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RÉSUMÉ

Le quartier North End d’Halifax, 
en Nouvelle-Écosse, connaît un 
accroissement rapide du nombre 
de bâtiments à usage mixte grâce à 
une politique de développement axée 
sur une croissance intelligente. Les 
quatre espaces commerciaux les 
plus récemment aménagés abritent 
maintenant des boutiques, des cafés et 
des services de santé haut de gamme, 
remplaçant des industries comme la 
réparation automobile et transformant 
ce quartier traditionnellement ouvrier. 
En l’absence de preuves démontrant 
des risques d’investissement plus 
élevés, les promoteurs continueront 
probablement de produire des 
espaces commerciaux pour répondre 
à la demande future. Les stratégies 
de planification communautaire 
doivent tenir compte des possibilités 
d’embourgeoisement et des 
répercussions sur les besoins de 
transport découlant d’une croissance 
intelligente, non seulement sur le 
plan communautaire, mais aussi à 
l’échelle régionale.

SUMMARY

The North End neighbourhood in 
Halifax, Nova Scotia, is witnessing rapid 
development of mixed-use buildings 
driven by a smart growth-oriented 
development policy. The four most 
recently developed commercial spaces 
now contain high-end boutiques, 
cafés, and health services, replacing 
industries such as auto repairs, and 
transforming this historically blue-collar 
neighbourhood. With the absence of 
evidence showing higher investment 
risks, developers will likely continue to 
produce commercial spaces to meet 
the prospective demand. Community 
planning strategies must consider 
possibilities of gentrification and impacts 
on transportation needs arising from 
smart growth, not only at the community 
level, but also at a regional scale. 
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INTRODUCTION

Canadian cities are increasingly adopting 
smart growth principles,1 which promote 
high residential density, mixed land use, and 
alternative modes of transportation in place of 
private automobiles. Halifax is one such city, 
and the residents are seeing many new high-
density mixed-use developments in the urban 
centre. Recently, Halifax Regional Council has 
raised some questions about an oversupply 
of commercial space, potentially leaving the 
spaces empty for a long time. The Council 
was also concerned that the characters of 
neighbourhood businesses are changing too 
rapidly as a result of redevelopment, possibly 
pushing away some existing industries. This 
study sheds light on these questions by 
reviewing changes in the types of businesses 
on redeveloped sites in Halifax’s North End 
and assessing some indicators of market 
demand for commercial space. 

BACKGROUND

North End, Halifax
An important commercial district 
through the 1950s, the North End in the 
Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM) was 

Before After

Case A
2594 Agricola St.

Assessed Value $83,300 (2007) $133,500 (2017)

Size 5,110 sq. ft-property with commercial and residential uses 1,100 sq. ft-commercial space

Zoning Zoned C-2 General Business Zoned C-2 General Business

Case B
5552 Kaye St

Assessed Value $370,000 (2008) $4,527,800 (2017)

Size 5,110 sq. ft-property with commercial and residential uses 1,100 sq. ft-commercial space

Zoning Zoned C-2 General Business Zoned C-2 General Business

Case C
2751 Gladstone St

Assessed Value $1,544,300 (2010) $4,144,100 (2017)

Size 17,440 sq. ft-property with commercial  
and industrial use and parking

22,000 sq. ft  
of commercial space

Zoning Zoned C-2 Major Commercial and C-2 General Business  
(two different lots combined for redevelopment)

Zoned C-2 General Business

Case D
3065 Robie St

Assessed Value $268,040 (2013) $405,000 (2017)

Size 39,200 sq. ft-property with commercial use and parking 17,000 sq. ft  
of commercial space

Zoning Zoned C-2 General Business Zoned C-2 General Business

Source: Nova Scotia Property Valuation Services Corp, 2017.

