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Excerpt – Council February 21, 2012 

 

Cape Breton Regional Library – McConnell Library Feasibility Study: 

 

Ms. Faye MacDougall, Regional Librarian, and Mr. Spryro Trifos, Architect, presented the 

findings of the McConnell Library Feasibility Study, which included: 

• Part one: (Faye MacDougall) 

o Study purpose 

o Key Findings 

o Library Requirements 

• Part two: (Spyro Trifos) 

o The Design Concept and Cost 

 

The Mayor thanked both Ms. MacDougall and Mr. Trifos for their presentation. 

 

For Information only. 
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Executive Summary
Through our work with the public and stakeholders, we heard many different voices speak to the future 
of the Sydney Harbourfront and Cape Breton, but what was common throughout is that the lands that 
combine to form Sydney’s Harbourfront hold a valuable place in the hearts and minds of residents of the 
Cape Breton Regional Municipality. 

The Sydney Harbourfront Conceptual Vision & Design project attempts to identify and communicate the 
latent potential in these lands so that together citizens and public agencies can take decisive action to 
ensure that the Regional Municipality does not miss the opportunity that lies before it. 

By working with stakeholders and the public we have crafted a Vision for the Harbourfront that aims to 
provide an urban landmark for Sydney that is a vehicle for telling stories and provides opportunities for 
gathering that will rival Cape Breton’s many world class amenities and attractions. The vision and design 
concepts that are contained within this report are not imported from places unknown, they are the direct 
result of listening to the people of Sydney and finding the right sized solution for the City. 

We have crafted a draft Conceptual Vision & Design for the Harbourfront by engaging residents, land 
owners, developers and government. In this report, have used this input to guide priorities, principles 
and plans for the Sydney Waterfront, balancing vision and pragmatism and outlining some clear next 
steps for stakeholders and public agencies. The draft vision statement incorporates the most important 
components of each of these themes into a concise, repeatable mantra that we expect will become part 
of the conversation around the economic development of the Cape Breton Regional Municipal and the 
revitalization of Downtown Sydney.

Coupled with the vision are conceptual plans and videos that exhibit ‘how’ the vision could be rolled out 
in physical space over time. These concepts are for consideration by the public and the client, and we 
believe they can act as a baseline for consideration and the public and private sectors continue to invest 
in the Harbourfront. The vision is ambitious, but we believe it to be achievable over the next 25 years with 
coordinated planning. In comparison, since the formation of the Waterfront Development Corporation in 
Halifax in the mid 1970’s, Halifax’s waterfront has gone from derelict finger piers, sheds and parking lots 
to a world class amenity for the city. We believe the same thing is possible for Sydney, but in contrast, 
Sydney has a good comparative headstart. 

Throughout the project, our work has been guided to ensure that this vision does not lay dormant, but 
finds champions in the public and private sector to push for the revitalization of one of Sydney’s most 
treasured community and economic assets; its waterfront.

Sincerely

Rob LeBlanc
President, Ekistics Planning & Design
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Draft: January 2014

Vision without action is 
merely a dream. Action 
without vision just 
passes the time. Vision 
with action can change 
the world.

Joel A. Barker 

Sydney Harbourfront Conceptual Vision & Design

Vision is the art 
of seeing what 
is invisible to 
others.
Jonathan Swift
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1.1 Prologue 
Recent construction and land acquisition on the Sydney 
Harbourfront has brought to the fore the necessity 
of a clear, concise conceptual planning vision for the 
Harbourfront to ensure a coordinated development 
strategy for the next 25 years. A coordinated waterfront 
vision will allow for the strategic planning and 
properly focused investment necessary for the future 
development that capitalizes on the unique opportunities 
which waterfront properties afford. 

Urban waterfronts around the world are seeing a 
renaissance as heavy marine industries leave their 
downtown locations and as people realize the power of 
the waters edge in place-making. These redeveloped 
sites are becoming highly desirable places to live, work, 
and play, and are quickly becoming major tourist and 
event destinations.  In most Canadian cities, waterfront 
land values have increased faster than other parts 
of the downtown. “Waterfront properties in the UK 

command on average 56% higher prices than their 
inland counterparts with some exceptional pieces of real 
estate achieving premiums of 300%, according to a new 
index” (http://www.propertywire.com/news/europe/
waterside-property-price-premium-201208026810.html). 
Some of the most expensive urban developments around 
the world are reserved for waterfront land. Entirely new 
cities are springing up to take advantage of a waterfront 
address and the returns it can provide. The caveat is that 
in all these cases, the waterfront must be planned as a 
whole to create a series of unique public experiences; 
shopping, dining, walking, recreation, boating, high 
quality architecture, special events, interpretation, art 
and performance, etc. As long as the rules of successful 
waterfront development are followed, land values 
will increase and there will be positive feedback for 
high quality development which will , in turn, increase 
destination potential. The public wins, the developer 
wins, and the City wins. Without proper or coordinated 
planning, however, one poorly done development can 
undermine years of positive waterfront enhancements.

01 Introduction

Figure 1 - Sydney, NS in the region
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There are a number of important waterfront strategies 
that are elaborated on in this report to achieve success in 
realizing an urban waterfront vision. These include:

1.	 Leverage private investment with strategic public 
investment. By using public dollars to enhance the 
value of public spaces (e.g. Boardwalks, streetscapes, 
parks), the municipality can increase the value of 
private lands and the private developers can afford 
improved architecture, active groundfloor uses or 
enhanced open spaces (either on private or public 
lands) through techniques like density bonusing. 

2.	 Public land assembly as a strategic vehicle for 
long-term management and enhancement. In most 
cases, urban waterfronts have been assembled by 
government or crown agencies to assure adherence 
to a long-term vision. In the case of Halifax, the 
Waterfront Development Corporation Ltd (WDCL), 
formed in the 70’s by starting with a clear vision 30-
50 year vision for the waterfront, and using public 
dollars, assembled as much land as possible while 
still operating as a for-profit corporation. They bought 
old wharves and derelict land at a much reduced 
cost, working to assemble land for the long-term, 
with long-term payback. In this case, CBRM and 
ECB should be looking for a vehicle to manage land 
assembly on the Sydney (and possibly North Sydney) 
waterfront. 

3.	 Illustrate a vision that is ambitious but achievable. 
Being to practical at the expense of the vision during 
the early stages won’t set the bar high enough for 
people to get behind the plan. Being too visionary 
at the expense of practicality impacts the plan’s 
credibility and there won’t be the public support to 
see it realized. The trick is to find the spot in the 
middle of vision and practicality for Sydney. 

4.	 Don’t settle for development just for the sake of 
making ‘progress’. Urban waterfront lands are some 
of the most valuable properties in North America. It is 
important that EVERY development on the waterfront 
contribute something back to the waterfront. This 
means active groundfloor addresses, improved public 
spaces, high quality architecture, underground parking 
wherever possible, high quality materials and design 
standards, continuous open space connections, 
properly located parking, uses that won’t detract from 
the waterfront. 

5.	 Ensure high quality design guidelines with clear 
policies, easy approval steps, and density bonusing 
whenever possible. Doing the right thing on the 
waterfront should be clear and unambiguous. The 
approval steps should be easy to follow and without 
delays and red tape. There should be options 
available to developers for extra density in exchange 
for public benefits. 

Sydney Harbourfront 
Conceptual Vision and Design
October 2013
Cape Breton Regional Municipality

What’s

YOU
R

Visio
n?

Figure 2 - Preparations for Public Consultation, Sydney, NS @ The Round Room
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6.	 Ensure a fully public waterfront between the water and 
any private development. While this principle is generally 
accepted in all urban waterfront developments, it is a 
principle that cannot be compromised. The waterfront 
must be in public ownership with full public access. 

The plan will evolve one development at a time and one 
success at a time. Eventually, the waterfront will be knit 
together with activities, things to experience, places to visit, 
tastes to savour, and places to live, shop, and work. Commerce, 
livability and recreation will blend seamlessly into one and the 
waterfront will be the must-see experience for any resident 
or tourist on a regular basis throughout every season.  This 
plan sets the foundation for an exciting future for Sydney; it 
is up to residents, the City and the Province to see this vision 
realized and to hold those that develop and design the future 
waterfront accountable to the highest standards.

Ekistics Planning & Design and their partners have worked 
with the public and with the joint Steering Committee (with 
members from CBRM and ECBC) to create this vision and have 
shared it here for consideration by the public, the Steering 
Committee, and stakeholders on the Sydney Harbourfront.

The authors hope that the vision will resonate with all 
members of the community, and provide a clear view of not 
only what can be, but also how Sydney can take advantage of 
the natural advantages that the Harbourfront presents. 

A challenge for the consulting team has been to create 
a compelling and ambitious Vision that can be supported 
throughout the various communities within Cape Breton, 
while ensuring that the ideas are not so vague that they seem 
impractical or unachievable. Striking the balance between 
vision and practicality is always the challenge with conceptual 
visions. The team is confident that the plans and process 
outlined in this report has found that sweet spot for Sydney. 

1.2 Highlights 
Sydney has a long history of being the regional service centre 
for the Cape Breton region. As THE urban centre of the Island, 
Sydney has been a significant contributor of economic growth 
and cultural diversity since the founding by the British in 1785. 
The Harbourfront qualities that have driven Sydney’s success 
as an exporter are now seen as qualities that make Sydney 
capable of taking advantage of other valuable commodities 
such as tourists, community cohesion, pride, and access to the 
water.  

Sydney Harbourfront 
Conceptual Vision and Design
October 2013
Cape Breton Regional Municipality
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The plan area included in the Sydney Harbourfront 
Conceptual Vision & Design stretches from Desbarres 
Street at the northern extent down beyond Wentworth 
Park and Crescent Street in the South. 

We have investigated projections for the future growth 
of the CBRM population, which have guided us to bring 
forward a vision not for skyscrapers and unattainable 
growth, but rather one that understands well how the 
Harbourfront has been successful to date and how CBRM 
residents can seize the opportunity that exists with these 
magnificent sites and the significant public investment 
that has been made already in the harbourfront. The 
idea of leveraging public investment as a catalyst for 
private investment is a common theme on many urban 
waterfronts around North America. This idea is highlighted 
in this report starting with the public investment in this 
Conceptual Waterfront Vision. 

Also the idea of introducing a planning framework that will 
guide private redevelopment of the waterfront is central 
to a waterfront study like this. To that end, we have 
introduced a policy framework that will ensure the overall 
design principles outlined in this report are highlighted. 

Through the course of our research we have had the 
privilege of interviewing representatives from over 20 
stakeholder groups, engaging in public dialogue with 
hundreds of citizens through consultation events, and 

hearing from over 300 citizens via our online engagement. 
These efforts helped ensure that the vision would 
accurately represent the desires of the public, and by 
mixing the method of interaction (one on one interviews, 
focus groups, public meetings, and online surveying) we 
were able to grow our confidence in the themes that 
emerged.

1.3 Using This Report 
Within this report we will take the reader through our 
background research, the guiding themes that emerged 
for the vision, the physical representation of this vision, 
and a suggested implementation plan. 

The background work includes research into the history 
of the sites, the local planning context, and a review of 
how small downtowns are capitalizing on their assets and 
regenerating to recapture their place in Urban Regions 
across Canada.

Details of the guiding themes are presented with case 
examples of how other Waterfronts have physically 
manifested similar ideas, to provide some context for 
what is possible on the Harbourfront. 

A conceptual design of how spaces can be modified and 
planned is presented in an effort to begin identifying what 
the first steps should be in moving toward the vision we 

Study Area

Downtown Sydney

Sydney Harbour
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are sharing. 

Finally, an implementation plan with specific actions for the 
community, public agencies, and private investors that will 
begin the Harbourfront on the path to making the most out 
of the investment that is available for it and the surrounding 
lands.

|   05

FI
N

A
L 

D
R

A
FT

  :
  S

yd
ne

y 
H

ar
bo

ur
fr

on
t 

C
on

ce
pt

ua
l V

is
io

n 
&

 D
es

ig
n

Page 47 of 189



06   |   April 2014

When 
visioning for 

a community, 
it’s important 

to think big!

Page 48 of 189



This chapter lays out the existing conditions encountered 
at the commencement of the project. This includes a brief 
history of the site, a site analysis, the current planning 
context, and the comparisons that exist between Sydney 
and other downtowns across Canada.

The existing conditions give rise to the best solution for 
the eventual waterfront vision laid out in the following 
chapters.  

2.1 History
Although traditionally thought of as a historical steel town, 
Sydney’s history is intricately connected to its waterfront 
location. Prior to European settlement, for thousands 
of years the Mi’kmaq fished for eels at the mouth of 
the River, and camped along the banks of the natural 
harbour. When Europeans did arrive, it was at first to fish 
the rich waters on a seasonal basis, prior to the formal 

establishment of the Town in 1785. Joseph DesBarres, 
the founding father of Sydney, laid the Town out in the 
classic British style of the day (Figure 2.1), and chose a 
location with a deep-water port capable of handling deep 
hulled ships near the shoreline. Even after the coal boom 
of 1880s had transformed the economy of Sydney, its 
harbour continued to play a central role in the vitality of 
the community, and was of strategic military importance 
in numerous global conflicts during the eighteenth, 
nineteenth, and twentieth centuries.

As the economy of Cape Breton has changed over the 
last forty years, the importance of the harbourfront only 
continued to grow. 

Many things have changed for Sydney over the last 
twenty five years, with respect to its waterfront. The 
upcoming completion of the Tar Ponds restoration has 
great potential for synergy with harbourfront open space. 
The potential impacts of climate change and rising sea 

02 Existing Conditions
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Figure 2.2 - Church Map for Sydney 1877

Figure 2.1 - A Plan of the Town of Sydney in the Island of Cape Breton, 
1786 A.D. Copied in 1913 from J. W. F. DesBarres’ map (1785)
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levels are forcing a more detailed examination 
on investment and infrastructure along Canada’s 
coastlines, the role of open spaces in community 
health and the renewed understanding about 
the valuable role of density in place making and 
public space creation.

2.2 Site Conditions
The design team prepared a site analysis and land 
detail maps that form the basis of discussions 
around opportunities and constraints as well as 
serving to locate stakeholders and members of 
the public in our conversations around how to 
create the vision for the Sydney Harbourfront.

The Sites

The lands considered in this Vision and 
Conceptual Design study are shown outlined in 
red dashed lines on the spread on the following 
pages.

A mix of private and public lands, waterlots, 
and road right of ways, the area totals 86.3 
acres. Of this, 42 acres are currently filled and 
the remainder are waterlots. Enterprise Cape 
Breton Corporation and the Cape Breton Regional 
Municpality own 22 acres of property stretching 
over land and water (see figure 2.4) 

All of the properties are situated between The 
Esplanade and the water’s edge, with excellent 
Harbour access and a substantial boardwalk 
already developed through public agencies in the 
1980s and 90s.

