Willow Tree Group - Halifax

NEWS RELEASE - March 20, 2017
It's time to put an end to Halifax's indiscriminate use of
discretionary planning and get on with the Centre Plan
Halifax's new Centre Plan, currently in preparation, promises to
rationalize planning rules for the Regional Centre. According to the
Willow Tree Group, HRM’s Planning and Development department
has been inundated by waves of discretionary planning applications
from developers who seek amendments for their individual properties,
hoping to avoid both the existing by-laws and the future laws in the
Centre Plan. The group reports that developers have submitted 200
applications for development agreements during the past six years and
have provided virtually no evidence that these exceptions would benefit
the city or its citizens.
Today the Willow Tree Group called on city hall to take action by
addressing its “addiction to development agreements.” Grant Wanzel,
Emeritus Professor at Dalhousie University School of Architecture,
said, “Triage is not planning, but that's exactly what Halifax is doing. We
have adopted a herd mentality, not unlike Vancouver and Toronto. This
behaviour primarily serves the development community, not citizens,
neighbourhoods, or businesses.”
The Willow Tree Group’s Steve Parcell, a professor at Dalhousie
University School of Architecture, points to the proposal by APL
Properties Ltd. (George Armoyan) for its property at the northwest
corner of Qunipool Road and Robie Street as a prime example of the
abuse of the development agreement process.
On Tuesday, Halifax Regional Council will review APL's application
for a 29-storey tower with a 4–7-storey podium. City planners have
suggested a "compromise" of 20 storeys. According to Mr. Parcell,
“Whether it's 20 or 29 storeys, APL is asking city hall to disregard the
ten laws it would break, including:
•
•
•
•

building height and massing (2–4 times what is permitted)
population density (4.7 times what is permitted)
compatibility with the adjacent neighbourhood
landscaped open space (less than required)

• impact on wind at ground level and on sunlight in public spaces
• impact on traffic at this busy intersection, which already accommodates
a heavy traffic volume throughout the day, emergency vehicles for
the nearby hospital, several major transit routes, and pedestrian and
cyclist traffic.”
The Willow Tree Group is concerned not only with the immediate
impact of APL's proposal, but also the precedent it would set for other
developments in the Quinpool area. The Planning and Development
department has not yet done a proper planning study of the Quinpool
area to understand its strengths, what should be protected, and what
it needs. It has also not anticipated the social and economic impacts
of the APL development and other projects for which developers are
seeking approval, including the former St. Patrick's High School site,
the block at Robie and Pepperell, the Ben's Bakery lands, and the block
at Robie and Cunard.
The Willow Tree Group is aware of how the ongoing construction of the
Nova Centre has impacted businesses on Argyle Street, and does not
want this to be repeated in the Quinpool area.
Above all, the Willow Tree Group questions why city hall continues to
accept development agreement applications at a time when the City is
supposed to be preparing a Centre Plan that will provide a new vision
for the city and new rules for development in the Regional Centre. The
Willow Tree Group is also one of eighteen community groups in the
Coalition for Responsible Development in HRM, which has just sent
an open letter to the Mayor and Council, requesting that HRM take its
planning process seriously and
•

not approve any further discretionary planning applications in
the Regional Centre until the Centre Plan has been completed
and approved							

•

treat the draft Centre Plan as a draft, not as the basis for making
current decisions.
		

For further Information, contact the Willow Tree Group:
Janet Stevenson: 902-222-4052; tbrumwell@ns.sympatico.ca
Website:
Twitter:

willowtreehalifax.wordpress.com
@WillowTreeHfx
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Fact Sheet on Proposed APL Development
Developer:
Property:
Case 18966:
Description:
Contains:
Population:

APL Properties Limited (George Armoyan)
6009–6017 Quinpool Road at Robie Street, Halifax
www.halifax.ca/planning/applications/Case18966Details.php
29-storey tower with a 4–7-storey podium
209 dwelling units (91 1-bedroom, 111 2-bedroom, 7 3-bedroom)
543 persons

Application

This development could not be considered under the Halifax Peninsula
Land Use By-law and Municipal Planning Strategy, so APL applied for
these laws to be waived:
• building height: 291 feet (2–4 times what is permitted)
• ground-level setbacks from adjacent properties (less than required)
• upper-level stepbacks from the street (less than required)
• neighbourhood compatibility: adjacent houses on Parker Street
• population density: 588 persons/acre (4.7 times what is permitted)
• landscaped open space (less than required)
• parking spaces: 199 (fewer than required)
• impact on wind in the local area
• impact on sunlight in the local area
• impact on traffic in the local area
(A 20-storey version of this development would still break all ten laws.)

