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1.0 introDuction 

Typically, the emphasis in parking lot design is on  
accommodating vehicle movements, maximizing  
the number of parking spaces, and ensuring  
ease of maintenance and servicing. Once these  
functional criteria are satisfied, “left-over” spaces  
may or may not be landscaped or dedicated for  
pedestrian use.  

as a result, there are often few landscaped areas  
within a parking lot and those that are provided  
tend to be insufficient in size and design to  
support healthy trees and vegetation. Pedestrians  
are also given low priority and may be left to  
navigate between parked cars and across wide  
driveways, which presents safety concerns. 

When functional requirements are the only  
objectives considered in parking lot design,  
the design outcome is generally undesirable,  
with poor quality landscaping, unattractive  
streetscapes and a lack of pedestrian safety,  
comfort and amenity. 

Conventional surface parking lots also represent  
an environmental challenge. Large expanses  
of asphalt contribute to the urban heat island  
effect, which raises local air temperature,  
elevates smog, and, in turn, increases energy  
demand for summer cooling. Vehicles left to  
“bake in the sun” can be significant polluters  
as well, emitting smog-forming contaminants  
when parked and requiring additional energy for  
cooling when travel resumes.  

Traditional parking lot surfaces prevent rainwater  
and snowmelt from being absorbed into the  
soil to replenish groundwater. During storms  
and winter thaws, impermeable pavement can  
produce rapid run-off which poses flooding  
hazards and the risk of carrying pollutants  
directly into our lake, rivers and streams. Dark  
surfaces can also increase the temperature of  
stormwater run-off, disrupting water quality in  
receiving areas. 

The Design Guidelines for ‘Greening’  Surface  
Parking Lots respond to both the urban design  
and environmental challenges associated with a  
surface parking lot. The Guidelines are intended   
to create surface parking lots that are not  
only efficient, but also safe, attractive and  
environmentally responsible.  

‘Greening’ the surface parking lot involves  
planting trees, providing good quality soil and  
generous landscaped areas, enhancing pedestrian  
and cycling infrastructure, managing stormwater  
on-site, reducing the urban heat island effect,  
and using sustainable materials and technologies 

Urban Design and Environmental Challenges 

“Left-over” space with poor 
quality landscaping 

Unsightly parking lot 
dominating the street 
edge 

Large expanse of unshaded 
asphalt contributing to 
urban heat and polluted 
stormwater run-off 
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2.0 PurPose anD  
objectives 

The Design Guidelines for ‘Greening’ Surface  
Parking Lots implement Built Environment and  
natural Environment policies of the Official Plan  
(Chapters 3.1 and 3.4). This includes policies  
related to improving the public realm, enhancing  
pedestrian safety and comfort, increasing  
shade, enhancing the quality of landscaping,  
encouraging on-site stormwater management,  
and promoting the use of sustainable materials  
and technologies. Specific Official Plan policies  
relevant to the design of surface parking lots are  
summarized in appendix a.  

The Guidelines also provide design options  
and strategies to implement many of the  
environmental performance measures in the  
Toronto Green Standard (TGS). TGS performance  
measures relevant to the design of surface  
parking lots include strategies for reducing the  
urban heat island effect, improving pedestrian  
and cycling infrastructure, using energy efficient  
fixtures and recycled materials, managing  
stormwater run-off on-site, and preserving and  
enhancing the urban forest.  

Sections in the Design Guidelines for ‘Greening’  
Surface Parking Lots which correspond to the  
environmental categories and performance  
measures of the TGS are identified by the  
following symbols: 

air Quality 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions/Energy Efficiency 

Water Quality, Quantity and Efficiency 

Ecology 

Solid Waste 
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TOrONTO OffiCiaL PLaN 
“new development will provide amenity for adjacent  
streets and open spaces to make these areas attractive,  
interesting, comfortable and functional for pedestrians” 

3.1.2 Built Form Policy 5 

“To support strong communities, a competitive economy  
and a high quality of life, public and private city-building  
activities and changes to the built environment, including  
public works, will be environmentally friendly”  

3.4 The Natural Environment Policy 1 
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Before planning and building surface parking  
lots, the feasibility of alternatives, such as  
underground or structured parking, should be  
considered. When these preferred alternatives  
are not feasible, surface parking lots should be  
carefully designed to enhance the urban design  
and environmental conditions. 

Surface parking lot design should reflect the  
following objectives: 

•  respect the existing or planned context 

•  Enhance the safety and attractiveness of the  
public realm (adjacent streets, parks and open  
spaces) 

•  Create direct, comfortable and safe pedestrian  
routes 

•  Provide shade and high-quality landscaping 

•  Mitigate the urban heat island effect 

•  Manage stormwater quality and quantity   
on-site 

•  Incorporate sustainable materials and   
technologies 

 

Landscaped street edge 

Dedicated pedestrian route

Shade within the lot

Bio-retention area 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Permeable surface 
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3.0 How anD wHere tHe   
guiDelines aPPly 

The Design Guidelines for ‘Greening’ Surface  
Parking Lots apply to the design, review and  
approval of all developments containing surface  
parking. 

The Guidelines have city-wide applicability and  
will normally apply to the evaluation of design  
alternatives in rezoning, official plan amendment  
and site plan applications. Owners of existing  
parking lots are not required, but are encouraged,  
to make alterations and improvements consistent  
with the Guidelines at the time of resurfacing or  
other appropriate phase in the development life-
cycle. 

The Guidelines will also apply to the development  
of surface parking lots owned and/or operated  
by the City of Toronto or any agency, Board or  
Commission of the City of Toronto. The Guidelines  
should be considered when opportunities arise to  
retrofit or enhance existing City parking lots. 

The Guidelines are intended to be read together  
with the Official Plan, applicable Zoning By-laws  
and Secondary Plans, the Toronto Green Standard  
(TGS) and other applicable City standards, policies  
and guidelines. 

