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FIGURE 4.9 The location of jewellers in A) 1881 B) 1916 C) 1958 and D) 2004.  Standard 
deviational ellipses created from their point locations are also shown.   
Sources:  City Directories 1881, 1916, 1958, 2004 
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 FIGURE 4.10 The location of shoe stores in A) 1881 B) 1916 C) 1958 and D) 2004.  Standard 
deviational ellipses created from their point locations are also shown.   
Sources:  City Directories 1881, 1916, 1958, 2004 
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MORPHOLOGY OF RETAILING  
Analysis shows that the locational patterns of retailers have dramatically 

change over the course of the city’s history.  The next part of this chapter will 

examine the morphology of the retail landscape, demonstrating how the built forms 

and their uses have changed over time.  The landscape is adapted to suit 

contemporary socio-economic conditions and advances in technology.  By comparing 

areas that were constructed in different eras it is possible to document how these 

changing conditions of the market have altered the retail landscape.    

 

LAND-USES 
 The total number of lots and structures under each land-use category, and 

their total and average areas are calculated to reveal the composition of the urban 

landscape and the proportion of retailing.  These calculations are based on 2004 data 

used for municipal assessment purposes which classified the land-uses of each 

parcel within the city9.   

In contemporary London the largest land-use type is Agricultural, nearly 

equalling all other land-uses combined (Table 4.3).  This is not to say that farmland 

is scattered throughout the developed area of the city; rather, it is located nearly 

exclusively on the fringes of the city, especially the large areas south of Highway 401 

that were annexed in 1993.  These lands remain as farmland, but were annexed  

to help control future growth (Keating and Mehrhoff 1992).   

Residential lands are the most abundant of the land-use types within the 

urbanized area of London, that is, the area excluding the large agricultural districts.   

There were 84 075 residential parcels, and 106 437 residential structures within the 

city in 2004.   The residential land-uses greatly exceed all other types; their area 

roughly equals all other land-uses combined.   The number of residential structures 

is over 20 times that of the next largest component, commercial land-uses. 

Although there were only 2863 commercial parcels in 2004, each parcel was 

significantly larger than the residential lots (Table 4.3).    The average size of a 

                                                 
9 This is the most up-to-date information available for land-uses; the proportions are 
expected to not be significantly different for today (2010). 
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commercial building was also much larger than a residential structure at 689 square 

meters, yet smaller than industrial and institutional buildings.   

There were 1549 retail parcels in London in 2004 representing 1.67 percent of all the 

parcels in the city (Table 4.3).  The total area taken up by retail parcels was 2.22 

percent; however, when not including the rural agricultural lands retail accounted 

for 4.03 percent of the land area of the urbanized city.   The average retail structure 

in 2004 was much larger than the industrial and institutional land-uses, at 776 

square meters compared to 1397 and 1120 square meters respectively (Table 4.3).  In 

total there were 2185 retail structures in the city, their area representing 7.41 

percent of the total area of all buildings in the city.   

These statistics indicate that retail land-uses, and commercial in general, 

make up only a small proportion of the city’s land area and building stock.  

Residential land-uses are far more dominant in the city.  That is not to say that 

retail lands should be looked at as unimportant.  They are, in fact, vitally important 

components of the urban social, economic and built landscapes.  Although their 

numbers are limited, they typically locate in the most heavily used and visible areas 

of the city.  Retail strips line the major arteries of the city and clusters of retailers 

are found at intersections.  They also form a vital component of the downtown core, 

the city’s heart.     



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TABLE 4.3  Quantities, total areas and average areas of parcels and structures in London in 2004 grouped by land-use type. 

Land-use  Parcels    Buildings  
No. Total Area  

(m2) 
Average Area  

(m2) 
 No. Total Area 

 (m2) 
Average Area 

 (m2) 
Agricultural 891 183480279.5 205926.2 2441 460650.5 188.7 
Commercial 2863 16962976.8 5924.9 3438 2368101.0 688.8 
     -Retail 1549 8426236.3 5439.8 2185 1695464.6 776.0 
Industrial 1741 41765005.7 23989.1 2276 3180306.0 1397.3 
Institutional 487 13533477.3 27789.5 1268 1419638.4 1119.6 
Recreational 757 28002047.1 36990.8 540 167494.5 310.2 

Residential 
8407

5 92412439.3 1099.2 106437 
15103437.

3 141.9 
No Data 1942 3238295.5 1667.5 547 193296.1 354.4 
 
Source: City of London Planning Department 2004  
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TOWN-PLAN 
The prominence of retail land-uses becomes apparent when retail sites are 

presented on a map with the major arteries in the city (Figure 4.11)  One-thousand 

one hundred and eighty five retail parcels, or 76.5 percent of the all the retail 

parcels in the city are located along the city’s principle arteries (Fanshawe Park 

Road, Oxford Street, Dundas Street, Commissioners Road and Southdale Road 

running in the east/west direction, and Hyde Park Road, Wonderland Road, 

Wharncliffe Road, Richmond Street, Wellington Street, Hamilton Road, Highbury 

Avenue and Clarke Road in the north/south direction).  This map (Figure 4.11) 

reveals the preference for retailers to locate along major arteries, forming retail 

strips.  Many of these strips, such as Richmond, Dundas and Wellington Streets and 

Wharncliffe and Hamilton Roads, lead out from the downtown like tentacles.   High 

concentration of shopping outlets occurs at the crossing of two major arteries (Figure 

4.11).  These intersections are desirable since they are more accessible sites, thus 

providing more potential customers.   

