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1.0 Introduction

The purpose of this project is to evaluate the Garrison Creek 
Ravine as one of Toronto’s major parks and open space systems. 
This report will provide a review of its history, ecology, and 
current conditions, as well as an evaluation of its strengths 
and weaknesses and the identification of opportunities for 
improvement. The High Performance Landscapes Checklist (City 
of New York, Design Trust for Public Space, 2010) was adapted as 
an evaluation methodology and lens with which to evaluate the 
parks in this system.

This report will examine the role of individual parks, as well as 
the manner in which they are linked together to form a chain of 
green spaces along the path of the old Garrison Creek. Garrison 
Creek played a fundamental role in the development of Toronto, 
and it continues to have an impact on the lives of people who 
reside in the dense neighbourhoods between Bathurst Street and 
Dufferin Street, from the edge of Lake Ontario up to the old Lake 
Iroquois shoreline around St. Clair Avenue.

First, the history, ecology, and identity of the Garrison Creek 
park system will be discussed. This contextual information was 
retrieved through a review of relevant policy documents, news 
articles, scholarly articles, student dissertations, and general 
web searches. The relationship between the park system 
and the people of Toronto deserves some discussion as well, 
since Garrison Creek has been a fulcrum for community and 
environmental activism over the past few decades.

This background review was complemented by a series of site 
visits, whereby the team members visited the six major parks 
in the Garrison Creek System south of Dundas Street. The team 
recorded their observations using the criteria from the High 
Performance Landscapes Checklist (City of New York, Design 
Trust for Public Space, 2010). Upon discussion, it was agreed that 
the numerous criteria in this checklist could be simplified using 
three major themes. These themes included: history, ecology, and 
community. The significance of these themes will be discussed in 
turn.



History is an important lens with which to view the Garrison 
Creek system because the history of the city itself in many ways 
reflects its relationship with the creek. The historical growth and 
development of the city was at first limited by the creek, as the 
first western boundary of the Town of York. Then, city engineers 
learned how to subdue the creek and force it into servitude as 
infrastructure for the burgeoning city. Ecology is the second 
theme that was evident through all of the parks. There is growing 
acknowledgement of the underlying ecology of the city, that 
Toronto is a city of ravines, or, a city in a park therefore, it was 
important to observe and evaluate the ecological function of the 
Garrison Creek Parks. Finally, community was the last lens that 
was used in the evaluation of each park. This part of Toronto is a 
rapidly growing and changing community, and it was crucial to 
see how the parks are used and how residents engage with their 
local green space.

A number of new parks or park improvements are in the works, 
and these will be discussed in turn. Then, the system as a whole 
will be evaluated, with consideration for the roles of each 
individual park, how they relate to each other, and how they 
connect across the three thematic areas of history, ecology, 
and community. This paper will conclude with a synthesis of 
strengths and weaknesses, and the identification of opportunities 
for augmenting this important cultural heritage landscape and 
enhancing it as a place where new and future residents of 
Toronto can engage with their ravines.





2.0 Garrison Creek Overview 



The foundation of the Garrison Creek was laid some 12,000 
years ago with the retreat of the Wisconsinan glaciation that 
left behind barren a landscape of gravel, clay, and sand. As the 
ice retreated from Lake Ontario, an escarpment was created 
between Davenport Road and Saint Clair Avenue. This was the 
headwaters of the Garrison Creek, which flowed south to Lake 
Ontario just east of Bathurst Street. During the 12,000 years of 
the Creek’s existence, forests of pine, oak and locust covered the 
area. Aboriginal peoples hunted here and travelled along this 
river corridor. In the 1800s the land was cleared to allow space 
for farms and estates. Today, the Don Watershed, which includes 
Garrison Creek, only maintains a total of 27 fish species (TRCA, 
2015).

Garrison Creek was a natural waterway that ran for 
approximately 7km through the western side of the City of 
Toronto and flowed into Lake Ontario. It was an important 
landscape feature that facilitated drainage, storm water filtration, 
groundwater recharge, and functioned as an ecological corridor 
(Garrison Creek Redux, 2014). As the City of Toronto’s population 
grew, the creek became increasingly polluted. Beginning in the 
1880s, Garrison Creek was diverted into underground sewers, 
and by 1920 the entire waterway was buried underground 
(Garrison Creek Redux, 2014). Currently, the creek flows beneath 
the bustling city. It occasionally comes to the surface when heavy 
storms cause the sewers to flood and overload. This has resulted 
in mass amounts of sewage overflowing into Lake Ontario 
(Garrison Creek Redux, 2014).

According to the Environmental Performance Index (EPI, 2016), 
Canada as a nation scores 85.06 out of 100, better than countries 
in its region. The Environmental Performance Index ranks a 
country’s performance on high-priority environmental issues in 
two main areas; the first is the protection of human health and 
the second is the protection of ecosystems. The score is based on 
nine issue areas: health impacts, air quality, water and sanitation, 
water resources, agriculture, forests, fisheries, biodiversity and 
habitat, and climate and energy. Although this is a universal 
ranking system based on an entire country, Canada’s high score 
indicates that its metropolitan areas are also high performers 
(EPI, 2016). The Environmental Performance Index for Canada 
and Toronto indicates the necessity to maintain natural areas in 
an urban context such as the Garrison Creek.  

Toronto has a long history of environmental and health 
protection, and it has become a leading example of sustainability. 
The city is spearheading long-term sustainability strategies and 
plans to achieve a clean, green and sustainable city through 
initiatives in urban planning, transportation, energy, food, water, 
waste and other issues all contributing to the health of its 
residents. The David Suzuki Foundation’s Blue Dot Movement 
has the ultimate goal of seeing environmental rights enshrined 
in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. As of October 
2015 twenty-three municipalities across Ontario have adopted 
declarations to support this campaign through policy and 
planning (City of Toronto, 2015). Preserving the health of the 
Garrison Creek system is a vital component of the Blue Dot 
Movement.

2.1 Ecology, Environment + Health  



The 2015 Ontario Healthy Study shows that people who live in 
neighborhoods with a larger tree canopy report having a better 
perception of their health. These individuals have fewer cardio-
metabolic conditions such as stroke, diabetes, heart disease, and 
high cholesterol. Researchers also discovered that “having ten 
more trees in a city block, on average, improves health perception 
in ways comparable to an increase in annual personal income 
of $10,000 and moving to a neighborhood with $10,000 higher 
median income or being seven years younger (OHS, 2015).” The 
hope is that the results from this study will be taken seriously by 
city planners and public policy makers. Maintaining the diversity 
and health of the green corridor that exists along the Garrison 
Creek park system is an obvious way to improve the health of all 
Torontonians. 

Beyond official designations, such as plaques, the Garrison Creek 
seems hidden to the naked eye. However, the keen observer can 
notice the odd elevation changes, the slightly bizarre street plans, 
the annual mini floods, and the line of green space that runs 
along its course. All these are evidence that the Garrison Creek is 
still very much a part of the City of Toronto’s landscape. This park 
system is vital to the health and safety of Torontonians. Every 
so often civic groups call for uncovering the creek, but perhaps 
this is more symbolic than literal. Nobody wants raw sewage 
flowing through their parks! In a figurative sense, it is worth 
acknowledging that the creek was buried alive, challenging 
the ability of residents to connect with the natural heritage of 
Toronto.Tree Canopy at Trinity Bellwoods Park



Human interference with Garrison Creek began with the first 
settlement at Fort York. The creek was a natural fortification 
to the rear of Fort York, and it was navigable by canoe as far 
north as Bloor street (Brown + Storey Architects, 1996). In 1793, 
Governor Simcoe drafted the first plan of the city. West of the 
old Town of York, the area was divided into long north-south 
lots, spanning from Bloor to modern day Queen street. These 
“park lots” were sold off among the Town elite and to wealthy 
immigrants from England, and their orthogonal shape had 
complete disregard for the natural topography of the land. The 
original estate homes were often built on the highest points of 
the ravine edge, and landowners further subdivided and sold the 
rest of the land (Brown + Storey Architects, 1996). 

