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Scope

This report aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of  the Pacific Mall retail area and surrounding 
neighbourhood, to gain a critical understanding of  how this space is produced, modified, readapted, transformed, 

and consumed by stakeholders.

Using Lynchian spatial mapping techniques, Allan Jacobs’ observational critiques, and quantitative statistical 
comparisons, an attempt is made to understand the opportunities and constraints in the existing landscape 

that facilitate cultural expression and experience, and the influence planning regulation and practice has on the 
physical and social landscape.  

Site Context
Pacific Mall is located at 4300 Steeles Avenue East within the broader neighbourhood of  Milliken Mills in the city of  
Markham. The site itself  is bounded by Steeles Avenue East to the south, Kennedy Road to the west, and the Milliken 
GO Transit rail line to the east.  

For the purposes of  this neighbourhood study, the geographical limits of  the suburban ethnic neighbourhood 
surrounding Pacific Mall are equated with those of  both Milliken Mills located within the city of  Markham, and 
Milliken located within the city of  Toronto. The compiled limits of  these two neighbourhood boundaries run from 
Finch Avenue East to the south, Warden Avenue to the west, 14th Avenue to the north, and McCowan Road to the 
east. For brevity, the study area, in its entirety, will be referred to as ‘Milliken’ throughout this report. 

The city of  Markham is a lower-tier municipality situated within the Region of  York, while the city of  Toronto is a 
single tier municipality. Both are situated within the broader Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area. 

Context map outlining site and study boundaries 
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Policy Framework

Provincial Policy Statement (2014)
The Provincial Policy Statement, 2014 (PPS) provides an overarching framework for land use and development across 
Ontario. With respect to Pacific Mall as an ethnic retail node, the PPS provides policy on employment and economic 
development under Section 1.3, and cultural heritage under Section 2.6 (PPS, 2014). The evolution of  the area as 
an ethnic retail node will require thoughtful consideration of  the space as a “cultural heritage landscape” with the 
increasing growth pressure for development. The PPS defines cultural heritage landscapes as those which reflect the 
values of  a particular community and may include “...features such as structures, spaces, archaeological sites or natural 
elements that are valued together for their interrelationship, meaning or association” (PPS, 2014).

Official Plan: 1987 and 2014 
The 2014 Official Plan for Markham was adopted by York Region on June 12, 2014. However, the Official Plan is 
currently being appealed to the Ontario Municipal Board, and thus the 1987 Official Plan remains in force (City of  
Markham, 2014c). 

The 2014 and 1987 versions of  the Official Plan differ in the variety of  land use designations that they provide. In the 
1987 Official Plan, Pacific Mall is designated as a Commercial use, with Urban Residential uses to its east and west (City 
of  Markham, 2014a). The 2014 Official Plan designates Pacific Mall as a Mixed Use Mid Rise land use, immediately 
bordered by Residential Mid Rise and Residential Low Rise land uses to its east and west (City of  Markham, 2014b). 

2014 Land Use Map1987 Land Use Map

The 2014 Official Plan clearly indicates a new direction for development in the Pacific Mall commercial area. The shift 
from the 1987 Commercial land use designation to the proposed 2014 Mixed Use Mid Rise land use designation reflects 
the principles of  Transit Oriented Development, as stated in Section 8.2.3.6 Policy d, of  the 2014 Official Plan (City of  
Markham, 2014b). The development of  the Remington Centre next to the Pacific Mall highlights the importance of  
creating new mixed use commercial and residential areas near the Toronto- Markham boundary along Steeles Avenue 
East, close to Toronto TTC bus routes and the Milliken GO Station.

Secondary Plan
The 2014 Official Plan, Appendix F indicates that Pacific Mall is a part of  a Secondary Plan Area that has yet to be 
approved (City of  Markham, 2014b). According to the city of  Markham’s Planning and Urban Design Department, 
the secondary plan has currently been stalled (S. Heaslip, personal communication, March 30, 2015), and there is no 
indication on whether it will be realized.