Figure 2.3 shows the property extent and acts as 
a guide for discussing site analysis. 

Land Features

The steep topography between the Water and 
Esplanade is a defining feature of the Sydney 
Harbourfront. Five areas are shown in Figure 2.3 
where the steep slopes act as a barrier between 
the Downtown and the Harbourfront. Further 
south, these grade differences become less 
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Figure 2.3 - Site Boundary and Analysis Notes
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pronounced and the natural path from 
Downtown to the Harbourfront is easier 
to integrate into the vision. 

Land Ownership 

Land assembly and consolidation of 
small lots into single development 
blocks has begun on the Sydney 
Harbourfront, although there are still 
a large number of blocks that require 
assembly to ensure public protection 
of access to the water’s edge. Figure 
4, on the following pages shows the 
current split between public and private 
ownership in the Harbourfront area.

While the publicly owned lands are 
limited primarily to CBRM and ECBC, 
the private owners still number 
sixteen (16) separate entities. The 
continuation of public land assembly 
and the integration of the private 
land owners into the Vision process 
will help ensure that the Vision has 
the opportunity to take hold not only 
with the public but will also guide the 

private sector in creating synergistic 
developments, connected open 
spaces, open view corridors down 
streets, active groundfloor uses, 
intelligently designed parking lots, 
and a continuos waterfront trail (no 
exceptions except at the Port).

Open Spaces / Monuments

The Harbourfront is well served 
with space for plazas and 
other waterfront public spaces; 
development of these sites to full 
potential in conjunction with private 
investment is part of the vision for 
the Harbourfront. A rationalization 
of the monument inventory to 
better serve the entire boardwalk 
and ensure animation throughout 
the Harbourfront may also be part 
of the vision. The clustering of the 
monuments on Esplanade is not 
ideal for showcasing the stories 
contained on the monuments. See 
Figure 2.5 on the following page 
to see the current monument 
distribution. 

It is important that any future 
monument or art installation is 
done to fit with the fabric of the 
Harbourfront and relate to stories 
that are relevant for the area. 
Installations should educate visitors 
and locals to the themes that are 
constant through the history of the 
Harbourfront.

The open spaces on the waterfront 
currently include the boardwalk 
which is in generally good condition 
and several small parks. Landscape 
maintenance on the waterfront 
needs more investment however. 
The planters are overgrown with 
weeds and there needs to be 

an overall landscape strategy 
developed for the waterfront. The 
boardwalk currently ends abruptly 
near the Fire Station, so any future 
development south of this area 
MUST make provisions for a fully 
public boardwalk on the waterside.

There are many potential open space 
connections to the waterfront from 
the gateways at both ends and from 
the connecting downtown streets. 
The underpass needs a strong open 
space connection to the waterfront 
and the existing crosswalk at the 
corner of Crescent St and Kings 
Road presents an opportunity for a 
gateway to the waterfront. 

At the north end of the waterfront, 
the Sydney Marine terminal needs 
a welcoming waterfront connection 
to the southern waterfront and 
some work is currently underway 
in this regard. In the future, a 
northern connection to open hearth 
Park should be constructed near 
the sewage treatment plant. An 
additional pedestrian connection to 
open Hearth Park could be achieved 
by creating a string streetscape and 
sidewalk connection to Ferry Street 
via Napean Street. This could include 
dedicated onstreet bike lanes and 
wider sidewalks with street trees, 
wayfinding signage, themed lighting 
and benches and furnishings.  

There needs to be more variety of 
parks and plazas on the waterfront, 
more programmed spaces for 
different uses and user groups and 
more event space for a wider variety 
of programmed waterfront events. 
In addition, a waterfront art program 
needs to be coordinated like at Open 
Hearth Park. 
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Current Uses

Current uses on the Harbourfront 
are dominated by the larger 
developments that have taken place 
over the past 30 years and several 
large surface parking lots. The 
institutional / government uses in 
the block between Prince Street and 
Wentworth Street are book ended 
by two prominent hotels to form the 
dominant identity of Harbourfront 
land Use. The Joan Hariss Pavilion 
centres the Northern most actively 
used land, providing dockage, staging, 
and facilities for the cruise ship 
market. In the South there is more 
institutional use with the Sydney 
Station for the Cape Breton Regional 
Fire Service. Mercer’s Fuel sits on one 
of 7 lots that Mercer Investments 
have been able to acquire on the 
Harbourfront, while the remaining 
lots have a variety of uses on The 
Esplanade and properties that stretch 
back from Esplanade to the Harbour. 
See Figure 6 on the following page.

Services

Water: The watermain that runs 
in Esplanade is reported to have 
operating pressures in the 90 psi 
range. The Town believes that water 
capacity is not a problem for current 
or future tenants. It is believed 
that the hotel may have a booster 
pump, however it is not known if the 
booster pump is needed for fireflows 
or if it was installed as a precaution.

Sewers: The sanitary and storm 
sewer are separated. The storm 
main outlets to the ocean at two 
points along Esplanade. The first 
outlet is just north of Dorchester 
street and the second outlet can 
be found at Townsend street. The 

buildings on Esplanade are serviced 
by gravity sanitary sewer. The 
sanitary flows are directed north 
along Esplanade to the end of Ortona 
Drive to the Battery Point treatment 
facility. The Town indicated that the 
sanitary pipe capacity is adequate 
to service existing infrastructure. 
New development would have to be 
reviewed on a case by case basis to 
understand if and when upgrade to 
the pipe size may be required.

Waterlots

The majority of waterlots on 
the waterfront are classified as 
“Preconfederation waterlots” 
allowing for infilling with proper 
federal approvals. While there 
is potential for infilling to create 
additional waterfront land, the 
team believes there is significant 
adequate development capacity in 
the existing lands for at least the 
next quarter century so there is no 
immediate need for infilling. The only 
exception is the lands to the North 
of the Marine Terminal which could 
provide additional berthage for two 
cruise ships as outlined in the CBCL 
“Phase 2 Expansion of Berth Sydney 
Marine Terminal”. Creating additional 
waterlots for development is likely 
not economically feasible until land 
values raise significantly and until 
build-out of the waterfront is nearing 
capacity. This probably won’t happen 
in the next 25-30 years. In the 
meantime, requests for infills should 
be considered only on a case by case 
basis.

Waterfront Parking

Ample parking is needed for the 
variety of uses and users on the 
waterfront. The current land values 

preclude requiring underground for 
all future developments however, 
in-so-much as is possible, future 
developments should employ 
underground parking so long as there 
are no blank walls created on the 
waterfront. There are other strategies 
to control parking on the waterfront 
however. These include:

1.	 Ensuring parking lots are 
not developed at the foot of 
connecting streets unless the 
parking is onstreet parking.

2.	 Ensuring parking is not permitted 
between The Esplanade and 
any buildings on the waterfront. 
This prevents “strip mall type” 
developments.

3.	 Preventing parking between the 
waterfront boardwalk and any 
buildings on the waterfront. That 
is, buildings should be located 
on the boardwalk without 
impediments like parking.

4.	 Encourage central ‘midblock’ 
parking between buildings as 
shown on the master plan. 

5.	 Parking on the waterfront is 
often a good interim use of the 
waterfront providing income for 
land owners until the feasibility 
for high quality development is 
established. As a ‘land-banking’ 
strategy, parking is a suitable 
interim use.

View Corridors

One of the general principles of any 
urban waterfront plan is to maintain 
water views down street corridors 
to the waterfront. The Prince and 
York Street Corridors are an example 
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Figure 2.5 - Monuments and Public Plazas

Figure 2.6 - Land Use
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of why policy is needed to preserve waterfront view 
corridors in future planning legislation. In the future, all 
street corridors to the waterfront should preserve views to 
the water.

Waterfront Active Uses

Currently there are very few retail or active groundfloor 
uses on the waterfront. Most buildings get their active 
frontage from The Esplanade. In the future, any additional 
buildings should make provisions for active uses on the 
boardwalk if possible. If there is no market for retail 
uses, then buildings should be developed for future retail 
conversion in the future with a 4 - 4.5m floor to floor 

height. Any residential buildings should have individual 
doors on the groundfloor level for each unit instead of one 
shared lobby entrance.   

Summary

There is significant physical capacity for infill and open 
space development on the Sydney Waterfront. The lands 
are well serviced and if assembled should provide an 
excellent opportunity for development when market 
conditions ripen.
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2.3 Real Estate Market 
Assessment
The intent of this assessment is 
to provide some guidance to the 
Harbourfront Conceptual Vision. 

Residential Housing
Demand for residential housing is a 
function of household formation (e.g., 
the growth and/or contraction of 
households).  There are a number of 
things that can influence household 
formation, including:  population 
growth (births, deaths and migration); 
marriage and divorce, increased rates 
of education for women, the state 
of the economy, etc.   Of all these 
factors, job creation has the strongest 
influence on household formation, 
as it affects whether a high school 
graduate will stay in CBRM, or 
whether a former resident will move 
back.  As well, a strong economy will 
allow a young person living at home 
to get their own apartment or house, 
whereas economic downturns can 
force a contraction of households 

(e.g., get a roommate, etc).  Finally, 
functional obsolescence can impact 
the demand for new homes, as 
aging baby boomers seek newly 
constructed homes that provide 
master bedroom en-suites on the 
ground floor with no stairs, etc.  

Annual Housing Starts

While a complete analysis of 
household formation within CBRM 
is outside the scope of work for this 
study, the following table shows new 
household starts in CBRM over the 
past decade.

As the data illustrate, total housing 
starts in CBRM have ranged from 
120 to 288 starts per year, with a 
slight increase in the average over 
the past half dozen years.  Much 
of this demand is being spurred 
by the replacement of old housing 
stock (e.g., empty nesters building 
a new dream home) and well as 
continued trends towards smaller 
household sizes.  The majority of 
all housing starts are either single-
family housing, or increasingly 

semi-detached (duplex) housing.  
The demand for semi-detached 
housing illustrates a desire for newly 
constructed housing, while at the 
same time a price sensitivity to a 
single family home.  

Row housing has shown some 
increase in popularity, and given 
the right location (e.g., the Sydney 
waterfront with access to the 
boardwalk) could be a desirable 
housing form for this waterfront 
planning exercise.  This is an excellent 
option for land on either end of 
the waterfront, and the zoning and 
land-use bylaws proposed for the 
waterfront should support this type of 
development.  

Multi-family housing (both condos 
and apartments) have been a much 
smaller part of the overall housing 
market over the past decade.  Part 
of this is a function of the lack of 
large developers based in Sydney, 
but also the relatively affordable cost 
of renting a single-family home.  For 
many younger households, renting 
a house is a more desirable option 
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that renting an apartment.  Following 
trends seen elsewhere in Canada, we 
would expect to see some increase 
in demand for apartment living in 
Sydney as aging baby boomers look 
for a lower maintenance lifestyle, 
and the ability to “lock and leave” 
their apartment with no worries.  In 
terms of tenure, we don’t see much 
future demand for condominiums, 
as property taxation rates do not 
favour this option, and many older 
households want to liquidate the 
equity they have in them home – 
not reinvest it in a condominium.  
As such, we would expect to see 
construction of new multi-family 
buildings as rental properties.  Good 
locations will support building sizes 
ranging from 24 to 36/40 units, 
making them easier to finance and 
lease up.

Office Space
Supply of Office Space

Downtown Sydney has just over 
200,000 SF of privately owned Class 
A office space, as identified in the 
following table.  

Most of these buildings were 
constructed in the 1980’s and 1990’s 
with the exception of the TD Bank 
Building, which was completed in 
2008.  Based on a conversation with 
the owner/property manager, net 
face rents average $16 to $18 per SF, 
with operating costs averaging $16 
to $17 per square foot.  These rates 
are comparable to most office rents 
in downtown Halifax.  Occupancy of 
these Class A buildings is currently 
fairly high (90%+) while there is a 
large amount of vacancy in older, 
functionally obsolete Class B and C 
buildings.  

Of particular concern are the high 
cost of property taxes for buildings 
in downtown Sydney.  The data 
provided suggests that they average 
property tax rate for Class A buildings 
is Sydney is about $10 per SF.  This 
is substantially higher than property 
taxes rates in downtown Halifax 
(which range from $6 to $8 per SF).  
The issue is not the assessment level 
(prepared by PVSC) but rather the 
area tax rate applied by CBRM.  It 
would appear that the rates used 
in other communities and locations 
within CBRM are lower, thus putting 
downtown Sydney at a disadvantage.  
As such, a disproportionate amount of 
tax is collected on newer commercial 
assessment in the downtown core.  
As capital is fluid, it will travel to 
other locations where investment 
is more cost effective (e.g., it could 
push new investment in Sydney 
to suburban locations such as the 
Mayflower Mall, or worse, allow it 
to shift to other communities in the 
Maritimes).  

Demand for Office Space

Demand for office space is a function 
of employment growth; specifically, 
employment growth in economic 
sectors that are known to employ 
office workers, such as: finance, 
insurance and real estate (FIRE); 
accounting and legal; information 
technology, etc.  In other words, the 
creation of stevedoring jobs at a port 
facility does not create demand for 
office space, while the accounting and 
administration functions that support 
the stevedores would.  

The completion of the Sydney Steel 
and Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens 
projects have reduced the demand 
for engineering and environmental 
service companies, who are big users 
of office space.  This has created a 
short-term contraction in the demand 
for office space in Sydney 

While total employment in economic 
sectors that require office space has 
been the traditional way to project 
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future demand for office space, 
there are a number of structural 
changes that are occurring which 
are impacting the demand for office 
space; they include:

•	 After the Great Recession, 
Some Companies are Employing 
Less People.  Going forward, 
companies are getting by with 
less labour, or are retaining 
people on contracts in order to 
maintain more flexibility.  As 
a result, they are leasing less 
office space.  

•	 Technology Allows Employees 
to Work Remotely and Be In 
Closer Contact with Clients.  
Telecommuting (working 
from home) is a popular topic, 
but another major trend is 
employees working directly 
at the client’s offices (e.g., an 
auditor can set up shop at a 
clients place of business).  As 
companies renew leases, some 
are choosing to shrink the 
size of the offices that some 
employees have, substituting 
“touchdown spaces” (e.g., 
small desktops) where mobile 
employees can plug into the 
office network to download/
upload work.  The effect is less 
demand for office space.

