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PETER KENTER
CORRESPONDENT

The Toronto Zoo has developed a reputation for con-
sidering the welfare of its animal residents first. That 
mission underscored the development of the zoo 

from its planning stages and into the construction of its 
naturalized animal habitats. However, while much of the zoo 
relies on earth, stone and wood to achieve that vision, two 
steel-and-glass structures — the African Rainforest Pavilion 
and the Indo-Malaya Pavilion — are among the zoo’s most 
recognized and iconic buildings.

The zoo was conceived to replace Toronto’s Riverdale Zoo, 
founded in 1888 around the donation of a single deer. How-
ever, the original zoo was rapidly running out of room in its 
constrained location along the Don River. Talk of a new zoo 
had begun mid-century, but picked up steam in 1966 when an 
11-citizen group formed the Metropolitan Toronto Zoological 
Society. Metro Council approved the use of a parcel of land in 
Scarborough the following year.

Clearing and grading of the zoo site began in 1970. Gunter 
Voss was appointed zoo director that same year and insisted 
on one of the principles that made the zoo unique. It was the 
world’s first zoo to be divided into “zoogeographical” regions 
with pavilions and areas devoted to each area of the globe.

The individual buildings and pavilions that make up the 

zoo were designed by a consortium that included Ron Thom 
Architects, Clifford Lawrie Bolton Ritchie Architects, Crang 
and Boake Architects and Yolles Engineers.

“The zoo was revolutionary in many ways, because it was 
designed to be animal-centric,” says Adele Weder, architecture 
critic and curator of the exhibition, Ron Thom and the Allied 
Arts, which recently traveled Canada. “In traditional people-
centric zoos, spectators gawk and gaze at captive animals in 
cages. This zoo was conceived and designed expressly to repli-
cate or evoke the natural environment and landscape in which 
the animals would normally be found.”

Thom had achieved considerable acclaim for his work on 
the University of Toronto’s Massey College and Trent Univer-
sity’s riverside campus.

“They wanted a brand name architect attached to the proj-
ect,” says Weder, who is working on a definitive biography of 
Thom. “But the type of work he had become famous for was 
costly. He was a difficult man to work with and his architec-
tural ambitions were expensive to realize.”

Weder notes that Thom’s work was primarily limited to the 
two pavilions, while other consortium members developed the 
remaining structures. Both of Thom’s buildings relied heavily 
on steel construction.

“He wasn’t a fan of steel in particular as a construction 
material,” says Weder. “He trained as an artist and thought of 

architecture as an art and preferred to work with wood and 
organic materials. He needed steel to realize the design that 
sprung from his imaginative mind — cantilevers and special 
framing and rebar. Steel was simply the best material to make 
the project viable.”

Weder notes that Thom preferred to avoid the rigid geom-
etry of exclusively right-angle design. The pavilion roof lines 
make considerable use of 60-degree, 30-degree and 90-degree 
angles to create the impression of undulating slopes and curves 

— hyperbolic paraboloid structures.
The roofs of both buildings are supported by structural steel 

set on concrete columns. This framing provides support for the 
large amount of glass used in the building roofs, providing nat-
ural light for animals. Secondary steel grids further support the 
glazing. Opaque roofing is supported both by structural steel 
and by a triangular steel grid made of hollow tubing. All of the 
steel and connections are made visible by design.

About 600 members of the public accepted an invitation to 
view the zoo under construction on September 16, 1973 for the 
admission price of a quarter. The Toronto Star reported that the 
most interesting animal on the site was a horse belonging to a 
mounted police officer, but zoogoers were…“visibly impressed 
by two great triangular-walled pavilions whose 100,000 square 
feet will contain tropical plants and rare animals from Africa 
and Indo-Malaya.”

The zoo opened on Aug. 15, 1974. While cedar roofing has 
long ago been replaced by more durable copper, the two pavil-
ions continue to stand, braced by steel, almost exactly as they 
were designed and built almost 50 years ago. While human visi-
tors might notice the unique designs of the pavilions, the tapirs 
and gorillas inside simply accept them as their environment — 
just as the building designers intended.
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Economic Snapshot

Canada Goose and the Hudson Bay Railway 
lifting Manitoba  heading into 2019

After posting solid growth in 2017, esti-
mated in the range of 2.5% to 3.0%, there are 
clear signs that the Manitoba economy has 
downshifted over the course of 2018. 

Probably the most comprehensive indi-
cator of this slowdown in economic activity is 
the fact that, since the beginning of the year, 
the economy has added just under 3,000 jobs 
compared to a gain of 15,000 during the first 
eight months of 2017. 

