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STAFF REPORT 

ACTION REQUIRED 

 

Application by Toronto Wholesale Produce Association for One 
Third Party Electronic Ground Sign at the Ontario Food Terminal 
 

Date:  June 29, 2016 

Ward: Etobicoke-Lakeshore (05) 

File No.: TP-16-00010  

IBMS File No.: 16-172246 

 

SUMMARY 

 

This report reviews and makes recommendations respecting an application made by the 

Toronto Wholesale Produce Association (the "Applicant") for one third party electronic 

ground sign. The proposed sign is intended to replace an existing third party ground sign with 

two sign faces, each displaying static copy. The existing ground sign is located at the south 

eastern portion of the premises municipally known as 165 The Queensway, commonly known 

as the Ontario Food Terminal, along the north side of the F.G. Gardiner Expressway.   

 

The Applicant seeks to erect and display one third party electronic ground sign, containing 

two sign faces, each displaying electronic static copy, 14.63 metres in horizontal width by 

4.27 metres in vertical length, oriented in a south-easterly and south-westerly direction and 

intended to attract the attention of both eastbound and westbound vehicular traffic along the 

F.G. Gardiner Expressway.  The height of the sign is proposed to be 19.70 metres.   

 

Six variances from the regulations contained in the Sign By-law are required to allow the 

issuance of a permit for the erection and display of this proposed sign. 

 

Consistent with a staff report and recommendations respecting similar applications for 

electronic signs along the Gardiner Expressway in South Etobicoke, staff submits that all six 

variances required for the proposed sign should be refused on the basis that not all nine of the 

established criteria have been met.  Staff are of the opinion that the Applicant has failed to 

meet four of the nine criteria required to be established, namely on the basis that the sign: is 

not compatible with the development of the premises and surrounding area; may adversely 

affect adjacent premises; will alter the character of the premise or the surrounding area; and, 

is contrary to the public interest. 

 

 

SB10.3 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The Chief Building Official and Executive Director, Toronto Building, recommends 

that: 
 

1. The Sign Variance Committee refuse to grant the six variances requested to §§ 694-

24A(1), 694-25C(2)(a), 694-25C(2)(b), 694-25C(2)(f), 694-25C(2)(g) & 694-

25C(2)(h) required to allow the issuance of a permit for the erection and display of one 

third party electronic ground sign described in Attachment 1 to this report. 

 

REQUIRED VARIANCES 
 

Table 1: Summary of Requested Variances 

Section Requirement Proposal 

694-24A(1) 

A third party sign shall not be erected or 
displayed within 400 metres of any limit 
of the F.G. Gardiner Expressway from 
Highway 427 to the Humber River. 

The proposed third party electronic 
ground sign is to be approximately 80 
metres from the F.G. Gardiner 
Expressway. 

694-25C(2)(a) 
A third party electronic ground sign is 
permitted provided the sign face area 
shall not exceed 20 square metres. 

The proposed third party electronic 
ground sign is to contain two sign 
faces, each with a sign face area of 
62.47 square metres. 

694-25C(2)(b) 
A third party electronic ground sign is 
permitted provided the height shall not 
exceed 10.0 metres. 

The proposed third party electronic 
ground sign is to be at a height of 
19.70 metres. 

694-25C(2)(f) 

A third party electronic ground sign is 
permitted provided, where located within 
250 metres of an R, RA, CR, I or OS 
sign district, it shall not face any 
premises within said district. 

The proposed third party electronic 
ground sign faces an OS-Open Space 
sign district approximately 81 metres to 
the south-east. 

694-25C(2)(g) 

A third party electronic ground sign is 
permitted provided the sign shall be 
located a minimum of 500 metres from 
any other third party electronic ground 
sign located on the same street. 

The proposed third party electronic 
ground sign is to be located 
approximately 250 metres and 240 
metres, respectively, from two other 
third party electronic ground signs 
located along the F.G. Gardiner 
Expressway. 

