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MISSION 

 

The City of Ottawa, in a very public participative process, commissioned the development of a 

Master Plan for the city's future growth. Volume II of the Master Plan focused on the downtown 

area. The actions recommended by this Master Plan to implement the plan included the 

development of Design Guidelines. 

 

 

 

Why should we create guidelines? Over 1500 American communities have passed local 

preservation and design review ordinances to guide design change in their communities. Every 

state has some form of enabling legislation to allow this control. The way a community works 

and the way it looks are inseparable. For a city, town or village to be a good place to live, its 

citizens must care about its image. Downtown business people must maintain attractive display 

windows, signs and storefronts. Residents must care for their homes. Developers must 

understand the relationship between building rehabilitation and commercial activity. Further, 

they must be aware of the impact their projects have on the commercial district's traffic patterns 

and parking areas. Public officials must recognize how the design of downtown buildings, public 

spaces, transportation systems and parks affects the community's economic and social quality of 

life. 

 

Since the late 19
th

 century, most American towns and cities have had public regulations 

regarding the design of buildings for health and safety. The way a building relates to neighboring 

Fig. 1 – Madison Street 1900 Fig. 2 – Madison Street 2003 

Fig. 3 – LaSalle Street 1900 Figure 4 – LaSFig. 4 – LaSalle Street 2003 
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structures, streets and transportation systems has also been publicly controlled since the turn of 

the century. Together, the creators, financiers and regulators of architecture have produced 

spaces like Frank Lloyd Wright's home, Fallingwater, Eero Saarinen's John Deer headquarters in 

Moline, IL, the Marin County Courthouse in California and Daniel Burnham's extensive city 

plan for Chicago. 

 

 

In the last few decades, the ways design is regulated and financed have changed. Many 

financiers, who would never have invested in rehabilitating buildings in traditional commercial  

 

 

 

Fig. 5 – LaSalle Street 1900 Fig. 6 – LaSalle Street 2003 

Fig. 7 – Madison Street 1900 Fig. 8 – Madison Street 2003 

Fig. 9 – Main Street 1900 Fig. 10 – Main Street 2003 
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districts, have found new tools and techniques to make these investments profitable. Public 

officials who monitor safe building construction and building use have developed new 

ordinances and regulations promoting the revitalization of downtowns and neighborhood 

commercial centers. The public's growing concern for good design has led to the development of 

standards of what is, and is not, appropriate design. These are fundamental changes. No longer is 

a commercial building solely the concern of its owner; now, a building's visual image is often 

subject to public review and debate. If correctly handled, design regulation can have positive 

results for all concerned. 
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C-4 ZONING 

 

These Design Guidelines apply to the C-4 Zoning Central Core Business District and are a part  

of the overall strategy to assist in the viability and success of Ottawa's future. 

       Fig. 11 
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SUPPORTED GOALS 

 

The Downtown Master Plan has five major goals for the future success of the downtown and its 

impact on the success of the entire City of Ottawa. These Design Guidelines, if carefully applied, 

can directly or indirectly support many of those goals. The following is a reprint of the Goals and 

Objectives which relate to these Guidelines. 

 

Goal 1 

Revitalize and preserve Ottawa's downtown architectural heritage and traditional downtown 

atmosphere. A healthy downtown is vital to Ottawa's character, image and economy. The 

downtown is the central focal point for the community including entertainment, shopping, 

recreation and historic interests for residents and visitors alike. 

 

Objectives 

 Encourage building owners to maintain and update existing structures. 

 Promote façade and signage improvements to existing buildings with historic 

architectural integrity. 

 

Goal 2 

Encourage a vibrant cultural atmosphere and public involvement in downtown. 

 

Objectives 

 Promote civic art in the downtown. 

 

Goal 3 

Promote public and private investment in the future of downtown to achieve an economically 

stable Central Business District. 

 

Objectives 

 Develop strategies for infill development. 

 Buildings should be built as high-quality, long-term components to the urban fabric. 

 Architecture should respond to functional needs and reinforce downtown activities. 

 Parking needs should be evaluated to support downtown redevelopment with sufficient 

on-street and off-street parking. 

 

Goal 4 

Reinforce the sense of historical continuity and unique character and setting of downtown 

Ottawa. 

 

Objectives 

 Maintain existing views to the rivers, as well as looking towards key architectural 

features of the downtown. 

 Respect the architectural heritage of downtown. 
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The building Owner and the Design Review Committee should revisit these goals before any 

final decision is made. It is how each improvement supports these goals and how they build upon 

each other that will determine economic success for Ottawa. 
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PROCESS 

 

City Ordinance #09-2002 mandates the applicability and procedures of the Design Review 

process for anyone seeking a building permit. The text of this ordinance and amendments, if any,  

are available at City Hall. However, these Guidelines seek to be more focused geographically (C-

4 Zoning) and more specific in scope. They address those parts of the downtown environment 

that are the responsibility of both the private and public sector. Additionally, they discuss 

maintenance requirements that are an important part of the downtown vitality, yet not a part of 

the permit process. 

 

The applicant, the Design Review Board, the City, the building Owners, and the tenants should 

use these guidelines in addition to the applicable, City and State building life safety and health 

codes, to make design and operational decisions within the C-4 Zoning Central Core Business 

District. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Because of the continuous physical nature of downtown buildings, it is important to understand 

the impact of one building's architecture on the next, and to the entire block. In civilization's past, 

the built environment tended to be more harmonious, not because of a better understanding of the 

need to do so, but by the technological constraints that tended to restrict construction to a limited 

number of materials. This is evidenced by many villages in Europe and America that have 

avoided the changes of modern technology and have now become successful tourist destinations. 

These communities now have to legislate the protection of these environments from the forces of 

modern economics and technology resulting from the success of their old world aesthetic. 

 

 

The Central Core Business District of Ottawa is composed of many unique architectural 

characteristics from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and a significant number of 

later alternations and infills. Many of these later constructions were not appropriate for the 

maintenance of the architectural and cultural fabric of the downtown environment. 

