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W H A T  I S  A  H E R I T A G E  C O N S E R V A T I O N  D I S T R I C T ?  

It is an area of special character, combining older buildings and their settings that, together, make up a district that 

has an identifiably distinct “sense of place”. The heritage resources within a district include buildings, structures, 

cultural landscapes, and sites of archaeological potential. The Ontario Heritage Act is special legislation allowing 

district designation and codifying an area‟s “heritage character” in order to protect its character defining 

elements.  

W H Y  W A S  T H E  D O W N T O W N  C O R E  S E L E C T E D  F O R  S T U D Y  A S  A  
H E R I T A G E  C O N S E R V A T I O N  D I S T R I C T ?  

It is centred on Orillia‟s main street and has functioned for over a century as the hub of both civic and commercial 

activity in the downtown. It contains a significant concentration of 19th century commercial and institutional 

buildings, many of which are worthy of individual designation.  

H O W  W O U L D  D I S T R I C T  D E S I G N A T I O N  I M P A C T  R E S I D E N T S ?  

Designation allows the City to manage change within the District by specifying the types of changes that will 

conserve and enhance the character of the District. Designation also celebrates what is special about the District, 

building community pride and encouraging compatible improvements to both public and private properties. 

Proposed changes of a major sort are regulated by the City, using guidelines produced as part of the District Plan.  

H O W  D O E S  D I S T R I C T  D E S I G N A T I O N  A F F E C T  C H A N G E S  T O  M Y  
P R O P E R T Y ?  

Designation entails a municipal requirement for a heritage permit for any significant change to the public face of 

your property (i.e. front, sides and roof, but not the rear). Routine maintenance is not affected, and professional 

heritage staff work with property owners to provide advice on compatible alterations, using guidelines in the 

District Plan.  

W I L L  T H E  V A L U E  O F  M Y  P R O P E R T Y  C H A N G E ?  

Studies in Canada and the United States have shown that property values in Heritage Conservation Districts either 

stay the same or increase.  

W H A T  A R E  T H E  N E X T  S T E P S ,  A N D  H O W  D O  I  G E T  I N V O L V E D ?  

The Study will continue into the spring, with another public meeting at which comment is encouraged. You can also 
contact the City‟s Manager of Community of Cultural Development, Michael Martyn, at (705) 325-4530. The 
process then entails a final report submitted to Council and a decision by Council on whether to proceed with the 
District Plan and guidelines. If Council decides to proceed, then the Plan and guidelines study will take 
approximately another 6-9 months, after which Council proceeds with designation. 
   





Executive Summary 

 

FIGURE 1: FACTORY VIEWS OF DOWNTOWN ORILLIA (CA. 1950, ORILLIA HISTORICAL SOCIETY)  

S T U D Y  P U R P O S E  

Orillia‟s downtown core plays a crucial part in the everyday life of the city, as well as being the place where the 

community comes together for special events and the primary destination for visitors. Its concentration of high 

quality 19th century commercial buildings makes it distinctive, but also vulnerable to change that is at odds with the 

area‟s character. Defining, recognizing and enhancing this character are primary goals of the heritage district 

designation process. 

The mandate for considering district designation comes from several community initiatives. As stated in the Request 

for Proposal for this study (p. 2):  

Designating the downtown as a Heritage Conservation District (HCD) was included in Orillia’s Plan for Culture 

[November, 2005] as one of the initial strategic priorities arising from the extensive community consultation 

undertaken in support of the plan. To further explore the issue, a Cultural Forum was held [in March, 2007] 

to discuss designation of the downtown...Over 80 people attended, representing property owners, business 

owners, citizens-at-large and staff and community members. The overwhelming response from all 

constituencies was positive in favour of pursuing designation. Results of the Forum were presented to the 

Municipal Heritage Committee, and the Committee believes that there is enough interest, as well as a critical 

mass of historic buildings, to move forward with the process. 

S T U D Y  T E R M S  O F  R E F E R E N C E  

The City‟s scope of work for this study (found in the Request for Proposal, p. 3) follows closely the Provincial 

Ministry of Culture‟s requirements for such studies. The study is to fulfill the three basic requirements of such efforts, 

namely, to assess the cultural heritage resources of the study area, judge whether or not such resources qualify the 

area for designation as a heritage district and, if so, determine a district boundary. 

  



S T U D Y  S T R U C T U R E  

The study consists of the following components:  

 an inventory and evaluation of cultural heritage resources (i.e. all properties within the study area, 
including buildings, streetscapes, landmarks and open spaces); 

 an historical overview of the areas‟ development; 

 an assessment of the regulatory policies currently in place, and those available as alternative policy and 
planning tools; 

 a preliminary assessment of the City‟s staff and MHC‟s abilities to manage a potential district; 

 extensive involvement of the public including public meetings and consultations with property owners, and; 

 a rationale for designation, and a proposed district boundary. 

C O N C L U S I O N S  

The study has concluded that district designation is the most effective way for the City of Orillia to conserve and 

enhance the many heritage resources found in the study area. For many years, beginning with the streetscape 

improvements of the 1970s and continuing with the heritage policies and guidelines found in the draft Official 

Plan, the City has identified the downtown core as an area to be conserved and enhanced. However, these 

measures alone are not sufficient to provide the level of protection for the area that local residents want. Only 

district designation can ensure that changes to the area are managed in ways that are compatible with area 

character. 

This study is the first essential step in describing that character and identifying the various heritage resources that 

comprise it. The next step is to prepare a Heritage Conservation District Plan in which are contained the policies 

and guidelines required to properly manage conservation and development.  

In summary, this study recommends that the downtown core, as described here, be designated as a Heritage 

Conservation District under Part V of the Ontario Heritage Act, and that Council authorize staff to proceed with 

preparation of a District Plan. 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  

1. It is recognized that the Orillia Downtown Area is of heritage significance for the following reasons: 

 Significant historical associations; 

 Historic views; 

 Several designated properties, with others included on the City Register or eligible for inclusion; 

 Landmark public and commercial buildings; 

 The area‟s heritage value lies both in its collection of individually important properties and in its 

combination of these resources within a compact, inter-woven urban form.  

 The area has value because of properties that represent key stages of the area‟s development, because 

the area is relatively unspoiled, homogeneous and intact, and because it offers examples of some of the 

best buildings and commercial and institutional streetscapes in Orillia. 

 

2. It is recognized that the character of the study area conforms to the characteristics of heritage conservation 

districts, as defined by the Ministry of Culture in the Ontario Heritage Tool Kit, in the following ways: 

 A concentration of a wide range of heritage resources, linked by aesthetic, historical and socio-cultural 
contexts and use; 

 A framework of structuring elements (a main street sloping up from the lakeshore, terminating in a 
landmark building and major public open space); 



 A sense of visual coherence (a compact core of predominantly 19th C. commercial and public buildings), 
and; 

 A distinctiveness that enables the area to be recognized and distinguishable from neighbouring areas (an 
area flanking the main street that is distinct visually, culturally and historically). 

 

3. It is recognized that the heritage character of the Orillia Downtown Area is that of a compact civic core that 

contains elements of the major stages of the city‟s evolution. It features largely intact groupings of mid-late 

19th century commercial buildings buttressed by institutional buildings and a market square, with important 

views of surrounding residential and industrial districts, and of Lake Couchiching.  

 

4. That the character defining elements of the study area should be considered as being: 

 The civic complex of library, market square and Opera House 

 The intact groupings of 19th century commercial buildings 

 Related public and former public buildings (Fire Hall, Post Office, YMCA) 

 Original square block grid pattern 

 Views out from the district, especially east to the lake  
 

5. That the Orillia Downtown Area, as defined on the accompanying map, should be designated as a Heritage 

Conservation District under Part V of the Ontario Heritage Act. 

 

6. That Council should authorize staff to proceed with the preparation of a District Plan and guidelines.  

 

7. During the preparation of the District Plan and beyond, properties in the study area, both those currently 

designated under Part IV of the Ontario Heritage Act, and those currently listed on the City‟s Register, should 

be re-assessed to bring the property inventories and evaluations into conformity with the requirements of the 

2005 Ontario Heritage Act and the Historic Places Initiative national register of historic properties. The 

inventory should be expanded to include cultural landscapes and areas of archaeological potential.  

 

8. The City should initiate a parallel process to that of the current study to address issues of cultural heritage 

resource management. Building on the recommendations of the City‟s Cultural Plan, the proposed process 

should have a mandate to establish robust cultural heritage programs with sufficient capacity to address the 

current Provincial heritage policies and the resultant increased workload.  

 

9. The City should support the following initiatives to strengthen the ability of volunteers to assist in the inventory, 

evaluation and stewardship of cultural heritage resources within the study area: 

 Training in research, inventory and evaluation of heritage properties, using the template shown in this 
study, and in accordance with the Historic Places Initiative; 

 Research and collection of information, including maps and personal documents, on the historical evolution 
of the Orillia Downtown Area; 

 In-kind donations, of time and materials, to projects aimed at improving the public realm (e.g. tree 
planting) that follow guidelines provided as part of any Heritage Conservation District Plan, and; 

 Participation in issue-based sub-committees addressing such concerns as property maintenance, parking 

and access, and tree preservation. 
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ORILLIA HERITAGE 
CONSERVATION DISTRICT 
STUDY 

 

1 Introduction 

1.1| STUDY PURPOSE AND APPROACH 

W H Y  S T U D Y ?  

Orillia‟s downtown core plays a crucial part in the everyday life of the 

city, as well as being the place where the community comes together for 

special events and the primary destination for visitors. Its concentration of 

high quality 19th century commercial buildings makes it distinctive, but also 

vulnerable to change that is at odds with the area‟s character. Defining, 

recognizing and enhancing this character are primary goals of the 

heritage district designation process.  

