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Village Cores 
Background 

The Village Core Zone was established in 1991 and was expanded upon with the adoption of the 2000 

East Hants Official Community Plan. Policies were developed to address the overall quality of the 

development and the built environment in this zone. The protection and enhancement of the Village 

Core as a commercial “anchor” for the community is addressed by establishing basic urban design 

principles for community growth and by adopting design standards for new development. This 

background paper will review the current village core policies and regulations and will make 

recommendations based upon this review.  

 

Purpose of Village Core Designations and Zones 

Identified in the current East Hants Official Community Plan are five (5) Village Cores, one (1) 

Community Core, and one (1) Neighbourhood Core. The core areas identified are located in the 

“planned area” of East Hants, in the following communities:  

 Mount Uniacke (Village Core) 

 Enfield (Village Core) 

 Elmsdale (Village Core) 

 Milford (Village Core) 

 Shubenacadie (Village Core) 

 Lantz (Community Core) 

 Milford (Neighbourhood Core) 

 

There are village areas in East Hants that are not located in the “planned area”; although, this 

background report will not refer to these area, as there is no comprehensive zoning in these villages. 

The Ekistics report on the East Hants Village Cores makes recommendations for the villages of 

Kennetcook and Maitland, which will be included in other sections of the new East Hants Official 

Community Plan, for example heritage policies for Maitland.  

 

Village cores have a centre and an edge and should be made up of a balanced mix of activities: shops, 

work, school, recreation, and dwellings of all types (Landscape Architectural Graphic Standards). The 

centre of a village should always be a public space – a square, a green, or an important street 

intersection. In the context of East Hants village cores, the centre of the villages are major 

intersections, and each of the village cores are connected through one corridor, with the exception of 

Mount Uniacke. According to the book on Landscape Architectural Graphic Standards, “the optimal size 

of a neighbourhood is ¼ mile [0.4 km] from the centre to edge, a distance equal to a five minute walk 

at an easy pace.” Illustrations on the following page show what Planning Staff consider the centre of 

the villages and what is within that five minute walking area.  

 

As defined in the current East Hants Official Community Plan, the purpose of the Village Core 

Designation and Zone is to protect the current and future viability and identity of the existing village 

commercial centres by ensuring that small-scale commercial development is focused in the Village Core 

Zones to enhance the role of the services within the community and to protect the existing built and 

natural character of the area. The designation and zone are generally only applied to properties along 
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the main village arteries – to encourage mixed use development. Through the upcoming zoning 

exercise, that is part of the plan review, the current village core designation and zone should be 

reviewed in each community, in the context of keeping our villages compact and walkable with a mix 

of uses.   

 

 

 

Human Scale  

One important factor in the development of our village cores is to ensure the “Human Scale” of these 

areas is maintained. Human scale refers to “The impression of a building when seen in relation to its 

surroundings, or the size and proportion of parts of a building or its details, that relates in a positive 



 

3 
 

way to the visual and physical experience of a pedestrian” (Urban Design Glossary: Regina). Due to the 

existing nature of our village cores, maximum building height should be three (3) stories. Stories, 

rather than a prescribed height is being used, so that the height of internal ceilings is not compressed. 

Our current maximum height in the Village Core Zone is 35 feet. As a bonus, four stories should be 

permitted if the developer constructs the main floor as commercial space. In most of the literature 

reviewed for this background paper, human scale for building height was typically between 3 and 6 

stories.  In addition, the minimum height of a building located in the Village Core should be one and a 

half stories.    

 

Under the current LUB developers are not able to have residential development on the first floor, 

unless the developer applies for a development agreement for a multi-unit building beyond eight (8) 

units. In order to encourage development in the East Hants’ village cores, developers should be able to 

construct residential development on the ground floor; however, the building has to be designed so 

that the residential units could easily be converted to commercial units. For example, at grade 

entrances, taller ceilings, larger windows, entrance ways facing the main street. In addition to the easy 

conversion to commercial uses, the design features should also generate pedestrian activity, meaning 

that the residential development should consist of at least ten units per acre. The density of a 

residential building has to be high enough to allow for plenty of pedestrian movement to and from the 

building. Another option for developers wishing to construct residential units on the ground floor should 

be to allow commercial in the front of the building facing the street and residential at the rear of the 

building.  

