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Saugeen Shores Design Workshop Results 

 

Introduction 

 Over the past half-decade the communities of Port Elgin and Southampton 

have changed significantly in terms of both commercial expansion and population 

growth.  Most new commercial development is taking place along the Highway 

21 Corridors in Port Elgin and Southampton.  As well, there are several major 

new residential developments (subdivisions or individual buildings) either under 

development, approved or proposed to the east and west of the Corridor.  

 Together, the Town and the Bruce County Planning Department took on 

the project of developing a set of urban design guidelines for the Town.  In an 

effort to keep the process open and transparent, the County decided to hold a 

community workshop where local citizens, developers, and landowners could 

come together and discuss the design issues that they thought should be 

addressed in the new guidelines.  On July 30, 2008 approximately 40 people 

gathered at the Plex in Port Elgin to begin to discuss and debate how 

development should occur along the Highway 21 Corridor in Saugeen Shores.  

After a presentation outlining some design issues to consider, five working 

groups, led by staff from the Bruce County Planning Department, examined 

maps and photos of the area, discussed design elements, stated opinions, and 

discovered points of consensus.  Group leaders recorded the groups’ ideas, 

focussing on issues on which the group strongly agreed or disagreed.  This 

report is intended to illustrate the results that came out of the workshop, our 
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interpretation of the results, and other design ideas and practicalities identified by 

the Planning Department. 

 

 

Fig. 1  Five working groups discussed and debated good design at the July 30th 
Community Workshop. 

 
 

 After transcribing and analysing the results from the workshop the 

department identified ten issues that all five groups felt were important to 

consider and address in the design guidelines for Saugeen Shores.  These 

issues include: 

 

1. Incorporating “Green Space” into New Development  

2. Gateway Improvements 

3. Streetscape Improvements 

4. Mixed Use Buildings in the Downtown Area and Clear Land Use 

Designation  

5. Make the Corridor Accessible and Convenient for Pedestrians and 

Cyclists 
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6. Extend “Downtown Core” Design Elements Along Highway 21 

7. Improved Parking Plan  

8. Maintain Distinction Between Port Elgin and Southampton  

9. Implement “Nautical” Theme to Guide Development 

10. Maintain “Small Town” Atmosphere/Character 

 

Each of these issues will be explained and illustrated in this report, along with an 

initial discussion about feasibility and potential implementation of each idea.  The 

first seven issues are quite tangible, and therefore are able to have a more 

concrete solution.  The last three issues are more representative in nature but 

still require a physical solution, and will likely pose more of a challenge to 

achieve in the future. 

  

1.0 Incorporating “Green Space” into New Developmen t  

 

Bruce County is renowned as “Ontario’s Natural Retreat” because of its 

natural beauty and pristine outdoor environment.  Saugeen Shores is no 

different, and many people travel or move to the area to experience all of the 

opportunities available through the natural surroundings.  One point of 

consensus at the workshop was that nature should still be a part of the 

communities, and that the best way to do this is to incorporate as much “green 

space” as possible along the Highway 21 Corridor in Southampton and Port 

Elgin.  “Green Space” includes many different things: planters and baskets of 
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flowers along the street, road medians with grass and trees, trees along the 

streets, strips of grass and shrubs between the street and sidewalk and between 

storefronts and the sidewalk, parkettes with grass and trees, and landscaping 

around parking lots. 

 The workshop indicated several aspects of green space that should be 

incorporated into development.  Buildings should have landscaping around them 

that is aesthetically pleasing and appropriate to the size and location of the 

building in the community.  Having landscaping around buildings makes them 

more welcoming to potential visitors, and also makes walking down the street 

more enjoyable.  Not incorporating landscaping around buildings reflects a more 

industrial feel and does not reflect the natural environment of the area.  The 

Southampton Art School (Fig. 1) illustrates the welcoming nature of gardens 

around a building when a building is set flush against the street. 

 

 

Fig. 2 Landscaping around the Southampton Art School. 
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The 98 the Beach broadcasting station in Port Elgin also demonstrates 

landscaping around a building when the building is set back from the street with a 

lawn in front. 

 

 

Fig. 3  98 the Beach Broadcasting Station. 

