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1.0 Introduction 
 

1.1  Project Terms of Reference 

This project is an output of a collaborative effort to map the assets of and determine opportunities for 

performing arts facilities within the Cape Breton Regional Municipality. A joint steering committee 

consisting of representatives of the Cape Breton Regional Municipality (CBRM), Enterprise Cape Breton 

Corporation (ECBC) and the Province of Nova Scotia issued a Request for Proposal for the delivery of a 

review and report of existing CBRM performance venues including: The Savoy Theatre; Joan Harriss 

Cruise Pavilion; Boardmore Playhouse; Louisbourg Playhouse; Centre 200; and Membertou Trade & 

Convention Centre.  

 

The resulting project was to understand the strengths of each existing facility, as well as to identify 

duplication and/or gaps of product and services offerings, and most importantly to gauge opportunities for 

future growth. The project was to also examine proposed new developments including the former St. 

Andrew’s Church, Centre scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie and the former Holy Angels School and Convent to 

identify potential synergies and/or duplication with existing venues. 

 

The process has included research, consultation and analysis in an effort to understand the challenges 

and opportunities ahead for existing venues. This will become important for funders as they evaluate and 

determine support for the sector and individual venue initiatives. 

 

 

1.2 Context 
The CBRM, like many regions in Canada, continues to face significant challenges with regards to 

demographic, socio-economic and tourism indicators. The release of 2011 Census data highlights the 

under-riding issue of population decline. The CBRM has experienced significant reductions in population 

in the most recent Census period, with a decline of almost 5,000 people since 2006. This is a reality that 

is central to all discussions of economic sustainability for the region, and this process proved to be no 

exception. 
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Aggregate employment levels for the area have remained stagnant as have tourism visitation numbers. 

One exception to this trend seems to be in the cruise industry, where visitor numbers have seen a strong 

increase due to the dedicated efforts of the Port of Sydney. The 2013 tourism season also witnessed 

strong growth in visitation at the Fortress of Louisbourg and its 2013 celebrations. Other attractions and 

operators report flat or slight increases/decreases overall.  

 

The performing arts sector, although struggling with issues of its own, could be viewed as an integral 

component of the activities required to stabilize, revitalize and grow communities within the CBRM. 

 

Literature and best practices suggest that the activities of the arts and culture sector and local economic 

vitality are connected in many ways. Arts, culture, and creativity can improve a community's competitive 

edge, create a foundation for defining a sense of place, attract new and visiting populations, integrate the 

visions of community and business leaders and contribute to the development of a skilled workforce. 

 

It is within this context that the consultants carried out the research and consultation process – to record 

the assets as they exist presently, to monitor the appetite of venue managers and directors for 

collaboration and creative development, and to identify dynamic opportunities for the future.  

 

Cultural infrastructure is key to developing a creative economy and promoting well being that gives a 

community a sense of pride and purpose. Project partners have undertaken this review of existing 

performing arts venues within its jurisdiction. This study gives an objective view of current realities within 

the performing arts community, and makes recommendations to move forward with a vision that 

recognizes and values the arts in general, and the performing arts in particular. For the purposes of this 

study, performing arts includes music, dance, and theatre presentations, both professional and 

recreational.   

 

 

1.3 Methodology 

The project commenced at a meeting with the project steering committee on February 12, 2014. Project 

goals and timelines were confirmed and all stakeholders identified for consultation. Following the meeting, 

the Vibe team developed a discussion guide tailored to both audiences – existing venues and community 

stakeholders. Once vetted through the committee, introductory letters and discussion guides were 

disseminated to each stakeholder (February 18th).  
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Shauna Walters was responsible for contacting and interviewing each of the existing six venues while 

Terry Smith and Tracey Boutilier contacted and interviewed the community stakeholders. A full listing of 

stakeholders is included as Appendix A of the report. 

 

Interviews took place over a three-week period with all but one community stakeholder participating. 

Glace Bay Historical Society was unavailable for interview. The research component of the project took 

place during the same period with Dr. Eric Favaro conducting the literature review and best practices 

review. 

 

The Vibe team prepared a draft summary document that was presented to the Steering Committee in a 

meeting on March 25th. Following this session, the team finalized the draft report that was then submitted 

for review. Upon comments from the steering committee, this draft report will be amended and finalized 

for internal stakeholder distribution. 
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2.0 Current State of the Sector - Arts and Cultural Venues 

 

Cape Breton is strategically poised to become a world leader in achieving a creative economy. The 

synergy that currently exists among arts and culture partners, business, and local government has built a 

strong sense of pride – one that has been developed to offset adversity throughout its history. Steeped in 

a rich cultural heritage, we pride ourselves on a simple way of life that always draws people to our Island.   

 

However, for a municipality to capitalize on the synergy created by neighbourhood cultural activity, a 

strong connecting infrastructure that supports collaboration, cooperation and linkages is critical.   

 

Without that infrastructure, creative work cannot live up to its economic and social potential. The 

infrastructure must be stable, flexible and integrated at city-wide and neighbourhood levels. It is 

not enough for a city to be home to diverse and innovative creative activity if this activity occurs in 

silos. Research reveals a stark contrast between cities with strong integrating mechanisms linking 

primary players and organizations in the creative economy and the struggles of those that lack 

these vital ties.1 

 

Cape Breton Island is known world-wide for its natural beauty, for its gifted artists, musicians and writers, 

and for its friendly people who have maintained their diverse cultural traditions. But the history of Cape 

Breton is really the story of a struggling community that has experienced severe economic and social 

crises for generations. Through our artists, musicians and writers we have come to understand the plight 

of Cape Breton and its peoples, and rise against adversity.  

 

We know that increased activity in the arts and culture sector yields very strong benefits to the quality of 

life for individuals in the community. Nova Scotia CAN: Building the Creative Economy in Nova Scotia 

quotes Janet Ruiz of the Scottish Executive Education Department when she includes the following 

benefits2: 

 

• improved learning and communication skills; 

• promotion of creative thinking; 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Nova	  Scotia	  CAN:	  	  Building	  the	  Creative	  Economy	  of	  Nova	  Scotia	  [http://www.novascotiacan.ca/pdfs/report.pdf], p. 19.	  
2	  Nova	  Scotia	  CAN:	  	  Building	  the	  Creative	  Economy	  of	  Nova	  Scotia	  [http://www.novascotiacan.ca/pdfs/report.pdf], p. 11.	  
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• provision of ways to express individuality, engage with others and celebrate diversity; 

• promotion of social cohesion and reduction of isolation; 

• promotion of personal, community, and national identity; 

• creation of social networks through arts and culture activities; 

• development of a sense of belonging and a sense of community. 

 

In addition, Nova Scotia CAN: Building the Creative Economy in Nova Scotia cites additional social 

benefits of participation in cultural and creativity-based programs as researched by Meric Gertler of the 

University of Toronto are articulated3: 

 

• offering an effective way to address social exclusion and community renewal, particularly at the 

community level; 

• providing access to new career opportunities; 

• building self-esteem; 

• broadening social understanding by enabling self-expression through various creative media; 

• teaching life skills; 

• providing safe activities for youth; 

• building neighbourhood awareness. 

 

 

2.1 Creative Economy Background   
 

During the past two decades, the growth in access to knowledge through technology has provided 

citizens with enriching experiences that stimulate creative thought.  This transition period is sometimes 

referred to as the experience economy, and “as a result of this growing desire for meaningful experiences 

and expressive content in goods and services, the knowledge economy has lately been giving way to a 

further refinement of the post-industrial paradigm – the creative economy.”4 
 

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, as cited in Nova Scotia CAN: Building the 

Creative Economy in Nova Scotia, declared that: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Nova	  Scotia	  CAN:	  	  Building	  the	  Creative	  Economy	  of	  Nova	  Scotia	  [http://www.novascotiacan.ca/pdfs/report.pdf], p. 11.	  
4	  Nova	  Scotia	  CAN:	  Building	  the	  Creative	  Economy	  of	  Nova	  Scotia	  [http://www.novascotiacan.ca/pdfs/report.pdf], p. i.	  
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The interface among creativity, culture, economics and technology, as expressed in the ability to 

create and circulate intellectual capital, has the potential to generate income, jobs, and export 

earnings while at the same time promoting social inclusion, cultural diversity and human 

development.  This is what the emerging creative economy has already begun to do as a leading 

component of economic growth, employment, trade, innovation and social cohesion in most 

advanced economies.5 

 

It is important to know and understand that the arts and cultural industries play a critical role in the 

creative economy, and that the imagination, attitudes, and talents demonstrated in the creative industries 

expand to the wider economy and other sectors.   

 

Furthermore, the Conference Board [of Canada] suggests that there is a growing understanding 

and appreciation of the relationship between arts and cultural industries and broader society, 

stating that ‘a creative economy extends beyond the culture sector to harness creativity in order 

to bring about positive social and economic changes across a broad spectrum of industries, 

sectors and organizations.’6 

 

This is achieved in three significant ways: 

• by driving innovation through core creativity and cultural industries activities; 

• by driving the economy through wealth creation 

• by positively impacting the quality of life in a given region, which in turn attracts more innovators5 

 

Research has proven that innovation is driven by creativity, primarily through the cultural sector. The 

flourishing creative community of Cape Breton has demonstrated this not only through its New Media and 

Information Technology entrepreneurs, but also through the work of its musicians, artisans, and writers.  

As emerging and professional artists hone their craft and market their skills through a range of supportive 

opportunities, new and innovative ideas are incubated and developed over time.  Statistics prove that 

these innovative ideas have a marked influence on the overall economy.   

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  Nova	  Scotia	  CAN:	  Building	  the	  Creative	  Economy	  of	  Nova	  Scotia	  [http://www.novascotiacan.ca/pdfs/report.pdf], p. 4.	  	  
6	  Nova	  Scotia	  CAN:	  Building	  the	  Creative	  Economy	  of	  Nova	  Scotia	  [http://www.novascotiacan.ca/pdfs/report.pdf], p. 4.	  
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Richard Florida in his book, The Rise of the Creative Class, defines creativity as the most significant 

feature of life in the 21st century, and one that has changed the economic outlook for successful cities 

throughout the world, stating that “new technologies, new industries, new wealth and all other good 

economic things flow from it.”7 

 

Nova Scotia CAN: Building the Creative Economy in Nova Scotia demonstrates this principle through the 

example of Apple’s iPod.  “Music written and performed by artists (core creation) is purchased by 

recording companies (cultural industries) and sold via the internet (creative software design) to 

consumers with computers and mp3 players (creative software and industrial design) which are 

manufactured in the rest of the economy.”8  In this example, creativity is the ultimate source of innovation, 

and in order to be an innovation society, we must first be a creative society. 

 

Putting it in a local perspective, we can find exemplars and best practices to demonstrate this principle.  

For example, the Cape Breton music industry has made its mark in the world through the mentorship and 

development of world-class recording artists.  The Cape Breton Music Industry Cooperative (CBMIC) is a 

not-for-profit organization that supports emerging artists through the administration of the Cape Breton 

International Music Export Program (CBIMEP) – a fund providing financial support to artists who are 

developing new markets outside Canada.  Financial assistance is provided so these artists can 

participate in opportunities that arise from industry conferences and showcases like the ECMA 

International Program, Nova Scotia Music Week, Celtic Colours International Buyers and Media Program, 

and others. Solo artists and musicians advance their skills, make their music available through the local 

recording industry, market it world-wide on the internet, and make it available to consumers with 

computers and mp3 players. What significance does this have when considering the role of performing 

arts venues in the Cape Breton regional Municipality? 

 

 

  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  Florida,	  Richard.	  	  Rise	  of	  the	  Creative	  Class.  Basic Books, 2002, p. 29	  
8	  Nova	  Scotia	  CAN:	  	  Building	  the	  Creative	  Economy	  of	  Nova	  Scotia	  [http://www.novascotiacan.ca/pdfs/report.pdf], p. 9.	  
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2.2 Performing Arts Venues – Values and Benefits 

 

A study conducted by Canadian Arts Presenting Association, The Value of Presenting, quotes statistics 

gleaned from their study that  

 

3 in 4 Canadians have attended at least one professional performing arts event or festival in the 

last year...It affirms that the performing arts are part of the mainstream of Canadian life, and are 

embraced by all regardless of background, education or income level.  It suggests that 

investments made by government and supplemented by private donations effectively have 

increased access to the performing arts, and extended its considerable benefits to individuals and 

communities across Canada. 9 

 

Not only have 3 out of 4 Canadians attended a performance in the past year [2011], but the study found 

that 86 % report having attended a performing arts event at some time in the past.10  This finding is 

remarkable in that it shows that socio-economic differences are not the key driver to attending a 

performing arts event. Among the small minority who say they have never attended a professional 

performing arts event, those who live in rural areas, in Atlantic Canada, and those who have Elementary/ 

High School education and earn less than $40,000 annually are somewhat more prevalent. There is no 

difference by age, gender or ethnic/religious/ability groups. This suggests that the basic issues of 

availability (having performances in smaller, rural or remote communities) and access (affordable ticket 

prices) continue to be a barrier for a small number of Canadians. 

 

Canadian presenters and the general public have cited numerous benefits of performing arts 

presentation. These benefits accrue on three levels: individual, community, and society. Moreover, there 

are several spill-over benefits, such as better health which in turn not only benefits the individual but also 

society through reduced health care costs. People who attend concerts, theatre or film are significantly 

healthier, have lower anxiety and are less susceptible to depression. These are some of the findings from 

an important Norweigian study11 published in 2011.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  Value	  of	  Presenting	  Study	  –	  General	  Population	  Survey,	  March	  2012	  (EKOS	  Research	  Associates/CAPACOA),	  p.	  6.	  
10	  Value	  of	  Presenting	  Study	  –	  General	  Population	  Survey,	  March	  2012	  (EKOS	  Research	  Associates/CAPACOA),	  p.	  7.	  
11	  Patterns	  of	  receptive	  and	  creative	  cultural	  activities	  and	  their	  association	  with	  perceived	  health,	  anxiety,	  
depression	  and	  satisfaction	  with	  life	  among	  adults.	  	  Koenradd	  Cuypers	  er	  al,	  2011.	  	  
http://jech.bmj.com/contenty/early/2011/05/04/jech.2010.113571	  
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There is now strong evidence of links between performing arts attendance and several health indicators 

such as self-reported health, stress, mental health, and longevity. The more frequently people attend 

performing arts and other receptive arts, the more likely they are to report good health.12 Attending 

cultural events is linked with longevity. People who rarely attend such events [theatre, concerts and live 

music performances] run a nearly 60% higher mortality risk than those attending most often. 

 

When asked about the top three benefits beyond their personal experience, most cited a sense of energy 

and vitality in their community, improved quality of life and well-being, a more creative community and 

greater economic development. Performing arts facilities are seen as important by Canadians in terms of 

quality of life, pride in community, economic development and as a meeting place between cultural 

groups. 

