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Reclaiming Brownfields Through Adaptive Reuse
Lessons Learned from the Stackt Market in Toronto

1.0 Introduction 2.0 Background
This report begins with outlining the opportunities behind 
brownfield redevelopment, adaptive reuse, and temporary 
urbanism and how they are relevant in Toronto’s historical 
and current context. The Stackt Market is examined to 
further explore this relationship. The site details, planning 
context, and approvals process are studied. This report 
concludes with the key lessons learned, which includes 
(1) early engagement with municipal departments, (2) 
capitalization of permitted uses; and (3) ongoing events 
programming.  

Three popular topics that are often discussed in planning 
but are not commonly found in a single project are adaptive 
reuse, brownfield development, and temporary urbanism. 

Adaptive reuse refers to repurposing a building or space 
to a use different from its original intent (Robiglio, 2016), 
while brownfield sites refer to lands that are contaminated 
with hazardous substances or pollutants that restricts its 
developability and potential future uses (Hula, 2016). 
Temporary urbanism (or temporary use) refers to the 
interim occupation and usage of space to revitalize vacant 
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or underutilized areas such as pop-up gardens 
(Stevens & Dovey, 2022). 

Although brownfield sites are prevalent in 
urban areas, Toronto in particular has a history 
of industrial activities since the 1800s (Young & 
James-Abra, 2022). Industrial uses are subject to 
significantly higher chances of environmental site 
contamination. Common brownfield sites include 
factories, gas stations, and port lands (Ministry of 
the Environment, Conservation and Parks, 2023). 

As the scarcity and prices of developable land 
increase over the years, developers are searching 
for alternative opportunities to secure land. An 

environmental site assessment is required 
prior to redeveloping brownfield sites. This 
process is likely timely and costly depending 
on the level of contamination, which may be 
a barrier for developers (De Sousa, 2002; 
Hula, 2016). 

Adaptively reusing a brownfield site on an 
interim basis is a potential option to utilize 
contaminated lands, as demonstrated by the 
Stackt Market project. Eldon Theodore from 
MHBC was retained by the applicant as the 
planning consultant and provided additional 
insight to the project. 

The Stackt Market is a temporary, modular 
marketplace located at 28 Bathurst Street in 
Toronto, Ontario that uses stacked shipping 
containers as built forms. Theodore noted 
that the project was inspired by Boxcar Social, 
a café and bar establishment using shipping 
containers as structures. The stacked 
shipping containers also pay homage to the 
area’s industrial roots. Open to the public 
since April 2019, it features a variety of pop-
up retailers, eateries, a brewery, community 
gathering and entertainment spaces, and 
year-round events. 

The project intent was to adaptively reuse 
the City-owned property through a lease 
agreement and develop a destination area 
for local residents and tourists in the interim. 
The project was designed to be installed, 
removed, and relocated quickly (Stackt 
Market, n.d.; Uens & Casali, 2017). 

The site is located just outside of Downtown 
Toronto with an area of approximately 
2,623 square metres. Low-rise residential 
buildings and a childcare centre are located 
north of the site, the CN Rail and GO Transit 
railway corridor is located south of the site, 

3.0 Facts of the Case

3.1 Project Overview

3.2 Site Context

Figure 2: Aerial view of the Stackt Market (Project for Public Spaces, n.d.).
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a 16-storey mixed use condominium is situated 
to the east, and a vacant industrial building is 
situated to the west (Google Maps, 2024; Uens & 
Casali, 2017). 

The site was expropriated by the City of Toronto in 
1988 due to environmental contamination from its 
previous industrial use. While portions of the site 
were remediated, the remaining contamination 
was capped with ongoing monitoring, which 
introduced development constraints. 

The South Niagara Planning Strategy was 
approved in 2014 to guide new developments in 
the area, which included the site, and identified a 
severe need for parks in the neighbourhood (Uens 
& Casali, 2017). 

The property was intended to be leased to the 
applicant, now known as Stackt Properties LP, on 
an interim basis for two to three years, or until the 
City proceeded with remediating and converting 
the site to a public park. Municipal staff estimated 
that remediation using a risk assessment approach 
would cost approximately $4 million, which was a 
much more cost-friendly option in comparison with 
purchasing land outright (City of Toronto, 2016). 

This intention changed after the adoption of Official 
Plan Amendment 273 in 2022, which designated 
the site as a Mixed Use Area (E. Theodore, personal 
communication, 24 November 2022). 

In accordance with the City of Toronto 
Official Plan, the site was designated as 
a Regeneration Area at the time, which 
intended to encourage the revitalization of 
underutilized, vacant, or contaminated lands 
with an array of permitted uses. 

Under the Former City of Toronto Zoning By-
law No. 438-86, the site was subject to two 
zones: a small easterly portion was zoned 
as Mixed Use District (MCR T3.0 C1.0 R2.5), 
and the remainder was zoned as Industrial 
District (I1 D3). The former permitted 
residential, commercial, and park uses, while 
the latter permitted limited community retail 
and service uses, as well as employment 
uses such as warehousing, workshops, and 
studio cases. 