694-25C(2)(h) 
There shall be no more than one third 
party ground sign or third party electronic 
ground sign erected on the premises. 

There is an additional third party 
ground sign located at the south-west 
portion of the premises. 

 

COMMENTS 
 
ELECTRONIC SIGNS 
At its July 2015 meeting, City Council considered PG5.13 and adopted a number of general 

amendments relating to the regulation of electronic and illuminated signs in the city.  That 

report was the culmination of several years of research and public consultation. The 

amendments resulted in electronic signs being permitted in more areas of the city but with 

expanded separation distances to sensitive land uses, maintaining the separation distances 
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from highways and expressways, and a reduction to the maximum permitted night-time 

brightness.  Prior to these amendments, signs displaying electronic sign copy were only 

permitted in the Dundas Square and Gardiner Gateway Special Sign Districts. 

 

Details of the item is available at the following hyperlink: 

 

Item PG5.13: Electronic and Illuminated Sign Study and Recommendations for Amendments 

to Chapter 694 (http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2015.PG5.13) 

 
COMMNUNITY CONSULTATION 
In the report contained in the above-noted item, staff stated that the applications for electronic 

signs would be subject to an enhanced consultation process.  As such, the notice provisions, 

advising all persons of this application was spread to businesses and households within a 250 

metre radius of the location of the proposed sign and a Community Consultation Session was 

scheduled and held on the evening of Monday June 13, 2016, at the Etobicoke Civic Centre.  

No one attended. 

 

SIGN HISTORY 
The existing sign (see Figure 1, below) that is the subject of this application was originally 

granted approval by the former City of Etobicoke Council, in April 1997.   The request made 

by the Toronto Wholesale Produce Association and the approval granted imposed specific 

conditions respecting the operation of the sign.  The purpose of the sign was for product 

advertising and identification of the Ontario Food Terminal was to be a permanent part of the 

sign structure.  The logic behind these requests and conditions, was to distinguish the existing 

sign from third party signs and billboards.  The installation of the sign was completed 

sometime in early 1999.  Since that time, the sign has generally operated in compliance with 

the approvals granted. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1: Existing Ground Sign – Approved April 1997 

http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2015.PG5.13
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SITE CONTEXT 
The Ontario Food Terminal, located at the premises municipally known as 165 The 

Queensway, within the current Ward 5, is the main produce distribution centre 

for Toronto, Canada. It is located on The Queensway at Park Lawn Road, north of 

the Gardiner Expressway, and west of the Humber River. The giant U-shaped building 

occupies 1,740,000 square feet (162,000 m2) of a 40 acres site and includes 80,000 square feet 

(7,400 m2) of cold storage and is open 24 hours a day, 365 days a year for deliveries.  

Annually some one million vehicles arrive at the centre delivering produce from across North 

America or leave to distribute it to stores and restaurants across the city. It is the largest such 

facility in Canada, and the third largest in North America after those in Chicago and Los 

Angeles. 

 

An aerial view of the subject property is provided as Figure 2 to this report. 

It is designated as an E-Employment sign district. To the south, lies the F.G. Gardiner 

Expressway, with an established high-rise residential community beyond, along the Lake 

Ontario Shoreline, known as "Humber Bay Shores" and previously known as Etobicoke's 

Motel Strip.  To the south-east is an additional established high-rise residential community 

known as "Mystic Pointe" (See Figure 3). 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Aerial View of the Subject Property; Looking North 
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Nine Established Criteria in §694-30A 
 

The Sign By-law contains specific criteria to be used in evaluating an application for a 

variance. Specifically, §694-30A states that an application for a variance may only be granted 

where it is established that the proposed sign meets each of the nine established criteria.  

Staff are of the opinion, that while some of the criteria have been established, there is not a 

sufficient basis to determine that all nine of the mandatory criteria have been established.  