 

 

2.2.1 Far-reaching Community Benefits 

 

The wide range of benefits for the individual has implications for the role of performing arts presentation in 

communities.  In 2004, a Values Study conducted by Alan brown [now WolfBrown] drew connections 

based on a participatory qualitative research method that included board and staff of twenty Connecticut 

arts organizations and their communities.  Their findings reinforced the concepts of “a dynamic and 

prosperous economy and of fostering a supportive community, in particular when it comes to the potential 

for integration of diverse cultures into community life.”13 

 

In Developing and Revitalizing Rural Communities through Arts and creativity by the Creative City 

Network of Canada, a powerful case is presented: 

 

Challenges for rural communities in Canada include declining and aging populations, problems 

with youth retention, limited economic and social opportunities for residents, depleting natural 

resources, loss of local services, and high costs of living.  Similar situations are found in rural 

communities in other countries.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12	  Are	  variations	  in	  rates	  of	  attending	  cultural	  activities	  associated	  with	  population	  health	  in	  the	  United	  States?	  
Anna	  Wilkenson	  et	  al,	  2007.	  	  http://www.biomedcentrl.com/1471-‐2458/7/226.	  
13	  The	  Value	  of	  Presenting,	  p.	  22	  
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As rural communities re-envision and reposition themselves, they are seeking to revitalize, 

diversify their economic base, enhance their quality of life, and reinvent themselves for new 

functions and roles.  Literature on the arts and creative business development in rural 

communities is largely positioned within this context.14 

 

The report examines the relationship between local art and visiting artists or touring companies: 

 

While professional artists and cultural workers played a role in the communities surveyed, the 

‘backbone of cultural capacity’ in all the communities is volunteer initiative and community 

participation.  As well, the divide between amateur and professional artists was not perceived to 

be as deep as in urban centres.15 

 

This study also highlighted the importance of touring artists and its positive impact on a community: 

 

Touring offers access to high-quality professional productions, extends the range of work 

available in rural communities, and provides meaningful experiences for both presenters and 

audiences.  Rural touring is not a poor substitute for the kind of experience offered by urban arts 

venues.  It is qualitatively different in several aspects.  The facilities may not be as good, but the 

intimacy of space, the opportunity to meet the performers, the fact that most of the audience 

know each other – these give a village hall show a unique power.  Indeed, they can make it a 

more challenging experience for the audience, who often come for reasons unconnected with an 

interest in the arts, and for the performers, who cannot expect people to be familiar with their 

work.  Both artists and audiences consistently feel that such shows are exciting, memorable and 

have a quality which is distinctively valuable.16 

 

The Canada Council for the Arts (2008) states, “Reports from funders tend to emphasize the importance 

of touring activities to broaden access to and develop new audiences for high quality, professional arts 

and cultural projects in rural areas.”17 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  The	  Value	  of	  Presenting,	  p.	  22	  
15	  Brooks-‐Joiner	  &	  MacKay,	  2008,	  p.	  22.	  
16	  Matarasso	  et	  al.	  (2004).	  	  Investigating	  social	  impacts	  of	  small	  venues	  in	  local	  settings:	  	  Implications	  for	  policy	  
development.	  	  P.	  38.	  
17	  Canada	  Council	  for	  the	  Arts	  (2008).	  	  Report	  produced	  to	  study	  impact	  of	  touring	  performers	  on	  small	  
communities.	  
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2.3 Cultural Tourism and Performing Arts 

 

A study commissioned by the Canadian Tourism Commission in 2010 presented an analysis of travel 

activities and motivation of Canada’s performing arts tourism enthusiasts. This report focused on 

Canadians who have taken leisure trips in Canada and exhibit a particular interest in cultural 

performances when they travel. As such, they have taken leisure trips in Canada and, in many cases, to 

other destinations in the past couple of years. They have taken at least one trip that focussed on 

experiencing different cultures/ways of life or experiencing city life and have included at least three of the 

following activities on their travels: 

 

• music festivals  

• theatre 

• literary festivals or events  

• classical music concerts 

• theatre festivals  

• jazz music concerts 

• opera  

• musical attractions such as Jazzland 

• ballet or other dance 

 

Canadians from all parts of the country are represented among Performing Arts Tourism Enthusiasts but 

this tourism segment is highly concentrated in Canada’s major cities and specifically in Toronto.  

Montréalers are also somewhat over-represented among performance enthusiasts.   

The high concentration of Performing Arts Tourism Enthusiasts in Toronto and Montréal may be 

explained by the considerable opportunities these cities offer for residents to go to live theatre, opera, 

ballet and concerts at home, thereby possibly creating enhanced interest in these types of activities when 

travelling. 

 

Since many Canadians concentrate their travel within the province or region in which they live, it is not 

surprising that the three most populous provinces achieve the highest share of Performing Arts Tourism 

Enthusiasts.  
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Smaller numbers of Canadians live in Atlantic Canada, Alberta and Manitoba/Saskatchewan and, as a 

consequence, lower proportions of Performing Arts Tourism Enthusiasts claim to have taken leisure trips 

to these destinations in the past couple of years than is the case with the more populous provinces. 

 

Those that are especially successful in attracting Performing Arts Tourism Enthusiasts over a two year 

period relative to their share of the Canadian adult population include Atlantic Canada (3.0), Alberta (2.4) 

and, to a lesser extent, British Columbia (2.4). Between two and three times as many Performing Arts 

Tourism Enthusiasts claim to have visited these regions as their share of the total adult population would 

suggest. 

 

This presents a strong case for Cape Breton Regional Municipality to support existing performing arts 

spaces, as is evidenced by the high international engagement at Celtic Colours International Festival held 

in October each year. As one example, the level of growth of this event has increased the need for 

performing arts spaces in CBRM and smaller communities around the island. Venues of all sizes from 

small, intimate sites to larger spaces for signature performances, ie opening and closing concerts, are 

required for a successful program. During cruise ship visits and at the height of the tourist season, there 

appears to be an interest in concerts, particularly those that promote local culture and heritage. Similarly, 

throughout the year and especially at key times, such as Christmas, Spring, etc., local supporters of the 

performing arts seek opportunities to experience live music, drama and dance. When these experiences 

are not available, those with adequate resources will often plan holidays away from the area to 

experience these same opportunities in other centres where they are readily accessible. 

 

 

2.4 Nurturing Local Talent and Attracting Performing Artists 

 

The Cultural Human Resources Council of Canada (CHRC) has identified a distinct gap in the training 

and mentoring of emerging artists in all arts disciplines, including music, dance, drama, visual arts, craft, 

writing, film production, new media.  In Nova Scotia, a course on the High School curriculum – Cultural 

Industries 11 – provides authentic learning opportunities for students to experience first-hand the potential 

of a career in the arts and culture sector.  It should be noted that careers are not limited to those who 

perform, exhibit, or publish.  A range of career possibilities exist today, and through mentorships, 

apprenticeships, and actual training in specially designed programs at the Nova Scotia Community 

College and Cape Breton University, opportunities for prospective cultural workers should exist.   
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The overall goals should be the stimulation of the local economy, reduction of outmigration of youth, and 

the creation a better quality of life for local citizens. 

 

While the High School and community college curricula identify a need for students to gain work 

experience in the field, youth have identified a shortage of opportunities to do so locally. Where does one 

get to work with sound and light technicians who are professionally trained and who are making a living 

doing what they love to do? Similarly, what mentoring opportunities exist in the CBRM where our youth 

can gain experience with cultural administration, sound recording, event management, production, set 

design and construction? Local performing arts venues do have the potential to provide such 

opportunities, and often funding from the Department of Education and Nova Scotia Community College 

is available. 

 

Emerging performers have also expressed a need to have space where they can rehearse on a regular 

basis, and to perform for smaller, more intimate audiences, outside of the local club scene. This is critical 

as they hone their craft, assess their audience appeal, identify themselves with a particular genre or style, 

and collaborate with professionals in the field. One of the unique traits of local musicians who have gone 

on to the national and international stage is their willingness and enthusiasm to provide mentorship for 

emerging artists, and without venues to do this, that mentorship is often left to chance.   

  

 

2.5 Best Practices 

Theatres and other performing arts venues have the potential to revitalize a community, and through 

direct partnerships with local businesses, build a vibrant neighbourhood that attracts patrons during 

evenings and weekends when there would otherwise be little or no traffic. Four case studies in Michigan 

illustrate how a community’s historic theatre can become one of the most important components of a 

successful business mix and the centerpiece of a downtown revitalization strategy. 

 

These case studies clearly demonstrate that theatres and other performing venues can be lead actors in 

community renewal and revitalization efforts. They bring in patrons in concentrated doses and feed them 

out to ancillary businesses during hours that would otherwise be unproductive economically. Many 

communities have overlooked the importance of the local performance venues to downtown vitality. 

Considering the theatre as an asset opens doors to new opportunities and new life in downtowns. 



	  

	   16	  

2.5.1 City Opera House, Traverse City, Michigan 

The City Opera House was built in the 19th century, when a theatre building had to fulfill many 

functional requirements. Although called an opera house, the space was more typically used for 

traveling vaudeville shows, local school performances, weddings and community events. The 

space was as much a meeting hall as a theatre. Also typical was its location on the second and 

third floors of the building, leaving important retail uses on the first floor. 

 

City officials in Traverse City made a commitment to the vision that a restored City Opera House 

would both enhance and benefit from Traverse City’s growing reputation as a “destination” 

resort and regional commercial center. A planning study by architects in 1995 generated plans for reuse 

of the building and provided strong graphic documents to illustrate and sell the idea to the community. 

 

The rehabilitation project was designed to retain the opera house’s historic integrity while 

catering to modern needs. The need for a larger backstage area led to connecting performers 

spaces through the construction of a 2nd floor "crossover addition" to a building on the other side of the 

alley. This created new space for dressing rooms, set construction, an elevator and a green room.  

Similarly, space at the front-of-house was filled with offices, antiquated restrooms, and an entry stair from 

the street which left no space for patrons during intermission, and thus restricting its use. This problem 

was alleviated by utilizing an adjacent building for a new and wider stair, commodious restrooms, offices, 

and rehearsal rooms, giving more space at the front-of-house for the gathering functions and a much 

larger lobby. 

 

These changes updated the historic theatre with the elements necessary for a modern facility. The rear 

entrance accommodates its service functions, while the enhanced entrance on Main Street keeps the 

theatre's patrons on the sidewalk, where they pass stores and restaurants on their way to the theatre. The 

City Opera House is not only a beautifully restored structure, but it also restores its partnership in the 

economic revitalization of downtown Traverse City. 

 

2.5.2 Wealthy Theatre, Grand Rapids, Michigan 
Wealthy Theatre is in an area of Grand Rapids, Michigan, that is anything but wealthy. After 

decades of neglect, this small commercial area showed all the traditional signs of urban decay 

and partial abandonment.  
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Its reincarnation began more than a decade ago when a group of visionaries from the Wealthy 

neighbourhood formed the South East Economic Development Corporation (or “SEED”) and used the 

vacant and derelict Wealthy Theatre as the catalyst for community renewal. 

 

Using sweat equity from community labour to supplement a bare bones construction contract, the theatre 

has been converted to a lively performance facility and keeps a busy schedule of activities. Other 

businesses have upgraded their facilities and new businesses have invested in the neighbourhood. Many 

of the extant buildings throughout the Wealthy Street neighbourhood have been rehabilitated. In this 

case, the theatre led the way for general neighbourhood revitalization. 

 

2.5.3 Michigan Theatre and Theatre District, Ann Arbor, Michigan 

In the mid-1970s Ann Arbor’s Michigan Theatre was about to suffer the fate of many older 

theatres; it was considered obsolete by its owners and was headed toward demolition. In a major 

community effort, the city purchased the property and initiated an effort to support its conversion into an 

important center for both the performing arts and cinema. With continuing public support over the years, 

Michigan Theatre has become a successful destination in the downtown/campus district, and contributes 

significantly to the life of the community, especially during evening hours when many of the other 

downtown activities are essentially shut down for the day. 

 

The contribution of the theatre to life on the sidewalk since its restoration in 1986 is undeniable, but that 

contribution is multiplied by the fact that other performance venues and movie houses in the district 

together create a sum that is greater than its parts. It has been estimated the Michigan Theatre has over 

200,000 patrons per year for its shows and performances, a significant contribution to the business 

district. The two smaller unrestored screening rooms down the street at the State Theatre add another 

100,000 patrons. Two short blocks away, the University of Michigan's Hill Auditorium seats up to 3,600 

people for each of its performances, and the nearby Power Center for the Performing Arts, Rackham 

Auditorium, Mendelssohn Theatre and Trueblood Auditorium add another 7,500 seats on a regular basis. 

Each contributes to what has become a theatre district—an area of the city that brings incalculable vitality 

to the downtown and campus. Each theatre enhances the others, and collectively they bring additional 

patrons and potentially longer business hours to the commercial district. 
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2.5.4 Greater Plymouth Performing Arts Centre 

The cultural architects for the new Greater Plymouth Performing Arts Center believe their repurposed 

performance space will be both a home for local talent and a drawing card for performing artists from all 

over. There was a perceived need for a venue where they could have theatre productions. A smaller 

venue in the local library was not adequate enough and a larger auditorium was too big with a seating 

capacity of 1,400. However, a former church with great acoustics and a prominent steeple in Plymouth 

Centre was just right. Their vision became a place not only for theatre, but also for music, dance, comedy 

and children’s shows. 

 

With its perfect acoustics, it would eventually become the ideal venue for not only local talent, but also 

touring artists. A strategic plan was created, the church was purchased, non-profit status was established, 

and a business plan was designed to make it sustainable. A Board of Directors comprised of skilled 

professionals – lawyer, architect, sound engineer, music teacher, accountant, among others – was 

appointed and the work began, sharing expertise and advice every step of the way. They convinced the 

town to purchase the church for their use, individuals took on the role of raising funds for renovations, and 

the project began. 

 

The venue now houses local and touring shows, an annual jazz festival, community theatre, and other 

events that require a smaller seating capacity. The surrounding businesses have reported increased 

business during otherwise “quiet” times, and the neighbourhood has been revitalized by the renovated 

building’s presence. More importantly, it has become a home for needed arts entrepreneurs who are 

anchor tenants, the revenue from which secures operational funding. 

 

2.5.5 Prince Edward Island Best Practices 

Closer to home, two outstanding venues on prince Edward Island typify the potential of existing structures 

to be converted into unique performance spaces, supported enthusiastically by local communities.  

Citizens in these communities have not only been active in raising funds and working “hands on” in the 

retrofit of the buildings, but also in building a “community of ancillary venues” that provide concert goers 

with opportunities to dine on local cuisine, purchase locally made products, or experience rural life in 

general. This is a drawing card for cultural tourists who flock to the Island for a holiday of music, theatre, 

dance, art, and food. 
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St. Mary’s Church, Indian River, Prince Edward Island 

St. Mary’s Church, Indian River, is a fine example of the French Gothic influence interpreted through the 

work of Island architect William Harris, and completed in 1902. Decommissioned in 2009, today St. 

Mary’s remains the architectural and acoustical treasure that Harris envisioned – the perfect setting for 

voice and instruments to celebrate music. It has been said that the natural acoustics of St. Mary’s rates 

one of the top ten places to perform in the world. Each summer it hosts a four-month music festival that 

includes classical, jazz, folk/roots, choral music and much more, featuring the very best in Canadian 

talent. In addition, workshops and other events provide a diversified program that attracts sell-out houses 

most of the season. 

