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The Toronto region’s strategy for economic development is heavily invested in the 
idea of sustainability.  The concept of sustainable development, as elucidated by the 
Brundtland Commission Report (1987) “Our Common Good,” requires an explicit 
balancing between achievement of economic growth on one hand and environmental 
protection and social equity on the other. Instead of assuming that maximizing economic 
growth, by itself, maximizes social welfare, sustainable development calls for an explicit 
linkage between the two.  Every city wishing to achieve sustainable development faces 
enormous challenges in finding ways to accomplish this balancing.  For many cities, this 
balancing has taken the form of building sustainability goals into the municipal and 
regional economic development strategy, and this is increasingly the case in Toronto. 
 

When cities decide to embark on a policy to try to become more sustainable 
places, they inevitably must address dozens of major problems through their local, 
regional, and national policies and programs (Portney, 2003). The policies and programs 
they adopt and implement make up the sum total of their sustainability strategies.  In 
order to assess Toronto’s strategy, a review of the numerous sustainability policies and 
programs of the city is required.  After a description of the central policies and programs, 
Toronto’s experience will be described and compared to that of other North American 
cities.  Finally, an effort is made to understand the linkage between Toronto’s 
sustainability efforts and its economic development strategies. 
 

Toronto’s pursuit of sustainability is extremely well developed, and progress has 
been impressive.  The assessment of Toronto’s strategy focuses on some 36 different 
policies and programs covering a wide array of environmental and social equity 
domains.1  The way Toronto approaches each of these policies and programs defines its 
commitment to achieving a high degree of sustainability. 
 
Smart Growth and Land Use Planning and Programs 
 

The heart of smart growth is based on the idea that, like the broader concept of 
sustainability, economic growth should be pursued with an eye toward avoiding the 
creation of major environmental and social problems.  Local and regional programs 
designed to achieve this typically focus on efforts at population densification (also called 

                                                 
1 For an alternative comprehensive assessment of Toronto’s sustainability efforts, see the report People, Plant and 
Profit: Catalyzing Economic Growth and Environmental Quality in the City of Toronto. (City of Toronto, 2007c), 
Appendix A. 
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intensification), brownfield redevelopment, creation of eco-industrial parks, urban infill 
or eco-village projects, cluster economic development strategies, and the general 
development of zoning and land use planning and policies designed to support the 
protection of environmentally sensitive areas while still facilitating growth.  Another of 
the central tenets of smart growth is the idea that economic development activities 
practiced in a city can be clustered around a green economy where products, services, and 
employment can be used to serve environmental protection and improvement.  In other 
words, instead of orienting a city’s economical development strategy around attracting 
any and all types of businesses and job, cities can and should pursue the development of 
an economy that actually contributes to the protection and improvement of the 
biophysical environment for the city, the region, the nation, and the world. 
 

Toronto has a long history of intensification, possessing perhaps the largest 
number of high-rise residential buildings in North America.  Indeed, as described below, 
much of the high-rise building stock was built before construction standards required the 
energy conservation materials and techniques routinely used today. Hence, much of this 
stock is in need of retrofitting, as reflected in Mayor Miller’s Tower Renewal Project 
initiative.   
 

Regionally, the Ontario Places to Grow Act and initiative of 2005 stands as the 
central growth management plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe area (Ontario, 2006; 
2008a; 2008b). The conceptual foundation for this initiative is smart growth – desire to 
manage growth so as to discourage sprawl and to protect sensitive parts of the 
biophysical environment.  For Urban Growth Centres, including all of downtown 
Toronto, the plan requires greater residential intensification such that by 2015, such 
centers will be required to accommodate 40% of each year’s residential units within their 
already built-up areas. 
 

Toronto has been engaged in various forms of cluster economic development for 
many years, with perhaps different economic development clusters or sectors already 
identified as important priorities.  Focused mainly on sectors of the economy where the 
City already has an established advantage, these include financial services, business and 
professional services, biotechnology, screen-based arts industries, telecommunications, 
tourism, design, aerospace, automobile and automobile parts manufacturing, food 
processing, and a collection of other manufacturing.  Emerging clusters include “cultural 
industries,” green industries, and education (City of Toronto, 2008d).  The development 
of the green industries cluster, the character of which is thoroughly outline in the People, 
Planet and Profit report (City of Toronto, 2007c) prepared by the Delphi Group for the 
Division of Economic Development, Culture and Tourism, promises to serve as the key 
to making the linkage between sustainability and economic development for the city and 
metropolitan area. This report provides a comprehensive assessment of the City’s existing 
strengths in terms of products and services, and makes numerous recommendations 
concerning public policies and programs that it advocates in order to build on these 
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strengths.  These include providing direct support for existing firms, attracting new and 
complementary businesses, and creating institutional arrangement to support the business 
and intellectual activities underlying such a cluster.   
 
Climate Protection and Energy 
 

Just as smart growth is a central part of sustainable development, so too is climate 
protection.  For the most part climate protection focuses on efforts to reduce air emissions 
thought to contribute to climate change, especially carbon.  Since so much of the carbon 
that is emitted finds its source in the burning of fossil fuels, primarily for personal 
transportation and for the generation of electricity, city-based efforts to reduce carbon 
inevitably involve finding alternative ways of transporting people and generating 
electricity.  Here the focus is on city programs and policies that control the quantity of 
downtown parking spaces, encourage commuters to either use public transit or to drive 
alternatively fueled vehicles (primary gasoline-electric hybrids) including free or reduced 
cost parking for such vehicles, the development of high occupancy vehicle (HOV) lanes 
on highways and local streets, the operation of a robust public transit system of subways, 
light rail, and buses, replacing city operated vehicles with alternatively fueled options, a 
bicycle ridership program, targeted air emissions reductions programs (including specific 
efforts to reduce volatile organic chemical emissions), green building programs 
(especially programs designed to encourage or require LEED certified construction), the 
use of renewable energy by city government, an energy conservation program (other than 
that contained in any green building program), and ensuring the residential electricity 
consumers are offered a green choice – the option of purchasing electricity generated 
through bio-fuels, solar, wind, or geo-thermal sources. 
 