Over the past twelve months, there has 
been essentially no net hiring in the province as cuts in private sector 
employment by Manitoba Hydro, Great West Life’s Investor Group 
and Vale Canada offset increased staffing in health services and 
public administration — although clothing maker Canada Goose 
plans to add appx 1,500 workers over the next three years. Further, 
the fact that the CFIB’s Help Wanted Index hit a four-year high in Q2 
of this year suggests that while some firms are shedding staff, others 
are having difficulty finding workers with the right skill set.

Taking a closer look at the key components of the Manitoba 
economy, it appears that the weak pattern of employment, noted 
above, has dampened both consumer spending and residential 
construction. Year to date, retail sales have exhibited negligible 
growth as the effect of a surge in spending at specialty food stores, 
used car dealers and electronics retailers were almost completely 
offset by a sharp drop in sales of new cars and sporting goods.

Despite persisting low mortgage rates and an improvement in 
affordability indicated by the most recent RBC Housing Trends 
and Affordability report, the combination of lacklustre job gains 
and the new mortgage stress test introduced by OSFI at the begin-
ning of this year have significantly dampened housing demand in 
Manitoba. 

Year-to-date existing home sales are down by 6.8% after 
posting essentially no year-over-year growth during the first seven 
months of 2017. Given the fact that existing homes flatlined in 
2017 and are down significantly so far this year, it is not surprising 
that housing starts in the province are down by 
13% year to date as a result of weakness in starts 
of singles (-16%), semis (-38%) and apartments 
(-15%), which more than offset a 33% increase in 
starts of row dwelling units. 

Given that the volume of residential building 
permits is down by almost 10% due primarily to 
a 14% ytd drop in applications to build single-
family units, we expect housing starts for this year 
to total in the range of 6,300 to 6,700 units, down 
from 7,700 in 2017. Looking forward, we expect 
that the combination of slowing net migration and 
higher mortgage rates will cause starts to total in 
the range of 5,200 to 5,700 in 2019.

Following a gain of 3.1% in 2017, total capital 
spending in 2018 is projected to increase by 2.2% 
in 2018. This increase, largely driven by a solid 
6.5% rise in private sector capital spending, is 
anticipated to more than offset a 1.8% retreat in 
public sector spending, as well as a pull back in 

spending on a number of major projects including the Bipole III 
transmission line and the plan to shutter Vale SA’s nickel mining 
operation. According to Statistics Canada’s Non-residential Cap-
ital and Repair Survey (CAPEX), the major industries planning 
to boost their capital spending in 2018 include manufacturing 
(+14.4%), transportation and warehousing (+10%), education 
services (+34%) and accommodation and food services (+23%). 
This slight strengthening in the outlook for non-res CAPEX 
is reinforced by a 1.1% year-to-date rise in the value of non-res 
building permits largely due to a 92% increase in applications to 
build industrial projects and, more recently, by plans to upgrade 
the Hudson Bay Railway and the Port of Churchill.

Although the key components of domestic demand described 
above collectively appear to be in the doldrums, a positive external 
economic environment has contributed to healthy acceleration in 
the province’s exports. 

After posting essentially no growth over the previous three 
years, Manitoba’s domestic exports are up by 12% year to date, 
their largest seven month cumulative gain since 2015. The major 
driver of this increase is a 22.7% jump in exports to the United 
States, the market for 71% of the province’s total exports. 

This increase, stemming in large part from gains in exports 
of pharmaceutical products, agricultural equipment and crude 
petroleum, more than offset an 18% year-to-date decline in for-
eign sales to the province’s number two trading partner, China. 

The fact that most forward looking indicators of U.S. economic 
activity are solidly in positive territory suggests that American 
growth will underpin Manitoba’s exports well into 2019. However, 
despite this positive outlook for exports, we expect overall growth 
in Manitoba to remain in the range of 1.5% to 2% weighed down 
by a persisting pattern of sub-par domestic demand. 

John Clinkard has over 35 years’ experience as an economist in international, 
national and regional research and analysis with leading fi nancial institutions 
and media outlets in Canada.

Real* Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Growth — 
Manitoba vs Canada

* “Real” is after adjustment for infl ation.

Data Sources: Actuals — Statistics Canada; Forecasts — CanaData.
Chart: ConstructConnect — CanaData.
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Wild Steel

Toronto Zoo pavilions, braced by steel, stand the test of time

JASON PARIS

The primate playground in the interior of the African Pavil-
ion at the Toronto Zoo. The use of steel was integral in 
allowing the designer’s vision for it to become a reality.

