
Expert Guide to Garage Slabs in Toronto: Pouring
for Our Climate
Pouring a concrete slab for a garage in Toronto is different from doing it in a warmer, drier city.
I have seen too many slabs crack, heave, or settle within a few years because the crew used a
generic approach. Our freeze-thaw cycles, clay-heavy soils, and strict municipal bylaws
demand a specific set of practices. In this guide I will share what I have learned from working
on residential and commercial garage slabs in Toronto over the past decade.

Why Garage Slabs in Toronto Face Unique Demands
Toronto sits on a mix of glacial till, shale, and clay. Clay expands when wet and shrinks as it
dries, which puts serious stress on any concrete slab. Add to that the freeze-thaw action that
can reach a foot deep into the ground, and you have a recipe for movement. A garage slab that
is not designed for these conditions will likely crack along control joints or lift at the edges.

I once worked on a house in the Beaches where the original slab had heaved nearly two inches.
The homeowner had parked a sedan on it for years, and the combination of poor drainage and
shallow excavation had pushed the slab up. We ended up removing the entire thing, digging
deeper, and installing a proper granular base with a vapour barrier. That slab is still flat today.
That experience taught me that shortcuts below grade always show up above grade.

The Soil and Sub-Base: Getting the Ground Right
Before you even think about ordering concrete, you need to evaluate the soil. In many parts of
Toronto, the topsoil sits over a layer of clay that can hold water for days after a rain. If you pour
directly on that clay, the slab will eventually move. The standard fix is to excavate at least
twelve inches below the finished grade, sometimes more if the clay is particularly deep.

Then comes the sub-base. A mix of crushed stone and gravel, compacted in lifts, gives water a
path to drain away from the slab. I prefer 3/4-inch clear stone because it locks together well
and leaves voids for drainage. You should compact every six inches with a plate compactor.
Skipping this step, or rushing it, is the most common mistake I see with garage slabs in
Toronto. The base is the foundation of the foundation.

Concrete Mix Design for Our Climate
Not all concrete is created equal. For a garage slab that will support vehicles and endure our
winters, you need a mix with enough strength and the right additives. I typically spec a 32 MPa

https://www.myconcretepros.ca/services/concrete-slabs-garage-pads/
https://www.myconcretepros.ca/services/concrete-slabs-garage-pads/


mix with air entrainment. The air entrainment creates microscopic bubbles that give water a
place to expand when it freezes, which greatly reduces spalling and surface cracking.

Fibers are another good addition. Polypropylene fibers help control plastic shrinkage cracks
during the first few hours after pouring. Steel fibers add long-term toughness. For most
residential garage slabs in Toronto, a blend of both works well. I also ask the ready-mix
supplier for a low water-cement ratio. Too much water makes concrete weaker and more prone
to cracking. A slump of around 100 millimetres is usually right for a garage slab; anything
wetter and you risk a weak surface.

Reinforcement and Thickness
A standard garage slab should be at least four inches thick. If you plan to park a heavy truck or
a boat on it, go to five or six inches. The reinforcement matters just as much. Wire mesh is the
old standby, but it often ends up at the bottom of the slab where it does little good. I prefer
rebar, typically 10M bars on a two-foot grid, placed in the middle third of the slab thickness.
You can support the rebar on plastic chairs or small stones, but make sure it stays up off the
ground during the pour.

Another option is fibre-reinforced concrete with no rebar. That works for light-duty slabs, but
for something that will see daily use, I stick with rebar. It gives you a crack-control system that
ties the slab together. If a crack does form, the rebar holds the two sides level, so you do not
get a trip hazard or water infiltration.

Control Joints and Finishing
Control joints are the deliberate weak points that tell the concrete where to crack. Without
them, the slab will crack randomly. For a typical two-car garage, I cut joints every eight to ten
feet in each direction, forming a grid. The joints should be about a quarter of the slab depth, cut
with a saw after the concrete has hardened enough to not ravel, usually within four to twelve
hours after finishing.

Finishing is where a lot of crews go wrong. Overworking the surface brings too much fine
material to the top, which later dusts and scales. I aim for a light broom finish that gives
traction without being rough. A steel trowel can make the surface too slick, especially when
wet. For a garage, you want grip. I also pay attention to the edges. A slight chamfer at the
garage door threshold helps water drain out and prevents the edge from chipping.

Drainage and Grading
Water is the enemy of any concrete slab. The ground around your garage should slope away
from the slab at a rate of at least one inch per foot for the first six feet. Inside the garage, the



slab itself should slope slightly toward the door, maybe an eighth of an inch per foot. That way,
if you drive in with snow on the car, the meltwater runs out instead of pooling in the corners.

I have seen slabs that were poured perfectly level, and every winter the owner had to squeegee
water out. A small slope during the pour saves a lifetime of annoyance. Also, make sure the
downspouts from the roof drain well away from the slab. A downspout that empties right next
to the foundation can saturate the soil and cause heaving.

Toronto Bylaws and Permits
You might be surprised to learn that you often need a permit for a new garage slab in Toronto,
especially if it is part of a new driveway or if you are expanding an existing structure. The city
wants to ensure that the slab does not create drainage issues for your neighbours or damage
city infrastructure. I always advise clients to check with the Toronto Building department
before starting. The fine for pouring without a permit can be steep, and you might have to tear
it out.

Setback requirements vary by ward. Some neighbourhoods have minimum distances between
the garage and the property line. If you are replacing an existing slab, you may be
grandfathered in, but it is worth confirming. A quick call to 311 or a visit to the city website can
save you a lot of trouble.

When to Hire a Pro and When to DIY
A small garden shed slab is a reasonable DIY project. A garage slab that will hold a car is not.
The stakes are higher: a failed slab can damage your vehicle, create a safety hazard, and cost
thousands to replace. The concrete work itself is only part of the job. You need to know how to
read the soil, set up proper forms, place reinforcement, and finish the surface in a way that
lasts.

I have had homeowners call me after they poured their own slab and it cracked within a year.
They saved a few hundred dollars on labour but ended up spending thousands on a repair that
never looks right. A professional crew brings experience, the right tools, and knowledge of local
conditions. For garage slabs in Toronto, that expertise is worth the investment.

Seasonal Considerations
Concrete cures best in moderate temperatures, between 10 and 25 degrees Celsius. In Toronto,
that means spring and fall are the prime seasons. Summer heat can cause the water to
evaporate too fast, leading to plastic shrinkage cracks. Winter cold can stop the hydration
process altogether. If you must pour in cold weather, you need insulated forms, hot water in the
mix, and curing blankets. It can be done, but it adds cost and complexity.



I once poured a slab in November when the temperature dropped below freezing overnight. We
used a heated mix, covered the slab with insulating blankets, and kept it covered for three days.
The slab cured fine, but the process was more expensive and required careful monitoring.
Whenever possible, plan your pour for a mild, dry week.

Final Thoughts
A garage slab is a long-term investment. Getting it right means thinking about the ground, the
concrete, the drainage, and the local rules. I have seen too many slabs fail because someone
skipped the sub-base or used a cheap mix. Take the time to do it properly, and your slab will
serve you for decades. If you are planning a new garage or replacing an old slab, talk to
someone who understands the specific challenges of our city. The extra effort upfront will save
you headaches down the road.


