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SUMMARY

After experiencing little growth for decades, 

Halifax is currently experiencing a boom, 

with many cranes towering over the 

downtown. This article considers some of 

the factors stimulating the city’s growth, and 

discusses some of the implications of the 

changes underway.

RÉSUMÉ

Après des décennies de faible croissance, 

Halifax connaît maintenant une période 

d’essor économique et on constate la 

présence de nombreuses grues dans le 

centre ville. Cet article examine certains 

des facteurs qui stimulent la croissance de 

la ville et certaines des répercussions des 

changements en cours.

Back from the dead”: 
Halifax’s downtown revival
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F or decades, Halifax, Nova Scotia, 

had relatively little in the way of 

new downtown development: after 

a flurry following urban renewal in the 

late 1960s, the city experienced slow 

growth for much of the 20th century.1 The 

dearth of activity did not reflect an anti-

development sentiment, since planners and 

municipal leaders welcomed projects for the 

downtown.2 Indeed, city council approved 

many structures – including some along the 

waterfront – that never got the financing 

needed to proceed.3 Although planners 

and political leaders hoped for more action 

downtown, one economic sector benefited 

from the slow pace: tourism expanded as 

visitors came to appreciate the city’s heritage 

of Georgian and Victorian structures.

Fast forward to today when Halifax’s 

downtown skyline is dotted with cranes 

(Figure 1). The $25-billion shipbuilding 

contract landed by Irving in 2011 contributed 

to new optimism, alongside significant job 

growth. The award-winning Central Library 

opened in 2014, and a new multi-million-

dollar convention centre begins hosting 

conferences in early 2018. Halifax has become 

one of the fastest growing cities in Canada, 

outpacing larger cities such as Vancouver 

and Toronto.4 As market surveys reveal, 

however, significant volumes of downtown 

space remain empty or under-utilized: a 

glut of office space, empty storefronts, sky-

rocketing downtown housing costs, and the 

loss of valued heritage structures reveal the 

challenges of planning for downtown growth.5 

Figure 1 – Several new buildings have been rising in central Halifax, including this one on Spring Garden Road. 

Photo by Jill Grant

PLAN CANADA | SPRING • PRINTEMPS 201844



CLICK TO RETURN TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

Our recent research on building downtown 

in Halifax offers some insights into what is 

happening and why.6 

DOWNTOWN TURNS AROUND

We’ve come back from the dead… There’s 

an incredible renaissance going on. 

Reinvestment has begun again downtown, 

not just public but… private as well. The 

housing market has done an incredible 

shift from the demand being on single-

family suburban homes to more urban 

multi-residential format, as the NS Home 

Builders’ Association will tell you. [Elected 

official – 2016]

What explains the shift in downtown 

development that planners and elected 

officials see happening in Halifax? We 

reviewed many documents and building 

permits, conducted field surveys of new 

projects, and interviewed 23 individuals 

involved in the planning and development 

process in the city in 2016 and 2017 to try 

to understand the role planning played in 

stimulating building activity downtown, and 

to consider some implications of the changes 

underway. But first, some critical details for 

contextualizing Halifax’s transformation.

The province of Nova Scotia created 

Halifax Regional Municipality in 1996 by 

amalgamating Halifax, Dartmouth, Bedford, 

and the County of Halifax. The resulting 

municipality covers 5500 square kilometres, 

houses more than 400,000 people, and 

seeks to integrate communities that have 

been competing for 250 years. The Greater 

Halifax Partnership, the city’s economic 

development agency, began a campaign 

selling Halifax as a Smart City in 1996, 

encouraging expansion of local universities 

and research clusters, and attracting 

a RIM (Blackberry) customer service 

centre in 2009. Plans since the 1970s had 

promoted intensification and mixed-use 

in the city centre, but the Regional Plan 

adopted in 2006 set a target of 25% long-

term growth in the centre. At the same 

time, business and commercial parks in 

Dartmouth, Halifax, and Bedford continued 

to compete with downtown for new office 

and commercial projects. 