In the 1800s, industry began to locate along the southern portion 
of the creek. As the city’s population expanded, the large park 
estates were subdivided and sold off, resulting in much denser 
settlement along the length of the creek. Industry and settlement 
increased as the town of York prospered, but the Garrison Creek 
did not. It became incredibly polluted as a result of sewage and 
waste being dumped directly into it. By midcentury, there were 
growing concerns about infectious disease outbreaks that could 
be linked back to the polluted creek. This prompted the city to 
take action, and starting in the late 1800s the city began to bury 
the Garrison creek inside of large brick sewers.

2.2 The City and the Creek: A History

Map of Toronto, 1793 Digging Sewers, 1890



“I have lived beside the stream for more than fifteen 
years, and know its fits and moods well, and can 
assure the Board of Works that the creek is only 

fooling with them and laughing at them now, and will 
make them a good deal more trouble and expense 
yet if they keep on in their present course of action 

towards it.”

  - E.O. Bickford, 1885 (as cited in Cook, n.d.)

City planners and engineers were successful in their efforts 
to subdue the creek, but its silhouette is still visible in the 
streetscapes. The existing street grid is generally rectilinear, but 
there are a couple of curved streets that reflect the original 
ravine presence, including Crawford street, Heydon Road, and 
Saint Anne’s Road. The ravine landscape is also visible in the 
large open spaces that make up the Garrison Creek Park System.

Street Grid of Toronto 



In the early 1900s, the partially filled-in ravine persisted as an 
open space network along the western edge of the city. Gravel 
quarries were opened at what is now Christie Pits, and brick 
yards developed at Bickford Vale and present-day College and 
Crawford. Until the 1920s, the city had a policy of acquiring 
ravine lands in order to create a network of parks and laneways. 
As residential neighbourhoods began to cover the area, bridges 
were built to span the ravine at Crawford Street, Shaw Street, 
and Harbord Street. In the 1930s and 40s the ravine became a 
popular site for dumping garbage and waste. The waste was then 
covered in topsoil and sold for development, resulting in some 
of the sinking houses that can be observed in the neighborhood. 
Many of the bridges were also buried intact, with the fill 
generated through the excavation of the Bloor-Danforth subway. 

Harbord Bridge, 1910

Sinking Houses on Shaw Street



By the 1980s, the old Victorian sewers were declared too small to service modern 
development. The sewers were built to collect both stormwater and sanitary 
sewage, and the city was experiencing problems with Combined Sewer Overflows 
(CSOs). This occurs after a heavy rainfall, when the combined sewage and 
stormwater flow exceeds the capacity of the wastewater treatment plant, and the 
untreated water is discharged directly into Lake Ontario. The city began the very 
expensive process of replacing the old sewers with larger, concrete pipes.

New Sewers



The City of Toronto Official Plan (2015b) acknowledges the 
importance of the city’s parks and open spaces, including the 
waterfront, ravines, watercourses, parks, and other open spaces. 
The Official Plan has various policies that support the goals of 
protecting, enhancing, and restoring existing spaces, and creating 
new linkages by acquiring lands or easements, where feasible. 
Improving access to the waterfront is another core policy of the 
Official Plan, and year round recreation is to be encouraged. 
Various planning initiatives in the vicinity of Garrison Creek have 
identified the park system as a key element in the evolution 
of the city. Some of these plans include the Garrison Common 
North Secondary Plan (City of Toronto, 2006) and the Fort York 
Neighbourhood Secondary Plan (City of Toronto, 2009).

Harvey (2010) talks about the need for urban parks and urban 
park activism in the city of Toronto. Community activity has 
been key to the growing public and political awareness about 
the natural and cultural heritage of Garrison Creek and the 
neighbourhoods that surround it. This community activity led to 
the establishment of the Garrison Creek Steering Committee in 
1994. The Steering Committee assisted the City with the Garrison 
Creek Linkage Project (city of Toronto, 2002). This coordinated 
endeavour involved numerous city departments, including: Works 
and Emergency Services, Economic Development, Culture and 
Tourism, and Urban Development Services. The project integrated 
land use, environmental, cultural and infrastructure planning to 
maximize their positive impacts. The committee was chaired by 

Councillor Joe Pantalone, whose former ward (ward 19) covers 
the extent of the creek.

Through the Garrison Creek Linkage Project, the various 
departments identified a number of transportation and 
streetscape improvements, common design elements for the 
various parks, and methods to integrated the system with the 
Waterfront Cultural Plan the Toronto Bike Plan (city of Toronto, 
2002). The linkage strategies included restoring natural and 
historical features, marking the course of the creek through 
public art, and creating a continuous green pedestrian and 
bicycle route (city of Toronto, 2002). The City of Toronto Staff 
report on the Garrison Creek Linkage Project cites a Garrison 
Creek Steering Committee Master Plan (2000), and a Garrison 
Creek Linkage Plan (1998), but these resources was not found.

Over the past two decades, the design community and the public 
at large has been fascinated by the mythology of the missing 
river. Various proposals have surfaced that suggest methods 
of “daylighting” the Garrison Creek; whether by physically 
uncovering it, or by re-introducing water into the landscape 
of some of the parks. A prominent proposal, funded by the 
Waterfront Regeneration Trust, involved a series of stormwater 
management ponds through the northern parks in the system, 
from Trinity Bellwoods up to Christie Pits (Brown + Storey 
Architects, 1996). “Rainwater Ponds” would collect, treat and 
re-use stormwater locally. They could serve as a network of open 

2.3 System Planning



spaces knitting both an urban and green infrastructure back to 
the waterfront to Lake Ontario. This proposal came about at a 
time when the Garrison Creek sewer was reaching its capacity, 
and when major storms were causing serious CSO events. 
Instead of pursuing this blue-green infrastructure alternative, the 
city chose to replace the Victorian-age sewers with even larger 
cement pipes. But the “daylighting” dream lives on among many 
activists and community groups.

Various Groups are Rally to Uncover the Garrison Creek, Poster of One Initiative



In 2010, the Metcalf Foundation released a report on strategies 
for improving Toronto’s park system. Author David Harvey
identified three major reasons why it is essential to do this work 
now:
 1) As the city intensifies, there is a greater need for parks.
 2) There is a strong need to engage the community in   
     making our parks better. 
 3) The urban renaissance throughout North America has  
     led to new thinking about creative ways of improving  
     city parks. (Harvey 2010)

These points are all applicable to Garrison Creek. The 
neighbourhoods around Garrison Creek have experienced 
substantial intensification and population change over the past 
few census counts, with a 12% increase in population and a 35% 
increase in the number of private dwellings. This discrepancy 
between people and households corresponds to the condo boom 
in this area and the rising number of single person households. 
Table 1 provides some additional data on Ward 19, Trinity-
Spadina. The boundaries of this ward encompass the entirety of 
the Garrison Creek system, from the Lake up to Dupont Street.

