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1.1 Background

The City of Cambridge has commissioned Brook McIlroy to 

prepare Urban Design Guidelines for Downtown Galt.  This 

document provides guidelines on heritage buildings, infill 

buildings and signage and streetscape within the core area 

of Downtown Galt. 

The guidelines are divided into five sections: Guidelines for 

Heritage Character Buildings; Guidelines for New and Infill 

Building Types; General Guidelines for New Buildings and 

Infill; Signage; and Pedestrian Areas, Parking and Streetscape 

Elements. A separate urban design guideline document has 

also been prepared for the Main Street area.

Downtown Galt is a picturesque area in the City of Cambridge. 

Constrained by the Grand River to the west and the 

escarpment to the east, the downtown is walkable, compact 

and experiencing moderate growth to the north and south.

Unlike many of Ontario’s historic downtowns, the Municipal 

Heritage Conservation Advisory Committee, and later the 

Downtown Cambridge BIA, has worked hard to promote the 

core, its public spaces and connections to the River and 

the surrounding residential neighbourhoods. With City Hall, 

Regional Offices, the Courthouse and the bus terminal within 

the core area and the Waterloo School of Architecture a short 

distance away, Downtown Galt serves as a primary business, 

educational, cultural and administrative centre for the City of 

Cambridge.  Key objectives that are addressed in this report 

include:

•	 Preserving existing heritage character and supporting a 

vibrant mixed-use condition within the Downtown;

•	 Supporting the redevelopment of rear building façades 

with a positive urban environment;

•	 Supporting active streetscapes by encouraging more 

residential apartments and offices above shops;

•	 Creating a more cohesive public realm throughout 

Downtown Galt;

•	 Reinforcing  the pedestrian friendly character of the street 

with well-designed and integrated parking lots;

•	 Examining opportunities to increase the number of people 

living and working in the downtown while protecting the 

existing heritage character; and,

•	 Improving the character and visibility of existing 

pedestrian and cyclist connections throughout the area.

1.2 Downtown Context and Vision



        3

The purpose of these Urban Design Guidelines is to establish 

a comprehensive and implementable vision for Downtown 

Galt and to develop recommendations that are appropriate 

for renovation, infill and the existing heritage context. 

The recommendations found in this document have been 

created to identify heritage preservation priorities and 

revitalization opportunities within the Core Area of Downtown 

Galt. All guideline recommendations are summarized in the 

Development Checklist found in Section 4.0.

The recommendations address the existing and future 

character of the built environment, streetscaping, landscaping 

and open spaces, as well as the scale and continuity of 

development, existing heritage elements, the use of materials, 

and the introduction of new infill projects.

This document outlines best urban design practices, and 

includes guidelines that may be implemented through future 

revisions to the Cambridge Official Plan and the City’s Zoning 

By-law. 

As the best practices outlined in the document become 

common practice, they will evolve. The examples shown in 

the document provide one example of how the guidelines 

can be applied, and are not intended to exclude alternative 

developments that meet their intent. 

The document is intended to assist the City of Cambridge, 

land-owners, businesses, developers and the public with 

clear tools to guide the design of heritage renovation and 

redevelopment projects within the Study Area. This is essential 

to ensure that the overall historic character of the Downtown 

maintained and enhanced through future redevelopment.

1.3 Role of the Urban Design Guidelines

The study contains five sections:

1. Introduction: Introduces the study, including document 

structure, study process, and application of the 

guidelines.

2. Study Area and Streetscape Master Plan: Provides an 

overview of the Study Area, and the building and block 

structure, identifies key opportunities, and describes the 

recommended streetscape master plan.

3. Urban Design Guidelines: Provides guidelines for 

renovations and additions to heritage buildings, 

guidelines for new buildings and infill, signage guidelines, 

pedestrian areas,  parking and streetscape elements 

within the Study Area.

4. Development Checklist: Contains a checklist of guidelines 

to assist the development community and the City of 

Cambridge.

5. Glossary of Terms: Section 5 contains a glossary of key 

design terms to assist with the implementation and 

interpretation of the guidelines..

1.4 Structure of the Document
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The Study Area includes the Galt Core Area from Warnock Street 

to the south, Thorne Street to the north, the Grand River to the 

west and Shade Street to the East. Within the Study Area, there 

is a significant mix of existing building types, open spaces and 

streetscapes. The existing main street heritage commercial is 

Galt’s primary character but there are also a significant number 

of other uses including parking lots, residential buildings, and 

employment uses, though these are found predominately to the 

north and south of Main Street. A significant defining feature of 

the downtown is the Grand River riverfront.

For the purposes of this document, an overview of the Study 

Area has been prepared to describe its key characteristics 

and the primary considerations for development.

Land Use

Within the downtown, there are residential, ground-floor 

commercial, office, and institutional land uses.  Each of these 

uses has a different character and streetscape requirement.  

At the edges of the downtown, development transitions from 

street-oriented development to properties that have parking 

lots located in the front yards of buildings. The latter typology 

is recommended to transition to a more street-oriented 

development overtime. 

Maintaining a mix of uses throughout the Study Area, and 

emphasizing the importance and significance of the Grand 

River, are  important to the vitality and success of downtown. 

Opportunities for new residential development that is in 

keeping with the downtown heritage character should be 

encouraged to increase the number of people living in the area.

2.1 The Study Area
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Parking Areas

The surface parking areas that service the businesses along 

Main Street are mostly located at the rear of the buildings.  

This helps to maintain a continuous pedestrian environment, 

while still providing the necessary service to those travelling 

to the area by car. Some of these parking lots present 

redevelopment opportunities that can add to the successful 

development of the street. Structured parking may be 

considered in some of these locations when the demand for 

it is realized. Secondary streets adjacent to parking areas, 

including Dickson Street, Mill Street and Wellington Street, 

require additional streetscape treatment to ensure a positive 

pedestrian realm and to adequately transition from parking 

lots to sidewalks. This could include planting strips, low walls, 

tree planting, seating, etc.

Walking, Transit and Cycling

In the downtown, there are ample opportunities for walking, 

cycling and transit. These are supported by continuous 

sidewalks, good access to transit service and a calmed traffic 

environment. Additional opportunities to improve the area’s 

walkability, access to future bike parking including integrated 

bicycle parking in front of buildings, connectivity to the Grand 

River, and to support transit ridership should be reviewed with 

each development application. 
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Walkable and Permeable Street Patterns

A small block structure, provision of sufficient sidewalk space, 

scale of the built form, and commercial frontages all combine 

to make the urban fabric in and around the Study Area easy 

to navigate as a pedestrian.  This aspect of the public realm 

should be protected and enhanced.  

Having such a walkable area means that drivers are more 

willing to park a short walk away from their destination, such 

that each property need not provide their own parking. 

Opportunities to expand the pedestrian network with 

additional through-block connections should be considered.  

(See section 3.6.3 for more information)
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Potential redevelopment parcels

Development Opportunities 

Development opportunities exist within the Study Area 

where properties contain buildings of no significant historic 

or architectural value that have the potential for a higher or 

better use (see map below).  There are also opportunities to infill 

existing surface parking areas and to create new frontage on the 

secondary streets.  Redevelopment opportunities also include 

some of the underdeveloped properties at the north and south 

end of the Study Area. 
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2.2 Structural Elements of the Study Area

2.2.1 Views

Within the Study Area, the primary views are to the west, 

down Main Street towards the bridge and river, with the spire 

from the Central Presbyterian Church being visible along the 

whole length of Main Street from the south side.   There is the 

potential for a view eastward where an open space marks 

the terminus of the street view and Main Street turns south. 

Water Street and Ainslie Street are also well framed views 

from the north and south, serving as key arrival points to the 

downtown. 

Redevelopment along these streets should maintain the scale 

and massing of development to frame the existing streets and 

reinforce the sense of arrival in the downtown.

Looking west along Main Street at Wellington Street. Looking east along Dickson Street, toward City Hall. 
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AREA  1 AREA  2
AREA  3
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2.2.3 Open Spaces

The Grand River on the western side of the study area provides 

the largest continuous open space within the downtown. The 

River frames the west edge of the downtown and creates a 

downtown character that is uniquely Galt. The typography of 

buildings directly addressing the river and the adjacent street 

is essential in creating vibrant open spaces and should be 

encourage along all existing and future open spaces within 

the downtown area.

