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Winnipeg’s Exchange District Plan 2022

1.0 Introduction
Amidst rapidly changing social, environmental, and 
economic contexts, urban historic districts must plan for 
sustainable growth. The Exchange District Plan 2022, 
created for Winnipeg’s historic Exchange District, is a 
City Council-adopted plan. This Plan supports heritage 
conservation principles while acknowledging that the 
livelihood of the area depends on paving a path forward 
for cohesive development and growth. This Case-in-Point 
will first provide an overview of the planning context, 
followed by an introduction to the Exchange District Plan 
2022 and a discussion of its key outcomes. The Plan’s 

development provides planning practitioners with several 
lessons, which are discussed in the following sections, 
along with final thoughts.

Heritage conservation is a policy and planning practice 
that aims to identify and protect cultural heritage for 
future generations to enjoy (Bandarin & Van Oers, 2012). 
In the Canadian context, heritage can be identified, 
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Figure 1: Exchange District

2.0 Background



Case-in-Point 2024  |  2

Figure 2: The benefits of the Historic Urban 
Landscape approach, outlined by UNESCO

protected, and/or managed by all three 
levels of government. It is through formally 
designating and listing a heritage resource 
that Canadian heritage is commemorated 
and recognized as worthy of protection. 
The Exchange District, located in downtown 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, has been designated 
federally as a National Historic Site of Canada. 
As of 2023, a total of 1,004 National Historic 
Sites have been designated across the 
country (Parks Canada, n.d.a). The Exchange 
District has been deemed nationally 
significant as it contains approximately 150 
turn-of-the-century banks, warehouses, 
and architecturally significant buildings 
representing Winnipeg’s economic 
importance in Western Canada (Parks 
Canada, n.d.b). 
 
Historically, the field of heritage planning and 
conservation has focused on preserving built 
heritage resources such as buildings and 
monuments to safeguard against significant 
change or alterations to their physical 
fabric (Mason, 2003). A major criticism of 
this approach is that heritage buildings are 
treated as static artifacts even though culture 
is an ongoing and constantly evolving process 
(Mason, 2003; Poulios, 2010). In response 
to these concerns, a new way of thinking 
about heritage conservation was introduced 
by UNESCO in 2011. The UNESCO 
Recommendation on the Historic Urban 
Landscape (HUL) was adopted as a more 
inclusive approach to heritage conservation 
in urban areas (UNESCO, 2011). Instead of 

associating heritage conservation with a lack 
of change, the HUL approach acknowledges 
that managing historic urban areas requires 
balancing heritage conservation with social 
and economic development to create 
functioning and liveable cities (UNESCO, 
2013). In a time when cities are experiencing 
rapid social and economic change, facing 
environmental threats, and recognizing the 
importance and value of historical districts, 
the HUL approach provides a sustainable 
path forward for creating vibrant and 
successful urban areas (Bandarin & Van Oers, 
2012, p. xvi). In particular, UNESCO identifies 
that integrating HUL values within municipal 
planning and development is a necessary 
step toward putting the HUL approach into 
action and bringing historic districts into the 
future (UNESCO, 2013, p 16). 

3.0 Facts of the Case
Winnipeg’s Exchange District Plan 2022 is 
a 96-page document that outlines a long-
term vision and plan for Winnipeg’s iconic 
Exchange District. Intending to create 
a roadmap for future development and 
growth within the Exchange District, the 
Exchange District Plan 2022 reads more like 
a strategic plan than a typical land use plan. 
The plan envisions that the Exchange District 
will continue to develop into “a celebrated 
urban destination and an animated, inclusive, 
and sustainable complete community” 
(Exchange District BIZ, 2022, p. 15). Several 
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priorities support this vision:

1.	 Community Building 
2.	 Resilience and Adaptation
3.	 Mobility and Connectivity
4.	 Character and Placemaking
5.	 Innovation and Creativity

Each priority is accompanied by a set of four 
objectives: specific and measurable targets 
that outline what needs to be achieved 
in order to meet the priorities and move 
towards the vision for the Exchange District. 
The third major component of the Exchange 
District Plan 2022 is the identification of 
specific directions and actions associated 
with the Plan’s objectives. The directions 
and actions are split into two categories:

		        

The creation of the Exchange District Plan 
2022 was led by the Exchange District Business 
Improvement Zone (BIZ). The planning team 
that contributed to the project included 
planning, urban design, transportation, and 
heritage experts such as Scatliff + Miller + 
Murray, MORR Transportation Consulting, 