2.4 Garrison Creek in its Social Context 

Table 1: Ward 19 Selected Demographic Statistics



Historically, this community is known for being quite engaged in 
civic life. The momentum around the Garrison Creek system came 
out the community, with the Garrison Creek Community Group 
and the Garrison Creek Headwaters Committee both forming in 
the 1990s and playing a major role in the Garrison Creek Linkage 
Project. It was not possible to find more recent evidence of these 
groups activities, but in the meantime other grassroots efforts 
have emerged around the Garrison Creek System.

Many of the parks in the Garrison Creek System have voluntary 
organizations known as “friends of” groups who undertake 
park stewardship activities, raise awareness about park issues, 
and contribute to programming in the parks. The David Suzuki 
Foundation’s Homegrown National Park Project is a nation-wide 
initiative to connect urban dwellers with nature. Through this 
program, volunteer Homegrown National Park Rangers lead 
guided walks, plant native species, and organize other nature-
based activities throughout the Garrison Creek park system. 
The Community Canoe program, another initiative of the David 
Suzuki Foundation, has placed canoes planted with flowers, 
herbs, and vegetables in various locations along the Garrison 
Creek system. Homegrown National Park Rangers planting a community canoe





3.0 Individual Parks within the Garrison Creek System



3.1 Trinity Bellwoods Park



On Toronto’s west-side, the 14.6 hectare Trinity Bellwoods park 
stretches from Dundas Street in the north to Queen Street in the 
south. As one of the largest parks near downtown Toronto, Trinity 
Bellwoods plays an intricate role in the fabric of the city and of 
the identity of Toronto’s west side. The park is surrounded by 
residential neighbourhoods, bringing in a diverse mix of users from 
families, runners, walkers or kids looking to toboggan down the 
Trinity Bellwoods hills. Positioned at the northern boundary of our 
study area, Trinity Bellwoods is the heart of the Garrison Creek Park 
System. 

3.1.1 General Overview

Trinity Bellwoods Park, 1956



The current context of Trinity Bellwoods park is intrinsically linked 
with its history and morphology. To understand how the park 
came into being, its development and past uses are explored.
1806 - Captain Samuel Smith is granted Park Lot 22 by Governor 
Francis Gore. He names the estate “Gore Vale,” in honour his 
benefactor. The mansion eventually built on the lot is, for a time, 
one of the grandest in Toronto.

1852 - Bishop John Strachan purchases 20 acres of land from 
Gore Vale on which to develop Trinity College. This neo-gothic 
school was designed by Kivas Tully to be reminiscent of Oxford 
and Cambridge in England.

1884 - The Ontario Industrial Loan & Investment Company 
donate 5.51 acres of land to the City in exchange for the 
construction of the Crawford Street bridge. This land becomes 
a park and is named after the aldermen who championed the 
exchange, Bell and Woods.

1912 - The Trinity College grounds are sold to the City of Toronto 
and combined with Bellwoods park to form Trinity-Bellwoods 
park. The school continues to use the buildings.

1915 - The wooden Crawford Street bridge is replaced with a 
cement bridge modeled after the Prince Edward viaduct.

3.1.2 Park History

Gore Vale, 1806

Trinity College, 1852



1920’s - Due to increasing pollution and health risks, Garrison 
Creek is buried.

1926 - Trinity College finally moves to its new location on the Uof 
T campus. Its main building is repurposed as the Central Kiwanis 
Athletic Club and the St. Hilda’s residences becomes seniors 
housing.

1928 - Gore Vale mansion is in a state of disrepair and is 
demolished.

1940’s - Thirty-six temporary houses are built for WWII along the 
eastern edge of the park.

1956 - A community centre is built on the park’s western edge 
and the main Trinity College building is demolished due to a lack 
of maintenance and prohibitive repair costs. 

1957 - The temporary WWII housing is finally removed.

1960’s - The ravine of the original Bellwoods park is filled in with 
excavated material from Bloor Subway excavation. Crawford 
Street bridge isn’t demolished but is buried where it stands.

Gore Vale, 1806

Trinity College, 1852

Crawford Street Bridge, 1884

Crawford Street Bridge, 1915



3.1.3 Analysis of Current State

The physical form Trinity-Bellwoods has not been drastically 
altered since the 1960’s. The park has a central city location, 
it is well integrated with the neighbourhood through highly 
permeable edges, and is easily accessible via transit. With the 
infill of the ravine and the removal of the buildings, the park 
gained a number of accessible, level, and wide-open fields. These 
fields are heavily used for community gathering and recreational 
activities. The designation of the central bowl as the dog off-
leash area effectively separates conflicting users through the 
topography of the park. Pathways through the park generally 
serve pedestrians and cyclists well, however some well worn 
desire paths through the park suggest the formal network could 
be improved.

Desire Lines in Trinity Bellwoods Park 



3.1.4 Current Uses

Recreation support in the park has been substantial with the 
development of many sport specific facilities. These include:

 8 Outdoor Tennis Courts
 5 Bike Trails
 4 Drinking Fountains
 3 Baseball Diamonds
 2 Outdoor Volleyball Courts
 2 Playgrounds
 2 Fieldhouses
 2 Washroom Facilities
 1 Outdoor Rink
 1 Changeroom Facility
 1 Picnic Site
 1 Dogs Off-leash Area
 1 Multipurpose Fields
 1 Outdoor Dry Pad
 1 Outdoor Fitness Equipment
 1 Sportspad Area
 1 Wading Pool
 1 Parking Lot
      (PF&R, 2016)
 
The park also features the popular Trinity Community Recreation 
Centre with gym facilities, childcare services, and an indoor 
swimming pool.

Various Uses at Trinity Bellwoods Park



3.1.5 Role in the Community

Trinity Bellwoods is the neighbourhood’s primary outdoor space. 
When the weather is nice, it is not uncommon to see the landscape 
covered in hundreds of picnic blankets. The park also leverages 
its position along the cultural hub of Queen Street and plays host 
to many community and cultural events through the year. These 
include:

 Art in the Park – Children’s outdoor art camp
 Queen West Art Crawl – a giant art sale in the park
 Spring Yard Sale – Local residents sell items in the park
 Dog Bowl events – Theatre, Concerts, Movies, Drum Circles
 Farmers Market – Weekly event in the north end of the park
    (Friends of Trinity Bellwoods Park, 2015)

These events are extremely well attended and the park’s facilities 
are heavily used year-round. This popularity enables the park to 
function as a major community hub in the neighbourhood. Trinity 
Bellwoods is without a doubt one of the most beloved public 
spaces in Toronto.

Picnic at Trinity Bellwoods Park 



Despite the park’s historic structuring around the Garrison Creek 
Ravine, none of the original environment remains. The current 
landscape predominantly consists of flat grassy areas, criss-
crossed with pathways, and randomly interspersed mature trees. 
The centre of the park features the last remaining hint of the 
original ravine system, in a depression used as an off leash dog 
park.

The area was actually a designated arboretum when it was still 
a part of Trinity College and many of the trees from that time 
remain in the park. Notable varieties of tree include:
•	 sugar	maples		 •	 meta-sequoia
•	 shagbark	hickory	 •	 elm
•	 black	locust	 	 •	 oak
•	 willow		 (Friends	of	Trinity	Bellwoods	Park,	2015)

Trinity Bellwoods lacks much in the way of low or medium 
growth vegetation such as planter beds, shrubs, or underbrush. 
The lack of this form of vegetation could be appealing to users as 
movement through the park and the use of space is unrestricted. 
As a consequence of the burial of Garrison Creek, aquatic 
animals and species that may have depended on access to the 
creek for habitat are no longer present. The fauna of the park is 
distinctly urban and similar to that found throughout much of 
downtown Toronto. The park does notoriously contain a family 
of white squirrels that garner particular public attention when 
active (Harstone, 2005).