•	 Some Companies Are Rethinking 
Their Office Layouts, Providing 
More Collaborative Space for 
Workers in the Office All the 
Time, and Touchdown Spaces 
for Mobile Workers.  Under this 
scenario, some companies are 
re-configuring the space they 
do occupy to provide more 
break out space and meeting 

rooms, and smaller personal 
spaces.  As this re-configuration 
of space occurs, the tenant 
generates more density within 
a given floor plate (i.e., there 
are more workers in a smaller 
space).  While the mechanical 
systems (e.g., ventilation 
systems, elevators, etc.) of 
some newer buildings can 
accommodate this increased 
density, other older buildings 
cannot.  The two new office 
buildings in Halifax (RBC and TD 
Bank building) are responding 
to this trend as new tenants 
occupy less better quality space.   
Depending on the cost of office 
space in a given market, this 
can generate demand for new 
office buildings, but the reduce 
the total amount of space 
occupied by companies within 
the overall market.  

•	 New Buildings are Using Green 
Technology to Become More 
Energy Efficient.  Tenants 
pay rent that includes the 
net cost of the space (which 
goes to the landlord) and the 
reimbursement of operating 
costs such as property taxes, 
electricity, water, heat, etc. 
(which all get paid to third 
parties).   In order to justify 
the cost of new construction, 
the landlord needs to reduce 
his operating costs as much as 
possible so that the remaining 
net rent can be used to 
offset the increased cost of 
construction.  Modern and 
efficient buildings are able to 
reduce operating costs, although 
increased property taxes are a 
counter veiling force.  

There are several classes of tenants 
that are active in the CBRM office 
market:  large companies (e.g., 
law, accounting and engineering 
firms, banks, insurance companies) 
and government have the highest 
demands and typically occupy space 
in Class A buildings.  Most of these 
companies require relatively large 
amounts of contiguous floor space 
and modern mechanical systems 
and amenities, which older buildings 
typically cant provide.  The other 
class of tenant is the small to mid 
sized private company, which is more 
flexible in their space requirements, 
and can occupy older Class B and C 
space, many times in the upper floors 
of older buildings on Charlotte Street.  

Based on the previous discussion, 
we do not see much demand for 
new office space in CBRM.  There 
is a surplus of space being created 
by the downsizing of engineering 
and environmental firms, and most 
of the major tenants that can afford 
expensive new space (e.g., the 
national charter banks) have found 
new premises.  The one exception 
might be the Bank of Montreal, who 
still occupy an older building, and 
could stimulate the construction of 
7,000 to 8,000 SF of new Class A 
space, perhaps as part of the ground 
floor of a new development.  

As such, the waterfront plan should 
not anticipate the construction of 
any new stand-alone office towers.  
Any revisions to the land-use bylaw 
should ensure that mixed used 
buildings are allowed, and should not 
regulate parking ratios (i.e., let the 
market dictate that).  
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Hotel Rooms
The hotel market is diverse and 
offers a range of product from small, 
independently operated motels to 
large, institutionally owned assets. 
The market, by its nature, changes 
frequently and can experience 
rapid variations. More than any 
other type of realty investment, 
hotels are impacted by micro- and 
macro-economic events.  Unlike 
other classes of real estate, the 
lodging industry is dependent on 
discretionary leisure and business 
travel, so its performance is highly 
correlated with the general economy.  
Therefore, hotel operating results and 
investor expectations can change 
quickly in response to external 
factors.

New supply is an especially large risk 
for the lodging industry as it has an 
immediate impact on occupancies 
within a market.  For example, Class 
A office buildings typically have 
tenants that have signed 5 and 10 
years leases.  The construction of a 
new office building doesn’t create an 
opportunity for a tenant to re-locate 
unless his or her lease has expired, 
or someone is willing to buy out the 
remaining term.  By contrast, hotels 
have no long-term commitments, and 
customers can cancel reservations 
with very little notice and take their 
business to a newer hotel.  

The main drivers of new hotel 
supply are raising demand, rising 
Average Daily Room rates (ADR), and 
obsolete existing supply.  Increasing 
ADR indicates higher profits, which 
stimulate new construction. The 
volume of new supply is constrained 

by higher development and material 
costs, as well as the availability and 
cost of financing.

In the 1980s, hotel companies 
began a marketing concept known 
as market segmentation. They 
developed brands that appealed to 
different classes of travelers so the 
companies could expand within their 
established market area without 
competing with themselves. This 
strategy allows hotel companies to 
increase the size of their market and 
has created franchise opportunities 
across North America.  The following 
is a description of the current hotel 
segments in Canada. The market 
segment that a hotel pursues 
generally reflects its class category, 
or the hotel’s ability to achieve a 
particular room rate. 

•	 Budget.  Lower rates and higher 
occupancy levels than most 
hotels.  Motel 6, Days Inn and 

Comfort Inn.  

•	 Midscale.  A step up in quality.  
Many offer food service, while 
others eliminate this to remain 
price competitive.  Holiday 
Inn and Holiday Inn Express, 
Hampton Suites.  

•	 Upscale.  Superior quality 
finishes and décor and elevated 
service to attract higher income 
travellers.  Cambridge Suites.

•	 Boutique.  Usually luxurious 
or quirky hotels. These hotels 
distinguish themselves from 
the chains through personalized 
accommodation, services, and 
facilities.  Aloft by Starwood, 
Hotel Indigo 

Within the lodging industry, room-
night demand is driven by travelers 
from four independent segments: 
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•	 Commercial.   Business people 
(or small business groups) 
attracted by businesses in the 
area. If an area has strong 
economic characteristics, 
commercial demand will 
likely be high. Almost one-
third of business trips are also 
combined with a pleasure-
related purpose.  Most demand 
from the commercial segment 
is generated between Sunday 
and Thursday nights, when 
business travelers return home 
for the weekend; however, 
about one-third of business trips 
included an overnight weekend 
stay. The typical duration of 
occupancy is one to four days 
and is characterized by single 
occupancy

•	 Leisure/Transient.  Leisure/
transient travelers generally 
include tourists, vacationers, or 
travelers passing through the 
area.  This segment is typically 
attracted by a hotel’s location 
relative to area attractions 
(including personal attractors 
such as friends/relatives and 
hospitals). Demand from 

leisure/transient travelers is 
typically generated throughout 
the week during peak periods, 
with more weekend demand 
in shoulder seasons. Leisure 
travelers tend to be very price 
sensitive (Due to their longer 
stays) and have a high level of 
double occupancy.

•	 Group.  Group travelers are 
defined as any group occupying 
five or more rooms on a given 
night. This segment includes 
corporate groups, associations, 
SMERF (social, military, 
educational, religious, and 
fraternal) groups. This segment 
is typically attracted by a 
hotel’s meeting facilities and 
recreational amenities in the 
area.  Associations and SMERF 
groups have a more varied 
occupancy pattern and often 
hold weekend meetings. Group 
travelers tend to have more 
double occupancy, with a typical 
stay between three and five 
days and are somewhat price-
sensitive.  

•	 Discount travelers.  The Discount 

segment category includes all 
commercial and non-commercial 
accounts having negotiated 
rates or otherwise utilizing 
hotel-specific or industry-wide 
discount programs. Included in 
this segment are airline crews, 
government employees, and 
independent travelers who 
utilize special hotel programs. 
Demand from discount 
travelers is typically generated 
throughout the week and they 
tend to have a mixed level of 
single and double occupancy, 
depending on the source. This 
segment tends to be the most 
price-sensitive of the four 
groups. The typical stay for 
discount travelers is between 
one and two days.  

Supply of Rooms

The following table provides a 
summary of the major hotel chains 
in Sydney.  As of 2014 there are 724 
rooms providing 264,260 room nights 
a year.  

The addition of the Hampton Inn has 
increased the room night capacity of 
the Sydney hotel market by 18% - a 
very large increase.  Discussions with 
local operators indicate that both ADR 
and occupancy (hence RevPAR) are 
down, which does not bode well for 
the industry.  As tourism visitation 
is down, the only way that the 
market will stabilize is either with an 
increased amount of business travel 
(e.g., Donkin Mine, Port development, 
etc.), or the closure of one of the 
existing hotels.  

In summary, we do not see demand 
for a new hotel in the near term, 
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and it would take a large amount of 
new economic development (Donkin 
Mine, Port Development, etc.) before 
there will be enough new demand to 
stimulate any new hotel construction.  

SUMMARY
The following points provide our 
summary of real estate input into the 
proposed concept plan:

1.	 The primary focus of any 
new development will have 
to be residential in nature, 
with a specific focus on multi-
family housing.  Given shifting 
demographics, and the lack of 
new apartment construction 
over the past decade, we feel 
that there is pent up demand for 
a new high quality apartment 
building in a good (waterfront) 
location.  The units would be 
relatively large in size (1,200 
SF to 1,800 SF) and would be 

targeted at affluent seniors who 
spend time south in the winter.  
This would be an alternative to 
condominium or single-family 
ownership.  Absorption dictates 
that the building will likely be 
in the 24 to 36/40-unit size, as 
anything larger may take too 
long to lease up.  

2.	 CBRM should hold discussions 
with UCB to try and Locate 
Housing for International 
Students in the Downtown 
Area.  UCB is increasing its 
enrollment of international 
students.  Unfortunately, living 
on the Grand Lake Road is not 
an ideal situation for a student 
from Africa or Korea, as they 
are hoping to integrate into 
society and practice their English.  
This creates an opportunity 
for student rental housing in 
the downtown area on the 
waterfront.

3.	 From a home ownership 
perspective, there appears to 
be an option to develop good 
quality townhomes in a premium 
waterfront location.  This would 
appeal to older more affluent 
households that are looking to 
downsize to a smaller home, and 
yet want the financial benefits 
of home ownership.  The 
advantage of these townhomes 
would be an easy to understand 
ownership structure, direct 
access to at grade parking 
and amenities (boardwalk, 
etc.).  These townhomes would 
compete against the smaller 
single-family homes and 
duplexes that are currently being 
constructed in CBRM.  

4.	 We see very little if any demand 
for new office space.  The 
Bank of Montreal is occupying 
older premises and could be an 
anchor for a new development, 
however given the extremely 
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high property tax rates in downtown Sydney, we don’t think a new single 
purpose office tower is financially feasible.  A more likely scenario would be 
ground floor (or second floor) office with high quality rental apartments above.  

5.	 There is very little demand for year round retail space in downtown Sydney. 
Similar to the argument against new office space, high property taxes in 
downtown will make it hard for this location to compete against new facilities 
clustered around the Mayflower Mall, which offer easier regional access and 
lower occupancy costs (vis a vis lower property taxes).  

6.	 We do not see any demand for a new hotel until such time as the local 
economy is either generating substantially more jobs (e.g., Donkin Mine, Port 
Development), or an existing hotel is either closed or converted to another use.  

7.	 We DO see an opportunity for small seasonal spaces in waterfront locations 
(e.g., clustered around the old yacht club space) that allow tourism and food 
and beverage operators to provide services during peak summer months.  We 
envision the space around the old yacht club to function similar to Peaks Quay 
in Charlottetown and some of the waterfront kiosks in Halifax.  
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Figure 2.8 - 
Waterfront 
Southern 
Sub-Area

2.4 Planning Context
The Municipal Planning Strategy (MPS) and 
the Land Use By-Law (LUB) define five distinct 
policy areas within the overall study area.  
Figure 2.7 is an excerpts from LUB and map 2.8 
is from the North End Sydney Future Land USe 
Map.

The LUB defines the Central Business District 
(CBD) and Downtown Waterfront Zone (DWZ). 
The CBD zone permits residential, sales, service, 
manufacturing, and transportation development 
within the area. Of note within the CBD zone 
is the lack of parking requirement for new 
development. The DWZ zone permits multi-
unit residential, limited sales and services. 
Of note within the DWZ is the lack of density 
requirements for new development.

The remaining three zones are defined 
within the North End Sydney Secondary 
Land Use By-Law (NESSLUB). The Waterfront 
Comprehensive Development District (WCDD) 
zone is created to capture the outcomes of a 
potential development agreement with CBRM 
for these lands. Uses potentially permitted by 
the development agreement in the WCDD zone 
include apartments and townhomes, tourist 
accommodation, and cultural and marine related 
uses. 

The Sydney Marine Terminal (SMT) zone allows 
transportation and retail uses relating to the 
operation of the port. No alternative uses are 
envisioned in the NESSLUB. 

The Waterfront Southern Sub-Area (WSSA) 
zone includes allowance for residential uses 
and tourist accommodation. The policy includes 
special development requirements that detail 
materials, massing, view protection, and use. 
All three districts are shown in fig. 2.8 on the 
previous page.

Figure 2.7 
- Land Use 
Bylaw Policy 
Areas
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Finally, the NESSLUB identifies 4 view 
planes that fall over lands within the 
Harbourfront Vision study area. Within 
these view planes development is 
restricted based on elevations from 
mean sea level, the intent to protect 
the view of Sydney Harbour from 
the locations identified on the View 
Planes Map. These view planes can 
be seen in Figure 1 - Site Analysis. 
It is not anticipated that these 
view planes will compromise any 
development potential of the lands 
with the exception of a small corner 
of the Marina Terminal lands on the 
southern basin. As these viewplanes 
are not anticipated to restrict 
development, the consultants don’t 
see any pressing need to alter these 
existing viewplanes.

Summary

From a planning perspective, 
the existing bylaws have been 
standardized for the entire downtown 
and NESSLUB areas and while these 
bylaws provide some regulatory 
teeth to guide development, they 
provide little in terms of form-based 
zoning needed to guide and evaluate 
development form to ensure a high 
quality of design for the waterfront 
in the future (site plan issues, 
building stepbacks from streets and 
boardwalks, ground floor uses,  angle 
controls, architectural materials 
and topologies, density bonusing 
provisions, height restrictions, etc.). 
These are all important considerations 
for future development of the 
waterfront. 

A comprehensive strategy for the 
waterfront AND downtown should 
be developed in tandem to guide the 
form of future developments in these 
important areas. While this type of 

detailed planning assessment is not in 
the scope of this vision and concept 
plan, the consulting team would 
recommend council and staff consider 
the following strategy, in the future:

1.	 Redrafting the zone boundary 
of the NESSLUB plan area to 
EXCLUDE the waterfront lands so 
that these areas can be covered 
by DWZ and CBD zones.

2.	 Extend the DWZ zone across the 
entire waterfront zone of this 
study area.

3.	 Prepare more detailed waterfront 
design guidelines to include as 
an appendix to a future plan 
amendment.

4.	 Redraft the DWZ and CBD zone 
to include form-based code and 
density bonusing considerations.

5.	 Create an alternate approval 
structure for the waterfront 
(and possibly downtown CBD) 
zone to allow for faster as-
of-right approvals for those 
developments that meet the new 
design guideline requirements. 
This could include a design 
review committee or plan review 
requirements. 

