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1.0 ABOUT THE PROJECT  
Laneways as Bikeways is a collaborative research project being conducted by the Canadian Urban Institute, 

The Laneway Project and Community Bicycle Network, and funded by Metcalf Foundation’s Cycle City 

Program to explore the idea of using laneways as cycling routes in Toronto.  This document provides a 

summary of background information collected to support the background research phase of the project. 

Click here to view the full Background Research Report. 

 

Public Consultation  

A public survey is being conducted from July 15th - Sept 15th 2017 to gather feedback from 

stakeholders – both cyclists and non-cyclists - on the opportunities and challenges associated with 

laneways as bikeways. The results of the survey will help the project team and decision makers 

assess the feasibility of using laneways as bikeways.  Torontonians are invited to complete the 

survey online: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/lanewaysasbikeways   

 

The project team will also be hosting a series of meetings and focus groups with key stakeholders, 

such as cycling groups, local BIAs and RAs, City staff and councillors to gather input on 

opportunities, challenges and perceptions regarding safety and feasibility.   

 

The results of the survey and stakeholder meetings will be summarized in a final report, which 

include key findings and recommendations for the city and stakeholders to consider with regards 

to using laneways as bikeways.    

Questions this project explores:  

• Can laneways provide a safe alternative to cycling on streets? Are there examples of this in other 

cities?  

• What design or safety measures might make it safer and more convenient to cycle in laneways?   

• Could laneways offer more immediate, temporary and lower-cost solutions while the city implements 

the ten-year cycling plan?  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/546bbd2ae4b077803c592197/t/596d0fc75016e13a6e74e2aa/1500319694776/CUIPublication.LanewaysBikeways.2017.pdf
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/lanewaysasbikeways
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2.0 CONTEXT  
Cycling near traffic is a major safety concern among cyclists and non-cyclists, and can prevent people from 

using cycling as a mode of transportation. Research strongly suggests that to encourage more cycling, cities 

need to provide safety-related infrastructure such as by bike lanes, paths and routes, and ideally physically 

separating these from traffic.1   

 

In Toronto, the number of bike trails, paths and painted and protected cycling lanes has been growing 

steadily for the past several years, but the overall network is still fragmented.  In 2016, the City released the 

Cycling Network Ten Year Plan, which outlines the City's planned investments in cycling infrastructure (e.g. 

bike lanes, traffic calming, wayfinding, etc.) over the next 10 years. The Plan puts forward several budget 

scenarios, and the extent to which the cycling network is implemented and how long it takes is contingent 

upon the budget scenario that is adopted. 

 

Toronto has a network of 2400 laneways, which extend as a secondary grid throughout central areas of the 

city.  These laneways may provide an opportunity to improve the city’s cycling network by providing safe 

cycling routes that avoid busy streets - and these laneway routes could potentially be implemented in the 

short and medium terms, while more significant cycling infrastructure investment is being undertaken by the 

City.  

3.0 WHY LANEWAYS?  
Giving cyclists the option to ride away from traffic has been proven to improve real and perceived safety, and 

to increase the likelihood that people will choose to cycle. Laneways are separated from Toronto’s main 

roads, and by their narrow widths and role as shared spaces naturally require lower traffic speeds.  

Some pedestrians and cyclists already use laneways to get around the city, and as short cuts to get to home, 

work and school. For this reason, Toronto’s laneways tend to function as shared streets - places where 

people on foot, on bikes and in cars and trucks all use the same space and work around one another. 

Shared streets have been found to be safer than typical streets where cars, cyclists and pedestrians are 

separated.   

However, many pedestrians and cyclists avoid Toronto’s laneways, which can be perceived as unsafe, dirty 

and unpleasant places.  The size, shape and state of repair of these spaces present challenges for 

pedestrians and cyclists, so they. Many people don’t even think about using laneways to get around the city.  

With this in mind, a focused effort would be required to encourage more widespread cycling in laneways.  An 

important first step is to understand the opportunities and challenges and safety issues associated with 

using laneways as bikeways. 