NOTE: Assessed value for the year the DA was approved, prior to redevelopment. HRM records (Council reports and Development Agreements) 
indicate the square footage of the entire property site prior to development, but not the amount dedicated to commercial space. The current 
Development Agreements specifically state the square footage of commercial space in each new building. 

identified as an appropriate location for 
lower-income and African Nova Scotian 
residents displaced by the 1960s slum 
clearances and destruction of Africville, 
when several public housing complexes 
were constructed.2 The area became home 
to a predominantly visible minority and low-
income population.3 However, there is both 
anecdotal and media speculation about the 
gentrification of the North End.4 The 2006 
census data shows the start of a shift in 
demographics, with median incomes rising. 
New mixed-use developments with higher-
end condominiums constructed in the area 
likely contributed to the demographic shift. 

Eleven development agreements for 
mixed-use buildings have been approved 
in the North End since the Regional Plan 
was adopted in 2006. Of the 11 sites, 
four are the early adopters of mixed-use 
development on infill sites, completing 
construction and being occupied by late 
2017. They are located in two of the five 
target geographic areas in the draft Centre 
Plan (2017), which prescribes development 
of the municipality’s urban centre. Our 
study investigated these four sites.

Research questions
We asked the following two questions.  
(1) Are smart growth developments 
contributing to the creation of a vibrant 
neighbourhood in North End Halifax through 
newly introduced commercial activities?  
(2) Are the types of tenants in the new 
commercial spaces different from before? If so, 
how, and for whom is the change desirable? 

METHODS

We took an exploratory approach to answer 
these questions using triangulation of 
different data sources and methods. First, 
we identified occupancy status and types of 
businesses operating on the four case sites 
through site visits. Second, we compared 
the businesses currently occupying the sites 
with ones before the redevelopment, using 
the Halifax City Directory for businesses, 
which is published annually and available at 
public libraries. The North American Industry 
Classification System (NAICS) from Statistics 
Canada was used to classify businesses.  
To better understand the market context, we 
compared property values of these buildings 
before and after redevelopment, using data 

TABLE 1 – CHANGES IN ASSESSED VALUE, SIZE, AND ZONING OF THE FOUR SITES.

SMART GROWTH SUCCESS STORY? 
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from Nova Scotia Property Valuation Services 
Corporation (NSPVSC).5 We also examined 
the current (and future) market demand for 
commercial spaces in Halifax based on some 
indicators of economic performance often 
used by developers.

RESULTS

Occupancy statuses and types of 
businesses in the four sites
As Table 1 shows, not only have the number 
of businesses increased but also the types 
have clearly diversified. Many businesses 
newly introduced to the sites are those 
focused on personal services (such as health 
care), financial advice, retail, and food and 
beverages. Three buildings (Cases A-C) have 
their commercial spaces fully occupied, and 
Case D is 50% full.

Changes in assessed property values
Assessed value and size of the properties of 
the four case sites have increased substantially 
after redevelopment (Table 2). General zoning 
has remained largely unchanged, except for 
Case C, where the two former zones were 
combined into Zone C-2 General Business 
upon reaching a Development Agreement. 
The redeveloped buildings increased in size to 
cover the entire lot, making more commercial 
space available on each site. Assessed proper-
ty values post-redevelopment are significantly 
higher than pre-redevelopment in all cases, 
likely due, at least in part, to increased income 
earned from a larger number of businesses 
at each site. The increase in income ranged 
between 25% (Case A) to 12-fold (Case B) in 
the last decade (Table 2). 

Halifax market context:  
Trends for retail and office space
The NSPVSC uses four factors to determine 
properties’ commercial assessment: building 
income, vacancy rates, operating costs, and 
cap rates. High vacancy rates indicate — at 
least to some degree — that the inventory 
of commercial spaces exceeds the current 
demand. The Cushman Wakefield market 
summaries for Halifax between 2013 and 
2017 show a general increase in retail vacancy 
rates.6, 7 New mixed-use developments 
contributed significantly to the high vacancy 
rate of 9% in 2015, with the Chronicle Herald 
noting an “unprecedented number of mixed-