Toronto has been particularly effective in its efforts to define programs and 
policies directed toward energy efficiency, conservation, and the development of 
alternative energy sources. It has established a comprehensive energy plan with long and 
intermediate-term programs and goals to mitigate climate change through reducing 
energy consumption, reducing the city’s resulting carbon footprint, and moving toward 
increasing renewable energy sources.  It has also spearheaded a climate adaptation 
planning process to try to ensure that rising temperatures and associated changes to the 
biophysical environment do not threaten the well-being and economic progress of the city 
(City of Toronto, 2008a). Since 2003, a cooperative venture between Toronto Hydro 
Energy Service, Inc., and Windshare, a community-based energy cooperative, has 
operated a 750 kilowatt wind turbine on the Toronto waterfront, and is now constructing 
a 10 megawatt wind turbine farm facility about 225 kilometers from Toronto.   
 

In 2005, the City of Toronto established a three-year green fleet program to 
convert most of its city vehicles to alternatively fueled vehicles, a program that is nearly 
completed.   
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Most of the City’s climate change efforts have focused on climate mitigation – policies 
and programs designed to reduce its emissions of greenhouse gases.  However, in its June 
2007 energy plan, Toronto has proposed to add a focus on climate change adaptation 
under the recognition that climate change is happening, will continue to happen, and the 
city needs to anticipate and prepare for the consequences. (City of Toronto, 2007a; 
2007b).  
 

As noted above, Toronto has long relied on high-rise residential buildings, and as 
a result, has experienced relatively high residential population density. However, this has 
not always translated into the kind of energy savings (and associated lower carbon 
footprint) that would be experienced today largely because so many of these high-rise 
structures were built before such structures were explicitly designed for energy 
conservation. As a consequence, Mayor Miller has initiated a citywide effort often 
referred to as the Tower Renewal Project where the city will embark on an ambitious 
effort to retrofit older, less efficient, high-rise structures with materials that will reduce 
heat loss, including thermal over-cladding, greenhouse roofs, and modern windows 
(Duncan, 2008).  This project has involved the city working with numerous partners, 
including ERA Architects, Inc., the Clinton Foundation, the Toronto Atmospheric Fund, 
the University of Toronto, and others. The clear expectation is that this project will result 
in extensive improvements in the city’s energy efficiency and reductions in its carbon 
footprint. 
 

Another city program designed to reduce energy use is found in Toronto’s district 
cooling project.  Here, the city has worked with its publicly owned Enwave Energy 
Corporation to develop an extensive district cooling system for major downtown 
buildings.  In this project, cold deep water from Lake Ontario is used to provide air 
conditioning to 51 high-rise buildings in the central city, or about 29 million square feet 
of space. Estimates suggest that this system currently saves about 128 kWh of electricity, 
which translates into reductions of about 79,000 tons of carbon, each year.   
 
Pollution Prevention and Remediation 
 

Explicit efforts to protect and remediate the biophysical environment include 
many of the programs and policies described under climate change, but also included 
efforts to promote household solid waste recycling, household hazardous waste recycling 
and proper disposal, industrial recycling, purchasing of recycled products by city 
government, hazardous waste site remediation (other than brownfield site redevelopment 
described above), asbestos abatement, lead paint abatement, and pesticide reduction.  
Additionally, cities’ green building efforts are often motivated by a desire to ensure that 
the commercial and residential building stock of the future will require less energy, and 
will produce less pollution in the manufacture of building materials, in the day-to-day 
functioning of the building primarily by reducing water runoff, and in eventual 
demolition. 
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Toronto operates a number of pollution prevention and remediation programs.  Its 

solid waste and hazardous waste reduction, brownfield redevelopment, and greenhouse 
gas emission programs are probably the most highly developed.  The solid waste program 
initially set a target of diverting 70% of the city’s household solid waste away from 
landfill and incineration by promoting greater recycling and reuse, and it created an 
aggressive Target70 program to try to achieve this goal by 2010. Having achieved that 
73% diversion by 2006, a new goal seeks an 80% target by that year.  It also operates a 
household hazardous waste collection program through its collection depots.   
 

Toronto’s brownfield redevelopment program is designed to try to create 
incentives for private developers to remediate contaminated parcels of land so that they 
can put into economically productive uses.  As part of its Community Improvement Plan 
process, developers can seek numerous tax and fee benefits for projects that are deemed 
consistent with its overall economic development and employment goals (City of 
Toronto, 2008b). This includes a major emphasis on waterfront development, which is 
being managed by the Toronto Waterfront Revitalization Corporation charged with 
managing the many government and private sector entities that own the parcels 
waterfront land designated as brownfield redevelopment sites. It is not entirely clear that 
the City of Toronto operates anything like a hazardous waste site remediation program 
independent of its brownfield redevelopment programs or the federal and provincial 
programs. 
 

The City’s greenhouse gas emissions and climate change programs make 
extensive efforts to reduce air pollution, and are discussed extensively elsewhere in this 
document.  
 

