






On one of the busiest corners in Canada, the 
feeble condition of these three green ash (Fraxinus 
pennsylvanica) is heart-wrenching, but not surprising. Life 

alone on the street takes its toll on a tree. Inundated with road salt and loaded with snow in the winter, extreme heat 
and drought in the dead of summer, and vandalism compound the effect of the most 
devastating culprit – a significant lack of soil volume. Trees with a canopy 18 feet across 
require a soil volume of at least 10 cubic metres. These trees are presently growing in 
a soil volume of 2.4 cubic metres and the effects are evident. Their canopies are sparse 
and narrow, their branches are dying back from the tips and, to make matter worse, 
vandals have ripped off limbs and scraped bark from the trunks. In this compromised 
state, these trees would easily succumb to the newly introduced deadly emerald ash 
borer.

The solution is to provide street trees with a greater soil volume using raised continuous 
beds. Although this sidewalk is too narrow to support this potential redesign, the other 
side of the street could easily support such a positive proposal. Compare these trees to 
those at the next stop that have had a helping hand from local business people.

Looking at many schoolyards in the city, you might think that they were 
designed to maximize the heat island effect. As with this playground at 
Ogden Public School, a large area has been paved with black asphalt. 
This, combined with the brick walls of the building and the tar and gravel 
roof, absorbs the intense rays from the sun and intensifies the heat on 
our children. 

Fortunately, this schoolyard also has a sitting area surrounded by mature 
trees that provide a welcome oasis of cooling shade. Although this 
inviting area must attract many young feet, the trees are still thriving. 
Their health is due in great part to the use of mulch around the base 
of the trees. Constant foot traffic crushes the soil and presses out the 
space between the particles that holds water and air, thus killing roots 
and impeding new growth. For a schoolyard, 10 to 15 cm of composted 
mulch composed of a mix of woods and leaves can act as a cushion to 
reduce compaction. In addition, mulch retains moisture in the soil, adds 
nutrients as it decomposes and insulates the soil from fluctuations in 
temperatures.

This fun and colourful art piece by Stephen Cruise is known as “Uniform Measure/
Stack” and reflects the quiet evolution of the area from a fashion district to a 
burgeoning art district. Although the two serviceberries (Amelanchier sp.) planted within 
the buttonholes add a natural element to this sculpture, they are growing in unnatural 
conditions. Surrounded by hot concrete, with limited soil volume for their roots and little 
available water, these trees may not survive. They would benefit greatly from a regular 
watering regime provided by one of the local businesses.

The carefree nature of the piece belies its controversial history. Shortly after its 
completion, a condo developer had the sculpture taken apart out of construction 
necessity and then later refused to put the trees back. Only after a long battle was he 
coerced into planting two new serviceberries. In the fall of 2006, a street artist known 
as VicTor added his own flare to this public art piece by painting the then colourless tape 
measure red. The paint is now beginning to fade, but the debate over the role of public 
art in the city continues.

Thimble Art
At the corner of Richmond Street and Spadina Ave.

Ashes to Ashes, Dust to Dust

The Story of Mulch
Ogden Public School, 33 Phoebe St.
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We Get by with a Little Help
In front of 194 Spadina Ave.

Like Fenway Park, the Roberston Building has its own version of the “Green Monster”. 
Instead of stopping homeruns, this 250 square foot “living-breathing plant wall” provides 
soothing relief from the heat and bustle of the street. It is composed of a variety of 
green and flowering plants that reduce indoor air contaminants released from furniture, 
and construction materials or pollutants entering the building from passing traffic. 
Each individual plant fits into a pocket filled with a special planting material. Water is 
pumped up to the top of the wall and allowed to filter down through the roots. The 
building’s exposed Douglas fir post and beams and its twelve foot high ceilings further 
complement the bio-wall.

This five-storey restored warehouse was originally constructed from 1911 to 1913 and 
was purchased in 2002 by urbanspace Property Group who also own 401 Richmond. 
Using environmentally sound practices, they spent two years restoring this building to 
its former grandeur.

At Urban Strategies, an urban design firm, one employee put words into action by 
organizing her workplace to adopt the silver maple (Acer saccharinum) and green ash 
(Fraxinus pennsylvanica) in front of their building. First, they got permission to remove 
the concrete blocks that surround the base of the tree. This provides more surface area 
for rainwater and oxygen to infiltrate the soil. Perennials and annuals were then planted in 
the newly freed space and a good layer of mulch was added. Not only does this help the 
soil retain moisture, but because the smaller plants quickly show signs of drought, they 
are easy indicators of when to water and the tree benefits indirectly.

Using decorative chain and some metal posts, these new city gardeners were able to 
deter pedestrians from tramping through the tree pit. Most importantly, they continued 
to water through the hottest periods of the summer and the results were a positive 
example of locally-responsible action through community ownership.

You can feel the energy pulsating through this five-storey high 
green roof. As tall grasses and colourful native wildflowers sway 
in the breeze with birds, bees and other insects foraging for vital 
food, a beautiful view of Toronto’s urban centre is captured in 
the distance. Made up of ten native Ontario perennials, it was 
specifically designed to maximize diversity. While the glass atrium 
and wooden deck provide a creative space for tenants and visitors 
to commune with nature, the green roof also provides a litany 
of other environmental benefits. It helps reduce the urban heat 
island effect associated with other roofing materials, holds rainwater and reduces runoff that carries pollutants into Lake 
Ontario, reduces air pollutants and provides a cooler and less noisy work place.

With a spectacular view of the Toronto skyline, this green roof is an inspiring example of what is possible in the most 
unlikely places.

Spadina’s “Green Monster”
Lobby of 215 Spadina Avenue

Build It and They Will Come
Rooftop of 215 Spadina Avenue
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