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ISSUE PAPER 
 
TO:  Mayor and Council 
 
FROM: Rick McCready, MCIP, Senior Planner 
 
RE: Tax Incentives to promote downtown revitalization and economic development 
 
Background Information 
 
As Council is aware, CBRM’s downtowns are facing many challenges.  Much discussion 
has taken place in recent months regarding various initiatives to strengthen downtown 
Sydney and other downtown cores within our region, including infrastructure 
improvements and special events.  It must be recognized, however, that a crucial factor in 
turning around our downtowns is increased private sector investment. It has been difficult 
to attract investment because new commercial development (both new structures and 
renovated or expanded older structures) typically have high assessments and therefore 
bear the full brunt of CBRM’s relatively high commercial property tax rates.  This is a 
disincentive for property owners to invest in upgrades to existing buildings or to build 
new buildings in our downtowns. 
 
The Municipal Government Act in Nova Scotia greatly restricts the ability of 
municipalities to provide tax breaks of any kind to privately owned business.  However, 
in 2016 the Act was amended to give the municipal units the option of passing a bylaw 
that would phase in tax increases resulting from a significant increase in assessment.   
 
A bylaw designed to allow the phasing in of tax increases would be limited to certain 
areas of the Municipality as designated by Council.  The legislation specifies that the 
areas must be urban in nature and must be serviced with water and sewer.   
 
The phasing in of the tax increases must take place over a period of up to ten years and 
must result in a tax reduction of no more than 50% over that period.   
 

Rick McCready 
Planning Department 



An example: An older commercial building in one of CBRM’s downtown cores is 
assessed at $100,000.  The owner decides to undertake a major renovation and addition 
to the building.  Once the work is completed, the assessment jumps to $500,000.  The 
property taxes owing on the difference between the original assessment and the new 
assessment ($400,000) is eligible for the tax reduction for a period of up to ten years. 
The original $100,000 portion of the assessment would continue to be taxed at the full 
rate.  Once the phase-in period expired the owner would pay the full tax rate on the 
entire assessed value. 
 
The tax rate itself would not change because of the bylaw so a business in a designated 
area that does not experience an increase in assessment resulting from an expansion or 
upgrading would not receive a tax reduction.  The legislation does not provide for 
reductions in residential property taxes. 
 
In June of this year Council reviewed a preliminary report on this topic.  In that report 
staff recommended that Council consider implementing a bylaw that would allow for 
phased in tax increases.  Council directed staff to come back with specifics on how the 
tax reductions would be administered and criteria for defining the geographic areas where 
the tax reduction would be in effect. This report deals with the latter issue. 
 
Where should the tax reduction policy apply? 
 
Staff is of the opinion that the tax reduction tool could prove to be very valuable in our 
efforts to promote downtown revitalization and economic development in general.  The 
incentives should apply in those areas where we most want to encourage growth. 
 
If Council wishes to move forward on this, the Municipal Planning Strategy must be 
amended to identify the specific areas where the tax reduction bylaw would apply.  As 
mentioned above, the areas must have urban services (water and sewer).  Staff 
recommends that for this purpose Council prioritize some or all of our traditional, historic 
downtown cores (Sydney, Whitney Pier, New Waterford, Dominion, Glace Bay, 
Louisbourg, North Sydney and Sydney Mines).   
 
Why focus the benefit on downtown cores? 
 
Much discussion has taken place in recent years about the importance of having a vibrant 
downtown not just in Sydney but in other smaller downtowns throughout CBRM.  It is 
important to note that downtown revitalization is not just an issue in Cape Breton; it is an 
issue throughout Canada.  Why is it so important for communities to encourage 
investment in their downtowns? 
 
