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~ Executive Summary
T

In 20 09, the Town of Amher s t, in
collaboration with the Cumberland
Regional Economic Development
A s sociation ( CREDA ), commis sioned the
development of an innovative ac tion s trategy
for Downtown Amher s t. Ekis tic s Planning and
Design, in as sociation with For m : Media, SNCL avalin , and Collier s Inter national began an
ex tensive, nine -month long public consultation
and design s tudy, holis tic ally examining
development and planning is sues, and
developing a detailed plan that would guide
the future development and inves tment for
Downtown Amher s t. This repor t, the Centre
Fir s t : Downtown Amher s t Ac tion Strategy, is
the culmination of that initiative.
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Marketplace Promenade Concept

The Centre First: Downtown Amherst Action Plan
outlines a comprehensive vision for Downtown
Reinvestment and Redevelopment, based on five
component strategies; a public realm beautification,
infill, and open space strategy, a business strategy,
a real estate and land use strategy, a parking and
circulation strategy, and a private realm / policy
strategy. Each strategy is comprised of physical,
administrative, and policy recommendations
designed to attract and support public and private
reinvestment in the Downtown.

An implementation strategy outlines the next steps
that must be taken towards implementation. The
Town must take the leading role for Downtown
reinvestment, working towards the restoration of the
depleted tax base. Through demonstrating their
commitment to Downtown Amherst, the Town will
attract private investment to further complement
and enhance redevelopment initiatives. Through
joint public-private investment, the Downtown will
achieve its vision as the civic and functional centre
of the Town of Amherst.
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1: Origins
1.1 Introduction

T

he Town of Amherst is poised to enter the new
decade in a period of economic change and
development expansion. Unlike many other
Atlantic Canadian towns and villages, Amherst is
growing, and its central location in Atlantic Canada, its
rich cultural history, and its proximity to the Tantramar
Marsh are key amenities upon which to build a strong
civic identity.
While the Town of Amher s t has seen an
overall increase in economic, commercial,
and residential grow th in the las t 10 year s,
much of it has come on the peripher y of the
Downtown. Many large chain s tores have
loc ated on the Albion Street ‘s trip’ cor ridor,
a s treet sc ape which c ater s to big- box and
s trip mall development s, acces sed mos tly by
automobiles. This commercial shif t from the
downtown is not uncommon for many regional
ser vice centres in Canada, and overall, the
economic ac tivit y and varied ser vices and
produc t s that these commercial s trips provide
enhances the Town’s economy and regional
des tination appeal. It does pose the ques tion
though; ‘what is Downtown’s role in the new
economy’ ?

Ekis tic s Planning & Design + Form : Media
+ Collier s International + SNC- L avalin

Downtowns, big- box dis tric t s and indus trial
par ks all have an impor tant role to play
in enhancing a communit y’s liveabilit y, it s
economy, des tination appeal, and sense of
place. However, the signific ance of a vibrant
Downtown has become increasingly linked to
the health of the loc al and regional economy;
par ticularly in gateway communities like
Amher s t, Yar mouth, Nor th Sydney, Pic tou,
and Halifax. A vibrant and robus t Downtown
is impor tant to the economic health and civic
pride of a communit y; it s timulates cultural
ac tivities, incubates creativit y, preser ves and
showc ases cultural his tor y, fos ter s economic
development, suppor t s diver sit y, and provides
for the varied needs of it s resident s and
visitor s. O ther benefit s of an es tablished and
lively Downtown core include bet ter shopping
in close proximit y to resident s, more cultural
and social ac tivities, increased or s tabilized
housing values, enhanced his toric al awarenes s,
bet ter qualit y of life for resident s, broader
tax base, increased tourism, job creation and
reduc tion of ecologic al footprint and resource
consumption.
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Given the importance of
Downtowns and their small
businesses, business and
community leaders across the
Country are realizing that they
cannot afford to be passive
about their Downtown’s
economic health and vitality.
- Central Business Districts:
The Downtown Elements
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Although the Downtown Amherst is still home to most
of the Town’s professional offices, services, heritage
buildings, and “landmark” retail businesses, there is a
notable absence of other anchor uses, such as specialty
shops, expanded retail, and residential options. Many
buildings have been lost to parking lots, and there is
little motivation to convert these lots to development
sites. Further, new developments, while welcomed,
often fail to maximize their aesthetic potential due to
the absence of regulatory design guidelines.
The Centre First: Downtown Amherst Action Plan
has been crafted to set a course for maximizing the
potential of the Downtown Amherst over the next 20
years. The aim of this strategy is to “transform the
Downtown into a vibrant civic, cultural and shopping
destination for Town residents, and visitors” (2009,
“Town of Amherst RFP 09-01 Centre First – Downtown
Amherst Action Strategy”). This plan summarizes the
community’s vision for their Downtown and outlines a
strategy to ensure its renewed relevance.
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1.2 Study Purpose &
Objectives
Amherst’s Downtown requires a strategic approach to
build upon its existing social, physical, and economic
condition. The primary goal of the Centre First
Strategy is to improve the liveability and quality of life
in the community by making the Downtown a focus for
investment and redevelopment. Private investment
in individual buildings and properties needs to be
leveraged through public investment in Downtown
infrastructure and by concerted urban planning and
organization.
The purpose of the Centre First strategy is to guide
public investment in the Downtown over the next
20 years and to establish a planning framework that
leverages private investment. This report establishes
the principles which underlay the foundation of the
plan and then introduces a variety of development and
planning components which, taken together, should
set the Downtown on a path to increased growth and
enhanced prosperity.
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The strategy outlines various tools and initiatives
designed to orchestrate decision-making regarding
investments in infrastructure, development,
programming, policy, and urban design that reflect
the current Vision for Downtown as distilled through
the public consultation process. The strategy works to
strengthen the existing Downtown assets, diminish the
liabilities, redirect priorities, build consensus, create
partnerships, leverage investment, and build capacity
for Downtown rejuvenation.
The specific objectives of the Centre First Plan are to:
»

Identify the future residential and commercial
development potential of Downtown Amherst, from
the perspective of market and economic forces and
trends, as well as infill potential.

»

Develop action strategies and tools for guiding
Downtown Amherst to maximize its potential as
a vibrant regional business, cultural, and civic
destination.

»

Develop strategies and tools for attracting
commercial and residential development to the
Downtown.

»

Develop a realistic implementation solution, which
identifies: roles and responsibilities, specific
targets, cost estimates for capital projects,
prioritization and phasing of targets over time.

»

Raise public awareness regarding Downtown issues,
and reinstill a broad sense of community pride.
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1.3

Baptist Church
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Mural Park
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Amherst Train Station
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1.5

Public Consultation

1.3 Study Process and Outcomes
This report was prepared by Ekistics Planning Design
(in association with Colliers International, SNCLavalin, and Form:Media), and is the culmination
of 6-month community planning and urban design
process commissioned by the Town of Amherst, in
collaboration with the Cumberland Regional Economic
Development Association (CREDA) and the Downtown
Amherst Revitalization Society (DARS).
The resulting Centre First: Downtown Amherst Action
Strategy is reflective of the ideas and community
dialogue heard throughout this project. The vision for
the Strategy came into focus during a series of public
workshops, where participants identified and agreed
upon specific issues to address. The need for the
Town and its stakeholders to come together and work
collectively toward similar goals was seen as the best
way to successfully address these issues and move
a vision forward. This collection of voices ultimately
spoke to the need for a plan that would allow the
various stakeholder groups to champion their ideas.

8
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This study was organized into three phases that
were framed by a public engagement process, and
designed to generate a new Vision for the future of
Downtown Amherst in collaboration with a wide range
of stakeholders.

Phase 1: Understanding
and Information Gathering
Phase one began with a project initiation meeting
in September 2009 where the Consultant Team met
with the steering committee and Town staff to review
the timeline, deliverables, and protocol of the study.
The Steering Committee was comprised of Town
Staff, CREDA and DARS representatives, and Elected
Officials. A walkabout was held with some members
of the committee to point out local observations.
Policy information, past studies and base maps were
thoroughly reviewed to inform the study process. At
the end of phase one, an opportunities and constraints
exercise was completed.
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Phase 2: Consultation
In order to achieve the sense of realism and uniqueness
necessary for implementation, a successful master plan
must be based on the needs, wishes, and desires of
the community. For the Centre First plan, a four-stage
consultation program was developed, consisting of
stakeholder interviews, a newsletter, public and invited
workshops, and an online survey.

Interviews
The steering committee provided a list of
approximately 20 stakeholders (mostly business
owners in the Downtown) for the Consultants to
interview. The interviews were completed throughout
the month of September, in person and over the
phone. The interviewees were generally consistent in
their observations, which are outlined below in the
thematic summary table.

Centre Fir s t :
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Workshops
The results of the interviews formed the basis for the
public workshop questions. A merchant workshop
(afternoon) and public workshop (evening) were held
separately on Tuesday, October 6th, at the Amherst
Fire Hall. Both were very well attended. Twelve people
attended the merchant session from 3 p.m. to 5 p.m.
and more than 35 people participated in the public
workshop from 7 p.m. to 9 p.m. The overall response
and activity generated during this process was
generally positive and successful, especially during the
public workshop. Both sessions used the same format
where participants were divided into groups of six to
eight people , with each group working together to
answer a series of questions. Each group was given
about 45 minutes to prepare their answers, and then
summary presentations were made to all in attendance.
The questions posed to participants were:
•

Housing for Amherst: Locate suitable sites for
apartments, townhouses, affordable housing, and
infill housing.

•

Liveability / Tourism Strategy: What are the
things that you do Downtown? What could be
developed for people to do Downtown? What is
missing from Downtown?

•

Retain Institutions Downtown: Find space for an
expanded NSCC campus and a two-acre site for a
justice facility.

•

Redevelop Vacant Buildings: What are the best
uses for the vacant heritage buildings?

•

•

Image Strategy: What are the ten best things
about Downtown Amherst? How could each
of these places or events be improved? What
amenities do we need to make residential living
more attractive Downtown?

Ideas and discussion from both workshops were
plentiful in particular at the evening session. Response
to the questions were varied but centred around a
number of common themes.
After completion of the public and invited merchant
workshops, a follow-up session was held with the
DARS Board on November 5, 2009. This smaller, more
focused session built upon the issues and themes that
emerged from the previous consultations. Participants
took this opportunity to provide meaningful and very
specific feedback, regarding Downtown issues and
developing plan ideas. This input is summarized
below, along with all ideas and theming generated
through various stages of public consultation.

Online Survey
In order to further solicit public input, an online survey
was developed to gather additional information on
Downtown issues. Over a two month period, the
survey yielded over 140 respondents interested in the
future development of Downtown Amherst. The full
survey results can be found in Appendix A.
The majority of respondents to the online survey
were between the ages of 35 and 49 with an equal
representation of male and female participants. 75
percent of respondents have lived in the area for more
than 5 years. While the majority of the respondents
do not live in the Downtown area they do live within
walking distance; although most prefer to drive.
Respondents report visiting the Downtown nearly
everyday, mostly in the afternoon, and shopping in
the area weekly. The majority (56%) of respondents
regularly walk in the area; however very few (8.5%)
bicycle.

When travelling to the Downtown, the majority of
survey respondents went to banks, visit restaurants
and/or bars, shop, or seek professional service offices.
When accessing the Downtown area, respondents
reported that parking was acceptable and easy to find,
and that the directional and shop signage was fair. The
major traffic issues which need to be addressed are
the amount of transport truck traffic coming through
Downtown and rapid speed of other vehicles.
Referring to the quality of the Downtown, the
respondents felt that most of the storefronts were
appealing and well maintained, with the overall
appearance of Downtown being judged as fair.
Most respondents would be further enticed to visit
Downtown Amherst for programmed events such
as concerts, festivals, or street fairs, or for additional
shopping and restaurants/bars,
The respondents reported that the major problems
in the Downtown were loitering, and perceived lack
of care for the environment (i.e. litter, pet droppings).
The respondents also expressed a need for more
public benches, improved parks, street trees, and trash
receptacles as well as more facilities and services.

1.6

Workshop Notice

Phase 3: Centre First Action Strategy
Using the information gathered during the first two
phases of the study, a draft plan for the Centre First
Action Strategy was devised. This plan was presented
to the Steering Committee on January 14th, 2010.
Outcomes and Observations to be summarized in the
Final Report.
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Workshop Summary

AMHERST PUBLIC INPUT
Streetscape

Uses for Empty Buildings

Social

Branding / Signage /
Promotions / Events

Operations /
Administration

Retail

Open Space

Merchant Workshop
Tuesday, October 6th, 2009
12 Participants

Use zoning to encourage
Town / Government funds to
support facade improvements & relocation of residential to
restorations
DT.

Light up the Town at night.

Arts / Culture / Convention
Centre

Nothing for kids /
families DT

Additional street
beautification

Justice Centre

Exploit Streetscape
Relocate / better
promote farmer’s market
- like Fredericton

Improve lighting in DT

Tourist bureau

More festivals

Need partnerships (i.e.
Town)

Later / coordinated
opening hours for DT
stores

Make Downtown nonsmoking

Specialty retail in the DT
(i.e. bike shop)

Locate skate park on
old gas station site.

Town needs to invest in DT
events

Move cenotaph out of
Victoria Park

Grocery Store

Streamline bureaucracy

Soccer fields

Rug Hooking Studio

Small Town’ mindset hinders
progression

Walking trails to marsh

Move theaters / Rail station
should be included in empty
building inventory.

Skate park in DT

Indoor Recreation Centre

Public Workshop
Tuesday, October 6th, 2009
30 Participants

Cleaner streets, police
Clock Tower Museum,
presence, well lit, more night
activities

Youth drop-in centre
(YMCA?)

Cultural Programming (heritage) Heritage District - tax
incentives

Plus-sized store for
Women

Skate park DT

Flowers - more streetscape
beautification

NSCC

Ice cream

Ecotourism

Deal with absentee
landowners

Grocery store is a key
retail asset for the DT.

Need playground in DT

Butt box & tables for Tim’s

Preserve facade, develop
modern structure

Sidewalk Cafes

Need to create a Town ‘Image’

Town should buy abandoned
buildings

Improve lighting

Old police station - art
centre / co-op

Flea market with
farmer’s market

Program to draw institutions DT

Fountain

More trees

Museum

Encourage loitering

Welcome signage - green space

Create a “Walk
through” DT

Patios

Bicycle Tourism

Bandstand

Kid’s Zone Building

Sustainable approach - for
locals first

Turn gas station sites
into green space

Arts and Culture Centre

Emphasize Victorian heritage
Interpretive program - carvings
Four Father’s festival
Victorian Christmas
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Redevelop Victoria Park
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Circulation

Facilities / Attractions

Sites for Residential

Improve / reorganize parking
lots

Community Gardens

Birds Drapery Building (Haverlock
Street). Already roughed in.

Change traffic patterns to
spread development / retail
across more of DT

Specialized goods /
services (i.e. Bike Shop)

Other sites close to (but not in)
the DT

Centralize DT parking

Improve theatre space

Legion site

More restaurants

Area behind Sobeys

Arts and Culture Centre

Land behind Copps Ave.

Improve circulation through
DT.

Public washrooms DT

Knights of Pythis site (Laplanche
Street)

Trails linkage to marsh

Need a cultural centre DT

Existing units on Windsor Block improve?

Tantramar is too small

Legion Building

k No trucks in DT
Relocate highway entrance to
Victoria Street.

Interactive centre for youth Birds Drapery Building (Haverlock
(i.e. Discovery Centre)
St)

People like ‘their’ parking lot

Black Nova Scotia Cultural Crescent Avenue Block
Centre
Good restaurants

Condo development is a good
idea

Expanded theatre

Tupper Block

Tourist kiosk DT

Townhouses on King Street

Call Centre - jobs for DT?
Seafood Restaurant
Mini-casino
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Downtown Amherst
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2: Background
Economic development
specialists consistently tell me
that investors and developers
judge a community’s vitality by
the quality and character of the
central business district.

T

he Centre First: Downtown Amherst Action
Strategy outlines the function, form, and
character of future development in the Downtown
Amherst, over the next twenty years. It will clearly
define Downtown as the civic and community centre
of Amherst, and as a valuable asset to surrounding
neighbourhoods. The strategy recognizes that in order
to create a strong and vibrant Downtown, many factors
must work together towards a clearly defined vision for
what Downtown Amherst will become. Factors, such
as the physical land area, current real estate market,
existing built form, Town demographics, Downtown
economy, and the overall planning context are the
important foundational elements that will support
and guide the Strategy’s evolution.
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- Decatur Illinois Mayor
Erik C. Brechnitz
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2.2

2.3

Study Area

Church Street

2.1 Study Area

2.2 Demographics

The Town of Amherst is located at the northeast
end of the Cumberland Basin, adjacent to the Bay of
Fundy and the Tantramar Marsh. Amherst is situated
at the gateway to Nova Scotia, just three kilometres
from the New Brunswick border. First settled in 1764,
by the late 1800s, Amherst was a bustling regional
centre, home to shipbuilding, rail transportation, and
manufacturing operations. Many industrial leaders
and prominent Town citizens built stately Victoria and
Edwardian homes, often constructed from locally
quarried red sandstone.

Unlike many small Towns in Nova Scotia, Amherst’s
population remains relatively stable. According to the
2006 Census, the population was 9,505, increasing
slightly from 9,470 in 2001. In comparison, the total
population of Cumberland County declined by 2% in
the same period, typical of rural areas of the Province.
Downtown Amherst’s population in 2001 was 1,579,
about 17% of the Town’s total population. Calculations
by the province indicate that Cumberland County’s
population will decline by 12% by 2034. Only the 85
year and older age cohort is predicted to increase.

The modern Town of Amherst continues to be a
growing regional centre, servicing the surrounding
Cumberland County with new schools and a new
hospital.

14
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The median age of Amherst’s population is 42.8
years, lower than the median age of the County (45.4
years) but slightly higher than the Provincial median
age (41.8 years). The baby boomer age groups (age
45 to 64) have the strongest representation in the
population. The Town has a greater proportion of
children and younger adults than the County. Average
household size has been decreasing, due to the aging
population, and was 2.2 persons in 2006. Household
formation (headship rate) is the main determinant of
housing demand – not population growth per se: for
example, a community with a stable population may
have new housing formation due to increased divorce
rates, lower marriage rates and increased longevity.
The consequence of declining household size and an
aging population for Amherst is that a larger number
of dwelling units are required for the same population,
while at the same time the dwelling unit mix must
change to serve an older market.
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2.3 Market Overview
Amherst’s economy has historically been based in
manufacturing, and has recently shifted to the service
sector. Compared with other communities, Amherst
still has a large manufacturing base, employing 17%
of the labour force. IMP Aerospace, Teletech, and
Poly-Cello in the Industrial Park employ close to 1,000
people. The Town is also a regional service centre for
the retail, health, and government sectors. The retail
trade employs 16% of the labour force; health care
10%; and public administration 9%. The hospital, just
outside the Town limits, is the largest employer. The
Albion Road retail district employs over 400 people
in the grocery (Superstore and Sobeys) and discount
retail (Walmart) sectors.
Employment levels in the Town were relatively stable
between 2001 and 2006, with the unemployment rate
at around 10 percent. The 2006 median household
income, at $36,539, was typical of small centres in the
Province, and slightly lower than that for Cumberland
County ($38,433). Within the Downtown, government
offices - the Federal Department of Indian and
Northern Affairs and the Town of Amherst - are the
largest employers.

Residential.

Office.

The Town’s housing stock is dominated by single
detached homes, with a concentration of semidetached, townhouses, and apartments in the
Downtown. Although unit construction volume has
remained stable, Amherst has seen an increase in the
proportion of multi-unit dwellings constructed, while
the volume of single detached homes constructed
has fallen. The majority of new residential units
being built in Amherst are one level townhouse units
and manufactured homes in peripheral areas, such
as Paradise Avenue and Southgate Village. These
dwelling types appeal to mature adults looking
for modestly priced housing on one level. Recent
residential sales data indicate that the largest sales
volumes were for properties under $125,000.

Demand for office space in the Town is modest and is
limited to small, local companies or local branches of
financial institutions, service firms, legal and accounting
firms, and government agencies. Demand for office in
Downtown Amherst is especially weak – evidenced by
vacant buildings and the occupation of usually higher
rent ground floor retail space by financial services
offices. Most of the office stock in the Downtown is
older, and current rental rates do not justify the cost of
new construction.

Although the Downtown has seen renovations and
conversions of homes into apartment units, the
Town has not issued any permits for new residential
construction in the Downtown and surrounding core
areas in the past three years. Dwellings Downtown are
more likely to be rented (approximately 60 percent),
than owned.
In 2006, the proportion of Downtown Amherst
households spending more than 30 percent of pre-tax
income on housing (a measure of affordability) was 39
percent, higher than the Nova Scotia average of 22
percent. This is a result of lower incomes, not higher
housing prices. In fact, housing costs Downtown are
fairly modest.
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Retail.
Currently, retail is characterized by either large
format (big-box) stores or small boutique stores. The
Town has improved its position as a regional retail
node with significant retail expansion of large format
retail at the South Albion Street and Robert Angus
Drive intersection. Amherst’ retail sector, however,
is at risk due to competition from Moncton, which
has lower gas taxes. Amherst’s Downtown retail has
diminished: much of the former ground level retail
space in Downtown Amherst is now occupied by
financial services offices. Downtown retail in Amherst
is anchored by restaurants, pubs, and older, locallyowned independent retail stores with a reputation and
market reach that extend to Moncton.
The Downtown also accommodates a grocery store
(Price Chopper) and recently, a new Lawton’s.
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2.4

Victoria Street

Hotel.

Arts, Culture, Heritage.

The vast majority of hotel rooms are located adjacent
to Highway 104, to take advantage of the high volume
of non-resident traffic. Seasonal bed and breakfasts
and inns are located near the Downtown, typically
in grand old homes on Victoria Street. Low hotel
occupancies and flat room night demand (consistent
with neighbouring southeastern New Brunswick)
indicate that substantial hotel development in the
Town is doubtful in the near future. There may still be
demand for bed and breakfasts and small inns in large
homes near the Downtown.

The Tantramar Theatre hosts live theatre year-round in
the Downtown. The Town is known for its impressive
historic red sandstone and brick buildings, most of
which are clustered along and near Victoria Street.
The cost of restoration has prevented reuse of some
buildings and they are vacant and in disrepair. Nearby
Mount Allison University graduates many fine arts
students, but Amherst has not been able to capitalize
on this resource.

Tourism.

Amherst has retained core government facilities in
the Downtown, such as the Town Hall, Police Station,
Courthouse, and Library. Among potential new
institutional uses are shared Police Facility/Town
offices, a Provincial Justice Centre, and an expansion
of NSCC’s Community Learning Centre. There is a
proposal to relocate the jail to another jurisdiction.

Over half of overnight visitors to Nova Scotia (1.125
million people in 2008) pass through the border near
Amherst. The Town is situated at the northern entrance
of three provincial tourist routes (the Sunrise and
Glooscap trails and Highway 104); however, Amherst’s
capture rate for visitors is very low, at 12 percent
(compare with 27 percent for Truro). Although heritage
buildings in the Downtown are impressive, the Town
offers relatively few reasons for visitors to stay. The
main attraction is the Cumberland County Museum
and Archives, which is hard to find. Amherst has the
potential to become a gateway/service centre for
attractions on the Bay of Fundy and Northumberland
Shore tourist routes.
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Institutional.

Centre Fir s t :
Downtown Amher s t Ac tion Strategy

2.4 Planning Context
Several background studies informed the result of the
Centre First: Downtown Amherst Action Strategy. The
topical issues relevant to this study are summarized
below.

Municipal Planning Strategy
(2005, consolidated 2008)
The Municipal Planning Strategy (MPS) for the Town
of Amherst articulates Council’s long-term policies
to direct future development and land use within
the Town. Using a broad policy framework, the
strategy should be used as a guide when making
major decisions on municipal servicing, development
proposals and priorities, or land use.
The MPS makes reference to the Downtown
Commercial Zone, indicating that Council will direct
Downtown design and development through provisions
in the Land Use Bylaw. The objectives of the Downtown
Commercial Zone include the fostering of Downtown
as the centre of specialty retail, new office, government
employment, and cultural amenities. The MPS also
states Council’s goal for the conservation, retention, and
improvement of the historically and / or architecturally
significant commercial assets of the Downtown.

Land Use Bylaw (2005, consolidated 2008)
The Town of Amherst Land-Use Bylaw (LUB) outlines
planning provisions to guide the overall tone and intent of
design and development for the Downtown commercial
district. According to the LUB, any new development
located adjacent to a heritage property, or with a
ground floor area in excess of 1,500 square metres will
be subject to a development agreement. All Downtown
developments are currently exempt from the specified
parking requirements (Section 5.1), and sidewalk patios
would be also subject to site plan approval.

Vision 2000: Towards the Future (1992)

newForm Consulting:
Amherst Downtown Revitalization Plan (2009)
In April of 2009, a group of graduate students
from Dalhousie University undertook an in-depth
examination of some of the key issues and challenges
facing the redevelopment of Downtown Amherst. The
resulting report outlined a strategy for Amherst that
employed land use intensification as a catalyst for
effecting design and policy change for Downtown.
The overall goal of the study was to increase the
intensity and efficiency of land use in the Downtown
core, by reviewing current Town planning policy,
identifying suitable sites for in-fill, and increasing public
interest and participation in Downtown issues.

The Amherst Area Development Commission’s Vision
2000 document is the result of a comprehensive
engagement and visioning process. In the fall of
1990, the twelve member Commission board, along
with forty key community leaders, came together to
examine the process for planning for economic growth
and development. The resulting report outlined
goals, issues, strategic actions and commentary on
the topics of human resources, infrastructure, tourism,
recreation, arts and culture, housing, investment, and
business and industry.

2.5
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Planning Map
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Retail Market Opportunity Assessment (2003)

Tourism Nova Scotia Plan (2010)

In 2003, the Town of Amherst expressed an interest in
reinvigorating the Downtown retail business. The Town
commissioned a research study done by Cumberland
Regional Economic Development Association
(CREDA) in partnership with the Downtown Amherst
Revitalization Society (DARS) and the Amherst and
Area Chamber of Commerce (AACC). The goal of the
study was to investigate opportunities to strengthen
the existing retail product (Amherst Downtown Brand)
and increase its marketing presence in Cumberland
County and beyond.

The 2010 Nova Scotia Tourism plan outlines the
province’s strategic directions for capturing and retaining
the valuable tourism dollar. The plan points out that
Amherst’s geographic location, at the gateway of New
Brunswick and Nova Scotia, is an advantage that should
be capitalized upon. In 2009, the amount of tourists
arriving to Nova Scotia by air decreased significantly;
while the number arriving by car increased (up to 1.2
million visitors last year). Amherst’s location on the Trans
Canada highway is ideal to capture this vehicular visitor
traffic, especially given its proximity to the major tourism
destinations of the Bay of Fundy and the Northumberland
shore.

The study found that the target consumer markets
were New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and Nova
Scotia. Consumers in these areas are looking for product
selection, after-sales service, convenience, and style. The
report recommended that individual stores should be
prepared to change in order to capitalize on Amherst’s
strengths: a centralized location in the Maritimes, rich
history and friendly small town sense of community.
Stores should identify niche markets, improve customer
services, have competitive pricing and selection, and
intimately know their products and target market.
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The plan suggests that Amherst’s unique and historic
downtown, arts and cultural community, access to
beaches, and open space are amenities that should be
highlighted for tourists. Amherst should expand tourism
programs to offer more eco-tourism and Nova Scotia
‘staycation’-type activities, or focus on meeting the needs
of mobile travellers by offering ‘typically Nova Scotian’
services, food, and amenities. The Town needs to market
its natural resources and heritage culture to attract these
vehicle visitors in order to increase tourism revenues.
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2.5 Traffic, Parking, and
Circulation
The Town of Amherst sits in a strategic location at
the junction of the Trans Canada Highway Route 104
and Provincial Routes 2, 6, and 204. Highway 104 is a
major route connecting Nova Scotia to New Brunswick
and points west, and Routes 2 and 6 connect to the
Glooscap Trail and Sunrise Trail, respectively – which
are renowned scenic roadways that serve as popular
tourist destinations.
Direct access to the adjacent highway network makes
Amherst an attractive stop for many travellers seeking
amenities such as fuel, food, and accommodations.
Traffic volumes on Highway 104 in the vicinity of Amherst
range from 10,000 to 15,000 vehicles per day. This has
provided considerable opportunity for commercial
activity in the area, though due to its close proximity to
the Highway, much of this activity in recent years has
focused on the southern sections of Albion Street.