 

In contrast, many of the car dealerships and commercial/industrial type buildings 

and compounds along Highway 21 in Saugeen Shores have not incorporated 

landscaping around their buildings.  As you can see in the photograph below, this 

is not pleasing to the eye.  However, a question for consideration is whether or 

not it is practical or necessary to have landscaping around buildings similar to 

these.   
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Fig. 4 Non-landscaped Car Dealership in Port Elgin. 

 

 Placing grass strips along the streets is another issue that emerged.  

Having a green area between the sidewalk and the street is desirable for several 

reasons.  It incorporates the natural environment into the downtown setting, 

allows a break from solid concrete or pavement, and provides a buffer area 

between pedestrians and cars.  Grass strips exist in some areas at the edges of 

the communities, but unfortunately were not continued through the downtown 

core.  For example, the sidewalks shown below at the north ends of Port Elgin 

and Southampton provide a green buffer between pedestrians and the street, 

while in the downtown core there is pavement all the way across the sidewalk 

and street. 
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Fig. 5 & 6 Green spaces between the street and sidewalk provide a buffer from 

the street. 

 

 

 

Fig. 7 Sidewalk without green space. 
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 A related concern was the idea of wanting buildings set back further from 

the street in order to allow space to incorporate greenery between the building 

and the sidewalk.  Although this would greatly increase the amount of green 

space in new development, it also works against the common desire to have 

more new buildings set flush against the street to create a more ‘downtown’ type 

of style.  

 

  

 

Fig. 8 & 9 Building setbacks that allow and do not allow green space. 

 

 The final “green space” issue agreed upon was the need for more trees.  

One group declared that the communities need to “maintain, replace, preserve” 

the trees in the area.  Although there are many large, original trees still remaining 

on the side streets off of the Highway 21 Corridor, many trees on the actual 

Corridor have been cut down to make room for development.  The groups agree 

that trees need to be protected or replaced in areas of new development in order 
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to retain green space.  Large banks of trees exist along the north and south 

edges of Southampton, and as new development occurs a plan needs to be in 

place to guide tree preservation.  There are several businesses in these areas 

that were conscious of leaving many trees around their building, such as the 

storage facilities at the north end of Southampton. 

 

 

 

Fig. 10 Treed area north of Southampton. 
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Fig. 11 Tree retention around businesses in Southampton. 

 

Unfortunately it is difficult to avoid cutting down trees when putting in a 

new building, therefore it is important to replace the cut trees by planting new 

ones.  Many new businesses along the Highway 21 Corridor have done so, but 

one group suggested that instead of planting trees with very small trunk radii, the 

guidelines should encourage choosing trees with substantial trunks and height to 

more immediately replace the greenery lost in construction. 

 

 

 

Fig. 12  Small trees re-planted outside Tim Horton’s in Southampton. 

 

 Overall, the majority of participants at the workshop strongly felt that Port 

Elgin and Southampton need more green space, in both existing areas and new 
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areas of development, to retain the natural environment and atmosphere for 

which the area is known. 

 

2.0 Gateway Improvements 

 

Gateways are a physical indication that one is entering a different place, be it 

a new town, a residential district within a town, or perhaps the downtown core.  

There are many options for what to use as a gateway ranging from an important 

community building, prominent signage, building or road materials, change in 

road width, a striking geographic feature, or a combination of these.  A 

community’s gateway is the first impression a visitor obtains about that 

community, so it is important that they are designed well and will give a positive 

impression to people entering the community.  At the workshop, most 

participants agreed that the gateways for both Port Elgin and Southampton need 

to be improved.   

 One point of discussion was how to create signage that indicated a 

person’s entry into Saugeen Shores as the town at large, and then to indicate 

entry into the individual communities of Port Elgin and Southampton.  One group 

suggested that the signage could be a way to maintain a distinction between the 

two communities.  This went hand in hand with another discussion that signage 

and gateways should reflect each community’s unique character and 

atmosphere.  During the opening presentation at the workshop the groups took a 

look at the existing gateways to Port Elgin and Southampton, and were in 
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agreement that they did not reflect the character of the communities, and in fact 

were giving off a somewhat undesirable character.   

As a visitor enters Saugeen Shores from the south the first gateway they 

meet is at Port Elgin’s south end, and this gateway could be called non-descript 

at best.  There are empty lots and the only signage is the basic blue place 

marking sign (See figures 12 and 13). 

 

   

Fig. 13 & 14 Port Elgin’s southern gateway does not provide a definite or 
engaging entrance to the town. 

