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Engagement Summary 
Business Community Workshop – June 18, 2025 
Retail Strategy Implementation 

January 15, 2026 

Workshop Overview 

On June 18, 2025 members of the local business community were invited to provide 
feedback on implementation of Retail Strategy recommendations regarding potential 
active use zoning changes, ideas for beautification and street activation, and building 
design considerations. Attendees include business owners (49), commercial property 
owners (26), and representatives of the Chamber of Commerce and Business 
Improvement Associations (6). There was strong representation from commercial areas 
across the city, bringing a range of perspectives and contributing to meaningful 
discussion throughout the session. 

Active Use Zoning Changes 

Attendees were asked to provide feedback on the types of commercial uses that should 
be allowed outright, conditional, or not permitted in in core Great Street area ground 
level commercial spaces. Participants indicated strong support (more than 75%) for 
outright allowance of active uses such as retail stores, restaurants, breweries, public 
assembly and entertainment, animal grooming and daycare, veterinary clinics, and 
personal service (e.g., barbers, nail salons) uses.  
 
However, respondents were split when asked about less active uses, with the exception 
of banks and child care, which are strongly supported at-grade, and general office and 
vape stores, which are not supported at-grade. These results are illustrated in Chart 1.  
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Chart 1: Feedback – Ground Level Uses in Core Great Street Areas 

 
 
Responses were mixed regarding the following uses at-grade: 

• Fitness spaces and artist studios at-grade, with 47% supporting these uses 
outright and more than 40% supporting them with conditions.   

• Personal service-related office (e.g., real estate, insurance) and commercial 
schools with more than 40% supporting these uses with conditions and 35% 
supporting their prohibition; and,  

• Health services, with 40% supporting these uses with conditions, 38% 
supporting their outright allowance, and 21% supporting their prohibition. 

 
Additional key themes and comments included: 
 

Theme Comments 

Flexibility Over 
Restriction 

• Desire for zoning that facilitates entrepreneurship and adapts 
to evolving market needs 

• Property owners cautioned that rigid zoning could increase 
vacancies, especially when tenant options are already limited 

Support for 
Conditional Uses 

• Support for making less-active uses conditional, with clear 
parameters like: 
o % of space for retail/active use 
o Quality of storefront design 
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Theme Comments 

o Noise, safety, or operational conditions 
• Desire to balance curation of retail streets with not being overly 

prescriptive 

Ground Floor 
Should Prioritize 
Vibrancy 

• At-grade commercial space should be reserved for businesses 
that promote street activity, safety, and community interaction 
(e.g., cafés, boutiques, dessert shops) 

• Appointment-based or low-engagement uses (e.g., medical, real 
estate offices) are better suited for upper floors 

Importance of 
Accessibility and 
Safety  

• Businesses on upper floors need to be accessible (e.g., 
elevators, ramps) 

• Safety concerns (especially for women, families, and seniors) 
were tied to inactive storefronts, poor lighting, and undesirable 
street activities 

Limit 
Oversaturation of 
Similar Businesses 

• Participants expressed frustration about clustering of certain 
uses (e.g., vape shops, dental offices) 

• Suggested regulating concentration to maintain a balanced and 
diverse streetscape 

Incentivize 
Desirable Uses, 
Less Red Tape 

• Regulation (e.g., fire suppression rules) can be challenging for 
tenants and new businesses 

• Suggested solutions: 
o Tax relief 
o Tenant improvement grants 
o City-led cleanup or maintenance support 

Property Owners 
Need Flexibility 
and Support 

• Can be challenging for property owners to find commercial 
tenants 

• Suggested that zoning changes consider the realities of 
vacancy, market conditions, and incentives for property owners 

 
This feedback will inform the proposed approach for active use zoning, which is 
anticipated to be considered by Council in early 2026. 

Business Area Activation, Beautification and Promotion 

Attendees were asked to provide feedback on: 
• The types of activation and beautification initiatives that participants would like 

to see in commercial areas;  
• The role that the City, business organizations, and businesses should play in 

implementing initiatives; and,  
• How micro-grants could support initiatives. 