Circulation
Amherst is accessible from Highway 104 at three
interchanges: Exit 1 (Laplanche Street), Exit 3 (Victoria
Street West), and Exit 4 (Albion Street). Of these,
Albion Street experiences the highest annual average
daily traffic volumes (AADT) of 12,000 vehicles per day
compared with 3,600 and 2,500 on Laplanche Street
and Victoria Street, respectively. While it is difficult to
specifically determine the volume of traffic on each of
these streets that is directly attributable to Highway
104 traffic, it is clear that the Albion Street interchange
typically experiences the highest volumes.

Although the Town of Amherst is located adjacent to
Highway 104, direct access to the Downtown core is
less convenient than that of the commercialized areas
on South Albion Street. Each access route between
Highway 104 and the Downtown is between two and
three kilometres in length, which can deter the casual
visitor from venturing into the Downtown. The three
Downtown routes accessible from Highway 104 can be
generally summarized as follows:
•

Albion Street: A commercialized corridor
comprising several service centres including fuel,
convenience stores, hotels, and restaurants along
with retail outlets including big box stores and
shopping malls.

•

Victoria Street West (Route 6): Primarily a
residential street between Highway 104 and the
Downtown, Victoria Street West passes many
homes of older vintage and the Amherst Railway
Station.

•
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Laplanche Street (Route 2): Runs through a
aesthetically challenged area between Highway
104 and the Downtown core, surrounded primarily
by abandoned / derelict buildings, agricultural
fields, and some residential and commercial land
uses.
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2.6

2.7

Parking

On-Street Parking

A recently completed parking inventory found that
there are approximately 1860 surface parking lot stalls
and 180 on-street parking stalls available to drivers in
the Downtown core. Through the various discussions,
workshops, and site investigations, all indicators and
opinions suggest that the current volume of available
parking spaces is adequate to serve the existing need.
It has also been noted that parking capacity could be
increased with a more efficient use of available space.

Maintaining on-street parking through the Downtown
is considered positive in the context of a Downtown
action plan. On-street parking is presently provided
at a number of locations; however, there are some
isolated areas where the presence of such parking
appears unnecessary and poses safety risks. Generally,
on-street parking should be provided where it has
no negative impact on adjacent vehicle or pedestrian
movements. This includes locations immediately
upstream, downstream, or within intersection areas,
as well as at crosswalks. The following are two specific
examples where on-street parking is currently provided
and is not recommended:

General guidance in publications such as “Parking: The
Parking Handbook for Small Communities” suggests
that parking supply varies based on community
size, but in general smaller communities commonly
have 50 – 100 spaces in the Downtown area per
1,000 population (of the overall town) and larger
communities in the 18,00 - 20,000 range often only
supply 40 – 60 spaces. Based on Amherst’s population
of around 10,000, a parking supply of between 400
– 1,000 spaces would be typical. The current supply
of close to 2,000 on and off-street parking spots
therefore appears excessive.

Victoria Street Traffic Counts (am)

Victoria Street Traffic Counts (pm)

Traffic volumes in the Downtown core are relatively
low and well within the capacity of the streets and
intersections. Basic traffic models for the Victoria
Street corridor and the Albion / Church / Crescent
intersection show that circulation is very good and
there is minimal delay or queuing. Traffic counts
indicate that the peaking characteristics of traffic
Downtown are relatively minimal, and observation of
traffic at the intersections indicates that both signalized
and unsignalized intersections operate efficiently with
minimal delays.
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Victoria Street parking conflict #1
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•

Two parking stalls are located directly in front of
the Bar on Victoria Street and are separated by
a large painted hatched area. The southernmost
parking stall is located in close proximity to the
Station Street intersection and railway tracks as
well as the driveway to the building’s parking
lot. Given the availability of parking immediately
adjacent to the building, the addition of two
on-street parking stalls appears to have limited
value, has the potential to compromise safety
and operations at the adjacent driveways and
intersections, and has a relatively significant
cost of maintenance. Furthermore, this area is
considered a gateway area to the Downtown
core and there appears to be some benefit to
eliminating these parking stalls and improving
the visual appeal of this location through
streetscaping, lane reduction to two through lanes
only, or other measures.
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Intersections
•

At the intersection of Victoria and Laplanche
Streets, a single parking stall is located in the
centre of the T-intersection. It is recommended
that this stall be removed immediately as it
compromises operational and safety performance
of the intersection, is located between two
intersection crosswalks compromising pedestrian
safety, and again has a high cost of maintenance
relative to the benefits.

2.9

Victoria Street parking conflict #2

In general, all on street parking locations need to be
carefully considered to ensure they are not negatively
impacting operations of safety of the surrounding
area. On main thoroughfares, on-street parking should
only be provided where adequate road width can be
achieved to accommodate through vehicles as well as
parked vehicles.

A number of intersections throughout the Downtown
core are poorly configured. Specifically, these include:
Lawrence Street at Victoria Street: Relatively high
speeds have been observed at the intersection, and
safety has been identified as a concern. The Laplanche
Street approaches are slightly offset, which forces
traffic to veer to the left to make a through movement.
The intersection is signalized with crosswalks on all
approaches. There is a pocket park (Mural Park) in the
southeast quadrant of the intersection.
Albion Street at Church Street: Previously a
signalized intersection prior to the signal controller
equipment being damaged, it has operated relatively
efficiently as a 3-way stop, unsignalized intersection.
This intersection is a key gateway location, but is
aesthetically poor and raises safety concerns due
to four approach legs. A recent study carried out
by others at this intersection indicated that traffic
signals were not warranted; therefore, maintaining
the intersection as a stop controlled intersection was
acceptable. Further, the town has indicated that the
implementation of stop control at the intersection
has reduced available gaps in traffic at downstream
intersections, increasing subsequent delays.
Laplanche at Lawrence Street: A large, atypical
intersection configuration that consumes a
considerable amount of property northeast of Victoria
Street. The intersection is poorly configured, can be
confusing to drivers, and the configuration can be
prone to high speeds and subsequent safety concerns.

Victoria at Church Street: This is a T-intersection
at the heart of the Downtown core. It is located
immediately across from Victoria Park and has a Tim
Horton’s located on the southeast corner. The Town
has indicated that pedestrian accommodation is a
common concern at this intersection and alternative
modifications such as the implementation of a
Pedestrian Scramble 1 phase, sometimes referred
to as a “Barnes Dance”, has been considered.

Trucks in the Downtown
A common concern raised the various consultation
initiatives was the issues of excessive truck traffic in
Downtown Amherst. Based on the traffic assessment
conducted, it was observed that truck volumes
appear to be relatively low through the Downtown
core, however truck traffic does form a regular part
of the daytime traffic. Opportunities are available to
route truck traffic around the Downtown core area on
designated truck routes and initiatives to limit trucks
in the Downtown could be considered. Nonetheless,
some of the truck traffic is related to deliveries being
made at the various commercial businesses in the core.

Mid-block Pedestrian Crossings
A number of mid-block pedestrian crossings currently
exist along Victoria Street. While these are presently
signed and marked, the presence of on-street parking
and the lack of signalized crossings could increase the
potential for pedestrian - vehicle conflicts. However,
in general, the volume of traffic along Victoria Street
is relatively low, and does not support the need for lit
mid-block crossings.

1 Pedestrian Scramble is a crossing system that stops all traffic
on all approaches and lets pedestrians cross the intersection in
whatever manner they desire.

Ekis tic s Planning & Design + Form : Media
+ Collier s International + SNC- L avalin

Final Repor t • Februar y 2010

21

Centre Fir s t :
Downtown Amher s t Ac tion Strategy

2.6 Opportunities and Constraints
Given the previous discussion of current conditions,
trends in Downtown development, and context
findings from the participation process, the following
assessment of opportunities and constraints conveys
the strengths and weaknesses of Amherst’s Downtown.

Opportunities
Provincial Gateway: As the first Nova Scotia town on
the Trans Canada Highway, Amherst is THE gateway
Town to the Province. 25% of all travelers to the
Province reported stopping at a Visitor Information
Centre (VIC) upon entering the province and Amherst
remained the most heavily used entry point to Nova
Scotia (54% of all visitors), followed by the Halifax
International Airport (29% of all visitors, 2004 NS
Visitor Exit Survey). Using the projected number of
2010 visitors (2.102 million from the 2010 NS Tourism
Plan), approximately 283,000 visitors will pass through
the Downtown in 2010.
Tantramar Marsh: Acadians in the 1700’s called the
region Beaubassin. The Tantramar Marshes provide
a regular stopover for migrating waterfowl. With
bird watching as one of the fastest growing outdoor
activities in North America (U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service survey), the Marshes are one of the more
significant under-developed tourism resources in
the Province. They are only a few short blocks from
Downtown.
Regional Service Centre: Amherst is a regional service
centre for Cumberland County.
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Trail Head: Amherst is situated at the head of both
the Sunrise and Glooscap trails, offering access
to the sandy beaches and warm waters of the
Northumberland Strait, and the amazing tides of the
Bay of Fundy.
Historic Architecture: Amherst has a historic
Downtown, with many heritage buildings constructed
from iconic red sandstone. The character of the
Downtown core is a strong foundation for future
Downtown development.
People. Amherst has an active, committed, and
engaged residential and business community, many
of whom are actively involved with supporting the
Downtown strategy.
Vibrant Arts Culture: The Tantramar Theatre and the
Fibre Arts Festival are two of many of the arts and
cultural connections that thrive in Amherst.

streetscape a strong urban fabric of buildings from
different periods. The downtown has a strong
recognizable character.

Constraints
Fragmentation: There is a physical and perceptive
disconnect between the Downtown and the rest of
Amherst. Gaps in the fabric Downtown, despite the
presence of key anchors, such as Dayle’s, Pugsley’s,
and Mansour’s, interrupt the flow and functionality of
the streetscape. The Town’s land assets are sparse,
and much of what appears to be contiguous parking is
actually owned by a number of parties.
Visual Ambiguity: The Downtown is lacking in
directional and way-finding signage. Businesses and
attractions are not well signed, and often missed
by residents and visitors. The visual quality of the
Downtown appears dated and tired.
Inertia: A stigma exists, regarding the potential for

Living Heritage: Amherst is living and breathing
history. The architecture, the industrial heritage, and its
connection to Canadian confederation are only a few
of its strong historical links. People can trace their roots
through the museum and archives or learn from living
decedents. There is a rich cultural fabric of people
from all over the world in Amherst.
Strong Character: Compared to most downtown’s
in Atlantic Canada, Amherst has a high quality
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2.10

change and evolution for the Downtown. The general
sentiment is one of inertia - there is little momentum
for change.
Perception: Many residents feel that Downtown is in a
decline, and there is nothing that they can personally
do to change its future. There is a pervasive sentiment
about what types of people and activities are found in
the Downtown, and this perception may work against
change.
Infrastructure: Many buildings in Downtown are
in need of repair, reinvestment, and upgrade. The
streetscapes and urban spaces of Downtown need
attention and redevelopment, and vacant buildings
require occupancy and investment.
Downtown Living: Downtown needs more residents
to create a social anchor and keep ‘eyes on the street’.
There are currently not enough people living in the
Downtown to create a genuine neighbourhood.
Key Gateways: Key gateways into the downtown are
ambiguous and need better definition.

Guiding

Opportunities Map

3.1
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Victoria Street
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3: Principles
3.1 Renaissance of Downtowns

A

Downtown should be the civic, social, and
cultural heart of a Town. A great Downtown
is vibrant, diverse, unique, and memorable.
A great Downtown meets the needs of Town residents,
and attracts tourists and visitors. A great Downtown is
reflective of the Town’s personality, values, history,
and future.
A great Downtown does not happen by accident.
Great Downtowns are planned, thought-through,
and articulated carefully. Planning, economic, social,
cultural, and aesthetic factors must all be considered,
weighted, and applied thoughtfully. The Centre First:
Downtown Amherst Action Strategy seeks to achieve
an overall goal of a vibrant, thriving, civic centre;
one that is based on precedent and sound planning
principles.
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Atlantic Canadian towns historically developed
near shipping ports or the railroad, as prior to 1945,
manufacturing and industrialization were major sources of
employment. Shipping and rail provided one of the only
reliable means of transportation and as a result, busy rail
and port towns grew quickly. Restricted personal mobility
clustered people and businesses together to create a
tight urban texture and strong central civic core. Farmers
populated the lands on the periphery of the Downtowns,
in close proximity to their Downtown export markets.
People lived and worked in Downtowns and there was a
great mix of land uses in a very small area.
With the post war baby-boom of 1945, cheap, accessible
land surrounding Downtown, coupled with federal
infrastructure investment programs which encouraged
road and highway development, led to suburbanization
and decentralization. In the 1950‘s and 1960‘s, the concept
of the shopping mall took hold, and many enclosed
facilities were constructed on inexpensive suburban land
with good proximity to the new highways.
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By the 1970’s, many of Canada’s Downtowns, large
and small, had become run-down and derelict. In 1979
the Heritage Canada Foundation (HCF) embarked on
“The Main Street Canada Program”; a comprehensive
effort to halt the decay and destruction of traditional
main streets in Canadian towns and cities. Despite the
program’s many successes, the federal government’s
contribution to Main Street Canada ran out in the
early 1990s. The Town of Amherst was a participating
community in this program.

The prospect of indoor, convenient, and accessible
retailing competed heavily with traditional Downtowns,
and many businesses opted for space in enclosed
malls that became communities of their own. The
growth of chain stores, which often preferred to lease
space rather than own buildings, also favoured the
shopping centre model over the Downtown model.
By the end of the 1970s, regional and super-regional
malls had saturated the market and covered the
Canadian landscape in patterns that mirrored an area’s
buying power. The Urban Renewal program of the
1960’s attempted to remedy the Downtown situation
by encouraging the demolition of derelict buildings
(many of them heritage buildings) and building
roads, interchanges and highway between the central
business district and the suburbs. By all accounts, the
program did more to harm the Downtown than the
‘improvements’ it was designed to foster.

Despite Downtown revitalization efforts, the
emergence of the Big Box and Power Centre retailing
concept during the recession of the early 1990’s
created a new round of development that further
depleted the economic activity of the traditional
Downtown. Over time, many of these box stores (i.e.
Staples, Future Shop, Home Depot, Kent) become
indistinguishable from one another. The term
“Generica” describes this trend towards homogenized
big box development, where the stores are so similar
that visitors are hard pressed to tell where they are, as
the buildings and landscape all look the same (i.e., they
are generic). Large companies prefer this approach
to conformity, as it simplifies the planning and design
process and maximizes the economic return of their
stores. Towns like New Minas (NS) and Sackville (NS)
have built their economy on accepting “Generica”.
While Big Box retailing fills a need for mobile local
residents (as long as they don’t have to live near it or in
it), its niche is in generic products and it does very little
to contribute to the sense of place for communities.
In spite of this continued competition from suburban
big box stores, Downtowns in Canada continue to
transform themselves. Some of the reasons include:
•
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Downtown continues to provide a range of
boutique retailers, restaurants, and cultural
amenities. As a result, Downtown living has
become fashionable to many segments of the
population.
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•

Municipalities are now recognizing the cost
associated with providing municipal services
to suburban sprawl, and as a result, many have
implemented growth management strategies to
restrict further expansion. In addition, much of the
inexpensive land on the periphery of Downtown
has already been developed.

•

As the cost of oil and gas continue to rise (many
experts predict $2/litre within the next two
to five years), the cost of living in and driving
to the suburbs increases. In larger cities, this
is encouraging people to live and shop back
Downtown.

•

New planning policies encourage mixed-use
development Downtown, which are bringing
people back to live and work. Similarly, planning
policies which discourage suburbanization and
unsustainable development forms are also being
put in place which further restrict sprawl.

•

Downtowns are being recognized as centres of
commerce, culture, education, entertainment, and
art. Their strength continues to be seen in their
diversity.

•

Cultural tourism continues to be a driver of the
tourism sector (In most Atlantic Canadian cities,
over 70% of cultural tourists visit Downtown
during their trip). These tourists are looking for
unique environments and activities, and are not
interested in generic box development.

•

Federal and Provincial funding programs are
targeting Downtowns and other sustainable
initiatives like facade programs, Downtown
infrastructure renewal, arts centre development,
and active transportation plans.

In 2010, the renaissance of Downtowns in Canada has
only just begun. The Town of Amherst is in an excellent
position to act proactively to plan the evolution of its
Downtown.
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3.2 Elements of a Healthy Downtown
The health of a Downtown is a reflection on, and
representation of, the health of a community. In the
same way active planning is required to ensure the
health of a community, proactive planning is needed to
ensure the vitality and growth of Amherst’s Downtown.
There are many important reasons why Downtown
development is important. It:

Preserves Cultural History. Because of their enduring
history, Downtowns are the custodians of our collective
cultural history. They provide a glimpse of our past
accomplishments and sometimes failures. Cultural
tourism, the fastest growing sector of our economy in
Nova Scotia, depends on preserving and showcasing
our history.

Fosters Community Identity. Because Downtowns
are the traditional heart of most communities, they
are often the first way residents identify or distinguish
themselves from other communities. In an increasingly
homogenized world, communities that preserve
their unique culture and distinctive character have an
economic advantage.

Provides Residents with Retail and Services. In
many rural places, Downtown offers a diversity of retail
stores, financial institutions, historic areas, cultural
and educational institutions, public agencies and local
government offices. Diversity is the formula for the
long-term strength of Downtown.

Creates Jobs and Wages. Locally owned businesses
create more local jobs and often provide better wages
and benefits than chain stores do.
Expands the Tax Base. Successful Downtowns
generate revenues to pay for local community services.
Public investment in Downtown redevelopment usually
pays dividends in the long term to the entire region.
Provides the First Impression. Downtown’s
appearance is typically the first impression a
community offers to visitors. First impressions stay
with people and most visitors will return if they have a
positive experience.
Ensures Environmental Sustainability. Downtowns
help to sustain vibrant, compact, walkable Town
centres—which in turn are essential to reducing
sprawl, automobile use, habitat loss, and air and water
pollution.

Keeps Dollars in the Community. With services and
goods available locally, residents will not need to shop
outside the community as often.
Is Self-Policing. A vibrant residential Downtown
population is much more secure than a ‘work only’
Downtown. The many ‘eyes on the street’ reduce
vandalism and crime.
Prevents Blight and Abandonment. A strong
Downtown will have lower health and safety costs and
concerns.
Promotes Community Well-Being. Locally owned
businesses build strong communities by sustaining
vibrant Town centres, linking neighbours in a web of
economic and social relationships, and contributing to
local causes.
Produces Diversity. A multitude of small businesses,
each selecting goods based on the interests and needs
of local customers, guarantees a much wider range of
product choices.
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3.3 The Brookings Institution: 12 Steps to Revitalizing Downtown
The Brookings Institution is a nonprofit, public policy
organization based in Washington, D.C. As one of
Washington’s oldest think tanks, Brookings conducts
research and education in the social sciences, primarily
in economics, metropolitan policy, governance, foreign
policy, and global economy and development. In 2005,
Brookings released a 12 step process to revitalize
downtown (March 2005, “Turning Around Downtown:
Twelve Steps to Revitalization”, THE BROOKINGS
INSTITUTION).
The report (summarized below) outlines the
chronology of steps required to turn a downtown
around. A more detailed summary can be found
in Appendix B. While some of the content applies
to larger city centres, there is still applicability for
Amherst.
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Step 1: Capture the Vision
A good starting point is to engage in a “visioning”
process. The public sector can and should participate,
both to have a stake in and to give legitimacy to the
process. This will eventually give way to a private/
public partnership, an intentional reversal of the way
this phrase is usually stated.

Step 2: Develop a Strategic Plan
The group should include neighborhood group
representatives, retailers, investors, developers,
property owners, churches, the mayor and key city
councilors, the heads of select city departments, nonprofit organizations, artists, homeless advocates, and
others. It is also crucial that the individuals be people
who are interested in successful solutions, not narrow
political gain. Two one-day sessions devoted to the
strategic planning process, separated by about a
month, are generally sufficient to crafting the strategy
and implementation plan.
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Step 3: Forge a Healthy
Private/Public Partnership
Successful downtown revitalizations are generally
private/public partnerships, not the other way around.
The key to the public sector’s successful involvement in
downtown redevelopment is to avoid making it overly
political. City leaders must be absolutely committed
to the process both in word and in deed, and be
willing and able to do what it takes to help create the
right environment for private sector development and
investment.

Step 4: Make the Right Thing Easy
Often zoning and building codes of the past fifty years
actually outlaw the necessary elements of walkable
urbanism. In many cities, for example, often wellintended setback and floor-area ratio rules mean that
new construction cannot maintain consistency with older
historic structures. Also, excessive parking requirements
can create large surface lots fronting once-lively streets,
eroding the vitality of otherwise coherent places.
Coupled with an emphasis on separation of land uses
and limited densities, downtown revitalization becomes
nearly impossible from a legal perspective.

Centre Fir s t :
Downtown Amher s t Ac tion Strategy

Step 5: Establish Business Improvement
Districts (BID) and Other Non-Profits
The BID’s main leadership role is managing the
implementation of the strategy, which must be
constantly updated. The BID may be responsible, for
example, for ensuring the various task forces charged
with implementing parts of the strategy are motivated
to complete their efforts.
The BID’s operational role is usually (1) increasing the
perceived and actual safety of downtown; (2) making
the place cleaner; (3) creating festivals and events to
encourage suburbanites to come downtown, and; (4)
improving downtown’s image. The BID and other nonprofits are a downtown’s management team—ensuring
its many complex elements work together to create a
safe, attractive, unique, and well-functioning place.

Step 6: Create a Catalytic
Development Company
Revitalizing downtowns have overcome the problem
of attracting developers by establishing a “catalytic
developer.” This organization is formed to develop the
initial projects that the market and consumer research
shows have potential demand but above market risk.
The catalytic development firm demonstrates to the
rest of the development community and their investors
that downtown development can make economic sense.
A catalytic development company can engage in
varying activities in the development process. Among
the possibilities are: undertaking land assemblage and
land development to prepare lots for new construction;
financing the gap between conventional financing and
the amount of money required to make the project
happen; or developing a complete building from start
to finish.

Step 7: Create an Urban Entertainment District
It all starts, as in any real estate development, with
market demand. Understanding which of the many
urban entertainment options that have the greatest
potential for success is a crucial first step. This
complexity gives all sorts of people a reason to come
downtown, which is particularly important in the early
years when downtown’s image may not be positive.
The most important benefit of entertainment is to get
“feet on the street,” especially at night. And just as a
crowded restaurant is the best recommendation that
it is a good place, crowded sidewalks recommend
downtown, a safe environment, and providing an
excitement and spectacle that draws people to the area.

Step 8: Develop a Rental Housing Market
The initial urban pioneers looking to live within
walking distance of the urban entertainment growing
in downtown will tend to be young, often students
and those in their 20s. This age group was probably
raised in the suburbs, and probably doesn’t have as
negative an impression of downtown as their elders.
The young also tend to rent, as they don’t have the
assets, income, or location stability required to buy a
home. They are more flexible, tied only to the lease
they have signed, probably for a year or less. Once an
urban entertainment concentration begins to emerge,
this group generally has both the propensity to move
downtown, and the ability to make the move quickly.
Rental housing projects can be conversions of existing
office, industrial, or institutional buildings or new
construction. The renovation of existing buildings offers
some of the most exciting new housing options, as they
are unlike other rental products in the regional market.
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Step 9: Pioneer an Affordability Strategy
Like most things in life, turning around a downtown
means good news and bad news. The good news is
that if a critical mass of walkable urbanism is created,
the rents, sales values, and land values will probably be
the highest in the metropolitan area, rewarding those
willing to take the risk, build high quality construction,
and wait patiently for returns. The bad news is that the
values will be some of the highest in the metropolitan
area, meaning only the well-to-do can live downtown.
To address this issue, an affordability strategy must be
developed early-on in the revitalization process.
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Step 11: Develop a Local-Serving
Retail Strategy
Once downtown begins to be repopulated, the
demand for local-serving retail will grow. Local-serving
retail is a “follower” real estate product, i.e., the
housing must be in place before a grocery store can
build a store. While some of these stores will continue
to thrive, as a group they are probably only part of the
solution to downtowns’ growing local-serving retail
demands. The other part of the solution is finding ways
to entice national “big box” retailers to integrate into a
walkable landscape.

Step 10: Focus on For-Sale Housing

Step 12: Re-create a Strong Office Market

Following the establishment of urban entertainment
and the initial “colonization” of downtown by urban
pioneers who rent, for-sale housing can return to
downtown. For sale housing appeals to a very different
set of households than renters. They are generally
older, not as adventuresome, and are prepared and
able to invest in the largest asset of their personal net
worth, their home.

As entertainment, housing, and retail are established
downtown, the office market will begin to follow.
As upper-middle income for-sale housing is built in
downtown, there will gradually be a return of a healthy
office market and the employment it houses. Once the
bosses, who make the ultimate decision about office
location, begin to live downtown, they will decide to
bring their office there as well.

Having an established for-sale housing market is the
ultimate test of whether the downtown has achieved
critical mass. Given the size of the for-sale housing
market, it is crucial to the success of a downtown
turnaround. Bringing middle and upper-middle
housing to downtown will provide the tax base so
sorely needed by most cities, and members of these
households will demand a level of service that will
continue the upward spiral.

This step in the redevelopment process will probably
only fill existing, vacant office space in most cities,
due to the past overbuilding and the weak demand
for office employment in the economy in general.
However, it will be a tremendous benefit for city
revenues and the employment prospects of other
downtown and city residents.
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3.4 Smart Growth Principles
The idea of Smart Growth arose from concerns over
irresponsible development including environmental
damage, high development costs, and poor quality of life.
Create a Wide Range of Housing Options. Providing
quality housing for people of all income levels is an
integral component in any smart growth strategy.
Create Walkable Neighbourhoods. Compact, walkable
communities with housing in close proximity to
amenities are desirable places to live, work and play.
Encourage Community and Stakeholder Collaboration.
Growth can create and initiate many changes within a
community. The best changes are made with the input
of everyone whom the change will affect. I
Create Attractive Communities with a Strong Sense
of Place. Smart growth encourages communities to
craft a vision and set standards for development and
construction which respond to community values of
architectural beauty and distinctiveness, as well as
expanded choices in housing and transportation.
The Development Process Must be Fair, Cost
Effective and Predictable. Governments and private
sector associates must work together implement smart
growth. Without co-operation on both sides, visions
will not be realized.

Preserve Resources for Future Uses. Green
space preservation supports smart growth goals
by bolstering local economies, preserving critical
environmental areas and improving our communities
quality of life.
Provide a Variety of Transportation Choices.
Providing people with more choices in transportation is
a key aim of smart growth. It also contributes to active
communities who can walk, bike, blade, board or drive
to their destination.
Use Existing Infrastructure. Smart growth directs
development towards existing communities already
served by infrastructure, and utilizes the resources that
existing neighbourhoods offer. It also aims to conserve
open space and natural resources on the urban fringe.
Employing these principles as a foundation for
proactive planning creates communities where
people will want to live. Having mixed uses in close
proximity enables residents to have more options
closer to home, including shopping, cultural, social and
recreational activities as well as more entertainment
options. Smart Growth also enables housing values to
increase and stabilize, historical awareness to become
more prevalent, quality of life to improve, tax base to
increase, jobs to be created and ecological footprint
and resource consumption to be reduced.

Mix Land Uses. Smart growth supports the integration
of residential and commercial land uses to achieve
compact, vibrant communities.
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4: Centre First
Vision Statement

T

he projects and strategies outlined in this
chapter will direct and focus the development
efforts in Downtown Amherst over the next
20 years, bringing together the vision and intent
of merchants, residents, and visitors with the best
practices in Downtown development.
While physical improvements are naturally part of the
Centre First strategy, the overall plan seeks to leverage
economic and social evolution in the downtown as
well. To accomplish these lofty aims, the strategy is
divided into physical improvements (changes to public
and private space), policy improvements (changes
to planning policy that will encourage renewal)
and administrative improvements (changes to how
redevelopment can be administered).

4.1 Project Vision
Any vision for Downtown Amherst must inspire and
compel people to carry it forward while balancing
the realistic practicalities of municipal governance.
The Vision statement establishes the rationale for
the Centre First Strategy, to which all action plans,
directions, and recommendations have been based.
This is a statement that is reflective of the public
input and the desired outcome of this Plan. Future
developments Downtown will be reviewed for
consistency with the Vision and Principles that follow.
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In the year 2030, Amherst will be a diverse and thriving
community made up of people living, working and
playing in a historic yet modern small Town setting. For
the people who live in this community, their day to day
services are available and close by. For those living on
the outskirts, Downtown becomes a much more frequent
destination for services, leisure, and commerce.
This growing community is comprised of families, older
and young adults, students, professionals, and empty
nesters. Downtown Amherst is the cultural hub of
the Cumberland region, a place where residents and
tourists come to experience culture and history, visit
galleries, see a play, go to a restaurant, attend events,
and shop at one-of-a-kind specialty retail stores. The
streets in Downtown are crowded and vibrant, as citizens
and visitors access many of the professional services
and retail opportunities, or stop to take in the historic
architecture.
Many of the heritage buildings have been restored
or repurposed, and the streetscapes are lively and
engaging. Many lots have been infilled with high quality
mixed-use developments. Young professionals, emptynesters, and cottagers have moved into the apartments,
townhouses, and condominiums that are found within
or surrounding the Downtown core, and now enjoy
a lifestyle that is less dependent on vehicles. Parks,
greenspaces, and trail connections support the high
standard of living that is found in Amherst.
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4.2 Plan Principles
The principles frame the components of the plan and
are designed to help realize the vision.

