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Performing and Other Arts Facility Needs
for the Downtown Cultural Hub
In this summary report we will outline how our work led to the identification of needs
for improved and/or additional performing arts facilities in downtown Oakville, and
then how those recommendations were expressed through a series of development
scenarios.
Study Process
As a part of the Downtown Cultural Hub Study team, our job was to identify the need
for new/better facilities in terms of potential audience demand, user demand, the
current supply of facilities and the potential impacts and benefits they might provide
to the town. Over the past four months, we collected this information through oneon-one interviews, workshops, focus groups, facility tours and the accumulation of
significant data on the characteristics and operation of existing facilities and
organizations. We also considered some of the broader forces and trends affecting
the cultural sector across Canada (see chart).
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Conclusions
Our collection and analysis of information led to the following conclusions:
Audiences: The Oakville population has characteristics that suggest good propensity
to attend and support the arts. There are high concentrations of families and young
adults and growing numbers of empty nesters and retirees with high levels of
education (see chart).

The population is also quite diverse, with high proportions of Asian populations with
residents born in and outside of Canada. All of these groups have great potential to
participate in the arts and demand a variety of programming. They also require
programming with diverse price points, format (formal vs. informal) and content.
Research into audience trends suggests that Oakville facilities should provide
opportunities for social interaction, should be flexible to accommodate different
programming types and formats, and should incorporate media and technology in
order to effectively engage these populations.
Users: While many local arts groups are satisfied with the condition, availability,
features and level of service at the Oakville Centre for the Performing Arts (OCPA),
they feel limited by its capacity, technical capabilities and lack of flexibility and support
spaces. Performing arts groups principally have demand for three types of space:
 Smaller capacity, flexible spaces principally for Oakville’s community theatre
groups. Some of these groups are also in need of rehearsal and classroom space.
 Higher quality, mid-size, multi-use performance space in the range of 500 to 750
seats.
 More specialized facilities, including acoustically excellent performance facilities
for live music, and smaller serving performance spaces best for dramatic theatre.
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It is important to note that the specific demand expressed represents a combination of
new or expanded programming and some limited relocation of existing programming.
Additional relocated programming could provide a good baseline of activity at new
facilities. There is also some demand for gallery/exhibition space as well as shared
administrative, production and storage space. And all of this demand is specifically for
facilities located downtown.
Existing Facilities: OCPA and Queen Elizabeth Park Community and Cultural Centre
(QEPCCC) are certainly the “work horses” of performance and cultural spaces in
Oakville, but have limitations in terms of how they can accommodate audiences,
participants, users and touring programs. Local facilities are lacking in quality and
availability and there is a particular gap for quality local performance space in the
range of 400 to 800 seats. There are also gaps in the regional inventory for
acoustically excellent facilities as well as for different types of touring product. And
there are opportunities to develop visual arts, media arts, outdoor and program space
to accommodate hands-on arts education and participatory activities. We also
observed that there are limited quality meeting and event facilities able to
accommodate more than 400 people.