3.1.6 Ecology
Trinity Bellwoods could be considered one of the most successful 
urban parks in Toronto. While it owes much of this success to 
its scale and location in the city, it is the community events and 
activities that the park facilitates which truly allow it to serve its 
users so exceptionally.

3.1.7 Conclusion

St. Hilda’s Walk, Trinity Bellwoods Park 



3.2 Stanley Park 



Stanley park is a 3.2-hectare urban park with fairly typical urban 
park programming, including a baseball field, pool, and childrens’ 
playground. It is bordered by Stanley Terrace and Walnut Avenue, and 
extends between Adelaide Street in the north and Wellington Street 
in the south. Stanley Park is divided by King Street West breaking the 
park up into two distinct pieces. The municipal address for Stanley 
Park North is 890 King Street West, and the address for Stanley Park 
South is 700 Wellington Street West.

3.2.1 General Overview

Map of Stanley Park Condos at Stanley Park 



Stanley Park has been a site for active recreation since the early 
1900s. Photographs from the Toronto archives show men playing 
baseball and soccer, as well as purpose-built facilities like an 
indoor recreation centre and bleachers for baseball and soccer 
spectators. These facilities are now gone, although the baseball 
diamond remains. Research revealed no information related to 
the original design of the park. Surrounding the neighbourhood 
today is King West, which gradually grew up around the park 
over time. In the early days, Stanley park was a lunchtime retreat 
for workers in the factories along Niagara street to the west.

3.2.2 Park History
There are no signs of this park’s history in its current layout or 
programming. The park used to be very popular for baseball 
games, and there were bleachers for spectators to watch 
the games. Other structures in the park included an indoor 
playground and baseball clubhouse. In the 1920s there were 
plans for a much grander set of bleachers, but they were never 
built. The only sport legacy left from the park’s early days is the 
baseball field in Stanley Park South, but the spectator bleachers 
are gone. 

Baseball at Stanley Park Clubhouse at Stanley Park



Stanley Park today contains a outdoor playground full of toys on 
the north side, which are assumed to have been brought by users 
of the space and left in the park. The section of the north park 
containing the playground is enclosed by an iron fence while the 
south park is completely open with there being no obstruction 
between the sidewalk and the park. There are also no observable 
references to the buried Garrison Creek that flows beneath the 
park. In visiting this park, one would not be aware of its role in 
the larger Garrison system, or its role as the city has built up all 
around it.

Proposed Bleachers at Stanley Park

Soccer Team at Stanley Park



3.2.3 Analysis of Current State

Both Stanley Park North and South are used and very much loved 
by the neighbourhood. The programming is geared towards 
active sport and games, and both children and adults can be 
observed playing in the park. Stanley Park South is a popular 
destination for dog owners because of the large off-leash area. 
This is a social opportunity for dog owners as well, given that 
people are more likely to talk to strangers if they have a dog 
with them. Stanley Park is easily accessed, since it is bisected by 
King Street West, and the 504 streetcar provides a convenient 
transit route. Stanley Park serves the surrounding older, low-
density households as well as the apartment dwellers who live 
east along King or South in Liberty Village. The new pedestrian 
bridge to Fort York will have its northern terminus in Stanley Park. 
This will help to integrate Stanley Park with the broader Garrison 
Creek network, both physically and in the consciousness of 
park users. The bridge is also likely to generate increased traffic 
through the park.

Pool at Stanley Park Dog Walker and Dogs at Stanley Park



The ecological functions of Stanley Park are not immediately 
apparent. Stanley Park North is a more naturalized space than 
the lawns of Stanley Park South. The varied topography of the 
north side resembles a natural creek bed, but the south side 
is almost completely flat. In the winter it was not possible to 
determine any signs of ecological stress, but it can be assumed 
due to the density of the surrounding neighbourhood, and the 
myriad childrens’ toys strewn about the playground, that this 
park must get a lot of use in the summer time. The south side 
is a very popular dog park, and the dogs undoubtedly cause 
damage to the vegetation and the ground with their digging and 
urination.

3.2.4 Ecology
Stanley Park is a popular neighbourhood park. Its design and 
amenities make it geared towards active recreation, which is 
a niche that is not filled by any other park in the immediate 
vicinity. Because this park is heavily used in the warmer months, 
its relatively simple landscaping and vegetation likely mean that 
maintenance and upkeep is fairly straightforward.

3.2.5 Conclusion

Off-leash Dog Area at Stanley Park



3.3 Garrison Common 



Garrison Common is a 3.3-hectare park found within Fort York 
National Historic Site, and located west of Toronto’s downtown 
core (PF&R, 2016). The site is embedded within Fort York which 
is bound to the west by Strachan Avenue, to the east by Bathurst 
Street, south of the rail corridor, and north of Lake Shore 
Boulevard. 

Garrison Common exemplifies a typical open green space park 
design with the only notable features being the substantive tree 
canopy cover and the walking path running horizontally through 
the park. 

The park was mentioned in the ‘Waterfront Culture and Heritage 
Infrastructure Plan’ published by the City in 2001. According to 
this plan, the park is located within the Garrison Creek Natural 
Heritage Corridor and is adjacent to the Front Street/Walks 
and Gardens Corridor which lines Toronto’s original shoreline 
boundary (ERA Architects Inc., & Evenson 2001).

Interestingly, Garrison Common is associated with both a physical 
natural heritage system in this plan as well as a cultural, built 
system.

3.3.1 General Overview

Birds Eye View of Garrison Common



It is impossible to disassociate Garrison Common from Fort 
York. Designated a national historic site in 1923, the Fort York 
grounds mark the location of the Battle of York that took place 
in 1812 (City of Toronto, 2016). On April 27th, 1813, the United 
States attacked York but were defeated by the work of the 
British, Canadian and First Nations (Mississaugas and Ojibway) 
forces (Parks Canada, 2004). Moving forward to 1909, the City 
of Toronto purchased the lands surrounding the Fort in order 
to preserve the site, which included Garrison Common (Parks 
Canada, 2004). Around this time, Toronto was beginning to 
grow and expand with railroad and industry populating the 
lands surrounding the fort, many of which still exist today 
(Parks Canada, 2004). As Toronto’s harbor was filled in and the 
Gardener Expressway was erected, the Fort York site and Garrison 
Common were slowly engulfed by a “new” Toronto (Parks 
Canada, 2004). As Toronto’s waterfront and industrial areas 
change and evolve, it is important to make note of the efforts 
being made to ensure that this historical landmark remains a key 
linkage in Toronto’s open space network and history.

3.3.2 Park History
As a designated historic site, Fort York and the Garrison Common 
have particular elements of cultural significance as outlined in 
the 2004 Commemorative Integrity Statement. Specifically, the 
“open character of the Garrison Common” is a significant feature 
of the physical cultural landscape (Parks Canada, 2004, p.1). The 
physical design of the Common is valued because it “reinforces 
the military character of the site and is a remnant of the much 
larger ordinance lands” (Parks Canada, 2004, p.12). As such, 
Garrison Common has not undergone any significant changes 
since it was purchased by the City other than what restoration 
and preservation interventions have taken place. The most recent 
intervention lead by DTAH Landscape Architects, resulted in a 
collection of new wayfinding signs as well and a linear trail that 
mirrors the pathway of the Garrison Creek (Fort York Foundation)

3.3.3 Notable Historic Features + Changes



As it is part of the Fort’s historic designation, particular sightlines 
are to be protected and maintained, which include the  long and 
short range views to and from the Fort that crossover Garrison 
Common (Garrison setting it right).

