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1 Introduction
In September 2020, Grey Highlands’ Council 
approved the issuing of a Request for Expressions 
of Interest (RFEI) for visioning and concept 
development for two Municipally-owned 
properties in downtown Markdale (shown on the 
opposite map). Based on an inclusive community 
engagement process, the vision and concept was 
to help the municipality direct private and public 
investment strategies and provide a framework 
plan that balances the principles of healthy 
communities with natural heritage conservation, 
and support overall economic development 
objectives. 

Development of the Municipally owned site has 
the potential to catalyze Markdale’s regional role, 
contribute to the revitalization of its downtown 
core, and enhance the experiences of citizens 
and visitors throughout the Municipality. 
Future development of this site will contribute 
significantly to the character of the Municipality for 
generations to come.

The purpose of the Visioning exercise is to 
illustrate the possibilities for development and to 
show a scenario of how the downtown might look 
like if and when development might occur.

Vacant subject site on west side of Toronto Street

The purpose of this report is to provide 
planning and design guidance for future 
development in Downtown Markdale. The 
maps, diagrams and renderings contained in 
this report illustrate the general context of the 
Downtown and conceptual demonstrations 
of how it might be developed based on 
a combination of common urban design 
principles and best practices as well as 
feedback and insights gathered from the 
public consultation process. They are graphic 
representations of general design directions, 
strategies and considerations that should be 
referred to when considering new buildings, 
streetscapes and public spaces. It should be 
noted that the illustrations depict only one 
development scenario; other scenarios may 
be explored in future phases of development 
where detailed designs may be developed 
and tested through technical, market and 
economic feasibility lenses. 
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2 Study Process
In early Spring of 2021, the Visioning and Concept 
Development was initiated; with a process led 
by The Planning Partnership under the direction 
of the Economic and Community Development 
department and a Steering Committee.

The Steering Committee was comprised 
of Michele Harris, Director Economic and 
Community Development for the Municipality 
of Grey Highlands, Karen Govan, Chief 
Administrative Officer for the Municipality of Grey 
Highlands, and three members of the community:

David Sisam, BArch, OAA, FRAIC, LEED AP, 
is a Founding Principal of Montgomery Sisam 
Architects and a practicing architect for over 
40 years. With a particular focus on health with 
respect to care facilities and within the broader 
urban environment, David has also led the design 
of a variety of award-winning, non-health-related 
projects. David has served as an Assistant 
Professor at the University of Toronto’s School 
of Architecture, as well as a visiting instructor 
at Dalhousie University, and visiting critic at the 
University of Waterloo, Ryerson University, and 
SUNY Buffalo. He served on the City of Toronto 
Design Review Panel for ten years. David is also 
a Fellow of the Royal Architectural Institute of 
Canada.

Elizabeth Sisam, BArch, OAA, FRAIC, is a 
seasonal resident of Grey Highlands for 30+ 
years, Elizabeth has an extensive career in 
architecture, planning and education. Elizabeth 
served as Assistant Vice-President at the 
University of Toronto, responsible for campus 
and facilities planning. In 2012 Elizabeth took 
her skills to Harvard University in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, where she served as Associate 
Vice-President for Planning. She is currently a 
member of the City of Toronto’s Preservation 
Board and is also a Fellow of the Royal 
Architectural Institute of Canada. Elizabeth’s 
skills in planning and architecture have proven 
invaluable in supporting the Downtown Markdale 
Visioning process.

Jim Harrold, PhD, has extensive training and 
senior business experience that provide insight 
into economic processes and development. 
Recognizing the need to ensure that development 
accompanies municipal growth, he studies, 
teaches and advises on transformation and 
development. Jim has deep experience 
and a strong understanding of our local 
communities and organizations, as well as a solid 
understanding of governance and municipal 
administration. He has volunteered broadly and 
is currently the Chair of the Grey Highlands 
Economic Development Advisory Group, and on 
the Board of Southeast Grey Community Health 
Centre.

The Steering Committee provided valuable 
insights and direction to The Planning Partnership 
team through each phase of the visioning 
exercise. The team met with the Steering 
Committee to review and provide comments 
on the observations with respect to existing 
conditions and design principles, early thoughts 
on concepts, the Framework Plan and downtown 
concepts and the emerging preferred concepts. 
The team had four meetings with the Steering 
Committee.
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Project Workplan/Schedule

The Markdale Visioning and Concept 
Development was undertaken through 3 phases, 
regular meetings with the Steering Committee, 
two public workshops and an online survey. The 
diagram on the facing page illustrates the work 
plan. 