PETER CAULFIELD
CORRESPONDENT

One of the many signs 
that summer is over 
for another year is 

the recent return to school.
Compared to lying in the 

sun or reading a book at the 
cottage, sitting in a classroom 
and doing experiments in a 
lab is not very appealing. But 
all summer die-hards have to 
admit that education has its 
benefits, even if they come 
without a tan. Nowhere is that 
more true than at the McMas-
ter University Steel Research 
Centre in Hamilton, Ont.

Professor Kenneth Coley, 
director of the centre, says 
it was established in 2000 

“to encourage substantial 
involvement by its industrial 
members.”

The centre has 12 mem-
bers, all of whom are steel 
producers and all of whom 
are anonymous.

“Together they represent 
most of Canada’s steel pro-
ducing capacity,” said Coley.

To perform the research, 
the centre has eight engineer-
ing faculty, 15 graduate stu-
dents and six post-doctoral 
researchers. Member com-
panies provide technical and 
management guidance and 
sit on the centre’s board.

“The centre undertakes 
‘pre-competitive research’ — 
scientific investigation that 
isn’t competitively sensitive — 
that is beneficial to the entire 
Canadian steel industry,” said 
Coley.

The member companies 
pay an annual membership 
fee to be a part of the centre.

Engineering faculty put 
forward projects for consid-
eration. Then the members 
vote yes/no on the proposals 
and decide which ones they’ll 
support and take part in.

McMaster U steel research f ires 
up the steel advantage in Canada

See RESEARCH, Pg. S-4
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Empowering Driven Minds.
EllisDon is proud to deliver the Magna Hall building and to 

provide a new learning space for students and future leaders. 

Congratulations to Seneca College, the project team and everyone 

involved in contributing to the King Campus expansion.

WE DESIGN, FINANCE, CONSTRUCT, EQUIP, OPERATE, 
AND MANAGE ANYTHING THAT CAN BE BUILT.
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DAN O’REILLY
CORRESPONDENT

A sloping green roof and an accom-
panying “veil cladding” are the sig-
nature pieces of a new facility being 

built in an almost brand new high-rise com-
munity on Toronto’s waterfront near historic 
Fort York.

Designed by ZAS Architects + Interiors 
Inc. and being built in joint venture by the 
Atlas Corporation and Buttcon Limited, the 
Canoe Landing Community Facility is com-
prised of a school and a community centre 
which are structurally independent of each 
other—other than a connecting steel frame 
pedestrian bridge and a tunnel. The site is 
almost immediately adjacent the Gardiner 
Expressway.

Construction started in late summer 2017 
and the steel components, which comprise a 
significant portion of the complex, are now at a 
60 per cent-complete stage, says Mark Camp-
bell, project manager with WSP, the structural 
consultant.

The community centre is comprised of 
three levels and an “active” green roof with a 
steel infrastructure support which required 

extensive geometric detailing.
This was especially the case in the commu-

nity centre which accommodates two gymna-
siums with two different truss systems for the 
clear heights required, says Campbell.

Fabricated by Toronto-based Pittsburgh 
Steel Group, they are comprised of three 
20-metre-long, 1.2-metre deep (65-foot-
long 3.9-foot deep) trusses which support a 
mechanical room above one gymnasium and 
another three, 22-metre-long, four-metre-
deep (72-feet-long, 13-foot-deep) trusses in a 
second north gymnasium to support a green 
roof, a basketball court, and a suspended run-
ning track.

Each of the north trusses weighed 21,000 
lbs., while the south ones were 32,000 lbs. 
each, and both a mobile and tower crane were 
needed to hoist them into place, says Atlas site 
superintendent Brad Peddle.

Apart from the trusses, 1,400 beams, col-
umns, and other members have installed and 
the erection of the structural steel should be 
competed very shortly.

The centre will then be framed with heavy 
gauge steel. As for the school to the south, it 
is primarily a concrete building with beams 

and joists for the roof, he says.
Like any other project in a tightly congested 

downtown setting, constructing the facility has 
it more than its fair share of challenges includ-
ing scheduling material deliveries and adher-
ing to noise bylaws in a heavily populated resi-
dential district, says Peddle.

At the same time the Canoe Landing 
Community Facility is, in many ways, a very 
unique project in its financing and form. One 
hundred per cent financed by levies on the 
adjacent condominium buildings, the facility 
will be the “backyard and front yard” for the 
residents of those towers who live in relatively 
small units, says ZAS principal Peter Duck-
worth-Pilkington.

