning, 
increased road construction, traffic management, infrastructure costs, loss of 
greenfields, water consumption, wastewater management, and surface runoff 
management. 

 
• A need to protect the "countryside" which includes greenfields, agricultural 

land, and environmentally significant areas. 
 
• Institutional problems associated with the absence of a GTA level form of 

regional government. 
 
By the mid-1980s low-density housing began to increasingly consume 
greenfields in Toronto's suburban fringe.  These outer areas were not prepared 
to plan for such growth. York, Durham, Peel and Halton Regional Municipalities 
had not adopted official plans that provided strategic guidelines for development.  
As a result the lower-tier cities and townships continued to approve subdivisions 
and the regions provided infrastructure with little concern for the greater impacts.  
Without a more comprehensive macro regional approach to planning, local 
municipalities approved projects based on their own objectives, with little 
attention to the larger environmental context. 
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Ontario acknowledged that the Toronto region required an area-wide perspective 
that was not possible within the existing municipal framework.  In 1988 the 
Province created the Office for the Greater Toronto Area (OGTA) within the 
Ministry of Municipal Affairs to instill a regional perspective in growth 
management discussions, particularly with respect to the emerging difficulties 
caused by sprawl.  Out of necessity, this began the Province's leadership in GTA 
and (subsequent) ORM deliberations. 
 
The Province in conjunction with the OGTA and senior municipal officials formed 
the Greater Toronto Coordinating Committee in 1987.  Before deliberating over 
policy alternatives, those involved recommended that a clearer understanding of 
the regional growth impacts be developed.  This was accomplished by employing 
the IBI Group (a consulting firm) to conduct a conceptual analysis of the 
relationship between growth and the region's urban structure.  This influential 
report examined three development patterns: 
 
• Spread, which is the status quo; 
 
• Central, an effort to concentrate growth in Metro Toronto; and 
 
• Nodal, a strategy to direct growth toward existing urbanized areas. 
 
The IBI analysis concluded that the nodal option would be the most appropriate 
form of development in the GTA.  Though the analysis did not identify specific 
locations, it concluded that concentrating growth on a few major nodes would 
create a more sustainable region, one that would use be efficiently serviced, 
transit-oriented and economically prosperous.  Nodal development would also 
ideally preserve more open space areas and conserve natural resources.  
Strongly linked (through infrastructure) nodes emerged as the preferred urban 
structure in future growth management studies. Of course nodal growth can 
occur in different ways, and, as our study shows, even though communities on 
the Moraine have largely grown out from nodes (older community cores), this 
growth has caused controversy, sprawl, and loss of environmental quality. 
 
The provincial initiative that followed, sponsored by the GTCC, involved the GTA 
2021 exercise, which evaluated the nodal approach in terms of its utility as a 
sustainable urban form (Office of the Greater Toronto Area 1992).  Six 
workgroups were organized to deal with specific aspects of the region's future.  
Specific centres were identified and an effort was made to actively incorporate 
the regional and local municipalities into a more proactive growth management 
process. 
 
In the early 1990s, the suburban GTA regions began adopting their first official 
plans, twenty-five years following the creation of the regions.  A notable 
recommendation in the GTA 2021 study was for the immediate completion of 
these regional official plans.  Perhaps the persuasive arguments offered through 
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the provincial exercises convinced the regions that the time for action had 
arrived.  However, the ambiguous responses in the official plans indicated that 
the regions weakly endorsed the OGTA's recommendations, and perceived the 
Province's efforts as creating a fiscal burden. At the same time local 
municipalities expressed concerns over becoming increasingly urban (Miller et al, 
1997).   
 
Some recent studies outline the undesirable consequences that could be 
produced by the lack of a strong planning response to growth in the Greater 
Toronto Area.  Both Growing Together: Prospects for Renewal of the Toronto 
Region authored by GHK International (2002) for the City of Toronto, and the 
Toronto-Related Region Futures Study completed by the IBI Group for the Neptis 
Foundation, have a different tone than past works.  Termed “Business As Usual 
Development” in one study (IBI Group, 2002), these reports speculate on what 
future growth in the GTA might look like and what is required to accommodate 
this development in an economic and environmentally desirable manner.  Like 
the previous studies, forecasts are offered for discussion purposes.  One 
interesting difference is the use of a broader geographic scope to examine the 
growth impacts inside the GTA’s borders. 
 
The IBI report indicated that while some regional densities have increased, 
overall levels remain low.  The City of Toronto is the only area expected to attract 
higher densities due to redevelopment, brownfield projects and infill 
opportunities.  Gross density (defined as population and jobs per urbanized 
hectare) for the City of Toronto is projected to rise from 78.2 people and jobs per 
hectare in 2000 to 93.1 people and jobs per hectare in 2031, which represents a 
19.1% increase.  The central city’s densities are notably higher than that 
anticipated GTA-wide; the central city’s gross densities are anticipated to change 
from the 2001 level of 45.9 people and jobs per hectare to 46.4 in 2031.  This 
represents a 1.1% increase.  An inability to reverse sprawling residential growth 
is predicted to rapidly consume rural and agricultural land with low-density 
residential developments that are not transit-supportive.   
 
The GHK International et al. (2002) analysis concurs that regional residential 
densities are increasing, but at levels that are unlikely to reverse the GTA’s 
sprawl urban form.  As (Table 2) shows, the greatest increases in gross 
residential densities are found in the City of Toronto.   
 
The GHK report proposes a series of planning policies aimed at housing and 
compact development that incorporate essential smart growth principles.  A 
strong emphasis is placed on encouraging intensification through higher density 
residential development, the provision of more rental housing that by definition 
will be provided at high densities, and the incorporation of housing into mixed-
use centres that are transit oriented.  To reduce the consumption of the 
countryside by suburbanization, the report suggests the implementation of an 
urban growth boundary based on the ORM and Niagara Escarpment.   
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Table 2: GHK International Gross Residential Densities (persons per hectare) 
Persons/hectare Location 

1992 1999 
GTA 29.38 31.02 
Toronto 39.67 42.43 
Halton 21.93 22.10 
Peel 23.06 26.25 
York 20.21 21.62 
Durham 27.02 28.13 
GTA (excluding Toronto) 22.73 24.48 
Source:  GHK International et al  (2002) p.27 
 
Hemson Consulting (2003) offers a different perspective on low-density suburban 
housing in the GTA.  Their report, prepared on behalf of a development industry 
organization called the Urban Development Institute (UDI), as a submission to 
the Ontario Smart Growth Secretariat, concludes that the GTA is one of the most 
densely populated urban-regions in North America.  Thus a continuation of 
existing densities and types development is not regarded as the problem.  
Instead, the lack of public investment in growth-supporting infrastructure, notably 
transportation, may pose greater threats to the long-term economic and 
environmental well-being of the region.   
 
In response, the Hemson study calls for a renewed commitment by Ontario to 
invest significantly larger amounts of funds in roads and transit.  Hemson 
supported a balanced approach “recognizing that certain” environmental impacts 
should be accepted in order to meet the high-level of demand for housing that is 
expected to occur in the GTA.  Initiatives such as suburban intensification are 
viewed as important, but overall such cannot address the expected development 
demands.  These findings indicate a development sector perspective, one that 
will certainly continue to be expressed during deliberations over growth 
management in the GTA. 
 
4.2.2  
Ontario’s Smart Growth Initiative 
 
Events on the ORM have influenced, along with other discourses, larger policy 
discussions.  In January 2001 Ontario launched a consultation process called the 
Smart Growth Initiative, as managed by a provincially funded Smart Growth 
Secretariat.  The Province was divided into 5 zones (regions) each of which has 
a Smart Growth Panel composed of government, environment and social, and 
development interests.  The Panels are expected to consult with the general 
public and interest groups and ultimately provide a vision of how promote and 
manage growth in ways that balance economic, community and environmental 
needs.  This reflects the established vision of sustainability – the balance of 
economy, environment and society. 
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The ORM region is situated within the Central Ontario Smart Growth Zone.  In 
our interviews, several government and environmental organization respondents 
commented that the Smart Growth initiative was in part a reaction to the conflicts 
generated by development in the ORM area.  It is perhaps somewhat telling that 
several members of the Central Ontario Smart Growth Panel also played key 
roles in the ORM debate and development of the ORM Conservation Plan.  
Indeed the ORM region is a recognized component in the Central Ontario Smart 
Growth Zone strategy. 
 
Smart growth advocates began referring to the Moraine as a place that should be 
saved from additional development.  Instead, growth pressure should be 
redirected to in a compact form to existing urbanized areas throughout the GTA.  
At this time, however, the greater influence of the reports and discussions 
generated by the Smart Growth Initiative remains to be seen, but some changes 
are now emerging. 
 
Administrative and legislative actions have continued to integrate the ORM into 
provincie’s growth management strategy. The Central Ontario Smart Growth 
Zone recommendations provided the impetus for the Greater Golden Horseshoe 
Growth Plan that is being formulated by the Ministry for Public Infrastructure 
Renewal (PIR).  This plan is anchored by a 1.8 million acre regional greenbelt 
that establishes an urban growth boundary designed to curtail Central Ontario’s 
sprawling development. The ORM and the Niagara Escarpment form an 800,000 
acre spine that defines the greenbelt.  The Greenbelt Protection Act, 2004 initially 
defined a Greenbelt Study Area and imposed a planning change moratorium 
preventing any rural to urban land use conversions.  Subsequently, the province 
adopted the Greenbelt Act, 2005 to preserve south-central Ontario’s rural and 
agricultural lifestyle by protecting farmland open space, environmentally sensitive 
areas, while respecting ecological and hydrological functions.  One noteworthy 
objective of the growth plan is to establish protecting links throughout the area, 
including an effort to ensure connectivity between the ORM and the Niagara 
Escarpment. 
 
All greenbelt land is categorized as Protected Countryside and is subject to three 
types of Geographic Specific Policies—the Agricultural System, Natural System 
and Settlement Areas.  ORM and Niagara Escarpment Plan policies and site 
specific designations take precedence over the greenbelt.  Municipalities must 
update official plans and zoning by-laws to conform to the Greenbelt Act. 
 
The initiatives and studies we have outlined provide a context for understanding 
and examining the policy setting in the ORM region in more detail. 
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4.3 
Planning and the Oak Ridges Moraine   
 
4.3.1  
A Brief History 
 
The ORM was at one time best known as a collection of green rolling hills 
crossed by Toronto residents many on their trips to their cottages north of the 
city.  The first notable planning recognition of the ORM can be found in the 1946 
Ganaraska Conservation Plan.  Accompanying this plan was the creation of a 
series of inter-jurisdictional Conservation Authorities responsible for protecting 
environmentally sensitive landforms, including the ORM. 
 
The ORM did not emerge as an area of development contention until the mid-
1970s. Though no specific regional policies were enacted, the Metropolitan 
Toronto Conservation Authority maintained a general interest in the Moraine.  
York Region completed the first recognized planning policy report on the ORM in 
1974, including a geographic description accompanied by proposed development 
guidelines.  The lack of a regional official plan seriously compromised the ability 
to enact significant changes.   
 
Except for some estate housing in the 1970s, development pressures did not 
impact the ORM until the mid-1980s.  At that time, Toronto's expanding economy 
and growing population translated into increased demand for housing.  
Subdivisions expanded and moved into the countryside, eventually reaching the 
ORM from the south, and expanding on the ORM as small communities on the 
Moraine grew.  In Box 1 we provide a chronology of planning policy in the 
Moraine region.   
 
Concerns over long-term threats to the region's greenspace prompted several 
notable policy actions, the Space for All Study, the Interim Guidelines, and the 
ORM Technical Working Committee. These warrant an expanded discussion, 
and we describe each in more detail below.   
 
4.3.2  
Space for All Study (The Kanter Report) 
 
The provincial government ordered the first examination of the growth impacts on 
greenfield areas surrounding Toronto (in 1989).  The Space for All: Options for a 
Greater Toronto Area Greenlands Study (1990) was headed by Ron Kanter, a 
Liberal Party Member of the Provincial Parliament.  The key objective of this 
exercise was to formulate a definition of a GTA greenlands system. 
 
The report recognized the broad environmental importance of the ORM; 
specifically that it was a significant and sensitive natural feature, particularly with 
respect to groundwater, soils, and the importance of Moraine slopes as 
headwaters for many regional streams and rivers.   
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Kanter identified several factors that were deemed to be key threats to the 
Moraine and other regional greenspaces.  A major obstacle to greenspace 
conservation was the fragmented GTA governance system.  The inability of local 
governments to work together prevented the development of a comprehensive 
planning approach necessary to conserve key landforms, such as the ORM.  No 
single agency was responsible for protecting a landform that crosses a range of 
physical and thematic jurisdictional boundaries.   
 
A review of local official plans revealed the absence of any reference to the 
Moraine, leading to the conclusion that the primary threat to the Moraine was 
from "small-scale, short-term planning decisions" (Kanter, 1990 p. 2).  At this 
point none of the regional municipalities had an official plan in place to oversee 
broader growth issues.  This work pointed to a threat to the Moraine from 
residential areas dependent on septic tanks and well water.   
 
Planning for the Moraine was also inconsistent because municipal approaches to 
greenspace protection varied considerably.  Different land use planning 
designations resulted in different outcomes.  This approach also failed to take the 
cumulative impacts of local decisions into consideration as municipalities 
permitting development based their self-interest threatened the overall viability of 
regional conservation efforts. 
 
The Province was urged to take immediate action in order to preserve the 
ecological, scenic, and recreational significance of the ORM.  An ecosystem 
approach was proposed to conserve a linked greenland system that would 
protect the integrity of the Moraine and other environmentally sensitive areas. 
 
The report concluded with the affirmation that the ORM is a significant landform 
in need of immediate planning protection.  The inability of GTA governments to 
conserve the Moraine prompted Kanter to recommend a stronger provincial 
presence in the conservation of conservation policy for the ORM.  Enforceable 
recognition of the ORM in the Ontario planning process was essential to Moraine 
conservation.  The report urged Ontario to adopt a Provincial Policy Statement 
under Section 3 of the Ontario Planning Act.  Exercising Section 3 would ensure 
that the Ontario's primary land use planning regulation would require 
municipalities to acknowledge the Moraine in their development and conservation 
decisions.  Similar advice can be found in the Watershed and Regeneration 
reports. 
 
Since there was a limited understanding of the impacts that land-use decisions 
had on the Moraine, Kanter thought that a special planning initiative should be 
established with a provincial mandate to prepare a planning study.  This study 
was supposed to present a long-term conservation strategy for the ORM.  But 
until such an exercise was complete, Kanter suggested that an Implementation 
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Guideline be established to guide local planning decisions dealing with the 
Moraine.  This led to the development of the Interim Implementation Guidelines. 
 
4.3.3  
Interim Implementation Guidelines 
 
The Space for All report had an immediate impact.  The Province opted for an 
expression of interest (provincial guidelines) for the Moraine, as opposed to the 
more stringent Section 3 recognition.  Concurrent with the release of the Kanter 
report, the Ontario government initiated the Implementation Guidelines: 
Provincial Interest on the ORM Area of the Greater Toronto Area.  The 
Guidelines gave municipalities a sense of what factors to consider when making 
any planning decisions regarding property located on the Moraine.  It also 
identified the types of environmental studies required before a development 
approval could be considered.   
 
The Guidelines were to be used by municipalities in their official planning 
process, as well as in their development approval process.  Through this action 
the Province became more engaged in Moraine planning by stating its’ intent to 
work with municipalities to carefully review development applications on Moraine 
lands.   
 
The principles defining the Interim Guidelines criteria were: 
 

• Growth and Settlement 
• Ecological Integrity 
• Landform Conservation 
• Significant Natural Area Protection 
• Woodlands 
• Watercourses and Lakes 
• Highly Permeable Soils 
• Groundwater Resources 

 
Growth and settlement principles relied upon sustainable development criteria 
including compact development around existing urban settlements and the 
utilization of existing infrastructure in urban areas.  The Ministry of Municipal 
Affairs in conjunction with regional and local municipalities would be responsible 
for defining settlement areas.  But this concept would not become binding, or 
particularly powerful, until the recent ORM Conservation Plan was put into place. 
 
The project-specific character of the Interim Guidelines precluded efforts to 
account for significant cumulative impact assessments Addressing cumulative 
effects is an essential aspect of ecosystem planning.  Provincial involvement in 
the approval process considerably slowed down the development process and 
allowed municipalities to shift controversial decisions to the Ontario government.  
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However, the legal status of the Interim Guidelines remained ambiguous as it 
was not adopted through provincial legislation or incorporated into the Province's 
Planning Act.  Consequently, its application was left to the discretion of the 
municipalities and the advisory nature of the Guidelines made municipal 
decisions that respected them vulnerable to challenges before the OMB.   
 
One of the OMB’s key mandates is to use the Planning Act as its primary 
decision-making guide, thus the Interim Guidelines were not considered in 
Moraine-related cases.  Matters were also confused by the absence of a legal 
definition for the ORM. The Guidelines referred to a less than precise map of the 
ORM, which had been included in the Space for All report.  This ambiguity 
weakened the applicability of the Guidelines, particularly for sites not located on 
the environmentally sensitive portions of the Moraine. 
 
Though intended to be an interim measure, the Guidelines continued as the 
basis for planning and development review on the Moraine for almost two 
decades.  The Province and the municipalities referred to the Guidelines in their 
review of development applications as growth continued to move onto the 
Moraine.  For development approval purposes most cities and towns required 
development proposals to meet the Interim Guidelines requirements.  For policy 
application purposes, maps identifying the local ORM boundaries were also 
included in official plans  
 
In addition to the Guidelines, municipalities have also used Secondary Plans and 
special district designations for ORM land.  Secondary Plans include detailed 
policies addressing area-specific land-use concerns not covered by a 
municipality’s official plan.  Adoption of a Secondary Plan in Ontario is 
accomplished with an Official Plan Amendment (OPA). In the ORM case, several 
York Region cities and towns formulated Secondary Plans to control 
development on environmentally sensitive lands.  Stringent approaches, such as 
those outlined in the Vaughan Official Plan, required Environmental Impact 
Statements and OPAs for any proposed ORM developments or land-use 
changes. 
 
4.3.4  
The Oak Ridges Moraine Technical Working Committee 
 
In 1991 the Province formed the ORM Technical Working Committee which is 
also based on the recommendations of the Kanter report.  This group oversaw a 
series of 15 technical reports commissioned to gain a better understanding of the 
environmental and land-use issues involved with the Moraine.   
 
Information collected in this exercise led to the release of the Draft ORM Area 
Strategy for the Greater Toronto Area by the Ontario Ministry of Natural 
Resources in November 1994.  The Strategy identified three natural systems to 
guide planning activities:  
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• A Natural Heritage System divided into core (essential to ecological 
processes) and corridor areas (areas of connection).   

 
• A Water Resources System included those areas of significant surface and 

groundwater sources.   
 

• A Landform Conservation System involved areas and landforms of aesthetic 
importance.   

 
In 1995, following the submission of the strategy, there was a change in 
provincial government. The new Progressive Conservative government decided 
not to act on the recommendations and did not implement the Strategy.   
 
Over time this lack of action had important implications. We see this 
retrenchment as exacerbating a setting of growing concern over ORM land 
conservation and emerging development proposals. In many respects the lack of 
enforceable policy for the ORM set the stage for the pivotal conflicts that would 
emerge in Richmond Hill, and the ultimate creation of the Oak Ridges Moraine 
Conservation Plan. 
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Box 1: The Oak Ridges Moraine Policy Chronology.  
 
1946 Ganaraska Conservation Plan  

• First ORM acknowledgement in a planning document 
1974 York Region completes first ORM specific planning study 
1989 Save the Oak Ridges Moraine Coalition (STORM) founded 

• Group expresses concern over development on the ORM 
1990 The Royal Commission on the Future of the Waterfront (Crombie 

Commission) issues Watershed  
• Promotes ecosystem planning for GTA 
• Emphasis on protecting the ORM. 

 Space for All: Options for a Greater Toronto Area Greenlands Study (the 
Kanter Report) 
• First comprehensive provincial study 
• Calls for regional planning approach to protect the ORM. 

 ORM identified as an area of Provincial Interest (July) 
• Begins ORM Review process  
Interim Implementation Guidelines Provincial Interest on the ORM of the 
Greater Toronto Area  (June) 
• Provides specific criteria for assessing ORM-based development 

applications 

1991 

Province creates the ORM Technical Working Committee  (June) 
• Responsible for preparing a long-term ORM strategy. 

1993 Commission on Planning and Development Reform in Ontario  
(Sewell Commission) 
• Recommends including specific ORM reference in the Provincial 

Planning Act 
1993-
1994 

15 Technical Reports completed for the ORM Technical Working Committee 
• Extensive environmental, planning and institutional examination of the 

ORM  
1994 York Region Amends Official Plan to recognize sensitive ORM lands 

• Based on 1993 York regional greenland study 
 Draft ORM Area Strategy for the Greater Toronto Area (Ontario Ministry of 

Natural Resources) 
• Results not implemented 

 
1999 

Tri-Region Report ORM: Towards a Long Term Strategy  
• Durham, Peel and York Regions initiate an interjurisdictional effort to 

protect the ORM in conjunction with the Province 
 Greater Toronto Services Board Draft GTA Countryside Strategy 

• Recommends coordinating all municipal plans to preserve countryside, 
including the ORM 

• GTSB disbanded by Province before action is taken 
 Richmond Hill approves Regional Official Plan Amendment required to 

accommodate OPA 200 (October) 
• Town Council gives preliminary approval by an 8-1 vote. 

 OMB pre-hearing of developer and landowner appeal for urban designation 
on ORM land  (November) 
• Jefferson Secondary Plan ORM protections challenged 
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Box 1 The Oak Ridges Moraine Policy Chronology, Continued 
Richmond Hill defers of OPA 200 (February). When Town Council votes 7-2 
to defer final adoption until the Province passes stronger legislation. 
Richmond Hill OMB kettle lakes development hearing begins (May) 

2000 

Ontario Professional Planners Institute ORM Position Paper calls for 
comprehensive planning process led by the Province. 