To quote from a recent report by the Canadian Urban Institute entitled The Value of 
Investing in Canadian Downtowns,  
 
“Downtowns are critical places for the local economy, for innovation, for learning” 



“Already serviced with infrastructure, …downtowns are economically and 
geographically efficient places to absorb new growth” 
 
“ Downtowns often comprise as little as 1% of a community’s land area, but attract 
10 or 20 times that in terms of contributing to the city’s assessment base and 
generating property tax revenues” 
 
“without a doubt, a successful downtown is critical….downtowns don’t happen- 
most of them have to be nurtured and worked on from both the public and private 
side” 
 
“The City of London has established a suite of downtown grant and incentive 
programs…that have been highly successful of attracting private sector investment” 
 
Researching what is happening across Canada leads to the inevitable conclusion that 
other municipalities are focusing on their downtowns as engines of economic growth.  It 
is also evident that they are experiencing some success.  According to a report recently 
published by the Ontario Business Improvement Area (BIA) Association, between 2011 
and 2016 the number of building permits issued in 22 Ontario downtowns surveyed grew 
by an average of 147%., with commercial permits in downtown areas far outpacing those 
in nearby commercial areas. Although regional economic conditions in most of Ontario 
are obviously better than CBRM, the fact that commercial development in downtowns 
was outpacing growth in areas further from the core suggests that downtown incentive 
programs are indeed working in Ontario communities.   
 
Options for Council to consider 
 
The following options are recommended for consideration as areas where the tax 
reduction bylaw would apply.  The options were developed by a committee of CBRM 
staff including, in addition to the undersigned, CAO Marie Walsh, CFO Jennifer 
Campbell, Director of Technology John MacKinnon, Economic Development Manager 
John Phalen and Planner Karen Neville. 
 

(1) CBRM’s three largest downtown cores (Sydney, Glace Bay and North 
Sydney) The table below shows the amount of taxable commercial assessment 
(2017) in each of the traditional historic downtown cores which are shown on the 
attached maps. 
 
Sydney $113.04 million 
Glace Bay $22.41 million 
North Sydney $12.85 million 
New Waterford $5.12 million 
Sydney Mines $3.63 million 
Whitney Pier $2.74 million 
Louisbourg $2.45 million 
Dominion $1.66 million 



 
It is clear that by far the greatest concentration of commercial development 
among the downtown cores is in three communities: Sydney, Glace Bay and 
North Sydney.  This suggests that the areas most attractive to new commercial 
investment are those three downtown cores, and that the greatest potential for 
success resulting from implementation of tax incentives will be achieved in those 
three areas. 

At present Downtown Sydney and Downtown North Sydney are the only areas 
with a business improvement district, although Glace Bay did have one prior to 
amalgamation.  In an approved business improvement district an extra tax is 
collected by CBRM which is returned to the business improvement organization 
which uses the funds to promote the District or to upgrade facilities in the District. 
Having a BID indicates a strong commitment on the part of commercial property 
owners to work together to support development in their area.  The property 
owners in a BID have been paying extra taxes to support downtown development 
for many years, and it could be argued that applying the tax reduction incentive 
primarily to these areas is fair.   
 

(2) Downtown Sydney Only As shown on the table above, Downtown Sydney 
already has much more commercial assessment than any other downtown, and it 
is very likely that the positive impact on any tax incentive scheme will be much 
greater in Sydney than any other area.  At the present time the commercial tax rate 
in Sydney ($5.557, including the BID levy) is higher than any other area of 
CBRM. It should also be noted that the CBRM’s Integrated Community 
Sustainability Plan (ICSP), adopted by Council in 2010, states as one of its 
objectives that Council should “Reinforce the role of CBRM, and, particularly, 
Sydney, as the primary retail/service area on Cape Breton Island”. An argument 
could be made that by making the incentive available to areas outside Sydney, we 
may be diluting the initiative and reducing its potential for success.  On the other 
hand, the ICSP does not specifically suggest that all of CBRM’s efforts to 
encourage development should be exclusively focused on Sydney.   

 
(3) All of our traditional, historic downtown cores (Sydney, Whitney Pier, New 

Waterford, Dominion, Glace Bay, Louisbourg, North Sydney and Sydney 
Mines) This option would see the new tax reduction policy apply to all of 
CBRM’s traditional downtown cores.  Although these areas vary greatly in size, 
they are all the traditional heart of the community in which they are located and 
therefore are very much associated with that community’s identity.  All have 
many older, often historic, buildings in need of renewal that potentially could 
benefit greatly from the tax reduction policy.  CBRM has already invested a great 
deal in the infrastructure in these areas (such as sidewalks, boardwalks, and 
parking facilities) and all except Louisbourg are served by transit.  
 