 

The appearance of individual buildings, storefronts, signs, window displays, sidewalks, artwork, 

street parking and alleys, establishes the visual character of the downtown and plays a major role 

in the marketing success of the business district. There is no other locale in the world that has 

architectural features identical to downtown Ottawa. The preservation and promotion of this fact 

can be an important marketing element while maintaining the historical identity of our 

community. Presenting an attractive image is simply good business. Improvement and 

maintenance is essential to strengthen the appeal of individual properties and the image of the 

downtown and the community at-large. 

 

The following guidelines have been developed to enhance the individual character of each 

building while strengthening the overall image of downtown. They do not advocate a theme 

approach. Theme designs based on stereotypical concepts of the current building tenant or 

generalized ethnic heritage are not historically accurate or sensitive to adjoining buildings. When 

done, they soon become trite, inconsiderate blemishes on the cityscape. A long-term, pleasing 

treatment can be accomplished by examining each building individually and taking advantage of 

its historic authenticity. In the absence of this authenticity, it is encouraged that future 

Fig. 12 Fig. 13 
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modifications be made to be consistent with and sympathetic to its historic neighbors. The intent 

is not necessarily to reproduce the appearance of a building exactly as it appeared at a particular 

time period. A building can be improved by using what exists, minimizing the less attractive 

features and adding simple, and many times inexpensive, elements to emphasize positive 

features. Removal of inappropriate tacked on alterations, simple maintenance, the addition of a 

well-designed sign or awning, and care in the selection of colors and materials, can give very 

appealing visual results. Such improvements are good, lasting investments both in terms of cost 

and customer relations. By coordinating improvements, merchants can maintain their individual 

identities while strengthening the image of the downtown as a whole. 

 

Purpose of Guidelines 

1. To provide basic, common sense advice on enhancing the design characteristics of 

buildings in downtown Ottawa. 

2. To provide a written framework for visual improvements that can be followed for 

years to come. 

3. To provide direction towards design compatibility within individual buildings and the 

entire downtown. 

4. To provide direction towards a quality image for downtown Ottawa. 

5. To preserve those architectural features that are unique to the downtown and to the 

heritage of the Ottawa Community. 

 

Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation 

 

The following Secretary's Standards serve as the core for the detailed Downtown Ottawa 

guidelines. 

 

Standards for Rehabilitation 

1. A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that requires minimal 

change to its distinctive materials, features, spaces, and spatial relationships.  

2. The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal of 

distinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial relationships that 

characterize a property will be avoided.  

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use. Changes 

that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or 

elements from other historic properties, will not be undertaken.  

4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right will be 

retained and preserved. 

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of 

craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved.  

6. Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the 
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old in design, color, texture, and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing 

features will be substantiated by documentary and physical evidence. 

7. Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the gentlest 

means possible. Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used.  

8. Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such resources must 

be disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken.  

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction will not destroy historic 

materials, features, and spatial relationships that characterize the property. The new work 

shall be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, 

features, size, scale and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property 

and its environment.  

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken in such a 

manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic 

property and its environment would be unimpaired.  
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BUILDING FACADES 

With proper design and maintenance, the facades downtown present property owners and 

merchants with a rare opportunity. Many of the buildings have a visually interesting and 

historically important architecture. Due to the era in which they were produced, they have a basic 

warmth and a human scale that is often misunderstood by modern building modifications. 

 

Most facades downtown are two stories high, with commercial space located at ground level 

and offices, residential, or storage above. Visually, this arrangement divides the façade into two 

basic parts: the upper facade which is usually a flat masonry wall with regular spaced window 

openings and applied decoration; and the storefront, or lower facade, which is composed 

primarily of large display windows and the entry. Unfortunately, some storefronts have been 

changed drastically as they were "modernized". The end products of such modernizations have 

frequently been out of scale with the entire building, and incompatible with the original 

façade materica1 remaining . Some building facades, on the other hand, have faired better and 

have escaped inappropriate modernization. In this latter case, the original facade should be 

preserved and repaired with little or no further alteration. Where the original facade is covered 

Fig. 14 - Before Fig. 15 - After 

            Fig. 16 – Elements of a Typical Storefront 
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up, or no longer existent, any improvement should respect the historic character of the building 

as well as that of its neighbors. 

 

Storefronts 

 

The lower facade of the building, the storefront, has usually been altered in the years 

since its original construction. The net result of these changes is normally an erosion of 

its original character and purpose.  

 

Every traditional commercial building facade has a well-defined opening which the 

original storefront filled. Many of the problems with storefronts today is that they no 

longer look like an integral part of the building; rather, they appear pasted on, and do not 

reinforce the character of the entire facade. The traditional storefront was rather delicate 

in appearance and had a recessed entry for the front door, flanked by display windows at 

the property line. This configuration accomplishes two important things. First, it located 

the display windows next to the sidewalk in full view of the passersby. This allowed 

potential customers a full view of the merchandise on display and a view of the store's 

interior. Secondly, it emphasized the door and entryway. The intimacy of the enclosed 

and sheltered doorway provided a pleasant sense of inviting the customer inside. 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Storefronts should be designed to fit inside the original openings and not extend 

beyond it. View the storefront as a framed painting with the windows and 

doorway acting as the subject, and the storefront cornice, piers and bulkhead 

acting as the frame. 

2.  Storefronts should be designed with the largest possible window area, which is in 

keeping with the original opening. Emphasis should be placed on the display 

windows and entry door. Avoid introducing or changing the location and size of 

windows and doors that alter the original architectural character of the storefront. 

3.  Storefronts shou1d respect the integrity of the building as a whole and relate to 

the building's original character. Storefronts should be compatible with the scale, 

materials, color and texture of the original building. 

4.  Where storefronts have been covered up with incompatible material, they should 

be revitalized by removing the covering material. Avoid use of unpainted 

aluminum, imitation masonry, fake shutters and other incompatible materials in 

revitalizing storefronts. 

5. Use simple and unobtrusive materials in revitalizing storefronts. Avoid garish 

patterns, textures or colors which are not appropriate to the character and function 

of the storefront. 

