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urban design brief

 
DESIGN TERMS

ACCESSIBILITY
Providing for ease, safety, and 
choice when moving to and 

through places

ADAPTIVE REUSE
Converting an existing 
building into a new use

ANIMATION
Support sustained activity on 

the street through visual details,
engaging uses, and amenities 

ARTICULATION
The layout or pattern of building 

elements (e.g. windows, roofs) that 
defines space and affects the facade

BUILT FORM
The physical shape of 

developments including 
buildings and structures

CHARACTER
The look and feel of an area, 

including activities that occur there

CIRCULATION
The movement patterns of 

people and vehicles through 
a site or community

COMPATIBILITY
Similar size, form and character of a 
building relative to others around it

DESIRE LINE
Shortest or most easily navigated 

route marked  by the erosion of the 
ground caused by human traffic

FACADE
The exterior wall of a building 

exposed to public view

FIGURE GROUND
The visual relationship between 

built and unbuilt space

FOCAL POINT
A prominent feature or area of 

interest that can serve as a 
visual marker

GATEWAY
A signature building or 

landscape to mark an entrance 
or arrival to an area

HEIGHT TRANSITION
The gradual change in height 
between buildings within a 

community

LANDMARK
Highly distinctive buildings, 

structures or landscapes that 
provide a sense of place 

and orientation

MASSING
The effect of modifying the height 
and bulk of the  form of a building

 or group of buildings

NODE
A place where activity and 

circulation are concentrated

PEDESTRIAN-ORIENTED
An environment designed to ensure 

pedestrian safety and comfort 
for all ages and abilities

PUBLIC REALM
Public spaces between buildings 
including boulevards and parks; 

where pedestrian activities occurs

RHYTHM AND PATTERN
The repetition of elements such as 

materials, details, styles, and shapes 
that provide visual interest

SETBACK
The orientation of a building 
in relation to a property line, 

intended to maintain continuity 
along a streetscape

STEP BACK
A recess of taller elements of
 a building in order to ensure

 an appropriate built form 
presence on the street edge

STREET FURNITURE
Municipal equipment placed along streets, 

including light fixtures, fire hydrants, 
telephones, trash receptacles, signs, benches, 

mailboxes, newspaper boxes and kiosks

STREETWALL
The consistent edge formed by 
buildings fronting on a street

WAYFINDING
Design elements that help 

people to navigate through an 
area (e.g. signs, spatial markers)

VIEW TERMINUS
The end point of a view corridor, 
often accentuated by landmarks

VISTA
Direct and continuous views along 

straight streets or open spaces

URBAN FABRIC
The pattern of lots and 

blocks in a place

FINE GRAIN
A pattern of street blocks and 

building footprints that characterize 
an urban environment

SUSTAINABILITY
Developing with the goal of maintaining 
natural resources and reducing human 

impact on ecosystems

CONNECTIVITY
The ease of movement and 

access between a network of 
places and spaces

ANGULAR PLANE
A geometric measurement that 

maintains solar access and height 
transition

URBAN DESIGN DICTIONARY
- 32 TERMS YOU SHOULD KNOW -

MHBC understands that urban design can help to connect people with 
places, balance the protection of the environment with emerging built 
form, and influence the development process to achieve development 
that promotes a sense of place and local identity within a community. 
Our firm deploys an interactive design process that includes visioning, 
community outreach, team facilitation, team capacity building, and 

graphical representation to achieve design solutions that are reflective, 
responsive and respectful of the local community context. Our design 
approach is collaborative, working with landowners, municipalities, 
stakeholders and the public to achieve design that balances input from 
all, allowing for community buy-in and personal ownership of the final 
design. Learn more about MHBC at www.mhbcplan.com. 

ABOUT URBAN DESIGN @ MHBC KITCHENER

WOODBRIDGE

LONDON

KINGSTON

BARRIE

BURLINGTON
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DAMAGES, IF ANY, SUFFERED BY ANY THIRD PARTY AS A 
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CONTRACT DOCUMENTS.
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 BUD Panel Comment Response 
 Question #1: Response to Context 
1.1 

The Panel agreed that the notwithstanding the 
height at 8-storeys, the west building is making an 
appropriate effort to transition by stepping back as 
the building form moves from west to east and 
maintain the 45-degree angular plane. However, the 
proposal is less successful on the other side of the 
site, where the east building is lacking the same 
level of articulation. It was agreed that an 
appropriate transition for the east building needs to 
think about what could happen on the 
neighbouring property. Additionally, the Panel 
agreed that the church property likely has some 
redevelopment potential and a 3 metre setback on 
the subject site likely compromises that potential. 