When using the Guidelines in conjunction with  
the Toronto Green Standard, developers, designers  
and reviewers of sites with surface parking lots  
should give particular consideration to guidelines  
marked with the TGS symbols (see 2.0 Purpose  
and Objectives). all new developments containing  
surface parking are required to meet Tier 1 of  
the Toronto Green Standard (TGS) performance  
measures. applicants are required to submit the  
TGS checklist with their development application. 

In many areas of Toronto, parking is required to be  
underground, allowing for intensification, mixed  
use, open space, etc. at-grade. adhering to the  
Design Guidelines for ‘Greening’ Surface Parking  
Lots does not constitute approval for surface  
parking where it is otherwise prohibited by the  
Zoning By-law. 

4.0 Design guiDelines 

The previous three sections of the Design  
Guidelines for ‘Greening’ Surface Parking Lots  
provide background, policy rationale and design  
objectives for improving the quality of surface  
parking lots in the City of Toronto. This section 
4.0 Design Guidelines, provides the necessary  
direction and strategies to implement and  
achieve a higher standard in surface parking lot  
design. 

The Design Guidelines section is organized into  
five sub-sections:  

4.1 Location and Layout  
4.2 Vehicle access and Circulation  
4.3 Pedestrian access and Circulation  
4.4 Landscaping  
4.5 Stormwater Management 

Each sub-section provides a range of strategies  
and specific measures intended to improve the  
urban design and environmental conditions of  
the surface parking lot.  

Designers of surface parking lots are encouraged  
to generate site-specific solutions that meet the  
intent of the Guidelines. 

Commercial parking lot with internal tree planting 
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Note: 
Letters marked
on the diagram 
correspond with 
guidelines in this 
section

4.1 LOCaTiON aND LayOUT
 
4.1.1 General requirements 

a. Locate surface parking behind or beside 
buildings, away from primary street frontages 
and street corners. 

b. Parking spaces should not be located between 
the front facade line of buildings and a street 
edge. 

c. Divide larger parking areas both visually and 
functionally into smaller parking courts. 

d. Organize parking spaces and rows to 
provide consolidated soft landscaped areas 
and opportunity for on-site stormwater 
management. (see also 4.4 Landscaping and 4.5 
Stormwater Management) 

e. Position parking rows perpendicular to the 
main building entrance(s) to assist safe 
pedestrian movement toward the building. 

f. Limit the length of parking rows to a maximum 
of 60m (20-23 contiguous spaces typical). 
Longer rows should include landscaped breaks, 
such as islands, with shade trees. (see 4.4.3 
Internal Landscaping) 

g. To reduce potential vehicle and pedestrian 
conflicts related to vehicles moving in and 
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out of parking spaces, where possible, avoid 
locating parking along major drive aisles, 
street access driveways or in front of building 
entrances and service areas. use landscaped 
islands and medians for separation. (see 4.4.3 
Internal Landscape) 

 note: Exceptions might include parking lots 
on small/narrow sites or disabled parking and 
short-term loading spaces where proximity 
to building entrances is important; however, 
no parking spaces shall be located within the 
clear-throat area of street access driveways as 
per applicable access Management Guidelines. 

h. Locate and provide accessible parking spaces 
in accordance with applicable disabled parking 
by-laws, using the City of Toronto accessibility 
Design Guidelines where appropriate. 

i. For developments with multiple phases, 
submit a phasing plan to identify all current 
and future parking lot requirements. Parking 
areas should be constructed incrementally to 
match land use build-out schedules. areas not 
required for parking and interim parking lots 
should be landscaped. 
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Conceptual parking lot 
layout – Note: Letters 

b.	 b. correspond to guidelines 
primary street in sub-section 4.1.1 



 

design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

4.1.2 Site Grading 

a.  Ensure that any grade changes at the edge of  
surface parking lots provide a subtle transition  
to surrounding areas. 

b.  avoid significant changes in grade (greater  
than 4% slope) between the public sidewalk  
and pedestrian access and circulation routes.  
Ensure universally accessible routes are  
provided across any grade changes. 

c.  Limit the maximum grades on landscaped areas  
to 33% (3:1) or less to ensure that grassed  
slopes can be maintained. 

d.  Limit the use of retaining walls, particularly  
along street frontages, parks, ravines and other  
areas of the public realm. 

 note: Where retaining walls cannot be avoided,  
minimize the overall height or provide low  
terraces, use durable, attractive materials, and  
incorporate intensive soft landscaping. 

e.  When appropriate, use the existing site grading  
to enhance the screening of parking lots. 

f.  Provide a site grading plan compatible with  
the stormwater management approach  
selected for the site: 

•  apply a cross-grade for paved surfaces as  
low as 1.5% to encourage slower stormwater  
flow  

•  use manufacturer recommended grading  
parameters for permeable pavement  
installations to enable water infiltration  

•  slope surfaces to direct stormwater  
toward landscaping, bio-retention areas  
or other water collection/treatment areas  
as identified on the site (see also 4.5  
Stormwater Management) 

a subtle change in grade at the edge of the parking lot screens 
parked cars 
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4.1.3 Lighting 

a.  Provide a comprehensive Lighting Plan for  
the parking lot site. Lighting should create an  
identity for the parking lot, enhance adjacent  
streets and pedestrian environments and be  
appropriate to the location, context and scale  
of the areas being lit. 

b.  Select different luminaries with a coordinated  
appearance to light pedestrian pathways,  
parking spaces, drive aisles, building and site  
entrances and other relevant parking lot  
features. 

c.  Balance the need for safety and security with  
the reduction of energy consumption and light
  
pollution:
 

•  ensure all parking spaces and circulation
  
routes are well-lit
 

•  install lighting that is appropriately scaled to  
its purpose, i.e. avoid “over lighting”  

•  direct light downward and avoid light
  
overspill on adjacent properties, streets and
  
open spaces
 

•  use energy-efficient fixtures and bulbs 

•  incorporate opportunities for off-grid power
  
generation, e.g. solar, wind, etc.
 

d.  Provide pedestrian-scaled lighting, such as  
bollards or lower-scale pole fixtures along  
pedestrian routes. 

e.  Consider lighting elements for their aesthetic  
and design value, not simply their lighting  
function or ease of maintenance. 

