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Urban Design Brief 
Terms of Reference 
Introduction: 
Urban design is generally characterized as the small and large elements of the built 
environment that together create a place. These elements collectively, form cities, 
connect people to public spaces and create functional, attractive and sustainable urban 
environments. The City of Cambridge has prepared Urban Design Guidelines for each 
of the City’s three core areas and has outlined policies in the Official Plan to guide 
development. The Economic Development Division has also prepared Industrial Design 
Guidelines for developments within the City’s industrial parks. 

An Urban Design Brief is a visual document that provides the rationale behind the 
design of a development and demonstrates how the design principles and policies set 
out by the City of Cambridge are being implemented. Briefs are required for a variety of 
development projects, including development within the core areas of Downtown Galt, 
Preston Towne Centre and Hespeler Village. Urban Design Briefs may also be required 
for infill and redevelopment projects. 

During the Site Plan review stage a detailed Urban Design Brief may be required that 
outlines specific design details and materials. This requirement will be identified as part 
of the Site Plan Pre-consultation meeting. Site Plan Review Reference Guide can be 
accessed at the following link https://www.cambridge.ca/en/build-invest-grow/Site-Plan- 
Approval-Process.aspx. 

Content: 
The Urban Design Brief must be analytical in nature and demonstrate how the 
proposed development implements Chapter 5 – Urban Design of the Official Plan and 
applicable existing Urban Design Guidelines. Applicable policies should be considered 
from the outset of the development process to present an ideal design solution. The 
Brief should be a visual document with supporting text as necessary. The following 
components are required: 

mailto:Planning@cambridge.ca
https://www.cambridge.ca/en/build-invest-grow/development-design-guidelines.aspx
https://www.cambridge.ca/en/build-invest-grow/development-design-guidelines.aspx
http://www.cambridge.ca/en/learn-about/resources/2012-Cambridge-Official-Plan.pdf
http://www.investcambridge.ca/en/resources/Industrial-Design-Guidelines.pdf
http://www.investcambridge.ca/en/resources/Industrial-Design-Guidelines.pdf
http://www.investcambridge.ca/en/locate-and-expand/City-Owned-Lands.aspx
http://www.cambridge.ca/en/learn-about/Downtown-Development-and-Revitalization-Core-Areas.aspx
https://www.cambridge.ca/en/build-invest-grow/Site-Plan-Approval-Process.aspx
https://www.cambridge.ca/en/build-invest-grow/Site-Plan-Approval-Process.aspx
http://www.cambridge.ca/en/learn-about/resources/2012-Cambridge-Official-Plan.pdf
http://www.cambridge.ca/en/build-invest-grow/development-design-guidelines.aspx


 

1. Introduction and Context 

a) Vision and Design Goals 
Provide an introduction about the site and illustrate the vision and guiding design 
principles for the proposed development. Indicate the desired outcome and goal of 
the development. 

b) Policy Analysis 
Provide a brief analysis on the applicable City documents and policies, indicating 
how the vision for the proposed development aligns with the City’s vision. This 
section should identify the policies most relevant to the development. Applicable 
documents may include: 

• City of Cambridge Official Plan; 
• Downtown Urban Design Guidelines; 
• Main Street Urban Design Guidelines (Downtown Cambridge); 
• Main Street Streetscape Plan (Downtown Cambridge); 
• Hespeler Village Streetscape Plan & Urban Design Guidelines; 
• Preston Towne Centre Streetscape Plan & Urban Design Guidelines; 
• Industrial Design Guidelines; and 
• Any other related policies. 

c) Context Analysis 
Provide a detailed spatial analysis of the site and neighbouring areas within a 400m 
radius. The analysis should include a variety of features including, but not limited to: 

• Morphology of the immediate area, including a figure-ground diagram and built 
form character; 