Additional policy recommendations 
are outlined in the Plan chapter.

2.5 Environmental 
Review & Due 
Diligence Plan

An Environmental Review that 
summarized the areas of potential 
environmental concern (APEC) 

pertaining to the Kings Road and 
Esplanade Study Area properties 
was completed by exp Services 
Inc. The Study Area properties are 
all situated along the west side of 
Kings Road and The Esplanade in 
Sydney, Nova Scotia.  Figure 2.9 
illustrates the properties included, 
delineated by property owner.  

Methodology 

exp provided a summary of APEC 
associated with the properties 
identified on Figure 2.9. exp 
personnel reviewed information 
known internally regarding each 
property, considered anecdotal 
information regarding each 
property, reviewed available 
property mapping from Service 
Nova Scotia and Municipal Affairs 
Land Registration Information 
System (LRIS) and reviewed 
available fire insurance plans 
(FIP) and city directories from 
the Beaton Institute. No intrusive 
works, site visits or interviews 
were carried out. 

The Mights Directories Atlantic 
Limited, Sydney and Area, 1948, 
1947, and 1985 city directories 
were reviewed to assess the 
potential commercial ventures 
that may have been associated 
with each of the properties in the 
Study Area. 

The Underwriters Survey Bureau 
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Figure 2.9 - Study Area Properties

Limited and Canadian Underwriter 
Association Fire insurance maps 
from 1914 revised 1944 and from 
1957 revised 1969 were reviewed 
to assess APEC associated with 
each of the properties listed in the 
Study Area. 

The information presented is 
based on exp’s knowledge at 
a given point in time regarding 
APEC and the known or suspected 
site conditions. This does not 
mean that the properties have 
not undergone remediation, re-
assessment or other activities 
that could affect the environment 
well-being, either positively or 
negatively.  

Study Area

A review of the Study Area 
PIDs was cross referenced with 
the LRIS database. It should be 
noted that PID 15705593 and PID 
15705759 could not be located in 
the database and consequently 
have not been assessed. 

The following PIDs were found 
in the LRIS database and are 
suspected to be of potential 
concern with the scope of this 
assignment: 

•	 PID 15271703
•	 PID 15854334
•	 PID 15870918
•	 PID 15624216

•	 PID 15058803

Areas of Potential Environmental 
Concern 

PID 15068398 - 20, 24, and 40 
Kings Road 

Potential metal, petroleum 
hydrocarbon (PHC) and polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) 
impacts in soils and groundwater 
due to: 

•	 historical operations on the 
property pertaining to marine 
and equipment repair and 
services; 

•	 possible impacted marine 
sediment due to long-term 
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Figure 2.10 - Properties with APEC

deposition in small inlet and 
historical wharf and boat 
related activities; 

•	 an unknown quality and 
quantity of imported infill 
along the harbour shoreline; 

•	 upgradient of the property 
under Kings Road it has been 
noted that there are organic 
compounds under and in the 
road bedding material; and 

•	 the FIP maps showed a 
machine shop and welding 
shop on the property with 
earthen floors. 

PID 15068232 - 10 Kings Road 
PID 15854326 - Kings Road
PID 15068265 - 554 Esplanade 

Potential metal and PHC impacts 

to soil and groundwater due to: 

•	  historical operations on the 
property pertaining to auto 
garage and machine shop; 

•	  multiple pieces of heavy 
equipment observed on the 
property over the years in 
various states of repair; 

•	 unknown quality and quantity 
of imported infill along the 
harbour shoreline; and 

•	 previous investigations have 
assessed isolated pockets of 
PHC in soil. 

PID 15068299- Esplanade 

Potential PHC impacts to soil 
and groundwater due to the 
identification of an auto shop and 

warehouse on the 1944 and 1969 
revised FIP maps. 

PID 15068331, 15068315, and 
1521703- 520 Esplanade 

Potential metal, PHC and PAH 
impacts to soil and groundwater 
due to: 

•	 JC Texaco Service Station with 
four underground storage 
tanks (USTs) identified in the 
city directory and on the 1944 
and 1969 FIP maps. 

•	 sections of the property 
have been infilled and PAH 
impacted marine sediments 
around the original shoreline 
are suspected based on 
assessments carried out in 
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vicinity of the property. 

PID 15551435- Esplanade 

Potential PAH impacts to soil and 
groundwater due to sections 
of the property that have been 
infilled over the original shoreline 
that are suspected to contain PAH 
impacted marine. 

PID 15065246- 512 Esplanade

Potential metals, PHC, PAH and 
volatile organic compounds (VOC) 
impacts to soil and groundwater 
due to: 
•	 sections of the property 

have been infilled and PAH 
impacted marine sediments 
around the original shoreline 
are suspected based on 
assessments carried out in 
vicinity of the property; 

•	 it is suspected that a former 
dry cleaning operation was 
on the property, which could 
potentially lead to VOC in soil 
and groundwater; and 

•	 the FIP mapping noted 
that there was a hide and 
slaughterhouse situated on 
the property that could result 
in the use of VOC related 
compounds from the former 
tanning process. 

PID 15574452 and 15065154- 498 
Esplanade 

Potential metals, PHC and PAH 

impacts to soil and groundwater 
due to: 

•	 presence of PHC and PAH 
impacted marine sediments 
below the imported fill on PID 
15574452; 

•	 presence of imported fill and 
demolition debris from the 
former site building; and 

•	 unknown quantity and quality 
of imported fill materials. 

PID 15065162- Esplanade 

Potential PAH impacts to soil and 
groundwater due to sections 
of the property that have been 
infilled and suspected PAH 
impacted marine sediments 
around the original shoreline are 
suspected based on assessments 
carried out in the vicinity of the 
property. 
PID 15065113- 490 Esplanade 

Potential metals, PHC, PAH 
and VOC impacts to soil and 
groundwater due to: 

•	 sections of the property 
have been infilled and PAH 
impacted marine sediments 
around the original shoreline 
are suspected based on 
assessments carried out in 
vicinity of the property; 

•	 an active gasoline retailer 
and mechanic service centre 
present on the property; and 

•	 the FIP mapping identified 

Benny’s Service Station on 
the property outside the 
footprint of the existing 
station. There were four USTs 
associated with this site. 

PID 15580152 and PID 15581549- 
Esplanade

Potential metals, PHC, PAH 
and VOC impacts to soil and 
groundwater due to: 

•	 sections of the property 
have been infilled and PAH 
impacted marine sediments 
around the original shoreline 
are suspected based on 
assessments carried out in 
vicinity of the property; 

•	 potential PHC impacts from 
a previous soil spill at the 
Cambridge Suites; and 

•	 former industrial operations 
on the property identified 
in the FIP mapping, namely 
Cape Breton Dairyman Co-Op 
and Durable Tire Re-treads 
Limited. 

PID 15065097- 380 Esplanade

Potential metals, PHC, PAH 
and VOC impacts to soil and 
groundwater due to: 

•	 sections of the property 
have been infilled and PAH 
impacted marine sediments 
around the original shoreline 
are suspected based on 
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assessments carried out in 
vicinity of the property; 

•	 potential PHC impacts from 
a previous soil spill at the 
Cambridge Suites; and 

•	 former industrial operations 
on the property identified 
in the FIP mapping, namely 
Cape Breton Dairyman Co-Op 
and Durable Tire Re-treads 
Limited. 

•	 the FIP mapping identified 
one UST associated with the 
former Cape Breton Dairymen 
Co-Op operation. 

PID 15064959- 320 Esplanade

Potential VOC impacts to soil and 
groundwater due to discovery 
on the FIP mapping and the city 
directory from 1948 showing 
Cameron DT and Sons Cleaners 
and Drycleaners located in 
proximity to this property, if not 
on it. 

PID 15773781- 58/60 Esplanade

Potential metals, PHC, PAH, 
polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) 
and VOC impacts to soil and 
groundwater due to: 

•	 review of an existing Phase 
II ESA on this property as 
part of another assessment 
revealed PHC and PAH 
impacts. It is unknown if 
a remediation was ever 
undertaken but it is suspected 

that it was not; and 
•	 unknown quantity and quality 

of imported fill used to infill 
areas for construction of the 
wharf. Possibly lead ore used 
as infill. 

PID 15606866, 15642242, 
15606841, 15606783 and 
15058803 - 12 Esplanade 

Potential metals, PHC, PAH, PCB, 
and VOC impacts to soil and 
groundwater due to: 

•	 historical operations on the 
site including fuel dispensing, 
fuel loading and storage in 
USTs, operation of Boiler 
Shops, Machine Shops, 
Boat Cradles, sand blasting, 
painting, boat construction 
and repair, boiler and 
compressor house; 

•	 the Cape Breton and Central 
Nova rail-line bisects this 
property and may have had 
a historical spill of product 
resulting in PAH and PHC 
impacts; 

•	 suspected impacts in the 
Marine Sediments based on 
former on-site operations; 
and 

•	 it is known that a Phase II 
and III ESA was carried out on 
these properties. 

PID 15642309- Cape Breton and 
Central Nova Scotia Railway 
Limited 

Potential metals and PHC impacts 
to soil and groundwater due to: 

•	 anecdotal reports of cargo 
spills along this line; 

•	 there is a large diesel fuel 
line buried along this PID 
that runs from the Bulk Oil 
storage in battery point to 
the Government Wharf. There 
have been anecdotal reports 
of a leak in this line; and 

•	 coal fines along the rail bed. 

General Notes: 

The following notes are items 
of concern with respect to the 
environmental conditions within 
the Study Area: 

•	 most properties are tidally 
influenced and therefore any 
potential APEC should also 
considered with regard to 
ecological receptors. 

•	 properties are all non-potable 
under NSE classification 
due to being serviced with 
municipal water. 

•	 all properties would likely 
fall under the commercial 
classification and would be 
considered to have coarse 
grained soils due to the 
prevalence of imported fill 
used throughout the Study 
Area.
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2.6 Canadian 
Downtowns
The Canadian Urban Institute 
(CUI) is a Canadian not for profit 
organization with a national and 
international reach. The CUI in 2012 
performed an analysis of several 
Canadian downtowns that outlines 
the importance of Downtowns 
within Canadian cities: “The Value of 
Investing in Canadian Downtowns”. 
We have included here the key 
principles pulled from the work of 
the CUI and how they apply to the 
Sydney case.

The CUI identifies five key findings in 
their study of downtown rejuvenation 
that are directly applicable to the 
Sydney Harbourfront Conceptual 
Design and Vision project. We share 
these with some insight into how 
they apply to the Sydney case.

i. Visibility

It is important for downtowns to play 
a clear and integral role in the life 
of the wider city and municipality; a 

lack of connection between a region 
and the traditional core can limit 
the potential of the downtown to 
contribute to overall prosperity.

Regional Municipalities such as CBRM 
can struggle with defining a single 
“core”, this indecision can lead to 
limiting the ability of a single dense 
downtown to rise up. We believe 
that the Sydney Harbourfront, and 
its unique place in policy already 
provide an opportunity to capture 
this visibility without sacrificing the 
potential of other traditional centre 
areas (or downtowns) within CBRM. 

ii. Visionary

Downtowns with a clear and flexible 
vision are noted to be the most 
successful during revitalization efforts. 
Clear visions guide decisions and the 
implementation of projects while 
outlining a future goal. Patience and 
commitment towards revitalization 
efforts is also important. 

The vision that is being provide 
through the Sydney Harbourfront 
Conceptual Design and Vision 
project, and work by public and 
private stakeholders to help elicit 
buy-in, will help kick start a larger 
vision for the entire Downtown. 

iii. Prosperity

A prosperous downtown economy 
has the ability to contribute 
significantly to the bottom line of 
municipalities. Strong economies 
generate jobs and economic 
opportunities that can provide 
the municipalities with a strong 
tax base and high property tax 
revenues due to the dense presence 

of commercial and residential 
infrastructure within a downtown.

We have not completed bottom line 
analysis for CBRM, as that is outside 
the scope of this project.

iv. Livability

In order for a downtown to be 
successful in attracting and sustaining 
activity, the downtown not only 
needs to be vibrant and livable 
but also display a connectedness 
with the people of the greater 
community. With a larger population 
downtown the demand for goods 
and services increases, creating a 
more prosperous environment for 
retailers and service providers. In 
addition to adding residents it is 
imperative that activities are planned 
and supported through stakeholder 
groups to ensure that new residents 
in the Downtown and residents in the 
existing surrounding communities. 
Lumiere is a great example of how 
the community is working to bring 
people into Downtown Sydney.

Preserving heritage and culture within 
downtowns is crucial, downtowns 
usually accommodate a large portion 
of a city’s heritage sites it is important 
to preserve and showcase these 
neighbourhoods in the community. 
This is especially true in CBRM 
and Downtown Sydney where an 
the existing historic residential 
neighbourhood has already proven 
to be an active contributor to the 
conversation around the continued 
development of Downtown and the 
Harbourfront. 

N

iv. Livability

v. Strategy

iii. Prosperity

ii. Visionary 

i. Visibility 

Canadian Urban Institute 
5 Key Findings for 
Downtown Rejuvination
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v. Strategy

Investments are necessary during revitalization efforts 
within downtowns. The CUI found that large investments 
and projects instill confidence and increase the profile 
of the downtown core. On the other hand, small-scale 
financial incentives can lead to many improvements that 
add up. Both approaches have proved to be beneficial. 
Strategic planning and investing can avoid problems and it 
is important that cities gain an understanding of what the 
community needs or wants before implementing change 
and embarking on large projects. 

The Sydney Harbourfront Conceptual Design and Vision 
project includes implementation that supports both small 
and large strategic investment. 

Conclusion

The effort by ECBC and CBRM to join together in procuring 
the Sydney Harbourfront Conceptual Design and Vision 
project is a positive sign in light of the CUI findings.

The Vision speaks to visibility, prosperity, livability, and 
strategy and will be an important keystone as local 
development agencies, community groups, and private 
industry work with the public to move the Sydney 
Harbourfront forward.

Figure 2.10 - Lumiere Festival
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3.1 Population
The Cape Breton Regional 
Municipality has suffered from a well 
documented decline in population. 
While the 2006 population eclipsed 
100,000 persons, that population 
dropped to just above 97,000 in the 
2011 Census.

In addition, and in similar fashion to 
other jurisdictions in the Maritimes, 
the CBRM has an aging population 
with only 13,325 residents in the age 
range 0-14 and 25,200 residents in 
the 50-64 year age range (Census, 
2011). This simple comparison 
provides some insight into not 
only the population but also the 
labour force. We can expect that 
as the 25,200 people in the 50-64 
demographic move into retirement 
there will be a void of people able 
to move into the workforce to help 
support the senior population. 

