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As a groundbreaking initiative, The Meadoway project has transformed a hydro
corridor in Scarborough into a vibrant 16-kilometre stretch of urban greenspace
and meadow habitat that has become one of the largest naturalized linear urban
corridors in Canada, linking key community and tourism destinations across the
region.

The Meadoway, which is a vital component of Toronto and Region Conservation
Authority’s (TRCA) Trail Strategy for the Greater Toronto Region and the City of
Toronto’s Cycle Network Plan, is an innovative city building initiative that will provide
a naturalized link between Rouge National Urban Park and downtown Toronto,
stitching together more than 15 parks/greenspaces, seven watercourses, tourist
destinations (including the Toronto Zoo), employment centres, education facilities
(including Centennial College and the University of Toronto Scarborough Campus)
and transportation hubs. A multi-use trail network enhances the connectivity of the
existing urban fabric, and is complemented by meadow habitat restoration.

With the knowledge gained on The Meadoway, TRCA has emerged as experts in the
field of meadow restoration. “A Blueprint for Naturalizing Infrastructure Corridors”
has been written as a ‘how-to guide’ for right of way restoration based on the lessons
we have learned. Our hope is that we can share this knowledge far and wide for
application across North America and beyond.

The Meadoway is the kind of ecological-based, community-building project TRCA
is thrilled to be a part of. | am incredibly proud of the efforts spanning multiple teams
across TRCA and the Toronto and Region Conservation Foundation (TRCF). We are
thankful for the generous support of the Weston Family Foundation and partners,
including the City of Toronto and the federal government through Parks Canada
(Rouge National Urban Park), Housing, Infrastructure and Communities Canada,
and Environment and Climate Change Canada. We are also thankful for the efforts
of Hydro One Network Inc. and Infrastructure Ontario to facilitate restoration and
trail work on provincially owned and managed lands. All these agencies, numerous
schools and institutions across Scarborough and thousands of community volunteers
in local organizations have also played critical roles in achieving the vision of The
Meadoway.

TRCA is honoured to continue to advance this work for the natural environment and
the citizens of the Greater Toronto Region.

John MacKenzie
Chief Executive Officer

Toronto and Region Conservation Authority

Director, Toronto and Region Conservation Foundation
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1 Introduction

Urban expansion and intensification are placing
increased pressure on the remaining green spaces

of the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). Loss of natural
habitat is the most significant factor contributing to the
reduction of biodiversity, including native plants, birds,
pollinators and other wildlife. Meadow habitats have
been in decline throughout Ontario due to the expansion
of urban areas, intensification of agriculture and the
suppression of natural disturbances such as fire. The loss
of meadow habitat has led to the loss of food sources,
migratory staging areas, and overwintering or nesting
areas for several bird and pollinator species.

However, across southern Ontario there are thousands
of kilometres of infrastructure corridors maintained by
private companies, government agencies and other
entities. Showcasing alternative land management
options like meadow restoration within these
infrastructure corridors could help promote beneficial
habitat that requires minimal maintenance compared to
full removal of trees and shrubs during typical corridor
maintenance.

Urban, suburban and rural areas in the GTA are
crisscrossed by a complex network of infrastructure
corridors — accommodating electric power lines,
pipelines, telephone and fibre optics, and buried water
and sewer lines. Many of these corridors feature non-
native plants that must be mowed six to eight times

a year to limit plant height and woody stem growth
and facilitate access by utility vehicles to service site
equipment. The result is lengthy swaths of low-quality
habitat and underused manicured areas that provide
little benefit to biodiversity, ecosystem function and
ecosystem services.
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Many of these corridors also offer an opportunity to
expand and connect the trail network across the GTA,
providing a wide range of recreational possibilities,
including hiking, biking, jogging and other modes of
active transport, as well as bird and butterfly watching,
art and photography, nature study, and outdoor
education (either group or self-guided).

Collectively, these corridors represent thousands of
hectares of greenspace that could be better utilized

to promote biodiversity, support climate change
resiliency, and meet active transportation needs, while
simultaneously meeting their primary infrastructure-
related roles in, potentially, a more cost-effective
manner. The naturalization and revitalization of
infrastructure corridors is a “win-win-win” situation for
municipal and utility stakeholders, residents and the
natural environment.

With proper planning and ongoing maintenance and
monitoring, many of these corridors have the potential
to be transformed into vital pathways connecting natural
heritage systems and supporting wildlife movement,
while promoting biodiversity, natural functions and
ecosystem health.