Benefits and Impacts: The development of new cultural spaces downtown—and
positioning those spaces within a Cultural Hub—is certainly in line with community
goals, as outlined in downtown plans, Livable Oakville and other community planning
documents. New cultural activity and facilities can build quality of life for local and
regional residents and promote downtown Oakville as a regional destination.
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Recommendations
Out of these conclusions come six recommendations:
1. Gallery Partnership
We endorse the idea of developing new performing arts facilities in proximity to a
new home for Oakville Galleries. In any cultural district or hub, it is important for
artists and arts organizations of all disciplines to co-mingle and collaborate. Visual arts
and gallery components in particular play an important role in attracting visitors to an
area, providing daytime activities for visitors who aren’t interested in a “scheduled
event” and providing places for artists to exhibit, sell work and oftentimes engage
with the public. Galleries have the ability to be multi-form and multi-function,
accommodating gatherings, lectures, meetings and presentations as well as
exhibitions. They can also develop and provide programming such as lectures, visual
arts education programs, and events and services for visual artists, which could be
offered in other spaces throughout the cultural hub.
2. Library Partnership
We would also encourage the development of performing arts facilities in conjunction
with a new library. The library staff is keen to have artists active in its new facilities—a
growing trend in library programming. In this regard, there are two areas for
potential partnership. One is via an artist-in-residence program, which could bring
artists into the library to create and interact with the public. The other is a potential
partnership to create ‘maker space’ for artists and the public to creatively express
themselves. This might be manifested through the digital media facilities in
partnership with Sheridan College or via other partnerships. The library is also
interested in using other components of the culture hub for programming, special
events and receptions that do not fit within their own facilities.
3. Media Arts Facilities
A review of existing facilities and programs revealed very few spaces for film and
digital media exhibition and education. That gap combined with trends in audience
participation—which indicate rising interest and participation in music production,
film production/editing, graphics, game development, digital photography and
otherwise—suggests potential for the development of digital media programs and
facilities. These facilities might include digital exhibition spaces, labs, editing bays,
workshop and meeting rooms, recording booths and otherwise.
There is potential for a digital media center to be a teaching space for Sheridan
College, bringing students to downtown Oakville to learn and spend time. But, if
Sheridan College is open to partnering and to including a public component, this
facility also has the potential to bring new technologies to the public, artists and arts
organizations as 1) new means of creative expression, 2) new ways to deliver artistic
work to the community, and 3) new tools to help artists and organizations sustain
themselves. This would provide Oakville with a new type of community arts center,
based on new technologies that provide new opportunities for artists of all ages to
explore and express their creativity. It could also be regionally distinctive.
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4. Artist in Residence Facilities and Programs
An important part of the cultural hub will be its ability to connect the public with
artists. As a result, partners like the Oakville Galleries are considering the
development of artist-in-residence programs, providing space and tools that allow for
artists to create while the public can watch or experience a work-in-progress. This
type of program is in line with trends that suggest that audiences desire more
interaction with artists in order to fundamentally understand how a work of art is
created and to even participate in that development process. In addition, it is a good
way to build traffic and a reputation as an arts-centric and artist-friendly community.
The key is having the ability to provide artists with access to quality space in which to
create.
5. Outdoor Performance Facilities
We would recommend the development of three types of outdoor facilities that will
allow Oakville to develop and present signature public events and public art programs
that are regionally unique, creating reputation and visibility for Oakville as a regional
cultural destination.
Larger Public Square: First, a larger, open air public square should be developed to
better host some of Oakville’s many community festivals as well as outdoor concerts,
exhibits and other community events such as art fairs and farmers markets.

Oakville lacks outdoor space that provides infrastructure and support for these kinds
of functions. A larger public square will have the potential to be a place where people
come to spend time, connect and share community experiences. Here again,
flexibility of use is key in order to support a variety of functions.
A Small Amphitheater: There is a lack of outdoor spaces with proper infrastructure
to host live performance. As a result, the cultural hub should include a small
amphitheater with capacity for 250 to 350, and a stage for more intimate music
and spoken word performances. This facility might be developed adjacent to or as
part of the public square, sharing infrastructure and storage, or it might be
developed as part of a performing arts centre or in another location entirely. It
should be a simple space, ideally with some sort of tensile structure to shield the

Town of Oakville

|

Downtown Plan

5

stage from weather. And it should be designed in such a way that events can be
ticketed if desired. This type of space can be used by the town for seasonal
presenting programs, in conjunction with public festivals and community-wide events,
or rented by local individuals and groups for performances and events.
Additional Infrastructure to Support Use of Temporary Spaces: Finally, the town
should work to develop physical infrastructure that encourages the use of outdoor
public spaces for distinctive cultural events, festivals and “pop-up” events. This
might include electrical access, water access, storage, built in speaker platforms and
even equipment packages available for rental by individuals and groups who wish to
produce outdoor public events.

6. Indoor Performance Facilities
For this final and all-important recommendation, we have developed three options, as
follows:
The Edge City Performing Arts Centre: The first option is to develop a traditional edge
city performing arts center, much like other facilities located around the edge of the
GTA per the chart.

