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Position of Avenue Road and its potential 
East/West connections, superimposed on 
the “Park Ring” , a park network iden-
tified by the City of Toronto around the 
downtown core for improved connection.
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Executive Summary

This study proposes a re-imagining of Avenue Road from Bloor Street to St. Clair Av-
enue to return it to its prominent role in the city’s public realm by reducing six lanes 
of speeding traffic to four and creating new public space.  This new space would 
increase the area for sidewalks by 240% and accommodate 580 new trees. 

Avenue Road, which was established as a major civic boulevard in its original form, 
punctuated by the Queen’s Park precinct in the south to Upper Canada College in 
the north, lost its grandeur in the 1950s when, along with scores of other streets in 
Toronto, it was widened to accommodate motor vehicles.  This intensification came 
at the expense of public space, verges, front gardens, sidewalks, lighting, and street 
addresses, but nowhere was it so destructive as it was for Avenue Road, which had 
been a tree-lined thoroughfare. This study suggests a reversal through tested ur-
ban design methods, precedents, visualization, research and focused directions for 
action. 

By reversing the lane widening of the 1950s, this study seeks to address key issues 
of pedestrian safety. The widening of the vehicle lanes has left the sidewalks danger-
ously narrow, with the danger increased by six lanes of speeding traffic. By reducing 
lanes for vehicles from six to four, as with south of Queen’s Park on University Ave-
nue, the sidewalk can regain a more generous width that will provide a safer route 
for the many residents and school children who use Avenue Road as a primary daily 
route. 

The full Right of Way (ROW) width for Avenue Road is 25 metres. Currently, that is 
divided between six vehicle lanes (for a total width of 20 metres) and two sidewalks 
at 2.5 metres each.  At some points, however, the sidewalks are as narrow as 1.4 
metres, below the city’s guideline. The reduction of lanes to four, for a total width 
of 13.32 metres, would allow for an asymmetrical distribution of pedestrian / public 
space with a widened 3.5-metre sidewalk on one side, and 8.17 metres on the other. 
The asymmetrical arrangement is a key strategy for the study, allowing for the estab-
lishment of a significant linear park, with enough width for a double line of trees and 
generous sidewalks. 

This new linear park is transformative at a civic scale. The Avenue Road Park could 
become a key linkage in the City of Toronto’s Park Ring concept of interconnected 
public spaces encircling the city, while also forging new potential linkages to the 
Greenline and strengthened connections to Ramsden Park. This new public network 
would also become the northern partner to University Park, the recently proposed 
reconstruction of University Avenue to the south, where a similar reduction in traffic 
lanes and shifting of the newly achieved public realm into an asymmetric arrange-
ment offers the opportunity to become a major civic promenade. 

Avenue Road Park, at a local context, is equally transformational. The 1950s road 
widening created a highway where the accommodation of vehicles was paramount, 
when in fact Avenue Road is a richly populated city street with main street shops, 
institutions, parks, schools, and residential buildings. The six car lanes created not 
just minimal and unsafe pedestrian sidewalks, but also a great divide between one 
side and the other, where a more urbane street section once existed. This new 
cross-street condition made in this study begins to stitch together this divide, where 
neighbourhoods can become reconnected, and crossing the street from one side to 
another does not become a dare-devilish act. 

Specific sections of the Avenue Road Park study show views of the proposed linear 
park, the structured verge as a new landscape, detailed plans and intersections. 
Special attention is paid to the crossing at Davenport Road, connections to Ramsden 
Park, reconnecting fragmented parks and to making new special urban places at De 
La Salle College, completed by Avenue Road’s historic context and urban analysis 
mapping series. 

This study shows how a return of balance to the space for pedestrians and vehicles 
would revitalize a key boulevard in the city. The reduction of lanes would offer a side-
walk esplanade with a new urban tree canopy, putting the needs of the pedestrian 
front and centre. The study documents the existing conditions of the thoroughfare, 
and explores options for reducing lanes in favour of the public realm. It shows, block 
by block, the resulting transformation of the sidewalk and verge accompanied by 3D 
views. Archival photographs and Goad’s fire insurance mapping of 1884 and 1890* 
show what was lost when the space for vehicles was expanded and the mapping 
of civic relationships and physical attributes show what can be recovered for a new 
generation of residents.  