 

At the north end of Port Elgin the Bruce County Library Headquarters has the 

potential to act as a gateway in the form of the building, but it would be 

necessary to have other signage to indicate the community’s name.   
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Fig. 15 & 16 Port Elgin’s northern gateway needs more aesthetically 
pleasing signage that reflects the community. 

 

Another point about signage was the desire to incorporate greenery and 

natural materials into their design.  This will meet two identified goals of bringing 

more green space into the community and reflecting the character of the 

community.  Using flowers, grasses, and rocks that are native to Saugeen 

Shores as part of the signage design would effectively demonstrate the natural, 

lakeside location and atmosphere of the Town. 

Southampton’s gateway signage does incorporate greenery and flowers, 

and the illustrations on the signs (a sunset and lighthouse) reflect the maritime 

character of the community quite effectively. 
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Fig. 17 Gateway signage in Southampton. 

 

However, as pointed out during the opening presentation at the workshop, 

Southampton’s southern gateway is defined by the Beer Store because the town 

signage is located right next to the store.  Although this evoked a few chuckles, 

most people agreed that equating Southampton with the Beer Store was not the 

impression the town wants to portray.  An additional concern for Southampton’s 

southern gateway is the construction of a large chain drugstore that would take 

over as a kind of gateway structure.  Again, this is not the ideal gateway design 

for the community. 
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Fig. 18 & 19 Southampton’s southern gateway is defined by the Beer Store. 

 

Bruce County is currently undertaking a wayfinding project with the goal of 

enhancing tourists’ and visitors’ experiences in the county through extensive and 

cohesive signage.  The types of signage will range from prominent indicators of 

entrance to the County and Towns, to pointing tourists to beaches, trails, and 

parks, and also providing directories of businesses and parking areas.  As these 

two projects continue concurrently there will be communication between the 

project leaders to make sure that the goals and processes of each are aligned.  

Information about the wayfinding project can be found on the Bruce County 

website at www.brucecounty.on.ca under the “Bruce County Signage 

Presentation” link. 

 

Overall, the workshop agreed that Port Elgin and Southampton’s 

gateways need improvement, and that the end results should reflect the 

character and small town nature of the communities, should incorporate greenery 
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in the form of native grasses and flowers, and should be appropriately themed 

while still retaining the distinct nature of each community. 

  

3.0 Streetscape Improvements 

 

Streetscape refers to the character and appearance of a street and its 

buildings.  This can include street and sidewalk paving treatment, such as 

coloured brick; street furniture such as benches, garbage cans, and bike racks; 

greenery such as trees, flower baskets and planters, and grass strips; and 

building facades.  Well-designed streetscapes create a welcoming place for 

people to sit and relax, stroll and visit local businesses, and ideally encourage 

people to stay in town longer and come to town more often.  The workshop 

generally agreed that a pleasing streetscape is an important aspect of design, 

and that the Highway 21 Corridor could use some improvements in that area. 

One group suggested that the streetscape should be designed in a way that 

encourages people to gather, and that this could be accomplished by having 

more benches and seating areas along the corridor.  Both Port Elgin and 

Southampton have a few central seating areas/parkettes on Highway 21, along 

with some benches scattered up and down the corridor.  More of these areas 

would improve the corridor both in terms of aesthetics, and encouraging people 

to use the space along the corridor as more than just a means of getting from 

one place to another.  An additional suggestion to improve streetscape 

aesthetics was to have utilities put underground so that the focus of the street is 
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the buildings, brickwork, and landscaping instead of poles and wires; however, 

there are pros and cons to this option.  Having underground utilities would also 

allow space for more street furniture and trees on the corridor, which would 

significantly improve the streets’ appearance, but it also causes more technical 

issues in terms of being able to dig along the street without disturbing cables and 

pipes. 

 

 

  

 

Fig. 20 & 21 Seating areas in Port Elgin and Southampton.  More areas like this 
need to be incorporated into future development. 

 

Another concern when developing streetscape is the need to keep the 

design uniform, or relatively uniform, in terms of street furniture, materials used, 

and symmetry.  In the main downtown core of Port Elgin, the street furniture is a 

uniform black wrought iron and is placed in groupings along the street (includes a 

bike rack, tree with guard, flower planter, and garbage can) with benches on 

many corners.  In both towns, however, the prevalence of street furniture drops 
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significantly as people exit the downtown core and proceed towards the outer 

edges of the community where highway commercial strips are more common.   