f.  Coordinate the location of lighting with  
pedestrian clearways, tree planting and other  
landscaping. 

a coordinated lighting scheme 

                edestrian light Parking lot light Building entrance light P

a pedestrian pathway defined and lit with appropriately-scaled 
fixtures 
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4.1.4 Other Site Elements 

a.  Integrate bicycle parking, shopping cart corrals,  
ticket or payment kiosks, signage, public art,  
and other applicable site elements into the  
design and layout of the parking lot. Indicate  
the location of these elements on the Site Plan. 

b.  Structures related to site elements, such as  
bicycle parking or shopping carts, should  
incorporate sustainable materials and
  
technologies whenever possible.
 

c.  Locate short- and long-term bicycle parking in  
highly visible, well-lit, accessible and weather  
protected areas. Incorporate way-finding  
signage as appropriate. 

d.  Provide at least 0.6m clearance between parked  
bicycles and adjacent walls, poles, landscaping,  
street furniture, drive aisles and pedestrian  
clearways and at least 1.5m clearance from  
vehicle parking spaces. (refer to Chapter 9 ­ 
Bicycle Parking, in the Toronto Bike Plan for  
more information) 

e.  Where shopping carts are associated with  
parking lot use, position cart corrals so that  
each row of parking has access to a cart return  
area. 

 note: Shopping cart corrals are encouraged  
to extend the width of two parking rows and  
incorporate landscaping to buffer adjacent  
parking spaces. (see 5.2 additional Diagrams) 

f.  Explore opportunities for public art early in  
the planning process. Examples of public art  
opportunities in parking lots might include  
enhancement to the street edge, screening, a  
marker of the entrance or exit, or a focal point  
sculpture. 

Bicycle parking with a protective canopy creates a unique parking 
lot edge and integrates well with the streetscape design 

This parking lot entry provides an opportunity for bold public art 
artwork credit: “Between Heaven and Earth” by John McEwen 
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4.2 VEHiCLE aCCESS aND      
 CirCULaTiON 

a.  Limit the number and width of curb cuts  
for street access driveways to minimize  
interruption to the public sidewalk, streetscape  
and perimeter landscaping. (refer to the  
applicable access Management Guidelines for  
driveway requirements) 

b.  Provide access to surface parking lots from  
secondary streets or laneways whenever  
possible. 

c.  Share driveway access between adjacent sites  
where feasible. 

d.  Define street access driveways and internal  
vehicle routes with curbed landscaped  
areas, tree planting and lighting. Explore
  
opportunities to include public art.
 

e.  Size vehicle circulation routes according to use.  
avoid using over-sized driveways, drive aisles  
and turning radii. 

 note: Limiting the width of driveways and  
drive aisles reduces the expanse of parking  
areas and provides more opportunity for  
soft landscaping. Minimizing turning radii  
reduces the length of pedestrian crossings and  
encroachment into landscaped areas. 

Driveway well defined with landscaping and decorative lighting

f. Where circulation routes require wider 
driveways and turning radii (i.e. fire lanes, 
service areas), coordinate the location of these 
routes with major drive aisles. 

g. Provide continuous circulation throughout 
the site. avoid dead end driveways and turn 
around spaces. 

h. Ensure unobstructed motorist and pedestrian 
sight distance and provide clearly marked 
crossings at all intersections between vehicle 
routes and pedestrian pathways. 

Shared street access driveway to mid-block and rear parking lots 
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4.3 PEDESTriaN aCCESS aND     
 CirCULaTiON 
a.  Establish a direct and continuous pedestrian 

network within and adjacent to parking lots 
to connect building entrances, parking spaces, 
public sidewalks, transit stops and other 
pedestrian destinations. 

b.  Provide at least one pedestrian route between  
the main building entrance and the public  
sidewalk that is uninterrupted by surface
  
parking and driveways.
 

c.  In larger parking lots or where parking lots  
serve more than one building or destination,  
provide designated pedestrian pathways for  
safe travel through the parking lot.   

d.  The width, number and orientation of  
pedestrian routes should match the anticipated  
flow of pedestrian traffic through the site.  
Consider the space requirements for equipment  
related to parking lot use, such as shopping  
carts, strollers and mobility aids, when  
planning the width and location of pedestrian  
routes. 

e.  all pedestrian routes within a parking lot  
should include: 

•  a barrier-free pathway, with a minimum  
clear  width of 1.7m (wider pathways are  
encouraged and may be required depending  
on parking lot use); 

•  shade trees (or a shade structure) along one  
or both sides of the pathway;  

•  pedestrian-scale lighting to illuminate and  
define the route; and 

•  a clear division from vehicular areas, with  
a change in grade, soft landscaping and a  
change in surface material 

Landscaped pedestrian route provides a safe, direct and pleasant 
connection between the building entrance, surrounding parking 
spaces and other buildings 

VARIES 

(5.5m MIN recommended) 

1.5m MIN

 2.1m typical 
(1.7m MIN clear) 

0.2m 

continuous planting area 
(0.9m MIN soil depth) 

pedestrian pathway 

pedestrian-scale lighting 

shade tree 
(spaced evenly 5.0m-6.0m on centre) 

poured in place curbVARIES 

3.0m MIN 

0.15m 

0.6m MIN 

Design concept for pedestrian pathway with single row of shade 
trees. Note: See 5.2 additional Diagrams for further design 
options 
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f. Consider installing “tables” (rolled curbs 
bordering slightly elevated crossings) at major 
internal intersections to serve as a traffic 
calming feature and provide pedestrian 
priority. 

g. Provide enhanced pedestrian pathways along 
street access driveways. 

h. Where pedestrian routes cross street access 
driveways and other major drive aisles, clearly 
mark crossings and provide unobstructed sight 
distance for both pedestrians and vehicles.  