After the regional plan was adopted, 

planners initiated a process titled HRM-

by-Design to re-envision the city’s 

core. New urbanism and smart growth 

guided the philosophy; higher densities 

and mixed-use principles informed the 

plan. The 2009 downtown plan set out to 

streamline development approvals – and 

capture a greater share of new development 

– by employing a form-based approach 

that defined allowable heights and design 

guidelines while reducing opportunities for 

citizen appeals of approvals. While some 

high-rise projects had already launched 

before the downtown plan was adopted, pace 

of approvals significantly increased once new 

policies and practices were in place. A flurry 

of high-rise projects resulted. 

Between 2009 and 2016, six new or 

expanded high-rise office buildings received 

approval, adding considerable volumes of 

space. In 2009, the office vacancy rate in 

Halifax overall was 7.44%, but only 3.95% 

downtown.7 By June 2017, Halifax had an 

office vacancy rate near 17%. Downtown 

office vacancy rate hit 19.59%, while suburban 

areas remained under 10%.8 Sixteen mixed-

use (residential/ commercial) high-rises 

also received permits since 2009, adding 

commercial space to a downtown already 

suffering retail vacancies. By 2015, Halifax’s 

retail vacancy rate hit 8.4%, with many empty 

storefronts in the city centre.9

Residential building permits rose 

dramatically in Halifax between 2011 and 

2016. Many were downtown, though growth 

occurred throughout the metropolitan area.10 

As permissible heights increased downtown 

under the plan, developers tore down older 

two-storey structures to replace them 

with high-rise towers (Figure 2). Heritage 

advocates decried the loss of character 

buildings and streetscapes.11 Although some 

earlier downtown residential projects provided 

condos for sale, most projects currently under 

construction are for the rental market. By 

2011, the balance of new residential in Halifax 

shifted significantly toward rental units.12 Most 

units are relatively small, with higher rents 

than in suburban Halifax.

EXPLAINING THE TURN-AROUND

With all the growth downtown, what can 

we conclude about the role the 2009 plan 

played in stimulating change? In 2008, 

as the city was getting ready to adopt 

the plan, Tim Bousquet predicted, “once 

the HRM by Design planning process is 

adopted, builders will essentially leap past 

much of the bureaucracy… HRM by Design 

consolidates much of the Halifax planning 

code, takes approval power away from the 

council and gives it to a small, unelected 

committee dominated by city planners and 

business reps. It also severely limits the 

right of the public to appeal approvals.”13 

Generating opportunities for intensification, 

the downtown plan increased land values 

Figure 2 – Low-rise Victorian structures, such as this house on Brenton Street (removed in 2017), are being 

replaced by high-rise apartment buildings, changing the character of downtown neighbourhoods. Photo: Jill Grant
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and simultaneously unleashed potential 

for significant change in urban form and 

population dynamics.14 Those we interviewed 

in Halifax indicated that while the plan was 

a necessary condition for transformation to 

occur, it was not sufficient. Several other 

factors contributed to the shift.

The financial crisis of 2007 and 2008 

generated new practices in the development 

industry. With lending costs at record lows, 

developers felt confident starting expensive 

projects. Faster approvals, higher yields 

for land, and ‘cheap money’ could create 

windfalls for developers. Some Halifax-

based residential management and building 

companies grew rapidly in the last 15 years 

as markets changed. Killam Properties, for 

instance, transformed into a major national 

real estate investment trust.15 We were 

surprised to discover that some of those 

involved in planning and building in Halifax 

questioned the rationality of market players. 

We asked respondents how developers decide 

what to build. One developer (interviewed 

in 2016) told us, They don’t actually base it 

on demand… They go until they don’t go any 

more and then they crash. They know they 

build 10-storey towers because they build 

them. They just keep building until something 

stops them. If they’re comfortable building 

downtown, they build downtown. 

A planner we interviewed in 2017 said 

much the same thing: Usually it’s based on, 

“Well, whatever I did last time worked, so I’ll 

just keep doing that until it stops working.” 

And to a large degree, I guess you can get 

away with that, up until you can’t. 

Several respondents noted that Halifax 

experienced recurrent periods of over-

building – especially in office space – a 

problem now exacerbated by the municipality 

providing inexpensive land in suburban 

business parks. The transition from building 

office towers to residential mixed-use 

towers reflects limits in market demand for 

downtown office space. Many of the projects 

approved prior to the downtown plan, but 

never built, were for office structures. 