To further emphasize the importance of these view corridors, the 
Fort does not have any tall or significant features that allows it to 
stand out among all the mid and high rise residential and mixed 
use buildings surrounding it (Garrison setting it right).

3.3.4 Design Goals 

Short Range Views, Garrison Common Long Distance Views, Garrison Common

Views from the Fort, Garrison Common



While the park does contain a number of trees that provide a 
sheltering canopy, there is no evidence of Garrison Creek, which 
apparently ran along the perimeter of the Fort (ERA Architects 
Inc., & Evenson 2001). 

3.3.5 Ecology 3.3.6 Analysis of Current State
Garrison Common is a park nested within its own history. Located 
both below and above street level, the park has no physical 
connection to neighbouring parks, but all this is set to change 
with the various funded park initiatives in this area. These will 
be discussed in a later section. The park is currently accessible by 
public transit, but then visitors must either pass through Fort York, 
the Visitors Centre, or down a cement staircase from Strachan. 
Torontonians or tourists with any physical disabilities would have a 
hard time accessing the park from the east side. The steep staircase 
may be worrisome, especially in the winter. The path from Bathurst 
would be the most accessible as it is the most direct route with no 
stairs. Alternatively, someone coming from Lake Shore Boulevard 
would have to navigate through the Visitors Center in order to 
access the park. However, the current construction site in front of 
the Visitors Centre could disorientate anyone coming to the park 
from the south. 

There is very little programming in the park, as it is very much an 
open concept park with the primary role of creating a clear view 
to the Fort. Visually, the park looked quite barren covered in a thick 
layer of snow with naked trees scattered throughout. The open 
concept allows for the park to be naturally lit, bringing in lots of 
natural light into the park but its location and gradient compared to 
nearby streets would make it an undesirable place in the evenings. 
It is a space intended for informal programming, which means that 
visitors would come to make their own activities and use the space 
as they want to. Unlike some of the other parks in the system, this 
is a destination park and not one that would be used as a short cut.

Garrison Common



3.3.7 Current Uses + Role in Community
Garrison Common might initially strike you as nothing more than 
trees, grass and a winding pathway; but the park comes alive with 
creativity, artistic expression and historic celebration during planned 
events. Generally, the park functions as a public open green space 
within the Fort York grounds. The grounds are used for historic 
reenactments and Remembrance Day services but more recently 
there has been an interest in hosting cultural and art events in the 
Commons including:
 Field Trip, a weekend long music festival
 Lole White Tour, a weekend yoga festival
 The Toronto Urban Roots Festival (TURF)
 Small World on Common Ground music and arts festival  
      (Fort York Foundation)

 

Field Trip Festival at Garrison Common

Most notably the park was used during the 2015 PanAm and Para 
PanAm games as the Aboriginal Pavilion (Fort York Foundation). 
Indigenous groups from across the Americas were invited to share 
and host musical, dance, and theatre performances as well as 
talks, workshops and exhibitions (Fort York Foundation,). On the 
park grounds, traditional houses were set up that were intended 
to provide an educational and cultural experience while also and 
symbolizing the coming together of Indigenous populations (Fort 
York Foundation). 

The use of Garrison Common as part of the Aboriginal Pavilion 
is symbolically very powerful. Fort York is a site that represents 
Canadian success and triumph. Hosting a Pavilion for a group 
that has and continues to struggle and be challenged in today’s 
Canadian society on this site sends a positive message about the 
next generation of First Nations relations in this country. Secondly, 
the grounds are representative of an instance in Canadian history 
when Canadians worked with First Nations groups (the Missisaugas 
and the Ojibway) collaboratively to defend the town of York. 
Holding the Pavilion on these lands signifies the rapprochement 
that Canada as a nation is working towards, vis-à-vis First Nations 
groups. 

The primary role that this park plays, when not occupied for special 
events, is that of a large open green space. Throughout the summer, 
the flat, relatively clear spaces makes the Garrison common an 
appropriate space for hosting music, art and cultural festivals. There 
are no other parks in this area that would be appropriate for large-
scale outdoor cultural events. 



Aboriginal Pavilion Pow Wow, Garrison Common TURF Music Festival Poster, Garrison Common



In conclusion, Garrison Common is very well connected to the 
historic site, but it is hidden from the everyday pedestrian. Condo 
dwellers might know it as the green space between the Gardiner 
and the rail line, and not much else. Garrison Common’s main 
challenges are its limited means of access and lack of connectivity 
to the larger park system. 

3.3.8 Conclusion

TURF Music Festival Poster, Garrison Common Fort York Information Centre, Garrison Common Natural Heritage Plan. Garrison Common



3.4 The Gore3.4 The Gore



The Gore is a small parkette located south of Fort York between 
Fleet Street and Lake Shore Boulevard. Only about a third of the 
Gore functions as a green space while the remaining two thirds 
have been paved over for a public parking lot. 

3.4.1 General Overview

3.4.2 Park History
This park has no significant history other than the significance 
of its location in the Garrison Creek Park System. There were no 
public records available that explain why the park is being used 
as a parking lot or how long it will remain in this state. While the 
Gore is included in the Garrison Creek Park map found in Trinity 
Bellwoods, its connection and relationship to the system’s history 
remains a mystery. 

3.4.3 Analysis of Current State
The Gore is a park that can be easily missed due to the absence 
of any park signage.  The portion of the park that still resembles 
a park (the westerly third), lacks the usual park furniture that 
would indicate to pedestrians that this is an inviting space 
to stop and linger. However, the Gore does contain has a 
rich canopy of trees within the grassy portion, and along the 
perimeter of the park. There are no pedestrian or bike pathways 
that enter into the park except for a paved driveway connecting 
to what appears to be an electrical house on the east side of 
Strachan Avenue. The public parking lot has entrances on both 
Fleet Street and Lake Shore Boulevard West. 

Unfortunately, the Gore does not contribute to the area in a 
positive, social way, and it is hard to imagine how this space 
might be actually used as a park in its current form. It is however 
a very convenient parking lot for visitors to the area and for 
people going to the Enercare Centre, BMO Field or Exhibition 
Place. It also provides a good vantage point for viewing the 
Princes’ gate. Fortunately, improvements to the Gore are currently 
in the works, with plans showing the entire parking lot recovered 
in green. This will be discussed in a later section, along with other 
planned system improvements.

3.4.4 Current Uses + Community Role

Maybe Joni Mitchell was singing about the Gore in her song Big 
Yellow Taxi. The planned improvements for this park will help to 
connect Garrison Common to Coronation Park, and create a little 
space of solace at this high-traffic intersection. The improved 
park will also help to complete the Queen’s Wharf Lighthouse 
park located east of Fort York Boulevard. 

3.4.5 Conclusion



3.5 Coronation Park



Coronation Park is one of the more sizable parks within the system, located at its southernmost end, on the 
edge of Lake Ontario. The park occupies the space between the shoreline and Lakeshore Boulevard to the 
north. The park played a significant role in the development of Toronto’s harbour and currently functions as 
a commemorative park to fallen veterans of significant commonwealth military events such as the Boer War 
and WW1 (City of Toronto, 2014). Coronation Park is disconnected from the rest of the Garrison Park system 
due to the physical barrier presented by multiple lanes of busy traffic on Lakeshore. 