TORONTO CITY PLANNING URBAN DESIGN January 2013– 11 
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Diagram 10
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4.4 LaNDSCaPiNG 

 
4.4.1 General requirements 

a.  retain and protect existing trees, vegetation,  
natural slopes and native soils and integrate  
these features into the overall landscape plan. 

b.  Distribute landscaping throughout the site  
to soften and screen parking lot edges,  
reinforce circulation routes, create pleasant  
pedestrian conditions and maximize shade and  
stormwater benefits. (see sections 4.3, 4.4.2,  
4.4.3, 4.5 for details)  

c.  Consolidate soft landscaped areas, particularly  
in larger parking lots, to enhance tree and  
plant material growing conditions. 

d.  Landscaped areas should be designed to  
accommodate the following:   

•  trees planted with access to at least 30m3  
(at 0.9m depth) of good quality soil (see  
appendix B) 

•  trees planted at least 1.5m from curbs,  
sidewalks, driveways and other hard surfaces  
to buffer from stress caused by salt, snow  
piling, vehicle overhang and compacted soils  

•  all other plant material, except sod or  
groundcover, set back a minimum 0.6m  
from any curb edge to protect from vehicle  
overhang and mechanical damage 

•  high-branching, deciduous shade trees  
planted evenly at 5m to 6m intervals (or  
as appropriate to the selected species)  
to quickly establish continuous canopy  
coverage 

e.  Expand rooting zones of landscaped areas  
under adjacent hard surfaces. 

 note: Techniques may include the use of  
structural soils or cells, continuous planting  
trenches and/or permeable paving. 

 Existing mature trees protected and incorporated into the parking 
lot landscape 

0.9m MIN soil depth 
(growing medium may extend 
under hard surfaces with 
appropriate techniques) 

1.5m MIN0.2m curb 

0.6m MIN 0.15m curb 

Design concept for pedestrian pathway with single row of shade 
trees. Note: See 5.2 additional Diagrams for further design 
options. 
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f.  Select plant material that is suitable to the  
growing environment of the parking lot: 

•  use species (native and non-native) that  
are hardy, drought- and salt-tolerant, and  
resistant to the stresses of compacted soils  
and weather exposure 

•  include suitable native species where possible  
and appropriate (see appendix B). 

•  avoid planting invasive species near ravines  
and other natural areas 

•  avoid monocultures which can be susceptible  
to disease 

•  consider sun, shade and irrigation  
requirements 

•  incorporate a variety of deciduous and  
coniferous trees and shrubs for year-round  
interest, texture, shape and seasonal colour  

g.  Install a permanent irrigation system in all  
landscaped areas. Where possible, collect  
rainwater from rooftops and other surfaces for  
plant irrigation. 

h.  Identify hose bibs, sprinkler outlets, storage  
reservoirs, and other applicable irrigation  
elements on the Landscape Plan. Locate valves  
and other maintenance controls in discrete, yet  
accessible areas. 

i.  Where landscaping might impact motorist/  
pedestrian sight distance, keep shrubs below  
0.85m in height and prune trees so that the  
lowest branches will be at least 2m above  
ground level. Limit any other landscape  
features that might cause obstructions to a  
maximum height of 1m. 

j.  Ensure overhanging branches of trees or shrubs  
adjacent to pedestrian pathways maintain a  
clear headspace of at least 2m. 

k.  Coordinate tree planting with the location of  
light standards and other utilities. 

Seasonal variety with shade trees and understory planting 
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4.4.2 Streetscape and Perimeter Landscaping 

a.  Provide a landscaped area at least 3m in width  
between surface parking and all property  
lines. Consult the applicable Zoning By-law for  
additional setback requirements. 

b.  Edge treatments along streets and other public  
spaces should visually screen parked vehicles,  
but not completely obstruct views into and  
out of the parking lot for the purpose of  
supporting pedestrian safety and security. 

c.  For parking lot edges adjacent to streets,  
parks or other public open space, provide the  
following: 

•  at least one row of shade trees, spaced  
evenly at 5m to 6m intervals (or as  
appropriate to the selected species) for the  
length of the parking lot edge 

•  screening, consisting of continuous planting,  
alone or in combination with a low  
decorative fence/wall or a landscaped berm.  
Typically, keep shrubs, fences or walls to a  
maximum height of 1m  

 note: The location, design and character of  
the screening should fit in with and enhance  
the existing landscape and built form  
character of the street or public open space.  

•  a coordinated appearance with the existing  
or planned streetscape treatment (refer  
to the Toronto urban Design Streetscape  
Manual) 

d.  Set back screening at least 1m from the edge  
of public sidewalks and 0.6m from parking lot  
curbs. Screening should not encroach into the  
public street right-of-way. 

a low hedge and shade trees enhance the public sidewalk and 
parking lot edge 

a decorative wall, fencing and shade trees screen views into the 
parking lot 

a soft landscaped berm lessens the appearance of parked vehicles 
from the street 
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e.  For parking lot edges not adjacent to the  
public realm, provide soft landscaping with  
a variety of deciduous and coniferous trees  
and plantings. Include bio-retention or  
other stormwater management systems as  
appropriate. (see 4.5 Stormwater Management) 

f.  Install high-quality privacy fencing with  
landscaped screening between parking lots and  
neighbouring, less compatible uses. 

g.  Where possible, include landscaping and a  
pedestrian walkway between parking lots and  
building edges. 

 High quality privacy fencing, softened with shrubs and shade 
trees, screens parking lot from neighbouring property 
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streetparking lot street furnishing 
and planting zone 

public sidewalk 

VARIES 
(3.0m MIN) 

1.0m0.6m MIN 

1.0m 

PL 

Design concept for street facing parking lot edge 



 

4.4.3 internal Landscaping 

a.  Incorporate soft landscaped areas and trees  
within the parking lot to define major vehicle  
and pedestrian routes, provide shade and  
break-up the expanse of paved areas. 

 note: Soft landscaped areas include islands,  
medians, bio-retention areas and other  
consolidated planting areas. 

b.  all soft landscaped areas should contain  
suitable growing medium and be sized  
and designed to support healthy trees and  
plants (refer to section 4.4.1 and appendix  
B). Consolidate smaller landscaped areas to  
provide better quality growing conditions and  
support for a broader range of tree and plant  
species. 