 

Indian River is famous for its food as well as its music. Intermissions are taken out on the lawn of the 

church where you can sample some of the tastiest local delicacies, from the sea and from the fields. It is 

a total package, providing work experiences for young people to train under master technicians and 

cultural administrators, seasonal employment in the local community, and a strong sense of pride 

amongst those who live in Indian River. 

 

Watermark Theatre, Rustico, Prince Edward Island 

In 2008, the community of Rustico was inspired by the 100th anniversary of the publication of Anne of 

Green Gables. It produced three plays designed to help the audience appreciate the depth and breadth of 

Lucy Maude Montgomery’s influence on literature, culture and art in the world. A 128-year old church was 

renovated into a thrust-style theatre for the performances, and although audience size was not as 

anticipated, community members were determined to make it a successful theatre.    

 

In the second season, audiences doubled, and a former school gymnasium was acquired for rehearsals 

and set construction. Following that season, renovations were completed to that building which now 

serves as an intimate community theatre for Rustico. During the summer months, the Watermark Theatre 

attracts theatre goers from across North American, and it has gained a reputation for being a centre for 

innovative projects and a training ground for emerging artists and technicians. The web site for 

Watermark Theatre lists an impressive list of accomplishments in a 5-year period, thanks to the tenacity 

of a community that is determined to make its mark on the international stage: 

 

• Grown its playing season from 6 weeks to 14 weeks 

• Toured to one province and premiered 4 new plays, produced 19 new productions 
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• Created a student club and seniors club (year round) 

• Created a festival to celebrate local writers and artisans 

• Produced a regional high school drama festival (4 provinces, 4 days) 

• Created an acting training conservatory (2 weeks) 

• Created an intern program  

• Bought a building as a permanent home (current value $480,000) 

• Renovated the building to include a performance space, a production facility for set, props, wardrobe, 

painting, lights, audio; two dressing rooms with bathrooms and showers; an administration office; a box 

office, a licensed bar and a terrace 

• Grown paid attendance from $23,000 to $90,000 from 2008 to 2012 

• Added patrons and Patron Appreciation events in Calgary, Toronto and Halifax 

• Achieved project funding by the Canada Council for the Arts (the only theatre on PEI) 

• Achieved full members in the Professional Association of Canadian Theatres (one of two on PEI) 

• Created an endowment of $49,000 to be matched on a percentage basis by Heritage Canada 

• Trained 5 student Interns and 10 professional apprentices 

 

Other examples of similar success stories are evident on Prince Edward Island, demonstrating the power 

of communities building a sense of pride, and working together to provide tourists and locals with a “total 

package” of culture experiences. These examples include St. Peter’s Courthouse Theatre in St. Peter’s; 

Victoria Playhouse in Victoria-by-the-Sea; PEI Festival of Small Halls; Island Fusion Festival; King’s 

Playhouse in Georgetown; and the wonderful work of ACT – a community theatre group that produces 

three shows per year, and performs them in venues across the island beyond the tourist season. What is 

even more noteworthy is the fact that these theatres, festivals, and communities work together in planning 

and executing a theatre season for Prince Edward Island, drawing patrons from across the country and 

beyond. 
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3.0 Summary of Stakeholder Consultations 

 

A number of stakeholder organizations were consulted to obtain their feedback with respect to existing 

and proposed venues in the CBRM as well as the performing arts sector overall. The organizations 

included: 

 

• Cape Breton Centre for Craft and Design  

• Sydney Downtown Development Association 

• Sydney and Area Chamber of Commerce 

• Cape Breton Stage Company Co-operative  

• Cape Breton Music Industry Co-operative (CBMIC)  

• Celtic Colours International Festival 

• Synergy Louisbourg 

• Parks Canada Louisbourg 

• Old Sydney Society 

• Centre scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie  

• New Dawn – Holy Angels Convent Chapel 

• Highland Arts and Culture Centre (former St. Andrew’s Church) 

 

Glace Bay Historical Society was contacted for interview several times however representatives did not 

contact the consultants with an expression to participate. Following is summary of the feedback provided. 

 

 

3.1 Current State of the Sector 
 

It was generally felt that the performing arts sector has hit a plateau and is struggling to grow. For 

example, Cape Breton is known for its music and has renowned artists like Natalie MacMaster, the Barra 

MacNeils, Jimmy Rankin and Gordie Sampson. While there are a number of emerging artists like the Tom 

Fun Orchestra, Carmen Townsend, Coig, Sprag Session, Kyle Mischiek and the Town Heroes, it has 

been over a decade since a local musician has reached the status of a national touring artist. Many 

factors may explain this, however, it was felt that the process begins with a better structure for 

development locally. Venues are a key part of that development.  
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The craft sector, though the leadership of the Cape Breton Centre for Craft and Design, provides a strong 

model for music, theatre, dance and other performing arts. With dedicated artistic development programs, 

business development programs, rehearsal space, audition space, and purpose-built small to medium 

sized venues, performing artists would have a strong infrastructure to learn their craft and achieve growth. 

Some stakeholders felt the local fan base was strong for performing arts, while others felt it was declining. 

There is growing competition from home-based entertainment services such as Netflix that impact the 

attendance and viability of live shows. It was mentioned that there needs to be a greater emphasis on 

audience development through introducing children and youth to more live performances. They will in turn 

encourage their parents to attend. 

 

While there are challenges in the sector, a number of bright spots were cited, including Lumiére, the Cape 

Breton Stage Company Co-operative, Les Miserables and Chicago, Celtic Colours, Louisbourg Live, etc. 

 

It was suggested that the CBRM develop a cultural policy that recognizes the cultural sector as key to the 

economy, support the deployment of art in public spaces, create a tax policy for cultural organizations, 

and provide other policy development that is supportive of the arts. It was generally felt that the sector is 

not given its due for its contribution to economic development or as a motivator for Cape Breton’s tourism 

industry. 

 

 

3.2 The Creative Economy  
 

All stakeholders agreed that CBRM’s performance venues are contributing and have potential to 

contribute more to the creative economy. It was mentioned that residents, particularly young people, wish 

to live in vibrant, creative cities. Having more live performance activity will add to the creative quotient of 

the CBRM. 
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3.3 Duplication in Cultural Offerings  

 

It was generally felt that the current venues are not providing a duplication in cultural offerings. The one 

area where there is some duplication is between the Savoy Theatre and Membertou Trade and 

Convention Centre. Both venues are providing shows of a similar size; however, the direction of the 

Savoy to move more toward musical theatre is providing greater differentiation. 

 

 

3.4 Gaps in Offerings at Current Venues  

 

The most common gap stated was the lack of a concert hall in downtown Sydney. It was mentioned that 

there seems to be a reticence among funders to support a concert venue in Sydney, as there is concern 

that it will negatively impact the Savoy Theatre, but this presents a missed opportunity. While the Joan 

Harriss Cruise Pavilion and Membertou Trade and Convention Centre are in Sydney, neither is a 

dedicated, purpose-built performance venue, as each has a primary function (cruise, meetings and 

conventions) that is different than performance. As such, these two venues are lacking in technical 

elements and equipment. 

 

There are currently no small venues under 200 seats for the theatre offering. As a result, groups are 

making use of locations that are not purpose-built, like St. Patrick’s Church. Existing venues are at a size 

that is too large and expensive for a developing artist to rent to produce their own shows. For example, 

Colin Grant stated that his new band Coig will likely have to hold its CD release event in a bar because 

there are no venues in the 300-seat range that would be an ideal choice. It was further mentioned that 

there are no all-ages venues that provide space for young artists to perform to their peers as they develop 

other than the Cape Breton Fudge Factory which as extremely limited seating (40 seats).  

 

In terms of variety of performance, it was noted by all stakeholders that there is a need for a greater 

range in the offering as so much of the current focus is on the Celtic genre. Recommendations included e 

blues, jazz, alternative bands, dinner and dancing, fashion shows, black tie events and children’s events. 

  

  



	  

	   24	  

In relation to infrastructure, there was a large mention of the lack of rehearsal space for performing artists, 

which impedes artist development. With this, more acts would be developed, there would be a higher 

quality of offering, more collaboration and more work. There was also mention of aging and not sufficient 

technical equipment (sound and lighting) in the CBRM venues.  

 

 

3.5 Challenges  

 

Funding for the operation of venues is a concern. It was noted that often the venue managers are so 

consumed with raising the funds to cover operational costs that programming and artistic development 

takes a back seat. Funds for marketing and professional development was also noted as a concern. 

 

It was felt that the venues need greater artistic direction. Many of the venues are managed by people who 

are administratively strong, but do not have the creative vision to develop new concepts for 

performances. The Savoy and Boardmore Playhouse would be the exception. 

 

The economy was cited as a challenge by a number of stakeholders. The population continues to age 

and decline, which depletes the size of the audience for performing arts.  

 

The Savoy is universally accepted to be a world-class, exceptional venue, however its location in Glace 

Bay is a challenge. The location of the Boardmore Playhouse away from any downtown amenities was 

also mentioned. To a lesser extent, the location of the Louisbourg Playhouse can be challenging for the 

local population, but is ideal for visitors staying in the Louisbourg area.  

 

 

3.6 Future Opportunities  

 

The developing cruise ship market was noted as an opportunity. In a recent visit by Holland America 

representatives, they stated that downtown Sydney needs more activities for passengers who do not go 

on shore excursions, so venues could be developing offerings for this audience. However, CBMIC has 

stated that they have developed a summer concert series for the cruise business, but has not been able 

to get on the excursion program. 
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Some stakeholders mentioned that each venue must be more creative and find their niche. For example, 

the Savoy has found a solid niche in the musicals it has produced in the past year and a half. A fashion 

show was recently held at the Joan Harriss Cruise Pavilion that was successful and serves as an 

example of a creative approach to performance offerings. 

 

A new initiative of Parks Canada and the Fortress of Louisbourg Association is the roll out of Louisbourg 

Live, theatre performances that will be held both on-site at the Fortress and at venues throughout Cape 

Breton (and perhaps beyond). This approach takes the emphasis off the venue and puts it back on the 

importance of the quality of the performance, sharing theatre in many spaces and to many varied 

audiences. This represents a key opportunity for venues within the CBRM.  

 

There is a significant opportunity for venues to collaborate more often. The majority of stakeholders urged 

venues to collaborate to develop and maintain one website for all CBRM-based events and that this 

website be widely promoted as the definitive source for live performance. The venues must also 

communicate regularly to coordinate scheduling to avoid competition. There was also the suggestion of 

venues sharing resources, both human and equipment. For example, there could be a centralized 

marketing team for all venues, one bookkeeper, etc. Further, a Memoranda of Understanding could be 

created among venues to formally commit to collaborating in a meaningful way.  

 

Other cities have theatre districts with shows running year-round that attract visitors due to the clustering 

of cultural offerings. Branson, Missouri has a number of performance venues where established artists 

situate themselves and let the audience come to them, rather than touring. Performing arts could be a 

travel motivator for people to visit CBRM, if there is a united and collaborative approach, emphasis on 

quality performances, nurturing of artists and a concentrated marketing effort. 

 

 

3.7 Thoughts on Proposed New Venues  

 

It was generally felt that the addition of three new venues in downtown Sydney could be positive. Each 

venue is a different size and each proposes a unique vision. Performing arts organizations like Celtic 

Colours, CBMIC and the Cape Breton Stage Company are interested in collaborating with the proposed 

venues to utilize them for mutual benefit. 
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A number of stakeholders saw this as an opportunity to finally have venues that are purpose-built for 

performance which would enhance the quality of the cultural offering. In particular, performing arts 

organizations stressed the importance of having facilities that have state-of-the-art sound and lighting, 

sloped theatre-style seating, proper acoustical treatment, etc. It was mentioned that it is challenging to 

produce shows in venues like the Cruise Pavilion or St. Patrick’s Church where everything has to be 

brought in and set up, rather than being in place permanently. A number of stakeholders mentioned that 

the New Dawn facility will have rehearsal space, which is desperately needed.  

 

With all this possibility however, it was further mentioned that the introduction of three new venues could 

be detrimental when existing venues are currently underutilized. It was stressed that due diligence must 

be taken before making investments of public dollars. A great deal of communication will be required 

among the venues to prevent duplication and unnecessary competition. 
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4.0 Venue and Proposed Venue Profiles 

 

All six existing venues and three proposed venues participated in a robust interview process and provided 

follow up documentation relating to technical and physical specifications, historical data, audience 

statistics (in some cases) and general financial information. Every venue was cooperative and helpful and 

the consultants believe that the information provided here is a factual snapshot of each venue as it exists 

presently. Due to the large amount of ancillary information provided, this report will provide a summary 

profile for each venue, with supporting documentation provided as appendices. 

 

 

4.1 Savoy Theatre 

 

4.1.1 History 

The Savoy Theatre was constructed in the 1920’s for live performances. It operated as a movie house in 

the 1970’s and was then purchased by the Town of Glace Bay from Famous Players and officially opened 

in May 1976 as a cultural centre. Fire destroyed a significant part of interior in 1991 and renovations led 

to it re-opening in 1993. Five years later the theatre underwent expansion.  

 

4.1.2 Proximity 

Located on Commercial Street in Glace Bay, the Savoy is within walking distance of restaurants and bars. 

There are currently no hotels in Glace Bay apart from a luxury B&B in New Aberdeen. The Savoy is 

located 9 kilometres from Sydney Airport (7 minute drive) and 20 kilometres from downtown Sydney (15 

minute drive). Parking can be an issue with patrons utilizing lots at the nearby Call Centre, back parking 

lot (behind Commercial Street) and RBC. 

 

4.1.3 Physical Characteristics 

The original building is 87 years old and is primarily wood construction apart from the new section. It is a 

Victorian-style theatre with a capacity of 761 including the balcony. The working stage is 30’ x 30’ with 

generous 15’ wings on each side. There is an orchestra pit, which can also act as a thrust if covered. 

There is a loading bay behind the stage. 
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There is a lighting booth in front of house and for productions that require additional audio production, 

seats can be removed below the audio booth to allow for mixing boards. The five dressing rooms, green 

room and washrooms are located below the stage.  

 

The foyer hosts the Red Curtain Café and can be used for events of up to 100 people (dinner theatres, 

cabarets or smaller musical set ups).  

 

Recent ice damage to the roof is under repair and work has commenced on the Union Street façade.  

Phase I is to be completed by June 2014. The women’s washrooms have recently been re-furbished due 

to water damage. Sprinklers and the fire safety system have been upgraded in the last year and a new 

fire alarm panel is to be installed. 

 

Technical specifications, seating charts, performance space specifications, etc. can be referenced in the 

appendices.  

 

4.1.4 Governance 

The Savoy is operated under the direction of the board of The Savoy Theatre Society, a not-for-profit 

society. It is a visionary policy board and is active in fundraising. Currently the board is developing  

a five-year strategic plan.  

 

4.1.5 Operations 
The theatre operates 12 months per year and employs nine full-time employees and seven part-time 

employees. Employees are experienced and have worked for long periods of time with the theatre.  

Management has 25 years experience producing shows from the ground up, the director has ten plus 

years experience in directing live musical productions and the head technician is skilled and experienced. 