3.5.1 General Overview

Connectivity, Coronation Park + Surrounding Area



Coronation Park’s history pays a rich tribute to Canada’s colonial and military 
heritage. It was one of the first parklands developed in Toronto; emerging from the 
realization post-World War I of the importance of parks within the urban context. 
This park is a notable example of conservation efforts and veteran remembrance 
(Bacher, 1991). In 1934, the City was filling the harbor and extending the seawall. 
At the same time, the idea of using this land for parkland began to surface. The 
remaining sand from seawall dredging was used to form the basis for the new 
park and with civic  groups such as Men of Trees, the park was “ensured to be 
invested with sacred values” (Bacher, p.210).

3.5.2 Park History

Seawall Construction at Coronation Park, 1954



The park has a number of notable design features that 
contributes to it’s character and heritage. These features include:

	•	Established	landscape	with	mature	trees
	•	Landscape	has	been	uncompromised	that	clearly	show	the		
    original intentions 
	•	Importance	of	traditional	values	that	remember	fallen	veterans
	•	Gardenesque	approach	to	landscaping
	•	Tree	Selection:	Silver	Maple	for	Canada’s	significance,	Royal		
    Oak for empirical & deciduous to reflect seasonal changes with  
    colour
	•	Visible	landscape	from	transportation	corridors
	•	Views	offered	of	Toronto’s	downtown	core	and	Lake	Ontario
	•	Important	recreational	and	relaxing	significance	
	•	Ability	to	accommodate	large	public	events

After the establishment of the Coronation Park Advisory 
committee, the design of the groveland was decided. The clusters 
of trees represent the different countries of the British Empire. 
These trees are planted in a pattern around a Royal Oak tree, 
commemorated to King George VI. The Empire circle of trees 
represents the jewels of the empire ie. Australia, Canada, India, 
New Zealand. The outer groves of trees commemorate different 
army divisions that participated in armed conflicts in the Boer 
War and the First World War.  The overall design mimics the 
arrangement of numerous army divisions laid out across a 
battlefield. 

3.5.3 Main Design Features

Original Park Design, Coronation Park 



3.5.4 Analysis of Current State
Although Coronation Park sits at the lower end of the Garrison 
Creek system and is far removed from the more northern 
portions of the Garrison Park System, it does play an important 
role within the downtown context. Coronation Park offers 
visitors the ability to enjoy a lush, mature canopy which has been 
minimally altered since the original planting in the mid 1930’s 
(Bacher, 1991). The park is becoming an important place for 
recreational and respite for residents from the newly developed 
residential communities nearby (City of Toronto, 2014). Today 
one of the most prominent features is the Martin Goodman Trail, 
a major active transportation route (City of Toronto, 2014).  The 
trail, heavily used by pedestrians and cyclists, is a major piece of 
Toronto’s waterfront trail system. 

Even though this park is well-known for its green spaces and bike paths, 
its history is unfortunately “poorly evident to the casual visitor”, as 
reported by the City of Toronto (2014). This is, arguably, its most important 
feature. Parks, Forestry, and Recreation staff have acknowledged the need 
to highlight the park’s historical significance, in way that is both easily 
revealed and easily understood. The preliminary revitalization plan is 
guided by two themes: the revealing and the explaining (City of Toronto, 
2014). Parks, Forestry and Recreation staff want to reveal the historical 
significance of the park by naturally restoring its historical features. In 
attempts to better “explain” the park, staff have proposed signage and 
technology interventions that would better articulate the park’s historical 
features and intentions which are now only evident in the design layout 
of the grove (City of Toronto, 2014).

Birds Eye View, Coronation Park



3.5.5 Current Uses 
Today the park is well-used by recreational enthusiasts, 
pedestrians and people seeking relaxation by the Lake Ontario’s 
waterfront. Coronation Park contains the following amenities: 
 The Martin Goodman Bike Trail
 3 Full-Sized Baseball Diamonds
 Ample Seating Areas
 A dog Off Leash Park; and 
 A Seawall promenade 

 

Dog Off Leash Area, Coronation Park 

Martin Goodman Trail, Coronation Park 

Seawall, Coronation Park 



Coronation Park’s tree population has fared quite well since 
the original planting. Approximately 87% or 125 out of the 
144 commemorative trees planted in 1937 have survived to 
become large, healthy, mature silver maples which form a 
unique, lush canopy in the summer months (City of Toronto, 
2014). Unfortunately, the other commemorative trees within the 
northern portion of the park have not done so well. Out of the 
123 planted, only 27 remain. This may due to the fact that some 
maples, both on the south and northern portion of Remembrance 
Drive, were possibly removed or naturally died off. Other maples 
may have been removed to accommodate the large recreation 
baseball diamonds that sit within the northern portions of the 
park (City of Toronto, 2014).  

3.5.6 Ecology
In order for the park to maintain its commemorative feel, 
arborists argue that the mature silver maples should continue 
to be maintained in conjunction with planting new trees of 
the same maple tree species to accommodate for the natural 
ageing of the mature maples (City of Toronto, 2014). The park 
does incorporate several other coniferous and deciduous species 
however they affect the legibility of the commemorative features. 
Finally, other smaller memorial trees have been planted but 
again, do not positively contribute to the overall legibility of the 
commemorative grove (City of Toronto, 2014).

Remaining Trees, Coronation Park



3.5.7 Role in Community
Coronation Park’s main role in the community is to be an accessible 
public space for residents to rest, relax and be active along a 
safe, pedestrian friendly trial. With Toronto’s downtown core 
in view, citizens can also respite from the fast paced life of the 
city. Furthermore, the three full-sized baseball diamonds in the 
northern section of the park allow for regular athletic use during 
the respective baseball season. The diamonds are equipped with 
well-developed facilities which are maintained by Parks, Forestry 
and Recreation. Finally, the community dog off leash aspect of the 
park can foster community engagement with the development of 
Friends of Coronation Park (City of Toronto, 2014). At this point, the 
historical aspect of the park unfortunately does not seem to play a 
prominent role in the community as the commemoration is not self-
evident. 
 

Coronation Park is a tribute to an important aspect of Canadian 
history, one that is not very visible across the city as a whole. 
Although the park’s ecology, especially the commemorative maple 
grove, has matured quite well, the historical interpretation is 
lacking. Through the park’s evolution, the sense of “remembrance” 
has been lost. Parks, Forestry and Recreation have developed an 
improvement plan that, if implemented, would focus on bringing 
back the historical and commemorative aspect through the idea 
of “revealing and explaining” (City of Toronto, 2014). Although 
the park’s historical significance is not self-evident, the park is 
well-used by the community and arguably will continue to play an 
important role within the neighbourhood context as a place for 
relaxation, rest, athletics, and enjoyment of the unique canopy that 
the grove presents throughout the warmer months. 

3.5.8 Conclusion





There are a number of exciting additions planned 
for the Garrison Creek Park System, including 
4 new parks, two park renovations, and the 
pedestrian and cycling connection between 
Stanley Park and Garrison Common. These 
additions were proposed through the master 
plan created by DTAH (DTAH, 2004) Together, 
these improvements will greatly improve 
connectivity, access, and the quality of these 
spaces.