Destination

Identity

Downtown should be the premiere destination for
people and business in the Cumberland County
region.

Downtown should have a strong and identifiable
image. The image should be positive and it should
resound with the community.

Liveability

Healthy

Downtown Amherst should be a place to work, reside,
and play in the context of a liveable community.

Downtown should foster healthy lifestyles and
sustainable decision making.

Diversity

Inclusivity

Downtown should have a wide variety of things to do,
places to see, people and cultures to meet. It should
be vibrant at all times of the day and night.

Downtown should cater to a wide range of age groups,
lifestyles, uses, activities, living choices, and cultures.

Navigable

Safe

Downtown should be easy to navigate and legible for
movement of people and vehicles.

Downtown should be safe both day and night
for residents and visitors.

Walkable

Respectful of Heritage

Downtown should be compact and walkable.
Streetscapes should cater to pedestrians and cyclists
as well as cars.

The built heritage is a legacy of our fore-bearers. It
should be respected and preserved wherever possible.
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Plan Components
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4.3 Public Realm Beautification, Infill, and Open Space Strategy
The open and green space in the Downtown is the
public realm fabric that knits together the architecture
of the built form. It is these spaces that residents and
visitors most often see first, and it is these spaces
that create the potential to stop, gather, reflect, or
enjoy. The Public Realm Beautification and Open
Space Strategy outlines specific projects and initiatives
designed to build upon the visual character and tone
of the public space of Downtown Amherst.

•

The public realm beautification and open space
strategy considers the high level contextual issues
which will help the Downtown become a distinct
neighbourhood and a true ‘destination’ Downtown.

•

•

•

•

Victoria Park Redevelopment. Victoria Park is
the core of Downtown Amherst. Redeveloping
this key open space will create a green gathering
space for Downtown residents and visitors. The
proposed concept includes a hard-surface public
gathering space, additional seating, and improved
access and connectivity to Victoria Street.
Albion Street & Church Street Roundabout.
This intersection defines one of the major
vehicular gateways into Downtown, in a manner
that is often confusing and sometimes dangerous.
The creation of a roundabout intersection would
not only improve vehicle circulation, but would
also clearly define a strong gateway entrance to
the Downtown.
Laplanche & Lawrence Street Intersection
Redevelopment. This intersection is presently a
major Town access point from the Trans Canada
highway for Nova Scotia-bound traffic. This
route into Town does not have a clearly defined
gateway, and is not overly inspiring for visitors who
do not know where the Downtown is located.

Streetscapes Improvements. Sidewalk ‘bumpouts’ are created at every street corner and
areas where parking is impractical. These bump
outs can create pedestrian amenity areas and
interpretive or wayfinding opportunities. Existing
street lighting fixtures are raised higher to allow
for festive banners and hanging planter arms.
Sidewalk cafe’s are incorporated into the street by
forfeiting the occasional parking spot. Bike lanes
are added where possible.
Marketplace Promenade. The Ratchford Street,
King Street, and Electric Street streetscapes
are transformed into a pedestrian-focused
promenade, linking Dayles at one end to the
Farmer’s Market at the other. Wide sidewalks
and a multi-use trail line a reduced-speed vehicle
corridor invite residents, families, and visitors to
take a stroll through Downtown.

•

Civic and Wayfinding Signage. A civic signage
strategy is created to aid in wayfinding and
improve the brand identity of Downtown.

•

Parking Lot Reorganization. Existing parking
lot infrastructure in the Downtown should be
reorganized for a more efficient layout of spaces,
and restructured to include wayfinding signage,
trees, pedestrian walkways, and bioswales for
drainage.

•

Gateways Creation. The redevelopment of two
major intersections (Albion - Church Street, and
Lawrence - Laplanche Street) into the Downtown
is a key opportunity to develop strong gateways.
Two counterpoint gateways, at the north and
south nodes of Victoria Street will complete the
gateway package.
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•

Downtown Pocket Parks. Downtown Amherst
is dotted with green space in the form of pocket
parks. The redevelopment of these spaces into
destination parks will create places for people to
gather, socialize, or enjoy a quiet moment.

•

Festival Space. The Ratchford - King - Electric
Street promenade becomes the logical space
to host festivals, street fairs, and other civic
celebrations. The wide promenade is a natural
catalyst for activity, entertainment, and gathering.

•

Marsh Trail. A multi-use trail that connects from
Town to the Tantramar Marsh will be a significant
amenity for town residents and visitors. Ideally,
this trail should eventually connect to other active
transportation routes in the Town.

•

Public Art Program. Building on the success of
the DARS’ mural program and the carved wooden
sculptures, a Downtown public art program will
continue to support the installation of new pieces,
and the maintenance of existing elements.

•

Utility Corridors. When and where possible,
(i.e. During the implementation of road right-ofway projects) any above-ground utilities should be
relocated to a common below-grade utility trench.

•

Provision of Public Washroom Facilities.
Working with members of the retail, restaurant,
or business community, through a public bidding
process is a unique way to provide washroom
facilities without capital implementation costs,
while compensating participating businesses for
their participation.
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Victoria Park & New Civic Centre
If Downtown is the heart of Amherst, than Victoria
Park is the soul. Situated at a key node for Downtown
circulation, Victoria Park’s prominent location should
be built-upon, creating a truly memorable civic
space. The redevelopment of this significant urban
park is an eye-catching early step to commence the
implementation of the Centre First Plan.
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The proposed concept takes the park from forgotten
space to civic cornerstone. The centre of the park is
defined by a fountain. The pleasant sound of water
invites people into the park, and children cannot resist
running their hands over the spray on a hot summer
day. Low seating walls provide ample space to sit,
enjoy a coffee, and watch the people go by. The
openness of the surround plaza offers space for civic
events and festivals.
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4.4

Victoria Park & Civic Centre
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The proposed relocation of the cenotaph to the
north wing of the park creates the necessary space
to adequately host Remembrance Day events. The
large plaza directly in front of the cenotaph will allow
citizens to gather without the need to stand in the
street. The current location of the cenotaph, tucked
in behind the highway signage, does not facilitate the
gathering of large groups. The proposed relocation
of the cenotaph also enhances its visual importance,
creating a strong connection to a main entrance of the
new Civic Centre.
At the eastern corner of the park, a new bandstand
and amphitheatre offer space for casual relaxation,
or provide a forum for formal entertainment. The
proximity to the new vehicular drop-off will facilitate
the movement of supplies or equipment required for
civic events or festivals. The park has increased trail
connections to Victoria Street, and a formalized link to
the Tantramar Marsh multi-use trail.

Cenotaph
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o
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Proposed Town Hall
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New Drop-off

4.6

Victoria Park Concept Detail
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Civic Centre Concept Interior
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New Town Hall and Police Station
The Town of Amherst is currently running out
of space and Town Police are looking for a new
home. A prominent location on Victoria Street and
the opportunity to lead in historic restoration by
example are two important considerations for the
Town in looking for a home for these two important
facilities. The Customs House Building, Amherst’s
most recognizable building, is mostly vacant; the jail
facilities will soon be relocated and the courthouse
may be consolidated into a new Justice Centre. These
buildings could be combined and connected with a
glass atrium to create a landmark civic development.
Town Hall now takes up 9400 sq.ft. (inc council
chambers). The possible new square footage would
be in excess of 22,000 sq.ft. excluding atrium space.

The Civic Centre concept will house the Town office
and Police Station. The buildings will be updated and
renovated to create inviting and functional office,
meeting, and other required space. A glass courtyard
will connect the buildings, creating a weather-tight
breezeway space to hold a quick meeting, enjoy
the natural light, and move between offices. To the
north of the complex, a new drop-off and parking lot
will service the Civic Centre, Victoria Park, and the
Anglican and Baptist Churches, with additional parking
located adjacent to and behind the Baptist Church.
The proposed plan for the Civic Centre is conceptual in
nature, and will require the acquisition of buildings and
lands for this development to more forward.

4.8
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Civic Centre Concept Exterior
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Marketplace Promenade
The marketplace promenade is the transformation
of the streetscapes of Ratchford, King, and Electric
Streets. These roads, which currently function as
parking lot access points, will be transformed into a
vibrant, pedestrian-oriented promenade. Linking
Dayle’s at the north to the Farmer’s Market at the
south, the Marketplace promenade will become home
to expanded sidewalks, cafes, buskers, snack trucks,
and sidewalk sales. The reorganized and restructured
central parking areas become the natural sites to host
major civic events, such as the Four Fathers Festival
or Victorian Christmas. It is along these wide, paved
sidewalks that visitors will wander, looking for that ice
cream cone or special keepsake.
The development of the marketplace promenade is
a natural counterpoint to the continuing evolution
of Victoria Street. The promenade links with the
streetscape traffic on Victoria, providing a natural loop
for pedestrians. Suddenly there will be a retail circuit
in the Downtown; an ideal walk for the neighbouring
residential areas that will draw people to the area. Infill
sites are identified for development along the spine
of the promenade, creating a consistent streetscape
along the cross streets.

Key Attributes of the Marketplace Promenade
•

Road width is maintained at 6.6m, to allow for
two-way, low-speed (30km/hr) vehicle traffic.

•

Sidewalks are redeveloped or installed to include
granite curbs and concrete pavers. Tree wells are
encouraged in areas of adequate width.

•

Paving texture and technique is consistent the
entire length of the promenade, from Ratchford to
Electric Street.

•

Removable bollards are installed at the
intersections with cross streets (Havelock and
Church Streets), in order to close the road for
festivals or events.

•

Street parking is consolidated into the central
parking areas, in order to increase sidewalk width.

•

Central parking areas are reorganized to improve
layout and ecological and pedestrian functionality.
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Library Park Concept

Pocket Parks
Pocket Parks are urban green spaces intended to
provide quiet, intimate, high-quality open space for
a localized area. Generally smaller than 1000 square
metres, a pocket park represents a splash of green in
an otherwise urban streetscape.
Downtown Amherst is lucky enough to have a number
of these valuable green spaces in the Downtown core.
These sites are genuine amenities, adding richness,
depth, and softness to the urban streetscape. The
redevelopment and enhancement of these pocket
parks will create destinations for Downtown visitors; a
quiet place to enjoy a coffee break, somewhere to eat
lunch, or enjoy a book.

Existing Library

4.11

Mural Park Concept

Victoria Street

Bird Building
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The Library Park currently acts as a pass-by; visitors cut
across the site to get where they are going. By adding
seating areas, library patrons will be encouraged to
take their books outside for a read. This green space
is ideally situated on the sunny side of the building,
and offers a quiet spot to enjoy some fresh air.
Topography, planting material, and a new plaza space
complete the facelift of this valuable park space.
The Train Station park is a gateway not only to
Downtown, but to Amherst itself. Visitors do take the
train to town, and when they disembark, their first
impression of Amherst should be as memorable as
possible. Simple greening of this space will improve
the arrival experience for visitors, as well as creating a
valuable park space on the south side of Downtown for
Amherst residents.
The Urban Mural project is one of DARS’ most visible
and significant undertakings. The park at the corner of
Victoria Street and Havelock Street showcases one of
these incredible murals. This space, a key node in the
Downtown core, should be further enhanced by simple
park improvements. The creation of a strong link to
the streetscape will invite visitors into the park, and
additional seating areas and planting beds will add to
the aesthetic quality of the space.
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Laplanche & Lawrence Street Intersection
The present structure of the Laplanche & Lawrence
Street intersection not only creates an undesirable
and operationally complex situation, but it does not
take full advantage of its function as a major gateway
into Town. The redevelopment of this intersection will
improve the safety and aesthetics of this important
intersection. The proposed redevelopment concept
shows a relocated intersection that aligns with the
access point to a future development site. The
relocation creates a 90 degree intersection that is
much safer for drivers to navigate. Additional space
presently underused is captured, and creates a strong
gateway urban park space and ties in directly to the
existing sportsfields.
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In this concept, vehicle traffic still has the option
of continuing into Town along either Laplanche or
Lawrence Streets much as it does today (left turn onto
LaPlanche or straight on Lawrence). The dangerous
Y-intersection, however, is changed into a safer
T-intersection with the purchase of 1 or two properties.
The new layout creates a large new civic park at the
corner of the sports fields property. This park acts
as a trail head linking the Tantramar Trail with a new
urban multi-use trail. Tourist traffic is directed along
Lawrence to a new intersection at Victoria Street. At
this intersection, a new bump-out on the south side
of Victoria creates room for a streetside pocket park
and signage directing visitors left to the downtown
or right to the TransCanada Highway. A redeveloped
commercial-oriented streetscape on Lawrence should
be encouraged to develop as a mixed use street with
the same character as downtown. Laplanche Street, a
more residential streetscape, may become the quieter
route into the Downtown but would now include
the multi-use trail linking the Tantramar Trail to the
downtown. This way, both a clearly defined vehicle
route and signed bike route will be available to direct
residents and visitors alike into Downtown Amherst.
4.12
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Roundabouts
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A roundabout is an intersection designed to control
traffic in an efficient, circular flow. Traffic moves in a
counter-clockwise direction around a central island,
and drivers approaching the roundabout yield to
traffic travelling in the circle. A roundabout is often
much safer that a traditional intersection, as it reduces
vehicle-vehicle and vehicle-pedestrian conflict points.
The Province of Nova Scotia has a policy of assessing
the viability of a roundabout for intersections of 3 or
more collector roads and in 2010 had about 70 new
roundabout projects on the books.

et

The Albion - Church Street intersection is the major
gateway into Downtown from southeastern Amherst
and New Brunswick-bound highway traffic. The
current configuration of the intersection is awkward
and unsafe, as the sight lines from Crescent Avenue
are compromised due to the angle of entrance.
Redeveloping this intersection into a roundabout
would improve the safety at this difficult intersection
while creating an important gateway transition
between the Albion Street commercial core and the
downtown core.

et
Albion Stre
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The central green space created by a roundabout
development would provide an ideal location to
situate a Downtown gateway feature, such as planting
beds, signage, and/or a piece of public art. Creating
a visually strong gateway and improving the safety of
this key intersection are initiatives with natural synergy
that would have measurable positive impact on the
Downtown community.
The Laplanche - Lawrence Street could be optionally
redeveloped into a roundabout, as an alternative to the
proposed T-intersection redevelopment concept. The
intersection would have to be shifted to the southwest
to allow for the appropriate approach and entry
angles, and to facilitate reasonable separation between
entry points. This option would also improve vehicle
operation and safety, and would enhance the gateway
aspect of this significant intersection.
• A roundabout redevelopment has a number of
potential benefits for the Town:
•

Improved safety for vehicles entering the
intersection;

•

Improved flow of traffic, and reduced backlog the
adjacent four-way stops;

•

Opportunity to create a strong, clearly defined
entry point to Downtown Amherst;

•

Resulting island creates additional green space,
and opportunity for a gateway feature or public
art installation.

Streetscape Typologies
Streetscape design and character enhances the
pedestrian and vehicle experience in the Downtown,
and fosters a desirable environment for walking and
cycling. As streets are a major component of the
Downtown landscape, their treatment and design is
an important component of the public space strategy.
For Downtown Amherst, four streetscape typologies
have been suggested. As capital development
projects occur, the opportunity will arise to develop
the streetscape towards these ideal scenarios.

4.14
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Type One: Arterial Street
(20m Street Right-of-Way)
Victoria Street and Lawrence Street
Type One depicts the arterial street, which is a major
thoroughfare through and into Downtown Amherst. These
routes accommodate higher volumes and speeds of traffic, as
well as functioning as major pedestrian corridors. Features of
this street include:
•

Wide sidewalks, with street trees, unique paving details,
street furnishings, and bump-outs (where possible), to
shorten the length of crosswalks.

•

On-street parking on at least one side of the street,
typically available on both sides.

•

Mid-block pedestrian cross walks, characterized by bumpouts, distinctive pavement markings, and signage.

4.15
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Type Two: Collector Street
(15m Street Right-of-Way)
Church Street, Havelock Street,
and Prince Albert Street
Type Two is a collector street, which is a secondary street
travelling to and through Downtown Amherst. These
routes accommodate typical speeds and volumes of traffic,
as well as functioning as pedestrian corridors. Features of
this street include:
•

Sidewalks with tree-lined boulevards on at least
one side of the street, unique paving details, street
furnishings, and bump-outs (where possible), to
shorten the length of crosswalks.

•

On-street parking on one side of the street, where
possible.

4.16
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Type Three: Pedestrian Promenade
(12 - 15m Street Right-of-Way)
Ratchford Street, King Street, and Electric Street
Type Three is the showcase typology of Downtown,
the Pedestrian Promenade. his space has been
transformed from parking lot access to significant
Downtown corridor. The road width is sufficient to
accommodate slow moving, two-way traffic, and the
street is lined by a wide, multi-use trail on one side,
and a generous pedestrian-focused sidewalk on the
other. Consistent paving treatment and removable
bollards allow for the entire right-of-way to be
transformed into a pedestrian-only zone, for festivals,
street fairs, or other civic events. When open to
cars, a rolled curb defines the path of traffic, without
compromising the pedestrian-oriented feel of the
space. Features of this street include:
•

Unique paving details, street furnishings, and
bump-outs (where possible), to shorten the length
of crosswalks.

•

On-street parking on one side of the street, where
possible.

4.17
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Type Four: Street with Multi-use Trail
(15m Street Right-of-Way)
Example: Laplanche Street
Type Four depicts a major collector street, with a
conventional concrete sidewalk on one side, and a multiuse trail on the other. Features of this street typology
include:
A 3.0 metre (minimum) wide asphalt multi-use trail, with a
2.0 metre tree-lined boulevard.
A conventional 1.5 metre (minimum) wide concrete
sidewalk.
Two-lanes of vehicular traffic.
Access to off-street parking lots (where available)

4.18
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General Streetscape Improvements

Sidewalk Cafes

The overall tone and character of the Victoria Street
streetscape is positive, but indicative of deferred
maintenance and a lack of recent attention. The
granite curbing and brick pavers create a sense of
character that is appropriate to the historic nature of
Downtown. Most Downtowns in Maine have moved
to granite sidewalks because their lifecycle costs are
often much lower than concrete. Amherst should move
towards granite sidewalks because they last 10 times
longer than concrete but they only cost fractionally
more to install. The use of brick or concrete pavers
should also be employed Downtown in areas of low
traffic like the ‘amenity strip’ or in special areas like
bump-outs.

Outdoor sidewalk cafe’s should be encouraged
wherever possible Downtown. There are 2 possible
approaches for mid-block cafe bump-outs in the
Downtown. The first approach is to start a temporary
sidewalk cafe program which would allow a temporary
sidewalk cafe to take over one or more parking spaces.
Sidewalk cafe guidelines would have to be created and
the parking spaces would be ‘leased’ by the restaurant
or bar owner from the city for the summer months. Most
cities in Atlantic Canada have a similar sidewalk cafe
program.

Lighting & Site Furnishings
The current street light fixtures do not provide
adequate lighting for security and comfort in the
evenings. A retrofit of the lumiere to a more efficient,
LED light fixture will not only improve illumination and
reduce energy costs, but will ameliorate the pedestrian
experience. Future lumieres should be at least 4.2m
high from the base to the base of the lumiere in order
to provide clearance of at least 2.6m and banner arms
of at least 1.2m.

The second approach would be to create a permanent
mid-block bumpout for restaurants or bars that have
been in operation for 8 years or more. If the operation
is financially stable, a sidewalk bumpout has good
year round potential. The space would be leased for
use from the Town by the business. The bump-out
would be built as part of the regular maintenance
improvements to the sidewalks.

Other site furnishings should be standardized for
the Downtown. These may include benches, waste
receptacles, phone booths, bus shelters, bike racks,
and letter boxes. The furnishings should be reflective
of the heritage character of Downtown Amherst.
Furnishings should be strategically located in amenity
strips and bump-outs. The Town should undertake a
memorial bench program in order to help fund the site
furnishing program.
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Street Trees

Maglin Bike Racks

The current street trees along Victoria Street are an
appropriate species (Gleditsia triacanthos), but lack the
space and maintenance to thrive in this type of urban
condition. Planting pits should be retrofitted for a tree
grate, tree guard, and to contain structural soils, to
maximize root performance. Most standard tree grates are
1.2 - 1.5m in width, so sidewalks should be at least 3.6m
wide to accommodate tree pits. Any new development
agreements or capital sidewalk or road projects should
include provisions for the installation and maintenance of
new and / or existing street trees.
An urban street tree policy should be developed and
an arborist hired (full or part time) to manage the urban
forest.
A list of suitable street trees for Downtown like Amherst is
provided in the figure below.
4.21

Maglin MLB310M backless bench
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Suggested Street Trees

Gledit sia triac anthos
Honey Locus t

Fraxinus pennsylvanic a
Green A sh

Celtis occidentalis
Hackber r y
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Urban Infill
There are many candidate redevelopment sites in the
Downtown that would strengthen its destination and
work-live-play appeal.

4.24

Urban Infill Map
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Proposed Promenade Concept
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4.27

Marketplace Promenade Infill

Marketplace (Ratchford - King Electric Street) Promenade
The creation of a new pedestrian promenade from the
current Town Hall down to the Farmer’s market sets up
the potential for a number of infill sites. For each of
the three blocks, development should be encouraged
along the periphery, leaving space in the centre for
restructured parking areas. Any large gaps on the
bounding streets (Victoria and Prince Street) should be
encouraged for development. The Town should work
with landowners to reorganize internal parking lots, as
there is ample space to increase capacity while adding
green space and pedestrian amenities.
The planned relocation of Town Hall to a new site
(in concert with the new police station) offers the
opportunity to create a strong anchor for the new
Pedestrian Promenade. This site, at the northern
most tip of the promenade, is an ideal space for
redevelopment.
4.26
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Sobey’s Plaza
Price Chopper (Sobey’s) is an important and significant
Downtown retail anchor. As Downtown Amherst
continues to develop, and a more vibrant residential
community is established in the Downtown core,
Sobey’s may desire to expand upon their current
operations. The proposed development concept
shows an expanded retail space with the main entrance
relocated to the southwest side of the building. This
mixed-use, village-type development includes adjacent
two to three storey pad spaces, for retail commercial
use on the first floor, and mixed-use / residential on the
upper floors. As the grade on the site is significant,
there is the opportunity for the second floors to
exit at the same level as the Sobey’s, making these
developments ideal for senior’s housing. The concept
also shows an expanded parking area for the Sobey’s
market, and upgraded pedestrian access to the site.

Old School Lands
The existing residential area behind the Old School
is an ideal location for infill residential development.
The proposed concept depicts low-rise apartments or
condominiums with Row Houses, and communal green
space.

4.29
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Sobey’s Plaza Infill Concept

St. Charles School Concept
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Signage and Wayfinding
Co-ordinating community signage is another aspect
of reinforcing the Downtown Amherst brand. A full
detailed civic signage and branding strategy is beyond
the scope of this report, however, the following pages
hint at the elements that could become the basis for
a future sign program for the Town. A more detailed
schematic design phase will be needed at a later date.
The following hierarchy of signage is recommended for
Downtown Amherst:
•

Gateway Signage

•

Directional Signage

•

Wayfinding Sign & Event Kiosk

•

Interpretive Panels

•

Banners

4.31
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Signage Concepts

Light Green
R : 140
B : 198
G : 62
Dar k Green
R : 11
B : 148
G : 68

Gateway Signage

Wayfinding Signage

There are three primary gateways into Downtown,
one to the south at Albion Street, one to the west at
Lawrence Street, and the main thoroughfare through
Downtown, along Victoria Street. The Town has
currently undertaken a gateway signage program for
the two major highway entrances to Town, at Albion
Street and Victoria Street. Additional gateway signage
should be created, to delineate the entrances to the
Downtown area. The creation of the two roundabout
intersections (at Albion Street and at Lawrence /
Laplanche Streets) are ideal locations for Downtown
gateway signage. Additional gateway signage
should be located at the north and south Downtown
boundaries along Victoria Street.

The Town’s pedestrian wayfinding structure should
be readily visible as an important landmark in the
Downtown. The iconic design plays to the family of
other signs in the Town. The wayfinding structure
includes a community map, possibly keyed to a
business directory and a list of important Town
destinations. Half of the sign board could be dedicated
to a community events board. The structures should be
located in high traffic areas and highly visible locations.

Light Red
R : 240
B : 64
G : 49

Dar k Red
R : 191
B : 30
G : 46
4.33
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Interpretive Panels

Banners

Directional Signage

An interpretive program should be developed
throughout the Town to convey its rich architectural,
artistic, and industrial heritage. The panels would be
located for each of the murals, one for the carved
wooden sculptures, and in select areas Downtown and
in parks. Each panel should address one particular
topic of relevance with a maximum of 150 words in
French and English. A more detailed interpretive
strategy for the Town should be developed following
this report.

A banner program should be developed for the main
Downtown streets. Any future light standards should
be a minimum of 4.2 metres high, to provide adequate
height for banners. Ideally, banners should be created
for various events, such as the Fibre Arts Festival or
Victorian Christmas. Typical banners cost about $150
each. It may be possible to encourage businesses to
sponsor the banner in front of their establishment.

The eventual civic signage manual should consider
directional signage for key public facilities:
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•

parking locations (high priority),

•

parks & trails,

•

Downtown Amherst,

•

museums, cultural centres, schools, library,
police, etc.
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Urban Forestry Plan

Public Art

Because of the long time needed for trees to grow
to an appreciable size, an urban forest management
plan should be prepared and implemented to ensure
maintenance and tree replacement occur on a timely
basis.

Downtown Amherst is lucky enough to benefit from
two existing, distinctive public art projects, the
DARS-lead mural initiative, and the carved wooden
sculptures. These art pieces add richness and depth to
the Downtown landscape in ways beyond conventional
streetscape improvements, and celebrate the unique
cultural heritage of the Town.

The value of an urban forest is substantial in terms
of real estate value, water quality, air quality, energy
use, and human health. Many foreword looking
municipalities are now preparing an urban forest
master plan to ensure the continued longevity of this
most important civic investment. American Forests2
recommends an average 15% tree canopy for central
business districts and Downtowns. A satellite analysis
of Amherst’s Downtown shows a 2.2% canopy cover.
Fifteen percent canopy cover should be a goal of the
Town.
The plan should aim to perpetuate the hallmark
characteristics of the Downtown urban forest, reduce
conflict between trees and utilities, and maintain a
healthy canopy of trees of diverse age and species.
The plan should articulate the pattern and species of
trees to be planted to meet these objectives. Programs
to promote timely tree replacement, planting on
private properties, and appropriate maintenance and
management procedures should also be addressed.
Report recommendations should be based on results
of a GIS inventory of public trees in the Downtown
Area. Existing gaps in the tree cover, and the future
decline of the forest may be modelled to highlight
priorities for replacement. Incentive programs and
development regulations may help to ensure the
development of that part of the urban forest that
stands on private property.
A full time arborist should be brought on to the Town’s
staff to lead the urban forest master plan.

Public Art should be considered an integral component
of the overall aesthetic quality of Downtown, and
should be managed as a valued asset. The Town’s
existing public art assets should be included in the
interpretive signage program, in order to inform and
highlight residents and visitors on these important
artistic elements. The Town should liaise with the
Region’s vibrant arts community, to further develop or
articulate a public art strategy.
A public art strategy for Downtown Amherst should
consider:
•

Art pieces may include (but are not limited to)
sculptures, murals, memorials, water features,
landscape installations, lighting, and could be
integrated into either building or landscape
design.

•

Public art should become an engaging component
of the streetscape, encouraging people to stop
and interact with the piece and with each other.

•

The scale of both the art piece and the site
should be considered; larger sites with greater
visual prominence can support larger or more
substantial elements.

•

Local artists or their works should be featured
prominently.

