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SUBJECT: Hamilton Downtown: Heritage Character Zone, Design Guidelines 

(PED06076) (Ward 2) 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
(a) That Council adopt the Downtown Heritage Character Zone, Design Guidelines, 

attached as Appendix A to Report PED06076. 
 
(b) That Council direct staff to review all development projects within the Heritage 

Character Zone for consistency with the attached Design Guidelines. 
 
(c) That staff’s review in recommendations for all applications for City Incentive and 

Loan Programs for properties located within the Downtown Heritage Character 
Zone, shown on Figure 1, Page 3, of Appendix “A” to Report PED06076, take 
into consideration consistency of the development project with the attached 
Design Guidelines. 

 
(d) That Item “K”, Urban Design Guidelines for Downtown Hamilton, referred from 

the Planning and Economic Development Committee of February 21, 2006, be 
identified as completed and removed from the Planning and Economic 
Development Outstanding Business List.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Lee Ann Coveyduck 
General Manager 
Planning and Economic Development Department 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
 
On May 25, 2005, Council enacted the first phase of the new comprehensive Zoning 
By-law for the City of Hamilton, which implemented new Zones for the City’s Downtown 
Area.  A commitment was made during the Public Meeting discussions that Design 
Guidelines would be prepared for the Downtown Heritage Character Zone (portions of 
James Street, John Street and King Street as shown on Figure 1, Page 3 of Appendix A 
to Report PED06076) and consideration would then be given to removing the Built Form 
regulations from the Zoning By-law to let the Design Guidelines direct the design of 
development projects. 
 
The Downtown Heritage Character Zone Design Guidelines have been completed and 
are attached as Appendix A to Report PED06076 for adoption by Committee and 
Council.   It has been decided that no changes to the Zoning By-law will be undertaken 
at this time.   
 
Staff first need time to assess the effectiveness of applying the guidelines to Downtown 
projects as part of the site plan approval process and when reviewing applications for 
City incentive programs, including the ERASE Program.  Bill 51, Amendments to the 
Planning Act, is proposing to give the municipality prescribed authority for applying 
urban design and architectural control as part of the site plan process.  This is a further 
reason that staff would want to wait to consider amending the Zoning By-law until we 
understand the provisions of the final Bill that is passed. 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
On May 25, 2005, Council enacted the first phase of the new comprehensive Zoning 
By-law for the City of Hamilton, which included new zones for the Downtown Core. 
 
As part of the new Zoning By-law, a Downtown Heritage Character Zone was created 
and represents the historical retail core of the City, generally located along King and 
James Streets (See Figure 1, Page 3 of Appendix A). The intent of this Zone was to 
create built form zoning regulations to require new developments to be built with some 
consistency in order to ensure a complementary fit to the existing historical 
configuration of building form. These regulations are a departure from the traditional 
zoning regulations and relate to the “character” of the area that can be regulated under 
Subsection 34(1)(4) of the Planning Act.  
 
The built form regulations specific to this area relate to: 
 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Minimum width of ground floor façade. 
Percentage of windows on the ground floor and stories above. 
Heights of storeys. 
Types of materials for building cladding. 
Demarcation of building storeys. 
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As part of the presentations and discussions at Planning and Economic Development 
Committee, a commitment was made that staff would be pro-active in helping business 
and owners with educating them on the built form zoning regulations through the 
preparation of Design Guidelines for the Downtown Heritage Character Zone (attached 
as Appendix A). It is anticipated that these will clearly explain the rationale and design 
objectives for this special area. 
 
The key objective of these guidelines is to protect this specific area’s traditional 
character by ensuring that new development either as alteration, infill, or new 
construction, enhances the existing built environment.  The guidelines should be treated 
as a design framework within which skilled design professionals can respond creatively. 
 
To date, the character zoning provisions have been used positively in two recent 
development proposals for sites on King Street East and James Street North. Areas 
outside the James and King Streets’ character area remain unregulated in the Zoning 
By-law with respect to specific design controls. However, general urban design 
guidelines for development in the Downtown area outside of the character zone are 
currently being prepared with a draft due in early Summer 2006. As part of this work, 
staff will also be examining the establishment of a “design committee”, as provided for in 
the Downtown Hamilton Secondary Plan, to provide peer review of all development 
projects and ensure high quality architectural design (Policy 2.4.4.3 d). 
 
Recent proposals for amendments to the Planning Act, contained in Bill 51, include 
changes to site plan provisions. These changes will enable municipalities to review and 
approve exterior design matters that are now currently exempt from the Act, such as 
materials and building features. Assuming these amendments are enacted, it will result 
in a complementary design approval process that is anticipated to result in a higher 
standard of urban design. The City will be well placed to take advantage of these new 
provisions. 
 
ANALYSIS/RATIONALE: 
 
The preparation of urban design guidelines are now accepted as part of forward looking, 
municipal planning activities, particularly in larger urban areas. Generally, municipal 
urban design guidelines have been used at a variety of scales and range in scope from 
addressing the form and design of entire urban areas to prescriptive design 
requirements for specific, individual sites. 
 
The objective of these design guidelines, in conjunction with the Zoning By-law, is to 
protect this specific area of the Downtown’s traditional character by ensuring that new 
development either as alteration, infill, or new construction, enhances the existing built 
environment. As with most design guidance, the Heritage Character Zone Design 
Guidelines (attached as Appendix A to Report PED06076) provide a minimum level or 
standard of design appropriateness for development within this zone.  Rather than 
being seen as obstacles to good building design, the guidelines are a design framework 
within which skilled design professional can respond creatively. 
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• 

• 

These guidelines have been developed based on two principles: 
 

that the existing character of areas within the Downtown Heritage Character Zone 
should be conserved and appropriately managed; and,  

 
that infill development and/or re-development within these areas will be sympathetic 
and complementary to the existing Heritage Character Zone character without 
insisting on replicating historic architectural styles. 