Steeles Ave E Steeles Ave E



Top 7 Mother Tongue Responses in Milliken % of  Population
Cantonese 23.1
English 22.8
Chinese N.O.S. 18.9
Other 13.3
Mandarin 10.2
Tamil 6.3
English and Non-Official Language 3.4
Tagalog (Filipino) 2.1
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Zoning 
The zoning for the Pacific Mall site is governed by the City of  Markham Zoning By-Law 47-85, as amended. The site is 
zoned Special Commercial 2 - Special (SC2S), which permits a broad range of  commercial uses including retail stores, 
restaurants, offices, personal service shops, and financial institutions. A hotel is also permitted on the Pacific Mall 
property. Residential uses are not currently permitted by the zoning of  the subject lands (City of  Markham, 2011).

Jurisdictional Issues
The Pacific Mall is located abutting the boundary between Markham and the city of  Toronto, on Steeles Avenue 
East. This complicates the planning dialogue between the two municipalities regarding site development and the 
connection between the Pacific Mall and the surrounding neighbourhood.

Role of  the Planner
Using the policy and regulatory tools available, municipal planners have the opportunity to support and guide 
development. Planners must acknowledge and respond to increasing growth pressures and unique ethnic retailing 
along the Steeles Avenue corridor, and possible transit infrastructure investment along the Milliken GO Transit rail 
line to the east. 

Demographics
Milliken had an overall population of  94,907 people as of  2011. This number is on the rise, having grown by 3.5% 
in the period between 2006 and 2011. Population density of  the area was 3,991 people per square kilometer. The 
area itself  is a recent addition to the Toronto Census Metropolitan Areas (CMA), with 68% of  housing having 
been completed since 1980 (Statistics Canada, 2011b); the remainder was constructed almost entirely post 1961. 
Demographic analysis undertaken in the course of  this study indicates that Milliken has a strong Chinese ethnic 
community. The appearance of  this community roughly coincided with the major expansion of  the neighbourhood 
beginning in the 1980s (Statistics Canada, 2011b). 

Mother Tongue
This category of  responses from the 2011 Canadian Census show a number of  residents of  Milliken with languages 
spoken in China (Mandarin, Cantonese, Chinese Not Otherwise Specified) as their mother tongue. These account 
for more than 50% of  the respondents from the Milliken area. This is a significant departure from figures across the 
Toronto CMA, as these languages typically account for around 6% of  the city’s total mother tongue respondents. 
Even more telling is the relatively low percentage of  English as a mother tongue; at 23%, this is 30% below the 
Toronto CMA’s  average. This suggests a very significant population of  first and second generation residents (Statistics 
Canada, 2011a).



Top 7 Mother Tongue Responses in Toronto CMA % of  Population
English 53.8
Other 29.5
Cantonese 3.1
Italian 3.0
English and Non-Official Language 2.9
Chinese, N.O.S. 2.8
Panjabi (Punjabi) 2.8
Spanish 2.2

Population by Generation of Canadian Citizen 
(% of total population)

Immigrant Status 
(% of population)
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Immigrant Status
The figures for mother tongue are reflected in statistics for 
immigration. Milliken has a significantly higher proportion 
of  immigrant residents than the average across the Toronto 
CMA. The percentage of  non-permanent residents is almost 
exactly the same. This suggests that Milliken is an important 
landing zone for new arrivals to the country. This is also 
a relatively recent phenomena. Most of  the immigrants in 
the neighbourhood have arrived within Milliken over the last 
two decades (Statistics Canada, 2011b).
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Ethnic Origins
The grand majority (81%) of  residents 
in Milliken reported an Asian ethnic 
origin in the 2011 Canadian Census 
(Statistics Canada, 2011b). Of  this 
majority, a full 70% claimed a Chinese 
ethnic origin. Combined with language 
and immigration statistics, this indicates 
that Milliken is a very significant ethnic 
enclave (Statistics Canada, 2011b).
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Generational Status
71% of  Milliken residents reported that they were first-
generation Canadians in the National Household Survey 
(Statistics Canada, 2011b). This is more than 20% above the 
average for the Toronto CMA, an indication of  an ethnic 
enclave. 
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Income Profiles
Income is significantly lower in Milliken than it is in the Toronto CMA. The average income per household for the 
neighbourhood is about $20,000 less than elsewhere in the city (Statistics Canada, 2011b).
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For additional demographics on the area of  Milliken, refer to Appendix A.  

