
P
utting together this special 
feature for the Building Industry 
and Land Development Asso-
ciation’s (BILD) 100th anni-
versary has given us an oppor-
tunity to trace the evolution of 

residential and commercial construction in 
the GTA over a 100-year period. In the 
1970s, the foundations of the region 
continued to be laid on a signi� cant scale.

� e CN Tower, destined to become a 
well-known symbol of Canadian industry, 
technology and engineering, was com-
pleted in 1976. Coming in at 553.3 metres, 
it was the world’s tallest free-standing 
structure for the next 32 years. It dominates 
Toronto’s skyline, visible on a clear day 
from Oakville in the west, Markham in 
the north and Pickering in the east. 

� e regional system of government we 
are familiar with today was established in 
this decade with the creation of the regional 
municipalities of York, Peel, Halton and 
Durham. � ese regional municipal govern-
ments would evolve to provide core services 
—including police, � re, waste manage-
ment, public transit and major infrastructure 
—to the smaller municipalities within 
their boundaries.  

Several landmark shopping malls opened 
in the 1970s, changing the way the region 
shopped. � e Eaton Centre, for example, 

anchored between two TTC subway stops 
and connected to Toronto’s growing PATH 
network, became a downtown magnet as 
soon as it opened in 1977. It remains North 
America’s busiest shopping mall, by a 
signi� cant margin, to this day

Expanding transportation infrastructure 
knit the GTA together. GO Transit intro-
duced the GO bus, two additional GO 
train lines and the now-familiar double 
decker rail cars. Highway 427 was de-
signated in the early 1970s and Highway 
400 expansion began at around the same 
time. Later in the decade, Highway 404, 
south of Steeles to the 401, was added, 
and construction began on Highway 403 
through Mississauga. In Toronto, the Yonge 
subway line was extended to Finch and the 
Spadina subway line was added. � is type 
of concentrated investment in public infra-
structure has not been unde rtaken since.

By the end of the decade, the population 
of the region had grown to just over three 
million people, with more than one million 
living in the rapidly growing cities and 
towns surrounding the City of Toronto. 
It had taken nearly 150 years from the 
formal founding of Toronto in 1834 for the 
population to reach this level. It would take 
less than 40 years to more than double that 
to the current population levels, as you will 
see in the following sections.

Toronto is a city of secrets. If you hope to 
uncover them, it helps to keep your head 
down and know where to look. In Toron-
to, you can cross a ravine without noticing 
it, or sit across from Lake Ontario and 
not see the water. 

� e PATH system is another example. 
Oblivious to those on the streets above, be-
low or beside, every working day, more than 
200,000 people walk to the o�  ce or the 
subway, wander the halls and shop in the 
stores of the mostly subterranean pedestri-
an system that connects six subway stations, 
1,200 businesses, 80-odd buildings and 
nine hotels along its 30-kilometre length. 

� e businesses that operate along it 
also generate $1.7 billion in sales and pay 
more than $270 million in taxes annually. 
� ough COVID-19 has left PATH empty 
and deserted, few doubt that it will return 
healthier than ever, once we have wrestled 
the pandemic into submission.  

Now ranked the largest such walkway 
in the world, Toronto’s PATH network is 
a parallel underground metropolis that 
mimics the one above. But when it’s snow-
ing, blowing, pouring or boiling hot, 
PATH remains cool, calm and comfort-
able. It’s not unusual to see people in short 
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sleeves ambling through PATH’s protected 
spaces in the dead of winter. It is an entirely 
self-contained urban precinct.

Some might incorrectly agree with 
the late urbanist and Torontonian Jane 
Jacobs that the PATH system has dam-
ag ed street life by diverting people and 
busines ses underground. Pedestrians in 
a -15 °C snow storm would probably dis-
agree as they scramble to � nd the nearest 
PATH entrance.

A similar thing happened on the stretch 
of Yonge St. that runs past the Eaton Cen-
tre between Dundas and Queen. � e 
mall reduced outdoor foot tra�  c. � at 
was solved in the early 2000s when new 
entrances and exists were added along the 

east façade of the centre to make getting 
in and out easier. � at sort of solution 
wouldn’t work with PATH. More import-
ant, though, the city above the under  ground 
network is occupied largely by o�  ce tow-
ers, most of them surrounded by plazas 
and set back from the street. Even the 
much-admired Toronto-Dominion Cen-
tre, which gave credibility to the idea of 
PATH, has no shops, restaurants or the 
like at street level. 

