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Summary 
This article uses a case study of a street in Toronto populated predominantly by Chinese to explore why and how ethnic enclaves form . 

Interviews and detailed observations reveal that residents chose to move to the area on their own volition to enjoy the suburban life and 
to remain close to ethnic services. Barring a few specific needs of residents of the area (such as additional income from secondary suites, 
English-as-a-Second Language classes for adults and services for seniors), the study finds that newly emerging suburban ethnic enclaves 

are more or less similar in physical and communal makeup to other suburban Toronto neighbourhoods. 

Sommaire 
Le present article se fonde sur l'etude du cas d'une rue de Toronto, peuplee principalement de Chinois, pour explorer le pourquoi et le 

comment de la formation d'enclaves ethniques. Entrevues et observations detaillees revelent que les gens qui habitent cette rue ont choisi 
de plein gre de s'y installer pour profiter de la vie en banlieue et rester a proximite des services a caraetere ethnique. Hormis quelques 

besoins precis des residents de /'endroit (par exemple un revenu supplementaire provenant de logements secondaires, des cours d'anglais 
langue seconde pour les adultes et des services pour /'age d'or), l'etude conclut que les enclaves ethniques en emergence en banlieue sont 

essentiel/ement comparables, par leur composition physique et communautaire, aux autres quartiers banlieues de Toronto. 

Ethnic enclaves are ubiquitous in 
Toronto. Long-established enclaves 

like Little Italy, Chinatown and 
Portuguese Village exist predominantly 
in the inner city while new ones like 
Somali villages, Bangladeshi crescents, 
India bazaars.Asian malls and Tamil 
concentrations are spawning all across 
suburban areas. Yet, we know little 
about how, or even why, ethnic enclaves 
form.Are the residents of these places 
forced to live together? Or did they 
choose to come together? What should 
be the policy stance toward such 
neighbourhoods? 

This article presents an empirical study 
of a small section of a Chinese 
community in the former City of 
Scarborough (now City ofToronto) to 
answer the above questions. The study 
presented here used data collected 
from structured in-person interviews 
with Chinese homeowners (conducted 
in Cantonese and translated into 
English) to uncover interesting, yet 
inconclusive, find ings. A view of Cathay Drive. 
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The Enclave 
Cathay Drive ,' located close to the 
intersection of Midland Avenue and 
Finch Avenue, was selected as a case 
study. The street lies in a secondary2 

Chinese enclave, identified by Qadeer 
and Kumar,2 and borders a primary 
Chinese enclave. It is representative of a 
typical suburban Chinese enclave with 
single family, detached houses. This 
street presents a familiar setting to the 
second author, who is also a resident of 
the area. Since the late 1980s, the street 
has experienced a gradual shift from a 
predominantly white population to a 
definite Chinese face-Caucasians now 
make up less than 35 percent of the 
population. The demographic shift 
appears to have taken place in two 
stages. First, white residents moved out 
and immigrants from Hong Kong moved 
in; later, immigrants from mainland 
China moved to the neighbourhood and 
filled the spaces left by vacating Hong 
Kong immigrants. Cathay Drive has 76 
houses in total; Chinese owners occupy 
44 of these homes and four are rented 
out. Thirty-five out of 44 Chinese 
homeowners participated in the study. 

