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The Toronto Real Estate Board (“TREB”) requested 
that the Centre for Urban Research and Land  
Development (“CUR”) at Ryerson University study 
ways for greatly expanding the supply of what is now 
called “missing middle” housing throughout the City 
of Toronto (“Toronto”). This report is the result of our 
research.

The report explores the role of missing middle hous-
ing in the Toronto market (both past and present), 
and the reasons for the limited production of new 
missing middle housing units relative to demand. 
Further, it provides recommendations for  
significantly increasing the supply of these types  
of housing units in Toronto in the future. 

What is Missing Middle Housing and Why Should We 
Be Constructing a Lot More?

Missing middle housing includes housing unit types 
that fall between a single-detached or semi-de-
tached house and a high-rise apartment building 
(defined as five or more storeys). These types 
include ownership and rental townhouses, duplexes, 
laneway homes and low-rise apartments (triplex-
es, quadraplexes, stacked townhouses and garden 
apartments). 

A primary goal of significantly enhancing the supply 
of missing middle housing in Toronto is to provide 
more affordable, family-friendly housing given the 
stratospheric prices of single-detached and semi- 
detached houses. 

Missing Middle can offer affordable family-friendly options.

High-Rise Apartments are the predominating housing type
in Toronto. Missing Middle comes last. 

Detached Attached Townhouse Condo Apt.
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Toronto has a history of building missing middle housing,
but something has changed since the early 2000s.

Toronto lags other major cities in building missing middle.
The share of missing middle for city centres illustrates that.

Missing Middle: 25%
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Toronto’s Production of Missing Middle Housing is 
Low and has Fallen Sharply Since the Mid-2000s

With the deteriorating affordability of single- 
detached and semi-detached homes in the Toronto 
region and especially in Toronto itself, builders  
shifted their offerings to high-rise apartments in the 
mid-2000s, with reduced construction of townhomes 
and low-rise apartments - housing types that are 
typically closer substitutes than high-rise apart-
ments for single- and semi-detached homes. 

Just 1,750 missing middle housing units on average 
were built in the city annually between 2006 and 
2016, compared to roughly 2,800 units annually 
between 1971 and 2005. The peak of missing-middle 
construction in Toronto occurred between 1946 and 
1970, when the city was building 3,875 units per year 
– more than double the current production.

Clearly something changed as there was a marked 
shift away from additional missing middle housing 
being built. 

There is Latent Demand for New Missing Middle 
Housing in Toronto

Underlying demographic demand has been support-
ive of missing middle housing type construction in 
Toronto and the Greater Toronto Area (the “GTA”) 
since the mid-2000s.

There is a much greater substitutability between 
missing middle housing types and single-detached/
semi-detached houses than with the high-rise 

apartments which were built in huge numbers during 
this period. A survey conducted by Angus Reid for 
RE/MAX Hallmark Ltd. demonstrated a strong pref-
erence by prospective buyers for single-detached 
houses followed by semi-detached houses and then 
by freehold and condo townhouses. Apartments 
were a distant fourth.

A 2017 CUR report documented the sharp drop in the 
volume of single-detached houses being completed 
in the GTA since the early 2000s. It noted that with 
the sharply reduced affordability of single-detached 
homes, and with the Ontario government’s planning 
interventions that favoured townhouses and other 
denser forms of housing, the expectation would have 
been for townhouse starts to have increased, rather 
than to have declined. 