By that description he is referring to fea-
tures such as a community kitchen, an indoor 

play centre which was designed in partnership 
with the Ontario Science Centre, and the green 
roof which will also include a designated area 
for yoga in addition to the basketball court.

And the school building is example of co-
ordinated planning and cooperation by the 
City of Toronto, the Toronto District School 
Board, and the Toronto District Catholic 
Board to provide educational services in a new 
community, says the architect.

It will actually house two elementary 
schools, the Bishop Macdonell Catholic and 
the Jean Lumb Public Schools, each serving 
550 children from kindergarten to Grade 8

“Vertical communities are common in New 
York, London, and other cities, but are relative-
ly new to Toronto,” says Duckworth-Pilking-
ton, who predicts there will be more to come.

Steel Links

Steel integral to Canoe Landing’s new ‘frontyard and backyard’

Manufacturer  and  Distributor
of hot forged bolts, specialty threaded products and fasteners

 in accordance with the highest quality standards – Niagara Fasteners.
Our manufacturing range is from  1/2" to 2 1/2" 
 diameter, and M16 to M36.

   

All Major Head Configurations

Materials
 SAE Grades 2,5,8; ASTM Grades A307-B;
   A193-B7-B8; A320-L7; A325; A354-BC or BD; 
     A449; A490; Stainless.

Threading
Fully threaded rods and studs from 1/4" to 6"diameter   UNC - UNF - 
  ACME - Metric - British - Rope.

Anchor Bolts

 Larger diameter blanks and, all common grades 
   are stocked and ready for threading to your 
    specifications.

Hex; Heavy Hex; Square Carriage; Guard Rail;
 Specials.

TSSA QA 423
CSA Z299.3

ISO 9001
Registered

                             

  
  

Custom to your specifications:  straight; bent; re-bar; multi-unit.

Precision Machining
We have CNC lathes with live tooling and bar feeding 

capabilities, and a fully equipped machine shop with presses, benders, 
saws, drills and mills, welders and conventional lathes. With our in house 
capabilities and our standard o� the shelf  
fasteners we are able to o�er a  
complete line of structural bolting,  
on time and at a competitive price.

6095 Progress Street, P.O. Box148, Niagara Falls, ON Canada L2E 6S8  905.356.6887  
1.800.263.3602  fax 905.356.5747  nfsales@niagarafasteners.com  www.niagarafasteners.com

The proposed projects 
must satisfy an important 
condition: They have to ben-
efit a Canadian steel producer 
or supplier.

Once the projects have 
been selected for research, the 
professors leading the investi-
gation apply for a government 
grant. The grant is matched 
by the steel producing mem-
ber of the centre that is taking 
part in the project.

The centre has its steely 
fingers in many research pies; 
some are concerned with the 
iron- and steel-making pro-
cesses, and some with final 
products. Research areas 
include process metallurgy, 
different ways to make iron, 
waste disposal, and electric 
furnace steel-making.

“The centre’s research has 
many benefits,” said Coley. 

“It saves energy, provides 
more control of the steel-
making process, improves 
productivity and minimizes 
losses. It also optimizes 
product properties inexpen-
sively and with as little mate-
rial loss as possible.”

In addition to conducting 
research, the McMaster Steel 
Research Centre offers two 
training courses for working 
steel company personnel.

The blast furnace iron-
making course is a week-long 
course held every second year.

“The course covers every 
aspect of blast furnace iron-
making,” said Coley. “About 
100 people take the course 

— managers, operators, engi-
neers, researchers and sup-
pliers of equipment and raw 
materials.”

The course consists of 24 
lectures by experts in the field, 
supplemented by a computer 
game and plant tours. There 
is also a course on making 
coke, which is used to make 
steel. A fuel with a high car-
bon content and few impuri-
ties, coke is made by heating 
coal in the absence of air.

The coke-making course, 
which is patterned after the 
blast furnace course, is for 
operators, researchers and 
suppliers to the industry.

The week-long course 
consists of 18 lectures, sup-
plemented by two case study 
workshops, a computer game 
and plant tours.

Coley says there are four 
other steel research centres 
in North America, including 
one at McGill University, that 
cover one or another aspect of 
the steel-making process.

“The McMaster centre has 
the greatest breadth of cover-
age across the entire steel pro-
duction chain, from primary 
iron making to final steel 
products,” he said.

The Canadian steel pro-
ducing industry has changed 

considerably from what it 
used to be.

Thanks to better produc-
tivity, today more steel can be 
produced with fewer people.