2.2.4 Existing Massing and Built Form

The Study Area’s built form varies significantly as it transitions 

from north to south and east to west.  The following describes 

the structural makeup of each area:

Area 1 (Grand River-Thorne-Ainslie-Warnock)

Along Main Street, development is predominantly 3-storeys 

in height (~10m) but ranging from 2-4 storeys.  Buildings 

typically have ground-level retail uses with upper level 

Areas 1, 2 and 3

2.2.2 City Streets

Two-way neighbourhood streets cross the downtown in a 

small walkable grid pattern and offer drivers many options for 

navigating the area. Main Street serves as one of the river’s 

primary crossing points, but the occurrence of traffic bottle-

necks is limited thanks to the two additional nearby crossings 

at Park Hill Road East to the north and Concession Street to 

the south (see below). Changes in typography can make the 

edges of the downtown challenging to navigate, however, 

so additional downtown wayfinding would assist visitors in 

exploring the area.

Street Network

 Concession Street

Park Hill Road

Main Street
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Looking East on Dickson Street from Ainslie Street East, Area 2.  

2-storey mixed-use buildings in Area 1

residential apartments or offices. The building character 

within Area 1 is relatively consistent with some single family 

residential to the south. This format is broken only on the 

north side of Main Street, just west of Ainslie Street with the 

addition of relatively modern buildings that are single-use 

and have limited ground-level activity. In the northern portion 

of the study area building typologies change and become 

more modern in character and style with some industrial style 

buildings with parking out front. 

Area 2 (Ainslie-Thorne-Wellington-GO Transit Terminal)

Area 2 is predominately mixed-use with retail at grade and 

residential or office above.  Along Main Street, this Area has a 

predominantly 2-storey character that ranges in height from 

6.7-9m, with one 3-storey, 11m building on the northwest 

corner of Main Street and Wellington Street that has a cupola 

of 14.5 m. The southern portion of the Area is predominately 

parking lots with some new more compact residential 

apartment buildings. There is a significant amount of surface 

parking south of Main Street and surrounding the Go Transit 

Terminal. These large parking areas need to be broken up with 

clear pedestrian routes through the sites as well as better 

established edges (eg. low walls, trees, planting strips, and 

seating) to define the streets.

Area 3 (Wellington - Shade, along Main Street)

Along Main Street, this area contains buildings that are 

widely spaced. Heights vary from a 2-storey mixed-use 

corner building to 4-storey single-use residential building 

and a 4-storey, 18m office building. Many of the buildings 

do not front directly on, or align squarely to, the street, and 

apart from the building at the northeast corner, none have 

active frontage facing the street. This area will benefit from 

a consolidated streetscape approach to unify its currently 

fragmented character.

City Hall, Area 2
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3.1.1 Special Designations

The south side of Main Street in Area 1 is currently designated 

under Part V of the Ontario Heritage Act as a Heritage 

Conservation District (HCD).  This was established in 1984 

and was one of the first designated Heritage Districts in 

the Province of Ontario. The study and plan were produced 

by Nicolas Hill, Architect and Planner (now deceased). It is 

a thorough document with excellent materials and well-

developed guidelines to act as a framework for the guidelines 

in this area.

Areas 2 and 3 are not part of the HCD.  Consideration should 

be given by Council to conduct a study to determine whether 

all or parts of the Study Area along Main Street might be 

considered to be part of an expanded HCD.  When the south 

side of Main Street in Area 1 was made a HCD, the guidelines 

for heritage districts were in their infancy.  Since that time, 

a new Heritage Act was enacted (2006) and a much better 

understanding of HCDs has been developed since the original 

district was put in place 27 years ago (in 1984). With the 

creation of an expanded Heritage Conservation District, the 

City of Cambridge would have the strongest tool to implement 

the recommended Urban Design Guidelines for the Downtown 

and Main Street. 

Under the old Act, through which this HCD was created, the 

Municipality was given the power to deny a demolition permit 

for any building in the district for 180 days after which the 

owner was awarded by mandamus, a demolition permit.  

Under the new Act, a municipality has the right to refuse a 

demolition permit in perpetuity.  In return for these powers, 

it is the responsibility of a municipality to create a Heritage 

District Plan and related design guidelines. That plan would 

outline how intensification and redevelopment could occur in 

the district.  It is not the intent of the HCD plan to “freeze” 

development, but rather to have a plan based on the character 

of the heritage district such that new development could 

occur which would enhance, rather than diminish, the existing 

heritage character for which the district was designated.

Most of the 103 HCDs that exist in the Province include not 

only recognized heritage buildings, but new “non-heritage” 

buildings. As well, the definition of a district includes not just 

buildings, but also the context and overall character of the 

district, such as buildings, streetscape, landscape elements, 

etc.

Another change since the 1984 study by Mr. Hill is that 

buildings that might not have been considered heritage at 

the time might now fall under that definition, given the 27 

year period and our better understanding of what constitutes 

heritage (not necessarily just buildings erected prior to 1900).  

The new Heritage Act in its regulation 9/06 outlines various 

criteria for established heritage pedigree.

For these reasons, we would recommend that the current 

HCD be expanded to include, at a minimum, the north side 

of Main Street in Area 1 and that consideration be given to 

expanding the District to Main Street in Area 2.  This would 

give the Municipality the tools to direct development in the 

downtown in a manner consistent with the heritage character 

of Downtown Cambridge.

3.1 Downtown Heritage
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3.2.1 Height

•	 Additions to heritage buildings should be limited to 

no more than 2 storeys above the existing height to a 

maximum of 5 storeys.  

•	 Should approval be granted to build to a height of 5 

storeys, the top storey should step back from the bottom 

4 storeys in order to minimize their visibility and shadow 

impacts.

•	 Parapets with or without a cornice should not exceed 

1.8m beyond the top of the building.

3.2.2 Setbacks and Stepbacks

•	 All buildings in the Study Area will be built to the street 

line to the same setback from front and rear property 

lines as their neighbours.

•	 Setbacks on back lane structures should be 0-1m.

•	 Any addition built above 4 storeys to a maximum of 5 

storeys should step back a minimum of 3m from the 

storey beneath it in order to limit its visual impact on the 

streetscape.

3.2 Guidelines for Heritage Character Buildings
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3.2.3 Ground Floor Façade – Storefront 
Façade Articulation

•	 It is the intent of the Guidelines to allow businesses to 

create modern storefronts consistent with their business 

interests.

•	 Maintenance, repair and restoration work shall be 

undertaken using proper heritage methods.

•	 Cleaning of buildings should occur in a non-destructive 

manner. Sand blasting and high pressure water blasting 

or excessive acid washes is prohibited.

•	 Wood should be repaired rather than replaced as much as 

possible. Replacement, if necessary, should use the same 

material.  Modern aluminum or vinyl replacement is not 

acceptable.

•	 Brick and masonry repair should be undertaken using 

proper heritage materials and methods. Removal of 

old mortar should be performed with hand tools only.  

Appropriate lime formula should be used with mortar 

mixes matching original colour and sand.  Modern mortars 

cause damage to older masonry.

•	 Spalled stonework can be restored using professional 

epoxy-based fillers. For larger repairs, replacement stone 

may be required. Use of precast concrete to replace stone 

is discouraged.

•	 The sign band established by the ground floor cornice 

shall remain and any architectural elements such as 

pilasters or ornate work shall be retained and restored.

•	 New shop windows shall allow for display of stores’ 

products.  Opaque or postered windows shall not be 

allowed.

•	 To minimize energy use but encourage all evening 

storefront lighting, energy efficient lighting fixtures, 

including LED lighting, should be integrated in shop 

windows to be left on in evenings for pleasure of “window 

shopping” pedestrians and to assist street lighting.

•	 Display windows of businesses that have nothing to 

display can be an opportunity for artists, non-profit 

agencies or others to display and promote events, etc.

Upper Floors

•	 Repairs and alterations shall restore original features. 

Restoration should be based on research of documents, 

photographs and inspection of site conditions.

Heritage Elevations

•	 The language and character of the existing heritage 

buildings along Main Street is well established. Future 

redevelopment areas should look to the elements within 

the existing buildings to inform the design character or 

proportion of development.

•	 Alterations resulting from adaptive rehabilitation shall 

respect the heritage character.

Example of LED lighting on a building storefront.
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Typical heritage façade articulation elements
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3.2.4 Windows and Doors

•	 Original windows should be repaired if possible.  

•	 Original wood windows, even single glazed, can, with 

appropriate restoration perform as well as modern 

replacement windows. Proper caulking, installation 

of astragals and weather stripping can allow existing 

windows to perform well thermally.  

•	 If it is necessary to replace a window, the replacement 

should be wood and replicate existing window 

configurations.  Aluminum or vinyl window replacements 

are not acceptable.

3.2.5 Roofs

•	 Roofs and flashings should be repaired to avoid water 

damage. Original roofing materials may be metal or tar 

and gravel.  New roofing materials are acceptable if not 

visible. Visible roofs, such as copper or galvanized, should 

be replaced with like materials.  Where roof structure 

allows, green roofs or terraces should be encouraged.

