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The new Town Hall makes a strong business case for brownfield remediation and redevelopment. 

Credit: The Town of the Blue Mountains 

Blue Mountains Town Hall 
 
 

Summary 
 
The Town of the Blue Mountains, Ontario, has transformed a downtown brownfield site into a new civic centre that 
showcases the community’s commitment to sustainability, energy efficiency and land stewardship. The development fulfills 
the citizens’ vision of a community gathering space with a LEED® Gold certified Town Hall that includes extensive public 
space, and surrounding parkland that promotes walking, healthy recreation activities, and civic engagement. 
 
The project was designed to revitalize an historic section of the town and provide a catalyst for growth in the surrounding 
business area. It illustrates how the public sector in a small municipality can take the lead in remediating brownfield sites 
and in developing ecologically responsible buildings. 
 
 

Background 
 
The Town of the Blue Mountains incorporates rural land and number of towns and villages, including the historic Village of 
Thornbury on the south shore of Lake Huron’s scenic Georgian Bay. The community has 6,825 permanent residents and its 
economy is built on serving the needs of temporary residents and visitors who are attracted to the area’s natural beauty. 
Blue Mountains is in the heart of one of Canada’s most popular year-round tourist areas, close to the Niagara Escarpment 
near Collingwood and Wasaga Beach. 
 
The town’s administration had been short of office space since amalgamation in 1998. About eight years ago, Council 
examined its options and made a bold choice: to build a new town hall on a brownfield site. The town would make a 
statement about sustainability by revitalizing an historic section of the community and transforming it into an incubator for 
downtown growth. As in most small communities, businesses in Blue Mountains find it hard to justify the cost of 
remediating and building on these sites, and Council decided it should set an example by working with a brownfield site in a 
downtown neighbourhood. 
 
“The town had other greenfield sites available,” says David Finbow, director of planning and building services for the 
municipality, “but council wanted to develop something that spoke to sustainability. Through this project, we’ve learned 
that if you build for sustainability, the rewards will come. I can hold up this building when I’m dealing with the private 
sector. It will help me convince them to look in this direction.” 
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Project Development 
 
Blue Mountains’ old town hall had been upgraded to accommodate new staff after amalgamation in 1998; but by 2003, the 
building and its associated office complex was housing more than 50 employees and council was forced to meet in another 
location. The old building also had significant barriers that prevented it from being fully accessible to all members of the 
public. 
 
By 2005, Council had assessed its needs and decided on a new development that would advance the goals of its Community 
Improvement Plan and its Integrated Community Sustainability Plan. Those goals include enhancing streetscapes, 
redeveloping brownfield sites, and promoting active transportation and intensification. 
 
In 2007, after acquiring a site that met its criteria, the town conducted community consultations to find out how its citizens 
envisioned their new civic centre. Based on the townspeople’s vision of a community gathering space, a master plan and 
communications strategy were created before proceeding with development. 
 
“Bringing people in early on and making them part of the process was key to our success,” says Finbow. “We engaged 
stakeholders through the visioning process and then we tried to hold true to their vision and keep them informed 
throughout the development.” In addition to community consultations, the town made design presentations to public and 
private stakeholders and held a one-day design charette to encourage public input. 
 
 

Project Implementation 
 
The chosen site was home to a still-occupied but dilapidated auto service centre in a location designated as part of the 
Thornbury Business Improvement Area in the town’s Official Plan. Building on the site would reinvigorate downtown 
businesses on King Street East and Bridge Street East. The development would also provide the neighbourhood, which has 
many elderly residents, with accessible municipal services within walking range. Finally, the site was close to the Beaver 
River and Georgian Trails and could be linked to them to provide pedestrians and cyclists with access to the river. 
 
The 75-year-old service centre’s buildings were outdated and poorly maintained. More importantly, the site contained 
underground petroleum tanks and an oil separator. In a small town like Blue Mountains, it is unlikely that a private 
company could build a business case to redevelop such a site — it would cost more to remediate than to buy. 
 
The town was able to develop the brownfield site, and set an example for local businesses, by making innovative use of 
assistance from the Federal/Provincial Infrastructure Stimulus Fund and the Federation of Canadian Municipalities’ Green 
Municipal Fund. “Without the public sector doing the work, supported by the Infrastructure and Green Municipal Funds, 
the old service station would have occupied this prominent location for years to come,” says Finbow. 
 