The City’s “Design Guidelines for Mixed-Use and 
Residential Mid-Rise Buildings” state that where the 
building is on a site that is transitioning to a low-rise 
residential neighbourhood area (including 
properties designated Residential – Low Density 
and – Medium Density, Natural Heritage System, 
Parks and Open Space) a 45-degree angular plane 
should be applied from the shared property line.   
 
The west building transitions to a low-rise residential 
(townhouse) development.  And as such the 
angular plane was applied and the building was 
designed accordingly.  The same condition does not 
exist to the east.    
 
Notwithstanding, the proposed building meets (and 
in most cases exceeds) the sideyard setback 
requirement of 0m in the Zoning By-law and the 3m 
setback design guideline, with an additional 
stepback provided above the 6th storey.   
 
The east building steps back a minimum of 1.5 
meters above the sixth storey.  The average setback 
of the podium, level from the eastern property 
boundary is 3.57 meters.  For levels above the 
podium, the average setback is 5.07 meters. 
 

1.2 

The Panel commented that the proposed 
townhouses along the rear property line create an 
odd front-to-rear condition and doesn’t meet the 
45-degree angular plane requirement. It was 
recommended that this condition be improved to 
be more sensitive to the existing conditions. 

The angular plane is intended to be used for mid-
rise projects (defined as buildings between 5 and 11 
storeys).  The townhouse component of the 
development is considered a low-rise development 
and as such, is not subject to the 45 degree angular 
plane requirement.  
 
The rear of the Townhouses is intended to be 
private amenity space and in that regard will 
function similar to a traditional townhouse that 
would have its amenity space located in the rear. All 
townhouse units are accessed from the front yard 
off of the provided surface parking. 
 

1.3 A Panel member commented that the proposal is 
context-creating, not just responding to context, it is 
creating a minor node to a certain extent, which 
needs to be consistent with the existing and 
planned street wall, and that everything above the 

The 6-storey of the proposed buildings will provide 
for a similar street wall as the recently constructed 6-
storey building on the south side of Plains Road East, 
immediately across from the Subject Lands. 
 



street wall must adhere to the proper application of 
45-degree angular planes 

The 3 m stepback for the floors above the podium 
will reduce the massing along the Plains Road East 
streetwall. 

1.4 

The Panel observed that if the east tower elements 
were similar in width to the west building than 
more space would be provided for the internal 
courtyard and may result in less shadow and a 
better integrated development with the 
surroundings. 

The width of the west tower is impacted by the 
angular plane requirement, and as a result the 
interior layout has some inefficiencies.    
 
As previously noted there is a different context to 
the east of the proposed development.  Rather than 
providing an inefficient layout for the east towers, 
the amenity above the podium space has been 
designed to include a south facing portion.  This 
portion of the outdoor amenity area receives full 
sun during the summer periods, and full sun for the 
morning and early afternoon during the spring and 
fall time periods.   The space will be designed and 
programmed according to the sun/shadow 
conditions.  For example, the shaded areas will work 
well for outdoor work stations. 
 
Reducing the width of the towers has minimal to no 
impact of the shadowing of the rear courtyard and 
surrounding area. 

1.5 

In terms of materials, the Panel encouraged the 
proponent and their design team to think about 
bringing the buildings more in alignment with the 
surrounding buildings – think about the brick next 
door, using materials that are more contextual and 
impact on sustainability. Keep as many trees on site 
as possible, by increasing setbacks, particularly any 
trees of value. 

The proposed buildings facades consist of 3 primary 
materials selected to enhance the massing forms. 
Conventional masonry is utilized at the building 
base / podiums to provide viewers with a sense of 
scale and texture relating to the surrounding 
neighborhood. Above the masonry through the 
upper storeys of the buildings a Panelized smooth 
textured façade is used to lighten up the massing 
providing a transition to sky views. Window glazing 
and Glass railings are arranged rhythmically around 
the buildings providing transparency identifying the 
interior uses. Metal and Aluminum accents are uses 
at various point of the building to signify primary 
entry locations as well as transitions between 
materials and changes in form. 
 
Final materials and material colours will be 
determined through the detailed site plan stage.  

1.6 The Panel felt that the general form of the buildings 
(i.e. mid-rise and townhouses to transition to 
existing low-rise buildings) is going in right 
direction, but there is too much on the site with the 
presented plan. Through better transitions on all 
sides, including the use of more setbacks and 
stepbacks, there should be less abrupt transitions for 
example from the proposed townhouses to the 8-

The panels comments have been taken into 
account and the site has been modified to increase 
separation between the Townhome buildings and 
the parking areas. This has allowed us to introduce 
additional planting areas in front of the townhome 
units along with a continuous 1.6 meter wide 
sidewalk buffer. We believe that the +17 meter 
separation between the proposed townhome 



storey mid-rise buildings. Additionally, the Panel 
commented on the condition at the front of the 
townhouses where they front onto a parking lot, 
which feels too much like a motel, with a narrow 
strip of pavement between the parking lot and front 
doors. 

building and the mid-rise buildings provides ample 
transition between the masses.  