History

June 2014: APL application for two towers (11 storeys and 22 storeys,
later increased to 25 storeys)
July 2015: revised application for one larger tower (29 storeys)
Sept. 2015: HRM Public Information Meeting
March 21, 2017: Regional Council will consider APL’s proposal

Willow Tree Group

willowtreehalifax.wordpress.com

a person

Media contact:

Janet Stevenson
tbrumwell@ns.sympatico.ca
902-222-4052

drawing by APL Properties Ltd.
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Building Height and Massing

Massing of APL (Armco) development, compared to maximum heights permitted on this property (in yellow)
(drawing by Willow Tree Group)

Existing building heights along the north side of Quinpool Road, with APL (Armco) proposal in dark gray (drawing by Willow Tree Group)
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Impact on Local Surroundings

Parker-Welsford neighbourhood, with massing of proposed Westwood
tower (left) and APL tower (right) (montage by Willow Tree Group)

APL tower, viewed from the sidewalk on Quinpool Road (drawing by APL
Properties Ltd.)

120 locally owned businesses on Quinpool Road are economically at risk, due to higher property values, assessments, taxes, and rents.
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Visual and Environmental Impacts on the
Halifax Common and the Oval

APL

Westwood

Oval

Visual impact of proposed towers on the west edge of the Common. Shadows would
be cast onto the Oval in the afternoon during the January–February skating season.
(Digital model by Willow Tree Group, showing shadows on Feb. 1, 4:00 pm)

Common

Location of APL development next to the North Common
Westwood
APL

Increased wind speed and turbulence on Robie
Street and across the Common (digital model by
Willow Tree Group)

In 1994 HRM promised to prepare a master plan
for the Halifax Common but nothing has been
done since then. Meanwhile, much of the Common
has been built on or paved over for parking lots.
Of the original 240-acre Common (which extends
from Cunard down to South Street), only 20 acres
remains public open space.
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Other High-rise Developments
on the Halifax Peninsula

HRM is hosting an
Open House
for the public to
comment on 19 new
development proposals
Atlantica Hotel (Guild Hall)

at the corner of Robie and Quinpool

APL

Wednesday, December 7, 2016,
12:00–2:00 and 6:00–8:00
http://tinyurl.com/hrm-open-house

HRM’s Planning department is asking the
public to consider 19 development proposals
that contravene both existing and proposed
bylaws. If HRM changes the laws to approve
them, a small group of developers would
receive hundreds of millions of dollars in
discretionary development rights.
This development frenzy distorts HRM’s real
needs. It also pre-empts the Centre Plan
process, which is attempting to establish new
regulations for development in the Regional
Centre for the next 15 years.
Willow Tree Group
willowtreehalifax.wordpress.com

Buildings over 15 meters (5 storeys) that are proposed, approved, under construction,
or recently completed (drawing adapted from Halifax Developments, Google Maps)

Coalition for Responsible Development in HRM
openletterhalifax.wordpress.com

In 2015, residents’ groups across HRM formed a coalition to
oppose the abuse of development agreements.

The flood of applications from developers continues. None of these
buildings would be permitted by the Land Use By-law. Rather than
turning down the applications or using the established process for
development agreements, HRM held an exceptional open house in
December 2016 to consider them as “plan amendments.”.(poster by
Willow Tree Group)
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1

Quinpool district
now, in 2017

Willow Tree Group
willowtreehalifax.wordpress.com
base photo: www.bing.com/maps
What’s there now?

• 120 locally owned businesses, retailers, and restaurants on Quinpool
• stable neighbourhoods with half owners and half renters
• medium-density residential areas: 29 persons/acre north of Quinpool;
20 south of Quinpool (average density on the peninsula is low: 12
persons/acre)
• four anomalous towers were erected in the 1970s: Atlantica Hotel,
Armco Building, Welsford Apts., Quingate Apts. (in magenta above),

which the Halifax Peninsula Land Use By-law no longer would permit
• former site of St. Patrick’s High School, now cleared
What are the strengths of these neighbourhoods?
What should be protected?
What do these neighbourhoods need?
• We have some thoughts about this, but proper research has not yet
been done by Halifax Planning and Development.
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2a

Quinpool district with
APL development added

Willow Tree Group
willowtreehalifax.wordpress.com
base photo: www.bing.com/maps
Proposed by APL Properties (George Armoyan):