Nevertheless, in addition 
to Hamilton, there are steel 
producers in Whitby, Ont; 
Selkirk, Man.; Edmonton; 
Regina; Sault St. Marie, Ont.; 
and Contrecoeur, Que.

“The industry has changed 
in other ways, too,” said Coley. 

“Compared to 20 or 30 years 
ago, there’s more automation, 
more technology, lower levels 
of pollution, better controls, 
new grades of steel with bet-
ter properties and new alloys. 
Most of these changes have 
been driven by demand from 
the automotive industry.”

Gordon Irons, professor 
emeritus of metallurgical 
engineering at McMaster, and 
one of the founders of the 
Steel Research Centre, says 
Canada needs to continue to 
make high-quality steel prod-
ucts — stronger and lighter — 
for the automotive industry.

“The same steel is used all 
over the world, and Canada 
needs to be able to produce 
steel for cars that are made 
not just for North America, 
but also for the international 
market,” he said. “And steel 
companies need researchers 
and experts who can make 
the steel that is needed by the 
auto industry.”

Continued from Pg. 1

Research areas include improving upon 
production methods and waste disposal

PLOMPMOZES

A view of the two main structures of the Canoe Landing Community Facility.

PLOMPMOZES

The Canoe Landing Community Facility is comprised of a school and community centre 
which are connected via a steel frame pedestrian bridge and tunnel.
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55 YEARS OF
KNOWLEDGE,
EXPERIENCE &
PERFORMANCE

LET’S WORK TOGETHER

YORKEXCAVATING.CA

Tel. 416-225-7474
info@yorkexcavating.ca

For over 55 years the York Group of Companies has prided itself as a recognized 
leader in the industry, having provided excavation, demolition, environmental 
remediation, and site preparation for some of the largest and most complex 
infrastructure, industrial, commercial, and residential projects within the GTA and 
across Ontario.
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IAN HARVEY
CORRESPONDENT

The volatility of cost and availability 
of steel components has thrown steel 
supply chains into chaos and it could 

be some time before they re-adjust to the 
new normal brought by U.S. tariffs, say sec-
tor stakeholders.

The root cause is a trade war between 
Canada and the United States which began 
last spring.

U.S. President Donald Trump fired the 
first shot, slapping 25 per cent tariffs on 
Canadian steel and 10 per on aluminum. 
Canada responded in kind, slapping the 
same tariffs on imported American steel.

As a result, steel prices started soaring 
and the Canadian steel fabrication and con-

struction sectors both started feeling the 
ripple effects.

A majority of the wide flange beams most 
common to Canadian construction comes 
from the U.S. says Ed Whalen, president 
and CEO of Canadian Institute of Steel 
Construction (CISC) and it has thrown sup-
ply chains into chaos, he says.

Sourcing from the U.S. means fabrica-
tors and construction companies can get 
the materials they need on site fairly quickly, 
whereas now they have to source from out-
side the U.S. to avoid the tariffs. Even with 
the extra shipping costs it’s more affordable 
than the tariff, he says.

Realigning those supply chains to source 
from both inside and outside Canada is the 
issue, Whalen says, with the added pressure 

of not knowing how long a NAFTA deal 
might take and how quickly the tariffs are 
removed and things get back to normal.

“Then there’s the issue of shipping east to 
west,” he says. “We can ship by rail but we’re 
competing against grain which is heading to 
Europe — where they’ve had a crop failure 
and of course, oil.”

Taking the pressure off rail by diverting 
oil is another critical factor for getting pipe-
lines to tidewater, he says.

How this will net out and how long those 
supply chains will take to return to normal 
is anyone’s guess, says Joseph Galimberti, 
president of the Canadian Steel Producers 
Association.

“The most interesting effect as opposed to 
price increase is really in the supply chains 
which have been built up over generations 
to provide high quality products,” he says. 

“It is more about the disruption in the ways 
of doing business and supply patterns.”

He says it going to take time for commer-
cial relationships to shift and the impact has 
been a decline in steel to the U.S.

Still, he says the ripple effect as steel con-
sumers start to find other sources and sup-
ply routes is that other jurisdictions are add-
ing tariffs too, creating more chaos.

So far, the federal government has col-
lected some $300 million in tariffs in July 
and August from a range of goods includ-
ing steel, aluminum and foods. It plans to 
redistribute the money to those hit hardest 
financially from the U.S. tariffs.

With those supply chains readjusting on 
the fly, the cost of construction is climbing 
too, says Richard Lyall, president of the Res-
idential Construction Council of Ontario 
(RESCON).