 

Design Standards and Site Plan Approval 

Village Core Zoned lands are unique because all development is required to follow a set of design 

standards. The purpose of the design standards is to ensure for an appropriate intensity and diversity of 

commercial development which contributes to an attractive urban environment and ensures the 

character of the village centres are maintained.  

 

Currently, site plan approval is required for all development in the Village Core Zones, with the 

exception of single and two unit dwellings. Site plan approval provides the Development Officer the 

opportunity to review how the design standards will be carried out and the use of site plan approval is 

intended to improve the overall quality and appearance of the development. In instances where the 

business changes but there are no physical changes required to be made to the building, parking, 

landscaping, etc., site plan approval should not be required.   

 

Due to the purpose of the village cores, the design standards and site plan approval should continue to 

be used. Although, the design standards should be simplified, so that they are easier to understand. 

Much of the information in the current design standards is repetitive of requirements already included 

in the Land Use By-law and unnecessarily detailed. In addition, the design standards for each of the 

village cores should be removed and instead one design standard should apply to all cores. There are 

multiple reasons for the changes including easier interpretation of the rules for developers, it 

simplifies the review process for the Development Officer, and allows neighbouring residence to readily 

review the regulations if they are interested when they are notified of the request for site plan 

approval. In addition, in 2011 East Hants hired Ekistics Planning & Design to complete an analysis on 
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our village cores and to make recommendations on proposed amendments to the design standards and 

future studies to be completed.  

 

As a method of improving the built environment, through the Plan Review, East Hants is looking at 

adopting a hybrid form based code/traditional land use zoning method of regulation. This hybrid 

system will also be applied to the Village Core Zone. Instead of concentration on the separation of land 

uses the new regulations will focus on the form in which development will take place. One of the 

comments discussed at the community workshops, the meeting with the business community, and 

private meetings with developers, was that regulations should be put in place to improve the built 

environment of East Hants. 

 

As described by Ekistics in the East Hants Village Cores Plan, design standards are a type of Form Based 

Code. “The use of design guidelines predates modern Euclidian zoning and are particularly evidenced 

in Chinese, Roman, and Greek cultures” (East Hants Village Cores Plan). Many of the changes that are 

proposed to be made to the design standards, will be to strengthen and simplify the standards, and will 

mostly be derived from the proposed changes made by Ekistics. The following are examples of the 

proposed design standards:  

 

- Maximum gross floor area increased from 740m2 (8000 ft2) to 835 m2 (9000 ft2).  

- Any horizontal building dimension that exceeds 15.25 m (50 ft) must be broken into 

distinguishable “architectural parts”. 

- Buildings with a footprint greater than 375 m2 (4036 ft2) must incorporate a roof which gives 

the appearance of a second story using gabled windows, turrets, or roof projections. The intent 

is to reduce strip mall proportions.  

- Standard “corporate box designs” are not permitted in the Village Cores. Corporate chain 

outlets must be designed to fit the architectural context of the village core.   

- Bike racks provided for all commercial and/or multiple unit developments.  

 

Although single unit dwellings don’t fit with the form that is 

trying to be achieved in our village cores, they should be 

permitted as existing uses and should be permitted to be 

expanded or renovated without constraints. In fact, homes 

with heritage value should be recognized and should be 

encourage to be maintained. Single unit dwelling owners 

should also be permitted to have home based businesses 

beyond what is permitted as-of-right in the residential zones.  

 

Village Cores as Historic Centres 

The village cores are the historic centres of our communities. 

Within the Village Core Designation are structures that provide 

character to the community and provide historic value to the 

community. Therefore, as part of a future project, all historic 

structures in the Village Core Designation should be identified, 

whether they are designated as a historic building or not, and 

Historic Home in Elmsdale – Not Registered 
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a program should be established to ensure they are not destroyed in the future.  