The centerpiece of this facility should be a multipurpose performance space that is
somewhat larger than OCPA, in the range of 600 to 700 seats with fly space and an
orchestra pit, but it should be developed to a high level of quality and flexibility. The
facility should also include a smaller, more flexible and well-equipped black box
theatre in the range of 300 seats to serve Oakville’s community theatre groups as well
as flexible education/rehearsal studios, for both the visual and performing arts.
With a larger capacity and higher level of flexibility and functionality than OCPA and
other regional performing arts centres, this option will allow the town to attract
additional touring presentations. The new performing arts centre would be quite
busy, satisfying demand and community needs requested in community consultation.
And it is a low-risk option because it is what other Edge-Cities have done around the
Greater Toronto Area.
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The Regionally Distinctive Performing Arts Centre: Another option is to “aim higher”
and differentiate new Oakville facilities from other regional spaces in terms of
capacity, quality and distinctiveness. The overall idea is similar to the first option, but
different in three important ways.
1. The large hall, with a slightly higher 750-seat capacity, is more specialized as
a high-quality venue for mostly music, then dance, then some other
programs. It is less of a multi-purpose hall, and it does not have a
proscenium stage and fly tower. But, it would allow the town to stake its
claim as the best music and dance hall between Toronto (Koerner Hall) and
St. Catharines (the new hall now under construction there).
2. The second space is a 325-seat courtyard theatre, more appropriate for local,
regional and touring dramatic theatre. Again, flexibility is reduced to gain
quality, making the room more distinctive in the region.
3. Finally, this version of the centre should be particularly good at supporting
meetings and events, ideally with the ability to host 500 people for a large
meeting or banquet in one of the performance spaces, a large and nicely
finished flex space and/or breakout space or partitioned rooms.
Because the performance spaces are higher quality, the facility is more expensive to
build and sustain; but this option will have a greater impact on Oakville, in terms of
supporting downtown development and positioning Oakville as a cultural destination.
The Boutique Performing Arts Centre: A third option is based on the idea that
downtown Oakville is already seen as a boutique destination (quaint and special), so
our plan here is to only develop the 325-seat courtyard theatre and build other
needed components at another location outside of the downtown.
This option reduces the impact on downtown, in both positive and negative ways. The
town gets a theatre in the downtown cultural hub development. But, the additional
larger spaces go elsewhere, which ultimately makes the overall project more expensive
to build and sustain due to lost economies and operating efficiencies.

Development Options
Urban Strategies Inc. has now taken our recommendations and used them to create
four development scenarios, as follows:
Scenario #1: Adapt and expand existing facilities
In this case, the existing OCPA is renovated and expanded. Our architectural partners
at Diamond + Schmitt have confirmed that it would be possible to renovate the
existing multi-purpose theater, but that the capacity would not increase beyond 500
seats. There is the opportunity to expend the building adding a 250-seat studio
theater, new meeting and event spaces, an expanded lobby and improved backstage
accommodation. (add that adding additional parking to this are may not be possible)
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In this option, as with the other three, recommended outdoor facilities are added.
Our other recommendations around the media center and residency program are
taken up with the gallery and library as project partners.
Scenario #2: A New Cultural Hub at Centennial Square
This is the most ambitious and centralized version, with the existing OCPA and library
replaced by a large complex at the Centennial Square site. For the performing arts,
this includes the pieces recommended in the Regionally Distinctive option—the 750seat music and dance hall, the 325-seat courtyard theatre, plus high quality meeting
and event spaces.
Scenario #3: Two Theatre Anchors
In this option, the two theatres are split based on the Edge City PAC option, and the
350-seat Studio Theater is built at the Post Office site. Then, once that project is
completed, the existing OCPA is torn down and replaced with the 650-seat multipurpose theatre and additional meeting and event spaces at Centennial Square.
Scenario #4: Boutique Cultural Facilities
The last option develops only the small courtyard theatre with some meeting and
event space at the Centennial Square site.

Next Steps
Over the coming months we will continue exploring and developing these options and
scenarios, most importantly by developing capital and operating budgets for the
various indoor and outdoor facilities.
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Vision for a revitalized or new library
The vision for a new and revitalized library building brings forth common thoughts,
ideas and principles considered to be important to the library’s future success. The
following is a summary of those ideas for consideration:
Marketability
Provide for a storefront library that involves establishing a street presence; a strong
connection with the street by physically locating the library building as close as
possible to the street and by providing effective signage and a dominant and
accessible entry point.
Attractive Building
Provide a beautiful building with an abundance of glass and natural light. A building
that is architecturally attractive promotes a strong exterior building identity and
provides for interior spaces that are both comfortable and visually stimulating. An
attractive building instills a sense of pride-in-place in the community and becomes an
economic driver for the downtown.
Minneapolis Central Library
Photography Ken Friberg