The City manages asbestos and lead paint abatement by implementing and 
enforcing provincial regulations on asbestos exposure and removal.  It also engages on 
asbestos abatement through its social housing and affordable housing programs. 
 

With the passage of the 2004 pesticide bylaw, the City bans the use of pesticides 
on all public and private property in to city. This bylaw carries a hefty fine of up to 
$5,000 per incident, although there does not seem to be any information available 
concerning compliance or enforcement. 
 

Toronto has been rapidly development a comprehensive green building program.  
One of its features is the effort to promote green roofs on flat roofed buildings, as 
represented by its 2007 pilot project to provide grants to underwrite the cost of installing 
such roofing systems. Additionally, in 2007, the city started implementing a well-
developed “environmentally responsible procurement policy” that requires that the city 
purchase recycled and green products whenever possible.  
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Natural Resource Conservation 
 

Three local programs typically focus on efforts to conserve natural resources. 
These involve policies to reduce water consumption, to protect open space and green 
space, to protect and carefully use surface water resources, and to encourage consumption 
of locally grown agricultural products particularly through local farmers’ markets and the 
creation of sustainable food systems. 
 

Toronto has adopted a very aggressive industrial water conservation plan designed 
to promote economic development while ensuring responsible water usage by large 
commercial and industrial users.  The City has a reduced water pricing system for large 
consumers of water, but to ensure that the lower rates do not lead to excessive use, all 
industrial water customers must submit and have approved a detailed water conservation 
plan.   
 
The Places to Grow Act for the Greater Golden Horseshoe provides for protection of a 
fairly vast “Greenbelt” area where development is largely prohibited.  Virtually all of this 
Greenbelt territory, however, lies outside of the boundaries of the City of Toronto.  The 
City does designate and protect specific open space areas of the city, many of which are 
adjacent to major waterways or on the City’s watershed areas.  Numerous commentators 
told us that expanding the visibility and recreational usability of the some 26000 km of 
green space adjacent to the City’s canal system could create a “green jewel” that would 
serve as a major element in creating competitive advantage.   
 
Environmental and Social Equity 
 

Because the concept of sustainability is deeply rooted in the notion that explicit 
attention needs to be given to the distribution of goods and services in society, 
sustainability programs often include efforts to maximize equity (Agyeman, 2005).  
Although there is considerable variation in what this means in practice (Warner, 2002), 
efforts to pursue equity often focus on affordable housing and social housing as a central 
theme.  Additionally, municipal programs toward lead and asbestos abatement, and 
sometimes brownfield redevelopment (described above), have equity aspects to them, 
since typically it is low income and minority populations that are most likely to be 
exposed to environmental and health risks associated with lead paint, asbestos, and soil 
contamination. 
 

Toronto has a very serious effort to promote affordable housing, and this effort 
seems to be driven by a desire to achieve greater equity, to green the housing stock, and 
to contribute to the economic competitiveness of the city (City of Toronto, 2008c).  At 
least partly in response to what seems to be an almost universal perception that Toronto 
has an affordable housing crisis, the City has embarked on an ambitious effort to provide 
assistance to homeless and vulnerable individuals and families in finding and keeping 
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homes, to assist low income families and individuals with rent subsidies, to help low 
income homeowners with assistance to lower the cost of home maintenance especially 
through energy conservation measures, and to create affordable rental housing for 
thousands of households. In terms of social housing, the City faces numerous challenges, 
not the least of which is rooted in the federal downloading responsibility for large 
numbers of social housing units and the costs associated with this downloading. The 
City’s response has been to work with its Toronto Community Housing Corporation, as 
well as over 240 nonprofit and cooperative housing partners in maintaining social 
housing communities, and to look for innovative ways of generating revenues to support 
these programs (City of Toronto, 2008c: pp. 18-20). 
 
Organization, Administration, Management, and Governance 
 

Just as important as the specific programs and policies are in promoting 
sustainable development is the way the city’s sustainability effort is organized, managed, 
and governed.  This includes where the administrative responsibility for sustainability 
resides, whether there is a single agency or authority with the responsibility, whether 
sustainability is part of a broad and comprehensive sustainability strategy or strategic 
plan, whether regional governance authorities are involved in sustainability planning and 
implementation, whether the city’s chief executive officer (mayor or city manager) is 
intimately involved in the sustainability efforts, whether the business community is 
involved, and whether city residents are involved, especially through regular channels of 
participation such as neighborhood associations or councils. 
 

The City’s management of a broad sustainability policy appears to be in flux, with 
recent primary responsibilities split across several administrative offices. Coordinating 
authority now resides in the office of the City’s Sustainability Director, who reports to 
the Chief Administrative Officer.  Most of the programmatic management occurs in 
separate offices, especially the Office of the Environment and the Energy Efficiency 
Office.  Other departments implement specific programs.  The Sustainability Roundtable 
was transformed into the Roundtable on the Environment, the mayor’s chief advisory 
body on environmental issues.  Apparently the exactly character and administrative 
location of this advisory board is under review, and may well reflect consideration of a 
downgrading of sustainability (broadly defined) as a priority, while placing renewed 
emphasis on specific aspects of sustainability, especially climate remediation and 
adaptation. 
 

