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SUMMARY

UNESCO’s Historic Urban Landscape (HUL) 

Recommendation of 2011 represents a 

significant shift in how we work with urban 

heritage, one that has major implications 

for heritage planning. It proposes a more 

holistic conceptualization of heritage and 

more integrative approaches to urban 

development and heritage conservation.

In 2013, the City of Hamilton worked 

with ERA Architects to develop a Hamilton-

specific built heritage inventory and 

assessment strategy that aims to respond 

to the goals of HUL. Using this initiative as 

a case study, this article will highlight key 

implications of the HUL Recommendation 

and emerging practices.

RESUMÉ

La recommandation de 2011 du Paysage 

urbain historique (PUH) de l’UNESCO 

marque un tournant historique de notre 

façon de travailler avec le patrimoine urbain 

et comporte de nombreuses incidences sur 

l’aménagement patrimonial. Elle propose 

un concept élargi du patrimoine et une 

approche plus inclusive de l’aménagement 

urbain et de la conservation du patrimoine.

En 2013, la Ville de Hamilton a travaillé de 

concert avec le cabinet ERA Architects afin 

de constituer un inventaire du patrimoine 

bâti et une stratégie d’évaluation pour 

Hamilton qui visent à correspondre aux 

objectifs du PUH. Prenant cette initiative 

comme étude de cas, cet article souligne les 

incidences clés de la recommandation du 

PUH et les pratiques émergentes.

Urban heritage: A living legacy
By Victoria Angel

INTRODUCTION 

Driven by the quest for more sustainable 

approaches to urban development, cities 

around the world are beginning to think 

about their urban heritage in new ways, 

giving rise to innovative practices on 

the ground – practices that speak to an 

ecological rather than curatorial mindset.

Urban heritage is increasingly understood 

as something that is living, layered, and 

evolving, rather than static artefacts 

disconnected from urban processes. There 

is growing interest in ordinary and more 

modest urban areas, which contribute to a 

sense of place and local identity, and may 

have functional value. There is also a growing 

concern about social equity, and the principle 

that everyone has a right and responsibility to 

participate in heritage conservation, and that 

heritage should benefit all of society. 

These ideas are embedded in several 

recent urban and heritage conservation 

charters, formal statements, and 

recommendations, which call for flexible 

and innovative approaches to working with 

urban heritage and guiding change within 

urban environments. 

One document that embodies the 

emerging mindset is UNESCO’s Historic 

Clearance of copyright available upon request. Confirmation of permission to use all images was provided October 5, 2017 by Sonia Mrva, Senior Curator,  

Heritage Strategies Tourism and Culture, Planning and Economic Development, City of Hamilton.

Location of the seven precincts of Hamilton’s Downtown Built Heritage Inventory study area, overlaid on the 

1842 “Plan of the Town of Hamilton: District of Gore, Canada” (annotated by ERA Architects, 2015). 

"HUL addresses the 

entire urban landscape, 

rather than focusing 

exclusively on historic 

‘monuments’ and  

the historic urban  

core of cities."
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Urban Landscape (HUL) Recommendation, 

which entered into force in 2011, following 

several years of discussion about the 

definition of urban heritage and the 

problem with treating it as something static, 

removed from regular urban processes. 

The ‘historic urban landscape’ is: “…an 

approach to the management of heritage 

resources in dynamic and constantly 

changing environments. It is based on the 

recognition and identification of a layering 

and interconnection of natural and cultural, 

tangible and intangible, international, and 

local values present in any city. According to 

the HUL approach, these values should be 

taken as a point of departure in the overall 

management and development of the city.”1

HUL addresses the entire urban 

landscape, rather than focusing exclusively 

on historic ‘monuments’ and the historic 

urban core of cities. It also attempts to  

re-position urban heritage conservation 

not as an end in it itself, but as an 

essential component of sustainable 

development. The HUL approach: “…has 

been developed as a way of rethinking 

the relationship between heritage and 

development and managing change in 

sustainable ways.”2

FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE 

Efforts by local governments to apply 

these new concepts have been iterative 

and experimental, due to the complexity of 

urban systems. It is nonetheless possible 

to identify emerging trends that will shape 

future practices.

Methodologies are focusing on 

community consultation and engagement, 

and characterization of physical, functional, 

and social patterns within large urban 

areas. Rather than drawing boundaries 

around a small number of districts and 

properties, emerging ways of thinking 

assume that all historic neighbourhoods 

have an established character that may be 

valued by their residents and provide the 

starting point for development. 