For rentals, if additional technical support is required, it is supplied on an as needed basis. 

 

In addition to employees, the theatre utilizes the “Friends of the Savoy” volunteer ushers and volunteers 

who help with fundraising functions (even split tickets, silent auction tables). Although the majority of 

volunteers are aging, a recent initiative to attract younger helpers through the Les Mis production is seen 

as a way to avoid burnout and maintain a strong volunteer core. 
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The Savoy has an in-house box office and utilizes the same web-based box office system as Centre 200 

– Tickets Cape Breton.  

 

The theatre’s equipment inventory, for the most part, is sufficient for the types of events and 

performances currently offered. From time to time, the theatre borrows tables, skirting and risers from 

Bayplex and Centre 200. The theatre will also loan equipment (podium, lighting, audio) to community 

groups.  

 

4.1.6 Audience Statistics 

From all six venues analyzed, the Savoy provided the most detailed audience statistics (attached in 

appendices). In 2013, the theatre welcomed 30,207 people through its doors to a mix of Savoy produced, 

professional and amateur performances. 

 

Anecdotally the majority of the audience is 45 years+, sees more females than males, has varied 

educational backgrounds with limited disposable income. Management indicates that the geographic 

breakdown is 85% CBRM-based, 10% remainder of Cape Breton Island and 5% off-Island. 

 

4.1.7 Performance Activities 

The primary performance activity of Savoy is music with a secondary focus on theatre. The year 2013 

witnessed 70 events, a combination of amateur and professional rentals and Savoy Theatre productions 

and presentations (20% production/ 80% rentals). The number of shows has increased from previous 

years. Approximately 70% of shows feature local (Cape Breton Island) performers and 30% feature 

imports. 

 

Performance activities have recently changed with the 2013 in-house production of Les Miserables. Prior 

to this, the theatre operated on a strictly rental nature. Management indicates that if the theatre was 

rented out 300 days a year, the revenue generated would not be enough to sustain the fixed costs of heat 

and power. 

 

The theatre is also operating the Red Curtain Café, an in-house café and catering service. This allows the 

theatre to service its own dinner theatre events and to generate additional income through food sales. 
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The Savoy is returning to the days of musical theatre, offering more local shows with local people. These 

shows had notoriety and popularity in the past and audiences are embracing them again. A variety of 

musical genres are represented through the productions. This year (2014) the theatre is planning three 

major in-house productions – Chicago, a children’s show in October and The Nutrcracker at Christmas. It 

also produces dinner theatre. A series is being planned for 2015. 

 

The average ticket cost at the Savoy is $45. Tickets are sold online (50%), in-house box office via 

telephone (30%) and 20% box office in person.  

 

4.1.8 Marketing & Intelligence 

The Savoy utilizes a multi-faceted approach for marketing, relying on traditional media and social media 

to draw its audience. Given the theatre’s demographic, newspaper, radio and television are most 

effective. 

 

The Savoy is strategic in its approach to determining what shows to bring in and to produce. For instance, 

in 2013 the theatre produced five shows on a smaller scale and asked the audience to vote for the show 

they wanted to see produced. This led to the planning for this year’s production of Chicago. 

 

4.1.9 Competition 

The main competition for Savoy is Membertou Trade & Convention Centre. Tribute shows and performing 

groups that tour the Maritimes will choose from soft seat venues and so will look to both venues. For a  

“guarantee” situation, the promoters will take the best offer and so budget becomes an issue. Straight 

rentals allow the theatre to be competitive but with no hotels in Glace Bay (Hampton Inn at MTCC) this 

puts Savoy at a disadvantage.  

 

4.1.10 Finances 

Revenue streams at Savoy are as follows: 

• Box Office, Ticket Sales, Cafe, Concessions: 48% 

• Capital Funding (ECBC): 11% (project based) 

• CBRM Funding: 16% 

• Fundraising: 13% 

• Province of NS: 10% 

• Wage Subsidy: 2% 
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Over time, cash flow has presented many challenges to the theatre. With rentals not able to sustain 

operations, and with the challenges that come with aging infrastructure, the Savoy has, at times, been in 

a crisis situation. For the 2013 year, Savoy reduced its deficit. Although still operating in a deficit position, 

the production success of Les Mis and this year’s Chicago are contributing to financial improvements. 

 

4.1.11 Opportunities 
Through in-house music and theatre productions, Savoy sees the potential of bringing new audiences to 

the theatre. The appeal of such shows reach a wide market. Exterior renovations will lead to a greater 

sense of pride in the downtown Glace Bay area. International tourism consultant Roger Brooks remarked 

at a recent presentation that the Savoy is Glace Bay’s gem and should be considered the “anchor” for all 

tourism-based development in that region. The new façade will make the theatre more visible and will 

serve as a marquee to draw people in.   

 

There is also an opportunity to get local children and youth involved both through camps and through 

being cast in musicals. This can be considered a way to nurture future audience members, volunteers 

and supporters of the arts.  
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4.2 Boardmore Playhouse 

 

4.2.1 History 

Liz and Harry Boardmore arrived in Sydney in 1966 and they wasted little time setting bold and 

imaginative goals for drama in the region. Through their leadership, the Playhouse opened in 1979 and in 

1990 it was renamed the Boardmore Playhouse in honour of the Boardmores who, for more than 25 

years, dedicated themselves to the teaching and development of community theatre in Cape Breton. 

 

4.2.2 Proximity 

The Boardmore Playhouse is located within the Cape Breton University (CBU) campus on the 

Sydney/Glace Bay Highway. It is nine kilometres from downtown Sydney and three kilometres from the 

Sydney Airport. Its location can be considered one of its biggest challenges. Local patrons find it to be an 

inconvenient location.  

 

4.2.3 Physical Characteristics 

The Playhouse is a 337-seat venue. The stage is 25’ deep and 38’ wide, and the wings offer 8’ on either 

side. There are two large dressing rooms below the seating.  

 

Recent equipment acquisitions include a digital sound console, 12 lighting lamps and eight wireless 

headset mics. The theatre has identified the need for additional storage, green room and a carp shop but 

these infrastructure improvements are contingent upon CBU funding. 

 

The theatre is challenged as it doesn’t accommodate technical systems like fly systems and its wing 

space is limited. This means creative set design is crucial to productions.  

 

4.2.4 Governance 

The Playhouse falls under the Academic School of Arts and Sciences within CBU. Management reports 

directly to the Dean of Arts & Sciences. The mandate of the theatre is to support the university 

community, the local theatre community and the external community. It is also connected to the 

academics of the university because of theatre-related programs offered - Major in English with 

Specialization in Dramatic Literature, Minor in Drama and Certificate in Theatre Arts.  
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4.2.5 Operations 

The manager is the only full-time employee, along with five part-time employees who work in the box 

office and front of house. The part-time positions are event based. In addition, during play production, 

there are contract positions including technical, costume design and production and set design.  

 

Playhouse manager Todd Hiscock offers decades of experience in theatre as an actor and director. He 

holds a Masters in Fine Arts with a major in Theatre. Part-time staffing levels are maintained by students 

who are interested in pursuing their education or a career in theatre and they are capable.  

The Playhouse has two experienced technicians for lighting, sound and sets. It has acquired additional 

equipment over the years and is competent in terms of experience – technical, artistic and administrative.   

 

Volunteers are important to the Playhouse. In terms of programming, virtually everyone is a volunteer 

including actors, directors, props people, stage managers, and promoters (i.e. poster design and social 

media). At times, depending on the event, the ushers and other front of house people are volunteers. 

CBU’s theatre students provide a consistent level of volunteer hours throughout the season. 

 

The Playhouse operates its own physical box office. This is a phone based system and does not offer 

online ticket sales. 

 

4.2.6 Audience Statistics 

Approximately 95% of the Boardmore audience originates within the CBRM. In terms of demographics, 

80% of patrons falls in the 35-60 age category with the remaining 20% in the under 25 category which 

reflects student attendance. The 2012/2013 season saw 6,045 people attend events at the Playhouse. 

Because the schedule of performance does not align with cruise industry schedules, the Playhouse does 

not cater to this market. 

 

4.2.7 Performance Activities 

The Playhouse’s primary activity is live theatre – drama, comedies and musicals. Secondary activities 

include dance, music and some CBU-based conference activities. The performance season is spread 

throughout the academic calendar. It presents an annual season of plays, including plays for young 

audiences, five full-length plays, and a one week one act play festival with an emphasis on new play 

development.  
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It also aspires to produce a Shakespearian play every second year and alternately a Broadway musical 

every second year. In July and August the Playhouse offers a summer program with Broadway musical 

workshops geared to both youth and adults.  

 

In terms of rentals, local dance schools utilize the space for recitals and local schools or theatre 

companies use the Playhouse for productions. Performances are primarily local in nature with the 

Playhouse producing virtually all of the theatre offerings. Management estimates that 90% of all shows 

are produced within the Boardmore and 10% of the business can be attributed to rentals. 

 

In selecting what plays get produced, an advisory committee weighs in to evaluate the following criteria: 

• Is there an educational aspect particularly in relation to our local high school system? 

• What would appeal to a wider audience? 

• Does it allow students to experience a play by a writer more often studied than staged? 

• How much will it cost (including royalties for the script, production value, etc.)? 
 

The Playhouse has a mandate to produce five original one act plays and so has developed a process for 

writers to help them to produce plays and also to develop their skills as writers and artists. It does this in 

the context of being a theatre within a university and it contributes to the overall growth of theatre in the 

local community. 

 

Average ticket price is approximately $9 (student rate is $8; adults $12 and CBU students $6). Tickets are 

not available online but through the box office - 50% of tickets are sold by phone (this percentage is 

increasing every year) and 50% are sold in person at the box office.  There is significant walk up traffic on 

the day or night of the performance.  

 

4.2.8 Marketing 

The Boardmore utilizes traditional marketing channels including print and electronic communications and 

social media. Newspaper and public radio generates the highest conversion. The Boardmore also offers 

packages with Flavor 19, a restaurant located across the highway from the theatre. 
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4.2.9 Competition 

In terms of scheduling conflicts, the Savoy and Membertou TCC are considered competition. No other 

venue provides the type of theatrical programming of the Boardmore except for the Savoy Theatre’s 

Broadway musicals.  

 

4.2.10 Finances 
The theatre’s budget comes under the overall CBU budget. Although it does not access government 

funding for operations, it has received minimal funding by the three levels of government for various 

projects. At present, the theatre does not engage in fundraising or sponsorship initiatives. 

 

External revenue streams (apart from CBU funding) is comprised of ticket sales (85%), rentals (10%) and 

project-based government funding (5%).  

 

Because of its unique position as part of the university, it has not faced financial challenges in the past. 

However, there is anticipated change coming with CBU’s new style of leadership which is encouraging 

entrepreneurial spirit across all university departments. This could mean the theatre will have to rely more 

heavily on external funding sources. 

 

4.2.11 Opportunities 

Management of the Boardmore Playhouse is optimistic about the future and sees many opportunities for 

growth, including: 

 

• Growing the academic program in Theatre Arts; 

 

• Becoming more entrepreneurial with the growth of the academic program (applied theatre 

program); 

 

• Working with local businesses and organizations on creative training projects (i.e. the theatre has 

supplied actors for new RCMP officer training (role playing), sexual harassment workshops, etc.). 

This could offer additional sources of revenue; 

 

• Offer educational performances across the Atlantic provinces to schools that do not have access 

to live theatre; 
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• Develop a professional theatre company under the umbrella of CBU; 

 

• Promote international theatre in our community by hosting an international play festival; and 

 

• Pursue a full summer season of theatre in downtown Sydney. The Boardmore would provide 

administration for this venture – organizing, promoting and programming.   
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4.3 Joan Harriss Cruise Pavilion 

 

4.3.1 History 

With the Marine Terminal under local ownership and control, the incorporated Port Corporation realized it 

needed to develop suitable infrastructure at the port consistent with the needs of the growing cruise ship 

industry. This was identified as the first order of business in the mandate for the Sydney Ports 

Corporation. Consequently, in 2002 it embarked on an ambitious $8 million project. The Joan Harriss 

Cruise Pavilion opened its doors in January 2005.  

 

4.3.2 Proximity 

Located on the waterfront in downtown Sydney, the Pavilion is within walking distance of hotels and 

restaurants. It is 14 kilometres from the Sydney Airport. 

 

4.3.3 Physical Characteristics 
The nine-year-old Pavilion has unique building characteristics with a metal-pitched roof and large 

windows that offer a harbour view. The venue is a flexible, multi-purpose facility with a variety of spaces 

within. The main concert room is Pittman Hall with a maximum capacity of 1,200 theatre style including 

the mezzanine balcony. Essentially it is a hangar-like space approximately 110’ x 100’ with a concrete 

floor. In many ways it is a blank canvas and can accommodate many varied events including trade 

shows, flea markets, conferences, theatre-style shows and cabaret-style events and dinners.  

 

The venue hosts enough 4’ x 8’ staging to set up a 24’ x 36’ stage for performances. This room has basic 

stage lighting most suitable for conferences or basic theatrical performance. Audio equipment in the 

facility is appropriate for public address and conferences. Full audio and lighting production (equipment 

and personnel) must be brought in for larger shows. 

 

Pittman Hall has a large green room with five make/up stations and two washrooms with showers. There 

are also three smaller dressing rooms, each with a make/up station and sink. Two additional washrooms 

with showers are in close proximity. 
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The Lighthouse Concourse on the main level can accommodate up to 200 people banquet style, 250 

theatre style and 300 for a standing reception. The Upper Atrium can accommodate 50 people banquet 

style and 150 for a standing reception. The Kavanagh Room, also on the second level, can accommodate 

70 people banquet style, 90 people theatre style and 180 for a standing reception. 

 

The facility has a fully renovated state-of-the-art kitchen capable of catering large events. 

 

The main level has retail space leased to tenants during cruise ship season and a café. There is a fixed 

bar on the second level as well as the mezzanine balcony and display area which hosts a variety of 

exhibits featuring historical, geographical and cultural information about Cape Breton Island. 

 

4.3.4 Governance 

The Sydney Ports Corporation Inc. is a not-for-profit organization run by a board of directors. The board is 

involved in developing the vision for the facility and is considered an active board.  
 

4.3.5 Operations 

The entire facility (Joan Harriss Cruise Pavilion, Sydney Ports office, wharf) has seven full-time 

employees including the General Manager and the Manager of Marketing and Development who focuses 

on cruise. There are an additional three seasonal employees and contracted out positions for security, 

café, catering, etc. 

 

The experience base of employees is a mix of experienced and new. Management is experienced with 

skills in marketing, facility management and cruise. The newer staff are quick studies and quite capable.  

 

The Pavilion relies on volunteers during cruise seasons. The Kiwanis Golden K members greet cruise 

ship passengers and provide general information, directions, etc. The volunteers are aging and so staff 

members are investigating new volunteer groups and the potential to involve volunteers in other aspects 

of the operation. 