The rediscovery of Avenue Road can be a major part of the city’s infrastructure of 
public space networks that will have benefits of greening, interconnection and gen-
erosity to the pedestrian for a new generation of active citizens.

July 7th, 2021

*Goad’s fire insurance plans were produced by the Charles E. Goad Company as a record of buildings, 
materials, fire appliances and waterworks systems for the fire insurance industry and provide a remark-
able record of Toronto’s evolution. 



The plans, sections and views of ‘Reinventing the Avenue’ are the latest stage in an 
ongoing initiative to transform Avenue Road from Bloor Street to St. Clair Avenue 
by reducing traffic lanes - providing a beautiful and functional public realm that was 
taken away in the road widening of the 1950’s. 

The recent announcement of civic improvements for University Avenue from Bloor 
to Queen Street – ‘Rebirth of the Promenade’ (Globe + Mail) is a timely complement 
to the Avenue Road exploration of ideas. Avenue Road is a natural extension of the 
’Promenade’, punctuating the strong axial relationship down its length with the spire 
of Upper Canada College paired with Queen’s Park to the south. While the scope and 
scale of the University Avenue Promenade is enormous, taking in complete precincts 
of medicine, law courts and the University of Toronto, its relationship to Avenue 
Road nevertheless raises political and strategic questions.

A reinvented public realm for Avenue Road makes a better case for the immediate 
need for primary and fundamental changes. University Avenue already has ame-
nities like wide sidewalks, parks, and institutions, albeit in a fragmented state that 

would greatly benefit from a transformative design. But Avenue Road’s sidewalks are 
dangerously narrow and are a real pedestrian hazard set next to six lanes of speed-
ing traffic, having lost all of their trees in the road widening of the 1950’s along with 
accessible neighbourhood connections and the degraded role of small parks. 

A key element of the ‘Promenade’ initiative that helps the ‘Avenue’ is the traffic 
study that was included in the ‘University Park’ proposal that substantiates the 
reduction of 6 lanes to 4 lanes. (This reduction has been temporarily installed on 
University Avenue.) It seems reasonable to extrapolate that the reduction of 4 lanes, 
in particular between Bloor Street and Queen’s Park, could be a feasible proposition 
north of Bloor Street, and that the traffic study used to back up the University Ave-
nue transformation could come up with the same results if extended north of Bloor 
Street. 

While there are substantial differences in character and functionality with University 
Avenue, Avenue Road is nevertheless populated with institutions, residential apart-
ments, neighbourhoods, community parks and ravine fragments. The more extensive 

residential component of Avenue Road should in fact point more significantly to the 
need for an enjoyable, attractive, and safe public realm, with safe conditions for peo-
ple living in the residential precincts and children attending schools depending upon 
the sidewalk as a primary route.  

Ward 19 Councillor Mike Layton has recently commented on Twitter about the 
’Promenade’ for University Avenue:  ’Let’s imagine our streets for future genera-
tions. A project like this is possible and Toronto needs to show leadership city staff to 
report back in early 2021 on future of University Ave”.  

‘Reinventing the Avenue’ should now be asserted as integral to a comprehensive 
totality that gives Toronto its most significant civic axis. The mapping, archival photo-
graphs and analytical drawings of the Avenue initiative detail and confirm its primary 
role in the city that was severely diminished when Avenue Road was widened, and 
the sidewalks decimated. The plans, sections, and views of Avenue Road show how 
it can be reinvented for a new generation with generosity, imagination and civic 
leadership. 

Reinventing the Avenue and the Rebirth of the Promenade
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Reinventing the Avenue

• A green sidewalk esplanade with a new urban tree canopy

• A continuous structured verge with trees and vegetation that creates a continuous 
and unifying formal gesture along the Avenue. 

• Boundary parks and adjacent space enhanced with terraces, public art, perfor-
mance space, furniture, and mature trees. 

• A return of balance to car and pedestrian space.

• Offering a relaxing, safe, and people friendly atmosphere that adapts to adjacent 
contexts specific to Avenue road.