3.2.6 Materials

•	 The Downtown’s historic buildings have façades of mostly 

stone and brick.  Any repairs or renovations to these 

structures should include like materials.

3.2.7 Cornices & Parapets

•	 Cornices and parapets are most often subject to 

deterioration due to weather exposure and can cause 

hazard to the street below.  These should be repaired 

or replaced to their original configuration.  Aluminum or 

modern prefinished materials are not acceptable.

There are many different styles of window openings in the downtown 
area. The shape and pattern of original window openings and the windows 
themselves should be retained wherever possible.

Example of stone façade with ornate stone parapet near Water Street and 
Main Street.
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3.2.8 Rear Building Façade

Where rear building façades are visible, through rear lane 

access and/or rear parking, the guidelines below should be 

followed to  improve and beautify the rear building façade:

•	 Where secondary entrances exist, adequate lighting and  

visibility should be maintained to ensure pedestrian 

safety.

•	 Outdoor storage or loading areas should be screened and 

rear entrances should be kept clear at all times. 

•	 Beautify the rear building façade by encouraging 

storefront entrances, soft landscaping elements and/

or patio/seating space, if appropriate with the existing 

heritage character.

•	 Repairs, maintenance and alterations affecting the rear 

building façade should be complementary in heritage 

character and quality of detail to the primary façade. 

Where expansive blank walls exist, landscaping may be 

used to mitigate the visual impact of blank façades.

Example of a well-maintained heritage rear façade with a secondary 
entrance
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Guidelines for new buildings and infill are divided into 

two parts. In this section (3.3), are guidelines specifically 

addressing the building types that may occur within the 

Downtown. The next section (3.4) contains general guidelines 

on the appropriate height, setback, massing and materiality 

of all buildings. All relevant guidelines should be reviewed for 

each development proposal.

3.3.1 Mixed-Use Buildings

The majority of new buildings and infill development within the 

Downtown Area will be mixed-use buildings that are similar to 

the existing building stock. The following recommendations 

are general and should be considered simultaneously with all 

the guidelines outlined in this section.

•	 A 4.5 metre minimum floor-to-floor height (or equivalent 

to the adjacent property) is recommended at street level 

to create a strong street presence and support retail uses.

•	 At least 60% of the building frontage on the ground floor 

and at building base levels should be glazed to allow 

views of indoor uses and to create visual interest for 

pedestrians.

•	 Clear glass is preferred over tinted glass to promote a high 

level of visibility and mirrored glass should be avoided at 

the street level.

•	 Building entrances should support retail uses and can 

be expressed and detailed in a variety of ways, including 

large entry awnings, canopies or double-height glazing.

•	 Residential uses above the ground floor should have a 

floor-to-ceiling height of 2.75 metres minimum.

•	 Where surface parking is provided it should be at the rear 

of the building and not visible from the principle public 

street.

•	 Short-term and secure, indoor or enclosed, long-term 

bicycle parking facilities should be provided.

•	 Transit shelters and seating shall be integrated into new 

buildings were appropriate.

3.3 Guidelines for New Buildings and Infill - Building Types 
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3.3.2 Employment Buildings

Office buildings in the Downtown will generally take two 

forms; stand-alone buildings on primary and secondary 

streets or upper floors of mixed-use buildings.

•	 Buildings shall address the principle public street 

but may incorporate setbacks that provide attractive 

landscaping and tree planting.

•	 The principle façades should incorporate large glazed 

areas and entrances, providing visibility between the 

building and the street.

•	 Main entrances should be directly accessible from public 

sidewalks.

•	 Surface parking areas should be located in the rear or 

side-yard, and should be well landscaped and hidden 

from view.

•	 Taller buildings should have a 3 to 4-storey building base. 

Stepbacks above the base are encouraged to create 

usable outdoor amenity areas for employees.

•	 On large, flat roofs, opportunities for green roofs should 

be explored to create usable outdoor amenity areas for 

employees.

•	 Outdoor short term and secure indoor or enclosed 

long-term bicycle parking should be provided at large 

employment buildings.

•	 Transit shelters and seating shall be integrated into new 

buildings where appropriate.

3.3.3 Residential Buildings

3.3.3.1 Apartment Buildings

More compact residential buildings are encouraged in 

Downtown Galt to support a mix of people living in the 

downtown, and can provide an appropriate transition 

between mixed-use buildings on the retail streets and within 

residential neighbourhoods.

•	 Taller apartment buildings should be designed to 

minimize shadows on adjacent properties.

•	 A minimum 3.0 metre setback is recommended from 

the front property line where residential units face 

main streets (arterial streets). This setback provides a 

transition from public to private space and should be well 

landscaped.

•	 Up to a 6.0 metre setback is recommended from the 

property line where residential units face secondary 

streets (intersecting collector or local streets) at the 

intersection with main streets (arterial streets).

•	 A 3.0 metre landscaped buffer is required to enhance 

privacy between front entrances and the public sidewalk.

•	 Individual unit entrances should be provided for at-grade 

units. The above setback requirements will reinforce 

privacy and security through a landscaped transition 

area.

•	 A variety of design elements should be used to break-up 

larger façades and express individual units.

•	 Balconies should be provided above the ground floor 

where possible, and incorporated into the building design.

•	 Balconies should be large enough to function as amenity 

spaces.

•	 Parking and servicing areas should be located to provide 
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clear views from residential units and communal building 

spaces.

•	 Semi-public mid-block walkways (minimum width of 3.0 

metres) are encouraged within apartment development 

blocks.

•	 Outdoor short term and secure indoor or enclosed long-

term bicycle parking should be provided.

•	 Transit shelters and seating shall be integrated into new 

buildings where appropriate.

3.3.3.2 Townhouses

•	 Townhouses should articulate individual dwellings.

•	 A minimum front yard setback between 3-6 metres 

is recommended in urban areas. In predominately 

residential areas, up to 6.0 metres is appropriate.

•	 1.5 metres from the front property line should be a “no 

encroachment” zone.

•	 The remaining setback may contain non-habitable 

building elements (i.e. porches, steps, roof elements).

•	 Side-yard setbacks at end units should be 1.5 metres 

(minimum).

•	 Parking from townhouses should be provided from a rear 

lane or parking garage. Garages facing the street are 

discouraged.

•	 No more than 6 double car garages or the equivalent in 

single car garage length should occur in a row to allow for 

mid-block pedestrian connections. 

•	 All vehicular access should be provided through a rear 

lane or parking structure. Front driveways shall only be 

permitted for new townhouse development projects if 

there is no feasible alternative.

•	 It is recommended that a 45 square metre landscaped 

amenity space be maintained for townhouses in the rear 

yards. 50 percent of front yard should be landscaped.

Well articulated townhouses with a landscaped buffer, like these along Wellington Street, are recommended. 
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New development within a heritage context should maintain continuity in streetwall heights and rhythm.

Street Elevation

3-4 storey infill

New Building New BuildingNew Addition

Existing Heritage Elevation

2 storey max 
difference 

above existing

Upper 2 levels 
set back 3m for 
each storey Streetwall height no more 

than 1 storey above existing
Minimum streetwall 
height 3 storeys

Maximum streetwall 
height 4 storeys

Maximum height 
5 storeys

New AdditionNew Addition

Street Elevation

3-4 storey infill

New Building New BuildingNew Addition

3.4 Guidelines for New Buildings and Infill - General Guidelines 

3.4.1 Height

The Study Area should adhere to a 3-4 storey streetwall, 

stepping back to a maximum height of 5 storeys. Additional 

height may be accommodated if deemed appropriate and 

would be subject to Section 37 requirements, as outlined in 

the Planning Act.

•	 The streetwall of new buildings adjacent to a recognized 

heritage building should be no more than 1 storey greater 

than (4m max) its heritage neighbour and should not be 

less than 11 m overall height at the street edge.  As with 

additions to heritage structures, a maximum of 5 storeys 

would be allowed, but must be set back 3m from the 

building street face for every additional storey.

3.4.2 Setbacks & Stepbacks

•	 New buildings, or changes to existing buildings should 

match the established setback of its adjacent buildings, 

providing that a continuous street wall results. 

•	 All new buildings and additions should be built to the 

front and side of the property line wherever possible to 

encourage a complete streetwall and maximum frontage. 

Rear setbacks are not required, but can be permitted.

•	 Larger setbacks may be permitted in order to provide 

added space for pedestrian access or an outdoor public 

space such as a small courtyard or patio space.  This will 

be permitted on a case-by-case basis.

•	 Arcades or colonnades are not a desirable feature facing 

retail street.  This is because their design elements 

interfere with the massing of the block and create public 

safety and vandalism concerns.