 

The Pavilion has a non-expenditure reciprocal partnership with Centre 200 and shares staging, chairs, 

and linens as required. The Pavilion does not operate a box office but has partnered with Tickets Cape 

Breton through Centre 200 from time to time.  
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4.3.6 Audience Statistics 

Although the Pavilion does not maintain formalized audience statistics, management has anecdotal 

information on demographics. Events such as Monster Ball and Tipsi Eve bring in a younger audience 

aged 19-35 while Terry Kelly or the Men of the Deeps Christmas show attracts an audience 35+ and 

primarily women.  

 

Management estimates that 90% of the audience is CBRM based with 5% from the rest of the Island and 

5% from off -Island. Exceptions to this would be the annual Celtic Colours concert and Rock the Dock 

concert series. 

 

4.3.7 Performance Activities 

The Pavilion’s primary purpose is as a cruise ship facility. It is known as the Sydney Marine Terminal on 

cruise days. The facility acts much like an airport in that passengers disembark the ship and go through 

security, and then they either come into the Pavilion, go directly to busses for pre-purchased, pre-

arranged tours or some explore Sydney on-foot. 

 

For those cruise passengers that come into the Pavilion, Pittman Hall hosts a “Big Fiddle Craft Market” 

with 40-60 vendors and the retail shops and café are open. A professionally produced show called “Spirit 

of the Fiddle” is held in the Kavanagh Room. Tickets to the performance are sold in advance through 

cruise tour companies.  

 

It is Sydney Port’s policy to not offer any events at the Pavilion that conflict with the cruise schedule. The 

cruise industry acquires revenue from pre-sold tours and activities while the Port’s main sources of 

revenue are berthing fees. 

 

Secondary activities at the Pavilion are meetings, conventions and weddings. Ancillary activities include 

concerts and shows and the Port only focuses on these events during facility down time. 

 

A recent focus of the Pavilion/Port is relating to meetings and conventions. Although not able to host a 

large convention on its own, the Pavilion is positioning as an excellent support venue for large 

conferences in cooperation with Centre 200 and MTCC.  The Pavilion has also recently produced a few 

shows and would like to continue to do this as long as it does not conflict the cruise schedule. 
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Typically, the shows at the Pavilion feature local artists. In terms of breakdown of business, 5-10% of 

shows are presented or produced by the Port with 90% being rentals. Ideally, the Pavilion would like to 

engage a promoter to assist with developing the in-house produced shows.   

 

The average ticket price is $20.   

 
4.3.8 Marketing 

The Pavilion utilizes a broad range of marketing tactics including newspaper, radio, television, social 

media and posters. Newsprint and social media are most important. Effectively promoting events is a 

challenge for the Pavilion. Limited promotional funds directly impact the ability for the facility to attract a 

large audience.  

 

4.3.9 Competition 

Management does not see competition in the CBRM but rather partnerships. It works closely with Centre 

200 and checks all venue’s schedules to avoid conflicts. 

 

4.3.10 Finances  

The Pavilion is not in a deficit situation. Sources of revenue include berthing fees, a per-person cruise 

passenger tax and rental revenues from the café and retail shops. From time to time, project and 

infrastructure-related funding is received from the three levels of government. 

4.3.11 Opportunities 

The Pavilion sees great opportunity in growing the number of cruise visits per season and developing 

meetings and conventions business. The facility is also looking to increase its number of events outside 

of the cruise season. Live theatre is one area that management would like to pursue in the near future. 

 



	  

	   41	  

4.4 Centre 200 

 

4.4.1 History 

Centre 200 opened in February 1987 for the Jeux Canada Games. It was named for Sydney’s 200th 

anniversary. 

 
4.4.2 Proximity 

Located on George Street in Sydney, it is situated just a few hundred metres from downtown hotels and 

restaurants. It is 14 kilometres from Sydney Airport.  There is a perception that parking at the facility is not 

convenient although there is plenty of parking on site and within walking distance.  

 

4.4.3 Physical Characteristics 

Centre 200 is a large multi-use facility. The building is almost thirty years old and requires significant 

maintenance. It is described as an obstruction free sports arena that seats 5,000, with expandable 

seating for 6,500 (this is based on seating behind the stage – most concerts allow for seating for 5,000).  

 

The facility has meeting rooms with seating capacities of 100 per room. The West Concourse area offers 

3,000 sq. ft. of space and the South Concourse has 7,000 sq. ft. to accommodate 650 sitting theatre style 

and up to 400 banquet style. The main arena has exhibit space of 17,000 sq ft with the possibility of 

another 3,000 sq. ft. upon removal of telescopic seating. There are six dressing rooms with washrooms 

on-site and a full modern kitchen that can serve 1,000 guests. 

 

A major renovation in the past few years involved the replacement of the roof, renovation of the sky box 

suites and washrooms. The venue also has a new ice plant that is energy efficient. 

 

C200 is now investigating a heating/air exchange system to reduce energy use and bring costs down. It is 

also exploring options for interior and exterior lighting to meet television media requirements. It has also 

identified the need for a new public address system to be competitive in the conference sector. Core 

audio and lighting equipment is basic. 

 

Management has identified the need for storage space as the facility has more equipment than room to 

store on site.   
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4.4.4 Governance 

Centre 200 is operated by the Cape Breton Regional Municipality. Management reports to CBRM 

Council. Council is not directly involved in providing the vision for the facility however, since the new 

municipal administration and particularly the new Mayor, there has been a move towards Centre 200 

becoming more of a multi-event facility as opposed to the only focus being hockey and ice rentals. 

 

4.4.5 Operations 

Centre 200 employs nine full-time employees and approximately 70 part-time employees whose hours 

are event based. Management and staff are experienced and skilled, many of whom have worked at the 

facility for many years. For larger events, Centre 200 brings in full technical production in terms of audio 

and lighting rigs and the engineers. Each show would have it’s own technical requirements that require 

the use of additional equipment and personnel. 

 

Volunteers play a role as ushers for large events (not hockey games). The volunteers are of all ages and 

because they are called upon infrequently, volunteer burn-out is not an issue. 

 

Centre 200 shares equipment and resources with other venues in CBRM. Staging, tables and chairs are 

provided to CBRM’s Recreation Department and it loans equipment to the Joan Harriss Cruise Pavilion 

as well as the Emera Centre in North Sydney. It also rents out linens to MTCC and the Savoy.  

 

Tickets Cape Breton (box office) operates out of Centre 200. Management feels that this system should 

incorporate venues throughout Cape Breton Island. 

 

At least two thirds of C200 tickets are sold online, with the balance of tickets sold at the box office either 

by phone or people visiting the box office in person. There is minimal walk up on the day of a 

performance. 

 

4.4.6 Performance Activities 

Centre 200’s primary activity is hockey. Its secondary activity is ice rental. Shows, concerts and 

productions are tertiary activities (the majority of its shows are concerts, with limited theatrical productions 

and dance productions also offered from time to time). Trade shows, weddings, meetings and 

conferences are offered on a small scale. 
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The venue has gone from an “ice only” mandate to a multi-purpose facility. It is now investigating hiring a 

promoter to buy shows as it is becoming active in bidding to bring shows in to the venue. The current 

CBRM administration’s vision is to re-invigorate downtown Sydney and Centre 200 would obviously be 

part of that vision. In order to draw families downtown, the venue is exploring bringing in family shows 

such as Sesame Street, Disney shows, etc. 

 
The venue offers approximately 12 shows per year with Spring and Fall being the busiest times. 

Its performances are predominantly imports. Future plans involve hosting smaller shows featuring local 

performers. 

 

At present, 10% of its shows are in-house productions and 90% are rentals. 

 

The average ticket price is $75.   

 
4.4.7 Audience Statistics 

Anecdotal information suggests the base audience is in the 35-55 age bracket. They are primarily fans of 

country music or older rock/pop music. The primary audience is from CBRM (75%) with the remainder 

from Cape Breton Island (10%), mainland Nova Scotia and Western Newfoundland (15%). This does 

change based on the performance (i.e. Elton John attracted a higher number of off-Island patrons). 

 

4.4.8 Marketing 
Centre 200 relies on newspaper, brochures, radio, television, posters, and media relations to promote 

shows and events. It also uses Twitter but not Facebook (waiting for CBRM social media policy before it 

launches its page). Radio and newspaper seem to be most effective. Its database includes thousands of 

past patrons and is an effective marketing tactic. 

 

Management reports a challenge of identifying shows that will appeal to a younger audience. Because 

the interests of a younger audience are splintered and they don’t buy advance tickets, it makes it 

challenging to identify shows. 

 

4.4.9 Competition 

Management does not view any other CBRM venue as competition as no other venue has its capacity. It 

can bring in large acts that would not look to perform at smaller venues. 
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4.4.10 Finances 

The breakdown of revenue is as follows: 

• Concessions: 51% 

• Rentals: 24% 

• Ticket Sales: 15% 

• Other: 10% 

 

In terms of capital improvement projects, ECBC is a 50% funder on such projects. It does not receive any 

federal funding for operations.  

 

The venue operates at a deficit with CBRM covering its shortfalls. Major energy costs are the primary 

reason for this situation. 

 

4.4.11 Opportunities 

The following opportunities were identified for Centre 200: 

• Development of programming for the summer months including musical events; 

• Participation in a centralized marketing/information program;  

• Participation in a winter carnival event (Downtown Sydney); 

• Re-introduction of “select a seat” program; and 

• Offer pre-paid cards/gift cards for tickets, concessions, etc.  
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4.5  Membertou Trade & Convention Centre (MTCC) 

 

4.5.1 History 

Membertou Trade and Convention Centre (MTCC) officially opened in November 2004. It was an initiative 

of Membertou Chief and Council to develop a world-class convention facility to service CBRM and Cape 

Breton Island. 

 

4.5.2 Proximity 

MTCC is located on Maillard Street in Membertou, a First Nations community located 2.5 kilometres from 

downtown Sydney. It is situated 18 kilometres from Sydney Airport. The facility has Kiju’s Restaurant on-

site and is connected via a pedway to Hampton Inn. 

 

4.5.3 Physical Characteristics 

This 47,000 square foot convention centre can accommodate a variety of events. The Centre 

incorporates conference and meeting space including a 10,000 square foot Great Hall, individual 

conference/break-out rooms, an Executive Boardroom, multi-purpose room, green room, and full catering 

and banquet services. 

 

The Kluskap Great Hall stage measures are 39.5’ wide x 23’ deep and this includes the thrust of 

approximately 3’. The room can seat up to a maximum of 600 banquet style and 900 for a theatre-style 

concert – this space offers great flexibility depending on the nature of the event. 

 

The building is culturally distinct and features modern architecture. It offers Polycom video conferencing 

technology, Christie projection systems, primary and secondary sound systems and audio equipment. 

The building has 24-hour security on site.  

 

4.5.4 Governance 

MTCC falls under the direction Membertou Chief and Band Council. The Council is not hands on with 

operations but rather provides vision and guidance for the facility.  
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4.5.4 Operations 

MTCC employs between 75 and 100 employees, a mix of full time and part time. The Centre’s 

management team is highly experienced. The Food & Beverage Manager has eight years experience at 

another property, Sales Manager has 12 years experience, Finance Manager is a CGA and the Executive 

Chef, a graduate of NSCC, has 25 years experience. At least 70% of the general staff have some 

hospitality experience. The Centre does not rely on volunteers in any capacity. 

If servicing a large event, the Centre will rent or borrow chairs and tables, pipe and drape, etc. Where 

possible and where storage space allows, MTCC prefers to purchase what is needed rather than rent. 

 

MTCC operates its own box office. 

 

MTCC in the process of becoming ISO (International Organization for Standardization) designated. This 

designation will require management to have work plans and other policies and procedures to be in place.  

It is an ongoing process and the budget allows for refurbishing and an ongoing maintenance program. 

Management tries to be proactive in this regard. 

 

4.5.5 Audience Statistics 

MTCC does not maintain audience statistics however management suggests that its primary 

demographic is aged 35-60, middle class with disposable income. The majority of the audience originates 

from CBRM.   

 

4.5.6 Performance Activities 

MTCC’s primary activity is meetings, conferences and conventions, including social events such as 

weddings. Secondary activities include shows - musical performances, comedy and local dinner theatre. 

The Centre offers, on average, 12 shows per year with its busiest time being November and December. 

Performances are predominantly imports. Approximately 30% of its shows are straight rentals and 70% 

are shows that are produced by the Centre. The Centre has a full technical department with equipment 

and personnel. 

 

Average ticket price is between $35 and $40. The majority of tickets are sold by phone through the on-

site box office followed by online purchasing through the website. There is minimal walk-up traffic on the 

day of a show. 
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4.5.7 Marketing 

MTCC has an in-house marketing department. It utilizes a multi-faceted approach to marketing through 

traditional electronic and print mediums along with social media. Due to CBRM’s older demographic, 

newspaper advertising is key. Social media channels and radio are also effective. The Centre plans 

performances by balancing demographic and economic factors of the region. Ticket prices are carefully 

considered. 

 

4.5.8 Competition 

The Savoy would be considered MTCC’s main competition, followed by Centre 200. This would be for 

shows only. Management does not feel there is any local competition for conferences.  MTCC does check 

with other venues when booking dates for performances to avoid conflicts.  

 

4.5.9 Finances 

MTCC does not receive funding from any level of government to support operations.  Revenues are 

generated through facility rentals. The on-site restaurant and banquet services also generate revenue. 

There is also a gift shop located in the building and this is a tenant relationship. 

 

The Centre has been in a deficit position for a number of years. Through cost cutting measures, 

management is turning this situation around and hopes to show a profit for the year ending March 31, 

2015.   

 

MTCC does fight the expectation or misconception that its facilities, labour, etc. should be donated for 

various fundraising activities. This impacts its ability to generate revenue. 

 

4.5.11 Opportunities 

MTCC views its main opportunity to be conferences. With a new sales team in place, the venue is looking 

forward to more business. It also sees the potential in partnering with the on-site hotel and other external 

businesses to capture additional opportunities. 
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4.6 Louisbourg Playhouse 

 

4.6.1 History 

The Playhouse opened its doors on July 21, 1994. The building was constructed on site at the Fortress of 

Louisbourg for the Disney movie “Squanto: A Warrior’s Tale” - it is a 17th century timber-style structure 

modeled after Shakespeare’s original Globe Theatre in London. After filming was completed, the theatre 

was donated to the community. The Louisbourg District Planning and Development Commission had the 

structure dismantled and reconstructed at its current site. 

 

4.6.2 Proximity 

Located on Aberdeen Street in Louisbourg, the Playhouse is within walking distance to restaurants and 

accommodations. It is 35 kilometres (.5 hours drive) from downtown Sydney and 43 kilometres from 

Sydney Airport. 

 

4.6.3 Physical Characteristics 

The Playhouse is a wooden building set on a frost wall. It has a capacity of 220 – combined fixed seating 

and chairs. Seating is on the main level, second level and a loft on the third level offers a VIP section for 

12 people. 

 

The stage is 26’ wide at the front (downstage) and 13.5’ deep at its deepest section. The back of the 

stage (upstage centre) is 12’ wide. In the pit area, seats can be removed to accommodate larger 

theatrical productions. However, from a practical perspective, this reduces the capacity of the theatre to a 

maximum capacity of 70. To use the venue at full capacity of 220, the venue is limited to the size of show 

it can produce. It is an intimate theatre that lends itself to intimate performances. 