The infrastructure corridors in the GTA, southern Ontario
and across North America provide an opportunity

to rethink urban and near urban greenspaces by
replacing kilometres of biologically barren, mown turf
or low-quality non-native vegetation communities with
ecoregion-appropriate native meadow habitats. The
Meadoway restoration project offers an illustrative
blueprint of how to do this in your area.

The purpose of this document is to provide
practitioners with a behind-the-scenes look
at how decisions were made, the strategies
used, and insight into tips and tricks that The
Meadoway project team has learned over the
years.
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1.1 A SHORT HISTORY OF THE
MEADOWAY PROJECT

Walking and biking trails within infrastructure corridors
are already a significant component of the Greater
Toronto Region Trail Network, as set out in Toronto and
Region Conservation Authority (TRCA) Trail Strategy

for the Greater Toronto Region. Approximately 182
kilometres, or some 38 percent, of the total trail
opportunities identified in the Trail Network in 2019 are
located within infrastructure corridors. The Meadoway is
a key component of that network.

The Meadoway grew out of the Scarborough Centre
Butterfly Trail (SCBT) project, launched in 2012, that saw
a 40-hectare (99-acre) section of under-utilized space
within the Gatineau Hydro Corridor lands transformed
into a thriving native meadow community supporting

a variety of butterflies, other pollinators, birds and
wildflower species. The original SCBT stretched from
Thomson Memorial Park (near McCowan Road and
Lawrence Avenue East) 3.25 kilometres northeast to
Scarborough Golf Club Road.

The success of the SCBT spurred its supporters and
sponsors to investigate and advocate for a more
ambitious revitalization program. As a result, The
Meadoway project was launched in 2018.

Led by TRCA, in partnership with City of Toronto

(the City), and The Weston Family Foundation, The
Meadoway project continues to transform 16 kilometres
(comprising 200 hectares) of that same hydro utility
corridor in Scarborough into one of the largest urban
linear greenspaces in Canada.

10 A Blueprint for Naturalizing Infrastructure Corridors

The Meadoway connects seven watercourses and more
than 15 parks, passes through 13 neighbourhoods, and
provides an attractive, active transport link between

the Don River ravine in downtown Toronto and

Rouge National Urban Park in the east (i.e., west of
Bermondsey Avenue to Meadowvale Road).

The Meadoway project is one of the most innovative
meadow restoration and outreach projects in Canada.
The Environmental Assessment (EA) for the trail network
was completed in December 2019. Since this time trail
construction has progressed on an annual basis with
all trail gaps currently in the design or implementation
stage. By the fall of 2020, half of The Meadoway was
already seeded, and by the end of 2024, the entire
16-kilometre stretch of utility corridor was planted with
native meadow species.

Throughout the planning and implementation,
TRCA has worked to make The Meadoway
project a model of how to successfully
revitalize and repurpose utility corridors in
both a local and international context. While
the bulk of this manual is devoted to the
processes used to plan, create and maintain
meadow habitats, it also provides a short
summary of some of the community outreach,
consultation and educational components that
are vital to such a project’s ultimate success.
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1.2 BENEFITS OF MEADOW
RESTORATION IN A UTILITY
CORRIDOR

As urbanization continues to expand and encroach into
natural areas that are critical for the survival of wildlife,
meadow habitats are often the first to be lost. Meadows
are usually located on unprotected tableland that is
easy to service and build on. In addition, meadow
habitats have been in decline across Ontario due to the
intensification of agriculture and the suppression of fire
and other natural disturbances.

Meadows are a unique ecological community
dominated by herbaceous plants, such as grasses,
sedges and forbs. Characterized by deep soils and
a lack of trees and shrubs, a stable meadow has a
maximum of only 25 percent tree canopy cover.

The loss of meadow habitat has led to a decline in

food sources — as well as a loss of migratory staging,
overwintering and/or nesting areas — for many bird,
butterfly and pollinator species. Habitat loss is a primary
reason that many native plant and animal species have
been listed under the Endangered Species Act, 2007.

Creating meadows within infrastructure corridors is
an excellent example of transforming underutilized or
degraded habitat into thriving ecosystems. Meadow
restoration promotes the return of native bird and
pollinator species to the local area and improves
connectivity to existing natural habitats with resulting
beneficial impacts on neighbouring communities,
regional biodiversity and climate change resiliency.