• Deploying abundant vegetation with an iconic landscape along the avenue. 

• Making pedestrian needs front and center, shifting focus and space from vehicles.

• Initiating a leap in quality for users, groups, institutions, and communities adjacent 
to Avenue Rd.

• Between two sides of the avenue.

• Between the parks along the avenue.

• Between larger natural and infrastructural systems.

• Creating a more coherent and balanced relationship
 between  vehicles, traffic, and pedestrian space. 
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CP Railway Line

Aerial view of Avenue Road looking west 
between Pears Avenue, and Poplar Plains 

Crescent. Image Source: Google Earth

Cottingham St. Oaklands Ave.

McMaster Ave. Cottingham St. Poplar Plains Cres.

Connecting Community ElementsObjectives
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Proposed condition of Avenue Road and 
the new entrance to Ramsden Park, fac-
ing south towards Davenport Rd.
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Existing condition of Avenue Road
 looking south from Davenport.

Source: Brown + Storey Architects Inc. 



Avenue Road Linear Park
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The new Avenue at Davenport Rd, facing 
North towards new tower blocks at Rams-
den Park.
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Existing condition of Avenue Road
 looking North towards Davenport Rd. 
Source: Brown + Storey Architects Inc. 
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Proposed condition of the Avenue south 
of Davenport Rd, with the row of flower-
shops flanked by new developments.
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Existing condition of the 
Avenue and Davenport.

 Source: Brown + Storey Architects Inc. 



Avenue Road Linear Park
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Proposed condition of Avenue Road 
and the new entrance to Ramsden Park,     
facing south towards Davenport Rd.
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Existing condition of Avenue Road
 looking south from Davenport.

Source: Brown + Storey Architects Inc. 



Avenue Road Linear Park
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Proposed condition of Avenue Road including bike lanes,
facing south towards Davenport Rd.
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Existing condition of Avenue Road
 looking north from Davenport.

Source: Brown + Storey Architects Inc. 



Avenue Road Linear Park
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Proposed condition of the Avenue south 
of Davenport Rd, including bike lanes.
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Existing condition of Avenue Road
 looking south from Boswell Avenue Parkette. 

Source: Brown + Storey Architects Inc. 



Avenue Road 
Typical Existing Condition

Alternative 1: 
Symmetrical Sidewalks

3.33.3 3.33.3 3.33.3

25.0

2.52.5

3.33.3 3.33.3 3.33.3

25.0

2.52.5

6.56.53.0 3.03.0 3.06.5

25.0

18

Sidewalk Distribution Possibilities

In the first alternative, six lanes of 
traffic @ 3.33m equalling 20m are re-
duced to four lanes @ 3.33m equalling 
13.32m, gaining 6.68m that is added 
symmetrically to both sides of Ave-
nue Road. This increases the existing 
2.5m sidewalk to 5.83m on each side, 
creating a more generous public realm 
with opportunities to accommodate 
a substantial urban tree canopy and 
redistribution of street infrastructure 
elements. 

Removing two lanes of traffic provides 
a substantial spatial shift that would 
be needed to accomplish a meaningful 
transformation in the rebuilding / rein-
venting of the Avenue.  

In addition to removing two traffic 
lanes, the remaining four lanes can 
be further reduced in width to com-
plement a reduced speed limit. These 
changes will substantially improve 
pedestrian safety, comfort, and create 
new qualities by connecting to adjacent 
parks. 

The wider sidewalk esplanade has 
the potential to be expanded north of 
St. Clair Ave. to Lonsdale Rd. outside 
Upper Canada College, as well as to the 
south below Bloor Street, influencing 
the improvement planning for Queen’s 
Park and University Avenue south of 
College Street.

The existing avenue consists of a 25-me-
ter right-of-way (ROW) with slight varia-
tions along its length. The stretch of Ave-
nue Rd. between St. Clair Ave. and Bloor 
St. W contains 6 lanes of traffic across 20 
meters, leaving sidewalks approximately 
2.5 meters wide, and as narrow as 1.4 
meters in certain locations. 