24         Downtown Urban Design Guidelines - DRAFT

3.4.2.1 Front Property Setbacks

•	 Front setbacks should be flush with front property line 

and street face unless an adjacent heritage asset is set 

back.  New buildings should not be closer to the street 

line than their heritage neighbour.  

3.4.2.2 Front Property Stepbacks

•	 Should approval be granted to build to a height of 5 

storeys, the top storey should step back from the bottom 

4 storeys in order to minimize their visibility and shadow 

impacts. 

•	 Any level built above 4 storeys, to a maximum of 5 storeys, 

should step back a minimum of 3m from the storey 

beneath it.

3.4.2.3 Side Property Setbacks

•	 New development should maintain a continuous 

streetwall. Side setbacks are to be built to the side 

property line.

3.4.3 Servicing and Loading

Where servicing and loading areas occur, their visual impact 

should be minimized through location and screening.

•	 Loading docks and service areas should be integrated 

within the building where possible.

•	 Where this is not possible, they should be located at the 

side or rear of buildings and screened from public view.

•	 Access to servicing and loading areas should always 

be provided from secondary streets (collector or local 

streets, verses arterial streets).

•	 Shared access is encouraged to minimize curb cuts.

•	 Where possible, service and loading areas should be 

coordinated with outside storage areas.

•	 Servicing enclosures should be constructed of materials 

that complement the main building.

•	 Service and loading areas must not encroach into the 

exterior side or front yard setback.

•	 Loading and service areas may occupy the full rear yard 

if a landscaped edge and/or buffer treatment is provided.

•	 Mitigation measures for noise impacts shall be 

considered from servicing and loading areas.
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3.4.4 Façade Articulation

The articulation of the building façade plays a significant 

role in the pedestrian experience along a street. Remaining 

consistent with the existing articulation found within the 

heritage buildings along Galt’s retail streets will help to 

promote the area’s fine-grained heritage character by 

maintaining a rhythm of openings, recesses, projections 

and vertical and horizontal demarcations. Such articulation 

patterns should be implemented where appropriate (i.e. 

Dickson Street, parts of Ainslie Street, and parts of Water 

Street), and should not apply to every new building nor on all 

streets. 

Vertical Demarcation

•	 Buildings will typically be divided vertically into 

symmetrical façade units referred to as “bays”.  

•	 New buildings should maintain narrow bay widths in 

order to reinforce the rhythm of the historic fabric. 

•	 The vertical divisions between the bays may be 

demarcated using construction elements such as 

masonry coursing, changes in materials, changes in 

colour, projecting piers, pilasters or columns. 

Horizontal Demarcation

•	 Buildings will typically be divided horizontally into storeys 

that accommodate different uses - retail uses and service 

commercial on the ground floor with the upper storeys 

containing a mix of office and/or residential uses.  

•	 Each storey may be horizontally demarcated on the 

building façade through the use of projecting mouldings, 

intermediate cornices, changes in material, changes in 

colour and masonry coursing. 

Horizontal and Vertical Demarcation of Primary Building Façades

Example of a new building with clearly defined facade articulation.
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Mixed Ground Floor Portion consists of:

•	 Store front

•	 Primary entrances

•	 Taller ceiling heights

•	 Defined by lower cornice or entablature

•	 Signage and lighting

Middle Portion consists of:

•	 2-3 stories

•	 Symmetrical windows

•	 Intermediate cornice

Top Portion consists of:

•	 Upper cornice

•	 Parapet

Top Portion

Middle Portion

Ground Floor Portion

Typical Heritage Façade Composition Diagram

3.4.5 Façade Composition

Heritage structures in the Study Area tend to be relatively 

narrower buildings (6-7m wide) but due to their similarity in 

floor heights and window location read as a unified larger 

building.  

•	 New buildings should respect the rhythm of bay sizes of 

the heritage buildings. Large buildings should be designed 

into bays. The narrow bays (6-7m) are good for storefronts 

and create an appropriate scale of development.

•	 The façade of new buildings should have a sign band 

cornice matching the height of its nearby heritage 

structures.  Roof cornice lines and floor lines should be 

compatible with their heritage neighbours.
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3.4.6 Windows & Doors

•	 The proportion of the window areas in a new building’s 

façade with respect to the size and pattern of the 

windows should reflect those observed in the nearby 

heritage buildings. 

•	 In the event that there are two heritage window 

proportions on either side of a new building, the new 

building should adhere to the one that is more prevalent 

in that streetwall/block. 

•	 Windows other than shop fronts should be punched 

openings (i.e. window openings in block or stone wall 

that are surrounded by window framing, rather than a 

curtain wall, which consists of aluminum and glass and 

spans multiple floors) similar in proportion, grouping 

and arrangement as those in heritage buildings.  Single 

punched openings are more prevalent, but later buildings 

exhibit group or clustered windows and bay windows.

•	 Heritage sash is normally vertically oriented with a 

proportion of 2:1 or greater.  Window heads are typically 

flat or arched. Windows are generally wood, double hung 

or casements, divided by muntin patterns.  Later windows 

are larger single glass panes.  New buildings should 

respect these types and have a similar character.

•	 Windows in new construction may be made in prefinished 

metal or wood so long as proportions and configuration 

are maintained.

3.4.7  Roofs

•	 Roofs of new buildings are recommended to be flat, 

similar to their heritage neighbours.  Rooftops can include 

open space balconies and/or roof terrace green roofs in 

new structures where roof loading can be designed to 

accommodate these uses.

•	 Rooftop additions for equipment on top of new buildings 

should be set back far enough from the front or exterior 

façades in order to not be seen from the sidewalk on the 

opposite side of the street if possible. If this setback is 

not possible, rooftop equipment should be screened 

using appropriate building materials, parapet designs 

and facade treatments.

Main Street heritage façade

Predominately flat rooftops of buildings in the downtown.
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3.4.8 Materials

Heritage buildings in the Study Area tend to be either stone, 

red brick, or buff brick with detailing in stone or wood. 

Windows and storefronts are typically constructed in wood.  

New buildings should have, as their fundamental cladding, 

brick, limestone or granite.  In new buildings, precast concrete 

may be considered for lintels and other decorative detailing.

•	 All exterior building finishes should be durable, easy to 

maintain and reflect a high quality of workmanship.

•	 The rear of the building or any exposed sides should 

be finished in similar materials as the principal street 

façade, though usually with fewer decorative elements.

•	 Colour schemes for the new buildings should relate to the 

schemes found in the heritage buildings along the areas 

retail street.

The first three to four storeys shall be of either one or a 

combination of no more that two of the following materials:

•	 brick

•	 stone block or stone veneer

•	 concrete panels

•	 metal and metal panels

•	 painted steel columns and framing elements can be 

considered for storefront openings or the delineation of 

façade divisions; and

•	 glazed surfaces which are articulated in a manner 

evocative of traditional façade ordering

Brick colours found downtown

Natural stone used for wall masses and detailing on buildings downtown

Brick

Stone
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Modern façades will be considered if the project demonstrates 

an attention to scale, massing and proportion that elevates 

the character of the existing heritage buildings.

Materials for exterior cladding above the established street 

wall of 3 or 4 storeys may include:

•	 high quality clear or lightly tinted glass curtain wall

•	 wood

•	 solid-coloured brick

•	 natural or synthetic stone

•	 architectural pre-cast concrete blocks/panels

•	 pre-fabricated metal panel systems

Building finishes and accents shall include steel, copper, 

aluminium and/or metal panels and painted or natural wood. 

Materials that are not permitted include:

•	 synthetic siding systems

•	 mirrored/heavily tinted glass panels

•	 unadorned concrete block

•	 surfaces which imitate historic materials in a different 

form (e.g., aluminium or vinyl siding with embossed wood 

graining, composite board materials)

•	 textured stucco; if stucco is used it should have a smooth 

surface and be limited to side walls, roof top additions 

and small areas of the main façade

•	 decorative marble or granite tiles unless used as accent 

materials in a storefront

Brick façades with wooden trimmed windows downtown need refurbishing, 
but provide an attractive heritage look.

The first three to four storeys of a new development shall be designed using 
materials that are more traditional and complement heritage buildings.
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3.4.9 Lighting

Nighttime light sources mounted on private buildings require 

regulation to consider the impact that lighting has on the 

public.  

•	 Fixtures chosen should ensure that their design, location, 

intensity and emitted colour are appropriate for the 

historic character of the Downtown. They should also 

consider the impact on the public street lighting in the 

area. 

•	 Fixtures may be chosen from available replica styles 

appropriate to the architecture of the heritage buildings, 

or from contemporary design that are compatible with 

the historic context. 

•	 The lighting should be low light, LED lighting that 

illuminates only the signage band (with no up-lighting). 