On the other hand, the TD Centre’s 
basement, where PATH started, is Ludwig 
Mies van der Rohe’s only under ground 
retail complex.

For walkers, PATH provides an alternate 
one without bad weather and tra�  c jams. 
Not to say that these subterranean spaces 
don’t get busy. On regular (pre-pandemic) 

workday mornings and even ings, the pe-
destrian rush to and from Union Station 
gets � erce. Still, this pedestrian-oriented 
landscape is not only unique in Toronto, 
it anticipates the city’s attempts to make 
itself more welcoming to those on foot, 
bicycle and scooter. If nothing else, it is a 
reminder that, indoors or out, we are all 
pedestrians.

But PATH increases the possibilities 
of pedestrianism exponentially. It empow-
ers walking, the most democratic form 
of mobility. It’s common to see those im-
promptu encounters that follow when two 
or more people bump into one another 
unex pectedly. Indeed, we can’t help but 
wonder whether the sections of PATH be-
neath the Financial District haven’t become 
an informal extension of the o�  ces above. 
Unlike conventional shopping malls, PATH 
is a linear marketplace, a series of indoor 
streets lined with banks, businesses, cafes 
and food courts. It is a place to walk to and 
a place to walk through, a way in and a way 
out, a shortcut to the subway or a place to 
meander. Like the city overhead, it serves 
many purposes.

� ough Eaton’s built a tunnel to con-
nect its downtown stores in 1900, PATH 
didn’t get going in earnest until the 1970s 
when the TD Centre’s underground con-
course was expanded to the Sheraton Centre 
and the Richmond-Adelaide Centre. To-
day, the system runs south all the way to 
RBC WaterPark Place on Queen’s Quay 
West, and north to the Atrium on Bay and 
the Toronto Bus Terminal.

PATH is so complex now, it’s easy to 
get turned around. Yet as a response to 
pedestrians, it is an unquali� ed success. 
Yes, it ’s underground, but it long ago 
reached a critical mass of activity and ac-
cessibility needed to compensate for the 
absence of fresh air and sunshine. A cen-
tury ago, leading architectural thinkers 
envi sioned future cities where people 
lived above and tra�  c stayed below. PATH 
has turned all that upside down.

We like it down here.

[PATH] empowers walking, 
the most democratic form 
of mobility.
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BEYOND THE CITY: 
UPPER TIER REGIONS 

IN THE 1970s
Before the regions of the GTA became regions, they were counties made up of villag-
es, townships and agricultural land. In the late 1960s, population growth — thanks to 
the baby boom after the Second World War — led to increased density in the Greater 
Toronto Area. That meant more infrastructure was required, such as roads, public tran-
sit and sewage facilities. In response, the Government of Ontario decided to create 
an “upper-tier” government. So in the 1970s, four major tracts of land were combined 
into distinct regions to better service the GTA’s rapid urbanization: York, Peel, Halton 
and Durham. Each is responsible for programs and services within its region — includ-
ing health programs, long-term care, childcare support, garbage collection, water 
and wastewater treatment, road maintenance and housing — as well as its strategic 
plans for overall economic growth and development.

The Regional Municipality of York took effect in 1971, replacing historic York County, 
which back in 1792 — at its largest — encompassed the City of Toronto. The new 
region, chaired by Gar� eld Wright (former warden of York County), resulted in the 
consolidation of York County’s 14 municipalities into nine new municipalities: the 
towns of Aurora, East Gwillimbury, Georgina, Newmarket and Whitchurch-Stouffville, 
the township of King and the cities of Markham, Richmond Hill and Vaughan. Aurora, 
Newmarket and Richmond Hill are considered growth centres, with new develop-
ments focused along the Yonge Street corridor. York Region’s population is expected 
to grow from 1,109,909 in 2016 to surpass 1.5 million residents by 2031.

What is now the Region of Peel became a county in 1851. In 1974, it became the 
Regional Municipality of Peel, chaired by former Mississauga city councillor Lou 
Parsons, providing services to Mississauga, Brampton and Caledon. Growth in this 
region can be largely attributed to immigration and easy access to seven major 
highways. Peel is now the second-largest municipality in Ontario, home to 1.5 mil-
lion residents — about half being recent immigrants. Its population is expected to 
increase from 1,429,000 in 2016 to 1,870,000 by 2036.