 

There are two dressing rooms backstage, each with a washroom and a load-in door behind the stage. 

There are two public washrooms on the main level and two public washrooms on the second level. The 

main level features the box office, manager’s office, gift shop and workshop for storage. 

 

A new roof was installed in 2013. Prior to that, the last major work was completed in 2007 for the 

following: electrical upgrading; addition of high speed internet cable, inputs and outputs for computers 

and projectors; washrooms re-furbished; and third floor loft renovation. The Playhouse is now looking at 

the Efficiency Nova Scotia program for cooling and heating options. 
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4.6.4 Governance 

The Playhouse falls under the leadership and direction of an active, working board. It is a volunteer board 

and members are involved in the day-to-day operations of the Playhouse during its season. The board 

has significant input into what shows it produces and has developed by-laws including an updated vision 

and mandate for the Playhouse. 

 

The board and management are currently engaged in a special planning activity for the entire community.  

Once completed, the Playhouse will apply to government funders to move forward with long-term 

strategic projects.  

 

4.6.5 Operations 

The Playhouse has one seasonal full-time position – General Manager. Her employment term runs from 

June to December. Two – four annual summer grant students are also engaged.  

 

The General Manager has been in the position for 14 years and is experienced in operations. Summer 

students work in the box office and gift shop, and also provide cleaning, ushering and hospitality services. 

At times, the Playhouse hires (honorarium) a front of house technician depending on the nature of the 

show. 

 

The board considers that is has strong technical background and a good understanding of what 

resources to call on when needed through networking with local technicians and production people. The 

venue itself lends itself well to lots of pro bono efforts – performers like to play here. Because it is such an 

intimate venue there is minimal technical production required.   

 

The Playhouse relies heavily on volunteers. In addition to the board, there is a base of 8-10 people who 

regularly volunteer for the venue. The Playhouse offers free tickets to its volunteers as a way of thanking 

them for service.   

 

On occasion the Playhouse shares equipment with the local P-9 school, fire department and community 

church organizations.   

 

The Playhouse operates its own box office. It currently does not have an electronic ticketing system. 
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4.6.7 Audience Statistics 

Although the Playhouse does not track demographic information, it knows its audience is 30+.   

Anecdotally, management reports that the audience is 40% local (CBRM) and 60% off-Island. It also 

reports a recent increase in visitation from Richmond and Victoria Counties due to programming. 

 

Audience numbers have fallen significantly over the past 12 years. In the year 2000, audience numbers 

totalled 13,882. Although 2013 numbers were not available for analysis, the 2012 season saw a total of 

6,256 patrons, a decrease of 7,626 seats from the year 2000. 

 

4.6.8 Performance Activities 

The primary performance activity of the Playhouse is musical performances. Secondary activities would 

be musical theatre – shows that combine music and comedy. It also does limited rentals such as 

weddings and meetings. 

 
The performance offerings have changed as it has explored different genres of music, realizing its target 

demographic (30+) prefers certain types of music. It is also trying to engage youth and lower the age of 

the typical audience member by offering a greater variety of music.  

 

The Playhouse offered 110 shows last year from July – October (limited shows in June and November, 

December) and works with the local school to produce a school-based show in May. The Playhouse is 

committed to this venture as it is a way to nurture future volunteers and patrons. The majority of 

productions feature Cape Breton talent. 

 

The venue produces the majority of its shows (98%) and features one show per season. In 2013, it was 

entitled “Getting Dark Again”, a musical comedy. It also hosts the Soundscapes Series featuring a variety 

of local performers. In addition, there are special performances featuring local performers and some off- 

Island performers. 

 

In terms of programming relating to the cruise industry, the Playhouse is working with Parks Canada to be 

part of a package day tour to Louisbourg, offering a 45-minute show either prior to or following a tour of 

the Fortress.   
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Average ticket price is $20 and the maximum ticket price is $27.50. The venue also offers a 4-event pass 

(excludes Celtic Colours show and special events) at a cost of $55. 

 

At present, 80% of tickets are sold by phone in advance with the remaining 20% sold as walk-ups on the 

day of show. Seating is assigned. The Playhouse is working towards selling tickets online for the 2015 

season. 

 

4.6.9 Marketing 

The Playhouse uses traditional methods (print and electronic) to market but also cross promotes with 

performers, particularly if they have publicists who can advertise the Playhouse shows that feature their 

artists. Social media is becoming more important to its marketing mix. Newspaper advertising and cable 

TV ads seem to work best for local audiences at present. 

 

For off-Island markets, the Playhouse uses a glossy schedule and rack card. These are placed in Visitor 

Information Centres on the mainland and around the Island. The Playhouse also communicates through 

direct mail (email database).  

 

For program planning, the Playhouse examines audience feedback through its guestbook and looks at 

ticket sales and social media polling to gauge popular events.  

 

Currently the Playhouse website is not content rich and offers no scheduling information. 

 

4.6.10 Competition 

No other CBRM venues are viewed as competition. Locally, the Playhouse’s main competition is Beggar’s 

Banquet (Louisbourg Point of View Suites) as it offers daily shows Monday to Friday during July and 

August.  
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4.6.11 Finances 

Revenue sources are as follows: 

• Ticket Sales – 70% 

• Government Funding - 20% (ECBC – 3%, Province – 5%, CBRM* – 12%) 

• Fundraising – 5% 

• Sponsorship – 3% 

• Rentals – 2% 

*CBRM funding is mostly in-kind. 

 

Gift shop revenue is not significant. 

 

The Playhouse is self-sustaining and currently in the black. Two years ago it was in a $37,000 deficit and 

through strategic decisions, it turned the situation around. It would like to work towards a capital fund to 

guard against future deficits as the Playhouse is dependant upon strong tourism traffic to Louisbourg. 

 

4.6.12 Opportunities 

The Playhouse has identified the following opportunities: 

• Partnering with the Fortress of Louisbourg Association; 

• Growing its offering of special events; 

• Increasing its rental base to lessen the financial risk associated with in-house productions; and 

• Electronic/online ticketing  
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4.7 Highland Arts and Culture Centre (former St. Andrew’s Church) 

 

4.7.1 Vision 

The Centre is proposed to be a multi-purpose theatre for the performing arts in downtown Sydney. The 

vision is to renovate the building to incorporate the amenities of a modern performance venue, while 

taking full advantage of the natural acoustics and historical charm of the building. It could be Sydney’s 

version of the historic Ryman Auditorium in Nashville. 

 

It should be noted that St. Andrew’s has served as a venue for performances for decades and in recent 

years has been utilized by the Celtic Colours International Festival, the Barra MacNeils, and the Cape 

Breton Chorale.  

 

4.7.2 Location 

Located on Bentinck Street in Sydney, the building is in the centre of downtown Sydney within a few 

blocks of numerous restaurants and accommodations.  

 

4.7.3 Physical Characteristics 

The building has been designated as a heritage property by the CBRM. It is constructed with locally made 

bricks in a Gothic Revival style. It features two bell towers of differing heights, arched windows and 

arched doorways. Interior elements include a functioning pipe organ, a vaulted ceiling with natural 

acoustic treatment, a main floor and balcony. The renovated building will have a capacity of 500 with 300 

on the main floor and 200 in the balcony. A new stage is being constructed.    

 

4.7.4 Governance 

The centre is privately owned by Sydney businessman, Kevin Colford. The building is part of a larger 

complex that includes the former St. Andrew’s Hall which has been converted to office space and is 

operating near full capacity. Aside from his professional life, Mr. Colford is a musician who has performed 

with a number of groups including The Accents.  

 

4.7.5 Proposed Performance Activities 

As a multi-purpose facility, it is envisioned that the venue will host a range of performances including 

music, theatre, dance, corporate presentations, etc. It is envisioned that the venue will host three shows 

per week, with a greater concentration during the tourism season.  
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The venue will be involved in producing a number of its own shows as well as providing rentals of the 

facility. For its own shows, a theatrical production is already being developed for the cruise ship audience. 

It plans to produce annual Christmas and Easter productions with a Christian theme, such as a Passion 

play.    

 

Another differentiating feature of the centre will be the development of a soundstage as part of the venue. 

This will include adding professional recording and video production capability, so that live shows may be 

recorded for future uses such as live albums or television productions.  

 

4.7.6 Marketing 

The venue envisions using a mix of traditional channels and social media to market. A computerized 

marquee sign will be placed on the corner of the former St. Andrew’s Hall building to be visible to traffic 

on Prince and Bentinck Streets. For the cruise ship production, it is envisioned that the production will be 

promoted to passengers while on the ship.   

 

4.7.7 Competition 

The owner sees the venue to be complementary to other existing and proposed venues. Both the New 

Dawn and L’Étoile de l’Acadie venues will be smaller and will have differing mandates. 

 

4.7.8 Current Stage in Development 

The venue is currently being renovated to add a stage, theatre seating, insulation, and other needed 

elements. Funding is being sought for technical infrastructure including a sound system, lighting, and 

theatrical curtains. The estimate required for the funding is $300,000 and the owner has 25% of the 

investment in equity. It is hoped that funding will come through to allow the work to be completed by the 

summer of 2014. The funding will be a one-time requirement and operations will be sustainable from that 

point forward. 
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4.7.9 Opportunities 

The owner has identified the following opportunities: 

 

• Producing new shows for the cruise ship market; 

• Attracting productions that seek professional quality recording; 

• Hosting corporate presentations;  

• Partnering with the Cape Breton School of the Arts to host dance recitals;  

• Being a featured venue for Celtic Colours shows; and 

• Collaborating on an electronic ticketing system with other venues. 
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4.8 New Dawn Holy Angels Project (former Holy Angels Convent) 

 

4.8.1 Vision 

New Dawn is turning the former Holy Angels school and convent into a centre for social innovation. 

Modelled after similar centres in Toronto and New York, the vision is to create a vibrant space that will 

bring non-profits, entrepreneurs, artists and others together to collaborate and create new innovative 

concepts that will help to revitalize our community. The former chapel in the convent is a key part of that 

larger vision, as it will be a space to allow those who are involved in the centre to stage new performing 

works.  

 

4.8.2 Location 

Located on Nepean Street in Sydney, between George Street and Charlotte Street, the building is just 

one block from the core of downtown Sydney and within a few blocks of numerous restaurants and 

accommodations. The theatre has an entrance that faces George Street. 

 

4.8.3 Physical Characteristics 

The theatre space was designed as a chapel. At a time before sound systems, the room was designed for 

natural acoustic projection. It is lined with wood to provide a warm environment and sound. The theatre 

will have a capacity of 125. Adjacent to the theatre is an area that may be used for sit down food service 

or as a gathering area for receptions. A full commercial kitchen is located one floor down, with an elevator 

that would permit food to be added to the performance offering. Upper floors in the building include rooms 

for rehearsal and studio space. As well, the top floor includes rooms for accommodations.     

 

4.8.4 Governance 

The centre is owned by New Dawn Enterprises Limited, a community development corporation. It is a 

private, volunteer directed business that operates for the purpose of building community. The centre is 

directly managed by a facilities manager. 

 

4.8.5 Proposed Performance Activities 
As part of a larger operation, it is envisioned that developmental activities in partnership with community 

arts organizations will naturally lead to performances within the theatre. For example, the Weird Beard 

Puppet Troupe, a group that features individuals with Down Syndrome, is interested in rehearsing in the 

centre and then performing within the theatre.  
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With a focus on arts education as part of the centre, it is envisioned that the theatre may provide 

opportunities for young artists to perform. With residential rooms and rehearsal space, the building could 

host theatre, dance or music camps that could include the theatre. As well, given the kitchen facilities, the 

venue is a natural location to host dinner theatres or cabarets. There is an interest to work with 

community groups to develop a dinner theatre offering for cruise ship passengers. 

 

New Dawn sees its role as enablers. It will not produce its own shows, but will instead work with arts 

organizations to enable those groups to succeed in producing new works. 

  

4.8.6 Marketing 

For the most part, the responsibility for marketing will rest with those who use the facility; however, New 

Dawn will promote through their social media channels and through press releases.  

 

The Celtic Colours box office will soon be located at the centre and it is hoped that groups using the 

theatre may be able to work with the box office to sell their tickets.   

 

4.8.7 Competition 

New Dawn does not feel it will be in competition with any other venues. Their focus will be on a smaller 

scale and more community focused. They intend to have reasonable rental rates that are affordable to 

community groups and developing artists.  

 

4.8.8 Current Stage in Development 

A future uses study is currently being developed to explore the best approach for the convent to become 

an arts and culture centre. The study is expected to be delivered this spring. As part of a larger complex, 

it is important to note that 90% of the former school is already rented, thus providing a solid base for 

operational sustainability. The mortgage for the building is already paid. The only financial requirement 

will be funding for renovations required to bring the building up to code, provide cosmetic enhancements 

and build in energy efficiency. 
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4.8.9 Opportunities 

New Dawn has identified the following opportunities: 

• Following the Remix project model in Toronto to create a school for students in creative areas 

with instruction, mentorship, and on-the-job training; 

• Cabaret or dinner theatre, particularly for cruise ship audience; 

• Dance, theatre and music camps;  

• Food-focused events;  

• Youth symposiums; and 

• Elderhostel. 
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4.9 Centre scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie 

 

4.9.1 Vision 

Centre scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie has a strong cultural mandate – it is not just a school; it is a centre for 

the French speaking community and the community at large. As part of this mandate, it is proposing the 

addition of a theatre for the performing arts. The theatre will follow a model that the Conseil scolaire 

acadien provincial (CSAP) has employed at other locations throughout the province, including at the NDA 

School in Cheticamp. Following that model, the theatre has a symbiotic relationship with the school 

whereby the school develops artistic programs that will include utilizing the theatre, while the theatre will 

regularly bring in Francophone artists who will provide performances for the students. 

 

The centre intends to be highly collaborative in its approach to work with Celtic Colours, CBMIC, the 

Boardmore Playhouse, the Cape Breton Victoria Regional School Board and other arts organizations. 

 

The theatre will fill these gaps: 

• To be active in the development of young artists from grade 1 to high school; 

• To provide current emerging artists with an affordable venue where they can host an independent 

show; and 

• To be a destination for touring Francophone artists. 

 

4.9.2 Location 
The theatre will be located within the Centre scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie on Prince Street in Sydney. 

Although outside of the downtown Sydney core, it is located within walking distance to the downtown area 

restaurants and accommodations. The theatre will have an entrance that faces Open Hearth Park. 

 

4.9.3 Physical Characteristics 

The proposed theatre will be designed to have 343 seats, plus a dance studio, dressing rooms, and 

practice space. As a purpose-built performance theatre, the seating will be sloped and the room will be 

designed for acoustic excellence.  
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4.9.4 Governance 

The theatre will be co-managed by the Centre scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie and the CSAP school board. 

This approach has worked effectively in Cheticamp and other communities within the province. A cultural 

animator position will be established to play a catalyst role in developing student arts groups like dance 

troupes or choirs. 

 
4.9.5 Proposed Performance Activities 

The primary focus of the theatre will be to provide performing arts education, as well as to provide a 

venue for emerging Francophone artists. When not used for these functions that are central to its 

mandate, it wants to make the theatre available to community use and rentals. It anticipates hosting 

music, theatre and dance, plus the top floor will house an art gallery, so it will have a role in presenting 

visual arts. 