“I think the Canadian government has 
handled this well and listened,” he says 
but there’s a balancing act in that sourc-
ing from outside of Canada will cost jobs 
if prices continue to climb and then jobs in 
construction will be lost. “They need to be 
surgical in their response and not sideswipe 
our industry.”

The low-rise sector has been hammered 
in the last six months, he says, and high-rise 
is the last sector still performing.

Lyall says the cost of rebar has been 
bumped as has the cost of steel plate 
because there’s no source in Canada for it 
while structural steel has also taken a hit.

Some estimates say it could add up to 
$12,000 to the cost of each unit in a multi-
story condo project but Whalen says he 
doesn’t think the impact is that high.

The issue of uncertainty becomes an 
overarching narrative, Lyall adds, with 
suppliers and fabricators starting to worry 
whether they’ll get paid if projects start to 
shut down or get cancelled.

“Then you have a risk premium thrown 
into the equation,” he says. “And I’m really 
worried about that.”

While the Atlantic, central Canada and 
western provinces are pretty much in the 
same supply chain dilemma, B.C. was 
already taking a hit because it costs more 
to ship steel from the mills in the east so 
they’ve traditionally sourced from the U.S., 
says Whalen

The issue then becomes the anti-dump-
ing measures put in place to stop cheap steel 
being brought to B.C. from Asia.

“We want steel at market prices to be fair 
to everyone,” he says noting Canadian mills 
need protection too.

Steel Sourcing

Trade wars throw steel supply chains into chaos

Managing the success of your construction business can be 
challenging in today’s evolving marketplace.

When you partner with Aviva for your surety needs, you can 
count on us to provide you with: 
 • Expert advice and consultation for your specific project 
 • Our commitment to help you meet your business goals 
 • A stable partnership focused on the long-term

With more than 100 years of expertise behind us, you can 
trust Aviva as your valued business partner.

Contact your broker to learn more.

A partner you can trust

Aviva and the Aviva logo are trademarks used under license by the licensor.

avivacanada.com
Insurance  –  Home  |  Auto  |  Leisure & Lifestyle  |  Business  |  Surety
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MIG Structural Steel
T: (613) 524-5537 • F: (613) 524-5539

E-mail: info@migsteel.com

MIG Structural Steel specializes in the fabrication and erection of structural 
steel, miscellaneous metals, steel joists and decking. Since 2015, Kevin Meilleur, 
Patrice Mainville and David Dumont, all predecessors of Mr. Roch Bercier, (original 
founder of MIG Mobile Welding in 1986) are dedicated to continuing the reliable and 
confident service that MIG Structural Steel has built. Located just east of Ottawa, 
MIG has had the opportunity of working on projects extending as far as the Greater 
Toronto area, and currently employs over thirty (30) full-time staff dedicated to 
quality, cost and timely completion of all project needs. Proudly certified with the 
Canadian Welding Bureau, as well as a member of the CISC (Canadian Institute of 
Steel Construction), our skilled fabrication and erection crews make us uniquely 
qualified to fill any requirements you may have for your project.
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DAN O’REILLY
CORRESPONDENT

Scheduled for completion later this fall, 
a steel and glass atrium is the hallmark 
of a major revitalization of a venerable 

Toronto religious and cultural building.
Fronting on to Ava Road, the atrium 

will be the new public entrance for the 
Holy Blossom Temple and will significant-
ly improve circulation between its two con-
crete halves, says Duncan Higgins, a prin-
cipal with Diamond Schmitt Architects.

Supporting a 230-square-metre 
(2,475-square-foot) skylight, “the dramatic 
open atrium brings in abundance of natural 
light into the new community heart of the 
temple and a sense of organization.”

Construction of the atrium and associ-
ated works by general contractor Pomer-
leau has been ongoing since May 2016. 
Varennes Que-based Mometal Structures 
Inc. is the steel fabricator and Blackwell 
Engineering is the structural engineer.

“The 2018 Holy Blossom steel story starts 
with its 80-year-old concrete,” says Higgins.

Located in the central core of the city 
on Bathurst Street just south of Eglinton 
Avenue, Holy Blossom Temple is the oldest 
Jewish congregation in Toronto. It consists 
of the original 1938 Chapman and Oxley 
Sanctuary, which has the distinction of 
being Canada’s first institutional build-
ing constructed with reinforced concrete, 
and the John B. Parkin Associates School 
Building which was added in 1960.

But the temple complex had suffered 
from poor circulation between the original 
building and the school wing and lacked 
modern, functional community facilities. 
In fact, circulation within two “clumsily 

executed links” was problematic on each 
level and after more than 50 years of com-
prised connections Diamond Schmitt was 
hired to find a solution, says Higgins.