6.  Where the original storefront remains, it should be preserved and repaired with as 

little alteration as possible. 

7.  If restoration of the original storefront is undertaken, it should be based on 

accurate duplication of features substantiated by historical, physical or pictorial 

evidence. 

8.  Avoid historically incorrect architecture including theme design. 
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9.  Avoid introducing a storefront which significantly alters the original character of 

the building. Avoid introducing a storefront which significantly alters the 

relationship of the building to the street. 

10.  Avoid the use of mirrored or tinted glass. 

11. Avoid bare aluminum window frames. If existing aluminum frames are to be 

retained, they should be painted. 

 

 

Fig. 17 

Upper Facades 

 

From a distance, the image of the front facade is heavily influenced by its upper-story 

appearance. Typically, windows in the upper facades are positioned at regular intervals 

and act to establish a visual rhythm for the exterior design of the building. Their shape, 

size, placement and decorative trim constitute a major element in creating the character of 

the building and contribute to many important aesthetic principles. The window 

openings, along with the material, color and texture of the wall surface, contribute to the 

overall visual character of the street. 
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Guidelines: 

1.  Screens, boards and other inappropriate materials covering upper facades and 

windows should be removed. 

2.  If the original window openings have been altered, restore them to their original 

configuration and detail. Avoid blocking window openings. 

3.  If possible, save and restore the original windows and frames. Replace missing, 

rotting or broken sash, frames, mullion, muntings, etc., with similar material. 

4.  Where clear aluminum frames have previously replaced the traditional frames, 

they should be painted. 

5.  If a new interior ceiling must be dropped below the height of existing window 

openings, a recessed setback, or similar device, should be used to allow the full 

opening to be retained without alteration of exterior appearance. 

6.  If storm windows are used to improve thermal performance, they should resemble 

the existing window as closely as possible in shape, appearance, and color. Storm 

windows should be sized to fit the entire window opening. 

7.  Avoid storm windows that allow moisture to accumulate and damage the window 

frame. 

8.  Avoid through-wall or through-window heating/air conditioning units. 

9.  Avoid mirrored or tinted glass. Replacement glass should be similar to the 

original. 

10.  Avoid the use of shutters except where clear evidence indicates their historic 

presence. If shutters are used, they should be functional. 

11.  Avoid substituting one type of operable sash for another. 

12. Avoid storing material directly in front of windows. Wash upper story windows 

regularly and install curtains or other suitable devices to give a "lived-in" 

appearance. 
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Fig. 18 

 

Doors and Entries 

 

Doors are one of the primary elements which create individual character in the exterior 

appearance of a building. Historically, the storefront entry was more than just a door. Its 

design and appearance reflected its commercial importance. The storefront door was tall 

in proportion, built of wood and glass, and looked substantial, yet inviting to the 

customer. 

 The typical downtown building often has two additional doors: a second door on the front 

facade permitting access to the upper floors, and a rear door used as both a service and 

customer entry. Compared to the storefront entry, these were traditionally modest in 

design. 

 

Attractive entrances are essential and customers or clients should be made to feel 

welcome as they approach the door. 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Original doors should be retained, repaired and refinished. Attractive hardware, 

such as brass door pulls and plates, add visual value to the entrance and should be 

retained. 

2.  Where bare aluminum doors are to be retained, they should be painted. 
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3.  Consider using subtle decorations on new and replacement doors. A handsome 

knob or pull, or an attractive molding can make a door special and inviting. 

4.  Rear doors 'should reflect the unadorned character of the rear facade. Avoid a 

highly decorated door that would look out of place. If rear doors serve customers 

as well as delivery, they should incorporate glass panels of an appropriate design. 

5.  New doors should be compatible with the character of the facade. Avoid fake 

"historic" doors which are incompatible. 

6.  Avoid mirrored or tinted glass in doors. Avoid" solid wood or metal doors except 

for service entries. 

7.  Avoid storm doors which are inappropriate in size, color, material and texture 

 with the original door or which require replacement of the original door. 

8. Avoid use of salvaged doors from a building of unlike historical style or use. 

 

 

Fig. 19 
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Walls 

 

The texture and color of masonry walls are among the most dominant visual features of 

the downtown area. They are an integral part of the character of downtown, and as such, 

should be restored and enhanced by uncovering, maintaining and preserving them in the 

appropriate manner. A number of the original walls have been covered up with 

aluminum, fake rock, or obscured with large, out-of-scale signs. The end result of such 

"modernizations" are walls which are out of character with other details of the building, 

and with the downtown as a whole. In addition, these "modernizations" have obscured 

the historic and architectural individuality of the buildings. 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Original building wall material should not be covered with any form of 

inappropriate siding. Where this has already occurred, the inappropriate siding 

should be removed and the original wall material restored. 

2.  Wall surfaces that have not been painted should remain unpainted. 

3.  Damaged walls should be repaired or replaced with material which duplicates the 

original as closely as possible. 

4.  Avoid scarring walls with holes for attaching signs, etc. 

5. Avoid removing wall materials and features that are essential parts of the 

building's character. 

 

Building Detail, Decoration and Cornice 

 

One of the most striking aspects of the traditional 

building facade is its appealing detail. Many of the 

buildings downtown offer a blend of architecture 

and sculpture, craftsmanship and materials which 

would be difficult and expensive to produce today. 

Architectural decoration and detail help make 

downtown special, and is an asset that should be 

taken advantage of. Many materials are used in 

decoration and detailing; for example: 

1.   Masonry. Decorative masonry 

includes both brick and stone work ranging from 

corbelled cornices and arched window heads to 

storefront piers. 

2.  Terra Cotta. Decorative terra cotta 

was commonly used from 1880's to the 1930's; most 

commonly as a veneer or as a masonry unit in 

combination with brick or stone. 

3.  Cast Iron and Sheet Metal. Usually 

found in buildings constructed before 1900, cast iron 

and sheet metal were used for cornices, window  

surrounds or entire facades. 

