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STAFF REPORT 
ACTION REQUIRED  

Conservation Review Board Report, Amendment of 
Reasons for Designation and Passage of Designating 
By-law - 24 Mercer Street  

Date: May 25, 2013 

To: 
Toronto Preservation Board 
Toronto and East York Community Council 

From: Director, Urban Design, City Planning Division 

Wards: Ward 20 - Trinity-Spadina  

Reference 
Number:  

 

SUMMARY 

 

The purpose of this report is to provide Toronto City Council with advice on the decision 
of the Conservation Review Board (CRB) regarding Council's notice of intention to 
designate the property at 24 Mercer Street (Alexander Johnston House).  This report also 
provides recommendations to Council regarding the completion of the designation of the 
property.  

On May 6, 2013, the CRB issued its decision resulting from the hearing for the appeal to 
the notice of intention to designate the property at 24 Mercer Street.  The CRB 
recommends that the subject property be protected under Section 29 of the Ontario 
Heritage Act for its cultural heritage value or interest, but recommends that the third 
storey of the Alexander Johnston House be excluded as a heritage attribute in the Reasons 
for Designation.  

In consideration of the decision of the CRB, this report also provides recommendations 
on changes to the original Reasons for Designation adopted by Council at its meeting of 
March 4, 2012.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The City Planning Division recommends that  

1. City Council pass a by-law designating the property at 24 Mercer Street under 
Part IV, Section 29 of the Ontario Heritage Act. 
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2. City Council replace the original Reasons for Designation adopted by Council on 
March 4, 2012 with the Revised Reasons for Designation found in Attachment 
No. 3 to the report (May 25, 2013) from the Acting Director, Policy and Research, 
City Planning Division  

Financial Impact 
There are no financial implications resulting from the adoption of this report.  

DECISION HISTORY 
The property at 24 Mercer Street was listed on the City of Toronto Inventory of Heritage 
Properties in April 1983.  The site contains a two-storey house form building dating to 
1858, which is one of the earliest surviving structures in the city and a rare extant 
example of the practice of early Toronto architect John Tully.  Additions were added for 
a factory in the early 20th century and, more recently, the property is used as office space.   

In 2011, the property owner submitted a development application to construct a new 
residential building on the property that retained the lower two stories of the Alexander 
Johnston House.  The recommendations in a staff report (December 20, 2011) concerning 
the designation of the property under Part IV, Section 29 of the Ontario Heritage Act 
were adopted by the Toronto Preservation Board (January 16, 2012) and the Toronto East 
York Community Council ( February 14, 2012).  Council stated its intention to designate 
the property at its meeting of March 4, 2012, and the property owner appealed the 
proposed designation to the CRB.    

The CRB convened four pre-hearing conferences between September 2012 and January 
2013, and a separate meeting between City staff and the property owner took place in 
December 2012.  The hearing was held on February 4, 2013 and lasted one day.  

ISSUE BACKGROUND 
As a result of the pre-hearing conferences and a meeting between the City and the 
property owner, the parties agreed that the designation of the portion of the property 
containing the surviving two stories of the historic Alexander Johnston House (1858) was 
undisputed.  During these discussions, the parties also agreed to remove the east wall 
from the list of heritage attributes in the Reasons for Designation because it will be 
concealed when the adjoining condominium tower (under construction in May 2013) is 
completed.  However, no agreement was reached concerning the identification as a 
heritage attribute of the third-floor addition to the original house, and this became the 
sole focus of the hearing.  

In its report issued on May 6, 2013 (Attachment No. 1), the CRB determined that "based 
on the evidence heard, the Review Board supports the joint position of the parties as it 
pertains to the designation of the property, and thus recommends that the property be 
protected under s.29 of the Act for its cultural heritage value or interest.  However, in 
light of the position of the City with regard to the exclusion of the rear additions (whose 
historical significance is more evident that the third storey façade), the Review Board 
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recommends the adoption of the revised wording outlined in Exhibits 3A/B, which 
expressly excludes the third storey, south (street) façade in any description of the heritage 
attribute of the property known municipally as 24 Mercer Street in the City of Toronto" 
(page 10).  