                                                           
1 Buehler and Pucher, 2012; Dill and Carter 2014; Chen 2016, etc. 
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4.0 BACKGROUND 

INFORMATION  
Cycling Trends and Stats  

Cycling trends provide an indication of the need for cycling infrastructure in Toronto, as well as insight into 

particular areas of the city or populations where efforts for encouraging cycling should be focused.   

• The highest volumes of cycling traffic in Toronto are located within the central areas of the city.   

• Toronto has seen a small, but significant increase in cycling over the past several years.   

o From 1999 to 2009, the number of cyclists in Toronto rose by 6% (from 48% to 54% of the 

total population).2  

o As of 2013, 7% of Torontonians cycle daily.3   

• Cycling as the primary mode of transportation to get to work is most common among 25- to 34-year-

olds (30%) and 35- to 44-year-old age groups (28%). The highest increase in number of cyclists from 

2001 to 2016 was in the 55- to 64-year-old age group.4  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo: Bike lanes and sharows in Toronto. Credit: Toronto Star 

 

What Makes a Bikeable City 

Understanding what makes a bikeable city can support the assessment of whether laneways can help to 

create a more bike-friendly Toronto. 

 

The number one factor in creating a bikeable city is having separated bike lanes:  

                                                           
2 Toronto Cycling Study, 2009 
3 Toronto Centre for Active Transportation and Share the Road, 2013 
4 City of Toronto Website: Cycling Statistics (link) 

http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=baa00995bbbc1410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD&vgnextchannel=caa5970aa08c1410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
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 • 77% of utilitarian cyclists and 68% of recreational cyclists said that improvement to current 

dedicated bike lanes and the addition of new bike lanes on major roads will improve accessibility 

and safety of cycling in Toronto.5   

• 37% of utilitarian cyclists and 25% of recreational cyclists are comfortable riding on streets without 

bike lanes  

 

Other factors that have been found to create a bikeable city:  

• Safe routes: cyclist prefer to cycle in places that have a physical barrier separating them from traffic, 

are away from parked cars, are on a street with low traffic volume and away from large trucks and 

buses.  

• Safety from traffic: traffic is a major deterrent for cyclists and often serves as a barrier to entry for 

potential cyclists. Fear of having a door open onto them while riding next to parked vehicles or being 

sandwiched between moving and stationary vehicles are also key concerns that need to be 

mitigated.  

• Maintaining speed and momentum: The ability to maintain momentum during a bike trip is important 

to cyclists, especially for commuters.   

• Aesthetically pleasing routes and clean air: Many cyclists value the aesthetics of the route. Exposure 

to air pollution can also be a deterrent to cycling.  
 

Cycling Safety 

Cycling safety is a major public health issue and must be considered carefully when examining the potential 

to use laneways as bikeways.  Key points related to safety include:  

• In Toronto, cycling collisions occur most frequently in the summer, during rush hours and in central 

parts of the city, where and when cycling is most common. 

• A cyclist driving out from a laneway or driveway is the 7th most common crash type.  According to the 

study, 81% of the cyclists who were struck by a vehicle emerging from a lane or a driveway were 

riding on the sidewalk at the time. 

• Compared to other types of bikeways, sharrows had the highest rate of cyclist collision with 1.9 

collisions per km. In comparison, the rate of cyclist collisions per km on off-road paths was 0.03.  

• The City of Toronto Vision Zero Safety Plan is sets out actions to improve cycling and pedestrian 

safety.  The Plan identifies six priorities for cyclists, including enhancing existing cycling facilities, 

enhancing cycling education and awareness initiatives and enhancing existing cyclist safety 

enforcement strategies.  

Key Facts of Toronto’s Laneways  

• Most laneways in Toronto are public rights-of-way that are owned and managed by the City through 

the Transportation Services division 

• There are five standard widths for public laneways in the city: 3m, 4m, 4.5m, 5m and 6m. 