Original Use & NAICS Classification Current Use & NAICS Classification

Case A

1. Wholesale bakery  
413190: Wholesale trade – Food, 
beverage & tobacco merchants

1. Art gallery & studios  
541430: Professional, scientific, and technical 
services – specialized design services

2. Restaurant  
722511: Accommodation & food services

Case B

1. Auto glass repair  
811122: Other services –  
Repair & maintenance

1. Spa  
812112: Other services – Personal & laundry services

2. Butcher  
445210: Retail trade – Food & beverage stores

3. Financial advice  
523930: Finance & insurance

4. Optometrist  
446130: Retail trade – Health & personal care stores

5. Travel agent  
561510: Administrative & support services

6. Café  
722513: Accommodation & food services 

Case C

1. Corkum Construction 
Contractors 236115: 
Construction –  
Construction of buildings

2. Canadian National Institute for 
the Blind (CNIB) 
81341: Other Services – 
Religious, grant-making, civic, 
&professional organizations

1. Canadian National Institute for the Blind (CNIB) 
81341: Other services – Religious, grant-making, 
civic, & professional organizations

2. Medical Centre  
621111: Health care & social assistance

3. Medical Centre  
621111: Health care & social assistance

4. PT Health & Wellness  
62131: Health care & social assistance

5. Pharmacy  
446110: Retail trade – Health & personal care

6. Credit Union  
522130: Finance & insurance

7. Café  
722513: Accommodation & food services

8. Engineering consultants  
54133: Professional, scientific, and technical services 
– Architectural, engineering, and related services

9. Alzheimer Society of Nova Scotia 
81341: Other Services – Religious, grant-making, 
civic, & professional organizations

Case D

1. Car repair shop  
811111: Other Services –  
Auto repair & maintenance

1. Furniture store  
442110: Retail trade – furniture & home furnishings

TABLE 2: – BUSINESSES PRE- AND POST-DEVELOPMENT
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use developments … throughout HRM.”8 
Despite the fluctuations in vacancy, rental 
rates have remained essentially flat, around 
the $33 per square foot, reflecting expected 
demand for the space. Gross rents (rents 
plus utility costs) for the Halifax downtown 
and the North End combined also have flat 
lined around $29 per square foot despite a 
significant jump in vacancy. 

Cap rate is the ratio of net income to the 
value of a building in a given period of time. 
Low cap rates mean the selling price is 
high, thus being a low level of investment 
risk for developers.9 Cap rates vary across 
location and space types, but generally, real 
estate evaluation firms denote a cap rate 
below 10% as a safe investment risk.10 Data 
for these values are not generally available 
at a building level but general trends are 
regularly published by commercial real 
estate services companies. 

Figure 1 shows a range of community 
retail cap rates for Halifax’s downtown and 
North End between 2013 and 2017. The rates 
were generally stable between 6% and 8%, 
well below what is perceived as high risk. 
The cap rates specifically for office spaces 
showed a very similar trend in the same 
period (data not shown). Developers unlikely 
see the construction of more commercial 
space as an increased risk with this rate 
range, even at a time when vacancy levels 
are increasing. 

DISCUSSION 
While smart growth is often considered 
desirable, some critics have questioned 
whether the changes that mixed-use 
redevelopment brings to a neighbourhood 
are entirely good.11, 12 We investigated the 

FIGURE 1 – COMMUNITY RETAIL CAP RATES  

FOR DOWNTOWN AND NORTH END HALIFAX (2013-2017)

Halifax Community Retail Cap Rate
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Source: CBRE Canada Cap Rate Reports 2013 to 2017.
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redevelopments occurring in the North End 
Halifax in light of two questions: whether 
the smart growth developments are 
contributing to creation of healthy economy 
of neighbourhood through introduction of 
new commercial spaces; and what impact 

SMART GROWTH SUCCESS STORY? 
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the redevelopment and newly located 
businesses might have had on the North 
End’s neighbourhood characteristics.

A success story?
Overproduction of commercial space is 
not apparent from the four case sites, 
and there are an increased number of 
businesses on each site. More businesses 
create the prospect for both an increase 
in economic activity and employment 
opportunities in the area. The types of 
businesses have diversified significantly 
as well. The target market has also 
changed, with the new businesses almost 
all focusing on personal services including 
cafés, art galleries, health services, and 
retail offerings. The greater number and 
diversity of businesses may also draw 
more people to shop in the neighbourhood. 
These outcomes align with HRM’s Centre 
Plan goal to increase local destinations in 
the urban core. 

