
1  Finding the 
right site: Factors 
shaping the 
decision include 
walkability, 
community 
amenities, land 
prices and 
proximity to 
transit options. 

2  Design: The builder’s 
engineering and 
architecture consultants 
come up with 
preliminary plans for 
the building, based on 
site conditions and 
zoning guidelines. 
They meet with city 
council and sta�  for 
feedback, and 
undertake community 
consultations.

3  Development 
approval: The 
project must receive 
development 
approval before 
breaking ground. 
A disconnect 
between provincial 
and municipal 
land use policies 
often caused 
unnecessary delays 
and expenses for 
homeowners 
at this stage.  

4  Sales: A 
new project 
goes on sale 
beforethe start 
of consutrction 
to secure 
� nancing. 
Banks usually 
require 70 per 
cent of is the 
units to be 
sold before 
they’ll fund its 
construction. 

5  Construction 
begins: Excavating 
the ground can take 
between six to eight 
months, and it takes 
the same time to get 
back up to ground 
level. Podium 
construction typically 
takes a month per 
� oor, and each � oor 
of the main building 
takes a week. A 
typical 40-storey 
building can take up 
to � ve years to build, 
creating up to 500 
new jobs during 
that period.

High-rise residential buildings have 
come a long way in the past 50 years.  

Compared to the concrete slab 
structures that dominated the GTA’s land-
scape throughout the 1960s and 1970s — 
beefy and imposing, energy-consuming 
and unattractive — today’s glass condo 
towers are tall and slender, eco-friendly 
and, in the best cases, boast designs that 
can captivate and intrigue (and often win 
worldwide accolades as a result). 

These high-rises are also being built to 
more exacting standards than ever before.

“The old slab buildings had nowhere 
near the kind of energy performance and 
quality of the buildings being put up 
right now,” says renowned architect 
David Pontarini, who has designed such 
iconic Toronto condo projects as One 
Bloor, Shangri-La and Massey Tower, 
winner of the Building Industry and Land 
Development Association’s (BILD) high-
rise project of the year award in 2013. 

“And the quality will continue to get bet-
ter as the industry has pressure put on it to 
keep the standards high and to keep raising 
them.”

Indeed, recent changes to the Ontario 
Building Code mean the GTA’s high-rise 
construction industry faces some of the 
most rigorous quality control require-
ments of any jurisdiction. 

“The rules are more stringent now,” 
says Paul Golini, executive vice-president 
of Empire Communities, which devel-
ops new condominiums in the GTA. “The 
industry is being pushed to build better 
buildings.” 

Many of the changes to the building 
code refl ect a drive on the part of the prov-
ince to make high-rise buildings more en-
ergy effi cient and earth-friendly.

“Sustainability is a big part of every proj-
ect we do now,” says architect Barry Gra-
ziani, a principal with Graziani + Corazza 
Architects. His fi rm designed Aura, Can-
ada’s tallest condo building, among other 
high-profi le projects around the GTA. 

“Whereas fi ve to 10 years ago, (green 
building) was something you might have 
thought about but never did, now it’s right 
at the forefront of everything we do.”

In addition to stringent new building 
code requirements, buildings in Toronto 
also must meet the city’s Tier 1 and Tier 
2 Green Standard as part of the develop-
ment approvals and inspections process. 
The city’s green standard covers every-
thing from the air quality to the energy 
performance of a building, as well as its 
water effi ciency and carbon emissions. 

“We have engineers who come to do en-
ergy models for all of our projects for ener-
gy consumption and lighting, to maximize 
effi ciencies,” Graziani notes.

Quality control is a focus from the early 
stages of a condo’s development. 

Before construction can begin on a 
building, it must receive its engineering 
approvals. The products and materials be-
ing used in the construction are tested by 
manufacturers and third-party groups like 
UL, a product safety testing and certifi ca-
tion organization.

As the building is being built, it is sub-
jected to constant municipal inspections. 

“There is a whole slew of requirements 
with respect to inspections and meet-
ing performance guidelines that we go 
through before we put a shovel in the 
ground,” says Golini.