c.  Define internal landscaped areas with a  
continuous 15cm curb to prevent damage  
from vehicles and snow clearance, to separate  
planting areas from pedestrian pathways, and  
to prevent soil and other landscape material  
from spreading over adjacent surfaces. 

 note: Taller or shorter curbs are permitted  
where vehicle overhang and door clearances  
are not an issue. Curb cuts are permitted to  
support accessibility and stormwater initiatives. 

d.  Plant high-branching deciduous trees  
throughout the parking lot interior to provide  
shade for pedestrians, vehicles and surfaces: 

•  provide internal shade trees at a minimum  
ratio of one tree planted for every five  
parking spaces supplied 

•  distribute internal shade tree planting such  
that no parking space is more than 30m  
from a tree 

 note: On small or narrow sites, shade trees  
provided in non-street facing perimeter  
planting areas can be counted toward the  
internal tree requirement, provided that the  
maximum distance from a parking space  
(30m) is met. 

design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

 Generously sized islands provide space for shade trees, lighting 
and understory planting 

Street access driveway by a curbed median with tree planting, 
shrubs, colourful flowers and lighting 
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Diagram 8

design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

e.  Include landscaped islands at the beginning  
and end of each parking row and to break up  
longer rows or highlight special features: 

•  provide a minimum growing environment  
of 30m3 (at 0.9m depth) of good quality soil  
(see appendix B)   

 note: This typically results in a landscaped  
area at least 3.5m wide for end-of-row  
islands and 3m wide for mid-row islands 

•  plant at least 1 high-branching deciduous  
shade tree (2 preferred) in each island  

•  include understory planting, such as  
shrubs, perennials, ornamental grasses and  
groundcover 

VARIES 
3.5m typical

 0.5m MIN turning radius adjacent to parking 

3.5m MIN turning radius adjacent to drive 

0.2m 

0.2m 

planting area (30m³ MIN soil volume at 0.9m MIN depth) 

understory planting (see Appendix B) 

two parking rows typical 

(less vehicle turning space as required) 

0.2m 0.2m5.0m to 6.0m 

0.15m 

1.5m MIN 

drive aisle 

shade treetree planting zone 

lighting (clear of tree planting) 

1.5m MIN 

poured in place curb 

Design concept for end-of-row island with shade trees and understory planting 
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Diagram 1
 

f.  Provide continuous landscaped medians every  
3 (or fewer) banks of parking. 

 note: a “bank” of parking consists of 2 parking  
rows and a drive aisle. 

g.  Medians should have a landscaped area at  
least 3m in width and combine with shade  
tree planting requirements, pedestrian  
pathways and/or stormwater management as  
appropriate. (see also 4.3 Pedestrian access and  
Circulation and 4.5 Stormwater Management) 

 note: Shade structures may replace shade tree  
planting, only after the minimum interior tree  
requirement is satisfied or when sufficient  
soil volume and planting conditions cannot  
be achieved for proper tree growth. (see 5.2  
additional Diagrams) 

design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

a landscaped median shades and cools parked vehicles and 
surfaces and provides stormwater benefit 

VARIES 

(3.4m MIN) 

1.5m MIN0.2m 

0.6m MIN 

VARIES 

3.0m MIN 

continuous planting area 
(0.9m MIN soil depth) 

shade tree 
(spaced evenly 5.0m-6.0m on centre) 

poured in place curb 

0.15m 

Design concept for landscaped median with shade trees 
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    Open joint pavers Porous asphalt 

design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

4.4.4 Surfaces 

a.  Install decorative paving or a change in paving  
material/colour to emphasize edges, pedestrian  
routes and crossings, entrances, loading areas  
and other special features within the parking  
lot. 

b.  Where possible, install surfaces containing  
recycled or sustainable material. 

c.  Limit the use of dark, impervious surfaces  
within the parking lot: 

•  use light-coloured materials, such as  
concrete, white asphalt or light-coloured  
pavers, in the hardscape to reduce surface  
temperatures and contribution to the urban  
heat island effect 

•  install permeable/porous pavement, such as  
open-jointed pavers, porous concrete/  
asphalt, or turf/gravel grids, as appropriate  
to parking lot use and conditions  

 note: Permeable paving should be installed  
in all overflow parking areas and is  
encouraged for use in snow storage areas  
and hardscapes surrounding trees. Consider  
turf grids/grassy pavers for areas of low  
traffic or infrequent use. 

d.  When installing porous/permeable paving  
material, follow manufacturer specifications  
for minimum and maximum slopes. 

Examples of permeable paving: 

Pervious concrete Turf grid 

 Special pavers define the pedestrian crossing leading to the main 
building entrance 

e.  Construct the subgrade of any porous  
pavement to allow adequate drainage and  
prevent frost heave. 

 note: This is particularly important where clay  
or silty soil conditions are prevalent. 

f.  Install perforated subdrains below permeable  
paving, as required, to store, filter or convey  
water to additional stormwater facilities. 

g.  If permeable pavement or pavers are planned  
for use along driveways leading to public  
streets or other heavily traveled routes, the  
surface material and base course must be  
selected, designed and certified to withstand  
the anticipated traffic loading stresses and  
maintenance impacts. 

h.  Permeable pavements shall be subject to an  
ongoing maintenance program by the owner  
(e.g. sweeping, annual vacuuming). Sand  
should not be used for winter maintenance,  
unless otherwise specified by the product  
manufacturer. 