The mandate for considering district designation comes from several 

community initiatives. As stated in the Request for Proposal for this study 

(p. 2):  

Designating the downtown as a Heritage Conservation District (HCD) was 

included in Orillia’s Plan for Culture [November, 2005] as one of the 

initial strategic priorities arising from the extensive community 

consultation undertaken in support of the plan. To further explore the 

issue, a Cultural Forum was held [in March, 2007] to discuss 

designation of the downtown...Over 80 people attended, representing 

property owners, business owners, citizens-at-large and staff and 

community members. The overwhelming response from all constituencies 

was positive in favour of pursuing designation. Results of the Forum 

were presented to the Municipal Heritage Committee, and the 

Committee believes that there is enough interest, as well as a critical 

mass of historic buildings, to move forward with the process. 
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The designation study process must also be seen in the context of previous 

and ongoing efforts to revitalize the downtown. The streetscape 

improvement project of the mid-late 1970s is the most obvious initiative, 

resulting in the attractive trees, lighting, paving and street furniture that 

now embellish Mississaga Street. Soon to come is the new library and 

upgrades to Market Square. And in the final stages of approvals is the 

new Official Plan for Orillia in which are policies and guidelines for 

enhancement of the downtown core. However, the HCD study will not be 

a revitalization project in itself but, rather, it is a crucial first step in 

identifying priorities that a revitalization plan would pursue.  

As is evident from the Cultural Forum, the residents of Orillia have 

recognized the need to anticipate and manage change through 

undertaking this district study. They have also indicated then and in recent 

meetings their willingness to assist with the study process in any way they 

can. As a result, there is both evident and practical support from the local 

community for a district study. This kind of support, in opinion and in kind, 

is vital for the success of a district plan.  

The Community Plan also notes another important aspect of heritage 

conservation, and that is the boost it gives to municipal efforts to promote 

economic development. Cultural tourism is a major factor in the 

competitive success of cities today, not only for the revenue it produces 

from highlighting a city‟s unique setting and culture, but also for its ability 

to raise awareness of such features and thus attract potential residents 

and investors. Orillia is already well established as a city with many 

heritage and cultural resources, but it must continue to both conserve and 

enhance such resources in order to retain its competitive advantage. 

Protection of Orillia‟s key heritage assets via designation is an essential 

means of doing so, as is building and maintaining support for conservation 

amongst the population at large.  

But how best to apply such support to a complex and challenging project? 

The proposed district study and plan offer many opportunities for 

support. There are ways that the project can help local residents to 

articulate the characteristics of the area they wish to conserve and to 

utilize their talents in ways that both assist the City and educate those 

participating. The planning process thus becomes two things: a means of 

producing protective legislation, and a way to put into words and actions 

the aspects of the study area that local people value. In the end, the 

resulting plan and guidelines not only provide clear policy direction for 

the City in planning for the downtown, they also establish a process than 

can be emulated in designation studies for future candidate areas such as 

some of the residential neighbourhoods or former industrial lands. 

W H A T  I S  A  H E R I T A G E  D I S T R I C T ?  

A heritage district is a distinctive urban setting that has significant 

historical value. Its special character is often a function of the age of its 

structures, the history of its occupation, and the land uses it contains. 
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The boundaries may be sharply defined, as along a waterfront, or blurry, 

as in mixed use areas. The Provincial Ministry of Culture, the agency 

responsible for heritage planning, defines districts broadly, from a group 

of buildings to entire settlements. The key is that the defined area has “a 

concentration of heritage resources with special character or historical 

association that distinguishes it from its surroundings” (Ontario Heritage 

Tool Kit, Heritage Conservation Districts, 5). 

Heritage districts are not new: they have been widely used in Britain and 

Europe since the end of WWII, in the United States since the 1950s, and 

in Canada since the 1970s. They have proven to be effective ways of 

conserving and enhancing special places while supporting the everyday 

lives of residents and visitors. 

The Tool Kit (op. cit., 10) goes on to describe the common characteristics 

of heritage districts. They are:  

 “A concentration of heritage resources” (buildings, sites, structures, 
landscapes, archaeological sites) that have some common link for 
reasons of use, aesthetics, socio-cultural or historical association; 

 “A framework of structured elements” that provide edges, such as 
major routes, shorelines, landforms, or land uses; 

 “A sense of visual coherence” that is expressed in built form or 
streetscapes, and; 

 “A distinctiveness”, whether tangible or not, that makes the district 
recognizably different from its surroundings.  

W H Y  D E S I G N A T E ?  

The “sense of place” generated by Orillia‟s downtown is determined by 

the experience of being in and around its physical setting, that  is, the 

buildings and streetscapes that make up the study area. These “cultural 

heritage resources”, to use the term found in Provincial planning and 

heritage legislation, are precious and deserve good stewardship. 

Designation is a means by which local owners, tenants and residents are 

able to express pride in their property and in the downtown as a whole: 

it is also a way of promoting public appreciation of local history. 

Changes brought about by urban intensification, as well as neglect, can 

threaten these settings and erode local identity. In response to these 

threats, district designation is one of the most effective heritage planning 

tools available to Ontario municipalities. While the Planning Act handles 

most of the land development issues, it makes little reference to matters of 

community identity and heritage. Except where individual properties have 

been designated under Part IV of the Ontario Heritage Act, Orillia‟s 

downtown buildings and streetscapes that have evolved over the past 

century and a half are not protected in any meaningful way by the 

current policies in the City‟s Official Plan or Zoning By-law. By contrast, 

the recently updated Provincial Policy Statement and Ontario Heritage Act 

put the onus on municipalities to conserve “significant” cultural heritage 

resources, and provide policy tools and procedural guidelines with which 

to do so.  
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Designation of a district under Part V of the Ontario Heritage Act is the 

means by which a municipality puts these tools and guidelines to use, and 

fills the policy gap left by the Planning Act. 

Heritage conservation district designation is not necessarily, as the term 

may seem to imply, a device for preserving an existing setting. The main 

focus of district designation is change management. In recognizing the 

inevitability of change, designation can plan for its best course. Change in 

a downtown is the result of conscious action, in the case of renovation or 

new development, or inaction, in the case of deterioration by neglect. 

Downtowns do die, sometimes before people realize it is too late. The 

“tipping point” has been reached, and the area‟s “carrying capacity” has 

been exceeded. A district designation can help identify these critical 

thresholds and provide policy tools to ensure that they are respected.  

At the very least, designation can identify the types of changes that are 

desirable for conserving and enhancing downtown character, and those 

that are not. Property owners get the information they need to make 

informed choices for improvements, and the City gets the guidelines and 

legislative mandate to regulate changes. In practice, change management 

in a heritage district is seldom imposed from above but, rather, involves 

an ongoing discussion between property owners and City heritage 

staff/heritage advisory committee, based on policies and guidelines 

found in the heritage district plan, as to what the best course of action will 

be.  

There is much public support for designation in Orillia‟s downtown, but 

some people are concerned. Key issues are the degree of regulation 

imposed by designation (e.g. “will the City tell me what colour I can paint 

my shop front?”), the potential to “gentrify” the area and remove the 

rental and use mix now present, and the potential effect on property 

values. The study phase of this process does not deal with the actual 

regulations – these come in the next phase, the heritage plan and 

guidelines - but it does comment on the City‟s current regulatory process 

and make recommendations for improvements. The degree and type of 

regulation is something the heritage district plan and guidelines will 

address, and is open to discussion. Worries about gentrification and 

property values can, to some extent, be calmed by reference to the 

experience of other Ontario municipalities with heritage districts that have 

maintained diversity and stabilized or improved property values. And at 

a very basic level, one benefit of designation is often improved 

enforcement of existing property standards, an ongoing concern for 

residents and the City alike. 

1.2| STUDY STRUCTURE 

S T U D Y  M E T H O D  

The City‟s scope of work for this study (found in the Request for Proposal, 

p. 3) follows closely the Provincial Ministry of Culture‟s requirements for 

such studies.   
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The study is to fulfill the three basic requirements of such efforts, namely, 

to assess the cultural heritage resources of the study area, judge whether 

or not such resources qualify the area for designation as a heritage 

district and, if so, determine a district boundary. The study consists of the 

following components:  

 an inventory and evaluation of cultural heritage resources (i.e. all 
properties within the study area, including buildings, streetscapes, 
landmarks and open spaces); 

 an historical overview of the areas‟ development; 

 an assessment of the regulatory policies currently in place, and 
those available as alternative policy and planning tools; 

 a preliminary assessment of the City‟s staff and MHC‟s abilities to 
manage a potential district; 

 extensive involvement of the public including public meetings and 
consultations with property owners, and; 

 a rationale for designation, and a proposed district boundary.  
 

In practice, the study team has addressed each of these requirements. 

We have provided consultation by working with City staff, by conducting 

personal interviews with individuals and groups who represent each of the 

many facets of this area, by facilitating public open houses, and by 

posting the study progress on the City‟s website. 

R A N G E  O F  C U L T U R A L  H E R I T A G E  R E S O U R C E S  
S T U D I E D  

The intent of district designation is to see a district as having value for 

more than the sum of its parts. Rather than assembling a collection of 

individually fine properties and drawing a boundary around them, a 

district can - and should – recognize the contribution of both the humble 

and the grand. Pulling the inventory and evaluation away from a singular 

focus on buildings is one way to do this. The current Heritage Act and its 

accompanying Ontario Heritage Tool Kit understand this and open the 

study scope to include cultural landscapes and archaeological sites. At a 

more fundamental level, international, federal and Provincial best 

practices in conservation now address both material and associative 

values. In other words, the physical setting is seen not only as a valuable 

artifact but also as a container for culture and a repository of the 

meanings and values that people have for the places in which they live.  

S T U D Y  T E A M  

The consulting team consists of BRAY Heritage, lead consultants and 

heritage planners, Golden Consulting, heritage planning and technical 

support, and Baird Sampson Neuert, architects and urban designers. The 

study team has been greatly assisted by the following people: 

 City heritage staff (Craig Metcalf, Michael Martyn) 

 Orillia Municipal Heritage Committee 
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S T U D Y  A R E A  

The study area as indicated in the Request for Proposal matches the 

current boundary of the Orillia downtown Business Improvement Area. 