To support characterization, highly 

efficient approaches to historic resource 

surveys and inventories are being developed, 

using Geographical Information Systems 

(GIS). The advantage of working with GIS is 

that data about the historic resources can be 

generated in a format that can be integrated 

into larger municipal information systems 

and used more effectively in land-use 

planning and decision-making. In future, this 

could facilitate municipal strategic planning 

and be used to identify a broader range of 

policy tools to encourage conservation. 

Two of the most ambitious projects to 

date that have employed these approaches 

are SurveyLA (www.preservation.lacity.

org/survey) and Historic Urban Landscape 

Ballarat (www.hulballarat.org.au). These 

projects have begun to demonstrate 

the potential of comprehensive survey, 

consultation, and characterization strategies.

Durand’s extant pre-Confederation properties in relation to the natural features and landforms mapped in 

the 1842 “Plan of the Town of Hamilton: District of Gore, Canada” (annotated by ERA Architects, 2015). 

Bird’s eye view of the City of Hamilton (1876) annotated to illustrate original four wards of Hamilton, 

Durand neighbourhood boundaries and the historical expansion of Hamilton’s boundaries (annotated by 

ERA Architects, 2015). 
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THE CITY OF HAMILTON’S  

BUILT HERITAGE INVENTORY PROCESS

In the City of Hamilton, these techniques 

have been adapted and are being used 

to update the municipality’s Inventory 

of Buildings of Architectural and/or 

Historical Significance (the Inventory), 

which comprised approximately 7000 

entries when the process was initiated. 

The updating of the Inventory follows the 

provisions of the Ontario Heritage Act 

and Hamilton’s Official Plan, but takes 

inspiration from the HUL Recommendation. 

The new inventory process was formally 

adopted by Hamilton’s City Council 

in 2014, following the completion of a 

pilot project. The process provides a 

consistent and highly efficient approach 

for documenting built resources, analyzing 

neighbourhood character, and identifying 

candidates for listing on the Municipal 

Heritage Register and priorities for future 

heritage designation. The approach is 

comprehensive and citywide in scope; it 

emphasizes community consultation and 

cultural mapping; and the results can be 

integrated into the municipal GIS. 

To date, the Built Heritage Inventory 

process, which is described below, has been 

used to survey approximately 2000 properties 

in Downtown Hamilton (completed in 2014) 

and the Durand neighbourhood (completed 

in 2017). It is the City’s intention is to 

continue the survey on a neighbourhood-by-

neighbourhood basis across the city.3 

Research, mapping,  

and community consultation

The inventory process begins with historical 

research and field investigation, in order 

to understand the origins, evolution, and 

patterns that characterize the study area. 

This is complemented by mapping, based on 

digitized historic maps and municipal GIS 

data, which is used to identify major phases 

of development, sub-areas, property types, 

and other urban patterns. 

Map of building typologies and use conversions as surveyed in Hamilton’s Durand neighbourhood  

(ERA Architects, 2016).

Varied building styles, scales and eras inventoried 

in Hamilton’s Durand neighbourhood: pre-

Confederation farmhouse with Edwardian 

residential infill and post-war residential high-rise 

in background (ERA Architects, 2015). 

Varied building styles, scales and eras inventoried 

in Hamilton’s Durand neighbourhood: turn- 

of-the-century semi-detached dwelling with  

post-war residential high-rise in background  

(ERA Architects, 2015). 
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Community consultation is carried out to 

learn more about the study area from those 

who live there, and to ensure that community 

perspectives are embedded in the analysis 

and assessments. Through cognitive mapping, 

walking interviews, and facilitated discussions, 

information is gathered regarding people’s 

perceptions of the area, its identity and special 

qualities, patterns of use, and what they value. 

DEFINITIONS

Historic Urban Landscape: The historic urban landscape is the urban area understood 

as the result of a historic layering of cultural and natural values and attributes, 

extending beyond the notion of ‘historic centre’ or ‘ensemble’ to include the broader 

urban context and its geographical setting. The wider context includes notably the site’s 

topography, geomorphology, hydrology and natural features, its built environment, both 

historic and contemporary, its infrastructures above and below ground, its open spaces 

and gardens, its land use patterns and spatial organization, perceptions and visual 

relationships, as well as other elements of the urban structure. It also includes social 

and cultural practices and values, economic processes and the intangible dimensions 

of heritage as related to diversity and identity. (UNESCO, 2011)

Historic Urban Landscape Approach: The historic urban landscape approach is 

aimed at preserving the quality of the human environment, enhancing the productive 

and sustainable use of urban spaces, while recognizing their dynamic character, and 

promoting social and functional diversity. It integrates the goals of urban heritage 

conservation and those of social and economic development. It is rooted in a balanced 

and sustainable relationship between the urban and natural environment, between the 

needs of present and future generations, and the legacy from the past. (UNESCO, 2011)