The starting point for a discussion of the involvement of regional governance 
authorities is its conceptual foundation.  The central reason why regional cooperation and 
coordination is thought to be an important, even necessary, component of any city’s 
sustainability efforts has to do with externalities.  Cities, acting along, face great 
difficulty or impossibility in dealing with externalities – both those that they impose on 
surrounding areas and those that surrounding areas impose on them.  In order to become 
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more sustainable, cities must account for and reduce these externalities.  In short, a city 
cannot sustain itself simply by imposing costs on other places. Indeed, this is the idea 
underlying the use of ecological footprints as objective measures of cities’ sustainability.  
A primary way for cities to reduce their ecological footprints is to reduce their 
externalities.  So the degree to which there is regional and metropolitan coordination and 
cooperation stands as a proxy for how seriously the city takes sustainability. 
 

Toronto’s experience with involving regional governance authorities in 
sustainability is complex and multi-faceted.  Clearly, as described more fully below, the 
provincial government has been intimately involved in the pursuit of sustainability, and 
in enabling Toronto to accomplish significant sustainability goals.  Surrounding 
municipalities and regions have also been involved in the pursuit of sustainability, 
although often in much different, and un-coordinated, ways.  But one of the most 
important events to affect the potential for the pursuit of sustainability in Toronto is the 
municipal amalgamation that occurred in 1998.   
 

In 1998, the City of Toronto absorbed five surrounding municipalities (North 
York, Scarborough, Etobicoke, York, and East York) into its jurisdiction. Without going 
into deal about why and how this was done, and what kinds of hard feelings or 
resentments it may have produced, suffice it to say that it has had consequences for 
Toronto’s pursuit of sustainability. On one hand, it has created even greater challenges 
for delivery services to the newly annexed municipalities while maintaining services to 
the original city (.  On the other hand, it has reduced the array of externalities imposed by 
Toronto on these municipalities, ensuring that the governing authority for dealing with 
these externalities now resides in Toronto city hall.  There is little doubt that the 
incorporation has created enhanced opportunities for Toronto to pursue its sustainability 
agenda. 
 

Coordination and cooperation on sustainability issues with other surrounding 
municipalities and regional governments is considerably more spotty.  As we heard from 
numerous officials, each municipality sets about its own sustainability agenda, with some 
focusing on waste-to-energy facilities, others on green building or climate change, and so 
on.  Nick Tunnacliffe, Director of Planning for the Peel Regional Municipality, told us 
that there is much room for improvement in coordinating these various efforts with those 
of the City of Toronto to ensure that the ecological footprint of the regional is minimized. 
As Tunnacliffe noted, most of the sustainability-related coordination across 
municipalities takes place on an ad hoc, informal, basis rather than through any type of 
formal structure or coordinating body. We heard similar stories from others, including 
reference to the contention that the voluntary cooperative efforts such as the Great 
Lakes/St. Lawrence Cities Initiative, have no formal authority to take specific actions.  
We also heard from planners and environmental officials from surrounding municipalities 
that because residents in those surrounding cities do not necessarily accept the idea that 
sprawl is a negative externality, addressing the problem through informal and voluntary 
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means frequently cannot work. Indeed, as noted in the Ontario (2006) Places to Grow 
Guide, this has led to spillover and externalities that fail to check sprawling development, 
and this means that “people are traveling longer distances to work and spending more 
time commuting. More automobiles are on the roads. Pollution is increasing. Gridlock is 
worsening. Goods are not getting to their destinations on time” (p. 4).  In short, the failure 
of metropolitan coordination and cooperation is “…adversely affecting Ontario’s 
competitive potential, hurting the economy and damaging our health, environment and 
quality of life.”   
 

Involvement of, and coordination with, the business community and related 
stakeholders in the City’s sustainability efforts is quite impressive.  For example, the 
Toronto Energy Efficiency Office maintains and implements the Sustainable Energy 
Business Plan for the City of Toronto, a plan that has apparently had extensive multi-
stakeholder input.  The Office also operates its Better Buildings Partnership between the 
city, nonprofit organizations, and the private sector focused on green building techniques 
and technical assistance in pursuit of reduced energy and carbon reduction. Clearly, the 
mayor and Toronto City Council have been deeply involved in the city’s efforts to pursue 
sustainability.  Both have been intimately involved in defining projects and programs, 
and in ensuring that resources are allocated to high priority sustainability activities. 
Additionally, there are two primary administrative offices that have responsibility for 
implementing and assessing the sustainability-related programs.  The Environment Office 
bears responsibility for those programs and policies, other than energy, that directly affect 
the bio-physical environment.  The Energy Efficiency Office has responsibility for all of 
the climate change programs discussed earlier. 
 

As Toronto has moved toward the definition of an economic development cluster 
around sustainability and the environment, the business community seems to have been 
an integral part of this process.  Largely spearheaded by the City’s Economic 
Development, Culture and Tourism Division, the business sector has been an active 
participant in the evolution of this cluster (City of Toronto, 2007d).    
 