This area includes the majority of the commercial portions of the 

downtown, from the waterfront to Albert Street South, and along side 

streets north and south from Mississaga as far as Coldwater and 

Colborne Streets. However, this large area encompasses portions of the 

downtown from which most of the older buildings have been removed 

(e.g. the area east of Front Street on both sides of Mississaga Street). In 

order to capture the greatest concentrations of older buildings within a 

series of coherent streetscapes, the study team, in consultation with the 

client, decided to reduce the study area. The new study boundary 

matches the area identified in the new draft Official Plan as the “Historic 

Main Street” (Schedule B – Central Core Intensification Area). By doing 

so, the heritage district study now closely aligns with the policy directions 

advocated in the new Official Plan. A discussion of boundary options, and 

a description of the recommended boundary, can be found in Section 4 

|7.2| Boundary. 

 

 

FIGURE 2: HCD STUDY AREA, IN RED (2008, ORILLIA OFFICIAL PLAN, SCHEDULE 20B EXCERPT) 
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2 Historic Growth & Development 
of Downtown Orillia 

2.1| THE BEGINNINGS OF MAIN STREET 
Orillia‟s downtown, and its main street – Mississaga Street – seem to have 

come about as somewhat of an afterthought. Coldwater Road, north of 

the main street and parallel to it, was the original settlement road giving 

access to the area, beginning in the 1830s. At around the same time, the 

land around the Narrows, south of downtown core, was where the early 

European settlers established themselves, alongside the primary water 

route north1. When members of the First Nations bands were relocated to 

the Orillia area by the colonial authorities, their settlement was 

established within 200 yards of the Lake Couchiching shore, in a tight 

triangle, with the meeting house at the apex and the waterfront at the 

base. Within this boundary were approximately 16 log houses, built by 

the British, as well as shanties and wigwams the aboriginals constructed. In 

addition to the meeting house and the log houses, the authorities also 

provided 2 school houses, 2 sawmills, a store and a grist mill. Around this 

was approximately 500 cleared acres of farmland, a tenth of which was 

planted in potatoes, corn, beans and squash2.  

The majority of this development was located immediately inland from 

the lake, between what are now West and Neywash Streets; in other 

words, north of the current main street and alongside the original 

settlement road. Since the aboriginals occupied the prime waterfront 

land, and were not interested in having Europeans living in their 

settlement, the non-aboriginal residents established themselves in the 

areas immediately west and south of the native settlement, inland from 

what is now West Street and alongside and south of what is now 

Colborne Street. As a result, what is now Mississaga Street was located in 

the “seam” between the two early settlements, but it is not clear that it 

existed as a through route during this period. 

This arrangement of aboriginal and non-aboriginal settlement changed in 

the late 1830s when, apparently under pressure from incoming European 

settlement, the aboriginals decided in 1838 to move to the south side of 

the Narrows onto what is now the Rama reserve and by 1839 they had 

left the settlement by the lake. The response by the European settlers was 

immediate. In 1840, the colonial authorities surveyed a townsite that 

included the former First Nations settlement lands and divided it into lots. 

Within fifteen years, the new settlement had approximately 300 people, 

2 churches, 2 schools, 4 general stores, 2 taverns and a jail3. 
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 The population continued to grow, thanks to settlement traffic north to 

Muskoka which was based on access provided by lake steamers. The 

economy was not based on farming, however, but rather on the 

burgeoning logging industry in the area and, to some extent, on tourism. 

The village already had a resort hotel by the 1850s and, though short-

lived, this lakeside complex (later to become an asylum) heralded the 

development of an important tourism industry. Steamer traffic on the 

lakes and rivers justified development of the waterfront for docks and it 

is at this stage, in the early 1850s, that the settlers would have chosen the 

centre of the circular lake shore as the most sheltered and, thus, best 

place for a dock. The direct route inland from this dock aligns with 

present-day Mississaga Street. It would appear, therefore, that what had 

been the empty zone between the two former settlements now became 

the principal commercial route and transportation access for the newly 

established village, which officially gained that status in 1866. In this 

way, the main street was born. 

 

 
FIGURE 3: 1867 PLAN (ORILLIA HISTORICAL SOCIETY) 



 

BRAY Heritage  Orillia Heritage Conservation District Study  Page 9 

 

FIGURE 4: 1867 BIRD'S EYE VIEW (SIMCOE COUNTY ARCHIVES) 

 

FIGURE 5: MISSISSAGA STREET LOOKING EAST FROM WEST STREET (CA. 1865, SIMCOE COUNTY ARCHIVES) 
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2.2| A PLACE OF DEBAUCHERY 
This new street began as a muddy track between crude wooden 

buildings. The roughness was not coincidental: Orillia in the mid-19th 

century was a rough place, characterized by drunken and disorderly 

behaviour thanks to the lumbermen and railwaymen who crowded into 

town on paydays. In the 1860s and 1870s, Orillia boomed thanks to 

logging and railroad construction. Bars, hotels and illegal drinking 

establishments, as well as brothels, sprang up to serve this rowdy 

population. Accounts of the time record behaviour that was so unruly that 

local residents feared to walk downtown. As a result, the main street 

became the realm of the itinerant workers and, at one stage, the setting 

for brawls between rival gangs drawn in from the neighbouring 

townships4.  

One effect of this takeover of the downtown by rowdies was apathy on 

the part of townspeople: they simply avoided confronting the mobs and 

organized their activities accordingly. But at the same time, local 

industrialists were beginning to make their fortunes, and influential local 

people, notably women and the clergy, were becoming galvanized 

around temperance. The effect of these two trends would soon be felt in 

the downtown core. 

 
FIGURE 6: MISSISSAGA STREET LOOKING WEST FROM PETER STREET (CA. 1874, SIMCOE COUNTY ARCHIVES) 

2.3| A HUB OF COMMERCE 
The decade of the 1870s was a turning point in the history of the 

downtown and Mississaga Street. In 1870, the village had a population 

of around 1000; three years later, this number had almost tripled5. 

Lumber was being milled and shipped, and new industries to serve a 

developing region were being formed.  
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As business grew and the population expanded, so did the obnoxious 

behaviour. But two serious fires, one in 1872 and another in 18796, 

leveled large sections of the downtown, and these disasters made 

possible the comprehensive reconstruction of Mississaga Street and 

affected portions of the side streets. Over the next decade, the village 

matured, and the evolving local economy and society demanded better 

quality buildings, ones that could withstand fire certainly, and generate 

more revenue but, perhaps most important, could show that Orillia was a 

community with pride and sophistication. The one third of the downtown 

that disappeared following the fires was rebuilt in imported brick and 

local limestone from the Longford Mills quarries7. And there was sufficient 

demand for retail and office space that the downtown core began to 

spread laterally, although the largest and most imposing buildings were 

located on or just off the main street. 

This maturity in community and construction was evident in other ways as 

well. The local economic base was shifting from logging and railroad 

construction to commerce, industry and tourism.  Local businessmen were 

prospering and becoming able to invest in local improvements. In town 

society, there was a subtle but steady reduction in rowdy behaviour so 

that, by the mid-1880s, there were far fewer legal drinking 

establishments than there had been a decade earlier. By 1906, the local 

temperance movement had gathered enough momentum to get popular 

support for making Orillia completely “dry”, a condition that endured 

until 19678. 

2.4| THE “TOWN AHEAD” 
Sobriety and industry went hand in hand with a growing interest in 

community building activities. Some of the early businessmen who 

established themselves in the mid-19th century were now becoming very 

wealthy and in a position to use their wealth to foster community-building 

projects. Perhaps this level of philanthropy was partially self-serving in 

that it probably increased property values and made Orillia a more 

attractive place in which to live and invest. But it could be argued that, 

for a period of approximately 40 years, between the early1880s and 

early 1920s, Orillia was unusually successful in initiating projects on its 

own, often without government assistance, and many of these projects 

influenced the development of Mississaga Street and the downtown core.  

The so-called “Orillia Spirit” defined this time, and it was led by a small 

group of local men. One of these, Goldwyn Smith, began the 

philanthropic process in 1872 by donating land for Victoria Park, just to 

the north and west of the downtown, but also land for a new market 

square (relocated from its former site just inland from the site of the 

former hotel/asylum). His donation of a half-acre lot at the northwest 

corner of Mississaga and West Streets was contingent upon the village 

agreeing to clear the stumps from Mississaga Street West so that Smith 

could subdivide land further west9.  
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The main street was extended inland, and the village gained a market 

square and, soon after, a town hall (1874), a town hall/opera house 

(1895) and library (ca. 1910), all providing a civic anchor to the western 

end of Mississaga Street and the downtown core. 

Mississaga Street‟s development came in tandem with the emergence of a 

mature downtown core. The years between 1870 and 1922 saw the 

construction of most of the key public and private buildings and open 

spaces in Orillia that are located within or near the study area. These 

included: churches (1870-1911); schools (1882-1900); a hospital (1922); 

YMCA (1906); the firehall (ca. 1897); the post office (1894); a rebuilt 

opera house (1917); as well as Couchiching Park (1897).  

The “Orillia Spirit” produced many „firsts”, not only for Orillia, but also 

for Ontario and across Canada, which affected the development of 

Mississaga Street and the downtown core. Among these influencing the 

downtown were the first municipally owned, long distance electrical 

power system in Ontario, and the cheapest in Canada (1902)10, which not 

only attracted industry but supplied improved municipal street lighting 

(the town had used steam-powered generators to supply downtown 

lighting since 1887)11. Another more modest but still indicative “first” with 

a presence on the main street was the establishment of the first public 

library outside of Toronto to hire a professional librarian12.   

It was also the first place in Canada to adopt daylight savings time 

(1912), thus earning the title “A Town Ahead”. Many of these projects 

were spearheaded by Charles Hale, editor and publisher of the local 

“Packet & Times” newspaper, who was in many ways responsible for 

creating and reinforcing the local self-image of a progressive town.  

