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Sailing between the steep cliffs of 
the Narrows on the feast day of 
St. John the Baptist in 1497, 
Giovanni Caboto (John Cabot) 
encountered a sheltered harbour, 
narrow beach, and hillside slop
ing upward to a high ridge. This 
site became St. John's, the most 

easterly city in North America. 

Although St. John's began as a 
fishing station, plantations were 
eventually established around the 
harbour. Over time, settlement 
climbed the hill, but planning 
was limited to the military forts 
and their connecting roads. 
A series of fires forced better 
planning. After the Great Fire of 
1892, authorities widened 

streets, provided fire breaks, and 
improved the water supply. St. 
John's was incorporated as a 
town in 1888 and raised to a city 

in 1921 . 

After the Second World War, in 

which St. John's served as a sta
tion for the U.S. and Canadian 
troops and convoys crossing the 
Atlantic, the St. John's Housing 
Corporation established Churchill 
Park, Canada's first planned post 
war suburb. In the 1950s, the 
city adopted its first land-use 
zoning by-law. A draft municipal 

plan was prepared in 1972, but 
the first adopted plan came in 
1984. Today, St. John's has over 
100,000 residents - roughly one
third of the province's popula

tion. 

St. John's 
The Atlantic Entrance 
to the New World 
by Ken O'Brien, MCIP 
Planner, 

City of St. John's 

Newfoundland and 
Labrador's capital 

St. John's is the seat of the 
provincial government. 
According to certain reports, the 
commanding location of 
Confederation Building, up 
above the old city, was chosen in 
the 1950s by Joey Smallwood 

himself. In 1968, using Wascana 
Park in Regina as a model, the 
Province established Pippy Park, 
a 1,300-hectare parcel intended 
as a recreational area and a land 
bank for Confederation Building, 
Memorial University, the Marine 
Institute, and the College of the 
North Atlantic. 

City Hall has remained down
town; so have many federal gov

ernment offices . Most offices of 
the provincial government are in 
Pippy Park, but construction will 
soon begin on the Rooms, a 
downtown facility that will com
bine the provincial museum, 
archives, and art gallery. 

Municipal government 

The municipal boundary of St. 
John's expanded dramatically in 

1992, when the Province amal
gamated the city with 
Wedgewood Park, Goulds, and 
extensive rural lands. This amal
gamation required significant 

changes to the St. John's 
Municipal Plan and Development 
Regulations. 

However, regional government 
has not been established. St. 
John's participates in regional 
boards overseeing water supply 
and fire fighting, and accepts 
waste from other municipalities 
at its sanitary landfill. The debate 
over whether St. John's should 
be amalgamated with the City of 
Mount Pearl (population 26,000) 

continues. 

Building on our heritage 

Because of fires, harsh climate, 
and demolition, few buildings in 
St. John's are more than 120 
years old. In 1977, activists col
laborated with the Heritage 
Canada Foundation to create a 
heritage conservation area. The 

City and other agencies are now 
working on a Downtown 
Strategy for Economic 
Development and Heritage 
Preservation. Major changes in 
policies for education and health 
care have resulted in vacant hos
pitals, schools, and churches, 
some of which are heritage 
buildings whose fate is uncertain. 

Downtown nightlife is vibrant on 

George Street, but in many cases 
the style of renovations is not 
suitable for the heritage area. 
There is also debate over grants 
or tax breaks for heritage reno

vations. 

Downtown and harbour. 
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Improving the 
environment and 
enjoying life 

Clean-ups and trail-building have 
become important. Conservation 
groups work on the city's three 
major rivers - the Waterford, 
Rennie's, and the Virginia. An ini
tiative by the Johnson Family 
Foundation, involving other 
organizations and the three levels 

of government, has created the 
Grand Concourse, a 100-kilome
tre network of trails which run 
throughout the St. John's Urban 
Region. 

Environmentalists have helped 
raise awareness of the impor
tance of protecting urban rivers. 
In the meantime, the rivers teem 
with trout, and salmon are being 

reintroduced. The City is working 
with its municipal neighbours, 
Mount Pearl and Paradise, on 
cleaning up the sanitary sewage 
that has been discharged into St. 
John's harbour. 

Signal Hill and the Narrows, the entrance 
to St. John's harbour. 
Credit: City of St.Johns. 

A resurgent economy 

The 1992 moratorium on the 
northern cod fishery was a seri
ous blow. St. John's lost its fish 
processing plant, and businesses 
dependent on the fishery - from 
trucking to marine supplies - suf
fered. Thousands of Newfound
landers left their outport homes. 

Yet stability is returning, despite 

certain persistent problems. 
Employment is up, the offshore 
oil industry has begun produc
tion , and the number of con
struction projects has increased. 
A civic centre (the new home of 
the St. John's Maple Leafs, an 
American Hockey League team) 
is being built downtown, new 
buildings are being constructed 
at the university, and many new 

businesses have been set up. 

Encouraged by these develop
ments, St. John's hopes that in 
the near future it will become an 
oil capital and a centre for marine 
design and engineering, telecom
munications (an industry that will 
be built on Newfoundland's pio

neering work in providing educa
tion and health services to 
remote areas), information tech

nology, biotechnolo , and n 
manufacturin 
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