Looking more specifically at the 
Downtown and Harbourfront areas 
we have taken data for the four 
Census Dissemination Areas that 
cover the Downtown Sydney area 
(12170460, 12170477, 12170461, and 
12170458).

The total population in the 
Harbourfront area was 1,778. This 
low population ( just 1.8% of CBRM) 
will struggle to attract amenities and 
services that the population of CBRM 
desires. These population data are 
important when considering both the 
scale of development proposed and 
the phasing of development on the 
Harbourfront. 

Like many Canadian Urban Centres, 
Sydney supports several Post 
Secondary education institutions 
including Cape Breton University, 

the Nova Scotia Community College 
Marconi Campus, and the Maritime 
Environmental Training Institute. 

Post secondary institutions provide 
urban areas with a large population of 
young, educated people that support 
local businesses and add pedestrian 
activity. Supporting a young, educated 
population throughout most of the 
year may also promote attachments 
between students and the downtown, 
making students want to stay after 
completing studies that can help build 
a highly skilled labour force. 

03 Demographic Data

Figure 3.1 - Cape Breton Regional Municipality Age Pyramid
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An investment in diverse residential housing would 
attract a new wave of downtown residents, boosting 
the population and limiting the number of unoccupied 
dwellings in the area. Investments in the residential 
communities of Downtown Sydney will contribute to the 
livability of the area, creating a welcoming environment 
for residents and visitors.

An increase in the downtown population will also have 
positive affects on the current transit network in Sydney 
and promote more active methods of transportation 
within the city. Currently the public transit system is 
lacking flexibility and frequency, however an increase 
demand would prompt improvements within the system, 
making it a more viable option for residents in Downtown 
Sydney and surrounding communities.  

3.2 Buildings
Due to the nature of the sites on the Harbourfront and the 
location at the core of Sydney and the greater CBRM we 
believe that higher density residential development will 
be a major component of the mix of housing proposed in 
the Conceptual Vision & Design. The Canadian Mortgage 
and Housing Corporation (CMHC) tracks statistics for 
structures with 3+ residential units and this data for CBRM 
speaks volumes to the nature of the residential market in 

Cape Breton. The universe of residential rental buildings 
throughout the CBRM totals 1,770 units in 285 structures. 

The majority of these units, 798, were initiated in 206 
smaller buildings of 3 to 5 residential units. 231 residential 
units were initiated in only 3 structures of 50 or more 
units. 

Looking at the universe of housing starts, including single 
family homes we see that current building is following a 
similar trend toward single family homes as the majority 
of built projects. Of the 155 freehold residential units 
started between January and September of 2013, 85 were 
designated as single-detached housing, 66 as semi-
detached and only 1 multi-unit building was started. 

These data, in combination with the population data, 
speaks to the phasing of residential development in the 
Downtown of Sydney generally, and on the Harbourfront 
specifically. 

Although a compelling Conceptual Vision & Design will 
be a positive for the CBRM we expect that phasing will 
span a long term timeline and will coincide with the 
slow-growing capacity in the commercial and institutional 
markets in the Downtown.

Figure 3.2 - Cape Breton Regional Municipality Housing Data
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Over the course of the Sydney 
Harbourfront Conceptual Design 
and Vision project we have 
engaged the community in CBRM 
through stakeholder interviews, 
an online survey & engagement 
effort, a full week of public 
consultation events, and a post 
card campaign.  Each of these 
aspects of the public process is 
detailed in this chapter. 

As information was gathered 
from the public and stakeholders 
through these different 
consultation methods, consistent 
and relevant themes began 
to emerge and point toward a 
framework plan. These themes 
will be presented at the conclusion 
of the chapter as a lead in to the 
Conceptual Design and Vision.

4.1 Stakeholder 
Interviews
Stakeholder interviews are a 
key element in the creation 
of informed design, they offer 
specialized insight and local 
knowledge to the design team and 
were crucial in developing early 
public materials, ensuring that 
our Conceptual Design followed 
principles that resonated with the 
local community, and that our the 

proposed Vision would have a 
high probability of being met with 
support. 

Due to the timing of the project 
and the natural addition of 
interested parties after the 
project kicked off we have 
connected with stakeholders at 
various stages of the project. 
By using a uniform guide for the 
interviews we have ensured that 
the information is comparable 
and relevant regardless of the 
background of the stakeholder, or 
the stage of design development 
that we are in.

Stakeholder Summary

It should be clear that each 
stakeholder, whether they be a 
community group, a public agency, 
a developer or a land owner has 
specific vested interests in the 
Harbourfront and the Downtown 
based on their organization’s 
role and responsibilities. Due 
to this there is no over arching 
single idea that is the product of 
stakeholder engagement, rather 
these interviews provide the 
project team with insights into the 
accuracy of starting assumptions, 
and the value that early feedback 
from the public in crafting the 
vision. 

04 Public Process
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While this is certainly true of the 
dozens of interviews we completed 
we include a summary of the 
consistent responses we heard to the 
more global questions that we asked 
about the Harbourfront. 

Appendix A includes the list of 
questions used as a guide in 
stakeholder interviews. 

In your opinion, what should the 
priorities for the Harbourfront lands 
be? 

1.	 Connection to the existing and 
new recreation facilities (Open 
Hearth for example)

2.	 Making the waterfront part of 
the city 

3.	 Recreational docking

4.	 Allow businesses to make use of 
the boardwalk

5.	 Signage and links to the 
Downtown

6.	 Highlight historic themes of 
Sydney

7.	 Access to the water increasing 
Harbour utilization

What challenges do you see arising 
as Sydney attempts to plan for the 
Harbourfront?

1.	 Risk of building without 
preparing for programming and 
maintenance

2.	 Potential interim uses of space 
are incongruent with vision

3.	 Coordination of public and 
private investment

4.	 Funding

5.	 Opposition to change

6.	 Demand / Market for new 
development

7.	 Restrictive environment 

Who do you see as the primary users 
of the Harbourfront today and in the 
future?

1.	 Citizens of CBRM

2.	 Downtown employees 

3.	 Tourists to Cape Breton

4.	 Cruise Ship Passengers

5.	 Attendees at Harbourfront 
Events, Meeting and convention 
centre at the Port.

6.	 Patrons of public institutions

4.2 Online Engagement
An online survey was administered 
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during the months of October and November 2013. 
The purpose of the survey was to gain a better 
idea of the current demographics and patterns 
of use currently engaging with the Harbourfront. 
In addition to demographics, the survey aimed 
to find out what residents wanted from the area 
and expected from the design team. We had 
226 participants complete the online survey, 
a summary of the data collected through the 
survey is provided here with full data provided in 
“Appendix B - Online Survey”.

The majority of survey respondents were between 
the ages of 21-64. 33.3% of the participants were 
between the ages of 21-34, 32.1% were 35-49 
years, and 29.7% were between 50-64. 

The vast majority of participants, 89.9%, have 
lived in Sydney for more than five years.  It was 
found that 64.9% don’t live within walking distance 
of the Harbourfront area, but just over half said they 
work within walking distance. The area is heavily 
utilized through the weekend, Friday and Saturday, 
however the survey indicates that the area is also 
used consistently throughout the week. 

The harbourfront area is often used as a walking 
destination, with 45.7% stating they regularly walk 
through the area, but only 5.5% said they bike 
through the area regularly. It was noted that the 
area is a major vehicular destination with 86% 
saying they drive through the area regularly and 
58% saying they park in the area. Parking was rated 
in terms of ease, and was found to be acceptable 
by the majority of participants. 

The most common destination attractions were 
the restaurants. Business services such as banking, 
places of employment, shopping, parks and open 
space and bars were the following most popular.  
The least likely destinations were personal and 
friend or relative’s homes, historic sites, and cultural 
venues.  

Figure 4.1 - Online Survey Outcomes
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Directional signage in the area is 
rated as fair by 64% percent, with 
19% rating signage as poor and 17% 
rating it as good. 

The majority of participants listed 
the Harbourfront as an area to bring 
visitors within Sydney, though what 
appealed to them about the area 
varied. Participants were able to list 
multiple attractions and the proximity 
to the ocean, its natural beauty, and 
its proximity to downtown were the 
most popular with over 50%. Closely 
followed were its historic character, 
entertainment opportunities, and 
open and public spaces. Least popular 
at the current time - with less than 
22% positive response - were the 
variety of shopping and retail venues 
and the events schedule. 

From the opportunities outline 
during the workshops held, a design 
that considered both tourists and 
local residents, as well pedestrian 
connectivity was of greatest 
importance. A link to historical 
downtown and creating a “main 
attraction” such as an aquarium 
were listed as a high priority, as 
was the opportunity for small scale 
commercial business, expanded 
cruise ship berthing and view plane 
preservation.  Other options, which 
did not have as much support 
were increase parking capacity, 
active transportation, university 
residence and large scale commercial 
opportunities. 

When requested to outline which 
programmed activities should be the 
most important many participants 
highlighted a potential Farmer’s 
Market and seasonal festivities. 
The other options which included 
movies in the park, seasonal ice rinks, 
competitive running, permitting of 
bicycles, and art in the park were 
less popular, but still had significant 
support. 

Pedestrian crosswalks and lighting 
and visibility were the highest 
concern for participants in relation 
to safety. This was closely followed 
by the speed of automobiles, mainly 
on Esplanade, the accessibility of 
the boardwalk and the boardwalk 
conditions. Other concerns listed 
included the need for more active 
patrolling in the area to deter crime 
and the visibility on the streets while 
driving. 

In regards to maintenance issues in 
the area, litter was of the highest 
concern to most people. Overgrown 
shrubbery, boardwalk conditions, 
light maintenance, site furnishing 
maintenance and up-to-date maps 
were the next most importance, with 
all having around 40% of respondents 
identifying them as needing attention.  

Online Engagement

In order to reach a wider audience, 
the design team made use of social 
media such as Facebook and Twitter. 
Not only was the social media 
helpful in notifying the public of 

the consultations to be held and 
the survey occurring, it was also 
an effective forum to facilitate the 
exchange of ideas between the 
residents and the design team 
throughout Consultation Week. 

                                      
4.3 Consultation Week
The major public consultation 
components of the project took 
place in October of 2013. We took 
the opportunity to embed in Sydney 
for the important work of meeting 
on site with stakeholders and the 
community we were able to complete 
a wide variety of sessions during the 
week of October 21st, 2013.

Each of the five events is outlined 
here with a summary of the feedback 
received.

Event 1: Council + Staff Session

The Council and Staff Session allowed 
the project team to gather input 
from the client team and elected 
representatives. Through various 
workshop activities the team was 
able to establish the objectives, goals, 
and challenges from the point of view 
of staff and elected representatives.

Event 2: Waterfront Walkabout

The Harbourfront Walkabout was a 
follow up to the Staff and Council 
session. The walk allowed the project 
team to demonstrate where the 
major opportunities lie and identify 
obvious constraints along the Sydney 
Harbourfront.  Participation from the 
local councillor provided an additional 
opportunity for the project team to 
hear about specific concerns and 
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N

Goals

Event 1 - Council + Sta�

Objectives Challenges

Increase Population

Attract / Retain Entrepreneurs

Increase Waterfront Activity

Concentrate Interest Downtown

Land Assembly

Link to Downtown Other Assets

Ownership & Maintenance

Environmental Remediation 

Lack of Vision

challenges that the representative was 
aware of in his constituency.

Event 3: Business Stakeholders 
Consultation

The business Stakeholders Consultation 
Session was hosted with an aim to 
gather specific feedback from the local 
business owners and stakeholders 
with interests and investments in 
Downtown Sydney. The goal of this 
session was to get a feel for what 
the stakeholders wanted to see in 
the vision and what they think should 
be done on the Harbourfront to help 
make all Downtown businesses more 
successful. The stakeholders were 
also asked to provide input on what 
they think the goals, objectives, and 
challenges are for the Harbourfront and 
based on their interest in the whole of 
downtown they were also asked  what 
linkages should be provided throughout 
the Harbourfront to connect residents 
and visitors to the greater Downtown 
Sydney area. 

There was a positive discussion 
amongst attendees, and the business 
owners present noted the need for 
Downtown redevelopment for locals 
that includes a mix of high and medium 

Figure 4.2 - Consultation Week Public Poster & Schedule
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density buildings. Potential for a 
signature attraction (such as the Light 
Up Crane that was part of earlier 
work on Tar Ponds) was noted as a 
possible kick starter. 

Events were plugged as an 
important component of animation 
in the business area. Notable events 
currently in the Harbourfront / 
Downtown area include Action Week, 
Lumiare, and the Christmas Tree 
Lighting ceremony. General consensus 
was that more events are needed and 
they need to be planned in an holistic 
manner. Additionally, entertainment 
was brought up as a key component 
for the business. They feel a “draw” is 
important, noting Race the Cape had 
success in its first year.

The discussion during this event was 
the first instance during Consultation 
Week where policy and organization 
were cited as being important for 
future development. Specific mention 
was made of the potential in aligning 

Chamber of Commerce and SDAA 
efforts, and also of a perceived role 
for CBRM as an agency that could 
support non-profit and private sector 
animation efforts. 

Connecting Charlotte Street to 
the Harbourfront through better 
pedestrian infrastructure and event 
planning was a strong theme.  

Event 4: Public Visioning Workshop

The first public visioning session was 
presented by the project team on 
the Tuesday evening of consultation 
week. The team prepared posters 
representing four topics that had 
emerged consistently through the 
preliminary research and consultation; 
(i) commercial opportunity, (ii) water 
usage, (iii) connectivity, and (iv) land 
development. These topics reflected 
the inputs and suggestions gathered 
from the preceding Council and Staff 
session and Business Stakeholder 
Meeting and were the first attempt 

at identifying themes for the project. 
The posters were used to collect 
written comments, suggestions, and 
feedback relative to the four topics 
from the attendees that would then 
lead into the eventual Conceptual 
Design. By holding this event early 
in the week the project team was 
able to garner quality feedback 
from the public and integrate this 
in a Framework Plan that would be 
presented two days later at an Open 
House. 

At all public events we allowed 
for feedback from attendees via 
the postcard / comment card. We 
received numerous post cards from 
Sydney residents over the course of 
the project that allowed those who 
may not be comfortable expressing 
their views in the public to still have a 
voice. These post cards contributed to 
our overall analysis of public feedback 
from Consultation Week.