His acceptance by and inclusion within the industrial and commercial 

oligarchy was an important factor in the success of the “Orillia Spirit” and 

allowed the town to pursue an ambitious development agenda, as 

promoted by the local Board of Trade, that focused on the four pillars of 

industry, commerce, agriculture and tourism. His vision, which culminated in 

the successful completion of the Champlain Monument in the early 1920s, 

was dominant during Orillia‟s “Golden Age”13. 
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FIGURE 7: (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) MISSISSAGA STREET: LOOKING SOUTHWEST FROM PETER STREET, LOOKING SOUTHEAST FROM PETER STREET, 

LOOKING SOUTHEAST FROM WEST STREET, LOOKING NORTHEAST PAST PETER STREET (CA. 1884, SIMCOE COUNTY ARCHIVES)  
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2.5| CITY INFLUENCES 
How did Orillia see itself during this important period, and how was this 

self-image reflected in its main street? Earlier accounts from the “Orillia 

Packet” (September 5, 1870) described the town as having “handsome 

residences surrounded by beautiful trees, churches with lofty steeples…this 

lovely scenery afforded by the town itself, laid out as it is with trees shading 

the streets, and rearing themselves towards the sky…then, against the 

summer grounds, lay the splendid lakes.” This bucolic image, with some hints 

of the growth-oriented intentions stated later by the Board of Trade, 

segues neatly into the image painted by Orillia‟s most famous import, 

Stephen Leacock. In his 1912 book “Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town”, 

Leacock playfully describes a typical downtown scene, supposedly 

common to any town in southern Ontario at the turn of the twentieth 

century, but heavily based on Orillia:  

The town, I say, has one broad street that runs up from the lake, commonly 

called the Main Street. There is no doubt about its width...Missinaba 

Street is so wide that if you were to roll Jeff Thorpe’s barber shop over 

on its face it wouldn’t reach half way across. Up and down Main Street 

are telegraph poles of cedar of colossal thickness, standing at a variety 

of angles and carrying more wires than are commonly seen at a 

transatlantic cable station.  

On the Main Street itself are a number of buildings of extraordinary 

importance, - Smith’s Hotel and the Continental and the Mariposa House, 

and the two banks (the Commercial and the Exchange), to say nothing of 

McCarthy’s Block (erected in 1878), and Glover’s Hardware Store with 

the Oddfellows’ Hall above it. Then on the “cross” street that intersects 

Missinaba Street at the main corner there is the Post Office and the Fire 

Hall and the Young Men’s Christian Association and the office of the 

Mariposa Newspacket, - in fact, to the eye of discernment a perfect 

jostle of public institutions comparable only to Threadneedle Street or 

Lower Broadway. On all the side streets there are maple trees and broad 

sidewalks, trim gardens with upright calla lilies, houses with verandahs, 

which are here and there being replaced by residences with piazzas.  

To the careless eye the scene on the Main Street of a summer afternoon is 

one of deep and unbroken peace. The empty street sleeps in the 

sunshine…But this quiet is mere appearance. In reality, and to those who 

know it, the place is a perfect hive of activity…. 

(LEACOCK, 1912(1989 ED.), P.P.13-14). 

 

The contrast between beautiful idleness and purposeful activity shown in 

Leacock‟s prose could also describe Orillia in the years leading up to the 

Great Depression. On the one hand, there had been started in the 1890s 

a campaign of civic beautification, supported by newspaper campaigns, 

citizens‟ committees and municipal by-laws. 
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The Social Improvement Committee, later the Local Improvement 

Committee and then the Civic Betterment Committee, encouraged local 

businesses and residences to clean streets, trim lawns, plant colourful 

flowerbeds and generally foster a well-cared-for appearance for the 

town14.  On the other hand, this period saw the rapid expansion of local 

industry, commerce, tourism and agriculture – the four pillars of the Board 

of Trade‟s vision – and Orillia became known as the principal industrial 

centre between Toronto and North Bay15.  

What this meant for the downtown - and Mississaga Street in particular - 

was that it became the showpiece for the town as well as its crossroads. 

Along its east-west axis it formed an elegant main street linking the civic 

centre to the lakefront park: north to south it provided a transition 

between the “better” neighbourhoods and institutions uphill and the 

factories and modest housing downhill. With its concentration of 

commercial and civic functions, and its crucial location, Mississaga Street 

became the heart of the town.  

But the balance between the image of a sleepy small town and that of a 

dynamic industrial centre did not last long, and was beginning to fray in 

the years following WWI. A number of factors contributed to this change, 

none of them unique to Orillia. Local industries began to decline in the 

face of competition and corporate consolidation, improved transportation 

bled away jobs and workers to better opportunities in larger centres, and 

the national culture was different after the war. There was a loss of faith 

in blind patriotism and Victorian values and a push for social justice and 

labour rights (i.e. unions). Both of these widespread trends led to a loss of 

authority by local oligarchs. With the decline of their local brand of 

paternalism came a rise of individualism and populist politics (workers vs. 

“intellectuals”), lasting for the rest of 20th century. Coincident with this shift 

in local power was an exodus of the next generations of community and 

cultural leaders (e.g. Eric Harvie, Leslie Frost, Franklin Carmichael, 

Elizabeth Wyn Wood, Floyd Chalmers, Gordon Lightfoot, Jake Gaudaur 

Jr., and Don Tapscott). Orillia was left with a shrunken local economy and 

a fundamentally altered local power structure, both of which curtailed 

any major civic improvement initiatives that could enhance the 

downtown16. 

2.6| TOURISM, COMMERCE & CULTURE 
It was in this rather constrained context that tourism returned to the fore. 

Orillia had always had a tourism industry, beginning with steamboat 

excursions in the 1830s and pre-dating the railway and road network. 

Tourist hotels were constructed beginning in the 1850s and the proximity 

to two major lakes, as well as a location (later) on the main highway 

between Toronto and the Muskokas, has meant that Orillia has always 

been able to attract visitors. The downtown had many hotels by mid-

century, most of them reliant on bar business but also catering to tourists 

and, by 1906, there were 7 hotels in the downtown core with a total of 

225 rooms17. 

 



 

 

O R I L L I A  ( 1 9 1 0  –  1 9 1 9 )  

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 8: (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) MAIN STREET ORILLIA CA. 1910, MISSISSAGA STREET LOOKING WEST FROM WEST STREET CA. 1919, PUBLIC LIBRARY AND OPERA HOUSE CA. 1917, 

MISSISSAGA STREET LOOKING EAST FROM NEYWASH STREET CA. 1915 (MARCEL ROUSSEAU PRIVATE COLLECTION) 
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O R I L L I A  ( 1 9 2 0  –  1 9 7 0 )  

 

 

 

 

 
FIGURE 9: (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) MAIN STREET LOOKING EAST FROM WEST STREET CA. 

1920, MAIN STREET AT ZELLERS CA. 1960, MAIN STREET LOOKING EAST CA. 1970, MAIN STREET 

AT WEST STREET CA. 1956, MAIN STREET AT WEST STREET CA. 1950, MAIN STREET AT NIGHT CA. 

1940 (MARCEL ROUSSEAU PRIVATE COLLECTION) 
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By this time, the Orillia Board of Trade was actively promoting tourism as 

part of its economic development platform, but this initiative soon began 

to conflict with the commercial and industrial parts of their vision. After 

WWI, local residents began to openly question whether continued 

industrial growth was suited to the town‟s “Mariposa” image. 

Coincidentally, the Trent-Severn Waterway was finally completed in 

1920 and, being obsolete as a commercial thoroughfare by then, it was 

promoted as a tourist route instead. At the same time, as local industries 

began to decline, the Town pressed the Provincial government to improve 

road access and actively advertised the town as a tourist destination. But 

the Leacock version of the town was both a boon and a hindrance, and 

remains a controversial ideal of what the town should be, since some 

residents have felt that promoting tourism inhibits industrial growth18. In 

reflecting this dilemma, the downtown core became both a place for 

tourists to shop, eat and stay as well as the civic and commercial core of 

an industrial town. For many years, it has served these dual functions well. 

2.7| MARIPOSA? 
Today, Mississaga Street and the rest of the downtown core remain 

located at the heart of old Orillia, but are not necessarily as central to 

local people‟s everyday lives as they once were. It is interesting to read 

local histories and to review locally produced motion pictures to see the 

extent to which the role of Orillia‟s downtown is taken for granted 

throughout much of its history. There are relatively few photographs of 

the main street and many of them are taken in the early stages of its 

development. Photographs from the 20th century are somewhat rare, and 

tend to be postcard views taken in the 1920s-30s and 1950s-60s. From 

this evidence, it would seem that local residents lack definite opinions as 

to the character and usefulness of their main street and the rest of the 

downtown. 

Even if the main street has been taken for granted, it has also been the 

traditional site of community events. Initially, it was the drunken brawls of 

the 1870s and 1880s that monopolized the street, but celebrations were 

held there too. For example, on November 11, 1918 there began a 

spontaneous parade to mark the end of WWI, starting in market square, 

and complete with costumes and bands. Large crowds marched down 

Mississaga Street, and there were bonfires lit that night in market 

square19. Similarly, on May 7, 1945, at the end of the War in Europe, 

another parade marched down Mississaga Street and, afterwards, the 

street was roped off for a dance until early morning, and another 

parade was held the next day20. Less significant, but still celebratory, the 

third year of the short-lived Mariposa Folk Festival in 1963 saw a take-

over of main street for an unsanctioned party, with revelers rolling beer 

bottles down the hill to the crowds below21. In all of these examples, the 

instinctive, as well as the logical, place to hold such events was the main 

street.  
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Just how the street evolved during the 20th century is indicative of the 

shifts in the local, regional and national culture and economy. Much of the 

century saw the steady decline of locally owned businesses and the 

ascendancy of national chains. The growth of suburban residential and 

commercial enterprises, accelerated by construction of the highway 

bypass, drew customers away from downtown stores. As automobile use 

became ubiquitous, parking became an issue. Especially in the decades 

immediately following WWII, the emphasis was on new things, and older 

downtowns were either neglected or “modernized”. Mississaga Street‟s 

formerly coherent streetscape of predominantly mid-late 19th century 

commercial buildings, all built on narrow lots and standing up to 3 storeys 

in height, became a mixture of high and low buildings, some stretching 

horizontally to match the new architectural styles and the new functional 

requirements of the chain stores. The street, paved now since the 1920s, 

was primarily reserved for automobiles. Shopfront designs emphasized 

the ground floor retail façade, often ignoring the rest of the building 

above.  