 

 

 

Fig. 22 Uniform street furniture in downtown Port Elgin. 

 

Since one of the goals identified by the workshop was to maintain a “small town” 

atmosphere (this will be discussed more in depth later), it makes sense that the 

communities would extend the traditional streetscape elements of a small 

town/downtown area along the extent of the Highway 21 Corridor.  Not only 

would this type of design maintain the small town atmosphere, it would also 

encourage more people to walk and bike to the outer edges of town to do their 

business and visiting since it would be a more pleasant and convenient 

experience.  In addition, well-designed sidewalks are important for ensuring both 

accessibility and safety for all people travelling along the Highway 21 Corridor. 
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Fig. 23 & 24 The streetscape in the north and south ends of Southampton and 
Port Elgin is not designed for aesthetics or convenient pedestrian access. 

 

A final suggestion for streetscape included the construction of 

roundabouts and boulevards in strategic locations on the Highway 21 Corridor to 

act as both gateway and traffic calming features.  As mentioned above, the 

gateways on the corridor are in much need of definition and improvement, and a 

roundabout would be a very effective way to indicate entrance into the 

communities.  However, there are some financial and logistical problems with a 

roundabout that make them a less appealing option to some groups than others, 

and there would likely be some resistance to making such a major change to 

traffic flow that may be cause for collisions at its outset. 
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4.0 Mixed Use Buildings in the Downtown Area and Cl ear Usage 

Designation 

 

On the subject of land usage, the groups put forth several ideas that they felt 

were important to include in design guidelines for Saugeen Shores.  Again, many 

of these ideas were driven by the overall goal of maintaining a small town feel 

throughout the communities.   

Several groups felt that a variety of businesses and uses should be 

incorporated in the same buildings.  For example, one suggestion was to have a 

few different services in one building, such as combining a grocery store, drug 

store, and hardware store into one building or plaza in the downtown area.  

Another idea was to combine office space and retail space in the same building, 

with the two areas side by side or one above the other.  Most groups liked the 

idea of having commercial development in the ground level of a building with 

residential space on the upper floors.  This is already a common practice in the 

downtown cores, and should continue in new development on the outer parts of 

the communities.  A similar idea is to use old residential buildings for commercial 

purposes, such as the Elk and Finch in Southampton, in order to retain the 

historic charm of the buildings while still putting them to productive use.  With the 

creation of so many new residential sub-divisions, more older houses are not 

used as living spaces, and using them for commercial or office purposes allows 

their preservation, and effectively adds to the small town feel of the community. 
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Fig. 25 The Elk and Finch in Southampton is an example of Commercial use of a 
Residential space. 

 

 Many groups and individuals had fairly certain opinions about how land 

should be designated for use along the Highway 21 Corridor.  Discussions about 

the placement of fast food drive-thrus ended in agreement that they should not 

be allowed in downtown core areas, but may be permitted on the outer edge of 

the communities where land is used for more highway commercial type 

development.  From this discussion, the construction location of the Tim Hortons 

in Southampton was a good decision because it is quite far from the downtown 

core.  In Port Elgin, the Tim Hortons is not in a good location because of being at 

one of the main intersections in the community and therefore causing a lot of 

traffic congestion issues.  On the contrary, the McDonalds is in a better position 

because it was built farther from the downtown core and does not cause such 

severe traffic problems.  Another aspect of the drive-thru discussion seemed to 
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be about the potential for lack of pleasing aesthetics, and the busy, urban 

atmosphere it may add to the community. 

 The  addition of Wal-Mart to the community of Port Elgin came up in the 

discussion, and although the decision to build the store has already been 

finalized, many groups and individuals strongly agreed that other “Big Box” stores 

should be kept out of the communities in the future.  Again, the reasoning behind 

this was based around wanting to preserve the small town atmosphere in the 

communities, and in an economic sense to support locally owned small 

businesses.   

 

  

 

Fig. 26 & 27  Poorly placed drive-thrus and “Big Box” stores are not welcome in 
future development along the Highway 21 Corridor. 