The switch to building housing has 

been possible because of the flexibility 

of uses permitted under the plan and 

changing cultural practices. By the time 

the downtown plan came into effect some 

Haligonians had begun to value living in the 

city centre. Moreover, the HRM by Design 

process and initiatives by Greater Halifax 

Partnership to engage young professionals 

contributed to the development of Fusion 

Halifax, a powerful lobbying and networking 

group promoting downtown residential 

development, as a counterpoint to the 

heritage lobby.16 While planners had hoped 

residential growth downtown would make 

intensification possible, small dwelling units, 

high housing costs, and small households 

frustrate efforts to achieve plan targets.17 

Downtown apartments are primarily 

attractive to young singles and a segment 

of downsizing retirees. Some respondents 

explained that suburban growth continued 

to outpace downtown expansion, with 

families and blue-collar workers showing 

little interest in moving downtown. Lower 

housing costs outside the centre, ease of 

commuting to suburban and rural parts of 

the municipality, and challenges with transit 

access between some locations frustrate 

efforts to encourage centralization.  

Applying new urbanism principles of mixed 

use and animated streetscapes has seen 

planners encourage or require multi-storey 

residential projects to provide commercial 

space at grade, despite the surfeit of 

vacant commercial space downtown. Older 

residential towers on Brunswick Street, 

erected following an earlier generation of 

urban renewal, have also recently modernized 

their street approaches, replacing entry 

plazas with commercial space. As a result, 

many downtown storefronts remain vacant for 

months or years (Figure 3). An elected official 

interviewed in 2017 found that problematic: 

I know that certainly from Planning’s 

viewpoint, there was a huge emphasis on 

mixed use. Almost to the point where I know 

some of us are saying, “Really? You want to 

mandate mixed use… on every [project]?” 

Then we’re going to have a lot of pizza shops 

going out of business every three months.

THE CHALLENGES AHEAD

Although downtown Halifax is booming, 

planners and political leaders have many 

issues to address over the next few years. 

First, with office vacancy rates increasing by 

400% since 2009 (now hovering in the high 

teens) – another large office tower in the 

convention centre and the Queen’s Marque 

project under construction will add to the 

total in a year or two – the city has a serious 

glut of valuable space to absorb. Continuing 

office development in many suburban 

locations is likely to continue undermining 

economic viability of the core as a dominant 

site of white-collar jobs. 

Second, vacant retail space in the centre 

leaves streetscapes feeling empty and cold: 

the expectation that every new residential 

tower will contain retail at grade may not be 

viable. At the same time, the proliferation of 

high-rise towers in a city known for windy 

weather and sun-deprived narrow streets 

Figure 3 – Vacant commercial space in new mixed-use building, 2017. Photo: Jill Grant
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may add to the perceived chill and darkness 

of the city’s core. Loss of visual interest 

previously created by a mix of historic and 

contemporary structures may potentially 

influence tourists’ perceptions of the city. 

Heritage structures in zones now permitting 

high-rise towers face constant threats of 

demolition. One elected official told us he 

never expected to see fully-leased Victorian 

brick row houses and an art deco bank (used 

as retail, restaurant, bar, and offices) torn 

down to be replaced by a new mixed-use 

tower, but it was. The city’s character is 

changing quickly, and not always in ways 

planners anticipated.

Third, the downtown core has the potential 

to become a space segregated by age and 

class. Retail uses cater to young urban 

professionals: restaurants, cafés, boutiques, 

night clubs, and wine bars are proliferating 

to meet the needs of Millennials. Lower-

income residents, students, artists, and 

seniors are being priced out of the market. 

In Halifax, the supply of potential consumers 

for $400,000 condos or expensive apartments 

is not infinite. Some projects in development 

have reduced the size of units or shifted from 

condominiums to apartments in recognition 

of softness in the market.18 As office jobs 

increasingly shift to cheaper suburban 

locations, more city-centre residents are 

making ‘reverse commutes’ to the suburbs. 

Now that the influence of the 2009 

downtown plan has become clear, Halifax 

planners and political leaders may find it 

productive to engage with the community to 

consider whether the new regulations and 

policies are having their intended intent. Is 

the plan producing good density, effective 

mixed use, and engaging streetscapes? 

The plan has certainly provided a windfall 

for developers, and initiated changes 

transforming the character of the built 

environment and those who inhabit it. 

Whether this is the vibrant, attractive, and 

affordable Halifax residents want ‘by design’ 

may be the topic of debate for years to come. 
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