Existing literature does not clarify why 
and how ethnic enclaves form.Are 
ethnic enclaves a product of exclusion 
from the mainstream? Are they the 
conscious choice on the part of 
ethnocultural groups that led to their 
formation? Balakrishnan et al. and 
Qadeer3•4 view ethnic enclaves as 
emblems of Canada's multiculturalism 
and symbols of ethnic groups' freedom 
and equality. They label enclaves as 
expressions of spatial and social 
"segregation by choice"-as sources of 
social capital, mutual support and 
"ethnic economies"-and not as a 
product of racism and poverty, as ethnic 
enclaves are often viewed in America 
and occasionally in Canada. Some 
Canadian scholars explain that ethnic 
enclaves form involuntarily by variables 
such as social class and social distance, 
and voluntarily by factors such as the 
need to maintain ethnic identity. 
Qadeer• attributes the formation of 
ethnic enclaves largely to a household's 
preference of location, affordability and 
housing type. For Qadeer, systematic 
discrimination against immigrants and 
the exclusion of immigrants through 
municipal planning policies do not 
influence where immigrants choose to 
settle in Canada. 
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Findings 
This study indicates that residents chose 
to live on Cathay Drive voluntarily. 
Three main factors guided residents to 
choose this area to live: (I) the need for 
a bigger lot and larger floor space; 
(2) the desire to live close to ethnic 
services; and (3) the wish to savour 
familiar products. Easy access to mass 
transit, malls and schools, and the desire 
to be in a "good" and safe neighbourhood 
were other factors that influenced their 
decisions. 

It is interesting that the desire to live 
with people of the same race or 
ethnicity was never explicitly expressed. 
When asked with whom they would 
prefer to live as their neighbours, 

A Chinese plaza near Cathay Drive. 

Cathay Drive residents overwhelmingly 
desired to live with neighbours who are 
"good", irrespective of their neighbours' 
race or ethnicity. 

The findings of this study do not uphold 
a widely held belief that ethnic enclaves 
help foster social networks, 
neighbourliness and mutual support. 
When we probed about their social 
relationship with their neighbours, many 
said that it was "very basic, nothing 
more than a friendly greeting." Only 
seven percent acknowledged their 
neighbours as "close friends", who will 
watch out for each other's homes 
during vacation, and so on. 

The need for a bigger lot and larger floor 
space: Almost two-thirds of interviewees 
described the need for a bigger lot and 
more floor space as their prime reason 
for relocating to Cathay Drive.A majority 
of these homeowners have previously 

owned or rented spaces in downtown 
Toronto, primarily in the Chinatown 
area. The decision to move to a larger 
house in the suburbs could be to get 
away from prolonged living in cramped 
conditions in the downtown area. This 
phenomenon has less to do with 
ethnicity, but rather individual household 
characteristics and personal preferences, 
as Qadeer• suggests. However, it is 
interesting to note that more than one
third of residents (this proportion may 
be higher, but many respondents were 
hesitant to reveal this information) rent 
out a portion of their homes so that 
they can afford to live in bigger houses. 
This in turn provides an affordable form 
of housing to new immigrants (usually of 
the same ethnic group), thereby adding 

to the intensity of the concentration. 
Our initial hypothesis that cheaper housing 
or low property taxes were factors for 
relocation appears to be wrong. 

The desire to live close to ethnic services: 
Almost half of the residents interviewed 
emphasized the proximity to services as 
another determining factor in relocating 
to Cathay Drive. They cited close 
proximity to social, medical and 
transportation services as essential , 
which again may be construed as a 
factor disconnected from one's ethnicity. 
What some residents considered 
influential was living closer to services 
where they can communicate in their 
native language (Cantonese or Mandarin) 
more often than in English. The area 
around Cathay Drive is already 
surrounded by Chinese malls with 
stores served by people speaking 
Cantonese and Mandarin and selling 
familiar products. The area is close to 



major Chinese business concentrations 
-Pacific Mall and Market Village sit to 
the north, and Dragon Centre and the 
Midtown and Cathay Plazas sit to the south. 
These factors act as a magnet for the 
Chinese who relocate themselves here. 

The wish to savour familiar products: Less 
than one-third of respondents indicated 
the savour of familiar products as 
another major reason to relocate to 
Cathay Drive. In line with Wang's' 
explanation, the study finds that 
residents prefer to shop in areas where 
they can find familiar cultural products, 
brands and services. However, many 
were willing to shop at stores other 
than the Chinese mall and stores nearby 
as long as the products were priced 
reasonably. 