Comparison of Household Incomes, 2010

Asian Retail Concentration in Markham
The prevalence of  strip mall and shopping centre retail along 
Steeles Avenue between Kennedy Avenue and Warden Avenue 
is, at a quick glance, akin to other suburban contexts. Traditional 
commercial form and surface parking create the typical suburban 
physical environment. Through the observed dominance of  
ethnic language and services within the retail landscape, and the 
deliberate absence of  generic retail brands from its makeup, the 
unique context of  this suburban retail node is made clear.  

The Pacific Mall and its surroundings reflect the presence of  a 
broader Asian ethnoburb, through the expressions in the retail 
environment. As Wang points out in his 1999 study on Chinese 
retail developments in the Toronto Census Metropolitan Area 
(CMA), the creation of  new Chinese shopping centres in the 
outer suburbs have been used as “catalysts” in order to “attract 
more Chinese immigrants to move into surrounding areas…” 
(Wang, 1999). He states in a 2013 study that the concentration 
of  chinese retailing on the boundary of  Markham and Toronto  
“is the geographical center of  a fledgling Chinese-dominated 
ethnoburb” (Wang, 2013). Demographic research undertaken 
through the course of  this study confirms these postulations.

observed retail signage in Milliken area
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Constructed by the Torgan Group in 1995 and opened in 1997, the influence of  the ‘Asian-themed’ Pacific Mall on 
demand for new Asian-themed retail within the corridor is clear, through closer historical examination of  local retail 
evolution. When the Pacific Mall was opened in 1997 it housed “270,000 square feet of  retail space” (Zhuang, 2013)
and was the “first purpose-built enclosed Asian mall in the Toronto area” (Chen, 2005). Its development on the old 
Cullen Barns site was a developer-led response to recent growth in the Asian population within the surrounding 
neighbourhood, which looked to capitalize on the transition of  neighbouring retail in the Market Village complex to 
Asian tenancy. (Chen, 2005). This expansion of  ethnic retail on the north side of  Steeles Avenue was complimented 
on the south side by the retrofit of  a Canadian Tire store into Splendid China Mall in 2007. Together, these three 
complexes reflect a total of  685,000 square feet of  ethnic retail space, and approximately 650 Asian-oriented store 
fronts added to the neighbourhood since the mid-1990s (DeSilo, 2012; Zhuang, 2013). 

Ethnic clustering, while offering a landmark location for new immigrants to connect with a familiar space in new 
cities, can also work to isolate the area and its retailers from surrounding business opportunities, and integration with 
local culture. Planning practice should understand the need for “... balance between integration with the mainstream 
market and maintenance of  ethnic distinctness [which] can help support the multicultural richness of  the City” 
(Zhuang, 2009). 

Condominium Retail Model
One of  the most unique elements of  Asian ethnic retailing prevalent in the Pacific Mall complex is the use of  
condominium ownership, rather than the traditional North American leasehold retail format. Condominium units 
target Asian merchants, typically Chinese, as most prefer property ownership over leasing (Zhuang, 2013). The physical 
form of  these spaces typically manifests as a more dense retail environment with smaller retail units (200 square feet  
or less). This is clearly observed in the images below, which showcase the typical retail unit size in Pacific Mall relative 
to those found on the floorplan for Yorkville Shopping Centre (Searching Toronto, 2015; Urban Toronto, 2015).

The condominium retail format originated in Hong Kong, and first entered the Toronto retail landscape in 1989 
with the development of  a retail centre in Central Chinatown (Wang, 1999). Shortly afterwards, the Pacific Mall 
championed this new retail format in the suburban context, but occurred in the absence of  robust planning policy 
and administrative knowledge necessary to deal with it, creating  “...a socially and culturally embedded controversy” 
(Zhuang, 2013).

Floorplan: Yorkville Mall (left) and Pacific Mall (right).
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The overall retail experience is both unique and frustrating.  This is best captured by Blog TO writer, Darren Susilo, 
during an experience in the Splendid China Mall food court (also operated under condominium structure). The food 
court has been described as a “fascinating spectacle” due to the clear disregard for functioning communal eating 
spaces (Susilo, 2012). The lack of  consistency in opening hours, tenancy, and useable eating space leaves the patron 
without certainty or choice in this retail environment. Opportunities and challenges of  this retail format are discussed 
by both Zhuang (2013) and Wang (1999) in their analysis of  the changing nature of  suburban ethnic retail in Canada. 
These findings are summarized below.