•	 Building lighting is not a replacement for street lighting 

and should be of a style that is in keeping with the 

building character

Public street lighting will be provided as described in section 

3.6.2 Pedestrian Priority Areas.

Fixtures may be chosen from available replica styles 

appropriate to the architecture of the heritage buildings on 

Main Street, or from contemporary design that are compatible 

with the historic context.

Public street lighting will be provided as described in section 

3.6.2 Pedestrian Priority Areas.

Appropriately designed lighting fixtures add to the façade’s aesthetic while 
offering nighttime visibility.
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3.4.10 Cornices and Parapets

Cornices and parapets can provide a distinctive upper 

edge to the building’s façade, but their design must be 

carefully considered.  Cornices should define the horizontal 

demarcation of the top of the third or forth floor façade (upper 

cornice), as well as the top of the first floor (intermediate or 

lower cornice).

Cornices and Parapets should include:

•	 strong projecting cornice shape, preferably with a raised 

parapet on the main façade

•	 materials characteristic of the area, including brick, 

stone, and wood

•	 decorative finials, signs plates or date markings 

Attractively detailed cornices and parapets contribute to the streets 
heritage aesthetic.
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3.4.11  Awnings and Canopies

Historically, much of the retail areas in the downtown was 

covered by fabric awnings to offer some protection from the 

sun and rain.  

The use of retractable fabric awnings is encouraged on all 

heritage and new development. The fabric itself should 

be made of colours that are traditional, of a durable fabric 

material, and be designed such that it is in keeping with 

Downtown Galt’s heritage character. 

•	 In the event that there is archival evidence for the use of 

metal or glass canopies, it may be determined that their 

use is appropriate on a case-by-case basis.

•	 Awnings and canopies should be designed to match 

the main structural elements of the lower façade. They 

should also match the overall design of the storefront.

•	 A single style of canopy or awning should be used for the 

length of the building’s façade, regardless of how many 

actual storefronts exist within that frontage.

•	 Awnings should generally be retractable, and not 

permanent to be consistent with the original design 

intention of the buildings as well as the heritage character  

of the street. 

•	 The name of the business may be printed on the awning.  

However, corporate awnings advertising particular 

products will need to be reviewed on a case by case basis. 

Approval will depend on the size and placement of the 

advertising.

Awnings adorn the shops along Main Street in this 1908 postcard.

A well integrated fabric awning, such as this example on Ainslie Street, 
can enhance the look of the streetscape and provide protection from the 
elements. 
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3.4.12 Rear Building Façade

Where rear building façades are visible, through rear lane 

access and/or rear parking, the guidelines below should be 

followed to  improve and beautify the rear building façade:

•	 Where secondary entrances exist, adequate lighting and  

visibility should be maintained to ensure pedestrian 

safety.

•	 Outdoor storage or loading areas should be screened and 

rear entrances should be kept clear at all times. 

•	 Where rear lane access or parking exists, the creation of 

a secondary entrance should be encouraged to create a 

sense of activity on the lane.

•	 Beautify the rear building façade by encouraging 

secondary entrances, functional storefronts and/or patio 

space.

•	 Blank façades are unacceptable. The rear building façade 

should be complementary in character and quality of 

detail to the primary façade. Where blank walls exist, 

landscaping may be used to mitigate the visual impact of 

blank façades.

•	 The rear building façade should be finished in similar 

materials and with similar colour schemes as the primary 

façade, though usually with fewer decorative elements. 

•	 Rear building façades should be maintained and 

upgraded in the same manner as primary façade.

Example of a well-lit rear façade with secondary entrance and landscaping
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It is recognized that businesses within the Downtown should 

be able to identify themselves through individually distinct 

and recognizable signage.  It is equally important that the 

quality, scale and style of signage be reflective of the area’s 

heritage. The following are guidelines that should be applied 

when adding new signage or upgrading existing signage.  

These guidelines will apply to both existing and new buildings.

3.5.1 Policy and Implementation

•	 Implement the existing sign by-law which is designed to 

compliment the heritage character of Downtown Galt. 

•	 Circulate to businesses the permit applications and 

guidelines fact sheets that set out the design criteria for 

signage in the area.

•	 Ensure all permanent and temporary advertising, 

business, directional, incidental and identification 

signage associated with all new and existing buildings 

and developments within the Study Area shall be 

coordinated with the existing Sign By-law.

3.5.1.1 Heritage Consideration

•	 All vintage signs should be inventoried and protected.

•	 New signage should be sympathetic to Downtown Galt’s 

heritage character without necessarily replicating 

historic signage designs. 

•	 New secondary projecting signs should have a heritage 

character and should not impede pedestrian circulation.

•	 Signs with removable letters or movable signs are not 

recommended in the Downtown.

•	 The installation of new signage on designated buildings 

should only result in reversible changes.

3.5 General Signage Guidelines  - New and Existing Buildings

•	 Use historic photographs, when available, to determine 

what styles and types of signage are appropriate for that 

building.  Develop a colour and font palette that is suited 

to the character of that structure. 

3.5.1.2 Content

•	 Signs should only advertise the businesses within.  

Corporate signs, such as “Kit Kat”, “Coca-Cola,” etc., 

should not be allowed

•	 New shop windows shall allow for display of stores’ 

products.  Opaque or postered windows shall not be 

allowed.

•	 Secondary signs, such as portable signs (sandwich 

boards) can add life to the street, but these sign must be 

located to not interfere with pedestrian travel areas.

•	 Window signs should be limited to 25% of the window size 

and should not block the view of displays in windows.

Portable signs like these “sandwich boards” provide interest and vitality to 
the streetscape, though their use should be regulated.
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3.5.1.3 Location

•	 Signage on heritage buildings should be limited to the 

sign band as shown in the fascia or entablature sign on 

the adjacent image.  

•	 New buildings shall incorporate signage to be an integral 

feature of the building façade, rather than a dominating 

overlay feature.

•	 The building address number should be placed in a 

predictable and readable location, and in close proximity 

to the building entrance and can only be externally lit.

3.5.1.4 Design

•	 Signage should consider pedestrian activities (orientation 

and as non-obstacles), vehicular needs (orientation and 

readability), building identification (street address), 

enhancing the desired character (design and materials), 

and reducing negative impacts (lighting levels, scrolling 

messaging, impeding views and vistas).

•	 The primary signage for the building should be located on 

the entablature (the horizontal band that separates the 

storefront windows from the upper façade.

•	 The surface area of the signage band (fascia or entablature 

sign) should not exceed 15% of the storey’s wall area. 

•	 Sign lettering, graphics and colours should be selected 

to promote the heritage character of the district, and 

should be visible from an appropriate distance based on 

the function and location of the sign. 

•	 The text font should be easily legible, be non-reflective, 

and be of a strong contrasting colour to the background.

•	 Numbers should be displayed in Arabic numerals.

Please see section 3.4.11 for guidelines regarding the use of 

Awnings and Canopies

Sign lettering should stand out against the sign background and should 
incorporate easily understood font styles. Colours should correspond to the 
heritage colour palette and coordinate with the building frontage.

Typical Heritage Sign Locations

Fascia or 
Entablature 
Sign

Window Sign

Architectural 
Sign

Window Sign - 
Second Floor

Building 
Address Sign

Projecting Sign
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3.5.1.5 Visibility and Lighting

•	 Generally only externally lit signs should be allowed.  If 

the light source will be visible, the fixture design should 

be suited to the heritage character of the area and be 

integrated well into the overall design the sign. 

•	 Not all building signs need to be illuminated.  Ambient 

lighting from the street may be adequate for night lighting.  

However, the building address should be lit so that it can 

be easily identified at night time.  

Signs should be externally lit using fixtures that integrate well with the 
heritage theme of the downtown district. The fixture should either be non-
obtrusive, or blend well with the intended design. 

3.5.1.6 Prohibited Signage

Not all sign types should be allowed in the Study Area. The 

objective of preserving and managing the heritage character 

of the Downtown indicates that signs should be purposeful, 

discreet, and of the highest quality. Signage that goes beyond 

sending a simple message should not be allowed. 

The following are sign types that should be prohibited in the 

Study Area, unless approved by City Council:

•	 Roof signs

•	 Signage with removable lettering

•	 Pylon signs

•	 Any type of third party signage

•	 Inflatable signs

•	 Obsolete or unsafe signs

•	 Handwritten signs

•	 Digital, electronic, neon or otherwise internally 
illuminated signs, except for small  “open for business” 
signs in retail windows.

