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The Historic Places Initiative: 

A National Framework to 
Conserve Canada S Built Heritage 

by Peter Frood 

Summary 
This article describes and explains the Historic Places Initiative, a partnership between federal and provincial governments to recognize 

Canada's historic buildings and sites, set standards for their conservation and facilitate the funding required to maintain them. 
Recent government announcements concerning funding are discussed. 

Sommaire 
Cet article est consacre a /'Initiative des endroits historiques, partenariat entre le gouvernement du Canada et les gouvernements provinciaux 

visant a reconnaftre les batiments et lieux historiques du pays, a def,nir des normes de conservation a /eur egard et a simplifier les 
mecanismes de f,nancement connexes. Les recentes annonces du gouvernement concernant le f,nancement de ce projet sont evoquees ici. 

According to 

a recent survey, more 

than 20 percent of 
Canada's historic 

buildings have 

disappeared in the last 

30 years alone. 1 

A ll Canadians have experienced the 
loss of historic places in their 

communities.According to a recent 
survey, more than 20 percent of Canada's 
historic buildings have disappeared in 
the last 30 years alone.' Over that same 
period, many communities, especially 
our largest cities, have been in a rapid 
state of development and expansion. 
Many Canadians lament the loss of the 
bricks and mortar that chart our social, 
economic and cultural history.A spirit 
of reuse and renewal is taking hold. 
However, in contrast to the United 
Kingdom,Australia, New Zealand, the 
United States and other counties, 
Canada has yet to support the 
conservation of our historic places by 
establishing a national legislative base re
enforced with national programs that 
encourage awareness and conservation 
of our built heritage. 

Over the last three years, the Speech 
from the Throne and budget statements 
have signalled the federal government's 
commitment to supporting the conser
vation of Canada's built heritage. The 
Historic Places Initiative (HPI), a 
national initiative spearheaded by the 

Department of Canadian Heritage and 
Parks Canada, aims to foster a greater 
appreciation of the buildings, structures 
and places around us; strengthen our 
capacity to take appropriate action to 
protect and conserve them and maintain 
their historical integrity; and develop 
financial incentives that will make 
preserving, restoring and maintaining 
historic buildings and places a more 
economically viable and competitive 
proposition than abandoning or, worse, 
destroying them. 

In the spring of 200 I, the Prime Minister 
of Canada and Sheila Copps, Minister of 
Canadian Heritage, committed $24 million 
toward developing the first phase of the 
HPI in partnership with provinces and 
territories. To build awareness, and to 
educate the public about conserving 
our historic places while encouraging 
collaborative action toward this goal, 
Parks Canada is working with provinces 
and territories to put in place the 
following tools: a register, national 
conservation standards and guidelines, 
and a process for certifying that the 
conservation work performed meets 
the standards. Together, the tools will 
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support the implementation of federal 
financial incentives for heritage 
conservation. 

In the fall of 2002, the Department of 
Canadian Heritage released two discussion 
papers for the next phase of the HPI. It 
is now seeking comments from Canadians 
regarding these ideas. The first paper, 
Toward a new Act: Protection of Canada's 
Historic Places,2 outlines proposals for 
"getting the federal house in order" 
through new legislation to protect 
historic places within the federal 
jurisdiction and on federal lands. The 
second paper, Historic Places and Aboriginal 
People,3 seeks Aboriginal advice on the 
proposed legislation and suggestions 
from Aboriginal people regarding 
measures that would enable them to 
participate in the Historic Places Initiative. 

In the February 2003 Budget, the 
Government made the following 
announcement: 

In order to provide financial incentives 
to the private sector to preserve 
heritage properties, the Government 
of Canada will create a three-year 
contribution program of $ I 0 million 
per year to compensate businesses 
for a portion of the costs incurred in 
restoring heritage buildings.• !e 111l 

The new contribution program provides 
an opportunity to demonstrate how the 
tools that have been developed support 
program implementation and contribute 
to the preservation of the historic 
character of our neighbourhoods and 
communities. Moreover, these goals are 
to be attained while ensuring that more 

Walden Square {c.1864) on Portland Place, Halifax. 
This property was recently restored. 
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historic places are restored and reused 
in imaginative ways to become a vital, 
functioning part of community life . 

The Canadian Register of 
Historic Places: Recognizing 
and Sharing the Historic 
Places We Value 
A federal/provincial/territorial working 
group has designed the Canadian 
Register of Historic Places (CRHP). 
System development work for the 
Register is now complete and jurisdictions 
are preparing to share listings through 
the Register.A study undertaken in 1999 
estimated that approximately 20,000 
historic places might be eligible for 
listing at the t ime the Register is ready 
to be launched.' 

The Register will serve as a tool to 
identify, promote and celebrate historic 
places in Canada.Via the Internet, it will 
provide easily accessible information 
about historic places to planners, policy 
makers, developers, industry, community 
organizations, and teachers and students. 
It will also define the "universe of places" 
eligible for the federal financial incentives. 
Bringing together historic places of 
national, provincial, territorial or local 
significance within a single register will 
provide us with a richer, more compre
hensive understanding of our nation's 
heritage. It will also foster our collective 
sense of Canadian identity, which is 
closely tied to our sense of place. 

