2.0 Context
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2.1 Location and Size
The Saanich Penninsula

The study area is centrally located within the Town boundaries on the east side of Highway 17,
which runs through Sidney in a north-south direction. It is level in grade and is approximately .35
square kilometres in area, representing 7% of the Town’s total area of 5 square kilometres. The study
area is anchored by Beacon Avenue, the Town’s main street, which accommodates a compact built
form and a diversity of commercial businesses. Beacon Avenue runs east-west and connects
Highway 17 with the waterfront.

The eastern boundary of the area is defined by the waterfront, and the western boundary by
Highway 17. To the north, a multi-family residential neighbourhood of condominiums and
townhouses surrounds the downtown. To the south, mixed use commercial/multi-family residential
development defines its edge. Further to the south is a traditional single-family residential
neighbourhood known as the Orchard neighbourhood, reminiscent of original residential
development in Sidney.

Downtown Sidney / The LAP study area
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The Town of Sidney

2.2 Historical Development

Bird’s eye view of Sidney, circa 1948
photo courtesy of Sidney Archives

Sidney was incorporated as a town site in 1891 and by the end of
1892, there was a general store, a boat building shop, a post office and
a hotel. Around the same time, a lumber mill was constructed where
the Landmark building currently is located. Streets were surveyed and
constructed in a grid pattern, and commercial businesses clustered at
the centre of town. In 1895, the first Victoria-Sidney railway line was
opened to accommodate transport for goods and passengers. The
station was located in the vicinity of what is now First Street and
Bevan Avenue. Railways were integral to the trade and industries that
followed in Sidney’s downtown, including a roofing factory and a
canning plant for fruit & fish from Sidney’s orchards and fishermen.
The waterfront was used for industrial and transportation activities,
with ships providing passenger transport from Sidney to points north
on Vancouver Island as early as the 1890s and to the mainland in the
early 1900s.

Today, Sidney is a vibrant seaside
community. Early homesteads and
industrial uses along Beacon Avenue,
including the lumber mill and the
canning plant, have been replaced
with new commercial and residential
development and an industrial centre
has been established on the west side
of Highway 17, freeing up the
waterfront and downtown to be
enjoyed by its residents and
visitors.

Cars lining up for the ferry on Beacon Wharf, circa 1953
photo courtesy of Sidney Archives
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2.3 Existing Development Context
Dwellings and Population
There are approximately 360 residential dwellings in the downtown area. As the
2006 Census found that households in Sidney have an average of 2 people, the
estimated population of the downtown is 720. The Official Community Plan allows
a maximum residential density of 85 residential units per hectare in the
downtown, which translates to approximately 1,881 units with a total of 3,762
residents (based on 2 people per household). This population has not yet been
realized due to minimal new residential development in the downtown core.
There is a clear potential for increased residential density in the downtown to
support the economic core and create a more active downtown environment.
Further, increased density is supported by the designation of Sidney’s downtown
core as a Major Centre in the Capital Regional District’s Regional Growth
Strategy.

Existing residential densities in the study area

Sidney’s population demographic shows a large number of residents over the age of 50 and relatively few residents between the ages of 20-29. As the
economic vitality of the downtown depends on having a sufficient employee base to operate businesses, there is a strong argument for attracting a
more mixed demographic. The imbalance in population highlights a need for more attainable housing as a possible first step in encouraging a more
balanced community.

Business and Employment
The downtown serves as the economic centre for Sidney as well as the surrounding
municipalities of Central and North Saanich. A mix of commercial businesses,
professional offices and service industries caters to residents and tourists. Sidney’s
downtown is known for its local merchants and small businesses providing a wide
variety of goods.
Businesses along Beacon Avenue are mostly retail, restaurants/cafes, or
service-oriented. There is approximately 104,800 m2 (1,128,000 sqft.) of commercial
space in the downtown, of which approximately 40% fronts directly onto Beacon
Avenue. Of the commercial space, approximately 13% is office space, the remainder
being retail, restaurant or other types of commercial space.
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Outdoor cafe seating along Beacon Avenue
photo by Mel Falk

