
WHY BOTHER WITH 
HERITAGE ANYWAY? 

by Marc Denhez 

Summary 
"Heritage" is not about freezing a handful of buildings, but about a particular kind of development with wider repercussions. 

Heritage initiatives began not only (or primarily) to idolize a few elite properties, but to demonstrate that even the oldest buildings and 
neighbourhoods could be given new life. The tactic worked. Projects involving designated heritage buildings spawned imitators and 

a multibillion-dollar building rehabilitation industry. This "demonstration effect" continues, although the legislative apparatus sometimes leads 
people to misconstrue the process as a freeze, rather than the opposite (encouragement of investment in a specific style). The largest 

obstacle is a shortage of technical and managerial skills, which increases costs. Solve that problem, says industry, and the rehabilitation 
wave could become a tsunami. 

Sommaire 
Le patrimoine ne se resume pas au controle de quelques batiments, mais plutot a un type de mise en va/eur dont les repercussions sont 

plus vastes. Les projets a caractere patrimonial ont ete amorces non seu/ement (ou uniquement) pour bonifier quelques proprietes choisies, 
mais aussi pour montrer que meme /es plus vieux edifices et quartiers pouvaient etre revitalises. La strategie a porte fruit Les projets visant 
des batiments patrimoniaux designes en ont engendre d'autres, donnant lieu a une industrie consacree a la refection immobiliere qui vaut 

des milliards de dollars. Cet « effet de demonstration » se poursuit, meme si /es rouages /egaux portent parfois /es gens a penser - a tort -
que la demarche consiste en un gel plutot que /'inverse (un encouragement a un investissement d'un type precis). Le manque de 

competences techniques et en gestion - qui augmente les couts - est le principal obstacle. Se/on l'industrie, si /'on parvenait a reg/er 
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ce probleme, la vague de la refection virerait au tsunami. 

Is there life after bungs? or high rises? 
Not according to most planning 

departments engulfed in greenfield sprawl 
and downtown redevelopment issues 
(with the occasional bow toward 
"intensification" of existing neighbour
hoods). However, fertile ground can be 
found in another kind of development 
improvement of the existing "built 
environment;' with the highest profiles 
being in "heritage" properties and districts. 

Pre-World War II buildings account for 
one seventh of Canada's built environment. 
Although legally designated "heritage" 
properties represent only a tiny fraction 
of these, this article proposes that their 
catalytic effect on development patterns 
is dramatically disproportionate to their 
numbers. 

Existing Buildings
Views of the Past 
Since the overwhelming majority of the 
buildings that Canadians will occupy in 

2020 have already been built, the 
fundamental planning question is how 
will they be used and maintained? That 
question has been swept under the 
carpet for decades, because of thinking 
dating from the 1930s and 40s when old 
buildings were broadly despised. Opinion 
leaders, including most architecture 
professors, adopted Walter Gropius's 
view that Victorian and Edwardian 
buildings were a "source of shame"' (p. 1•- 15l 

-what one Toronto editorial called 
"architecture at its worst."2 (p.•J 

According to McGill Principal Cyril 
James, it was "a comparative misfortune, 
in that none of the Canadian cities have 
yet been leveled by the war, but ... as 
soon as war has finished [Canadians 
will] wipe [them] out from one end of 
this Dominion to the other, in order 
that you may rebuild effectively." 3 (p. 73l 

Government then intervened to make 
this vision of "progress" a reality. Since 
the Great Depression, many economists 
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believed that our consumer economy 
depended on planned obsolescence: 
everything, including buildings and cities, 
should be thrown away. W.C. Clark, who 
drafted the Income Tax Act during World 
War 11, said that urban development 
should be modeled on "that rugged 
young interloper, the automobile 
industry."• (p. ' 9l Accordingly, buildings were 
presumed to depreciate at breakneck 
speed, repairs were marginalized, and 
the best tax treatment given to structures 
was for demolition-even better than 
for donation of the building to charity 
(a situation that prevailed for more than 
30 years and helped to fuel the demolition 
binge of I 960's "urban renewal"). 