After the building is completed but be-
fore occupancy, as the last line of defence, 
the building is inspected by Tarion, the 
regulator of Ontario’s new-home building 
industry and the administrator of the 
Ontario New Home Warranties Plan Act. 

All projects must comply with Tarion’s 
design and site-review requirements. 
“Tarion is the ultimate check,” says Golini. 

“So there’s a lot that goes behind the de-
sign and construction of these buildings,” 
he adds. “We’re not putting these things up 
in a week.”

Building materials are constantly evolv-
ing and despite the misgivings of some, 
today’s glass towers are now safer than 
they’ve ever been.

“The actual percentage of glass in glass 
balconies that has failed is a very small por-
tion of all the glass that ever got installed 
in this city,” says Alan Vihant, senior vice-
president of high-rise at Toronto-based 
developer Great Gulf Homes and a trained 
architect. “And it was something that was 
dealt with immediately by the industry, 
working with both the province and the 
city, with amendments to the building code 
(to improve quality control for glass).”

At One Bloor, Great Gulf’s glass condo 
tower — currently under construction at 
Yonge and Bloor streets — a full-time crew 
of experts has been brought in from New 
York to advise on the installation of the 
building’s substantial curtain wall window 
system. The company has also stationed 
staff members on the glass factory fl oor to 
oversee the production of the glazing for 
the landmark project, Vihant notes. 

Builders and architects have every rea-
son to want their building design to be of 
the highest standard. After all, in a very 
competitive condo market like Toronto’s, 
having a name that’s associated with qual-
ity work is essential to survival. 

“A company like ours that’s been around 
for 40 years, we’ve got a reputation,” says 
Vihant. “We’ve got a brand that people 
look to because we continually deliver 
high-quality buildings, or else we wouldn’t 
stay in business.”

“You’re only as good as your last job,” 
adds Graziani. “That’s the motto in our 
fi rm.”
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High-rises held to 
exacting standards
Today’s towers are 
better built and more 
energy-e�  cient than 
their predecessors

Breaking ground

Massey Tower won the Building Industry and Land Development 
Association’s  high-rise project of the year award in 2013.
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HOW A HIGH-RISE GETS BUILT
The average 20-storey building takes about six years to 
build, from preliminary planning through to construction 
completion and occupancy. There 
are many steps along 
the way...

Evolution of building 
construction since 
the 1960s 
Techniques and materials have changed 
a fair bit over the past 50 years

MATERIALS USED
Then: Usually concrete for structure and facade, 
with limited space for windows.
Today: Concrete for structure, with window walls or 
glass curtain walls; pre-cast concrete and masonry 
used for accent.

AVERAGE TIME TO BUILD A HIGH-RISE, 
FROM PLANNING TO CONSTRUCTION
Then: 4 years: 2 for planning, design and approvals, 
2 for construction.
Today: 4 years: 2 for planning, design and approvals, 
2 for construction*
*E�  ciencies have been made in construction in the ensuing 
decades, but today’s sites are tighter and buildings are more 
complex in their design and engineering, so things even out. 

TECHNICAL DETAIL AND QUALITY CONTROL
Then: Fair: “We used to do a set of drawings for a 
tower with 20 sheets,” says architect Barry Graziani. 
Now: Extensive: “We’re pushing 80 to 100 sheets of 
drawings for a similar project, because of the 
detailing and care taken to make sure everything 
is put together,” Graziani says.

ENERGY EFFICIENCY
Then: Energy e�  ciency just wasn’t a priority back then.
Now: “Much improved versus what it used to be,” 
says Graziani. 

ABOVE: A full-time crew of experts is advising on 
the installation of One Bloor’s curtain wall window 
system, says Alan Vihant, senior vice-president 
of high-rise at Great Gulf Homes.

“The industry is being pushed to build better 
buildings,” says Paul Golini, executive 
vice-president of Empire Communities.

6  Inspections and 
occupancy: The 
building is subject 
to municipal and 
Tarion inspections, 
and opened for 
occupancy.
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