•	 Buildings as signs

•	 Signs attached to street furnishings

•	 Animated signs

•	 Movable signs (excluding sandwich boards)
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3.6.1 Pedestrian Circulation and the 
Public Realm

It is vital that the Downtown be an active and vibrant 

pedestrian friendly environment.  This means that there must 

be a clearly defined pedestrian realm that is visually and 

physically separate from the vehicular traffic areas.  These 

areas must also be easy to navigate, barrier-free, and include 

open spaces, walkways and well-marked crosswalks.  The 

pedestrian areas should also be buffered from the street 

traffic through the use of on-street parking, street trees and 

the consistent use of street furniture/amenities.

3.6.2 Pedestrian Priority Areas

Pedestrians and pedestrian-friendly environments are 

essential components to a successful downtown.  As such the 

Downtown  should be considered a Pedestrian Priority Area.  

Some of the characteristics should include:

•	 New and existing developments should maximize 

opportunities to create, define and enhance Pedestrian 

Priority Areas through the consistent use of materials 

and other cues for safe, continuous and comfortable 

pedestrian movement. 

•	 There should be a consistent application of accent paving 

and pedestrian lighting used to clearly define pedestrian 

areas (sidewalks and walkways) and clearly identify 

areas where pedestrians may encounter vehicles along 

their route (at drive aisles, crosswalks and intersections).  

•	 The street should adhere to an aesthetic standard 

throughout the Study Area, and ideally throughout the 

whole of the downtown.  Standardized lighting fixtures, 

street furniture, and paving materials are key to achieving 

this.  Here are some examples of suitable components of 

the pedestrian realm:

Street lamps

Benches

Trash Receptacles 

Tree Grates

3.6 Pedestrian Areas, Parking and Streetscape Elements
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Concrete Paving

Stone Paving 

Granite Curbs

•	 In order to ensure a continuous pedestrian area 

throughout the downtown, pedestrian-vehicular conflict 

should be reduced wherever possible.  This can be 

achieved by limiting or reducing the occurrence of 

curb cuts and vehicular access points associated with 

new and existing developments.  Driveways should be 

consolidated wherever possible and at a frequency that 

does not exceed one driveway every 30.0 m. 

•	 Sidewalk and interior finish floor elevations should be 

close enough that steps will not be necessary to enter the 

building, and wherever possible should be flush to allow 

for wheelchair access.

•	 It is important to provide pedestrians with some 

protection from the wind in order to make the streetscape 

a comfortable and enjoyable environment year-round. 

This includes awnings, tree planting and sheltered areas.

•	 Buildings should incorporate features and design 

elements that achieve a ‘sense of arrival’, such as awnings, 

canopies or other architectural features.  These design 

elements provide necessary amenities for pedestrians, 

including entry awnings, covered setbacks, landmark 

elements, and transparent glazing providing a view from 

the street into interior spaces.  

•	 The front door of new and existing buildings should 

open directly to the major street.  Where it makes sense 

multiple doors are encouraged to corner sites or to 

provide rear access from parking lots.
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3.6.3 Pedestrian Connections

New developments should provide public pedestrian routes 

connecting with the public sidewalk. This will increase 

the pedestrian network and achieve greater connectivity 

throughout the downtown.

•	 Development in the middle of blocks should consider 

the provision of a ground-floor pedestrian passage to 

connect parking areas at the rear of the property to the 

retail frontage. 

•	 Exterior through block connections should include 

24-7 visibility to the street and parking lots as well as 

continuous wall mounted pedestrian lighting.

3.6.4 Plazas and Open Spaces

New buildings and developments that incorporate a plaza 

and/or open space for public use should use streetscape 

elements that conform to section 3.6.2, Pedestrian Priority 

Areas of these guidelines.

•	 New buildings or developments should fulfill a community 

function or use within a portion of the building or site. 

•	 To achieve quality and functional pedestrian areas, the 

community use may include a public outdoor space, civic 

plaza or public mews. 

•	 Emphasis should be placed on creating animated spaces 

that are usable year-round. 

•	 Plazas and Open Spaces are not recommended in areas 

that would erode the existing heritage street character or 

undermine the existing street wall condition.

Through-block connections should be created to break up larger blocks and 
enhance walkability.

Public and semi-private open spaces should be incorporated into private 
developments when possible.



40         Downtown Urban Design Guidelines - DRAFT

•	 The position of landscaped elements should highlight 

the location of through block connections between the 

parking area and the frontage on retail streets. 

•	 Concrete pavers can be used to identify main pedestrian 

routes to provide accent features and emphasis.

•	 The amount of landscaping should be proportionate to the 

overall parking lot size, but generally, 1 tree for every 8 

parking spaces is recommended. 

•	 Permeable paving should be used wherever possible in 

the parking areas. Coloured pavers are discouraged as 

difficulty may arise in matching the colour of replacement 

tiles with existing pavers.

•	 Parking areas should include low walls or landscaping 

element to buffer parking areas from the street edge.

3.6.5 Parking

On-Street Parking

Where possible the Study Area should provide parallel on-

street parking along  all of its streets with periodic “bump-

outs” where the sidewalk protrudes into the parking lane 

in order to provide extra space for trees and pedestrian 

amenities.  These areas should be surfaced with permeable 

paving if possible.

Surface Parking

Although no new surface parking areas are recommended 

along in the Downtown, where surface parking areas currently 

exist especially for the lots behind properties fronting on retail 

streets, efforts to upgrade their conditions are suggested.

•	 Large areas of uninterrupted parking should be avoided.

•	 Planting strips, landscaped traffic islands and/or paving 

articulation should be used to define vehicle routes and 

smaller parking courts that provide pedestrian walkways, 

improve edge conditions and minimize the negative visual 

impact of surface parking. 

On-street parking provides a buffer between traffic and pedestrians, and 
can be improved through the use of various different paving materials.

Well landscaped surface parking areas increase beauty and comfort while 
buffering them visually from pedestrian areas.
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3.6.6 Public Art

The Downtown is fortunate to have the University of Waterloo, 

School of Architecture as a neighbour. The School is a fantastic 

source of creativity and ideas.  Opportunities for the school 

providing temporary public art installations at key locations 

along downtown streets should be explored as a low-cost 

method of providing character and interest to the Study Area.

•	 Public art should be used to enhance the unique culture 

and history of downtown Galt.

•	

•	

•	

•	

•	

•	

•	

•	

•	 Public art should be incorporated through new capital 

projects.

•	 Significant public art pieces should be the subject of 

design competitions to support local artists (where 

desired) and to promote excellence and innovation. 

•	 Public art should be place-specific.

•	 Public art should be located at key destinations within 

the downtown with a focus on reflecting the heritage 

character of downtown Galt.

•	 Public art is encouraged with private developments.

•	 Public art should be visibly and physically accessible.

•	 Public art should be durable and low-maintenance.

•	 Public art should be complimented by adjacent 

landscaping where appropriate. Public art features 

should conform with the City’s Arts and Culture Master 

Plan and public art policies.

Murals can be an appropriate form of public art

Temporary installations in collaboration with the University of Waterloo 
School of Architecture could yield exciting and provocative art works that 
will help bring Main Street to life.

Public art, such as this example in front of the new City Hall, should be 
located at key destinations within the downtown. 



42         Downtown Urban Design Guidelines - DRAFT



        43

Development Checklist
4.0
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Introduction

The Urban Design Guideline Checklist (section 4.3) is intended 

to assist both the development community and the City of 

Cambridge in building appropriately designed development 

within the Downtown Study Area.  Proponents of development 

application shall familiarize themselves with the Urban Design 

Guidelines, and then complete this checklist as a part of the 

approvals process.  The City shall review the checklist and 

work with the proponents to ensure new development meets 

the City’s goals and intent as outlined in these guidelines.

Methods for Implementing the 
Guidelines

The City has a program in place to provide financial incentives 

for facade improvements in the core areas, and the guidelines 

will be implemented as part of that program. The guidelines 

will also be implemented through review and approval of 

site plan applications. The City’s Official Plan includes the 

opportunity for the City to establish a design review panel, 

which will assist in the implementation of the guidelines. 

The City also has a Sign By-Law, which may be updated to 

incorporate the guideline recommendations. Furthermore, 

the City plans to monitor and updates these guidelines on a 

periodic basis.

Exceptions to the guidelines may be considered in appropriate 

situations and review of requested exceptions may be subject 

to a peer review at the applicant’s expense.

4.1 About the Urban Design Guideline 
Checklist

Using the Checklist

A page reference to the full guideline is provided for each 

item in the checklist should the applicants require more 

information on the intent of that guideline.

Applicants shall complete the guidelines by responding to 

each item on the checklist.  When the guideline does not 

apply, check “N/A” and offer an explanation of exemption in 

the comments area.

In the event of a phased or temporary development 

application, the applicant must demonstrate that the design 

does not preclude future development phases or additions 

from meeting the guidelines.

