H I G H PA R K
V I S I T O R & N AT U R E C E N T R E
C A M PA I G N
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GROWING STRONG ROOTS

With your help,
we will transform
the 86-year-old
Forest School
into the High Park
Visitor and Nature
Centre for future
generations.

Welcome to the High Park Nature Centre!
Thank you for joining 144 years of care and preservation that
have strengthened High Park’s roots in Toronto. Whether
you’re an old friend or getting to know High Park and all that
the Nature Centre has to offer – this special space is yours.
You belong here!
Today, we invite you to be a part of High Park and
Toronto’s history in the making.
At the High Park Nature Centre, we’ve embarked on a
$6 million capital campaign with the City of Toronto, to
restore a special park landmark, the Forest School heritage
building, and create a new front door to High Park’s future.
Re-imagining this space as a new High Park Visitor and
Nature Centre, to open in 2021, is our answer to the need
for better access and opportunities for people to enjoy and
preserve all that High Park has to offer.

In the pages ahead, you can learn more about High Park’s
rich natural history, and the steps we’ll be taking to improve
your access to life-changing experiences in nature through
A Home in High Park campaign priorities. The first step is to
revitalize the Forest School building, with caring supporters
who share our vision for a public space where everyone
belongs. We need your help to open the doors in 2021.
You can make High Park a place to call home – for many
years to come. When we work together, our roots will
always grow stronger.
Thank you, for considering A Home in High Park.

With a dense and diverse population expanding across the
GTA, and shrinking parkland available to sustain the health
and wellbeing of Torontonians amidst rapid development –
the time to act is now.
A Home in High Park is much more than a building
refurbishment or renovation plan. It’s an investment in a
space that will meet our population’s needs in the years
ahead. It’s a strategic, community-driven initiative to carry
High Park’s heritage forward. This is our shared opportunity
to come together and open a new gathering space for park
visitors that will be inclusive, accessible and evergreen.
This $6 million campaign is a commitment to you and your
loved ones – that you will always have a healthy, vibrant
home in High Park. It’s also a commitment to community,
and the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity we have to ensure
the Forest School has a lasting impact.
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Sara Street
Executive Director
High Park Nature Centre

Kara Lysne-Paris
President & Board Chair
High Park Nature Centre
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A Y E A R AT A G L A N C E : H I G H PA R K A N D T H E N AT U R E C E N T R E

3,500+

1.5 million

Hours spent connecting
people with nature

Visitors annually

80,000

1,100

Total park supporters
and stewards annually

Students from priority neighbourhoods
supported to attend nature programs

14,486

925

Outdoor experiential
nature programs

Nature Centre
program participants

7,852

840

Student participants in 38
curriculum-linked school programs

7,600
Native species planted by
children and youth annually
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Children and youth engaged
through nature clubs

190

Participants in educational
programs for adults and seniors
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M A K I N G (G R E E N ) S PA C E F O R E V E RYO N E

High Park is situated upon the traditional territories
of the Wendat, Haudenosaunee, Anishinaabe and the
Mississaugas of the New Credit. In the 1830’s, John George
Howard and his wife, Jemima Frances Meikle, immigrated
from the UK to Canada. They purchased the land, and
built a cottage among gardens and farmland, high on a hill
overlooking Humber Bay and Lake Ontario. Today, it’s the
“jewel of our city” – 399 acres for Torontonians and visitors
to enjoy as High Park.
The first education space in High Park was an outdoor
school that opened in 1913, followed by the wood-frame
Forest School, built in 1932 near High Park’s north gates.
Over the years, the Forest School has evolved from a
rehabilitation space for sick children, to a summer school, to
a program site for people who are visually impaired, to what
it is today – home of the High Park Nature Centre.

Here, people discover a sense of wonder, knowledge and
respect for natural systems, while improving their health
and wellbeing at the same time. After all, High Park is
Toronto’s shared backyard to protect and enjoy. By restoring
human connections to local flora and fauna, the High Park
Nature Centre effectively promotes the park’s ecological
preservation.

“Fostering a
community that
is equipped with
the knowledge and
skills to preserve
High Park today
will allow this space
to be enjoyed by
future generations.”

Since 1999, the High Park Nature Centre has operated as a
non-profit charity, raising awareness and funds to promote
environmental sustainability through park stewardship.
Fostering a community that is equipped with the
knowledge and skills to preserve High Park today will allow
this space to be enjoyed by future generations. There are
many meaningful ways to make a difference here, as park
lovers and members of a green community.