Attempts to reverse this decline began in the 1970s, first with a co-

ordinated repainting scheme for shopfronts, then with a two-summer 

experiment in closing the street to traffic and operating it as a pedestrian 

mall22. In 1975, the Downtown Management Board, a coalition of 

merchants and landowners, committed a combination of local and 

Provincial funds to a five-year revitalization project23. Soon Mississaga 

Street had the varied curb lines, street trees, decorative paving, street 

lighting and seating that still grace the downtown today. But aside from 

additions to the library and improvements to the Opera House, 

subsequent civic improvement projects, such as the completion of the 

waterfront park and improvements to the Leacock Museum site, occurred 

outside the downtown. In the 35 years since the last major initiative to 

revitalize the downtown, there have been incremental improvements by 

individual property owners and some new businesses created. However, if 

local residents can once again recognize the importance of the downtown, 

the new library project and this heritage conservation district project have 

the potential to be catalysts for the next major phase of enhancing 

Orillia‟s main street. 

2.8| SUMMARY 
The study area contains representative elements of the key phases of 

Orillia‟s development, from the early 19th century aboriginal and 

European settlement period through the era of major growth in the 

“Golden Years” and into the periods of decline and revitalization that 

characterized the city in the 20th century. During this time, the downtown 

has remained compact, expanding only slightly from its original 

concentration within a four block area just inland and uphill from the 

waterfront. Thanks to the solid reconstruction of the main street‟s buildings 

following major fires in the mid-19th century, the downtown core has 

retained much of its early architecture and has a generally unified 

appearance.
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The mix of civic and commercial uses that was established in the late 19th 

and early 20th century also remains, giving Orillia the key components of 

economic and cultural life within a small area. This slow evolution, 

combined with relatively little pressure for significant changes or new 

development, has resulted in a setting that shows physical evidence of the 

important stages of downtown development.  

Summarizing the study area‟s history, there are several themes that 

emerge, each of which has influenced the downtown‟s development in 

some way. A thematic approach is useful for the purposes of this study 

because it identifies trends in the local economy and culture that 

influenced the development of the downtown core. Because of their 

important role in determining the core‟s heritage significance in terms of 

physical form and historical associations, these themes are also useful as 

the basis for interpreting the downtown‟s history. 

As part of an interpretive plan for the city, they can form the foundation 

of a cultural tourism development strategy, providing the stories, 

produced by local residents, which portray their city to visitors. 

The themes are, with their associated places and person, as they affected 

the evolution of the downtown: 

 First Nations 

 Pre-contact occupation of area (especially the Narrows) 

 Early 19th C. settlement 

 Chief Yellowhead and his people 

 Early colonists 

 Founding families 

 The downtown is founded 

 Early street and land use pattern 

 Drunkenness and brawling 

 Commercial rebuilding after fires 

 Civic building 

 The Golden Years 

 Civic visions of Charles Hale and others in the “Hall of Fame” 

 Orillia “firsts” in the downtown 

 The downtown‟s apogee  

 Leacock‟s “Mariposa” 

 Tourism promotion 

 Effects on the downtown of trends in industry and commerce 

 Debates over stasis versus growth 

 Slow growth 

 Changing use patterns 

 The car and its effects 

 Renewed interest in history 

 Revitalization 

 Downtown improvements 

 Current trends 
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FIGURE 10: (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) MISSISSAGA STREETSCAPE, CARTER'S CA. 1950, CHRISTMAS PARADE CA. 1956 (MARCEL ROUSSEAU PRIVATE 

COLLECTION) 

 

FIGURE 11: WATERFRONT AERIAL (CA. 1950, MARCEL ROUSSEAU PRIVATE COLLECTION)  
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3 Inventory & Evaluation of 
Properties 

3.1| ASSESSING HERITAGE VALUES 
When an area is being considered for heritage district designation, there 

needs to be a basis for declaring the area to be of heritage significance. 

An inventory of the area‟s potential heritage resources is the first step in 

preparing such a basis. Each property in the study area is photographed, 

its municipal address stated, and its history researched. Information is 

recorded within a standard template that is based on models provided 

by the Provincial Ministry of Culture and Parks Canada. This process is 

closely followed by an evaluation of each property, and of the study 

area as a whole, to determine the extent and relative importance of such 

resources. In the case of a district, the resources being considered include 

buildings but also structures, elements of cultural landscapes (such as 

viewscapes and open spaces), and any identified or potential 

archaeological resources.  

The inventory forms for each property are found in Appendix A. The 

evaluation is summarized in Section 3.2, below.  

The assessment of heritage value that underlies a recommendation for 

district designation is not done arbitrarily: it follows guidelines laid out by 

the Ministry of Culture in their Ontario Heritage Tool Kit. Guidelines most 

often referred to in this process are provided in two volumes of the Tool 

Kit, specifically Heritage Property Evaluation and Heritage Conservation 

Districts.   

There are specific elements of an area, as opposed to an individual 

property, that must be taken into consideration. As stated in the Tool Kit 

(Heritage Conservation Districts, p. 21): “The evaluation of heritage 

attributes for an urban HCD will usually involve an aggregate of 

buildings, streets and open spaces that, as a group, is a collective asset to 

the community.” It is necessary to understand that a district‟s heritage 

value lies both in its collection of individually important properties and in 

its combination of these resources within a compact, inter-woven urban 

form. A downtown is a specific kind of district, with both civic and 

commercial components combined in a setting that is both functional and 

symbolic – the heart of town. 

3.2| BUILDINGS AND STRUCTURES 
The components of the study area with the most obvious heritage 

significance are its older commercial and institutional buildings. These 

range from landmarks, such as the Opera House and Post Office to more 

modest but intact late-19th C. commercial blocks. 
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These buildings, most of them concentrated situated within a four block 

section of the study area, represent the historic core of the downtown. 

H I S T O R I C A L  A S S O C I A T I O N  

The downtown core is associated with the early 19th century settlement of 

the area, initially with the First Nations community and its adjacent 

European settlement, then with the initial village survey and lot plan and, 

subsequently, it has been the downtown core of the town and, now, city of 

Orillia. Associations with the development of civic, commercial, residential 

and industrial components of the city are also evident.  

A R C H I T E C T U R E  

Surviving examples of commercial buildings from the 1870s onwards are 

found throughout the area, most with Neo-Classical or Italianate stylistic 

influences, though there are examples of later styles, including a Moderne 

former cinema. Churches in the study area generally have Gothic Revival 

influences.  

V E R N A C U L A R  D E S I G N  

Most of the buildings in the area are not architect-designed and rely on 

standard patterns of the day as the basis for their design. The exceptions 

are the architect-designed civic buildings such as the Opera House, Post 

Office and churches. 

I N T E G R I T Y  

Most of the civic buildings are well maintained, but some of the 

commercial buildings show signs of deterioration on their facades, and 

many have had unsympathetic alterations.  

A R C H I T E C T U R A L  D E T A I L S  

Many of the buildings have a variety of architectural details, mostly at 

the cornice and in the main floor commercial façade. Window surrounds 

and corners are also well detailed.  

Landmark buildings have unusual details, such as the conical towers on the 

Opera House, and the neon signage on the Geneva Theatre. 

L A N D M A R K  S T A T U S  O R  G R O U P  V A L U E  

The Opera House and library are a landmark grouping, while key public 

and form individual landmarks in the western half of the study area. 

Church steeples and the Opera House towers are skyline landmarks. 
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3.3| CULTURAL LANDSCAPES 

L A N D S C A P E  A N D  P U B L I C  O P E N  S P A C E S  

Market Square is the main public open space in the study area: the main 

parks are nearby, in the residential neighbourhoods (e.g. Victoria Park) 

or along the waterfront.  

O V E R A L L  S P A T I A L  P A T T E R N  

The downtown conforms to the regular survey grid of square blocks 

established in the initial 1840s subdivision.  

L A N D  U S E   

Commercial uses predominate, some with residential apartments in the 

upper storeys, with civic buildings and churches interspersed.  

C I R C U L A T I O N  N E T W O R K  A N D  P A T T E R N  

Mississaga Street runs inland at right angles to the centre of the lake 

shore and is the commercial spine off which extend lateral streets on 

which are located civic buildings and churches.  

B O U N D A R Y  A N D  O T H E R  L I N E A R  F E A T U R E S  

Coldwater Road and Colborne Street form north and south boundaries: 

Albert Street South marks the beginning of a predominantly residential 

district to the west, while Front Street marks the edge of the waterfront-

oriented areas. 

H I S T O R I C  V I E W S  

Views that are consistent with those that would have been seen in the mid-

late 19th century include those that are east down Mississaga Street to the 

lake; those to the north are of residential areas, while those to the south 

are of the former industrial lands.  

3.4| ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESOURCES  
In advance of any Stage 1 archaeological assessment of the study area 

(not within this study contract), the potential for pre-contact aboriginal 

archaeological resources increases with proximity to the shoreline. Post-

contact aboriginal and early European resources from the early 

settlement period (i.e. 1800-1840) may be present within the study area. 