1.7 The Panel noted that there should be an east and 
west connection from the subject site to the 
existing [Aldershot] park, perhaps between the front 
of the townhouses and the parking lot with 
plantings to help reduce the massing of two larger 
buildings. 

The subject site does not immediately abut 
Aldershot Park.  The lands immediately adjacent 
(connecting to Aldershot Park) are privately owned.  
We will explore the potential connection with the 
adjacent property owner at the Site Plan stage. 

1.8 

The Panel also made a point to note that affordable 
housing is reliant on an appropriate unit mix and 
tenure, which the submission materials, namely, the 
urban design brief is silent on – density doesn’t 
solve the affordable housing problem. 

We understand that there are a number of 
components that factor into the housing crisis. 
However, there is an opportunity on this site to 
provide a variety of housing options and sizes both 
in townhouse and apartment style units, all of which 
are more affordable forms of housing when 
compared to single-detached dwellings 
 
Suite data is located on the site plan. There are 
currently 209 1-bedroom apartment-style units, 279 
2-bedroom apartment-style units, and 96 2-
bedroom townhouse-style units being proposed. 
This is subject to change in the detailed site plan 
stage. 
 
It is noted that the building modifications required 
in order to meet the angular plane, add 
considerable cost to the project, which in turn raises 
the cost of the units for purchase, impacting the 
affordability of the units. 

 Question #2: Public and Private Realm (Streetscape) 
2.1 The Panel agreed that the width of courtyard is 

problematic and should be a minimum of 20 metres 
to be successful. The Panel pointed to the shadow 
study drawings in terms of impacts to public and 
private realm, which tells the storey that most of site 
is in darkness most of the time. It was suggested 
that increased setbacks, separations and additional 
stepbacks should be considered in areas to provide 
sun access on the ground plane. 

A 15 metre separation is required for building on the 
same lot, which has been provided. We understand 
that the rear portion of the courtyard is impacted by 
shadow, however, there are a number of south 
facing roof top amenity spaces provided on 7th, 10th 
and 11th floor. These areas will also provide different 
forms of programing to maximize the usability of 
the amenity space in difference seasons and times 
of day.  The south facing portion of the outdoor 
amenity space receives full sun for the majority of 
the day in the summer and for several consecutive 
hours in the fall and spring.  

2.2 The Panel also noted that the size and scale of the 
non-residential ground floor uses is small and 
doesn’t provide enough space to be feasible. The 
Panel supports an increase to the size and scale of 

The retail unit sizes are spec units and allow for 
multiple units to be lease for one tenant. 
 



the commercial/retail spaces to be viable and 
accommodate basic services such as a hardware or 
grocery store. 

A traditional grocery or hardware store required a 
large floor area as well as ample parking area. The 
size of the subject lands in not appropriate for this 
form of use. Should a small scale grocery or 
hardware store have interest in this location, again, a 
number of retail units can be leased to one tenant. 
 
There is an existing Fortino’s and Longo’s within a 5 
minute drive (25 minute walk of the subject lands). 
Additionally, there is a Shopper’s Drug Mart and 
Dollar Tree, which also carry groceries within a 2 
minute drive (9 minute walk).  
 
West of the Subject Lands is an existing Home 
Hardware within a 3 minute drive (20 minute walk) 
from the Subject Lands.  
 
The Subject Lands have a number of existing 
available amenities in the surrounding area.  

2.3 The Panel acknowledged that the parking at grade 
is driving a lot of the site conditions and the plan 
layout. Moreover, there is a large amount of surface 
parking and it was suggested that a reduction is 
needed to create space for other at-grade uses and 
to reduce the overall feeling of tightness on the site. 

The intention of the surface parking is to provide for 
retail, visitor, and residential spaces. Surface parking 
is critical to the feasibility of at-grade retail in this 
location. 

2.4 The Panel commented that the front yard entrances 
on Downsview Drive need more character and 
should feel more like a front yard with front door 
access, gardens, and yards for example to provide 
more character. The Panel cited the development at 
the northeast corner of Bloor Street West and Pacific 
Avenue (in Toronto) as a precedent for how the 
proposal could turn a corner from retail to a 
residential side. Moreover, it was commented that 
the building façade should create an accent on the 
street and it was cautioned that live/work units as a 
transition only work in some contexts. 

Although front door access to residential suites is 
not being provided along Downsview Drive a 
combination of residential patios and raised 
planting beds create a transition from commercial 
frontages on Plains Road into the single detached 
dwelling community further north on Downsview. 
The use of landscape and the proximity of the 
building frontages to the street enhance activity and 
contribute to a safe public realm. 
 

