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The Garrison Creek 
A Model for Developing an Open-Space System 
By Eric Pedersen 

THE OPEN-SPACE SYSTEM OF THE newlyamalgamatedCityofToronto 
consists of watersheds, ravines, Lake Ontario shoreline, streets and parks. Taken together, 
this system is the foundation of a city-wide network of open spaces which not only provides 
environmental and amenity benefits, but knits together the former municipalities. Many 
of the parks, despite appearing to be without any relationship to a larger natural order, 
are in fact associated with lost creek systems. The Garrison Creek Linkage Plan, as a specific 
project and as an example of a way of working, re-establishes the severed relationship 
between natural systems and the current network of open spaces. 

Originating north of St. Clair 
Avenue and terminating at Lake 
Ontario adjacent to Fort York, 
Garrison Creek was the largest 
ravine between the Humber and 
Don rivers. In order to facilitate 
development at the end of the 
nineteenth century, the creek 
was buried as a combined 
sanitary and storm sewer. The 
last visible portions of the creek 
disappeared around 1912. Land
fill operations continued until the 
1950's, separating remnants of 
topography by burying several 
large bridges which spanned the 
ravine. As a result, the watershed 

and the open space provided by 
the creek ravine were lost. All 
that remains today are isolated 
parks along the alignment of the 
former creek. 

Public consultation 
The Garrison Creek Linkage Plan 
builds on a broadly based 
community/City initiative that 
began in 1994 and has 
successfully raised public 
awareness of the unique history 
and open-space potential of this 
lost creek. James Brown and Kim 
Storey of Brown and Storey 
Architects were instrumental in 
this effort, and continue to be 
involved in the implementation 
of a variety of Garrison Creek 
capital projects. An important 
component of the community 
outreach strategy was the use of 
computer-modelling technology 
developed by the University of 

Toronto's Centre for Land~cape 
Research. The entire Garrison 
Creek area, including buildings 

-·~-• , i and tqpography, were computer-
.' ..... · · :~::::,,,-~b modelled •in three dimensions to _......,. ___ y_7f 4-tl· ~ create accurate depictions of 

. ·. proposed·improvements on . 

. _. · -- .' I '. . . exi~ting ~ites. Thts gives c1t1zens 
~· 1 . .. · q" ~ _·· .. a_nd poltt1aans a good sense of 

outreach has been furthered by 
the involvement of public 
consultation facilitators, made 
possible by funding from an 
anonymous private foundation 
coordinated by former Toronto 
Mayor John Sewell. Their work 
has proven invaluable in 
increasing public awareness and 
acceptance of the Garrison Creek 
Linkage Project. 

The plan achieves three 
objectives: 
• the enhancement of parks and 

streets for the purpose of 
linking public open spaces into 
a significant park network in 
which the whole is greater than 
the sum of the parts; 

• the coordination of capital 
budget expenditures, 
encouraging interdisciplinary 

. cooperation -between city 
departments; 

• the creati.ori of new efficiencies 
and the encouragement of 
staff to "spend smart." 

• divert storm water from sewers 
that foul the city's beaches; 

• reveal important elements of 
the communities' built and 
natural heritage. 

Interdepartmental 
coordination 
The Garrison Creek Linkage Plan 
has developed as a model of 
coordinated partnership between 
municipal departments and 
community interest groups, 
integrating environmental, land
use and infrastructure planning in 
a mutually beneficial way. The 
plan, which has been endorsed 
by the new City of Toronto 
Council, brings together the 
services of staff in public works, 
urban design , and parks and 
recreation. This integration 
promotes the good use of limited 
municipal capital by ensuring 
that expenditures on works 
infrastructure, streets, and parks 
and recreation facilities are 
coordinated for the purpose of 
reinstating the open-space 
linkage and reinterpreting the 

environmental benefits of this 
former watershed. As an 
example of this approach, Brown 
and Storey Architects, along with 
a team of communication 
experts, planners, engineers, and 
environmentalists, were retained 
by the City Works Department to 
provide a storm-water feasibility 
study and an implementation "'-'\IJ: i • . ·. : 1Nhat_the Garrison Cree~ Linkage 

"'¾; j · i ·. · ... Pla:n 1s ·abo.ut. Community · . · The plan will also: plan for a portion of the Garrison 
· • enhance infrastructure projects Creek area. The study provides i'L ·. 
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· such as bridges and fuller integration of storm-water 
underpasses; techniques with associated 

• link and regenerate parks and patterns of u_rban land use, 
other green spaces; · including land for scho_oJyards 

• improve public amenities (by and parks. It therefore promotes 
providing, for example, wider · a finer-grained management of 

. sidewalks and better lighting rain-water as a resource within 
: ,j : · · · · ·. on streets and in parks); this built-up area, . · 
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City Councillor Joseph Pantalone 
chairs a municipal staff/ 
community committee, which is 
coordinating the implementation 
of capital projects at specific 
locations along, or in the vicinity 
of, the former Garrison Creek 
alignment. By means of existing 
or newly established parks, 
streets, lanes, and other forms of 
open space, these projects will 
connect isolated public parks into 
a system that extends from the 
original headwaters north of St. 
Clair Avenue to the lake. 