Avenue Rd. north of St. Clair Ave. has 
a wider right-of-way of meters, with 4 
lanes of traffic and substantially wider 
sidewalks. The spacious lawns of the 
mid-century apartment towers which 
line the avenue create greater separation 
between the sidewalk and the avenue. 
Avenue Rd. south of Bloor St. also has 
four lanes of traffic with substantially 
wider sidewalks leading south to Queen’s 
Park. 

The Avenue is dominated by car traffic, 
with pedestrian space existing as a left-
over space. The width of the road given 
to traffic has destroyed pedestrian con-
nections along and across it. The already 
narrow and dangerous sidewalks are 
further compromised by the placement 
of light and telephone poles, which often 
sit in the middle of the sidewalk. 

The sidewalk and esplanade are tree-
less, with no vegetation or supporting 
mediators. Where the sidewalk encoun-
ters gradients, or is subjected to bridge 
underpasses, safety barriers crowd what 
little space exists. 

The Avenue lacks any of the qualities of 
an urban boulevard, instead resembling 
a highway running through the center of 
the neighborhood. 
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Alternative 3: Asymmetrical 
Sidewalks with bike lanes

Alternative 2: 
Asymmetrical Sidewalks
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Sidewalk Distribution Possibilities

In the asymmetrical configuration, the 
space gained by the reduction of six lanes 
to four is distributed unequally to create 
a mdoestly increased sidewalk on one 
side from 2.5m to 3.5m with a concen-
tration of gained space on the other side, 
creating a large eplanade with a width of 
8.17m. This width provides the opportu-
nity of creating a substantial linear park 
and esplanade. This wider linear espla-
nade has implications for the full extent 
to future improvements north of Avenue 
Road to Upper Canada college as well as 
south to Queen’s Park below University 
Avenue. 

Shifting vehicular traffic to the east max-
imizes potentials for civic improvement. 
Multiple possibilities exist for the espla-
nade that have large scale potentials, 
with sidewalks widening to such an ex-
tent that the intervention could instead 
be considered a linear park. 

Both the symmetrical and the asym-
metrical alternates have the capacity to 
transform the nature of Avenue Road, in 
bringing together both sides of the street 
that were previously driven apart by the 
number of lanes and the speed of the 
traffic. The asymmetrical version, how-
ever, presents a unique opportunity to 
create a new linear park that would have 
the capacity to make significant linkages 
to other open space networks. 

The new asymmetrical configuration of 
Avenue can be adapted to accommodate 
a two-way bike lane. This configuration 
would create a 3.0 m sidewalk width on 
the west side of the Avenue, and expand 
the  linear park on the east side to an 
average width of 9.0 m. The linear park is 
composed of parallel spaces which form 
a wide, continuous, and level surface 
between the curb and property edge. 

The outermost layer are the 2.3 m wide 
structured verges, followed by 3.0 m bike 
lane broken into two 1.5 m wide lanes. 
The structured verges protect cyclists 
from vehicle traffic more effectively than 
the city’s existing prefabricated concrete 
barriers by providing shade and con-
taining water runoff and snow. Spaces 
between the verges can also be utilized 
for cycling infrastructure such as Bike 
Share Stations. 

The next layer consists of a 1.0 m wide 
strip containing a second row of trees 
along with lighting and small multi-use 
canopy structures which can serve as 
information signs, or even cantilever out 
to form bus stations. The innermost layer 
is the pedestrian sidewalk, which can 
expand into the 1.0 m strip when cir-
cumstances require to increase sidewalk 
width. 



The Structured Verge
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The “Green Verge” (verge referring to an edge or border) has a long history with respect to its role as a planted 
edge to streets and avenues. By creating a distinct liminal space between the sidewalk and the roadbed wide 
enough to contain trees and other vegetation, it can enhance pedestrian safety and comfort by constraining the 
ability to jaywalk, as well as providing a barrier of trees and shrubs against both car traffic and the elements. 
In turn, it creates a zone where rainwater and snow can be safely and efficiently collected without obstructing 
either car or pedestrian movement. The widening of Avenue Road in the late 1950’s dramatically reduced both 
sidewalk width and the distance between curb and building front. This eliminated both mature trees and areas 
for snow which had added to both pedestrian comfort and efficiency of the Avenue. 