•

Arts festivals should be pursued in the downtown

•

Add additional information in coordination with
Arts Strategy

2 http://www.americanforests.org/resources/urbanforests/treedeficit.php
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Downtown Amherst Tree Cover
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4.35

Look-offs along the Marsh Trail

Tantramar Marsh Trail
The Tantramar Marsh is one of Amherst’s best
natural assets, and one of the Province’s most underdeveloped tourist assets. As a major stop-over for
migrating birds, a relic of Acadian dykeland ingenuity,
and with the significant growth of bird-watching as
one of North America’s highest outdoor participation
activities, the Tantramar Marsh is a Provincial gem
worthy of significant investment. The Town of Sackville
NB (10 minutes away) has capitalized on the marsh
through trail development and bird watching and the
Town is reaping significant economic benefits. The
Town should work with the Province and other trail
organizations to create a Provincially significant trail
system and Watchable Wildlife program which would
link to the downtown.
The Town’s goal of creating a multi-use trail link
that connects to the marshlands should be actively
pursued, as it has a number of associated benefits.
Presently, many residents (as described in the
online survey) walk to and from the Downtown, but
other major active transportation routes have not
been developed to their full potential. Connecting
Downtown to a major marshland trail linkage will
provide residents and visitors with a walkable and
bikeable route to a significant environmental asset.
The public health, environmental, and tourism benefits
of such a trail connection will trickle down to the
Downtown, increasing pedestrian and cyclist traffic and
offering opportunities for increased retail spending
and Downtown visitor volume and vibrancy.
This one recommendation could have a significant
economic impact to the downtown and Town as a
whole and should be pursued vigorously.
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•

Demographic Assessment: Demographics are the
cornerstone of any business recruitment strategy.
This section should include at a minimum the
general population make-up (age, gender, race,
income) as well as the population’s spending
potential.

•

General Market Information: Housing and
employment information are important subsets
of demographic data. This section should include
information on the housing market, employment
rates, the current business mix, investment rates,
and tourism information. It should also include
traffic counts and pedestrian foot traffic numbers.

•

Current and Planned Projects: When selecting a
new location for development, developers often
look at current development trends to evaluate
the future potential in an area. Current and
planned projects help forecast that potential and
allow developers to who else is interested in the
area; a further enticement. Information on project
location, size, intended use, and completion
date should be made easily available to the
development community.

•

Commercial and Office Property Listings: Make
potential and current businesses interested
in expansion aware of the type and quality of
properties and spaces the Downtown has to offer.
Listing the current business mix, in addition to
the building or space size, cost per square foot,
current or intended use and location facilitates
real estate transactions for developers. It is also
important to list contact information for each
space and a map showcasing its location within
the town.

Business Recruitment Plan

4.36

Developing effective business strategies and actively
recruiting based on the strategy is important in
attracting business to the Amherst Downtown. An
active strategy catches the attention of potential
businesses and investors, instead of passively waiting
for them to discover what the Downtown has to offer.
Having a business recruitment strategy establishes that
the Town of Amherst is ready and open for business,
and it shows that the Town has collectively decided to
actively recruit new business. In order to establish a
successful strategy it is important to know your market
and play to the strengths of what the Downtown has to
offer.

Downtown Amherst Lawtons

Steps in Creating a Successful Business Strategy

4.4 Business Strategy
The success of the Downtown area is not just built
upon the physical characteristics and layout of the
space, but on the strategy to attract and retain
business dollars. The Business strategy for the Centre
First Plan looks at the existing business mix, and
makes recommendations on those types of enterprises
to attract. The strategy also looks the creation of a
Downtown development officer, and various other
initiatives to draw and retain dollars flowing into
Amherst’s central business district.
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1) Know your Market:
A successful strategy should identify new market
opportunities, support existing businesses and
stimulate investment.
•

Market Assessment: A marketing assessment is
imperative to understand the market. A detailed
assessment will allow the Town of Amherst to
build upon their existing business inventory, and
identify where there is opportunity for growth.
It will also highlight the types of businesses that
are desirable and may be lacking, in order to
recruit for and fill the missing niches. A market
assessment should include a survey for existing
businesses to find out what initiative might
support their success, a Downtown user survey to
identify what services are lacking, and a market
area survey to gather information on housing,
present economic conditions, and rental rates.
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2. Business Retention
Maintaining and strengthening existing economic
assets is crucial. It is important to develop personal
connections with business owners and between
businesses; having businesses communicate and
collaborate will only strengthen their ties to the
community.
Identifying key businesses in the Downtown is
necessary as they are the area’s greatest assets.
Recognizing these assets (anchor stores, traffic
generators, longstanding businesses, large employers
and unique or niche stores) and keeping those
business owners happy enables the entire Downtown
community to capitalize on their success.
The Downtown Idea Exchange lists the top 10
businesses types that are successful in Downtowns:
1. Community gathering place businesses (popular
social destinations, like cafes or coffee shops),

•

Educate current business owners on business
development by enabling access to seminars held
by outside experts or professionals,

•

Engage businesses in partnerships and
relationships. Help downtown business succeed
by providing an open forum for communication,

•

Encourage cross selling; seek business owners’
input and encourage the development of
synergistic or symbiotic businesses,

•

Be sure that businesses are aware of opportunities
that arise for expansion.

4) Business Attraction
Diversify and expand upon economic activities and
offerings. Market Amherst as an attractive place for
businesses to set up shop. Seek businesses that will
add to the vibrancy of Downtown.
•

Target specific businesses and actively recruit.
Many retail groups or Downtown organizations
employ headhunters to seek out and bring in
specific businesses or business types. Areas like
Spring Garden Road (Halifax) and Dartmouth
Crossing (Dartmouth) use headhunting techniques
to draw in retailers.

•

Make businesses aware of the benefits of locating
in Downtown Amherst, through networking,
marketing, incentives, and testimonials.

•

Networking is an essential tool in attracting
business. Getting the name of Amherst out there
is essential to attract business. Networking can
occur through personal contacts, professional
contacts, commercial contacts or municipal
contacts. Each of these avenues can put forth an
interesting Amherst product (Downtown Amherst
Brand) and sell it.

2. Retailers that celebrate local heritage,
3. Stores that entertain,
4. Stores that celebrate local arts or artisans,
5. Stores that educate,
6. Stores with a community and global perspective,
7. Gift shop and indulgence stores,
8. Unique destination retailers,
9. Neighbourhood serving retailers,
3) Business Expansion
Identify and support existing business expansion
opportunities by facilitating physical expansion and
encouraging revenue and profitability expansion.
Encourage business expansion in the Downtown by:
Being aware of businesses who are profiting in the
Downtown and identify the reasons behind their
success,
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5) Develop a Guidebook
Developers and investors should be able to find
this information easily. It is important to create a
concise business development guide that contains
all the necessary information in an organized, visually
appealing document. This guide should be made
available in both hard copy and online, and should
contain any contact information. The ease of access to
information and materials may make the difference in
whether or not a new business will consider locating to
Downtown Amherst. A business development guide
should:
• Have visually appealing and consistent design;
•

Allow online users the choice of both HTML and
PDF download options;

•

Have recent and relevant maps and photos;

•

Be capturing, clear, and concise.

Downtown Seattle has an excellent website layout
which could be used as an example. (http://www.
downtownseattle.com) Here, they have successfully
designed an interesting website with all the business
development information made easily available to
potential developers and investors.

3 Leinberger, Christopher B. 2005. Turning
Around Downtown: Twelve Steps to
Revitalization. The Brookings Institution
Research Brief.
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Downtown Business Coordination
Amherst has retained a modest mix of retail, office and
accommodations in the Downtown. Downtown retail in
Amherst is anchored by established restaurants, pubs,
and older, locally-owned, independent retail stores. The
Downtown also accommodates a grocery store (Price
Chopper) and recently, a new Lawton’s, demonstrating
interest in the viability of downtowns by larger scale
retailers. Although the office sector in the downtown has
been impacted by the development of office space on
Albion Street, Downtown Amherst has retained financial
services offices and core government office facilities,
such as the Town Hall, Police Station, Courthouse, and
Library. Hotel rooms are concentrated at the highway, but
seasonal bed and breakfasts and inns are located near the
Downtown, typically in grand old homes on Victoria Street.
The business community in Downtown Amherst has the
potential for growth, and a level of coordinated vision
and organization will help to facilitate that evolution. The
idea of establishing an ‘ideal’ ratio of business types was
investigated; however, downtown Amherst is a distinct
place, and no ‘ideal’ ratio or case-study comparison would
be appropriate. As well, retail viability must be considered
in the context of the Town as a whole.
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Growing the business district in Amherst is dependent
on laying substantial groundwork. New businesses
will begin to locate in the downtown when their risk is
minimized, and established businesses will be able to
grow after many of the recommendations of this plan
have been implemented:
•

A coordinated vision for the downtown must
be adopted up by residents, Council, and
businesses.

•

The implementation of the Beautification Strategy
– in particular, creating an inviting pedestrian
environment, enhancing wayfinding and signage,
reorganizing parking, individual businesses
increasing curb appeal, and creating an overall
perception of a clean and safe downtown.

•

The introduction of new residential to the
Downtown and peripheral areas (as suggested in
the Residential Strategy) will be essential to strong
neighbourhood retail. Retail is always strongest in
areas where there is a strong residential market.

•

Establishing (or increasing an existing) large,
anchor institutional project in downtown Amherst
will support increased business development.
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In addition, the Downtown business district should
immediately begin to follow the model of successful
Downtowns and local retail districts elsewhere:
•

Coordinated and consistent opening and closing
days and hours of operation (that are predictable
for customers), and extension of the store opening
hours into the evening hours to capture more
business.

•

Coordinated marketing campaigns: the downtown
district needs to be managed like a shopping
centre. Landlords and downtown businesses
need to organize and work with the Town to
merchandise and lease the district to achieve a
good tenant mix and quality. Some areas have
established private/public public retail leasing
and management agencies for this purpose. In
accordance with the vision for the downtown, the
desired businesses should be pursued. Clustering
of like businesses will help to reinforce downtown
image and identity.

•

Retail businesses that should be attracted, and will
do well, should be modelled on local businesses
such as Dayle’s, Mansour’s, and Pugsley’s specialty and niche retail places that distinguish
themselves from the generic chains with products
that reflect the local culture, middle range
prices, and above average service and product
knowledge.

•

Many successful downtowns have also developed
community gathering places - or “Third Places”
- often modest food establishments - that also
have the benefit to the community of increasing
community social interaction and quality of life.

•

Larger downtown retail anchors are risk averse,
and will be the last retailers to enter the market.
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Downtown Development Committee
As Amherst’s Downtown continues to evolve and
develop, it will need a clear champion. Drawing from
the existing resources available through CREDA, the
Town, and DARS, a joint Downtown Development
Committee should be set-up to champion Downtown
issues. This group would work directly with the
private sector, including existing Downtown property
managers, and existing programs, such as CREDA’s
Business Retention and Expansion program, would be
customized for Downtown by the committee.

The committee would report to Town Staff, the DARS
board, and CREDA. Some of possible responsibilities of
the Downtown Development Committee include:
•

Creating and managing the clearinghouse of
available space in the Downtown;

•

Leading business development and promotional
initiatives;

•

Managing residential or office rental space, on
behalf of building owners;

•

Program development for Downtown events;

•

Co-ordinating streamlined retail operations;

•

Liaising between Downtown business owners,
residents, DARS, and the Town of Amherst.
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Vacant Space Clearinghouse
A valuable initiative for the creation of an inventory
and clearing house for these vacant spaces. The
Downtown Development Committee, in association
with the private sector, could create a central registry
where a business or potential tenant could be linked,
and directed to, available space. The clearing house
could also direct owners to apartment management to
divest that requirement and eliminate that issue. The
clearing house could negotiate a reduced management
fee for the Downtown district apartments.
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Downtown Development Promotion

Programming the Downtown

The development community could be asked to
participate in a “Downtown Development committee”
with the mandate to create a specific number of
apartment units Downtown within a specified time frame.
Other municipalities have found that one reason there
was no interest in Downtown development was that local
developers had not examined the issue because it was
not part of their suburban history of development activity.

Amherst needs to capitalize on regular Downtown
events to keep the focus on the central business
district. There should be at least ten high profile
public events per year, with five or six in the high
tourist season. Current initiatives, such as the Fibre
Arts festival, the Four Fathers festival, and Victorian
Christmas are excellent examples from which to build
upon. Sackville, New Brunswick has the “Festival
By The Marsh” and Amherst should find a way to
celebrate the Tantramar once it is developed further.
Regular programming will continue to be an important
approach to animating public spaces in the Downtown.
Town staff and budget resources must be allocated
to ensure the spaces in the Downtown are well
programmed. It is particularly important during the
first five to ten years of this Downtown plan. The events
need to focus on the resources that the Downtown
offers like the architecture, street festivals, parades,
arts festivals, music, or food.

Wireless Downtown
Recent advancements in Wi Max (with a range of many
kilometres) will allow very cheap implementation of a
Downtown internet solution for Amherst. Fredericton’s
Fred e-zone is a wireless network for the entire
Downtown providing free wireless internet to all. The
Town should look to partner with an Internet provider
to install a trial system as soon as possible (DARS
has the initiative on the books for 2010 / 2011). Like
Fredericton, Amherst should brand and advertise this
network.

Partnering with volunteer groups, arts organizations
and businesses is an effective way to extend resources
and offer more and a greater variety of programming.
As the residential population Downtown increases, the
role of programming will become less important as a
strategy for public space animation.

4.37

Downtown Redevelopment Site

68

Final Repor t • Februar y 2010

Ekis tic s Planning & Design + Form : Media
+ Collier s International + SNC- L avalin

Centre Fir s t :
Downtown Amher s t Ac tion Strategy

4.38

Downtown Redevelopment Site

4.5 Real Estate and LandUse Strategy
An important component of the Centre First Action
Strategy is the capitalization of infill and adaptive
reuse opportunities in the Downtown core, as well as
the creation of programs and initiatives designed to
support the retention, improvement, and continued
use of heritage buildings, and the development of
land use planning programs that support Downtown
development.

Development Priorities
Amherst’s Downtown has retained a resilient core of
businesses, office uses, institutional uses and heritage
structures that are the nucleus of future development.
New development Downtown should be centred on:
•

Protecting existing uses, including retail,
entertainment, and most importantly, institutional
uses.

•

Preserving heritage structures to retain the
character and history of the community.

•

Introducing activity to the Downtown by
increasing and diversifying residential uses, and
retaining/attracting institutional anchors.

•

Improving the quality of life for Amherst residents
and increasing visitation through improving the
Downtown experience.
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Real Estate Strategy Table

Amherst Downtown Plan - Real Estate Strategy
Step/Process
Adopt an "Open for Business"
attitude

Rationale
Facilitate private investment in the Town

Town's Role
Welcome developers and investors and facilitate
development approval process

Introduce municipal policies to
support desired development

Reduce real or perceived impediments to downtown
development

Accelerate approval process, eliminate fees, catalyze
development
Increase allowable density, clarify development
standards, introduce property tax incentives, reduce or
eliminate building permit fees
Fast track affordable housing proposals

Set Policy and
Organizational
Framework

Establish
Downtown as a
Destination

Residential
Strategy

Establish Heritage Conservation
District

Allows Municipal control and funding, and access to
Provincial funding for owners of heritage buildings
and buildings in Heritage District

Provide guidance to owners of heritage properties;
Provide funding and tax rebates to owners in heritage
district (Heritage Division, NS Department of Heritage
and Culture)

Reorganize Town/Downtown Business
Organizations

Cooperation and coordination among all Town
businesses is required (Downtown, Industrial Park,
Albion Street)

Partner with private sector interest in downtown;
support private sector leadership of Downtown
development process

Purchase/option properties

Facilitate private sector development in keeping with
plan vision

Town should be "catalytic developer" - reduces risk for
private development

Assemble small land parcels

Small parcels impede substantial new development
projects

Reduces risk for private development

Protect and Enhance Existing
Entertainment/Attractions/
Retail/Restaurants for residents and
tourists

Increase draw of downtown for residents and visitors
by building on existing strengths

Streetscape improvements; market downtown

Establish Tourist/Community Centre
Downtown

Serve as anchor destination point and base for
tourists in the Town

Obtain funding for restoration and establish
tourism/community centre (ACOA)

Institutional Capture, Retention and
Expansion

Institutions anchor downtown economics and daytime activity

Ensure well-located land is available for Institutions
(NSCC, Justice Centre) to locate in or near downtown
when needed
Retain all Town offices Downtown

Organize Events with focus on Quality
of Life and Culture

Increase activity in Downtown; enhance sense of
community and quality of life

Facilitate and promote events in the downtown

Establish market rate and affordable
rental housing: conversions and new
(infill) product aimed at younger,
mobile renters and seniors

Increasing number of residents supports downtown
retail and overall vibrancy of downtown environment

Obtain funding for affordability (or work with developer
or organization to obtain funding), and issue RFP for
50/50 affordable/market development proposals (NS
Department of Community Services)

Affordable for-sale housing in
neighbourhoods adjacent to
downtown

Targeting a range of household incomes will make
Downtown a neighbourhood

Town to assist development/identify opportunity sites
and promote them to home builders

Create opportunities for infill housing
downtown

Vacant/underutilized land downtown is cost effective
for Town to service

Facilitate development by upzoning density, relaxing
municipal standards, eliminating building permit fees

Increase Boutique Retail, Local Food
Establishments

Distinguish from the generic retail product; enhance
quality of downtown experience

Commercial Capture

Larger commercial uses are key anchors for
downtown activity but must follow residential
development and increased visitation

Facilitate activity downtown (residential development,
tourism, institutions, events - see above) to increase
demand and reduce risk for new commercial uses

Local Retail

More local retail in addition to existing grocery and
pharmacies will follow other development

Facilitate a range of residential uses in and near
downtown to increase client base for local retail

Office

Office uses are anchors for downtown activity; an
increase will follow other development

Retain all Town offices Downtown

Real Estate Strategy
A significant attribute to a successful downtown is
the ability to attract a thriving residential community.
Halifax began such a concerted effort in 1994, and the
influx of people created a sense of vibrancy, safety, and
activity. In applying similar principles for the Town of
Amherst, a real estate strategy has been articulated, to
attract development investment for downtown, including
residential, institutional and commercial development.
The strategy is based in part on principles established
by the Brookings Institution in their study of successful
downtown development projects across North
America and Europe over the past 20 years3, and
incorporates the recommendations for development
priorities laid out previously in this plan. The strategy
has four interrelated stages:
•

Stage 1. Creating the conditions to facilitate
desired development by setting a policy and
organizational framework.

•

Stage 2. Establishing the downtown as a
destination for residents and visitors by
supporting and enhancing current downtown
activities and infrastructure.

•

Stage 3. Creating a true downtown
neighbourhood by increasing and diversifying
residential development.

•

Stage 4. Increasing commercial activity, based on
an enhanced residential and visitor environment.

Commercial
Strategy
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The strategy is presented as a the table on the
following page, showing rationale for each step of the
strategy and the Town’s role in its implementation.
Re-establishment of a critical mass of development in
Downtowns is notably slow, and will occur over a period
of five to 20 years, rather than the two to six years
typical of suburban developments.
It should be emphasized that each stage is underpinned
by the previous stages – for example, residential
development must follow other activity in the
downtown, such as enhancement of the existing retail
and attractions, increasing the number of community
and tourist-oriented events.
It is important to note that most of the initiatives
presented in this strategy are relatively low cost.

Stage 1. Setting Policy
and Organizational Framework
The Town of Amherst should be the catalyst for
downtown development. Although the strategy requires
the co-ordination and co-operation of the private and
public sectors, the Town will play a key role. The Town’s
most important role is to eliminate any real or perceived
impediments to development consistent with the vision
laid out in this plan, and to assist with the protection of
assets in the town, such as existing businesses, heritage
structures, and streetscapes.
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Stage 2. Establishing Downtown as a Destination
As the Business Strategy presents, retail growth does
not lead development – it follows jobs and housing.
Protecting existing retail uses by implementing
the recommendations in this plan will enhance the
attractiveness and increase the appeal of the Downtown
to visitors and residents, a key component of this
strategy.
Amherst lacks the basic infrastructure and marketing
to attract and retain visitors, such as higher visibility
and a more attractive access. Although much effort
has been put into upgrading the Lawrence Street exit,
Exit 3 is more direct, and should be promoted and
signed as the primary entrance for visitors. The Victoria
Road streetscape at the Downtown entry point should
be designated as a Heritage Conservation District, so
that the Town has some ability to control the nature of
development and redevelopment on the street.
In the Downtown, there is need for infrastructure in the
form of a tourist/community/activity centre as a base
for tourists to plan their activities in the downtown
and surrounding areas. This should be located on
Victoria Street; reuse of a heritage structure at a main
crossroads, such as the vacant Old Police Station at the
corner of Laplanche Street would be an appropriate
location. This is the only type of use that can generate
funding to restore this significant heritage building.
This facility may also be a satellite location for the
Cumberland County Museum on Church Street. There
are also opportunities for Amherst to market itself as a
service centre for the surrounding areas located on the
main tourist routes.

The Tantramar Marsh is a natural asset that can be easily
accessed from the Downtown core. A marsh trail system
should be linked to an active transportation network
in the Downtown, which will make downtown more
attractive for residents and visitors.
Institutional uses, along with housing, underpin
Downtown activity and economics. Amherst has many
institutional uses, but some, including the courthouse
and the community college, may be at risk. Establishing
a large, anchor institutional project in Downtown
Amherst would be a key part of new development.
For example, the Nova Scotia Community College’s
Community Learning Centre in Amherst on Victoria
Street is already an important component of downtown
Amherst. The NSCC, although not having made an
official announcement, appears to have some interest
in an expansion of the current campus. Although the
Amherst jail will be relocating elsewhere, the Provincial
Department of Justice may consider locating a new
Justice Centre to replace the current courthouse, which
is sub-standard for its purposes. A two acre site will be
required for a new building, which should be built in the
Downtown.
The Town should continue to engage the NSCC and
Provincial Justice Department in discussions about new
facilities. In addition, the Town should ensure that land is
available for new facilities in the future.
The provincial trend is to centralize civil service jobs,
which often means Amherst loses out. The Town needs
to work with the Province to advocate for institutional
retention in Amherst.
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Stage 3. Residential Strategy
The focus of housing development should be to target
a range of household incomes, so that Downtown
becomes a neighbourhood.
Conversions of existing properties and the creation of
new, good quality rental housing downtown should be
a first priority. Currently, housing in the downtown offers
little choice, and the Downtown environment is not
sufficiently attractive to residents who have the financial
means to locate in other areas. This is an opportunity to
infill under-utilized land parcels in the Downtown, such
as vacant land now used for parking. One or more high
quality apartment buildings should be developed for
tenants at the mid level price points. These units would
provide accommodations for younger, mobile residents,
as well as seniors; and would be a rental alternative to
current older homeowners wishing to downsize from
a large older home. Rental housing provides all the
benefits of condominium living (for example, lower
maintenance and heating costs, and the ability to “lock
and leave” for a winter vacation down south), without
the risk associated with the condominium ownership.
One option to stimulate housing downtown is to
build affordable housing. In order to address the
provision of affordable housing, apartments should
have a 50/50 blend of market rate and affordable units.
Funding is available for affordable housing through
a joint agreement with the federal government (See
Appendix). The Town should facilitate development of
these units through the identification and acquisition (or
purchase of an option) of properties for apartments and
the requirement (through an RFP process for purchase
of the properties) for the provision of the affordable/
market blend.
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Stage 4. Retail, Hotel and Office Strategy
The Town should consider the initiation of
demonstration pilot housing projects for the downtown.
For example, one of the impediments to attracting
residents to the Downtown is that other sites in town
can provide more attractive amenities, such as views.
The Town could help to establish new rental housing
by identifying sites in the downtown that have views of
the marshland. Where appropriate, zoning should be
put in place to build multi-family housing. The Town
could apply for affordable housing funding through NS
Department of Community Services, and then promote
the site as an opportunity to developers/bidders.

4.40

Although condominium development is not viable in
the early stages of the strategy, as multi-family housing
becomes a more popular housing choice, the demand
for condominium ownership will likely increase. In
addition, there are opportunities for additional small
lot single family dwellings on vacant or under-utilized
land adjacent to the Downtown, in areas that are cost
effective to service. Manufactured homes may be
one option for these sites. The Town could facilitate
development of these small lots, beginning by meeting
with owners of lots and builders to understand their
development requirements. As an incentive to locate
Downtown for developers (who currently must pay the
costs of roads and servicing for new developments), the
Town should facilitate development by ensuring zoning
is in place to encourage the development of higher
density housing such as row houses, relaxing municipal
standards for road widths (and thus reducing road costs)
to allow private lane ways for access, and eliminating
building permit costs.

Marketplace Promenade
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More Downtown retail growth will follow other
institutional and residential development, and should
be modelled on local businesses such as Dayle’s,
Mansour’s, and Pugsley’s that reflect the local culture,
have middle range prices, and above average service
and product knowledge. Other successful Downtowns
have also developed community social places - or
“Third Places”, usually food or drink establishments, or
places for recreation and leisure, that become valued
community gathering places .
The Farmer’s Market would benefit from a higher profile
in the downtown. This could be accomplished without
losing the market’s current arrangement with the Lion’s
Club, by enhancing access to the facility from Electric
Street. This important contributor to the neighbourhood
feel of Downtown could also move vendors to outside
stalls on fine weather days.
As the market study shows, there is currently no
demand for a new full-scale hotel in the Town. With an
increase in visitor numbers, developers considering new
hotel builds would likely locate in less risky locations
near Highway 104. In the Downtown, however, there
are opportunities for small, seasonal accommodations
operations, such as Inns and Bed Breakfasts, which
would do well in a newly invigorated downtown
environment.
The current office uses by the Town, the provincial and
federal governments, law offices associated with the
courthouse, and financial services firms are essential to
retain in the downtown as activity generators. Additional
medical offices associated with Pugley’s Pharmacy and
the new Lawton’s could be attracted by offering low
rents (with the potential for the pharmacies to capture
business associated with the offices).
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Facade Incentive Program

Incentive Details & Program Eligibility

A facade program provides some level of funding for
facade improvements to building owners within the
program area. The program usually provides matching
funding (50 cent dollars) to building owners up to an
upset limit (usually $10,000-20,000). If the Town were
to undertake the funding of a facade program, the
up-front costs would be offset in the long term by
increased property values, which lead to increased
tax revenue. A facade program would be a long term
investment in the Downtown.

A key incentive for property owners to participate
in the design process is the opportunity to access
financial support to assist with implementation of the
recommended façade improvements. The details of
the funding arrangement have yet to be finalized,
however, it is thought that participating property
owners may be eligible for a grant equal to 50% of
the cost of façade improvements up to a maximum
which is yet to be determined (materials and labour).
The project cap will be based on the number of
participants and the extent of changes for each
building. For corner properties on two streets, it is
envisioned that the potential exists to access 50%
funding (up to a maximum) on two facades with the
same civic address. This funding only covers exterior
facade improvements (like roofs, windows, doors, and
siding) and professional fees (structural, architectural,
or electrical) which may be needed to implement the
changes. Interior alterations are not eligible for this
program even if the exterior alterations require interior
modifications.

The goal of this section is to provide some basic
considerations for a facade program if and when it
goes ahead. Only two building facade sample designs
were completed as part of this report employing the
principles described herein. If a full facade program is
to be implemented, property owners will need more
detailed design work done on each building within
the participating area and the Town will need to do a
complete facade incentive program design manual.
The Facade Improvement Incentive Program will
be likely managed by the newly created Downtown
Development Committee. The Downtown
Development Committee will select individual projects
and award professional services as may be required
during the program.

To be eligible for the funding, the property owners
must follow the recommendations outlined in a full
facade design report. Alterations to these plans must
be submitted with the application to be checked by
the Downtown developments committee prior to
receiving approval for funding. The reason is to ensure
a high standard of design and construction on the
street. The Downtown development committee will
not fund ‘improvements’ which do not contribute to
the overall image of the village character Downtown.
This requires a consistency in design and construction
approaches. Vinyl siding, for instance, will not
be considered as an appropriate siding material
Downtown. Vinyl windows will be acceptable above the
first story, however, wood or metal windows will only
be acceptable at the ground level. Applicants will need
to fill in an application form and submit a drawing(s)
of the proposed changes for consideration prior to
receiving approval to proceed.
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Facade Improvement
Material

Cape Cod (or equal)Wood Siding

Low Cost

High Cost

$6.00 per square foot

$8.00 per square foot

Hardie Plank Siding

$8.00 per square foot

$10.00 per square foot

Clay Brick Veneer

$13.00 per square foot

$18.00 per square foot

Concrete Brick/ Stone Veneer (Stonetile)

$13.00 per square foot

$17.00 per square foot

MDO Plywood sign w/ paint and trim

$29.00 per square foot

$47.00 per square foot

Aluminum Storefront Window

$43.00 per square foot

$65.00 per square foot

Aluminum Storefront Door (3’x7’)

$1300 each

$1700 each

Vinyl Window (66” x 32” installed)

$900 each

$1100 each

Wood Window (66” x 32” installed)

$1100 each

$1500 each

Steel insulated pre-hung door (installed)

$1000 each

$1400 each

Wood door

$1700 each

$2500 each

Fabric back-lighted awnings (5’ x 5’ x 30”nose)

$550 per linear foot

$750 per linear foot

Light fixture (angled reflective storefront)

$850 each, installed

$1050 each, installed

Required Step
1

Façade program approved

2

Advertise for contractors

3

Approve contractors

4

Application by owner

5

Participation approved

6

Select detail designer (if required)

7

Prepare detail Plan (if required)

8

Detail Plan approved

9

Select Contractor

Owner

DTP

Designer

RDA

Contractor

10 Budget approval
11 Obtain permits
12 Construction
13 Construction Inspection
14 Progress Payment
15 Funds transfer
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When the construction is complete, the owner must
schedule a site inspection by the project manager to
ensure the project is built as detailed in the drawings.
Owners should note that deviation from the original
design drawings may be grounds for not approving
funding. Once the inspection is completed, the
project manager will issue a letter of acceptance to
the owner and will issue the funding directly to the
contractor within 30 days of receipt of an invoice from
the contractor and a signed and sealed letter verifying
that the building owner has paid their share of the
renovation costs.