Specifically, staff believe that there is an insufficient basis to conclude that the proposed sign: 

will be compatible with the development of the premises and surrounding area as required by 

694-30A(3); that there is an insufficient basis to conclude that the proposed sign will not 

adversely affect adjacent premises as required by 694-30A(5); that there is an insufficient 

basis to conclude that the proposed sign will not alter the character of the premise or the 

surrounding area as required by 694-30A(8); and, that there is an insufficient basis to 

conclude that the proposed sign is not contrary to the public interest as required by 694-

30A(9).  Furthermore, there is information that supports the staff position that these four 

criteria have not been met.  

 

A detailed overview of staff's opinion on whether each of the nine criteria have been 

established, and the rationale for this opinion follows below. 

 

Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

694-30A(1): The proposed sign belongs to 
a sign class permitted in the sign district 

YES, staff are of the opinion that this 
criteria has been established 

Rationale: 
The proposed sign is classified as a third party sign class. The premises is designated as 
an E-Employment sign district. As such, the criteria has been established because third 
party signs are permitted in the E-Employment sign district. 

Figure 3: Aerial View of the Subject Property and Surrounding; Looking Southwest 
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Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

694-30A(2): In the case of a third party 
sign, the proposed sign is of a sign type 
permitted in the sign district 

YES, staff are of the opinion that this 
criteria has been established 

Rationale: 
The proposed sign is defined as a third party electronic ground sign which is a sign type 
permitted in the E-Employment sign district. This criteria has been established.  

 

Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

694-30A(3): The proposed sign is 
compatible with the development of the 
premises and surrounding area 

NO, staff are of the opinion, that this 
criteria has not been established 

Rationale: 
The proposed sign is incompatible with the surrounding area, in part, because of its 
proximity to sensitive land uses, namely residential.  Through the extensive consultation 
and research conducted in establishing the new regulatory provisions respecting 
electronic signs, it was found that people do not want these types of signs near where they 
live.  The proposed sign will face and be visible from the two established high-rise 
residential communities, known as "Humber Bay Shores" and "Mystic Pointe", placing it 
near where people live.  Although the Sign By-law provisions require that third party 
electronic signs not be within 250 metres of sensitive land uses, this 250 metre distancing 
requirement is based on a sign face area not exceeding 20 square metres.  In this case, 
the sign face area of the proposed sign is three-and-a-half times larger than what is 
otherwise permitted, at a height of almost twice as what is permitted, creating a sign which 
is visible from a greater distance.  
 
Although the proposed sign would replace an existing ground sign of similar scale and 
magnitude, it is proposed to display electronic static copy.  This method of copy display 
presents potential issues of impact and visual character that are not present with the 
existing sign (i.e., impact of the sign on the look, character and quality of the area).  This 
may have both an adverse impact on the aforementioned residential communities and on 
road users travelling along the F.G. Gardiner Expressway.  The provisions in the Sign By-
law restricting third party signs from within 400 metres of the F.G. Gardiner Expressway 
were imposed as "carry-over" restrictions, consistent with the Provincial Ministry of 
Transportation's Corridor Management Policy.  This Ministry's policy direction is pursuant 
to the Public Transportation and Highway Improvement Act.  When the recent 
amendments were made to the Sign By-law concerning electronic signs, those restrictions 
were neither lifted nor altered.  The logic behind the "carry-over" restriction is to establish 
currently, and in the future, an area that essentially does not include third party signs. 

