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Retrofitting History:
Exploring Implications of Urban Design 
Guidance for Heritage Districts
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Precedent Study
A precedent study was employed to examine 
four urban heritage districts in two cities 
and the relevant design guidance included in 
their planning documents. The criteria for the 
precedent selection were as follows:

Document Review
Conducted to collect data about the 
provisions incorporated into the urban 
heritage districts’ planning documents for 
new development.

•	 Located in Canada to enable 
comparison of the context that 
prompted the creation of design 
guidance

•	 Designated as heritage at the 
municipal, provincial, or national level

•	 Must be an active development areas 
which contain new developments 
constructed under regulated or 
discretionary design guidance

Semi-Structure Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with three participant groups: municipal 
officials, designers, and community members 
to collect data about the implementation 
and use of design guidance in the selected 
districts.
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•	 Strong pride and active stewardship of heritage areas.
•	 Distinct design preserves culture and supports vibrant 

urban life.
•	 Residents notice positive and negative changes, 

emphasizing consistent, context-sensitive development.

Community Members

Municipal Officials
•	 Clear and intentional design guidance reinforces 

heritage character.
•	 When visitors frequent these districts, it can 

stimulate economic activity and position heritage 
districts as important economic tools for cities

•	 Design guidance should be mandatory to 
overcome professionals' resistance to following it.

•	 Market pressures can conflict with heritage goals.

Designer
•	 There is a place for design guidance for heritage districts.
•	 Collaboration with City staff is key to success.
•	 Heritage fit must balance other urban design factors.
•	 Material selection is the main challenge when working 

with heritage districts. Flexibility in the design guidance 
helps.

Heritage districts are essential to 
the history, culture, economy, and 
identity of cities. As urban areas 
continue to grow, these districts 
must adapt while preserving 
their heritage character through 
thoughtful planning and design. 
Urban design guidance plays a key 
role in balancing preservation and 
change, ensuring that development 
within heritage areas respects their 
historical significance. 
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How can urban design guidance be used to accommodate new 
developments in heritage districts?

How have selected heritage districts used urban design 
guidance to inform new developments, and to what extent is 
such guidance (e.g., suggested guidelines or requirements) 
incorporated into their district plans?

To what extent have the chosen heritage districts had success 
in achieving the objectives that the guidelines were intended 
to address? What are the benefits of urban design guidance 
used to inform new development in urban heritage districts?

This research explores how design 
guidance supports the evolution 
of heritage districts into complete 
communities that incorporate housing, 
businesses, culture, and public 
spaces. By examining four districts 
and their planning documents, it 
analyzes various forms of design 
guidance—guidelines, regulations, 
and policies—and highlights their 
potential to preserve heritage while 
accommodating urban growth.
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Edmonton, Alberta:

•	 104th Street
•	 Whyte Avenue

Toronto, Ontario:
•	 King-Parliament
•	 King-Spadina
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Precedents within the same 
city generally rely on similar 
types of documents to guide 
design.  

Each Edmonton heritage 
district is managed differently, 
with 104th Street relying 
primarily on zoning and 
Whyte Avenue guided by 
policy and zoning. 

Edmonton’s heritage districts 
lack HCD Plans, with 
preservation managed through 
zoning regulations and strong 
municipal involvement.

Findings:
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guidance plays a significant role in 
shaping new developments within heritage 
districts, especially when it combines 
enforceable regulations with policy 
guidance. 

A key insight is that the effective use of 
design guidance in heritage areas relies 
not only on adhering to the guidance but 
also on collaborative efforts. These tools 
also promote interdisciplinary learning, 
enabling designers and municipal staff to 
deepen their understanding of heritage 
and urban design principles. 

Future research could examine how well 
these guidance tools support compliance 
and learning, while also balancing 
heritage preservation with modern 
development priorities.

All participants agree that design guidance is 
important for preserving heritage character 
while accommodating new development.

The community’s sense of place –influenced by consistent design 
and architecture in their districts – highlights the importance of 
preserving district character. The municipal official stance is that 
guidance should be enforceable, such as through zoning or planning 
policies, while the designer perspective values flexibility and 
collaboration with city staff when working with design guidance.

Design guidance tools can promote 
interdisciplinary learning by encouraging 
collaboration between designers and city staff. 

This can improve the contextual approach of the design team and 
help city staff evolve their understanding of heritage districts. More 
than just a set of rules, design guidance connects planning and design, 
supporting urban design’s development as an interdisciplinary field.

Subjectivity in design will always be 
present. Assessing the success of heritage 
districts can be measured in various ways.

Using design guidance objectives as metrics and following the 
guidance are ways to measure success. Nonetheless, the designer 
noted that success extends beyond simply following rules. It can also 
be evaluated through consensus-building efforts and by creating 
high-quality, pedestrian-friendly spaces.
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