 
Key themes and comments included: 
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Theme Comments 

Cleanliness is the 
Foundation of 
Beautification 

Common concerns: 
• Odours  
• Rodents and garbage 
• Unclean sidewalks and 

planted areas 
 

Suggestions: 
• City-led pressure washing and 

cleaning 
• Maintenance standards for 

property and business owners 
• Prioritizing cleanliness before 

investing in beautification 
efforts 

Safety, Lighting, 
and Nighttime 
Activation 
 

• Feeling unsafe Downtown after dark due to poor lighting and 
inactive streets 

• Participants expressed a desire for: 
o More businesses that are open late-night  
o Strategic lighting improvements 
o Design features that encourage lingering and visibility (e.g., 

patios, storefront activation) 

Small-Scale 
Activations Work 
Best 
 

• Micro-activations (buskers, paint nights, food truck zones) are 
effective and lower-cost ways to drive traffic to commercial 
areas 

• Participants emphasized the importance of: 
o Low-barrier permitting 
o Enhanced communication and awareness of upcoming events 
o Clear event guidance and reduced insurance costs 

Grants Should Be 
Easier, Faster, and 
Localized 
 

Simplify City’s grant 
application process: 
• Currently only one intake 

per year 
• Complex paperwork 
• Long wait times 

Suggested improvements for 
micro-grants: 
• Focus micro-grants through 

one organization (e.g., BIAs)  
• Quick turnaround approvals 
• Reduce reporting burden 

Public Art and 
Place-making 
Activate 
Underused and 
Hidden Spaces 

Participants expressed a desire for: 
• More murals and photo-friendly installations 
• Interactive features (e.g., selfie stations, artist pop-ups) 
• Themed spaces like vintage markets or holiday events 

Activate 
Underused and 
Hidden Spaces 

Participants suggested: 
• Turning parkade space or covered areas into markets or food 

courts 
• Seasonal use of Q to Q Ferry area with events or kiosks 
• Incentivizing activation of empty lots or blank walls 

Spaces for 
Families and Pets 

• More dog-friendly infrastructure (e.g. parklets, waste bins) 
• Play spaces, outdoor seating, and flexible gathering zones 
• Making commercial areas more welcoming for children and 

caregivers 
Business 
Collaboration 

• Businesses that activate their space inspire others to do the 
same 
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Theme Comments 
Creates Ripple 
Effect 

• Desire for a team-based approach between businesses, BIAs, 
and the City 

• Examples: block cleanups, coordinated seasonal décor, or group 
events 

 
The City is working interdepartmentally and with our community partners to action this 
feedback. 

Commercial Building Design Considerations 

Attendees were asked to provide feedback on: 
• Infrastructure or building design interventions that would optimize business 

functions; and,  
• The types of amenities and services businesses seek when considering 

relocation. 
 
Key themes and comments include:  
 

Theme Comments 

Design for 
Diverse Business 
Needs 

• Retail units require high ceilings, proper HVAC, loading areas, 
and accessibility infrastructure 

• Many existing or new spaces are designed with large chains or 
services in mind — not small, independent retailers 

Unit Mix is 
Critical 

• Developers tend to build large commercial units, which are too 
expensive for small businesses 

• Smaller units (around 600 sq. ft.) were suggested  
• Building mix: 1 large, 2 medium, and 3 small spaces per site (e.g., 

between 600 and 1,200 sq. ft). 

Heritage is a 
Strength — But 
Needs Flexibility 

• Heritage buildings are beloved, but signage and accessibility 
restrictions can be barriers 

• Support for: 
o Incentives to preserve and adapt heritage sites 
o Flexibility in signage and storefront requirements 
o Maintaining character while enabling modern functionality 

Visibility and 
Wayfinding 
Matter 

• Above-grade businesses struggle due to poor signage options, 
especially in heritage areas 

• Proposed: 
o Relaxing signage regulations 
o Allowing canopies, digital boards, or coordinated signage 

programs 
o Better visibility for businesses in shared or second storey 

spaces 
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Access and 
Parking Design 
Must Be Practical 

• Design challenges include: 
o Loading access for restaurants 
o Lack of short-term and delivery parking 
o Poorly placed vents or waste disposal areas  
o Consideration of tenant needs should be integrated into the 

design stage 

Accessibility = 
Economic 
Development 

• Universal design features help all users (families, seniors, people 
with disabilities, etc.) 

• Suggest making accessibility a core principle of all new 
commercial design guidelines 

 
This feedback has been provided to Planning and Development for integration into 
updated Development Permit Area design guidelines. 
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