N

Goals

Event 3 - Business Breakfast

Objectives Challenges

Increase Business Opportunities

Increase Activity

Create a Destination

Support for Events 

More Water Based Activity

Meet Parking Requirements

Old Space is Undesirable

Poor Maintenance

Perception of Parking Limits
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4.4 Themes & Framework 
Plan
The final consultation session (Event 5: 
Public Open House) included a presentation 
of the guiding themes and a Framework 
Plan (Fig 4.3) that emerged from the various 
input and feedback sessions throughout the 
week. This session offered the public an 
opportunity to see how the visioning process 
works, review the progress, and offer 
feedback on the outcomes to that point.

Generally, the public response was very 
positive towards the themes and ideas 
presented. There was a lot of support for 
increased activity and development on the 
Harbourfront and residents expressed some 
concerns, ideas, and desires that they would 
like to see considered during the next steps 
of the visioning process.

This section presents the themes that 
emerged from all public and stakeholder 
consultations and how they relate to the 
framework plan that was presented at the 
Public Open House.

The Framework Plan responded to the five 
emerging themes, but also has at its core 
some values that speak to the long term 
vision for the Sydney Harbourfront. That is to 
say, the Plan has been developed at a scale 
that is appropriate for the Sydney case. The 
vision is for  developments that will animate 
and enliven the Harbourfront, but will rely 
on a mix of Private and Public commitment 
and investment, and not suck up the entire 
market potential of Sydney’s downtown in 
a single development block. Using the five 
emerging themes as a guide we will show 
the Framework Plan responds to public and 
stakeholder input. 

N

Water Access

Event 4 - Public Workshop

Commercial
Opportunity

Connectivity

Seasonal Vendors

Shops + Restaurants

Entertainment

Education

Signature Attraction

Outdoor Movies

Land
Development

Kayak + Canoeing

Sailing + Rowing Clubs

Party Cruises

Harbour Tours

Public Beach

Local Ferry

Residential Opporunity

Protected Views

Outdoor Mall / Market

New Institutional

Private Sector Investment

New Public Investment

Open Hearth Park

Wentworth Park

Way�nding Signs

Predetermined Routes

Charlotte Street

AT Trails
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Theme 1 - Connectivity

Public amenity and park resources to the South 
and North of the Harbourfront create the need for 
important connection points. At the Southern end of 
the Harbourfront we have identified the importance 
of continuing the boardwalk through to Wentworth 
Park, and providing connection to a potential AT 
trail that could run South to Sydney River along the 
rail right of way. At the northern extent we have 
indicated a desire to connect to future trails running 
north around the Garrison Grounds and to the Open 
Hearth Park. 

Connections to the West have been indicated at all 
intersections of E-W streets with the Harbourfront. 
Design along these corridors should be done with 
the pedestrian in mind and the views down these 
corridors should be protected to avoid future 
development in areas of high interest.

In two areas the framework plan makes specific 
efforts to improve the experience along Esplanade. 
The first is the development of a greenway from 
the Ports Corporation Lands to Nepean Street. This 
pedestrian way could be developed across the 
downtown peninsula and provide a high quality 
connection to the newly developed Old Hearth Park. 
Secondly, in front of the Civic Centre, improvements 
are proposed to help improve the quality of 
connection between the Harbourfront and Charlotte 
Street. 

Conversation at Open House: The public expressed 
that they were generally satisfied with the current 
park infrastructure throughout the downtown; 
however there was a desire to have similar 
development on the Harbourfront. There was also 
concern about the Wentworth Park tunnel, running 
under Kings Road, as residents expressed a desire 
to have it reopened and widened to facilitate traffic 
in to and out of the park. 

Conversation at Open House: The current signage 
is something that the residents feel needs to 
be addressed. Tourists have no direction while 
exploring the streets and therefore miss visiting 
some of the popular destinations in Downtown 
Sydney, such as Wentworth Park. More clear and 
concise signage would provide reference points 
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Figure 4.3 - Waterfront Framework Plan
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throughout the Downtown, guiding 
residents and visitors to locations of 
interest and helping bring customers 
to commercial areas along the 
Harbourfront. 

Conversation at Open House: Rails 
with Trails is a concept that was 
brought up during consultation that 
integrates active transportation 
corridors into existing rail way right-
of-ways. 

Theme 2 - Development on the 
Harbourfront

Development within the Framework 

Plan has been directed towards 
lands that are already owned by 
stakeholders with an interest in 
development. The exception to this 
is the placement of a new library and 
cultural centre at the site of Mercer 
Fuels. There was continued interest 
in the idea of a Library being located 
on the Harbourfront. The Framework 
Plan proposes a mixed use complex 
in the hopes of obtaining more 
significant funding for the public 
venture.

The private development (residential, 
mixed-use) that is accommodated 

within the Framework Plan is 
intended to not rise above 7 storeys 
and, where possible, provide town 
house options that may reduce total 
construction cost and lower the price 
of any eventual housing units. 

The specifics on developments will 
continue to develop as we move 
from the Framework Plan to the 
Conceptual Vision. What we hope to 
test via the Framework Plan is the 
idea of concentrating much of the 
private sector invest at the Southern 
end of the Harbourfront. This will 
provide a true gateway to the Sydney 

CAPE BRETON
REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY

Sydney Harbourfront Vision 
Emerging Theme 1
Connectivity

Charlotte Street and the Downtown Area provide 
unique merchants and a high level of service. It is 
important that the Vision allows for development 
that works with connections to Charlotte Street via 
the east-west streets.

Wentworth Park is a natural anchor at the southern 
end of the Harbourfront. The green space provided 
here, in combination with Open Hearth, means that 
the Vision can focus on connecting rather than 
repeating this type of amenity.

Sydney is fortunate to have a wealth of resources in the vicinity of the Harbourfront, but the 
site analysis revealed significant challenges with respect to connection between these points. 
This has been a repeated theme in public consultation and requires deep investigation in the 
Conceptual Vision and Design for the Harbourfront.

Open Hearth Park is Sydney’s newest open space, 
with unmatched recreational opportunities for kids 
and the larger community. Connections across 
Downtown are imperative to capitalizing on this 
great new park.

Figure 4.4 - Theme 1 Board from Open House
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CAPE BRETON
REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY

Sydney Harbourfront Vision 
Emerging Theme 2
Development on the Harbourfront

Ground floor uses and design on the Harbourfront 
should encourage active exchange between the 
interior of new development and the public spaces 
on the Harbourfront.

Investment in public infrastructure and the public 
realm on the Harbourfront has been substantial. 
The Vision sees private investment following this 
commitment to the Harbourfront.

Harbourfront Lands provide locations for development that are close to existing shops and 
services in the Downtown, have outstanding views and vistas, and provide access to a well- 
connected Harbourfront. The Vision will allow for development opportunities that seamlessly 
mesh with the public infrastructure that has been (and continues to be) developed.

We have heard throughout our consultations that 
Sydney does not need 20 storey towers, and that 
views need to be protected. The Vision will include 
buildings that fit with Downtown Sydney.

Figure 4.5 - Theme 2 Board from Open House

Downtown and Harbourfront and help 
preserve important views throughout 
the Downtown and on Esplanade.

Conversation at Open House: A 
popular concern was view corridor 
protection. Strong opinions about 
view corridor preservation have made 
preserving the East to West street 
view corridors within the downtown 
a priority. There was also some 
concern about future development 
within the areas of opportunity along 
the Harbourfront. Currently, there 
are some residents that may be at 
risk for losing their current views of 

the Sydney Harbour if development 
near the South end of the Downtown 
(Kings Road) exceeds a certain 
height.

Conversation at Open House: 
The idea of a new institutional 
development on the Sydney 
Harbourfront was a common point of 
discussion throughout all consultation 
sessions. The possibility of a new 
public library or a post-secondary 
institution or residence was 
frequently discussed and generally, 
the public was mostly supportive of 
these ideas. 

Theme 3 - Commercial Opportunity

In the Framework Plan we see 
opportunity for limited commercial 
development as part of the private 
sector residential investment. By 
linking the commercial development 
to new residential density we ensure 
that we do not saturate the market 
and are able to encourage activity 
throughout downtown rather than 
replace the currently tenuous supply.

On the Harbourfront directly the 
Framework Plan allows for the 
development of small kiosks that can 
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help incubate new businesses while 
animating the Harbourfront. These 
small footprint, seasonal opportunities 
would provide needed “eyes on the 
street” throughout the Harbourfront 
plan and help create new stakeholder 
communities directly at the water’s 
edge.

Conversation at Open House: The 
farmers market, currently located in 
Sydney River, is not within walking 
distance of the downtown. Residents 
expressed that they would really like 
to see the location of the Farmers 
Market moved to a more accessible 
location within the downtown 
of Sydney, preferably near the 

Harbourfront. 

Theme 4 - Sydney on the Harbour

The framework plan provides for an 
expanded marina program through 
daily berthing, overnight and seasonal 
marina services, and large yacht 
docking. The framework plan does not 
include permanent marina facilities 
that would compete with other private 
marinas on Sydney Harbour.

In addition to providing opportunities 
for docking and berthing for pleasure 
craft, the Framework Plan provides 
land-side space to support various 

marine based small commercial 
enterprise. For example, at the 
location of the former Royal Cape 
Breton Yacht Club there is an 
opportunity to host a Tour Boat Centre 
where operators could lease ticketing 
and support space on a short term 
basis. This would allow for multiple 
tour vendors to begin quickly and 
have an opportunity to succeed in 
the market. We envision the docks 
and ramps in this area as being able 
to support both human powered and 
motorized vessels.

Conversation at Open House: A 
challenging aspect of the Sydney 
Harbourfront is the steep grade 

CAPE BRETON
REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY

Sydney Harbourfront Vision 
Emerging Theme 3
Commercial Opportunity

Restaurants with Harbourside patios were brought 
up at many consultation sessions. The opportunity 
to dine and have a drink on the Harbourfront is a 
powerful tool to bring people Downtown.

Allowance for water taxi operations in the Vision 
adds a layer of service to CBRM’s transit system 
and provides connections to the other communities 
on Sydney Harbour.

In addition to the existing hotels, the Vision will include opportunities for small commercial 
enterprises to help attract year-round activity and enhance the offerings of Downtown 
Sydney. Seasonal vending presents an opportunity to incubate new business that could grow 
to occupy space on the Harbourfront or in the Downtown Area.

Seasonal vending (in the open air or in kiosks) 
allows for a low rent entry to the commercial 
opportunities provided at the Harbourfront. 

Figure 4.6 - Theme 3 Board from Open House
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near the water’s edge. Residents 
have been creative in proposing 
possible solutions to this issue, 
such as terraced developments and 
amphitheater style public space. 

Despite the positive reaction and 
wealth of encouraging ideas and 
support, there was some general 
negativity received as well. Few 
residents expressed resistance 
towards development on the 
waterfront and along The Esplanade, 
explaining that it could be detrimental 
to the city. There was also concern 
that the Harbourfront was not well 
suited to support a new public library, 

however the reasoning behind these 
concerns mainly stemmed from 
economic stipulations.

Theme 5 - Operations Excellence

Physical plans do not speak to 
operations in themselves, but the 
Framework Plan has been developed 
with the hope that the numerous 
event plazas, open spaces, and 
marine infrastructure will be cared 
for by an agency with the capacity 
to be responsible for all aspects 
of operations excellence on the 
Harbourfront.

We do not see the need to 
necessarily create any new 
organizations, but understanding the 
bucket of services that is required 
to ensure that the Harbourfront is 
animated, safe, and understood is a 
step toward identifying owners and 
champions who can be responsible 
for the implementation of this vision.

Conversation at Open House: 
Residents want a waterfront that 
facilitates music, entertainment, 
and performance with promotion 
throughout the year. Amphitheater 
or concert stage developments were 
proposed by the public as a way to 

CAPE BRETON
REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY

Sydney Harbourfront Vision 
Emerging Theme 4
Sydney on the Harbour

We have heard that active recreation on Sydney 
Harbour is a hope of the community. We believe 
that with proper infrastructure a canoe / kayak 
tour service can be provided.

In an effort to add a new dimension to activity, the 
Vision will allow for small vessel daily berthing. The 
boats provide animation for people on land and 
this is a unique way to engage all of CBRM in the 
Harbourfront.

To be close to the water is a wonderful asset, but to be on the water has been an emerging 
theme in our consultations. The Vision will include a diverse range of opportunities for 
residents and visitors to explore Sydney Harbour.

Harbour Tours offer entertainment, education, and 
excitement to visitors and local residents. As an 
added benefit, tour operators are local businesses 
and can be ambassadors for the Harbourfront and 
the Harbour.

Figure 4.7 - Theme 4 Board from Open House
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attract these activities and bring the Harbourfront back to life. Simple programming of current assets would be a good 
start.

Consultation Summary

The confirmation of the themes at the Open House and with the Stakeholders gave the team confidence to move 
forward to develop the Conceptual Design and Vision. The following chapters provide graphic detail on our Conceptual 
Design and Vision for the Sydney Harbourfront.

CAPE BRETON
REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY

Sydney Harbourfront Vision 
Emerging Theme 5
Operations Excellence

Great spaces are made not only through great 
design, but also through great animation. The 
Vision will see events being managed and 
facilitated with support of the public sector.

The Harbourfront has a wealth of green resources 
in mature trees and gardens. Continued 
maintenance of this resource will ensure that the 
Harbourfront feels safe and welcoming, and will 
ensure the health of the landscape.

The Harbourfront Vision includes public and private investment in capital projects, but to be 
successful it also requires attention to detail in maintenance and upkeep. Through traditional 
care and innovative programs, the Harbourfront can be a standard bearer for clean, safe and 
vibrant public spaces in Sydney.

Harbourfront cleanup crews can be organized as a 
partnership between private and public sector. 
With a mandate to perform light cleaning and 
maintenance, these crews also act as ambassadors 
for the Harbourfront.

Figure 4.8 - Theme 5 Board from Open House
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This Plan describes the waterfront 
vision, planning rationale, physical 
layout, content, and components of 
the Sydney Harbourfront Vision. A set 
of waterfront principles have been 
developed based on best practices 
for urban waterfront planning and 
design, with specific and deliberate 
refinement to reflect the unique 
context of Sydney based on resident 
values collected during the public 
consultation process. The adoption of 
these principles provide insight into a 
future vision for Sydney’s waterfront.

The physical plan is merely an 
‘illustration’ of the planning principles 
contained in this chapter of this 
document. It represents a ‘probable’ 
25-year build-out of development 
and open space to the year 2040 
if the principles of this report are 

followed. It is not the intention of this 
report to dictate where development 
should go, instead it is intended that 
any future development follow the 
principles and requirements of this 
report to ensure that it conforms to 
the ideals of the overall waterfront 
vision.  