Linkage Plan projects 
The Garrison Creek area is now a 
mature part of the city. In most 
cases, the pedestrian and cycling 
connections between parks will 
have to be made using the 
existing system of streets. This 
approach is based on the concept 
that streets can be more than just 
conduits for cars, and can play a 
valuable role as "green 
connections." A number of 
Garrison Creek Linkage projects, 
funded by the City's capital 

budget, are now complete or 
underway. Streets in the Garrison 
Creek area that are slated for 
reconstruction in the Works 
Department's capital budget 
have been identified as linkage
projects. Additional funds have 
been allocated in the Urban 
Planning and Development 
Services Capital Budget for the 
purpose of narrowing these road 
pavements, widening sidewalks, 
and planting trees. Walnut 

. Avenue between Queens Street 

and Wellington Street, and 
Christie Street between Bloor 
Streetand Dupo_nt Street, are 
two areas that _/{ave ·been 
enha:ficed in this fashion. 

·cuir~ntlx, speci1;c projects are 
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Cross-section of the proposed.Trinity ·•• t 

· Bellwoods Recreation Centre parking :,- / 
lot showing cistern, trelli,s and ' 1'· 

drainage swa]e along Crawford Streel · · \. \ 

/) 
,\ 
1 '. 

«,. . :: :::: : :i: r :1 
": : 



Plan 

also being identified in parks 
along the G~rrison system. The 
renovation 01' the recreation 
centre in lTrioity Bellwoo~ Park 

includes a completeredesigmng r· 
of its parking 1bt a,long Crawford I 
Street. This propo~ed project, 3: , 
designed by Hough Naylor ·:2 
Woodland Dance Leinster 0-
Landscape Architects and Br?wn 1?" 
and Storey Architects, collects et--
storm water from the roof oJ the 
building, carries it over the 

parking lot by means & a tJ 1i/ l 
structure, and depi°sits it in a' 
drainage swale aldng the strJet. 
The program for this Building '1 ' l l I 
renovation has been expanded to I the mouth of the ~ormer G~rrison 
enhance the street frontage of Cree_k into tt r.oP.psed open 
the public building while spaces of thesl n ighbourhoods. 

incorporating environmental 1 , _\ : ~ 
aspects that help implement'~ e ' The Garrison Cr ek Lin~age Plan 
linkage plan. Most recently, , 1s a long-term .u11dertak1ng. Its 

Brown and Storey Architects, in implementation""Felies o ~ b~~.,u,n:oi,.,,,, 
collaboration w1th the identification of o p rtui it1e~\u 
community/a'.nd the Parks and available funds. Through the 
Department, are developing plan Garrison Creek Advisory · ' 
improvements for Dufferin Grove Committee, the broader .J 
Park and Trinity Bellwoods Park 
within the Garrison system. 
These efforts concentrate on 
restoring and rehabilitating major 
walks in these parks in order to 
accommodate a new tree canopy 
and expanded pathways for 
cyclists, in-line skaters, and 
pedestrians. 

Garrison Creek has also been 
incorporated into the design of 
plans for.new neighbourhoods. 
Over the iast twenty years, 
Toronto's Central Waterfront'has 
been transformed from an . . . 
industrial area to a group of new 

. miX'ed-use·areas._ Developme:nt 

The Garrison Creek Linkage Plan 
was co-authored by Eric 
Pedersen and Claire Ironside. 

More information on the 
Garrison Creek Linkage Plan is 
available at: ' .. plans for lands south and east of 

Fort York (Bathurst /Strachan 
Neig~urhood, Railway Lands Toronto/GARRISON/test/indes_ 

West N'e1ghbourhood) 11.htm 
incorpo~ate the interpretation of Copies of the Garrison Creek 

'. . Linkage Plan can be obtained by 

'""\ 1. · e-mailing a request to: I 
) msabatin@city.toronto.on.ca 
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Brown and Storey Architects can 
be reached at: 

·. Eric Pedersen is u;~ Desfg_n 
·. Pro;ect Co-ordinator of Urban 

1/ 

·· Planning and Development Services, <..r 

South District of the City of Toronto, 

an area that includes the Downtown 

and Central Waterfront. He can be 

reached at 

epederse@city. toronto. on. ea 
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raccorder les jardins publics isoles 
a un ensemble s'etendant de la 
ource, au nord de I' Avenue St.

Clair, jusqu'au lac Ontario. Ce 
rojet-pourra servir de modele 

a ans laJrealisation de vastes 

J 
) 

Courtesy of<lty ofT9ronto 

Harbord Street Bridge, c. 1915, 
connecting Bitkford Park to Harbord 
Park and Montrose Schoolyard. The 
bridge was buried intact in the 
1940's. 
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Courtesy of City of Toronto 

Before and after: Garrison Creek 
Linkage Project, Stanley Park entrance 
at Walnut Avenue and Wellington 
Street, funded by the Canada /Ontario 
Infrastructure Pros;cam in 1997. 
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Courtesy of Ci~ of Toronto 

lnterpre~ tio of the mouth of the 
former Garrison Creek incorporated 
into the Railway Lands West Plan. 
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