These basic ideas lead to seven general
recommendations:
•

If the original colour, detail, and materials are
known, and if they meet modern fire safety
requirements, use them.

•

Repair any damaged or failed finishes as soon as
possible. The “first broken window” concept has
restored mid-Town Manhattan in just six years.

•

Use the most durable, lowest maintenance
material available. Maintenance costs will eclipse
capital costs. Deferred maintenance will detract
from the economic performance of the Street.

Simple Design Guidelines for Building owners
There are several considerations that should guide
façade work in Downtown Amherst:

4.42
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•

The authentic history and character of Downtown
is its most valuable asset. If lost, this can not be
replaced.

•

All eras are part of this history. No single period is
more important than another.

•

Everything that is upgraded or renovated should
be executed with the utmost care and respect.
Downtown should look like everybody cares for it.

•

Customers in the Downtown are not looking for an
anonymous big box experience.

•

The basic structure of the building should be
respected with any alteration. This means that
building signs, like corner stones, should not be
covered or removed. Columns should be retained
in original materials. Cornice details and basic
façade form should be retained.

•

Signs should be placed in areas originally
designed for the placement of signs; in the sign
band above the storefront, in windows, projecting
from store fronts and on awnings.

4.43

Victoria Court Facade - after
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•

Each facade should be completed using at least
three colours. The body colour should relate to
the architecture. Brick or stone should be left
unless painting or covering is the only solution
to deterioration. The secondary colour should
relate to the body colour. The third colour should
be a trim colour and should be used to highlight
special architectural features. Signs may introduce
another, fourth, colour.

•

The area of the storefront is where retail creativity
can be unleashed. Within the space between the
columns, the base and the sign you can do what is
required to market your wares.

Centre Fir s t :
Downtown Amher s t Ac tion Strategy
4.44

Your Place Fitness - before

Built Form Theme
The existing built form and natural setting of
Downtown Amherst combine to create a vernacular style
unique to the community. The individual buildings that
make up Downtown Amherst are a mix of architectural
styles (Maritime vernacular, Victorian, Industrial, Second
Empire, bungalow, etc.) in a wide variety of physical
conditions (run-down to new and modern). The goal of
the built form theme will be to recognize the architectural
style of each building and provide tools that allow the
owners to build on that style. For instance, there are
historic standards that speak to how commercial facade
signage is handled for each commercial architectural
style.

Providing guidance for building owners relating to
recognition of their building type and the associated
window styles, massing, sign styles, roof styles, building
materials, paint colours, etc, is part of the built form
theme that will be summarized in the report. Several
facade improvement examples will be designed to
illustrate this point. There may also be some urban design
guidelines proposed to ensure that future infill, fits the
context of Downtown. This would be demonstrated with
architectural design guidelines and signage guidelines
which may or may not be incorporated into the Municipal
Planning Strategy (MPS) and zoning Bylaw in the future.
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Your Place Fitness - after

Facade Program Steps
A facade program typically goes through a number of
steps for the various involved stakeholders. Table 4.41
shows the typical responsibilities and stages of the
program.
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4.46

Dominion Building

Heritage District
Nova Scotia’s Heritage Property Act enables the
identification and protection of built heritage and
encourages its continued use. There are three types
of protection for heritage properties: a provincial
registry, municipal registries, and heritage conservation
districts.
At the municipal level, the legislation enables municipal
control of built heritage, and municipal ability to
provide financial assistance to restore or renovate
heritage structures. In summary:
•

The Town of Amherst may establish a registry of
locally significant heritage properties by adoption
of a Heritage By-Law. Permission for substantial
alternation or demolition to the exterior of
properties may require Town Council approval.
Should Council not give permission, owners may
make alternations or demolish without penalty
after giving written notice and waiting one year.

•

The Town of Amherst may also establish Heritage
Conservation Districts, after background studies and
public consultation. Under the associated By-law, the
Town may control alterations to existing structures,
demolition and the design of new structures.

•

•
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The Act authorizes municipal councils to
provide financial assistance to any person for
the restoration or renovation of registered
municipal heritage property or property located
in a heritage conservation district. Terms and
conditions may be set by council.
The Act also enables the Minister of Municipal
Affairs to provide financial assistance to the Town
of Amherst to assist it in exercising its authority
under the act.
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Under the Province’s Heritage Property Program,
individual property owners may be eligible for Heritage
Grants, small grants ($1,000 and under) to support
conservation work, conservation advice costs, and
material and labour costs. These apply to municipallyand provincially-registered properties under certain
conditions. The Province also offers tax rebates for
material costs on non-commercial properties under
certain conditions.
The Municipal Government Act. 1998, c. 18, s. 1,
establishes what a municipality may do.
It is interesting that in an act where the interpretation
is to be based on the notion: if the act doesn’t say it is
allowed, it is not allowed, there are a few statements
not allowing specific activities. One of the very few
negative statements in the act is: (2) A municipality
shall not grant a tax concession or other form of direct
financial assistance to a business or industry. 1998, c.
18, s. 57.
The Municipality May:
• identify and promote a business district as a place
for retail and commercial activity;
•

establish or maintain parking facilities.

•

The municipality may levy an area rate applicable
only to the commercial property and business
occupancy assessments in the area benefited by
the expenditures in order to recover them.

In setting such an area rate, the council may set:
• different rates for business occupancy
assessments and commercial property
assessments.

The Municipality may spend money to improve an
identified business district and collect funds through
area rates or taxes on the entire municipality. They
may also set different tax rates for different areas of
the municipality. To encourage development in the
Downtown core over the next few years the Town
could set a lower tax rate for the identified Downtown
Heritage area, by reducing taxes such as the business
occupancy tax. The Town could also lower any area
rates in the Downtown to further encourage business
to locate, or re-locate, in this area.
The Municipality may also set different residential
and commercial tax rates. The Town could further
encourage new residential in the Downtown core by
reducing the residential tax rate in this small area of the
Town.
A tax holiday on the value of improvements in
Downtowns is a method used by many North American
cities to encourage preservation and development
in their city centers. While the “tax holiday” is not
allowed under the Municipal Government Act, the
effect of a lower area tax rate, which is allowed,
would be similar, or superior, as an inducement to
renovation and development. The municipality
would benefit from increased tax, based on increased
investment in the Downtown, as well as the essential,
and incalculable, benefits that will derive from saving
Downtown Amherst.

4.47

Proposed Heritage District

4.6 Parking and Circulation
Strategy
Parking
Downtown Amherst seems uniquely positioned with
ample parking available in the Downtown core. A
detailed parking inventory was beyond the scope of
this study but anecdotally, almost every street has onstreet parking on both sides and there are a number of
large, strategically located parking lots which service
the Downtown. A rough parking count indicates the
following:
•

1870 off-street parking spaces (approximately)

•

180 on-street parking spaces (approximately)

Off-Street Parking
There is a clear need to consolidate individual
parking areas to larger lots that practice better access
management and circulation principles. The parking lots
have various owners, and are presently maintained by the
Town as civic parking. The Town should either purchase
these parking lots or work with the land owners to
restructure and reorganize the parking in a more efficient
manner, improving the ecological and pedestrian quality
of the space. There is adequate space to add pedestrian
walkways, green islands for bioretention (rain gardens),
and lighting, and still increase the number of available
parking spaces. A more efficient layout of parking will
ensure that adequate capacity is maintained, even if
some space is lost due to infill development.
Consideration should be given to the distribution
of staff versus customer parking. While staff have a
direct interest parking that they use on a very regular
basis, visitors to Downtown decide to return based
on their direct experiences. In this regard, reserving
parking spaces closest to the business for customer
parking can provide a significant benefit to those
visiting the Downtown. Staff parking still needs to be
accommodated, but ideally at locations more removed
from the preferred consumer spaces.

4.48

Parking Availability

On-Street Parking
On street parking has a direct commercial benefit,
and therefore should be retained and promoted
where appropriate. There are a number of places
where existing on-street parking compromises safety
or operational performance of the adjacent and
surrounding roads and vulnerable road user facilities.
In these cases, the on-street parking should be
removed or revised to respect intersection function
(See appendix for a complete list of recommended
locations).
In order to formalize on street parking, consideration
may be given to the use of bump-outs in the vicinity
of intersections and at other start and end points of
parallel parking strings. The bump-outs provide a
number of distinct benefits include a physical definition
of on street parking areas, reduced pedestrian crossing
width intersections, improved aesthetic quality, and
opportunities for additional landscaping.
A comprehensive parking strategy addressing
the consolidation of parking areas, improved
efficiencies and capacities of parking area, and the
most appropriate spatial use of the parking areas is
recommended. Any such strategy will require a means
of promoting and permitting adjacent land owners
to work together to create quality parking spaces
/ environments that make the best use of available
space.
Clearly, this process must walk hand-in-hand with
the future changes to buildings and land parcels in
the Downtown area as new buildings may reduce the
available parking and the removal of older buildings
may provide additional opportunities for parking.

Parking Structures
A parking structure has been suggested at various
stages of the study process. After careful review of
both the inventory of existing parking, and the capital
and operational costs required to implement and
maintain a parking structure, it has been determined
that such a structure is neither practice nor cost
effective at this time. Due to the absence of parking
fees, adequate on and off-street parking, and the
potential to provide additional parking in peripheral
areas if needed, the ability to recoup the costs of a
parking structure is limited.

4.49

On-Street Parking Plan
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Roundabouts
Based on the traffic patterns and available real estate
at the gateway locations identified, there is a unique
opportunity to further emphasize the gateway concept
through implementation of a roundabout themed
approach. Roundabouts, which have been used
prominently in European nations for decades, are
rapidly growing in popularity in Nova Scotia, and are
part of a major initiative by Nova Scotia Transportation
& Infrastructure Renewal. Roundabouts have been
shown to include many benefits including enhanced
safety, reduced traffic delays, decreased maintenance
costs, and improved aesthetics relative to traditional
intersection types.
Implementation of a roundabout gateway theme
has considerable potential to provide a recognizable
gateway that differentiates the Downtown core from
the surrounding areas. Potential locations where the
use of roundabouts has been considered particularly
advantageous include:

80

Final Repor t • Februar y 2010

Ekis tic s Planning & Design + Form : Media
+ Collier s International + SNC- L avalin

Albion Street @ Church Street: There is an
abundant amount of land in the vicinity of the existing
intersection that would be ideal for installation of
a roundabout. Traffic volumes would operate well
within the capacity of a single lane roundabout, likely
reducing delay relative to the existing 3-way stop
configuration. As the entrance to the Downtown from
the busy Albion Street commercial area, this location
has the opportunity to serve as the “signature”
gateway to Downtown Amherst.
Laplanche Street @ Lawrence Street: Another
location where abundant space is available for a
potential roundabout, this intersection would likely
benefit as much operationally as it would aesthetically.
Roundabouts force vehicles to reduce speed upon
their approach to the intersection, which would
provide safety benefits over the current intersection
configuration. A roundabout would also facilitate
access between Laplanche and Lawrence Streets
efficiently, operating as a collective gateway to the
Downtown. However, the preferred intersection
recommendation is a T-intersection, rather than a
roundabout.
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Marketplace Promenade
(Ratchford - King - Electric Streets)
King Street has the potential for form part of a
north-south corridor through the Downtown when
considered in conjunction with Ratchford Street and
Electric Street. There appears to be a significant
opportunity to upgrade this corridor to include
two-way vehicle traffic as well as promoting the
corridor as a pedestrian and vulnerable road user
friendly environment. This corridor should include
consideration of such options as a narrower curbed
cross section, with bike lanes or wide curb lanes,
substantial pedestrian facilities (potentially the
construction of a multiuse trail), as well as an improved
roadside environment.
4.50

Marketplace Promenade Section
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Bike Lanes

Bump-outs

Mid Block Pedestrian Alleys

Bike lanes should be accommodated on Victoria Street
as part of the sidewalk and road work. The Velo Bike
standards for two-way streets with two lanes shows a
10.2-13.6 metre curb to curb cross section. The current
road configuration averages about 12-13 metres of
cross section so bike lanes should not be an issue.
Separate bike lanes should not be painted on the street.

Bump-outs are ways to reclaim unused portions of the
street for sidewalk use. Bump-outs should be explored:

With most of the commercial activity on Victoria Street
and most of the parking on rear streets, it is important
to maintain high quality mid block alleys to connect
parking lots with Victoria Street. These alleys should be
well lit, well signed, and constructed with high quality
streetscape standards. The most visible of these is the
alley adjacent to Dayle’s, however several also exist
between Victoria Street and the parking lots along
Ratchford, King, and Electric Streets.

Bike Parking
Additional bike parking facilities should be provided
throughout Downtown, in a variety of configurations.
The quantity of bike parking should vary based on the
importance of the destination. The Library, Town Hall
and all parking lots should have significant available
bike parking in close proximity.

•

for all street corners in the Downtown that have
on-street parking;

•

for all crosswalks, and;

•

in areas that are designated as ‘no parking’ (e.g.
fire hydrants) for more than 6m of length.

Bump-outs provide additional space in the pedestrian
realm that is ideal for street trees, sidewalk cafes,
bicycle parking, or signage installation.

Bike parking should not be located in pedestrian travel
zones or gathering areas. Along streets, bike racks
should be located at regular intervals in line with other
street furniture and street trees.
Individual bike racks are appropriate along all streets,
and should be provided along retail frontages at a
frequency similar to vehicle parking.
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Mid-block connections should be designed to the
same high standards as all other public spaces. Design
considerations include:
•

Ensure sight lines from start to finish are clear.
Avoid hidden or dead areas and blank façades.

•

Landscaping should not obstruct views.

•

Include wayfinding and signage and good nigh
lighting.

•

Encourage store fronts on these spaces wherever
possible.

These connections are often privately owned but the
Town should partner to implement the pedestrian
improvements. Ideally the Town should purchase and
maintain some of the more important right-of-ways.
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Mid Block Pedestrian Crossings
In general, mid-block crossing locations are marked to
encourage pedestrians to cross at specific locations
to minimize risks to both pedestrians and vehicles. It
is critical that a marked mid-block crossing location
respond to a distinct demand for crossings, otherwise
they become ineffective and may compromise
safety and operations. Often, visual observations of
pedestrians in the areas surrounding a mid-block
crossing will show whether a demand is present and
whether the crossing is being use as intended. It may
also be clear whether pedestrians are electing to cross
at other unmarked locations. It is equally important
that pedestrians and motorist clearly see each other
and do so at an adequate distance to limit potential
conflicts. Therefore, crossings should not be positioned
where on-street parking is present, near busy roadside
environments or where other visual obstructions
negatively impact the effectiveness of mid-block
crossing locations.
When properly designed and implemented, midblock crossings can provide a number of advantages
including the following:
•

They help to position vehicles and pedestrians to
increase the visibility and recognition of each;

•

They can help identify the preferred crossing
locations for pedestrians that limits their exposure
to vehicular traffic and potential traffic conflicts;

•

They help direct and limit pedestrian traffic to
specific locations;

•

They can provide advanced warning to drivers of
the presence of a pedestrian crossing location;
and,

•

They may help in implementing enforcement
measures.

Road Closures and Modifications
Unfortunately, if mid-block crossing locations are
not well designed or appropriately placed and
marked, many of the above advantages can become
disadvantages as they can provide pedestrians with
a false sense of security, which could ultimately place
the pedestrian in undesirable positions with respect
to approaching vehicles. This in turn can result in an
increased number of vehicle and vehicle/pedestrian
collisions, or otherwise negatively impact operational
and safety performance.
Mid-block crossings should be avoided where parking
is present immediately up or down stream of the
crossing. Conversely, where a crossing is required,
consideration should be given to the removal of on
street parking up and downstream of the crossing
to ensure that approaching drivers have a clear
indication of the crossing locations and are able to
see and process signage and markings related to the
pedestrian crossing.
Other key considerations include:
• mid-block crossing locations and treatments
should be as consistent as possible throughout
the Town;
•

crosswalk locations should have appropriate
lighting levels to improve visibility during the
night-time.

Ekis tic s Planning & Design + Form : Media
+ Collier s International + SNC- L avalin

In general, municipalities are moving away from oneway street systems for a variety of reasons including
that they may be confusing to unfamiliar drivers, access
to parking areas or business may be more difficult, they
typically promote higher speeds, and they limit the
visibility of retailers.
In Downtown Amherst, the majority of streets are twoway, with the exception of King Street and Princess
Street. These two streets are presently operated as
two parallel one-way streets running the same south to
north direction. There appears to be some significant
opportunity in this area to modify these streets and
their general function.
Princess Street starts at the T-intersection at Church
Street and extends to the north to Havelock Street.
Immediately north of Havelock is a parking lot access.
Given the adjacent King Street and Prince Arthur
Street, Prince Street has limited usefulness, and
certainly has little if any impact on traffic capacities
through the area. Closure or modification to this street
is expected to have limited impact on the adjacent
business or circulation patterns in the area.
The other proposed significant roadway modification is
the conversion of Ratchford, King, and Electric Streets
to the marketplace promenade. For more information
on this concept, refer to the preceding sections.
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5: Design Guidelines
T

he following design guidelines have been
assembled to direct and co-ordinate the
appropriate form of development for the
Downtown as a guide for both staff evaluating
proposals and developers preparing proposals.
Traditional ‘zoning’ is typically fixated on land use,
building massing and height, site arrangement, and
parking. Design guidelines add dimensions of aesthetic
standards to ensure that the look of the development
fits the Town’s vision for its Downtown.
Design guidelines are typically divided into public
realm (Town) and private realm (non-municipal land
owner) standards. Since the public realm standards
have been described in the previous chapter
(streetscape, open space, park, new Town Hall, etc.),
the design guidelines in this chapter focus specifically
on private realm standards. Private realm design
guidelines will help to direct the tone and form of
private property development within the Downtown.
Character Districts.

5.1

Bella’s Cafe Streetscape
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5.2
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Victoria Streetscape Concept
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Character Districts
The design guidelines recognize two important
character districts in the Downtown. The first
district, called the “Downtown Mixed-Use District”,
encompasses all frontages on Victoria Street East,
Church Street and Havelock Street within the
Downtown zone. This district requires an active
commercial or institutional facade fronting on each
of the 3 streets. Ground-Floor residential uses are
not permitted in this district but are encouraged
in the upper stories. The intent is to ensure a lively
commercial streetscape in this area. The second
district, called the ‘Downtown District’, permits
ground-floor residential uses so long as entryways
and or lobbies front on the street. In both cases,
buildings are encouraged to be built right to the street
right-of way.

5.3

Downtown District Map

6m

6m
5.4
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Parking Lot Tree setback

5.1 Off-Street Surface Parking

2m

General Principles
•

•

•

Off-Street Surface Parking should incorporate high
quality walkways and alleyways to connect parking lots
to public streets and safely separate pedestrian and
vehicle movements.
Off-Street Surface Parking should be designed to
provide a strong visual quality through the use of high
quality landscaping, lighting, and pavement materials.

•

Off-street parking should maximize capacity of rear
lots by encouraging neighbouring land owners to work
together to restructure and reorganize parking layout.
The Town should continue to work with land owners to
help facilitate this process.

Permeable Pavement

1.1

1.2

No off-street parking fronting on
Victoria Street East, Church Street, or
Haveloc Street will be permitted in the
Downtown area for any future
developments.

1.2.1

1.2.2

1.3

4.

The street related stall is
separated by no less than 2m of
landscaping between
it and the sidewalk.

1.5

The width of the entry road and
parking stall does not exceed
the width of the building facade
fronting on the street

For every loss of public on-street
parking caused by driveways to private
rear yard parking, the developer should
provide the Town with $2,000
cash-in-lieu. This amount shall be
waived if the driveway services
more than 2 properties (in which case
a written agreement will need to be
provided to the Town by the
developer).
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For existing parking lots fronting on
Victoria Street East, Church Street, or
Havelock Street; any alteration requiring
a building permit will trigger the
following condition:
1.4.1

Entries to rear-lot parking will be
permitted (no more than 6m wide)
and single loaded parking on these
entries will be permitted provided that:

Off-Street Surface Parking should be designed
according to environmental sustainability principles,
including the minimization of surface water runoff and
‘heat island’ effects.
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5.5

1. For off-street parking fronting on Victoria Street
East, Church Street, or Havelock Street

Off-Street Surface Parking should be configured and
designed to reduce its visual dominance of from public
streets.

•

•
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The existing configuration of ‘missing teeth’ (buildings
lost to parking lots) in the Downtown needs to be
reversed. Parking lots fronting directly on 15-20m
street right-of-ways should be replaced with buildings,
particularly at street intersections, over the next 20
years. Recognizing that the loss of these parking lots
to buildings will create additional pressure for parking,
the Town needs to act proactively to create public
parking opportunities in the Downtown. The Town has
been encouraged to expand on-street parking in the
Downtown core from 180 spaces to over 400 spaces in
the next 20 years. The Town has also been encouraged
to assemble a municipal parking lot(s) to service
the Downtown, adding an additional 200+ parking
spaces. This public parking will take pressure off of
private parking lots while reducing the private parking
standards.

1.4

Guidelines

For every parking stall which
fronts on the street, the
developer will be required
to construct a 2m wide
landscape bed between the
stall and the sidewalk and install
at least one 50 mm caliper
street tree in each bed. The
plant species and conditional
are are to be approved
by the Town.

Any existing off-street parking lot
fronting on Victoria Street East,
Church Street, or Havelock Street
which is converted to a building shall
have its property taxes waived by the
Town for 3 years (from the time of
completion of the building) AND shall
have NO parking requirements.

2.

For off-street parking fronting on all other streets
in the Downtown other than Victoria Street East,
Church Street, or Havelock Street

2.1

No parking should be located between the
street and the building

2.2

For parking fronting on any street in the
Downtown, the parking frontage shall not
exceed the building frontage
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5.6

2.3

Parking Cross Section

For every space which fronts on the street, the
developer must install a 2 m wide landscape
bed and provide at least one 50 mm caliper
street tree. Planting to be approved by the
Town prior to installation. A 1.5 m (minimum)
concrete walkway must link the parking
to the sidewalk.

3.

A landscaped island should be located at each
end of every parking aisle. Landscaped islands
should be a minimum width of 2m wide and
include one 50 mm caliper sized tree per
parking row.

4.

Limit the length of parking rows to a maximum
of 60 m (20-23 contiguous spaces per row). Longer
spans should be broken up with landscaped
islands (rain gardens). Ideally, all catch
basins should be located at or near these islands.

5.

Landscaped islands to be designed as stormwater
catchment areas. Sub-base and base material are
to be high performance granular material ideal for
infiltration and interception of groundwater. When
necessary, french drains or perforated-bottom
catch basins will be installed, to further facilitate
infiltration.

6.

Parking Islands will be curb-less, or have frequent
curb cuts, and the surrounding area will be graded
to drain towards the islands. Concrete curb stops
should be used, if required.

7.

Lighter asphalt is preferred over darker asphalt to
reduce urban heat island effect. Asphalt should
include a high percentage of white aggregate.
Concrete is preferred over asphalt where practical.

5.7

Rain Gardens
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5.8

Rain Garden Curb Cut
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5.2 Single Detached Homes

5.3 Semi-detached and Townhouse

General Principles:

General Principles:

•

•

•

90

•

Parking is encouraged in the rear or side of the
building instead of in the front (where practical).

•

The quality of new residential development must
be high.

•

Low flow fixtures are encouraged.

•

New buildings must demonstrate a definitive
architectural style.

•

Fireplaces are encouraged. Chimneys often add to
the character of townhouses and semi-detached
homes.

•

Fences in the front yard are not permitted.

•

Each unit should have a landscape bed of at least
2 square metres per unit in the front yard if the
building is set back more than 2 metres from the
property line.

•

Front setbacks cannot exceed 7 metres.

•

All driveways must be concrete, brick, or pavers.

•

No water or electrical meters are permitted on the
front of a building.

Heritage homes should reflect the high quality of
Amherst’s architectural heritage.

Guidelines
•

No new single family homes will be permitted in
the Downtown.

•

There will be no restrictions (beyond the building
code and parking requirements) for business uses
in single family homes in the Downtown. Parking,
which may be required for additional business
uses, cannot be provided between the front of the
dwelling and the street.

•

Porches are encouraged on all semi-detached
homes and townhouses.

Existing homes in the Downtown should maximize
their flexibility by allowing home based businesses
or apartments.

•

•

•

•

Guidelines

•

For new development in the Downtown, an
increase of density of semi-detached homes and
townhouses is preferred over single detached
homes.

New Single detached homes will not be permitted
in the Downtown core. Developers should favour
multi-unit residential or mixed use development
over single unit in new developments.

All buildings should be designed to an
architectural style that is compatible with the
Town’s architectural forms (Maritime, Queen Anne,
Victorian, Craftsman, Colonial, Second Empire).
Each building should have a clearly identifiable
style. Windows, doors, roofs, porches, and other
details should reinforce the style.

•

Signs on single family lots or on single family
buildings must follow the signage design
guidelines.

Dwellings on corner and flanking lots should be
designed so both exposed facades are oriented
towards the street. There should be no blank side
walls or gables.

•

Registered heritage buildings should be eligible
for the facade incentive program when it is put in
place by the Town.

Only single car garages less than 3.25 metres
wide are permitted, however garages are not
encouraged.

•

No garage should project beyond the front
building facade.

New garages should not be permitted between
the front facade and the street.
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5.4 Apartment Buildings and Condos
General Principles:
•

For new development in the Downtown, the
increased density of apartments or condominiums
is preferred over single detached, semi-detached,
or townhouses.

•

The quality of new residential development must
be high.

•

New buildings must demonstrate a definitive
architectural style.

•

New buildings must be ‘street-related’.

•

Bicycle parking facilities should be provided
to encourage alternative modes of transport,
particularly for employees and consumers with
small purchases.

•

Primary entries to multi-unit buildings must front
on an adjacent street.

•

Individual ground level entries into ground floor
units are encouraged so long as exterior steps,
if required, do not exceed 1.5 metres from the
sidewalk elevation to the finished floor.

•

•

Guidelines
•

•

All buildings greater than four units should be
designed by an architect registered to practice in
the Province of Nova Scotia.
All buildings should be designed to an
architectural style that is compatible with the
Town’s architectural forms (Maritime, Queen Anne,
Victorian, Craftsman, Colonial, Second Empire).
Each building should have a clearly identifiable
style. Windows, doors, roofs, porches, chimneys &
other details should reinforce the style.

•

All buildings should have no more than a 2.5
metre setback from the street for no less than
15% of the facade frontage. The remainder of the
ground-floor frontage cannot be setback more
than 5 metres from an adjacent street.
All buildings should have a high quality entry
plaza no less than 10 square metres as part of
the streetscape between the sidewalk and the
building entry. The entry plaza should have
seating walls of no less than 4 metres in length.
The plaza should be made of pavers, stone, or
concrete (or a combination of).
The entry should be a highly visible architectural
feature incorporating elements such as awnings,
roof overhangs, lighting, double doors, glazing
and/or distinct architectural materials.

Height & Massing
•

New apartment or condominium buildings should
be no less than 2 stories and no more than 6
stories.

•

Buildings of 2 stories should have an
architecturally distinct base (first and second
storey), middle (third storey) and top (roof).

•

For 4-6 storey buildings, the upper floor shall be
incorporated into the roof design (i.e. the roof
eave is no higher than the 1.2 metres above the
finished floor elevation).

•

Buildings of more than 2 stories should have an
architecturally distinct base (first, second and
third storey), middle (fourth to top storey) and top
(roof).

•

Buildings over 2 storeys should incorporate a 3
metre minimum ‘step back’ from the front facade
to minimize the building’s mass to pedestrians on
the street.

•

Corner buildings should incorporate articulation and
forms that emphasize the importance of the corner.

•

Consideration should be given to eventually
converting ground floor residential uses to
commercial uses in the future.

3m

Entries
2 Stories
5.9
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Details
•

Chimneys often add to the character of multiunits building and are encouraged as part of the
architectural decoration.