The plan is designed to achieve 
a balanced approach to the 
waterfront, where appropriately 
scaled development occurs within a 
landscape fabric of public open space 
and amenities which are sensitive to 
the public values of Sydney residents 
and sound development economics. 
The plan is presented in terms of the 
over arching principles and specific 
planning areas through detailed 
graphics, illustrations, and narrative 
text. 

Wherever possible, ideas from other 
waterfront projects are used to help 
illustrate the principles of this plan 
and in so doing, help the public 
visualize ideas for Sydney while at 
the same time demonstrate that 
these ideas have been built on other 
waterfronts. 

In the implementation chapter, we 
will outline the  steps necessary to 
realize this vision.

5.1 Design Principles
There are many good books 
and scholarly articles written on 
urban waterfront redevelopment. 
One document in particular (The 
Remaking of the Urban Waterfront) 
outlines ten principles of waterfront 
development which have applicability 

05 Conceptual Vision
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to Sydney. These include:

1.	 The transformation along the 
urban waterfront is a recurring 
event in the life of a city, and 
tends to occur when major 
economic or cultural shifts 
lead to conflicting visions of 
contemporary urban life.

2.	 The aura of a city largely 
resides and endures along its 
waterfront, allowing substantial 
changes to occur without 
inevitably harming its enduring 
qualities of place.

3.	 Despite periodic and sometimes 
rapid change, a waterfront 
preserves for its bordering city 
some inherent and unalterable 
stability.

4.	 As valuable and often contested 
realms, urban waterfronts bring 
forth the opposing, though 
reconcilable, human desires to 
preserve and to reinvent.

5.	 Even though a waterfront 
serves as a natural boundary 
between land and water, it 
must not be conceptualized or 
planned as a thin line.

6.	 Waterfront redevelopments 
are long-term endeavors with 
the potential to produce long-
term value. Endangering this 
for short-term riches rarely 
produces the most desirable 
results.

7.	 Underused or obsolete urban 
waterfronts come alive when 
they become desirable places to 
live, not just to visit.

8.	 The public increasingly desires 
and expects access to the 
water’s edge. This usually 
requires overcoming historic 
barriers—physical, proprietary, 
and psychological— while 
persuading new investors that 
there is merit in maintaining 
that valuable edge within the 
public domain.

9.	 The success and appeal of 
waterfront development 
is intrinsically tied to the 
interrelationship between 
landside and adjacent waterside 
uses—and to the environmental 
quality of both the water and 
the shore.

10.	Distinctive environments, 
typically found at waterfronts, 
provide significant advantages 
for a city’s competitiveness in its 
region or in relation to its rival 
cities.

Sydney Waterfront Design 
Principles

These key principles, while generic 
for most urban waterfronts, can 
be re-framed more specifically as 
guiding principles for Sydney.

Sydney’s waterfront principles build 
directly from the themes that have 
been tested with the public and 
stakeholders, blending in global best 
practices in waterfront and public 
open space development.

The waterfront development 
principles for Sydney include:

1.	 Protect view corridors to 
the water along streets 
perpendicular to harbourfront. 

Buildings should not intrude into 
these view corridors.

2.	 Strengthen the physical 
connections between downtown 
and the harbourfront. Extend 
downtown streets to the 
waterfront or at least extend 
the sidewalks from every street 
down to the waterfront. Maintain 
the urban grid fabric.

3.	 Preserve Public Access to the 
Water’s Edge. Prevent private 
developments from capturing 
the waters edge and make 
sure the public edge is a fully 
developed public open space 
which provides a variety of 
destinations and activities along 
the conduit. 

4.	 Enhance and Support 
Opportunities to be Close to 
the Water. On many urban 
waterfronts it is difficult to touch 
or access the water. Wherever 
possible, overcome these 
difficulties with floating docks, 
steps, inlets, etc which provide 
good public access.

5.	 Provide Diverse Harbour Edge 
Typographies. Rip rap is one 
way to treat the edge, another 
is sheet piles, another is 
cantilevered docks. Providing a 
diverse array of shoreline types 
strengthens the waterfront 
experience and provides 
different ways to interact with 
the water.

6.	 Assemble Land to Allow for 
Properly Scaled Development. 
Urban waterfronts frequently 
benefit from land assembly in 
the early stages. If you think 
the land is expensive now, wait 
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3 7
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till the vision plan is realized in 25 
years time. At that time, the value 
will sky-rocket if the plan has been 
implemented accordingly. Now is the 
time for government to assemble 
and control as much waterfront land 
as possible. In the future, waterfront 
agencies can develop the terms of 
reference for future developments 
with private developers that have 
consistent high quality development 
goals. 

7.	 Promote Active Ground Floor Uses 
in Development. The groundfloor of 
any development on the waterfront 
is one of the most important drivers 
in future uses on the waterfront. 
Blank walls, parking lots, no doors, 
no activity in the buildings all limit 
the success of the waterfront. Ensure 
all future developments contribute 
to activity on the waterfront by 
having an active and well planned 
groundfloor. 

8.	 Be Economically, Environmentally, and 
Socially Sustainable. The added value 
of a waterfront location provides an 
opportunity to engage in high quality 
development and push the envelope 
of creativity.  Projects should consider 
LEED designation, and there must 
be clear evidence of ‘public benefit’ 
from each and every development. 
Developments that seek to only 
take from the waterfront should be 
excluded from consideration.

9.	 Create activity nodes along the 
waterfront that entice people to keep 
exploring. These could include works 
of art, retail kiosks, signature open 
spaces, marinas or special interpretive 
features. Each one ideally should be 
visible from the next and, coupled 
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with wayfinding signage, should 
entice people to keep walking and 
exploring.

10.	 Incorporate local history and local 
vernacular in the design of the 
waterfront. Every waterfront has 
a unique history and almost every 
waterfront community in North 
America owes its founding to its 
relationship to the water. These 
themes should be explored and 
expanded into the design of the 
waterfront.

11.	 Link the Waterfront open space 
with other urban open space 
networks. The linear network on 
the waterfront should be linked to 
other urban open space areas and 
networks in as much as possible. 

12.	 Find the developers enticement 
and use it to help pay for public 
benefits on the waterfront. 
Density bonusing or transfer 
of development rights are two 
possible enticements that can be 
used to encourage developers to 
help pay for public amenities on 
the waterfront.

13.	 The marine terminal is one of the 
most important gateways to the 
waterfront; treat it as such. The 
40 ships that visit each year bring 
thousands of visitors to Sydney’s 
waterfront gateway. Many of 
these are looking for an excursion 
experience but many are also 
looking to roam the downtown 
and the waterfront. The marine 
terminal should have a strong and 
deleberate pedestrian gateway to 
Sydney’s waterfront. 

14.	 Every building is an opportunity 
to showcase high quality design 
for the City. The waterfront is one 

area that low quality substitutes 
shouldn’t be considered. 
Measuring the quality of each 
development takes design skill and 
an understanding of how design 
contributes to sense of place. 
These skills may require a new 
way of evaluating developments 
proposed for the waterfront.

15.	 Focusing on Sydney residents first 
instead of tourists. Tourists will 
appreciate the authenticity of a 
resident-first focus. 

16.	 Providing an equal mixture 
of programmed and flexible 
spaces. Currently there are very 
few programmed spaces on the 
waterfront. There needs to be 
more activity centres which focus 
activities on a wide range of 
waterfront users (kids to seniors). 

17.	 Encouraging public space right 
up to the footprint of buildings. 
The urban waterfront is no place 
for suburban ‘front-yards’ or 
large surface parking lots. Future 
development and open space 
mentality needs a more ‘urban’ 
mind shift. 

18.	 Promote a mixture of land uses 
(retail, residential, hospitality, 
office, etc). Traditional zoning 
separates uses, the new zoning 
approach should be more inclusive 
about mixing uses so long as high 
design standards are followed. 

19.	 Supporting diversity through 
a variety of housing and unit 
typologies. These include unit sizes 
and layout for singles, couples and 
families. 

20.	 Considering the public good 
over individual benefit. All 
developments must give back 

to create public benefit to the 
waterfront, contributing to 
the positive experience rather 
than taking from the positive 
experience. 

These design principles provide 
guidance for the evolution of the 
physical plan for the waterfront, for the 
open spaces that must be programmed 
along its edge and for future buildings 
that will create the matrix of activity on 
its periphery. If any of these principles 
are violated, it could comprise the  
long-term stability and economic 
vitality of the waterfront. 

5.2 Vision Statement
By 2040, Sydney’s waterfront has 
become a fully functioning extension 
of the downtown area with over 600 
new residential units, over 9,000 
square metres of new commercial 
space, 5,000 square metres of new 
office space and a fully connected open 
space network which rivals any other 
Canadian city.  The development has 
been made possible by the formation 
of a Sydney Waterfront Development 
Coalition comprised of representatives 
from all 3 levels of government, who 
have been tasked with assembling the 
land and implementing the long-term 
development plan for the waterfront. 

The “Sydney Passage”, the rebranded 
waterfront boardwalk, now extends 
from the south end of Wentworth Park 
all the way to the northern tip of the 
city near the sewage treatment plant 
(eventually tieing into the Open Hearth 
Park greenway across the mouth of the 
river).  The Passage has been developed 
as a multi-use trail with thousands 
of pedestrians and cyclists using it 
for pleasure and transportation daily, 
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throughout all four 
seasons. Along the 
way are a series of 
signature open spaces 
that range from the naturalized historic 
Wentworth Park on the south end, 
through a series of urban parks, outdoor 
plazas, a splash park, an adventure 
playground and to the concert grounds 
near the Joan Harriss Cruise Pavilion. 
A portion of the financing for these 
spaces has been procured from revenue 
generated by the new developments 
that reside on the waterfront. Also 
along the Passage, a historic interpretive 
tour has been developed, providing 
an outdoor museum experience that 
engages local residents and tourists 
alike with recounts of the history of the First Nations Peoples, the areas  of the French and British forts, the founding of the 
City, the history of steel making, and the evolution of the cultures in Sydney. The trail system is kept bustling with Sydney 
residents traveling between work and home. Children and families are busy exploring the interactive water parks which 
provide a hands-on experience where they learn about tidal changes and build actual model dams and levies, exemplifying 
how the tidal change impacts daily lives.  A new aquarium adorns the waterfront attracting about 20k residents and tourists 
every year. In the summer, Tai Chi and yoga classes are offered in the parks every morning, an influence of new residents 
from other countries whose cultures have added new flavor to the City. 

Leadership is 
the capacity 
to translate 
vision into 

reality.
Warren G. Bennis 
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A harbour taxi to North Sydney is established ferrying 
workers and visitors across the harbour daily. North 
Sydney’s waterfront is undergoing a similar renaissance, 
with the success of Sydney’s waterfront plan. A 
new Convoy Plaza has been built on the waterfront 
commemorating Sydney’s role in the Battle of the Atlantic. 
This place becomes a special event plaza for veterans and 
residents alike. 

The City’s economic outlook is partially driven by the 
activity and vitality of the waterfront. The community 
begins to identify itself by its active waterfront which has 
become the must-see destination for residents, workers 
and tourists visiting Cape Breton Island. 

5.3 Conceptual  Vision Framework
With an understanding of the physical, economic and 
social issues on the waterfront, and with an outline of 
the principles which will guide decision making for the 
waterfront, it becomes possible to envision a plan for 
Sydney that responds to the issues and plots a course 
towards the vision statement. The conceptual vision plan 
is one possible manifestation of phased development over 
the next 30 years. The placement of some of the features 
is not as important as the inclusion of these features on 

the waterfront. 

In creating this vision, the following considerations drove 
the physical form:

i. Building Location

Buildings have been sited on the lands between the 
extensions of the East-West streets that intersect The 
Esplanade. These have become the development “blocks” 
that we believe could benefit from land assembly. 
The building footprints have been minimized to show 
developments with no more than 50-60 units and heights 
in the “mid-rise” range of 6-8 stories.

ii. Building Orientation

We heard consistently from the public that views to the 
harbour are important. By encouraging development in 
the south to orient perpendicular to the Esplanade we 
preserve views from the street and encourage openness 
to the harbour. In the bocks to the North we have allowed 
for some longer street frontage on the Esplanade to help 
create a street wall and use the building to make the 2-3 
storey grade transition. In these instances the buildings 
on Esplanade are no more than 5-6 storeys high on the 
streetside and 7-8 storeys high on the waterside.
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iii. Ground Floor Design

The buildings that are envisioned for the Harbourfront all 
use transparency & access/egress on the ground floor as a 
tool for softening the impact of the buildings on the public 
space. The interaction provided by active uses on the 
ground floor helps ensure cared-for public spaces that will 
be maintained.

iv. Building Service and Parking

The provision of parking is a key concern in the transition 
of any downtown or waterfront area. The vision includes 
buildings that will move parking into the space in the 
middle of the block. Preserving Esplanade as an active 
street front and the Harbourfront as a vibrant string of 
open spaces along the linear boardwalk. By working to 
“internalize” the surface parking we are able to provide 
service access in these areas that reduces the impact of 
these uses on the open spaces and parks conceptualized 
for the Harbourfront.

5.4 The Plan
The waterfront plan is broken down into 6 key areas. 
From south to north, these areas include Wentworth Gate, 
Mercer Landing, The Civic Block, The Marina Yard, Harbour 

Village and the Northern Docklands. These areas are 
described in more detail below. Consistent with all 6 areas 
are the street connections from Esplanade and the Sydney 
Passage boardwalk along the waters edge.

1) Wentworth Gate
Due to its prominent location at the entrance to downtown 
from King’s Road and its proximity to Wentworth Park, 
this development site will serve as a gateway to the 
waterfront and as an essential link between the park 
and the harbour. It is the only site where the water 
touches and crosses the Esplanade. Three mixed use 
residential buildings will be designed to serve as focal 
points at the terminus of King’s Road as it transitions 
to Esplanade. This focal feature is designed right into 
the southern most building. The configuration of the 
building footprints will allow for Byng Avenue to extend 
right to the waterfront, preserving the view corridor and 
providing a generous pedestrian path to the boardwalk 
from the tunnel connection at Wentworth Park. At the 
same time, surface parking will be concealed between 
the buildings out of the main sight lines from the street. 
Along Esplanade the buildings will have active ground 
floor uses such as commercial retail and restaurants. This 
type of programming is especially important in creating 
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Figure 5.3 - Market Pavillion
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a destination which will draw people 
across the street to the waterfront 
from Wentworth Park and the 
neighbourhoods to the east. 

To achieve the goal of creating 
a continuous walkable network 
and publicly accessible shoreline, 
the Gateway Node will introduce 
two large open spaces directly on 
the waterfront. The first space is 
Waterfront Gateway Park which 
marks the start of the boardwalk, 
now extended 300 metres past 
its original terminus. The park will 
provide a waterfront terrace for 
residents of the new developments 
and simultaneously welcome the 
public to the waterfront with a space 
that has unobstructed views down 
and across the harbour. 