COMMENTS 
The original Reasons for Designation are attached (Attachment No. 2).  At the 
Conservation Review Board hearing, the City offered testimony that based on archival 
evidence the factory additions to the rear of the Alexander Johnston House, as well as the 
third-storey addition to the house form building occurred in the early 20th century after 
the Great Fire of 1904 and the conversion of the formerly residential neighbourhood 
where it is located to an industrial one.  The City submitted that the third-storey addition 
to the Alexander Johnston House represented the transformation of the building from a 
residential to an industrial one and thus has significance.  The owner questioned the date, 
use and significance of the third floor addition.  

In its detailed analysis of the evidence (pages 7-10), the CRB responds that "Given the 
City's approach to seek protection of the street façade of the building, omitting the 
seemingly important industrial three-storey factory in the rear, the Review Board agrees 
with the Owner that the integrity and meaning of the third-storey façade, in isolation, is 
significantly diminished" and it does not meet the test of Regulation 9/06 (page 9).  As a 
result, "the Review Board is of the opinion that the City could have supported the 
historical significance of the transformation of the neighbourhood from residential to 
industrial, by reference to the more directly associated changes at the rear of the property, 
rather than relying solely on how the transformation may be reflected through contextual 
elements of the street façade" (page 9).  

The CRB concluded that the cultural heritage value of the third-storey façade is "greatly 
diminished" without the inclusion of the factory additions to the rear (north end) of the 
property.  Staff continue to believe that the third storey is significant.  However, in 
reviewing the decision, staff concur that the staff report evaluating the site failed to give 
detailed consideration to the independent value of the factory additions to the historic 
house form building and provide the documentary evidence linking the construction of 
the third storey to the factory additions.    

Following receipt of the CRB's decision, staff have consulted with City Legal about how 
to proceed.  The CRB's decision is advisory; it is not binding on Council.  In view of the 
CRB decision, one option would be for City Council to revise the Reasons for 
Designation to include all of the additions to the Alexander Johnston House.  However, 
staff feel in all of the circumstances, including that during the CRB appeal process the 
parties agreed to remove reference to the east wall of the Alexander Johnston House, this 
would not be appropriate.  Staff recommend that Council adopt the Revised Reasons for 
Designation (Attachment No. 3) as prepared by staff.  The Revised Reasons are not 
identical to those outlined in Exhibit 3A/B (referenced in the CRB decision), but follow 
the CRB's recommendation in removing the reference from the heritage attributes to the 
third-storey addition to the house form building.  The Revised Reasons also remove from 
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the list of heritage attributes the east wall of the Alexander Johnston House as previously 
agreed to by the parties. Heritage Preservation Services is satisfied in the circumstances 
that the Revised Reasons for Designation preserve the core heritage attributes and values 
of the property at 24 Mercer Street.  

CONTACT 
Mary L. MacDonald, Acting Manager 
Heritage Preservation Services 
Tel: 416-338-1079; Fax: 416-392-1973 
E-mail: mmacdon7@toronto.ca

   

SIGNATURE      

_______________________________ 
Robert Freedman 
Director, Urban Design 
City Planning Division    

ATTACHMENTS 
Attachment 1: Conservation Review Board Hearing Report, 24 Mercer Street 
Attachment 2: Original Reasons for Designation 
Attachment 3: Revised Reasons for Designation 
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CONSERVATION REVIEW BOARD REPORT           ATTACHMENT NO. 1  
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ORIGINAL

 
REASONS FOR DESIGNATION 2011:          ATTACHMENT NO. 2 

24 MERCER STREET 
(STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE)  

The original Reasons for Designation (2011), showing the revisions to the text in 
strikeout and bold, to be replaced by the Revised Reasons for Designation (2013).  

Alexander Johnston House  

Description

  

The property at 24 Mercer Street is worthy of designation under Part IV, Section 29 of 
the Ontario Heritage Act for its cultural heritage value, and meets the criteria for 
municipal designation prescribed by the Province of Ontario under the three categories of 
design, associative and contextual values.  Located on the north side of Mercer Street 
between John Street and Blue Jays Way, the Alexander Johnston House (1858) was 
constructed as a two-storey town house that was expanded with the addition of the

 

a 
third-storey addition, as well as rear (north) wings for a factory.  The site was listed 
on the City of Toronto Inventory of Heritage Properties in 1983.  

