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The purpose of this guide is to highlight the key points from the 4 major 
sections of the Tall Buildings Design Guidelines (“the Guidelines”). This 
tip sheet is intended for general purposes only and does not constitute 
professional advice. No user should act on the basis of any material 
contained in this tip sheet without obtaining proper professional advice 
specific to their situation.



Key Focus Areas of the Guidelines

Positive contribution to the public realm

Strong relationship with existing context 
and skyline

Direct relationship to the street

Emphasis on sustainable design, and 
green building innovation

Compatibility with conservation of 
cultural heritage resources
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This guide is divided into 4 sections: Site Context, Site Organization, Tall Building Design, 
and the Pedestrian Realm. This format allows you to consider each phase of the building 
process in the order that they occur. 

1. Site Context 2. Site 
Organization

3. Tall Building 
Design 

4. Pedestrian 
Realm 

Guide Format

These key focus areas of the Tall Building Design Guidelines highlight the higher level 
purpose of the guidelines and how tall buildings are intended to achieve the public realm 
and built form policy objectives of the Official Plan.



1. Site Context

A conceptual illustration (image 2) of a progressive transition in the height 
and scale of tall buildings from the centre of a growth area towards a lower-
scale area.

An Illustration of a conceptual Master Plan (image 1) for a larger development 
area containing multiple tall buildings, new streets and parks.

Conceptual Master Plan

Conceptual Transition

The Site Context for Tall 
Buildings needs to show:

IMAGE 2

IMAGE 1

New buildings are to 
consider context and 
provide an appropriate 
transition to adjacent 
neighbourhoods

a. That they align with 
the existing and planned 
context.

b. The surrounding context 
that outlines how the 
buildings interact with the 
surrounding sites.

c. Existing facilities and 
amenities nearby - may 
need to be developed to 
achieve a high-quality living 
and working environment.

d. Appropriate transitions 
in scale to nearby lower-rise 
buildings, parks, and open 
space.

e. Access to sunlight and sky 
views - can be achieved by 
adjusting the placement and 
angle of a building.

That they align with the 
existing and planned 
context.

The surrounding context 
that outlines how the 
buildings interact with the 
surrounding sites.

Existing facilities and 
amenities nearby - may 
need to be developed to 
achieve a high-quality living 
and working environment.

Appropriate transitions in 
scale to nearby lower-rise 
buildings, parks, and open 
space.

Access to sunlight and sky 
views - can be achieved 
by adjusting the placement 
and angle of a building.



The Site Organization for Tall Buildings should:

2. Site  
Organization

a. Place buildings that are parallel 
with the street and align with 
neighbouring buildings.

b. Provide generous setbacks for 
landscaping and trees.

c. Make sure entrances are clearly 
identified and accessible. Residential 
and commercial entrances are 
distinguished from one another.

d. Locate servicing and loading at 
the back of the development, away 
from the public realm and public view.

Place buildings that are parallel 
with the street and align with 
neighbouring buildings.

Provide generous setbacks for 
landscaping and trees.

Make sure entrances are clearly 
identified and accessible. Residential 
and commercial entrances are 
distinguished from one another.

Locate servicing and loading at the 
back of the development, away from 
the public realm and public view.

e. Accommodate for publicly 
accessible open spaces that extend 
the existing network of public streets, 
parks, and open space.

f. Provide private outdoor space (i.e. 
terraces, green roofs).

g. Facilitate convenient connections 
with pedestrian, cycling, and transit 
routes.
h. Pursue public art opportunities.

Accommodate for publicly 
accessible open spaces that extend 
the existing network of public streets, 
parks, and open space.

Provide private outdoor space (i.e. 
terraces, green roofs).

Facilitate convenient connections with 
pedestrian, cycling, and transit routes.

Pursue public art opportunities.



3. Tall Building
Design

Base Building

Middle (Tower)

Tall Buildings (image 4) should have a height and scale that respond to the scale of 
the existing context and streetscape.

The maximum floor plate size (image 5) of 750 sq m includes 
all built areas (dwelling units, offices, indoor amenity facilities, 
elevator cores, storage spaces, stairwells, hallways, etc.). 

