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Rural & Exurban Residential Development 
 

Background 

This paper examines rural residential development in East Hants and potential issues with 

some of the development forms that are emerging. 

 

Residential development in East Hants can roughly be categorized into four development 

forms as follows: 

 

Rural Settlement – Development in and around traditional rural settlements such as 

Kennetcook and Maitland.  Characterized by on-site services, a mix of land uses with the 

predominant housing form being the single unit dwelling.  New development tends to be 

incremental infill along existing roads.  Typical gross density is about 1 unit per acre. 

 

Urban/Suburban – Development with full urban standards (sewer, water, street lighting, 

paved streets, buried storm drains) and a mix of housing forms (single unit dwellings, semi-

detached, townhouses & apartments).   Gross density would be 4-8 units per acre.  New 

development is typically from established developers completing subdivisions with multiple 

lots.  This form is typically found in the communities of Enfield, Elmsdale, and Lantz.  Milford 

and Shubenacadie also enable such development through partial or full urban services.  

However, there has been little to no new subdivision development in these two communities 

over the past decade. 

 

Lakeshore Residential – For decades the lakes in East Hants have been an attractive location 

for cottage and then year-round residential development.  Despite all services being provided 

by on-site septic and well, older subdivisions can have a density as high as 2 units per acre 

whereas newer developments typically have a density of .5 units per acre.  Only single unit 

dwellings are permitted along lakeshores.     

 

Exurban Residential  -  Exurban development typically consists of multi-lot subdivisions 

located away from existing communities.  The developments are composed of single unit 

dwellings on large lots.  Services are provided by on-site septic and well.  Roads are either 

private or public and paved or unpaved, depending on regulations in the area the 

development is located and preference of the developer.  Gross density is quite low at less 

than 1 unit per acre (typically .25 units/acre). 
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Form Typical 

Density 

 

Rural Settlement 1 u/acre 

 
Urban/Suburban 4-8 

units/acre 

 
Lakeshore 

Residential 

2 u/acre 

(older) 

.5 u/acre 

(newer) 

 
Exurban 

Residential 

<1 u/acre 
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Particular concerns are raised with two of these forms as follows:  

 

 

Lakeshore Residential 

 

Widespread development around lakes in East Hants began in the 1960’s.  At the time, lot 

requirements were minimal and there was no prescribed setback from lakeshores.  As a result, some 

older lakefront cottage areas achieved relatively high densities and concerns for lake water quality has 

developed since.  Since the 1980’s lot standards have been increased and the Municipality has other 

policies such as a minimum setback requirement from lakeshores of 100 feet.  These policies that 

protect lakes, and therefore investment in properties surrounding them, should be maintained.  In 

fact, it would be desirable to create a specific ‘Lakeshore Residential’ Zone to highlight the 

importance of the riparian zone and consolidate protection policies in one place.   

 

Further growth in this form of development will be very limited in East Hants as most lakes are now 

developed.  The exception would be lakes within the Pockwock Watershed, which are protected from 

development. 

 

 

Exurban Growth  

 

As the table below shows, the amount of land devoted to exurban development has been growing 

significantly since the 1970’s.  In general, this form of development is of concern because it is the most 

land consumptive, creates isolated residential developments without services, makes preserving 

farmland more difficult and generates urban traffic patterns on rural roads. 

 

In Halifax Regional Municipality, the Hammonds Plains area has developed in an exurban pattern over 

the past two decades.  Decision makers in Halifax now regret the way this community has developed 

and planning regulations have been changed to control a continuation of this pattern in the future. 
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The map below shows exurban development in the Belnan & Nine Mile River area.  Within subdivisions 

such as these, residents are drawn to privacy and living in a rural setting surrounded by wildlife and 

farmlands.  However, if this development pattern continues, eventually these developments will merge 

into a continuous exurban development pattern.  At that point, like Hammonds Plains, a community will 
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emerge that has no center and generates traffic that one would not normally expect on rural roads.  In 

essence, what drew residents to the area will be gone. 

 

Research from Halifax also shows that this form of development is not fiscally sustainable for the 

municipality.  All new public streets are owned by the municipality and with large frontages and very low 

densities, costs per dwelling unit for road maintenance, snow clearing and services such as waste 

collection increase. 

 

Another concern with these subdivisions is that many of the residents assume that their lifestyle is 

protected by residential zoning.  However, a number of these subdivisions are zoned Rural Use (R4).  

This is not exclusively a residential zone and permits a wide variety of rural uses that residents may not 

be pleased to see located nearby such as saw mills, intensive livestock operations and small engine 

repair shops.   

 

Based on these concerns, it is being suggested that a ‘Country Residential’ designation and zone be 

created to better reflect the land uses within these exurban subdivisions.  Such a designation would also 

provide policy guidance within the MPS related to the establishment of new such residential areas.  The 

desire would be to avoid a continuous exurban development pattern by only allowing new streets within 

the ‘Country Residential’ zone and no longer permitting such development within the Rural Use zone.    

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Some adjustments are being suggested for lakeshore development such as creating a specific 

‘Lakeshore Residential’ zone to recognize the sensitive nature of this area and consolidate zoning 

requirements related to lakeshore development in one place. 

More substantial changes are suggested to prevent a continuous exurban residential pattern emerging 

in rural areas.  In this case, concern is raised with the fiscal impact of exurban development and the 

impact on the quality for life of subdivision residents if a continuous exurban development pattern is 

allowed to emerge.  As a result, a new designation and zone are suggested to guide future residential 

development in rural areas.  The ‘Country Residential’ designation and zone would also be expected to 

better meet expectations of subdivision residents with respect to non-residential uses that could be 

incompatible. 

 

Proposed Policy Approach 

 

 Establish a ‘Lakeshore Residential’ designation and zone to tailor development requirements 

around lakeshores to provide more sustainable development practices around lakes. 

 Establish a new ‘Country Residential’ designation and zone to better protect rural residential 

subdivisions from incompatible land uses. 

 Apply the Country Residential designation and zone to existing residential exurban areas and 

establish policy criteria for creating new such areas to prevent a continuous exurban 

development pattern. 

 Restrict new subdivision development (new roads) outside of designated Country Residential, 

Comprehensive Development Districts or other rural areas approved for development. 