• 29-storey development, 291 feet high (would become the second tallest
building in Halifax, just below Fenwick Tower)
• disregards ten laws in the Land Use By-law: neighbourhood compatibility,
building height (two to six times what is permitted), ground-level
setbacks from adjacent properties, upper-level stepbacks, population
density (588 persons per acre, 4.7 times what is permitted), landscaped
open space, parking spaces, and impact on wind, sunlight, and traffic

• would destabilize the local area socially and economically (shown
above, as red inflammation): higher property values, taxes, and rents;
some residents would be forced to move elsewhere
• would set a precedent for other tall, high-density developments with
marketable exterior views, but internalized and unneighbourly
• simply reducing its height would make no difference to the ten by-laws
it disregards or its impact on the local area
• 99% of citizens’ written submissions to city hall opposed APL’s project
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2b

Quinpool district with
Quinpool 6067 added

Willow Tree Groupwillowtreehalifax.wordpress.com
base photo: www.bing.com/maps
Quinpool 6067, proposed by Halifax Planning and Development:
• development guidelines for the former St. Patrick’s High School site
• based on a shallow planning analysis of the local area and an abstract
architectural exercise in building masses
• disregards several laws in the Land Use By-law, including neighbourhood
compatibility, building height (7–18 storeys, two to four times what is
permitted), population density (272 persons per acre, more than twice
what is permitted), wind, and traffic

• the whole city block and its development rights would be sold to one
developer
• the developer would be free to decide on residential units (size, number,
affordability), building heights, building design, and environmental
impact, with no further public input
Impact on the surrounding area:
• This research has not been done by HRM Planning and Development.
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2c

Quinpool district in the
draft Centre Plan

Willow Tree Group
willowtreehalifax.wordpress.com
base photo: www.bing.com/maps
Anticipated by Halifax Planning and Development in the
current draft of the Centre Plan:
• sloped height limit for buildings along Quinpool, from Robie (29 storeys)
to Oxford (3 storeys)
• draft Centre Plan is being driven by unrealistic population projections
and by pressure from developers to remove limits on the properties
they own
• no mention of any benefits for the Quinpool area

Impact on the surrounding area:
• higher property values, assessments, and rents would drive out local
businesses (as happened on Spring Garden Road)
• no planning has been done to visualize Quinpool as a street with tall
buildings on both sides (average 11 storeys); to consider how new
developments would be integrated into adjacent neighbourhoods; to
anticipate their impact on long-term home owners and renters; or to
understand changing demographic needs in the area
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2d

Quinpool with other
developers’ proposals added

Willow Tree Group
willowtreehalifax.wordpress.com
base photo: www.bing.com/maps
Spot re-zoning for other properties in the Quinpool area:

• developers have submitted plans for four other large developments off
Quinpool (shown in blue)
• none of them is permitted by the Land Use By-law, but city hall has
accepted these applications and assigned many staff to evaluate them
• none of the developers has demonstrated why the Land Use By-law
should be waived to permit their proposals (the law says that this is a
requirement)

Impact on the surrounding area:
• further destabilization of neighbourhoods and businesses
• with Halifax’s slow population growth (1% per year), it’s unlikely that
all of these buildings would be built, but the development rights alone
(and the lingering threat of construction chaos) would destabilize the
Quinpool-Robie area for the next decade
• recent housing units (proposed, approved, under construction, and
completed) far exceed demand; why is city hall not monitoring this?
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3

Enough!
Let’s start over.

Willow Tree Group
willowtreehalifax.wordpress.com
base photo: www.bing.com/maps
Planning comes before development

• First, let’s agree that it’s a bad idea to let developers devise a vision for
a city. That’s the job of city council and city planners, with public input.
If that job is done well, the public wouldn’t always be on the defensive,
opposing both developers and city hall.
• Second, let’s agree that planning comes before development. Until we
recognize the health and strengths of the Quinpool district, what should
be protected, and what the neighbourhoods need, any big (and illegal)