The locations of retailers along major routes in the city is also a  result of 

land-use zoning instituted by the planning department and written into the city’s 

Official Plan (City of London 2006).  Lands along the corridors are often zoned for 

retail purposes, thus excluding other land-uses.   The city plan encourages the 

development of the arterial strips, as well as several nodes that are seen such as at 

Hyde Park (City of London 2006).    

Another large concentration of retail sites occurs in the downtown core 

(Figure 4.11).  These parcels are smaller than those located at the periphery. The 

general core of the city, bounded by the river to the south and west, Oxford Street to 

the north and Adelaide Street to the west has many retail sites scattered across its 

area.  This differs from most other areas in the city, where retailers are generally 

located exclusively along the major arteries. Retail land-uses are found throughout 

the older districts, interspersed in with the other land-uses.  This pattern is a 

remnant of the time when retailers were striving to be as close to the city centre as 

possible, locating throughout the urban core once the desirable mainstreet locations 

were fully developed.   
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FIGURE 4.11  Retail land-uses form strips along the major arteries leading away from the core 
and cluster at major intersections in the urban periphery.   
Source: City of London Planning Department 2004 
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At this city-wide scale, patterns of retail provisioning also become apparent 

(Figure 4.11).  Areas in the central city have a scattering of smaller retail parcels 

woven throughout their fabric.  This contrasts with the pattern at the periphery, 

where large areas have no retail provisioning while large clusters of retailing 

dominate the major intersections.  For instance, all of the retail activity in the 

Masonville is located at the intersection of Richmond Street and Fanshawe Park 

Road; no retailers are located within the residential districts of Masonville.  The 

segregation of land-uses is apparent in the post-World War II city.  

Streets 

Most of the retailers in the city, whether in new or old areas, are located 

along major streets for maximal visibility and accessibility.  In the traditional areas 

constructed on the grid-iron of streets there is less differentiation in street hierarchy 

due to each street being similar in width and connectedness to the other portions of 

the network.  Thus, the retailing in this area is more scattered throughout.  In 

newer areas there is a hierarchy of streets due to the planning ideals pervasive 

throughout the second-half of the twentieth-century (Weiner 2008, 10-11).  Arterial 

roads are highly differentiated from the side streets and cul-de-sacs which form most 

of the residential areas.  Retailers solely locate along these arterials, enhancing the 

preponderance of retail clusters in the newer areas, leaving other areas without any 

nearby retail outlets. 

Whereas many of the streets built after World War II are curvilinear, the 

arterials in the newer areas typically remain rectilinear.  Thus even in newer 

developments retailers are found on a grid-iron of streets, albeit one that forms 

superblocks, with major arteries being approximately 2.5 km apart.   

The access points to the planned shopping centres from the arteries often 

include dedicated turning lanes and even traffic signals, demonstrative of the fact 

that most customers access these sites using their automobiles.   There are usually 

no streets accessing the shopping centres from the side or rear of the lots, despite 

their large parcel sizes.  These centres are thus usually inaccessible from the 

residential areas that surround them, except by taking a long route by automobile 

through the neighbourhood’s collector streets to the arterial roads. 
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FIGURE 4.12 The area of each retail parcel plotted against the distance from the peak value 
intersection (at Richmond & Dundas Streets). 
Source: City of London Planning Department 2004 
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Lots 

The size of the typical retail lot in the city centre is much smaller than that 

found in the urban periphery.  This is evident on the large-scale map representing 

the entire city (Figure 4.12). The pattern becomes even clearer when the lot size is 

plotted against its distance from the core (Figure 4.12).   As distance increases from 

the core, so too do the lots.  Most of the retail lots within 4000 metres of the peak 

value intersection are relatively small, under 5000 square metres in size.   There 

are, however, a few larger lots in this area, notably those taken up by Galleria Mall 

which is situated in the downtown core. 

 There is a discernable demarcation in lot sizes at the 4000 metre 

distance from the core (Figure 4.12).  At this distance there is a step rise in the 

number of larger lots; same being greater than 20 000 square metres.  There are also 

far fewer small lots at distances over 4000 metres, and the lot sizes become more 

widely distributed, contrasting with the uniformly small lots found in the urban 

core.     

