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LUNENBURG, NOVA SCOTIA, 
WORLD HERITAGE SITE 

WouLD WE Do IT AGAIN? 
by Heather-Anne Risser Getson 

Summary 
A simple question:Would residents of Lunenburg, Nova Scotia choose to seek or accept UNESCO World Heritage status, if they had to do it 
again? There are no simple answers. The designation of Lunenburg Old Town, with its colourful evolution of buildings and homes, has come 
at a price. It is a literal price, with increased real estate values and costs of living. The current and next generations of Lunenburg families 
may not be able to afford to live in their home town. The question goes beyond Lunenburg. The designation has brought hordes of visitors 

and increased expectations to bear on the limited resources of the Town. For other communities, this is an opportunity to observe the 
blessing of world renown, coupled with many hidden costs. 

Sommaire 
Une simple question : si c'etait a refaire, les habitants de Lunenburg (Nouvel/e-E.cosse) accepteraient-ils a nouveau que /eur vi//e soit 

designee un site du patrimoine mondial de /'UNESCO? Si la question est simple, la reponse est loin de /'etre. Cette designation du « vieux » 
Lunenburg, avec /es botiments et demeures co/ores qu'e//e evoque, n'a pas ete sans prix - un prix bien littera/ avec la hausse des va/eurs 

mobi/ieres et du cout de la vie. Les Lunenburgeois d'aujourd'hui et de demain pourraient bien ne pas avoir /es moyens de continuer a 
habiter /eur ville. Et la question deborde des limites de la ville. La designation attire des hordes de visiteurs dont /es attentes mettent en 

cause /es ressources limitees de /'administration municipale. Pour d'autres colleetivites, Lunenburg est une occasion d'observer /es bienfaits 
d'une renommee mondiale - et /es nombreux couts caches dont e//e s'assortit 
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The town of Lunenburg, Nova Scotia, 
has stood on its peninsula since 1753. 

Although it faces the sea, nowadays 
most people approach the community 
by land. You do not arrive in Lunenburg 
by accident. Travellers make a definite 
decision to leave the main highway to 
take a side trip to our picturesque town 
of 2,600 souls. 

The unwary traveller driving through 
town soon faces some challenges. The 
centre of the community, called "Old 
Town," is filled with hills and one-way 
streets. Planned for the needs of the 
British military in the mid- I 700s, the 
Old Town is largely unchanged. Residents 
tend to look both ways, even on one
way streets, in case strangers are lost. 
Lots of arm waving and friendly 
conversations ensue when that happens. 

One thing is for certain: the magic of 
Lunenburg captures the hearts of visitors 
and residents alike. 

The intact 18th century grid pattern is 
one of the main reasons that Lunenburg 
was designated a UNESCO World 
Heritage site in December 1995.Along 
with this unique early example of urban 
planning, the Old Town is also important 
for the way in which it represents an 
evolution of architecture and life through 
to the 20th century. Lunenburg is one of 
two urban centres in North America to 
have the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization 
World Heritage Site status. The old 
section of Quebec City is the other. 
Candidate sites for the World Heritage 
designation are evaluated by the United 
Nations agency according to strict 



criteria. To be chosen as one of the few 
hundred sites that include Nara, Japan, 
and the Anchor Wat temples of Cambodia 
is an honour.' 

Lunenburgers are proud of their town. 
It shows in the carefully painted facades 
of the wooden homes that nest together 
on blocks of land still recognizable from 
the time of settlement. The pride extends 
to the neatness of the gardens and the 
landscaping.Although an Old Town lot 
contains little excess land, residents 
have used what is there creatively. 
Indeed, even in the 1850s, the famous 
Nova Scotian Joseph Howe commented 
on the prettiness of the residences of 
Lunenburg. 

Honest pride of place is also evident 
in conversations with Lunenburgers. 
A number of families trace their roots 
directly to settlement and can recite their 
genealogies. They can also take you to the 
spot where their first ancestors' lots 
were awarded by drawing from a deck of 
cards to ensure fairness of distribution. 
With our 21 " century cynicism, we may 
doubt the fairness of such a process, but 
the anything-but-stupid "foreign" 
Protestants who settled Lunenburg 
would have seen through any tricks. 

Membership in the UNESCO family 
has its rewards and responsibilities. 
Lunenburg's Fisheries Museum of the 
Atlantic had been the primary base of a 
growing tourist industry since the late 
1970s, but the real boom in tourism 
began with the UNESCO designation. In 
winter, Lunenburg is a mild-mannered 
community, but during the summer, it 
becomes the coastal caped-crusader of 
heritage, tourism and festivals with all 
the planning headaches that this implies. 
During the peak months of June to 
October, it is estimated that 350,000 to 
400,000 visitors come to town, all wanting 
to park, shop, eat and take pictures. In 
winter, it is sometimes so quiet that you 
could lie down safely in the middle of a 
street. In summer, these same streets 
teem with people, cars, horses and oxen. 
At one point last year, the planning 
department was considering more than 
25 applications to establish bed-and
breakfast accommodations. 
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Along with increasing tourism, real estate 
prices in Lunenburg have risen.A home 
that sold for $3,500 in 1960 was worth 
at least $40,000 in 1980. Today, it would 
easily sell for $250,000. People are 
attracted to these homes for a variety 
of reasons. Many houses in Old Town and 
the surrounding area, with structures 
dating from the 1700s, 1800s and 1900s, 
are designated heritage properties. The 
grand old Victorian ladies of architecture 
drip with painted trim. The Lunenburg 
bump (not a dance, but a distinctive 
extended dormer) graces many homes, 
enchanting home-owners and visitors. 

