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Halifax human scale

This report is based on our experiences and discussions 

during and around the Art of City Building Conference in 

Halifax, where the Cogswell Interchange was the key case. It 

is STIPO’s initiative to write this, as a gift back for further 

thinking, meant for all participants involved.





Halifax has a great history of wonderful neighbourhoods, built 

before the war, with great human scale. These 

neighbourhoods have the highest relative property value, as 

shown in the map. High value means there is more demand 

than supply; and looking at the future and the new type of 

people moving into and staying in the downtown area, the 

market for these human scale type areas has not seen its 

peak by far. 

 

This means an obligation for the city to carefully study the 

qualities of these areas: human scale, child-friendly, bicycle 

and pedestrian friendly, 5 km per hour architecture, variation 

in the street scape, great tree canopies, connections with 

green parks. 

 

These are then qualities to be repeated in a modern way, with 

the key question: how can we combine these qualities with 

high density in the downtown area? We see ten actions to 

make this happen, and to get the plans for the future Cogswell 

area from adequate to extraordinary. 

 

 
Property value - Taxable assessment values per square foot 

of lot area - relative value intensity. Map: Neil Lovitt, Turner 

Drake & Partners Ltd. 

  



 

The current project is infrastructure heavy. It appears the 

traffic engineers had the first say, the rest then followed. 

(Traditional) Traffic engineers will claim space for cars and 

claim that without this space, there will be traffic jams and 

cardiac arrest. In practice, things work differently. 

 

The current infrastructure will lead to roads, not to 

(high)streets: car-based, not friendly for pedestrians and 

cyclists. Moreover, the current space taken up by roads and 

roundabouts limits the possibilities for alternative urban design 

models of the blocks, and limits the business case. 

 

The Amsterdam Museumplein used to be a mini-highway until 

the early 90s. Planning to close this off entirely, or better said, 

open it up for pedestrians, traffic engineers claimed that this 

would lead to a complete ‘traffic heart attack’ of the 

surrounding areas and the inner city. The city stuck to its plan, 

Museumplein was pedestrianized and nothing happened. Car 

drivers adjusted their traffic patterns, and there has been a 

major impulse to the shift in transportation mode to biking and 

walking. More than traffic models, the psychology of the road 

users play a role. 

 

The heavy road infrastructure in the Cogswell plans turns out 

not to be necessary because of the trucks driving through the 

downtown area. If that is not the main driver, then the main 

underlying question is: does Halifax Downtown want to be a 

car driven area, or put people first, and focus on pedestrians, 

cyclists and walkability? 

 

 
Museumplein Amsterdam before and after – photo Schlijper.nl 

- http://sustainableamsterdam.com/2015/12/livable-cities-

campaign/ 

 

The fastest growing group of residents in the downtown area 

are the 25-35 years old, as the mayor proudly showed a graph 

of during our meeting with him. Expectations are that this 

growth will continue. These are university students not leaving 

Halifax anymore, but staying, and thereby giving major 

impulses to the future economy shift of Halifax. An important 

question to ask then is: what kind of area do these groups 

want to live in? Recent studies show that 63% of millennials 



and 45% of boomers want to live without a car, or at least 

want the possibility to do so. 

 

So there is all the reason to study models with a far less 

infrastructure heavy setup. City streets with 2x1 lanes, instead 

of 2x2; research into the necessity of both parallel roads on 

both sides of a large part of the plan; and a rethinking of the 

planned roundabouts. Roundabouts are a suburban, not an 

urban solution. They take up a lot of unused space, and lead 

to bad streetscapes and urbanism in the surrounding blocks. 

The main argument for the roundabouts now is safety; 

supposedly they would lead to far less accidents than 

junctions. This is not necessarily true and depends heavily on 

the quality and the design of the junction. 

 

Therefore, it is urgent that the Gehl team be allowed to 

research different infrastructure layouts, examining: 1) turning 

roads into streets, 2x1 lanes; 2) examining the need for the 

two parallel roads next to each other; 3) examining 

alternatives for the roundabouts. 

 

If desired, we can help connect with traffic engineers and 

street designers from Utrecht and Amsterdam who (by now) 

have a widespread experience in designing for urban streets 

and safety for pedestrians and cyclists. 

 

If the city would be insecure about the public support for traffic 

calming, giving the Haligonians a choice could be considered. 

To show two different models, and bring the debate about 

traffic and about human scale out in the open. 

