








To the west is a clear view of the CN tower; to the east is a 
giant billboard. The tower is one of Toronto’s greatest prides. The 
preponderance of advertising signs, however, has become a source 

of civic shame. Despite a bylaw in Toronto that restricts the size, location, 
and illumination of billboards, advertising companies can apply for variances 
to erect signs that are larger than the bylaw allows. Unfortunately, due to lack 
of enforcement, many signs have no permits at all. Local resident Dennis 
Glasgow has had several illegal billboards in the St. Lawrence neighbourhood 
removed after discovering that they didn’t have proper permits. The Toronto 
Public Space Committee also runs a campaign called the Billboard Battalion, 
which helps citizens understand this issue and encourages them to write 

their local councillor and speak at community council meetings whenever a billboard company applies to for 
an exemption from the bylaw. To view a list of billboards in your neighbourhood that do no comply with the 
law, check out the informative website illegalsigns.ca.

Walk into this back alley, which is parallel to a rail line, and you’ll see a sight 
common to most railroad corridors and alleyways in the city: an abundance 
of tree-of-heaven (Ailanthus altissima), Manitoba maple (Acer negundo), and 
Norway maple (Acer platanoides) trees growing along the edges of the fence. 
The tree-of-heaven has a tropical appearance with smooth grey bark. It is often 
mistaken for the native staghorn sumac (Rhus typhina) because of its similar 
pinnate leaves, compound leaves made up of leaflets arranged on either side 
of the leaf’s stem. As a general rule, if you see a tree in the city and think 
it is a sumac, chances are that it is a tree-of-heaven because these trees are better able to adapt to harsh 
urban conditions. The tree-of-heaven has a more upright form with a single trunk, while the sumac has lower 
spreading canopies and often crooked trunks that fork into multiple stems. The Norway maple has large dark 
green leaves and a thick canopy. Manitoba maples are often mistaken for ash trees due to their compound 
leaves that are not typical of other maple species. Manitoba maples can also be identified by their often 
sprawling asymmetrical canopies with crooked limbs that branch irregularly as they search for light.

The tree-of-heaven and Manitoba maple are often considered weed trees because they have several 
undesirable characteristics, including weak wood, a short lifespan, and the ability to grow almost anywhere in 
large numbers. These trees were wind-seeded, meaning they were blown to where they now stand by the 
wind. Despite these drawbacks the trees contribute significantly to this alley by acting as a buffer between the 
rail lines and residences, shading the buildings, and providing habitat for animals, birds, and insects.

Guerilla gardening
Northeast corner of Longboat Street and Princess Street

The pretty flower garden in this public boulevard was planted by the resident, 
a freelance guerilla gardner, who lives in the house on the corner. A slow-
drip sprinkler hose has been laid to water the plants, which in turn provides 
much needed nourishment to the little-leaf linden trees (Tilia cordata) as well. 
Compare the lush full canopies of these trees to others in the neighbourhood 
to observe the benefits of routine watering. If you are interested in learning 
more about planting flowers and plants in neglected areas of the city, the 
Toronto Public Space Committee runs hands-on workshops for aspiring guerilla 
gardeners.
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Monster Billboard
At the east end of Longboat Street

Nature in the cracks
Trees on a slope in the back alley beside the train tracks



St. Lawrence Neighbourhood

This young little-leaf linden (Tilia cordata) was recently planted to replace a 
tree that died. The cause of death: not enough soil. Tree roots have difficulty 
surviving under asphalt and concrete because there is limited water, and 
the suns ray’s heat the ground’s surface drying out the roots below. When 
driveways and sidewalks are constructed, the soil underneath is packed down so 
the new surfaces will not crack and shift. This process makes for flat driveways 
but squeezes out the spaces between soil particles where roots would usually 
find water and oxygen to grow.

You can compare this tree to the older little-leaf linden across the street to see 
how trees change in appearance and form as they age. Notice how the canopy 
of the older tree is fuller and the bark is darker and bumpier.

Walk north towards Crombie Park and you will eventually 
find yourself at the intersection of Aitken Street and an east-
west alleyway. Look down the alley to the east, and you will 
discover treed patios, and entrances to homes decorated with 
small gardens. The trees provide welcome shade to those 
enjoying their patios in the summer, and cool the homes as 
well, lessening the need for costly air conditioning.

The alley to the west of Aitken Street, however, is a different 
story. Here, the only landscape feature is barren concrete, 
which provides no privacy and absorbs the heat of the sun. 
The eastern alleyway once looked very similar. Before the 
planters, honey locust trees (Gleditsia triacanthos), and street 
lights were added, it was site of regular drug traffic. Since 
its makeover, the dealers have moved on. Some residents 
believe that the presence of the trees are linked to the 
reduction in crime.

New tree on the block
In front of 16 Aitken Place

A tale of two alleys
At end of the Aitken row-houses, before the large buildings