While the initial installation in the 19th century of verges along streets in Toronto relied upon wide lawn and 
sidewalk space, the expansion of road traffic inevitably means a rethinking of the verge from an open strip of 
greenery to an integrated physical structure.  Transforming the verge into a physical object rising above the level 
of the curb can also perceptually expand the amount of hard surface space available for pedestrian use, while 
accommodating lines of trees, and managing the flow of water towards them to reduce water and energy con-
sumption. 

To do this, the new “Structured Verge” replaces the ordinary curb, replacing it with elements of stone or precast 
concrete with a distinct sloping profiles towards the outside and inside space of the sidewalk. The resulting pro-
file of the Verge would take the form of an obtuse triangle whose longest edge negotiates the change in grade 
between sidewalk and street. 

The sloping sides of the Structured Verge direct water which gathers at “creases”, or junctures with the street or 
sidewalk, flowing parallel to the sidewalk along the crease to collect in the verge’s garden beds. The verge there-
by utilizes rain fall rather than disposing of it in storm drains, reducing water consumption, energy use, labour, 
and costs for the maintenance and health of garden beds. 

Tree cover along the verge can vary depending on its width of the sidewalk and position of adjacent buildings 
and bridges. On wider sections of road, the organization of trees along the verge can be multiplied, creating a 
double allee of trees arranged parallel to each other, utilizing the water flow over the sidewalks and into the 
catchment area, ensuring a systematic and even distribution of water to tree and garden beds.

Verges of the Calle Gran Via de Colon under construction.
Image Source: Brown + Storey, 2006

Calle Gran Via de Colon under construction , Granada, Spain
Munoz Miranda Architects, 2005-06. Image Source: Munoz Miranda Architects
Bottom:

Top:
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Structured Verge

Garden Bed

600mm

1950mm1350mm

Catchment
 Space

Downwards Slope Downwards SlopeCatchment
 Space

3900mm average total length
8% increase in surface area

StreetSidewalk

Section Profiles of Structured Verges.
Scale 1:75 @ 11x17

Right:
Diagram of Waterflow along the widened sidewalk

Above:
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Isometric drawing of a section of street with various Verge modules. 
Scale 1:100 @ 11x17
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Isometric drawing of a section of street with bike lanes, lights, and canopies.
Scale 1:100 @ 11x17
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North-Facing Section of Avenue Road between Cottingham and Oaklands. 
Scale 1:75 @ 11x17

Load-bearing Soil Cells fill space underneath 
sidewalk, absorbing stormwater and providing 
tree roots more space.

Asphalt road surface sits on top of a layer of 
concrete, built on a surface of gravel

In areas where adjacent properties contain a 
grade change or existing landscaping, the new 
sidewalk surface extends to the edge of the ROW
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South-Facing Section of Avenue Road between Cottingham and Oaklands. 
Scale 1:75 @ 11x17

Water flows along the crease between the road 
and structured verges, collecting in storm drainsTree Contained within Verge Garden Bed

The sidewalk surface can extend past the ROW 
into adjacent properties when the situation 
allows it, providing further pedestrian space



Verge Study Models 
Area of Avenue Rd. and Dupont St.
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Two examples of structured verges applied to a narrowed Avenue Road, 
with 4 lanes of traffic, and a eastern sidewalk widened to 8 meters.

Linear Park Models
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Double lines of structured verges can be placed along stretches of the Avenue which 
border parks. The Verges also contain garden beds and support a new tree canopy.

Placement of Structured Verges.



Verge Models 
Area of Avenue Rd. and Dupont St.
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The structured verges provide a safe barrier between pedestrians and cars, 
while framing crosswalks and entrances to adjacent parks.

Organizing pedestrian movement
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The west side of Avenue Road is lined with a new tree canopy, with structured Verg-
es located only along the intersection with public parks. 

Responding to immediate context
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Cottingham St.

Cottingham St.

Macpherson Ave. to Cottingham St.
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Poplar Plains Cr.

Oaklands Ave.

Charbonnel Townhomes
Under Construction


