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Multi-Unit Site Design 
Background 

Multi-unit housing is one of the most diverse forms of development, ranging from modest triplexes to 

high rise apartment buildings. Multi-unit development remains one of the most controversial forms of 

housing currently developed in East Hants. East Hants does not prezone properties for multi-unit 

housing to indicate where it should take place in the future. This paper aims to mitigate issues with 

multi-unit housing development by proposing a policy approach for site design requirements related to 

multi-unit residential development. 

 

This report’s recommendations are adapted from recommendations in the East Hants Core Villages Plan 

completed in 2011 by Ekistics Planning & Design for the Municipality. Jurisdictional scans of other 

Canadian Municipalities policies also informed the amenity area and site design recommendations. 

Policies were drafted to enable a village character for the Municipality’s built-up areas, while allowing 

for reasonable multi-unit residential design densities. 

 

The Municipal Government Act gives Municipalities broad powers regarding site design, massing and 

form as outlined in Appendix A. The policies proposed in this report need some degree of flexibility in 

their interpretation, and would be appropriate to be adopted using: 

 That a site plan approval approach is proposed in appropriate zones for: 

o Urban cottage housing developments between 3-14 units; 

o townhouse/ rowhouse developments up to 8 units,  

o small multiplexes (apartment or condo buildings up to 6 units) 

o large multiplexes (apartment or condo buildings) between 7-40 units 

 A development agreement approach in appropriate zones for townhouse/ rowhouse 

developments larger than 8 units, or urban cottage housing developments up to 24 units. 

 

Presently, the Municipality has one Multiple Unit (R3) Zone which permits development up to 8 dwelling 

units as-of-right, regardless of the built form. A development agreement is required to construct more 

than 8 dwelling units on a lot. Due to the fact that there are no properties prezoned Multiple Unit (R3) 

Zone, most developers seek to rezone or redesignate their property in addition to applying for a 

development agreement; a process which can take 4-8 months. Well-crafted design standards can 

successfully regulate design elements which would normally be negotiated in a development 

agreement, dealing with aesthetics, and suitability to the community. 

 

Report Structure 

This report is divided into three parts: the policy approach for amenity areas, the more qualitative 

policy approach for multi-unit residential development site design guidelines, and visual examples of 

developments which exemplify the proposed policy approach for the guidelines.

The proposed policy approach for site design requirements related to multi-unit residential 

development is that policies would be drafted for the four forms of multi-unit residential development 

that the Municipality encounters: urban cottage development, townhouses/ rowhouses, small 

multiplexes (3– 6 units, and large multiplexes (7-40 units). Descriptions have examples of positive 

development forms of each of these building types have been provided.



 

Amenity Areas 

Amenity areas are required spaces in and around residential buildings dedicated to recreational and 

open space exclusive to a residential development occupants’ needs. Common outdoor amenity areas 

are often used for recreation, gardens, and gatherings spaces. Private outdoor amenity areas (like 

backyards) are used for children’s playspace, outdoor lounge areas, outdoor storage, and as space for 

renovation projects. Currently, common amenity space is required in the Multiple Unit Dwelling (R3) 

Zone in the East Hants Land Use Bylaw regulation below: 

 

6.4.6 On-Site Recreation 

Useable outdoor recreation amenity space equal to no less than ten (10) percent of the minimum applicable lot 

area is required for development of multiple unit apartment buildings containing four dwelling units. The 

recreation space is to be located in the side or rear yards, fenced from any adjacent parking or driveways, and 

the recreation space must be usable space, meaning it shall be cleared, leveled, and grassed or otherwise 

landscaped to create an attractive outdoor recreation space for the amenity of the residents on the lot. 

 

Based on feedback received during the Plan Review, amenity area requirements have had mixed 

success depending on the project building type. Based on community feedback regarding developments 

to date, some townhouse developments in East Hants have had issues with providing adequate amenity 

areas such as usable backyards. 

 

Staff are recommending a fundamental change to amenity area requirements. It is proposed that 

amenity area requirements be calculated on a per-dwelling-unit basis. Using a per-unit standard 

simplifies the policy, and creates flexibility for applicants developing similar multiunit development 

types across multiple zones by tying amenity area requirements to building types. It is also suggested 

to allow for multiple types of spaces to fulfill amenity area requirements allows for developers some 

flexibility between supplying private or common amenity spaces. 

 

Staff have completed a jurisdictional scan related to amenity areas. Requirements generally divide 

amenity areas into four categories: 

 

Indoor amenity areas: consisting of common areas dedicated 
to indoor recreation and leisure activities including: an indoor 
swimming pool; a party room; an exercise room; a games 
room; a hobby room (for crafts, woodworking, etc.); a 
common room; squash courts; handball courts or any other 
acceptable uses which have a general appeal. 
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Private outdoor amenity areas: are unprogrammed spaces 
dedicated to outdoor recreation and leisure activities for an 
individual unit. These are often backyards for at-grade units, 
or balconies for above-grade units. 