 

Fig. 20 
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4.  Wood. Wood details are often subtle; as the moldings around windows, and are 

important in creating the total facade effect. 

5.  Decorative Glass. Beveled, leaded, etched, carrara and spandrel glass are all 

forms of decorative glass used in the buildings downtown. 

 

One of the strongest visual elements on a facade is the continuous molded or projecting 

cornice. It not only protects the facade from the elements, it also provides a strong visual 

"cap" or termination to the vertical composition of the facade. The cornice is often 

decorated with fine details that give scale to the buildings. As a major design element, 

cornices should be retained, repaired or replaced. It cannot be too strongly emphasized 

that most downtown buildings need a cornice to be architecturally complete. 

 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Deteriorated details, decorations and cornices should be repaired rather than 

replaced whenever possible. In the event replacement is necessary, the new 

material should match the original material in composition, design, color and 

texture. Repair or replacement of missing architectural decorations and details 

should be based on accurate duplications, substantiated by historical, physical or 

pictorial evidence rather than on conjectural design. 

2.  Heavy or numerous coats of paint that obscure architectural decorations and 

details should be removed before repainting. 

3.  Sagging details, decorations and cornices should be firmly re-anchored. 

4.  When replacing or repairing masonry details, decorations or cornices, care should 

be taken to prevent an obvious and unsightly patch. Materials, joints, etc. should 

match the original as closely as possible in composition, color and texture. 

5.  Corbelling should be retained and restored whenever possible. 

6.  Care should be exercised whenever dealing with terra cotta for replacement is 

difficult. Repair cracked or chipped glazed surfaces as c1osely as possible. 

7.  Metal and cast iron which has signs of corrosion, tears, holes, or missing pieces 

should be repaired or replaced as closely as possible to the original. 

8.  Soft, dry or split areas in wood surfaces should be filled, caulked, primed and 

painted or stained to match the original. 

9.  Replacement glass should resemble the original as closely as possible. 

                     Fig. 21 – Original Cornice Fig. 22 – Simpler Replacement 
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10.  Where the original cornice has been removed or altered, it should be replaced or 

restored with a duplication of the original. Where this is not possible, a simplified 

version of the original should be designed. 

11.  Avoid unnecessary changes in cornice height. 

12.  Avoid fake "historic" details, decorations and cornices. 

 

Paint Schemes and Color Pallet 

 

Painting can be one of the most dramatic and least expensive improvements to a building. 

Painting at regular intervals is also an essential part of maintenance and upkeep. This 

protects vulnerable wood surfaces from deterioration. Painting is also a practical way to 

visually tie together individual building facades in the downtown area. Attention should 

be given not only to selection of appropriate colors, but also to the preparation of the 

surfaces, choice of paint type (oil or latex base) and finish (gloss, semi-gloss or matte). 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Color applied to side and rear walls should avoid harsh shifts from that on front 

walls. A building should be treated visually consistent on all sides.  

2. When repainting, consider using the original painting scheme and color palette. 

3.  Color should be used to tie building elements, such as details, decorations, 

cornices, signs and storefronts together. This is usually most successful when a 

maximum of three colors is used. 

4.  The color palette should be consistent throughout both the upper and lower 

portions of the building's front facade. 

5.  Color palettes and paint schemes on adjoining buildings should be compatible. 

6.  Color palettes should generally be lighter on the south side of the street, which is 

normally in shadow, than on the north, which is normally in sun. 

7.  The color used on the cornice should offset the color of the sky. 

8.  Normally, the previous paint type (oil or latex base) should be used in repainting. 

Generally, use oil base paint for wood and latex base paint for masonry. 

9.  Avoid the use of bright primary colors which are usually incompatible with the 

buildings downtown. Bright colors are also highly susceptible to fading. 

10.  Avoid the use of very dark colors which are usually incompatible with the 

buildings downtown. 

 

Awnings 

Awnings are both visually and functionally appropriate for many commercial storefronts and 

upper facade windows. As a visual element, an awning can add character and interest to a façade. 

An awning on the storefront creates a pleasant space in front of the building, providing shade and 

shelter for customers and a resting place for pedestrians. Awnings on windows also reduce glare 

and serve as energy savers by controlling the amount of sunlight which penetrates to the interior. 

The use of awnings downtown, with appropriate design, colors and materials, can provide 

attractive and functional additions to the building facades. 
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Guidelines: 

1. Cloth or canvas awnings were 

traditional on most buildings 

downtown. Consider box awnings 

on the upper facade windows and 

slanted awnings on the storefronts. 

When canvas awnings are used on 

both upper and lower facades, they 

should be of compatible color, 

material and design. 

2. The color of all awnings should 

compliment the building. When a 

building contains more than one 

storefront, each with a different 

awning color, the colors should be 

related. 

3. If signs are incorporated into an 

awning, the message should be  

 

 simple and directed towards identification. 

4. Avoid materials, colors and designs which detract from the character of the 

building. 

Fig. 23 – Examples of Acceptable Awnings 
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Fig. 24 – Unacceptable Design 

 

5.  Avoid stock, unpainted metal awnings, which are inappropriately related to the 

 character of the building. 

6. Avoid domed or rounded awnings, as they are not consistent with the period. 

7. Please note that a revocable permit from the City of Ottawa is necessary before 

installation of an awning.  

 

Surface Cleaning and Paint Removal 

 

Cleaning the exterior facades is one way to bring new life to the appearance of a building. 

There are also functional reasons for cleaning, particularly masonry surfaces. Dirt on 

bricks or stone when combined with water will accelerate masonry deterioration. 

Cleaning should always be done in the least abrasive manner possible. Improper cleaning 

and paint removal can also result in the acceleration of the deterioration of the exterior 

material. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. Water or steam cleaning is usually the safest method by which to clean buildings. 

A low-pressure water or steam method, when accompanied by manual scrubbing 

and a mild cleanser, will cause the least damage. 

2. Paint may be removed with water-rinsable alkali and solvent-based chemicals 

applied by brush and removed with medium water pressure or steam spray. 