 

 
Example of a street – De Meent, Rotterdam 

  



 

Understandingly, a high density is desired, both in terms of 

the urban use and form, and in terms of the business case for 

the interchange. 

 

With the current road layout, the city will be forced to choose 

for highrise. Highrise, if done well, does not necessarily have 

to kill streetlife and the eye level quality, as we can see in 

parts of Vancouver and New York. However, highrise on this 

place will put the waterfront and the harbourwalk in the shade 

for ever. 

 

Density and highrise are often confused to be the same. 

Among of the densest downtowns in the world are Paris, 

Thessaloniki and Barcelona. They have urban blocks of 8 

stories high, while creating wonderful human scale 

streetscapes with active ground floor use. These and other 

urban design models should be researched as an alternative 

to highrise. Discussing different infrastructure layouts and 

junctions instead of roundabouts will create the space and 

mental room to do so. 

 

If highrise is inevitable or even desired in some parts, not only 

the view passage, but also the shadow effect on the 

waterfront, the wind on the sidewalk level, and the way the 

highrise blocks connect with the street must be taken into 

consideration. 

 

 
Paris is among the densest cities in the world, with a height of 

6 to 7 stories. 

  



 

The proposed park opposite the Marriott Hotel seems to add a 

well connected green space to a central part of the Cogswell 

plan. The connection with the Marriott across the 

infrastructure should be part of the further studies. 

 

The park on the north side should be re-discussed. Rather 

than a real park, it appears to be the leftover space after 

determining the roads and the blocks. Surrounded by the 

current heavy infrastructure it will not be the promised place 

where you hear birds chirp. As part of a different study of 

urbanism models, combined with rethinking the roundabouts, 

a completely different layout will become possible, then to find 

different and better ways to add a green space to this side of 

the project. It should be connected to the surrounding routes, 

and it should be protected from car traffic noise. 

 

Part of the re-discussion of the block structure should also be 

the planned POPs. In general, POPs add green space and 

thereby add to the prevention of the urban heat island effect 

on warm days, and can help the infiltration of rain water during 

heavy rainfalls on wet days. However, POPs tend not to be 

well used green spaces, especially in the course of the years 

that they are under the management of the private owners. 

They then turn into green spaces to look at, rather than green 

spaces for people to use. 

 
Proposed ‘park’ on the north side 

 

 
Green leftover space next to 4 lane road elsewhere in Halifax 



The Cogswell project promises to weave the downtown area 

back into the waterfront area. However, the current project 

map does not include these areas. 

 

On the waterfront, we find the Purdy towers and the Casino, 

major barriers for the connection with the waterfront. The 

Casino may change into a leisure center, then providing the 

opportunity to open up the facades more; as long as the 

casino itself is the main function, there is probably no chance 

of this. Adding this to the project area would provide new 

opportunities to create underground parking facilities that 

could replace the current built parking buildings. They are a 

main disruption for the connection of pedestrian friendly 

networks from Cogswell to the water. The Purdy towers are 

faced with vacancy rates, the facades are outdated and make 

the buildings introvert. The area around the Purdy towers at 

the water seems promising on the map, with the pier 

extending into the water, but in practice, these spaces are 

maybe at 10% of their potential. The great experience of the 

walk by the waterfront coming from the south currently ends at 

the Marriott hotel. Turning these spaces into places, keeping 

the Purdy towers but opening up the ground floors, adding 

destinations and public functions will help create an entirely 

different experience, which will add greatly to the rentability 

and the subsequent property value of the towers. 

 

Towards the downtown area, improving the quality of the fine 

grain network for pedestrians should be included into the 

project. The streets leading up should be of such quality that 

pedestrians are naturally tempted to walk them. 

 

To the South, Granville Street is currently not included. This is 

one of the streets that due to its heritage has great human 

scale. The street is pedestrianized and could very well 

function as the main connection from the waterfront, via the 

new park opposite the Marriott hotel, via Granville to the 

Parade. This way, a connected network of great places is 

coming into being, rather than separate, isolated places. This 

requires the buildings at Granville Street to be protected as 

heritage, and the owners to be included into the project. 

 



Current project area definition 

 

Since the land is publicly owned, tendering the land will be a 

major opportunity to aim for quality. Right now, the plan 

seems to aim at larger volumes to be tendered and developed 

by one developer each. We see this happening in more and 

more cities, leading to entire blocks that have been designed 

by one architect, and with the standardization of the 

construction process, tend to end up looking sterile, boring 

and anonymous. A way to prevent this from happening is to 

split up each block into various smaller tenders, with various 

larger and smaller volumes within the urban blocks. Each 

eight to (maximum) twenty meters, something new should 

happen in the façade, a new unit, a new reason to go in and 

out, a new colour, a new height. 