Also in 1974, Halton County became the Regional Municipality of Halton, comprised 
of Burlington, Oakville, Milton and Halton Hills. To manage its growing population, 
Burlington is intensifying key urban areas and building around transit, while Oakville 
still has room for green� eld development. Until 2000, the regional chair had been 
appointed by the Ontario government. Following the 2000 municipal election, poli-
tician Joyce Savoline was elected to the position. The region is projected to grow 
from 556,210 residents in 2016 to 752,537 by 2031.

The Regional Municipality of Durham, created in 1974, now encompasses the cities 
of Oshawa and Pickering, the towns of Ajax and Whitby, the municipality of Clar-
ington and the townships of Brock, Scugog and Uxbridge. First chaired by Walter 
Beath, Durham Region is the largest geographical jurisdiction in the GTA. Durham’s 
population is currently 699,460 (December, 2019) and forecasted to be approxi-
mately one million by 2041.
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When the CN Tower opened on 26 June 
1976, it was not just a high point in the 
history of Toronto. At 553.3 metres (1,815 
feet, � ve inches), it was the highest. O�  -
cially, its purpose was communications. 
But everyone understood that it also 
served to showcase Canadian engineering 
and construction prowess. And the CN 
Tower wasn’t just bigger that other towers 
or buildings – it was the biggest. Indeed, 
until 2007 when the Burj Khalifa in Dubai 
surpassed it, it was the tallest freestand-
ing structure in the world. 

To understand the full meaning of this, 
it’s necessary to think back to the bur-
geoning optimism of 1970s, the decade 
when Toronto began to enjoy its modernity 
and � ex its municipal muscles in earnest. 
Though the tower was a private-sector 
initiative, Torontonians embraced it; they 
immediately grasped that this was a proj-
ect that would rede� ne the city. Aside 
from a few o�  ce towers and the odd smoke-
stack, Toronto was not, at that time, given 
to � ights of height. But the tower was dif-
ferent; if nothing else, the speed with which 
it appeared made its construction process 
a daily spectacle. 

Once the foundation was dug (in just 
four months), the structure grew about six 
metres (20 feet) a day. Concrete was poured 
Monday to Friday into a movable slipform 
as the material below hardened. When 
complete, crews had mixed and poured 
40,500 cubic metres (53,000 cubic yards) 
of concrete. Little wonder its very construc-
tion became a public event; the whole city 
watched and witnessed as it rose inexora-
bly higher than anyone thought possible. 

� en came “Olga,” the giant Sikorsky 
helicopter that hovered like some enor-
mous mechanical dragon� y looking for 
something to devour. Once she began lift-
ing the antenna to the top of the tower, 
the city stopped as one to watch. It was a 
moment that none of us would forget. � e 
102-metre (336-foot) antenna consisted 
of 32 pieces, each of which had to be put 
in place separately. � e job took three-
and-a-half weeks, considerably less than 
the six months required if a crane had 
been used, as originally planned. During 
that period, Olga became the object of 
much attention. So did the ironworkers 
photographed sitting calmly on I-beams 
up in the clouds while pushing and pull-
ing the antenna into place. 

It was the moment the full reality of 
the CN Tower became clear to Toronto-
nians. � ough it would take more than a 
year of work before the facility opened to 
the public, it was already an inescapable 
feature on the urban landscape. Not only 
did the tower con� rm Toronto’s emer-
gence as a vertical city, it exerted the sort 
of pull that makes it the centre of the re-
gion despite its actual location at the 
bottom end of the GTA.

Happily for us, the tower is among the 
most elegant ever built. Designed by Aus-
tralian architect John Andrews with 
Toronto’s WZMH, it underwent the usu-
al design evolution before achieving its 
� nal form. But compared to, say, the res-
olutely ordinary Burj Khalifa, Toronto’s 
tower is decidedly poetic. It compares fa-
vourably to the celebrated La dame de fer 
that Gustave Ei� el erected for the Paris 
Exposition Universelle in 1889.      