Federal , provincial and territorial 
governments will all make nominations 
to the Register. In the case of provinces 
and territories, nominations could 
include provincial Crown-owned historic 
places, historic places owned by local 
governments, and privately owned 
historic places formally recognized by 
the provincial, territorial or local 
governments as being of historic 
significance. The mandate of the federal 
government would include nominating 
federal Crown-owned historic places 
and historic places formally recognized 
by the federal government as being of 
national significance. 

Eligibility for listing on the Register will 
be based on prior evaluation and formal 
recognition by an appropriate authority 
within a province or territory, or by the 
federal government. It will also be based 
on a place falling within the Register's 
definition of an "historic place." This 
definition is not limited to buildings and 
structures; it also includes groups of 
buildings, districts, landscapes and 
designated archeological sites. Finally, 
eligibility will be based on meeting the 
Register's documentation standards. 
These standards will require the 
preparation of a statement of significanc 
that describes the historic place and its 
character-defining elements, and identifies 
its heritage value. Common documen
tation standards will ensure that listings 
of historical places from different 



jurisdictions can be shared through the 
Register. The Register's Web site will 
clearly explain how Canadians can work 
both locally and through their respective 
provincial or territorial governments 
to have an historic place in their 
community listed. 

As a horizontal link between participating 
jurisdictions that is accessible to everyone 
on the Web, the Register will serve as 
a single window into Canada's built 
heritage. Over time, it will become an 
invaluable resource for engaging 
Canadians from schoolchildren to 
heritage professionals, from volunteers 
to investors, in a national collaboration 
to preserve, protect and appreciate our 
historic buildings and sites. 

Standards and Guidelines for 
the Conservation of Historic 
Places in Canada: Balancing 
Conservation and Function 
Parks Canada has also been working 
with provinces, territories, municipalities 
and heritage professionals on a second 
HPI tool: "Standards and Guidelines for 
the Conservation of Historic Places in 
Canada". In draft form at present, these 
standards and guidelines will eventually 
constitute Canada's first comprehensive, 
nation-wide benchmark of conservation 
principles and practices. They set out a 
disciplined approach to the assessment 
of conservation projects and the 
identification of appropriate interventions 
in conservation project plans.6 The 
Standards are firmly rooted in heritage 
conservation principles set out in 
international conventions. They provide 
practical guidance through the 
identification of recommended and not 
recommended approaches. They have 
been tested through 42 federal, 
provincial and municipal pilot projects 
and three focus group discussions with 
conservation professionals. Based on 
these practical experiences and the 
observations of the participating 
professionals, a final version of the 
Standards and Guidelines is now being 
prepared and w ill be finalized in the 
spring of 2003. 

In addition to helping ensure that the 
heritage value of historic places is 
protected in conservation and 
development projects, the Standards and 
Guidelines will be used as the principal 
reference for the review of projects 

Princess Place. Halifax - a Victorian Streetscape { c.1876) 

involving federal buildings, and as a 
reference when considering the impact 
of federal actions on heritage places in 
the CRHP.They could also be adopted 
for similar purposes by municipal, 
provincial or territorial governments. 
Finally, it is hoped that they will 
contribute to raising the level of 
awareness about modern conservation 
practices in retrofitting and urban 
redevelopment within the building and 
construction sector in Canada. 

Certification to Access Federal 
Financial Incentives 
To be eligible for the proposed financial 
incentives, development projects 
involving historic places included in the 
CRHP must demonstrate that work is 
done in accordance with the Standards 
and Guidelines. For moneys to actually 
flow, projects will have to have been 
certified in compliance with the Standards 
and Guidelines. The certification process 
would include an approval in principle 
based on project conservation plans, 
followed by a final certification of 

completed work. This certification 
process, the third HPI tool, provides 
quality assurance by ensuring that the 
Standards and Guidelines have been 
applied in a consistent and coherent 
way. The integration of the certification 
process into the program design for the 
$ I 0-million-a-year contribution program 
announced in the budget is now being 
determined. 

Toward a New Act 
For the second phase of work in the 
HPI, the discussion paper, Toward a New 
Act Protection of Canada's Historic Places, 
outlines proposed elements of a new 
Canada Historic Places Act and is seeking 
comments and advice from Canadians.2 

It includes the following proposal: 

• the introduction of an archeological
permit system on federal lands; 

• the modernization of the Historic Sites 
and Monuments Act; 

• a requirement that federal entities 
use the Standards and Guidelines to 
maintain and protect heritage places, 
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and give priority to the use and reuse 
of federal heritage buildings and sites 
within the federal jurisdiction; 

• an assurance that federal entities will 
take into consideration the heritage 
value of places on the CRHP; and 

• the provision of a legislative base for 
the three tools discussed above. 

The second discussion document, 
Historic Places and Aboriginal People, 
outlines the conservation tools that 
have been announced and the proposed 
legislation, and seeks comments from 
Aboriginal people with a particular 
emphasis on the archeological provisions 
and possible tools supporting Aboriginal 
engagement in the overall initiative.3-7 

Co11aborative Renewal 
The three tools and the proposed 
legislation constitute the development 
of a renewed Canada-wide framework 
for heritage conservation. The HPI has 
progressed to this point through the 
collaboration of provinces, territories, 
heritage professionals and the federal 
government. Planners have been actively 
engaged through working groups formed 
to develop the CRHP, the Standards and 
Guidelines and the certification process. 
Continued progress will depend on robust 
collaboration between governments, 
professionals and the heritage community. 
The ultimate measure of success will be 
reversing the loss of Canada's built 
heritage. • 
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