 

 

5.0 Make the Corridor Accessible and Convenient for  Pedestrians and 

Cyclists 
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Apart from incorporating more green space, making the Corridor more 

convenient for pedestrians and cyclists was one of the most important and 

agreed upon issues in the workshop.  “The Whole Town Walks” is a mantra one 

group came up with to describe the ideal of having a community so geared 

toward non-vehicular use and access that more people will walk and cycle to do 

their errands and visiting rather than drive. 

One of the major discussions and points of agreements among the groups 

was that the Rail Trail should be incorporated more fully into the communities 

rather than being disconnected from the main street and therefore used by fewer 

people.  Two major problems identified with the Rail Trail are lack of proper 

signage, and lack of easily found access points to and from the Highway 21 

Corridor, especially in the downtown areas; clearly these two problems are 

related.  The groups came to the consensus that the Rail Trail is an important 

aspect of the community in terms of its historic and environmental value, and 

therefore should be utilized to its full potential.  Enhancing accessibility from the 

Rail Trail to the Corridor will also help to achieve another goal to have more 

connectivity between the Corridor and the surrounding neighbourhoods in 

general. 

Although there are several access points to the Rail Trail in Port Elgin and 

Southampton, unless a person already knows where they are, the points are not 

easily located because they are not directly off Highway 21 and proper signs to 

direct hikers and bikers to the access points are not in place.  On the Rail Trail 

website the access points are clearly laid out with directions and maps; the Town 
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needs to take a step further and put up clearly visible signs at the appropriate 

places on Highway 21 to guide people to the trails’ access points.  In addition, a 

full map of all the directions and access points placed in a central and 

appropriate location in both communities would be helpful. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 28 Rail Trail Access from Highway 21 at the south end of Southampton. 

 

 The workshop acknowledged that many people in Saugeen Shores use 

bicycles to travel around in the Town, and that current design does not provide 

convenient access for cyclists.  With rising gas prices and increasing 

environmental concerns, cycling is becoming more prevalent and the Town 

needs to take actions to accommodate rather than just tolerate cyclists.   

At present there are no bike lanes in Saugeen Shores, and the Town has 

declared that bikes are not allowed on the sidewalk.  That leaves only the street 

for cyclist use, and with the high volume and speed of traffic on Highway 21 this 
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poses problems and the potential for a collision for riders and motorists 

attempting to negotiate each other.  The Rail Trail is a beautiful place to cycle, 

but for the practicality of people trying to do business and visiting in the 

downtown area it does not make sense to use the trail.  Therefore, a large 

number of cyclists, rather than face the dangers of the road, simply ignore the 

rules and ride on the sidewalk.  This, in turn, poses a safety concern for 

pedestrians using the sidewalk.  Therefore several groups felt that bike lanes 

should be incorporated into the town, both in pre-existing and new development. 

 

  

 

Fig. 29 & 30  Many cyclists use the safer sidewalk despite the “No Bicycles” 

rule. 

 

 Unfortunately it is not feasible to put in bike lanes on the existing stretch of 

Highway 21 that runs through the downtown core areas of Port Elgin and 

Southampton because there is not enough space to widen the road.  An 

alternative for bike lanes in the downtown core is to make use of the many alleys 

and lanes that connect Highway 21 to the streets directly east and west, and turn 
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them into access paths for cyclist and pedestrian use.  In order to keep bikes off 

the sidewalks as much as possible, bike racks should be strategically placed at 

the ends of the paths as they reach the Corridor so cyclists can conveniently 

store their bikes.  Also, the paths should be paved or bricked with green space 

incorporated, of course, and appropriate lighting installed for safe use at night.  

These paths would also make parking more effective.  If there are clearly marked 

parking lots with clearly marked access paths to the main street, more people will 

stop and walk up and down the main street to do business rather than drive. 

 

  

 

Fig. 31& 32 Convenient access paths to Highway 21 may encourage more 
people to walk and cycle. 

 

 Overall, the workshop agreed that the Town design should promote the 

ideal that “The Whole Town Walks” and in order to achieve that goal, the town 
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needs to incorporate guidelines so new development is convenient and 

accessible for pedestrians and cyclists. 

 

6.0   Extend “Downtown Core” Design Elements Along Highway 21 

 

After viewing photographs of the different commercial areas along Highway 

21 many groups agreed that they preferred the downtown core type design rather 

than the highway strip commercial type design.  In a downtown core area the 

buildings are generally three to four storeys high (although some in Saugeen 

Shores are only two), the buildings have a zero feet setback, meaning they are 

built right against the sidewalk, and parking is locate directly on the street or 

behind the buildings.  On the contrary, in highway commercial areas the buildings 

are usually only one storey high, are set back farther from the road, and parking 

is located in large lots in front of the building. 