The United States did likewise, subsidizing 
the "doughnut effect" in American 
downtowns. A backlash began in the 
mid- I 960s, when the U.S. Conference 
of Mayors recommended a dramatic 
demonstration to prove that even the 
oldest, most deteriorated neighbourhoods 
could be returned to splendour. Their 
tactical choice was as high-profile as 
possible: historic districts. Their report, 
With Heritage So Rich ,5 was successful 
beyond the mayors' dreams.Areas like 
Boston's Beacon Hill and Washington's 
Georgetown spawned so many imitators 
that they launched a multibillion-dollar 
building rehabilitation industry (with 
tourism spin-offs). The scale of the 
"demonstration effect" surprised 
everybody: by the 1970s, every self
respecting yuppie was busy fixing 
something. 

Who would have thought that this victim of 1960s 
remodelling would be a candidate for heritage-type 

development? The Horsfield Project in Saint John N B. 
demonstrates the potential of an insightful heritage 

strategy, not only to embellish buildings and 
neighbourhoods {and improve the tax base), but also to 

generate investment and employment - as well as a 
domino effect. 
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The spillover into Canada was equally 
dramatic. In 1982, residential renovation's 
share of gross domestic product overtook 
new home building (and has stayed on 
top almost continuously since), even in 
the total absence of a national strategy 
to do so. The experience in the cities 
that actually made an effort to use 
heritage strategically was startling: 
St. John's, which had one of the country's 
most distressed downtowns when it 
embarked on a heritage rehabilitation 
policy in 1978, effected such a turnaround 
that in 2000, Construct Canada named its 
revitalization one of the top Canadian 
construction achievements of the 20th 

century (at about the same time as the 
city's first mill ion-dollar condominium, in 
a heritage building, was coming on the 
market). The impact on the tax base has 
been huge. 

Some people did not care about the 
economics; they were what modernist 
Adolf Loos called the "criminals and 
pathological cases" who simply liked 
ornamented old buildings.' Together 
with what some planners affectionately 
label "hysterical societies," they wanted 
selected older buildings to be preserved 
on cultural grounds. Like many, they 
assumed that the economic threat to 
these buildings was inherent rather than 
contrived, and the resulting debate was 
often construed as being for or against 
"development." 

The ''Development'' Debate 
However, heritage is not an alternative to 
development; it is an alternative form of 
development. Instead of the I 960's 
pattern of flattening buildings to start 
over (or disguising them through 
"remodeling"), heritage-type work 
makes exteriors look as they were 
intended, while upgrading interior 
systems and "livability" to today's standards. 
Making a building look "as intended" 
may be for historic authenticity or, more 
often, simply because things usually look 
better when they do not look "designed 
by a committee." Most (but not all) of 
this multibillion-dollar market centers 
on pre-1945 buildings, often in the name 
of "heritage" (although the buildings are 
not always legally designated as such). 

This trend received a boost from the 
sustainable development debate. In 1987, 
the Brundtland Commission called for 
an extension of the economic life 
expectancy of everything we produce. 
In Canada, where almost one third of 
landfill deposits is still composed of 
"used construction material;' a society 
intent on recycling items as small as pop 
bottles and tin cans began to consider 
reusing items as large as buildings and 
cities, instead of consigning them to the 
dump. However, neither the planning 
theory nor the tools kept pace. Despite 
some worthwhile ventures into 
"neighbourhood revitalization" (often in 
struggling commercial districts, like 
Ontario's business improvement areas 
and Quebec's Rues principales program), 
tools to assist heritage reuse have been 
mired in misconceptions. Those tools 



are mostly derived from the century-old 
treatment of "historic monuments" in 
Europe (where "Canadian heritage" 
is sometimes seen as an oxymoron, 
heritage-type development is seldom 
discussed as an economic force , except 
in terms of tourism, and Old Town 
Yellowknife, founded 1934, has them 
rolling in the aisles) . Unlike North 
America, where heritage programs 
originated for planning/economic/tactical 
reasons and culture was a bonus, the 
European experience was the other 
way around: the programs originated 
for cultural reasons, and economics was 
considered a bonus, if at all. European 
planning for heritage focused on three 
pillars: triage, regulation and subsidy. 
First, a government would identify a 
representative sampling of historic 
buildings; second, these would be 
subjected to special protective regulations; 
and third, there would be an economic 
package to offset the so-called economic 
burdens invariably associated with heritage. 