 

The Importance of Village Cores to Economic Development 

The village cores typically consist of businesses with small footprints with local businesses catering to 

the public, which is one of the purposes of the Village Core Zone. In order to increase pedestrian 

activities in the cores, which will increase the volume of people on the streets and visiting these 

businesses, improvements are required to be made to the village cores. Not only is walkability 

important to the village cores but streetscape features contribute significantly to pedestrian activity. A 

study in the Journal of Planning Education and Research on Streetscape Features Related to Pedestrian 

Activity identified three significant streetscape features that increase pedestrian volume:  

 

 

1. Street Furniture – defined as all kinds of signs, benches, parking meters, trash cans, 

newspaper boxes, bollards, street lights, and so forth, anything at human scale that increases 

the complexity of the street. Providing urban furniture and specifically urban seating is a 

common recommendation for activating public spaces.  

 

2. Percentage of Active Uses – defined as shops, restaurants, public parks, and other uses that 

generate significant pedestrian traffic. Inactive uses include blank walls, driveways, parking 

lots, vacant lots, abandoned buildings, and offices with no apparent activity. In regard to 

residential uses, when the density is more than ten units per acre, we assume that the land 

use is active.  

 

3. Windows as a percentage of ground floor façade – which is a common operational definition 

of transparency. Street vitality highly depends on its interaction with adjacent buildings, and 

high level of transparency at the ground level can facilitate this interaction. 

 

As part of the form based code requirements, regulations should be put in place to control the 

percentage of the ground floor façade that should be windows. Also, where possible the percentage of 

the ground floor that is permitted to be residential should be limited to the rear portion of the building 

facing the street to be commercial and which should hopefully encourage pedestrian activity.  

 

Other studies have also shown that well designed streetscapes lead to greater economic benefits. 

Paved with Gold, is a research paper completed by CABE research programme (UK) to investigate the 

value of design; the study concluded that “better streets result in higher market prices”. It showed 

that in London, UK an achievable improvement in street design quality can add an average of 5.2 per 

cent to residential prices and an average of 4.9 percent to retail rents. It showed that “rewards from 

investing in design quality can be very significant.” Another study from the U.S., The Economic 

Benefits of Sustainable Streets, New York City Department of Transportation, analyzed seven case 

studies where street improvements were made in New York City and compared the economic outcomes 

of the street before and after the improvements. An outcome of the study found that “Better streets 

provide benefits to businesses in all types of neighbourhoods, form central business district to modest 

retail trips in residential areas.” Improvements to streetscapes not only enhance business on the 

street, improvements also provide a space for social and civic activities, and provide for “indirect” 
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benefits on public health, environmental quality and economic prosperity (The Economic Benefits of 

Sustainable Streets).  

 

As a future project, East Hants should develop an implementation plan, based on recommendations 

made in the East Hants Village Cores Plan by Ekistics, for making improvements to our village cores to 

improve the streetscapes (sidewalks, street furniture, tree plantings, ornamental street lighting, etc). 

Municipal investment into streetscapes can be measured and should be measured to determine if there 

is a rise in rents commercial/residential and if business activity and pedestrian activity increases on 

the improved streets.  

 

Village Core Zoning and Highway 214 

Highway 214 from the intersection with Highway 2 to the 102 Interchange is at a pivotal point in its 

development. This portion of Highway 214 is flanked by the Village Core (C6) Zone at one end and 

highway commercial uses at the other end, such of the Irving gas station, fast food restaurants, and the 

Sobeys property; with residential and some commercial uses in between. Currently, in the Land Use By-

law there is a special provision for residentially zoned properties along this section of road to allow for 

business and commercial uses as a home based business where the applicant does not have to reside in 

the dwelling. As an example, this provision allows the building owner to rent a portion of the house for 

business and commercial use, such as an accountant’s office. It could also mean that the owner rents 

the building out with a residential unit and a commercial unit, as long as the LUB requirements for 

home based business are met. Prior to the adoption of the 2000 Plan, residential zoned properties on 

the 214 had the ability to apply for a development agreement to allow for commercial uses, which is 

how McDonalds and initially Irving was permitted. The Irving property has since been rezoned to 

Community Core (C6A) to allow for the A&W drive-thru and restaurant to be considered. Due to the 

changing nature of the street and the interest in commercial development along this portion of 

Highway 214, the remaining Single and Two Unit Dwelling (R2) Zoned properties should be rezoned to 

Village Core (C6). As mentioned previously, existing residential uses would still be permitted in the 

zone and residents would be permitted to remodel or expand their homes as required. However, it 

would also give the residents the ability to convert their home to a commercial use or possibly 

subdivide their land, if possible, and sell a lot for commercial development.  