 

Common outdoor amenity areas: dedicated to outdoor 
recreation and leisure activities including: outdoor swimming 
pools, tennis courts, playgrounds, totlots, garden areas or any 
other acceptable uses which provide programmed outdoor 
recreation and leisure opportunities. 

 

Play areas: provide common recreation areas designed for 
preschoolers or playgrounds designed for elementary school 
children.  

 

This paper presents different amenity area policy approaches based on the form (and size) of multiple 

unit developments. No play area requirements are proposed, since the jurisdictional scan indicated 

that this type of policy is difficult to administer properly. Play areas may be developed as an option to 

fulfill common outdoor amenity area requirements. 

 

 Urban Cottage Housing: Amenity space requirements are intended to provide a sense of 

openness and orientation in urban cottage housing developments. Common amenity area 

requirements necessitate amenity area which provides a centrally located focal area(s) for 

the urban cottage housing development. 

 Townhouses: Amenity space requirements require a private outdoor amenity area for 

ground-level units. Upper storey units (in a stacked townhouse development) have patio 

outdoor amenity requirements. 

 Multiplexes: Requirements for a private or communal outdoor amenity area in small 

developments. A communal outdoor amenity area requirement is proposed for large 

developments. Large developments may also require an indoor amenity area depending on 

their size. 
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Multiple Unit Site Design Guidelines 
This section examines the proposed design principles for the new plan. The visuals presented in this 

section are not the proposed design requirements, but are a suggestion of the intended direction. 

 

Landscaping & Buffering 

Site landscaping and buffering should help create attractive open spaces, use natural elements to 

provide privacy, create interest, complement existing site conditions, and reduce the relative scale of 

large developments. 
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Pedestrian Access 

Develop connected walkways, crosswalks and 

paths that allow for a safe walking within a 

development and to adjacent destinations. 

Shared easements may be required to ensure 

multi-unit developments do not overwhelm a 

street with curb cuts. Generally, buildings 

should assist neighbourhood connectivity; large 

developments may require the development of 

public roads.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Automobile Access & Parking 

Storm water run-off and the visual dominance of parking lots should be minimized. Pedestrian 

infrastructure and landscaping should be integrated into large parking lots. Multi-unit developments 

may require the development of new public roads: developments should not be used to landlock 

adjacent parcels, or preclude good road connectivity. Parking lots should not be located in street-

facing yards. 

 
 

Building Massing & Orientation 

Long building lengths should be broken up, and 

articulated in order to prevent a dull and unpleasant 

built environment. Multiple unit developments should 

add to the neighbourhood though positive aesthetic, 
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and material choices. Buildings should positively address adjacent streets through facades which 

include a large proportion of transparent elements.  

 

 
Multiunit developments 

close to adjacent low-

rise residential 

development should be 

setback to ensure 

massing does not 

negatively impact 

adjacent properties.  

 

 

 

 

 

Lot Placement 

From the front lot line, a setback from the public roadway consistent with the neighbouring properties 

should provide space for landscaping and a pleasant continuous green space adjacent to the public 

right-of-way. Multi-unit buildings should generally be used to screen large parking lots from public 

right-of-ways. Building placement should be used with building stepbacks to ensure that buildings have 

a massing which does not overwhelm adjacent properties or rights-of-way. 
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Urban Cottage Housing 
Urban cottage housing is a relatively new development form which has been primarily developed in 

and around Seattle and Kirkland in Washington. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development provides a comprehensive summary of the development style, paraphrased below: 

Cottage housing is designed as one- or one-and-a-half story detached units, with second 

stories usually built into the pitch of the roof. A mix of unit sizes is encouraged in a 

development. Smaller cottages may be around 700 ft2, and larger cottages may have up to 

1,500 ft2. Depending on the lot size, a development might have anywhere from 4 to 24 units. 

A cottage housing lot may average 3,000 square feet per home. 

 

Amenity space in cottage developments are typically arranged around one or more central common 

areas. The site plan for Greenwood Avenue Cottages in Shoreline, WA shown below demonstrates this 

with a lawn, commons building, and common garden. 

Optimal Form 
The urban cottage housing forms shown here 

have a high degree of transparency, well-

designed landscaping, and well-created pathway 

space for pedestrians. Parking facilities are 

concentrated on the site in a central landscaped 

lot. Enclosed porch space fronts on communal 

outdoor amenity spaces. 

 

 
Danielson Grove cottages, Kirkland Langley, WA 

 
Mt. Baker Cottages, Seattle, WA 
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Rowhouse / Townhouse Developments 
Rowhouses are a housing form traditionally characterized by a row of houses joined by common 

sidewalls, and often a common facade. Townhouses are similar to rowhouses, but are be configured 

in different patterns, such as an L-shape. Modern rowhouses and townhoses sometimes do not share 

a common sidewall, but share a common foundation. 

Optimal Form 
The townhouse development shown below has a 

highly articulated façade using a variety of 

material types. The site is heavily landscaped to 

help conceal the building’s massing, and parking 

facilities are concealed via a laneway. 