This approach, adopted by Canada in 
the 1960s and 70s, effectively placed its 
architectural icons "under a glass case." 
Pursuant to special laws, planners drew 
lines on maps around selected areas like 
Peggy's Cove, Vieux-Montreal, Vieux
Quebec and Vancouver's Gastown, along 
with a collection of individual sites from 
every province. Outside the lines was 
"open season"; inside the lines was a 
regulatory package, with a veto on 
alterations to these legally designated 
properties and (everywhere but in 
Ontario) on their demolition. So much 
for the first two pillars; the third pillar 
(money) was harder to find . On the 

assumption that heritage designation 
intruded on property rights, and that 
subsequent work on those buildings would 
be both museological and exorbitant, it 
was seldom used.After three decades of 
effort, designated heritage properties 
today account for less than one quarter 
of one percent of the building stock, 
thus marginalizing them, in the day-to
day work of most planners, right off the 
political radar screen. 

But was this the last word? By the 1980s, 
some heritage activists themselves were 
challenging the premise that "heritage" 
was about setting aside an infinitesimal 
percentage of the building stock to be 
frozen in time, to save it from "normal 
economics" (by either threatening the 
owners with legal sanctions or buying 
them off) . Furthermore, organizations 
like the Canadian Home Builders' 
Association (parent of the Canadian 
Renovators' Council) argued that many 
supposedly uncompetitive rehabilitation 
projects would be feasible "if people 
knew how." In other words, the primary 
obstacle was not "normal economics", 
but a shortage of rehabilitation skills 
among entrepreneurs and trades (along 
with a web of hidden regulatory and tax 
disincentives left over from the 1940s 
and 50s).Although an aggressive training 
program would not deliver museological 
expertise to the typical renovation 
contractor, it could produce enough 
know-how to deal with most older 
buildings on an attractive economic 
basis, thereby reducing the need for 
government intervention. 

Augmenting the 
Rehabilitation "Wave" 
As of 2003, the heritage file in Canada is 
at a crossroads. The federal government 
and several provinces are discussing 
ambitious new programs. These may be 
ignored by people who are content to 
focus on the 1.5 percent of Canadian 
buildings under construction in any 
given year, rather than think about the 
98.5 percent that have already been 
built.At the other extreme, new 
initiatives may cause horror among 
those who like the existing system, 
where heritage is a statistical aberration: 
if heritage development increased 
exponentially, such "dilution" might 
threaten the three pillars of heritage 
planning (triage, regulation and subsidy) 
with overload and logistical collapse. 

Unfortunately, aside from the three 
pillars, few planning tools are at Canada's 
disposal (yet), so we must make the 
best of them for now. But for the longer 
term, the following facts remain: 

• The rationale for heritage programs 
in North America has always been 
much bigger than the protection of 
isolated pockets of what the New York 
Times called "creeping cutesy-poo," 
which can be viewed as harbingers of 
a wider campaign to reverse the 
declining condition of the building 
stock as a whole. 

• Heritage is not just about little 
collections of properties; it is about a 
specific kind of development process. 

• Beyond culture and tourism, this work 
is intended to have a demonstration 
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effect: each heritage project could 
spawn dozens of imitators in buildings 
that are old ( or not so old). The 
strategy apparently works. It has not 
only reversed conventional wisdom 
about expendability of the building 
stock, it is also credited with spawning 
the renovation boom of the last 
generation. In cases like St. John's, it 
performed beyond all expectations. 
If all this could occur in the absence 
of any clear national policy, systematic 
training or coordinated effort, then 
what is Canada capable of if it gets 
serious about this subject? 

• The largest obstacle, according to 
many voices in industry, is neither 
antipathy nor economics. During the 
last two generations, while treating 
its older buildings with disdain, 
Canada lost much of the managerial, 
professional and technical expertise 
to deal with them. Developers doing 
conventional projects have easy 
access to know-how; but for heritage 
developers, that access is hit and miss. 

The public and private sectors are both 
increasingly demanding that the problem 
be corrected, and that Canada's current 
wave of rehabilitation activity be turned 
into a tsunami.Are Canada's planners 
positioned to ride that wave? • 
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