Exterior Spaces
Provide for exterior library spaces such as outdoor reading gardens, courtyards and
amphitheaters, art on display in an exterior plaza, an abundance of greenery and a
variety of exterior spaces including passive areas for quiet contemplation and active
areas for the social gathering of groups and for interactive play. Exterior spaces are an
extension of the library interior and provide the opportunity for additional and
enhanced library spaces, services and programming. Properly designed exterior spaces
contribute to the attractiveness and marketability of the library building. As well,
providing a connection to the natural landscape promotes positive health benefits and
fosters community engagement, participation, interaction and learning.

Magnuson Community Garden, Seattle

Flexibility and Versatility
Cater to the changing needs and desires of the community. The library of today must
be able to easily adapt, change, reconfigure and evolve into the library of tomorrow.
Designing spaces that allow for flexibility and providing for versatile spaces in a
building will allow library services and programs to respond efficiently and effectively
to changing times. Flexible spaces must be able to provide for a quiet reading area at
one moment and an interactive social gathering space in the next moment. These
spaces can include partitions, furniture and shelving that are all mobile and a lighting
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design that can work well in any situation. Versatile spaces can accommodate a
multitude of functions and purposes, thereby removing the need for providing a series
of defined spaces that service only one function.
Library as everything for everyone
The library is a place that provides everything for everyone; everyone being a diverse
population. The role of the library is defined as a neutral, democratic place where
everyone is welcome. It is one of the few entities that could partner easily with a nonprofit and a commercial for-profit corporation. Therefore, the library building must
provide for a multitude of various spaces, services and programs that can cater to and
satisfy all the needs and desires of the community. This translates into providing
opportunities for people of all ages to enjoy a passive existence (quiet reading, quiet
studying, individual research), energetic activity (socializing, interacting, conversing
and collaborating) and to support specific requirements (literacy, small business hub,
tutoring). A new library building or a revitalized library building is an opportunity to
provide for enhanced library services and programs and to give the community more
of what they deserve.

Birmingham Library
Photography Christian Richters

Detroit Public Library:
Maker Space www.prolog.org

Destination place
A new library building or revitalized library building is a destination place in the
downtown; an important and significant cultural building that people want to come
to and linger in, instead of a place to simply pass through and pick up their holds. You
do not have to visit a library to gain access to a book, movie or DVD. It is important to
provide for interesting services and interactive programs and the proper spaces
technologically outfitted to support these services and programs. As a destination
place, a library is the “place to be”, offering special spaces and services that
encourage participation, collaboration, social interaction and community engagement.
A building that fosters community engagement is a building of civic importance that
would embrace the existing downtown community and that would strengthen the
identity of the downtown as an important economic factor in the Town of Oakville.
Library as a centre for collaboration where the consumer is the creator
The library is a facilitator and supporter of life-long learning. The traditional library
building enhances education and literacy, promotes reading as recreation and
provides the public with all the tools necessary to succeed in life. The new library
provides for hands-on collaborative experiences to promote life-long learning and to
motivate the community to interact and become engaged. Collaborative library
spaces like maker spaces, also known as haker spaces and fab labs, allow the
consumer or the patron to become the creator. Maker spaces are interactive work
spaces, where people, who share a common interest, can meet, socialize and
collaborate with the intention of physically creating something. More important than
the physical act of creating an object is the journey of creating the object. The
creation journey fosters communication, the expression of thoughts and ideas and
allows for the sharing and exchange of ideas. Maker spaces can be both high-tech,
outfitted with the most current technology (3D printers, scanners, computers, screens,
software, tools and equipment), or low-tech spaces (paper, paint, inexpensive
materials that can be bought at a dollar store). Whether high-tech or low-tech, the
maker space culture is a collaborative experience that engages the public and
contributes to the library’s role as the facilitator for life-long learning.
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Delft Library:
Gaming Stations www.holland.com

