HERITAGE
WHITE PAPER

“We Shape Our Buildings;
Thereafter They Shape Us
~ Winston Churchill

BACKGROUND
Amherstburg is incredibly rich in history. Located on the traditional territories of the Three Fires
Confederacy and Huron-Wendat and Wyandot Peoples. Bois Blanc (Boblo) was discovered by
French Catholic missionaries in the early 18th century. Fort Amherstburg (today Fort Malden)
was constructed in1796. The area was the location of numerous War of 1812 battles: some
involving Shawnee Chief Tecumseh. It was the “great landing place” as the principal terminus of
the Underground Railroad of the west. The Nazrey African Methodist Episcopal Church was
built in 1848. The town was Incorporated in 1878. And fortunately, today many structures from
the late 19th century still exist, with many others hidden under years of vinyl siding.
So, it was not surprising that research conducted by the Amherstburg Community Foundation in
2020 identified “history / heritage” as the third most important thing to residents of the
community. Also, not surprising that this same conclusion is in the Community Improvement
Plan (CIP) that was tabled to Council in December 2020. Clearly Heritage is important to who
we are and a significant point of difference versus other communities across southern Ontario.
The Ontario Heritage Act1 was first enacted in 1975. It strengthened the power of municipalities
to identify and protect properties of cultural heritage value or interest. Amherstburg completed a
Heritage Conservation District (HCD) study in 1978. At the time Amherstburg could have been
on the leading edge of heritage designation. Unfortunately, the designation process was never
completed. Consultations were also conducted in 1982, 2009 and 2011. Today it’s a little
surprising that Amherstburg has heritage credibility without HCD, and little past investment in
our heritage built form.
As good as Amherstburg looks today imagine how much better it could have looked if over the
past forty-three years we had not torn down heritage buildings to build parking lots? Had
restored many of our historic properties? Or had redesigned our streets to create a
complementary heritage feel? Previous councils have failed to properly address our heritage we hope today’s council is successful.
“Those who do not remember the past are condemned to relive it”
George Santayana
IT’S A TEAM EFFORT
T.H.R.I.V.E. is delighted that Council hired Clint Robertson to the important role of Heritage
Planner. This White Paper fully supports his role and makes a case for additional investment in
Heritage. The worst thing an organization can do is hire a talent and not give the individual the
financial resources to do their job.
The T.H.R.I.V.E. Team that created this White Paper:
Richard Peddie (director)
Meg Reiner
Matt Wright
Frank Di Pasquale
Anthony Mancini
Lori Murphy
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EXISTING BEST PRACTICES
The Ontario Heritage Act has been up and running successfully for decades. Today there is no
need for Amherstburg to reinvent the wheel. There is even a Heritage Tool Kit2 that can help
direct the town: Property Evaluations, Designating Heritage Properties, Heritage Resources etc.
Today fifty-five Ontario cities and communities contain a total of 134 HCDs. Some communities
are much larger than Amherstburg, like Toronto and Ottawa. While others like Perth and
Goderich are much smaller. Many have only one district, but others like Ottawa have multiple
(20). Even Colburg has four!
The CIP that was tabled to Council 10 months ago and contains numerous heritage best
practices.
People often say that “Amherstburg could be like Niagara on the Lake.
Interestingly, Niagara on the Lake secured their HCD designation in 1986.

RECOMMENDATIONS
OVERALL
It’s time for Amherstburg to get on with it!
The town first flirted with creating a Heritage Conservation District (HCD) forty-three years ago.
Work on the Community Improvement Plan (CIP) started four years ago. We hope that work on
the CIP will not impact approval of the HCD. A new council will be elected in a little over a year.
We strongly encourage this council to get these two important initiatives over the goal line.
T.H.R.I.V.E. is recommending five action steps that we believe will help address Amherstburg’s
Heritage needs. We do understand that the heritage file is a complex one, so we leave the
details to Mr. Robertson and Administration.
SPECIFICALLY
1. The most important heritage action Council needs to do is create and approve a HCD in
2022.
The town has had many false starts going back many decades. So many other
communities have found a way to get their districts approved during that time.
“Planning for the future of a strong vibrant community requires knowledge of the past
and an understanding of what we value in the present. Existing buildings, structures,
and landscapes often define a community’s unique identity and give it character and a
sense of place. To help guide change it is important to identify and protect the places in
the community that have cultural heritage value”. Ontario Heritage Act
See Exhibit3 on how Goderich went about theirs.
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2. Significantly increase / simplify incentives to restore both Heritage Designated and
Heritage Properties of Interest.
Restoring heritage properties, whether they be HD or Properties of Interest, can be
expensive. A good restoration costs money. Property taxes will likely increase with the
improved value of the building. Some people believe that a HD negatively impacts the
value of their property (Note: evidence suggests it does not4). An increase in insurance
can also occur. We believe our incentives should be more generous than other
communities as heritage is more important to Amherstburg.
While there may be exceptions, we are only championing incentives for the exterior
restoration of heritage properties. We are not suggesting incentives for the ongoing
maintenance of HD properties. Encouraging more building owners to restore a heritage
building will require material and certain financial incentives.
3. Make the process simpler and more certain.
When the property qualifies for financial incentives, the owner should only have to file
once. No need to refile each year.
Building owners require a degree of certainty when investing in their properties. The
rebate program cannot be “contingent on available funds” - the town needs to budget for
these rebates.
The incentive process contemplated in the CIP is too laborious (16 steps). This will
discourage many owners from even applying. Simplify HD application process.
If someone is applying for an HD, their restoration building permit should be fast tracked.
A lengthy approval process can increase restoration costs and negatively impact the
financials of the project.
4. Champion the protection and restoration of important heritage buildings in town
Amherstburg has identified 122 Heritage Properties of Interest5. Many of them are
significant so it is important they ultimately receive a HD. Once the HCD is approved the
Properties of Interest in the district will automatically be protected. We recommend that
the Heritage Committee and Mr. Robertson engage all heritage property owners to
explain the importance of a Heritage Designation and the financial incentives available to
them. Once the HCD is approved a marketing document should be created that is
shared with all the owners of HD and Properties of Interest across the town.
A well shared heritage communications document could prevent the issues that were
discussed at the September 13th council meeting. With a HCD councilors would have
had polices and guidelines to help them make decisions. Under the latest changes to the
Heritage Act owners must be notified if their property has been added to the register of
Listed Properties. Heritage status must be very apparent to anyone contemplating the
purchase of a property in Amherstburg.
5. Invest in telling Amherstburg’s heritage story
Commencing every council meeting with a Land Acknowledgement is the proper thing to
do but it isn’t near enough. We need to tell the stories that Amherstburg is built upon.
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With special attention to the history of Indigenous peoples, freedom seekers and our
most important heritage properties.
RATIONALE FOR THESE FOUR RECOMMENDATIONS6
•