Regardless of which option is chosen by Council, staff feel that the incentive should 
also apply to our three business parks (Sydport, Harbourside, and Northside).  All 
of CBRM’s business parks have a considerable amount of vacant serviced land, and in 



the case of the Northside Park there are vacant buildings. Sadly, little development has 
taken place in these areas in recent years. Making the tax reduction policy applicable in 
these areas could attract new manufacturing and warehousing activities which would be 
very beneficial to the local economy.  The intent would be to extend the tax reduction 
policy in the parks to these types of businesses which are better suited to a location in a 
business park than one downtown. In the case of Harbourside, staff recommends that the 
incentive not apply to the area adjacent to Ferry Street, where it is likely that service uses 
similar to those found in the downtown core might locate. (refer to attached map of 
Harbourside Commercial Park) 
 
The legislation that allows for these tax incentives was initiated by the Province at the 
request of the Towns Caucus of UNSM.  The intent clearly was that this tool would be 
used primarily to promote the revitalization of Nova Scotia’s historic downtown cores. 
However, the legislation does not specifically state that it will apply only in these 
downtown areas. As a result, it appears that CBRM could enact a bylaw that would 
include all areas of CBRM with water and sewer services. There are significant risks 
associated with this.  In the opinion of staff, doing so would be inconsistent with our 
efforts to incentivize private sector development in our downtown cores.  Any 
commercial development would be eligible for the tax reduction except for a very small 
number of businesses which are located in unserviced rural areas. Businesses leaving the 
downtown areas to relocate in peripheral areas might actually benefit from the tax 
reduction.  Large national chains locating to the area would benefit from reduced 
taxation, even though the decision to locate here may be unrelated to the tax incentive.  
CBRM could lose much needed commercial tax revenue (shifting the tax burden to 
residential taxpayers) and still not meet its objective of revitalizing its downtown 
cores.  
 
Recommendation 
 
For reasons explained above, staff recommends that Council choose the option that has 
the greatest potential to spur downtown revitalization and economic development in 
CBRM. In staff’s opinion, the best option to achieve these goals is Option 1, with the 
business parks included as discussed in more detail above. Staff also recommends that the 
tax incentive plan be implemented for a five year period, starting in the 2018 assessment 
year. This would mean that the phasing in of the tax increases would potentially extend 
over a period of 15 years. Council could of course decide to extend the program beyond 
five years but at this point it is felt that the incentive should be available for a finite 
period.  
 
Maps showing the boundaries of the eight downtown areas and the three business parks 
are attached to this report for Council’s review. 
 
Any municipality wishing to adopt a bylaw to enable the phasing in of tax increases for 
new development must amend its Municipal Planning Strategy (MPS) and Land Use 
Bylaw to identify the areas where the bylaw will be implemented. If CBRM Council 
wishes to proceed with this, the following steps are recommended: 



 
1. The amendment of the Municipal Planning Strategy to identify the areas where 

the incentive would apply requires Council to conduct a public participation 
program as specified in the MGA. Council must pass a resolution indicating its 
intent to amend the MPS and to have a public participation program to allow for 
public input into the proposed amendments.  Staff recommends that due to the 
upcoming Christmas period that the public participation program not start until 
January. 

2. The second step would be for Council to instruct staff to prepare a draft bylaw for 
review at a future meeting.  

3. Once these two tasks are completed, the draft bylaw and the results of the public 
participation program will be brought back to Council for review.  At that point 
Council could proceed with first reading of both the tax incentive bylaw and the 
associated MPS amendments.  

 
 
Yours very truly,  
 
 
 
Rick McCready, MCIP 
Senior Planner 
 
 
 
Copies: CAO Marie Walsh; CFO Jennifer Campbell; Director of Technology John 
MacKinnon; Economic Development Manager John Phalen; Planner Karen Neville  
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