Operational Benefits

Developer:
• Feasibility: Quicker return on investment
• Efficiency: Absolves responsibility for vacancy rates

Store Owners:
• Certainty: No concern with rent increases over time, given ownership of  unit
• Familiarity: Similar practice in Hong Kong
• Opportunity: Investment assists in facilitating permanent residency in Canada by meeting immigration 

requirements
• Flexibility: Occupation or sublet to secondary tenant

Operational Challenges

• Consensus: Decision making requires majority votes from store owners to approve major business decisions, 
which can be challenging to obtain

• Tenant Participation: Limited by the Condominium Act, which only authorizes property owners to vote on 
matters that impact tenanted businesses 

• Disinterest: Creates lack of  incentive for ongoing management of  tenant mix
• No Anchor: Demand for smaller unit reduces need to attract anchor tenants, and no large ethnic retailer exists 

to fill the anchor tenant role

Social Connectivity
The surrounding neighbourhoods are structured 
around central green spaces and schoolyards. These 
community anchor points play a vital role for 
recreation in addition to functioning as gathering 
spaces. As demonstrated in studies by Gobster 
(13.2% of  those surveyed) and Loukaitou-Sideris 
(6.7% of  those surveyed), active Asian population’s 
most preferred public space activity is walking. 
This highlights the need for adequate recreation 
areas in the neighbourhood. The various religious 
institutions in the neighbourhood provide evidence 
for a substantial, active, and engaged community.

Right: Social connectivity between Pacific Mall and 
surrounding neighbourhood
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Place-making
Both the external and internal architecture of  the Pacific Mall recall ‘marketplace’ typologies. The built form of  the 
Pacific Mall was intended to reference the architecture of  Toronto’s St. Lawrence Market, evident through the use 
of  a sloping roof  and the use of  brick facing (Chen, 2005). The use of  a condominium retail model inside the mall 
results in a high density shopping experience, reminiscent of  the Hong Kong marketplace (Chen, 2005). ‘Hong Kong 
consumerism’ is underscored through the labelling of  the north-south corridors after street names from the former 
British territory of  Hong Kong: Nathan, Queen’s, Pacific, Hollywood, and Hennessey (Chen, 2005). The creation 
of  the Hong Kong-inspired shopping environment is an overt form of  place-making within the Pacific Mall. Place-
making is defined by Lepofsky and Fraser (2003) as “participation in both the production of  meaning and in the 
means of  production of  a locale” (p. 128). It is a flexible, participatory process that allows individuals to reshape the 
definition of  ‘citizenship’ through staking claims on a city or a space. This can be achieved through ‘performative’ 
acts that readapt spaces to new uses (Lepofsky and Fraser, 2003); this is evident through the ways that the commercial 
spaces of  the Pacific Mall are transformed into social and cultural spaces. As such, the Pacific Mall’s economic 
function becomes subsidiary to its social and cultural function, produced through the individuals that animate the 
space, making it an important cultural landmark within Markham.

Place-making is clearly articulated through the design features of  ‘Heritage Town’, located on the top floor of  the 
Pacific Mall. Design elements evoke Chinese culture, marking it as a distinct section of  the mall. ‘Heritage’ is depicted 
through decorative elements such as a lion figure and bridge that help to form the ‘entrance’, as well as wooden 
lattice work, red lacquer columns, and red lanterns that populate the area (Chen, 2005). There is a clear disconnect 
between the materiality of  the Pacific Mall’s glazed shop partitions and Heritage Town (Chen, 2005), which appears 
to be intentional. Heritage Town acknowledges the importance of  Chinese heritage, and asserts its place within 
North American built form. Heritage Town functions as an anchor of  the Pacific Mall, drawing high concentrations 
of  shoppers within its boundaries, and creating opportunities for social gathering for the Chinese community in 
Markham and its surrounding municipalities.