Three phase study work program
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Public Engagement
The public was engaged during the process 
through one on one conversations, emails, social 
media, two workshops and an online survey.  

The first public workshop was held virtually 
on May 6, 2021 and included 2 sessions, with 
approximately 60 people joining both sessions. 
The purpose of this workshop was to review the 
team’s understanding of existing conditions, 
and to present early ideas on a Framework Plan 
illustrating an overall organizational structure 
plan for Markdale, and considerations for the 
municipally-owned lands and other lands in 
Markdale.

Following the workshop, an online survey used 
workshop material to offer an opportunity for 
additional input on the early ideas for Markdale. 
The survey was promoted through a poster 
distributed to businesses in Markdale and through 
social media. 

The survey was available from May 27 to June 
18, 2021 and was completed by 315 participants. 
In reviewing the survey results, the following is a 
snap shot of survey respondents:

• 35%  were over 50 years old

• 63% were between 20 and 50 years old

• 83% were full time year round residents

• 26% live in Markdale

• 56% live within a 10 min drive of Markdale

• 75% come to Markdale to visit a business

• 58% come to Markdale at least a couple times
a week

The second public workshop was held virtually 
on July 6, 2021 and included 2 sessions, with 
approximately 40 people joining both sessions. 
The purpose of the second workshop was to 
review the input received to date and to present 
the vision. 

A poster representing the early ideas presented at 
the first public workshop was created and posted 
around Downtown Markdale during June 2021.
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Poster used to promote the online survey
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3 Context
The next several diagrams illustrate the physical 
and planning context in which development 
might occur, and highlights key elements to be 
considered.

The Study Area context in Markdale showing development applications

Shows community destinations in relation 
to the downtown’s four corners and a 
number of residential developments that 
are planned or under construction.
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Grey Highlands Official Plan Land Use Designations

Zoning

Open Space Area

Hazard Lands

Neighbourhood Area

Employment Area

Downtown Area

Subject Lands

A2 Restricted Agriculture

C1 Downtown Commercial

C2 Highway & Service Commercial

C3 Neighbourhood Convenience

D Development

H Hazard

I Institutional

M2 Heavy Industrial

OS Open Space

R Residential

RM Residential Multiple

Subject Lands

Both municipally owned sites are 
located within the Downtown Area

Both subject sites are located within 
the Downtown Commercial Zone.
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Municipal Parks

Private-owned Public Open Space

Cemetery

Private Open Space

Subject Lands

Significant Woodlands (County/MNRF)

Wetlands (MNRF)

Subject Lands

Open Space

Woodlands and Wetlands

Although both sites are within a 5-10 minute 
walk of existing green space, there are no 
smaller urban parks in the downtown except 
the Burnside Parkette on Main Street and the 
temporary parkette on the subject site.

Natural Areas, although abundant, 
are generally located beyond the 
10 minute walking radius
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Sidewalks

CN Rail Trail

Subject Lands

Provincial Highway

County Collector

County Local Road

Municipal Road

Subject Lands

Trails and Sidewalks

Road Hierarchy

Downtown Markdale is well served by 
sidewalks, however they are inconsistent 
in their design and gaps exist

The two main roads through 
Downtown Markdale are under 
Provincial and County jurisdiction.
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Designated Heritage Buildings (Part IV)

Buildings with Apparent Heritage Value

Subject Lands

Haskett House/FT Hill Candy Factory

Old Markdale Fire Hall

3 Storeys

2 Storeys

1 Storey

Subject Lands

Heritage

Building Heights

The rich history of Markdale is reflected in the 
heritage buildings found along Main Street, 
and focused around the Four Corners.

The majority of existing buildings 
are 2-3 storeys in height.
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Private Parking Lots

Public Parking Lots

Observed On-Street Parking

Subject Lands

Parking

The centre of the Downtown is currently 
dominated by surface parking (20 Toronto 
Street N). Lots and on-street parking is 
sprinkled primarily along Main Street with 
some along Toronto, Isla and Argyle Streets.
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2 Develop the downtown as a magnet/
destination to attract people

3 Develop the downtown as a walkable place

4 Encourage a mix of uses and housing

Guiding Principles

Six guiding principles form the foundation of the 
Markdale vision. 

1 Promote the historic, rural and agricultural 
character of the community

4 Principles & Framework

Mix of Uses & HousingMagnet for People/
Destination/Attraction

WalkableRural/Agricultural  
Heritage Character

The key elements of the Framework Plan include:
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5 Ensure compatible development 

6 Create a green space/gathering place

Green Space/ 
Gathering Place

Compatible Development
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Framework Plan

The Framework Plan illustrates an overall 
organizational structure plan for Markdale that 
ties its potential long-term development with key 
features and characteristics of the community.