� e CN Tower also turned out to be a 
catalyst for a major round of development 
that continues even today. When � rst con-
ceived, the tower was part of a much larger 

mixed-use scheme that would have trans-
formed the Railway Lands. Included were 
a convention centre as well as residential, 
commercial and cultural buildings. But 
two years into construction, the project 
was cancelled and the tower found itself in 
the middle of what had been a railway 
yard, not exactly inaccessible but de� nitely 
isolated and hard to reach. 

In time, however, SkyDome (now 
Rogers Centre) would appear, along with 

the CBC Broadcast Centre, the southern 
extension of the Metro Toronto Conven-
tion Centre, Ripley’s Aquarium and, a 
little farther east, the dynamic South Core 
neighbourhood. In other words, the CN 
Tower anticipated future growth long be-
fore it occurred. 

More important, though, the tower in-
stantly became a symbol of Toronto, and the 
image by which it is recognized globally. It’s 
Toronto’s Ei� el Tower, its Golden Gate 

Bridge, and except for New City Hall, its 
most celebrated structure. Naturally, To-
rontonians’ relationship with the tower has 
changed over the years; it’s no longer new 
but neither is it taken for granted. Today it 
has become a part of the physical and cul-
tural geography on which the city is built 
– elemental yet ever-changing. 

TOWERING IMPACT
1970s 
Toronto 
sees the CN 
Tower go 
up…and up

The CN Tower being constructed in downtown Toronto, 1976. Toronto Star, Boris Spremo / Contributor
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Canada 
opens its 
doors to the 
world, fuelling 
a city’s 
expansion

Toronto is a city (and nation) of immigrants, 
which de� nes and enriches our culture, our 
economy and our neighbourhoods. 

� e 1970s were de� ned not only by the 
post-war baby boom generation, but also 
the in� ux of newcomers to our city, which 
led to a period of unprecedented growth. 

More people meant increased demand 
for housing, education and transportation, 
as well as consumer goods and services. A 
whole new infrastructure would be required 
to accommodate the fast-expanding popu-
lation, everything from hospitals and schools 
to roads and sewers. Suddenly, the Greater 
Toronto Area was a vast construction site, as 
public and private sectors struggled to keep 
up with demand. 

Our country had long opened its doors 
to those looking for a better life, which in 
turn has de� ned our city. And that open-
ness was increased in the mid-70s with a 
pivotal piece of legislation.

� e Immigration Act of 1976 (which 
came into e� ect in 1978) represented a 
signi � cant shift in Canadian immigration 
policy, recognizing refugees and priori-
tizing humanitarian concerns and family 
re uni � cation. 

It is no exaggeration to say that the 
new legislation marked the start of Cana-
da’s willingness to engage with the wider 
world. It was a watershed moment for a 
country now recognized globally as a safe 
haven. � e most recent example came in 
the mid-2010s when Canada took in more 

than 40,000 Syrians � eeing a devastating 
civil war.

Immigration rules introduced in the ’70s 
left the GTA a more cosmopolitan and con-
� dent region. Newcomers in� uenced urban 
and suburban culture right down to the very 
food we eat. Immigrants took local cuisine 

far beyond what it was back in the white-
bread days when Torontonians turned up 
their noses at garlic and had never heard of 
okra or cilantro. Today, all are on the menu.
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A shop on Augusta Ave. in Toronto’s Kensington Market in the 1970s. Toronto Star, Frank Lennon / Contributor
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Mississauga is a city in a hurry. Though 
founded less than 50 years ago, it has 
quickly transformed itself from a bedroom 
community into a vital urban community. 
It still has work ahead, but it’s well on the 
way to becoming a vibrant city where pub-
lic transit is a viable alternative to the car. 
When completed in 2024, the new Light 
Rail Transit line running north up Hu-
rontario St. from Port Credit to Brampton 
will give Mississauga rapid transit on its 
main drag. Already, development on Hu-
rontario has taken o� .

Back in 1974, when the City of Missis-
sauga was incorporated, it was a scattering 
of villages and towns – notably Streetsville 
and Port Credit – and a smattering of self- 
contained subdivisions. � e busiest place 
in town, Square One, opened the year be-
fore. Aerial photographs taken at the time 
show the shopping centre and its enormous 
parking lot surrounded by an expanse of 
� elds. It was connected to the region by a 
network of highways that facilitate shop-
pers making the trip to Square One.