Since the core is the oldest area of the city, and growth occurred in a general 

concentric fashion much like the growth rings of a tree, the distance from the core 

can be read as a proxy for age of development.  Areas nearer the core are older, while 

those at increasing distances are newer.  Therefore, since the lot size increases with 

distance from the core, over time lot size has increased.  Traditionally retail lots 

were uniformly small.  Today there is a wide-variety in lot sizes.  Many lots found in 

the contemporary retail landscape are ten or twenty times the size of those found in 

the traditional retail areas.   

 

Building Block-plans 

As with the lots sizes, there is an increase in building block-plans (also 

referred to as building footprints) as distances increase from the core (Figure 4.13)1. 

Similarly, the largest buildings also are found at distances over 4 000 metres from 
                                                 
1 Buildings with a footprint smaller than ten square meters were excluded from this analysis.  
It is expected that they were slivers in the GIS file caused by the splitting of buildings by the 
lot layer as well as other digitizing errors; few actual buildings this small exist. 
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the peak value intersection.  Areas inside the core have no very large buildings, 

defined as those over 20 000 square metres in size.  Only several mid-sized 

buildings, those of footprints between 10 000 and 20 000 square metres, are found in 

the core, notably the Galleria Mall. 

The range in building sizes is much narrower than the range in lot sizes 

(compare Figures 4.13 & 4.14).  The majority (56 percent) of buildings are between 

one-hundred and 500 square metres in size, while almost all buildings are less than 

5000 square metres in size (Figure 4.14).  Only twenty-two retail buildings in 

London are greater than 10 000 square metres in size, these being the largest 

shopping centres in the city, the regional malls and big box power centres.   

As distance increases from the core, the area of each parcel covered by 

buildings decreases (Figure 4.15).  The average coverage quickly decreases to less 

than 50 percent within one kilometre from the peak value intersection.   Very few 

lots have over 30 percent coverage at distances greater than 4000 metres from the 

core, with the majority being under 10 percent developed.  Although the largest 

retail buildings are found at the furthest distances from the core, this is also where 

the largest parcels are found.  Lots directly adjacent to the peak value intersection 

are nearly completely covered by building(s).  Throughout the core front and side 

setbacks are typically zero, and empty space is only found at the rear of the lots. 

This is a result of the intense demand for these spaces in the previous walking and 

street car eras causing very high building densities.   

 
BUILDING FORMS 

Retail buildings vary dramatically by the era in which they were constructed.  

Their forms are a result of the development pressures, building technologies and the 

architectural styles of the day.  Little similarity exists between the forms of the 

nineteenth-century mainstreet store, the 1960s strip plaza and today’s big box 

outlets.  They are united, however, in their attempt to attract as many customers as 

possible, each having highly visible facades and selling spaces to maximize customer 

satisfaction. 

Throughout the history of London, retail buildings were typically more 

substantial than the other building types in the city.  In its earliest stages of  
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FIGURE 4.13 The area of retail building footprints plotted against the distance from the peak 
value intersection.   
Source: City of London Planning Department 2004 
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FIGURE 4.14 The frequency of retail buildings by size of their footprint.  
Source: City of London Planning Department 2004  
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FIGURE 4.15 The building coverage on the lot plotted against the distance of the lot from the 
core.    
Source: City of London Planning Department 2004 
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development, when London was still a frontier settlement, the city’s shops were 

among its most prominent structures.  The average value of the merchant shops was 

triple that of the other buildings as recorded in the 1844 assessment.  Unfortunately 

the records do not indicate the height or construction materials of the shops, but 

they do for the other properties. The buildings with the highest assessment were all 

two stories and of brick construction.  Thus we can assume that these early retail 

shops were at least two stories high and built more substantially than the typical 

structure, probably of brick.  

Most of these earliest retail buildings do not survive, having been replaced by 

a rash of new construction in the mid to late-nineteenth century.  Many of these 

buildings remain today in the landscape of the central retail district.  The buildings 

found along mainstreet are characterized by tall and narrow structures (Figure 

4.16a).  Most are typically three or four stories in height, but are only a few metres 

wide. They are built adjacent to each other; their high densities maximize the 

limited space available.   The buildings on mainstreet formed continuous 

streetscapes with few gaps or empty spaces.  Their facades were highly ornamented, 

with cornices, patterns created in the brickwork, signs and stained glass among 

other stylized features. The purpose of this festooning was to draw attention to the 

outlet, and signal the quality of the goods which were available inside.   

The most elaborate retail buildings date from the mid to late-nineteenth 

century and are found along the traditional mainstreet.  It was during the streetcar 

era that the best retail outlets were found in the core.  As such, the mainstreet 

retailers had the resources to construct the grandest buildings, and apply liberal 

ornamentation to their surfaces.  Demand for these locations caused the outlets to 

grow taller and at high densities.  The resulting continuous and imposing 

streetscape in the central retail deistic remains a defining part of the built 

environment in many urban areas.  

Moving away from mainstreet one still finds high development densities in 

the traditional retail corridors; however, the buildings are shorter, one or two stories 

tall, and gaps are present within the streetscape.  The development pressures were 

less in these areas than in the core, reducing the need to create large buildings and 