•

Mechanical or communication appurtenances
larger than 0.50 square metres shall not be visible
from the street. Loading and service areas should
not occupy more than 6 metres of building or
street frontage, and should be screened from view
by enclosure. These areas should be designed
as an integral part of the building and made
of finished materials compatible with design of
primary building.

•
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Awnings or overhangs are required to cover no
less than 20% of the ground-floor facade. Awnings
must have at least 2.7 metres of clearance for
snow clearing, may not project more than 2/3
of the width of the sidewalk or a maximum of
3 metres, and should be no wider than a single
storefront or architectural bay, whichever is
narrower.
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•

•

•

The awning design should respond to the scale,
proportion and rhythm created by the structural
bays. Awnings should be traditional shed in
design, with cotton canvas preferred over polytype materials. Colours should be consistent
with the overall palette of the development. For
awning signage standards refer to the subsequent
section.
No upper storey projecting patios are permitted
facing the street. All patios must be recessed
into the building at least 1.5 metres, with no
patio extending more than 2.0 metres beyond
the facade. Any patio facing the street must be
screened using the prevalent facade material
(brick, shingles, steel, glass, etc.) to at least 0.75
metres above the floor elevation.
The bottom of any patio, as a visible element of
the building, must be afforded the same scrutiny
as the siding material on the building. Plain
concrete finish, or wood decks are not permitted.
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•

Buildings greater than 12 metres of frontage
length need to be broken down into horizontal
compartments with a distinct change in vertical
architectural articulation using different facade
materials, projections, bays, roof changes, colours,
etc.

•

Buildings which extend beyond 30m in length
adjacent to any street should be designed to look
like architecturally distinct buildings using different
siding materials, window treatments, paint colours,
roof treatments, building massing, etc.

•

All private balconies will have a retractable laundry
line installed as a standard feature.

•

Low flow fixtures are encouraged.

•

Rooftop mechanical equipment and vents should
be incorporated as an integral part of the building
design wherever possible. Roof top units and
vents should be set back from the roof edge and
screened using materials complementary to the
building.
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5.4 Ground Floor Mixed Use
Site
•

•

•

•

•

General Principles
All residential units within 30 metres of the
existing CN Rail track are required to have
windows with an STC rating of 45, and walls with
an STC rating of 60.
Projecting signs, canopies or awnings over 4
metres of clearance height may project into the
public right-of-way.

•

All buildings in the Downtown Mixed-Use District
should have an active commercial or institutional
ground-floor.

•

•

Parking is not permitted between the street and
the building. Off-street parking must follow the
design guidelines for off-street parking found in
this chapter.
Parking lot frontage (for parking lots fronting on
streets) cannot exceed the buildings frontage
on the street unless specifically approved by the
Town through site plan approval.
All units should have outdoor bicycle stands at a
rate of 1 per 4 units and indoor bicycle storage for
tenants.

•

Underground parking is not permitted on the first
floor level of the building. Underground parking,
if used, must be below grade, reserving the street
level for residential or commercial units.

•

Vehicular ramps for underground or structured
parking should not exceed 30% of the street
frontage.

•

Ground-Floor residential is not permitted in this
district, but entryways to upper storey uses are
permitted.

The use of window mullions or recessed windows,
set into the facade, will create enhanced shadow
lines. Shutters, operable or inoperable, should be
sized to the window they are associated with such
that, if closed, they cover the entire window.

•

All previous design guidelines for Apartment
Buildings and Condos apply to Ground-floor
Mixed-Use except for the following ground-floor
guidelines

Doors for retail shops should include a high
percentage of glass area. Security grilles along
street frontages are discouraged unless integrated
within the overall architectural theme.

•

Primary building entrances should directly front
onto, and connect to, public sidewalks or open
spaces. Secondary entrances may face interior
plazas and open spaces, alleys, and surface and
parking lots.

•

Overhangs or protected shelters are required over
all public entry ways into multi-unit developments.

•

Awnings or overhangs are required to cover no
less than 40% of the ground-floor facade. Awnings
must have at least 2.5 metres of clearance for
snow clearing. Signs are permitted on awnings
and under-lighting is encouraged. Awnings
should be traditional shed in design, and cotton
canvas is preferred over poly-type materials.

•

Continuous Sign bands should be incorporated
above the first storey.

•

Architectural lighting should wash the entire first
storey storefront at night.

•

The location of service area entrances along
roads should be discouraged where possible. It is
preferable to locate service areas off side streets
or service driveways.

Built Form
•

The ground storey shall have at least 3.2 metres of
clear interior height (floor to ceiling).

•

Main entries shall be located along primary
streets, with prominent corner entry to buildings
located at street intersections.

•

•

Windows and doors should occupy no less than
50% of the ground floor facade area for buildings
fronting on streets. The use of clear glass (at least
88% light transmission) on first floor storefronts is
recommended. Reflective or tinted glazing should
not be used, however passive shading devices
such as “special E” glass technologies, deep
overhangs, or external sun shades and trees may
be used.
Building Setback: The building setbacks should be
no more than 1 metre from the front lot line for at
least 60% of length of the facade. No part of the
ground floor facade shall have a setback greater
than 2.5 metres.
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5.5 Large Format Commercial
General Principles
•

•

Large format commercial is not desirable
in the Downtown with the exception of the
neighbourhood Save Easy store which could be
enlarged into a full Sobey’s store, and the existing
Home Hardware store.
Strip Malls are discouraged in the Downtown
zone.

Renovations of existing large format

5.10

No additional large format commercial (footprint
greater than 1500 square metres) should be
encouraged in the Downtown area unless it can be
incorporated into a multiple storey development.

•

•
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The base, middle and top of the building facade
should be expressed through the use of materials
and detail design.
Blank or single material facades that extend
the entire length of the building parallel to the
public street should not be permitted. Blank
walls in other locations, which are visible to the
public, should incorporate additional architectural
detailing and/or signs, murals, sculptural, or
graphic design

•

Facades of any significant size should be
subdivided through a combination of windows
and projections and recessions in the building wall
to create a consistent rhythm across the facade
and establish divisions that express a hierarchy
of entrances and identify individual businesses,
where applicable.

•

At least 60% glazing should be provided on the
at-grade primary building facades and areas
that have public activity. Glazing should be
actively used to provide storefront windows or
merchandise displays. ‘Spandrel’ or faux glazing
should never be used at street level.

•

Main entrances to buildings should be emphasized
through canopies, awnings or taller, non-habitable
building structures. The volume and height of such
structures emphasize the prominence of entrances
particularly at a corner location.

•

Colonnades, covered walkways and porticoes are
recommended as a means of weather protection
and adding articulation to the building elevation.
These building projections should be allowed to
project beyond the minimum front setback line,
but should not extend beyond the front property
line.

12 m Facade Width
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Colonnades, covered walkways, porticoes
and other substantial structures should be
permanently roofed. Lighting and landscape
elements should be incorporated into the design
of these structures to promote their use.

•

Pitched or sloped roofs should be considered
as alternatives to flat roofs for commercial
development, provided that sloped roofs respect
the context and rooflines of adjacent buildings.

•

Rooftop mechanical equipment should be
integrated with the building design and rooftop
units and vents should be screened using
materials complementary to the building. Where
appropriate, parapets should be used to screen
rooftop mechanical units.

commercial

Guidelines
•

•
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5.6 Institutional Uses
General Principles:
•

Institutional uses, particularly government offices,
are highly desirable Downtown.

•

•

Entries
•

Where possible, institutional uses which can
renovate existing heritage buildings are strongly
encouraged.

Civic entries and plazas are an important part of
institutional buildings. Civic entries and plazas
should incorporate an area of no less than 8% of
the building’s footprint.

•

Institutional buildings should be designed as
iconic features of the Downtown.

Primary entries to institutional buildings must front
on an adjacent street.

•

All institutional buildings should have no more
than a 3 metre setback from the street for no less
than 30% of the facade frontage. The remainder
of the ground-floor frontage cannot setback more
than 5 metres from an adjacent street.

•

The entry plaza should have seating walls of no
less than 1 metre in length for each 5 metres of
frontage.

•

The plaza should be made of pavers, stone, or
concrete (or a combination of).

•

The entry should be a highly visible architectural
feature incorporating elements like porticoes, roof
overhangs, lighting, inset doors, glazing and/or
distinct architectural materials.

Guidelines
•

•

All Institutional buildings should be designed by
an architect registered to practice in the Province
of Nova Scotia.
All Institutional buildings should be designed to
an architectural style that is compatible with the
Town’s architectural forms (Maritime, Queen Anne,
Victorian, Craftsman, Colonial, Second Empire,
Richardsonian Romanesque, modern, etc.). Each
building should have a clearly identifiable style.
Windows, doors, roofs, porches, decks, chimneys
and other details should reinforce the style.

•

Wherever possible, new institutional uses should
be encouraged to renovate existing heritage
buildings.

•

At least 10% natural stone should be incorporated
into all Institutional buildings.
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5.7 Architectural Materials
General Principles:
•

These guidelines appeal to all new development
in the Downtown.

•

Building materials for Downtown should be high
quality.

•

Sustainable building practices are encouraged in
the Downtown.

•

Wood, cementitious board, red clay brick, high
quality metal, glass and/or natural stone is
encouraged as the primary exterior finish material.
Aluminum siding, vinyl siding and stucco are not
permitted. Cladding materials may include brick,
stone, metal, wood, glass, in-situ concrete, and
pre-cast concrete (excluding split face concrete, or
concrete block).

•

In general, the appearance of building materials
should be true to their nature and should not
mimick other materials. Any product that mimics
a more expensive material is not permitted (e.g.
stone tile, brick tile, etc). Vinyl siding, plastic,
plywood, concrete block, mirrored glass and
metal siding utilizing exposed fasteners are not
permitted.

•

Bamboo flooring, wheat board cabinet substrate,
wool carpeting, and cork flooring are all
recommended interior finishing (due to their
sustainable production practices). Finishing
materials containing a percentage of postconsumer recycled content are encouraged.

•

In general, heavier materials (like stone or metal)
shall be used at the building’s base, and lightest
materials (glass or wood) shall be used at the
building top.

Guidelines

5.11

•

The use of traditional, natural, high quality,
durable materials which enhance the building’s
aesthetics and convey a sense of permanence
shall be required. Green building materials, or
materials produced in a sustainable manner are
preferred.

•

Water conservation measures, such as low flow
plumbing fixtures and waterless urinals must
be used in all buildings. Energy conservation
measures, such as the provision of Energy Star
rated appliances, must be used in all buildings.

Architectural Materials
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5.12

Signage

5.8 Signage
General Principles:
•

Signage should not be an afterthought in the
building design but instead should be integrated
into the design as a necessary element.

•

All signs should convey their message clearly and
legibly, shall be vandal and weather resistant, and
if illuminated, shall not be overly bright for their
surroundings.

•

•

Sign Elements:
•

A sign board for commercial signage or awnings
is required above the at the top of the first storey
and must be integrated into the architecture of the
building.

•

Signs are permitted anywhere between the first and
second floors. Signs on the top storey are permitted
provided they are no greater than 0.3 square metres
times the number of storeys (i.e. a 6 storey building
can have 1.8 square metre sign).

•

Back-Lit or internally illuminated signs are not
permitted anywhere in the Downtown area, except
for backlight raised lettering only, where letters are
greater than 200 mm high and no deeper than 150 mm.

Projecting signs are strongly encouraged in the
Downtown Mixed-Use District and should be
designed to match the architectural style of the
building or structure to which the sign is affixed
as well as the signs and buildings adjacent and in
the general area. Projecting signs can be no larger
than 2 square metres. Projecting signs must have a
clearance of 2.7 metres above grade.

•

New signs proposed for existing buildings should
provide a compatible appearance with the building
signage of other tenants. When there are multiple
signs on a single building, there should be an a
effort to bring in a unifying element (such as size or
material), even where no sign program exists.

•

Window signs are only permitted on the first
floor level. Window signs shall be designed
to attractively promote the business while still
allowing for the customer to view the interior of
the business. Letter height shall not exceed 200
mm. Signs placed or painted on the interior or
exterior glass windows or doors provided that
such signs cover no more than 30 percent or the
glass area of the entire storefront, nor more than
50 percent of the window in which it is placed.

Preferred materials for suspended or projecting
signs include wood, metal, or a high-quality
composite material.

•

Awning signs are encouraged along the street.
Awning sign copy should be limited to the business
name, logo or internet address. The sign size
should be in proportion with the awning. Awning
graphics must complement the awning colour.

•

Spot lights, gooseneck light fixtures and other
decorative light fixtures should be utilized for
illuminating awning signs.

•

Buildings with businesses that do not have ground
floor usable space may have one 2.5 square metre
sign, such as a directory sign, to be utilized by all
above ground floor businesses so long as those
businesses do not also occupy ground floor usable
space. Sign to be placed adjacent to the primary
entrance for the above ground floor businesses.
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•

Signage which contains business slogans or
advertising is not permitted. However, signs may
include information describing the products sold
or services provided.

•

Repetitious signage information on the same
building frontage shall be avoided regardless of
the sign area square footage allowed.

•

Temporary hand painted signs, vinyl signs, or vinyl
lettering is not permitted.
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•

Billboards, free-standing pole signs,
monument signs, marquees, any kind of
animation, roof, and signs painted on the
exterior walls of buildings are prohibited.
No flashing, travelling, animated, or
intermittent lighting shall be on the
exterior of any building whether such
lighting is of temporary or long-term
duration.

•

Modern low energy LED lighting is
encouraged in all signs.
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Victoria Street Heritage Facades

5.9 Heritage Renovation & Preservation Guidelines
Design Principles
•

•

98

Balance Heritage Preservation & New
Development: The preservation of heritage assets
within the Downtown is a Centre First priority
and supports the objectives for compact built
form and enhancing community distinctiveness.
Development sites situated adjacent to existing
historic areas have general market appeal and
should be developed as a catalyst for broad based
urban renewal.
Character Sensitive: Respect the ‘original’ historic
character and preserve original fabric where
appropriate. Contemporary additions should also
be considered.
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•

•

Conservation: The alteration of any historical
architectural feature or building should be
resisted. The process and mechanisms for the
conservation and restoration of heritage buildings
should be prioritized.
Maximize Mixed Use & Reuse: Mixed-use
development provides live/work opportunities,
and contributes to vital, attractive Downtown
character. Adaptive reuse should be considered
as part of the conservation and restoration of
heritage buildings.

Guidelines
•

Where feasible, the original building fabric
should be preserved. Repair rather than replace
deteriorated architectural features. When
replacement is necessary, match the original.
Replacement of missing features should be based
on historical accuracy.
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•

Original elements that lie beneath contemporary
alterations should be preserved and replicated
where necessary if damaged.

•

Renovate shop fronts in keeping with the original
building design, using those elements that are
intact, and replacing missing features.

•

The base panel of heritage storefronts provides a
visual and functional building base. Original base
panels should be maintained when they exist with
materials of the same colour and texture as the
display window frame, or the pilaster materials.

•

As the largest element of the shop front, the
display window establishes the character of the
facade. The continuity of large display windows
should be maintained.

•

The display front is often divided near the top
into transom windows. The transom should be
maintained and any obstructions such as air
conditioning units that have been inserted into this
space should be removed.

5.14

•

•
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Victoria Street

Doors are a very important functional design
feature of heritage buildings. The location, size,
shape, and style of doors establish our most
immediate impression of a building. Traditionally
constructed of wood and glass and fitted with
metal hardware, each style of door was designed
to fit a particular style of building. The style
of heritage doors should be preserved where
possible, respecting the shape of the opening, the
divisions within it, and the surrounding trim.
In addition to providing light, views, and ventilation,
windows are an important design element of
a heritage building facade. The location, size,
shape and style of windows help to establish our
impression of the building. Replacement windows
should duplicate the originals in style, type and
material. Custom wood sashes should be used to
provide a near-perfect match for the original. If an
exact duplicate is not possible, windows with similar
operation and internal divisions should be installed.

•

The size, location or number of openings on the
main facades should not be changed, unless
the property is being restored to its original
appearance. In cases where the interior has been
renovated and the ceiling lowered, a bulkhead
or valance can finish the ceiling edge against the
window. In some cases, an opaque upper pane
may also be appropriate.

•

Heritage buildings should be painted in
colours matching the original selection. Historic
photographs (supplied by the local heritage
society), and paint samples/fragments (retrieved
from the structure if possible) will provide useful
information.

•

Non-traditional colours should be discouraged,
e.g. primary colours, pastels and excessively
bright tones and hues. Traditional colours should
be used for heritage buildings.
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5.10 Design Strategy
The following policy review is intended to suggest
broad changes or additions/deletions to existing
municipal policy in order to cement the principles
of the Downtown plan into the Municipal Planning
Strategy (MPS) and Land Use Bylaw (LUB). The MPS
contains the general policy statements with regard to
municipal intent (vision, principles, goals, objectives),
while the LUB contains the specific policy ‘rules’ for
managing land uses in the Town. The MPS and LUB
are typically updated on a 5-10 year schedule as a
full public process which is required by the Municipal
Government Act (MGA). The existing MPS and LUB
were adopted and accepted in 2007.
The following policy suggestions should be considered
for future plan iterations.

100
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Municipal Planning Strategy (MPS)
The existing MPS is structured into broad land use
groupings (residential, commercial, commercial
industrial, industrial) , social and cultural
considerations, and infrastructure. A detailed policy
review is beyond the scope of this project. The
following general recommendations are suggested for
future revisions:
Include a policy chapter on sustainability. Many
municipalities, particularly with the need for integrated
community sustainability plans, have incorporated
a dedicated chapter on sustainability policies and
objectives. The Downtown plan emphasizes a compact,
walkable, mixed use core in favour of suburban sprawl.
The Downtown plan also encourages significant
growth in Downtown residential development so that
more people can work, live, learn and play within a
self contained area. The sustainability chapter should
also address AT-planning, bicycle friendly Downtown,
transit oriented development, urban forests, open
space, etc.
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Adopt a policy on restricting banks, business, and
professional offices on Albion Road. This single policy
has prevented the out-migration of the service industry
from the Downtown in many other Towns.
Add a new land use category, Downtown Zone. This
zone shall replace the existing Downtown Commercial
Zone. Within the Downtown Zone, the following uses
shall be deemed compatible:
a. Commercial
b. Residential
c. Mixed-use
d. Parks and Open Space
e. Recreational Facilities
f. Cultural Facilities
g. Institutional Uses and Public Buildings
h. Other uses deemed to be compatible and
desirable for the Downtown area.
Policies CP-10 and CP-11 - strong design guidelines
and architectural standards should be determined, in
order to inform and guide the development agreement
process. This will ensure that future development is of
a character and quality that is acceptable to the Town.
Under policy R-14, add a category of pocket park to
the list of Town facilities.
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Land Use Bylaw

Vacant Building Bylaw

The Center First Plan seeks to create a compact,
vibrant Downtown core with a variety of shops, services
and housing options. Attracting businesses and adding
more residential development will draw people in
and help Amherst reach its full potential. In order to
achieve the vision set forth by this project the following
general recommendations have been suggested with
respect to future Land Use By-law revisions:

Vacant buildings and structures in Downtown areas
may detract from the positive impression of the space.
In order to encourage landlords to occupy these
assets, municipalities may employ an amendment to
the planning strategy, or a land-use bylaw to outline
the roles and responsibilities for vacant building
ownership. In order to encourage the use of vacant
properties in Downtown Amherst, the Town may wish
to consider one of the following options:

The following general recommendations are suggested
for future revisions:
•

The use of the phase ‘Downtown Commercial
Zone” shall be replaced with “Downtown Zone”.

•

Drive-through restaurants should not be
permitted in the Downtown Zone (except those
grandfathered).

•

Garden and Nursery Sales and Supplies should
not be permitted in the Downtown Zone (except
those grandfathered).

•

Exclude Motor Vehicle Fuelling stations in the
Downtown Zone (except those grandfathered).

•

Exclude Self Storage Facilities in the Downtown
Zone (except those grandfathered).

•

Exclude Banks and Financial Institutions from the
Highway Commercial Zone.

•

Exclude Business and Professional Offices from
the Highway Commercial Zone.

•

Exclude Government Offices from Institutional
Uses in Highway Commercial Zone.

•

Add a Heritage Zone. This zone will overlap with
the Commercial and Residential Zones and will
outline specific provisions for the maintenance and
development of Downtown Historic Properties.

•

Negotiate a lease for vacant buildings.

The Town would negotiate a lease of the vacant
property from the owner, for a short period of time.
During that time, occupancy would permit the Town to
carry out a number of options for the space:
•

Minor improvements to the interior and / or
exterior space, such as clean-up, or painting.

•

Advertise the availability of the building, either for
sale, for lease, or for sub-lease.

•

Create attractive window displays advertising civic
events or other Downtown services.

5.15

Vacant Building in Downtown

If the lease of the building includes an option to
purchase (which is typical of many commercial leases),
the Town could renovate and sub-lease, or buy and flip
the property.
The leasing option does require the Town to act
as a real estate speculator, but would be a visible
commitment to Downtown development, and could
potentially lead to income or increased tax revenue, in
addition to limiting the number of vacant spaces.
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6.1

102

Victoria Street Concept
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6: Implementation
T

his report describes both a long-term 20year vision and achievable short-term 10-year
plan for downtown Amherst. The plans and
proposals are consistent with the objectives described
in both the public consultation component of this
project, and many previous studies and reports.
Initial priorities should be placed on making
incremental streetscape improvements to Victoria
Street (street trees, lighting, interpretation, and
furnishings), marking the area with appropriate
signage, and forging an organization alliance with
merchants to facilitate the physical improvements.
This will also ensure maximal benefit from marketing
initiatives. Taking positive and visible small steps at the
beginning is important to gather momentum for the
larger vision.

Setting priorities for implementation should be based
on the following criteria:
•

Immediate economic impact

•

Best probable funding opportunity

•

Timeline for possible environmental, infrastructure,
and land acquisition issues

•

Potential for greatest positive impact

•

Ability to link to other open spaces and sites

•

Status of land ownership or construction readiness

•

Opportunity for partnerships with the private
sector

•

Co-ordination with other on-going municipal
projects

•

Logical design and construction sequence.

Initiatives with a high profile and ease of
implementation should be given the highest priority,
especially where cost is not prohibitive. Larger
and more complex projects will require time and
further study to work out all the details required for
implementation.
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Estimate of Probable Costs
2.1 - Public Improvements
Victoria Street Streetscape (including curbs, sidewalks, lighting, trees, line painting)
Station Street - Lawrence Street
Lawrence Street - Church Street
Church Street - Havelock Street
Havelock Street - Acadia Street
Subtotal
Side Streets Streetscape (including curbs, sidewalks, lighting, trees, line painting)
Church Street
Havelock Street
Subtotal
Lawrence & Laplanche Intersection
Asphalt Removal
150mm Concrete Curb
Asphalt Road
2m Concrete Walkway
Concrete Plaza
Topsoil & Sod
Trees
Public Art
Signalized Intersection
Line Painting
Subtotal
Victoria Park/Civic Centre Upgrades
Asphalt Removal
150mm Concrete Curb
Asphalt Parking
2m Concrete Walkway
Concrete Plaza
Courtyard
Topsoil & Sod
Planting Beds
Trees
Amphitheatre
Relocation of Cenotaph
Public Art
Fountain
Bollards
Line Painting
Furnishings
Subtotal
Mural Park Upgrades
150mm Concrete Curb
2m Concrete Walkway
Concrete Plaza
Topsoil & Sod
Planting Beds
Trees
Furnishings
Subtotal
Marketplace Promenade (including sidewalks, lighting, trees)
Electric Street
King Street
Ratchford Street
Asphalt Parking West of Electric Street
Asphalt Parking East of Electric Street
Asphalt Parking West of King Street
Asphalt Parking East of King Street
Asphalt Parking West of Ratchford Street
Asphalt Parking East of Ratchford Street
Subtotal
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Measure

Units

Unit Cost

100
85
130
210

lin.m.
lin.m.
lin.m.
lin.m.

$3,000
$3,000
$3,000
$3,000

350
240

lin.m.
lin.m.

1200
130
50
360
140
2400
100
1
1
1

February 2010
Cost

$300,000
$255,000
$390,000
$630,000
$1,575,000

$2,400
$2,400

$840,000
$576,000
$1,416,000

sq.m.
lin.m.
lin.m.
lin.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
ea.
ea.
lump sum
lump sum

$6
$150
$110
$160
$110
$7
$1,000
$50,000
$300,000
$2,000

$7,200
$19,500
$5,500
$57,600
$15,400
$16,800
$100,000
$50,000
$300,000
$2,000
$574,000

1440
220
1180
680
750
470
1600
1360
70
250
1
1
1
3
1
8

sq.m.
lin.m.
sq.m.
lin.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
ea.
sq.m.
lump sum
ea.
ea.
ea.
lump sum
ea.

$6
$150
$90
$160
$110
$2,000
$7
$90
$1,000
$100
$46,000
$50,000
$15,000
$1,000
$2,000
$2,000

$8,640
$33,000
$106,200
$108,800
$82,500
$940,000
$11,200
$122,400
$70,000
$25,000
$46,000
$50,000
$15,000
$3,000
$2,000
$16,000
$1,639,740

65
55
380
360
210
13
2

lin.m.
lin.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
ea.
ea.

$150
$160
$110
$7
$90
$1,000
$2,000

$9,750
$8,800
$41,800
$2,520
$18,900
$13,000
$4,000
$98,770

150
145
155
2980
5710
2710
630
5760
4730

lin.m.
lin.m.
lin.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.

$3,000
$3,000
$3,000
$90
$90
$90
$90
$90
$90

$450,000
$435,000
$465,000
$268,200
$513,900
$243,900
$56,700
$518,400
$425,700
$3,376,800
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6.2

Estimate of Probable Costs

Library Park Upgrades
150mm Concrete Curb
2m Concrete Walkway
Concrete Plaza
Topsoil & Sod
Planting Beds
Trees
Amphitheatre
Public Art
Furnishings

65
180
220
900
160
26
140
1
4

lin.m.
lin.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
ea.
sq.m.
ea.
ea.

$150
$160
$110
$7
$90
$1,000
$100
$50,000
$2,000

$9,750
$28,800
$24,200
$6,300
$14,400
$26,000
$14,000
$50,000
$8,000
$181,450

Asphalt Removal
150mm Concrete Curb
2m Concrete Walkway
Concrete Plaza
Topsoil & Sod
Trees
Furnishings

2340
280
200
900
1750
43
8

sq.m.
lin.m.
lin.m.
sq.m.
sq.m.
ea.
ea.

$6
$150
$160
$110
$7
$1,000
$2,000

$14,040
$42,000
$32,000
$99,000
$12,250
$43,000
$16,000
$258,290

Roundabout

1

ea.

$350,000

$350,000
$350,000

Year 1 - 5
Year 5 - 10
Year 10 - 20

5
5
10

years
years
years

$150,000
$170,000
$190,000

$750,000
$850,000
$1,900,000
$3,500,000

4
100
6
50
6
4
12

ea.
ea.
ea.
ea.
ea.
ea.
ea.

$20,000
$150
$12,000
$150
$1,200
$1,200
$4,000

$80,000
$15,000
$72,000
$7,500
$7,200
$4,800
$48,000
$234,500

1
1
1
1

lump sum
lump sum
lump sum
lump sum

$30,000
$40,000
$50,000
$20,000

$30,000
$40,000
$50,000
$20,000
$140,000
$13,344,550

Subtotal
Train Station Park

Subtotal
Albion Street Roundabout
Subtotal
Land Assembly

Subtotal
Signage & Interpretive Program
Gateway Signage
Street Blades
Information Kiosks
Banners
Directional Signage
Informational Signage
Interpretive Signage
Subtotal
2.2 - Additional Studies
Signage & Branding Schematic Design
Urban Forest Plan
AT Plan
Parking Strategy
Subtotal
Total
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6.1 Budget Estimates
The implementation strategy illustrates how the
recommended public projects may be completed
in three phases. Assuming that funding is available,
the work indicated should be able to be completed
within the 20-year vision. These estimates also assume
program budgets will be adjusted accordingly for
inflation and other unexpected cost increases. The
following table (Table 6.1) summarizes the total cost of
implementation, and a breakdown of how these costs
may be distributed over three phases.
The total implementation budget for the 20-year
Centre First Strategy is approximately $13.4 million
dollars (2009 dollars). If the Town and project funding
partners were able to contribute approximately
$650,000 (2009 dollars) in capital or in-kind to the
projects identified each year, all works could be
completed within 20 years.
Some of the capital required may already exist within
annual budgets for maintenance and renewal of the
streets and other related infrastructure. We have
included a 20% contingency to allow some flexibility
during detailed design We have also added 15% for
design and project management costs however, these
will vary from 8% to 18% depending on the size, nature
and the level of project management required. Exact
costs will depend upon detailed designs and bidding
climate prevailing at the time of implementation. All
projects require detailed design to facilitate quality
implementation.