It clearly illustrates the significance of the 
downtown within the broader natural and built 
contexts, and the important role it has as the literal 
and symbolic heart of the community, both today 
and in the future.  

The Framework Plan supports a healthy and vital 
community and proposes to:

• Reinforce the community character of the
community and sense of place;

• Enhance connectivity and make movement
throughout the community easier, safer and
more enjoyable;

• Highlight special places, locations and
destinations; and,

• Promote unifying and linking elements that
stitch the many parts of the community
together.

The key elements of the Framework Plan include:

1 A Green Frame (the existing natural heritage 
system) that wraps around the community 
and provides a natural boundary to the 
built environment the community and the 
opportunity to further develop a connected 
trail system, that in turn is linked to both the 
existing and potential future neighbourhoods

2 A Highland Trail system that encircles the 
community and connects existing trails, 
including the rail trail with existing and future 
neighbourhoods.

3 Green streets that are enhanced pedestrian 
streets that connect neighbourhoods to open 
spaces and natural areas

4 Primary corridors (Toronto Street and Main 
Street) that should form the cross-roads at the 
centre of the downtown and are the primary 
avenues to/from Markdale.

5 Gateways where the Primary Corridors and 
the Green Frame meet and, where the sense 
of arrival may be enhanced with signage and 
public art and landmarked with special building 
and landscape designs.

6 Future Connections that extend the existing 
and planned street / trail networks beyond 
the downtown, through neighbourhoods and 
employment areas to the natural boundary of 
the community.
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Downtown Commercial Core 

Gateway Location

Destination

Primary Corridor

Potential Future Connection

Potential Pedestrian ‘Green’ Street

Existing/Potential Pedestrian Connection

CN Rail Trail

Potential Highland Trail

Green Frame

Subject Lands

Framework Plan
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5 Early Ideas
Early Ideas for the Downtown explored possible 
development scenarios on the two municipally 
owned properties (20 Toronto Street North 
and 11 Toronto Street North) on their own and 
in conjunction with adjacent properties. The 
scenarios also included possible development 
scenarios on other underutilized and/or vacant 
sites within the study area.

What We Heard

• Opportunity for wide sidewalks on Toronto
Street, especially on west side

• Move civic square to the west of its current
location, near the ”mews”, allow vehicles
access from the west, not all the way
through

• Provide opportunity for lower level of shops

• May be other locations for the beer store

• Expansion to the Circle K building

• Trees, green space

• Avoid solid walls, needs to have facades
that say “this is Markdale” – how do
buildings get positioned?

• Glad that the connectivity is illustrated

• Important to have guidelines to ensure
compatibility – e.g. recognize local brick

• Need bike parking areas

• Four gateways in the larger context are
perfect locations for displays

• Every individual tree should be labelled –
shows care for trees

• Access south of Fire and Ice – concern
about elimination of access for vehicles,
safety concerns for pedestrians

• Fire and Ice patio has to be in its current
location

• Need better wayfinding, information on
what’s available

• Concerned there is not enough parking

• What are the projections for increased
population in Markdale to support
increased retail

• Need a new location for Penny Wise shop –
perhaps on the north east corner

• Concern about underground parking –
prefer at grade parking

• Green space looks small

• There is already loads of street parking

• Need density, need rental housing

• The plan looks building heavy

• Need to highlight all Main Street
businesses
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Other Potential 
Buildings in the 
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Concept Plan for the Municipally-Owned Parcels

Working with Other Landowners - Ideas to Think About
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Sketch looking north west from Main and Toronto

Existing Conditions
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Sketch looking west from Fire & Ice of Mews and Park

Existing Conditions
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Metroquest Survey Results Regarding Overall Structure Plan and Concepts for Downtown

3 Stars or Higher: 92%

3 Stars or Higher: 79%

Community Framework Diagram
The diagram builds on the existing character and assets. 
Natural heritage forms a “green frame” around Markdale 
and may include a new ‘Highlands’ trail system (yellow 
dashed line). Green streets have trees and sidewalks to 
link parks, open spaces and other community destinations. 
The primary corridors are marked by gateway locations 
and have lush streetscapes.