  

Fig. 33 & 34 Highway Commercial design in Port Elgin and Southampton. 
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Fig. 35 & 36 Downtown Core design is preferred over Highway Commercial. 

 Various groups in the community have different preferences for whether 

new development should be highway commercial or downtown core style.  For 

those looking to maintain a small town atmosphere and create a welcoming 

space for visitors to shop, the downtown core style is preferred because the 

proximity and height of the buildings offers a sense of security and envelopment 

when travelling along the sidewalk.  On the contrary, highway commercial areas 

are not as preferred to walk along because the large building setback creates a 

sense of separation, and having a parking lot in front of the buildings makes it 

geared more for vehicles than pedestrians.  However, many people who own 

businesses in the highway commercial area prefer the large setback and front 

parking lot because it is easy for motorists to locate entrances and parking, and a 

full parking lot indicates that stopping to visit the store is worthwhile. 
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7.0 Improved Parking Plan 

 

Parking is a major issue in any town or city, especially in rural areas where 

there are often concerns about preserving the natural environment, agricultural 

land, or a certain “small town” character.  Saugeen Shores is no exception on 

this matter, and the workshop seemed to agree on how parking should be 

designed in the future.  Analysing the aerial maps of Port Elgin and Southampton 

illustrated aspects of the pre-existing parking system that are desired, and those 

that are not.   

 

 

 

Fig. 37 Many parking lots in Port Elgin are in front of the buildings and  



 30

are not properly landscaped. 
 

The workshop realized and accepted that larger parking lots are necessary to 

accommodate growing businesses and the summer tourist season, but that a 

balance of pleasing aesthetics, convenient locations, and access to the main 

street is also important.  Most groups expressed that the best position for parking 

lots was to the side or to the rear of buildings, but not in front of buildings, and 

that businesses should share parking and access in order to cut-down on the 

overall number of parking lots required.  In terms of parking on the street, angled 

parking, such as on High Street in Southampton, or simply parallel parking along 

the street is acceptable.   

 

 

  

 

Fig. 38 & 39 Parking lots in front of buildings should not be part of new 

development. 
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Fig. 40 & 41 Parking lots to the side, such as the Independent in Port Elgin, and 
behind, such as the Municipal lot in Port Elgin are preferred for new 

development. 
 

One group suggested that trees and landscaping should be placed around 

the perimeter of, and on the islands within, the parking lots in order to “hide” them 

and create a more pleasing appearance than just cars and asphalt.  A workshop 

participant brought in several photos showing good design from other places, 

and the following photo from her submission demonstrates how a parking lot 

could be landscaped for both aesthetics and function. 
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Fig. 42 Landscaping and trees enhance parking lot aesthetics (photo 
courtesy of Leslie Hall). 

 

 Another suggestion for parking design involved creating a “commercial 

campus” atmosphere in areas of new development.  In this type of setting a large 

piece of property is developed for a particular type of commercial or industrial 

development, and businesses that fall into the category build on the site.  Usually 

a central area is dedicated to parking, the buildings are within walking distance, 

and there are several green spaces throughout, not unlike a university or college 

campus.  While this kind of development is generally positive and efficient, it 

tends to be fairly expensive to develop, and in a small area such as Saugeen 

Shores there is not enough demand for so many similar businesses.  An 

alternative to this system, mentioned in the previous section, is to have large 
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shared parking lots behind downtown core type areas of development with clear 

signage, easily accessible paths, and walkways leading to the businesses. 

 

8.0 Maintain Distinction Between Port Elgin and Sou thampton  

 

Even though Saugeen Shores in one town, the two communities that 

comprise it, Port Elgin and Southampton, possess a unique history and 

atmosphere.  Both communities were well represented at the workshop, and all 

agreed that while the Town as a whole should continue to develop in a positive 

way, the unique distinction between the two communities should be maintained 

in the midst of new development and re-development. 

One suggestion to maintain this distinction is to preserve the physical 

separation between the two communities.  There is approximately eight 

kilometres between Port Elgin and Southampton, and most of that land is 

agricultural with a few commercial and residential buildings scattered along.  