Unsuitable Form 
The townhouse shown below has a ground-level 

front façade dominated by a garage door with no 

transparency or landscaping. The lack of vertical 

articulation, and dominant use of vinyl cladding 

has given the facades a tacked-on appearance. 

 
The Vantage, 27 unit development 

St. George Street & East 7th Avenue, Vancouver 

 
Northshore Townhomes 

Kenmore, WA 
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Small Multiplex (3 – 6 Unit) 
Small multiplex projects are a multiple unit housing type where three to six units occupy part of 

a building. Small multiplexes can be accessed by shared entrances, or by individual entrances. Small 

multiplexes are sometimes the result of conversions of large single unit homes into smaller units. 

Optimal Form 
The small multiplex shown below uses a 

symmetrical facade a variety of cladding 

materials to reduce the massing of the building. 

The eaves of the development match nearby 

single family homes. 

Unsuitable Form 
The small multiplex shown below has a single 

façade material, a flat roof, and exposed 

concrete at the street-facing façade. These 

features coupled with a lack of on-site 

landscaping besides makes this development 

stick out from nearby single family homes.  

 
6 Unit 

Park Place, 1222 Yukon St, Victoria, BC 

 
6 Unit 

6210 Allan Street, Halifax, NS 
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Large Multiplex (7-40 Units) 
Large multiplex projects are a mixed-use housing type of seven or more units that occupy only part 

of a building. Some large multiplex developments have commercial uses in the first or second storey 

of the development. 

Optimal Form 
The large multiplex shown below has a highly 

articulated façade with a high degree of 

transparency. Patio space is integrated into the 

building deisgn, and pedestrian entrances are 

architecturally highlighted creating visual 

interest. 

Unsuitable Form 
The large multiplex below has at-grade parking 

occupying the first floor of the building. The lack 

of transparency because of this creates an 

unwelcome façade for pedestrians. 

 
4 Storey (18 unit) Walkup: 45 Central, Portland, 

Oregon1  

 
4 Storey, 15 unit 

35 Primrose Lane, Dieppe, NB 

 

Proposed Policy Approach 

 That amenity area requirements be calculated on a per-dwelling-unit, and tailored to the 

multiple unit dwelling type rather than a requiring a portion of the minimum applicable lot 

area be landscaped. 

 That a site plan approval approach is proposed in appropriate zones for: 

o Urban cottage housing developments between 3-14 units; 

o townhouse/ rowhouse developments up to 8 units,  

o small multiplexes (apartment or condo buildings up to 6 units) 

o large multiplexes (apartment or condo buildings) between 7-40 units 

 A development agreement approach in village core or central community areas for 

townhouse/ rowhouse developments larger than 8 units, or urban cottage housing 

developments up to 24 units. 

 That design standards be established based on the principles discussed in this report. 

                                                           
1 
https://www.facebook.com/45central/photos/a.159464997454976.39954.159464794121663/730061777
061959/?type=1&theater 

https://www.facebook.com/45central/photos/a.159464997454976.39954.159464794121663/730061777061959/?type=1&theater
https://www.facebook.com/45central/photos/a.159464997454976.39954.159464794121663/730061777061959/?type=1&theater
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Appendix A: Selected Municipal Government Act Provisions Regarding Multi-Unit Site 

Design 

Under s. 220 (5) Where a municipal planning strategy so provides, a land-use by-law may 

(a) regulate the dimensions for frontage and lot area for any class of use and size of structure; 
(b) regulate the maximum floor area of each use to be placed upon a lot, where more than one use 

is permitted upon a lot; 
(c) regulate the maximum area of the ground that a structure may cover; 
(ca) regulate the location of a structure on a lot;  
(d) regulate the height of structures; 
(e) regulate the percentage of land that may be built upon; 
(f) regulate the size, or other requirements, relating to yards; 
(g) regulate the density of dwelling units; 
(h) require and regulate the establishment and location of off-street parking and loading facilities; 
(ka) regulate the floor area ratio of a building; 
 

Under s. 220 (4) a land-use by-law may 

a) subject to the Public Highways Act, regulate or restrict the location, size and number of accesses 

from a lot to the abutting streets, provided that a lot has access to at least one street; 

b) regulate or prohibit the type, number, size and location of signs and sign structures; 

c) regulate, require or prohibit fences, walks, outdoor lighting and landscaping; 

d) in connection with a development, regulate, or require the planting or retention of, trees and 

vegetation for the purposes of landscaping, buffering, sedimentation or erosion control; 

e) regulate or prohibit the outdoor storage of goods, machinery, vehicles, building materials, waste 

materials, aggregates and other items and require outdoor storage sites to be screened by 

landscaping or structures; 

f) regulate the location of disposal sites for any waste material; 

g) regulate the external appearance of structures; 

h) set out conditions, including performance standards, to be met by a development before a 

development permit may be issued; 

i) provide for incentive or bonus zoning; 