Municipal Properties
New buildings with retail and community uses provide 
interest on the ground floor, frame the streets, frame the 
park and anchor the corner. Residential uses are located 
on upper floors. At-grade townhouses, with front doors 
facing a landscape mews provides transition to the 
neighbourhood. A similar building form may be located 
behind the TD Bank. Potential to create a landscaped 
pedestrian link between this and the Fire & Ice patio. A 
new village square provides a public space for year round 
activities/events. Re-design all streets with safer and more 
beautiful pedestrian zones.
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Metroquest Survey Results Regarding Overall Structure Plan and Concepts for Downtown

3 Stars or Higher: 80%

Beyond the Municipal Properties
Possibilities for new buildings on sites which are 
vacant and/or under utilized. New buildings provide the 
opportunity for a mix and variety of of uses, including 
housing, frame the streets and have retail uses on the 
ground floor. A strong green link from Isla Street to King 
Edward Park. A re-imagined entrance to King Edward Park 
that is more prominent, relocate parking to bring the park 
uses to the street edge. 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Mix of Shops and Services

Housing Options

More People Living Downtown

Beautiful Public Spaces

Choices for Parking

Safe Sidewalks

More Events and Activities

Better Signage and Wayfinding

Topic 2: What’s Needed 
to Revitalize Downtown 
Markdale? — Summary
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67%

90%

69%

84%

94%

84%

Metroquest Survey Image Rating Results Regarding the Downtown Concept

Framing the Street
Locate buildings close to the street to calm traffic, and    
animate and activate Downtown Markdale.

Ground Floor Active Uses
Buildings should have shops or community uses on the 
ground floor to create interest and activity in Downtown 
Markdale. 

Framing Public Space
Locate buildings along the edge of the public space 
to help animate and activate the space and create a        
community hub in Downtown Markdale.

A Sense of Place Year Round
More people living downtown creates vibrancy year round. 
Provide residential units on the upper floors of buildings.   

A Variety of Housing Forms
A variety of townhouse and apartment forms would be    
suitable for the site.

Downtown Focus
The Village Square should be designed to be flexible and 
accommodate diverse uses. It should be a gathering spot 
for residents, complement Main Street businesses and 
draw visitors to the downtown. 
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87%

83%

79%

83%

73%

64%

Village Square
A new village square or green space should be a central 
feature of the concept and have presence on a public street.  

Streetscaping
Streetscaping is a great way to promote sustainability, 
enhance a sense of place and showcase the local 
landscape character. 

Streets
Streets should be redesigned to be pedestrian friendly.

Parking Information
Signs and maps should clearly locate public parking areas 
within the Downtown. 

Toronto Street
An enhanced streetscape would make for a more 
pedestrian-oriented downtown. Toronto Street should have 
curbs, planted boulevards, sidewalks and be lined with 
shop fronts and front doors. 

On-Street Parking
On-street parking should be provided on all streets within 
the Downtown area. 
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6 Vision
There are a number of considerations for the 
site. An option is to maintain the status quo, the 
“do nothing” alternative, with existing zoning 
allowing for buildings up to 11 m, half of the 
sites would be required for parking. The vision 
positions the lands to help revitalize Markdale by 
maximizing the potential creation of residential 
units to get more people living in Markdale 
to support the shops and services, to permit 
tourist accommodation to serve the entire Grey 
Highlands area, to propose development at 
a scale that would make it feasible to provide 
structure parking, or perhaps underground 
parking.

What We Heard

• Generally like the plan

• Appreciate the vision

• Look at the ideas on the facebook page

• Markdale has a population of 1400,  plus
new subdivisions planned with a unique
rural environment, seems like the primary
intent to make the property saleable to
developers

• Should have done more public
engagement – such as going door to door
to talk to people

• Need to identify short term wins, interim
steps to invite developers to want to
explore development opportunities
downtown

• Adapted nicely, good response

Buildings

• Need lots of housing

• No problem with 6 storeys

• Architecture should fit in with style of old
buildings in Markdale,

• Feels like a giant apartment block

• Don’t have fire equipment to handle 6
storey buildings

• Arched windows are important
characteristics of Markdale buildings

• Like mix of different housing forms

• Worry about 6 storey buildings – darkness
in downtown core

• Street trees, blocking the store fronts

• Would a hotel/visitor accommodation  be
permitted?

• Really great to have inspirational vision;
need to promote high standards for green,
buildings

• Maintain TD bank

• Think about future uses of Grey Gables
building

• Toronto/Main street building could be
conceived with an open ground floor,
buildings could flow from green area, to
upper storeys of building – open ground
floor could be suitable for a farmers market

Roads and Parking

• Think about a truck by-pass…No to truck
by-pass

• Buildings should be setback further from
the road

• Are bump outs on a provincial highway
within the connecting link actually allowed,
this will potentially create a traffic nightmare

• Worried about sidewalks being too narrow

Green Space

• Need community spaces to gather

• Love the idea of incorporating more
greenery, walkability, creating public space,

• Would prefer the corner to be public space
not a building

• Who will animate the square redeveloped
with green space?