Most groups agreed that highway commercial strips should not be allowed to 

develop, and that the land should remain the way it is now to preserve both the 

natural environment and the physical separation between the communities. 

Another group suggested that the atmosphere and character of the towns is 

different, and therefore by nurturing those differences the communities would 

remain distinct.  The group offered the idea that Southampton is more of a 

cottage town while Port Elgin is more of a commercial center, and each should 

be developed as such to maintain separate identities.  Further discussion is 
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needed, however, in order to decide just what it means to be a cottage town 

versus a commercial center, and then how to translate those ideas into physical 

design and development. 

 

 

9.0 Implement a “Nautical” Theme to Guide Developme nt 

 

Many individuals, especially those representing Southampton, suggested 

implementing a design theme that represents the Town to help guide future 

development.  Those in favour of this idea agreed that a nautical, seaside type 

theme would be the most appropriate for the Town, particularly Southampton, 

because of its marine heritage, proximity to Lake Huron, and tourism focus.   

The individuals and groups who suggested a nautical theme for the Town 

described several ways to implement the theme into both future development, 

and into pre-existing development.  Building colour and shutter design should 

reflect the nautical theme.  This means using traditional colours such as bright 

red, navy blue, and crisp white for paint, siding, brick, or roof design.  Using 

board and batton for building material, and certain dimensions and colours for 

store awnings should also be incorporated into the nautical design.  Landscaping 

can reflect a nautical theme by using sand from the beaches, local grasses and 

shrubs, driftwood, and stone from the local quarries and beaches.  Ropes, 

chains, and old boat parts could also be used to enhance landscaping or create 

decorative pieces to display around the town.  In addition, the previously 



 35

mentioned signage project offered a marine/nautical theme as a choice for signs, 

and this would be an ideal way to introduce the nautical theme of the Town at its 

gateway. 

One workshop participant offered some pictures and ideas to demonstrate 

how a nautical theme could be implemented practically in development (please 

visit the Bruce County website to view the full submission).  The photos were 

taken in the small seaside town of Freeport, Maine where the town clearly 

outlined how buildings should be designed to fit into their nautical theme.  In the 

end the town got the services and restaurants they needed, and the aesthetics 

they desired.   

 

  

 

Fig. 43 & 44 Friendly’s and McDonald’s Restaurants adopted the nautical theme 
in Freeport, Maine proving that functionality and aesthetics are possible (photos 

courtesy of Doug Mullaly). 
 

 Although implementing a nautical theme in Saugeen Shores would be a 

good way to enhance tourism and give a sense of design coherence throughout 

the town, there are some problems with the idea since the area is already quite 
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developed.  The first issue is how to incorporate the nautical theme into the pre-

existing development in the town.  It would be extremely expensive to re-vamp 

the exterior facades of the buildings along the Highway 21 Corridor, and some 

business owners may have no desire to change the appearance of their building 

to fit the theme.  If new development incorporated the nautical theme into 

building and landscaping design, but pre-existing development did not, the Town 

would appear disjointed because of the difference in appearance of some 

buildings versus others.  Another issue is simply that every person’s design 

tastes and preferences are different, and the potential for personal conflict is 

high.  One of the points mentioned about the purpose of design guidelines is that 

they are not meant to be the ‘taste police’ and dictate colour, dimension, signage, 

and materials used for new buildings.  Design guidelines are supposed to offer 

more general suggestions for development such as building orientation, location 

of parking, building setback, and landscaping.  If a consensus cannot be reached 

about how to implement a nautical theme for building design, an alternative 

would be to incorporate the theme into public spaces such as parks, the harbour 

area, landscaping, sculpture and murals, and signage. 

 

10.0  Maintain “Small Town” Atmosphere/Character 

 