** Up to a limit of 24 m

Aligned with scale 
and height of 

neighbouring streetwall 
buildingsbuildings

The Design for the Base of a 
Tall Building should:

IMAGE 5

IMAGE 4

i. Align new base building with 
the existing street wall of 
nearby buildings.

ii. Provide minimum base 
building height between 10.5 
m and 80% of ROW and a 
maximum of 24 m, sometimes 
more if additional stepbacks are 
provided.
iii. Provide minimum first floor 
height of 4.5 m.

iv. Provide clear, unobstructed 
views from ground floor out into 
public realm.

Align new base building with the
existing street wall of nearby 
buildings.

Provide minimum base building 
height between 10.5 m and 80% 
of ROW and a maximum of 24 
m, sometimes more if additional 
stepbacks are provided.

Provide minimum first floor height 
of 4.5 m.

Provide clear, unobstructed 
views from ground floor out into 
public realm.



The frontage of the towers (images 6 & 7), which 
includes balconies, should be stepped back at least 
3 m from the base of the building. 

Frontage of Towers

IMAGE 6

IMAGE 7

The Design for the Middle (Tower) of 
a Tall Building should:

i. Limit floorplate to 750 m2 per floor.

ii.  Balconies should not be included in 
 the floorplate - VERY IMPORTANT.

iii.  Be positioned back from 
 streets, parks, open space, and 
 neighbouring properties; allowing the 
 base building to have the primary 
 interaction with these spaces.
iv. Provide minimum separation distances 
 between towers of 12.5 m or more from 
 side and rear property lines or of the 
 centre of an abutting lane.

v. Provide 25 m separation between 
 towers of the same building.

Limit floorplate to 750 m2 per floor.

Balconies should not be included in the 
floorplate - VERY IMPORTANT.

Be positioned back from streets, parks, 
open space, and neighbouring properties; 
allowing the base building to have the 
primary interaction with these spaces.

Provide minimum separation distances 
between towers of 12.5 m or more from side 
and rear property lines or of the centre of an 
abutting lane.

Provide 25 m separation between towers 
of the same building.

Note: These rules apply for small sites 
too; if a building isn’t feasible given these 
conditions, then it may not be a good site 
for a tall building.



The Design for the Tower Top of a Tall Building should be designed to contribute to the quality 
and character of the skyline.

Tower Top

The minimum tower separation distance is 
measured from one tower’s building face to 
another (image 8).

AVOID

As building height increases, the minimum tower 
separation distance increases (image 9).

Measured from the closest building face to building face (image 10), the adequate minimum tower separation protects 
the surrounding context from overshadowing and lack of sunlight. It also improves privacy and daylighting for units 
within tall buildings.

* greater than 25 m, particularly when dictated by Zoning by-
law or the existing or planned context.

Variation in tower stepbacks 
and orientation increase per-
ceived and actual separation 
distance

Towers with inadequate 
minimum separation distance 
(less than 25 m)

Tower Separation

IMAGE 8 IMAGE 9

IMAGE 10

Adequate minimum separation 
distance between buildings (25 
m or greater) promotes privacy, 
daylighting and at-grade access 
to sunlight and sky view



4. Pedestrian 
Realm

A vibrant and active street frontage (image 11) and pedestrian 
environment can be fostered through generous setbacks at the base of 
tall buildings.
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Active Street Frontage

IMAGE 11

The Design for the 
Pedestrian Realm of a Tall 
Building should:

a. Provide generous sidewalk 
zones. A good rule of thumb is to 
assume a minimum of 
6 m. Some exceptions exist.

b. Provide for a well-designed 
streetscape and landscape 
design.

c. Provide pedestrian weather 
protection through overhangs 
and canopies.

The Design for the 
Pedestrian Realm of a Tall 
Building should:

Provide generous sidewalk 
zones. A good rule of thumb is to 
assume a minimum of 
6 m. Some exceptions exist.

Provide for a well-designed 
streetscape and landscape 
design.

Provide pedestrian weather 
protection through overhangs 
and canopies.

The Design for the 
Pedestrian Realm of a Tall 
Building should:



S M A R T
DENSITY