Thanks to Blue Mountains’ innovative development approach, that prominent location is now home to an iconic new Town 
Hall that will advance the community’s sustainability goals. The project is aligned with the town’s Community Improvement 
Plan and its Integrated Community Sustainability Plan. These plans were developed partly through the town’s participation 
in the Federation of Canadian Municipalities’ Partners for Climate Protection Program, its Sustainable Communities 
Conference, and Sustainable Communities Mission. 
 
The town worked closely with public and private sector stakeholders to plan and develop the project. Both sectors strongly 
supported the development and provided input that was critical to its success. The project was overseen by a steering 
committee consisting of two staff members and two members of council. Municipal staff were consulted about their space 
needs, and invited to view and provide input on the building’s schematic drawings. Staff members were also invited to tour 
the building during the construction phase to determine if changes were warranted before it was completed. 
 
Throughout the development process, council members and staff received a regular newsletter, and municipal departments 
were kept informed with e-mails and intranet updates. The town kept the community informed through a dedicated 
website and by sending regular e-mails to interested citizens. 
 
The Blue Mountains Town Hall was built with the enthusiastic support and participation of the town’s residents and 
businesses. The development expresses the citizens’ vision of a community gathering space, and it has set a precedent for 
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future development by demonstrating that sustainable development in small communities can be successfully spearheaded 
by the public sector. 
 
The project demonstrates innovative technologies, practices and approaches that advance sustainability and will be a 
catalyst for the surrounding business area. When complete, the new facility will provide the community with an accessible, 
barrier-free municipal services centre that offers 2,485 square metres of office and public space designed to achieve LEED® 
Gold certification. It is surrounded by parkland that features a band shell and theatre, splash ponds and a skating loop, and 
is connected to walking trails that provide river access and promote walking, healthy recreation activities and civic 
engagement. 
 
 

Results 
 

 Blue Mountains remediated a downtown brownfield site and eliminated the public health threat of soil contamination.  

 The new Town Hall will significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions and achieve  LEED® Gold certification with an 
energy saving of 62 per cent compared to the Model National Energy Code for Buildings. 

 The building incorporates a variety of energy-efficient measures including energy recovery technology with CO2 
controls and a ground-source heat pump. Approximately 90 per cent of the above-grade space will receive natural 
light. 

 The building’s energy efficiency will reduce operating costs and help control future business and residential taxes and 
utility costs. 

 In developing the project, the town pursued leading-edge design and construction practices, following the LEED 
Scorecard whenever possible, and sought to analyze and minimize the project’s lifecycle costs to the fullest extent. 

 A gallery area of the Town Hall is equipped with interactive educational displays that showcase the building’s green 
features and provide information about energy production, use and conservation.  

 The project is expected to promote redevelopment and intensification around the site, which will result in increased 
property assessments and sales tax revenues from new businesses. 

 
 

Lessons Learned 
 

 ENGAGE COMMUNITY MEMBERS EARLY AND KEEP THEM INVOLVED. Take an integrated approach: include both public 
and private stakeholders in the design process, and assess the needs of the community as well as the needs of the 
corporation. An integrated process will help to identify problems and find timely solutions. “You need to identify the 
community’s vision and you have to hold true to that vision if you don’t want to lose their trust. You have to ‘walk the 
walk’ and let them know you’re fulfilling their vision,” says David Finbow. 

 DEVELOP A CLEAR AND CONCISE COMMUNICATION PLAN EARLY IN THE PROCESS. Develop open lines of 
communication with stakeholders so you can measure public support and develop ‘buy-in’ for the project as it evolves. 
“Make sure you have the capacity to maintain communications,” says Finbow. “I think we did a good job during the 
approval stage and when construction started, but we didn’t have the staff to provide continuous updates. If we’d had 
the time and capacity, we’d have spent more time out in the community talking about the building.” 

 EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED. “Make sure you have appropriate contingency funds — usually about five percent of the 
budget — you’ll use every penny of it for little things that come up during the project,” Finbow concludes. 

 
 
Related and Future Initiatives 
 
The Town Hall project allowed the town’s council to evaluate the benefits of assuming a leadership role in redevelopment. 
The experience will help Council understand the challenges and costs of redeveloping brownfield sites, which may lead it to 
create redevelopment incentives for these sites. 
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Partners and Collaboration 
 
The Federal/Provincial Infrastructure Stimulus Fund 
The Federation of Canadian Municipalities’ Green Municipal Fund 

 
 
Contact 
David Finbow 
Director, Planning and Building Services  
Corporation of the Town of the Blue Mountains, Ontario 
519-599-3131, ext. 246 
dfinbow@thebluemountains.ca  
www.thebluemountains.ca/town-hall.cfm 
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