Ascertain chemical reaction of paint removal or material surfaces before 

proceeding. Comply with applicable OSHA and EPA requirements. 

3. If a brick façade was originally painted, a soft brick was probably used in 

construction. These surfaces should remain painted. 

4. Avoid cleaning or paint removal by blasting with sand, grit, chips, shells, beads or 

other abrasive substances. Blasting will erode surfaces and remove details and 

may accelerate the deterioration of the fabric. 

5. Avoid using chemicals which adversely affect the building fabric.  

6. Avoid wet cleaning when frost is expected. 
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Window Displays 

 

Large glass windows, typical of most storefronts, offer excellent opportunities for 

attractive display of merchandise. Quality window displays should be considered as 

essential to the overall character of the façade as the paint scheme, awnings, details and 

the other elements discussed above. The displays not only advertise merchandise, they 

also serve as an invitation to the customer to enter the store. However, empty, cluttered or 

badly designed displays often detract from the character of the building and deter 

customers. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. Know who the customers are: businesspeople? homeowners? gardeners? The 

display should attract the buying audience on the other side of the window. 

2.  Consider the product. Is it colorful or bland? Intricate or simple? Large or tiny? 

Does the product have "eye appeal"? Look at the product in different ways and 

use imagination to give it life. 

3.  Think of the display window as a large picture framed by the storefront. The 

building and window create a single unit which should be complimented by the 

display, in color and proportion. 

4.  Give thought to the effective way to communicate the desired message. Decide 

what is most important and limit the display to a main theme or idea. Do not 

confuse people with too much of a good thing. 

5.  Let the product speak for its own good qualities. Displays using actual products 

provide immediate communication without words. Colors, shape, size, material, 

texture, smell, taste, sound –these are the subtle messages that make window 

displays effective. 

6.  Use color to pull the disp1ay together. Coordinate display colors with those of the 

building. Remember, though, that too many colors can be confusing, and not 

enough make for a dull picture. 

7.  Look at the window display as a composition -as if it were a sculpture or an oil 

painting. Compliment or emphasize the shape of the window by using vertical or 

horizontal elements. Think in terms of a group -how do the products work 

together? Group simi1ar objects for a message that is easy to "read". 

8.  Avoid large signs in windows which cover the displays. As a general rule, signs in 

windows should not occupy more than 15% of the total glass area. 

9.  Lighting is very important and provisions for artificial illumination should be 

considered essential for most window displays. An attractive display can entice 

evening window shoppers to return during business hours. The display should be 

well lit to take advantage of this round-the-clock advertising. The lighting should 

be controllable in intensity and flexible in placement. 

10.  Change displays often to keep the audience interested. Displays should change 

with the season, as well as to reflect holidays and special events throughout the 

year. 
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11.  Consider investing in a reusable display. Properly stored and protected, a well-

built display can be used over a three to four year period. A memorable display 

for Easter, Christmas or Halloween will be anticipated by shoppers each year. 

12.  Avoid using window space to stock or store extra merchandise. 

13.  Avoid inappropriate signs which detract from the products being displayed and 

the building itself. 

14.  Rear displays should be simpler in style, but maintain the same regard for quality.  

 

Maintenance 

 

All buildings require periodic maintenance, yet many buildings in the downtown area 

have been allowed to deteriorate over the years. Many times, new life and vitality can be 

brought to a building by performing simple, routine maintenance. The quality of 

maintenance of a building is a subtle signal telling a customer something about how 

much a particular owner or merchant cares about his or her building, business and the 

customer. Every visible exterior aspect of a building should be examined periodically for 

maintenance needs. Successful promotion of the unique downtown architectural features 

will depend upon the proper maintenance of these features. 
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REAR FACADES 

 

The rear facades of buildings are 

often a neglected and forgotten 

resource downtown. The rear 

facades offer customer as well as 

service entries. By being able to 

enter directly from a parking lot, 

via an attractive entry, the 

customer is made to feel 

welcomed. The visibility of the 

rear façade from parking lots 

increases the need to revitalize 

these surfaces. Like the storefront, 

the rear entry requires 

identification and should be made 

attractive and inviting. This does 

not, however, imply an elaborate 

or expensive undertaking. Rather, 

since the rears of buildings are 

usually plain and unadorned, the 

revitalization can be undertaken in 

a simple, straightforward manner. 

In general, the same 

recommendations apply to the rear 

as to the front facades. 

 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  The rear facade should be clean and well-maintained. The intent is to welcome 

customers, not threaten them. Although the two are similar, the rear entry should 

not compete with the storefront in importance. In most cases, the entrance should 

occupy a relatively small part of the rear facade and retain more of a utilitarian 

character. Still, it should be maintained and developed to support the overall 

appearance and convenience of the commercial district. 

2. Like the storefront, the rear entry requires identification. It should be inviting and 

attractive. A window panel in the back door is one way to open the store to 

potential customers. 

3.  A small sign on or near the door is another way to identify the store. Be sure to 

keep it small and do not clutter the area with too many signs. 

4.  Original doors or window openings which are now blocked should be reopened to 

their original dimensions and filled with appropriate doors or windows. 

5.  Compatible display windows should be provided at ground level. 

6.  An awning can be added for visual identification and convenience. 

7.  If there is enough sun, planter boxes might be added. 

Fig. 25 – Rear Store Entrance 
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8.  Like the storefront, the rear entry should respect its next-door neighbors. Make 

the entry compatible with neighboring stores. It would be wise for merchants to 

get together and plan out an attractive approach to the rear facades. 

9.  Service entries should be clearly marked to avoid confusion. 

10.  Normal service activities such as trash collection, loading, shipping and storage 

must occur with ease. It is possible to accommodate these functions and at the 

same time make the rear spaces more enjoyable people places.  

11. If possible, pick a central location for trash collection which will serve several 

stores efficiently. Grouping the containers makes them appear less cluttered. 

12. Simple enclosures can be constructed to hide refuse containers and prevent 

clutter. Before construction, consult the refuse collection company to ensure that 

the enclosure will not disrupt their activities. 