Conclusion 
The study results suggest that residents 
moved to Cathay Drive to enjoy the 
suburban life and to remain close to the 
ethnic services where they can 
communicate in their own language. 
Generally, ethnic enclaves appear to be 
a product of market forces and services. 
Their social and physical characteristics 
are no different from other neighbour
hoods. The study further suggests that 
neighbourliness in ethnic enclaves is no 
different from that of any other 
neighbourhood-it is limited to a casual 
relationship.As Qadeer• contends, 
perhaps workplaces, schools and public 
institutions are more influential sites of 
integration than neighbourhoods. 

This article set out to articulate what 
kind of planning policy, if any, is needed 
for ethnic enclaves. The following action 
points were identified as important for 
planners to consider in these instances. 

> Many homeowners need the 
additional income a second suite 
provides; new immigrants need 
affordable accommodations like the 
basement suites and single bedrooms 
offered by suburban homeowners. 
The City ofToronto allows second 
suites in all single-detached and semi-
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detached homes as long as work 
order permits have been obtained. 
Still, second suites are being developed 
without permission of the City and, 
in many cases, do not comply with 
building code requirements, zoning 
bylaws and other applicable laws. The 
reason for this could be a perception 
among residents that the building 
permit process is cumbersome and 
time consuming. Clearly, city planners 
need to promote the new FastTrack, 
over-the-counter approval service 
more effectively. They should also 
create incentives for existing landlords 
to come forward to legalize their 
suites and bring them up to the codes. 

> Ethnic enclaves reorganize the 
commercial structure of localities. 
Major ethnic malls and places of 
worship are rearranging the 
residential demographic patterns as 
well. The traditional hierarchy of 
standardized neighbourhood, 
community and regional shopping 
centres is changing. Ethnic malls, 
stores and places of worship 
introduce new thresholds for the 
development of commercial 
establishments and residential areas. 
Planners should be observant of such 
changes and revisit the current 
planning standards where necessary 
to accommodate this evolution. 

> Many respondents identified language 
as a barrier. Federal, provincial and 
municipal governments are all 
responsible for helping communities 
succeed. One way to bring ethnic 
enclaves into the wider community is 
to make English language classes for 
adults a priority. Municipal planners 
can help in identifying the places 
where adult English-as-a-Second 
Language classes are most required. 
The City ofToronto has taken 
concrete steps in communicating 
with and providing services to its 
residents in multiple languages. The 
City provides its publications, 
brochures and communiques in at 
least I O different languages. 

The authors appreciate Dr. Mohammad Qadeer's invaluable advice and direction. 

References and Notes 
I . This street name is a pseudonym. The street name was changed to preserve the anonymity of the residents of the street. 

> Providing support to seniors is 
another important item for planners 
to consider.Almost one-third of 
survey respondents had seniors living 
with them. In some cases, as many as 
two seniors were living in a 
household. Social gathering places 
such as community centres and 
places of worship, and proximity to 
services such as grocery stores, 
physicians and transportation are vital 
to seniors' lifestyle and quality of life. 

Newly emerging suburban ethnic 
enclaves appear to be similar in physical 
and communal makeup to any other 
suburban Toronto neighbourhood. Still, 
municipal planners need to monitor the 
evolution of ethnic enclaves closely. The 
enclave studied here may not be typical 
of ethnic enclaves across the Greater 
Toronto Area. Ethnic enclaves in 
Mississauga, Markham and Brampton 
may have entirely different needs and 
demands, which may be a product of 
inhabitants' ethnicity and religion, 
education level and the length of time 
they spent in Canada. More studies are 
needed that systematically attempt to 
understand the physical and social 
structure of such neighbourhoods, their 
role in the overall development of a 
region and their special planning needs, 
if any. Canadian planning schools should 
encourage students to focus on such 
research so that future Canadian planners 
are prepared to deal effectively with 
growing ethnic diversity. • 
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