The site was also subject to the Garrison 
Common North Secondary Plan and South 
Niagara Planning Strategy (Uens & Casali, 
2017). 

In 2016, a Site Plan Control application 
was submitted to propose a temporary 
commercial shipping container development, 
conditional upon a lease agreement between 
the City and the applicant of approximately 
two to three years (E. Theodore, personal 
communication, 22 December 2016). 

3.4 Approvals Process

3.3 Planning Context

Figure 3: Indoor and outdoor gathering 
spaces at Stackt Market (LGA Architectural 
Partners, n.d.-a). 

Figure 4: Blue Moon Brewery in the 
summer with seating (LGA Architectural 
Partners, n.d.-b). 
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In 2018, a Minor Variance application was 
submitted to expand the permitted uses 
of the site. The consultant team specifically 
requested to permit a retail store and 
accessory outdoor patio use in the Industrial 
District (I1 D3). The application was approved, 
subject to a five-year expiration period 
(Mizzi, 2018). The only public engagement 
that took place was through the Committee 
of Adjustment meeting associated with this 
application. 

In 2022, another Minor Variance application 
was submitted ahead of the expiration date 
to permit the same zoning reliefs requested 
in 2018, in addition to permitting a take-out 
restaurant and place of assembly use in the 
Industrial District (I1 D3). The application 
was approved with no expiration period 
(E. Theodore, personal communication, 24 
November 2022). 

Figure 5: Map of Stackt Market programming for Holiday Hills 2023 (Yong, 2023-b). 

4.0 Outcomes
The proposed development was approved 
in 2018 and officially opened in April 2019. 
The applicant also renewed their lease with 
the City (Stackt Market, n.d.; E. Theodore, 
personal communication, 24 November 
2022). 

In 2022, a vacant laneway north of the site 
was added to the development with a dog 
park, community garden, play zone, and 
local art (Landau, 2022). 

It has since been well-loved by residents 
and tourists and received several awards, 
including the 2023 Toronto Urban Design 
Award and 2021 Innovation by Design 
Award respectively issued by the City of 
Toronto and FastCompany (City of Toronto, 
2023; Hanrahan, 2021). 

The Stackt Market offers new and curated 
experiences by offering events year-round 
in collaboration with various event partners 
(Stackt Market, n.d.). Figure 5 depicts the 
festival map for Holiday Hills in December 
2023 with some event-specific programming.

Awards Won

- 2023 Toronto Urban 
Design Award

- 2021 Innovation by 
Design Award
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5.0 Lessons Learned

5.1 Early Communication with 
Municipal Departments

5.2 Capitalizing on Permitted 
Uses

One of the challenges Theodore identified 
was convincing approval authorities on 
the unorthodox use of shipping containers 
as interim built forms. The temporary and 
modular nature of the structures introduced 
unknown variables. For instance, the 
drainage plan submitted as a part of the Site 
Plan Control application was prepared for 
temporary structures rather than permanent 
built forms, which is a less traditional 
approach.  

Given the unconventional nature of 
temporary adaptive reuse applications, 
Theodore suggested that early engagement 
with municipal staff should be engaged 
to ensure the project intent is effectively 
communicated across. 

More specifically, the following should be 
contacted: 

•	 Planning Department; 
•	 Zoning; 
•	 Engineering Department; 
•	 Economic Development; and
•	 Council members. 

These conversations were also critical 
to facilitate communication between 
municipal departments to avoid potential 
miscommunications. 

Theodore noted that the economic 
development department was more helpful 
in supporting the project, illustrating the 
significance of finding an advocate within the 
municipality to help champion the project.

There were several constraints associated 
with this project. In addition to the existing 
on-site contamination which restricted the 
site’s developability, the applicant also 
expressed desire to expedite the approvals 
process without triggering the need for a 
Zoning By-law Amendment application. 
The consultant team was working within the 
limitations of the existing split zoning as a 
result. 

In order to maximize the range of permissible 
businesses and activities on site, the project 
team needed to be mindful of the types of 
businesses that could be approved based 
on the permitted uses outlined in the Zoning 
By-law. 

For instance, a restaurant was not a 
permitted use; however, food preparation 
and the purchase of food were permitted as 

Figure 6: Retail uses within Stackt Market (Yong, 
2023-c). 
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an ancillary use. A bakery with no patron seating 
in which the goods were prepared and sold on-site 
would be permitted under these zoning provisions. 

5.3 Significance of Ongoing 
Programming

Stackt Market demonstrates the pivot role that 
ongoing events programming plays in attracting 
visitors, as the owner is not solely relying on using 
the small businesses on-site to drive traffic to the 
area. The flexible site layout and existing indoor 
and outdoor gathering spaces accommodate 
a variety of events, which occur year-round with 
the assistance of several community partnerships 
(Stackt Market, n.d.). 

By consistently offering a wide range of free and 
paid events, it helps attract different audiences 
and more visitors to the market who may patronize 
the nearby stores. This also highlights the value 
community partnerships bring. 
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