Historic Resource Survey: means a process of identifying and gathering data on a 

community’s historic resources. It includes field survey – the physical search for 

and recording of historic resources on the ground – but it also includes planning 

and background research before field survey begins, organization and presentation 

of survey data as the survey proceeds... (Guidelines for Local Surveys: A Basis for 

Preservation Planning, National Register of Historic Places, United States National 

Parks Service, 1985)

‘Reconnaissance’ Level Survey: documents the physical qualities of the property, 

but makes no formal evaluation as to a building’s significance, integrity, or eligibility 

to local, state, or national registers. (Historic Resources Survey Program, City of San 

Francisco Planning Department)

Heritage Inventory: In Canada, the term ‘inventory’ is typically used in place 

‘survey’. As with historic resource surveys, inventories are comprehensive lists of 

historic resources that have not yet been formally evaluated and recognized for their 

cultural heritage value.

Hamilton community mapping: community members identified the focal points and hubs of each precinct, 

social and cultural landmarks, and patterns of use, providing an experience-based interpretation of the 

landscape of Downtown Hamilton (City of Hamilton public meeting, ERA Architects, 2013). 

"Assessment of 

individual properties 

is carried out using a 

scheme that provides for 

identifying properties 

that are potential 

historical, aesthetic 

or cultural landmarks 

(significant built 

heritage), and those 

for which the value is 

primarily contextual 

(character-defining 

resources, character 

supporting resources)."

The conclusions are summarized in a 

historic context statement (HCS), which 

is used to help guide the assessment of 

individual properties. The HCS provides a 

brief discussion of the origins and evolution 

of the area, and its identity, patterns of use, 

and physical form; a description of its sub-

areas and attributes; and a summary of the 

comments provided by community members.

Inventory fieldwork and property classification

The inventory and assessment of individual 

properties are carried out using a 

‘reconnaissance-level’ inventory form, which 

can be customized to capture area-specific 

information. For the Durand study, fieldwork 

was carried out using a tablet and mobile 

app, and a database was used to aggregate 

survey information and correlate it with 

municipal geospatial and land use data. 

Assessment of individual properties is 

carried out using a scheme that provides 

for identifying properties that are potential 
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historical, aesthetic or cultural landmarks 

(significant built heritage), and those for 

which the value is primarily contextual 

(character-defining resources, character 

supporting resources).

The classifications are used to identify 

properties that merit listing on the 

Municipal Heritage Register and those 

that may be prioritized for Part IV heritage 

designation under the Ontario Heritage Act. 

The classifications are also mapped, and 

could in future be used in combination with 

the HCS to help inform and guide change in 

the study area.

LOOKING AHEAD

When the HUL Recommendation was adopted, 

it anticipated the application of a range of 

traditional and innovative tools adapted to local 

contexts, in order to better integrate heritage 

with sustainable urban development.4

Hamilton Cognitive Map: community members shared their understanding of how Durand functions  

as a neighbourhood, described patterns of use and identified places of special meaning  

(City of Hamilton public meeting, 2015). 

Map of the sub-areas of Hamilton’s Durand neighbourhood, with property classification results  

(ERA Architects, 2016). 

"Considerable progress 

has been made by 

cities to analyze and 

understand urban 

heritage in ways that 

begin to apply an HUL 

lens, as emerging 

approaches to surveys 

and inventories 

demonstrate."

Considerable progress has been made 

by cities to analyze and understand urban 

heritage in ways that begin to apply an HUL 

lens, as emerging approaches to surveys 

and inventories demonstrate. In parallel with 

this work, initiatives such as the Aga Khan 

Foundation’s Historic Cities Program, which 

are focused on leveraging heritage to improve 

urban quality of life, are blurring the lines 

between heritage conservation and social 

development. Collectively, these programs point 

to the shift taking place from a museological 

approach to urban heritage to what the 

conservation architect, Julian Smith, has 

characterized as an ‘ecological view’ of the city.5

The implications for planning and 

development are significant. Citywide surveys 

and inventories, landscape characterization, 

PLAN CANADA | WINTER • HIVER 201712



CLICK TO RETURN TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

and an understanding of people’s perceptions 

of the places they inhabit could, in the future, 

be used by cities to identify a much broader 

range of conservation opportunities, better 

understand an area’s capacity to change and 

evolve, and reposition historic resources to 

serve as the springboard and foundation for 

new development, rather than an impediment. 

Victoria Angel is an Associate and the 

Senior Heritage Planner at ERA Architects 

Inc. in Toronto. She and her colleagues 

worked with the City of Hamilton to develop 

the Built Heritage Inventory process 

described in this article.
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Surveyor using tablet survey application in the field (ERA Architects, 2015).
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