4.0 New + Proposed Parks + Park Improvements



The DTAH plan identifies two substantial new park spaces 
between Stanley Park South and Garrison Common. One is the 
extension of Stanley Park, south of Wellington Street, in the city-
owned property adjacent to the Wellington Destructor. This space 
was identified as a potential new park through the South Niagara 
Planning Strategy (City of Toronto, 2014). At roughly 3 hectares, 
the addition will effectively double the size of the 2 existing parts 
of Stanley Park.

Another new park is called Ordinance Triangle Park. This is a 
peninsula created by the different alignments of the Lakeshore 
West and Brampton GO rail lines, at the end of the Garrison Point 
development site. This 3-acre site is being built through a public 
private partnership, so there are differing ideas about what the 
park might look like. The developer’s rendering shows a large 
outdoor pool, while the city’s design consists of a forested green 
space. Either way, this site is poised to become a new signature 
park for the city.

4.1 Stanley Park Extension, Fort York Bridge, + Ordinance Triangle Park
The Garrison Creek Linkage Project identified the need to connect 
the system across the two rail corridors back in 2002 (City of 
Toronto, 2002). Finally, a decade later, City Council authorized city 
staff to initiate planning for a new bridge connection as part of 
new development. Through an international design competition, 
a two-part, 100% stainless steel design was selected. One 
bridge will span from the future South Stanley Park Extension on 
Wellington Street over the north Georgetown railway corridor 
and land on the north side of the future Ordnance Triangle Park. 
The second bridge will begin on the south side of the Ordnance 
Triangle Park and span over the south Lakeshore railway corridor, 
landing in Garrison Common. This $19.7 million project is being 
carried out as a public-private partnership, with a private sector 
company selected to help deliver the public project in a “design-
build” model



Stanley Park Extension Site Plan



Fort York Bridge 3D Renders



Ordinance Triangle Park 3D Renders



As part of the same DTAH plan, a new path is being built along 
the northern edge of Garrison Common and Fort York. This path 
will follow the route of the old creek, and it will connect the new 
bridge to another new park on the east side of Bathurst Street. 
This is Mouth of the Creek Park, and its significance is self-
evident. The design of this park, by the landscape architecture 
firm Public Work in collaboration with ERA architects, will pay 
tribute to the many layers of history present on the site. The park 
will also serve as a physical connection, allowing people to move 
through the space and into the City Place neighbourhood to the 
East. Both the path through Fort York and the new park will serve 
to reinforce the historical significance of the area for residents, 
tourists, and other visitors to the area.

4.2 Fort York + Mouth of the Creek Park

Fort York Site Plan

Mouth of the Creek Park 3D Render



“Under Gardiner” is the placeholder name for a new, privately-funded park being planned for a 1.75 km stretch of no-man’s land 
under the elevated Gardiner Expressway. This park will be adjacent to Fort York, and consist of 55 outdoor “civic rooms” formed by the 
highways support columns. Renderings for the park include a farmer’s market, children’s gardens, and community gatherings spaces for 
performances and exhibition halls. Park development is being expedited, and it is slated to open in 2017. 

4.3 Under Gardiner

Under Gardiner Park 3D Render 



Proposed Plan for the Under Gardiner Park  



These two existing parks are scheduled for upgrades in the 
coming years. While no plans exist for the Gore as of yet, 
Coronation Park has a revitalization plan that will augment 
the historical references in the landscape, and provide more 
opportunities for interpretation. The revitalization plan also takes 
into account the fact that the existing trees are nearing the end 
of their lifespan, and will soon need to be replaced.

4.4 The Gore + Coronation Park 

Future System Site Plan 





5.0 Analysis of the System 



Following background research and site visits, the findings and 
observations revealed to overarching trends that were consistent 
among all the parks within the system; accessibility and 
connectivity. 

Accessibility
The parks within the Garrison Creek system were all accessible by 
some form of public transit, whether that was by bus or streetcar. 
Transportation would broaden the network of users beyond the 
immediate local community. Overall, most of the entrances or 
path entrances were at grade with the street, which make them 
physically accessible on foot or someone in with a disability. 
However, Garrison Common was the least accessible as the 
park entrances to the east and south were deemed to be quite 
challenging to access as a result of construction and non-salted 
stairs.

Connectivity
In regards to both the history of the Garrison Creek and 
physically, the parks within this system are lacking connectivity. 
The parks, while they do not appear to exist as a collective 
system, small groupings of parks are connected either by the 
natural or cultural history of Toronto. The northern parks have a 
rich ecological and natural connection and moving south towards 
the lower end of the system, there are very strong and prominent 
historic and cultural references. Trinity Bellwoods, Stanley 
Park and Garrison Common were the only parks seen to have 
physical evidence in their landscapes of the former creek bed.  

As mentioned earlier, these parks follow the natural topography 
of the ravine, from the dog bowl in Trinity Bellwoods, to the hills 
and slopes of Stanley Park North and to the entirety of Garrison 
Common, which sits at a lower elevation than the street. This 
ravine topography becomes more pronounced as you move north 
to Bickford and Christie Pits, however these parks were outside 
of the area considered in this study. It is important to note that 
the Gore and Coronation Park are relatively new parks, built 
on sand used to expand the shoreline. This would explain why 
they do not have the same ecological relationship to the buried 
creek. Even though Coronation Park contains one of two outflow 
points of the now buried Garrison Creek, is not acknowledged 
at all. There are two outflow points, one just east of Coronation 
Park at Inukshuk Park, and one to the west, at the Portland Slip 
at the Toronto Music Garden. The new Mouth of the Creek park 
will acknowledge the historic outflow of the creek, but perhaps 
there is an opportunity to bring attention to the creek at the 
points where the modern-day sewers meet Lake Ontario. While 
not immediately on the park grounds, the proximity this park has 
to the old historic mouth of the creek would have been a great 
piece of natural history to highlight within the park. As planners 
and landscape architects, how do we connect the natural to the 
historic without alternating the physicality of the landscape?

While northern parks have a rich ecological and natural 
connection, moving south towards the lower end of the system, 
there is a very strong and prominent historic and military 
connection. Two of the large parks in the lower end of the 

5.1 Key Findings: Accessibility + Connectivity



Garrison Creek system are linked thematically by their reference 
to the military history of Toronto. Garrison Common served as a 
training ground for the regiment housed at Fort York. Coronation 
Park, though not a historic site itself, was designed in a very 
specific way to commemorate commonwealth military events 
including the Boer War and World War I. The Gore Park sits in the 
middle of these two. While it currently lacks programming and 
even lacks identification as a park, there is great opportunity here 
to contribute to the historical narrative of these parks.

Stepping back and looking at the system as a whole, there is 
no strong visual or experiential connection between the parks. 
Sidewalk markers indicate the route of the Garrison Creek, 
but those could be easily missed by an unaware Torontonian. 
Beginning at the most northern portion of our study area, the 
north entrance of Trinity Bellwoods at Dundas and Crawford 
Street, there is no indication that you’ve stepped into a part of 
Toronto with deep ecological and historic roots.  However, after 
meandering through the park, at the southeast end of Trinity 
Bellwoods is a map of the whole Garrison Creek system engraved 
in a bronze plaque embedded in the concrete. It is here where 
the park system is acknowledged as more than just the sum 
of its parts. Moving south towards the lake, “Discovery Walks” 
signs can be found on near-by lampposts. This wayfinding sign, 
containing two footprints and some vines surrounding the words 
‘Discovery Walk’ on a maroon background, does not convey 
why this walk is significant and what it represents. It is unlikely 

that someone visiting one of the parks would understanding the 
meaning of these signs. Besides the ‘Discovery Walk’ signs, the 
City has made attempts to visually mark the route within the 
urban built form by embedding bronzed letters that spell out 
“Garrison Creek” in the sidewalks through this system. Local 
interventions have also taken place with volunteers from the 
Homegrown National Park Project placing colourful ‘Community 
Canoes’ along the creek’s former route.