Originally the Forest School focused on improving the health of children in
Toronto. Pictured here children are enjoying a healthy meal in July 1913.
6

7

A G AT E W AY T O T R A N Q U I L I T Y
“Our family so values the High Park Nature Centre, its programming and its
dedicated staff. Over the years, my son has blossomed into a determined
environment protector, especially in the High Park Rangers program for
teens. High Park has given him a space to explore the environment and
work collaboratively with other young park stewards.
You have shaped my son’s sense of self and his goals for the future. I am
endlessly thankful that our community has the Nature Centre!” ~Kathy, Parent
Our sweet spot is where nature meets nurture. Giving rare
plants and wildlife a stable home is just as important as
helping people feel restored and renewed in nature. The
High Park Nature Centre’s programs offer a gateway to
tranquility, while protecting old-growth woodlands, ponds
and creeks, ravine valleys and the black oak savannah. Just
like migratory and resident wildlife, people need refuge
here, too.
What makes High Park such a special place? It’s the human
history among natural riches. It’s the story of Indigenous
groups thriving along the Lake Ontario waterfront, wildlife-rich Humber Bay area and Humber River wetlands for
thousands of years. That human history led to and preserved the remnant black oak savannah, a rare plant community that is a vital part of High Park’s ecosystem today.
With dedicated park supporters, we continue to honour
where High Park came from, and all that it can still become.

Today, High Park offers a zoo and an adventure playground;
an organic education garden of vegetables and herbs –
planted and harvested by children; the Howards’ original
cottage – preserved as the Colborne Lodge; sprawling
Sakura trees – gifted to the City of Toronto in 1959 from
the Japanese ambassador to Canada; Shakespeare in
High Park – a summer staple at the outdoor amphitheater;
Grenadier Pond – one of only two remaining lakefront
marshes in the City of Toronto; and Grenadier Café – where
locals spend many afternoons with loved ones and friends.
High Park has a special ability to connect people from all
walks of life who live across the city.
Over the years, these gathering spaces have evolved to
meet the needs of the surrounding community. Looking
to High Park’s future, that commitment remains a crucial
priority for the Forest School building.

High Park & the Nature Centre’s Journey:
1830s
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John George Howard and Jemima Frances Meikle immigrate from the UK and purchase a cottage in
Toronto, known today as the Colborne Lodge

1873

Howards pen agreement with the City of Toronto, for 165 acres of land to be maintained as a public park

1876

The City of Toronto purchases an additional 174 acres adjacent to the Howards’ property, culminating in
399 acres of public parkland

1913

Toronto School Board and Department of Public Health establish an outdoor school at High Park

1932

High Park’s Forest School is constructed as an education centre in an outdoor setting

1975

Ontario Foundation for Visually Impaired Children leases the Forest School site to run accessible programs

1999

High Park Nature Centre is founded as a non-profit charitable organization, and grows into 375 Parkside
Drive, a small one-room schoolhouse

2015

High Park Nature Centre finds a new home in the Forest School building and a new Visitor Centre is
envisioned in partnership with the City of Toronto

2016

A City of Toronto-funded feasibility study for a fully accessible new High Park Visitor and Nature Centre
is developed

2018

We start building a bright future for High Park, together with you!
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A P L A C E T O C O N N E C T W I T H N AT U R E
“It was an absolute joy to spend every second Saturday morning learning
about birds, trees, fungi, edible/medicinal plants and park history.
The Nature Centre leader was fabulous: knowledgeable, generous,
curious, and with an infectious enthusiasm for the park and for the natural
world in general.” ~Adult Program Participant

As the park’s lead education provider, the High Park Nature
Centre’s goal is to help more people discover the green
spaces, nature programs and park stewardship activities
happening year-round. These moments of discovery start
when people feel welcome – when they feel at home.

A Barrier-free Building

A Home in High Park will channel $6 million of philanthropic
and City support into much-needed refurbishments to
the Forest School building – so that more of those lifechanging moments of discovery can happen as people
engage with a dedicated Visitor and Nature Centre.
Located in close proximity to the park’s main entrance, the
Forest School is a natural spot for visitors to discover all that
High Park has to offer.

• A barrier-free space will enable better hiring and
engagement of persons with disabilities in the new High
Park Visitor and Nature Centre, and will protect the dignity
of all park visitors.