2001 Tri-Region Report ORM, Proposals for the Protection and Management of a 
Unique Landscape 
• Promotes coordinated regional response to protect ORM. 
Oak Ridges Protection Act (Bill 55) (May) 
• Province halts OMB hearing and imposes 6 month development 

moratorium. 
ORM Advisory Panel created  (June) 
• Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing appoints stakeholder 

representatives to formulate an ORM Conservation Plan 
Minister approves subdivision applications on the ORM under Regulation 
281/01(July) 
• Projects with draft approval, zoning and subdivision agreement  prior to 

Bill 55 are approved.  The total representing approximately 4300 
housing units on 4000 hectares 

Share Your Vision for the ORM includes Advisory Panel’s recommendations  
(August) 
Proposed Comprehensive Provincial ORM Strategy Released (November) 
North Pickering Land Exchange Review Panel begins (November) 
• Seeking agreement to exchange provincial Seaton lands for privately 

held ORM land in Richmond Hill and Uxbridge 

 

ORM Conservation Act (Bill 122) adopted (December) 
ORM Conservation Plan Released (April) 2002 
North Pickering Land Exchange Principles Finalized (November) 
• Province will acquire 440 acres of ORM land from property owners in 

exchange for equal valued Seaton land  
Central Ontario Smart Growth Panel Final Report (April) 
Upper-Tier Regional Official Plans required to conform with ORM 
Conservation Plan (April) 
Lower-Tier Official Plans and Zoning By-Laws required to conform with 
ORM Conservation Plan (October). 

2003 

Premier Elect Dalton McGuinty announces his intention to stop construction 
of housing on ORM areas of York Region permitted by the previous 
government, but backs down after it becomes apparent that the legal 
context made such a move difficult at best.  Instead, the new government 
accepts a reduction of about 1000 housing units in the contested area. 

2004 The Greenbelt Protection Act (Bill 27) defines the Greenbelt Study 
Area that includes the ORM (June). 

2005 Ontario adopts the Greenbelt Act (Bill 135). The Greater Golden 
Horseshoe Growth Plan draft is released (in February). 
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4.4 
The Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan 
 
In 2002 the Government of Ontario passed the Oak Ridges Moraine 
Conservation Plan, as an Act of the Legislature, thus giving it the force of law.  
The Conservation Plan came about after a period of growing conflict over 
development decisions along the Moraine, notably in Richmond Hill, a 
municipality in York Region.  Before we describe the Plan in detail, the events 
immediately leading up to the creation of the Conservation Plan warrant 
discussion – they are pivotal to the story of planning on the Moraine, and also 
important for understanding the factors that have affected the development of 
recent policy.   
 
4.4.1  
Housing as the Catalyst for Conflict: Richmond Hill OPA 200 and the Ontario 
Municipal Board  
 
As we have emphasized, growth pressures placed on York Region during the 
1990s led to concerns over the environmental sustainability of the Moraine.  York 
Region communities have experienced particularly high growth rates over the 
last decade, and several are located predominantly on the Moraine, or have 
significant areas of development located on the Moraine (see Table 3). Local 
residents and environmental groups such as Save the Oak Ridges Moraine 
(STORM) and the Rouge Valley Alliance continued to actively campaign for ORM 
conservation and enhancement.  Circumstances in Richmond Hill, located in the 
centre of York Region (see Figures 1 and 2) led to a major conflict over the 
ORM’s future.  Given the lakes and forests, and the areas of ecological 
connectivity located within Richmond Hill’s portion of the Moraine, any 
development in this area seemed destined to become controversial. 
 
Table 3: Profile of the Oak Ridges Moraine and Regional Communities. 

Municipalities in  
York Region 

Percentage of Municipality on the 
ORM 

Aurora 63% 
East Gwillimbury 21% 
King Township 65% 
Markham   3% 
Newmarket 10% 
Richmond Hill 54% 
Vaughan 12% 
Whitchurch-Stoufville 82% 
 

Source:  Land Use Patterns on the Oak Ridges Moraine Area Within the Greater Toronto Area:  
Background Study No.  1 to the Oak Ridges Moraine Area Planning Study (1994) 
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To understand the reasons for conflict, it is important to note that Richmond Hill’s 
planning approach attempted to balance rapid growth and environmental 
protection.  The ORM was designated in the Richmond Hill Official Plan as an 
Environmentally Sensitive Area; this designation could be interpreted as a 
constraint to the Town’s development potential.  To protect these locations, the 
plan designated urban areas where development would be permitted while non-
urban areas including the ORM would be guarded from harmful growth activity.  
However, the plan also indicated that portions of the ORM located in urban areas 
were suitable for low-density uses – if development proposals adhered to the 
Town’s official and Secondary Plans.  But this balanced approach became a 
catalyst for conflict. 
 
The Town adopted several Secondary Plans as growth continued to encroach on 
the ORM.  The 1996 North Urban Development Area Plan (OPA 129) was 
formulated as an ORM only strategy.  The plan covered approximately 1,100 
hectares of Moraine land utilizing an environment first approach using 
sustainability principles and policies designed to protect and regenerate 
environmentally significant areas such as Lake Wilcox.  Five land designations 
based on environmental conditions were assigned in OPA 129.  Environmental 
Protection Areas 1 and 2 prohibited all development, Buffer Zones provided a 
transition from natural features to development, Zones of Influence allowed 
development when negative environmental impacts are not present, and 
Ecological Restoration Areas could not be built on as they were ORM linkages.  
The remainder of the Secondary Plan included developable ORM land that was 
subject to general and site-specific policies.   
 
The Jefferson Secondary Plan (OPA 138) (1997) covers a 480-hectare site on 
the ORM where allowable residential development did not conform to the 
Province’s statement of interest or the requirements included in the 
Implementation Guidelines.  Richmond Hill attempted to rectify this situation by 
applying the environmental designations originally implemented in OPA 129. 
 
Despite the Richmond Hill Secondary Plans, growth continued to threaten 
portions of the ORM seen by some as being ecologically important.  Results from 
the Richmond Hill Growth Management Study (1997) heightened concerns. The 
study determined that the town would require additional urban land to meet the 
projected 20-year housing and employment growth.  A significant portion of the 
ORM and Rouge Watershed located in future urban areas was already expected 
to be developed.  But the need for additional land was seen as a direct threat to 
rural designated ORM land. 
 
Recent development approvals also suggested that the existing planning 
approach might not prevent the anticipated rural to urban conversion.  In 
particular, the approach taken in Official Plan Amendments 129 and 138 were 
regarded as not being stringent enough to protect the ORM’s environmentally 
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sensitive sections.  Additionally, the OMB approved Moraine developments due 
to the absence of proper local policies and the lack of significant provincial 
policies beyond the non-binding Implementation Guidelines.   
 
Matters coalesced with subdivision applications and landowner requests from 18 
different entities to change their ORM property designations from rural to urban.  
Located in the Jefferson Secondary Plan, the proposed urban designations 
included environmentally significant land around two kettle lakes.  Equally 
important, was that development on these parcels would destroy the ORM’s 
natural/ecological east-west link.  The loss of this connectivity would have, in all 
likelihood, had negative implications for the ORM’s long-term ecological viability.  
Richmond Hill City Council denied the urban designation requests, and in 
response several developers filed an OMB appeal.   
 
Richmond Hill attempted to resolve the imminent ORM development threats 
through OPA 200—Official Plan Amendment to Implement New Urban Boundary 
and Environmental Corridor Study.  The strategy revolved around the expansion 
of the Official Plan urban boundary to include the Town’s remaining 2,800 
hectares of non-urban land.  Environmentally sensitive portions of the ORM 
would be protected from development by a natural corridor system located within 
the expanded urban boundary.  The corridor would act as a barrier between the 
already urbanized southern and future urbanized northern areas while 
maintaining the ORM’s east-west linkage.   
 
Other ORM protection sections used designations such as Environmental 
Protection Area found in OPAs 129 and 138.  Development would be allowed on 
portions of the ORM following the completion of a satisfactory Environmental 
Impact Statement and the passage of a Secondary Plan.  The Town presented 
OPA 200 as a policy that would increase the amount of developable land, while 
also incorporating strong ORM conservation measures.  Interestingly, Richmond 
Hill used OPA 200 as a means to formally incorporate the Implementation 
Guidelines; 9 years after the Guidelines were introduced.   
 
OPA 200 required York Region to change the corresponding regional land 
designations in their official plan from Rural and Agricultural Areas to Urban 
Policy Areas.  The council voted 8 to 1 in November 1999 to ask York Region to 
make the appropriate regional official plan amendments.   
 
Approximately 1,000 residents attended a January 12, 2000 Council meeting in 
order to protest OPA 200.  The crowd did not dissuade the Council, which voted 
8-1 to continue the process.  Council met again in February to decide on OPA 
200, but this time 3,000 people attended.  Local politicians reversed their earlier 
stance, voting 7-2 to defer the proposal until the Province provided better ORM 
legislation.   
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The failure to pass OPA 200 left Richmond Hill without a suitable planning policy 
for the upcoming OMB hearing (a hearing on the rejected urban designation 
requests and subdivision applications).  Left with no other options, the Town 
decided to use a scientific argument, based in conserving ecological resources, 
and rooted in the development policies included in OPA 200.  
 
Under OMB rules, stakeholders must qualify for party status during the pre-
hearing phase.  The City of Toronto began to emerge as an advocate for 
stronger development controls in the Moraine region. In this instance the OMB 
adjudicator did not consider City of Toronto's interests relevant enough to grant 
the City standing at the hearing.  There can also be a reluctance to allow one 
municipality to interfere in the planning process of another through the OMB 
venue. The OMB decision symbolizes a failure to understand the regional nature 
of the Moraine, and the far-reaching impacts that development in one portion 
would have on other portions.  The OMB adopted a narrow view of the Moraine – 
one that lacked an integrated vision of the Moraine’s regional importance.  But 
then the OMB in the present form may not be capable of adopting such a vision. 
 
The OMB hearing began in May 2000 with an initial timeframe of 12 weeks.  
Several municipal, provincial and environmental organization respondents we 
spoke with commented that as the hearing progressed, it became apparent that 
the OMB would not accept the Town’s science-based arguments.  After a year of 
testimony, from a range of development and environmental experts, the Province 
stepped in and took the dramatic step of halting the process.  This action was 
prompted by increased provincial concern over the length of the hearing and the 
costs involved, and, as our interviews suggest, concern about public reaction to 
what seemed to be an increasingly imminent developer victory before the OMB.   
 
4.4.2  
Creating the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan  
 
On May 17, 2001 Chris Hodgson, the Ontario Minister of Municipal Affairs and 
Housing, introduced a 6-month moratorium on Moraine development and created 
the 13 member ORM Advisory Committee.  The Committee was made up of 
major stakeholder representatives who were instructed by the Minister to deliver 
a conservation plan within 6 months.  The ORM Conservation Plan (which we 
refer to as the Conservation Plan or the Plan) is a key aspect of the discussions 
and analysis in Sections 5 and 6 of this report. 
 
The ORM Conservation Plan was released in September 2001 and was passed 
as Bill 122 by the Legislature in December.   
 
According to the Plan, the Province's ORM vision is that of "a continuous band of 
green rolling hills that provides form and structure to south-central Ontario, while 
protecting the ecological and hydrological features and functions that support the 
health and well-being of the region's residents and ecosystems.”  The Province 
describes the plan in these terms: 
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The Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan is an ecologically based plan 
established by the Ontario government to provide land use and resource 
management direction for the 190,000 hectares of land and water within 
the Moraine.  The decisions of provincial ministers, ministries and 
agencies made under the Planning Act or the Condominium Act, 1998 or 
in relation to a prescribed matter, are required to conform with this Plan.   
 
Through the legislation and the Plan, the Ontario Government has set a 
clear policy framework for protecting the Oak Ridges Moraine.  This is in 
keeping with the provincial land use planning system within which 
municipalities are responsible for implementing provincial policy through 
their official plans and when making decisions on development 
applications.   
 
Municipal planning decisions shall also conform with this Plan, which 
takes precedence over municipal official plans.  Municipal plans are 
required to be brought into conformity with this Plan.  Nothing in this Plan 
is intended to prevent municipalities from adopting official plan policies 
and zoning by-law provisions that are more restrictive than the policies of 
this Plan, except where prohibited by this Plan  (Province of Ontario, 
2002). 

 
The Plan represents a dramatic change in the Province's approach to the 
Moraine and potentially to Ontario planning in general – the Plan represents an 
effort to use ecological principles to define land use designations.  The Advisory 
Committee relied upon the scientific identification of environmentally sensitive 
areas with the results being mapped to ultimately create a clear legal definition of 
the Moraine, a problem that the earlier Implementation Guidelines had 
encountered.  The Area designated under the ORM Conservation Plan is now 
shown on a series of 18 sheets:  
 

The outer boundary of this Moraine area generally follows the boundary 
originally described in publications prepared by the Ontario government in 
1990 and 1991.  This boundary is based on a number of topographical, 
geomorphological and geological attributes, including the 245 metre 
(above sea level) contour along the southern boundary of the Moraine 
from the Town of Richmond Hill to the eastern boundary of the 
Municipality of Clarington. 
 
The Plan applies to the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan Area 
designated by the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan Land Use 
Designation Map.  However, the southern boundary of the Plan Area that 
lies between Bathurst Street in the Town of Richmond Hill and the eastern 
limit of the municipality of Clarington may be more precisely defined in the 
Plan as being those lands north of the 245 metre contour as surveyed and 
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contained within the Oak Ridges Moraine Boundary area noted above  
(Province of Ontario, 2002). 
 

Despite the appearance of precision, in our interviews, municipal sources were 
particularly concerned about how the boundary would be interpreted in their 
planning processes.  At one workshop on the implementation of the Plan, the 
public exchanges between municipal planners and Ministry of Municipal Affairs 
and Housing personnel highlighted not only a degree of acrimony about the 
boundaries, but a certain confusion among those charged with interpreting and 
implementing them.   
 
4.4.3 
New Land Use Designations and Definitions  
 
The Plan’s new land-use designations override all existing local and regional 
regulations and policies.  Official plans must conform to the new ORM 
Conservation Plan. Future development applications are subject to the strict 
provincial regulations.  Additionally, the Province instituted its own zoning 
designations overriding the local by-laws.  The regional governments have 12 
months to conform while the lower-tier municipalities have 18 months. There are 
four categories: 
 
• Natural Core Areas cover 38% of the Moraine and are designated to "protect 

those lands with the greatest concentrations of key natural heritage features 
which are critical to maintaining the integrity of the Moraine as a whole." 

 
• Natural Linkage Areas cover 24% of the Moraine and "protect critical natural 

and open space linkages between the Natural Core Areas and along rivers 
and streams." 

 
• Countryside Areas cover 30% of the Moraine and "provide an agricultural and 

rural transition and buffer between the Natural Core Areas and Natural 
Linkage Areas and the urbanized Settlement Areas."  This also includes Rural 
Settlements representing existing hamlets and small long-established 
communities. 

 
• Settlement Areas cover 8% of the Moraine and represent "a range of existing 

communities planned by municipalities to reflect community needs and 
values."  This designation is the only portion of the Moraine eligible for 
development within the parameters specified in the municipal official plans 
(Province of Ontario, 2002). 

 
Changes to land use designations on the ORM immediately altered the 
development potential for some privately owned lands.  Most of these holdings 
belonged to speculators who have purchased agricultural land with the intention 
of gaining a change to a residential designation.  One dilemma now faced by the 
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Ontario government is the need to deal with the appropriation of the economic 
value of this land.   
 
Compensation to property owners (development firms and others) impacted by 
the ORM Conservation Plan is currently being implemented through the 
Province's North Pickering Land Exchange, overseen by a panel chaired by 
David Crombie (North Pickering Land Exchange Review Panel, 2002).  This 
program gives private property owners Provincial lands assembled in the Seaton 
area (located in Pickering, a municipality on the eastern edge of the GTA) where 
is this in exchange for Moraine land.  A beneficial result for the Moraine is the 
protection of environmentally sensitive land through provincial ownership. 
 
An innovative aspect Conservation Plan is its attempt to plan based on ecology.  
The objectives of the Plan centre on maintaining ecological integrity, specifically 
these are: 
 

• To protect the ecological and hydrological integrity of the ORM area. 
 

• To ensure that only land and resource uses that maintain improve or 
restore the ecological and hydrological functions of the ORM area are 
permitted.   

 
• To maintain, improve or restore all the elements that contribute to the 

ecological and hydrological functions of the ORM area, including the 
quality and quantity of its water and its other resources. 

 
• To ensure that the ORM area is maintained as a continuous natural 

landform and environment.   
 

• To provide for land and resource uses and development that are 
compatible with the ecological and social objectives of the Plan. 

 
• To provide for continued development within existing urban settlement 

areas and recognizing existing rural settlements.   
 

• To provide for a continuous recreational trail through the ORM, accessible 
to all including persons with disabilities. 

 
• And to provide for other public recreational access to the ORM area 

(Province of Ontario, 2002). 
 
Part III of the Plan advances protection of ecological integrity by requiring the 
integration of environmental and land use planning in order to maintain, and 
where possible improve or restore, the ecological integrity of the ORM Area.  A 
key part of this is supporting the maintenance of connectivity.  Connectivity refers 
to areas where habitat corridors, and other ecologically connective areas exist.  
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Maintaining ecological connectivity was an important theme in the disputes over 
the housing application in Richmond Hill.  As we noted above, these were 
proposed for construction on a narrow portion of the Moraine, an area that 
provided the only remaining undeveloped connection through York Region.   
 
Under the Conservation Plan every application for development or site alteration 
shall identify planning, design and construction practices that ensure that no 
buildings or other site alterations impede the movement of plants and animals 
among key natural heritage features, hydrologically sensitive features and 
adjacent land within Natural Core Areas and Natural Linkage Areas (Province of 
Ontario, 2002). 
 
The Plan also identifies key natural heritage features to be considered in 
planning policies and planning application:  
 
1.  Wetlands.   
 
2.  Significant portions of the habitat of endangered, rare and threatened species.   
 
3.  Fish habitat.   
 
4.  Areas of natural and scientific interest.   
 
5.  Significant valleylands.   
 
6.  Significant woodlands.   
 
7.  Significant wildlife habitat.   
 
8.  Sand barrens, savannahs and tallgrass prairies.   
 
These features have important implications for land use planning in the ORM 
region.  All development and site alteration is prohibited on lands within key 
natural heritage features or the related minimum vegetation protection zone.  The 
Plan also provides some precision with respect to the types of projects for which 
exceptions can exist:  
 
1.  Forest, fish, and wildlife management projects.   
 
2.  Conservation and flood or erosion control projects, but only if they have been 
demonstrated to be necessary in the public interest after all alternatives have 
been considered.   
 
3.  Selected transportation, infrastructure, and utilities, but only if the need for the 
project has been demonstrated and there is no reasonable alternative.  The Plan 
outlines which of types of project are permissible. 
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4.  Low-intensity recreational uses.   
 
Peripheral activities are also addressed.  With respect to key natural heritage 
areas, applications for development or site alteration with respect to land within a 
minimum area of influence near a key natural heritage feature, but outside the 
key natural heritage feature itself and the related minimum vegetation protection 
zone, must include a natural heritage evaluation under. 
 
The Plan requires municipalities to prepare watershed plans, water budgets and 
water conservation plans and to incorporate these into their official plans.  The 
Plan also limits development in wellhead protection areas and areas highly 
vulnerable to groundwater contamination.  This is a significant aspect, given the 
importance given to groundwater issues during previous planning conflicts in the 
ORM region.  A notable for implication developers, is the limitation set on 
impervious surfaces outside Settlement Areas, but the plan does not address the 
challenge of impervious surfaces within Settlement Areas. 
 
Aggregate extraction was a major concern to environmental organizations.  
Under the Plan, no new aggregate resource extraction is permitted in Natural 
Core Areas.  In Natural Linkage Areas and Countryside Areas, new aggregate 
resource operations will meet stringent review and approval standards.  Golf 
course, another potential consumer of significant space, are only permitted in the 
Countryside Areas and shall be required to meet stringent review and approval 
standards.   
 
Finally, linear facilities are also addressed.  New transportation and utility 
corridors or facilities are only allowed in Natural Core Areas and Natural Linkage 
Areas if they can be shown to be necessary, and there is no reasonable location 
alternative.   
 
4.4.4  
Plan Review Mechanism 
 
The Plan contains a review mechanism, and this provides both stability and 
flexibility – not always easy objectives to balance.  The Plan will be reviewed 
every 10 years, and while changes can be made at such times, the review must 
incorporate consultation with affected agencies, local governments, interest 
groups, and the public at large. A review cannot consider removing land from the 
Natural Core Areas or the Natural Linkage Areas. 
 
In our interviews, municipal, provincial, and even environmental respondents 
consistently commented that the Plan went further than they imagined, offering 
substantial protection and planning certainty.  While there are environmental 
organizations that do not see the Plan as being as extensive as desired, our 
discussions suggest that such views are marginal. 
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4.4.5  
Implementing the Plan 
 
At the time this research was undertaken, a municipal conformity exercise was 
underway to integrate the ORM Conservation Plan into regional and local 
planning processes.  Provincial-led implementation workshops instructed 
municipalities on the content of the Conservation Plan while also suggesting how 
to enact the necessary changes.  The Town of East Gwillimbury was selected as 
a pilot municipality to work with the Province and York Region to create an 
implementation model that other regions and municipalities may follow.   
 
Conformity requires official plan amendments to adopt the Province’s Moraine 
boundary map, update municipal land use maps and insert necessary 
Conservation Plan references into the objectives, goals and policies sections.  
Secondary plans are also amended for consistency purposes.  Zoning-By-Law 
Amendments use the Conservation Plan’s land-use definitions and ORM zoning 
designations to coordinate zoning and official plans.  Each municipality is 
responsible for the costs associated with this effort. 
 
Municipalities have indicated uncertainty about precise methods for putting the 
Plan into force.  In our interviews, and at workshops such as those sponsored by 
the Ontario Bar Association and the Ontario Professional Planners Institute, 
municipal planning officials and development interests expressed concern over 
the ambiguous land use designations included in the Plan.  For example, several 
local officials viewed connectivity as being open to interpretation and difficult to 
translate into their respective plans.  Municipal officials also expressed 
uncertainty about specific permitted uses listed in the new zoning by-laws, which 
they consider to be a potential future problem.   
 
An interesting situation arises because the zoning amendment process creates a 
context where many ORM buildings do not conform to the new land-use 
designations, thus being designated by planners as legal non-conforming uses.  
This means that landowners are unable to replace the existing use; in other 
words, it is prohibited to demolish an old house and replace it with a new 
structure on property not zoned as residential by the new Conservation Plan.   
 