 
The Applicant should not rely on the historical approval granted by the Former City of 
Etobicoke's Council to justify this current proposal.  Approval was granted for the extra-
ordinary relief sought by that decision-making body with the understanding that the 
express purpose of the signage displayed be solely related to wholesale produce.  The 
express purpose was intended to distinguish the Ontario Food Terminal's sign from other 
billboards and advertising devices and to overcoming the aforementioned "carry-over" 
restriction respecting signs in proximity to the F.G. Gardiner Expressway.  The Applicant 
characterizes this proposal as a conversion from the existing sign and that there is no net 
increase in signage. The Applicant's rationale is not accurate because first party signs are 
regulated much differently than third party signs and because first party signs serve 
completely different purposes than third party signs. 
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There are no known circumstances which would preclude the proposed third party 
electronic ground sign from being erected within the prescribed sign face area and height 
as provided for in the Sign By-law. There appears to be no basis provided by the Applicant 
to suggest that the magnitude, size and method of copy display of the proposed sign 
warrants these collective variances. Furthermore, the only rationale provided by the 
Applicant to support the proposed sign is that there is already a pre-existing sign which is, 
in fact, a different sign.  The Applicant has not submitted a rationale nor a commentary 
explaining how a sign erected in compliance with the height and sign face area provisions 
would not be appropriate. Based on the review of the premises and the surrounding area, 
staff cannot determine any basis to establish that any of the variances sought are 
warranted based on compatibility with the premises and surrounding area. 
 
As such, staff is concerned that the proposed sign is not compatible with the development 
of the premises and surrounding area, and it is the opinion of staff that the Applicant has 
failed to provide any information to convince that this criteria has been established. 

 

Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

§694-30A(4): The proposed sign supports 
the Official Plan objectives for the subject 
premises and surrounding area 

YES, staff are of the opinion that this 
criteria has been established 

Rationale: 
The subject premise is designated as an Employment Area in the Official Plan.  
Employment Areas are places of business and economic activity.  The Applicant has 
provided a compelling rationale to support a staff position that this criteria has been 
established.  The Applicant's rationale is provided at Attachment 2 to this report. 

 
Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

694-30A(5): The proposed sign does not 
adversely affect adjacent premises 

NO, staff are of the opinion that this 
criteria has not been established 

Rationale: 
Although statistical evidence has not demonstrated that digital signs lead to an increase in 
motor vehicle accidents, a recent public opinion poll conducted by the City of Toronto 
identified them as a cause of distraction to drivers. 
 
Signs displaying electronic copy are generally the most visually intense and dominant 
features in places where they are located; due to its size, height and method of copy 
display, it is likely that the proposed sign will have an adverse impact on users of the F.G. 
Gardiner Expressway, and would be more visible then the existing sign. 
 
In support of meeting this established criteria, the Applicant states that the proposed sign 
would be subject to the various regulations contained in the Sign By-law respecting 
illumination and time-of-day operation whereas the existing sign, a different sign, is not.  
Once again, it is the opinion of staff that comparisons and reliance on the "different" sign 
to support a position should not be made.  Extra-ordinary relief was sought and obtained 
for a sign that is not akin to the sign that is the subject of this application.  The relief 
sought for and obtained was in respect of a first party sign and the current application is in 
respect of a third party sign.  If the decision-makers at the time were aware of this current 
application, there may have been an alternate, less favourable, outcome.    
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Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

694-30A(6): The proposed sign does not 
adversely affect public safety 

YES, staff are of the opinion that this 
criteria has been established 

Rationale: 
Although there are concerns about driver distraction, the City has found there is not 
conclusive evidence that signs displaying electronic static copy are related to automobile 
collisions. 
 
Staff generally agree with the rationale provided by the Applicant which supports a 
position that this criteria has been established.  The Applicant's rationale is provided at 
Attachment 2 to this report. 

 

Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

694-30A(7): The proposed sign is not a 
sign prohibited by §694-15B 

YES, staff are of the opinion that this 
criteria has been established 

Rationale: 
Prohibited signs are described at §694-15B, and the proposed sign is not a sign 
prohibited by this section.  This criteria has been established. 

 

Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

694-30A(8): The proposed sign does not 
alter the character of the premises or 
surrounding area 

NO, staff are of the opinion, that this 
criteria, has not been established 

Rationale: 
The Applicant has again stated that "[t]he current sign on the property…will simply be 
upgraded" which is why, as claimed, the character of the area will not be altered   Staff 
again disagree with this statement and find that the comparative analysis between two 
different sign classes to be problematic. 
 