First step in the revitalization project 
was removing the link structures. In doing 
so, an area was created for the atrium 
which serves as a central circulation and 
orientation space between the sanctuary 
and the school, says the architect.

“In demolishing the links we capitalized 
on the opportunity to resolve several prob-
lems with one project.”

The new atrium was proposed as a “foil” 
or counterbalance to the reinforced con-
crete structures on either side, he points out.

Gently sloping ramps or galleries on 
the west side of the atrium rectified the 
decades-old misalignment of the floor lev-
els between the sanctuary and the school, 

says the architect.
Cantilevered from six circular steel col-

umns extending more than 15 metres (49 
feet) from the lower level to the atrium 
roof, the second and third-floor galleries 
are distinguished by protective steel rail 
guards with five passages from the Hebrew 
Bible embedded into the steel by a water 
jet process.

“We are the only synagogue in the world 
with this name (Holy Blossom),” says Senior 
Rabbi Yael Splansky, noting the biblical 
verses are references to blossoms and nature.

“A public space is turned into a sacred 
place,” says the rabbi, explaining the verses 
reaffirm that the atrium is part of a syna-
gogue. She also believes there is a symbolic 
connection between the passages and still-
to-be erected full-height living wall.

In a volume of space described as “dra-

matic” by the architect, one of the atrium’s 
most striking architectural features is a 
curved three-flight steel staircase with a 
6-millimetre thick plate which turns and 
rises on two flat plate stringers only 38 mil-
limetres thick.

“The combination of the steel and curved 
shape work together to allow this incred-
ibly thin guard to meet all design and code 
requirements, yet still cut a very fine line 
through the atrium,” says Higgins, who 
in an interview, paid tribute to Mometal’s 
skill in producing it.

Underscoring the unique nature of the 
stair, Higgins explains that “each flight is 
different because they don’t share the same 
geometry”. In other words they don’t land 
on the same spot.

Complete with risers, treads and guards, 
the three pieces were transported in three 
different truckloads and then, over a two-
day period in March, dropped into build-
ing through a hole in the skylight structure 
by a large mobile crane and then installed.

Conceived as a “strong sculptural fea-
ture” the stair references the only other 
curved element in the atrium, the newly 
uncovered rear of the Sanctuary Apse. Pre-
viously buried within support spaces, it 
was revealed through selective demolition 
and reconstruction, he says.

Other elements of the project includ-
ed the addition of new washrooms and 
mechanical services, and the enlargement 
and renovation of existing administration 
office, says Higgins.

“The architecture is exquisite and I 
believe, will be transformative for our con-
gregation,” says Splansky, pointing out the 
long-planned-for revitalization is intended 
to enhance community-oriented program-
ming.

Because of outreach activities, the con-
gregation is growing and is expected to 
increase when the Eglinton Crosstown 
LRT on nearby Eglinton Avenue is opera-
tional, she says.

Although the atrium will be the ‘func-
tional entrance’ for community events 
and programs, the Sanctuary’s ceremonial 
front doors on Bathurst Street will still be 
used for religious services, funerals, and 
weddings, says Splansky.

Steely Faith

Holy Blossom Temple’s steel and glass atrium a public place turned sacred

DIAMOND SCHMITT ARCHITECTS

A steel and glass atrium is a signature piece of a major revitalization of the Holy Blossom 
Temple in Toronto.The steel frame will help support a 2,475-square-foot skylight. 

DIAMOND SCHMITT ARCHITECTS

One of the most dramatic features of the atrium is a curved three-flight steel staircase with a 6-millimetre thick plate which turns and rises on two flat plate stringers only 38 millime-
tres thick. The staircase pieces were dropped into the building through a hole in the skylight structure by a large mobile crane and then installed.

“The architecture is 
exquisite and I believe, will 
be transformative for our 
congregation,”
Yael Splansky 
Senior Rabbi
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DAN O’REILLY
CORRESPONDENT

A new chapter in the history of Seneca 
College’s King Campus got underway 
in early September with the opening 

of the three-storey, 18,500-square-metre 
(200,000-square-foot) Magna Hall.

Designed, built, and financed by a con-
sortium led by EllisDon as a public-private 
partnership project and set in an almost 
postcard perfect location on the rolling 
Oak Ridges Moraine, the hall features 
expansive spaces with large windows over-
looking that setting.

The hall is also noteworthy for the use 
of a building material which has only been 
used in a limited list of projects in Ontario. 
As part of its steel supply package, Bramp-
ton-based Steelcon Fabrication Inc. fabri-
cated about 1,500 tons of SIN beams for 
the floors and ceilings.