Square One itself has undergone nu-
merous additions and improvements over 
the decades. It now has 360 stores in 2.2 
million square feet of retail space. When it 
opened, its anchor tenants were Eaton’s, 
� e Bay, Woolco, Dominion and Simp-
sons-Sears. All but one are long gone. And 
that parking lot has also changed, transit 
improved and commercial development 
taken place, consequently requiring less 
room for parking spaces.

At the same time, residential development 
was getting started in earnest. One example, 
Mississauga Valley, was typical of suburban 
construction in the early ‘70s. Small but self- 
contained, the community o� ered a variety 

of housing types ranging from “California- 
style” bungalows and townhouses to mid- rise 
apartment buildings.Parks, schools, librar-
ies and a community centre were also part 
of the mix. Situated close to Square One, 
the new development was a huge success, 
selling out in a single weekend, illustrat-
ing the appeal of the suburbs

Both the centre and the subdivision 
were the work of storied Mississauga de-
veloper Bruce McLaughlin. Remembered 
as the visionary presence behind what is 
now Canada’s sixth-largest city, he was 
one of a trio of businessmen – along with 
E.P. Taylor (Erin Mills) and Peter Langer 
(Meadowvale) – that built Mississauga.
McLaughlin recognized early on the po-
tential of developing a city between Toronto 
and Pearson International Airport. He 
bought hundreds of acres of land when it 
was still being used for corn and cattle. 
His concept of a suburban city centered 
on Square One wouldn’t be fully realized 
for several decades, but McLaughlin lived 
to see his vision come true before his death 
in 2012.

McLaughlin’s decisive moment came in 
1979 when the original Mississauga City 
Hall burned down. � e next day he met 
with civic leaders to provide (free) land for 
a new City Hall near Square One. His pro-
posal was accepted and the rest is history.
When Hazel McCallion was � rst elected 
mayor in 1978, her campaign was based on 
the belief that city hall had to take control 
of growth by adopting an o�  cial plan and 
imposing development charges and lot 
levies. Her insistence that “growth must 
pay for itself ” wasn’t what builders wanted 
to hear at that time but has become the 
standard on which development has pro-

ceeded. Mississauga’s approach eventually 
led to industry agreements that would, 
and continue to, pay for social and civic in-
frastructure.

Like the city over which she presided 
for 36 years, McCallion would change and 
grow. By the late 1980s she had come to 
realize that mass transit was the key to 
Mississauga’s future. But, she also under-
stood, that would in turn require greater 
density than that o� ered by communities 
comprised of single-family homes.

Ironically, decisions taken in the ‘70s 
will enable Mississauga to fulf ill its ur-
ban ambitions. � e spread-out approach 
to suburban development has left plenty 
of room for the density McCallion wanted. 
It will be found in the extra-wide roads, 
parking lots and grassy verges that pro-
liferate in the city. McCallion’s successor, 
Bonnie Crombie, has been open about her 

desire to lead Mississauga into its next 
incarnation.

� e former Lakeview Power Plant on 
the Port Credit waterfront is another place 
where urbanization will occur. Though 
Mississauga is a commercial and trans-
portation hub, like many cities it faces the 
question of what to do with former indus-
trial land. � e 75-acre site will be revit alized 
and turned into a dense, transit-oriented 
community. With a projected population 
of 20,000, Lakeview Village will be a rare 
“complete community” conceived from the 
ground up. Mixing mid-rise and high-rise, 
it will o� er access to Lake Ontario as well 
as a pedestrian-friendly plan with green 
spaces and all the usual urban amenities. 
In other words, the best of all worlds.

A CITY ON THE
MOVE

An aerial view of Mississauga in the 1970s. Toronto Star, Ron Bull / Contributor
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We’re taking 
the future 
of living to 
new heights.
Ever since we built our first home in 1978, 

we’ve been thinking about homes designed 

for the way you live. We focused on 

developing new and existing green space, 

expanded our selection of elevations to 

promote community character, and built 

neighbourhoods and buildings where you 

can feel connected to nature, amenities, 

and others in your community. Today, we’re 

helping homeowners begin to live more 

sustainably. Tomorrow? Sky’s the limit. 

We like to think it’s this pursuit of a better 

quality of life for our homeowners that has 

earned us the honour of being named 

BILD’s Home Builder of the Year a record 

eight times. Congratulations on your  

100th anniversary, BILD! You continue  

to inspire us to dream big. 

When it’s time to find your  
new home, visit 
mattamyhomes.com
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