From a policy research perspective, the evolution and implementation of the 
ORM Conservation Plan will require observation and analysis to better 
understand how such an approach to conservation planning can best be 
implemented and ultimately perform as its designers intend.  To some extent, the 
10-year review should provide an opportunity to fine tune any problematic 
aspects of the plan, such as those we have noted in our discussion of 
implementation.  The implementation stage of the Oak Rides Moraine 
Conservation Plan may prove to be among the most important phases in its 
development, and overcoming issues of interpretation and consistency may 
ultimately determine the Plan’s efficacy. 
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We would also draw the reader’s attention to Section 7 of this report for a 
discussion of respondents’ perspectives on the Plan and a more analytic 
treatment of the implications for housing and growth. Having described the 
planning policy setting we move to a discussion of growth and housing trends 
drawn from our discussion with stakeholders, and our own observations. 
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5. 
Growth and Housing in the Oak Ridges Moraine Region 
 
5.1 
Perspectives on Housing 
 
In this section we describe respondent’s perspectives on growth and housing and 
provide geospatial case studies of change in 3 York Region communities.  
Respondents tended to adopt a regional perspective when responding to the 
questions and engaging in discussion.  Those interviewed commented that it is 
difficult to place an absolute boundary on the impacts of growth and development 
on the Moraine.  Indeed most respondents noted that the impacts of ORM growth 
cross the biophysical limits of the Moraine.  The geospatial cases support and 
contrast many of the perceptions identified in the interviews. 
 
*In the following sections comments from respondents appear in quotations. 
 
We asked respondents to comment on what they would characterize as being 
the housing trends in the ORM region.  Trends were defined in our question in 
terms of form, design, density, location, and market changes over the last 3 
decades.  This question took on particular importance as we found that some 
temporal data on housing form and growth was incomplete, lost, or no longer 
kept by municipal offices.  Five themes dominated these responses. 
 
5.1.1  
Trends in Housing and Lot Size 
 
All but one respondent identified the primary trends as being increasing growth 
and higher densities.  Overall, there is the view that the trend has been one of 
moving from larger lots (about 40m) and estate housing (about 0.5 ha) toward 
smaller lots and higher densities (about 10m).  Four planners noted that in rapid 
growth locations on the Moraine densities have doubled, and there is now a 
greater mix of types and form. Data supports this assertion. In York Region 
historically 90% of housing was single family, but in the last decade this has 
changed substantially to 60% single family and 40% other types – notably semi-
detached and townhouse developments (York Region staff, personal 
communication, 2003).   
 
Changes in housing were largely viewed in terms of change in density (which 
increase with time), complemented by relatively stable dominance of single-
family homes. 
 
5.1.2  
Services and Infrastructure 
 
Ten respondents noted an emerging trend that servicing is increasingly dictating 
housing form.  Previously a notable portion of housing development on the ORM 
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relied on septic tanks and wells for water and waste service.  While more areas 
are now serviced by municipal infrastructure, septic tanks and well water remain 
a concern for planners. This has created several challenges given the nature of 
the landform.  First the actual impact and risk of seepage on aquifers and 
drinking water is an area of concern, though we acknowledge that there are 
divergent opinions on actual impacts.  A related challenge is the looming costs of 
providing retrofit servicing.  Developments serviced by individual septic and water 
systems are an option no longer seen as desirable, from neither an 
environmental or health perspective.  As such, new developments increasingly 
rely on municipal infrastructure to support needs, thus infrastructure supports 
growth. 
 
5.1.3  
Loss of Farmland 
 
All municipal respondents identified consumption of farmland as a disturbing 
trend in housing development.  Most of the provincial and conservation authority 
respondents noted this tendency.  Three concerns dominated: 
 

1. Municipal respondents commented that it was essentially impossible to 
preserve farmland in Ontario if development pressures were significant, 
despite zoning or other guidelines.  Three municipal and 2 provincial 
respondents stated that agricultural land preservation should be a priority 
policy objective in Ontario, and that in the GTA context this is fast 
emerging as one of the most significant planning issues. 

 
2. Development interests and land speculators have already purchased large 

portions of farmland on the ORM and adjoining areas.  This makes the 
continued farming of such land unlikely, except in those areas now 
protected by provisions of the ORM Conservation Plan.  The ORM 
conservation plan may now place new development pressure of farmland 
in nearby unprotected areas. 

 
3. As farmland has been converted, corridors, connectivity and water 

infiltration processes have been affected.  This was of particular concern 
to those with conservation interests.  Though farmlands are far from 
environmentally intact, they can provide certain ecological services, which 
are lost with development. 

 
5.1.4  
Public Transportation 
 
Transportation also emerged as a significant theme for all respondents; of 
particular concern was the dominance of the car and the challenges inherent in 
developing better public transit.  The importance of the car was seen as being 
reflected in the prominence of the garage in home design, wider streets, and 
congestion.  Conversely, greater  public transit use is emerging as a priority for 
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local governments, albeit one that is hindered by what were described as “the 
culture of the car,” a “legacy of communities designed around the individual 
automobile,” “funding limitations for public transit projects,” and the “daunting 
task of building mass transit between Moraine areas and other parts of the GTA.”  
A particularly poignant comment from one provincial respondent who stated 
“we’re hostages to the way we move ourselves… we design our homes around 
the car.”   
 
A relatively common theme among municipal respondents and conservation 
interests was the historical trend toward dominance of the housing development 
industry by a few large development firms.  Some respondents viewed this as a 
problem for 3 main reasons:  
 

• Dominance of the homebuilding industry by a few large firms has tended 
to result in a repetitive product, and little industry innovation in housing 
design and urban form.  Four municipal respondents commented, that 
they believe most innovation has been in construction method, rather than 
community design.  We would add that lot shape and size have also been 
changing, resulting in more housing units per square kilometres 
developed. Several comments stand out in this regard, for example: 
“densities have been increasing; but there remains a developer preference 
for garage dominant, cookie cutter projects” …“the development industry 
sticks to what it knows best, there is little interest in straying outside the 
box, so we have little change in product,” and “most innovation in 
community form and design has come because (local) planners have 
insisted on something different, the drive for change has come from 
planning, not the private sector.”   

 
However, it was also suggested by development and some municipal and 
respondents that larger firms have the resources to try more innovative 
forms of housing development if they choose. Larger companies can take 
risks that smaller firms might not be willing to. It was suggested, by some 
respondents, that the lack of innovation stems not just from a certain 
conservatism in the development sector, but perhaps more importantly 
from planners themselves, who are unwilling to allow firms to try new 
designs and new project ideas. As one respondent stated “planners have 
their conventions, they think they know what a road should look like and 
how big it should be and what the layout will be, and they don’t like 
(developers) to step outside them.” 

 
• Large firms are well financed and can fight local planning decisions that do 

not, as one respondent suggested “maximize profit.”  One municipal 
official commented that “the housing sector in this area consists of a 
couple of large companies, and they have more money at their disposal 
than we (local government) do, they can fight just about any 
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environmentally supportive initiative we want, and the OMB will probably 
support them.”   

 
• Municipal planning departments develop a “client like” relationship with 

developers, and this aids in the approvals process.  This was a point 
advanced by respondents from all sectors, though with different 
perspectives on what constitutes a client relationship, or the reasons why 
such connections develop.  Environmental interests characterized this 
relationship in terms of acquiescence, as municipal planners might be 
unwilling to push for changes to development applications or seek to 
protect greenfields.  Two environmental respondents suggested that the 
municipal level seeks growth, and yields to accommodate those who can 
advance growth.  This, they suggested, means “giving concessions,” or 
“simply getting to the point of no longer being able to say no.” 

 
Conversely, municipal respondents were split on the question of 
developer/local government relationships.  Two commented that these 
relationships are between the political level and developers, and not 
municipal planners and developers.  Others noted that such relationships 
serve the process of getting developers to change their plans by 
preserving open space, scaling back the size of a proposal, or developing 
a better housing mix.  Thus the “client” relationship is professional, serving 
to “achieve better plans, maybe not the ones that we (planners) really 
want, but better ones nevertheless” (municipal respondent). 

  
5.1.5  
Cumulative Environmental Impacts 
 
Environmental degradation was also seen as a legacy of housing growth.  
Participants noted the loss of farmlands, but also the impacts of large-scale 
developments on water and ecological integrity. Environment and conservation 
interests noted the impacts of development on connectivity, habitat 
fragmentation, and water quality.  As one respondent commented: 
 

 “…even if a housing development doesn’t take out forested areas, it 
contributes to a fragmented landscape, and reduces or takes out the 
corridors used by wildlife to move from habitat area to habitat area.”   

 
Another respondent noted that the environmental impacts of housing 
development have been “very much incremental” with “gradual sprawl that has 
centred on some of the most important and sensitive environmental areas.”  Loss 
of connectivity and ecological integrity, surface and subsurface water impacts, 
declining water infiltration capacity were discussed by most respondents as being 
important gradual impacts attributable to housing development. 
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5.2 
Factors Affecting Housing Trends 
 
After characterizing change in housing form, we asked respondents why these 
trends had occurred in the ORM region?  Again, recurrent themes emerged: cost 
of land, supportive municipal planning, speculation, consumer preference and 
transportation. 
 
5.2.1  
The Cost of Land 
 
As land prices have risen in core areas of the GTA, Moraine lands appeared to 
be as one municipal source noted – “a bit of a bargain.”  The result has been that 
housing has “historically been seen as more affordable on the Moraine than in 
Toronto’s core.”  Of course there are exceptions, such as estate housing, but this 
is a particular and relatively small market segment – one not too responsive to 
cost.   
 
A political respondent commented: 
 

“people tend to vilify those living in the suburbs.  This is wrong.  They 
[people in the suburbs] are reacting to a number of factors; such as 
housing costs, proximity to work, and a preference for something different 
than a core lifestyle.”   

 
Both industry and municipal/provincial respondents emphasized the importance 
of cost as factor in housing development trends in the Moraine region.  But there 
was also the view that land costs are rising.  One municipal respondent made 
this observation: 
 

“The cost advantage was gradually declining, and with the implementation 
of the ORM Conservation Plan the land available on the Moraine will 
decline as grandfathered areas are developed, and the settlement areas 
fill up, then the cost of housing will probably rise considerably not just as a 
function of supply, but more importantly as a function of the amenities of 
the Moraine which will make housing here even more desirable.”   
 

Another municipal respondent commented: 
 

“Whatever cost advantage might have existed here (in the Moraine region) 
has disappeared.  With the exception of downtown Toronto, I think York 
Region has become more expensive than most of the GTA.”  

 
Regional housing statistics confirm this observation.  York Region’s housing 
prices tend to be higher than the Greater Toronto Area as a whole.  In 1999 the 
cost range was $159,000 to $308,000 in York Region, while the average was 
$267,180 (new and resale).  For the GTA as whole, the average price for a 
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resale home was $228,372 and for new homes it was $265,481 (York Region, 
2002). 
 
Housing prices are driven by a variety of factors.  One respondent from the 
development sector suggested that “the market was in charge, and it is market 
forces that fuel demand for housing on the Moraine.”  Other respondents 
however, saw this as a somewhat “simplistic and deterministic” view.  The 
market, as 4 respondents noted, dictates demand for space to live (in terms of 
both community and the building), but does not necessarily determine where or 
how this need is met.  Decisions about what kind of housing to provide flow from 
the public policy context, and the development sector reacts to and also tries to 
influence policy. 
 
Expanding on this theme, 15 municipal and 2 provincial respondents observed 
that developers are now using the “protected Moraine as a selling feature”. Two 
provincial respondents commented on the use of landscape imagery, such as 
pristine forests, ravines and creeks to sell housing developments, as one 
provincial respondent commented: 
 

“The development sector is responding to public tastes, and to some 
degree a new regulatory reality.  So now they use greenspace as a 
feature.  What I’m asked is why development is going ahead on the ORM?  
Many people seem to think that the Plan (ORM Conservation Plan) was 
going to stop everything, but of course it hasn’t, and much of the 
development that I think many were concerned about will still go ahead, 
unless it’s part of the land swap.” 

 
A municipal source noted: 
 

“The irony in this is that many of these same developers fought such 
(greenspace) provisions, as being too costly, impacting their bottom line 
because the spaces we wanted preserved meant fewer units (housing), 
but now they turn around and use it as a premium for selling their houses.”   

 
An environmental respondent also stated: 
 

“If you drive up Yonge Street, you see builder’s signs advertising ravine 
living, have a house in the forest.  Now they’re using the places they once 
wanted to pave over to sell their houses.” 
 

5.2.2  
Planning to Encourage Growth 
 
Some municipalities in York Region had a decidedly pro growth preference and 
actively courted development, regardless of the cumulative implications.  It was 
through a planning mechanism called development controls that some approved 
projects in a manner that would take precedence over regional or provincial 
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policies for conservation, farmland preservation, and euphemistically over more 
thoughtful community form.  But it should be noted that many of these policies 
were advisory, they lacked regulatory force, and did not account for cumulative 
impacts.  One provincial respondent commented that: 
 

“Municipal planning has become a process of development approval, 
which evaluates applications on a site by site basis, with little recognition 
of the gradual impacts that were occurring.”    

 
Land speculation was also fuelled by the reality that in Ontario it is quite possible 
to develop greenfield sites by changing agricultural or other zoning to residential 
zoning. Overall, the existing regulatory setting encourages greenfield 
development.  Issues of liability and cleanup costs inherent in brownfield 
redevelopment are absent when developing greenfields.  And the resulting form 
is defined by the developer, not by existing infrastructure or built form.  Such 
factors made the Moraine an attractive place for housing development, and have 
led to the conversion of substantial areas of farmland to built areas across 
Ontario. 
 
5.2.3  
Some People Like the Suburbs 
 
Municipal and development sector respondents also saw lifestyle preference as 
being particularly influential. The municipal interviewees suggested that this was 
not well acknowledged and there are many people who like the suburbs, and 
want the lifestyle they offer.  There is the perception that life on the periphery is 
simply more desirable.  In this respect, the development sector is simply catering 
to a well defined consumer preference.   
 
Conversely, those disagreeing with this position advanced the idea that the 
development sector offers little choice beyond what two respondents 
characterized as “cookie cutter communities” that “dot the Moraine”.  Indeed 
while development respondents characterized housing largely in terms of 
responding to choice, other respondents suggested that there is a myth of 
choice: 
 

“…the development industry builds what it wants to based on the cost of 
land, what it knows how to do, what it’s comfortable with, and what it is 
minimally required to do” (municipal respondent). 
 

To paraphrase, the trend in housing form, design and location has been largely 
determined by the preferences of a conservative and concentrated development 
sector, and not by consumers.  We would argue that in areas of rapid growth the 
housing many consumers purchase reflects what is available and not so much 
what consumers prefer, or would choose if the options were more varied. The 
distinction between what is available and what people would buy if the choices 
were broader and more innovative is an important element in arguments about 
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choice. The reality at present is that the development industry in the Moraine 
region does not seem to provide much choice. 
 
5.2.4  
Major Routes 
 
Transportation was viewed as an important factor in determining housing trends 
observed on the ORM.  Two points were made in this regard.  The proximity of 
York Region to the 401, 400, 4042 freeway routes, and to the Yonge Street 
corridor was seen as particularly important for growth in development of 
Richmond Hill, Aurora, Newmarket, and Markham.  Existing routes and ongoing 
expansion has supported growth in parts of the Moraine.  The second point was 
that a reliance on the car has determined community and housing form.  As one 
municipal respondent commented, “cars have in large part dictated the way we 
design our communities and the way we design our homes.” 
 
 
5.3 
Links Between Housing and Conflict 
 
We explored the links between housing and planning policy conflict in the 
Moraine context.  Several recurrent themes emerged.  The development sector, 
and some provincial and municipal respondents noted that there is a growing 
sense of frustration over the inconvenience of growth.  For example, one 
development sector representative noted: 

 
“…as communities expand and grow, many of the slower aspects of life 
disappear; there is more traffic, open space near their subdivision is 
developed, and it takes longer to get to work or other places.”   

 
In this vein the lack of adequate transit was also noted (by both municipal and 
development respondents).  The resulting congestion leads to conflict over new 
development.  Again, both municipal and development respondents were notably 
concerned about poor transit funding, and this is seen as compounding a range 
of community problems and ultimately hindering growth: 
 

“if we can’t get people to work, school or shopping efficiently and timely 
they aren’t going to want to live here”  (development sector respondent). 

 
5.3.1  
Is it Frustration or Exclusion? 
 
The frustration with growth theme was also associated with exclusionary 
objectives.  Several respondents suggested that the controversy over the 
Richmond Hill proposals, and over the Moraine in general, might be an outcome 

                                            
2 Ontario freeway/road designations. 
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of a “close the door mentality”, or the view that …“I have my piece of the 
Moraine, so let’s lift up the drawbridge.”   
 
Some respondents saw recent conflicts as part of the rising public backlash 
against sprawl growth.  Others disagreed with this notion.  For example, one 
municipal respondent commented that the public outside the City of Toronto “is 
simply not as concerned about sprawl as some might imagine”:  
 

“…they’re comfortable with their communities, yet they want to see some 
greenspace preserved, but they don’t see this environment as a bad place 
to live; Toronto planners and politicians have to realize that not everyone 
wants the type of development they have, and not everyone wants to live 
in an urban core or something that looks like it, it’s presumptuous to 
assume they live here (an ORM municipality) out of necessity.” 

 
 
5.3.2  
A Lack of Comprehensive Planning 
 
Another theme related to frustration over growth was the lack of comprehensive 
planning at the municipal level.  One provincial respondent suggested that this 
“means little vision,” and thus “frustration over the cumulative impacts of growth.”  
And another provincial respondent commented that without comprehensive 
planning, or at least adherence to the vision(s) articulated in a community’s 
Official Plan, housing, as the major user of land has become a “major sore point” 
in development controversy. 
 
5.3.3  
The Loss of Farmland 
 
Again, as with the discussion of trends above, the loss of agricultural land and 
the other forms of open space was a recurrent conflict theme.  This was also an 
important element in other questions.  With the development of open space there 
is a loss of amenity value.  Farmlands are perhaps valued more as aesthetic 
landscapes than as places of food production.  With the loss of farmland many 
living in the ORM region see their quality of life also eroding. But one municipal 
respondent provided a somewhat measured observation on the trouble with such 
a halcyon vision of rural landscapes: 
 

“Farmland provides an image of place that is somewhat idealistic and 
given our growth context it’s a little misleading; this is no longer a rural 
community.” 

 
Those initially drawn to the ORM for its rural qualities have now found 
themselves living in a landscape that has rapidly changed. 
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While each municipal respondent, and 3 provincial sources mentioned the loss of 
farmland, food productivity was not a central theme. The role of farm landscapes 
for water infiltration, as places of visual amenity, and as places of ecological 
connectivity, dominated conversations about farmland preservation.   
 
Two municipal respondents commented that while they were striving to preserve 
farmland, they also recognized that little of the Moraine’s agricultural land is of 
high productive value.  To them this presented a dilemma – “why am I really 
striving to save this space’, as one asked.  Other municipal planners, however, 
stated that they wanted to preserve agricultural land, but “in the face of powerful 
development interests” it is has become nearly impossible to do so. As one 
municipal respondent noted:  
 

“Agriculture simply does not seem to be a best use, certainly not to 
development companies, not to some (municipal) councils or the OMB.”   

 
An environmental organization respondent stated: 
 

“There may a little hypocrisy in the fact that many of those who are 
opposed to development, and don’t want to see farms developed into tract 
housing or see woodlots disappear because they live next to these areas, 
are themselves living on land that was the same as they now want to 
protect.  Maybe it’s guilt, or maybe they just don’t get the connection.”   

 
Two provincial respondents commented that while farmland has some habitat or 
ecological value, their preference is to see forested and other natural areas 
receive priority protection; “though of agricultural preservation is desirable, in the 
present planning setting farmland is more ecologically expendable” (provincial 
respondent). 
 
However, we would suggest that the land productivity argument could be used 
conveniently to justify development.  Ultimately, conserving agricultural lands in 
the GTA must be an essential planning goal, one that leads to enhancing quality 
of place, and can be linked to the eventual realization of a more sustainable 
community.   
 
In this respect the ORM Conservation Plan offers promise. It has relatively strong 
provisions for the protection of farmland (at least within the boundary of the 
Moraine). But Ontario still lacks the form of comprehensive Province wide 
protection afforded farmland in other North American jurisdictions such as British 
Columbia or Quebec, and no overarching urban growth boundary system such 
as in Oregon. The Conservation Plan provides this protection, but only for a small 
part of that portion of Ontario with highest rates of growth. 
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5.3.4  
Conflicting Visions 
 
Other themes were the different visions of what communities should become, 
how land should be used, and who should direct change.  One municipal 
respondent felt that blame for the divergence between planning objectives, what 
municipalities may want, and what they end up with, should be “placed at the foot 
of the development industry.”  Another municipal source commented that: 
 

“OMB decisions lead to conflict and frustration, and the inability to locally 
control development of the direction that a community will grow.”   

 
This was echoed by a provincial respondent: 
 

“The OMB is undemocratic, and this sticks in the throats of many local 
people, when they find the decisions of their councils and local planning 
departments overturned by a board that’s not accountable.”   

 
This dynamic will likely change as the ORM Conservation Plan is implemented.  
The OMB will also have to adhere to the Conservation Plan. 
 
A majority of municipal respondents see the Plan’s implementation as having the 
potential to heighten conflict over how space should be used, and to what extent 
individuals will be able to undertake small changes on their properties.  For 
example: 
 

“When people realize that many small-scale activities will be difficult, who 
will they blame?  Well we intend to make it clear that it’s the Province that 
has not provided adequate implementation support, and has not properly 
defined many of the mechanisms and specifics needed to put their Plan 
into force”  (municipal respondent). 

 
Here we have outlined respondents’ perspective on change, growth and housing 
in the Oak Ridges Moraine region. The interviews highlight the complex nature of 
development and planning in the region, and the role that housing has played not 
only in the growth of ORM communities, but also the contribution of housing 
developments to recent conflict.   
 
In the next section, geospatial overviews of change in 3 York Region 
communities are provided. These help illustrate the nature of growth in the 
region, context for conflict, and also help reinforce the important place of housing 
as a major consumer of land.  
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5.4 
A Closer Look at How Three York Region Communities Have Changed 
 
In this section geospatial case studies are provided. These illustrate change and 
growth in 3 communities within York Regional Municipality (York Region):  
Aurora, Markham, and King.  York Region was chosen because of a high growth 
rate, the diversity of housing form, the Region’s central place in planning policy 
conflict in the ORM, and the availability of good data.  These illustrations, 
augment the more perceptual images of change provided by the interviews.   
 
The objective was to map the expansion of housing by type, which is an 
important element of overall urban form, and to provide a regional image of 
development pressure.  The maps shown in this section are based on GIS data 
(e.g., Figure 2) derived from data sets provided by York Region.  Data allowed 
the imaging of existing development applications and proposals and overlap with 
environmentally sensitive areas, and growth projections to be developed.  
Figures 3, 4 and 5 are geospatial products based on air photo mosaics and show 
the gradual progression of community growth and different forms of housing 
(based on coarse density criteria).   
 
5.4.1  
Why Look at York Region? 
 
York Regional illustrates many of the challenges inherent in balancing growth 
with environmental protection.  These case studies provide an image of the types 
of change that have occurred in a significant growth region on the Moraine. 
 
