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Although Toronto is the capital of 
Ontario, the provincial govern
ment is a relatively small compo
nent in the diversified economic 
base of Canada's largest city. Yet, 
a nineteenth-century decision to 
move the legislative assembly 
from downtown to the University 
of Toronto's lands gave the gov

ernment a prominent site in the 
framework of the city's urban 
design. The legislature now sits 
at the head of University Avenue 
in Queen's Park, the largest open 
space in the downtown area. 

The early twentieth century saw 
several tentative efforts to rede
velop University Avenue in the 
"City Beautiful" style, resulting in 
an awkward connection to Front 

Street. Early planning regulations 
discouraged retail and signage, 
and encouraged offices and insti
tutions on University Avenue to 
provide a dignified approach to 
Queen's Park. As a result, com
mercial activity remained on 
Yonge Street, and the financial 
core grew at King and Bay, while 
University Avenue has generally 
been somewhat staid. 

The University of Toronto and its 
teaching hospitals have 
expanded to surround Queen 's 
Park, forcing the provincial gov

ernment to squeeze its offices 
into large buildings in a corridor 
from the legislature building east 
to Bay Street. The government 
acquired most of the land south
east of the Bay/Wellesley inter
section for further expansion, but 
the parcels remained in interim 
uses during the 1970s and 
1980s. Some provincial offices 
were moved to Kingston, Sault 

Ste. Marie and Thunder Bay as 
part of a process of decentraliza
tion, while other ministries leased 
space in private office buildings 
in the mid-town area. The 
provincial government began to 
plan for the disposition of its sur
plus lands in the late 1980s. After 
much negotiation with the City 
of Toronto and community 
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groups, a plan was approved for 
an opera-ballet house, a market, 
social housing, offices and retail 
along Bay Street. The opera-bal
let house was later dropped, but 
some of the housing and retail 
was built in the 1990s. 

Decentralization and downsizing 

have resulted in planning and 
urban design problems related to 
the consolidation, rather than the 
expansion, of the provincial gov
ernment's presence in Toronto. 

The most recent initiative for the 
area was the University of 

Toronto Part II plan, which pro
vided for expansion and infill of 
the university, but did not deal 
with provincial lands. 

The symbolic importance of 
Ontario's seat of government will 
remain as a result of the legisla

ture's site, but the relative eco
nomic importance of the provin
cial government to the City of 
Toronto may continue to decline 
with the recent amalgamation of 
six local governments into one 
city with a population of over 
two million. 
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Figure 14: 
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