 

Staff are aware that there are traffic concerns on Highway 214 and that TIR will be attempting to 

address these concerns by widening the roadway to include a third lane and by making changes to the 

existing interchanges. These proposed changes, traffic counts, and recommendation for a new 

interchange are included in the CBCL report Trunk 2/Highway 214 Corridor Traffic Study, completed in 

2014.  

 

Planning Staff are of the view that the street should not be limited to a traffic corridor. It is our belief 

that vast commercial potential would be lost if this was the view taken. As stated in the paper, The 

Economic Benefits of Sustainable Streets, “[communities] should plan their transportation systems to 

help spur the type of development and quality of life that they’d like to see rather than the 

traditional planning and engineering assumption that the context is ‘set’ and has certain requirements 

that the transportation system needs to meet.”  
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There is potential for the street to be redeveloped to not only accommodate passenger vehicles and 

truck traffic but to also accommodate for pedestrians, bicyclists, and possibly, in the future public 

transportation. It has the potential to link highway commercial retail uses with the smaller, 

independent businesses along Highway 214. Included in this background paper are a few rough sketches 

showing how the street could be developed to accommodate all potential uses. Dimensions provided 

are based on the National Association of City Transportation Officials (NACTO).  

 

According to information from our municipal mapping 

software, the legal road width of Highway 214 is 20 m. If 

the extent of the 20 m width were to be developed the 

width would accommodate three lanes of traffic, two bike 

lanes, and commercial sidewalks (allowing for street 

furniture and tree planting) on either side of Highway 214. 

The south bound and north bound lanes could be designed 

at a width of 3.4 m to accommodate for truck traffic and 

eventually public transportation. The middle turning lane 

could be designed at 3.25 m to 

accommodate for passenger vehicles. 

Both bike lanes have been designed at 

1.8 m, which is wider than an average 

bike lane but may allow for the bike 

lane to be a protected lane, using curbs 

or bollards. Or if not protected, the 

width of the bike lane may be reduced 

to 1.5 m which is what NACTO 

recommends for bike lane width. The 

proposed width of the sidewalk is for a 

commercial sidewalks which would 

allow for street furniture, tree 

plantings, use of the sidewalk for 

sandwich board signs or for 

commercial uses by businesses on the 

street. The width of the sidewalk may 

be reduced depending on the scale of 

streetscaping taking place on the 

sidewalk. If no tree planting or street 

furniture is used then the scale of the 

sidewalk should be reduced.  

 

East Hants does not own Highway 214; 

therefore, the decision on how to 

design the future road upgrades is 

NSTIR’s decision. However, Nova 

Scotia Transportation and 

Protected Bike Lane Using Removable Bollards 

Protected Bike Lanes 

Unprotected Bike Lanes 
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Infrastructure Renewal should recognize the commercial potential of the street. In addition, making 

pedestrians feel more comfortable walking in Elmsdlae will increase the likelihood of businesses 

investing in Elmsdale and will also increase pedestrian activity in the area. Planning Staff should 

continue to engage with Nova Scotia Transportation and Infrastructure Renewal to express our future 

goals for Highway 214 and to explain how future land use policies may impact their road network.  

 

Dog Day Cares 

Under the current provisions of the Land Use By-law, dog day cares are permitted by development 

agreement in the Village Core (C6) Zones. Dog day cares are defined in the definition sections as:  

Dog Daycare Services means a retail or personal service use that regularly provides care 

to a group of dogs during general daytime working hours where more than three (3) dogs 

but no more than ten (10) dogs at once are kept.  

 

There are two development agreements in place that permit dog day cares; however, only one dog day 

care is in operation. Unfortunately, there has been numerous complaints over a number of years about 

this operation that have yet to be resolved. Therefore, the Development Officer has requested that 

consideration of dog day cares, through Development Agreement, be removed as an option from the 

Village Core (C6) Zone. The request is based on the belief that the Village Core Zone minimum lot 

requirements are too small to adequately support a dog day care and that they pose land use conflicts 

with neighbouring residential uses. Staff have reviewed how dog day care facilities are managed in 

other jurisdictions; in Sackville and Beaver Bank/Hammonds Plains/and Upper Sackville dog day cares 

have been permitted in commercial and/or multi use zones where there is residential development 

adjacent to the facility. In the Town of Truro, dog day cares appear to be considered under the 

definition of Kennel and are permitted in industrial zones and in the Rural Residential and Watershed 

Residential Zones, where there are larger setbacks from neighbouring property owners. The placement 

of dog day care facilities seems to differ between communities. Perhaps, the placement of these 

operations are due more to the nature of the operators and the ability of the Municipality to enforce 

regulations if complaints occur.  A small, well run dog day care can be placed next to neighbouring 

residential uses if the operator follows the land use regulations and is considerate of their neighbours. 