Applicants should provide a written description of how their 

project meets the intent of the guidelines.

As there are some guidelines that are specific to the location of 

the subject land, the applicant must ensure that all guidelines 

that are relevant to their location be addressed.
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Project Name:

Project Address:

Project Design Team:

Applicant Name:

Applicant Telephone:

Land Owner:

Project Description:

Applicant e-mail:

4.2 Applicant Information

Applicant Fax:
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-Additions to heritage buildings limited 
to 2 storeys above existing height to a 
maximum of 5 storeys.  

Parapets do not exceed 1.8m beyond 
the top of the building.

Building is built to the street line, with 
the same set back as their neighbours.

Setbacks on back lane structures = 
0m to 1m.

Any addition above 4 storeys steps 
back a minimum of 3m from the 
storey beneath it.

Maintenance, repair and restoration 
work undertaken using proper 
heritage methods.

Buildings cleaned in a non-
destructive manner.

Wood is repaired rather than replaced 
as much as possible.

Brick and masonry repair undertaken 
using proper heritage materials and 
methods. 

Spalled stonework restored.

New shop windows allow for display 
of stores’ products, with no opaque or 
postered windows.

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
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N
/A

LED lighting in shop windows left on 
in evenings.

3.
2.

3-
h

Repairs and alterations restore 
original features. 

3.
2.

3-
i

3.2.1 Height

3.2.2 Setbacks and Stepbacks

3.2.3 Ground Floor Façade - Storefront Façade Articulation

-

-

-

-

4.3 Urban Design Guideline Checklist for Downtown Cambridge

Sign bands remain and architectural 
elements retained and restored.

-

3.
2.

3-
f
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-
Original windows repaired.  

Replacement windows replicate 
existing window configurations.  

Roofs and flashings repaired to avoid 
water damage. 

Green roof built where structure 
allows.

Repairs or renovations to historic 
structures include like materials.

Cornices and parapets repaired 
or replaced to their original 
configuration. 

-

-

-

-
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N
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3.2.4 Windows and Doors

3.2.5 Roofs

3.2.6 Materials

3.2.7 Cornices and Parapets
-

-

-

-

-
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3.2.8 Rear Building Façade
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-

Secondary entrances are adequately 
lit and visibility is maintained.

Rear entrances are clear of 
obstructions.

Blank rear façades are landscaped 
where appropriate.

Outdoor storage or loading areas are 
screened. 

Repairs, maintenance and alterations 
are complementary in heritage 
character and quality of detail as 
primary façade.
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-
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Min. 4.5 m floor-to-floor height at 
street level.

Building entrances support retail 
uses.

Residential uses above the ground 
floor have floor-to-ceiling height of 
2.75 m.
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3.
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c
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3.
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f

-

-

-

Significant amount of building 
frontage at base levels is glazed.
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e Surface parking is at the rear of the 

building and not visible from public 
street.
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g

Transit shelters and seating are 
integrated into building design.

-

Principle facade incorporates large 
glazed areas and entrances.
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b -

Buildings address the principle public 
street.(p
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)
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a
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3.3.2 Employment Buildings

3.3.1 Mixed-Use Buildings

-

Main street entrances are directly 
accessible from public sidewalks.(p
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)
3.

3.
2-

c

Surface parking areas are located 
in the rear or side-yard and are 
landscaped and hidden from view.(p
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d
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)
3.

3.
2-

f

Green roofs are incorporated where 
possible.

-

-

-
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)

3.
3.

2-
e Taller buildings have a 3 to 4 storey 

building base with stepbacks above.

-
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)

3.
3.
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g
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)

3.
3.

2-
i Transit shelters and seating are 

integrated into building design.

-

-

Outdoor short term and secure indoor 
or enclosed long-term bicycle parking 
is provided.

Outdoor short term and secure indoor 
or enclosed long-term bicycle parking 
is provided.
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Comments

-
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21
)

3.
3.

3.
1-

b Minimum 3.0 m setback is provided 
from front property line where 
residential units face main streets.

3.3.3.1 Apartment Buildings

A 6.0 m setback is provided from 
the property line where residential 
uses face secondary streets at the 
intersection with main streets.
A 3.0 m landscaped buffer is provided 
between front entrances and the 
public sidewalk.
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f Balconies provided above the ground 

floor where possible and incorporated 
into building design.

-

-

-

-

Guideline C
om

pl
ie

s

P
ar

ti
al

ly
 C

om
pl

ie
s

D
oe

s 
N

ot
 C

om
pl

y

N
/A

(p
g 

21
)

3.
3.

3.
1-

a

Taller buildings step back floors at 
upper storeys.
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Balconies are large enough to function 
as amenity spaces.
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3.
1-

h Parking and servicing is located to 
provide clear views from residential 
units and commercial spaces.

-

-

-
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)
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3.

3.
1-

i

Outdoor short term and secure indoor 
or enclosed long-term bicycle parking 
is provided.

-
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g 
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)

3.
3.

3.
1-

j

Transit shelters and seating are 
integrated into building design.

-
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-Townhouses articulate individual 
dwellings.

Front yard setback of at least 3-6 m 
provided in urban settings and 6 m in 
residential areas.

1.5 m from the front property line is a 
“no encroachment” zone.

Side-yard setbacks at end units are 
minimum 1.5 m.

Parking is provided from rear lane or 
below-grade parking garage.

No more than the length of 6 double 
car garages occur in a row.

-

-

-

-

-
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All vehicular access provided through 
rear lane or below-grade parking 
structure.

-

3.3.3.2 Townhouses

-

-

-

-

-

3.4.2.1 Front Property Setbacks

(p
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3.
4.

1 Development adheres to a 3-4 
storey streetwall, stepping back to a 
maximum height of 5 storeys. 

3.4.1 Height

3.4.2 Setbacks and Stepbacks
New buildings, or changes to existing 
buildings match established setback 
of its adjacent buildings.

New building built to the front and 
side of the property line.
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Front set back flush with street face. 
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2.
2 Above 4 storeys, upper storey steps 

back at least 3m from the storey 
beneath it.

3.4.2.2 Front Property Stepbacks
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New buildings respect the rhythm of 
bay sizes in the heritage buildings. 

The façade has a sign band cornice 
matching the height of its nearby 
heritage structures.

The façade is consistent with the 
existing articulation found within the 
heritage buildings. 
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New buildings maintain narrow bay 
widths. 

Building is divided horizontally into 
storeys with different uses.
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3.4.4 Façade Articulation

3.4.5 Façade Composition

-

-

-

3.4.3 Servicing and Loading

Loading docks and services areas are 
integrated into the building.

Access to servicing and loading areas 
is provided from secondary streets.
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Servicing and loading are coordinated 
with outside storage areas.(p
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d Servicing enclosures are constructed 
of materials that complement the 
main building.
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encroach into the exterior side or 
front yard.

(p
g 

24
)

3.
4.

3-
f Loading and service areas that occupy 

the full rear yard have a landscaped 
edge/buffer treatment.

-
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Side setbacks are built to the side 

property line.(p
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3.4.2.3 Side Property Setbacks
-

Noise mitigation measures for 
servicing and loading areas are 
considered.(p
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4.
3-

g -



52         Downtown Urban Design Guidelines - DRAFT

3.4.6 Windows and Doors

New buildings respect established 
window proportions, materials and 
typology.(p
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)
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c
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)
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a The proportion of the window areas in 
a new building’s façade reflects the 
nearby heritage buildings. 

Windows other than shop fronts are 
punched openings.
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Roofs of new buildings are flat, similar 
to their heritage neighbours.(p
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Rooftop additions are set back from 
the front façades and can not be seen 
from the sidewalk on the opposite 
side of the street.

3.4.7 Roofs

New buildings have, as their 
fundamental cladding, brick, 
limestone or granite. 
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3.4.8 Materials
-
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-
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All exterior building finishes are 
durable, easy to maintain and reflect 
a high quality of workmanship.

-
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The rear of the building and all 
exposed sides are finished in similar 
materials as the principal street 

façade.
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d Colour schemes for the new buildings 

relate to the schemes found in the 
heritage buildings along the retail 

street.
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Building finishes and accents include 
steel, copper, aluminium and/or metal 
panels and painted or natural wood. 
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-Modern façade retains and enhances 
the character of the existing heritage 
building.
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3.4.9 Lighting
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9

Fixtures chosen from appropriate 
replica styles or from contemporary 
designs that are compatible with the 
historic context.
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11
-a Awnings are designed to be in keeping 

with Downtown’s heritage character.

Awnings and canopies are designed to 
match the main structural elements 
of the lower façade.(p
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)
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-b

A single style of canopy or awning is 
used for the length of the building’s 
façade.(p
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11

-c

Awnings are retractable, and not 
permanent.
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-d

Cornices used to define the horizontal 
demarcation of the top of the third  or 
fourth floor façade as well as the top 
of the first floor.

