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As a result of aggressive urban highway building that took place during
the mid 20th century, North American cities are littered with elevated
roadways that have severed neighborhoods and left behind unused,
derelict and often dangerous places. Underpass Park in Toronto fights
back by delivering a transformative park space that helps reconnect
an evolving community while providing a highly useable, engaging and
eye catching space in the process.
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Location: Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Area (size): 1.05 hm?

Client: Waterfront Toronto

Landscape Architecture: PFS

Chief Designer: Greg Smallenberg

Project Team: Nathan Brightbill, Alia Johnson, Jia Li
Design Period: 2010

Completion Time: 2012

Award: Canadian Urban Institute — Brownie Award of
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2-1. AERMBERTIR © PFS

2-2. AEFEMBIEFIUR © PFS

3. AHEYHEE OPFS

4. BEHTHMERNEE © DoubleSpace

5. /AEF18HX HNFIEH © Waterfront Toronto

6. AEFHIERIZHE © Waterfront Toronto

2-1. The park conditions before construction, looking from
east © PFS

2-2. The park conditions before construction, looking from

west © PFS

The park plan © PFS

The sport space under the overpasses © DoubleSpace

The planting beds at the Block 18 © Waterfront Toronto

The playground equipment in the park © Waterfront
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Patterns of development, particularly roads,
create holes in the urban fabric of the city.
These underutilized spaces are often perceived
as dirty, derelict, dark, and unsafe. They also
present a missed opportunity for the public
realm: to knit urban neighbourhoods together
across previously inaccessible obstacles. One
such space, Underpass Park, has become
the centrepiece of the developing West Don
Lands in Toronto.

Divided into three blocks by the existing
street network, and with about three quarters
of the site covered by overpasses, the project

presented serious challenges to the design

team. PFS employed three key strategies in
approaching the park design: capitalizing on
the existing overpass structure as weather
protection to guide programming decisions;
utilizing multi-functional ribbon-like wall
structures to direct movement through the
site; and reinventing the existing overpass
structure as a sculptural canvas for light.
Because the space was already dominated
by support columns for the overpasses, the
team left the majority of the park open for
circulation and flexible activities. Zones for
skateboarding, basketball, and ball hockey

spaces are formed by the curving “ribbon

walls”, and take advantage of the coverage

provided by the overpass for year-round play.
Uncovered park spaces soften the site design
with planting beds and a children’s play zone.

Light plays a crucial role at Underpass
Park. Uplighting on the angular sides of the
columns frames and artfully reinvents the
space by providing an animated experience
at night while aiding with wayfinding. The
in-ground LED uplights have programming
capability that allows for a constantly shifting
light experience adding visual interest and
a sense of safety. Existing graffiti on the

columns was retained, and has become an
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informal urban gallery that glows on the lit
columns at night. A reflective public art piece,
Mirage, created by Paul Raff Studio, adds to
this interplay of light, while brightening the
covered spaces during the day.

What could have been a forgotten and
fragmented patch of land has become one of
Toronto’s most exciting new urban spaces.
The park has been heavily used since its
opening, with the final phase set to open in
spring 2014. With new housing adjacent to the
park currently under construction, Underpass
Park will be an integral public realm amenity

for the new neighbourhood.
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7. The day lighting effect of the park © Waterfront Toronto

8. The night lighting effect of the park © DoubleSpace

9. The lighting plan rendering of the park © PFS

10-1. The lighting effect of the park at dusk © PFS

10-2. The lighting effect of the park at dusk © Waterfront
Toronto

11.  The public art installation — Mirage © Waterfront
Toronto

s3011981d [euIBILIO




