
Main Streets that are still the retail core of their communities (steady state) 
are compared to those in decline or rehabilitated through preservation.

Main Street as Old Growth Forest 
uses analogies from the environmental, 
conservation and ecology movements 
to describe the value of our rapidly 
disappearing Main Streets with regard to
their types, states, complexity, diversity, 
and other attributes.

Catherine Nasmith is a practicing architect; president of the 
ACO Toronto Branch; Jane Jacobs prize winner (2010) and publisher of 
Built Heritage News. She has been observing 
Main Streets since the 1980’s.
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What is an Old-Growth Forest?

Old-growth forests are characterized by a number of structural and 
ecological features. The most obvious feature is the abundance of huge, 
old trees that tower far above the lower levels of the forest…. Because of 
the great length of time that it takes for these forests to evolve, we often 
think of them as unchanging environments. On the contrary, the old-
growth forest is a very dynamic system in which constant changes are 
taking place; large and small scale disturbances change the structure and 
composition of the forest, renewal and recycling of young and old trees 
continually revitalizes the forest, and the lives of the inhabitants are 
continually reshaping and responding to it. All of these processes result in 
the diverse and highly productive ecosystems we call old-growth forests.
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• Current Building Codes make it 
impossible to replace this stock

• A small Main Street building contains 
enough embodied energy to drive 
around the world 5 times.  

• Throwing such a building  away 
undoes the environmental benefit of  
recycling over 3 MILLION pop cans!

• World Watch estimates we will have 
run out of many building materials by 
2030

• Building waste makes up 20-35% of 
landfill

RARE SPECIES
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GUESS WHERE?



PROTECTED
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INVASIVE SPECIES
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CONSERVE?
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• Older, mixed-use neighborhoods 
are more walkable

• Young people love old buildings

• Nightlife is most alive on streets 
with a diverse range of building 
ages

• Older business districts provide 
affordable, flexible space for 
entrepreneurs from all 
backgrounds

• The creative economy thrives in 
older, mixed-use neighborhoods

• Older commercial and mixed-use 
districts contain hidden density

KEY FINDINGS



MAIN STREET AS 
OLD GROWTH FOREST

STRATEGIES
• Conserve existing small lots -

maximum not minimum lot size 
and buildings on Main Street 

• Amend laws that automatically 
join adjacent lots when purcased 
by new owners

• Planning and heritage focus on 
retention and reinforcement of 
existing fabric, institutions, 
housing and local business

• Amend Building Codes to permit 
new “Main Street Buildings”

• Retail condominium in new 
development



MAIN STREET AS 
OLD GROWTH FOREST



cnarchitect.ca  