Open joint pavers provide opportunity to retain rainwater and 
snowmelt on-site 
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design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

4.5 STOrMwaTEr MaNaGEMENT 
 
4.5.1 General requirements 

a.  refer to the Toronto Green Standard and the  
Wet Weather Flow Management Guidelines  
for water balance targets and recommended  
stormwater management strategies. 

b.  Minimize the extent of impermeable surfaces  
within the parking lot. 

 note: This may be achieved in many ways,  
including; limiting the size and number of  
parking spaces to the required minimums  
stated in the applicable By-laws; limiting  
the width of drive aisles and looking for  
opportunity to share access routes as per  
applicable By-laws and City standards; and/or  
using permeable paving where hard surfaces  
are required. 

c.  Manage rainwater and snowmelt on-site   
with designs that encourage infiltration,  
evapotranspiration and water re-use: 

•  apply a “treatment train” approach 

•  use permeable paving for parking spaces,  
drive aisles, overflow parking, snow storage  
areas and other hard surfaces in the parking  
lot (refer to 4.4.4 Surfaces) 

•  plant trees, shrubs and other absorbent  
landscaping throughout the parking lot to  
provide shade and places for water uptake  
(refer to 4.4 Landscaping) 

•  create bio-retention areas, such as swales,  
vegetated islands and overflow ponds 

•  include catchbasin restrictors and oil/grit  
separators as appropriate 

•  incorporate opportunities to harvest  
rainwater (active or passive) from rooftops  
and other hard surfaces for landscape  
irrigation 

a bio-retention area adjacent to a parking lot drive aisle 

VARIES

(3.0m typical)

bio-swale

perforated subdrain (as required) 

overflow catchbasin (as required) 

bio-swale planting (see Appendix B) 

curb inlet (stormwater flow) 

poured in place curb 

bio-swale 
(ponding area) 

VARIES 

(3.0m typical) 

bio-swale 

VARIES 

(4.5m typical) 

perforated subdrain (as required) 
water filtration/storage area (depth VARIES) 
curb inlet slope to swale 

0.2m 

0.6m MIN 

0.15m 

Design concept for bio-retention swale without tree planting 
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design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

VARIES 

(3.0m typical) 

bio-swale 

d.  Where installed, bio-retention areas should be  
appropriately designed and located to filter,  
store and/or convey the expected stormwater  
flows from surrounding paved areas. 

e.  although the design of each bio-retention area  
should be site specific, consider the following: 

•  select plant species that are tolerant of  
extreme conditions, such as flooding,  
drought, salt and other contaminants (refer  
to appendix B) 

•  provide a planting medium, composed of  
good quality soil, with a minimum depth of  
0.6m and at least 0.9m depth if trees are  
planted (refer to appendix B)  

•  plant trees (if applicable) above grade from  
ponding areas and clear of stormwater flow 

•  ensure that any surface water is fully drained  
within 48 hours or less 

•  use poured in place curbs with cuts for water  
inlets 

•  include a perforated subdrain, check dams  
and overflow catchbasins as required to  
manage excess water 

f. Ensure overland flow routes and stormwater  
inlets and outlets are clear of debris and  
snow piling. 

VARIES 

(6.5m typical) 

perforated subdrain (as required) 
water filtration/storage area (depth VARIES) 
curb inlet slope to swale 

1.5m MIN0.2m 

0.6m MIN 

perforated subdrain (as required) 

overflow catchbasin (as required) 
bio-swale planting (see Appendix B) 

tree (planted clear of stormwater flow 
and ponding area) 

curb inlet (stormwater flow) 

poured in place curb 

bio-swale 
(ponding area) 

0.15m 

Design concept for bio-retention swale with tree planting 
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4.5.2 Snow Storage 

a.  Snow storage areas should be identified on the  
Landscape Plan and have a minimum dimension  
of 2.6m by 1.5m to accommodate snow piling  
from a typical plough blade. 

b.  Provide snow storage areas away from public  
streets and other areas where motorist/ 
pedestrian sight distance and continuous  
landscape screening are essential. 

c.  Sodded areas or portions of landscaped areas  
may be identified for snow storage with plant  
material selected accordingly. 

d.  Where overflow parking or bio-retention areas  
are provided, these areas may be used for snow  
storage. 

e.  Hard surfaced areas used for snow storage are  
encouraged to have permeable paving to retain  
snowmelt on-site. (see 4.4.4 Surfaces) 

 

a bio-retention area used for snow storage 
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5.0 Diagrams 

5.1 SiTE PLaN DiaGraMS 
The following concept diagrams summarize and 
apply various guidelines contained within section 4.0. 

The diagrams are for illustration and discussion 
purposes only. Designers of surface parking lots should 
meet the intent of the guidelines with site-specific 
design solutions. 

5.1.1 Small Corner Site 

b. 

g. 

k. f. 
i. 

a. 
j. service area e. 

g. 
k. e. 

h. building 

f. 
b. e. 

d. 

c. 
secondary street 

pr
im

ar
y 

st
re

et
 

LEGEND 
a. parking behind/beside building, away from street corner 
b. parking spaces behind façade line of building 
c. parking lot access from secondary street 
d. clearly marked pedestrian crossing 
e. direct/connected pedestrian route 
f. minimum 3m wide landscaped area with shade trees and low plantings (screening) 
g. minimum 3m wide landscaped area with shade trees (bio-retention opportunity) 
h. high-quality privacy fencing and plantings buffer less compatible use 
i. snow storage/bio-retention area 
j. rolled curb and change in paving to mark “no parking” zone 
k. permeable surface (when feasible) 
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5.1.2 Long Narrow Site 
pr

im
ar

y 
st

re
et

service 
area 

g. 

k. 
c. 

n. j. 

k. 
l. 

m. 

building d. a. 
h. 

d. c. 

e. m. 

i.e. f. 
j. d. 

f. e. b. 

primary street 

design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

LEGEND 
a. parking beside building, away from street corner 
b. parking lot access with minimum disruption to streetscape 
c. main drive aisle clear of parking spaces 
d. clearly marked pedestrian crossing 
e. direct/connected pedestrian route 
f. minimum 3m wide landscaped area (shade trees, plantings, decorative screening) coordinated with streetscape 
g. minimum 3m wide landscaped median with shade trees (bio-retention opportunity) 
h. designated internal pedestrian pathway with shade trees 
i. sheltered bicycle parking near main entrance 
j. parking row (20-23 continuous spaces maximum) with landscaped breaks 
k. bio-retention area 
l. consolidated landscape area (snow storage/bio-retention opportunity) 
m. coordinated lighting scheme 
n. permeable surface (when feasible) 

TORONTO CITY PLANNING URBAN DESIGN 24 



design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

se
co

nd
ar

y 
st

re
et

 

5.1.3 Large Site with Multiple Buildings 

l. 
building m. 

