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This case study explores policies and practices that are helping to protect  
and/or enhance greenspaces as settings for public health well-being.  
Taken from Greenspace and Ecohealth Toolkit: Improving Health and Well-Being 
Through Greenspace Provision, Design and Access (March 2017).

VISION 2051: York Region’s Long Term Strategy
York Region has developed several strategic documents that work together to guide the development 
of a complete and sustainable community, including ways to advance population health benefits 
through healthy greenspaces. One of the key strengths of the York Region approach is the 
emphasis on a broad vision and goals encapsulated in Vision 2051 and reinforced through policies 
that promote community health and the protection of natural heritage and greenspace.

Vision 2051 is a bold and innovative strategy to guide York Region in creating strong, caring 
and safe communities designed with sustainability in mind. As a key guidance document for 
Council, staff and the community, Vision 2051 defines a path towards a sustainable future by 
committing to a number of goals and actions that strengthen the importance and linkages 
between healthy communities and preservation of greenspaces. These include:

A Place Where Everyone Can Thrive:

 - Designing communities to promote healthy and active living, 
and social inclusion for all life stages and age 

 - Fostering health and wellbeing of the population through the promotion 
and protection of health and the prevention of illness so that residents are 
able to achieve optimal physical, mental and emotional health 
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Livable Cities and Complete Communities:

 - Fostering sustainable communities that support a healthy natural 
environment and sustainable lifestyle choices

 - Facilitating an interconnected and enhanced natural system through communities and urban 
areas that offers opportunities for recreation, urban wildlife and linkages for flora and fauna

 - Designing and managing infrastructure to be context sensitive and enhance natural systems

 - Valuing and supporting the ecosystem services of our green infrastructure

Resilient Natural Environment and Agricultural System objectives make an explicit 
connection between a healthy environment and a healthy population and aim to:

 - Foster a healthy population through clean air, land and water

 - Encourage recreational opportunities in the natural environment, including 
the ability to bike or hike from Lake Simcoe to Lake Ontario

 - Reduce emissions of criteria air contaminants and greenhouse gases 
that contribute to poor air quality and climate change

 - Promote the use of urban tree canopies and other green 
infrastructure to protect against extreme heat events

Living Sustainably:

 - Mitigating the climate impacts of urban development through cooling measures 
including urban forestry initiatives and other shade promoting initiatives

 - Promoting an awareness of the value and benefits of our 
environmental and sustainable lifestyle choices

 - Providing public education and outreach to increase awareness of the health impacts 
associated with air quality, climate change and the built environment

The Regional Official Plan (ROP) is informed by and complements the vision, goals and 
actions found in Vision 2026 (the precursor to Vision 2051). The ROP is the Region’s vision 
for future growth and development, and includes policies to guide economic, environmental 
and community land use planning decisions. The ROP framework is based on the pillars of 
sustainability, and also recognizes the inter-relationship between human health and the 
natural environment from a risk-based perspective, which are expanded upon in Chapters 2 (A 
Sustainable Natural Environment), 3 (Healthy Communities) and 5 (An Urbanizing Region). 
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While Vision 2051 and the ROP function as overarching visions and plans, the York Region New 
Community Guidelines provides guidance on how to implement ROP Chapter 5 policies (An Urbanizing 
Region) relating to sustainable buildings and new community areas.  The New Community Guidelines 
specifically address healthy ecosystems, outlining the sustainability benefits of the Regional Greenlands 
System including: “…contributing to livable neighbourhoods, our feeling of wellbeing, our health 
and quality of life, community identity and sense of place; improving air quality and mitigating the 
impacts of climate change; and providing active and passive recreation for healthier lifestyles”. 

The Region also has a number of implementation plans and strategies including The Greening Strategy 
and a comprehensive Forest Management Plan. These complementary initiatives provide a comprehensive 
approach to help achieve the Region’s vision for sustainable and healthy communities. Recognizing the 
connection between greenspace and healthy communities, they provide a framework for on-the-ground 
action to restore habitat, increase forest cover, secure greenlands and their linkages, and promote 
and protect the natural environment. Action areas and goals within the Greening Strategy include:

 - Environmental Land Securement: Protect core natural areas and restore linkages;

 - Enhancement and Rehabilitation: Enhance and rehabilitate the 
natural environment on both public and private lands;

 - Leadership, Innovation and Knowledge: Seek and transfer knowledge and demonstrate 
leadership and innovation in the protection and promotion of the natural environment; and

 - Stewardship and Education: Educate residents about the value of green infrastructure, 
provide opportunities to discover connections with nature and inspire action.

Excerpts from York Region Official Plan

Chapter 2 A Sustainable Natural Environment - contains policies which protect the 
Regional Greenlands System (green infrastructure) for the natural heritage values.

Chapter 3 Healthy Communities – contains specific policies include:

Human Health and Wellbeing: 3.1. (1,6,7)

 - 1. To recognize that the design of communities is directly related to human health.

 - 6. To work with local municipalities to understand the impacts of 
climate change on the health and wellbeing of residents.

 - 7. To design communities to be more resilient to the effects of climate change.

Air Quality and Climate Change: 3.2 (5,6,10)

 - 5. To require health, environmental and cumulative air quality impact studies that assess 
the impact on human health for development with significant known or potential air 
emission levels near sensitive uses such as schools, daycares and seniors’ facilities.
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 - 6. That sensitive uses such as schools, daycares and seniors’ facilities 
not be located near significant known air emissions sources such 
as controlled access provincial 400 series highways.

 - 10. To work with other levels of government, agencies and stakeholders to 
develop climate change adaptation measures that address such issues as 
urban heat island effect, infrastructure resiliency, emergency preparedness, 
vector-borne diseases, and extreme-weather event responses.

Chapter 5 – An Urbanizing Region

Building Cities and Complete Communities – contains specific policies as outlined below:

Sustainable Cities, Sustainable Communities: 5.2(34) To encourage local 
heat island effects mitigation in all development including:

 - a. Green and/or white roofs;

 - b. Locating trees or other plantings to provide shading for at least 50% 
of sidewalks, patios, and driveways within 15 m of the home; and,

 - c. Installing light-coloured paving materials including white concrete, grey concrete, 
open pavers and any material with a solar reflectance index of at least 29.

Greenland Systems (5.6.14): That a Greenland System Plan be prepared that identifies 
how it will be managed in an urban environment including “…developing a trail system 
which is integrated as appropriate into the mobility system of the community”. 

Sustainable Cities, Sustainable Communities 5.2 (11): That development have 
an integrated and innovative approach to water management, be water efficient, 
and minimize stormwater volumes and contaminant loads and maximize infiltration 
through an integrated treatment approach, which may include techniques such as 
rainwater harvesting, runoff reduction of solids and materials at source, constructed 
wetlands, bioretention swales, green roofs, permeable surfaces, clean water collection 
systems, and the preservation and enhancement of native vegetation cover.

Building Complete, Vibrant Communities 5.6 (15, 16): That new community areas be 
designed to include an integrated open space network that includes both active recreational 
facilities and meeting places, urban squares, parks, outdoor seating and informal gathering 
spaces generally within 500 metres of all residents. That new community areas be designed to 
reduce urban heat island effects and consider integrating green and white roofs, greening to 
provide shade, and light-coloured surface materials consistent with policy 5.2.35 of this Plan.