 

It anticipates the split of school versus community events to be approximately 50/50 during the school 

year, as is the case in Cheticamp. In summer, the theatre may be used for events that draw tourists and 

cruise ship traffic. It anticipates holding 85-100 shows per year including all school and community 

events. 

  

4.9.6 Marketing 

It is anticipated that many local promotional channels will be utilized, including the Cape Breton Post, 

local radio, posters, news releases, etc. It sees social media playing a significant role in communicating 

its events. As a point of differentiation from the other venues, it will actively involve students and the local 

community in its hosted productions and, by doing so, it anticipates that family and friends of those 

performing will be motivated to attend events. 

 

It would consider packaging some shows in a series. For ticket sales, it could follow the model in 

Cheticamp, but it may consider working with the Celtic Colours box office. 

 

4.9.7 Competition 
Centre scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie does not feel it will be in competition with any other venues. It looks at 

the Holy Angels project as a potential partner, as they will both be involved in developing new artists. It 

plans to work closely with other venues to ensure areas of overlap or conflicts are avoided. 
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4.9.8 Current Stage in Development 

The centre has conducted consultations with other venues, stakeholders, and CSAP board members. An 

architectural design concept has been developed and the next stage will be a feasibility study. From a 

financial standpoint, the operational costs for the theatre will be absorbed within the operating budget of 

CSAP. Funding will be sought for construction, but not ongoing operations.  

 
4.9.9 Opportunities 

Centre scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie has identified the following opportunities: 

 

• Continuing to develop its dance troupe to bring them to a level similar to La Swing du Suête in 

Cheticamp; 

• Hosting touring Francophone artists; 

• Hosting Celtic Colours concerts;  

• Developing a summer program for tourists and locals;  

• Collaborating with other venues on one performing arts website; and 

• Programs to train the technical positions of performing arts (sound, lights, etc.). 
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5.0 Summary of Observations and Findings 

 

5.1 Highlights of Interviews with CBRM Performing Arts Venues 

 

• Several venues indicated one ticketing system for all CBRM venues would be beneficial. 

• The central ticketing site could also serve as the central source of information as to what is 

happening in CBRM both for tourists and residents. 

• Several venues identified need of “promoter”, a potentially shared resource. 

• Several of the venue managers were unaware of the “What’s Goin’ On” website covering all of 

Cape Breton Island although this site is targeted more toward residents than tourists. 

• Venues in dire need of re-designed more accessible updated websites; Savoy and MTCC are 

exceptions with functional sites. 

• C-200, JHCP and Savoy are in need of printed client packages presenting their venues as 

potential conference facilities, particularly C-200 and JHCP. 

• Although four out of the six venues (MTCC & JHCP being the exceptions) indicated they have 

audience statistics - the Savoy was the only one that provided actual attendance stats but no 

demographic breakdowns. Tickets CB which manages ticket sales for C-200 and Savoy Theatre 

potentially has the ability to break down ticket buyers per geographical area – this is not being 

done. Marketing research is sorely lacking for all venues. 

• The Savoy, C-200 and MTCC are struggling financially. Louisbourg Playhouse is not in a deficit 

position but it is an ongoing struggle. The Boardmore is in a unique position as part of CBU. It 

was unclear from the interview as to the financial position of JHCP other than they indicate they 

are not in a deficit position. 

• The Savoy and Boardmore are the only year-round professional venues whose primary activity is 

presenting and producing live shows – the Savoy focuses more on music and the Boardmore on 

live theatre.	  

• C-200, MTCC, JHCP all have other primary activities and therefore their managers and staff to 

some extent are not aware of what they have or what they are lacking in terms of the tech 

production, skills, etc. to produce live shows. The Louisbourg Playhouse is a bit of an anomaly in 

that it is seasonal, it is not professional in the sense it is run almost entirely by volunteers but it 

does produce a highly successful summer/fall season of both original shows and various musical 

artists. 
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• There was much overlap in the use of the words “produce” and “present”. In the arts and culture 

world, the word “produce” has many connotations. For the purposes of this study we think it is 

important to define these terms in the context in which they will be used in the study. For 

example, the Boardmore “produces” plays from the ground up as does the Savoy with its dinner 

theatres and Broadway musicals. However, just because a venue is taking the financial risk on a 

show does not mean they are “producing” that show. They are taking the risk and they are 

“presenting” the show but they are bringing no creative expertise to the presentation. 

• Challenging in methodology to be approaching research from the perspective of asking the 

venues being studied for their opinions in that they are of course going to present the best case 

they can. We did feel for the most part, these were open interviews and the managers shared a 

great deal both in terms of time and thoughtful responses to the majority of the questions. Having 

said that, we know by virtue of having been a client of a number of these venues, that things are 

not necessarily as presented in the context of the interviews.  

• Our observation is that currently each venue has its own primary niche. Even when it comes to 

secondary activities there is opportunity for cooperation: C-200 and JHCP partnering as potential 

conference facilities; when presenting shows each venue seems cognitive of the schedules of 

other venues. 

 

 

5.2 Highlights of Discussions with Proposed Venues 

 

• The three proposed venues for Downtown Sydney are all of varying sizes that could suggest 

compatibility – St. Andrew’s would be 500 seats, Étoile de l’Acadie would be 343 seats and New 

Dawn would be 125 seats. 

• Both Étoile de l’Acadie and New Dawn have operational funding support in place, as each venue 

will be part of a larger operation with a larger mandate for arts and culture development. The St. 

Andrew’s venue is also part of a larger development, as the former church hall is also owned by 

the same company and is near full capacity as rented office space. 

	    



	  

	   64	  

• All three venues would be seeking funding for construction/renovation, but each state that they 

will not be seeking any ongoing operational funding. St. Andrew’s is seeking $300,000 in funding 

and the proprietor has equity to match 25%. The other two venues do not yet know what their 

construction costs will be - Étoile de l’Acadie will be preparing a feasibility study as their next step 

in development, while New Dawn is awaiting the delivery of a study that will outline the full 

construction costs for the entire convent building. 

• Both the Étoile de l’Acadie and the New Dawn concepts are based on existing successful models. 

Étoile de l’Acadie is following the example of other theatres that have been developed in CSAP 

(NS French school board) locations, including the NDA school in Cheticamp. New Dawn is 

following the model of centres for social innovation that are currently operating in Toronto and 

New York. The theatre is just one piece of the larger New Dawn model. 

• Étoile de l’Acadie and the New Dawn both have a strong arts development mandate as part of 

their overall operation. Étoile de l’Acadie has a cultural animator on staff who will serve as a 

catalyst for engaging youth in the arts. They already have a dance troupe and are actively 

developing other performing artistic talents in their students. The New Dawn facility will have 

studio and rehearsal space in their facility for dance, music, theatre, etc. 

• As theatres for performing arts, St. Andrew’s and Étoile de l’Acadie could be considered purpose-

built facilities. St. Andrew’s was constructed to have excellent natural acoustics and Étoile de 

l’Acadie will be constructed with strong acoustics in mind. St. Andrew’s and Étoile de l’Acadie will 

both have theatre seating with a sloped floor (or stepped seating areas) to ensure strong sight 

lines for the audience. The New Dawn theatre was also designed for natural acoustics. It will not 

have a sloped floor, but with the smaller size, sight lines should not be an issue. 

• Compared to the existing venues in Sydney (Centre 200, John Harriss Cruise Pavilion, 

Membertou T&CC) which have a primary purpose other than as a performing arts venue, all three 

of these proposed theatres will provide the potential for better sound and viewing quality for the 

audience and performers. 

• All three proposed venues indicated that they plan to attract a tourist audience during the tourism 

season, particularly cruise ship passengers. While cruise lines have indicated that they are 

seeking more activity in Downtown Sydney, three theatres competing for passengers may not be 

sustainable. 

• Colin Grant indicated that there is currently a gap in a performing space size for developing artists 

to put on an independent show. Savoy and Membertou are too large, so the group ends up 

playing in a bar, which is not ideal. 
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• St. Andrew’s and Étoile de l’Acadie plan to develop a portion of their programming, while New 

Dawn will prefer to enable other performing arts organizations to utilize its facility, rather than 

being directly involved in programming. 

• All three indicated a willingness to engage in a collaborative approach to ticketing, website, etc. 

 

 
5.3 Highlights of Other Stakeholder Consultations 

 

• Culture needs to be a focus for development in the CBRM. There needs to be a cultural policy 

that supports cultural organizations (e.g. recognize the sector, art in public spaces, tax policy for 

non-profit cultural organizations, new construction to include art development elements, etc.). 

• Need to ensure that existing facilities are utilized and that new venues do not cannibalize the 

market. 

• CBMIC could do for the music sector what the Cape Breton Centre for Craft and Design does for 

the craft sector. There needs to be dedicated rehearsal space, audition space, etc. for music. 

• There is an opportunity to share resources – equipment, marketing, possibly even staff. 

• With leadership and planning, performing arts can attract more people to the community and 

provide a strong motivator for tourism visitation to CBRM. 

• There is a need to have performance as part of a larger strategy for developing Downtown 

Sydney. Performances can bring more people downtown, but to get full benefit, stores, 

restaurants, cafes need to stay open longer. 

• Proposed new venues could all work if each has a particular niche – fresh ideas are needed and 

venues should be regularly meeting to collaborate (e.g. a fashion show hosted by Timeless 

Moments Boutique at JHCP was very successful, the community can accommodate a couple of 

annual black tie events). 

• New Dawn has kitchen facilities and could offer dinner theatre. 

• Savoy has done a fantastic job of finding its niche with Le Miserables and Chicago. It should be 

our Neptune Theatre. 
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6.0 SWOT Analysis 
 

This SWOT analysis is a generalized snapshot of the venues and the CBRM performing arts  

environment.  

 

Strengths 

• World-class performances featuring a mix of home-grown Cape Breton talent and touring acts 

• Experienced and trained venue managers and staff 

• Resurgence of theatre performances and theatre groups 

• Ability of each venue to nurture its own specialty, minimizing duplication as much as possible 

• Beautiful architecture (Savoy, Louisbourg Playhouse, St. Andrew’s Church) 

• Willingness of CBRM venues to partner, collaborate, share 

 

Weaknesses 

• Aging infrastructure  

• Limited budgets to allow HR growth in marketing, artistic direction 

• Limited budgets for marketing materials (web and other) and placement  

• Limited budgets for building maintenance and enhancements 

• Local trend towards “staying at home” – not supporting live performance 

• No dedicated rehearsal space for musicians 

• Lack of purpose-built performing arts venues in Sydney – all Sydney venues have other primary 

purposes – thus acoustic quality and audience experience are impacted 

• Lack of affordable small to medium sized venues where emerging artists may host independent 

shows (need a step between bars and 700+ seat venues) 

• Venue managers tend to be so consumed with fiscal responsibility and operations, they can be 

unaware of what is happening in their communities - this reduces opportunities for collaboration 

 

Opportunities 

• CBRM and Cape Breton Island venues sharing one central ticketing system 

• CBRM and Cape Breton Island venues sharing one central marketing and promotional program 

(and tools) 

• CBRM venues sharing a promoter 

• Moving towards more energy efficient solutions for heating and air conditioning 
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• Taking better advantage of the increasing tourist numbers to the Island 

• Providing performances that target cruise ship visitors 

• Developing signature productions, such as Ann of Green Gables in Charlottetown 

• Branding the CBRM as a performing arts destination 

• Re-purposing other CBRM arenas (or parts of buildings) to meet larger venue needs (i.e. 

Centennial Arena as storage for Centre 200 and others that require storage) 

 

Threats 

• Declining population and tax base within CBRM – fewer people to attract to venues; fewer people 

with disposable incomes 

• Aging demographic – older patrons can be challenged driving to venues, especially in the 

evening hours 

• Rising energy costs – driving expenses up every year 

• Competition among venues 

• Youth out-migration impacting the development of artists across all genres 
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7.0 Growth Opportunities Analysis 
 

Although challenged with aging demographics, declining population and tax base, and rising capital and 

operational costs, CBRM venues possess diverse strengths that will serve them well as they continue to 

develop their performing arts offerings. The consultation and research process has uncovered several 

growth opportunities for the existing and proposed venues, along with the sector in general. The following 

are presented for consideration: 

 

 

7.1 Centralized Marketing Program 

 

To ensure that all venues are promoted with professionalism and consistency, a coordinated marketing 

program should be implemented that specifically promotes the performing arts and related events in 

CBRM. As a best practice example, Broadway.com promotes all of the on and off Broadway shows in 

New York City through a single website, social media channels and an e-newsletter. When someone is 

planning a trip to New York, they know to consult this site as the definitive source of information, tickets 

and packages for live theatre in the city.  

 

A centralized marketing program for the CBRM venues would include the following elements: 

 

• One professionally developed, “go to” website that encompasses all of the venues where locals 

and tourists can easily access live entertainment information and can buy tickets. The website 

would then be widely promoted as the definitive source for live performance in CBRM. It should 

be noted that the current What’s Goin’ On website has a similar goal, but is more targeted to local 

people than to visitors. This website would replace the tickets.capebreton.ca site and eliminate 

the need for individual venues to have individual websites. As such, all rental specifics for the 

venues should also be published on this site. A simple domain name should be reserved for this 

function (e.g. capebretonlive.ca is available). 

 

• Dedicated social media channels (Facebook page, Twitter account, YouTube channel, Instagram 

account) should be developed for the program. Each participating venue would be given the 

ability to post as administrators to each channel.  
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• A regularly published print piece is recommended, which would contain a professionally designed 

schedule that could be released every month to indicate upcoming performances, venue 

information, etc. Similar to Where Magazine in Halifax, the publication could be developed in 

partnership with a publishing company who would generate revenues from advertising. The piece 

would be placed in CBRM hotels, restaurants, coffee shops, visitor information centres, and at the 

venues themselves. 

 

• An email database may be developed and maintained for the purpose of sending out information 

on upcoming events on a regular basis. 

 

• Partnerships could be explored whereby accommodation and restaurant operators are 

encouraged to develop packages (i.e. dinner and a show) that could also be promoted as special 

offers through the marketing program. 

 

A commitment would be needed from each venue to embark on this program, as it would only work with 

strong participation. The venues would then cost share this initiative (administration costs built in to ticket 

prices), with marketing assistance from government partners.  

 

 

7.2 Centralized Box Office 

 

To facilitate the centralized marketing program, a similar commitment would be required for a box office 

system. The optimal system would increase ticket accessibility and increase purchasing conversion. 

Many of the venues interviewed have indicated a goal of selling more tickets online and this approach 

would facilitate that goal. 

 

As Centre 200 and the Savoy Theatre currently use the Tickets Cape Breton system, operated by 

Audience View, and the Cruise Pavilion has used this system in partnership with Centre 200, this system 

could provide an option in the short term. However, the system also has a number of limitations in terms 

of ticket packaging and promotions. Therefore, other options should be explored for the longer term. 
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A number of Halifax venues, including the Metro Centre, Casino Nova Scotia, Cunard Centre and various 

events, have adopted the Ticket Atlantic system. This system appears to be more user friendly than 

Tickets Cape Breton. Celtic Colours has developed its own ticketing system and hosts a box office at the 

New Dawn facility. This may be another possible option for a central ticketing system. Each venue would 

still host an on-site box office, but each would be tied into the central system (one exception being the 

Pavilion). 