Toronto’s Sustainability Effort Compared to Other North American Cities 
 

In previous work, some 45 U.S. cities with articulated policies on sustainability 
have been identified (Portney, 2008).  Assessing each of these cities on the 36 program 
and policy criteria suggests that in the U.S., Seattle, Denver, and Portland are the cities 
that seem to take sustainability most seriously as a matter of public policies and 
programs. In this assessment, each city is given a point for enacting and implementing 
each of the 36 programs or program elements (as outlined in the Appendix), and a 
summary score is computed that simply counts the number of such programs.  In order to 
receive a point for a specific program, the city needs to have created that program or 
policy and there must be documented evidence that the program or policy was actually 
implemented in some fashion. The information contained in the discussions above 
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provides the foundation for assessing how Toronto compares to these cities.  Clearly, 
Toronto is clearly among the elite cities in terms of the amount of public policy effort 
made to try to become more sustainable. Table 1 shows the full list of U.S. cities that 
have enacted sustainability initiatives, and Toronto is included for comparison. Clearly, 
Toronto’s sustainability initiative ranks with the best in the U.S. simply in terms of the 
presence of each of the 36 policies and programs.  Lacking only HOV lanes on 
downtown streets (an idea that is actively under consideration), limits on downtown 
parking, and the existing of a permanent multi-city, county, or metropolitan sustainability 
coordinating agency, Toronto’s sustainability effort is broad and deep. Yet the ranking 
only tells part of the story.  As the earlier descriptions of these programs and policies 
attests, the amount of effort the City puts into each of these programs, and their effects, 
often surpasses that of similar programs in U.S. cities.  While no systematic assessment 
data are available to establish how much more seriously Toronto takes these programs 
than other cities, it seems fairly clear that its accomplishments are impressive. Although 
other Canadian cities may well be as serious about sustainability, Toronto has established 
itself as a North American leader that promises to give it significant comparative 
advantage. While numerous North American cities have articulated a desire truly 
integrate their economic development strategies with their sustainability plans, yet none 
has gone as far, or has as much promise, as Toronto.   
 
 
Table 1: Toronto’s Sustainability Effort Ranked Against U.S. Cities with Established 
Sustainability Policies* 

 

  

RRaannkk  
  

CCiittyy  
IInnddeexx  

SSccoorree  

11  TToorroonnttoo  3333  

22  SSeeaattttllee  3322  

33  DDeennvveerr  3311  

44  AAllbbuuqquueerrqquuee  2299  

44  LLooss  AAnnggeelleess  2299  

44  MMiinnnneeaappoolliiss  2299  

44  OOaakkllaanndd  2299  

88  BBoouullddeerr  2277  

88  SSaann  JJoossee  2277  

88  CChhiiccaaggoo  2277  

88  PPoorrttllaanndd,,  OORR  2277  

1122  SSaannttaa  MMoonniiccaa  2266  

1122  SSccoottttssddaallee  2266  

1122  SSaann  DDiieeggoo  2266  

1155  CCoolluummbbuuss  2255  
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1166  SSaann  FFrraanncciissccoo  2244  

1177  KKaannssaass  CCiittyy  2233  

1177  NNeeww  YYoorrkk  2233  

1177  SSaaccrraammeennttoo  2233  

2200  TTaammppaa  1199  

2200  AAnncchhoorraaggee  1199  

2200  VVaannccoouuvveerr  1199  

2233  AAuussttiinn  1188  

2233  CCaammbbrriiddggee  1188  

2233  CChhaattttaannooooggaa  1188  

2233  TTuuccssoonn  1188  

2233  WWaasshhiinnggttoonn  1188  

2233  GGrraanndd  RRaappiiddss  1188  

2299  BBaallttiimmoorree  1177  

2299  BBuuffffaalloo  1177  

3311  PPhhooeenniixx  1166  

3322  BBoossttoonn  1155  

3322  JJaacckkssoonnvviillllee  1155  

3322  PPiittttssbbuurrgghh  1155  

3355  BBrrooookklliinnee,,  MMAA  1144  

3355  CClleevveellaanndd  1144  

3355  AAttllaannttaa  1144  

3388  SStt..  LLoouuiiss  1133  

3399  OOrrllaannddoo  1122  

4400  IInnddiiaannaappoolliiss  1111  

4400  SSaannttaa  BBaarrbbaarraa  1111  

4422  MMiillwwaauukkeeee      99  

4422  NNeeww  HHaavveenn      99  

4444  OOllyymmppiiaa,,  WWAA      88  

4455  LLaannssiinngg//EE..  LLaannssiinngg      77  

4455  CCiinncciinnnnaattii      77  

 

* Updated as of September 15, 2007, from Portney (2003). The “Index” is based on 
assessment of the  36 specific city government policies, programs, and activities listed 
below. Each city received 1 point for having each program or policy. 

 
 

The comparisons can also be refined with specific reference to the results of these 
policies.  How does Toronto compare to other cities in terms of its ecological footprint 
and its carbon footprint?  Presumably, these footprints represent measures of how 
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environmentally sustainable cities are.  Before this comparison is made, however, a brief 
review of the ecological and carbon footprint analysis is in order. 
 

The idea of the “ecological footprint” was devised by William Rees, from the 
University of British Columbia, and Wackernagel, from the Global Footprint Network in 
Oakland, CA, as a way of measuring the environmental impact of the people living in 
given geographic areas (Rees, 1992; Rees and Wackernagel, 1994).  Although the 
original application focused on nations, subsequent efforts have also applied it sub-
national areas including cities.  This specific measure estimates the amount of 
biologically productive land and sea area that is necessary to sustain the lifestyle of the 
people who live in a given area.  For example, current estimates are that 7.25 hectares 
(17.9 acres) of land are required to maintain the lifestyle of the average Canadian, and 
9.83 hectares (24.3 acres) of land are required for the average resident of the U.S.   
 

But what is Toronto’s ecological footprint?  The City of Toronto started measuring 
and monitoring the city’s footprint in 1996, and continued to compute it periodically 
thereafter.  It is somewhat difficult to compare cities’ ecological footprints unless exactly 
the same methodology and type of data are used in the calculations.  Moreover, because 
different researchers and analysts compute ecological footprints for different cities, the 
measure of land used in the calculation varies – sometimes it is reported as hectares per 
capita, square kilometers, acres, or square miles.  The ecological footprint of Toronto and 
comparison cities presented here are from analysis by Wilson and Anielski (2005) for 
Canadian cities, and largely from Redefining Progress, Inc., the Oakland, California-
based nonprofit organization that has conducted ecological footprint analysis, for U.S. 
Pacific coast cities. Information from London (UK) was taken from its web site (London, 
2008). 
 