13.  A neutral color should be used to paint or stain refuse enclosures. Bright or loud 

colors will draw attention when the purpose is to camouflage. Choose colors that 

blend with those of the rear facade. 

14.  Weeds can be a problem and should be kept under control. 

15. Snow removal is yet another consideration. Just as front walks need to be 

shoveled, remember to clear snow at back entrances. 

16. The recommendations established in other parts of these guidelines should be 

followed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 26 - This Fig. 27 – Not This 
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BUSINESS SIGNS 

 

Signs are a vital part of downtown as they are among the most prominent visual elements 

and are an integral part of doing business. Signs create an individual image, but it is often 

forgotten that they contribute to an overall image of the downtown as well.  

 

Common problems with many signs downtown are their excessive size and inappropriate 

placement on buildings. While it is arguable that large, flashy signs may be appropriate 

for the highway strip, they are out of place in the pedestrian scaled downtown. These 

signs produce visual clutter and tend to cancel each other out. As a visual element, each 

business sign should enhance the image of the entire downtown as well as the individual 

business. 

 

Some existing signs do not respect the area's character. For example, large vacuum 

formed, internally lit signs pay no attention to local tradition, relate poorly to the 

character of downtown and detract from its inherent quality and image. These signs, or 

other types of mass-produced national advertising, also shift the emphasis away from 

local, personal service and ownership. 

 

A good business sign should express a simple, clear message. Graphic symbols are 

generally effective means of communication. Lettering styles and sign materials should 

relate harmoniously to the façade on which the sign is placed. In addition, size, location 

and the design of the sign are important in effectively communicating to the customer. 

 

General Guidelines: 

1.  Stand back and question the purpose of the sign. 

 Is it merely an identification? 

 Will the sign let the personality of your store or office shine through? 

 Is it necessary to provide information about products on a sign? 

 What kind of public is the business trying to attract? 

2.  Consider the type of sign that is necessary. 

 word sign -this sign uses words to describe the business 

 symbol sign -many times a recognizable symbol is more 

   expressive than words. 

 object sign -often, objects used in the business can be attractively 

displayed. These visual signs can be more vivid than words. 

3.  A sign should express an easy to read, direct message: Keep is simple. 

4.  Consider all the possibilities for using different materials. Each has unique 

qualities which can be exploited for the type of sign most appropriate to each 

need. Signs can be made from wood, metal, plastic, stone, neon, canvas, paint on 

glass or wood, etched or stained glass, and more. 

5.  Examine pictures of how the building looked in the past to give ideas about how 

signs were related to historic architectural details. 

6.  Visualize how the sign will appear in relation to the entire facade. The sign should 

not dominate; its shape and pro-portions should fit the building just as a window 

or a door fits. 
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For example, a sign hung under the cornice complements the architecture and 

therefore, presents a strong image. 

 

7.  Decide where the sign is to be positioned. There are several options including: 

 Under the lower cornice 

 Painted on glass 

 On an awning flap 

8.  Consider this: the entire building presents an image that acts as a sign. The 

appearance of the building is more subtle than a word sign, but it can be more 

effective. 

9.  Choose a sign maker carefully. Quality of workmanship and construction is as 

vital as any consideration discussed in this section. Ask where examples of 

previous work can be seen. 

10. Sign should not advertise specific products or "specials" for the week. This is too 

much information and adds to streetscape clutter. 

11.  Comply with the City Sign Ordinances. 

 Fig. 28 – Traditional Sign Position 
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Wall Signs 

 

 The location and size of signs on any building should relate to the architectural character 

of that particular structure. A sign should never be so large as to overpower a facade, nor 

obscure a building's architectural features. Usually, the sign and the building's façade 

should work together to advertise the business. A sign will best communicate its message 

if it is compatible with its surroundings. 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Wall signs should usually be located above the entry to the store in order to relate 

to the pedestrian. The best areas for signs are those placed on the facade which 

contains continuous, flat surfaces which are void of windows, doors, or 

architectural details. When a building has a lintel strip or signboard as part of its 

facade, locate the sign directly on it. 

2.  A flush-mounted signboard may extend the width of the storefront, but should not 

be more than 2-1/2 feet high. The sign should be mounted somewhere above the 

storefront display windows and below the second story window sills. 

3.  Generally, lettering should be 8 to 18 inches high and occupy only about 65 

percent of the signboard.  

4. Avoid nationally distributed signs. 

5. Avoid backlighted signs where a dark letter is silhouetted on a lighted 

background. 

 

Window and Door Signs 

 

Window and door signs can be convenient ways of providing pedestrian-scaled signs 

downtown. Permanent window and door signs are usually painted on glass or constructed 

of applied vinyl letters. Gold leaf or neon can also make attractive window and door 

signs. Quality of workmanship and construction are vital to the success of the sign and its 

advertised business. A simple, well-made sign speaks far better of an establishment than 

an extravagant sign that is overbearing or poor1y detailed. 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Window and door signs should not obscure the display area. 

 The color of letters should contrast with the display background 

 Light colored letters or gold leafed letters with dark borders are effective. 

2.  Permanent window and door signs should usually not occupy more than 25% of 

the total glass area on which they are displayed. Such signs should compliment 

other signs on the facade. 

3.  Avoid the use of nationally distributed signs which are incompatible with the 

character of the building. 

 

Signs on Awnings 

 

Signs on awnings can be viable solutions to providing identification for a business. 

Considering the cost as well as the life span of modern fabrics used for fabric awnings, 
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these signs can provide effective and long lasting advertising. Signs attached or 

incorporated into more permanent types of awning materials can also be effective 

communicators. 

 

Guidelines: 

l.  Signs on awnings should be color coordinated with the awning and the rest of the 

building's facade. 

2.  Signs on awnings should be located on the vertical portion of the awning for 

maximum visibility. 

3.  Usually, 6 to 8 inch letters are sufficient. 

4. Avoid the use of guywires whenever possible. 

 

Color, Material and Lettering Styles 

 

The color, material and lettering style used in signs contributes to the overall character of 

the facades downtown. If well designed, the color, material and lettering styles will add 

interest and variety while, at the same time, clearly communicate to the pedestrians and 

customers. 