3.4.11 Awnings and Canopies

3.4.10 Cornices and Parapets
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-

-

-

-

3.4.12 Rear Facade Design

Where secondary entrances exist, 
adequate lighting and  visibility is 
maintained.
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The rear facade is complementary in 
character and quality of detail to the 
primary facade.
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-

Outdoor storage or loading areas 
are screened and rear entrances are 
unobstructed.

Secondary entrances, functional 
storefronts and patio spaces beautify 
the rear facade.

-

-

-
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-

-

-

-

All vintage signs are inventoried and 
protected.
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a

New secondary projecting signs 
have a heritage character and do not 
impede pedestrian circulation.
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New signage is sympathetic to 
Downtown’s heritage character.
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Installation of new signage on 
designated buildings only results in 
reversible changes.(p
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d
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Rear building facades are maintained 
and upgraded in the same manner as 
primary facades.

The rear facade is finished in similar 
materials and colour schemes as the 
primary facade.

Blank rear facades are avoided or 
adequately landscaped.

3.5.1.1 Heritage Consideration
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-

-
Signage considers pedestrian 
activities, vehicular needs, building 
identification, enhances the desired 
character, and reduces negative 
impacts . 
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The primary signage for the building is 
located on the entablature.(p

g 
35

)
3.

5.
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3.5.1.4 Design
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3.5.1.2 Content
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Signs only advertise the businesses 
within.  
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b

Window signs are limited in size and 
do not block window displays.

3.5.1.3 Location

The building address number is 
placed in a predictable and readable 
location, and close to the building 
entrance.
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Signage on heritage buildings is 
limited to the sign band.  
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New buildings incorporate signage 
as an integral feature of the building 
façade.
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The surface area of the signage band 
does not exceed 15% of the storey’s 
wall area. (p

g 
35

)
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Sign lettering, graphics and colours 
are selected to promote the heritage 
character of the district, and are 
visible from an appropriate distance. (p
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)
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d

The text font is easily legible, non-
reflective, and of a strong contrasting 
colour to the background.(p
g 

35
)

3.
5.

1.
4-

e

Numbers are displayed in Arabic 
numerals.

(p
g 

35
)

3.
5.

1.
4-

f -
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N
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Sign is externally lit.

(p
g 

36
)

3.
5.

1.
5-

a

The building address is externally lit.

(p
g 

36
)

3.
5.

1.
5-

b

3.5.1.5 Visibility and Lighting

3.5.1.6 Prohibited Signage

Signs are purposeful, discreet, and of 
the highest quality.(p

g 
36

)
3.

5.
1.

6

3.6.2 Pedestrian Priority Areas

Development maximizes 
opportunities to create, define and 
enhance Pedestrian Priority Areas.(p

g 
37

)
3.

6.
2

Accent paving and pedestrian lighting 
used to clearly define pedestrian 
areas.(p

g 
37

)
3.

6.
2-

c

The street adheres to an aesthetic 
standard throughout the study area.(p

g 
37

)
3.

6.
2-

d

Pedestrian-vehicular conflict is 
reduced wherever possible.(p

g 
38

)
3.

6.
2-

e

Sidewalk and interior finish floor 
elevations are close enough that 
steps are not necessary to enter the 

building.

(p
g 

38
)

3.
6.

2-
f

-

Protection from wind is provided.

Building incorporates design 

elements that achieve a ‘sense of 

arrival’.

(p
g 

39
)

3.
6.

3-
a New development provides new 

public pedestrian routes that connect 
with the public sidewalk.

(p
g 

38
)

3.
6.

2-
g

(p
g 

38
)

3.
6.

2-
h

3.6.3 Pedestrian Connections

Mid-block pedestrian connections 
from parking areas to retail frontage 
provided when needed.  

(p
g 

39
)

3.
6.

3-
b

Front door opens directly to the major 

street.

(p
g 

38
)

3.
6.

2-
h

-

-

-

-

-
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P
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s
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s 
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om
pl

y

N
/A

3.6.4 Plazas and Open Spaces

Developments that incorporate a 
plaza and/or open space for public 
use are built with streetscape 
elements that conform to section 
3.5.2, Pedestrian Priority Areas of 
these guidelines.

(p
g 

39
)

3.
6.

4-
a

Development fulfills a community 
function or use within a portion of the 
building or site.

(p
g 

39
)

3.
6.

4-
a

(p
g 

40
)

3.
6.

5-
a

Parallel on-street parking provided 
along all streets.

No new surface parking areas are 
provided in the Downtown.

The amount of landscaping is 
proportionate to the overall parking 
lot size.

3.6.5 Parking

(p
g 

40
)

3.
6.

5-
b

Large areas of uninterrupted parking 

are avoided.(p
g 

40
)

3.
6.

5-
c

The negative visual impact of surface 
parking is minimized.(p

g 
40

)
3.

6.
5-

d

Landscaped elements are positioned 
to highlight the location mid-block 
connections between the parking 

area and the frontage on retail street.

(p
g 

40
)

3.
6.

5-
e

(p
g 

40
)

3.
6.

5-
f -

Exterior through block connections 
include visibility to the streets and 
parking lots and continuous lighting.(p

g 
39

)
3.

6.
3-

c

Permeable paving used wherever 
possible in parking areas.

(p
g 

40
)

3.
6.

5-
f

Parking areas are buffered from the 
street edge.

(p
g 

40
)

3.
6.

5-
f

3.6.6 Public Art

Opportunities for temporary public 
art installations at key locations on 
downtown streets were explored.

(p
g 

41
)

3.
6.

6

-
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Building Type A typical building massing, 

organization and use that can be 

generally applied to a variety of 

contexts.

Fine-grain 
fabric

Buildings that have narrow façades 

and are organized in a compact 

manner, facing the street are 

referred to as having a “fine-grain 

fabric”.  This condition is found in 

many areas along Main Street.  

Articulation Articulation refers to the layout 

or pattern of building elements, 

including walls, doors, roofs, 

windows and decorative elements, 

such as cornices and belt-courses.

The glossary definitions provided here are to be referenced for the purposes of this document only.

Projections Refers to a component of external 

building design and articulation, 

where horizontal and/or vertical 

building elements extrude from 

the main structure of the building, 

creating an element of depth and 

visual complexity. Examples of 

projections include roof overhangs, 

awnings, and balconies.
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PUBLIC REALM

Rhythm Refers to the pattern of building 

frontages along a streetscape, 

paying particular attention to lot 

widths, building entrance and 

glazing  locations and proportions, 

etc.

Public Realm Refers to spaces that are perceived 

as being publicly accessible, for 

example, sidewalks, parkettes and 

bike paths.

RESIDENTIAL

OFFICE

RETAIL

RESIDENTIAL

Mixed-use 
Building

Refers to multiple types of uses 

within a building or set of buildings. 

This may include a combination 

of residential, employment, retail, 

institutional, or other land uses.

Façade The exterior wall of a building.
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SETBACK

STEP-BACKS

Stepbacks Refers to the setting back of the 

upper storeys of a building. Front 

and side stepbacks help to create 

a transition between built form 

of varying heights and provide 

appropriate separation between 

adjacent buildings and/or open 

spaces.

Setbacks Typically refers to the distance 

between a property line and the 

front, side or rear of a building.

Siting The location and positioning of a 

building on its site, generally taking 

into account its relationship to 

adjoining properties, building and 

street boundaries.

Pedestrian-
Oriented

An environment designed to 

make pedestrian movement safe, 

attractive and comfortable for all 

ages and abilities; considerations 

include separation of pedestrian 

and auto circulation, street 

furniture, clear signage, safety, 

visibility, shade, lighting, materials, 

trees, sidewalk width, intersection 

treatment, curb cuts, ramps and 

landscaping.
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8 storeys
Requires approx’ 

50m Depth

Requires approx’ 
33m Depth

5 storeys

>33m

4 storeys

2 storeys

Storey A habitable level within a building, 

excluding raised basements.

Streetscape The distinguishing elements and 

character of a particular street 

as created by its width, degree of 

curvature, paving materials, design 

of street furniture, pedestrian 

amenities and the setback and 

form of surrounding buildings.

Streetwall The condition of enclosure along 

a street created by the fronts 

of buildings, and enhanced by 

the continuity and height of the 

enclosing buildings.

Transition Refers to the physical design 

elements of a building which 

contribute to a sense of transition 

between mid-rise buildings on the 

Avenues and adjacent buildings 

which are often low-rise residential 

buildings on flanking local streets. 

Transitions may be achieved 

through use of building setbacks, 

step-backs, heights and massing.