Primary Reasons Why More Mid-Density Housing is 
Not Being Built in the City of Toronto

The supply of sites available for all types of housing 
in Toronto, however, is controlled by the municipal 
government, and not by the open market. Toronto 
governs land-use policy (what gets built where) 
through the City of Toronto’s Official Plan (the “Of-
ficial Plan”), which outlines policy goals related to 
housing, infrastructure, transit, economic develop-
ment and environmental stewardship. The Official 
Plan provides the basis for planning decisions, 
zoning bylaw changes and decisions on development 
applications. Neighbourhood-specific Secondary 
Plans (“Secondary Plans”) are meant to conform to 
the policy objectives of the Official Plan.
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In the current system, there are conflicting interests 
among builders, homeowners and politicians. Build-
ers want enhanced density, as they are developing 
projects in a market marked by high demand and 
rising land costs. In contrast, homeowners have a 
vested interest in their neighbourhoods, and they 
are also concerned about the impact of development 
on their day-to-day living and on the value of their 
property. As Toronto has a ward style municipal gov-
ernance system, politicians are focused on respond-
ing to local concerns, rather than responding to what 
is best for the municipality or the region as a whole.  

As we shall see, the Official Plan stringently protects 
most neighbourhoods across Toronto (the so-called 
“yellow belt”) from densification. The result is inertia 
on land-use changes which would open up existing 
lower density neighbourhoods to increased density, 
even where these changes would be in the public 
good.

There are a number of implications that arise from 
the planning regime in Toronto: 

• The amount of land open to various types of  
 development is artificially restricted by policy;

• Regulations slow down the process by which  
 supply can respond to demand;

• The development process favours continued 
 growth in high-density pockets of the City;

• Over the 30-year span of the Official Plan, more 
 than 800,000 new people will have to be 

 accommodated in only 25% of the City’s  
 geography; and

• The Official Plan, taken strictly, also protects many 
 fairly low-density neighbourhoods located along 
 subway lines in the city.

The fundamental constraint to building more missing 
middle housing in Toronto is resistance to change 
by the majority of the current residents of its neigh-
bourhoods and by its ward councillors. To have a 
real impact on housing affordability and to provide 
a great deal more family-friendly housing, Toronto 
must make room for creative ideas on how to use its 
existing housing stock, much of which is protected 
under the Official Plan. The case-by-case review of 
missing middle housing projects and the prohibition 
of those projects in much of Toronto results in only 
small amounts of such development occurring at any 
given time. The most efficient approach would be 
to loosen restrictions on land that can be developed 
with missing middle typologies, while still balancing 
those development requirements with height restric-
tions and design requirements that do not unneces-
sarily impede production.

What are the Options for Generating a Lot More 
Missing Middle Housing in the City of Toronto?

A return to more affordable home price levels in  
Toronto is unlikely, barring a catastrophic down-
turn in the housing market. The best solution to the 
affordability crunch is to open up space for more 
affordable options, such as missing middle housing, 
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and to provide an environment where the supply of 
housing can more easily respond to demand. This  
will require a fundamental shift in the policies of  
Toronto’s Official Plan away from the rigid protection 
of existing residential neighbourhoods (the yellow 
belt) to the recognition and prioritization of the  
creation of large numbers of missing middle  
housing units.

To offer a scale of housing development that would 
make a difference in the affordability of family- 
friendly types of housing, densification will have to 
be allowed to take place in the large parts of Toronto 
where residential development or redevelopment 
is now prohibited. This can be done by (a) rezoning 
to allow more infill and missing middle housing in 
existing neighborhoods, (b) creating missing middle 
communities on lower priority employment (industri-
al) lands, and (c) incentivizing missing middle hous-
ing on Avenues with lower property values. 

Spreading population growth much more broadly 
across Toronto could be done with a relatively small 
increase in overall neighbourhood density. The ten 
neighbourhoods with the largest share of missing 
middle housing have an average density of 7,207 
people per square kilometre (18,666 per square mile), 
compared to 3,343 people per square kilometre 
(8,658 per square mile) in the ten neighbourhoods 
with the largest share of single-detached homes and 
to 15,000 people per square kilometre (38,848 per 
square mile) in neighbourhoods predominately made 
up of apartments. Therefore, Toronto could accom-

modate a significant amount of growth over a 30-
year period by allowing more missing middle housing 
in a greater number of neighbourhoods. Toronto 
could create room for over 200,000 units by opening 
up predominately single-detached neighbourhoods 
to missing middle construction. 