Further archaeological investigation is needed to explore this potential. 
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P R O P O S E D  H C D  P R O P E R T I E S  

 

  
FIGURE 12: CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) 109 MISSISSAGA STREET EAST, 135 MISSISSAGA STREET EAST, 10 PETER STREET SOUTH, 2 FRONT STREET 

NORTH, 108 MISSISSAGA STREET EAST, 81 MISSISSAGA STREET EAST, 75 MISSISSAGA STREET EAST 
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P R O P O S E D  H C D  S T R E E T S C A P E S  

  

 

 
FIGURE 13: (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) PETER STREET SOUTH LOOKING EAST, NORTHEAST CORNER OF MISSISSAGA STREET AT PETER STREET, 

MISSISSAGA STREET EAST LOOKING SOUTHWEST, MISSISSAGA STREET EAST LOOKING NORTHWEST FROM MATCHEDASH STREET 
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4 Planning Policies Affecting 
Heritage in Downtown Orillia 

4.1| PROVINCIAL POLICY CONTEXT 
Heritage resources within the Study Area are primarily governed by 

municipal heritage policies. The current Official Plan (November 8, 1999) 

is in the process of being revised and the draft Official Plan (2010) is 

awaiting Provincial approval. Heritage policies and guidelines proposed 

in the new Official Plan are more specific and comprehensive, in line with 

the enhanced heritage conservation measures found in the 2005 revisions 

to the Provincial Policy Statement, the Planning Act, and the Ontario 

Heritage Act, as explained in more detail below.  

4.1.1|  Provincial Policy Statement  

As of 2005, Ontario now has considerably stronger heritage policies 

thanks to revisions to the Provincial Policy Statement and to the Ontario 

Heritage Act. The Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) governs all planning in 

Ontario and is the overarching policy with which all municipal planning 

must conform. The PPS as revised in 2005 contains key changes to the 

Province‟s approach to heritage conservation. The most significant 

changes are the improved definitions of conservation terms and its 

strengthening of language used to require municipalities to pay attention 

to conservation in all planning activity. Conservation in the PPS involves 

both natural and cultural heritage resources: the focus in the following 

discussion will be on the latter.  

Key terms (in italics, below) are fully defined in the glossary attached to 

the main PPS text. These terms are used within the primary policy 

statements in Section 2.6, Cultural Heritage and Archaeology, as follows:  

 2.6.1 Significant built heritage resources and significant cultural 
heritage landscapes shall be conserved. 

 2.6.2 Development and site alteration shall only be permitted on 
lands containing archaeological resources or areas of 
archaeological potential if the significant archaeological resources 
have been conserved by removal and documentation, or by 
preservation on site. Where significant archaeological resources 
must be preserved on site, only development and site alteration 
which maintain the heritage integrity of the site may be 
permitted.  
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 2.6.3 Development and site alteration may be permitted on 
adjacent lands to protected heritage property where the proposed 
development and site alteration has been evaluated and it has 
been demonstrated that the heritage attributes of the protected 
heritage property will be conserved. Measures to mitigate impacts 
and /or alternative development approaches may be required in 
order to conserve the heritage attributes of the protected heritage 
property affected by the adjacent development or site alteration. 

 

This policy text is considerably stronger than anything previously found in 

Provincial heritage legislation and provides the first clear indication of the 

Province‟s intent to support conservation of cultural heritage resources. The 

third sub-section is new and important because it affects designated 

Heritage Conservation Districts as well as individually designated 

properties. For the first time, the context within which a designated 

property or district is situated must be considered for the effects of 

development “next door” could have on the heritage attributes that led to 

district designation.  

With theses revisions, municipalities must conserve: they no longer have 

the option of imposing their own interpretations of Provincial intent. The 

term used in the PPS (Section 4.2) is that all planning decisions “shall be 

consistent with” the PPS. In practice, this means that all planning decisions, 

in this case involving cultural heritage resources, must meet the minimum 

standards as presented in the PPS. 

4.1.2|  Planning Act 

The Provincial intent for heritage conservation supported and made more 

explicit by the changes made to the Planning Act in the 2005 revisions. 

For example, Part 1, Section 2 of the Planning Act states that:  

 2) Provincial Interest – The Minister, the council of a municipality, a 
local board, a planning board and the Municipal Board, in carrying 
out their responsibilities under this act, shall have regard to, among 
other matters, matters of provincial interest such as,  

 d) the conservation of features of significant architectural, 

cultural, historical, archaeological or scientific interest.  

Section 5 of the Planning Act states that “A decision of the council of a 

municipality, a local board, a planning board, a minister of the Crown, and 

a ministry board, commission or agency of the government, including the 

Municipal Board, in respect to the exercise of any authority that affects a 

planning matter, shall be consistent with [emphasis added] policy statements 

issued under subsection (1), 2004, c.18.s.2. 
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4.1.3|  Ontario Heritage Act 

Revisions to this Act in 2005 also resulted in clearer policies and stronger 

legislative powers. As outlined in the Ontario Heritage Tool Kit that the 

Ministry of Culture produce to accompany the Ontario Heritage Act, the 

key changes that affect heritage conservation districts in Part V of the 

Ontario Heritage Act can be summarized as follows: 

 District designation requires Council adoption of a district plan 
that must now include a statement of objectives as well as policies 
and guidelines for achieving the designation objectives and for 
managing change within the district.  

 During the study period, Council has the option of freezing 
development within the study area for up to one year by 
adopting an interim control by-law. 

 Public consultation is emphasized through the requirement of 
Councils to consult with the municipal heritage committee and the 
general public during preparation of the study and plan.  

 Municipal works as well as development applications must now 
be consistent with the district plan.  

 There are additional controls on alterations to properties within 
the district.  

 Properties within the district that have already been designated 
under Part IV of the Ontario Heritage Act are subject to the 
guidelines in the district plan.  

 
What is evident from the revised legislation and from the Tool Kit is an 

expanded and clearer set of objectives and requirements for studying 

and designating districts. One of the most important of these is Regulation 

9/06 in which the criteria for determining cultural heritage value or 

interest are defined. Without quoting the entire text, the criteria offer 

three main categories of value in which a property or district meeting any 

one or more can be a candidate for designation. They are: 

design/physical value; historical/associative value, and; contextual value. 

For the first time, municipalities have a clear process with which to 

examine settings and assess heritage value. The resultant definitions of 

value are the foundation for reasons for designating a district and offer 

a defensible position in the face of any challenges to designation.  

Archaeological assessment in Ontario is also overseen by the Ministry of 
Culture (MCL) under the legislation of the Ontario Heritage Act, and is 
performed by licensed archaeologists licensed by MCL in accordance with 
Provincial guidelines and licensing requirements. The City of Orillia has 
incorporated archaeological policies into its draft Official Plan which will 
bring it into conformity with the intent of Provincial legislation. 

4.1.4|  Municipal Act 

Section 135 of this Act allows municipalities to control tree cutting. 

Although not within the mainstream of planning legislation, this section has 

been used in the past as a means of conserving trees located on public 

streets or in private yards.  Section 94 of the Municipal Act also allows 

municipalities to undertake certain kinds of heritage programming. 
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FIGURE 14: CITY OF ORILLIA DRAFT 

OFFICIAL PLAN (MARCH 2010, 

WWW.CITY.ORILLIA.ON.CA) 

4.1.5|  Environmental Assessment Act  

The foregoing Provincial policies regarding heritage conservation are 

further supported by the Environmental Protection Act (RSO 1990) which 

understands “environment” to include, among other things, “the social, 

economic and cultural conditions that influence the life of humans or a 

community…any building, structure, machine or other device or thing 

made by humans….[and] any solid, liquid, gas, odour, heat, sound, 

vibration or radiation resulting directly or indirectly from human 

activities.” Where municipal projects such as, for example, those related 

to transportation, water and sewage infrastructure under the Municipal 

Engineers Association Class EA, may impact heritage structures, cultural 

landscapes or archaeological sites, these resources are to be identified, 

assessed and protected from impact by various means. 

4.2| MUNICIPAL PLANNING CONTEXT 

4.2.1|  Municipal Heritage & Urban Design 

Policies & Guidelines 

Under the current (November 8, 1999) Official Plan, heritage policies 

and guidelines include a Heritage District Overlay (Section 5.5), Scenic 

Vistas (Section 5.7), Downtown District Design Guidelines (Section 6.3), 

and Heritage Policies (Section 7). Each of these sections has some effect 

on the study area.  

The District Overlay appears to cover the entire area that constituted the 

historic boundaries of the “Village of Orillia”, extending from Brant Street 

West/North Street to the waterfront down to Cedar Island/Queen Street 

over to Wyandotte/Mississaga/O‟Brien Streets (Schedule “B”). Within this 

district, “maintenance of the overall heritage character of the area” is a 

policy goal, along with preservation of trees and landscaping, and 

imposition of a four storey height limit ((5.5.1). Historic views within the 

downtown are identified in Schedule “B” and their preservation is 

addressed in Section 5.7. The design guidelines in Section 6.3 reinforce 

these policies. Heritage policies in Section 7 reflect the general intent of 

the Ontario Heritage Act as it existed at that time but do not offer specific 

policies for the downtown. Section 7.2.3 gives the City the mandate to 

designate Heritage Conservation Districts under the Ontario Heritage Act. 

The draft Official Plan now under Provincial review (March 9, 2010) 

enhances the heritage conservation policies and guidelines of the existing 

plan and makes specific reference to the part of the downtown core that 

is the area under consideration in this study for designation as a Heritage 

Conservation District. Schedule B – Downtown Area shows the current 

study boundary with its emphasis on Mississaga Street and its immediate 

environs, rather than the entire original village area. In Section 5, 

Heritage Policies, the wording has been changed to reflect the 

requirements of the post-2005 planning and heritage legislation, with 

more complete and explicit policies for conservation of a full range of 

cultural heritage resources. 



 

BRAY Heritage  Orillia Heritage Conservation District Study  Page 33 

A recommendation for initiating the current downtown heritage study is 

found under 5.3 (c). Here there is the statement that “The policies of this 

Plan direct the City to consider the designation of all lands and buildings 

within the “Historic Main Street” designation as a Heritage Conservation 

District, in accordance with the Ontario Heritage Act.” In Section 3.2.8 

there are Design Policies for the Downtown Area – a larger area than the 

current study area – where preservation of downtown character is a 

specific policy goal, with related objectives (3.2.8.2). Here there is a 

discussion of the types of development that would be considered to be 

compatible with the existing character in terms of massing, architectural 

styles, materials and scale. Emphasis is also given in this area to the 

enhancement of the public realm, making walking downtown as easy and 

attractive as possible.  