Library as a digital hub:
The new library is a digital library. It is a centre for innovation and an interactive
incubator for ideas in all areas (arts, math, science, language). Similar to the maker
space ethic, as a means of engaging the public and providing for hands-on learning
experiences, literacy is also supported and promoted by providing platforms for digital
literacy. The incorporation of digital spaces and/or innovation hubs, equipped with
the latest technology fosters digital literacy. The digital library has evolved from
providing only a digital interface (website, e-resources, social media accounts, apps) as
a means of staying connected with the community, to providing for physical spaces in
the library that allow the public to have an interactive, digital experience. This
includes providing spaces that offer equipment for use and loan (computers, laptops,
e-readers, tablets), access to special programs (software training, gaming, recording
and editing of music and videos, creation, design and production of art, objects or
books) and physical spaces for social interaction, business, study and research that
allow for the interaction of digital interfaces (touch screens, simulation rooms,
interacting with virtual environments, gaming, visualization, media rooms, bookable
program rooms with smart boards and screens for presentations and conferencing).
The new library uses advanced technology to engage the community, to foster social
interaction, participation and collaboration and to encourage new forms of discovery
and innovation, all with the intent of supporting life-long learning. Examples of digital
spaces and innovation hubs that exist in library buildings include: Digital Innovation
Hub at the Toronto Reference Library, Digital Media Lab at the Skokie Public Library.

Downtown Library:
Building Options Recommendations

A rejuvenation of library systems and buildings throughout Canada and the United
States has been occurring steadily over the last ten years. There are several examples
of new and renovated library buildings that have responded to the specific
requirements of their library systems and local communities and that can serve as
interesting examples of how the Town of Oakville can respond to the needs and
desires of their community. Some or all of the vision ideas and principles outlined
above can be included in the following two development options:
Development Option One: The Flagship Library
Option one recommends the development of a 30,000 square foot flagship library
building, either as a one storey building or two storey building and as new
construction or as a renovation and expansion to the existing Central Branch. A
flagship library building refers to the ultimate or hub library building that provides
everything for everyone thereby supporting life-long learning through the provision of
a variety of spaces, services and programs all under one roof. It is a true destination
place for downtown Oakville. It refers to a building that will provide the spaces,
programs and services that will attract anyone from anywhere in Oakville (and perhaps
outside of Oakville) to visit the library building. A flagship building is one where the
public would not simply pass through the building, but would spend time there,
interact and collaborate with others in the community. A flagship library building
assumes the following qualities:
•

Centre for collaboration and digital hub: It includes unique spaces that
facilitate, foster and support social interaction, creation, innovation and
community engagement. Examples of these types of spaces include maker
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spaces and digital innovation hubs outfitted with the appropriate
technological infrastructure and equipment.
•

Attractive landmark building with distinct architectural features that is a
destination place.

•

It successfully markets library services and programs because it is situated
close to the public street and provides several windows to allow the public to
see into and out of the building.

•

It provides for a variety of exterior spaces (contemplative to socially engaging)
that are an extension of the interior library spaces.

•

It provides for accessible, flexible and versatile interior library spaces that
anticipate the changing needs of the public it serves and the required
changes to library services and programming in the future.

•

It puts a focus on the public by providing for a variety of distinct spaces for
people of all ages (spaces for children, teens, adults, quiet study, urban
lounges, meeting areas).

•

It provides appropriate spaces that can adequately support an abundance and
diverse library program and that can be used by, shared with, booked and
rented by outside organizations. This includes providing for a large multi-level
auditorium (seating for 200 to 240 persons) and other spaces like computer
rooms, meeting rooms, program rooms, digital hubs and maker space rooms.

Examples of diverse flagship libraries include the Scottsdale Civic Center Library in
Arizona, the Orillia Public Library in Ontario and the Taylor Family Digital Library in
Calgary.