Statement of Cultural Heritage Value

  

The property at 24 Mercer Street contains the Alexander Johnston House (1858), which is 
a rare surviving example of an urban town house in Toronto and among the oldest 
surviving buildings in the city.  While altered for factory use in the early 20th century 
when the third floor was added, the structure retains its appearance as a house form 
building from the mid 1800s.    

The design of the Alexander Johnston House is credited to early Toronto architect John 
Tully, and remains one of the few extant examples of his work in the city.  

Contextually, the property at 24 Mercer Street is historically linked to the King-Spadina 
neighbourhood as it evolved from its origins as an institutional and residential enclave to 
a commercial and industrial sector in the late 19th century.  The Alexander Johnston 
House was converted to a hat block producing factory after the turn of the 20th century, a 
transformation that ensured its survival during the era when most of the original 
residential housing in King-Spadina was replaced by commercial buildings and industrial 
warehouses.     

Heritage Attributes

  

The heritage attributes of the property at 24 Mercer Street are:  

 

The Alexander Johnston House on the north side of Mercer Street  
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The scale, form and massing of the structure that rises two three stories above a raised 
base with window openings 

 
On the principal (south) façade, tThe brick cladding, with brick and stone detailing, 
including the pattern brickwork with quoins on the west facade

  
The flat roof above the attic storey with its corbelled brickwork, oversized brackets 
and segmental-arched window openings

  
The symmetrical organization of the principal (south) façade into three bays, with the 
main entrance elevated and recessed in the left (west) bay 

 

The flat-headed window openings in the first two stories, with stone lintels, six-over-
six sash windows (that are characteristic of the 19th century), and sills 

 

The east elevation, which is viewed from Mercer Street
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REVISED

 
REASONS FOR DESIGNATION 2013:           ATTACHMENT NO. 3 

24 MERCER STREET           
(STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE)  

Alexander Johnston House  

Description

  

The property at 24 Mercer Street is worthy of designation under Part IV, Section 29 of 
the Ontario Heritage Act for its cultural heritage value, and meets the criteria for 
municipal designation prescribed by the Province of Ontario under the three categories of 
design, associative and contextual values.  Located on the north side of Mercer Street 
between John Street and Blue Jays Way, the Alexander Johnston House (1858) was 
constructed as a two-storey town house that was expanded with a third-storey addition, as 
well as rear (north) wings for a factory.  The site was listed on the City of Toronto 
Inventory of Heritage Properties in 1983.  

Statement of Cultural Heritage Value

  

The property at 24 Mercer Street contains the Alexander Johnston House (1858), which is 
a rare surviving example of an urban town house in Toronto and among the oldest 
surviving buildings in the city.  While altered for factory use in the early 20th century, the 
structure retains its appearance as a house form building from the mid 1800s.    

The design of the Alexander Johnston House is credited to early Toronto architect John 
Tully, and remains one of the few extant examples of his work in the city.  

Contextually, the property at 24 Mercer Street is historically linked to the King-Spadina 
neighbourhood as it evolved from its origins as an institutional and residential enclave to 
a commercial and industrial sector in the late 19th century.  The Alexander Johnston 
House was converted to a hat block producing factory after the turn of the 20th century, a 
transformation that ensured its survival during the era when most of the original 
residential housing in King-Spadina was replaced by commercial buildings and industrial 
warehouses.     

Heritage Attributes

  

The heritage attributes of the property at 24 Mercer Street are:  

 

The Alexander Johnston House on the north side of Mercer Street 

 

The scale, form and massing of the structure that rises two stories above a raised base 
with window openings 

 

On the principal (south) façade,  the brick cladding, with brick and stone detailing, 
including the pattern brickwork with quoins 

 

The symmetrical organization of the principal (south) façade into three bays, with the 
main entrance elevated and recessed in the left (west) bay 
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The flat-headed window openings in the first two stories, with stone lintels, six-over-
six sash windows (that are characteristic of the 19th century), and sills  