From left to right: The Pacific Mall facade, main entrance; Heritage Town entrance; social gathering within Heritage Town

“the spectacular space of this shopping centre embodies these various 

narratives of identity, location and heritage”
- Chen, 2005, p. 89
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Left: Pacific Mall features a high proportion of  fashion and technology stores that target Asian clientele (Chen, 2005). 
Middle & Right: Market Village complements the Pacific Mall’s store base, through the provision of  grocery stores and 
services (Chen, 2005), which create a “symbiotic relationship” within the shopping complex north of  Steeles Avenue 
East (Chen, 2005, p. 92). Market Village also hosts a variety of  events for the Chinese community, which repurpose 
the commercial space as a community gathering place.

Physical Connectivity
Markham’s 1987 Official Plan, Section 3.4.1, Policy c states the importance of  encouraging transit and pedestrian supportive 
commercial development, highlighted in Section 3.4.2, Policy e and h (City of  Markham, 2014a). Pacific Mall’s location 
directly on Steeles Avenue East poses challenges for the city of  Markham with respect to upholding its Official Plan.

Markham’s land-use plan for the Pacific Mall area attempts to establish connections to the broader neighbourhood 
area, through a gradual increase in density with proximity to the mall. A barrier to this goal is the jurisdictional 
challenge of  the mall’s location on the border of  the municipality. There are significant industrial land uses south of  
the site, in Toronto. The city of  Toronto has jurisdictional responsibility for Steeles Avenue East (S. Heaslip, personal 
communication, March 30, 2015). This hinders Markham’s ability to provide appropriate vehicular access, public 
realm improvements, and transit provision to the site.

Desire Paths (Left)
The site of  the Pacific Mall is defined by very 
hard edges. Access from the east is impossible 
due to the GO rail corridor running along its 
length. The major arterials of  Kennedy Road 
and Steeles Avenue East pose a challenge for 
pedestrian crossing, and serve to disconnect 
the mall site from the surrounding residential 
communities. Through the observation of  
desire paths in the area, it is apparent that the 
current pedestrian infrastructure is insufficiently 
supporting demand for site accessibility.
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Despite heavy pedestrian activity around the Pacific Mall, pedestrian infrastructure is given tiertiary priority, behind 
road and rail infrastructure. Narrow sidewalks are placed adjacent to busy roadways, and crosswalks are not located 
where needed.

Future Development There are changes on the horizon for Milliken. Several projects under 
construction or in the planning process have the potential to bring new uses 
and built forms to the neighbourhood.  

Recent and upcoming development to the east of  the site is distinctly targeted 
towards the Chinese community. Mon Sheong Court, a senior’s residence under 
construction, uses specific branding and offerings to attract members of  this 
community. The development’s location in the immediate vicinity of  the Pacific 
Mall and the surrounding Chinese community is a primary selling feature.

The Remington Centre
The Remington Centre development would replace the current Market Village 
shopping centre, and is poised to alter the dynamics of  the Pacific Mall area. 
This development would comprise of  74,322 square metres of  commercial 
space for 700 retail operations, and parking for 3500 vehicles (Construction 
Canada, 2014). A second phase involves the construction of  two residential 
towers with an expected 550 units (Construction Canada, 2014). Construction 
of  the Remington Centre will bring with it a significant change to the way 
that this shopping area will function. The integration of  both condominium 
and leasehold retail implements an ‘East-meets-West’ philosophy of  retailing 
(Construction Canada, 2014). Another potential change to the area is the 
inclusion of  a night market area, which would be open until 3 A.M (Remington 
Group, N.D.). This would change the hours of  usage for this retail hub.

In addition to this project, the city of  Markham is overseeing the Markham 
Centre project a few kilometers to the north of  the Pacific Mall. This project 
involves more than 40 developments and seeks to build a centre for the city of  
Markham (City of  Markham, N.D.). With new retail destinations being cited in 
this development, there is the potential to draw more business away from the 
Pacific Mall area.

Splendid China Mall, directly south of  the Pacific Mall, on the south side of  
Steeles, is subject to a development proposal that would double its retail space 
(OMB, 2008). This proposal is currently on hold pending resolution at the 
Ontario Municipal Board. This is a part of  an overall vision to provide mixed 
use development, which includes additional retail, residential use, and a hotel. 