York Region figures prominently as the location for development on the Moraine.   
York is comprised of nine lower-tier municipal governments.  Approximately one-
third of York Region is located on the ORM, which is the largest proportion of the 
three regions.  In addition to its larger proportion, the Region straddles the 
section of the Moraine most often associated with the issue of ecological 
connectivity, the narrow band of the Moraine at Richmond Hill, where 
coincidentally the most contentious housing developments were proposed 
(Figure 2).  Figure 2 also illustrates the significant development concentrations in 
York Region that are coincident with the Moraine.  
 
Over the last 10 years York has experienced some of Ontario’s highest 
population and development rates. Most of this growth has tended to concentrate 
in the municipalities of Vaughan, Markham and Richmond Hill.  Each of these 
municipalities is located on the edge of the Greater Toronto Area, and each is 
located near major road transportation networks.  Given the established pattern 
of growth, the trend observed in recent decades is projected to continue over the 
next 25 years.  As of 2002 the Region's population was estimated to be 803,780.  
This represents an increase of over 192,280 people from 1996 census population 
of 611,500.  These figures break down to an average annual rate of growth of 
about 38,000 people per year York Region government provides services to over 
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800,000 people and about 25,000 businesses which employ approximately 
395,000 (York Region staff, personal communication, 2003)  
 
Those born between 1946 and 1964 make up close to 35% of the population, so 
York Region has a relatively young population.  But the Region projects that it will 
experience a gradual increase in the proportion of its residents over the age of 
65.  Given existing trends, it is estimated that 21% of York's population will be 
over 65 years of age (York Region staff, personal communication, 2003).  This 
will create different housing and service expectations, and may also present 
different transportation demands than presently exist.  In our interviews, 
respondents from York Region speculated that this trend could lead to higher 
density housing forms.  Town house/row house development, apartments and 
semi detached may become more popular than they are present, as those over 
65 may seek housing with fewer maintenance demands.   
 
Among the three GTA regions located along the ORM, York has the largest 
proportion of area occupied by the Moraine at 34% (See Table 4.)  York also has 
the most significant population presence in the GTA (See Table 5). As of 1998, 
almost 13% of York’s population lived on the ORM.  The projections included in 
Table 5 preceded the ORM Conservation Plan.  
 
The Conservation Plan will affect projected growth, but it should be noted that 
expansion within designated settlement areas is still possible, and some 
developments will go ahead because the applications predated the 
announcement of the Plan. But these figures are useful; they provide insight into 
the population growth that might have occurred in the ORM without any 
provincial government action, while also indicating possible spillover from the 
Moraine into areas not protected by the Conservation Plan’s provisions.  This 
data may also indicate pressure on those areas of the Moraine that can still be 
developed under the ORM Conservation plan 
 
A review of the 2011 population projections indicates that continued ORM 
development trends were expected to produce significant growth activity. Such 
projections suggest that York could have had 14.5% of its total population living 
on the Moraine in 2011 in comparison to the 1.7% expected in Durham and 1.2% 
in Peel. Additionally the projected population growth rates give a clear indication 
of the anticipated rate of change expected prior to the Conservation Plan.  A 
continuation of development trends was expected to result in a 121% increase in 
population living on the York Region portion of the ORM.  As a result, planning 
regulations could have encouraged the influx of about 66,450 people to produce 
a total about 121,290 ORM residents. The remaining regions were also expected 
to experience population increases, but given the smaller population involved, 
the overall impacts would have been less pronounced. 
 
 
 
Table 4: Proportion of the Oak Ridges Moraine in Each Region. 
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 Total Region Area 
(ha) 

Area Within the 
ORM Study Area 

(ha) 

% of Region in 
ORM Study Area 

Durham 248,960 52,670 21% 
Peel 125,720 18,270 15% 
York 172,880 56,700 33% 

Tri-Region  547,560 127,640 23% 
 
Source:  Land Use Patterns on the Oak Ridges Moraine Area Within the Greater Toronto Area: 
Background Study No. 1 to the Oak Ridges Moraine Area Planning Study (1994). 
 
 
 
 

Table 5: Population in Each Region Living on the Oak Ridges Moraine with Projected 
Growth. 

 1991 
Region 
Pop in 
ORM 
Study 
Area 

% of 
1991 

Region 
Pop in 
ORM 
Study 
Area 

1998 
Region Pop 

in ORM 
Study Area 

% of 
1998 

Region 
Pop in 
ORM 
Study 
Area 

Pop 
Growth 
in ORM 
Study 
Area 
1991-
1998 

2011 
Projected 

Pop in 
ORM 
Study 
Area 

% of 
2011 

Projected 
Region 
Pop in 
ORM 
Study 
Area 

 

Projected 
Pop 

Growth 
in ORM 
Study 
Area 
1991-
2011 

Durham 9,680 2.4 19,688 n/a 103% 12,060 1.7 25% 
Peel 8,920 1.2 n/a n/a - 14,000 1.2 57% 
York 54,850 11.6 85,083 12.9 55% 121,290 14.5 121% 
Tri-

Region  
73,450 4.5    147,350 5.4 101% 

Sources: Land Use Patterns on the Oak Ridges Moraine Area Within the Greater Toronto Area: 
Background Study No. 1 to the Oak Ridges Moraine Area Planning Study (1994). 
Blais, Pamela.  Inching Toward Sustainability: The Evolving Structure of the GTA  (2000). York 
Region Housing Directions Study (2002). 
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Population density levels provide a sense of trends in the intensity of ORM 
development.  In 1991 the highest ORM population density was 1.0 person per 
hectare in York Region, while the lowest was 0.2 people per hectare in Durham 
Region (See Table 6).  
 
In each municipal region, ORM residential densities were considerably lower in 
comparison to the surrounding areas.  The proportional difference between on 
and off the ORM densities was greater in Peel and Durham.  As Table 6 
indicates, the 1991 ORM densities in Durham were only 7% of the density in the 
remainder of the area.  Similarly, the Peel rate was 10%.  However, the ORM 
residential density in York Region was 28% of the density in the rest of the region 
and based on expected trends this relative measure was projected to increase to 
34%.  
 
Residential densities were expected to increase 63% throughout the Tri-Region, 
with Durham predicted to experience an 81% increase and York 75%. Lower 
population densities on the Moraine in comparison to the levels in the remainder 
of the region clearly reinforce the low-intensity of residential development activity 
found on the ORM.   Such projections suggest that large increases in population 
density were anticipated in the York and Peel Moraine segments. 
 
 
Table 6: Population Densities in the Oak Ridges Moraine by Regional Municipality 
(people per hectare). 

 1991 2011 1991-
2011 

1991 2011 1991-
2011 

1991 2011 1991-
2011 

1991 2011 

 Region Region % 
Change 

on ORM on ORM % 
Change 

off 
ORM 

off ORM % 
Change 

Ratio of Population 
Density on the 
Moraine versus off 
the Moraine 

Durham 1.6 2.9 81% 0.2 0.2 0% 2 3.6 80% 10% 6%
Peel 5.9 9.1 54% 0.5 0.8 60% 6.8 10.6 56% 7% 8%
York 2.8 4.9 75% 1 2.1 110% 3.6 6.2 72% 28% 34%
Tri-
Region 

3 4.9 63% 0.6 1.2 100% 3.7 6.1 65% 16% 20%

Source:  Land Use Patterns on the Oak Ridges Moraine Area Within the Greater Toronto Area: 
Background Study No. 1 to the Oak Ridges Moraine Area Planning Study (1994) 
 
 
Two scenarios would now seem possible.  One view is that by 2011 densities will 
remain relatively low as the pace and scale of development declines with the 
impact of the Plan.  Another view holds that densities will actually increase since 
the Plan reduces the area available for development. Municipalities and 
developers may seek to increase densities on available area.  Each scenario will 
undoubtedly be affected by land costs, municipal planning policies, demographic 
and economic change, potential public transportation improvements, and 
developer willingness to invest in denser forms of housing. 
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While York was at one time a traditional North American suburb, in the sense 
that people lived in York but worked elsewhere, this has changed over the last 3 
decades this has changed significantly.  It is now estimated that between 
400,000 and 410,000 people work in the Region.  If such growth rates continue, 
by 2026 there will be 695,000 jobs in the Region (York Region staff, personal 
communication, 2003). 
 
5.4.2  
York Region Planning and the Moraine 
 
Immediately prior to the passage of the ORM Conservation Plan, York Region 
along with its lower-tier cities and towns treated the ORM as a significant natural 
landform, that required some protection from development, though had varying 
degrees of success and arguably came a bit late in the Moraine policy story.  
One common strategy involved formally recognizing the ORM in regional and 
local municipal official plans.  This is important because official plans are the 
long-term land-use policy documents that guide urban growth and development 
decisions.  But difficulties arose due to the differing emphases placed on the 
ORM in local planning processes.  The absence of a consistent policy approach 
was one factor that lead the Province to adopt a uniform ORM-wide strategy. 
 
York Region adopted its first Regional Official Plan (ROP) in 1991 with applicable 
policies in the ROP’s Sustainable Natural Environment section.  The ORM was 
described in Section 2.5 (of the ROP) as “a sensitive ecosystem requiring 
protection, management and enhancement for the benefit of existing and future 
generations.”  This is followed by the specific objective, “that the natural functions 
and processes of the Oak Ridges Moraine be managed to provide a balance 
between the natural environment and growth expectations.”  This last statement 
perhaps illustrates York’s desire to strike a compromise or balance between 
conservation and development.   
 
The ROP provides specific policy statements on the need to protect the ORM’s 
hydrogeological functions while also respecting its uniqueness as an 
environmentally sensitive landform.  Aside from these references, it is clearly 
stated that no other specific directives are necessary since the ORM is subject to 
policies found in the ROP’s Sustainable Natural Development Section.  This 
decision, to avoid adopting distinct ORM policies, represents the beginning of a 
decade long attempt at all levels of government to apply general directives to a 
unique landform. 
 
Subsequent to the adoption of the 1991 ROP York commissioned a study to 
evaluate the steps required to restore and protect a regional greenlands system 
(see Gartner Lee Limited and Berridge, Lewinberg and Greenberg, 1993).  The 
resulting recommended policies included a suggestion to establish the system by 
cooperating with neighbouring regions, as well requiring York’s local 
municipalities to formulate their own open space strategies.   
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In 1994 the York ROP was amended to include reference to the Interim 
Implementation Guidelines, stating that the Region would only consider ORM 
land use changes following the application of the Interim Implementation 
Guidelines.  This requirement reinforced the need for local governments to use 
ORM specific criteria in the approval process.  York also designated most of the 
ORM as a Rural Policy Area with the intent to protect the region’s agricultural 
land and rural character.   
 
City and town official plans have a much more direct impact on ORM 
development than the York ROP.  These lower-tier official plans are essential 
strategies comprised of goals, objectives and policies shaping local land use 
directives, development approvals and zoning by-laws. Cities and towns 
throughout York Region specifically mentioned the ORM in their official plans as 
a special environmental landform. 
 
Most official plans indicated that ORM was subject to policies included in 
environmental protection, water, and agricultural/open space protection policies 
mentioned elsewhere in their official plans.  As a result, these municipalities 
chose to treat the ORM like other environmentally significant features.  Several 
local governments referenced very specific policies related to the ORM’s 
groundwater characteristics, greenways creation and aggressive conservation 
policies.   
 
York, Peel and Durham Regional Municipalities acknowledged the need for 
interjurisdictional action and cooperated to develop a strategy for planning on the 
ORM.  They asked the Ontario government to play a stronger role in Moraine 
issues, and in February 1999 initiated a joint process to develop a long-term 
strategy for protection of the ORM.  The result of this process, a report titled Oak 
Ridges Moraine, Towards a Long Term Strategy, proposed a framework for ORM 
protection.  The Regions’ approach was based on a two stage, two-stream 
process -- investigation and implementation for both policy and technical 
streams.  The strategy sought discussions with the provincial government to 
strengthen the Implementation Guidelines and encourage the adoption of 
stronger conservation policies.   
 
Regional Population Trends   
 
Regional population was briefly introduced above; this section provides detail. 
York Region’s population grew from 165,941 in 1971 to 728,981 in 2001 
representing an overall increase of 383%.  This rate is notably greater than the 
78% increase experienced in the Greater Toronto Area during the same time 
period.  Over the past three decades the largest percentage population changes 
have occurred in the Region’s southernmost and largest municipalities of 
Markham, Richmond Hill and Vaughan.  A central pocket, including Aurora and 
Newmarket, recorded growth rates that exceeded municipalities further to the 
north.  By far the lowest relative increase from 1971-2001 occurred in King City, 
which grew by 44%. 
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During the 1970s York Region’s population accelerated at a much greater rate 
than the GTA (Table 7).  Markham and Vaughan, the only two municipalities in 
the Region that border the City of Toronto, experienced the greatest relative 
increases.  The boom of the 1980s is evident as York Region experienced a 
100% population increase as rapid growth continued in Markham and Vaughan, 
spilling northward into Richmond Hill.  Development was also concentrated in an 
eastern corridor between Yonge Street and now the recently completed Highway 
404 extension in the municipalities of Aurora and Newmarket.  The 1991 to 2001 
period reflects the housing slowdown. But York continued to grow at a rate faster 
than the GTA.  At this time Richmond Hill and Vaughan had the fastest growth 
rates, while development slowed substantially in Markham. 
 
Table 7: York Region Population 1971-2001. 

 1971 1981 1971-1981  
Change 

1991 1981-
1991  

Change

2001 1991-
2001  

Change 

1971-
2001 

Change

1971-
2001 

Average
Annual 
Change

Aurora 13,615 16,267 19% 29,454 81% 40,167 36% 195% 6.5% 
East Gwillimbury 9,359 12,565 34% 18,367 46% 20,555 12% 120% 4.0% 
Georgina 14,959 20,111 34% 29,746 48% 39,263 32% 162% 5.4% 
King Township 12,865 15,188 18% 18,121 19% 18,533 2% 44% 1.5% 
Markham 36,685 77,037 110% 153,811 100% 208,615 36% 469% 15.6% 
Newmarket 18,940 29,753 57% 45,474 53% 65,788 45% 247% 8.2% 
Richmond Hill 32,385 37,778 17% 80,142 112% 132,030 65% 308% 10.3% 
Vaughan 15,873 29,674 87% 111,359 275% 182,022 63% 1047% 34.9% 
Whitchurch-
Stoufville 

11,260 13,557 20% 18,357 35% 22,008 20% 95% 3.2% 

York Region 165,941 251,930 52% 504,831 100% 728,981 44% 339% 12.8% 
Greater Toronto 
Area 

2,628,045 2,998,947 14% 3,893,046 30% 4,682,897 20% 78% 2.6% 

Source:  Canada Census 1971-2001. 
 
York Region Housing Trends 
 
Over 50% of the land within the municipalities of Whitchurch-Stoufville, King, 
Aurora and Richmond Hill is located within the ORM (Table 8).  This suggests 
these areas are likely to be significantly impacted by the Conservation Plan.  This 
is reinforced by the figures showing the 1991 population proportions living on the 
ORM (Table 9).  But the coincidence between a community’s population growth 
and its proportion of the Moraine does not present an image of imminent 
development threat.  Markham, Newmarket and Vaughan are among the fastest 
growing municipalities in York Region, but they have the smallest percentage of 
ORM land.  Richmond Hill is the only rapidly growing community with a 
significant ORM presence.   
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The 1991 figures again show that the fastest growing municipalities have the 
lowest population counts on the ORM (Table 9).  Municipalities such as 
Markham, Newmarket and Vaughan have not had a significant population 
presence on the ORM.  Despite this trend, it is important to note that pre-
Conservation Plan projections indicated that Vaughan was expected to 
experience a relatively large ORM population increase by 2011.   
 
As might be expected, densities in all the York Region municipalities are lower on 
the ORM than off the landform (Table 10).  In most instances densities differ 
substantially.  Projections to 2011 indicate fairly substantial increases for ORM 
population densities in Aurora, Richmond Hill and Vaughan (Table 10).  In 
Markham, there are no projected changes because only a small portion of this 
municipality is actually on the Moraine.  However, with the implementation of the 
ORM Conservation Plan, growth pressure may be transferred from ORM areas to 
the non-ORM portions of Markham. 
 
We suggest that with the implementation of the Conservation Plan, densities will 
continue to increase, as communities seek more efficient ways to use what will 
become an even smaller developable land base.   
 
A more in depth look at three York Region municipalities, Aurora, King and 
Markham follows.  These lower-tier towns highlight some of the existing 
differences within the region, and illustrate the regional trends at the level of 
specific communities. 
 
Table 8: York Region Municipalities and the Oak Ridges Moraine. 

Municipalities in  
York Region 

Total Area 
(ha) 

Area in Within 
ORM Study Area 

(ha) 

Percentage of 
Municipality in the 
ORM Study Area 

Aurora    4,650   2,950 63% 
East Gwillimbury  24,100   5,080 21% 
King City   33,920 22,200 65% 
Markham   20,860      680   3% 
Newmarket     3,700      380 10% 
Richmond Hill     9,880  5,420 54% 
Vaughan   26,530  3,190 12% 
Whitchurch-Stoufville   20,370 16,800 82% 
York Region 172,880 56,700 33% 
Source:  Ministry of Natural Resources, Land Use Patterns on the Oak Ridges Moraine Area 
Within the Greater Toronto Area: Background Study No. 1 to the Oak Ridges Moraine Area 
Planning Study (1994).  
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Table 9: Population Within on the ORM of York Region Municipalities. 
 1991 

Municipal 
Pop in  
ORM 
Study  
Area 

% of 1991 
Municipal 

Pop in ORM 
Study Area 

2011 
Projected 

Pop in ORM 
Study Area 

% of 2011 
Projected 

Pop in 
ORM 
Study 
Area 

 

% Projected 
Pop Growth in 

ORM Study 
Area 

1991-2011 

Aurora 14,600 49.7 21,800 41.1 49.3 
East Gwillimbury 1,600 8.7 2,800 9.3 75.0 
King City 5,510 30.6 6,900 30.0 25.2 
Markham 78 0.05 80 0.04 2.6 
Newmarket 1,600 3.5 2,100 3.0 31.3 
Richmond Hill 13,900 17.4 36,300 20.2 161.2 
Vaughan 4,560 4.1 17,400 7.3 281.6 
Whitchurch-
Stoufville 

13,000 72.2 21,800 77.9 67.7 

York Region 54,850 11.6 121,290 14.5 121.1 
Source:  Ministry of Natural Resources, Land Use Patterns on the Oak Ridges Moraine Area 
Within the Greater Toronto Area: Background Study No. 1 to the Oak Ridges Moraine Area 
Planning Study (1994) 

 

Table 10: York Region Population Densities on the ORM (people per hectare). 
 1991 

Municipality  
 

1991 
Within 
ORM 
Study 
Area 

1991 
Outside 

ORM Study 
Area 

2011 
Municipality 
Projection 

 
 

2011 
ORM Study 

Area 
Projection 

2011 
Outside ORM 
Study Area 
Projection 

Aurora 6.3 5.0 8.7 11.4 7.4 18.4 
East 
Gwillimbury 

 
0.8 

 
0.4 

 
0.9 

 
1.2 

 
0.6 

 
1.4 

King 
Township 

0.5 0.3 1.0 0.7 0.3 1.4 

Markham 7.4 0.1 7.6 10.3 0.1 10.7 
Newmarket 12.3 4.2 13.2 18.9 5.5 20.5 
Richmond Hill 8.1 2.6 14.8 18.2 9.3 29.1 
Vaughan 4.2 1.4 4.6 9.1 5.5 9.5 
Whitchurch-
Stoufville 

 
0.8 

 
0.8 

 
1.4 

 
1.4 

 
1.2 

 
2.2 

York Region 2.8 1.0 3.6 4.9 2.1 6.2 
Source: Ministry of Natural Resources, Land Use Patterns on the Oak Ridges Moraine Area 
Within the Greater Toronto Area: Background Study No. 1 to the Oak Ridges Moraine Area 
Planning Study (1994).   
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5.4.3  
Aurora 
 
Between 1981 and 1991, Aurora experienced an 81% growth rate, though the 
community lagged behind York Region’s increase of 100%.  The municipality’s 
population increase in the 1990s was 36%, which was the fourth highest in York 
Region (Table 11).   
 
Aurora has maintained one of the highest population densities in the Region, due 
in part to the presence of a well-established town centre (Table 12).  An 
interesting trend is the relative increase in population density between 1971 and 
2001.  In 1971 Aurora’s density was 2.8 times higher than York Region, and it 
ranked third in the Region – behind Newmarket and Richmond Hill.  By 2001 
Aurora’s density was only 1.9 times higher than York Region, and the Town had 
the fourth highest density rate – even Markham now has a higher rate.   
 
Table 11: Town of Aurora Population 1971-2001. 

 1971 1981 Change 
1971-1981

1991 Change
1981-1991

2001 Change 
1991-
2001 

Change
1971-
2001

Average
Annual 

Change 
197-2001

Aurora  
13,615 

      16,267 19%      29,454 81%      40,167 36% 195% 6.5%

York Region  
165,941 

    251,930 52%    504,831 100%    728,981 44% 339% 12.8%

GTA 2,628,045  2,998,947 14% 3,893,046 30% 4,682,897 20% 78% 2.6%
Source:  Statistics Canada, Canada Census 1971-2001 
 
 
Table 12: Town of Aurora Population Density (people per hectare). 

 1971 1981 1991 2001
Aurora 2.66 3.18 6.00 8.10
York Region 0.95 1.45 2.90 4.17
Aurora/York Ratio 2.8 2.2 2.1 1.9
Source:  Statistics Canada, Canada Census 1971-2001 
 
Aurora Planning and the Moraine 
 
Aurora’s Official Plan includes an environmental protection component that 
recognizes the ORM as a significant and sensitive landform that should be 
protected for ecological, environmental, groundwater and aesthetic reasons.  In 
Aurora, a portion of the ORM is located in an identified development area; within 
this area, development was approved if the proposal(s) met the criteria 
established in the Provincial Implementation Guidelines.  Development 
applications on ORM land outside the development area were only considered 
following a series of environmental and municipal service assessments.   
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Before the introduction of the Province’s ORM Conservation Plan, Aurora’s 
efforts to conserve the ORM included trying to integrate the Moraine into an 
expanded open space and trail system.  To accomplish this, a variety of 
techniques are cited in the Official Plan, with the most notable being support for 
the public acquisition of environmentally significant sites, including ORM land 
when available. 
 
