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CITY OF TORONTO, UNION STATION 
REDEVELOPMENT 

 

The building of Union Station was ordered by the 
Board of Railway Commissioners in 1905. The ground 
under Union Station was owned by the City of Toronto, 
which leased it to the Grand Trunk Railway in 1905, 
then later to the Toronto Terminals Railway Company 
(jointly owned by Canadian National and Canadian 
Pacific) to build Union Station.  Union Station was 
designed in the grand manner of the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts in Paris.  It was built by Canadian Pacific Railway 
and Grand Trunk Railway at a time when a railway 
station was viewed as the gateway to a city, Union 
Station was the largest and most opulent train station 
erected in Canada during the last great phase in railway 
station construction.  Construction began in 1913 but 
was delayed for several years because of the First World 
War.  Since the opening in 1927, Union Station has been 
one of the most significant hubs in Canada's 
transportation network.  In the last 35 years, the station 
has taken on added importance in the Toronto area as the 
terminal for commuter rail services and as a vital link in 
the Toronto subway system.  Union Station is the most 
important focus of commuter and inter-city rail facilities 
within the downtown core of the City, as well as being 
the most important point of interchange to other 
transportation modes within the City.  The Station 
provides the opportunity for interchange between  

 

 

 

 

 

 

different modes of transit including rail, GO buses and 
the TTC’s bus, LRT and subway facilities as well as the 
planned air-rail link to Pearson Airport.  In 2001 the City 
took back the ownership of the station and then issued an 
RFP to major international developers for the 
redevelopment of the property with two objectives:- 

1: To recommend a repositioning, re-
merchandising and redevelopment plan to optimise 
concession revenues in the existing facility. 

2: To recommend the highest and best use of the 
entire property without regard to potential use but within 
the specified operational and Heritage constraints. 

As Canada’s leading transit anchored concession 
revenues consultant Talbot Consultants was retained by 
the City of Toronto to conduct the due diligence review 
of the retail redevelopment components of the resultant 
RFP Responses.  The redevelopment contract has now 
been awarded and redevelopment has commenced. 
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Downtown Revitalisation 
The "New" Development Opportunity 
By:  
Richard D. B. Talbot CD, CPM, CMR President and C.E.O. 
Talbot Consultants International Inc. 

In spite of what your mother may have told you, retailing is in fact the world's oldest profession. Over thousands of years, in 
every corner of the world, the most successful retailing format that has evolved has been downtown street retail. In the 
beginning street retailing grew up between the two major urban destinations: the seat of government (i.e. the castle/palace 
etc.) and the seat of religion (i.e. cathedral/temple/mosque etc.). Initially stores started as temporary booths and kiosks in 
the form of farmers' and craftsmens' markets. However, as cities became more urbanised, successful street vendors 
moved into permanent storefronts. This evolution can be clearly seen worldwide and the on-going transition can still be 
experienced in, and adjacent to, traditional street markets. 
 
The next evolutionary step was to weatherproof the key downtown streets. Examples of this format still thrive, from 
Istanbul's Grand Bazaar (built in 1455), to Toronto's Eaton Centre. In fact this format is so successful that it has 
become the standard model for the enclosed malls that form our new suburban downtowns. However, in most cases, the 
key "dumbbell" anchors are no longer government and religious centres but department stores and entertainment centres. 
Unfortunately the success of the suburban enclosed malls has had a detrimental impact on the traditional downtowns that 
they surround and, as residents and retailers moved into the suburbs, many downtowns were left only to office workers 
thus resulting in a downtown wasteland on weekday evenings and on weekends. 
 
However, it's my belief that there are now a couple of windows of opportunity to reverse this trend. Over the past ten years, 
we have seen a strong polarisation of retailing into two major categories, which I have categorised as "chore shopping" and 
"pleasure shopping," thus creating what I term "the dumbbell phenomenon". Essentially what this means is that consumers 
today are so time-stressed, with both males and females employed, that most shopping trips have been simplified into two 
main categories, either chore shopping or pleasure shopping. 
 
In the chore shopping category, the consumer is seeking everyday household goods and supplies and wants to purchase 
these as quickly as possible. This has led to the "big-box" stores and the "power centres" proliferating in our suburban 
areas which, in turn, has resulted in the increasing number of residents in our downtown cores being denied easy access to 
major chore shopping retailers. I see this as the first new window of opportunity for downtowns. 