Staff believe that the character of the surrounding area will be altered.  The By-law 
provisions in place respecting areas where third party signs are restricted envision an 
area that does not contain third party signs.  As such, to allow a third party sign in an 
area that does not allow for third party signs effectively alters the character of the area. 
 
Broadly speaking, where designated as an E-Employment sign district, the expectation is 
that the immediate area will remain Employment in nature, primarily supporting 
businesses, economic activities and functions, permitting a variety of uses including 
office, manufacturing, warehousing and distribution and excluding those uses that are 
incompatible and detract from the principle of economic function, namely those uses of a 
residential nature. 
 
That said, the Applicant has not provided a rationale nor a commentary describing how 
the proposed third party electronic ground sign will not alter the character of the 
surrounding area. Although other third party electronic ground signs do exist in the area 
and the area is primarily employment in nature, staff through a review of the proposal 
have not been able to locate a sufficient basis to state that it has been established that 
the proposed sign will not alter the character of the area. 
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Section/Criteria Description Has Criteria Been Established? 

694-30 A(9): The proposed sign is not 
contrary to the public interest 

NO, staff are of the opinion that this 
criteria has not been established 

Rationale: 
It is the opinion of staff that the proposed sign is contrary to the public interest.   
 
The people that live in the area surrounding the proposed sign are a valuable determiner 
in assessing the public interest.  At the time of the preparation of this report, staff 
received communications from local residents sharing a variety of concerns, including 
but not limited to: the size of the sign; the negative visual impact the sign will create; the 
volume of such spectacular advertising devices in the City; and, the quantity of variances 
being sought. 
 
At its meeting on February 9th, 2015, the Sign Variance Committee heard and refused 
an application to permit a similar sign displaying electronic static copy at 486 Evans 
Avenue.  Although there are some differences between the two signs, the differences are 
not sufficient for staff to conclude that this current proposed sign would not be contrary to 
the public interest as expressed by the decision of the Committee. 
 
The Applicant submits that the proposed sign is in the public interest because of the 
public benefit generated, including a financial benefit to Toronto-based charities and a 
hospital. While these financial benefits are admirable, the Applicant states that these are 
"existing and long-standing charitable partnerships."  It is unclear whether these 
charitable partnerships will terminate if the variances being sought are not granted.  
Furthermore, the Applicant has not requested specific conditions be imposed through the 
granting of the variances which would require "revenue and screen time for its partners", 
as suggested in the rationale submitted.  As well, the contribution of financial benefits to 
long-standing charitable partnerships is unlikely to mitigate the impacts that the sign may 
have on users of the F.G. Gardiner Expressway, and do not assist in making the sign 
more compatible with the surrounding area or mitigate the alteration to the character of 
the surrounding that that the sign will make.  It will also not mitigate and negative visual 
impacts on the established high-rise residential communities surrounding the proposed 
sign. 
 
It is for these reasons that the Applicant has not established that the proposed sign is not 
contrary to the public interest and that staff are of the opinion that the proposed sign is 
contrary to the public interest.  

 
CONCLUSION 
 

Based on the rationale and materials submitted by the Applicant, a review of municipal policy 

and regulation, and, a review of similar applications, it is staff's position that the Applicant 

has not provided enough information to establish that the proposed sign meets all nine of the 

established criteria for the variances to be granted.  Although, information exists to support 

that some of the criteria have been established, staff are of the opinion that there is not a 

sufficient basis to establish the proposed sign is compatible with the development of the 

premises and surrounding area; will not adversely affect adjacent premises; will not alter the 

character of the premise or the surrounding area; and, is not contrary to the public interest.  

There is information to support the conclusion that the proposed sign is, in fact, not 
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compatible with the development of the premises and surrounding area; may adversely affect 

adjacent premises; will alter the character of the premise or the surrounding area; and, is 

contrary to the public interest. 