Figure 1 shows the per capita ecological footprint of Toronto and four other Canadian 
cities, along with three U.S. cities and London (UK).  These data suggest that despite its 
size and complexity, Toronto’s 7.36 hectares per person compares quite favorably to all 
the North American cities.2  Indeed, Toronto’s ecological footprint is only slightly higher 
than the Canadian national average, which is considerably smaller than the U.S. average, 
and quite impressive given the size and level of economic activity within the city. Even 
so, if the 1.7 hectare per person sustainability benchmark is taken at face value, Toronto 
(and presumably the rest of the developed world) as a long way to go to become 
sustainable. Unfortunately, there are no solid time-series measures of Toronto’s 
ecological footprint. As a result, it is not possible to assess whether the city’s footprint is 

                                                 
2 Independent estimates suggest that Toronto’s ecological footprint may be considerably lower. The city’s former 
Environmental Impact Assessment and Policy Development Office estimated the footprint to be 5.30 + 1.70 hectares 
in 2002.  For reference to this measure, see 
http://www.canadianarchitect.com/asf/perspectives_sustainibility/measures_of_sustainablity/measures_of_sustainab
lity_footprint.htm  last accessed June 7, 2008. 
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growing substantially, or whether the city’s extensive policies and programs are 
effectively reducing the city’s footprint.   
 
 
Figure 1: Toronto’s Ecological Footprint Compared (in hectares per capita) 

 

9.83

7.25

9.86
9.45

8.97
8.46

7.71 7.51 7.38 7.36
6.63

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

U
.S
. A
vg

C
an
ad
a 
A
vg

C
al
ga
ry

E
dm
on
to
n

S
ea
tt
le

S
an
ta
 M
on
ic
a

V
an
co
uv
er

S
an
 F
ra
nc
is
co

H
am
ilt
on

To
ro
nt
o

Lo
nd
on
 (U
K
)

 
 
 

More recently, with growing concerning about climate change, a more specific 
footprint has found it’s way into our lexicon – the carbon footprint.  The carbon footprint 
represents a more targeted measure of how much carbon per capita is being emitted by 
individual people, or by groups of people aggregated at any level, such as a household, 
city, province, or nation.  Current estimates suggest that the average annual carbon 
footprint of a Canadian is 20.0 tonnes, and the average carbon footprint for a resident of 
the U.S. is 22.2 tonnes. By comparison, the per capita carbon emissions in the UK are 
10.4 tonnes.  It should be noted that the ecological footprint and carbon footprint 
measures are not independent of each other.  The ecological footprint measure accounts 
for carbon emissions among its components, but also includes other aspects. One would 
expect a fairly close correlation between ecological footprints and carbon footprints, 
although no analysis of this relationship has appeared.  The carbon footprint does, 
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however, provide a measure of sustainability that is closely connected to one of the 
greatest threats to sustainability – climate change.   
 

How does Toronto’s carbon footprint compare?  Accurately computing carbon 
footprints is no small feat, and requires considerable and accurate information.  Detailed 
information about energy usage, whether from heating buildings, or transportation, or 
industrial processes, is required to develop an accurate measure.  Numerous cities around 
the world have now signed on as partners in ICLEI’s Climate Change Programme, an 
effort to get cities to voluntarily reduce their carbon footprints.  Part of the commitment 
made by signatories is to create a carbon inventory – a systematic collection of 
information to measure the amount of carbon and carbon equivalents emitted into the 
atmosphere  as a result of activities occurring within the city each year.  Not every 
signatory has yet completed such an inventory for even one year, and among those that 
have, few have been at it long enough to produce any meaningful time-series data.  In any 
case, it is clear that Toronto’s carbon footprint is quite similar to those of other cities in 
North America, larger than some, smaller than others.  
 

Figure 2 shows the carbon footprints reported by cities in their carbon inventories.  
Comparisons of carbon footprints across cities are, at the current time, probably 
somewhat problematic.  Although many cities have endeavored to measure their own 
carbon footprints, there was not necessarily a single accepted methodology for computing 
footprints. The International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives, or ICLEI, has 
embarked on an effort to provide a standard International Local Government Greenhouse 
Gas Protocol, and it currently is in its draft stage (ICLEI, 2008). Until local and regional 
carbon footprint methodologies are fully standardized and are based on truly comparable 
data, comparisons across cities may not provide a fully accurate picture. The numbers 
reported here use very similar methodologies, and do not include estimated reductions 
from any carbon offsets. 

 
According to these numbers, Toronto’s per capita carbon emissions are quite a bit 

higher than Vancouver’s, much lower than Calgary’s, and very similar to other major 
cities.  New York City reports emitting slightly less carbon than Toronto; and London’s 
per capita emissions are considerably lower.  
 