Remington Centre (Model)

Remington Centre (Model)

Mon Sheong Court
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Conclusion
Through spatial, statistical, and observational analysis, this study has provided an examination of  an established 
ethnic retail node. From an economic perspective, the Pacific Mall development has been largely positive, establishing 
the area as both a needs-based shopping destination for local residents, and a tourist attraction within the city of  
Markham (Chen, 2005). 

Beyond its function as an economic hub, the Pacific Mall has challenged planners and local residents to address 
social and land use tensions, which manifested as a result of  ethnically marketed and modelled spaces within the local 
planning framework. This analysis highlights the importance of  encouraging ethnic and cultural integration in space 
(Agrawal et al., 2007).

The evolution of  the Pacific Mall chronicles a reactive response to market forces. When planning for ethnic retail 
spaces, local planning knowledge ensures development is consistent with immediate population needs. Adaptable 
policy will allow regulation to guide future development, while responding to the unique requirements of  ethnic 
spaces. A recognition of  the need for social and physical connectivity when planning these spaces will result in 
cohesive and inclusive environments. Future practice would benefit from a more proactive planning framework that 
acknowledges and addresses these objectives. In the pursuit of  planning for diverse communities, it is important that 
planners acknowledge the uniqueness of  each situation, and should address them with dynamic, inventive solutions.
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Appendix A
Additional demographics for Milliken.

Age Demographics
Milliken has an older population than the Toronto CMA 
with the proportion of  young children being 14% for the 
former and 17% for the latter. The proportion of  the 
populace aged 55 and older is above the average for the 
city of  Toronto (Statistics Canada, 2011a).

Household Size
Households are larger in Milliken on average than the rest of  
Toronto (Statistics Canada, 2011b). This is particularly significant 
in the “6 or more persons” per household category of  the 2011 
National Household Survey. This statistic may indicate a difference 
in the composition of  many households in Milliken, and perhaps 
multigenerational living arrangements. This is significant when 
paired with comparative statistics of  housing suitability, as defined 
by Statistics Canada. The National Household Survey reported that 
11.2% of  Toronto’s respondents said their housing was not suitable. 
In comparison, 16.8% of  respondents in Milliken had housing that 
was not suitable. More than 5% of  the population was concerned 
with housing suitability; combined with a larger household sizes, this 
suggests that there may be a need for changes in Milliken’s housing 
policy (Statistics Canada, 2011b).

Shelter Cost
The lower average household income in Milliken has had little effect 
on the affordability of  housing for residents of  the neighbourhood. 
A comparison between Milliken and the Toronto CMA shows that 
there is little difference, with 33% and 32% respectively, of  residents 
spending more than 30% of  their household income. Thus, despite 
lower incomes, shelter is no more of  a concern than it is elsewhere 
in the city of  Toronto (Statistics Canada, 2011a).

Private Dwelling Types
Milliken is strongly suburban, with more than 
50% of  the population housed in single-
detached homes. There are fewer residents 
that live in apartment buildings than in the 
Toronto CMA, as well as more residents living 
in duplex apartments. The prevalence of  single 
family detached homes was noted during site 
observations (Statistics Canada, 2011a).
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Education
Education rates are lower in Milliken than they are across 
the rest of  the Toronto CMA. It is more common for 
residents of  the neighbourhood to have a high school 
diploma as their highest certificate, diploma or degree. 
It is also more common for them to have no certificate, 
diploma or degree at all. Given Milliken’s older average 
population, the demand for post-secondary education  
may not be present due to the aging demographics of  the 
neighbourhood (Statistics Canada, 2011b).

Labour Force Participation
Residents of  Milliken actively involved in the labour force reported similar levels of  unemployment as the rest of  
the city of  Toronto CMA. Comparatively, labour force participation is somewhat lower in Milliken. This may be due 
to the larger average household size, requiring a greater amount of  time required from parents in raising children 
(Statistics Canada, 2011a).

Transportation During Commutes
Residents of  Milliken car-pool and use public transit more 
than the average in the Toronto CMA. The proximity of  
the bus lines running along Steeles Avenue East connect 
to several different subway lines, providing good public 
transit access to most of  the city. This may account for the 
greater amount of  public-transit use despite the suburban 
character of  the neighbourhood identified during site visits 
(Statistics Canada, 2011b).
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