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A Vision for the 
Urban Design Guidelines 

by Sinisa (Sonny) Tomich 

IN 1999, DILLON CONSULTING LTD. , 
Public Works, Government Services Canada, and 
representatives of the City of Liepaja, Latvia, created 
a partnership for the purpose of exchanging 
information, ideas and techniques related to the 
redevelopment of former Soviet military bases. 
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With its superb 
location overlooking 
the Karosta Canal, the 
former Admiral's 
House could be 
transformed into a 
naval museum or a 
terrace restaurant. 
Similarly, the building's 
immediate environs 
could be redesigned as 
an attractive park. 
Line drawings 
by S. Tomich 

The efforts of the team focused on the 
Karosta District, a 600-hectare facility on 
the Baltic coast near Liepaja. The self-con
tained military installation called the 
"Secret City" had been in use for over 
300 years. Before the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the site hosted approxi
mately fifty thousand residents and work
ers. Redevelopment demanded a multi
disciplinary approach to evaluate the 
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broad range of issues including environ
mental remediation, allocation of future 
land uses, infrastructure improvement, 
market feasibility, heritage preservation, 
and urban design vision and design guide
lines. 

During a June 1999 visit to the area, our 
team from Dillon had an opportunity to 
do extensive and exciting field-work, 
including inspections of the urban 
precincts, open spaces, heritage buildings, 
and former military installations such as 
underground storage areas, rocket 
launching pads, and submarine and war
ship port facilities. Detailed photo docu
mentation was created to help in later 
analysis. Numerous meetings with resi
dents, as well as with former and present 
workers, were organized with the help of 

'-- I 
~ ~ 

34 

Plan 

''Secret City" 
for a Former Soviet Military Base in Latvia 

KAROSTA: Heritage Architecture 
Photo: Ms. Sally Drummond, heritage planner, 
Town of Caledon 

local planners, architects and historians, 
providing us with in-depth knowledge of 
local history, myths and legends. Through 
our new local contacts and friendships, we 
were able to acquire a number of original 
architectural documents for Karosta Port 
which even the local planners had not 
been aware of . 

Clear objectives for the Urban Design 
Guidelines were created based not only 
on our impressions but on the information 
and photo-documentation acquired from 
site visits and from government and 
authorities in Special Economic Zone 
Karosta. These guidelines helped to estab
lish design standards that will promote: 

> continuity of the urban fabric and con
nections between the historic military 
precincts with the future port, industrial 
and residential precincts; 

> a consistent quality of built form; 

> preservat ion and rehabilitat ion (re-use) 
of the heritage clusters and bui ldings in 
all precincts; 

> safety and other elements that empha
size pedestrian comfort and orientation, 
so that redevelopment is fu lly accessible, 
visually attractive and safely integrated 
into the existing fabric of the area; 

> the preservation and enhancement of 
significant views and vistas, and the cre
ation of a web of identifiable focal 
points and landmarks including the for
mer admiral's house, a horse-riding 
facility, and other important private and 
civic buildings w ithin the precinct; 

> a sense of enclosure through detailed 
street layout, landscaping, building 
massing and building siting; 

KAROSTA:Orthodox 
Cathedral 

Photos: Ms. Sally Drummond, 
heritage planner, Town of 

Caledon 
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> attractive and efficient street and urban
block layout to enable efficient future 
t ransit , pedestrian and bicycle use, and 
thus to reduce traffic and parking con
gestion; and -

> high-quality landscaping as an integral 
part of new industrial park development 
(Admiral's Park and Park along Docking 
Basin), and as a way of screening resi
dential areas from the effects of devel
opment. 

The Karosta District is comprised of a 
group of unique historic buildings, 
streetscapes and open spaces. An impor
tant part of the urban design analysis was 
the recognition of the district 's cu ltural 
heritage as a collective asset with architec
tural, historical , contextual, scenic and 
aesthet ic qualities. Although most of these 
heritage assets have been neglected since 
the departure of the Soviet Army, and 
some are even in state of partial demoli
t ion, the Urban Design Guidelines have 
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provided a design framework for long
term re-development of the district. 

The guidelines are future-oriented, 
encouraging changes that support and 
complement the cultural resources inher
ited from the Karosta's military origins. 
We proposed the revitalization of cohesive 
neighbourhoods, including the adaptive 
re-use and restoration of main heritage 
buildings (e.g. , Czar's residence, officers' 
club, railway station, Orthodox cathedral, 
prison, water tower) for the purpose of 
developing tourism or for office and 
industrial uses. 

As the Urban Design Guidelines suggest, 
there are a number of strategies for con
serving and revitalizing built heritage 
resources, such as preservation , restora
tion , conservation, rehabilitation, salvage, 
relocation and reconstruction. 

This study provided an exceptional oppor
tunity for Canadian planners and design
ers to exchange knowledge and experi
ence with their Latvian counterparts. In 

addition to the hard work and pleasant 
introductions to another culture, we cre
ated lasting friendships with our Latvian 
colleagues. We hope that this is just the 
beginning of a productive collaboration . 

Sinisa (Sonny) Tomich is an award

winning urban designer with fifteen years of 

experience in medium and large scale urban 

design and architectural proiects in Canada 

and Europe (former Yugoslavia, Latvia). 

Downtown revitalization and heritage 

planning represent the most significant part 

of Sonny's professional experience. A 

provisional member of CIP and OPP/, Sonny 

is an urban designer and proiect manager 

with the MBTW Group in Toronto. He can 

be reached by phone at (416) 385- 1996, 

ext. 240, or by e-mail at: 

sonnytomich@mbtw.com or 

citysense@hotmail.com 

Summary 
In 1999, Dillon Consulting worked with 
Canadian government agencies and local 
officials in the Baltic state of Latvia to . 
devise plans for redeveloping an old 
Soviet naval base. The historic setting pro
vided many challenges and even more 
opportunities for exciting urban design. 

Sommaire 
En 1999, Dillon Consulting a travaille avec 
des organismes gouvernementaux 
canadiens et des representants de la 
Lettonie pour amenager une ancienne base 
navale sovietique. Le contexte historique 
presenta plusieurs difficultes mais surtout 
de grandes possibilites d'amenagement 
urbain. 

Reconstruction of the 
remaining elements of 
the formar manez 
could be combined 
with modern additions 
to create an attractive 
sport, recreational and 
entertainment facility 
for Karosta. 

Line drawings 
by S. Tomich 