2.3 Existing Development Context
Waterfront
The waterfront area is developed with a mix of commercial, residential and tourist
commercial uses. Two of the four hotels in downtown Sidney are located in this area.
Beacon Park, Eastview Park, the waterfront walkway, Bevan Pier and Beacon Wharf provide
public open space at the waterfront.
Beacon Park was expanded at the time of development of the Pier Hotel and is intended
to be a major focal point for Sidney as it integrates the beauty of the waterfront with
community activities. It will be the home of a new pavilion structure in 2009 which will
be an attraction for a variety of community and cultural events. The waterfront walkway
extends along the entire length of the downtown waterfront, providing connections to
other neighbourhoods to the north and south. Beacon Wharf is occupied by a fish
market, small bistro and the terminal for the Sidney Island Ferry. Bevan Pier is a popular
destination for walking and fishing.

Port Sidney Marina
photo by Mel Falk

There are two beaches with stairs allowing access down
from the waterfront walkway. One of these beaches is
known locally as Glass Beach due to the amount of
round-edged “beach glass” that washes up.
Port Sidney Marina, built in the late 1980’s, is located on
the north side of the downtown waterfront area, and
provides approximately 350 slips for permanent and
transient moorage.
Glass Beach (in the foreground), The Cannery Building and The Pier Hotel
photo by Mel Falk
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2.3 Existing Development Context
Civic and Cultural Spaces
Civic uses are clustered in the centre of the downtown, one block
north of Beacon Avenue, where the Town Hall, RCMP station, Fire Hall
and Courthouse are all located. Indoor cultural facilities are based in
the Mary Winspear Community Centre which provides meeting
rooms, convention facilities and the 310 seat multi-purpose Charlie
White Theatre. Annual Remembrance Day ceremonies are held at the
cenotaph in front of the Town Hall and parades are conducted along
Beacon Avenue to celebrate Canada Day and holiday festivities.
Local history is showcased at the Sidney Historical Museum, where
permanent and rotating displays highlight various aspects of life in
this area. The Ocean Discovery Centre, opening in 2009, will be an
interpretive and educational facility focusing on marine life in the
surrounding ocean. The Sidney Information Centre, located in the
original customs house , is home to the Sidney Business Association
and the Community Development Office, providing information to
residents and visitors.

Public Open Space and Green Space

Activity along the waterfront walkway
photo by Mel Falk

Beacon Park, Eastview Park and Bevan Park provide accessible green space in
the study area. Apart from these, public open space occurs along sidewalks
and the waterfront walkway.
Landscape elements such as feature hanging baskets and planter beds and
boxes contribute to a positive downtown experience. As the study area is
almost entirely built out, the majority of trees in the study area are located on
municipal boulevards and were planted as street trees.
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The Mary Winspear Centre in Sidney
photo by Mel Falk

2.4 Urban Design Context
The following points provide an overview of the existing urban design and built form context in
downtown Sidney:
•

The study area is compact and has a flat topography, resulting in a strong pedestrian-friendly
orientation.

•

The street network runs primarily on a grid system, with Beacon Avenue functioning as the
main east-west street between Highway 17 and the waterfront.

•

Surface parking lots often provide informal through-block connections from and between
streets.

•

The study area is largely built out with very few vacant lots and most new development is
considered urban infill.

•

Beacon Avenue is well defined by minimal building setbacks in particular east of Fifth Street,
with increased setbacks to the west.

•

The significant demographic of senior citizens requires emphasis on accessibility.

•

Street furniture in the downtown does not currently conform to a single theme and in some
locations is sited in a manner that makes maneuvering a challenge, especially for residents
with mobility issues.

•

Buildings fronting Beacon Avenue, in particular east of Fifth Street, create a positive sense of
enclosure and an enhanced streetscape continuity.

•

Buildings in the study area that have reached their life expectancy present an opportunity
for infill redevelopment.

•

Several buildings have blank facades facing the street which do not contribute to street
activity.

•

Ocean viewscapes from along the waterfront and inland are significant and are an integral
component of Sidney’s identity.

Sunrise over Beacon Avenue
photo by Mel Falk
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