 
Analyses of the area’s existing building façades have provided quantifiable and 
measurable data that defines the area’s built characteristics: such as building mass, the 
locations and proportions of windows and doors, vertical and horizontal divisions of the 
first three storeys, as well as façade materials. These building features now form the 
basis of the design advice illustrated in these guidelines.  The guidelines are intended to 
be used by property owners and their design professionals who are involved with 
potential changes to land and buildings within the Heritage Character Zone. 
 
The guidelines will provide design advice and guidance to developers, architects, and 
planners when designing alterations and/or additions to existing buildings, infill 
development and large-scale redevelopment. The guidelines will also establish best-
practice standards against which City staff can evaluate development proposals. City 
staff will use these guidelines in the planning approvals process including: 
 
• preliminary site review prior to the submission of planning applications. 
• reviewing and commenting on re-zoning applications. 
• review and approval of site plan applications. 
 
Recommendation (c) also provides Council direction to staff that all applications for City 
Incentive and Loan Programs in the Heritage Character Zones in the Downtown be 
reviewed for consistency with the new design guidelines.  This evaluation will no doubt 
achieve higher success in ensuring compliance with the guidelines as financial 
incentives are often a key impetus to many projects proceeding. 
 
The conservation of heritage resources and the requirement for high quality urban 
design within the Downtown is supported by planning policy, such as the City’s 
Downtown Secondary Plan and the Provincial Policy Statement. Additionally, several 
other interrelated policy objectives, such as the promotion of pedestrian oriented 
façades and mixed-use commercial/residential buildings, are also furthered through 
these guidelines. 
 
As noted previously as part of the consultation and presentations at Planning and 
Economic Development Committee, a staff commitment was made to prepare Design 
Guidelines for the Downtown Heritage Character Zone (attached as Appendix A to 
Report PED06076).  It is expected that those designers involved with the built form in 
this specific area of Downtown Hamilton will benefit by providing more explanatory text 
and the rationale for design objectives in this special area. Typically, descriptive text on 
design matters is not contained within a By-law and the attached guidelines are 
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considered the most appropriate way to communicate the design intent for this specific 
area and its traditional character. 
 
ALTERNATIVES FOR CONSIDERATION: 
 
The Design Guidelines for the Downtown Heritage Character Zone (attached as 
Appendix A to Report PED06076) provide direction as to how new development shall 
occur within a specific area of the Downtown. The document provides the intent of the 
building types and built environment which would be consistent with the existing 
character of the area. Without these guidelines there is the potential for additional time 
to be expended explaining the design rationale for each and every development and 
site plan application. The guidelines provide a simple, accessible and cost effective way 
of communicating the City’s design intent. 
 
Accordingly, the only alternative evaluated is a “do nothing” approach. 
 
Do Nothing 
If the guidelines are not adopted by Council, design professionals providing advice to 
development proponents may be at a disadvantage in trying to guess at what the 
Zoning By-law provisions were regulating. This could potentially result in delays during 
the development approvals process and would be counter productive in attempting to 
provide an expeditious development approvals process. 
 
Doing nothing would not fulfil the direction provided by Council and would not respond 
to the concerns of delegations received at the time of considering the new Downtown 
Zoning By-law provisions. 
 
FINANCIAL/STAFFING/LEGAL IMPLICATIONS: 
 
Financial – N/A. 
 
Staffing – N/A. 
 
Legal  – N/A. 
 
POLICIES AFFECTING PROPOSAL: 
 
The preparation of design guidelines are in keeping with the scope and intent of the 
Official Plan policies contained in the Council approved Downtown Secondary Plan, 
specifically Policy 2.4.4, “Respecting Design and Heritage” 
 
RELEVANT CONSULTATION: 
 
Throughout the development of the first phase of the comprehensive Zoning By-law, 
extensive consultation had been held through Pubic Information Centres, Stakeholder 
Meetings and direct mailings to all property owners.  As part of the development of 
these Design Guidelines, staff circulated the draft guidelines for comment to other City 
staff and design professionals external to the City. No adverse comments were 
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received. City staff also met with a representative of the Greater Hamilton and 
Burlington Society of Architects who was generally supportive.  Minor revisions were 
made to clarify the text and illustrations. 
 
CITY STRATEGIC COMMITMENT: 
 
By evaluating the “Triple Bottom Line”, (community, environment, economic implications) we can make 
choices that create value across all three bottom lines, moving us closer to our vision for a sustainable 
community, and Provincial interests. 
 
Community Well-Being is enhanced.  Yes  No 
Public services and programs are delivered in an equitable manner, coordinated, efficient, effective and 
easily accessible to all citizens. 
 
Environmental Well-Being is enhanced.  Yes  No 
The design guidelines will assist in enhancing the form and quality of the urban environment 
 
Economic Well-Being is enhanced. Yes  No 
The design guidelines will assist in reducing uncertainty in the design process and providing cost effective 
delivery of development approval services. Attractively designed urban places will enhance the living and 
working areas as places to confidently invest. 
 
Does the option you are recommending create value across all three bottom lines?   
 Yes  No 
 
Do the options you are recommending make Hamilton a City of choice for high performance 
public servants?  Yes  No 
 
 
:DC 
Attach. (1) 