While the Forest School is a treasured part of High Park’s
history, the 86-year-old building is in great need of
repairs in order to be accessible and welcoming to High
Park’s diverse surrounding community. Your support will
ensure this special landmark can best serve park visitors by
enabling major restoration and renovation priorities to move
forward, including:
A New Visitor Centre Space
• The Forest School’s western-facing veranda will be
renovated into a new Visitor Centre space. Additional
refurbishments will create teaching and community
spaces for the Nature Centre’s programming.
• By creating dedicated space for a new Visitor Centre
and Nature Centre to operate under one roof, more
community members will have centralized access to High
Park’s offerings.
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• Investing in a fully accessible High Park Visitor and Nature
Centre will require two major steps towards achieving
AODA compliance: the addition of two lifts, as well as a
universal washroom inside the Forest School building.

Space for Education on Reconciliation
• Internal restorations will include the creation of space for
educational exhibits and programming displays on High
Park’s rich Indigenous connections.
• Creating these spaces inside the Forest School building
will honour the park’s human history, while aligning
with several of the City of Toronto’s Commitments to
Aboriginal Peoples under the Reconciliation Calls to
Action initiative.
A Place for Environmental Education
• The new High Park Visitor and Nature Centre will give park
visitors more opportunities to learn about the importance
of park stewardship, conservation and the environmental
impact they can have at High Park.
• Interpretive displays and exhibits will engage people in
environmental education, helping a growing number of
park visitors understand how they can conserve High Park
and ensure its long-term preservation.
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A H E A LT H I E R T O R O N T O
Modern Upgrades to Fixtures and Facilities
• As it currently exists, the Forest School building has
an old-fashioned layout, deteriorating woodwork and
fixtures, creaking systems and outdated washroom and
kitchen facilities in need of major renovations.
• Retaining the Forest School’s external structure while rebuilding these internal features will allow for a 21st century
High Park Visitor and Nature Centre to best serve the
community.
Investment in Sustainable Infrastructure
• Energy-efficient improvements are a high priority
investment in the Forest School building’s longevity, as
the current building lacks sustainable features.
• By modernizing the building’s HVAC system and installing
new door and window insulation, the High Park Visitor and
Nature Centre will have a positive environmental footprint
and model sustainability as a park priority.

“Over the years,
these gathering
spaces have evolved
to meet the needs
of the surrounding
community. Looking
to High Park’s future,
that commitment
remains a crucial
priority for the Forest
School building.”
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The time for a dedicated High Park Visitor and Nature
Centre is now. More than 1.5 million people visit High Park
each year, and that number is steadily climbing.
Toronto’s social and economic conditions are rapidly
changing, especially in High Park’s surrounding
neighbourhoods. With the GTA’s population projected to
hit 10 million people within the next two decades, increasing
density and diversity are issues that matter today. People
need to connect meaningfully with nature in ways that
conserve green spaces rather than deplete them, now
more than ever.
Taking care of one another and the spaces we call home
leads to happier and healthier communities. Everyone
needs nurturing areas to live, learn and grow in an urban city
like Toronto. High Park not only promotes physical activity
through park recreation – it provides people with space to

improve their mental health and wellbeing away from daily
city stress. From lifting seniors out of social isolation, to
giving people with disabilities barrier-free access to nature,
to helping children swap screen time for green space – the
High Park Visitor and Nature Centre will support a healthier
Toronto and Canada.
Each year, more than 14,000 people get a healthy dose of
“Vitamin N” through meaningful experiences in the High
Park Nature Centre’s programs. From school groups to
nature clubs for adults – everyone can learn about sensitive
urban habitats, understand park trail safety and help
sustain at-risk species. By improving access to one-of-akind nature programs through the new High Park Visitor
and Nature Centre, more people will have the chance to
connect with nature and community in High Park.
Classified as an Ecologically Significant Area by the City
of Toronto, and an Area of Natural and Scientific Interest
by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, High Park
has precious assets that need protecting. Home to rare
and endangered plants and animals, containing landforms
that help us understand the city’s history and providing
crucial ecosystems for wildlife – High Park is truly Toronto’s
sanctuary.
This incredible parkland will help sustain Toronto as a
livable city for generations to come, if we protect its natural
riches at this critical turning point. As more green spaces
disappear from the city’s core, preserving and stewarding
High Park has never been more important. Together, we
have a once-in-a-generation opportunity to transform the
86-year-old historic Forest School structure into a front
door to High Park’s future.
This is High Park and the Nature Centre’s story, continuing
to be written with people like you.
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A L E G A C Y F O R G E N E R AT I O N S
To open the doors of the new High Park Visitor and Nature Centre in 2021, we need you.
Children, teens and adults all share one thing in common:
the desire to belong. A Home in High Park is a chance to
recognize and realize that fundamental desire by providing
a lasting means of connecting people with nature. You can
protect this cherished parkland, while making space for
more newcomers, children, families and seniors to walk
through a welcoming front door to natural wonders.
By making a gift to the High Park Visitor and Nature
Centre Campaign, you will be supporting renovations and
refurbishments to the Forest School building that will
enable long-term benefits to High Park and the Nature
Centre’s community, including:
• A modern Visitor Centre that effectively engages park
visitors through exhibits and displays and enhances
tourism infrastructure
• Enhanced access to information for people of diverse
ages and levels of experience in public parks, including
programs and services for seniors
• Increased public knowledge and awareness of High Park’s
unique ecology and rare species, contributing to larger
preservation efforts