While the Gateway Park offers a more 
passive experience, the Market Plaza 
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Figure 5.4 - Wentworth Gateway Plan

Figure 5.5 - Wentworth Gateway Perspective
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will be designed to have more intensive and regular 
programming. A permanent commercial pavilion is 
located in the centre of the plaza and is intended for 
everyday commercial operations that could include 
retail and food services. The surrounding plaza 
space will be able to accommodate a weekend 
farmers market and small festivals. For busier 
market days and larger events, activities can spill 
over into the adjacent core parking area which will 
be designed as a multi-functional space. With the 
aim of creating better marine connections at more 
frequent intervals along the waterfront, floating 
docks and slips will be made accessible directly 
from the Market Plaza. This will provide docking 
space for small vessels at the southern end of the 
waterfront that is currently nonexistent.
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Figure 5.6 - Wentworth Gateway Perspective

Figure 5.7 - Wentworth Gateway Perspective
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Figure 5.8 - Waterfront Pavillion

Figure 5.9 - Market Plaza
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Figure 5.10 - Wentworth Gateway Perspective
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2) Mercer Landing
Mercer Landing occupies the former 
Mercer lands as well as the properties 
that contain the existing playground 
and firehall. The playground is 
an important destination on the 
waterfront and will thus be expanded 
and enhanced. It will have better 
access from all directions but 
especially from the east where a 
driveway with sidewalks, drop-off, 
and entry plaza will extend Townsend 
Street and the view corridor right 
to the harbour. Although the firehall 
is pictured in the plan, it is not the 
best long term use for this valuable 
waterfront site; it is not marine 
dependent nor does it benefit from 
being on the waterfront. In its current 
configuration, set back several meters 
from the street, the firehall does 
not provide any particular benefit 

to the waterfront area, especially to 
the pedestrian environment along 
Esplanade (except that it ‘polices’ the 
hidden playground). Its relocation or 
redevelopment should be considered 
as a long-term waterfront strategy. 

The larger portion of Mercer Landing 
north of the entry drive is defined by 
three mixed use residential buildings. 
The buildings are configured in such a 
way as to reestablish the city’s block 
grid on the waterfront and create a 
significant amount of street frontage 
for active ground-floor commercial 
use. 

To balance the heavier concentration 
of building development, a signature 
open space will be located directly at 
the water’s edge. This space includes 
a large splash pad plaza that can be 
converted to a skating rink in the 

winter. The splash pad’s whale theme 
plays on the natural environment 
of Sydney Harbour and harks to the 
wildlife found off Cape Breton’s coast. 
The entire plaza could be themed 
with a marine-life theme.

The Sea Steps

The Sea Steps introduce a unique 
shoreline typology to the waterfront 
and create a break from the existing 
rip-rap edge. Visitors will have the 
opportunity to get right down and 
touch the water and be immersed 
amongst sealife and aquatic plants. 
The space will be a showcase for 
harbour ecology and is a great 
opportunity for the introduction of 
interpretive elements.  
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Figure 5.12 - River Steps

Figure 5.13- Sea Steps

Figure 5.14- Mercer Landing Perspective
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Figure 5.16 - Prince Arthurs Landing - Winter Skating

Figure 5.17 - Whale Splashpark/Skating Figure 5.18 - Whale Splashpark Tazmania
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Figure 5.15 - Prince Arthurs Landing - Summer Splashpad
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 3) The Civic Block 
The Civic Block builds upon the existing 
plaza spaces at the foot of Wentworth Street 
to introduce more active uses. The most 
significant intervention on the site is the Visitor 
Centre which takes advantage of its strategic 
location at the midpoint of the waterfront, in 
close proximity to the hotels and adjacent to 
ample parking. The building will house public 
washrooms and space for food services, 
retail and visitor services. The Civic Block has 
the opportunity to expand as a commercial 
corridor with additional kiosks lining the 
boardwalk. Events can be programmed in the 
outdoor space including smaller concerts and 
outdoor movies at the bandstand. Bringing the 
commercial closer to the waterfront should 
improve retail success in this heavily travelled 
location. The stage should have regular 
programming.
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Figure 5.21 The Civic Block Redevelopment

Figure 5.19 The Civic Block Kiosks

Figure 5.20 The Civic Block Visitor Centre
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4) Central Marina 
The Central Marina area involves the redevelopment 
of the old Yacht club site as an event centre and 
residential development that will also incorporate 
leasable units for private commercial use. This building 
could include office space, but more importantly retail 
and restaurants fronting both on Esplanade and the 
boardwalk (a 2-storey grade change). A large plaza 
is introduced between the boardwalk and the marina 
that will provide space for kiosks, restaurant patios, 
and other spill-out from the building. The Marina could 
be home to a future North Sydney ferry service across 
the harbour with close access to parking. The biggest 
improvement is a new arm that has been added at 
the entrance for additional shelter from wave fetches 
that come from the south and have been known to 
cause significant damage to boats.
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Figure 5.22 - Sydney Marina Development
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5) Harbour Village
Harbour Village is a concentration of mixed use 
residential and commercial developments tailored to 
both local residents and tourists. The two buildings lining 
Esplanade will add a number of residential units to the 
area and balance the concentration of new residential 
at the southern end of the waterfront. The buildings are 
positioned in order to continue the city’s block grid, eat 
up the steep slope and ensure that parking is located 
behind and away from the street. 

On the water side, there is a significant infusion of 
seasonal retail kiosks and small warehouse buildings 
which will house workshops for local crafters and 
artisans to demonstrate their process and sell their works 
(much like Peake’s Quay in Charlottetown). The buildings 
and kiosks will be clustered around a large public park 
and a promenade extending down from Dorchester 
Street. The intention is to create a hub of activity and a 
first impression for those arriving by cruise ship. 

A “Mini-Aquarium” has been proposed for this area of 
the waterfront. There are some very interesting, lower 
cost mini-aquarium developments including Ucluelet 
Aquarium in BC and the Rocky Harbour Aquarium in 
NFLD. At Ucluelet, the marine species are caught and 
released every year as a major community event. 
The centre is much more cost effective to manage 
than a large scale aquarium. These smaller aquariums 
(>2k Sq.ft.) could offer a good cost benefit model for 
Sydney’s waterfront and a feasibility study should be 
commissioned to determine its feasibility in the near 
future. The proximity to the ocean offers a unique 
opportunity to create hands-on experiences with the 
sea life living just meters below. A mini- aquarium is 
ideal as it offers an exciting learning opportunity for both 
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Boat Launch

Figure 5.23 - Harbour Village Green from Boardwalk

Figure 5.24 - Harbour Village Aquarium

Figure 5.25 - Ucluelet Aquarium

Figure 5.26 - Peake’s Quay Charlottetown
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Figure 5.27 - Harbour Village Aquarium / Convoy Plaza

Figure 5.28 - Harbour Village & Central Marina
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residents and visitors of all ages in a facility 
that does not require extensive infrastructure. A 
collection of tanks can house seasonal displays 
of local marine life which are then released back 
into the ocean at the end of the season. A touch 
tank offers visitors hands-on education and a 
chance to get close to local marine life. 

Convoy Plaza is another public plaza proposed 
for the area just outside the Mini-Aquarium. The 
plaza should be designed to commemorate and 
interpret Sydney’s strategic role in the Battle 
of the Atlantic. Ekistics was commissioned to 
design a similar Battle of the Atlantic Plaza on 
Halifax’s waterfront however, the project has 
not yet materialized. Sydney should capitalize 
on this important and relevant part of its marine 
history through the creation of an interactive 
plaza with sculpture, commemorative pieces 
and other interpretive features and signage to 
enliven the waterfront. Some examples of other 
such plazas are provided on this page. 
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Figure 5.30 - Battle of the Atlantic Plaza Halifax

Figure 5.29 - Battle of the Atlantic Plaza Halifax
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6) Port Cove 
The development of Port Cove is a positive spinoff 
from the 72 metre southern extension of the 
cruise ship berth and the introduction of a dolphin 
jetty proposed in the 2012 CBCL report. With this 
infrastructure in place, the combination of calm 
waters and linear berthing space will make the 
area ideal for visiting yachts and pocket cruisers, 
especially for longer stays. Its location also allows 
yacht owners to take advantage of services 
available at the adjacent port. The conditions in 
Port Cove also make it an ideal place for an urban 
beach. Reduced wave action, will allow sand to 
remain in place for longer periods. Additionally, as 
the breakwater will stop most seaweed and trash 
from entering the cove maintenance will be less 
intensive.
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Figure 5.31 - Sugar Beach Park Toronto

Figure 5.32 - Port Cove Beach Sydney
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7) Northern Docklands 
The properties at the north end of the study area have the 
potential for a variety of different development options. 
Making a definitive best use recommendation for the land 
is difficult as there is a significant amount of uncertainty 
surrounding the site with regards to contamination and 
other environmental issues. Ideally, the long term goal for 
the site would be harbour oriented residential or industrial 
as economics dictate. Residential development would 
likely come in the form of townhouses and possibly multi-
unit buildings with groundfloor office or commercial to 
overcome environmental issues. Another option, which 
could work either independently or conjunction with 
the residential scheme, is a waterfront satellite campus 
for NSCC Marconi or Cape Breton University. Using the 

space for industrial laydown is another option if full 
environmental remediation is not viable. This may also 
be a priority if the cruise terminal needs more land. This 
would require security design that may impact the viability 
of other uses on this land.

Regardless of what is developed on the site, an active 
transportation path will be implemented on the water side 
of Esplanade that should continue around the peninsula to 
Open Hearth Park.
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Figure 5.33 - Northern Docklands
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This report describes the long term vision for the Sydney 
Harbourfront, and outlines a program of considerations 
required to see the vision realized. The proposed 
illustrative plan is based on a series of planning principles 
that emerged from a best practices review and were 

refined by the public consultation process. This vision is 
just a beginning of the process needed to guide change 
over the next 25 years. 

In moving forward, it will be important for the various 
stakeholder groups, municipal units, and development 
partners to work together to fulfillment of the ultimate 
vision for the harbourfront. 

The next steps for realizing the vision include:

1.	 Adopt the Plan as a guiding document for the future 
of the Harbourfront. This plan outlines a foundation of 
considerations for future policy changes for both the 
MPS and LUB. The principles that underlie the plan 
also provide a foundation for future design guidelines 
for the waterfront and downtown. Council should 
adopt the plan in principle in order to guide future 
land use decisions.

2.	 Create an administrative structure to assemble land 
for future redevelopment. A dedicated waterfront 
development organization should be established to 
spearhead the land assembly, implementation of 
new policy changes, long-term financing, and public 
benefits creation on the waterfront. The municipality 
is limited by the MGA in terms of land acquisitions 
and land assemblies for redevelopment purposes. 
Instead, a Provincial or Provincial/federal organization 
should be established following the model of the 
WDCL in Halifax or the CADC in Charlottetown. 
There should be some discussion about whether 
North Sydney should also be included in the urban 

waterfront area (WDCL overseas Halifax, Dartmouth 
and Bedford waterfronts). The structure of this 
organization needs more discussion at all levels of 
government to determine participation and funding 
models. The priorities of this organization should 
be (1) land assembly, (2) spearheading zoning 
changes, (3) creating detailed design guidelines, (4) 
establishing priority projects with other government 
partners, (5) finding funding in support of waterfront 
public projects, (6) preparing the expression of 
interest for various development parcels, (7) 
overseeing construction of development projects 
and public components, (8) managing the long-term 
decisions for the Harbourfront over the next 50 years. 
This new organization should establish a relationship 
with other waterfront municipalities (such as Halifax), 
to exchange information, experiences, and best 
practices for urban waterfront development.

3.	 Update the NESSLUB and Downtown planning 
policy to create a new waterfront zone with design 
guidelines. The current harbourfront area crosses two 
planning jurisdictions. The NESSLUB boundary should 
be changed to exclude the harbourfront and the 
downtown CBD should be expanded to include the 
same area west of Esplanade. This will require both 
a plan amendment and zoning amendment. Part of 
this new amendment should include (1) redraft zoning 
boundaries, (2) creating design guidelines which use 
form-based code as a basis to control development 
and architectural form, density bonusing provisions 
and public benefit requirements, (3) redrafting the 
zoning language for the CBD and DWZ zones to 
control design form and site planning approvals (the 
downtown may or may not be included in this new 
review), (4) a new design review committee may 
be needed to provide guidance on waterfront and 
downtown design issues for new developments. The 

06 Implementation
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Halifax and Charlottetown downtown and waterfront 
zones provide some guidance for Sydney. 

4.	 Understand the Economic Impact of the Vision. The 
economic impacts will include construction impacts, 
employment impacts, consumer spending impacts, and 
fiscal contributions related to municipal/provincial and 
federal taxes associated with new development. This 
work is beyond the scope of the vision document, but 
the vision provides some tangible numbers needed to 
create this sort of economic impact assessment. 

5.	 Develop more detailed open space designs once a 
budget has been established for early work. This could 
include commemorative and art guidelines for the 
waterfront. It should also include the design for the 
Convoy Plaza once a location is identified.

6.	 Develop a signage and wayfinding strategy for the 
downtown and waterfront. The strategy should look 
at interpretive opportunities and opportunities to keep 

people in the downtown longer. 

7.	 Develop a feasibility study for the Mini-Aquarium. 
The mini aquarium idea could be a substantial driver 
for the waterfront. Look at the Ucluelet and Rocky 
Point models to see if they are viable for Sydney.

5.1 Conclusions & 
Recommendations
In moving the Sydney Harbourfront Vision forward, 
the guidance and efforts of many people will have to 
come together.  As much of the plan area is privately 
owned land, it will be important for the CBRM and ECBC 
to provide a framework of planning policy that will 
encourage the realization of the community’s vision for 
the harbourfront.  The City should also take an active 
role in strategic investment into public infrastructure as 
a method for leveraging private funding.  This approach, 
along with the development of key partnerships 
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will help to ensure the harbourfront evolves 
in a manner consistent with the development 
principles and public vision described in this plan.  

Sydney’s harbourfront is one of it’s most important 
civic assets.  As it evolves into a high quality, 
vibrant space where residents live, work, and play 
it will be important to return to the development 
principles articulated by the public during this 
master planning process.  The harbourfront is 
an area of civic pride that must be reflective of 
the needs and desires of the community,  where 
development occurs in a balanced manner that 
is sensitive to the unique context of the City.  By 
focusing on these end goals, the public’s vision 
for the harbourfront will become realized, and 
Sydney will set a new standard for contemporary 
waterfront design.
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