While attempts at making the Garrison Creek system known to 
users, as a whole, they have been relatively unsuccessful.



Each park has become distinct terms of physical appearance, 
landscaping and programming. Their use and users vary with 
Trinity Bellwood’s being arguably the most popular park for 
picnics and informal get-togethers in the summer time. In 
contrast, those on Martin Goodman trail heavily use Coronation 
Park and the Garrison Common likely is the most used during 
programmed festivals and events. Apart from these two themes, 
our evaluation of the system revealed a number of strengths and 
weakness.

5.2 Strengths + Weaknesses of the System



Finally, each of these parks proved to be important to the 
surrounding communities and neighbourhoods which has 
resulted in a strong social connection to these spaces. All of the 
parks individually had active “Friends of” groups helping engage 
the community. During site visits, these parks were observed 
in use, some more than others who had the paths or off-dog 
leash areas, which tend to be popular social draws. You can tell 
from visiting these spaces that they also function as informal 
community spaces in that they provide the opportunity for groups 
to meet, congregate and interact with one another in a relaxed 
setting. Community events and park programming support this 
engagement and the use of parks as places to meet neighbours 
and build community.

The greatest strength of this park system is that it provides a 
significant number of high quality urban parks in a dense and 
intensifying part of Toronto. Upon visiting these spaces, they 
revealed themselves to be well used and well loved by the 
community, with the exception of the Gore. Many of these parks 
are used throughout the year by groups of families, young adults, 
and people with dogs. This may be attributed to the openness in 
nature of these parks which present the opportunity to host large 
scale art and cultural events in a portion of the city absent of any 
large, public accessible venues as well as function as places for 
recreation, sport, and respite from the busy city.

Secondly, it was found to be incredible that these parks have 
remained relatively unchanged despite the level of growth 
and development that has taken place around them. Since the 
establishment of these parks, they have adapted to the needs 
of the changing and evolving community of residents growing 
up around them. With the downtown parks especially with all 
the new development happening in Liberty Village, King and 
Queen Street West, these parks function collective backyards for 
residents of Toronto’s new vertical neighbourhoods. This further 
stresses the importance of keeping these spaces open and 
programming at a minimum to allow for flexibility and diversity 
in the users and uses of these urban parks as the community 
continues to evolve.

5.2.1 Strengths



In contrast, the Garrison Creek Park system has a number of 
weaknesses, many of which have already been discussed. Overall, 
it can be said that while the individual parks constitute high 
quality urban green spaces, they are poorly connected to each 
other physically, and the ecology and history that ties them 
together. Physically, these parks are separated but there have not 
been any substantive interventions to unite these parks through 
signage or walking system. The City did proposed a Bike Master 
Plan that would include a bike route that followed the Garrison 
Creek, but it was never completed. With towers emerging from 
all directions, it is important to note that while these parks may 
never achieve a visual connection to one another, that they 
be connected in some capacity whether that be through their 
cultural or ecological history.

Next, the parks within the system are generally well used, but 
the intense activities may degrade the natural legacies of the 
Garrison Creek. There were no public reports that allude to 
landscape restoration or protection of some of the “naturalized” 
spaces. Some of the open spaces like those in Trinity Bellwoods, 
Stanley Park and Coronation Park host large crowds especially 
when the whether gets war. Friends picnicking, playing Frisbee or 
informal “dog” groups, which may over time, often occupy these 
parks, which in turn could jeopardize the natural environment. 
There are very few “naturalized” spaces left in this system and 
we have to ask ourselves, do we preserve these landscapes 
because they physically represent the system’s origins, or 
naturally let nature take its course?

5.2.2 Weaknesses
Lastly, as mentioned in the earlier portion of this section, 
pedestrian access to some of the individual parks does hinder the 
success of the system as a whole. Pedestrians might face difficulty 
getting to Coronation park via the Lakeshore and Strachan 
intersection or to Garrison Common, which is located below grade 
and enclosed by two transportation corridors and is hidden behind 
the visitors center. Likewise, the Gore is a small urban park lost 
in a public parking lot. The new anticipated parks and pedestrian 
bridge will satisfy many of these critiques and present a significant 
opportunity to enhance the Garrison Creek system.



This analysis of Garrison Creek and its subsequent parks has 
led to the identification of potential opportunities for system 
improvement including,
	•	Improved	wayfinding	to	assist	park	users	in	understanding	the		
    park’s history and the role each individual park plays within  
    the larger system;
	•	Complete	the	existing	cycling	and	pedestrian	connections							
    that were proposed in the Garrison Creek Linkage Project.              
    Given that a majority of the creek’s original pathway falls       
    within the public realm (i.e. under roads, laneways and parks),  
    a unique opportunity is at hand to create an alternative north- 
    south route to combat the already congested major roads;
	•	Enhanced	engagement	with	local	park	and	community	groups		
    to develop new programming in these parks that highlight the  
    landscapes cultural heritage;
	•	Prioritize	park	improvements	that	focus	on	creating	new		 					
    naturalized settings in these parks. As Toronto grows, new   
    and future residents of these neighbourhoods will seek out  
    and require opportunities to immerse themselves in local green  
    space; and
	•	To	re-naturalize	the	ravine	whether	that	be	through	the	Brown		
    + Storey Architects (1996) proposal which saw the creation  
    of a system of rainwater ponds through the northern parks in            
    this system or some other small scale intervention. The Brown  
    + Storey proposal could be updated and enhanced by          
    incorporating blue-green infrastructure in the parks, something  
    the City has been encouraging in new developments.  

5.2.3 Opportunities





6.0 Conclusions + Final Thoughts
This report has summarized the history and evolution of the 
Garrison Creek system, and the parks that have been created 
along the way. The emergence of these parks are directly 
correlated with the evolution of the City of Toronto, from the 
grand estates Governor Simcoe’s park lots, to the creation of 
Toronto’s harbor to the modern vertical village in present day 
City Place. The neighbourhoods that envelop these parks love 
and appreciate these spaces and it is clear through the amount 
of public money being invested into these spaces, that the city 
is actively working to augment this system their anticipated 
parks and public realm improvements. It appears as though 
connectivity is the focus of Toronto’s interventions.

Based on a systematic analysis of the five parks and the system 
as a whole, a number of recommendations were proposed that 
would help recognize the system’s ecological and historical 
significance in Toronto. However, we return to the planner’s 
and landscape architect’s dilemma in that are we looking to 
naturalize and protect these spaces for what they are, what they 
were or what we hope they’ll become? What are the purposes of 
parks in urban centers? The Garrison Creek park system proves 
to be a destination of activity, leisure and relaxation rather than 
naturalized space suitable for re-connecting with nature. In 
comparison to the Don Valley system for example, the parks in 
Garrison Creek appear to be intended for programmed use and 
activity versus passive, non-programmed activities like hiking or 

walking. When reconsidering projects like digging up the Garrison 
Creek and reintroducing it to the urban landscape, is a large-
scale proposal or small, tactical approach more appropriate? 
Given that these spaces as of right are thoroughly used by their 
respective communities, re-surfacing the Garrison Creek may not 
be the favored option. Small interventions such as stormwater 
management ponds may prove to give these sparks the natural 
enhancement that many of them are missing.
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