 

As such, it is recommended that the Sign Variance Committee refuse to grant the six 

variances from the Sign By-law required for the proposed sign. 

 
CONTACT 
 
Robert Bader 

Supervisor, Sign By-law Unit 

Tel: (416) 392-4113  

E-mail: rbader@toronto.ca 

 
SIGNATURE 
 
 
 
___________________________ 

Ted Van Vliet 

Manager, Sign By-law Unit 

 
ATTACHMENTS 
 

1. Description of Sign and Required Variance 

2. Applicant's Submission Package 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:rbader@toronto.ca
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ATTACHMENT 1: DESCRIPTION OF SIGN AND REQUIRED VARIANCES 
 

Description of Sign: 

 

One third party electronic ground sign to be located at the premises municipally known as 165 

The Queensway, and commonly known as the Ontario Food Terminal, in the precise location and 

replacing the current ground sign authorized by Permit #: 97-084840 (Ref. #: B83947), 

containing: 

 

(a) One sign face described as follows: 

 

1. In the shape of a rectangle;  

2. Having an area of 62.47 square metres;  

3. Having a horizontal measurement of 14.63 metres;  

4. Having a vertical measurement of 4.27 metres;  

5. Having a height of 19.70 metres;  

6. Displaying electronic static copy;  

7. Illuminated; and  

8. Oriented in a south-easterly direction. 

 

(b) One sign face described as follows: 

 

1. In the shape of a rectangle;  

2. Having an area of 62.47 square metres;  

3. Having a horizontal measurement of 14.63 metres;  

4. Having a vertical measurement of 4.27 metres;  

5. Having a height of 19.70 metres;  

6. Displaying electronic static copy;  

7. Illuminated; and  

8. Oriented in a south-westerly direction 

 

Required Variances:  

 

1. The requirement contained at §694-24A(1) which states that a third party sign 

shall not be erected or displayed within 400 metres of any limit of the F.G. 

Gardiner Expressway from Highway 427 to the Humber River, whereas the 

proposed third party ground sign is to be located approximately 80 metres from 

the F.G. Gardiner Expressway;  

 

2. The requirement contained at §694-25C(2)(a) which states that an electronic ground 

sign is permitted in an E-Employment sign district, provided the sign face area shall 

not exceed 20.0 square metres, whereas the proposed third party electronic ground 

sign is to have a sign face area of 62.47 square metres;  

 

3. The requirement contained at §694-25C(2)(b) which states that an electronic 

ground sign is permitted in an E-Employment sign district, provided the sign shall 

not exceed a height of 10 metres, whereas the proposed electronic ground sign is 

to have a height of 19.70 metres; 
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4. The requirement contained at 694-25C(2)(f) which states that an electronic ground 

sign is permitted in an E-Employment District provided where a sign is located 

within 250 metres of an R, RA, CR, I or OS sign district, the sign cannot face any 

premise in the R, RA, CR, I or OS sign district, whereas the proposed third party 

electronic ground sign is to be approximately 80 metres from an OS sign district 

to the southeast; 

 

5. The requirement contained at 694-25C(2)(g) which states that an electronic 

ground sign is permitted in an E-Employment District provided the sign be located 

a minimum of 500 metres from any other third party electronic sign located on: 

[1] the same street; or [2] on a street which forms an intersection with the street on 

which the sign is located, whereas the proposed third party electronic ground sign 

is to be located approximately 250 metres and 240 metres from other third party 

electronic signs along the F.G. Gardiner Expressway; and 

 

6. The requirement contained at 694-25C(2)(h) which states that there shall be no 

more than one third party ground sign or third party electronic ground sign erected 

on the premises, whereas the proposed third party electronic ground sign is in 

addition to an existing third party ground sign located at the south-west portion of 

the premises.  
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ATTACHMENT 2: APPLICANT'S SUBMISSION PACKAGE 
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