Most home buyers (many of whom are 
Americans) recognize that their purchases 
are excellent investments. It is at this 
point that we Lunenburgers begin to 
wonder if our town has become too 
popular. Can young people, born and 
raised in Lunenburg, afford to purchase 
a house in their home town? Can senior 
citizens, who gave 'their entire lives to 
the betterment of the community, afford 
to maintain their homes and pay taxes? 
Are we still a heritage community, or 
has tourism taken over? 

I. For more information, click on: (http://whc.unesco.org/nwhc/pages/doc/mainf3.htm). 

Town Council grapples constantly with 
these questions. It is a fact that few, if 
any, young Lunenburgers can afford the 
price of most homes on the market 
today. The law of supply and demand and 
the high value of the American dollar 
make home ownership a challenge. This 
is, in many ways, the most significant 
change to affect the community since it 
was settled. Within this generation, old
time Lunenburg families must face the 
fact that their birthright, the ability to 
live in their home town, may now be 
beyond their reach. In 25 years, will any 
resident be able to point to a home and 
say, "My great-grandparents lived there:'? 

The rise in taxes has closely followed 
the rise in real estate prices. Again, Town 
Council has great concern for this subject 
and fights vigorously each budget meeting 
to hold the line. It is almost a moot 
point, however, since the assessments go 
up each year. But the Province of Nova 
Scotia is responsible for assessment; 
Lunenburgers' hands are tied. 

The most poignant question of all arises 
when we ask if any good has come from 
the UNESCO designation. The answer is 
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bittersweet. Yes, there are many short
term benefits. No, because at this point, 
it is often difficult to find long-term 
help, which was sought at the beginning 
of the application process. Lunenburg 
expected significant financial support 
from the federal government when the 
agreement making Lunenburg a World 
UNESCO site was signed. Within the 
UNESCO agreement, the federal 
government agreed to help preserve 
and maintain the heritage town. The 
United Nations must be convinced that 
the government of the country will help 
to keep the site up to standards. Indeed, 
regular inspections of World Heritage 
sites are conducted to ensure that places 
are still worthy to be included in the 
World List. Lunenburg is undergoing such 
an inspection during 2003. The report 
date is set for the end of September. 

The federal government has been helpful 
in many ways. Funds have been available 
for various programs, including documen
tation of houses in the Old Town and 
through the skilled work of Parks Canada. 
It is recognized, however, that Old Quebec 
City has faired far better in terms of 
government support. For a town with a 
population as small as Lunenburg's, being 
responsible for maintaining the streets, 
producing programs and supporting 
residents is difficult. A UNESCO 
designation certainly puts a community 
on the map, making it its country's 
representative to the international 
audience of heritage, culture and 
tourism. However, we would caution 
others to think before they apply for 
similar status. Be careful of what you 
wish; it may come true. 

Will Lunenburg be able to face the future 
and rise triumphantly above the challenges? 
Yes! A stubborn streak of pride and a 
willingness to face anything will enable us 
to turn the problems to our advantage. 
Generations of fishermen and their 
families made this the Lunenburg way of 
life. It will not stop now, even with a 
change in demographics. 

Would we want to be considered for 
UNESCO designation, if we could do it 
again? Yes. There are precious, intangible 
aspects of life and history that cannot 

be measured by any price tag. To honour 
our past and to look toward the future 
with vigour are only two of the intangibles 
that have been a gift of the UNESCO 
designation. 

Although these are not easy times for 
Lunenburg, they are most assuredly not 
boring. We will take the challenges in 
hand and create our own prosperous 
future. For other communities considering 
following the same path, we would advise 
them to make sure that they know 
exactly who they are, their heritage and 
their strengths.After the designation, do 
not expect doors to open magically, or 
to find stores of riches and government 
grants; and be prepared for a lot of hard 
work. However, remember also that the 
recognition of history and built heritage 
is for the greater good of humanity. 
When we welcome others to explore 
our similarities and differences, we build 
a better world. That is, perhaps, the 
greatest gift that we can give to future 
generations. This is the unmistakeable 
gift of UNESCO designation. • 

Heather-Anne Risser Getson, a seventh
generation Lunenburger, is the Nova Scotia 
Member of the Historic Sites and Monuments 
Board of Canada, o town councillor and an author. 
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