Figure 3: The Exchange District Plan 2022

EVOQ Strategies, and MART Design 
Company (Exchange District BIZ, 2022). 
David Pensato, the Executive Director of the 
Exchange District BIZ, identified the area’s 
general lack of direction, felt by business 
owners and residents alike, as the impetus 
for creating the Exchange District Plan 2022. 
Business owners in the area were not only 
experiencing a decline in sales but the city 
had been implementing changes such as 
parking rate increases and the addition of 
temporary bike lanes in a manner that did 
not appear to be cohesive. This prompted 
the Exchange District BIZ to refer back to the 
last Exchange District guiding document for 
direction: ‘The Exchange District Strategic 
Action Plan.’ This plan had been created over 
20 years ago. This document revealed that 
the vast majority of the plans for the district, 
outlined in 1996, had come to fruition. As 
downtown Winnipeg’s most iconic location, 
it was determined that the Exchange District 
needed an updated and long-term plan to 
ensure its continued growth and success. 

Recommended policies, regulations, 
and procedures to be administered 

by the City of Winnipeg and its 
partner organizations

Recommended programs, 
strategies, and interventions

and

4.0 Outcomes
Since its creation, the Exchange District Plan 
2022 has been adopted by the Winnipeg 
City Council, meaning that it will be the 
basis of local decision making. This Plan 
will be incorporated into the downtown 
CityCentre 2050 Plan, as well as “considered 

on future plans, strategies, guidelines, and by-
laws affecting the area” (Christiuk, 2022, p. 1). In 
particular, Pensato noted that CityCentre 2050 
Plan will implement the Exchange District Plan 
2022’s recommendation to develop specific infill 
and urban design guidelines for the Exchange 
District.
 
Another important outcome of the Exchange 
District Plan 2022 was that its completion occurred 
at an opportune time. The plan was able to get in 
front of several relevant planning issues and city-
wide changes that are likely to affect the Exchange 
District. This plan provides foundational guidance 
for both the City and the Exchange District BIZ 
on how to manage changing conditions in the 
area. Some examples of relevant planning issues 
include:
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The Plan was able to get in 
front of several planning 
issues and city-wide 
changes likely to affect the 
Exchange District.

Figure 4: Portage and Main intersection is labelled 
as a key gateway and destination in the Exchange 
District Plan 2022.

The Housing Accelerator Fund (HAF)
The Exchange District Plan 2022 will help 
prepare the city to be more responsive in 
how to apply some of the HAF funds to the 
development of the Exchange District.

City of Winnipeg deal with the Forks to 
lease the Alexander Docks
The Exchange District Plan 2022 provides 
direction on the long-term activation and 
revitalization of the Alexander Docks.

Political support for the reopening of 
Portage and Main
The reopening of the Portage and Main 
intersection will change pedestrian and 
vehicular traffic in the area.

City-implemented density bonusing pilot 
program
The Exchange District Plan 2022 includes 
peripheral height density bonusing in the 
district that will allow for more development 
in a sensitive manner. 

5.0 Lessons Learned
5.1 The Importance of 
Partnership and Advocacy

As the Exchange District Plan 2022 was not 
developed by the City of Winnipeg, it was 
important for the Exchange District BIZ to 

advocate for the project and garner support 
from local leaders. Strong advocacy led by 
the Exchange District BIZ resulted in the 
project gaining financial support from Mayor 
Brian Bowman. In addition, Councillor Vivian 
Santos was a strong supporter of the project, 
having assisted with the development and 
finalization of the Exchange District Plan 
2022. The project was funded partially by 
the Mayor’s office (Mayor Brian Bowman 
Community Incentives Grant) as well as 
other grants from the province (Heritage 
Grants Program) and the City of Winnipeg 
(Gail Parvin Hammerquist Research and 
Interpretive Grant).

In addition to financial support, the 
project received professional support 
and guidance from the City of Winnipeg 
downtown planners. Tom Janzen, a partner 
at Scatliff + Miller + Murray, noted that 
putting substantial effort into engaging 
with the downtown Winnipeg planners was 
integral to the project, as it ensured that 
the Exchange District Plan 2022 would be 
a useful document that is supported by the 
City of Winnipeg. Care was taken to ensure 
the Exchange District Plan 2022 aligns with 
the OurWinnipeg Development Plan 2045 
and its companion document, Complete 
Communities Direction Strategy 2.0 
(Complete Communities 2.0). In particular, 
the Exchange District Plan 2022 supports 
the implementation of policies 1.1 and 
1.6 of the Downtown section of Complete 
Communities 2.0 (Christiuk, 2022). The 
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Figure 5: A series of heritage buildings along McDermot Street in the Exchange District. The design, 
construction, and materiality of these buildings are what gives the area its historic character.

purpose of these policies is to organize 
the development of downtown areas by 
identifying and emphasizing specific districts. 
This project demonstrates that building 
and maintaining strategic partnerships is 
essential for good planning processes. In 
particular, such partnerships are necessary 
when the goal is to create a plan that will 
be applicable in multiple contexts. While 
Janzen noted some initial concerns about 
the Exchange District Plan 2022 not being 
utilized outside of the Exchange District BIZ, 
working collaboratively and in partnership 
with the City of Winnipeg was integral to its 
subsequent adoption by the City.