Halifax-wide trends in vacancy, rent 
and cap rates, and the experience of the 
four North End properties suggest that 
production of new commercial space is 
matching demand thus far. Both rents 
and cap rates for commercial space have 
held steady despite increasing vacancy 
Halifax-wide. Rents have not decreased to 
incentivise more businesses, and cap rates 
have not increased to indicate a higher 
level of investment risk. With absence of 
evidence showing otherwise, developers 
will likely continue to produce commercial 
spaces to meet the prospective demand. 

Although indirectly, the redevelopment 
of the case sites also contributes to 
achieving another Centre Plan smart 
growth goal: the creation of walkable 
neighbourhoods. There is less emphasis 
on vehicles in the current use of 
businesses at each site. Previously 
two sites focused on car repairs, one 
site housed a construction company, 
and another required delivery trucks to 
distribute goods. All involved automobiles 
in some way and these uses necessitated 
a sizable space for parking. The post-
redevelopment buildings are built right up 
to the sidewalk, eliminating parking lots 
and creating the feel of a walkable, busy 
commercial district. 

Remaining questions
While the four developments suggest 
success in achieving some goals of smart 
growth, questions still remain. One revolves 
around what may be called “commercial 
gentrification.”13 Rabianski et al. (2009) note 
that mixed-use developments can be used 
to create a resident population to support 
commercial tenants.14 However, as seen in 
the four case sites in this study, the types of 
businesses in the new commercial spaces 
target different demographics than the 
original industries, with a strong emphasis 
on leisure and personal care that may 
not align with the needs of a traditionally 
low-income neighbourhood. The services 
in leisure and personal care are often 
considered luxury services, and residents 
with less disposable income may not be 
able to afford them. Thus, the newly located 
services may be disproportionately benefiting 
residents with higher income levels in the 
given neighbourhoods. 

Likewise, the changing nature of businesses 
in the North End impacts local employment 
opportunities. Where once auto repair 
and construction jobs were available, now 
restaurant servers, retail clerks, and health 
care providers presumably take their place. Are 
these jobs being filled by local residents? 

We are currently examining the job trends 
in the North End using the Census data as a 
follow-up of these questions. Our preliminary 
analysis found that service and professional 
jobs in the neighbourhood increased by 25% 
between 2006 and 2016, while blue-collar 
jobs decreased by 55%. The number of jobs 
in the neighbourhood remained the same. 
Moreover, the residents holding professional 
jobs increased by 20%, while the number of 
blue-collar residents remained the same. 
The neighbourhood’s income rank within the 
municipality rose by one quinte. All these are 
sure signs of gentrification. 

Another question pertains to the reduction 
of automobile use. While the emphasis 
on pedestrian-oriented businesses in the 
neighbourhood appears to align with planning 
goals, it is unclear whether it contributes 
to the reduction of cars in the HRM as a 
whole. The jobs that were pushed away likely 
relocated outside the urban core where 
there is less access to transit. Employees of 
these businesses may now have no choice 
but to drive. The experience in the North 
End Halifax suggests that, if not careful, 
creation of smart growth ‘hubs’ in the urban 
core can inadvertently support gentrification 
and prevent social integration, and simply 
redistribute automobile uses elsewhere.15
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CONCLUSION 

There is little research available that 
critically examines how smart growth 
principles relate to commercial space. 
We argue that the possibilities of 
gentrification, social segregation, and 
increased transportation needs that 
result from smart growth development 
are significant. In the market environment 
where developers have incentives to keep 
building mixed-use, high density buildings, 
planners have an important role to play 
in facilitating community development 
in partnership with private sectors while 
addressing these potential externalities. 
In particular, implementation of smart 
growth development must be considered in 
conjunction with community- and regional-
level planning strategies. ¢
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