Projections completed for the Aurora Growth Management Study (of 1996) 
anticipated that the Town would grow 100% from a population of 30,000 in 1991 
to 60,000 in 2016, with jobs increasing 125% from 12,000 to 27,000 over the 
same timeframe.  In response to such growth, the Town adopted Official Plan 
Amendment (OPA) 17 in an effort to realize a sustainable development ideal 
through its urban settlement boundaries.  The intent was to concentrate 
development in existing centres and away from the ORM lands in the eastern 
part of the town.   
 
The Yonge Street South Secondary Plan (OPA 34) was adopted to regulate 
development on an already urbanized portion of the ORM.  Existing uses 
included estate housing and pockets of low-density residential subdivisions.  This 
600 hectare plan area was described as a “low intensity, environmentally 
sensitive primary residential precinct” that would be developed and received full 
municipal services.”  Through the environment first principle, the Plan permitted 
700 new residential units in addition to the 565 unit being built or approved in 
2000.  To protect sensitive ORM land, the Plan designates environmentally 
sensitive areas where development is prohibited.  Meanwhile areas approved for 
development would require an Environmental Impact Study while adhering to the 
Implementation Guidelines.   
 
Official Plan Amendment 34 represented an attempt to lessen development 
pressure on the undeveloped portions of the ORM – through stewardship 
initiatives and a density transfer policy that allowed landowners to move 
development rights from undeveloped ORM property to already urbanized 
portions in the Secondary Plan area. 
 
Aurora Housing 
 
The proportion of single detached units in Aurora was relatively consistent 
between 1971 and 1996 (Table 13).  Density increases can be attributed to the 
decrease in the percentage of semi-detached units, and the increase in more 
intensive forms, mostly row houses and apartments. 
 
During the boom of the 1980s, new housing in Aurora was predominately single-
detached units, though the 1981-85 period produced a higher proportion of 
apartments than in York Region.  From 1991-1995 Aurora experienced a drop in 
single-detached units of 73.7% from 82.8% in the 1986-1990 period.  Despite this 
drop Aurora still had a higher proportion than the 64.4% found across York 
Region.   
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A significant trend emerged in 1996 – only 35.4 % of Aurora’s new stock was 
single-detached versus the Region’s 64% (Table 14).  From 1996 through 2002 
the town had a higher proportion of semi-detached and row-housing production 
than was present in the Region.  The reason for the continual drop in relative 
population density can be attributed to Aurora’s lower apartment unit completion 
rates.  Through the 1990s Aurora lagged considerably behind York Region in the 
provision of new apartment stock.  This marks a significant change during the 
1991 to 1995 period; Aurora produced 6.7% of the Region’s new stock, the 
highest rate observed in this analysis. 
 
Table 13: Town of Aurora Housing Stock Composition 1971 versus 1996. 

 Aurora York 
Region 

 1971 % 1996 % 1996 
Single-
Detached 

2610 72.3% 7970 71.6% 76.3% 

Semi-
Detached 

495 13.7% 570 5.1% 2.9% 

Other 505 14.0% 2590 23.3% 20.8% 
Total 3610 100.0% 11130 100% 100% 
Source:  Canada Census 1971 and 1996. 
 
Table 14: Town of Aurora Housing Completions 1981-2002. 

 1981-1985  1986-1990 1991-1995 1996-2000  2001-2002

 Aurora York Region Aurora York Region Aurora York Region Aurora York Region Aurora York Region

Singles 78.0% 88.7% 82.8% 82.3% 73.7% 64.4% 35.4% 64.0% 42.7% 63.7%

Semis 2.0% 5.1% 0.0% 0.2% 5.0% 1.4% 22.0% 10.0% 17.2% 13.3%

Rows 1.6% 4.3% 10.4% 3.2% 13.5% 14.5% 42.2% 22.2% 30.7% 16.9%

Apts 18.3% 1.9% 6.8% 14.4% 7.8% 19.8% 0.4% 3.8% 9.4% 6.0%

TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Total Units 1,374 27,428 2,777 47,182 1,709 25,489 2,141 42,353 722 23,535

Proportion 
of 
Completed 
Units in  
York Region 

5.0%  5.9% 6.7% 5.1%  3.1%

Source:  York Region Planning and Development Services, 2003, unpublished data provided by 
York Region staff, 2003. 
 
The ORM region plays a key role in influencing Aurora’s growth.  Approximately 
63% of the Town’s land is located on the Moraine and in 1991 almost half its 
population lived on the landform.  Aurora had an ORM population density of 5.0 
people per hectare in 1991.  This was the highest density measure among 
municipalities in York Region largely due to the presence of an older town centre.  
Population densities increased in absolute numbers from 2.6 people per hectare 
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in 1971 to 8.1 people per hectare in 2001, but the relative decline (in comparison 
to the York Region trend) indicates a lower-density development that is now 
seemingly associated with the ORM.   
 
Figure 3 illustrates the progression of growth in Aurora.  By 1999 approximately 
86% of the built area within Aurora was composed of housing, and the majority of 
this was low density.  The highest growth period was between 1982 and 1999.  
This growth was largely on farmland.  Little forested land had been converted to 
housing between 1960 and 1999, likely because little forest still existed 
immediately prior to 1960. 
 
Aurora’s housing form follows an interesting pattern.  The earliest major housing 
developments (in the 1960s and 1970s) were around the original town core.  In 
the 1960s there was industrial growth and the housing developed to serve the 
workers was relatively mixed, with a blend of single and semi detached.  This 
gave way to predominance of single house form, with curvilinear streets.  It 
should be noted that while street widths vary with time, the broad curvilinear form 
remains consistent.  In the 1990s the curvilinear form still dominates but there 
are patterns that are closer to what Lynch and Hack (1985) categorized as 
“disorder” – a term we acknowledge some will dispute.   
 
The most consistent aspects of housing form in Aurora have been the dominance 
of single detached homes, curvilinear street form, narrower lots (which is also 
reflected in the increasing densities shown in Table 12), and the prevalence of 
garages.  The garage, as many respondents commented in our interviews, is not 
only a requisite of housing design in the so called suburban areas, but it also 
represents the importance of the car, and importance that is reflected in the way 
such communities are planned.   
 
The core shopping district in Aurora is relatively remote from most new housing.  
Some smaller shopping areas can be observed at the edge of newer 
developments, but overall Aurora’s retail areas are adjacent to the original town 
core, and not within ‘easy’ walking distance of where most people in Aurora now 
live.   
 
Projections from the 1994 ORM Planning Study indicate that the number of 
people in Aurora living on the Moraine by 2011 was expected to increase by 
about 50% (Table 10).  Even if this scenario were to be realized, the proportion of 
Aurora’s population living on the Moraine would actually decrease from about 
50% to 41%.  The Conservation Plan will likely have a significant impact on the 
Town’s growth patterns, and the proportion of Aurora’s population living on the 
Moraine proper, will likely now be lower than the 1994 projection. 
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5.4.4  
King Township 
 
King Township is the slowest growing municipality in York Region. King has had 
an average annual population increase of 1.5% between 1971 and 2001. This is 
quite a difference from the 12.8% experienced across York Region (Table 15).  
Between 1971 and 1981, King Township’s population grew 18%, which was 
below the York Region rate of 52%, but above the 14% experienced throughout 
the GTA. King Township grew 19% in the 1981-1991 period, which was by far 
the lowest rate in York Region.  Growth essentially halted in King between 1991 
and 2001.   
 
Immediately to the south of King is Vaughan. Vaughan is the fastest growing 
municipality in York Region, and its pro-growth planning approach, and close 
proximity to King, has reduced development pressures on King Township 
 
Table 15: King Township Population 1971-2001. 

 1971 1981 Change 
1971-
1981

1991 Change
1981-
1991

2001 Change 
1991-
2001 

Change
1971-
2001

Average
Annual 

Change 
1971-2001

King 
Township 

      12,865       15,188 18%      18,121 19%      18,533 2% 44% 1.5%

York 
Region 

    165,941     251,930 52%    504,831 100%    728,981 44% 339% 12.8%

GTA  2,628,045  2,998,947 14% 3,893,046 30% 4,682,897 20% 78% 2.6%
Source: Statistics Canada, Census Canada 1971-2001 
 
King Township also has retained a population density rate that is consistently 
lower than York Region’s.  King Township experienced a density increase from 
0.39 people per hectare in 1971 to 0.56 in 2001 (Table 16).  The extent of the 
relative decline is evident as the ratio of densities between King and York 
dropped from 0.41 in 1971 to 0.13 in 2001.  Additionally, King Township’s 
densities have lagged far behind the overall GTA rate. 
 
Table 16: King Township Population Densities 1971-2001. 

 1971 1981 1991 2001
King Township 0.39 0.46 0.55 0.56
York Region 0.95 1.45 2.90 4.17
King/York Ratio 0.41 0.32 0.19 0.13
GTA 4.45 5.08 6.60 7.93
Source: Statistics Canada, Census Canada 1971-2001 
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King Planning and the Moraine 
 
The King Township Community Plan (2000) centers on an environment first 
principle stating that any development proposals must recognize and protect the 
ORM’s natural attributes.  But the King plan did not include any ORM specific 
policies.  The Moraine was not identified by name on any of the Plan’s 
accompanying maps, nor are the Provincial Guidelines referenced as a basis for 
development approvals.  Instead the Plan’s overall strong environment 
conservation strategy integrated the ORM into a Natural Heritage System, 
Landform Conservation Area, Water Management Program and Resource 
Management Plan.  Limited amounts of estate residential developments are 
permitted in these areas (except for protected sites) based on the completion of 
an Environmental Impact Statement.  Most new residential development was 
directed toward existing neighbourhoods. 
 
King Township adopted the Nobleton Community Plan OPA 57 in 1997 to 
address potential growth pressures.  The core of the plan establishes policies 
that would maintain the small-town character of the community while protecting 
the natural features.  The ORM Planning Area as defined by York Region 
includes the northeast corner of the Community.  An environmental analysis is 
required before any development can be approved in this area.   
 
King Housing 
 
King Township is overwhelmingly composed of single detached housing with a 
minimal amount of higher density dwellings.  With 95.8% of its housing stock 
classified as single detached dwellings, King Township’s housing is particularly 
striking when compared to the 76.3% seen for York Region as a whole.   
 
Virtually all the new housing stock in King Township is single-detached units.  
This fact illustrates the low-density character of the municipality as the local 
preference has been for estate residential developments (Table 17).  The 
proportion of York Region’s new housing located in King Township has declined 
from 1.5% in the 1981-1985 period to 0.5% in 2001-2002 (Table 118).  Again, 
this illustrates how King Township has limited growth. 
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Table 17: King Township Housing Stock Composition: Comparing 1971 to 1996. 

 King Township York 
Region 

 1971 % 1996 % 1996 
Single-
Detached 

3175 93.5% 5665 95.8% 76.3% 

Semi-
Detached 

95 2.8% 35 0.6% 2.9% 

Other 125 3.7% 215 3.6% 20.8% 
Total 3395 100% 5915 100.0% 100.0% 
Source:  Statistics Canada, Canada Census 1971 and 1996. 
 
 
Table 18: King Township Housing Completions 1971-2001. 

 1981-
1985 

 1986-
1990 

1991-
1995 

1996-
2000 

 2001-
2002 

 King  York 
Region 

King  York 
Region 

King  York 
Region 

King  York 
Region 

King  York 
Region 

Singles 100.0% 88.7% 100.0% 82.3% 84.2% 64.4% 100.0% 64.0% 100.0% 63.7%
Semis 0.0% 5.1% 0.0% 0.2% 0.0% 1.4% 0.0% 10.0% 0.0% 13.3%
Rows 0.0% 4.3% 0.0% 3.2% 0.0% 14.5% 0.0% 22.2% 0.0% 16.9%
Apts 0.0% 1.9% 0.0% 14.4% 15.8% 19.8% 0.0% 3.8% 0.0% 6.0%
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Total 
Units 

420 27428 829 47182 203 25489 267 42353 127 23535

Proportion 
of 
Complete
d Units in 
York 
Region  

1.5%  1.8% 0.8% 0.6%  0.5%

Source:  York Region Planning and Development Services, unpublished data provided by York 
Region staff, 2003. 
 
 
Figure 4 shows King Township’s dominant housing form.  About 63% of the built 
area of King is estate housing (relatively large houses on large lots), with an 
average lot size of approximately 0.5ha.  This form typically consists of larger 
homes (more than 300m2).  Since the late 1960s there have been no substantial 
increases beyond the initial 1960s and pre-1960s low-density housing stock.   
 
The growth seen from 1970 onward is overwhelmingly estate housing.  This form 
is subject to some debate.  For many it would not constitute affordable housing, 
and the environmental impacts of such residential form are contentious.  In terms 
of landscape change, estate housing has a smaller built area as a percentage of 
the lot, is located on larger lots, and typically (though not always) has greater tree 
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retention.  Nevertheless, in terms of density this is not a  particularly efficient 
housing form. Fewer people are inevitably housed within a relatively large area.  
 
Each building is relatively large thereby imposing a substantial footprint3 on the 
environment.  Estate housing also creates cumulative impacts, which may in time 
prove to be as significant as higher density developments with respect to 
resource use and landscape change.  It seems likely that this housing form will 
continue to dominate King Township. 
 
King has been the centre of local conflicts over whether to expand municipal 
water services through a regional initiative known as “The Big Pipe”.  If this 
linkage is built, accelerated growth could be supported, though most new 
housing would have to be accommodated within the Conservation Plan’s core 
settlement area requirements.  There is a segment of the King Township 
community who are opposed to new growth, while there are others who may not 
necessarily oppose growth, but do not want to see higher density housing forms. 
 
In our interviews, provincial and municipal sources suggested that there might be 
an exclusionary objective underlying King’s slow growth planning strategy. There 
is a preference for estate housing form; though the ORM Conservation Plan may 
not support substantial growth of this form. New housing, if it occurs, will most 
likely be within the older portions of community.  Given the ‘culture’ of King 
Township, the community will likely grow little – once available lands within the 
core settlement area have been used.  
 
The low growth rate seen in King is related to the reality that two-thirds of the 
Township’s land is located on the ORM.  This represents the second highest 
proportion in York Region.  Though 31% of King Township’s population resided 
on the Moraine in 1991, pre-Conservation Plan projections indicated that the 
existing planning strategy would minimize new ORM development.  The ORM 
Planning Study concluded that King Township would experience a 25% ORM 
population increase between 1991 and 2011, which was the second lowest 
increment in the Region.  This is much lower than the projected 121% increase 
for York Region. But now, even the 25% growth rate would seem unlikely given 
the provisions of the ORM Conservation Plan. 
  

                                            
3 The building footprint is the area of a building on the lot it is located as defined by the shape of 
the limit of the roofline.  The footprint can be extended to include other major modifications such 
as hard surfaces, decks, even landscaping, though most municipalities limit the footprint to the 
structure itself. 
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5.4.5  
Markham  
 
According to the 2001 Census, Markham has a population of 208,000, and 
experienced a 15.6% annual growth rate since 1971, which is above the York 
Region rate (Table 19).  Markham’s 110% population increase was the highest in 
the Region (from 1971-1981).  In the last two decades, however, both Vaughan 
and Richmond Hill have grown at faster rates, while Newmarket surpassed 
Markham as well in the period from 1991 to 2001.  This shift is likely due to the 
extension of Highway 404, which drew growth northward away from Markham. 
 
Table 19: Markham Population Growth 1971-2001. 

 1971 1981 Change 
1971-
1981

1991 Change
1981-
1991

2001 Change 
1991-
2001 

Change 
1971-
2001 

Average
Annual 

Change 
1971-
2001

Markham  
36,685 

 
77,037 

110%
153,811 

100%
208,615 

36% 469% 15.6%

York 
Region 

 
165,941 

 
251,930 

52%
504,831 

100%
728,981 

44% 339% 12.8%

Greater 
Toronto 
Area 

 
2,628,045 

 
2,998,947 

14%
3,893,046 

30%
4,682,897 

20% 78% 2.6%

Source:  Statistics Canada, Canada Census 1971-2001 
 
Since 1971, population densities in Markham have surpassed overall York 
Region levels, and since 1981 densities have been about 2.5 times higher (Table 
20).  Comparisons with overall GTA densities indicate that Markham had lower 
population densities until 1981.  This trend continued in 2001 as Markham’s 9.82 
people per hectare was again 1.2 times higher than the GTA’s 7.93 density of 
people per hectare. 
 
Markham Planning and the Moraine 
 
The Markham Official Plan mentions the “maintenance and protection” of the 
ORM and respecting its groundwater resources as objectives in the 
Environmental and Natural Resources Section.  Additionally, Section 2.2.2 (f) of 
the Markham OP states that development applications on the ORM will be 
reviewed to protect important environmental features. 
 
Markham Housing 
 
Markham’s housing stock displayed a strong trend toward the single detached 
units (Table 21 and 22).  With an increase of approximately 40,000 housing units 
between 1971 and 1996, it would seem that new construction has substantially 
changed Markham’s character.  Over 86% of the Town’s 1996 housing stock 
comprised single-detached units. Between 1971 and 2001 there was shift in 
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population density from 1.74 people per hectare to 9.82 people per hectare in 
2001. Housing completions in this period also rose, with more people being 
housed on smaller lots.   
 
Table 20: Town of Markham Population Density (people per hectare). 

 1971 1981 1991 2001
Markham 1.74 3.65 7.27 9.82
York Region 0.95 1.45 2.90 4.17
Markham/York Ratio 1.8 2.5 2.5 2.4
GTA 4.45 5.08 6.60 7.93
Source:  Statistics, Canada, Canada Census 1971-2001 
 
Through the 1980s, single-detached units dominated the new housing market 
reaching 90.4% of the total flow introduced between 1986 and 1990 (Table 22).  
In the 1981-1985 period Markham accounted for over one-third of all new units in 
York Region, reflecting the hectic development pace that gripped the area at this 
time.  After 1990 there is a notable shift in housing completions as the proportion 
of single-detached dropped to the 64% to 68% range until 2002, which reflected 
a similar shift in York Region.  From 1991-2000 Markham saw an increase in row 
house and apartment completions.  This denser form of development also 
accounts for the increase in population densities. Markham has also been the 
site of efforts to implement new urbanism developments, such as the Cornell 
neighbourhood designed by Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk. Though 
the constructed version does not entirely adhere to the original vision, many 
elements, notably higher residential densities, were realized. 
 
Table 21: Town of Markham Housing Stock Composition 1971 versus 1996. 

 Markham York 
Region 

 1971 % 1996 % 1996 
Single-
Detach
ed 

2520 78.4% 37965 86.4% 76.3% 

Semi-
Detach
ed 

300 9.3% 1015 2.3% 2.9% 

Other 395 12.3% 4945 11.3% 20.8% 
Total 3215 100.0% 43925 100.0% 100.0% 
Source:  Statistics Canada, Canada Census 1971 and 1996. 
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The minimal presence of the ORM in Markham is another factor contributing to 
higher growth rates.  Beyond bringing local planning into conformity with the 
ORM Conervation Plan, planners and developers have not faced additional 
environmental constraints as only 3% of Markham’s total area is located on the 
ORM. Consequently, Markham could experience heightened growth pressures 
with the implementation of the ORM Conservation Plan because development 
proposed or envisioned for the ORM in other sections in York Region may 
spillover into areas within Markham that are not subject to the Plan’s provisions.  
This potential impact of the Plan is of concern to Markham’s municipal 
government. 
 
Table 22: Town of Markham Housing Completions 1981-2002. 

1981-1985 1986-1990 1991-1995 1996-2000 2001-2002 
Markham York  

Region 
Markham York  

Region
Markham York  

Region 
Markham York  

Region 
Markham York  

Region 
Singles 86.0% 88.7% 90.4% 82.3% 68.3% 64.4% 66.7% 64.0% 67.4% 63.7%
Semis 10.3% 5.1% 0.1% 0.2% 0.1% 1.4% 5.1% 10.0% 11.8% 13.3%
Rows 2.9% 4.3% 0.0% 3.2% 8.9% 14.5% 22.0% 22.2% 17.2% 16.9%
Apts 0.8% 1.9% 9.5% 14.4% 22.7% 19.8% 6.2% 3.8% 3.7% 6.0%
TOTAL 100.0% 100% 100.0% 100% 100.0% 100% 100.0% 100% 100.0% 100%

 10029 27428 10841 47182 5187 25489 10153 42353 6348 23535
Proportion 
of 
Completed 
Units for 
York 
Region 

36.6%  23.0% 20.3% 24.0%  27.0%

Source:  York Region Planning and Development Services 2003, unpublished data provided by 
York Region staff, 2003. 
 
 
Figure 5 provides an image of the substantial growth that Markham has 
experienced. The most substantial period of change is from 1970 to the present.  
Housing is dominated by lower density form, with a small contingent of estate 
housing.  Despite the existence of some higher density development, Markham is 
perhaps the prototypical suburban city.  There is little industrial space, and the 
primary retail/commercial core has expanded in a strip along Markham road.  
The street form is best characterized between 1960 and 1970 as a linear/grid 
pattern.  Between 1978 and 1999, the street pattern changes to predominantly 
curvilinear.   
 
The undeveloped lands between the built areas of Markham, and its portion of 
the Moraine, are largely agricultural (these are the undeveloped northern portions 
of the Figure 5 maps).  As the ORM Conservation Plan is implemented, 
Markham’s remaining agricultural areas may experience development pressure, 
as growth is transferred from the Moraine. The expansion of Markham between 
1960 and 1999 was largely at the expense of farmland.   
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The growth trend in Markham has been nodal expansion, away from the original 
town core, with some linear expansion north along Markham Road.  As with 
Aurora and King, housing has been the defining characteristic of Markham’s 
growth, in terms of land consumption.  By 1999, housing accounted for 89% of 
the built area of Markham, and the majority (83%) was low density residential.  
But by 1999, only 4% could be categorized as medium density.  



GUEST
Figure 5
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5.4.6  
Overall Growth Trends in Aurora, King and Markham: 1960 to the Present  
 
This section summarizes and compares the trends observed across Aurora, King 
and Markham, based on the geospatial analyses (Figures 4, 5 and 6).  There are 
limits to the detail available through geospatial images; in particular individual 
high-density buildings can be lost. Even if the approach has its limits, it does 
yield a compelling image of housing, growth and change. 
 
The increase in urban area for Aurora, King and Markham has been between 13 
and 15 times the urban area that had existed in 1952.  Aurora increased from 
approximately 1.7 km2 in 1952 to 26.7 km2 in 1996.  In 1952 King City’s urban 
area was approximately 2 km2 and increased within a space described as 
“proposed city boundaries” to 14 km2 by 1996.  Markham’s  urban area increased 
from 1.7 km2 in 1952to 13 km2 in 1996, and Markham proposes to use nearly as 
much space again for future development.   
 