5.2 The Importance of 
Retaining Heritage Experts

When creating the Exchange District 
Plan 2022, the importance of heritage 
conservation within the Exchange District was 
acknowledged and respected. According 
to Pensato, there was an understanding 
that this component of the plan needed 
to be outsourced to national heritage 
professionals. As the Exchange District is a 
National Historic Site of Canada there is a 
responsibility to respect this area as a non-
renewable cultural and historical resource. 
The Exchange District BIZ contracted EVOQ 
Strategies, a firm that specializes in heritage 
conservation and is recognized as a national 
leader in the field. EVOQ Strategies created 

a heritage and sustainability report that was 
used to inform the Exchange District Plan 
2022. As experts in the field of heritage 
conservation, EVOQ Strategies were able to 
draw on cutting-edge heritage policies and 
strategies. In particular, the report prepared 
by EVOQ Strategies drew specifically on 
the UNESCO Recommendations on Historic 
Urban Landscapes (2011), among other 
reports, to ensure a sustainable approach 
to heritage conservation in the Exchange 
District (EVOQ Strategies, 2021). This project 
demonstrates the importance of recognizing 

where local knowledge is lacking and when to pull 
in seasoned experts.

5.3 Not Reinventing the Wheel

Although there was an identified lack of 
professionals specializing in heritage conservation 
within the City of Winnipeg, there was an abundance 
of local knowledge about the Exchange District as 
a significant site for the city and its contributions to 
the downtown urban form. As opposed to starting 
the Exchange District Plan 2022 from scratch, 
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Figure 6: The Exchange Distric Strategic Action Plan 
(1996) was the previous plan in place.

Scatliff + Miller + Murray began the process by 
compiling and reviewing elements from previous 
planning documents, studies, and plans that had 
focused on or included the Exchange District. The 
plans consulted included:

•	 A Development Strategy for Northwest 
Exchange District and Chinatown (2018)

•	 CentrePlan Development Framework 
(2008)

•	 Conceptual Development Plan for a 
Manitoba Cultural Arts District (2017)

•	 North East Exchange District 
Engineering Study (2016)

•	 East Exchange Heritage Interpretation 
Strategy (2012)

•	 Exchange District Pedestrian Facilities 
Design Guide (2009)

•	 Downtown North Pre-Plan Assessment 
(2008)

•	 Exchange District Parking Review (2005)
•	 The Exchange District Strategic Action 

Plan (1996) 

The goal was to integrate the knowledge 
that already exists and innovate the rest. 
Pensato (Exchange District BIZ) noted that 
this approach not only puts practicality first 
but also revives valuable ideas that may have 
been forgotten over time.

5.4 Plans as Starting Points

When discussing this project, Tom Janzen 
(Scatliff + Miller + Murray) acknowledged 
that the Exchange District Plan 2022 is not 
an endpoint but a starting point. Although 
the Exchange District will be included in 
the upcoming downtown CentrePlan 2050, 
Janzen suggested that there is some merit 
in creating a statutory secondary plan just 
for the Exchange District due to its physical 
extent, servicing constraints, and high 
profile. In addition, as a National Historic 

Site, there is a responsibility to place the 
values and experiences of local communities 
at the forefront of heritage planning 
processes (UNESCO, 2011). Janzen noted 
that there is an opportunity to engage with 
Indigenous Peoples and communities to 
ensure their histories, values, and cultures 
are reflected in Winnipeg’s downtown urban 
environment. This project is an important 
reminder that planning is a process. While 
the Exchange District Plan 2022 provides 
policy direction and guidance on how 
to streamline development in a way that 
achieves a cohesive vision, further planning 
is likely necessary to realize the potential of 
Winnipeg’s Exchange District.

6.0 Final Thoughts
The Exchange District Plan 2022 provides 
a sustainable and inclusive way forward 
for heritage conservation and urban 
development in the Exchange District. The 
Exchange District Plan 2022, as well as the 
lessons learned during its development, can 
serve as a model and inspiration for other 
heritage districts seeking to adopt a Historic 
Urban Landscape approach. As cities around 
the world continue evolving, the challenge of 
integrating heritage will only increase. Cities 
must seek to retain a connection to the past 
while planning for the future. Although this 
task is a large undertaking, The Exchange 
District Plan 2022 demonstrates how cities 
can begin this planning process.
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