12 A Blueprint for Naturalizing Infrastructure Corridors
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The Meadoway project is delivering

a wide range of benefits:

Enhance ecological services (e.g., pollination)
through increased biodiversity resulting in
ecosystem resilience.

Increase flora diversity (and, therefore, local
genetic diversity) creating site resilience.
Improve wildlife habitat and enhance natural
corridors supporting species movement.
Increase water infiltration and groundwater
recharge due to the deep roots of meadow
plants. Meadows can withstand a 100-year
storm event and help decrease surface water
runoff, minimizing flooding (Qin, 2022)
Improve flood attenuation via surface water
uptake and reduced runoff, resulting in
reduced soil erosion and compaction.

Reduce pollution through air filtration by plant
species.

Increase carbon sequestration as meadow
plants capture and store carbon in their
extensive root systems.

* Increase the cooling effect of native meadow
vegetation. Thermal imagery shows a 4-9° C
difference between meadows and adjacent
turfgrass. This can help mitigate the heat island
effect of cities, contributing to climate goals and
green infrastructure.

* Reduce maintenance costs and lower air
emissions due to decreased mowing.

*  Create a smaller carbon footprint through
reduced annual mowing.

* Enhance recreational and active transportation
opportunities, including biking, walking,
running, bird watching, etc. promoting residents’
overall health.

* Improve aesthetic values throughout the
seasons, with greater local access to “nature in
the city” promoting residents’ mental health and
spiritual well-being.

* Provide educational opportunities for
community and school groups.

* Provide opportunities for residents and the
wider general public to establish a stronger
environmental connection through stewardship
of these lands.

* Provide ongoing research opportunities.

Integrating The Meadoway with neighbour-
hoods, parks, public access points, and other
trail systems will promote community connec-
tivity and augment the city’s bikeways net-
work. Restoration of the existing corridor with
meadow habitat will contribute to the city’s
urban greenspace and improve ecological
diversity.

A Blueprint for Naturalizing Infrastructure Corridors 13
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2 Restoration

Planning

Planning The Meadoway restoration project involved a
series of steps, including:

* Determining and outlining project goals

*  Obtaining permits and partnership agreements

* Undertaking field and desktop surveys and
investigations

*  Compiling data and detailed maps

* Designing and executing an implementation
strategy




2.1 THE GOALS OF THE
MEADOWAY PROJECT

The Meadoway goals include:

¢ Connections

|dentifying project goals helped determine The * Natural Environment and Education
Meadoway’s restoration design, practices and * Recreation

procedures. All projects must align with TRCA's Strategic * Transportation

Plan, which sets out TRCA's vision, mission, guiding *  Community and Public Realm

principles and strategic directions. *  Blueprint for Revitalization

Applicable to this project is TRCA's goal of ecological Each goal comes with a unique array of
restoration, which aims to protect and restore ecosystem  potential challenges and solutions that impact
structure and processes to improve ecosystem function. the restoration practices and procedures used

for the site.

A Blueprint for Naturalizing Infrastructure Corridors 17



2.2 LAND OWNERSHIP AND
PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENTS

The Gatineau Hydro Corridor lands are owned by
Infrastructure Ontario (IO) and managed by Hydro One
Networks Inc. (HONI). The City of Toronto has a Master
Park License Agreement with HONI for The Meadoway
portions of this corridor.

In 2012, with the launch of the Scarborough Butterfly
Trail, TRCA determined that this corridor would benefit
from meadow naturalization (including shrub node
features) to complement the existing multi-use trail that
was installed by the City of Toronto between Thomson
Memorial Park and Scarborough Golf Club Road.

A meadow ecosystem was deemed ecologically
beneficial, as well as compatible with the management
requirements of the hydro corridor. Hydro corridors
within the city are typically mowed six to eight times

a year to maintain access to hydro towers/lines and
to limit tree growth. Creation of a meadow habitat
would not impede access to the towers and fits with
management practices of HONI. The establishment of
natural meadow habitat would reduce the frequency
and extent of future mowing, creating cost savings/
reducing management costs and reducing emissions.

A conceptualization of the project was created using

a compilation of a detailed site inventory, including
landscape features (hydrological and soil systems),

soil analysis, invasive species, etc. Preparation of
comprehensive site maps using commercial software was
used to support project designers. These activities are
described in more detail on the following pages.

18 A Blueprint for Naturalizing Infrastructure Corridors
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