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Signs should use colors, materials and lettering styles which relate to and 

compliment the buildings. In general, limit each sign to a maximum of three 

colors, two materials and one lettering style. 

2.  Where original sign colors, materials, lettering sty1e and placement can be 

documented, use the original as a guide in the design of new signs. 

3.  A wooden sign with raised or painted letters, metal signs, neon or gold-leafing are 

all appropriate in certain instances downtown. 

4.  Nationally distributed heat-formed signs are usually inappropriate. If they are 

used, their color, lettering style and lighting should compliment the buildings. 

5. There are three types of lettering: decorative, sans serif and serif; each of which 

may be appropriate. As a general rule, lettering styles should relate to the 

architectural quality of the building as well as to the type of business being 

advertised. 

 

Sign Illumination 

 

 Illuminated signs can be appropriate downtown if they respect the proportions of the 

storefront and the guidelines of this section. Properly done, illuminated signs can greatly 

enhance a business after dark and attract customers during the evening hours. 

 

1.  The light source for signs should be designed as part of the sign or hidden from 

view. 

2.  Lighting should have true color rendition. 

3.  Avoid exposed lights which produce glare. 

4.  Avoid exposed electrical fixtures and conduit or wire. If this is not possible, 

design as part of the sign or paint to match background. 
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5.  Internally lit signs are most effective that light letters on a dark opaque 

background. 

6.  Exposed neon letters can also be effective, adding color and vitality to the street. 
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INFILL CONSTRUCTION 

 

The construction of new buildings on vacant lots downtown should be encouraged. New 

buildings should strive for excellence in design whether small, individual infill 

construction within the existing downtown blocks, or larger, independently sited projects. 

Located within the context of an existing architectural setting, the design of new 

buildings should respond positively to the physical character of the downtown; both the 

buildings and the landscape. Since a good new design which responds positively to its 

surroundings can be done in a number of ways, it is not possible to develop specific 

interpretations which will apply in all cases. Every site has its own design opportunities. 

However, as a guide, the guidelines below should be followed. 

 

 

Guidelines: 

1. A new building's facade should not pretend to be historic by adding time period 

details in an attempt to blend with the existing environment. This "applied style" 

approach will only detract from the character of the downtown by compromising 

what is truly historic. 

Fig. 30 – New Façade as a Series of Bays 

Fig. 32 – New Building Facades 

Fig. 29 – Existing are Similar in Arrangement 

Fig. 31 – New Façade Fills Opening 
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2.  Most buildings downtown share a general similarity in height which should be 

respected by new buildings. Extreme differences in building heights will have a 

detrimental visual effect on the appearance of surrounding property. 

3.  A new building should reflect the existing rhythm, proportion, scale and massing 

of the buildings in the area and their relationship to the site. For example, if an 

infill site is large, the mass of the facade can be broken into a number of small 

bays. 

4.  New buildings should respect the established setbacks and the spacing between 

buildings. 

5.  The form of the roof and cornice treatment of new buildings should respect the 

established context. 

6.  The size and proportion of window and door openings should be similar to those 

on surrounding facades. The same applies to the ratio of window area to solid 

wall for the façade as a whole. 

7.  A new building's facade should be composed of materials, textures and colors, 

which compliment adjacent facades. 

8.  New building details and decorations should relate to the details and decorations 

of the existing surround buildings. 
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STREETSCAPE 

 

 Improvements to the public spaces and street parking in the downtown area are essential 

to the commitments and investments in facade improvements made by individual  

 

property owners and merchants. These improvements are also essential if maintenance of 

a positive image for the downtown area is to be genuine and sustainable.  

 

 The following recommendations represent ways of giving the pedestrian priority 

downtown; a key factor in improving the shopping environment. Ultimately, this means 

increased retail sales and property values for the downtown business community, greater 

tax revenues for the City and County, and a quality-shopping environment for residents. 

Fig. 33 – Streetscaping Improvements 
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Fig. 34 – Landscaping Softens and Humanizes the Urban Environment 

 

 

Surface Materials and Paving 

 

 The primary connective network of pathways for pedestrian movement throughout 

downtown is provided by sidewalks, crosswalks, public spaces and alleyways. 

Collectively, these pathways, along with vehicular streets and parking lots, serve as the 

floor of the downtown. 

 Sidewalk dimensions, construction materials, surface appearance, color and texture are 

among the basic design factors which should be considered in the design of the 

downtown floor. Today, endless yards of concrete and asphalt are used as the primary 

paving material of downtown walks, streets and parking lots. By varying the materials, 

the floor not only alerts the motorist to the presence of pedestrians, it also adds a pleasant 

experience for pedestrians  

 

Guidelines: 

1.  Surface materials should be integrated into an overall design concept for the 

downtown. Their selection should be coordinated with the choice of street 

furniture, signs, and the buildings themselves. 

2.  Points of conflict between vehicles and people, such as crosswalks, alleys, and 

parking lots, should be clearly identified with changes in paving materials, colors, 

textures, and/or grade. 

3.  Materials used for sidewalks and other pedestrian areas should have a safe, even, 

slip-resistant surface. 



  DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR C-4 ZONING 

    City of Ottawa 

1/23/2015  Page 37 

4.  Where street furniture occurs, sidewalks should be wide enough to accommodate 

it as well as pedestrian movement. 

5.  Paving schemes should be somewhat consistent throughout the downtown. If the 

existing scheme is altered at some point in the future, the new pattern should 

relate to the buildings as well as the street area. 

 

Street Furniture 

 

Street furniture is a general term used to describe elements 

such as benches, trash receptacles, telephones, 

newsstands, planters, drinking fountains, lighting 

standards and the like. These elements function to make 

the downtown a safe, more comfortable and pleasant place 

to be and improve the quality of life for pedestrians, 

shoppers and employees. Many of these elements may 

seem too insignificant to be important on their own. 