• Several City divisions, including Solid Waste Management, Toronto Fire Services and Infrastructure 

Services, have minimum requirements for the laneway width that must be left clear at all times.  

• There is currently no required minimum lighting level required in Toronto's laneways.  

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Toronto Cycling Study, 2009 
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Types of Laneways6 

• Mixed-use lane are found in the Downtown, Centres and Avenues, and other mixed use areas in the city. 

These lanes support vehicle and pedestrian access to buildings of various uses. They are typically narrow 

access routes flanked by the rear or side faces of abutting properties. 

• Residential Lanes typically provide rear access for pedestrians and vehicles to garages, parking, and 

rear entrances of single family homes and low-rise residential buildings. They have the potential to 

become attractive public spaces that support informal play and social interaction. 

Laneway Configurations 

Laneways in Toronto can be many different shapes.  The way they are laid out and connect with adjacent 

streets and other laneways impacts their function within the overall right-of-way network, and the level and 

type of traffic that they accommodate.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Laneway typologies, Shim & Chong, Site Unseen 

                                                           
6 adapted from Toronto Complete Streets Guidelines, 2016 
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5.0 LANEWAYS + BIKEWAYS 

CHALLENGES AND 

OPPORTUNITIES 
The following is a preliminary list of the challenges and opportunities associated with using laneways as 

bikeways in Toronto.  More research and feedback from cyclists and non-cyclists is required to better 

understand these factors. 

Challenges  

• Service vehicles – Delivery trucks and service vehicles are often parked in the laneway, making it 

difficult for cyclists to pass by.  The width of the laneway can impact the degree to which this is an issue.  

• Pavement condition – Cracks in the pavement and potholes can make it difficult or unpleasant to cycle 

through a laneway. Poor paving can also slow down cyclists.  

• Safety when crossing streets – Drivers may find it difficult to see cyclists approaching where laneways 

intersect with streets, and may not be looking out for cyclists crossing the road away from road 

intersections. 

• Lack of Signage – Lack of signage can make it difficult for cyclists exiting a laneway to know which street 

they are on and whether it is one-way. 

• Dead ends – Many of Toronto’s laneways are dead-ends, however, this is not always apparent when 

entering the laneway.  Hitting a dead-end when cycling in laneway can be frustrating and deter cyclists.  

• Directionality – When exiting a laneway onto a one-way street, a cyclist wishing to travel in the opposite 

direction must either ride on the sidewalk to a traffic light, or detour from their desired route.  

• Debris and garbage – Poor waste management in laneways can create barriers to cyclists and make 

riding in the laneway unpleasant.   

• Awareness – Laneways are often hidden behind streets, and many cyclists don’t know that they exist.  

Opportunities/Possible Solutions 

• Signage and Wayfinding  

o Signage on streets and existing bike routes can help to raise awareness of laneways as routing 

options.   

o Directional signage can help to let cyclists know where laneways lead. 

o Signage where laneways meet a street can help to orient cyclists, as well as make motorists 

aware of cyclists.  

• Street painting – Painting on the street in a laneway, or where a laneway meets a street, can help with 

wayfinding, and can help alert motorists to cycle routes.  

• Education/outreach – Outreach and communications can help to educate cyclists about where cycling 

opportunities in laneways exist.  

• Mapping – Maps can help to highlight the best laneway cycling routes. Digital mapping can be used to 

help with route planning.  
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 • Gateways – Physical cues can help to signal to cyclists and motorists that they are entering a shared 

space.  

• Traffic Calming - Alterations to streets or laneways such as road/laneway narrowing (chicanes), raised 

intersections and crosswalks, extra curves, zigzag routes and speed bumps can help to calm traffic and 

make laneways safer for all users – including cyclists.  

• New construction – New developments on properties abutting laneways provide an opportunity to 

improve the laneways.  Property developers can contribute to upgrading the space and safety features of 

the adjacent laneway, which can make the space more pleasant and safe for cycling.  

 

 

Laneways + Bikeways Map [View the online version] 

 

http://thelanewayproject.ca/laneways-as-bikeways