Scottsdale Civic Center Library
Copyright Lembi Buchanan I Dreamstime.com

Taylor Family Digital LIibrary
eduofc.wordpress.com

Kasian (architect)

Orillia Public Library Perkins+Willl (architect)
doorsopenontario.ca

Development Option Two: The Specialized Library
Option two recommends the development of a specialized library as a one storey,
18,000 to 20,000 square foot building, either as new construction or as a renovation
and expansion to the existing Central Branch. The specialized library is a smaller but
distinctive library building that specializes in providing a particular type of
programming or function and that may cater predominantly to a specific client base.
A specialized library building would not be the hub for the entire town, but its focus
on providing certain programs and spaces would make it attractive to the local
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community and a destination place for downtown Oakville. It is a building that
provides special spaces, programs and services that may not be found in any other
library building and in such will attract anyone from anywhere in Oakville (and
perhaps outside of Oakville) to visit the library building. Similar to the flagship
building described in Option One, the specialized library is one where the public
would not simply pass through the building, but would spend time there, interact and
collaborate with others in the community. A specialized library building assumes the
following qualities:
•

Centre for collaboration and digital hub: It includes unique spaces that
facilitate, foster and support social interaction, creation, innovation and
community engagement. Examples of these types of spaces include maker
spaces and digital innovation hubs outfitted with the appropriate
technological infrastructure and equipment.

•

Attractive landmark building with distinct architectural features that is a
destination place.

•

It successfully markets library services and programs because it is situated
close to the public street and provides several windows to allow the public to
see into and out of the building.

•

It provides for a variety of exterior spaces (contemplative to socially engaging)
that are an extension of the interior library spaces.

•

It provides for accessible, flexible and versatile interior library spaces that
anticipate the changing needs of the public it serves and the required
changes to library services and programming in the future.

•

It puts a focus on the public by providing for distinctive spaces, a specific type
of programming and may cater predominantly to people of certain ages.

•

It provides appropriate spaces that can support a limited but focused library
program and that can be used by, shared with, booked and rented by outside
organizations. This includes providing for a smaller multi-level auditorium and
other spaces like computer rooms, meeting rooms, program rooms, digital
hubs and maker space rooms.

Examples of diverse specialized libraries include the Fort York Library in Toronto, the
BiblioTech Bexar County Digital Library in San Antonio and the Children’s Library
Discovery Centre in New York.

Fort York Library KPMB (architect)
Permission to use rendering by Toronto Public Library

BiblioTech Bexar County Digital Library
wbrz.com

Queen’s Library Discovery Center
1100 Architects
education.rma2.org
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Oakville Galleries…Moving Forward
Why does Oakville Galleries need to move?
Oakville Galleries has occupied its home at Centennial Square since 1967, and its
Gairloch Gardens location since 1974. While the Galleries has significantly expanded
its program offerings and visitor base in keeping with Oakville’s population growth
since that time, its facilities have not undergone significant expansion or renovation in
decades.
Studies dating from 2006 have identified the need for Oakville Galleries to co-locate
its storage, exhibition, administrative and programmatic space under one roof. While
the Galleries offers more programs and reaches more people than ever before, its
facilities have become inadequate to meet the needs of our community. Notable
shortcomings of the current facilities include insufficient program space, inadequate
storage for the permanent collection, poor environmental conditions and limited
physical accessibility.
What would a new building for Oakville Galleries entail?
Aside from putting all of the organization’s operations under one roof for the first
time in its history, a new home for Oakville Galleries will also:
•

increase the size and quality of its exhibition space, including dedicated space
for its extensive permanent collection;

•

improve program space, allowing the Galleries to offer a much wider range of
roster of school programs for local students, drop-in art classes, film
screenings, artist talks, and master classes;

•

meet Class A museum standards, making the Galleries eligible to actively
accept donations of cultural property to its permanent collection;

•

expand the space available for not only the Galleries’ many activities, but for
visitors and other community members to gather in and participate in social
interaction and community events.
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Why is it important that Oakville Galleries be downtown?
After many years of existing in out-of-the-way spaces with poor physical visibility,
Oakville Galleries’ relocation to the heart of Oakville’s cultural community is timely. A
more central home will allow the Galleries to serve residents from across Oakville
much more effectively, while attracting new audiences from across the region and
beyond.

A vibrant contemporary art museum with a diverse visitorship will also contribute
positively to the cultural and economic vitality of downtown Oakville. Relocating
Oakville Galleries nearby to the Oakville Public Library and the Oakville Centre for the
Performing Arts—along with the other cultural and retail activities of downtown
Oakville—creates a wide range of opportunities for co-programming, while situating
downtown Oakville as a significant cultural destination.
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Town of Oakville
1225 Trafalgar Road, Oakville L6H 0H3
www.oakville.ca
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