• Think four seasons
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Emerging Vision

Streets and Walkways
• Pedestrian-oriented/safer

• Traffic calming/lay –by parking

• Mid-block connections

• Landscaped mews

• Landscaped boulevards

Main Street
• Widened sidewalk

• Spill out area

• Bump out for trees/planting

• Guidelines to coordinate:

– Shopfront signage

– Shopfront awnings and canopies

– Façade materials, colours,
architectural expression

– Building sides (murals and public
art)

Buildings and Uses
• Mix of Uses:

– 2,000 - 3,000 sm (32,000 sf)
(Commercial/Retail Uses,
Services, Community Uses,
Maker Space, Artists Space,
Galleries, Welcome Centre, Ice
Cream Museum)

– 150 - 250 Residential Units

• More people living downtown

• Buildings frame and animate
spaces/streets

• Parking behind buildings

• Variety of parking options

• Historic FT Hill building was an
historic landmark that anchored
the corner; a building should be
replaced on the corner to reinforce
the integrity of the historic main
street

Development Considerations
• Current situation:

– Existing Zoning allows building
height of 11m

– Half of all development sites
would be required for parking

• Position the lands for Revitalization:

– Maximize the potential creation of
residential units

– Economics of structured parking:

» Structure - cost 3 – 5 x

» Underground - cost 6 – 8x

• Generally, buildings 4+ storeys
require structured parking

• Generally, buildings 8+ storeys
are required to make structured
parking economically feasible
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Sketch looking down laneway beside Fire & Ice

Existing Conditions
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Building massing for emerging vision - view looking north

Building massing for emerging vision - view looking west
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1 A Mix of Uses and More People Living 
and Working Downtown

Big Moves

The Big Moves build upon the opportunities 
illustrated in the Framework Plan and the Guiding 
Principles to give direction to land uses and 
the arrangement and design of built form, open 
spaces and streets in Downtown Markdale. These 
include:

GUIDANCE

• Focus mixed used, multi-storey buildings
along Toronto Street and Main Street, with a
variety of commercial and community uses
in the ground floor and residential units in
upper floors.

• Encourage redevelopment of underutilized
and vacant sites.

• Preserve and incorporate heritage structures
wherever possible.

• Encourage more compact and multi-unit
forms of housing as a transition from mixed-
use areas to existing neighbourhoods.

30 DOWNTOWN MARKDALE COMMUNITY VISION



2 Buildings that Frame Public Streets/Spaces 
and Anchor Important Locations

GUIDANCE

• Place buildings close to the front property
line with their front doors and windows facing
the street.

• Locate parking lots and structures behind
buildings.

• Encourage landmark building designs at the
four corners (height, massing, articulation of
two frontages).
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3 An Urban Square

GUIDANCE

• Frame the urban square with buildings that
have active uses within the ground floor.

• Provide frontage/visibility along a public
street.

• Encourage flexible design of spaces (ie. large
unprogrammed space that may be adapted
to accommodate diverse uses).

• Include both hard and soft landscape areas.

• Design access to parking, loading areas as
shared space or “woonerfs” that are part of
the space.
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4 Safer, Greener, Pedestrian-oriented Streets

GUIDANCE

• Promote a human scaled environment
and calm the traffic with buildings and
streetscapes.

• Create a treed, pedestrian-scaled promenade
extending from Isla Street to King Edward
Park / Community Centre.

• Introduce bump outs, special paving, robust
landscaping and widened sidewalks along
Main Street and Toronto Street.

• Create treed and planted boulevards
incorporating green infrastructure wherever
possible.

• On-street parking should be provided on
all streets within the Downtown area where
feasible.

• Implement a Downtown Signage and
Wayfinding program.
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7 Recommendations
It is recommended that Grey Highlands Council 
direct Economic & Community Development, in 
conjunction with senior management to:

1 Seek / gauge potential development interest;

2 Initiate the groundwork required to align the 
Downtown Vision with the existing planning 
framework (Official Plan, Zoning By-law) and 
other documents and programs (Community 
Improvement Plan, Facade Improvement 
Program); 

3 Investigate funding opportunities for 
community /public realm improvements, 
enhancements and development; and,

4 Initiate conversations with the County and 
Province regarding re-imagining a more 
pedestrian-oriented Toronto Street and Main 
Street.
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