Many neighborhoods undoubtedly will be resistant 
to increased population density. It should be noted 
though, that some neighbourhoods with the highest 
proportion of missing middle housing (where this 
housing accounts for more than 50% of the area’s 
housing stock) are well sought after neighborhoods 
with high house prices, including Trinity Bellwoods, 
Roncesvalles, the Beaches, Riverdale (which includes 
Leslieville) and the Junction. Much of the missing 
middle housing was built decades ago.

Toronto’s Official Plan protects most of Toronto’s  
geographic space from development, including 
low-density residential neighbourhoods in population 
decline. The same is true for employment districts 
that are outdated and underutilized. 

Policies for the City of Toronto to seriously consider 
in order to encourage a marked increase in the 
supply of more affordable missing middle homes for 
both purchase and rental include:

• Incentivizing second suites in existing single- 
 detached and semi-detached houses as the 
 quickest and most cost-effective way to create 
 a large increase in the supply of missing middle 
 housing.
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 Toronto lags behind other large Canadian cities 
 in building second suites. Toronto has the lowest 
 share (14%) of duplexes in relation to the number 
 of single-detached homes in comparison to other 
 large Canadian cities such as Vancouver (55%) 
 and Montreal (46%). Toronto could add 300,000 to 
 400,000 secondary/additional suites to its current 
 single- and semi-detached house stock to reach 
 Vancouver and Montreal 2016 levels. 

• Ultimately broadening the type of housing  
 permitted in all residential neighbourhoods 
 to include townhouses, stacked townhomes,  
 duplexes, triplexes, fourplexes and other low- 
 rise apartment style homes.

 This could be implemented in stages as is being 
 done in Minneapolis where the intention is to 
 permit duplexes and triplexes to be built in existing 
 lower density neighbourhoods. The introduction of 
 Density Transition Zones on the edges of  
 neighbourhoods should be considered as well.

• Examining older, less viable employment areas 
 for lands that are suitable for the creation of 
 missing middle communities and the creation 
 of new communities.

 With more than 8,000 hectares (20,000 acres) 
 of employment (industrial) areas and an economy 
 increasingly propelled by jobs in office buildings, 
 it is reasonable to expect there are lower priority 
 industrial lands that could be candidates for  
 conversion to accommodate missing middle 
 housing.

 There are precedents for the conversion of older 
 employment (industrial) areas, in whole or in part, 

 to missing middle housing where employment has 
 declined and businesses have relocated to the 
 905 regions or ceased operations. These include 
 the former stockyards lands at Keele Street and 
 St. Clair Avenue West and what are now known as 
 Warden Woods lands at Warden Avenue and St. 
 Clair Avenue East.

• Facilitating the production of missing middle 
 housing units by pre-zoning corridors along the 
 portions of the Avenues where (and while) these 
 housing forms are economically feasible. 

 There are ways to strengthen the financial feasi- 
 bility of the development of sites on Avenues 
 which are some distance away from the Down- 
 town, such as along Kingston Road east of  
 McCowan Road in the former Scarborough, for 
 missing middle housing. A key contribution  
 municipal planners could make in regards to these 
 Avenues pertains to pre-zoning lengthy strips of 
 land on both sides of the road for the development 
 of missing middle housing and to create Density 
 Transition Zones with the adjacent neighbour- 
 hoods.

We recommend that Toronto City Council establish 
and monitor targets for the production of missing 
middle types of housing in Toronto. These targets 
will demonstrate that Toronto is truly committed 
to providing a great deal of more affordable, fam-
ily-friendly forms of housing as represented by 
missing middle housing types.

To read the full report from Ryerson University’s 
Centre for Urban Policy and Land Development,  
click here.
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http://communications3.torontomls.net/auth2/mediafiles/Market-Year-in-Review/pdf/CUR_Missing_Middle_Housing_Toronto.pdf
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