When the physical extent of urban area, as shown by aerial photography is 
compared to municipal boundaries it emerges that only Markham has expanded 
to the maximum extent possible within the 1996 boundary.  If municipal 
boundaries are considered as the real limits on the growth of urban space then 
both King Township and Aurora still have considerable room to grow (within their 
own 1996 boundaries).  With the creation of the ORM Conservation Plan, these 
boundaries become even more binding.  However, refinements of such analyses 
would include indications of extent of the urban built up areas and nature of 
urban expansion, with a view to detecting changes in urban residential form. In 
many instances, as our interviews indicate, changes in form are speculative and 
difficult to determine by looking at ‘absolute’ land availability.   
 
5.4.7  
Changing Form  
 
Generally, each of the communities follows a similar progression of urban forms 
during their development.  The walking cities and small towns (grid patterns with 
small accessible commercial cores or neighborhood nodes) of post World War II 
southern Ontario rapidly expanded outward, from original town centers. This is 
observed in York Region. This pattern of gradual nodal expansion is at odds with 
the perception of those respondents who characterized the pattern of growth in 
York Region as a gradual linear extension from Toronto’s urban edge.  The 
residential component of Aurora, King and Markham has become their defining 
characteristic.   
 
Farmland accounted for a majority of the ORM lands in York Region that have 
been converted to housing, a perception also held by respondents.  During the 
period of greatest growth (1970 to 1985) residential development was dominated 
by single-family homes. Such development consisted of wide lots, broad 
curvilinear streets, and overall and automobile oriented form.  Another important, 
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albeit localized, residential form is estate housing on comparatively large lots, 
though this comes more recently.  Estate housing is most prevalent in King 
Township.  Estate housing consumes more land per unit than medium density 
development, but the surrounding lands may experience fewer disturbances than 
in areas have been more intensively developed.  Finally, emerging in the end of 
the study interval, there are medium density housing forms. Smaller lot sizes 
(apx 6m wide), narrower street networks, and comparatively smaller individual or 
semidetached single-family dwellings characterize these forms, a change 
observable more so in Aurora and Markham.   
 
Higher density housing (apartments and townhouses) can only be observed as 
specific buildings.  They are rare in each of the 3 case study communities, and 
would account for a very small area.  Another, and very recent trend, has been 
the emergence of overall higher density forms, adjacent to amenities such as 
forests and golf courses.  But row housing and semidetached form accounts for  
a relatively small portion of regional housing stock.   
 
In each study area, the largest component of urban form is residential land use.  
By 1999 Markham was approximately 90% residential, King 99% and Aurora 
87% (of the built area).  In each of these communities single-family detached 
housing dominates residential form.  Higher density housing styles are not only 
somewhat uncommon, they account for such small portion of the housing stock 
that they are difficult to show cartographically.  Industrial space is a distant 
second place as a land use in each community.  But all this accounts for land 
use, not absolute land coverage.  For example, in Aurora about 87% of 
developed land is allocated to housing, but houses do not take up all of the 
developed space.   
 
We would argue that with the introduction of the ORM Conservation Plan, 
densities and multiple family forms of developments would increase, though this 
impact will likely be seen only in the areas within the Plan’s boundary.  The 
impact of the Plan must be evaluated over time, to better gauge the housing 
impacts and efficacy of such planning measures, and to ultimately inform 
conservation planning in other settings. 
 
5.4.8  
Changing Land Use  
 
Within the context of the communities examined here, change in land use can be 
characterized as the transformation of agricultural land urban/suburban use. 
Urban space increases dramatically during the study interval but rarely is the 
land consumed undeveloped.  Substantial urbanization, or ‘residentialization’, is 
a second major transformation of the landscape in the York region. The 
implications of development on these lands become even more far reaching 
when the values of the ORM as an aquifer and as countryside are considered.  
Large areas of the Moraine in York Region may have already been under 
cultivation, but significant portions of agricultural land have become urbanized.   
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As we noted above, residential land uses are nearly exclusively single-family 
detached dwellings.  Estate homes situated on or near recreational spaces such 
as golf courses form another distinctive land use category.  Such development 
can be deemed as a form of extensive residential urbanization, as opposed to 
intensive residential forms, and is often found adjacent to light industrial land use 
regimes.  Although it is difficult to establish a precise relationship between these 
land uses, there may be a link between recreational facilities and light industry 
areas.  Potentially, recreational facilities such as golf courses and light industrial 
sites have similar attractions and impacts on residential form. 
 
Rapid urban expansion also gave rise to a number of unusual land use regimes 
including features this paper has referred to as agricultural occlusions, which are 
transitional landscapes where an urban area surrounds in whole or in part a tract 
of viable agricultural land (in production).  Such agricultural lands seldom last 
beyond the time interval in which they are observed, but in some cases they can 
have lasting effects on the patterns of urban form.  Further, where these features 
manage to survive they are often eventually converted to recreational or ‘natural’ 
spaces, as can be seen most clearly with the incorporation of a wood lot in the 
northwestern sector of the Markham image series.   
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6. 
Interpreting Sustainable and Environmentally Healthy Housing 
 
6.1 
Conversations About Sustainable Housing 
 
The Moraine controversy was an important influence in Ontario’s initiation of the 
Smart Growth Initiative and the more recent Greenbelt Act.  Growth in the ORM 
region demonstrated that the way urban areas are expanding could lead to public 
policy conflict.  Sustainability has become an integral, if somewhat vague theme, 
in the legacy of conflict and policy response in the ORM region.   
 
Planning may be an institutional/social process, but it ultimately yields a physical 
product – a decision about land use.  For planners sustainability will be about 
articulating a vision of how space should be used.  For housing, this poses the 
fundamental question of what is sustainable housing? The ORM context provides 
an opportunity to consider what sustainable housing should be.    
 
While the York Region case studies discussed in Section 5 illustrate trends and 
changes from a qualitative and visual perspective, the interviews explored a 
range of dynamics in the policy process from the view of participants in the ORM 
debate.  We asked the respondents to provide their perspectives on sustainable 
housing. 
 
We divided the sustainability questions into 3 themes.  First, after noting the use 
of the term sustainability in discussions related to ORM policy, we asked 
respondents to interpret and define sustainability (from their point of view) with 
respect to providing housing.  We then asked how they might refine the concept 
with respect to the ORM.  Finally, we asked what they saw as being the barriers 
to putting their idea of sustainability into practice.   
 
6.2  
Sustainability and the Oak Ridges Moraine 
 
As our interviews progressed, it soon became apparent that there were 
differences among respondents’ comfort and familiarity in defining and applying 
the term sustainability.  Municipal respondents, with exception of elected officials, 
found the concept imprecise, and in some instances they were quite cynical 
about it as a planning theme.  Other respondents, while having different 
interpretations, became more engaged in the discourse and conceptualization of 
sustainability.   
 
During the progress of this study, we came to see that divergent attitudes 
reflected the real and pragmatic challenges in implementing a difficult but 
important concept.  As one municipal planner commented: 
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“Sustainability is at best a suggestion for best practice, but I would have to 
say that it lacks substance, at least a substance that I can apply in 
practice.”  

 
Other municipal respondents noted:  
 

“I know there has been work on indicators and sustainable communities, 
but the ideas that come out are not always workable.”    

 
And… 
 

“The problem is practical ideas.  There have to be clear objectives, and 
those who talk about it have to tell us what exactly it is they mean.  I still 
don’t know what a sustainable community is supposed to be exactly, 
because everyone has a different view of what one would look like.  For 
many environmentalists it means no growth, but for others that’s not what 
they mean, they mean a different kind of growth.”   

 
Such responses point to a gap between planning practice, and the conceptual 
work that appears in the planning literature. For some planning practitioners 
sustainability is “a buzzword that cannot be measured,” as one municipal 
respondent described it.   
 
However, once we moved beyond the more critical perspectives, and asked 
respondents to apply their vision and definition of sustainability to the need to 
provide housing, two broad themes emerged: 
 

• sustainability as a collection of environmental and social objectives that 
must be addressed in meeting the housing supply need, and  

 
• sustainability as a basic challenge of maintaining a housing supply.   

 
Though the two themes are not necessarily incompatible, different interests 
presented them in irreconcilable terms.  For example, developers saw 
environmental objectives as standing in the way of sustaining the supply.  
Interestingly, more macro economic notions of sustainability came through with 
respect to affordability and maintaining the supply, but in no instance was an 
image of economic sustainability a significant theme – even for developers.  
 
The difficulty in analyzing these responses and developing a definition of 
sustainable and healthy housing became one of finding points of reconciliation or 
commonality.  Ultimately the tenet of environmental quality became the 
overarching theme and supports the contention that planning must consider  
environmental issues first when assessing development processes. 
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6.3 
Environmental and Social Sustainability Objectives to Meet in  
Providing Housing 
 
In our discussions one critical question posed by 5 respondents was whether 
growth and housing can ever be sustainable; indeed can any level of growth 
really be sustained? Others suggested that the sprawl form is not sustainable, 
and must be “radically rethought” (2 municipal and 2 provincial respondents).  
One environmental organization respondent commented, “that by any definition 
development on the Moraine is unsustainable.”  But even those who posed these 
challenges offered interpretations and definitions with a pragmatic focus on 
housing.   
 
The environmental and social aspects of sustainability can be further distilled into 
two specific housing elements – the context (physical environment within which 
the house is located) and the building itself. 
 
The physical context was explored in these discussions from the perspective that 
sustainable housing must consume less land than newer housing generally has.  
Specific suggestions made in this regard included increasing densities by 
pushing growth inward and onto existing urban or suburban areas, the need for 
“more compact form,” and “more high density styles” such as “row housing or 
townhouse form.”   As was noted by several participants, this type of land use is 
certainly not the norm in the ORM region, but is nevertheless increasing.  Four 
respondents (3 municipal and 1 provincial) also noted that Richmond Hill, the site 
of the most acrimonious protests over housing development, had perhaps been 
perhaps the most successful municipality in York Region in advancing mixed 
forms of land use.  
 
In most discussions it was also suggested that the ORM Conservation Plan could 
aid intensification and force higher densities, at least on the Moraine, by making 
less land available for traditional forms of development.  A municipal respondent, 
commented that the “market will drive intensification.”   Municipal respondents 
also view a reduced land supply as something that may force innovation in the 
development sector.  One municipal participant noted that the development 
industry responds to land supply constraints more than to the entreaties of 
planners and city councils – “the cost of land and availability of land will force 
them to think more creatively, and develop new styles of housing that are already 
the norm in other places.”   
 
Development sector respondents see housing, and growth, on the Moraine as 
becoming more sustainable, while respondents from the public sector and 
conservation interests are more circumspect, and in some instances pessimistic.  
For example, 2 comments stand out:  
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 “We have been moving away from sustainability because we are still 
replicating the sprawl model, we’re not changing it significantly” (Provincial 
respondent).   

 
A municipal respondent suggested: 
 

“yes we are moving away from sustainability. Development on the Moraine 
is not sustainable because speculators and developers are in charge of 
the process, and (city) councils want development so they can increase 
the tax base”. 
 

And this comment from another municipal respondent: 
 

“we still have rules still in place that encourage greenfield development”  
 
Sustainability with respect to housing on the ORM should “ultimately be about 
minimizing impacts on the environment and (with respect to housing) it should 
require that the site supports development in perpetuity without causing 
environmental harm” (provincial respondent).  However, it was also noted that in 
the long term there must be increasing densities off the Moraine and new 
innovations in form and building design, and not just a “simple transfer of 
development to other nearby communities, development that might have been 
destined for the Moraine before the Conservation Plan.”  A more problematic 
challenge is defining what sustainable growth means, and how it can be 
implemented through the Ontario planning process. If it cannot, then we must 
determine what changes must be made to policy, legislation and regulation in 
order to realize sustainable communities and sustainable housing. 
 
With respect to the house, sustainability was presented in terms of product 
innovation and building design which reduces the consumption of resources and 
space.  Themes centred on land, energy and water.  Reduced water 
consumption was a recurrent notion, perhaps not unexpectedly given the 
importance of water issues in the ORM discourse.  Two provincial respondents 
commented on the need for wellhead protection, increasing attention to on-site 
stormwater treatment, and the need for an “environment priority with respect to 
forcing municipalities to complete watershed plans.”  Another theme for those 
working in those regions or municipalities with sizeable rural housing areas is the 
problem of providing water service.  This was important not only to municipal 
respondents, but also those from Conservation Authorities.   
 
The impact of septic tanks and well-based drinking water concerns conservation 
authorities and environmental respondents. These concerns were related to 
environmental quality and human health.  The problem was also characterized in 
terms of cost liability and potential and uncertain growth pressures.  For example, 
4 conservation authority respondents commented on the unknown costs 
associated with providing trunk water and sewer services to very low-density 
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rural housing, and the difficulty that rural municipalities (with relatively small tax 
bases) will have in providing this infrastructure.  As well, the transfer effect of the 
ORM Conservation Plan was discussed in this context, for example:  
 

“if development now moves off the Moraine, and into peripheral areas and 
forces new growth onto communities that simply have not planned for it, or 
it creates new rural housing demands, who will we pay to service this?” 
(conservation authority respondent). 

 
However, there were also distinct cautionary notes about sustainability and 
efforts to frame it within a growth context.  This is noteworthy, because 
discussions presenting sustainability in terms of high density or strong 
greenspace protection carry an implicit recognition that growth will occur.  
Divergent opinions tended to focus largely on what form this development takes 
within a sustainable context.   
 
One respondent suggested that the Conservation Plan will “cause leapfrog 
development in the long term.”  The problems that many see as being inherent in 
the way the ORM has been developed may now be simply transferred 
elsewhere.  In this vein it was stated “sustainability means cities are allowed to 
progress, not become stale as all systems in balance” (development sector 
respondent).  Sustainability for one development sector respondent means: 
 

 “…maximizing existing infrastructure, but it requires greater public 
investment, but sustainability is costly and consumers may not be willing 
to support these expenses”  
 

6.4 
Defining Sustainable Housing 
 
Drawing from the interviews, we can construct a vision of what sustainable and 
environmentally healthier housing should be, both in terms of a definition and 
specific ingredients.  We asked respondents to consider what sustainable 
housing is given the conflict, development, and planning experiences in the 
Moraine setting.  The resulting definition has 8 elements.  What must be noted is 
that these visions reflect the diverse interests included in this study, and their 
experiences with respect to the ORM.   
 

1. Sustainable housing recognizes the need to balance 
environmental/ecological efficiency, social well-being, and economic 
advancement.   

 
2. Sustainable housing is constructed first with the natural environment in 

mind. The primary question in deciding to develop land is… how we can 
maximize the maintenance of ecological integrity while providing housing? 
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In some instances the answer will be that we cannot achieve this goal, 
and thus other locations for housing must be found.   

 
3. Sustainable housing avoids the consumption of food producing lands.   

 
4. Sustainable housing contributes to community cohesion and social health 

by creating a context within which people can walk to schools, shopping, 
recreation and even work.  Sustainable housing creates a physical setting 
where people interact with their neighbours and can know those who live 
in their community.   

 
5. Sustainable housing maximizes the use of space and helps create a 

greater sense of community by integrating uses.   
 

6. Sustainable housing is affordable; accessibility is not limited to the 
affluent.    

 
7. Sustainable housing recognizes the importance of providing choice. It 

provides a good supply of housing within a context that preserves 
ecological well being and conserves environmentally and socially 
significant areas. 

 
8. Sustainable and environmentally healthy housing are integrated concepts.  

Environmentally healthy housing not only contributes to broader 
environmental well being, but it also flows from a context where ecological 
stability, connectivity, self-organizing of natural systems, and the 
maintenance of ecological integrity are present. 

 
6.5 
Ingredients of Sustainable and Environmentally Healthier Housing 
 
A sustainable housing definition provides a conceptual basis for placing a 
sometimes imprecise concept into practice.  The notion of environmentally 
healthier housing describes a community form that minimizes impacts on the 
environment and supports the maintenance and extension of ecologically healthy 
landscapes, within which the potential for natural systems to evolve and maintain 
without human substantial intervention is maximized. 
 
We can also describe these elements as ingredients reflecting our respondent’s 
diverse Moraine interests and experiences.  What is particularly interesting here 
is the specific and physical nature of the suggestions, something that the 
planners in particular have indicated as being essential information for putting 
sustainability into practice.  Ultimately these ingredients require a change to the 
cultures of community design, planning practice, and consumer and developer 
preferences.  Jurisdictionally they also require an integrated approach, or 
perhaps more appropriately to the ORM context, a strong regionally integrated 
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approach. The ingredients, intended to help guide planning practice, can be 
divided into 3 categories: 
 
1.  Community design: 
 

• Choose locations based on minimizing environmental impacts.  This 
suggests that some locations would not be developed because they 
posses core environmental values.  Careful design cannot eliminate all 
impacts, thus some places should not be developed.  Developable areas 
should first be determined first by environmental/ecological criteria. 

 
• Design communities with the natural environment in mind.  Use an overall 

design approach to maintain ecological well-being, based on an integrated 
perspective that considers landscape, transportation, buildings (design 
and materials) and ecosystem integrity.   

 
• Food producing lands must be protected.  

 
• Facilitate connectivity; maintain linkages between environmentally 

important spaces, not just token ‘greenstrips’ or small culverts under 
roads, but substantial, meaningful, well-designed connections. 

 
• Advance compact design. Use space effectively to house more people on 

less land than newer developments generally do at present. 
 

• Promote mixed-use development.  The dominant form predicated on 
separating work from retail institutional and residential space cannot be 
sustained.  It requires substantial road infrastructure and requires more 
space.  Mixed use can be promoted at the level of the building (e.g., 
residential above retail), through increased densities (bringing uses closer 
together) and by integrating uses. 

 
• Eliminate curvilinear street form and return to the compact grid form. And 

variations thereof. Seek ways to develop new interpretations of the grid 
form. 

 
• A sustainable community is pedestrian oriented.  There is walking 

proximity to schools, greenspace, shopping, and work. 
 

• Integrate greenspace into community design by maximizing tree retention, 
tree planting, and preserving natural landscape features. 

 
• Impermeable surfaces must be greatly reduced to facilitate better 

infiltration of stormwater and thus reduce surface runoff impacts. 
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• Invest in wastewater servicing for rural areas, to reduce septic tank 
impacts on ground water.  This is an inevitable public expenditure. 

 
• Reduce road space by developing narrower roads and narrower road 

allowances.  Existing road allowances and setbacks are unnecessary; 
such distances (the total distance across the road from house front to 
house front) have become conventions that cumulatively consume 
substantial space, and create larger impermeable surfaces.  

 
• Allow street parking all year round to reduce or eliminate the need for 

garages and driveways. This is a feature of older city cores, and despite 
some seasonal inconveniences, street parking can meet all reasonable 
parking needs. 

 
2.  Building design 
 

• The new Canadian house must be rethought.  Densities are indeed 
increasing, but changes are needed in order to improve land use 
efficiency and move to sustainable house design. Can we sustain the 
construction of large single detached houses? Yes, for a while, but those 
who live in them will increasingly have to drive further for work and 
services, pay more in local taxes to fund infrastructure, and sacrifice 
environmental and social quality. 

 
• The garage can be eliminated. Parking can be located on streets – a 

feature of older denser urban areas.  Winter can be an inconvenience, but 
older compact urban areas manage winter traffic sufficiently, and a greater 
use of public transportation can reduce many of the driving and parking 
related inconveniences that might be attributed to eliminating garages. 
Living space is sacrificed for the garage.  Eliminating the garage can 
reduce the ‘footprint’ of the house, or provide more living space.   

 
• Eliminating driveways would reduce impermeable surfaces. Alternatively, 

where this is not possible, encouraging or requiring permeable surfaces 
offers a compromise in designing new developments, and for retrofitting 
existing ones.  

 
• Maximize energy efficiency through demand management incentives and 

if necessary more aggressive regulation, to reduce heating and cooling 
demands and other energy needs. 

 
• Are new homes built to a minimum standard, or is quality maximized?  

Ultimately this question is beyond the scope of our study – it requires an 
engineering, architecture and design discussion.  However, the quality of 
new home construction was a recurrent them in the sustainability 
discussions.  Some municipal, provincial and environmental respondents 
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questioned the quality of new home construction.  For example, one 
municipal respondent commented, “we have moved toward engineering 
for the least we can get away with, not a maximum building quality.”  A 
provincial respondent also stated that “over the next few decades there 
will be very large retrofitting requirements for the housing we see going up 
now, materials will fail to last the way we think they will, or because the 
quick way they were built just won’t stand up to time.”   

 
There was also a palpable cynicism expressed by some respondents 
regarding the quality and longevity of new home construction.  One 
respondent stated, “I think a sustainable house is one that will last, if it 
needs to be rebuilt, it’s going to consume more resources.”  Another 
respondent more cynically commented “new homes should last longer 
than a 25 year mortgage, I think many won’t.” 

 
• Support the affordability of alternative innovative housing through 

instruments such as mortgage assistance, lending incentives for builders 
who innovate, and direct government investment in sustainable housing.  

 
• Environmentally healthier housing will require innovative building products 

that use natural resources more efficiently and impose fewer 
environmental costs on the natural environment.  Thus product eco-
certification (e.g., for wood products), recycling potential in home design 
(e.g., for residential water, energy, and waste), or alternative garden 
designs (e.g., lawns replaced by more resilient, less water or less 
chemical needy landscaping) should become common and expected 
aspects of housing. 

 
3. Transportation: 
 

• Sustainable housing is not automobile dependent, and does not sacrifice 
significant space to housing cars. 
 

• Public transportation is an integral feature in sustainable housing and 
must be incorporated into planning for housing development. 
 

• Integrated and seamless public transportation supports the creation of 
sustainable housing.  Compatible systems with integrated schedules, 
fares, and transfer nodes (bus-to-train-to-subway) are key aspects in 
moving people from automobiles to sustainable transportation options. 
 

• By seeking to integrate uses, automobile dependency can be reduced. 
 

• Increasingly, community design must move toward managing 
transportation demand and meeting needs through public transit 
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mechanisms, rather than by building new roads or expanding existing 
ones. 

 
These definitions and ingredients outlined above by the respondents in many 
respects echo both the Union of International Architects (1993) framework for 
sustainability, and McHarg’s (1969) earlier call for design with nature in mind 
 
 
6.6 
Barriers to Implementing a Vision of Sustainable Housing  
 
In the interviews, we expanded the discussion of sustainability to cover 
perceptions of the barriers to implementing the identified elements of sustainable 
housing   In essence, this became was discussion of substantiality 
implementation gaps and challenges. Again, the discussion was framed within 
the context of current controversies and challenges in the Moraine region.  The 
responses we received in these conversations were quite variable, but 2 themes 
emerge; authority to require sustainable planning, and resources for achieving 
sustainability.   
 