e. 
c. b. f. f. c. k. 

i. d. 
h. o. 

j. n. j. 

building e. f. g. 
d. c. 

g. 
i. 

o. d. 

c. b. m. 
k. e. 

b. f. b. 

i. 
o. d. 

e. 
a. 

n. n. n. 

d. 
e. 

a. 

building building c. 
m. building 

c. 

f. 

primary street 

LEGEND 
a. parking concealed behind street-fronting buildings and landscaped open space 
b. parking lot access driveway shared between multiple destinations 
c. main drive aisle clear of parking spaces 
d. large parking area divided into smaller parking courts 
e. direct and continuous pedestrian network 
f. clearly marked pedestrian crossing 
g. designated internal pedestrian pathway with shade trees 
h. minimum 3m wide landscaped median with shade trees (bio-retention opportunity) 
i.  minimum 3m wide landscaped area with shade trees and low plantings for screening 
j. parking row (20-23 continuous spaces maximum) with landscaped breaks 
k. end of row island with shade trees (minimum 30m3 soil volume) 
l. consolidated landscape area (bio-retention opportunity) 
m. coordinated lighting scheme 
n. bio-retention area/rain garden 
o. permeable surface (when feasible) 
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design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 

5.2 aDDiTiONaL DiaGraMS
 
The following diagrams represent further options 
to consider when designing various parking lot 
features. 

The diagrams are for illustration and discussion 
purposes only. Design variations and site-specific 
solutions that meet the intent of the Guidelines 
are strongly encouraged. 
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0.2m 1.5m MIN 5.0m to 6.0m 0.2m 

two parking rows typical 

(less vehicle turning space as required) 

3.4m MIN 

1.5m MIN 

VARIES 

0.2m

1 parking space 
typical 

3.0m MIN 

1.5m MIN 

0.2m 

0.15m 

0.5m MIN turning radius adjacent to parking space

poured in place curb 
shade tree 

planting area (30m³ MIN soil volume at 0.9m MIN depth) 

shopping cart corral (opportunity for solar power generation 
and rainwater harvesting) 

0.5m MIN radius adjacent to shopping cart corral 

understory planting (see Appendix B) 

lighting (clear of tree planting) 

Design concept for mid-row landscaped islands and shopping cart corral  
(See 4.1.4 Other Site Elements and 4.4.3 internal Landscaping) 



opportunity for solar power generation
 
and rainwater harvesting
 

0.15m 

0.6m MIN 2.1m typical 0.2m 
(1.7m MIN clear) 

VARIES 

pedestrian pathway (covered and well-lit) 

shade canopy 

poured in place curb 

Design concept for pedestrian pathway with shade structure 
(See 4.3 Pedestrian access and Circulation) 

0.15m 

VARIES 

2.1m typical 3.0m MIN 
(1.7m MIN clear) 

0.2m 

0.6m MIN 

1.5m MIN 

VARIES 

(8.5m MIN recommended) 

pedestrian-scale lighting 
VARIES shade tree (spaced evenly 5.0m-6.0m on centre) 

3.0m MIN continuous planting area 
(0.9m MIN soil depth) 

pedestrian pathway 
poured in place curb 

Design concept for pedestrian pathway with double row of shade trees 
(See 4.3 Pedestrian access and Circulation) 

Diagram 4

Diagram 3

design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 
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bio-swale 
VARIES 

(3.0m typical) 

0.6m MIN 

1.5m MIN0.2m 

VARIES 

(8.5m typical) 

bio-swale 
(ponding area) 

0.15m 

curb inlet slope to swale 
water filtration/storage area (depth VARIES) 
perforated subdrain (as required) 

bio-swale planting (see Appendix B) 

tree (planted clear of stormwater flow 
and ponding area) 

poured in place curb 

curb inlet (stormwater flow) 

perforated subdrain (as required) 

overflow catchbasin (as required) 

Design concept for bio-retention swale with double row of trees (See 4.5 Stormwater Management) 

Diagram 7
design gUideLines FOR ‘gReening’ sURFACe PARKing LOTs 
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aPPenDix a 

OffiCiaL PLaN POLiCiES rELEVaNT   
TO SUrfaCE ParkiNG LOTS 
3.1 THE BUiLT ENVirONMENT  
 
3.1.1 THE PUBLiC rEaLM   
Policy  12  

“design measures which promote pedestrian safety  
and security will be applied to streetscapes, parks,  
other public and private open spaces, and all new and  
renovated buildings” 

 
3.1.2 BUiLT fOrM  

Policy  2  

“new development will locate and organize vehicle  
parking, vehicular access, service areas and utilities to  
minimize their impact on the property and on surrounding  
properties and to improve the safety and attractiveness  
of adjacent streets, parks and open spaces by: 

a)	  using shared service areas where possible within   
 development block(s) including public and private   
 lanes, driveways and service courts; 

b)	  consolidating and minimizing the width of driveways  
 and curb cuts across the public sidewalk; 

d) 	 providing underground parking where appropriate; 

e) 	 limiting surface parking between the front face of a  
 building and the public street or sidewalk; and 

f)	  integrating above-ground parking structures, where  
 permitted or appropriate, with building design, and   
 have usable building space at grade facing adjacent  
 streets, parks and open spaces” 

 

Policy  5 

“new development will provide amenity for adjacent  
streets and open spaces to make these areas attractive,  
interesting, comfortable and functional for pedestrians  
by providing: 

a) 	 improvements adjacent to the boulevards and   
 sidewalks, including street trees, lighting and other  
 street furniture 

b)   co-ordinated landscape improvements in setbacks to  
create attractive transitions from the private to   
 public realms; 

c) 	 weather protection such as canopies and awnings; 

d) 	 landscaped open space within the development site; 

e)  landscaped edges of surface parking lots along   
 streets, parks and open spaces to define the street   
edge and visually screen the parked autos; 

f) 	 safe pedestrian routes and tree plantings within   
 surface parking lots; and 

g) 	 public art, where the developer agrees to provide   
 this, to make the building and its open spaces more  
 attractive and interesting.” 
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3.4 THE NaTUraL ENVirONMENT 