 

In the tender points, not only price should be a factor, but also 

ground floor quality, architecture quality and sustainability. 

Ground floor quality is both the physicial (design) quality and 

the program / organization of the management. 

 

At least 40% of ground floor spaces should be guaranteed to 

be affordable, so that they can be rented by social amenities, 

smaller businesses for production, distribution and repair, and 

creative and social startups. This can also be a condition for 

the tender. The city should calculate this through in the land 

price. 

 

Another tender condition should be the immediate 

programming of ground floors after delivery of the building; no 

vacancy in the first two years. In the early years owners can 

be challenged to have a strategy for temporary use and lower 

rents that can increase over the years. 

 

All owners should be required to guarantee they will leave the 

portfolio management of the ground floor spaces to 1 central 

area management organization (which should be started as 

part of the project, see action 7). They can charge a surplus 

on top of the rent for each m2 from the beginning, so that all 

tenants equally pay their share. 



Split up urban blocks into smaller tenders, both relatively 

larger (towers) and smaller volumes (1 dwelling unit of for 

instance 4 stories) to open up to local developers and 

guarantee a greater future variety on the street level. 

 

Great human scale comes down to the details, the ‘5 km/h 

architecture’. Use the criteria for The City at Eye Level to 

guarantee human scale: 

- at least every 10 m a new small scale unit (or access to a 

larger unit, for instance for a supermarket, further placed 

behind the first row of small scale unit), 

- each unit with a direct entry to the street, 

- height at least 4 meters, 

- richness in material, 

- not too much glass, 

- veranda feeling with the façade jumping in and out, 

- vertical orientation, 

- and space for hybrid zone for the transition from private to 

public  

 

are some of the key elements. The edges of buildings are the 

places where informality can and must be allowed, for the 

future users of the building, be it shops, businesses or people 

living on the ground floor, can co-create the public space 

quality. 

 

 

 



 

Criteria from The City at Eye Level. 

http://www.thecityateyelevel.com/


 
Veranda feeling 



In each phase of the planning process, measures need to be 

taken to make sure the area gets a lot of human scale. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  



 

Great human scale is not only about the use and activities 

(the software) and the design (the hardware) but very much 

also how it is organized and managed over time. To create a 

great place takes years, decades, and is a process of 

constant testing and learning and improving. For the ground 

floors, it is crucial to get from a situation where every building 

or even unit owner programs for their own, to an area 

programming logic. For the public spaces and the 

placemaking, it is crucial to start a place management 

organization that not only takes care of the public spaces 

being safe, clean and whole, but also takes care of active 

programming, activities, fun, social interaction and a 

welcoming and informal atmosphere. 

 

There are in essence three possible models to set up a 

management organization (and also a mix is possible):  

 

1. Ground floor portfolio manager as a service. The 

manager can be paid for by the building owners and/or 

the tenants (for instance through a BID). 

2. Compulsory portfolio management: all real estate 

developers and owners are required to put an extra fee 

on top of the rent per m2 as a joint contribution to an 

ground floor and place management organization. 

3. Split the property ownership of all ground floor spaces 

from the rest of the ownership of the building and bring 

them into one area owner, one legal entity. This will be 

the owner getting up in the morning thinking how they 

can improve the quality of their ground floor spaces. 

 

The ground floor portfolio management organization and the 

place management organization can be the same, or can be 

split up as two separate entities. They should in any case 

closely work together, as they are both shaping the quality of 

the place over time. 

 

It makes perfect sense for an existing organization with 

experience in placemaking to take this role, like Develop Nova 

Scotia. 

privateprivate

city at eye level



 
 

For the city, understandably, a healthy balance between 

public investments and income from land sale is important. 

This could limit the city's feeling of possibilities to open up to 

new directions. However, there are several ways to open up 

the business case: 

 

- To include the part towards the waterfront, the property 

value increase of making improvements there could be 

part of the calculation 

- To include other quality measures that will pay out over 

time, Joe Minicozzi could no doubt present alternative 

business cases including the increase in property taxes 

- To enable management models, clever arrangements are 

needed to put a surplus on top of the annual rent fees. 

 

Our partner Stad2 could be consulted for different ways of 

including placemaking and human scale into the business 

case. They could work together with Joe Minicozzi to open up 

possibilities for a different type of investing. 
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