However, a dog day care can also create land use conflicts where the operator does not consider 

neighbouring property owners and ignores land use regulations.  

 

Based on the jurisdictional scan, and issues that have been difficult to resolve with our operating dog 

day care facility, the ability to consider dog day care facilities by development agreement should be 

removed from the Village Core (C6) Zone. Instead dog day cares should be considered in other 

commercial zones where there are fewer nearby residential buildings and in the Rural Use (R4) Zone, 

where minimum lot requirements are approximately one (1) acre and setbacks from neighbouring 

residential uses tend to be large. This change will not impact the two development agreements that 

are currently in place for dog day care uses. The Development Officer will continue to enforce these 

agreements and address any concerns neighbouring property owners may have.  

 

Proposed Policy Approach 

 Through the upcoming zoning exercise, that is part of the plan review, the current village core 

designation and zone should be reviewed in each community, in the context of keeping our 

villages compact and walkable with a mix of uses.   
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 Due to the existing nature of our village cores, maximum building height should be three (3) 

stories. As a bonus, four stories will be permitted if the developer constructs the main floor as 

commercial space. 

 Construction of residential development on the ground floor should be permitted as-of-right if 

the building is designed so that the residential units could easily be converted to commercial 

units. For example, at grade entrances, taller ceilings, larger windows, entrance ways facing 

the main street. In addition, the residential development should consist of at least ten units 

per acre.  

 Another option for developers wishing to construct residential on the ground floor should be to 

allow commercial in the front of the building facing the street and residential at the rear of 

the building. 

 Design standards and site plan approval should continue to be used. Although, the Design 

Standards should be simplified, so that they are easier to understand.  

 Design Standards for each of the Village Cores will be removed and instead one design standard 

will apply to all cores.  

 Changes that will be made to the design standards, will be made to strengthen and simplify the 

standards, and will mostly be derived from the proposed changes made by Ekistics in the East 

Hants Village Cores Plan. 

 In instances where the business changes but there are no physical changes required to be made 

to the building, parking, landscaping, etc., site plan approval should not be required.   

 Although single unit dwellings don’t fit with the form that is trying to be achieved in our village 

cores, they should be permitted as existing uses and should be permitted to be expanded or 

renovated without constraints. In fact, homes with heritage value should be recognized and 

should be encourage to be maintained.  

 Single unit dwelling owners should be permitted to have home based businesses beyond what is 

permitted as-of-right in the residential zones.  

 As a future project, East Hants should develop an implementation plan, based on 

recommendations made in the East Hants Village Cores Plan by Ekistics, for making 

improvements to our village cores to improve the streetscapes (street furniture, tree plantings, 

ornamental street lighting, etc). Municipal investment into streetscapes can be measured and 

should be measured to determine if there is a rise in rents commercial/residential and if 

business activity and pedestrian activity increases on the improved streets.  

 As part of the form based code requirements regulations should be put in place to control the 

percentage of the ground floor façade that should be windows. 

 The remaining Single and Two Unit Dwelling (R2) Zoned properties along Highway 214, from the 

intersection with Highway 2 to the 102 interchange, should be rezoned to Village Core (C6). 

 Planning Staff should continue to engage with Nova Scotia Transportation and Infrastructure 

Renewal to express our future goals for Highway 214 and to explain how future land use 

policies may impact their road network.  

 The ability to consider dog day care facilities by development agreement should be removed 

from the Village Core (C6) Zone. Instead dog day cares should be considered in other 

commercial zones where there is less nearby residential buildings and in the Rural Use (R4) 

Zone, where minimum lot requirements are approximately one (1) acre and setbacks from 

neighbouring residential uses tend to be large. 
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