Clear public policy favouring
historic preservation, particularly
when targeted at identifiable
districts, provides a level of
certainty and stability necessary
to attract investment.

Materials and quantities were derived from
measurements taken from the 1” = 200’ georeferenced base mapping. This level of accuracy is
sufficient for general planning; however, more accurate
estimates will be required during the detailed design
and construction stages before going to tender with
proposed work. Actual costs may be plus or minus
20%. All quotes reflect Dec 2009 ‘installed’ prices, not
including tax. With recent ballooning petroleum prices,
prices could increase rapidly in line with petroleum.
The budget estimate does not include costs for
long-term easements, land purchases or private
improvements. Miscellaneous items/costs are outlined
in the various sub-area descriptions and these include
allowances for grading, catch basin relocation and
special features.

- Carolyn Douthat,
Economic Incentives for Historic
Preservation

It is important to recognize that the drawings and
designs in this document are conceptual only. A
qualified design firm/team should be commissioned
to prepare schematic and detailed design drawings
and contract documents for each individual project.
This additional cost has been accounted for in the cost
spreadsheet.
The following budget summaries are broken down on
an area by area.
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6.2 Phasing Strategy
This report describes the long term vision for
Downtown Amherst. Implementation of the various
plan components will occur over a 20 year build out
period, and successful realization of the strategy is
integrally linked to a comprehensive and realistic
phasing program. A successful approach will address
any challenges that may arise and will implement
the various elements of the plan in logical and costefficient manner.
Forecasting a year-by-year phasing strategy is difficult
without a strong sense of annual budgets. Priorities
set by the Steering Committee can be influenced by
the opportunities that arise from unforeseen funding
sources, new developments and private sector
initiatives.
Phasing Timeline
Immediately: 0 - 2 Years.
Short Term: 2 - 5 Years.
Medium Term: 5 - 10 Years
Long Term: 10 + Years

6.3
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Implementation Chart
Centre First Strategy Components
Public Realm
Victoria Park Redevelopment
New Civic Centre
Marketplace Promenade
Pocket Park Redevelopment
Laplanche and Lawrence Street Intersection
Albion Street Roundabout
General Streetscape Improvements
Urban Infill
Signage and Wayfinding
Urban Forestry Plan
Tantramar Marsh Trail
Utility Relocation
Public Art Program

Business Strategy
Downtown Development Committee
Business Recruitment Plan
Downtown Retail Coordination
Vacant Space Clearinghouse
Wireless Downtown

Downtown Development Promotion
Downtown Programming

Real Estate & Land Use Strategy
Real Estate Strategy
Facade Incentive Program
Heritage District

Project Phase / Detail

Time Frame

Jan 2010
Responsibility

Detailed design
Program development / Feasibility
Study

Immediately
Short Term

Town of Amherst
Town of Amherst

Medium Term
Ongoing

Town of Amherst
Town of Amherst

Medium Term
Medium Term
Ongoing

Town of Amherst
Town of Amherst
Town of Amherst

Ongoing
Short Term

Developers
Town of Amherst

Short Term
Short Term
Ongoing

Town of Amherst
Town of Amherst
Town of Amherst

Short Term

Town of Amherst
with DARS / Other

As capital funding permits,
undertake detailed design
Feasibility / detailed traffic study
Feasibility / detailed traffic study
As capital projects unfold, include
streetscape elements.
As market value determines.
Undertake a comprehensive
signage and branding program
Undertake an urban forestry plan
Detailed design
As capital projects unfold, include
utility relocation in scope.
Expand upon current program

Determine terms of reference and
invite members.
Begin development of a recruitment
guide.
Downtown Development
Committee to examine this further.
Early priority for Downtown
Development Committee
Commence RFP process (Town
could offer bidding assistance to
DARS)
Early priority for Downtown
Development Committee
Build upon successful events, such
as the fibre arts festival

Articulate policy and organization
framework
Early priority for Downtown
Development Officer.
Form a heritage advisory
committee

Immediately
Ongoing
Immediately
Short Term
Immediately

Ongoing
Ongoing

Town of Amherst
with DARS & CREDA
Town of Amherst
with DARS & CREDA
Town of Amherst
with DARS & CREDA
Town of Amherst
with DARS & CREDA
Town of Amherst
with DARS & CREDA
Town of Amherst
with DARS & CREDA
Town of Amherst
with DARS & CREDA

Ongoing

Town of Amherst

Short Term

Town of Amherst

Short Term

Town of Amherst
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Implementation Matrix

committee
Parking and Circulation Strategy
Off-Street Parking
On-Street Parking
Laplanche and Lawrence Street Intersection
Albion Street Roundabout
General Streetscape Improvements
Bike Lanes
Bike Parking
Mid-Block Pedestrian Alleys
Road Closures & Modifications
Design Strategy
Municipal Design Guidelines
Municipal Planning Strategy Update
Land Use Bylaw Update
Vacant Building Bylaw

Final Repor t • Februar y 2010

Form a working group with parking
lot landowners
Remove dangerous or undesirable
spaces
Feasibility / detailed traffic study
Feasibility / detailed traffic study
As capital projects unfold, include
streetscape elements.
As capital projects unfold, include
typical bike lane detail.
As capital projects unfold, include
with streetscape elements.
As capital projects unfold.
As capital projects unfold.

Adopt
Revise and update in 2012 (five
year milestone)
Revise and update in 2012 (five
year milestone)
Include in MPS update

Short Term
Immediately

Town of Amherst

Medium Term
Medium Term
Ongoing

Town of Amherst

Ongoing

Town of Amherst

Ongoing

Town of Amherst

Ongoing
Ongoing

Town of Amherst
Town of Amherst

Short Term
Medium Term

Town of Amherst
Town of Amherst

Medium Term

Town of Amherst

Medium Term

Town of Amherst
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6.5

Victoria Street Concept

6.3 Next Steps to Move
towards Realization of the
Vision
DARS

The Town
•

•

Church Street Concept

108

The Town should continue to ‘passively’ assemble
land (as strategic lots come up for sale, purchase
them) for parking lots and anchor developments in
the downtown as outlined in this report.

•

The Town should develop an Urban Forest Master
Plan.

•

The Town should develop an Open Space Master
Plan.

•

The Town should develop an Active
Transportation Plan.

•

The Town should pursue the Facade Incentive
Program with higher levels of government
to determine the potential contributions. A
further, more detailed facade study (above the
recommendations of this report) may be required
as part of this program once the details of the
program are better defined.

•

6.6

The Town should investigate the land use
suggestions in this report and formulate policy to
encourage the mixed use strategy outlined in this
report.

The Town should develop and implement a
detailed civic signage and wayfinding strategy
in more detail than the concepts outlined in this
report. A downtown branding strategy should
be developed in association with the signage
program.
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•

The Town should commission detailed design
drawings for the new streetscape design once
funding priorities are investigated.

•

The Town should find a location for an urban
market.

•

The Town should add bike lanes, bump-outs, midblock alleys, and other streetscape enhancements
as outlined in this report.

•

The Town should encourage a civic art strategy
for the entire downtown to make Amherst one of
the most memorable art communities in Atlantic
Canada.

•

An interpretive program should be developed
for the Town with interpretive panels or high
tech podcasting tours. The program should
highlight potential interpretive themes and topics,
and interpretive approaches (panels, hands on
exhibits, etc.).

•

The Town should develop additional marketing
collateral around the proposed brandmark
outlined in this study. This would include
stationary package, website, community walking
maps, developer information package, commercial
business information package, etc.

•

The Town should implement the public space
physical improvements suggested in this report.
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•

DARS should actively meet with and pursue
experienced mixed use developers and
commercial prospects to increase downtown
development.

•

DARS should develop an event program for the
downtown that includes at least 8 significant
public downtown events per year during all 4
seasons.

•

DARS should create downtown space clearing
house or registry of potential properties for active
marketing of downtown to infill developers.

•

DARS should look into initiating an annual
Downtown Awards Program for private land
owners.

•

DARS should work with the town in implementing
a facade incentive program.

•

DARS should develop a series of retailing and
storefront design courses for its members.
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6.4 Ways to Measure
Development Success
Unlike more conventional planning exercises, which
may have clear indicators of implementation and
success, Downtown redevelopment often focuses
on more abstract or complex solutions which can be
harder to quantify. How can the success of a plan such
as Centre First be measured? What tools exist for the
Town of Amherst and its partners to track the progress
of the various plan components as they unfold? Other
municipalities have examined this question, and several
categories for measurement and evaluation emerge
as common indicators of Downtown redevelopment
success.
•

•

Economic Indicators. A successful Downtown
should be busy during the day and night.
Economic Indicators include number and variety
of businesses, and number and variety of housing
options as well as the quality and quantity of
office space. Residents should have a variety of
restaurants to choose from, things to buy, services
to enjoy, and housing options. Entertainment and
cultural venues are also important generators of
economic activity.
Vacancy Rates. Attracting new businesses to the
Downtown increases revenues and gives patrons
options for shopping and services. The more
competitive commercial space is in the Downtown
the more revenue can be drawn from the space.
In order to be successful, businesses want to
locate in places with high foot traffic. Vacant
lots and spaces mean a town is missing out on
potential revenue. Capitalizing on the space in
the Downtown contributes to the vibrancy of the
Downtown which will only attract more people
and potential business opportunities.

•

Perception. Successful Downtowns have a
variety of activities during the day and night.
Good lighting, lots of people, and a subtle
police presence all contribute to a perception of
activity, safety, and vibrancy. What visitors and
residents see in the Downtown contributes to
their feelings and perceptions. Creating a positive
experience encourages frequent interaction
and allows residents to feel a sense of pride in
their community, and be enthusiastic about their
surroundings.

•

Community Involvement. Engaging the community
in decisions about the Downtown and getting
their feedback is also a good way to measure a
successful Downtown plan. Participating in the
planning process and attending community events
shows that people have a vested interest in what
goes on in their town. Also, providing activities for
patrons, especially youth, reduces the amount of
loitering and vandalism which has been expressed
as a problem in Amherst.

•

Cleanliness. Keeping streets clear of refuse is
important. Clean streets are more welcoming
and frequent curbside garbage and recycling
receptacles encourage and support a litter-free
Downtown.

•

Prior to the implementation of any of the Centre
First plan components or recommendations, the
Town of Amherst should collect data for these
categories (if it does not already exist), to use
as a baseline for comparison. At the various
implementation milestones, progress can be
tracked to ensure that the plan stays focused on
the end goals, and any adaptations can be made,
as required.
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A: Online Survey
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B: Brookings Report:
Step 1: Capture the Vision

A

good starting point is to engage in a
“visioning” process. While denigrated by
some for being “soft and fuzzy,” a visioning
process not only determines if there is community
support but it also uncovers the emotional, economic,
and fiscal reasons for turning around the downtown.
This process should be professionally managed, with
money allocated to pay for it. It is best if the money
raised starts the entire revitalization process off on
the right foot; it should be primarily private and
non-profit sector funded. The public sector can and
should participate, both to have a stake in and to give
legitimacy to the process. This will eventually give way
to a private/public partnership, an intentional reversal
of the way this phrase is usually stated.

Step 2: Develop a Strategic Plan
The process for determining the comprehensive
strategy starts by bringing together an expanded
version of the advisory group. The group should
include neighborhood group representatives, retailers,
investors, developers, property owners, churches,
the mayor and key city councilors, the heads of select
city departments, non-profit organizations, artists,
homeless advocates, and others. Selecting the right
composition is extremely important to ensure that no
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significant group feels left out. The group needs to
be relatively small (less than 25 individuals), however,
in order to both build a sense of trust and cohesion
and, ultimately, to ensure the process stays focused on
results. It is also crucial that the individuals be people
who are interested in successful solutions, not narrow
political gain.
Two one-day sessions devoted to the strategic
planning process, separated by about a month,
are generally sufficient to crafting the strategy and
implementation plan. Before the first day, a “briefing
book” should be assembled to provide the group with
a common set of data about the existing conditions
downtown. This briefing book should include findings
from the visioning process (technical and subjective
portraits), market and consumer real estate research
for all product types (office, hotel, rental housing,
retail, etc.), data on the existing condition of the
downtown infrastructure and public services, and other
relevant information.
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Step 3: Forge a Healthy
Private/Public Partnership
Successful downtown revitalizations are generally
private/public partnerships, not the other way around.
The public sector, usually lead by the mayor or some
other public official, may convene the strategy process
but it must quickly be led by the private entities whose
time and money will ultimately determine the effort’s
success. A healthy, sustained partnership is crucial to
getting the revitalization process off the ground and
building the critical mass needed to spur a cycle of
sustainable development.
The key to the public sector’s successful involvement in
downtown redevelopment is to avoid making it overly
political. Once it has been launched, it is essential
for future politicians to “keep their hands off” to the
maximum extent possible. Investors, developers, and
volunteers helping to revive downtown are motivated
by emotion, passion, long-term financial returns, and
many other unique and personal reasons. A politician
trying to advance his career can very easily quash this
momentum and destroy the private/public partnership
in the process.
All this is not to say that the public sector should
be completely laissez-faire. City leaders must be
absolutely committed to the process both in word and
in deed, and be willing and able to do what it takes
to help create the right environment for private sector
development and investment.

Step 4: Make the Right Thing Easy
If the downtown area around Santa Fe, New Mexico’s
much beloved and vibrant 400 year old Plaza burned
to the ground, legally it would only be possible to
rebuild strip commercial buildings, likely anchored by
Wal-Mart Super Centers, Home Depots, and the other
usual suspects.
In downtown Santa Fe and dozens of others around
the country, zoning and building codes of the past
fifty years actually outlaw the necessary elements of
walkable urbanism. In many cities, for example, often
well-intended setback and floor-area ratio rules mean
that new construction cannot maintain consistency
with older historic structures. Also, excessive parking
requirements can create large surface lots fronting
once-lively streets, eroding the vitality of otherwise
coherent places. Coupled with an emphasis on
separation of land uses and limited densities,
downtown revitalization becomes nearly impossible
from a legal perspective.

Step 5: Establish Business Improvement
Districts and Other Non-Profits
The BID’s main leadership role is managing the
implementation of the strategy, which must be
constantly updated. The BID may be responsible, for
example, for ensuring the various task forces charged
with implementing parts of the strategy are motivated
to complete their efforts.
The BID might also create a new signage program for
downtown, work for the development and approval
of the form-based code, and market the downtown to
new developers.
The BID’s operational role is usually (1) increasing the
perceived and actual safety of downtown; (2) making
the place cleaner; (3) creating festivals and events to
encourage suburbanites to come downtown, and;
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(4) improving downtown’s image. BIDs typically include
a force of trained “safety ambassadors” who offer
a friendly face on the street, are trained to handle
quality of life infractions, and who are wired to the
police. They also have permanent staff performing the
cleaning, events, and marketing functions.
In short, the BID and other non-profits are a
downtown’s management team—ensuring its many
complex elements work together to create a safe,
attractive, unique, and well-functioning place.
Step 6: Create a Catalytic Development Company
Revitalizing downtowns have overcome the problem
of attracting developers by establishing a “catalytic
developer.” This organization is formed to develop the
initial projects that the market and consumer research
shows have potential demand but above market risk.
The catalytic development firm demonstrates to the
rest of the development community and their investors
that downtown development can make economic
sense.
A catalytic development company can engage in
varying activities in the development process. Among
the possibilities are: undertaking land assemblage and
land development to prepare lots for new construction;
financing the gap between conventional financing and
the amount of money required to make the project
happen; or developing a complete building from start
to finish.
In the early years of the revitalization process, it is
probable that the catalytic development firm will
have to engage in complete building development.
Eventually, once the market is proven, the catalytic
developer can joint venture with other building
developers, possibly providing land for deals. In
a successful downtown, the catalytic developer
will eventually work itself out of business as more
developers come to understand the financial benefits
of downtown development.
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Step 7: Create an Urban
Entertainment District
It all starts, as in any real estate development, with
market demand. Understanding which of the many
urban entertainment options that have the greatest
potential for success is a crucial first step. These can
include:
Arenas, performing arts centers, or stadiums. Since
1990, the vast majority of all new arenas, performing
arts centers, and stadiums have been built downtown.
They work better financially by having higher average
attendance than their suburban competitors, and there
is significant economic spin-off within walking distance.
Movie theaters. The new generation of movie
theaters—mega-plexes with digital sound and stadium
seating—also benefit from a downtown location,
assuming large amounts of evening and weekend
parking can be provided for free. They also spark
significant restaurant demand.
Restaurants. A crucial part of any urban entertainment
strategy, downtown restaurants provide lunch for the
office workers and dinner for the night-time crowd,
broadening their appeal and financial success.
Specialty retail. Unique clothing, shoes, cosmetics,
gift, and other specialty stores—as well as service
providers such as day spas and design studios—can
be attracted downtown. These will be mostly small,
locally-owned retailers but will also include national
chains.

Arts. The vast array of arts organizations, particularly
music performers and visual artists, has a natural
affinity for downtown. They are generally in the
vanguard of urban dwellers. Arts festivals, galleries,
museums, and workshops are among the best and
earliest urban entertainment providers.
Night Clubs. Generally aimed at people in their 20s
and 30s, night clubs also have a natural affinity for
downtown; these venues tend to be loud and stay
open late so there are constraints on where else they
can locate in the region.
These urban entertainment concepts appeal to
different clientele, yet can all be accommodated within
walking distance. There can be a night club district
a few blocks away from the performing arts center.
There can be an arts district close to a movie theater
and restaurants. An arena can be shoe-horned near
office towers, double using the commuter roadways,
transit, and office parking lots. This complexity gives
all sorts of people a reason to come downtown,
which is particularly important in the early years when
downtown’s image may not be positive.

A.4

Marketplace Promenade Concept

A.5

Marketplace Promenade Concept

The most important benefit of entertainment is to get
“feet on the street,” especially at night. And just as a
crowded restaurant is the best recommendation that
it is a good place, crowded sidewalks recommend
downtown, signaling a safe environment, and providing
an excitement and spectacle that draws people to the
area.

Festivals. One of the initial urban entertainment
concepts, street festivals can be introduced relatively
quickly to a reviving downtown since there is little or
no capital outlay.
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Step 8: Develop a Rental Housing Market
The initial urban pioneers looking to live within walking
distance of the urban entertainment growing in
downtown will tend to be young, often students and
those in their 20s. This age group was probably raised
in the suburbs, and probably doesn’t have as negative
an impression of downtown as their elders. They also
look upon it as exciting and interesting, especially
compared to where they were raised.
The young also tend to rent, as they don’t have the
assets, income, or location stability required to buy a
home. They are more flexible, tied only to the lease
they have signed, probably for a year or less. Once an
urban entertainment concentration begins to emerge,
this group generally has both the propensity to move
downtown, and the ability to make the move quickly.
Rental housing projects can be conversions of existing
office, industrial, or institutional buildings or new
construction. The renovation of existing buildings
offers some of the most exciting new housing options,
as they are unlike other rental products in the regional
market.
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Though often a source of great challenge for
developers, converting obsolete, sometimes decrepit
buildings into attractive, active uses has ancillary
benefits. This type of development also begins to
take lower end, class C office buildings off the market,
paving the way for the eventual recovery of the office
market.
New construction of rental housing has its own unique
trials. While construction costs are much better
known up front, with fewer surprises than conversions,
these new costs tend to be high. There is no existing
steel or concrete structure frame, parking, or reuseable heating and cooling systems to recycle. Since
apartment rents tend to have an absolute ceiling in
any market, the cost of new construction must come in
at a level that is financially feasible, which can be very
difficult to do, especially early in the redevelopment
process when rents are probably low.
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A.6

Bird Building

Like suburban development, an initial downtown
turnaround requires sufficient parking. Only after
critical mass is reached will parking ratios begin to
drop, as more of the residents are walking or taking
transit for their daily needs. The majority of the parking
for rental apartments typically needs to be on-site.
While converted office or industrial buildings may
have more than sufficient parking, new construction
will likely require structured parking, which is
approximately 10-20 times more expensive than
surface parking to build. In either case, the amount of
parking on the site will drive the number of units that
can be built.
In spite of the obstacles, downtown can often achieve
the highest rents in the metropolitan area. If you offer a
unique rental product in a unique, walkable downtown
that is on the way back, the rents are likely to float to
the top of the market.
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Step 9: Pioneer an Affordability Strategy
Like most things in life, turning around a downtown
means good news and bad news. The good news is
that if a critical mass of walkable urbanism is created,
the rents, sales values, and land values will probably be
the highest in the metropolitan area, rewarding those
willing to take the risk, build high quality construction,
and wait patiently for returns. The bad news is that the
values will be some of the highest in the metropolitan
area, meaning only the well-to-do can live downtown.
To address this issue, an affordability strategy must be
developed early-on in the revitalization process.
The issue of affordability generally focuses on
housing. Specifically, lower paid workers who are
employed downtown will not be able to afford the
newly converted or new construction rental or for-sale
housing due to the basic cost to deliver the product,
and the high demand generated for it. Federal
government-sponsored affordable housing programs
have recently been cut back and the red-tape is
discouraging to some developers. And the community
development corporations (CDC’s) who specialize in
affordable housing generally do not have the capacity
to fill the need.

One of the usual approaches to affordability is to
simply mandate it be addressed. Some downtown
projects have a quota of affordable housing, such as
20 percent, particularly if the project had some form
of government assistance. While this approach is
required if federal housing tax credits are employed,
it is counter-productive if they are arbitrarily used.
In essence, the use of an affordable set-aside means
the other 80 percent of the tenants or buyers must
pay for the 20 percent being subsidized. So just at a
time the downtown is struggling to come back, the
very families they are trying to attract are “taxed” for
pioneering the downtown revitalization. If all housing
developments in the metropolitan area, or even in the
city, had an affordable housing set-aside, that would
be both fair and socially beneficial. Yet almost no
affordable housing advocates have the will to take on
the powerful suburban homebuilders. It is much easier
to mandate affordable housing program on developers
willing to take on socially oriented development, like
the revitalization of downtown.
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Step 10: Focus on For-Sale Housing
Following the establishment of urban entertainment
and the initial “colonization” of downtown by urban
pioneers who rent, for-sale housing can return to
downtown. For sale housing appeals to a very different
set of households than renters. They are generally
older, not as adventuresome, and are prepared and
able to invest in the largest asset of their personal net
worth, their home.
The natural markets for for-sale housing in a reviving
downtown include young professional singles and
couples and Baby Boomer empty nesters. These are
typically childless households who likely demand
less living space, and aren’t concerned about the
quality of the schools. Still, far-sighted civic strategists
responsible for downtown revitalization would be
wise to include improving the downtown schools in
their strategic plan. This would allow for the young
professionals to stay in downtown if they eventually
have children. In downtown Albuquerque, for example,
the schools were a part of the strategy. There is a
magnet elementary school serving downtown and
in the fall of 2005, a charter high school with 200
students is moving into an old federal Building.
Another likely market to come downtown, though
generally after the initial wave of for-sale housing,
is retirees. The ability to access goods and services
without the need for a car, coupled with close
proximity to medical care in many cities, make
downtown an ideal location for this group. This allows
them to stay in the same city near friends and family
while maintaining their self-sufficiency, especially if
they are not able to drive.
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Having an established for-sale housing market is the
ultimate test of whether the downtown has achieved
critical mass. Given the size of the for-sale housing
market, it is crucial to the success of a downtown
turnaround. Bringing middle and upper-middle
housing to downtown will provide the tax base so
sorely needed by most cities, and members of these
households will demand a level of service that will
continue the upward spiral. These services—whether
they be safety, cleanliness, or parades—will benefit all
elements of the community, not just those who choose
to make their home downtown.

Step 11: Develop a Local-Serving
Retail Strategy
Once downtown begins to be repopulated, the
demand for local-serving retail will grow. As new
downtowners often come to realize, however, longtime inner-city households have had to drive to
the suburbs for most of their daily shopping needs
for the past 20 to 30 years. In the initial stages of
redevelopment, the new downtown residents have to
as well. There are two primary reasons why many of
these urban areas are under-retailed, despite their high
density of demand for goods and services.
First, the structure of retail has changed considerably
over the past several decades, evolving into fewer
and larger outlets. These larger outlets draw from a
consumer radius that has become wider and wider,
increasingly undercutting smaller retailers in the area in
price and selection.
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The mom and pop grocer had a three to four block
consumer draw, A & P had a one to two mile consumer
draw and Wal-Mart has a three to five mile consumer
draw. Store sizes went from 5,000 square feet mom &
pop stores to 20,000 to 40,000 square feet regional
and national chains to 180,000 square feet super
centers. More significantly, the 40,000 square foot
grocery store had about five acres of land, 80 percent
under asphalt for parking, while the super center has a
need for about 20 to 25 acres of land, most of it used
for parking. Finding five acres in or near downtown is
difficult, and finding 20 to 25 acres is nearly impossible
in many cities. As each succeeding generation of
retailer’s stores and parking lots became geometrically
larger in size, the obsolete retail space was abandoned
or under-utilized, resulting in the miles of deteriorating
strip commercial littering American arterial highways.
The big retail boxes went further to the fringe to obtain
the vast amount of land required for their “modern”
concepts.
Second, local-serving retail is a “follower” real estate
product, i.e., the housing must be in place before
a grocery store can build a store. As a downtown
redevelops, there are not enough households initially
to justify the conventional grocery store. This is
coupled with the fact they these stores have little or
no experience in an in-fill urban location with parking
challenges.

Centre Fir s t :
Downtown Amher s t Ac tion Strategy

Of course, there are still locally-owned retailers who
provide groceries, drugs, and hardware and offer the
“in and out” convenience—especially for one and two
item trips—that larger stores lack. Unfortunately, they
have become a dying breed. These companies often
have weak balance sheets and thus have difficulty
obtaining financing from banks for new development.
Only if a project has sufficient patient long-term
equity is it possible to lease or build space for smaller
retailers with a shaky financial history. Thus while some
of these stores will continue to thrive, as a group they
are probably only part of the solution to downtowns’
growing local-serving retail demands. The other part of
the solution is finding ways to entice national “big box”
retailers to integrate into a walkable landscape.
Step 12: Re-create a Strong Office Market
As entertainment, housing, and retail are established
downtown, the office market will begin to follow.

As upper-middle income for-sale housing is built in
downtown, there will gradually be a return of a healthy
office market and the employment it houses. Once the
bosses, who make the ultimate decision about office
location, begin to live downtown, they will decide to
bring their office there as well. Why should they drive
to the suburbs from downtown when they could walk
to work or have a very short drive? This has happened
in those downtowns that have been redeveloping the
longest over the past generation, particularly Denver,
Portland, and Seattle. Denver, for example, had a vastly
overbuilt office market following the energy bust of the
early 1980s, which left office vacancies over 30 percent.
Due to the combination of the 1990s economic
boom, the conversion of obsolete office space into
housing, and the construction of new for-sale housing
in downtown, office buildings were once again being
built in the last few years.

due to the past overbuilding and the weak demand
for office employment in the economy in general.
However, it will be a tremendous benefit for city
revenues and the employment prospects of other
downtown and city residents. With most new
metropolitan jobs located in the favored quarter
of the suburbs, they were hard to reach by city
residents, especially those with lower incomes.
A growth in office development will address this
imbalance, though it generally takes 15 to 20 years
from the start of the revitalization process.

This step in the redevelopment process will probably
only fill existing, vacant office space in most cities,
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C: Traffic Study

D

eveloping a plan for traf fic in the
Downtown core requires consideration
of both quantitative and qualitative
aspec t s. From a qualitative per spec tive,
consideration is given to the general ef ficienc y
of traf fic operations, safet y considerations /
perceptions, vehicle composition, vulnerable
road user ac tivities, par king ac tivities and
other fac tor s that af fec t the overall qualit y
of travel experience for all user s of the
downtown. Quantitatively, it is impor tant to
under s tand specific charac teris tic s that c an
provide travel oppor tunities or cons traint s
such as operations at key inter sec tions,
par king c apacit y, queues and delays and
volume charac teris tic s as some examples.

Surrounding Roads
The Town of Amher s t sit s in a s trategic
loc ation at the junc tion of the Trans Canada
Highway Route 104 and Provincial Routes 2,
6, and 204. Highway 104 is a major route
connec ting Nova Scotia to New Br unswick and
point s wes t, and Routes 2 and 6 connec t to the
Gloosc ap Trail and Sunrise Trail, respec tively –
which are renowned scenic roadways that ser ve
as popular touris t des tinations.