2.5 The Panel suggest a raised crossing on Downsview 
to create more opportunities for people spaces. 

We will review this comment with our 
transportation consultant.  A raised crossing can be 
considered during the detailed site plan stage. 

2.6 The Panel strongly encouraged a sustainable 
approach to the design and treatment of the entire 
site from pavement to a whole rainwater strategy 
including looking at the amenity roofs, vegetation 
coverage, opportunities to reduce heat island 
effects. For example, the Panel commented that the 
use of black as a material is overused and causes 
overheating, the heat gain is tremendous, and to 
also apply lessons learned from the pandemic such 

The proposed buildings facades consist of 3 primary 
materials selected to enhance the massing forms. 
Conventional masonry is utilized at the building 
base / podiums to provide viewers with a sense of 
scale and texture relating to the surrounding 
neighborhood. Above the masonry through the 
upper storeys of the buildings a Panelized smooth 
textured façade is used to lighten up the massing 
providing a transition to sky views. Window glazing 



as the need to access open space. The Panel 
lamented that the you can’t design these features 
into building after the fact, and if the proposal is 
planning to use more than 40% glazing it won’t be 
able to meet sustainable goals. There is an individual 
responsibility to deliver on these goals and the 
Panel challenged the group to apply a sustainable 
lens to bring the project forward and support each 
other. 

and Glass railings are arranged rhythmically around 
the buildings providing transparency identifying the 
interior uses. Metal and Aluminum accents are uses 
at various point of the building to signify primary 
entry locations as well as transitions between 
materials and changes in form. 

 Question #3: Outdoor Amenity Spaces 
3.1 It should be noted that these questions have in 

many respects been addressed through the Panel’s 
responses to the previous questions. 
Notwithstanding, the Panel provided several more 
examples of how to improve the quality of the 
proposed outdoor spaces: 

As previously noted, portions of the amenity space 
will receive full sun for the majority of the daytime 
hours.   The spaces will be designed and 
programmed according to the condition, with uses 
more appropriate in shaded areas located in the rear 
amenity space).   

3.2 The courtyard could face south to provide better 
solar access, and if designed at grade it could 
become a public place lined with commercial uses 
as well as a gathering space for the broader 
community. A south orientation extends the season 
for outdoor uses;  

Courtyard can not be provided at grade as the 
parking structure provides for 2 levels of above 
grade parking, Additionally, retail is provided along 
the street wall at grade.  
 
The elevated courtyard does face south and will 
receive consecutive periods of full sun.  
 
There are a number of south facing roof top 
amenity spaces provided on 7th, 10th and 11th floor. 
These areas will also provide different forms of 
programing to maximize the usability of the 
amenity space in difference seasons and times of 
day. 

3.3 The corners of Plains Rd. E. and Downsview present 
an opportunity for public art and gathering spaces;  

Public art is not being considered at this stage. 

3.4 With 500+ units proposed, the development needs 
open spaces that are designed and programmed 
intentionally to support the level of intensification, 
each space should have multiple functions with a 
clear definition of which space accommodates 
which use;  

Complete programming of the outdoor amenity 
spaces has not been finalized at this stage in the 
design. However amenity spaces will include 
Outdoor working spaces, Lounge and sun bathing 
areas, Dining spaces, Seating and congregating 
areas. 

3.5 Increase the at-grade open space by reducing 
surface parking – this is a very important piece in 
the puzzle;  

The intention of the surface parking is to provide for 
retail, visitor, and residential spaces. Surface parking 
is critical to the feasibility of at-grade retail in this 
location. 

3.6 Provide an open space connection to the abutting 
park;  

 As previously noted, the lands immediately 
adjacent are privately owned and do not form part 
of Aldershot Park.  We will explore the potential 
connection with the adjacent property owner at the 
Site Plan stage 

3.7 The relationship between the mid-rise buildings and 
townhouses presents an opportunity for a better 

Since this comment has been received, a wider 
walkway with landscaped areas have been added in 



shared street design; currently it is essentially a 
parking lot with townhouses in it;  

front of the townhouses. A connection to the large 
open park space west of the site has been proposed 
by way of the sidewalk fronting the townhome 
buildings. Landscaped peninsulas have also been 
incorporated to break up the surface parking areas. 

3.8 Balconies create and act as thermal bridges and 
should be consider in the design and buildings 
energy performance;  

Noted. 

3.9 Move more parking underground to improve 
ground plane and open spaces.  

The intention of the surface parking is to provide for 
retail, visitor, and residential spaces. Surface parking 
is critical to the feasibility of at-grade retail in this 
location. The underground parking levels are fully 
utilized with limited to no ability to provide 
additional spaces.  

 