“SIN beams are welded wide flange 
beams with corrugated webs,” explains 
company president Danny Bianco.

“They are approximately 20 to 30 per 
cent lighter than conventional steel beams” 
says Bianco, whose firm secured the North 
American exclusive fabrication rights from 
Austrian manufacturer Zeman Group in 
2015.

Since then Steelcon has fabricated about 
three million square feet of the SIN for about 
50 different buildings, he says.

On the Magna Hall project the company 
served in a design assist role to structural 
engineer Entuitive Engineering. Rang-
ing in depth from 330mm to 900 mm the 
beams were erected between December 
2016 and March 2017, he says.

As the beams are lighter than conven-
tional steel they’re also less expensive 
which is why EllisDon advocated for their 
incorporation, says project manager Enri-
co Scirocco.

Extensive detailed design was undertaken 
during the submission planning stage and 
that design was accelerated once the EllisDon 
consortium won the competition in June 
2016, with a particular emphasis on the use of 
SIN beams, says Marc Downing, senior asso-
ciate with MJMA which is the consortium’s 
joint venture architectural team in partner-
ship with Montgomery Sisam Architects.

Considerable research on the mate-
rial had been conducted by EllisDon and 
Entuitive Engineering. For MJMA, how-

ever, the project was a first because it had 
never designed a building with SIN beams 
and there were a lot issues which had to 
be addressed such as clearances and fire-
proofing, he says.

“This (the project) was quite significant 
for us.”

As part of his own research, Downing 
accepted an invitation by Steelcon to visit 
its plant to learn more about the SIN beam 
fabrication process. “That’s not something 
I would normally do.”

Noting that Magna Hall is “a giant leap 
forward for the college and the corner-
stone of the campus’ evolution,” Downing 
says the design team’s overall vision was to 
respect the environment.

That objective was attained through the 
hall’s orientation, capitalizing on the views 
of the surrounding hills and forests, the use 
of natural materials, and measures such as 
the creation of a multi-pond which will 
provide water for sprinklers in the event 
of a fire. This avoided the need for a water 
tower or extending municipal services on 
to the campus, he says.

Some of the hall’s features include a 
double gymnasium on the main floor, plus 
fitness facilities on the second floor, a main 
floor open-concept large event space, and 
25 classrooms with partitions which can 
hold 88 students or function with two 
separate rooms with 44 students each, says 
Downing.

Several partners helped make the 
expansion a reality, including the provin-

cial government, Magna International, the 
Seneca Student Federation and the Sen-
eca Student Athletic Association says Sen-
eca’s capital projects and facilities director 
Angelo Miranda.

One of the provincial government’s 
funding conditions, when the project was 
approved in 2011, was that the college use 
Infrastructure Ontario’s Alternate Financ-
ing and Procurement (AFP) construction 
delivery methodology, he says.

Magna Hall was needed because facili-
ties at the King Campus, which is home to 
postsecondary program that address soci-
etal needs such as nursing, policing, and 
emergency response, were stretched and 
over capacity.

Highlighting the importance and need 
for those programs, Miranda notes that 
over the next 40 years York Region’s popu-
lation is expected to increase to 1.8 million 

— 60 per cent of whom be newcomers to 
Canada and 23 per cent over 65. “Ensur-
ing the social infrastructure for a growing 
region and a growing province requires a 
strong pipeline of professional community 
builders.”

Construction of the hall started in 
October 2016 and reached substantial 
completion on schedule on May 10. That 
achievement was reached despite the very 
cold 2016/2017 winter and the incredible 
rainy summer of 2017, says Scirocco.

Commenting on that milestone and the 
overall beauty of the hall, he says that: “this 
project has been the highlight of my career.”

Light Steel

SIN beams make Seneca’s Magna Hall a reality

ELLISDON

Magna Hall is considered the cornerstone of the Seneca Colllege’s King Campus evolution. Construction started in October 2016 and was substantially completed in May 2018.

“They are approximately 20 
to 30 per cent lighter than 
conventional steel beams,”
Danny Bianco 
Steelcon Fabrication Inc.

ELLISDON

SIN beams are welded wide flange beams 
with corrugated webs. They are up to 30 per 
cent lighter than conventional steel beams.

ELLISDON

Seneca College’s King Campus features an 18,500-square-metre (200,000-square-foot), three-storey structure called Magna Hall. The 
hall is noteworthy for its use of 1,500 tons of SIN beams for its floors and ceilings.
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