While many North American cities have established future targets to reduce 
carbon emissions to 1990 levels, the vast majority of these cities have been unable to 
achieve much in the way of reductions at all. Vancouver, BC, reports that while its 
carbon footprint is extremely low, the footprint has also declined over time.  This report 
also notes that declines in Toronto’s per capita carbon emissions have been exceeded in 
North America only by Austin,Texas, Portland, Oregon, and Vancouver.  
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Figure 2:  Toronto’s 2006 Carbon Footprint Compared (in per capita tonnes of carbon) 
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 * Data from nations are for 2004. Source: UNDP (2007), Table 24. City data from  
   Vancouver (2007).3 

     
 

Perhaps just as impressive as the carbon footprint measure itself is that fact that 
Toronto has partnered with Zerofootprint, Inc., the Toronto-based nonprofit organization 
that now provides one of the more robust carbon footprint calculators for individual 
people, households, and businesses.  The idea behind this partnership is to engage 
Toronto residents in the Zerofootprint Toronto project so that when large numbers of 
residents participate, the data will be collected and aggregated to improve the quality of 
the estimate.  Not only do participating people, families and businesses become aware of 
their own carbon footprint so that they can chart their own carbon reduction strategy, the 
information they provide contributes to a far more accurate assessment of the aggregate 
footprint of the city. Although this project is in its early stages, it promises to provide the 
foundation for greater precision in understanding Toronto’s impact on climate change, as 
well as providing a benchmark against which Toronto’s policy and program effectiveness 
can be measured. Much of the promise depends on fairly widespread use of the 
Zerofootprint calculator among the population, and whether this Project can generate the 
requisite levels of resident engagement remains to be seen. 
                                                 
3 Results for specific cities corroborated at City of San Francisco (2004); City of Seattle (2002, 2007); City of New 
York (2007); and City of Toronto (2007a, 2007b). Seattle’s 2007 report (p. 4) suggests that the per capita carbon 
emissions for the city in 2005 were 11.5 metric tons. 
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Sustainability and Economic Development In Toronto 
 

Toronto is undoubtedly a leader in North America with respect to the pursuit of 
sustainability.  The analysis of the constellation of policies and programs adopted and 
implemented to that end make this clear.  What is less clear and less well developed is a 
sense of how the City and regional sustainability efforts represent explicit drivers for 
economic development. There is little question that economic development can occur 
within the context of Toronto’s sustainability initiatives.  It is less clear whether and to 
what extent the sustainability initiatives are, or can become, drivers that facilitate 
economic development.  Indeed, the integration of economic development and 
sustainability goals promises to elevate Toronto to a place where sustainability could 
serve as a primary element in defining the City’s comparative advantage.  A recent report 
completed for the Toronto Office of Economic Development, Culture and Tourism, 
People, Planet and Profit, took inventory of how much sustainable economic activity 
takes place in the city and its metropolitan area (City of Toronto, 2007c).  This report 
provides extensive information about the specific companies, products, and supporting 
organizations that make up what amounts to a sustainable economic development cluster, 
and presents a potential roadmap for building on this in ways that truly take advantage of 
the city’s existing green and sustainable economy. 
 

Even with the preliminary work already completed, there are still many untapped 
opportunities to be considered. Two prospective examples emerged from our discussions 
with local leaders, although many others are possible. First, as the OECD (2006) report 
on its territorial reviews notes, one of the central goals of sustainability is to create livable 
and attractive places that will attract and retain high quality talent in the labor pool.  
Although Toronto’s sustainability initiatives have never articulated this connection, the 
City’s need to cultivate skilled and talented workers is clearly a citywide, metropolitan, 
and provincial concern.  Additionally, much of the labor pool, and certainly much of the 
recent growth in the labor pool, consists of members of immigrant populations.  This fact 
strongly suggests the possibility of merging efforts to improve the quality of life for these 
immigrant populations with a concerted environmental justice effort.  Targeting 
brownfield redevelopment in parts of the City where immigrants tend to live, and 
engaging members of these communities to be trained in brownfield site cleanup, would 
clearly serve both a sustainability and an economic development mission.  Such an effort 
would clean up a portion of the biophysical environment, putting previously unproductive 
land back into productive service. It would improve the quality of that environment for 
disproportionately disadvantaged populations with the hope of reducing exposures to 
environmental contaminants and associated health effects. It would also create a well-
trained and skilled work force, and expand the employment base of the City. Depending 
on how the cleaned up parcels of land are used, may well directly contribute to improved 
living conditions through, for example, expansion of the stock of affordable housing. And 
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if such an effort encouraged the engagement of minority-owned firms and local nonprofit 
organizations in the endeavor, the fabric of civil society would be strengthened.  
 

Second, as the City’s economic development clusters are modified and adjusted, 
significant attention needs to be focused on what each of these clusters contributes to 
sustainability. Newly added development clusters or supported activities within the green 
development cluster need to explicitly contribute to the City’s sustainability goals.  In its 
most obvious manifestation, this would prescribe adding clusters around economic 
sectors that are less damaging to the biophysical environment, and this is abundantly 
clear particularly in the work that has been done to-date to define a green cluster in 
Toronto (City of Toronto, 2007c).  Beyond that, however, opportunities exist for adding 
clusters that would directly serve the City’s need for particular goods and services that 
would help reduce its carbon footprint.  For example, increasing the City’s capacity to 
locally manufacture and market photovoltaic and thermal solar panels and associated 
equipment, wind turbines and related materials, and many other products, would 
contribute greatly to the City’s pursuit of energy efficiency while expanding the City’s 
employment base.  Indeed, a long-term commitment to tower renewal will require a 
broad array of goods and services, and if the capacity to provide these goods and services 
from within Toronto is improved, the local employment base promises to benefit. 
Moreover, as discussions about improvement and expansion of public transportation lead 
to the need for increasingly efficient equipment, Toronto could well make a commitment 
to developing the local capacity to provide that equipment.  Although much discussion 
has already articulated a desire to integrate the city’s education and creativity base into a 
green economic development cluster, each of the specific strategies could quite easily be 
connected to nonprofit and university-based research and development centers to ensure 
that this local capacity flourishes into the future. 
 