Due to the high level nature of this projec t,
much of our wor k focuses on the qualitative
aspec t s of travel and in and through the
Downtown area, through quantitative
evaluation has been c ar ried is cer tain
circums tances were required to suppor t the
Ac tion Plan.
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Direc t acces s to the adjacent highway net wor k
makes Amher s t an at trac tive s top for many
traveler s seeking amenities such as fuel, food,
and accommodations. Traf fic volumes on Highway
104 in the vicinit y of Amher s t range from 10,0 0 0
to 15,0 0 0 vehicles per day. This has provided
considerable oppor tunit y for commercial ac tivit y
in the area, though due to it s close proximit y to
the Highway, much of this ac tivit y in recent year s
has focused on the souther n sec tions of Albion
Street.
Amher s t is acces sible from Highway 104 from 3
interchanges : E xit 1 ( L aplanche Street ), E xit 3
( Vic toria Street Wes t ), and E xit 4 ( Albion Street ).
O f these, Albion Street experiences the highes t
annual average daily traf fic volumes ( A ADT ) of
12,0 0 0 vehicles per day compared with 3,60 0 and
2,50 0 on L aplanche Street and Vic toria Street,
respec tively. While it is dif ficult to specific ally
deter mine the volume of traf fic on each of these
s treet s that is direc tly at tributable to Highway
104 traf fic, it is clear that the Albion Street
interchange t ypic ally experiences the highes t
volumes.

126

Final Repor t • Februar y 2010

Getting to Downtown Amherst
Although Amher s t as a whole is loc ated
direc tly adjacent to Highway 104, direc t acces s
to the downtown core is les s convenient than
that of the commercialized areas on South
Albion Street. Each acces s route bet ween
Highway 104 and the downtown is bet ween
2 and 3 kilometer s in length, which c an
deter the c asual visitor from venturing into
the cit y centre. The three downtown routes
acces sible from Highway 104 c an be generally
summarized as follows :
•

Albion Street : A commercialized cor ridor
comprising several ser vice center s
including fuel, convenience s tores, hotels,
and res taurant s along with retail outlet s
including big box s tores and shopping
malls.

•

Vic toria Street Wes t ( Route 6 ) : Primarily
a residential s treet bet ween Highway 104
and the downtown, Vic toria Street Wes t
pas ses many homes of older vintage and
the Amher s t Railway Station.

•

L aplanche Street ( Route 2 ) : Runs through
a les s developed area bet ween Highway
104 and the downtown core, sur rounded
primarily by agricultural fields along with
some residential and commercial land
uses.
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Background Data Collection
Site Investigation
A detailed site inves tigation was under taken
of the s tudy area that included comprehensive
video c apture and commentar y on exis ting
conditions. The primar y pur pose of
the inves tigations was to gain a bet ter
under s tanding of the vulnerable road user,
traf fic and par king charac teris tic s of the core
area, areas of oppor tunities and deficiencies,
and provide a video record for subsequent
analysis.

Traf fic Counts
Traf fic count s provide a basic quantitative
under s tanding of how traf fic flows on the
overall road net wor k, along with the evaluation
of the per for mance of key inter sec tions and
identific ation of cur rent and potential c apacit y
and operational cons traint s. Inter sec tion
tur ning movement count s were c ar ried out
for the weekday mor ning and af ter noon peak
traf fic periods at the following inter sec tions :
Vic toria Street @ L awrence Street
Vic toria Street @ Church Street
Vic toria Street @ L aplanche Street
Additional inter sec tion tur ning movement
count s were provided by the Town for the
inter sec tion of Albion / Church / Crescent.
The obser ved peak hour s were bet ween 8 -9
AM and 4 -5PM, though it is pos sible the PM
peak may s tar t before 4 PM. Count s c ar ried
out at Albion / Church / Crescent inter sec tion
sugges t that the noon peak hour is also
relatively busy, but is not signific antly dif ferent
from the AM and PM peak periods.
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Traf fic volumes are considered relatively low
throughout the peak periods and no c apacit y
or queuing is sues were evident. Figure 1-1
shows traf fic volumes for the 3 inter sec tions
along Vic toria Street Eas t for the AM and
PM peak periods, respec tively. Traf fic count s
included pedes trian count s and vehicle
clas sific ation ( i.e c ar, heav y vehicle ).
The percentage of heav y vehicles during
the AM and PM peak periods was obser ved
as 3.7% and 1.5% , respec tively. Pedes trian
volumes were quite low during both peak
periods. For example, pedes trian volumes
through the Church / Vic toria inter sec tion were
in the range of 10 -15 pedes trian cros sings per
hour on a t ypic al leg of the inter sec tion.

Parking
There is a considerable amount of available
par king space in the downtown suppor ting the
needs of employees, cus tomer s, and visitor s.
The par king is composed primarily of ons treet and sur face based par king lot s and it
is impor tant to note that all par king in the
downtown area is free of user charges.
Viewing an aerial photo of the downtown area
reveals a vas t ar ray of sur face based par king
areas which exhibit dif ferent shapes, sizes,
design s tandards, par king orientations, and
acces s charac teris tic s. It appear s that par king
has grown organic ally based on the availabilit y
and need of individual busines ses as well as
the parcel of land that is available for par king
pur poses in that specific proper t y. It is clear
that in many c ases, adjacent land owner s
do not coordinate ef for t s to utilize available
par king areas in a mutually beneficial manner
resulting in many inef ficiencies, reduced
par king c apacit y, and of ten confusing or nonintuitive acces s to the par king areas.

Similar to sur face par king lot s, there is a
considerable amount of on-s treet par king
spaces available to driver s acces sing the
downtown core. In general, the on-s treet
par king spaces are intended for shor t-ter m
use, as they are mar ked as 1-hour usage
during t ypic al wor king hour s ( 8 am to 5 pm )
on weekdays. Similar to the of f-s treet par king,
all on-s treet par king s talls are free of user
charges.

Parking Capacity
A recently completed par king inventor y found
that there are approximately 1860 sur face
par king lot s talls and 180 on-s treet par king
s talls available to driver s in the downtown
core. Through the various discus sions,
wor kshops, and site inves tigations, all
indic ator s and opinions sugges t that the
cur rent volume of available par king spaces is
adequate to ser ve the exis ting need. It has
also been noted that par king c apacit y could be
increased with more ef ficient use of available
space.
General guidance in public ations such as
Par king : The Par king Handbook for Small
Communities1, sugges t s that par king supply2
varies based on communit y size but smaller
communities commonly have 50 – 10 0 spaces
in the downtown area per 1,0 0 0 population
( of the overall town ) and larger communities
in the 18 -20,0 0 0 range of ten only supply 40 –
60 spaces. Based on Amher s t ’s population of
around 10,0 0 0, a par king supply of bet ween
40 0 – 1,0 0 0 spaces would be t ypic al. The
cur rent supply of over 2,0 0 0 on s treet and
of f s treet par king spot s therefore appear s
exces sive.
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Study Area Considerations and Concerns
Capacit y and Level of Ser vice
Traf fic volumes in the downtown core are
relatively low and well within the c apacit y
of the s treet s and inter sec tions. Basic
microsimulation traf fic models for the Vic toria
Street cor ridor and the Albion / Church /
Crescent inter sec tion show the Levels of
Ser vice are ver y good and there is minimal
delay or queuing. Traf fic count s indic ate that
the peaking charac teris tic s of traf fic downtown
are relatively minimal, and obser vation of
traf fic at the inter sec tions indic ates that both
signalized and unsignalized inter sec tions
operate ef ficiently with minimal delays.

Circulation and Access
Overall, the road net wor k throughout the
downtown operates relatively ef ficiently from
a c apacit y and circulation per spec tive. Mos t
s treet s are designated as t wo way s treet s and
generally appear to have appropriate traf fic
control. Overall volumes in the downtown area
are relatively low which limit occur rences of
poor levels of ser vice during t ypic al operating
periods.
There are, however, a number of loc ations
where improvement s should be considered.
King Street and Princes s Street are adjacent
1-way s treet s r unning in the same direc tion,
which does not appear to provide any specific
benefit other than allowing acces s to adjacent
buildings. Two parallel 1-way s treet s operating
in dif ferent direc tions is a more common
applic ation, though it is unlikely there is any
jus tific ation to provide such an ar rangement.
In fac t, many large and small municipalities are
in the proces s conver ting 1-way s treet sys tems
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to 2-way s treet sys tems. Conver sion to 2-way
s treet s and elimination of one of these s treet s
is recommended in order to bet ter utilize the
available space in this area.

•

The s tudy area is bounded by “gateway point s”,
though none are specific ally enhanced or well
defined to provide driver s or pedes trians a
welcoming feeling to the core area of Amher s t.
There appear to be oppor tunities to enhance the
gateways at the following loc ations :
• Albion Street @ Church Street;
•

L aplanche Street @ L awrence Street;

•

Vic toria Street @ L aplanche Street; and,

•

Vic toria Street at the CN Rail cros sing

Acces s to and circulation through par king areas
in the downtown are poorly designated, poorly
mar ked, of ten confusing for unfamiliar driver s and
pedes trians alike, and are generally inef ficient.
Signific ant oppor tunities exis t to improve these
environment s.
•

On-Street Parking
Maintaining on-s treet par king through the
downtown is considered positive in the contex t
of a downtown ac tion plan. On-s treet par king
is presently provided at a number of loc ations,
however, there are some isolated areas where the
presence of such par king appear s unneces sar y
and poses safet y risks. Generally, on s treet
par king should be provided where it has no undue
negative impac t on adjacent vehicle or pedes trian
movement s. This includes loc ations immediately
ups tream, downs tream, or within inter sec tion
areas, as well as at cros swalks. The following are
t wo specific examples where on-s treet par king is
cur rently provided and is not recommended :
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Two par king s talls are loc ated direc tly in
front of _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ on Vic toria Street and
are separated by a large painted hatched
area. The souther nmos t par king s tall is
loc ated in close proximit y to the Station
Street inter sec tion and railway tracks as
well as the driveway to the building’s
par king lot. Given the availabilit y of
par king immediately adjacent to the
building, the addition of t wo on-s treet
par king s talls appear s to have limited
value, has the potential to compromise
safet y and operations at the adjacent
driveways and inter sec tions, and has a
relatively signific ant cos t of maintenance.
Fur ther more, this area is considered
a gateway area to the downtown core
and there appear s to be some benefit
to eliminating these par king s talls and
improving the visual appeal of this loc ation
through s treet sc aping, lane reduc tion to
t wo through lanes only, or other measures.
At the inter sec tion of Vic toria and
L aplanche Street s, a single par king s tall is
loc ated in the centre of the T-inter sec tion.
It is recommended that this s tall be
removed immediately as it compromises
operational and safet y per for mance of
the inter sec tion, is loc ated bet ween t wo
inter sec tion cros swalks compromising
pedes trian safet y, and again has a high
cos t of maintenance relative to the
benefit s.
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In general, all on s treet par king loc ations
need to be c arefully considered to ensure
they are not negatively impac ting operations
of safet y of the sur rounding area. On main
thoroughfares, on-s treet par king should only
be provided where adequate road width c an
be achieved to accommodate through vehicles
as well as par ked vehicles.

Intersections
A number of inter sec tions throughout the
downtown core are poorly configured.
Specific ally, these include:
L aplanche Street @ Vic toria Street : Relatively
high speeds have been obser ved at the
inter sec tion, and safet y has been identified as
a concer n. The L aplanche Street approaches
are slightly of fset, which forces traf fic to veer
to the lef t to make a through movement. The
inter sec tion is signalized with cros swalks on
all approaches. There is an empt y lot in the
southeas t quadrant of the inter sec tion.
Albion Street @ Church Street : Previously
a signalized inter sec tion prior to the signal
controller equipment being damaged, it has
operated relatively ef ficiently as a 3 -way s top,
unsignalized inter sec tion. This inter sec tion
is a key gateway loc ation, but is aes thetic ally
poor and raises safet y concer ns due to 4
approach legs. A recent s tudy c ar ried out
by other s at this inter sec tion indic ated
that traf fic signals were not war ranted;
therefore, maintaining the inter sec tion as a
s top controlled inter sec tion was acceptable.
Fur ther, the town has indic ated that the
implementation of s top control at the
inter sec tion has reduced available gaps in
traf fic at downs tream inter sec tions, increasing
subsequent delays.
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•
L aplanche @ L awrence Street : A large,
at ypic al inter sec tion configuration that
consumes a considerable amount of proper t y
nor theas t of Vic toria Street. The inter sec tion is
poorly configured, c an be confusing to driver s,
and the configuration c an be prone to high
speeds and subsequent safet y concer ns.
Vic toria at Church Street : This is a
T-inter sec tion at the hear t of the downtown
core. It is loc ated immediately acros s from a
par k and has a Tim Hor ton’s loc ated on the
southeas t cor ner. The Town has indic ated
that pedes trian accommodation is a common
concer n at this inter sec tion and alter native
modific ations such as the implementation of
a Pedes trian Scramble3 phase, sometimes
refer red to as a “Bar nes Dance”, has been
considered.

•

Positive Guidance: When traveling through
the downtown core, driver s should have
clear guidance on where they are going,
how to get to various highway routes,
how to find par king, par king or tur ning
res tric tions, the presence of cros s walks,
etc. If a driver is confused about what
their nex t s tep is, they will pay les s
at tention to their driving tasks.

•

Consis tenc y / Driver E xpec tations :
Driver s become accus tomed to driving in
a par ticular environment and when they
are faced with something dif ferent, it
c an introduce speed changes, confusion,
inappropriate tur ns, or other ac tions that
may negatively impac t safet y per for mance.

Road Safety Considerations
In general, the downtown core consis t s
of relatively slow moving vehicles, many
pedes trians along and cros sing the roadways,
deliveries, and tur ning movement s to acces s
various commercial and par king areas. It is
also impor tant to note that that driver s and
ac tive transpor tation user s will of ten be a
combination of loc al people ( who are generally
familiar with where things are and how they
wor k) and touris t s or pas s-though traf fic
( who may find navigating the core area more
challenging ).
The combination of these charac teris tic s
sugges t s that at tention needs to be given
to general road safet y principles when
evaluating the exis ting net wor ks or generating
recommendations for future improvement s.
Critic al considerations include:

Driver Wor kload : Driver s should be given
time to proces s and reac t to infor mation
that is presented to them. Providing
too much infor mation at one time or
not allowing adequate time to proces s
the infor mation will take the driver s
at tention away from the task of driving.
Areas such as the Church Street-Vic toria
Street inter sec tion are high wor kload
environment s due to the pedes trians,
higher volumes of traf fic, exces s signage,
limited sight dis tances, and other roadside
features.

•

•

Respec ting Inter sec tion Func tional Areas :
The func tional area of an inter sec tion
refer s to an area of influence of an
inter sec tion within which vehicles c an be
reasonably expec ted to be maneuvering
( i.e. tur ning, decelerating, queuing, etc.)
and therefore should be free of driveways,
par king maneuver s, signific ant decision
point s, or other things that would
negatively impac t operations at the
inter sec tion.
O ther Is sues / Concer ns : There are a wide
variet y of other road safet y based is sues
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and principles that c an be considered and
applied. E xamples include a building at the
cor ner of Church Street and King Street
that has a mir rored faç ade that c an give
the impres sion of a vehicle approaching
from the side.
•

Tr ucks in the Downtown: This was a
common concer n among respondent s
to the online sur vey. In general, tr uck
volumes were obser ved to be relatively
low through the downtown core, though
for med a regular par t of the day time
traf fic. Oppor tunities are available to
route tr uck traf fic around the downtown
core area on designated tr uck routes and
initiatives to limit tr ucks in the downtown
could be considered. Nonetheles s, some
of the tr uck traf fic is related to deliveries
being made at the various commercial
busines ses in the core.

The Blueprint
In general ter ms, the road net wor k in Amher s t
is relatively ef ficient in ter ms of acces s options
to, and through, the downtown core. There are
multiple options for acces sing the adjacent
highway net wor k, and connec tivit y bet ween
dif ferent areas within the town including the
downtown core, residential and commercial
areas, and the indus trial par k appear s to be
adequate.
There is no doubt that development trends in
Amher s t, specific ally the commercialization
of the Albion Street area, have made the
advancement of the downtown core a
challenge. Although challenges do exis t,
there are cer tain fac tor s wor king in favor
of downtown revitalization that should be
considered.
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E xis ting Road Net wor k: Provides adequate
circulation bet ween the downtown and other areas
of Amher s t, including the adjacent Trans Canada
Highway. Downtown Amher s t is a cros sing point
for multiple highway routes in the area.
Downtown Charac ter: The downtown core has a
charac ter and general feel that transcends that of
the more contemporar y commercialized areas at
the peripher y of Amher s t. Older buildings and the
more pedes trian friendly environment provide an
at trac tive alter native to Albion Street, and have
the potential to at trac t a dif ferent t ype of visitor
to the downtown area.
Gateway Oppor tunities : There are oppor tunities
to emphasize gateways to the downtown area,
which c an ser ve as inviting thresholds that
dif ferentiate bet ween the charac ter of the
downtown area and the outlying areas.
Par king : There is ample par king to accommodate
those visiting the downtown by vehicle. Although
there is room for improvement in ter ms of the
configuration of par king, the lack of a par king
c apacit y cons traint is encouraging.
Ac tive Transpor tation Oppor tunities : Downtown
Amher s t is close to the Tantramar Mar shes,
which provides many scenic oppor tunities and
would make an excellent loc ation for an ac tive
transpor tation trail.

Transpor tation
Given the competing commercial interes t s and
environment s within the Town, and the as sociated
travel charac teris tic s, there appear s to be an
oppor tunit y to provide a more pleasant, safe and
inviting environment is that is more t ypic ally of
smaller downtown cores. From a transpor tation
per spec tive, this includes contributions from
many interac ting component s which include the
roadway, pedes trian and general s treet sc aping
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environment.
Making the downtown area a more pedes trian
oriented area as an alter native to the vehicle focused areas of the cit y such as the Albion
Street commercial area and the Amher s t
Indus trial Par k will help draw people to the
core. This includes :
• Wider sidewalks widths, with good sur faces
and free from obs tr uc tions.
•

Clearly mar ked cros swalks at predic table
loc ations complete with clear mar kings,
ample cros sing times, ramps, removal of
any obs tr uc tions, and minimize vehicle
conflic t s.

•

Clear indic ation of where things are AND
how to get to them including commercial
busines s, par king areas, pathways, etc.

•

Street widths – nar rower s treet s when
c arefully applied create more appealing
pedes trian environment s, limit vehicle
speeds and general move the focus away
from the vehicle.

•

Provide driver s of vehicles with clear and
consis tent way finding mes sages including
some redundanc y in guide people through
the core.

“Gateway” Considerations
Gateways c an be considered an impor tant
indic ator for visitor s that they are entering a
dis tinc t par t of the town. Downtown Amher s t
has a number of loc ations that c an be
considered gateways, mos t of which are not
being used to their full potential to ser ve as
an inviting entrance to the area. The following
loc ations have been identified as natural
gateways to the downtown core:
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L aplanche Street @ L awrence Street : The
junc tion of L aplanche and L awrence Street s
is an at ypic al inter sec tion that consumes a
considerable amount of proper t y nor theas t
of Vic toria Street. The inter sec tion’s loc ation
nor thwes t of Vic toria Street and connec ting
to Highway 104 makes it a logic al gateway
loc ation. The inter sec tion is aes thetic ally
poor and c an be confusing to driver s, and
more impor tantly c an pose a safet y risk as
it s configuration lends it self to high speeds.
Although from a c apacit y per spec tive, it could
be argued that one of the t wo s treet s could
be eliminated, each provides an direc t link
to opposite ends of Vic toria Street and is
beneficial for circulation and acces s to loc al
busines ses. Our traf fic count s also sugges t
that the traf fic volumes are evenly dis tributed
bet ween the t wo s treet s.
Albion Street @ Church Street : This
inter sec tion has the potential to ser ve as
a gateway to the downtown area from the
Albion Street commercial area. Cur rently,
the inter sec tion has ver y poor aes thetic s,
with empt y adjacent lot s and a rough
feel. There is a lot of real es tate in the
vicinit y, and there is potential to realign the
approaches to for m a T-inter sec tion or ins tall a
roundabout ( discus sed below ). A s a minimum,
oppor tunities to eliminate one of the four
approach legs would signific antly help safet y
per for mance.
L aplanche Street @ Vic toria Street : An
alter native to the L aplanche Street – L awrence
Street gateway, this loc ation is the entrance
to Vic toria Street for traf fic coming from the
nor thwes t. There is an at trac tive wall mural on
the southwes t cor ner of the inter sec tion that
illus trates Amher s t ’s his tor y and charac ter.
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Downtown Gateways : A Roundabout Theme
Based on the traf fic pat ter ns and available
real es tate at the gateway loc ations identified,
there is a unique oppor tunit y to fur ther
emphasize the gateway concept through
implementation of a roundabout themed
approach. Roundabout s, which have been used
prominently in European nations for dec ades,
are rapidly growing in popularit y in Nova
Scotia, and are par t of a major initiative by
Nova Scotia Transpor tation & Infras tr uc ture
Renewal. Roundabout s have been shown to
include many benefit s including enhanced
safet y, reduced traf fic delays, decreased
maintenance cos t s, and improved aes thetic s
relative to traditional inter sec tion t ypes.
Implementation of a roundabout gateway
theme has considerable potential to provide
a recognizable gateway that dif ferentiates
the downtown core from the sur rounding
areas. Potential loc ations where the use of
roundabout s has been considered par ticularly
advantageous include:
Albion Street @ Church Street : There is
an abundant amount of land in the vicinit y
of the exis ting inter sec tion that would
be ideal for ins tallation of a roundabout.
Traf fic volumes would operate well within
the c apacit y of a single lane roundabout,
likely reducing delay relative to the exis ting
3 -way s top configuration. A s the entrance
to the downtown from the busy Albion
Street commercial area, this loc ation has
the oppor tunit y to ser ve as the “signature”
gateway to Downtown Amher s t.

L aplanche Street @ L awrence Street : Another
loc ation where abundant space is available
for a potential roundabout, this inter sec tion
would likely benefit as much operationally
as it would aes thetic ally. Roundabout s force
vehicles to reduce speed upon their approach
to the inter sec tion, which would provide
safet y benefit s over the cur rent inter sec tion
configuration. A roundabout would also
facilitate acces s bet ween L aplanche and
L awrence Street s ef ficiently, operating as a
collec tive gateway to.

Par king Str uc ture: Can it be Cos t- Ef fec tive?
The ter ms of reference, and various discus sions
throughout the projec t have ques tioned
whether a par king s tr uc ture would be a viable
option in the downtown core. In general, a
s tr uc ture would not be a prac tic al or cos t
ef fec tive par king solution given the available
space in the core, the absence of any exis ting
par king fees in the downtown area, and the
potential to provide additional par king in
peripheral areas if required.

On-Street Parking
Parking
All driver s become pedes trians once they
ar rive downtown4 and therefore the need
to accommodate the pedes trian movement s
inter nally and ex ter nal to the par king areas are
equally impor tant. The cur rent configuration
of the par king throughout the downtown area
makes pedes trian connec tivit y ver y dif ficult,
and in general does not provide for clear
pedes trian pathways to the adjacent s treet s
and busines ses.
Through the various discus sions, wor kshops,
and site inves tigations, all indic ator s and
opinions sugges t that the cur rent volume of
available par king spaces is adequate to ser ve
the exis ting need. It has also been noted that
par king c apacit y could be increased with more
ef ficient use of available space.
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In general, the presence of on s treet
par king in a downtown core where many
smaller busines ses are present is considered
positive. On s treet par king is generally easy
to acces s, visible, close to des tinations,
provides buf fer bet ween on s treet traf fic and
pedes trians, slows down s treet traf fic, creates
a “commercial” environment as opposed to a
thoroughfare.
Nonetheles s, it is impor tant that on-s treet
par king be used in an appropriate and ef ficient
manner that provides dis tinc t benefit s, while
eliminating any potential negative impac t s
on vehicle and pedes trian safet y. There
are clearly, selec t areas around town where
on-s treet par king should be eliminated. In
par ticular:
• Areas that have adequate dedic ated
par king lot s that have adequate spaces ;
•

Areas where the par king spot compromises
the operations or safet y of the adjacent
s treet or inter sec tion;

•

Nar row side s treet loc ations where there is
ample par king in adjacent par king lot s.
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Of f Street Parking

Trucks in the Downtown Area

There is a clear need to consolidate individual
par king areas to larger lot s that prac tice bet ter
acces s management and circulation principles.
The larger consolidated lot s also generate
oppor tunities to improve the aes thetic qualities
of par king areas, bet ter coordinate vehicles and
par ticularly pedes trians, and improve ex ter nal way
finding to the par king lot.
Improvement s to the inter nal par king environment
should also be coordinated with ex ter nal
improvement s such as providing clear and
consis tent way finding signs, clear, well mar ked
and convenient acces s point s, and initiatives to
promote travelling to and s topping in the core of
A mher s t.

2 par t s – through tr uck traf fic and deliveries.
• Is sue at wor kshops sur veys

Consideration should also be given to the
dis tribution of s taf f ver sus cus tomer par king.
While s taf f have a direc t interes t in being in the
core to ear n a living, visitor to the core decide
to retur n or not based on the experiences
that have. In this regard, reser ving par king
neares t to the busines s for cus tomer par king
c an provide a signific ant benefit to those
visiting downtown. Staf f par king s till needs to
be present, but preferably at loc ations that are
somewhat removed from direc t loc ation of the
es tablishment.
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•

Some s treet s and inter sec tions are
relatively nar row

•

Volumes are a relatively low based on
count s

•

It is downtown therefore elimination
/ minimizing through tr uck traf fic is
generally considered preferable. Deliveries
should remain in appropriate areas.

•

Res tric tions such as tr uck res tric tions could
be placed on main cor ridor s to eliminate
as through routes.

•

A tr uck route around the downtown would
be preferable.

Enforcement at some level would be required
Oppor tunities and Recommendations
Road Closures and Modific ations
In the projec t scope of wor k and through
various discus sions, consideration has been
given to the closure of some roadways or
making modific ations to or from one -way
s treet s in the downtown area.
In general, municipalities are moving away
from one -way s treet sys tems for a variet y of
reasons including that they may be confusing
to unfamiliar driver s, acces s to par king areas or
busines s may be more dif ficult, they t ypic ally
promote higher speeds, and they limit the
visibilit y of retailer s.
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In downtown Amher s t, the majorit y of s treet s
are t wo way s treet s with the exception of King
Street and Prince Street which are t wo parallel
one way s treet s r unning the same south to
nor th direc tion. There appear s to be some
signific ant oppor tunit y in this area to modif y
these s treet s and their general func tion.
Prince Street s tar t s at the T-inter sec tion at
Church Street and ex tends to the nor th to
Havelock Street. Immediately nor th of Havelock
is a par king lot acces s. Given the adjacent King
Street and Prince Ar thur Street, Prince Street
has limited usefulnes s, and cer tainly has lit tle
if any impac t on traf fic c apacities through the
area. Closure or modific ation to this s treet
is expec ted to have limited impac t on the
adjacent busines s or circulation pat ter ns in the
area.
King Street Cor ridor
King Street has the potential for for m par t of
a nor th south cor ridor through the Downtown
when considered in conjunc tion with Ratchford
Street and Elec tric Street. There appear s to
be a signific ant oppor tunit y to upgrade this
cor ridor to include t wo way vehicle traf fic as
well as promoting the cor ridor as a pedes trian
and vulnerable road user friendly environment.
This cor ridor should include consideration
of such options as a nar rower cur bed cros s
sec tion, with bike lanes or wide cur b lanes,
subs tantial pedes trian facilities ( potentially the
cons tr uc tion of a multiuse trail ), as well as an
improved roadside environment.
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Parking
Recommendation: On s treet par king should be
retained and promoted where appropriate, has
a dis tinc t benefit, and does not compromise
safet y or operation per for mance of the
adjacent and sur rounding roads and vulnerable
road user facilities. In this contex t, a number
of loc ations of on-s treet par king should be
removed or revised to respec t inter sec tion
func tional areas.
In order to for malize on s treet par king,
consideration may be given to the use of
bulb - out s in the vicinit y of inter sec tions and at
other s tar t and end point s of parallel par king
s trings. The bulb out s provide a number of
dis tinc t benefit s include a physic al definition
of on s treet par king areas, reduced pedes trian
cros sing width inter sec tions, improved
aes thetic qualit y, and oppor tunities for
additional landsc aping.
Recommendation: A comprehensive par king
s trategy addres sing the consolidation of
par king areas, improved ef ficiencies and
c apacities of par king area, and the mos t
appropriate spatial use of the par king areas is
recommended. Any such s trategy will require
a means of promoting and per mit ting adjacent
land owner s to wor k together to create qualit y
par king spaces / environment s that make the
bes t use of available space.
Clearly, this process must walk hand-in-hand with
the future changes to buildings and land parcels in
the downtown area as new buildings may reduce
the available parking and the removal of older
buildings may provide additional opportunities for
parking.
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Victoria & Church Concept
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