The point that all groups agreed upon in some sense was the need to 

maintain a “small town” atmosphere and character in Saugeen Shores.  Each 

group had a slightly different idea of what this goal entails, but when combined, 
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the ideas result in a fuller vision of what being a “small town” means.  Along with 

being the most sought after goal for new development, it is also the most difficult 

to articulate in terms of having tangible design guidelines with which the 

developers can work 

One group proposed a vision that is common in small towns: the desire to 

create “The Human Experience” where small businesses rule, the people are 

friendly, and a welcoming atmosphere presides.  This is a worthwhile vision to 

pursue, but in order to incorporate it into design guidelines more definition is 

needed for what physical things will act to retain the small town feeling of 

Saugeen Shores.  One group suggested that a sense of intimacy will preserve 

the small town atmosphere and should be created and maintained along the 

corridor by using lights, flowers, art, or decorative bricks and pavement.  In 

addition, the exterior facades of the buildings in town should represent the 

communities and not just the store brand name.    These suggestions are all 

practical, but they still beg the question of what makes facades or flowers reflect 

the community in a meaningful way.  Since many small towns likely use the same 

methods to maintain the same atmosphere, there needs to be something unique 

that reflects Saugeen Shores.  In response to this, one group suggested that a 

new Tim Hortons, for example, could be bricked with stone extracted from a local 

quarry so that the restaurant is not just another Tim Hortons, but is uniquely 

Saugeen Shores’ Tim Hortons. 

Many people discussed the importance of retaining the “seaside village” and 

“unique” character of Southampton both along the corridor and especially on 
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High Street.  Again, this is a worthwhile vision to pursue, but first the town needs 

to decide what they mean by the “seaside village” and “unique character” that 

exists in Southampton, and figure out how that translates into physical design 

and development.  A possible method is to focus on the historic/heritage aspects 

of the town, formally recognize those areas or buildings, and use the design 

elements found there (setback, height, façade material, etc.) to create some 

guidelines for new development along Highway 21.  In this way, the town’s 

heritage and small town feel can continue in the context of new development 

because that unique character will be reflected in the new homes and 

businesses. 

A final idea that could work to preserve the small town atmosphere in 

Saugeen Shores along the corridor is to define the Town in terms of several 

nodes that are marked by gateways and linked by corridors.  A node is like a 

neighbourhood or district within a larger community that is distinct because of its 

function, history, or character.  Gateways for the nodes would be signage or a 

special building that easily reflects the function or character, and the corridors or 

links between the nodes would be sections of the Highway 21 Corridor.  The 

community could create names for each node that reflect the function of the 

node, but could also reflect the town.  In this way new commercial, industrial, or 

even residential areas can relate to the older sections of town despite being 

brand new development.  Additionally, having smaller defined neighbourhoods in 

a larger area creates the sense of being in a small town because each node feels 

almost like a town in itself. 
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Overall, the workshop came up with some visions and goals for preserving 

the small town nature of Saugeen Shores.  The next step is to thoroughly define 

how those visions translate into physical design, and then how that physical 

design can translate into guidelines for new development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11.0   Conclusions 

 

Defining how a town should develop in the future is not an easy task.  

Individuals and community groups have a wide range of wants and needs that 

will without a doubt conflict with each other.  Young families have different needs 

than retired couples; business owners want different things than 

environmentalists; and the Town council may have ideas that are different from 

community groups.  The simple fact is that it is impossible to have every interest 

group completely satisfied at the end of the day.  Instead, our goal is to 

incorporate at least some of the needs and wants of as many interest groups as 

possible into a cohesive guidebook for developers, and hopefully strike a balance 

so that no one group feels as if their opinions were not considered.  The nice 
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thing about design guidelines is that they are not set in stone, and they are not 

meant to dictate every single detail of how and where a building is constructed.  

The guidelines give a more general sense of the towns’ goals and visions for 

what they want in terms of the physical growth and development in the 

community. 

After listening to various groups and individuals at the public workshop, a 

clearer picture emerged of how the citizens of Saugeen Shores want their 

community to develop in the future.  Overall the workshop agreed that 

development is going to happen and that as long as it fit into the Towns’ goals 

and visions it should not be prohibited.  The common themes expressed 

throughout the workshop were to retain the community’s natural environment, 

maintain a small town atmosphere throughout the Corridor, recognize and foster 

the distinction between Port Elgin and Southampton, and monitor land use 

designation for different areas along the Corridor. 

With these visions, ideas, and suggestions in mind the Bruce County 

Planning Department and the Town of Saugeen Shores can begin to look at the 

practicalities and feasibility issues of implementing those ideas.  After finding out 

what ideas will work and which ones will not, the first drafts of concrete design 

guidelines can be created.  Again, the process will remain open and transparent 

to the public, and any questions or concerns can easily be raised.   

Hopefully at the end of this process the future of development in Saugeen 

Shores will be laid out in a way that is appropriate and sensitive to the needs and 

wants of the community. 