Perhaps the greatest additional need is serious consideration of the levels and types 
of institutional arrangements that will be necessary to coordinate the sustainable 
development strategy.  Within the City itself, there are numerous “moving parts,” with 
many different offices and agencies involved in providing one or another piece that is 
important to the overall strategy.  To date, the City has not defined an overall institutional 
mechanism for making sure that these moving parts actually work together toward a 
common set of sustainability goals. Indeed, in the absence of such an overarching 
mechanism, the danger is that different offices will actually work at cross-purposes.  For 
a city the size of Toronto, the magnitude of this challenge is quite substantial.  Moreover, 
because Toronto is undeniably on the cutting edge of this broad-based sustainability 
effort, there are few if any successful examples or best practices that can be used as a 
model.  Essentially, this is a challenge that no U.S. city has successfully taken on or 
resolved. 
 

The sustainability initiative of the City also relied heavily on nonprofit 
organizations of various types.  Some of these nonprofit organizations serve as mediating 
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institutions facilitating communications between government agencies and residents.  
Others provide direct services. And still others provide some form of advocacy or 
political support for sustainability activities. The number and strength of the individual 
nonprofit organizations whose missions are directly related to sustainability are 
impressive. Important groups such as the Conference Board of Canada and the Evergreen 
Foundation, among others, could serve an even more important role in generating the 
political will among the general population to support advanced sustainability policies 
and programs. Yet there is no mechanism through which these nonprofit organizations, or 
even relevant sub-groups of them, and make connections that might constitute “horizontal 
bridging social capital.” In other words, there are no large-scale mechanisms for these 
many important organizations to coordinate their activities and learn from each other.  
We heard a familiar refrain from many of these groups – that progress on sustainability is 
hampered by “solitudes, silos, and stovepipes,” referring explicitly to this lack of 
collaborative mechanism. These groups often seem to look to the public leadership to 
provide this mechanism eve though public officials feel constrained in getting too far 
ahead of the public sentiment.  
 

As noted above, one of the more striking sustainability challenges for Toronto is 
rooted in the general lack of cross-municipality institutional mechanisms to promote 
cooperation and coordination.  Toronto’s sustainability effort is comprehensive and 
cutting-edge.  Many surrounding municipalities have their own versions of a 
sustainability plan, frequently less well development and less comprehensive.  Yet what 
goes on in the Greater Golden Horseshoe will determine how successful the City of 
Toronto is in achieving sustainability results.  Unless and until the sustainability 
initiatives in the City are reconciled with similar activities in the municipalities and 
regional municipalities around the City, the creation of externalities will continue to be a 
problem. The most immediate externalities will be manifest in traffic congestion and 
associated air emissions and pollution.  Clearly, the creation of the Greater Toronto 
Transportation Authority (Metrolinx) is motivated by a desire to address such transit 
issues on a metropolitan basis.  But transit represents but one type of externality that will 
affect the region’s sustainability.  Other analogous mechanisms or some other form of 
regional planning body may be needed to address other types of spillovers.
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Appendix:   

List of the 36 Programs and Policies Assessed in Portney’s “taking sustainability 

seriously” ranking.  See Table 1 for the rankings. 

 

Smart Growth Activities 

   1. Eco-industrial park development 

   2. Targeted or cluster economic development 

   3. Eco-village (urban infill housing) project or program 

   4. Brownfield redevelopment (project or pilot project) 

 

Land Use Planning Programs, Policies, and Zoning 

   5. Zoning used to delineate environmentally sensitive growth areas 

   6. Comprehensive land use plan that includes environmental issues 

   7. Tax incentives for environmentally friendly development (only where zoning is  

        not permitted) 

 

Transportation Planning Programs and Policies 

   8. Operation or sponsorship of public transit (buses and/or trains) 

   9. Limits on downtown parking spaces 

 10. Car pool lanes  (HOV or diamond lanes) 

 11. Alternatively fueled city vehicle (green fleet) program 

 12. Bicycle ridership program 
 

Pollution Prevention, Reduction, and Remediation 

 13. Household solid waste recycling 

 14. Industrial recycling 

 15. Hazardous waste recycling 

 16. Air pollution reduction program (i.e. VOC reduction) 

 17. Recycled product purchasing by city government 

 18. Superfund (non-brownfield) hazardous waste site remediation 

 19. Asbestos abatement program 

 20. Lead paint abatement program 

 21. Pesticide reduction program 

 

Energy Efficiency, Resource Conservation and Climate Protection 

 22. Green building program 

 23. Renewable energy use by city government 

 24. Energy conservation effort (other than Green building program) 

 25. Alternative energy offered to consumers (solar, wind, biogas, etc.) 

 26. Water conservation program 

 27.  Carbon Footprint inventory 
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Sustainable Indicators Project 

 28. Indicators project active in last five years 

 29. Indicators progress report in last five years 

 30. Does indicators project include “action plan” of policies/programs? 

 

Organization/Administration/Management/Coordination/Governance 

 31. Single government or nonprofit agency responsible for implementing 

       sustainability programs 

 32. Sustainability an explicit part of a citywide comprehensive or general plan 

 33. Involvement of multi-city/county/metropolitan coordinating agency 

 34. Involvement of mayor or chief executive officer 

 35. Involvement of the business community (e.g. Chamber of Commerce, Sustainable  

       Business organization) 

 36. General public involvement (public hearings, visioning process, Neighborhood 

       groups or associations, etc.) 

 
 