Section 3.2.8.3.5 offers Guidelines for Mississaga Street within the 

Historic Main Street Designation, where specific recommendations for 

treatment of the street and sidewalks are given. Street furniture, lighting 

and planting are the main topics covered, and the existing streetscape 

treatment and arrangement of on-street parking is recommended to be 

“continued and enhanced.” Key views from this area east to the 

waterfront are to be preserved, as noted in Section 3.2.8.4.2 and on 

Schedule B. Detailed guidelines are found in Section 3.2.8.4.3-4 for trees, 

open space/urban squares, buildings (3.1.8.5), lot frontage/coverage 

(3.2.8.6), build-within zones/built frontage, setbacks, encroachments, 

parking (3.2.8.7), signage (3.2.8.8), and lighting. Section 3.2.8.9(d) 

reiterates the recommendation to consider designation of the Historic 

Main Street area and to have as part of the designation process detailed 

urban design and architectural control policies that will protect heritage 

character and promote compatible new development. 

4.2.2|  Municipal Inventory & Evaluation of 

Heritage Resources 

The Municipal Register of heritage properties, prepared by the Orillia 

Municipal Heritage Committee and posted on the municipal website, 

contains 26 properties that are designated under Part IV of the Ontario 

Heritage Act.  Of these, seven are within the study area, including the 

Opera House, St. James Anglican Church, the former YMCA, the former 

Post Office, and several commercial blocks. A further 7 properties are 

listed as being “of interest”, two of which – the former fire hall and a 

jeweller‟s – are within the study area.  

The register is a useful first step in identifying properties of heritage 

value within Orillia and, more specifically for the purposes of this project, 

within the study area. The current Heritage Conservation District study 

provides a comprehensive inventory of the properties within the study 

area and offers a preliminary history and evaluation of each. The City 

can use this information as the basis for a more detailed assessment of 

each property. The potential outcome of this work can be the individual 

designation of properties of merit within the study area, regardless of 

whether the area is designated as a Heritage Conservation District. 
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 4.2.3|  Municipal Heritage Staffing & Advisory 

Committee 

The City currently has a Department of Culture & Heritage, with a 

Director and 4 staff. The Director and Manager have charge of matters 

relating to the overall planning and conservation of the study area while 

the remaining staff members are responsible for program marketing as 

well as management of the Opera House and Leacock Museum. The 

current departmental complement of management and staff appears to 

be sufficient to handle the anticipated workload resulting from 

designation of the downtown core.  

The City also has a Municipal Heritage Committee (MHC) consisting of 6 

volunteer members drawn from the local community, an ex-officio 

Councillor, and the Director of Culture and Heritage for the City. Section 

28(1) of the Ontario Heritage Act allows municipalities to establish such 

committees to advise and assist Council on matters relating to both Part IV 

and V designations, as well as other heritage matters that the municipality 

may specify. To date, the Orillia MHC has concentrated on Part IV 

designations, while offering to Council and staff general advice on 

heritage matters. They will have an active role in the study process for the 

Heritage Conservation District and appear to be willing and able to 

handle the additional work load that would be anticipated from 

designation of the downtown core.  

4.2.4|  Local Heritage Groups 

Other organizations and groups whose interests affect the conservation 

planning for the study area include the Orillia Public Library, now in 

temporary quarters awaiting construction of a new library on the site of 

the existing building. The local history section of the library, combined 

with that in the Simcoe County Archives, offers photographs, maps, 

newspaper clippings, and personal documents that relate to the study 

area‟s history. Similarly, the Orillia Museum of Art and History has 

artifacts and archives relating to local history, as does the Leacock 

Museum. Local collectors such as Marcel Rousseau have contributed 

personal collections of postcards as well as extensive knowledge of local 

history. Local historians such as Randy Richmond, “Pete” McGarvey and 

Bob Brown have all contributed to knowledge of the downtown core, as 

have books written by earlier authors such as Charles Hale and John 

Craig. Su Murdoch‟s recent book on local buildings, commissioned by the 

Orillia Museum of Art and History, also provides information on a few of 

the properties within the study area. To date, the Rama First Nation has 

not been involved in providing historical information on the development 

of the downtown, but it is anticipated that their comments will be 

incorporated into the heritage planning process. Judging from the 

responses to the Cultural Forum and the Cultural Master Plan process, 

there would appear to be ample volunteer support for further research 

on downtown properties and for conservation and enhancement initiatives 

that might result from designation of the study area as a Heritage 

Conservation District. 
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5 Public Perceptions of Heritage 
Value 

5.1| PUBLIC CONSULTATION PROCESS 
The Heritage Conservation District Study builds upon a public consultation 

process that began several years ago. The Orillia Community Cultural 

Forum hosted a major public meeting on March 20th, 2007 at which it 

heard a detailed presentation from Dr. Robert Shipley of the University 

of Waterloo. Dr. Shipley‟s presentation focused on the heritage district 

designation process and emphasized the benefits of designation, both for 

individual property owners and for communities. He made the point that 

communities need to protect their downtowns because these places are 

the centre of community life.  

At that presentation, representatives of four major stakeholder groups 

expressed their support for proceeding with designation. Representatives 

of property owners, business operators/tenants, administrators and 

concerned citizens all saw the necessity of putting a renewed municipal 

focus on the downtown, with designation as a Heritage Conservation 

District being a vital first step in a revitalization process. Most expressed 

a desire to remain involved in the heritage district planning process. The 

meeting ended with unanimous support for the City to pursue designation 

of the downtown. 

5.2| COMMENTS MADE / ISSUES RAISED 
DURING CONSULTATION PROCESS 

This exceptionally high level of local support for designation has carried 

over into the initial stages of the district study. Although there has been 

only one public meeting so far (February 23, 2010), that meeting was 

very well attended (despite competing with an Olympic hockey game) 

and, once again, exhibited strong support for the study process so far 

and for the ultimate goal of designation. The study process will include 

additional public meetings and interviews to expand the range of 

consultation.  

Interviews conducted to date with individual stakeholders confirmed this 

sentiment, although some other, related, issues also emerged. Some 

wished to have the study area extended to include much of the former 

village, thus encompassing some of the older residential areas to the 

north, the waterfront to the east, and the former industrial lands to the 

south. Several downtown businessmen were concerned about parking, and 

several hoped for some form of financial assistance for maintaining and 

enhancing heritage buildings.  
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Others wanted to ensure that key elements of Orillia‟s past, especially its 

industrial history, were commemorated in the downtown through public 

art, a heritage centre, or other interpretive media and means. These and 

other suggestions can be explored in the next stages of the planning 

process and can also find a role within related initiatives to revitalize the 

downtown. 

 

 

 

FIGURE 15: MISSISSAGA STREET LOOKING WEST (CA. 1915, MARCEL ROUSSEAU PRIVATE COLLECTION) 
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6 Heritage Character 

6.1| DEFINING HERITAGE CHARACTER 
Comments from local residents reveal a strong affiliation with the physical 

setting and for the variety of experiences the downtown offers. The 

challenge at this stage of the District study is to take the many views 

about what makes this area distinctive and place them within an 

analytical framework within which decisions about designation can be 

based. 

6.1.1|  Common District Characteristics & 

Types 

This process has been made simpler through the efforts of the Ministry of 

Culture in defining the common characteristics of heritage districts. As 

described in the Ontario Heritage Tool Kit, these general characteristics 

may include the following four characteristics, each of which is found in 

the study area:  

 A concentration of heritage buildings, sites, structures, designed 
landscapes, natural landscapes that are linked by aesthetic, 
historical and socio-cultural contexts or use.  

(THE STUDY AREA HAS MOST OF THESE) 

 A framework of structured elements including major natural 
features such as topography, land form, landscapes, water courses 
and built form such as pathways and street patterns, landmarks, 
nodes or intersections, approaches and edges.  

(THE STUDY AREA IS CENTRED ON A MAIN STREET THAT SLOPES UP FROM 

THE LAKESHORE AND TERMINATES IN A HEIGHT OF LAND UPON WHICH IS 

A LANDMARK BUILDING AND MAJOR PUBLIC OPEN SPACE) 

 A sense of visual coherence through the use of such elements as 
building scale, mass, height, material, proportion, colour, etc. that 
convey a distinct sense of time or place.  

(THE STUDY AREA IS A COMPACT DOWNTOWN CORE OF MAINLY 

THREE STOREY BRICK 19TH C. COMMERCIAL AND CIVIC BUILDINGS) 

 A distinctiveness which enables districts to be recognized and 
distinguishable from their surroundings or from neighbouring areas.  

(THE STUDY AREA, FLANKING THE MAIN STREET, IS VISUALLY, CULTURALLY 

AND HISTORICALLY DISTINCT FROM ADJACENT DISTRICTS).  
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Furthermore, the Tool Kit identifies three main types of districts – 

designed, evolved and associative – that can be used as a means of 

defining the distinctive character of the study area. From the Tool Kit 

description of each type, the study area in this case is an Evolved district, 

that is, a place that ahs grown over time and which has elements that 

document the process of its evolution, and which is dynamic or continuing 

to evolve while maintaining a continuum with the past. 

6.2| HERITAGE CHARACTER STATEMENT / 
CHARACTER-DEFINING ELEMENTS 

Orillia‟s downtown has had a fairly consistent image for most of the last 

century, at least as portrayed in local publications. Most of the postcard 

views from the 20th century showcase the main street, especially the view 

east to the lake. Other popular views are of the Opera House and the 

waterfront parks. The consistent appearance of the commercial 

streetscape in these views, buttressed by public buildings at one end and 

by public parkland at the other, demonstrates the enduring role of the 

downtown core as the symbol of the community. Promotional publications 

issued by the City use historical as well as contemporary images of the 

downtown to market the community, and the Downtown Orillia BIA uses 

terms such as “historic Downtown Orillia” and “hometown charm” to 

differentiate their business district from commercial districts elsewhere.  

