
Project Overview 
The Scarborough Cools Listening Project was conducted as part of Just Transitions in Action
(JTIA), a community-based research and action project which aims to explore how to
accelerate equitable transitions to cities that do not produce carbon pollution while
enabling all residents to live good lives.
 
This listening project resulted from a partnership between researchers from the University
of Toronto Scarborough (UTSC) and the good futures collective. It aims to understand how
climate action can advance community members’ priorities for their neighbourhood and
city, towards more just and sustainable futures. 
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Research methods and activities
A two-hour workshop was held outside
in the plazaPOPS installation in Wexford,
which is a temporary public greenspace
pop-up in a plaza parking lot. Through
discussions, activities, and a
neighbourhood walk using citizen
science temperature measurement, the
session explored opportunities for low-
carbon cooling. It aimed to understand
the current experiences of heat among
residents of Wexford and Scarborough,
and how these experiences compare to
those in their home countries,
particularly in terms of housing, cost of
living, and public spaces. Participants
validated, refined, and re-imagined
potential resilience and low-carbon
actions to address extreme heat in their
community.
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Participants

There were 11 Scarborough residents
participating, ranging in age from 18 to
65+. More specifically, of the 11
participants two were elderly, one was 18,
roughly five were in their 20s, and the
remaining participants were middle-
aged, ranging from their 30s to 50s.
About eight of the participants were
female. Participants’ homes were located
anywhere from 5 minutes by bus from
the Wexford PlazaPOPS location to about
30 minutes by bus. All but two were born
outside of Canada and emigrated over
the last few years. They have lived in
Canada for anywhere from 3 months to
approximately 15 years. In addition to the
participants, there were two members of
the Good Futures Collective and two
members of JTIA. One of them (from JTIA)
acted as a note-taker, while the other
three served as facilitators.
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Data Collection Methods

The event consisted of several moments of conversation with the participants and prompts
to imagine the future of the neighbourhood. Researchers and Good Futures Collective co-
designed the following three main activities:  

1. Ice breaker: facilitators asked people to physically represent the location of their home
in Scarborough, as well as describe where they lived before arriving here. The group
then discussed experiences and feeling of the extreme heat this past summer and
compared these to those in people’s home countries. 

2.Mapping heat in Wexford: this activity consists in measuring heat around Wexford. In
smaller groups the participants used heat guns that recorded surface temperatures
and humidity values to explore heat in the space in and around Colony Plaza including
the shade of the plazaPOPS installation, the unshaded parking lot, and the nearby hydro
corridor green space. As the groups walked through these spaces, participants
discussed perceptions and use of green spaces in Scarborough, as well as home
countries. 

3.Co-imagining solutions and reflections: facilitators prompted participants to discuss
their thoughts about the heat recordings and what they learned about physical and
place-based solutions. This led to a generative discussion referencing mitigation and
adaptation approaches applied in home countries and how these could be applied to
the local community in Scarborough. 
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Materials Produced and Collected

The different types of materials produced and collected during the Scarborough Cools
Listening Project include:

Notes taken by researchers 
Final report by good futures collective 
Photographs and short videos of the activities 



Findings and Reflections from the Listening Project
Community priorities related to heat

Participants who were newcomers to Canada (immigrated < 3 years ago) felt that the heat
they experienced in Scarborough during the summer was not as extreme as what they had
experienced in their home countries, citing temperatures of over 40 degrees in India and
the Philippines without considering humidity. They did however note that the experience of
heat on their skin was more intense here, in that they experienced burning that they didn’t
experience in their home countries. Many participants also remarked that they felt the
winter months here were more difficult to manage in terms of temperature compared to
the summer while also noting that the winters here were getting milder. Participants noted
that they experience it getting hotter in the summer in Scarborough. They pointed out that
buildings are poorly designed to deal with heat in Canada and referenced alternate
building designs used in the countries they had emigrated from (e.g. poor cross-ventilation
in Canada). Some participants mentioned the negative physical impact of extreme heat on
their health and well-being.

Part of the aim of the workshop was to explore how green space impacts experiences of
heat. Participants consistently remarked that they were surprised at how large a
temperature difference there was between adjacent locations depending on the ground
cover (asphalt, soil, mulch, grass, wood) and shade cover. On average the temperature
difference recorded between shaded and unshaded areas was 8 degrees. There were
discussions around the significance of green spaces, particularly in terms of temperature
regulation and comfort. In particular, they commented on the absence of shade at bus
stops and described how this becomes a significant issue for participants when waiting in
hot weather, emphasizing the need for more shaded spaces in the city. Participants
observed that certain areas of Scarborough lack sufficient green spaces, leading to higher
heat exposure, especially in high-density areas.

Participants cope with the heat in various ways, including drinking water, using fans, air
conditioning, or keeping windows open. Some comments highlighted how participants limit
their use of mechanical cooling due to energy cost. For example, one participant said: "I
substituted my AC with a fan. The AC was burning a lot of energy. On days when it’s not that
hot, I just open my windows."

Others use air-conditioned public spaces (e.g., libraries, malls) to escape the heat. This
highlights the importance of indoor cooling spaces that people utilize to find relief from the
heat during extreme temperatures. Some participants mentioned avoiding outdoor
activities during heat waves, indicating a strategy of minimizing exposure to high
temperatures. This behavior reflects a more passive approach to coping with heat, by
staying indoors when conditions are too harsh. In their home countries, participants coped
with heat by using many of the same strategies, as well as adhering to advisories which
limited outdoor activities between certain times.
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Additional community priorities that emerged

The overall responses from participants spoke about the need for community, which
includes more community spaces for all generations, more walkable areas, and more
efforts to include as many people as possible in the community. A couple of comments
discussed priorities around improved transit.

How can climate action address these future visions and priorities?  1

This workshop offered a range low-carbon adaptation strategies to cool down daily life in
Toronto. While a few of these were targeted towards individual behaviour change, the
majority were directed at broader systems change. At the same time, there was also the
recognition that relying on political change takes time; time that we don’t necessarily have
in the face of accelerating climate crises.   

Participants suggested solutions including:

Policy and Structural Changes for Heat Mitigation; 
Public Awareness and Education on Climate Change; 
Improved Accessibility of Cooling Resources; and
Expansion of Green Space

In particular, this workshop highlights how urban green space can be a climate action.
Green space expansion in cities can decrease greenhouse gas emissions and support
climate adaptation by storing carbon, regulating temperatures, and managing water flow.
The participants highlighted how equity-oriented urban greening can target not only areas
of the city with decreased green space, but in targeted types of greening that reflect how
people use the city (e.g. greening bus stops).

This workshop also highlights how infrastructure can support the participants priorities.
Affordable energy from low/zero carbon electricity can help participants use mechanical
cooling more, particularly as summers get hotter. Community members were particularly
interested in improving design for homes to offer better opportunities to use passive
cooling strategies.

Another key takeaway was the desire for more community engagement, both to raise
awareness of the impact of built and green infrastructure on the experience of heat, as well
as to continue to co-create and advocate for context appropriate solutions for
Scarborough. This desire to build networks of local community members could be a
powerful precursor to change and the development of new social norms as they relate to
adaptation and advocacy. Ideas included raising awareness within multicultural
communities, involving more people and youths in climate action, and using community
leaders and advocates to spread the message.
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  These ideas on how climate action might help address community priorities did not directly emanate from the focus group
discussions. Participants rarely made these connections to climate action. The discussion questions also did not particularly
ask them to make these connections. Rather, the ideas are recommendations being made by the researchers based on
interpretation of the priorities and the researchers’ perceptions of opportunities for climate-relevant solutions.
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