Collectively, however, they all too often offer a confusing 

array of images to motorists and pedestrians. If, in their  

 

design and placement, these elements are viewed as components in a coordinated system, 

they can become visual assets and an essential part of the total downtown. Street furniture 

that has a unity of appearance will also enhance the integrity of the downtown area. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. Street furniture should be integrated into the overall design for the downtown, 

including any new developments. Its selection and design should be coordinated 

with the paving and buildings.  

2. Street furniture should be positioned so that it does not impede or interrupt 

pedestrian or vehicular traffic. 

3. Whenever possible, various street ellements should be clustered to eliminate 

visual clutter. 

4.  The design of outdoor seating, its construction, materials and finishes, should 

reflect basic human factors as well as concerns for maintenance and durability. 

Avoid materials which are rapid conductors of heat or cold. Whenever possible, 

outdoor seating should be screened somewhat from automobile traffic and 

positioned to cater both to those who like the sun and to those who prefer shade. 

5.  Public telephones should be accessible to the physically handicapped. 

6.  While permanent street trees and other plantings are the most desirable form of 

landscape improvements downtown, self-contained planters may be used to 

emphasize storefront entries, define sidewalk edges, or to separate pedestrians 

from traffic. Such planters should be visually integrated with the surrounding 

environment. 

7. Drinking fountains should be designed to avoid creation of mud puddles. Nozzle 

heights should accommodate children and adults and conform to the requirements 

of the Illinois Accessibility Code.  

Fig. 35 – Waste Container 
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8.  Bollards can be used to separate pedestrians from vehicles where visual continuity 

is important. The design of such bollards should be in keeping with the overall 

street furniture design for downtown. 

9.  The poles, or standards, used to support lights, signs and signals should be 

unobtrusive as possible. 

10.  Temporary stands used for special events should be constructed to ensure safety 

and visual compatibility as well as to be functional. 

Lighting 

 

Lighting in downtown should support and encourage shopping activities at night as well 

as provide a safe environment. Proper lighting design downtown can serve the interests of 

both the City and the business community, improve nighttime security, and enhance the 

appearance of the area. Lighting design should, therefore, address the needs of 

pedestrians, vehicles, amenities and special uses. 

 

Typically, there are three kinds of lighting that should occur to accommodate the diverse 

physical and psychological needs of the shoppers, employees, residents and, motorists 

who use downtown after dark. Pedestrian lighting provides low scale, localized light 

where people need it most -on sidewalks and in parking lots and alleyways. This type of 

lighting can function to identify major points in the pedestrian circulation system such as 

intersections, crosswalks, steps, ramps and amenity areas. Attractive pedestrian 1ighting 

can also provide a unifying visual element downtown. Street lighting is the prevalent 

form of artificial illumination currently used downtown. Street lighting should be used to 

illuminate vehicular areas, but not made to function as pedestrian or amenity area lighting 

also. Accent and amenity lighting should also be considered a part of illuminating the 

downtown at night a delightful and attractive place. The creative use of outdoor lighting 

can be instrumental in promoting the nighttime use of downtown and will significantly 

improve the public's appreciation of the area after dark. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. In General: 

a. Lighting standards and poles should be compatible in scale with the buildings, 

pedestrians and the rest of the street furniture. 

b. Light standards and poles which are used to support other items of street 

furniture should use attachment hardware which is compatible aesthetically 

with the standard. 

c. The number of signs and other attachments to light standards and poles should 

be kept to a minimum. 

d. All luminaries should provide true color rendition. All luminaries should 

incorporate reflectors and other devices to reduce glare and direct light. 

e. Incandescent, quartz iodine or fluorescent luminaries provide good color 

rendition. Avoid the use of luminaries that distort color rendition. 

f. General lighting should be provided for vehicular traffic with more intense 

and varied lighting provided for pedestrian and amenity areas. 

g. All electrical wiring and conduits should be concealed from view. 

Underground wiring is desirable when at all possible. 
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h. Provide outlets on light standards and other poles as required to accommodate 

seasonal and special lighting. 

i. Street light standards should be no taller than the average height of buildings 

in the downtown area. 

2. Pedestrian Lighting: 

a. Special attention should be given to lighting areas of pedestrian/vehicular 

conflict, such as alleys, crosswalks and parking lots. 

b. Pedestrian light standards should be between 10 and 12 feet high, containing 

true color rendition luminaries and provide for an overlapping light pattern at 

least 7 feet above the sidewalk. 

c. Pedestrian light standards should be compatible throughout the downtown 

area. 

3. Accent, And Amenity Lighting: 

a. Accent and amenity lighting should be used to illuminate building facades, 

landscaped areas, sitting areas and trees. 

b. Accent and amenity lighting should give true color rendition. 

 

Signs (Information, Directional, Traffic Control)  

 

 Public signs and information systems are a critical part of a safe and efficient flow of 

vehicles and pedestrians in the downtown area. People need to know the destination 

choices available, the best way to proceed to their destination, including public parking, 

and the regulations concerned with safety. Improved information signs and traffic control 

devices must strive for simplicity, ease of comprehension and high immediate visual 

impact. The public informational signs must also compliment the private store and 

business signs in the downtown area. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. Traffic signs and control light standards should be part of a unified system of 

street furniture downtown. 

2. Signs and control devices should be placed to allow safe vehicular and pedestrian 

passage. 

3. Signs and control devices should be located so as to avoid conflicts with door 

openings of vehicles. 

4. Public information signs should be clustered to eliminate visual clutter. Whenever 

possible, signs and control lights should share the same standard. 

5. Traffic and public information signs should use international symbols whenever 

possible. 

6. Eliminate as many traffic control devices downtown as possible to encourage the 

pedestrianization of the area. 

7. Information signs for pedestrians should be located at natural gathering places. 

  

Parking 

 

The downtown must have adequate, convenient and attractive parking areas to remain 

vital and competitive. Parking improvements can make the downtown more accessible 
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and convenient for shoppers, but alone cannot compensate for other downtown 

deficiencies. 

 

Parking areas can have a significant affect on the appearance of downtown. