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Building Liveable Cities with Transit-Supportive 
Development

The population in the GTHA is expected to attract 
approximately 110,000 new residents every year, and 
grow to more than 10 million people by 2041.1 While 
20% of this projected population growth is expect-
ed to be in the City of Toronto, it is the surrounding 
regions that will bear most of this growth. Durham 
Region is expected to have the greatest population 
growth by 2041 at 79%, followed by Halton Region 
(77%), York Region (56%), Hamilton (41%) and Peel 
Region (38%).2

This mounting pressure presents economic growth 
opportunities but also challenges municipalities to 
keep up with demands to keep people moving across 
the region and offer affordable housing options.

The cost of housing in the GTHA has risen over the 
past decade. Metrolinx notes, “As many families and 
larger households feel priced out of the housing 
market in core areas, some are choosing to locate 
further away where housing is more affordable. This 
poses a growing transportation challenge because 
lower-density suburban areas typically have poorer 
access to transit.”3 

Cities must create compact communities that 
include appropriate densities and a balanced mix 
of housing, jobs, shopping and services – all within 
walking distance to major transit stations such as 
GO stations. This planning approach is referred to as 
“transit-supportive development” (TSD).

What is Transit-Supportive Development (TSD)? 
The compact urban growth and development of a community

that has a balanced mix of housing, jobs, shopping and
services within a 10-minute walking distance around transit. 

What are some potential TSD communities? 
With walkable and accessible rapid transit, community

amenities, and mixed use zoning, GO Stations present ideal
areas to unlock development for new housing, such as:

If these groups of GTA residents were to move to a TSD
community and make some changes…

...then they could save:

Young Professional

Income1

Reduce 1 car to 0 cars Reduce 1 car to 0 cars

Reduce 2-bedroom
to 1-bedroom condo 

Reduce from detached
home to 2-bedroom condo 

Reduce from detached
to 1-bedroom condo 

Reduce 2 cars to 1 car

Family Retiree

10-11% 40-45% 50-56%

$75K
Income2

$120K
Income3

$25K

SECTION BY THE NUMBERS

° °

° °

°

°

Young Professional Family Retiree

$
$$ $$$

Pickering GO Station Long Branch GO Station

1Assumes pre-tax household annual incomes. 2This is a two income household. 3This is a mortgage
free household. 4Potential new residents and homes based on this study, not actual figures.

+1,267 New homes4

+3,168 Residents

43 Minutes to Union

+249 New homes4

+623 Residents

29 Minutes to Union
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There is a significant opportunity to leverage the 
existing and future planned investments in the GO 
regional transit network to increase housing and 
employment.

That is why it is important for municipalities to 
work with Metrolinx and the provincial government 
to meet the 2017 Growth Plan for the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe (GGH) policies for minimum density tar-
gets of 150 residents and jobs combined per hectare 
within a 10-minute walk (800 metres) around GO 
transit stations.

The potential for transit-supportive development 
is not uniform across the region’s GO rail network, 
and planners and policymakers will need to identi-
fy stations with the greatest potential or need for 
redevelopment.

Based on an analysis of market conditions, area 
conditions, and transit service and functionality in 
Durham Region and the City of Toronto, two stations 
that illustrate significant opportunities for greater 
residential and commercial development in the near 
term are Pickering GO Station and Long Branch GO 
Station.

Communities around the Pickering and Long 
Branch GO Stations are two candidates for transit- 
supportive development because they share a  
mix of stable to strong property values, walkable  
districts, supporting infrastructure and amenities, 
and employment districts.

Transit-Supportive Development Can Lower  
Housing and Transportation Costs

Improvements to GO Regional Express Rail could 
make housing up to 18% more affordable in some 
areas of the region, such as Barrie, Guelph, Hamilton 
and King. Capturing this benefit, however, depends 
on municipalities being able to incentivize commut-
ers to take the GO Train to/from work, instead of 
taking a single-occupant car4. 

When areas within a 10-minute walk around GO 
Stations fully realize their development potential – 
as envisioned in the Growth Plan – Ontarians could 
shift their modes and potentially lower their overall 
housing and transportation costs.

To demonstrate the benefits of transit-support-
ive development to households, we examined the 

Chart 1 | Housing Option Analysis for Pickering GO Station

Source: Pembina Institute
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Chart 2 | Housing Option Analysis for Long Branch GO Station

Source: Pembina Institute
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differences in household housing and transportation 
costs under various conditions. The cumulative 
housing and transportation costs consists of costs 
of housing (e.g., mortgage costs, property taxes, and 
energy and water costs across home types and mu-
nicipalities) and transportation (e.g., car ownership 
costs, transit costs), as a percentage of household 
pre-tax income.

Household housing and transportation costs were 
assessed for three different homeowner profiles: 
young professionals (first-time home buyers), fam-
ilies, and retirees (mortgage-free). The household 
housing and transportation cost burden for each 
homeowner was assessed for two housing options: 
“Status Quo” option representing areas further from 
GO Stations with limited TSD, and “TSD” option rep-
resenting walkable, transit-supportive communities 
around GO Stations.

Analysis results show that there are potential reduc-
tions in household housing and transportation costs 
when individuals/families live within walking distance 
of transit, and as a result, take transit more often.

Young professionals (first-time home buyers) could 
potentially lower their housing and transportation 
cost burden by 10-11% by taking transit and reducing 
vehicle ownership, despite higher condo apartment 
ownership cost near transit.

Families (homeowners) could potentially lower their 
housing and transportation cost burden by 40-45% 
by reducing vehicle ownership to one car, replacing 
that car with transit use, and choosing a different 
housing type (from single-detached dwelling to a 
two-bedroom condo apartment). 

Retirees (mortgage-free) could potentially lower 
their housing and transportation cost by 50-56% by 
reducing vehicle ownership and taking transit, and 
choosing a different housing type (from a single-de-
tached home to a one-bedroom condo apartment). 
In this analysis, the higher reduction in housing 
and transportation cost burden compared to other 

Figure 1 | Redeveloping GO Parking Lots for Housing 

800 metres around station 

Source: Pembina Institute

PICKERING

1,250
New homes

3,100
Residents

800 metres around station 

LONG BRANCH

250
New homes

600
Residents

Figure 2 | GTA residents value transit-friendly neighbourhoods 

Source: Ipsos

When picking a home, 56% of GTA residents value a
neighbourhood that has access to convenient and frequent

rapid transit (e.g., GO Train, LRT, subway). 
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homeowner profiles can be explained by the lower 
income of retirees compared to working individu-
als and families. Thus, a reduction in housing and 
transportation costs by a few hundred dollars can 
significantly alter their cumulative cost burden as a 
percentage of income.

Transit-Supportive Development Can Increase 
the Housing Supply

If transit-supportive development is done right 
around existing and future planned GO Stations, these 
areas can sufficiently accommodate future growth 
and unlock development potential for new housing. 
Redevelopment efforts should maximize public 
benefit by including high requirements for housing 
that is affordable, public realm improvements and 
connections to the station by bus, bike and foot.

Vacant and/or underutilized parcels of land around 
GO Stations can be brought into productive reuse for 
redevelopment. 

Analyses of intensification potential around GO 

Stations across the region can reveal the scale 
of new housing and jobs that could be potentially 
accommodated. To provide illustrative examples of 
the redevelopment and infill potential, Pickering and 
Long Branch GO Stations were examined.

Based on a high-level analysis, redeveloping pub-
licly-owned land (e.g., GO parking facilities) within 
an 800m radius of Pickering and Long Branch GO 
Stations would allow such areas to absorb a portion 
of their projected regional growth and provide new 
housing that is close to commuter rail service.

Redeveloping other privately-owned lands within 
800m around the two GO Stations could offer greater 
employment as well as additional housing supply and 
accommodate additional residents in the long term.

Recommendations to Prioritize Transit-Supportive 
Development

Many GO Stations across the GTHA have investment 
and redevelopment potential. 

A prioritization framework is needed to align transit 
and real estate investment decisions around GO 
Stations to advance transit-supportive development 

Figure 3 | GTHA Population Growth vs. Transit Use 

Source: Metrolinx

1,250
New homes

25% of new GTHA population growth will be in areas where
the current share of transit use is below 5%.5  

5%

Figure 4 | Potential Housing and Transportation Savings 

Source: Pembina Institute

Families and retirees in particular could see a substantial
reduction in housing and transportation costs by living

in more compact and transit-supportive areas.   

10-11% 40-45% 50-56%

$
$$ $$$
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in the near and long term.

Government actors need to plan and partner with 
stakeholders to promote mixed uses and appropriate 
densities around GO Stations.

Policy Actions are Needed in Four Strategic Areas 
to Advance Transit-Supportive Development

 1. Land access and acquisition (e.g., recruit  
  interested developers for redevelopment activity, 
  partnerships with private developers to introduce 
  public and institutional anchors to generate  
  economic activity)

 2. Policy incentives and regulations (e.g., update  
  municipal zoning by-laws and policies to attract 
  greater real estate development and require  
  inclusion of sufficient affordable housing, public 
  realm improvements and transportation  
  connections)

 3. Financial tools and programs (e.g., fund predevel- 
  opment/provide dedicated funding to underwrite 
  the most difficult-to-fund phase of development 
  such as land assembly and environmental  
  remediation)

 4. Planning and coordination (e.g., streamline  
  development review and approval process)

Public policy interventions are needed to ensure 
equitable transit-supportive development, which 
means ensuring there are housing options to meet 
the needs of low- and moderate-income households. 
Providing mixed-income housing around GO Stations 

can give families with low and moderate household 
incomes an equal opportunity to live near work or 
commute by transit, thereby saving money on both 
housing and transportation.

To read the full “Way to GO” report from the Pembina 
Institute click here.
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