restored and beautiful heritage properties are key to Amherstburg’s unique positioning in
Ontario.

•

long term economic prosperity is supported by establishing a sense of space, by
protecting the physical and cultural environment.

•

there is a strong relationship between heritage buildings and cultural tourism - positive
economic impact.

•

businesses benefit from locating in heritage buildings or in heritage areas.

•

will increase town pride and help create a positive vibe about the town.

•

Will increases property values and enhance a municipality’s tax base.

•

will recognize the important contribution of Indigenous and Black peoples’ to
Amherstburg

•

the recommendations are consistent with the goals, objectives, community feedback and
needs identified in the CIP.
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AND 2022 BUDGET COSTS
“The truth about a city’s (town’s) aspirations isn’t found in its vision. It’s found in its
budget”.
Brent Toderian
1. Create a Heritage Conservation District
We understand that the town has budgeted $25,000 for an RFP on the subject. We
encourage administration to reconsider the need for an RFP and instead repurpose the
monies for initiatives that the Heritage Planner can recommend. The Ontario
government has all the information required regarding the Heritage Act available online,
so an expensive RFP is not required.
2. Approve material financial incentives that encourage heritage restoration. Look to
administration to recommend an improved plan.
3. Invest in Amherstburg’s Heritage story - costs to be included in 2022 budget. These
ideas should receive additional funds in ongoing budgets as well:
o

start to improve directional signage to key heritage locations like Freedom Museum,
Gibson Gallery, Historic Churches, Carnegie library etc. $3.000

o

start the aggressive installation of plaques that tell the stories of historic buildings
and locations. $5,000. Everyone loves to read a plaque.

o

Increase the community grant above the $18,500 for the Freedom Museum and Park
House. Freedom Museum is unique in southern Ontario. It is also an important
cultural institution during this time of racial injustice. It could become a major reason
why visitors come to town. Park House is an important heritage fixture in town. Built
in the 1790s it collects, studies, preserves, and exhibits the heritage of the town.

o

work closely with Indigenous groups create a concept that tells their story.
Determine the concept, execution costs (e.g., displays, plaques, banners) that would
be recommended in the 2023 budget

LET’S MATCH OUR MONEY WITH OUR HERITAGE
ASPIRATIONS
ALL T.H.R.I.V.E. WHITE PAPERS CONTAIN CLIMATE CRISIS AND HEALTH & WELLNESS
SECTIONS
CLIMATE CRISIS
Restoring buildings creates less construction waste than new construction and avoids the
environmental impact associated with new developments
Restoring buildings is a proven energy saver. E.g. new windows, roofs insulation etc.
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HEATLH & WELLNESS
Heritage can improve the quality of life - make a community more livable.
The more people who get outside walking in our historic core - the better it is for their health.
Understanding the contributions of Indigenous and Black people will make people more
understanding and increase acceptance. Help reduce racism.
T.H.R.I.V.E. believes that all its initiatives (parks, affordable housing, arts, streets for people,
climate crisis, active transportation, lower speed limits and heritage) can all weave together to
create an even better Amherstburg.
T.H.R.I.V.E.
NOTES/EXHIBITS
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Ontario’s Heritage Act
Ontario Heritage Took Kit
Goderich
HD Impact on property values
Properties of Interest
Benefits of Heritage Designation under the Ontario Heritage Act
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