development proposals would be premature and should be shelved.
• Before doing anything, the Quinpool district needs a well-rounded,
evidence-based, deep planning study, not the usual shallow inventory
that often passes for planning. It needs to be guided by wisdom and it
needs to develop an intelligent vision for the area.
• The same approach is needed in the Centre Plan.
Willow Tree Group - 20 March 2017
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Triage is NOT Planning …
… but triage is what we’re doing. However, under the
circumstances, it’s about all we can do. If you don’t believe
me, just have a look at the HRM “Active Planning Applications”
website. And if you’re still in doubt, consider this: For months
and months now, we - all of us, HRM Council and planning staff,
communities, businesses, and so on - have been inundated by
sustained waves of Development Agreement applications. In the
industry, depending on your particular interest or point of view,
you might refer to these “events” as “cascades,” “avalanches,”
“tsunamis,” or “stampedes.” Some observers actually see
the phenomenon as thoughtless, herd behaviour. Still others
appreciate that it’s a deliberate and carefully concerted process
intended to confuse, destabilize and overwhelm … “Shock and
Awe.” Perhaps it’s a bit of both. And perhaps what it’s called and
what’s behind it are not as important as its impacts and what’s
to be done about them.
We like to think we’re unique. And so we are – but we are not
alone. Development “cascades” are happening simultaneously
all over the world: in Vancouver, Burnaby, Toronto, across the
USA, Australia, Europe, and Asia. The list goes on.
However, in one respect we are different from most. We
appear to be without defences. As such, we are a sitting duck
for the “shock and awe” treatment. How so? Even though we
have a Land Use By-law and Municipal Planning Strategy,
HRM staff and Council have, over the months, taken to more
or less suspending them when it comes to the evaluation

of development proposals seeking exceptional status. The
primary and now much abused mechanism in this process
is a negotiated Development Agreement, or DA. Advice from
other jurisdictions is that DA’s can be a useful tool - but they
should be used sparingly, always to the demonstrable benefit
of the “common good,” and ALWAYS in conjunction with a
comprehensive land use plan and by-laws. In other words,
not as the rule, but as exceptions to the rule; and then and
only then. Unfortunately, here in Halifax, DA’s have become
a “back door” by which excessive development proposals are
sanctioned. The exceptions have become the rule. And sadly,
it’s a perilous addiction.
We do have a plan and by-laws. But in opening the floodgates
to DA’s, we’ve as good as suspended them. Meanwhile, many
of us (HRM staff and Councillors, citizens, and members of our
business and development communities) have been beavering
away on the City’s new Centre Plan. Regrettably, it seems that
HRM staff has been diverted from the Centre Plan to “handle”
the DA deluge. At the same time, specific elements of the
Deluge are being deployed proactively, as if to pre-determine
the outcome of our Centre Plan deliberations. Cynical or what?
Beyond the above, I have a particular concern. I don’t skate
anymore. And how tall something is or isn’t doesn’t get me
very excited. As for wind gusts, I’ve already lost my footing
several times this winter walking along Quinpool to Robie in the
presence of 10-, 12- and 18-storey buildings. In my view, density
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is the issue. My overriding concern is the destabilizing impact
that heavy, over-bearing real estate speculation, disguised
as residential and commercial development, will have on the
Quinpool neighbourhoods in particular, and the City in general.

At best, our planners are limited to triage. At worst, they are
reduced to apologising and dissembling for opportunistic
hucksters bent on profit at all cost.

In effect, DA’s enable spot rezonings. When the changes in
the allowable land use, floor area ratio, and population density
result in quantum increases, there is absolutely no way of
restricting collateral impacts on property assessments, taxes,
and the “peaceful enjoyment” of private homes and small, local
businesses. Walk along Pepperell Street, or Yale, or Creighton.
What you’ll experience are streets which have been gaptoothed by properties extended inward from Quinpool Road
and Gottingen Street. And if you still doubt what I’m saying, you
have only to walk around the proud new campus of Colonial
Honda, which has swallowed most of a neighbourhood, all by
itself. We believe in property lines. In some respects, they have
meaning and purpose and are inviolable. In others, they are
largely symbolic, offering scant protection against the invisible,
inflationary threats from high-intensity real estate nearby.
Unwittingly, in allowing these concessions, we have put at risk
hundreds of units of affordable rental housing, to which the
City’s older established neighbourhoods, including those on
either side of Quinpool, are home.

We’re exhausted. Our Planning staff and Councillors are at
their limits. The absence of certainty hangs as a threat over the
City as a whole. We have a Land Use By-law and Municipal
Planning Strategy. Please apply them and close the “swinging
door” to development proposals that will have few benefits
beyond the private interests behind them. And most importantly,
let’s get on with the Centre Plan.
Thank you.
J. Grant Wanzel, MArch, MRAIC
Emeritus Professor
School of Architecture, Dalhousie University
and member of the Willow Tree Group
20 March 2017
grant.wanzel@dal.ca
902-406-3367

With respect to my opening remarks regarding “development
cascades” and “spot-rezoning,” I will now admit that I see the
former as a strategy and the latter as a tactic. As intended,
development frenzies precipitate fear and confusion. Planning
as a methodical, thoughtful process of city-wide discussion
of what was, is, and will be, is impossible under the pressure.
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