6.6.1  
Authority 
 
The authority category includes a range of specific comments and themes that 
relate to the capacity of local governments and provincial agencies to articulate 
sustainable planning policies and see them consistently enforced.  The lack of 
planning stability was discussed with reference to the uncertainty that the OMB 
injects into local decision-making.  Five municipal and 4 provincial respondents 
expressed concern about the OMB’s role in supporting growth without due 
attention to environmental objectives.  These respondents also suggested that a 
good part of the OMB’s role in planning instability could be related back to “it’s 
unpredictable nature.”  One respondent commented that OMB decisions are…  
 

“a function of who hears it (the application) and the personal beliefs they 
bring with them, it’s no longer a matter of interpreting legislation, but now it 
seems to be in some cases a question of promoting a growth ethic.”   

 
Of course any appeal process, such as the OMB, is subject to the skills and 
knowledge of adjudicators and reviewers.  The study’s respondents allude to the 
emergence of an increasingly ideological process, one that is more subjective 
and provides less certainty for local planning. Conversely, and perhaps more 
cynically, it was also suggested that the OMB does provide certainty, as one 
respondent commented, “we can be certain they will side with the developer”. 
 
The lack of local authority was advanced as a major barrier to being able to only 
conceptualize sustainable policies with respect to housing and other land uses.   
This issue discussed by political respondents (provincial and municipal), pointed 
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to the fragmented nature of the municipal governance system.  Two provincial 
respondents suggested that there is a need to develop a strong regional 
perspective on land-use.  This does not mean a reduced role for smaller local 
governments, but instead what is required is an enhanced vision of land-use and 
services managed and provided on a larger integrated scale.  Municipal interests 
also pointed to the need for strong regional governance.   
 
In a tangential discussion, 2 respondents noted that the need for macro and 
regional perspectives was certainly reinforced during the height of the Moraine 
controversy.  The theme of stronger regional planning was contrasted with 
Mississauga’s call for separation from Peel Region by one provincial respondent 
who commented “this [proposed separation] makes little sense given the 
complex planning needs and the calls for a larger vision.”   
 
There were also comments about some municipalities not being “sophisticated 
enough to deal with broader issues,” instead “municipalities are most often 
concerned with their own land use plans and they fail to see themselves as part 
of a larger setting.”  But 2 provincial respondents noted that “if anything” this 
problem reinforces a need for broader regional perspectives.  Some caution 
should be exercised in considering these statements; the lack of sophistication 
was not a wholly negative observation, but was couched in terms of the need to 
build capacity at the local level to articulate sustainability objectives, integrate 
them regionally and then implement them. 
 
Authority was also explored from an institutional structural perspective.  For 
example, a provincial respondent stated, “…there have been no real barriers to 
development, and as a consequence we have not been able to push the 
development industry to look at alternatives to their preferred products.”  An 
environmental respondent also characterized the lack of choice and reparative 
nature of housing design in terms of the industry’s “fear of innovation.”  This was 
echoed by a non-government respondent familiar with the development sector 
noted, “it is just too easy and profitable to build unsustainable form.”  This issue 
of political uncertainty was echoed in the statement “there are no incentives for 
stronger Official Plans”(municipal respondent).  Currently, official plans are open 
to OMB interpretation, and “this makes proactive sustainability planning difficult” 
(municipal respondent).  A provincial respondent went further and commented, 
“…the Planning Act encourages ad hoc growth.” 
 
Another important authority theme was the technical specifications for housing 
development.  For example, one non-government respondent commented that 
“the building codes need to be changed to require the implementation of 
technologies that will support sustainability objectives.”  There were discussions 
of elemental design issues – such as the scale of set backs, street widths, soft 
surface incentives, and street parking as an alternative to garages; and each of 
these was in turn related by respondents back to a sustainability theme.  These 
themes were seen by some respondents (notably environment and conservation 
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respondents, and municipal planners) as “barriers to encouraging less land 
consumptive housing forms.”   
 
The importance of consumer preference was also discussed; particularly by 
municipal and development sector respondents.  There may be a sizeable 
number of homebuyers who want the products presently offered, and 
sustainability for them is largely a function of supply, cost, and convenience, or 
alternatively they don’t even think about sustainability. As one respondent 
remarked, “there are residents who don't want compact form.”  Such 
perspectives represent an attitude that ultimately fuels sprawl and the 
perpetuation of unsustainable forms of development.  
 
Development sector respondents suggested that “people aren't ready to pay for 
sustainability,” there is a cost associated with implementing sustainable form, 
and “the buyer may not be able to afford this.” Development respondents related 
higher costs to 3 elements – the cost of land, the cost of building technologies 
and the cost of building materials.  One development respondent noted that 
some greenbelt plans were “prohibitively expensive,” and open space 
requirements “push development further out, thereby working against density 
goals.”  All this may reflects the perception that environmentally efficient housing 
is more expensive. This may not reflect reality beyond the initial construction 
costs, when sustainable features such as lower energy costs, less water use, 
efficient public transportation, lower home maintenance costs, all of which can 
provide substantial long terms savings to homeowners, and result in the 
consumption fewer resources per house. As environmentally efficient 
technologies become more common, their costs may also decline, eventually 
making such housing no more expensive than homes built with more traditional 
products.  
 
Development respondents also suggested that green technologies were more 
costly, difficult to fit into existing housing forms, and often contrary to what 
consumers want.  For example, one commented that “people want a paved 
driveway, it looks neat, it helps resale value, and it’s expected.”  But 
environmental respondents mentioned impermeable surfaces as being an 
important need in rethinking the way communities are planned and constructed; 
a point echoed by Conservation Authorities.   
 
A municipal respondent noted, “development interests are comfortable with what 
they know, and green building technologies are not what they know.”  Perhaps 
this points to the need for better information about design and material options 
that contribute to efficiencies (reductions) in energy and water consumption.  Six 
respondents (2 municipal, 3 from environmental organizations, and 1 provincial 
employee) questioned the building codes and standards used to govern house 
design and construction, a point we made above, but one comment warrants 
quoting: 
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“we seem to design for a minimum standard, a sort of lowest common 
denominator in construction, and instead of striving to increase the quality 
of our housing stock, we engineer for the minimum that we can get away 
with” (municipal respondent). 

 
6.6.2 
Resources 
 
Discussions about the resources needed to realize sustainable housing were an 
extension of the authority and information themes.  For example, education of 
consumers and decision makers was discussed in terms of consumer 
preference.  But more technical needs were also explored.  Three specific 
suggestions stand out. 
 

• There is a substantial interest in seeing examples of sustainable form and 
technologies demonstrated.  Such prototype communities and buildings 
can show both consumers and planners how sustainability concepts can 
be implemented in practice.   

 
• Technical information and standards should be developed to guide 

planners and builders.  For example, building codes could be modified to 
incorporate sustainability principles.  And more aggressive knowledge 
transfer mechanisms should be developed by federal, provincial and 
municipal agencies to disseminate such information.  Educating planners 
and developers about pragmatic options for achieving sustainable housing 
will be a key element in realizing change, and addressing the sustainability 
implementation gap. 

 
• Funding support and targeted programs for advancing sustainable 

housing design and form, particularly from the provincial and federal levels 
of government is needed.  
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7. 
The Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan 
 
We asked respondents what role they believe housing had in the development of 
the Plan.  Each mentioned housing developments as being a catalyst for 
controversy and conflict, and each saw housing as a very visible motivator for 
what eventually emerged in the Plan.  The themes discussed in this regard 
include the role of housing in the rising backlash against sprawl, the need to 
increase densities, where to best locate new development, and the role of the 
Richmond Hill OMB hearing.   
 
Housing is a particularly visible consumer of land, and the image of sprawl is 
inextricably linked to residential development.  In the ORM region, housing has 
been at the centre of pivotal conflicts. There was a relatively consistent 
impression among respondents, except the development interests, that sprawl is 
largely about housing.   
 
Another theme was the need to increase densities.  Arguably, across the Toronto 
region in recent years densities in new developments have tended to.  The 
planners told us that lot sizes are decreasing and more units are being built per 
unit of land.  Municipal officials and environmental sector respondents frequently 
commented on the need and desire to develop more multiple unit housing, such 
as townhouses and apartments.  Such respondents also expressed frustration at 
the lack of success in seeing such forms become more common in the ORM 
region. 
 
Locational issues were a recurrent theme; the majority of new housing in the 
ORM region tends to be concentrated in York Region. Key housing proposals 
had been initiated along the relatively narrow band that intersects with important 
remnant greenspace and these developments threatened habitat connectivity.  
Avoiding such areas requires a strategic approach. But the planning approach 
had been largely reactive, and driven by conflict. The ORM Conservation Plan 
has the potential to achieve proactive, strategic and integrative planning by 
explicitly recognizing the importance of places of ecological connectivity. 
 
These discussions also focused on the influence of Richmond Hill OMB hearing, 
which most respondents were quick to emphasize was about anticipated large-
scale housing developments and the impact on remnant habitat.  The overall 
view of housing’s role is that housing served as a catalyst for conflict, and this 
conflict helped lead to the creation of the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation 
Plan. 
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7.1 
Housing Implications of the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan 
 
We expanded our discussion of the Plan to ask respondents about the  
implications for housing that might result from the Plan’s implementation. 
 
Generally, respondents see the Plan as contributing to environmentally 
thoughtful planning policy; but there was also a thread of uncertainty with respect 
to whether development would be greatly curtailed slowed.  Two points were 
made in this regard:   
 

• First, development will continue in settlement areas.   The question 
proposed by several respondents was… what form will development take 
now that the ORM Conservation Plan is in place?  The expectation seems 
to be that densities will be higher.  This assumes that a move toward 
higher density forms, fewer detached residences, and a greater emphasis 
on mixed use, such as live above retail form, and other innovative patterns 
not presently common in the ORM region, will materialize as a result of the 
Plan.   

 
• Second, a number of significant development applications will likely 

proceed since they are grandfathered under the Plan’s provisions 
(because they were tendered before the designated threshold date).  
Those who that had hoped the Plan would mean an immediate stop to all 
housing development were disappointed.  This is a point of conflict for a 
few in the environmental movement, and has lead to continued debate 
about the Plan played out in a few media venues.  In a very blunt 
assessment, one provincial respondent commented on the Plan’s housing 
implications: “there will be very little impact due to all the loopholes, it’s an 
illusionary shield with no statutory or reporting mechanism for smart 
growth.”  

 
7.1.1  
Innovation 
 
Overall, respondents see the housing industry as possibly becoming more 
innovative in the products they provide. The general sentiment was that less land 
will be available, and this will spur new forms of developments.  There is a belief 
that less land availability will force innovation in building design and community 
form.  Infill development was one innovation theme mentioned.  Municipal 
respondents suggested that infill development is difficult to realize because some 
developers prefer to build on greenfield sites – especially farmland.  This trend 
was also seen in the geospatial analysis portion of the study.   
 
The greenfield preference was a recurrent theme among all respondents, and 
this was consistently linked to the perception that it is easier in terms of 
regulation, liability, and cost to develop a greenfield site.  Development 
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respondents tended to support this notion. They see infill development as posing 
too many risks, and being subject to time delays and regulatory obstructions; one 
respondent noted “development firms that have done infill work only do it once.” 
 
Innovation, however, is not seen by all respondents as a likely outcome of the 
ORM Conservation Plan.   A development sector respondent commented that the 
Plan “hurts affordability, as development charges rise and parkland dedications 
become excessive, these increase costs and provide a disincentive for higher 
densities than if you allow developers to respond to the market.”   
 
We would argue that it seems most likely that the Plan will increase densities in 
the ORM and thus support innovation as developers and local governments seek 
new ways of doing more with a smaller developable land base. 
 
7.1.2  
The Spillover Effect 
 
The spillover effect (also called the transfer or leapfrog effect by some 
respondents) was an important theme in our discussions with municipal 
respondents.  This idea proposes a transfer of development pressure from the 
Moraine proper to other areas.  Several discussions stood out; indeed it became 
apparent that for municipal planners, and for some provincial government 
interests, the spillover effect is of concern.  Communities such as Markham, 
Brampton, and those to the east of the Moraine region are examples of places 
that could be particularly impacted by new development demands.   
 
As we noted above, all municipal respondents commented on the near 
impossibility of preserving agricultural land in Ontario, and several noted a 
regional pattern of farmland ownership where large areas have been purchased 
by development firms or other speculative interests.  Farmland, despite 
agricultural zoning, may not survive the test of best use of land applied by the 
OMB if the designation is disputed.  Increasingly the best use of farmland is seen 
as developable space.  Farmland has become vulnerable to growth pressures, in 
large part due to the absence of strong planning policies. 
 
Based on our conversations, we propose that the spill over effect will have two 
implications.  First, while innovation in community form and building design may 
occur in Moraine communities, it could be business (or design) as usual in the 
adjoining areas, where vulnerable landscapes are not protected.  Second, the 
overall challenge of growth will be moved elsewhere.  All municipal, 4 provincial, 
and 2 environmental sector respondents noted that Ontario’s Smart Growth 
Initiative could address such issues; but respondents were also circumspect in 
their expectations of this process, even those who have been participants in the 
process.  Development sector respondents emphasized the potential for a 
transfer of growth pressure; a transfer that will become more evident as 
development shifts to Halton and Peel Regions. For example one respondent 
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commented “it (the Plan) will push growth north of the Moraine toward Barrie, 
Newmarket and further out, and in the end it promotes sprawl.”   
 
Development sector respondents see the Plan as slowing development in the 
ORM area.  But they also noted that the Province’s technical papers (which will 
act as specific guides to action and mechanisms for defining features) “have yet 
to be advanced (at the time of the interviews), and it will be tough to determine 
what the real implications are until then” (development sector respondent).  
Three respondents suggested that the immediate impact would be on supply of 
residential land and thus the price of lots and housing, one commented that the 
Plan would achieve “the exclusion of affordable housing.”  However, there is little 
evidence to support such assumptions. 
 
Discussions of affordability elicited complex responses.  Some respondents see 
a decline in affordable housing as being a likely effect of the Plan, but there were 
those who also questioned the tenets of affordability.  For example, an 
environment sector respondent posed the question “what is affordability? A 
$200,000 home is not affordable to many, and yet this is what developers see as 
affordable.”  Two municipal respondents echoed this notion, with suggestions 
that affordability is a relative term, and that it has the potential to become a 
hostage issue for project applications.   
 
The more compelling comments suggested the Plan will not affect affordability as 
much as issues such as demographic change, the state of the larger economy, 
and the convenience of transportation.  One provincial respondent commented… 
“there is nothing in this plan that should lead to higher housing costs. We have to 
look at housing from a larger scale, the plan impacts one portion of the GTA, not 
all of it.”  
 
7.2 
Conservation Implications  
 
We expanded the question about the implications of the Plan to ask about the 
Plan’s expected impacts on conservation objectives.  A majority (all but 3 
respondents) mentioned 3 themes.  First, it was suggested the Plan will slow the 
loss of environmentally significant areas as long as it remains in force.  Second, 
the Plan advances the unique notion that planning is based on ecological 
objectives. Boundaries are determined by physical geographic characteristics 
forcing communities to plan around a conservation objective.  And third, it 
provides a degree of certainty to the planning process, and perhaps cannot be as 
subjectively interpreted by the OMB.  But there was disagreement.  Three 
respondents stated that only 8% to 10% of the Moraine is worth protecting, and 
the remainder should be available for “sensible development”. With few 
exceptions, the view of the Plan with respect to achieving its conservation and 
protection objectives is quite positive.   
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Additional observations were made regarding the implementation of the ORM 
Conservation Plan.  Some respondents suggested that the ultimate test would be 
evident during the 10-year review; will the Province choose to indulge in 
overriding the plan for specific projects?  And others suggested (1 provincial and 
1 municipal respondent) that it was “not tough enough, developers may still get 
their way”  (municipal respondent). 
 
7.2.1  
Why Develop the Conservation Plan Now? 
 
One of the objectives of this study is to understand the legacy of planning policy 
in the ORM region.  We asked respondents why the Ontario government acted 
when it did.  Given the long history of reports and recommendations (e.g., Kanter 
report, and Crombie, and regional ORM strategies that were either ignored or 
partially implemented, why has the Ontario government sought to develop the 
ORM Conservation Plan now? This question elicited varied responses.   
 
Each respondent mentioned the Richmond Hill OMB hearing.  Some suggested 
that the Province was afraid that the final decision would go in favor of the 
developers, and as one noted, “all hell would break loose.”   There had been 
substantial media attention, and it was “taking on a life of its own, probably far 
beyond what it really deserved” (municipal respondent).  The Province became a 
party to the hearing and was supporting the Richmond Hill corridor conservation 
approach.  But as one provincial respondent noted, “the ecological science 
presented to the OMB wasn’t being absorbed by the OMB members, they were 
thinking in terms of the Planning Act, and the look on their faces as the process 
moved along told me they didn’t like the direction they were headed, but maybe 
didn’t see a way out, in some respects the Province rescued them.”   
 
There was also a provincial by-election coming up in an ORM area riding. The 
rising attention to the ORM, and by proxy issues of growth management and 
housing, was forcing the government to act, “after all the 905 belt4 was 
government (Progressive Conservative) territory” (environment sector 
respondent).  The importance of this by-election was mentioned by 35 
respondents.  One environmental organization invested in advertising about 
Moraine development, and conducted polling that suggested those most likely to 
oppose further Moraine development were also most likely to be supporters of 
the governing Conservatives.  The Moraine had become a political issue with 
important implications for the government of the day.  
 
The influence of environmental groups, especially STORM (Save the Oak Ridges 
Moraine) was also a central theme.  This influence flowed from a gradual process 
of persistent lobbying, information development, the building of relationships with 
the media, and the ability to marshal science to support the contention that the 

                                            
4 “905 belt” refers to the regional area code, and the region in the last two elections has tended to 
support the governing Conservative Party. 
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Moraine was regionally unique and warranted strong conservation measures.  
Some advocacy groups also became influential by engaging the government and 
its members, rather than pushing an agenda based on confrontation. 
 
The media also played an important role, notably with respect to the Richmond 
Hill hearing.  Prior media attention to the ORM had been sporadic, though NGOs 
such as STORM had been effective in publicizing some issues.  Richmond Hill, it 
was suggested, attracted significant media attention for several reasons.  It 
coincided with a rising interest in growth management issues, and with an 
increasingly disputed provincial government record on environmental issues.   
 
Key NGO organizers had developed ‘information’ relationships with journalists, 
and these members of the media in turn advanced coverage of the hearing.  It 
was suggested that some journalists developed strong personal interests in the 
ORM, and then used their position to keep the Moraine in the public view. But 5e 
respondents suggested media attention was in no small part a function of a slow 
news period.  Two noted that if there had been more significant national or 
international issues, it is unlikely that the OMB hearing would have gained the 
attention or print space that it did, or that coverage would have been as 
prolonged.  The scale of public attention that the initial Richmond Hill 
development applications had garnered, and the subsequent controversy over 
the OMB’s role both served to create an appropriate climate for media notice. 
Several respondents commented that the tenor of some media coverage fuelled 
acrimony and in one instance of one journalist’s coverage “there was a very 
nasty flavor to the things that were said” (a government respondent). 
 
Finally, there was a change in the Ontario cabinet.  Chris Hodgson succeeded 
Tony Clement in the Municipal Affairs portfolio.  This change was particularly 
fortuitous for the Moraine; the previous Minister had a record of being reluctant to 
engage in ORM issues.  Minister Hodgson brought a new perspective.  Indeed, 
respondents from all sectors emphasized the influence of the new Minister, and 
his desire to see the ORM ‘issue’ resolved.  Many respondents credited him 
directly with advancing the ORM Conservation Plan and having the influence 
necessary not just to initiate it, but more importantly to move it though cabinet 
and the legislature.  One environment sector respondent commented “you can’t 
underestimate the role that Hodgson played in getting this through” and another 
stated “I would have to say that he was central to getting the Plan not just off the 
ground, but seeing it through… I was very pleasantly surprised.”   
 
So why develop such a proactive conservation plan now? The answer seems to 
lay with a convergence of events, with no single factor dominating.  With this in 
mind, we would caution against assigning the paramount role to activism, the 
media, or specific personalities; instead each has played an important part in the 
ORM story, and each is ultimately one element in relatively complex portrait of 
influence in planning policy on the ORM. 



 

103 
Oak Ridges Moraine Project

 

 

8. 
Conclusions and Implications for Practice and Policy 
 
8.1 
How have the prevalent housing trends in the ORM contributed to current 
and future planning challenges?  
 
History and Trends 
 
We have argued that in the Oak Ridges Moraine context housing became a 
catalyst for land-use conflict.  In particular, the Richmond Hill incident illustrates 
the contribution of housing to a public discord over development and growth.  In 
Richmond Hill efforts were made to conserve key elements of the Moraine 
through a designated protected corridor, but the impression at the time was that 
low-density development would not be curtailed and development would continue 
unaltered, and this resulted in conflict.  
 
The effort to balance housing and conservation objectives in the Moraine region 
necessitated that local governments define developable areas.  This led to 
debates over where the boundaries of the ORM were.  Conservationists viewed 
the entire ORM area as an environmentally important landform that should be 
protected.  Anti-sprawl interests touted the ORM as a growth boundary that 
should be used to control suburban sprawl.  Development interests countered 
that conservation efforts should focus on the ORM’s most sensitive 
hydrogeological characteristics, and not so much on larger areas of ‘habitat’, 
which they see as a more nebulous concept.   
 
The Moraine had become increasingly susceptible to the pressures of housing 
development, mostly due to inadequate local and regional planning policies.  The 
lack of commitment is apparent in the official plans in York Region. The most 
revealing findings about the ORM centre on what is absent in such documents.  
Most municipalities relied upon general goals and objectives statements that 
acknowledged the ORM as unique landform worthy of special attention.  But 
such statements lacked precision and were supported with very limited planning 
directives.   
 
As a result of the lack of specific policies, municipalities failed to provide the 
proper regulatory context for addressing the uniqueness of the ORM.  General 
concepts such as greenway preservation and connectivity were difficult to define 
and implement at the ORM level.  Additionally, municipal plans often deferred 
development decisions to Ontario’s Interim Guidelines.  The result was the 
absence of a strong definitive ORM regulatory framework at the municipal level.   
Proposed housing developments could not be denied, particularly when appeals 
were heard at the OMB, since an ORM regulatory framework was absent (as 
were specific municipal policies). This planning policy gap created a setting 
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where low-density development moved ahead, in areas of environmental 
significance, and in locales with other conflict prone values. 
 
Speculators also purchased agricultural land under the assumption that housing 
demand would push growth further onto the Moraine.  Local planning did little to 
dissuade such investment decisions, as landowners believed that municipal 
governments would readily change land use designations, and indeed in the 
ORM region this had often been the case.   
 