• Greater appreciation and protection of nature fostered by
the High Park Nature Centre’s new teaching space
• Expanded promotion of park stewardship activities and
urban nature research opportunities with local partners
• Reduced social isolation and more restorative
experiences in nature that help improve people’s physical
and mental health

“The children were so happy, enchanted
by nature and eager to search for seeds
and nuts to feed birds and animals. Now
our hearts and minds are open for all the
magical gifts of nature.” ~Teacher, School Group

• More equitable opportunities for underserved and
marginalized groups to experience High Park through
subsidized urban nature programs
• Better connections between High Park’s groups and
community partners with more space to collaborate
• Opportunities for expanded hiring with an equity, diversity
and inclusion focus to meet the needs of increased park
programming
• A more welcoming and accessible facility for all people,
in an AODA-compliant, barrier-free and energy-efficient
building
• A project model for partnership-based urban nature
centres to build on, across Canada and around the world

• Improved understanding of High Park’s Indigenous human
history through reconciliation programming
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HELP US OPEN OUR DOORS

“The time for a
dedicated High Park
Visitor and Nature
Centre is now. More
than 1.5 million people
visit High Park each
year, and that number
is steadily climbing.”

More than 1.5 million people want to connect with
community and nature at High Park. Yet without a new
High Park Visitor and Nature Centre, there will be no formal
space to welcome the increasing number of park visitors.
It will be harder to give people of diverse abilities the best
possible park experience. The existing Forest School site will
remain part of High Park’s past – rather than evolving into
the future. Most importantly, this meaningful opportunity, to
engage people like you and the next generation as stewards
and supporters of High Park’s preservation, will be lost.
More than 80,000 neighbours and friends have joined us
over the years, committed to the High Park Nature Centre’s
programming focus on sustainability in every sense. Today,

While there is a loss of connection prevalent in urban life,
High Park offers a restorative haven in nature, helping
people sustain something greater: rare wildlife, special plant
species, the environment and the connections we have
to one another. Everyone who visits should feel a piece of
home in High Park. Through A Home in High Park – more
people will.
The story of High Park will continue to be written by
people like you.

High Park and the Nature Centre’s Future:
2016

A vision to transform the Forest School into a new High Park Visitor and Nature Centre is developed
in a study funded by the City of Toronto

2017

Toronto City Council authorizes a fundraising partnership with High Park Initiatives to realize this
much-needed development

2018

Our capital campaign launches, and lead donor TD Bank Group kick-starts our fundraising efforts
with a transformational gift of $1M

2018-19
2019
2020-21
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we ask for your care and kindness to help preserve the park
we share, and to care for more people in our community, by
stepping up to open the new High Park Visitor and Nature
Centre.

Active $6M capital campaign – A Home in High Park
Final renovation designs to be completed
Construction of the new High Park Visitor and Nature Centre will be completed
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A H O M E I N H I G H PA R K
“We are excited to support the revitalization of the High Park Visitor and
Nature Centre in one of Toronto’s treasured urban forests. This initiative led by
the High Park Nature Centre and City of Toronto will help ensure a legacy of
healthy, vibrant and inclusive green spaces that everyone can enjoy.”
~ Andrea Barrack, Vice President, Global Corporate Citizenship, TD Bank Group
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H E L P B U I L D A H O M E I N H I G H PA R K

Together, we can help secure High Park’s future
Sara Street
Executive Director
High Park Nature Centre
416-392-1748
sara.street@highpark.org

Kara Lysne-Paris
President & Board Chair
High Park Nature Centre
416–392-1748
kara@highpark.org