Summarizing the character of the downtown is made easier because of 

this consistency of portrayal. Such summaries are an essential part of the 

District study process because they make clear the reasons why the area 

should be considered for designation. Following the format used by 

Canadian federal government and now increasingly applied to Provincial 

and municipal properties, the Heritage Character Statement, and its 

component Character Defining Elements, provides a good framework for 

these descriptions. Although the elements are usually physical ones, 

because it is the physical setting that would be controlled by designation, 

important associative values are also described. 

H E R I T A G E  C H A R A C T E R  

Downtown Orillia is a compact civic core that contains elements of the 

major stages of the city‟s evolution. It features largely intact groupings of 

mid-late 19th century commercial buildings buttressed by institutional 

buildings and a market square, with important views of surrounding 

residential and industrial districts, and of Lake Couchiching. Character 

defining elements include:  

 The civic complex of library, market square and Opera House 

 The intact groupings of 19th century commercial buildings 

 Related public and former public buildings (Fire Hall, Post Office, 
YMCA) 

 Original square block grid pattern 

 Views out from the district, especially east to the lake  
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V I E W S  &  V I S T A S  

 

FIGURE 16: (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) PETER STREET LOOKING SOUTHEAST FROM MISSISSAGA STREET, LOOKING NORTHWEST UP WEST STREET TO 

THE OPERA HOUSE, MISSISSAGA STREET LOOKING EAST TO LAKE COUCHICHING 
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7 Conclusions & Recommendations 

7.1| DESIGNATION 
The City of Orillia has identified the downtown core as an area worthy of 

consideration for designation in its current draft of the Official Plan, and 

the existing Official Plan contained policies aimed at protecting the 

area‟s character. The current study has confirmed the worth of these 

intentions and concluded that designation as a Heritage Conservation 

District is the best way of ensuring that the area’s heritage character 

is conserved.  

It should be made clear that designation does not entail freezing the 

district in time. Rather, designation is a form of change management that 

allows communities to control the rate and type of change within the 

district. With this definition in mind, the rationale for designation can be 

summarized as follows:  

 Orillia‟s downtown core is a discrete district with significant 
heritage character in the form of built heritage resources, cultural 
landscapes, potential archaeological resources, and associations 
with important people and events in Orillia‟s history 

 The inventory and evaluation of the study area have shown that 
these heritage resources merit conservation.  

 The downtown core is valuable because its heritage resources are 
largely intact and the district as a whole retains a distinct character.  

 The area shows evidence of the major stages of its evolution.  

 Provincial planning policies require conservation of significant 
cultural heritage resources, as does the City of Orillia Official Plan. 

 The draft Official Plan for the City of Orillia identifies the study 
area as a distinct historic district and includes policies and 
guidelines for its conservation and enhancement.  

 The downtown is stable and vibrant but under some development 
pressure for intensification and redevelopment.  

 There is strong public support for designation.  

 The downtown is a popular tourist destination.  

 District designation has proven to be the best policy tool available 
to Ontario municipalities for meeting their conservation goals and 
objectives.  

7.2| BOUNDARY 
The Provincial Tool Kit outlines criteria for determining a boundary. They 

include: 

 Historic factors 

 Visual factors 

 Physical features 

 Legal or planning factors 
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The proposed boundary addresses these criteria as follows:  

 Historic factors: incorporates the original downtown core, including 
major civic buildings and the market square 

 Visual factors: includes the predominantly commercial cluster in the 
core, the major landmark buildings, and the major viewscapes 

 Physical factors: uses major changes in land use, and in topography, 
to define its edges 

 Legal or planning factors: closely follows the boundaries of the 
Historic Main Street area shown in the draft Official Plan, Schedule 
B, and includes the core portion of the Downtown BIA 

The recommended boundary is slightly smaller than the study area 

boundary proposed in the study terms of reference. The reasons for 

choosing this modified boundary have been outlined above, but it was 

also felt that the smaller boundary was more logical, for the following 

reasons: 

 The area east of Front Street was excluded, even though the 
historical link to the lake and waterfront was important, because of 
the significant gaps created by the redevelopment of former 
industrial uses for surface parking and a shopping mall. The 
character of this area is significantly different from that of the rest 
of the main street.  

 The extensions of the area north to Coldwater and south to 
Colbourne were excluded because of the significant changes in 
character at these edges caused by redevelopment for surface 
parking and automobile-related land uses. Again, the sense of 
visual coherence found closer to Mississaga Street is missing in these 
areas.  

 The extension west of Andrew Street South, although it continues the 
streetscape improvements of the rest of the downtown core, lacks 
the visual integrity of the rest of the study area due to historical 
factors (the commercial building groupings largely end at this 
street) and due to unsympathetic redevelopment in the 20th century.  

In summary, the chosen boundary is essentially that of the Historic Main 

Street area as shown in the draft Official Plan, Schedule B. Small 

additions have been made in order to capture important buildings on 

adjacent street corners. By being in accord with the draft Official Plan, 

the potential District will benefit from the conservation-supportive 

planning policies and guidelines contained in the draft Plan.  

7.3| CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.3.1|  Conclusions 

The study has concluded that district designation is the most effective way 

for the City of Orillia to conserve and enhance the many heritage 

resources found in the study area. For many years, beginning with the 

streetscape improvements of the 1970s and continuing with the heritage 

policies and guidelines found in the draft Official Plan, the City has 

identified the downtown core as an area to be conserved and enhanced.
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However, these measures alone are not sufficient to provide the level of 

protection for the area that local residents want. Only district designation 

can ensure that changes to the area are managed in ways that are 

compatible with area character. 

This study is the first essential step in describing that character and 

identifying the various heritage resources that comprise it. The next step is 

to prepare a Heritage Conservation District Plan in which are contained 

the policies and guidelines required to properly manage conservation 

and development.  

In summary, this study recommends that the downtown core, as described 

here, be designated as a Heritage Conservation District under Part V of the 

Ontario Heritage Act, and that Council authorize staff to proceed with 

preparation of a District Plan.  

7.3.2|  Recommendations 

1. It is recognized that the Orillia Downtown Area is of heritage 

significance for the following reasons: 

 Significant historical associations; 

 Historic views; 

 Several designated properties, with others included on the City 

Register or eligible for inclusion; 

 Landmark public and commercial buildings; 

 The area‟s heritage value lies both in its collection of individually 

important properties and in its combination of these resources 

within a compact, inter-woven urban form.  

 The area has value because of properties that represent key 

stages of the area‟s development, because the area is relatively 

unspoiled, homogeneous and intact, and because it offers 

examples of some of the best buildings and commercial and 

institutional streetscapes in Orillia. 

 

2. It is recognized that the character of the study area conforms to the 

characteristics of heritage conservation districts, as defined by the 

Ministry of Culture in the Ontario Heritage Tool Kit, in the following 

ways: 

 A concentration of a wide range of heritage resources, linked by 
aesthetic, historical and socio-cultural contexts and use; 

 A framework of structuring elements (a main street sloping up 
from the lakeshore, terminating in a landmark building and major 
public open space); 

 A sense of visual coherence (a compact core of predominantly 
19th C. commercial and public buildings), and; 

 A distinctiveness that enables the area to be recognized and 
distinguishable from neighbouring areas (an area flanking the 
main street that is distinct visually, culturally and historically). 



 

Page 44  Orillia Heritage Conservation District Study  BRAY Heritage 

 3. It is recognized that the heritage character of the Orillia Downtown 

Area is that of a compact civic core that contains elements of the 

major stages of the city‟s evolution. It features largely intact 

groupings of mid-late 19th century commercial buildings buttressed by 

institutional buildings and a market square, with important views of 

surrounding residential and industrial districts, and of Lake 

Couchiching.  

 

4. That the character defining elements of the study area should be 

considered as being: 

 The civic complex of library, market square and Opera House 

 The intact groupings of 19th century commercial buildings 

 Related public and former public buildings (Fire Hall, Post Office, 
YMCA) 

 Original square block grid pattern 

 Views out from the district, especially east to the lake  
 

5. That the Orillia Downtown Area, as defined on the accompanying 

map, should be designated as a Heritage Conservation District under 

Part V of the Ontario Heritage Act. 

 

6. That Council should authorize staff to proceed with the preparation of 

a District Plan and guidelines.  

 

7. During the preparation of the District Plan and beyond, properties in 

the study area, both those currently designated under Part IV of the 

Ontario Heritage Act, and those currently listed on the City‟s Register, 

should be re-assessed to bring the property inventories and 

evaluations into conformity with the requirements of the 2005 Ontario 

Heritage Act and the Historic Places Initiative national register of 

historic properties. The inventory should be expanded to include 

cultural landscapes and areas of archaeological potential.  

 

8. The City should initiate a parallel process to that of the current study 

to address issues of cultural heritage resource management. Building 

on the recommendations of the City‟s Cultural Plan, the proposed 

process should have a mandate to establish robust cultural heritage 

programs with sufficient capacity to address the current Provincial 

heritage policies and the resultant increased workload.  

 

9. The City should support the following initiatives to strengthen the 

ability of volunteers to assist in the inventory, evaluation and 

stewardship of cultural heritage resources within the study area: 

 Training in research, inventory and evaluation of heritage 
properties, using the template shown in this study, and in 
accordance with the Historic Places Initiative;
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 Research and collection of information, including maps and 
personal documents, on the historical evolution of the Orillia 
Downtown Area; 

 In-kind donations, of time and materials, to projects aimed at 
improving the public realm (e.g. tree planting) that follow 
guidelines provided as part of any Heritage Conservation District 
Plan, and; 

 Participation in issue-based sub-committees addressing such 

concerns as property maintenance, parking and access, and tree 

preservation. 

 

 

FIGURE 17: GENEVA THEATRE (CA. 1940s, ARCHIVES OF ONTARIO) 
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