Policy  1  

“To support strong communities, a competitive economy  
and a high quality of life, public and private city-building  
activities and changes to the built environment including  
public works, will be environmentally friendly, based on: 

a)  protecting and improving the health of the natural   
 ecosystem, by: 

 i) minimizing air, soil and water pollution; 

 iii) managing the quantity and improving the quality  
 of stormwater and groundwater infiltration and   
 flows; 

d) 	 preserving and enhancing the urban forest by: 

 i) providing suitable growing environments for trees; 

 ii) increasing tree canopy coverage and diversity,   
 especially of long-lived native and large shade   
 trees; and 

 iii) regulating the injury and destruction of trees 

f)	  reducing the adverse effects of stormwater and   
 snow melt based on a hierarchy of watershed-based  
 wet weather flow practices which recognize that   
 wet weather flow is most effectively managed where  
 it falls, supplemented by conveyance, then end-of­  
 pipe solutions” 

Policy 2 

“new development will include stormwater management 
in accordance with best management practices. This 
should include source control and on-site facilities to 
manage stormwater where rain and snow fall, and to 
ensure it does not produce a net increase in stormwater 
flows or degrade stormwater quality. On-site facilities 
are not always feasible, in which case alternative 
management solutions will be considered” 

Policy 18 

“innovative energy producing options, green industry 
and green building designs and construction practices 
will be supported and encouraged in building renovation 
and redevelopment through: 

a) 	 innovative methods of reducing stormwater flows; 

b) 	 advanced water conservation and efficiency 
measures; 

d) 	 establishing and extending district heating and 
cooling facilities, wind and solar power installations 
and other renewable energy systems; 

f) 	 the development of innovative green spaces such as 
green roofs, and designs that will reduce the urban 
heat island effect” 

2.4 BriNGiNG THE CiTy TOGETHEr: a PrOGrESSiVE aGENDa fOr TraNSPOrTaTiON CHaNGE   

Policy  7  

“Policies, programs and infrastructure will be introduced  
to create a safe, comfortable and bicycle friendly  
environment that encourages people of all ages to cycle  
for everyday transportation and enjoyment including: 

b)	  provision of bicycle parking facilities in new   
 developments” 

Policy  8  

“An urban environment and infrastructure will be  
created that encourages and supports walking  
throughout the City through policies and practices  
that ensure safe, direct, comfortable, attractive and  
convenient pedestrian conditions, including safe walking  
routes to schools, recreation areas and transit” 

4.6 EMPLOyMENT arEaS 

Policy 6 

“development will contribute to the creation of 
competitive, attractive, highly-functional employment 
Areas by: 

g) providing landscaping on the front and any flanking 

yard and adjacent to any public parks and open 

space to create an attractive streetscape and 

screening parking, loading and service areas.”
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aPPenDix b 
 
PLaNTiNG GUiDE  
The reference material provided in appendix B is  
intended to assist with the planting and selectio
of tree and plant species within and adjacent to  
surface parking lots. The Planting Guide provides
general recommendations only. applicants are  
encouraged to generate site-specific solutions  
that enhance the site conditions and are  
consistent with the surrounding context. 

B1. GENEraL PLaNT SPECifiCaTiONS 

Install plant material that meets or exceeds the  
following minimum sizes: 

•  deciduous street tree 70mm caliper 

•  deciduous trees 60mm caliper 

•  small deciduous trees 50mm caliper 

•  coniferous trees 1500mm ht. 

•  deciduous shrubs 600mm ht. 

•  coniferous shrubs 600mm ht. or spread 

•  perennials 2 years container grown 

B2. SOiL QUaLiTy SPECifiCaTiONS 

Good quality soil shall consist of a minimum  
0.9m* depth, over and above any required  
drainage system and/or granular material, of  
sandy loam soil with the following composition: 

 Sand (50%-60%)
  
Silt (20%-40%)
  
Clay (6%-10%)
  
Organic (2%-5%)
  
pH = 7.5 or less
 

*Note: in landscaped areas without tree planting, the minimum  
depth for good quality soil can be reduced to 0.6m. 

n 

 

B3. NaTiVE SPECiES PLaNTiNG LiST 

The native Species Planting List provides a  
catalogue of species native to the Toronto area  
that should be considered for use in a parking  
lot environment. The List includes native Trees,  
Shrubs, Grasses, Ferns and Wildflowers. The List  
also recommends which plants are suited to the  
growing conditions of the various parking lot  
features defined below: 

Street Perimeter – refers to the planting area  
flanking the street facing portion of a site. If  
appropriate, perimeter planting areas facing parks  
and other public open space should be treated in  
a similar manner to a street perimeter. 

Non-street Perimeter – refers to the planting  
area along parking lot edges not adjacent to a  
street. 

Island – refers to a landscaped area within a  
parking lot, typically used to define driveways  
and ends of parking rows. 

Median – refers to a linear landscaped area  
within a parking lot, typically used to define  
driveways, separate parking rows and provide  
pedestrian connections. 

Bio-retention Area – refers to a landscaped area  
that is designed to collect, retain, filter, infiltrate,  
evapotranspire and/or treat stormwater and  
snowmelt. 

The native Species Planting List (see following  
pages) is intended to promote the use of native  
species and broaden plant diversity within a  
parking lot. It is not intended to be absolute or  
restrictive. Where appropriate, the use of suitable  
non-natives is also encouraged. 
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aPPenDix c 

rEfErENCES 

Listed below is the selection of City of Toronto  
policy, standard or guideline documents  
referenced within the Design Guidelines for  
‘Greening’ Surface Parking Lots. 

•  Toronto Official Plan 

•  Zoning By-laws 

•  Secondary Plans 

•  Toronto Green Standard 

•  Wet Weather Flow Management Guidelines 

•  Toronto urban Design Streetscape Manual 

•  access Management Guidelines 

•  City of Toronto accessibility Design Guidelines  

•  City of Toronto Bike Plan 

•  Guidelines for the Design and Management of  
Bicycle Parking Facilities 

•  Drought Tolerant Landscaping: a resource for   
Development 
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