We also see the scale at which planning occursas being inadequate for 
addressing the cumulative impacts produced by large scale housing 
developments. Local planning decisions occurred ostensibly within a regional 
context, but seemed to lack a comprehensive integrated ORM-wide perspective.   
 
The long absence of a comprehensive regional perspective allowed lower-tier 
municipalities to pursue growth strategies under the assumption that individual 
projects minimally impacted the Moraine as a whole.  This uneven treatment of 
the ORM caused problems as some municipalities, notably King Township, 
enacted stronger conservation measures that merely shifted regional growth 
pressures to locations in more accommodating locales, such as Richmond Hill.    
 
Regional municipalities compounded difficulties by not adopting official plans until 
the early 1990s – after the Moraine began to experience greater development 
pressure.   The later Tri-Region planning initiative sought an inter-jurisdictional 
approach, but was only pursued after the ORM had been impacted by 
development and conflict had emerged.  The Tri-Region response, while 
welcome, was reactive, not strategic, and seemed designed to incite provincial 
action. 
 
Future Challenges 
 
The future challenges for planning and housing include the spillover effect. This 
idea proposes that development that would have occurred on the Moraine will 
now move to locations not covered by the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation 
Plan. If this occurs to any great extent, then one significant impact of the Plan will 
be an increase in development pressure and growth in municipalities just outside 
the ORM.  
 
As developable land becomes scarce the cost of housing may also increase. The 
development industry could choose to offer higher cost products on those 
portions of the Moraine that can still be developed, and there may be a move 
toward intensification. Intensification could lead to stable or even lower housing 
costs, but it seems unlikely. Even Moraine developments with higher densities 
will likely command relatively high prices. Enhanced amenity values are sure to 
be one outcome of the Plan, and such values will be reflected in the cost of 
housing. 
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The implementation of the ORM Conservation Plan has proven to be a difficult 
process; but it is advancing. What lies ahead is a period of uncertainty with 
respect to interpretation of the Plan at the municipal level. The role of the OMB in 
the Plan will require some clarification. Even some of the senior officials in the 
Provincial government interviewed in this study expressed confusion about the 
OMB’s role with respect to the ORM Conservation Plan.  
 
The final challenge with respect to planning and housing emerging from the 
Moraine story is the ongoing need for a strong regional response to managing 
growth. As we noted, issues such as transportation, other infrastructure, and the 
cumulative large-scale impacts of development, require a regional vision. 
Ontario’s regional municipalities may emerge as the best venue for implementing 
integrated and sustainable planning approaches.   
 
 
8.2 
Within a growth context, how can sustainability objectives and healthier 
housing form be achieved in the ORM region and other urban settings?   
 
In the ORM region municipalities had endorsed low density development, while 
at the same time talking about sustainability. But there was a chasm between 
practice and rhetoric.  The preference for suburban form is entrenched in the 
official plans and zoning by-laws of municipalities – this will have to change if 
sustainable communities and sustainable housing are to be realized in the ORM 
region, and indeed in urban areas across Canada.   
 
Terms such as sustainable development and ecologically based planning are 
prominent in current land use theory and policy discussions, but their meanings 
are subject to debate.  The link between science and planning in the ORM 
Conservation Plan represents an attempt to link ecology, concepts of land use 
and planning.   
 
Political interpretations of land use designations remain a contentious issue.  
Concepts such as connectivity and linkages are often subject to disagreement 
among planners, politicians, environmentalists and developers, with each 
applying their own interpretations based on their respective needs and self 
interests.  Some developer's argued that only 8%-10% of the Moraine is 
environmentally sensitive.  The remaining portions of the ORM do not differ 
greatly from land adjacent to the ORM and should thus be eligible for 
development.  But conservationists respond that the entire ORM should be 
protected as an ecological landform, and that considerations such as 
environmental heritage and aesthetics are also significant aspects of the 
Moraine.  But such arguments are moot at this point as the Conservation Plan 
prohibits development on all but the Settlement Areas, which ironically represent 
only 8% of the ORM. 
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The Moraine is symbolic of many of the problems associated with sprawl. Low-
density residential development has consumed agricultural and other rural lands, 
while placing onerous service demands on local and regional municipalities, all 
within a context that has lacked strategic and integrated planning approaches.  
This is a scenario repeated across Canadian urban regions. 
 
Housing was the catalyst for high profile conflicts that led to a range of changes, 
including the creation of the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan.  Efforts to 
preserve the Moraine also coincide with the increasing popularity of smart 
growth.  Smart growth advocates suggest that growth should be diverted from 
the Moraine toward already urbanized nodes.  In the Greater Toronto Area this 
includes attempting to realize a more compact urban form, oriented toward 
greater use of public transit.  For the City of Toronto, this involves encouraging 
infill development, mixed-use, more compact urban form, and brownfield 
development; such efforts should be emulated in other GTA and ORM 
municipalities. 
 
Sustainability and Environmentally Healthier Housing 
 
At a conceptual level, sustainable housing recognizes the need to balance 
environmental efficiency, social well-being, and economic efficiency, and is 
constructed first with the nature in mind. This requires not just addressing the 
challenge of the sustainability implementation gap, but more importantly it 
requires an acceptance that change is needed and that sustainability is a 
pragmatic and achievable objective in housing and community planning. Until 
such a fundamental shift in thinking is realized, recognizing the implementation 
gap is irrelevant.   
 
At the level of practice, sustainable housing avoids the consumption of food 
producing lands and areas of environmental connectivity and significance, 
maximizes the use of space, is well built and incorporates conservation based 
technologies and products, and ultimately helps create of a greater sense of 
community by integrating uses. Sustainable housing contributes to the cohesion, 
stability and social health of a community by creating a context within which 
people can interact with places of work, school, recreation and shopping, without 
having to commonly use a car.    
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Realizing Sustainable Housing 
 
How can we maximize the maintenance of ecological integrity while providing 
housing? In some places the answer will be that we cannot, and thus other 
locations for development must be found.   
 
Sustainable and environmentally healthier housing are integrated concepts.  
Environmentally healthier housing not only contributes to broader environmental 
well being, but also flows from an environmental context where ecological 
integrity is a key factor in the development decision-making process. 
 
As the cost of servicing suburban landscapes rises, developable land in urban 
areas becomes scarcer, and conflict over development becomes more 
acrimonious, sustainability must become a central objective in the provision of 
housing. It may well be that sustainable housing and community design will only 
become a reality once we have reached the limits of existing forms of growth, 
and we are forced to innovate and build our communities in different ways. It may 
only be a crisis in land-use planning that will spur significant innovation. 
 
For other urban regions, the Oak Ridges Moraine story illustrates the potential for 
housing to be a catalyst for conflict and policy change. The Oak Ridges Moraine 
Conservation Plan may, in time, prove to be an excellent model of conservation 
based planning for complex urban settings. The impacts and performance of the 
Plan will unfold over the next decade. The Plan may serve as a catalyst for 
innovation in planning and development.  
 
The Moraine story reinforces the importance of an integrated and comprehensive 
regional planning framework. A regional integrated approach is, in our view, 
critical to meeting sustainability objectives and achieving sustainable 
development through the provision of environmentally healthy housing. At 
present, many Canadians envisage housing largely in simple terms  – the house 
and the immediate physical community. Basic aspects of housing, such as cost, 
location and appearance, maybe even the qualities of construction are 
considered by consumers, but larger issues are typically absent from how most 
think about housing.  
 
Achieving a sustainable and environmentally healthy housing context requires 
that we see housing as part of the larger landscape, where the house is 
recognized as being part of the intricate ecological and social interactions that 
will ultimately support the well being of communities.  Sustainable housing 
requires that we embrace a more complex and ecological vision of where we live, 
and begin to make difficult but necessary changes. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1.  
The Physical Setting 
 
A1.1  
Overview 
 
The Oak Ridges Moraine (ORM) stretches east/west about 160 km across 
Southern Ontario; from the Municipal Region of Peel to Northumberland Region 
– in terms of land forms from the Niagara Escarpment east to the Trent Valley 
(Figure A1).  The ORM’s ridge is composed primarily of glacial drift from the 
Wisconsinan glacial period, making it an exception to the overall bedrock-formed 
structure of Southern Ontario (Chapman and Putnam, 1984). Drumlin uplands 
and networks of deep interconnected valleys characterize the Moraine.  The 
glacial origin followed a pattern that began with subglacial sedimentation, gradual 
buildup of deltaic material, and then the deposition of material from glacial 
retreat.  Figure A1 shows a basic geological model. 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure A1.  
Basic Geological Model of the Oak Ridges Moraine 

Source: Geological Survey of Canada, Oak Ridges Moraine NATMAP and Hydrogeology Project 
 
 
The ORM acts like a water "sponge" and as a conduit for surface and 
groundwater.  The Moraine plays an integral role in recharging streams and 
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rivers in the region (Desbarets et al, 2000).  It provides drinking water for Aurora 
and Newmarket, and supplies the baseflow for 35 large rivers and creeks, 
including the Humber, Don, Rouge, Mimico, Highland, and Etobicoke (and many 
smaller streams).  The Moraine forms the divide between the drainages of Lake 
Simcoe and Lake Ontario.   
 
The highest point is about 420 metres with the crest averaging about 330 metres 
above sea level.  The upper deposits on the crest are mapped as a kame, with 
the exception for a piece in King Township where clay till and a few high ridges of 
till dominated by sandy soils are found  (Chapman and Putnam, 1984).  The 
ORM consists of 3 distinct sections:  
 

1. East of the Niagara Escarpment in the Albion Hills, where the hills consist 
of deep beds of evenly graded fine sand;  

 
2. Northern Moraine, which consists of sand hills that continue eastward 

through Uxbridge to Rice Lake, with a few areas of till; and 
 

3. Eastern Moraine (the Goodwood Formation), which consists of extensive 
lacustrine clays and silts under a layer of surface sand (Chapman and 
Putnam,1984). 

 
The ORM provides a case study in the difficulties in accessing scientific and 
monitoring information, largely because the administrative setting is so 
fragmented (Bocking, 2002, p22).  As Hunter et al (1997) write (also noted in 
Bocking, 2002):  

 
Environmental databases related to the Moraine are often not adequately 
maintained, integrated and cross-referenced by source agencies.  At 
present, historical long-term environmental monitoring data at best is 
virtually inaccessible and at worst has been lost by the administrative 
processes of the multi-jurisdictional agencies, which operate within the 
Moraine.  Many old monitoring records appear to have been lost, 
destroyed, redistributed with administrative mergers, lost on key employee 
retirement, or buried in archives.  Often the only source of continuous long 
term monitoring information is the production wells and the existing large 
landfill sites.   

 
Approximately 250,000 Greater Toronto Area (GTA) residents get their drinking 
water from Moraine fed aquifers.  Within the GTA the ORM stretches for about 
90km and covers some 1250 km2 (65% of the ORM area).  It contains most of 
the remaining natural areas in the GTA’s bio-region including forests, wetlands, 
and fauna.  About 82% of the watersheds in the GTA have their headwaters in 
the ORM.  Natural forests and reforestated areas cover 28%, while over 50% is 
rural or agricultural land use (York Region 1999).  Land use distribution is varied 
with public lands (mostly open space) accounting for 6% (9,000ha) and current or 
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planned urban occupying about 14.5% (17,000ha), while rural development 
covers 6% (York Region 1999b).   
 
The most urbanized areas are located in York Region, and in this area these are 
mostly along the Yonge Street corridor within the municipalities of Vaughn, 
Richmond Hill, and Aurora.  The pattern of growth and the dominant form has 
been low density residential developments, strip malls and larger shopping malls, 
and low density industrial.  Most development along the Moraine has tended to 
consume agricultural land.   
 
A mixed deciduous hardwood and pine forest originally dominated the Moraine 
region.  The original white pine (Pinus strobus) stands have largely disappeared 
due to clearing for agriculture, early settlement, and for use as construction 
material. The Conservation Authorities funded reforestation programs mostly in 
an effort to combat soil erosion and aid in water quality and quantity control.   
 
Reforestation success also led to new recreation demands.  (e.g., hiking trails, 
mountain biking, bird watching, and golf).  Conservation areas, and 
municipal/regional governments have developed a number of trail systems, and 
public and private forests also now provide informal recreation venues.  The 
ORM is considered to be environmentally significant. Relatively large areas have 
remained undeveloped (built) despite the pressures or sprawl and urbanization, 
which although significant, have been quite localized.   
 
A1.2 
Development Impacts  
 
The impacts of urban development on the Moraine remain uncertain.  As Bocking 
(2002) notes, there are several hypotheses regarding the relation of land use to 
Moraine hydrology.   
 

First, impervious surfaces such as roads and housing developments with 
their cumulative driveway impacts can reduce the amount of water 
available to the Moraine for recharge, diverting it to urban storm systems, 
creating the potential for flooding (Bocking 2002, Grannemann 2000).  
Surface runoff rates increase and infiltration decreases with the expansion 
of impervious surface area. 

 
Second, road salt has become one of the more notable ongoing threats to 
water quality in the Moraine's shallow aquifers.  Stormwater and road salt 
seepage into the upper aquifers increases chloride, sodium, and water 
hardness to levels that exceed drinking water objectives and make water 
unacceptable for other domestic uses (Hunter et al 1997).  Salts act in 
combination with septic tank effluents to impair a number of domestic and 
communal supplies on the Moraine (Hunter et al 1997).  Road salts also 
impact surface waters and there is an increasing trend of chloride 
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concentrations in most streams emerging from the Moraine (Howard et al 
1993, Hunter et al 1997).  Winter road salting may lead to increased 
salinity in the Moraine aquifer, and subsequently in downstream water 
bodies, affecting fish habitat and even human health (Howard et al 1993, 
Hunter et al 1997, and Toronto Region Conservation Authority staff, 2003 
personal communication).   

 
Third, distinct features of urban development, such as the effects of septic 
systems on groundwater, withdrawals of groundwater, and the effects of 
agrochemicals have been somewhat cautiously described as potentially 
affecting the Moraine’s aquifer (Howard et al.  1995).  However, since the 
ORM’s aquifers release their water slowly, the effects of many recent and 
cumulative changes in land use (specifically urbanization) may not be 
measurable or apparent for years to come.  It is likely that conclusive 
evidence of damage will only become available once the damage has 
been present for several years, and hence there is no scientific consensus 
on the extent to which urban lands may affect the aquifer (Bocking 2002).   

 
Urban development, even when serviced with sanitary sewers, is a source of a 
wide variety of contaminants released into storm runoff, or through existing large 
communal sewage disposal systems (Hunter et al 1997).  Right now, there is 
little evidence to suggest that existing individual septic systems (in sparsely 
populated areas or other low density residential developments) are adversely 
impacting waters in the ORM (Hunter et al 1997).  But this point should be 
considered with respect to existing on-site septic service, our study indicates that 
municipal planning departments in the ORM region anticipate that demands for 
municipal water and sewage service will grow in more sparsely populated rural 
areas. 

 
 



 

117 
Oak Ridges Moraine Project

 

 

A1.3  
References for Appendix 1 
 
Bocking, S. 2002. Linking Science and Policy for Urban Nonpoint Source 
Pollution in the Great Lakes Region, a paper for the International Association for 
Great Lakes Research. 
 
Chapman, L.J., and Putnam, D.F. 1984. The Physiography of Southern Ontario, 
Toronto: Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources  
 
Desbarets, A.J., M.J. Hinton, C.E. Logan, and D.R. Sharpe. 2000. Geostatistical 
Mapping of Leakance in a Regional Aquitard, Oak Ridges Moraine Area, Ontario, 
Canada. Ottawa: Geological Survey of Canada. 
 
Grannemann, N.G., R.J. Hunt, J.R. Nicholas, T.E. Reilly, and T.C. Winter. 2000. 
The Importance of Ground Water in the Great Lakes Region. Lansing, Michigan: 
Washington: United States Geological Survey. 
 
Howard, K., S. Livingstone, and S. Salvatori. 1993. Road Salt Impacts on Ground 
Water Quality-The Worst is Still to Come! GSA Today, 3(12), 318-321. 
 
Howard, K., N. Eyles, P. Smart, J.. Boyce, R. Gerber, S. Salvatori, and M. 
Doughty. 1995. The Oak Ridges Moraine of Southern Ontario: A Ground-water 
Resource at Risk. Geoscience Canada, 22 (3), 101-120. 
 
Hunter, G.T., P. Beck, and P. Smart 1997, Oak Ridges Moraine hydrogeology 
study: Overview, Mississauga and Markham: Hunter and Associates, and 
INTERA Duke Engineering. 
 
York Region, 1999, The Oak Ridges Moraine, towards a long-term strategy, 
Newmarket: The Regional Municipality of York. 



 

118 
Oak Ridges Moraine Project

 

 

Appendix 2. 
Geospatial Approach and Method 
 
With Contributions From Shawn Mueller and Robert Sharpe 
 
A2.1  
Overview 
 
One objective of this study is to graphically show changes in residential housing 
form in three communities in the Moraine region over the last 50 years.  Three 
areas were selected – Aurora, King City, and Markham. Each of these 
communities is within York Regional municipality, and each has experienced high 
growth rates over the last two decades.   
 
This portion of the project involved compiling air photos – stitching and digitizing 
them, relating the resulting images of change to a qualitative feature analysis, 
then providing a cartographic representation (which is presented in this report).  
Data sets provided by York Region were used to develop an image of existing 
development applications and proposals, and coincidence with environmentally 
sensitive areas.   
 
The resulting images contribute to the portrait of growth and change.  Each of the 
three urban areas was examined for four different time periods roughly 
corresponding to each decade of the last 40 years.  In each time period, the 
community was evaluated for growth of urban area, emergence of new urban 
forms, and notable changes in land use.  But there are limits to this approach; 
notably for quantifying growth. The thematic and graphic values inherent in these 
representations are in illustrating change and showing the role that housing has 
had in the transformation of landscapes.   
 
A broader objective has been to understand the general features of urban 
development in the case study areas, and relate these to the qualitative 
information gained through the study.  This can also be viewed as an exploratory 
work from which more refined assessments can be derived.   
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A2.2 
Geospatial Methodology  
 
A2.2.1 
Historical Aerial Photography Analysis  
 
Based on available data it was realized that a profile urban development from a 
time series perspective would have to be based on historical air photo analysis.  
These images were scanned and assembled into mosaics.  In this way, 
corresponding roughly to each decade of development, the urban areas were 
visually profiled (for changes in features, types of uses that existed before 
development, and housing form), and quantified based on pixel dispersion.  This 
method reflects the quality of available data, and time and cost constraints. 
 
A2.2.2 
Cartographic Analysis  
 
Among the best data available, York Region’s Geomatics Department produced 
a Historical Development Map that corresponds with the period and area of study 
of this project.  This map includes not only past development but also proposed 
or future areas of development and also some forecasting of future development.  
Past development in this map is based on municipal annexations and land parcel 
records. In addition to contributing to the three community profiles, this data was 
used to support the discussion in Section 5. 
 
The air photos and the maps contribute to an initial profile of urban development 
in a high growth region of the Moraine, and provide a base for the simple 
quantification of development.   
 
Figure 2, which shows development pressure and population change, was 
generated based on a York Region vector file.  Combining the attribute tables for 
proposed and approved development and environmental sensitive areas created 
an image of the areas subject to development pressure.   
 
 
A2.3  
Quantifying Urban Development  
 
The quantification of the area consumed by the growth of cities in the study area 
is based on deconstructing cartographic resources.  By returning to the 
cartographic information related in the York Region Historical Development Map 
and using various means to break out a series of measurable areas (polygons), it 
was possible to make coarse estimates regarding the pace of urban development 
on ORM.  This quantification was performed in the following manner:   
 

1. The original York Region Historical Development Map was manually 
deconstructed or reverse engineered digitally to produce a series of maps 
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that showed urban boundaries in the desired time periods for the study 
area.   

 
2. These maps were then evaluated for pixel coverage (urban area versus 

non urban [e.g., farmland and forest]).   
 

3. Using digital image processing software, histograms of pixel dispersion 
and pixel image statistics were produced that allowed the project to 
attempt a quantitative estimation of urban development.   

 
We recognize the potential for the propagation of error in producing such 
estimates.  However, the results produced by this investigation, while coarse, are 
consistent with each other as well as with a visual inspection of the areas in the 
study. The goals of this aspect of the project, the initial profile and the quest for 
better questions are adequately served by the techniques utilized.  The error 
factor is estimated to be 0.01. 
 
A2. 4  
Challenges and Evaluation  
 
A2.4.1  
Air Photo Coverage  
 
Air photo coverage is not 100 percent for all places at all times. We cannot count 
on aerial photography to be consistent, in terms of camera orientation, film type 
(e.g., infrared, black and white, and colour), scale, or platform details (e.g., 
orientation of the aircraft at the moment the photo was taken).  Historical inquiry 
of the kind used here makes use of a variety of aerial photography products as 
well as satellite imagery, each with its own limitations.   
 
With the exception of the last series of images in each of the companion map 
illustrations, which are all created from digitally enhanced orthographic 
photographs, we have made use of virtually every kind of aerial photographic 
products including infrared images, images with a range of scales and early 
LandSat products.  Mosaics were constructed by stitching together digitized 
versions of the images within an image processing application.  Care was taken 
to minimize disruption of image continuity in each of the maps illustrations 
presented with this document.   
 
Any significant improvement in image continuity beyond that which is presented 
in the maps would be possible with more resources.  Despite the difficulties in 
terms of coverage, air photo mosaics constructed from the historical image 
record do show the nature of passed landscapes.   



 

121 
Oak Ridges Moraine Project

 

 

A2.4.2  
Mapping Growth of Urban Areas  
 
The primary difficulty with estimating urban growth in this work is the 
generalization of the base map. The York Region Historical Development Map is 
based on city boundary changes and annexations starting in 1875.  The initial 
data and surveying information has undergone several treatments resulting in 
considerable generalization of the spatial extent of urban areas.  Further, an area 
defined as being urban does not necessarily mean that the area has been built, 
yet.   
 
The extent of urban areas can include tracts of farm and woodland that remain 
intact for considerable periods of time prior before being developed.  This is most 
evident in the maps series covering King City, where a great deal of rural or 
agricultural land is indicated as falling within existing or proposed city boundaries.  
This means that there is a tendency within the deconstructed data to over-
estimate urbanized areas.  More analysis would be required to refine estimates 
and better account such differences, and we would add that this points to 
potential challenges in any GIS approach. 
 
Temporal coverage is not synchronized between maps and air photos.  This 
leads to the impression that, despite the labeling, the urban area map and the air 
photo mosaic within an illustration have the same spatial temporal fixity, but they 
do not.  The most recent air photos and urban coverage maps have a rough 
synchronization (1999 digital air photos shown with 1996 urban boundary maps).   
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