• Cultural heritage; 
• Surrounding land uses; 
• Landmarks, gateways, and nodes; 
• Public buildings and schools; 
• Natural features, landscaping, and topography; 
• Views corridors and vistas to and from the site; 
• Connections and relationships to public open spaces;and 
• Transportation networks to and from the site (cycling, pedestrian, transit, and 

vehicular). 
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1. Conceptual Design 
 

a) Site Design 
The site design will be finalized at the Site Plan Application stage. The Brief 
should provide conceptual drawings, such as a master plan or site plan. 
Important elements include: 

• Master plan for large and/or phased sites, including adjacent lands when 
appropriate; 

• Transitions to adjacent uses and other buildings within the site; 
• Position of buildings and orientation to street edges and sidewalks; 
• Location of main building entrance(s); 
• Landscaping, public art* and amenity areas; and 
• Basic parking and loading functions. 

*Review of any proposed public art may be required by the City’s Public Art Committee 
 

b) Built Form and Architectural Design 
Applicable drawings include architectural cross-section, renderings, and 
diagrams depicting the following design elements: 

• Building height and massing, including setbacks and stepbacks; 
• Relation to existing streetscape character and streetscape improvements; 
• Architectural style; and 
• Additional considerations for corner buildings, landmarks, and gateways. 

c) Heritage Analysis 
The City of Cambridge contains a variety of cultural and natural heritage resources, 
including three Heritage Conservation Districts and approximately 1000 properties 
designated or listed on the Heritage Properties Register. Proposed development that 
includes, or is adjacent to, cultural heritage features should emphasize preservation and 
enhancement of that cultural heritage resource in terms of materials, landscape, 
architectural pattern and compliance with applicable provincial, regional, and municipal 
standards and policies. The Brief should contain an analysis of the heritage feature(s) 
and include design solutions to integrate, enhance, and protect cultural heritage. 
Proposals should also identify any compatibility issues and present appropriate 
mitigation options through design. This section does not replace the need for a 
Heritage Impact Assessment (HIA) when required. 

https://www.cambridge.ca/en/learn-about/Heritage-Conservation-Districts.aspx
https://www.cambridge.ca/en/learn-about/Heritage-Properties-Register.aspx
https://www.cambridge.ca/en/learn-about/Heritage.aspx
https://www.cambridge.ca/en/learn-about/Heritage.aspx


 

d) Sustainability Analysis 
Indicate how the project incorporates sustainable building practices in terms of the 
development itself and contributions to the surrounding area. This could include Low 
Impact Development (LID), energy efficiencies, reduced carbon emissions and intent to 
apply for Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) or other certifications. 

Submission Checklist 
Unless advised by Planning Staff, the following items are required in the Urban Design 
Brief. Additional drawings and diagrams that support the proposed design are 
encouraged. Scoped submission requirements may be provided and will be specified by 
Planning Staff at the Pre-consultation Meeting. 

 Vision Statement 
 Policy Analysis 
 Context Map (400m radius) 
 Figure-ground Diagram (400m radius) 
 Master Plan and/or Phasing Plan (if applicable) 
 Conceptual Site Plan* 
 Massing Diagram 
 Height Survey 
 Shadow Study (required for developments of 6 storeys or more) 
 Architectural Cross-sections* 
 Architectural Rendering* (of at least one building façade and showing 

surrounding context) or Photomontage* 
 Precedent Images (and sources) 
 Heritage Analysis 
 Sustainability Analysis 

* It will be at the discretion of Planning Staff if a written description and precedent 
images can supplement these required items as part of a scoped Urban Design Brief. 

Additional Comments: 
Development Planning staff will review the Urban Design Brief and may provide 
comments, if applicable. Specific requirements for the project will be outlined by 
Planning Staff at the Pre-consultation Meeting. The Urban Design Brief should not 
exceed 15 pages. Unless otherwise specified, a complete development application 
submission will require two copies of the Urban Design Brief and a digital version in 
PDF format on a CD or USB drive. 


	Urban Design Brief
	Terms of Reference
	Introduction:
	Content:
	1. Introduction and Context
	b) Policy Analysis
	c) Context Analysis
	1. Conceptual Design
	b) Built Form and Architectural Design
	c) Heritage Analysis
	d) Sustainability Analysis
	Submission Checklist