 

 

7.3 Establish a CBRM Live Performance Committee 

 

Venues often focus on bringing in performances that they are known for, or feel provide them with the 

least amount of risk. This could mean missed opportunities for all venues. A CBRM Live Performance 

Committee can look at performance variety for all venues, increasing options for patrons and increasing 

revenues.  

 

In particular, the committee should look at scheduling issues and commit to working on a common 

schedule that will ensure each other’s success. For example, when the Savoy Theatre is presenting its 

annual major production, other venues should avoid presenting any competing events on those nights. 

Celtic Colours has experienced some venues presenting non-festival shows that attempt to capitalize on 

the Celtic Colours audience being in the area, while directly competing with the festival itself. A bigger 

picture approach needs to be taken to ensure the health and viability of all of the venues. 

 

The committee should also explore and coordinate potentially competing performances. For example, all 

three of the proposed venues for Downtown Sydney have expressed plans to offer performances aimed 

at cruise ship passengers. The committee would be tasked with exploring whether the demand is there 

for three separate performances, and if so, how each may be differentiated from the other to ensure each 

captures a separate segment of the market. 
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7.4 Nurturing Local Performers 

 

Perhaps CBRM venue’s greatest asset is the fact that it can showcase exceptional local talent on a year-

round basis. Cape Breton Island is a powerhouse of musical performance, with a growing theatre culture 

– our artists can compete with the best in the world. 

 

This strength cannot be taken for granted. Nurturing artists from a young age, and supporting their 

development, is key to maintaining the performing arts sector. All CBRM venues can and must take an 

active role in this work by collaborating with artists and sharing their resources through the following 

initiatives: 

 

• Provide smaller performance space for local talent at a reduced rate; 

• Provide rehearsal space to local performers during times where the venue is not being used; 

• Develop niche events (i.e. New Years Tipsie Eve, Jazz nights, children’s events, etc.) that offer 

various genres of music featuring local talent; and 

• Actively book or recommend local performers to open for touring acts. 

 

 

7.5 Sharing Resources 

 

At present, there is a fair amount of cross renting, lending and borrowing that occurs between venues in 

CBRM. This is usually carried out on an ad hoc basis in terms of charging a rental fee and labour costs – 

much of the decision making hinges on the nature of the event, if it is community service, etc. An 

inventory of equipment could be maintained for each venue and an MOU put in place to agree to share 

resources and equipment, when feasible, with a fee/credit structure established. 

 

As well, further study should be undertaken to more closely examine the operations of each venue to 

determine if there may be an opportunity to share human resources, particularly for those venues owned 

by the public sector or relying heavily on public sector funding. Efficiencies may be found such as having 

one financial administrator, one box office manager, one marketing manager, etc. This is an ambitious 

recommendation and would require a great deal of collaboration and trust between venues. 
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7.6 Participation in an Urban Revitalization Strategy 

 

There has been much discussion about the urgent need to revitalize the downtown core of Sydney. 

International tourism guru Roger Brooks recently conducted an assessment of the tourism product in 

CBRM and encouraged strengthening the urban appeal of Sydney through beautification and the 

development of key anchor experiences.  

 

Roger Brooks made the following statements: 

• The number one activity of visitors is shopping, dining and entertainment in a pedestrian-friendly 

setting. This is where 80% of all visitor spending takes place, aside from lodging. Downtown 

Sydney has an opportunity to significantly enhance its offering in this area. 
 

• 70% of all consumer retail spending takes place after 6:00 pm. Currently, almost all shops close 

in the downtown area at 5:00 or 6:00 pm because there is little public traffic there in the evenings 

to motivate them to open longer. More live performance in the downtown area could provide a 

reason for shops to stay open longer, thus providing an economic boost for the downtown core.  

 

• Sydney needs a brand focus. The Big Fiddle makes a strong statement that this is a place where 

music will be flourishing and there are banners on poles that say “Follow the Fiddles”, but it is can 

be hard to find live music in the downtown core. The existing downtown venues, along with the 

proposed venues, have an important role to play in this initiative by offering a consistent schedule 

of performances especially in the summer and fall months. Downtown Sydney could be branded 

as a live performance destination, which would make it more appealing as a place to visit. 

CBRM should lead the development of a new brand for Downtown Sydney that positions the area as a 

live performance destination. The brand should be extended to signage, way-finding, and promotional 

materials throughout the downtown and should be carried by individual operators as well in order to 

entrench the brand into the culture of the downtown. To support the brand positioning, steps should be 

actively taken to coordinate the presentation of live music on a regular basis, particularly during the May 

to October tourism season. A schedule should be promoted through the centralized marketing program. 
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7.7 Collaboration for Larger Events 

 

Larger events such as Nova Scotia Music Week and Celtic Colours International Festival are important to 

the local economy and to cultural development. Such events bring visitors and key industry people to our 

doorstep, while providing important visibility to our performing arts sector. They also contribute to the 

development and showcasing of local artists.  

 

A sister festival of Celtic Colours, the Celtic Connections Festival in Glasgow, Scotland, was initiated by 

the Royal Glasgow Concert Hall mainly as a means of filling a gap in the concert schedule in January. 

They involved other venues in the city in presenting Celtic concerts and events and the festival has now 

grown to include 18 venues across Glasgow. Celtic music enthusiasts travel to the festival from all over 

the world and the event has become a major economic generator for the city during a period that was 

previously much slower. This example is similar to the impact Celtic Colours has had for the fall tourism 

season on an island-wide basis.   

 

As one possible suggestion, the very successful musical theatre productions that the Savoy Theatre have 

presented the past two years could form the anchor of a week-long festival of musical theatre. The Savoy 

shows could be presented over two weekends, with additional shows added during the week at other 

venues in the CBRM. The festival could then be promoted throughout the region and serve as a tourism 

motivator during the spring season. 

 

It is recommended that the venues work directly with Events Cape Breton to collaborate on concepts for 

festivals and to bid on larger events, such as conferences, East Coast Music Week, etc. 

 

 

7.8 Advance Sales of a Subscription Series 

 

A reality for those who produce and/or present performances is the fact that local audiences often 

purchase tickets at the last minute. This puts the promoters in a very precarious situation where they 

must analyze advance ticket sales and determine if an event should be cancelled. In other centres, 

performing arts venues often avoid this by selling subscriptions to a group of performances throughout 

the year, ensuring that a specified number of tickets have been sold in advance.  
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There is an opportunity for venues in the CBRM to do the same, and in some cases, collaborate in a 

series with performances taking place in multiple venues. Through the CBRM Live Performance 

Committee, opportunities for presenting subscription series should be explored. 

 

 

7.9 Cross Promotions with Local Businesses 

 

Exploring partnerships with local businesses such as accommodations, restaurants, pubs, retail shops, 

etc. can increase ticket sales for CBRM venues. By turning a one-time event into an experience that may 

involve a pre or post dinner, over-night accommodations package or retail coupon with ticket purchase 

can up-sell the patron, leading to increased sales for venues and local businesses. This momentum can 

be undeniable and can, in fact, lead to changing the local CBRM entertainment sector landscape, building 

a sense of urban excitement and renewal. 

 

As previously mentioned under the centralized marketing program, these packages could be sold as 

special offers through the central website, social media channels and print piece. Cross promotions can 

lead to greater partnerships between venues and operators. 

 

 

7.10  Signature Stage Production 

 

There is an opportunity to create a signature stage production for the CBRM that supports and reinforces 

the live performance brand. For example, the Anne of Green Gables show in Charlottetown has been 

running for decades and is a must-see attraction for visitors to PEI. It not only provides a strong tourism 

attraction, it helps build the brand of the destination.  

 

Previously, the Cape Breton Summertime Revue served this function in many aspects. It provided a 

performance with significant demand and served as a developmental stage for many of our finest 

performers. It also provided economic benefits for performers, writers, songwriters, and production crew 

for the show, while adding significantly to the cultural fabric of our community. 
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A concept similar to the Revue that supports the live performance brand and showcases the best of our 

talent should be explored to serve as a key tourism motivator for CBRM. The performances could be held 

during the tourism season at the most appropriate venue. Once visitors come to the CBRM to see the 

signature production, other performances throughout the area could then be promoted to them, thus 

providing a boost for all of the venues. 
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APPENDIX A 

STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION CONTACTS 

 

Existing Venues 

 

The Savoy Theatre 

Pam Leader, Manager 

 

The Boardmore Playhouse 

Todd Hiscock, Manager 

 

Joan Harriss Cruise Pavilion 

Paul Carrigan, Manager 

Nicole Pronk, Events Manager 

Peter Hill, MFSO 

 

Centre 200 

Paul MacDonald, Manager 

David Ferguson, Facilities Supervisor 

 

Membertou Trade & Convention Centre 

Audrey Firth, Manager 
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The Louisbourg Playhouse 

Michelle Leamon, Manager 

Paul Gartland, Board Chair 

 

Proposed Venues 

 

Conseil scolaire Étoile de l’Acadie 

François Rouleau, Regional Director CSAP  

Colin Grant, Centre Board 

Vanessa Tingley, Principal 

Véronique Légault, Cultural Animator 

Paul Gallant, consultant on project 

 

Holy Angels Convent Chapel 

Erika Shea 

Norma Boyd 

 

Highland Quality Productions – St. Andrew’s Church 

Kevin Colford 
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Community Arts and Culture Organizations, Business Organizations 

 

Cape Breton Centre for Craft and Design  

Lori Burke, Executive Director 

 

Sydney and Area Chamber of Commerce 

Adrian White 

 

Sydney Downtown Development Association  

Michelle Wilson 

 

Cape Breton Music Industry Cooperative 

Albert Lionais, Manager 

Jennifer Currie, Chair of Board 

 

Old Sydney Society  

Ken Donovan, President 

Elaine Hummer, Acting Manager 

 

Synergy Louisbourg  

Dorothy Paine, President 



	  

	   79	  

Celtic Colours International Festival 

Joella Foulds, Executive Director 

Dawn Beaton, Artistic Director 

 

Cape Breton Stage Company 

Jennifer Turbritt 

 

Parks Canada Louisbourg 

Lester Marchand 

Mitch McNutt (FLA) 
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APPENDIX B 

CBRM STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION – DISCUSSION GUIDE 

 

Name of stakeholder organization: 

Location: 

In your words, describe the current state of CBRM’s entertainment / cultural sector. 

Do you see CBRM's performance venues as having potential for contributing to the Creative Economy?  If 

so, how? 

Do you see any duplication in the cultural offering in terms of what is being delivered by existing 

performance venues? 

Do you see any gaps in the cultural offering in terms of what is being delivered by existing performance 

venues? 

What do you see as the biggest challenges for existing performance venues? 

What do you see as the main future opportunities for existing performance venues? 

Do you use or have any working relationships with existing performance venues? Please describe.  

If so, what have been the strengths of that relationship? What have been the weaknesses? 

A number of new venues are being explored in the Sydney area, including the former St. Andrew’s 

Church, the former Holy Angels Convent Chapel and at Conseil scolaire acadien provincial. In your 

opinion, how do these proposed venues complement existing performance facilities or perhaps duplicate 

offerings? 

Are there opportunities for performance venues to pursue tourist traffic for shows? Cruise ship 

passengers? If so, how? 

Please offer any other thoughts. 
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APPENDIX  C 

CBRM ENTERTAINMENT FACILITY ANALYSIS – DISCUSSION GUIDE 

 

Name of venue: 

Date opened / incorporated: 

Location: 

Proximity (to population centres, community amenities): 

 

1 – Operations/Staffing 

Does your facility run under the direction of a Board of Directors? How active is your Board in overseeing 

the operation? Are they involved in providing a vision for the facility?  

Number of employees (full time, part time, seasonal): 

What is the experience base of the staff (experienced, new, mix of both)? Do you have or foresee any 

staffing issues into the near future? 

Do you rely on volunteers in the operation of the facility? If so, in what capacity?  

Many organizations that rely on volunteers are experiencing an aging volunteer base and, in some cases, 

volunteer burnout. Is this a concern for your facility? 

Does your venue share services, equipment or other amenities with other venues? Please describe. 

Do you have any plans, reports or documents that would help us in better understanding your facility?  

 

2 – Performance Activities 

What is your primary performance activity / discipline (e.g. music, theatre, meetings, etc.)? 
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What are your secondary activities? 

Over the past years, how has the venue changed in terms of activities / purpose? 

How many shows are held in your venue annually? Has this number increased or decreased in recent 

years? Why the change, if any? How are your shows spread out over the year (i.e. how many in the 

summer, fall, winter, spring)? 

Describe the types of performances you offer (local vs. imports). 

Do you produce any shows in-house? Please describe.  

What percentage of shows are produced vs. rentals of the facility? 

How do you determine the type of show to produce? 

In terms of the technical and artistic requirements needed to produce and execute quality performances, 

does your venue possess this expertise? Please describe. 

 

3 – Audience  

Describe your audience in terms of demographics (age, gender, education level, income, geographic 

location, etc. 

Where does your audience originate?  

(% from CBRM, CB Island, Off-Island, National, International) 

Do you maintain regular attendance statistics?  

(if any audience / attendance statistics exist, please provide) 

Has your audience changed in its make-up over recent years? Please describe. 

Do you actively pursue tourist traffic for shows? Cruise ship passengers? If so, how? 
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4 – Marketing  

How are shows in your facility marketed to the audience? 

Which of the following marketing channels do you use? 

• Newspaper 

• Brochure 

• Radio 

• Television 

• Website 

• Facebook  

• Twitter 

• News releases 

• Posters 

• Email marketing (with a database) 

• Others? 

 

Which channels are most effective for you? 

If you have an email database of patrons, how many people are in it? How are people encouraged to 

join? 

What is the average ticket price for shows? Has this changed in recent years? 

Do you offer a series with pre-sold shows? 

How are tickets sold and what is the breakdown – at the door, presales at box office, online, etc.? 

What local venue(s) would you consider to be your main competition? Why? 

 

5 – Physical Characteristics 

Describe the venue’s physical characteristics. 
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Have you undertaken physical improvements to your facility (roof, electrical, washrooms, parking, etc.) in 

recent years? Please describe. 

Have you identified a need for further physical improvements in the future? Have feasibility plans/cost 

estimates for these improvements been prepared? 

 

Please provide all technical specifications, seating charts (capacity), performance space specifications, 

lighting specs, sound system etc. 

Is your venue flexible in terms of physical set-up based on the type of performance offered? Please 

describe. 

 

6 – Finances 

In terms of your revenue, what percentage comes from government funding (%), sponsorships (%), 

fundraising (%), rentals (%) and ticket sales (%)?  

Do you have other sources of revenue (e.g. merchandise)? Please describe. 

What, if any, financial challenges have you experienced over time? 

 

7 – Outlook  

In your words, describe the current state of CBRM’s entertainment / cultural sector. 

What are your biggest challenges? 

What do you see as the main opportunities in the future for your venue? 

 

 