Meanwhile, at the other end of the dumbbell, pleasure shopping attracts those seeking an escape from everyday life and, 
most importantly, chore shopping. This means "an outing" to meet friends, to window shop and browse and, in particular, to 
patronise one-of-a-kind retailers, restaurants and entertainment simply not available locally. 
Up until recently, chore shopping has been the major focus of new retail development. As a result the dumbbell 
phenomenon has become unbalanced and much more focus now must be paid to the growth of the pleasure shopping 
component. This has, of course, met with some success with the new town centre malls since, essentially, they try to mimic 
the format of the traditional downtowns. Many consumers, however, are now starting to find that the major regional 
shopping centres all seem to look alike, with the same retailers and the same design. Shopping centre developers are 
therefore seeking to move away from the chore shopping perception that they have created by trying to create more of a 



pleasure shopping environment. This has resulted in the move by suburban developers towards entertainment-focused 
centres and, more recently, lifestyle centres. 

 

It is the consumer's boredom with the major enclosed malls that provides downtowns with the second new window of 
opportunity, this time to also attract pleasure shopping. The new entertainment and lifestyle centres seek to replicate 
(through architecture and merchandising mix) the traditional downtown. However, these are not cheap to execute. This 
provides a huge opportunity for the traditional downtowns as they already have "real" architecture in place; all they need to 
add is the correct mix of retailers. The major challenge for the existing downtown cores, over the next five years, is to 
revitalise quickly enough to meet the pleasure shopping needs of their consumers, or face new Disney-style sanitised 
"downtowns" in their suburbs in the form of the new lifestyle centres. 
 
Both chore shopping and pleasure shopping used to be found exclusively in the traditional downtowns. Now, our towns and 
cities need to counter-attack by attracting both chore and pleasure shopping back downtown. 
 
In our recent downtown revitalisation study for The City of Long Beach, California, we stressed this need to attract both 
chore and pleasure shopping and, in a very successful public/private partnership between Developers Diversified Realty 
(DDR), Downtown Long Beach Associates (DLBA) and The City of Long Beach, this is currently being achieved. In my 
view Downtown Long Beach now provides perhaps the best example anywhere of a working blueprint for attracting chore 
and pleasure shopping, entertainment and residents back downtown. 
 
At the north end of Pine Avenue (the traditional main street), the aging Long Beach Plaza enclosed mall has been 
demolished, city streets reintroduced and the old mall replaced with "CityPlace," a 450,000-sq.-ft. multi-streetfront 
development anchored by Wal-Mart (134,144 sq. ft.), Albertson's (58,085 sq. ft.), Nordstrom Rack (30,216 sq. ft.) and Ross 
Dress For Less (28,248 sq. ft.). What has been particularly successful has been wrapping these big-boxes with 240,000 sq. 
ft. of specialty retail, thus maintaining street-front animation and increasing rents, and adding 341 residential units above 
the retail. The result has become a blueprint for success in attracting chore shoppers and residents back downtown. 
 
At the south end of Pine Avenue, DDR has also recently completed "The Pike at Rainbow Harbour". This 370,000-sq.-ft. 
entertainment focussed centre consists of waterfront restaurants and entertainment venues, including a state-of-the-art, 
14-screen Crown Theatre, a 40,000-sq.-ft. GameWorks and a wide range of restaurants. Between The Pike and Ocean 
Boulevard, more than 3,000 residential units have been completed or are under construction. So, The Pike project has also 
become a blueprint for success, this time for attracting entertainment retail and residents back downtown. 
 
As mentioned, these two major downtown redevelopments are linked by Long Beach's traditional main street, Pine Avenue. 
In our final report, A Retail Action Plan for Downtown Long Beach, we recommended that Pine Avenue seize the 
opportunity being offered, and re-position and re-merchandise the street-front retail and food & beverage into the pleasure 
shopping component for Downtown Long Beach thus providing a five block link between the new chore shopping 
component (CityPlace) and the new entertainment-focussed centre (The Pike). In order to "fast-track" this process we 
provided a detailed prospective tenant "hit-list". Once the target retailers we have specified have all been secured 
Downtown Long Beach will, for the first time since WWII, return to its original planned function of a balanced and vibrant 
downtown. I urge those seeking to revitalise downtowns elsewhere to "go back to the future" and visit Downtown Long 
Beach as soon as possible. 
 
Richard Talbot is President and Chief Executive Officer of Talbot Consultants International Inc., an international retail 
consulting and retail development planning company based in Unionville, Toronto. Current projects range across North 
America to Europe and the Middle and Far East. Mr. Talbot holds the professional designations of Certified Property 
Manager and Certified in the Marketing of Real Estate and is a member of The Canadian Association of Professional 
Heritage Consultants. His company's development assignments range from major mixed-use projects and downtown 
redevelopments to shopping centres and retail components of all sizes. Its retail consulting services are provided to a 
full range of Canadian and international retailers. Talbot Consultants has offered retail revitalisation services to a wide 
range of downtowns and BIAs worldwide. Details on its "Retail Action Plan for Downtown Long Beach" the articles 
referred to above and outlines of other downtown revitalisation projects can all be found at www.talbotconsultants.com. 




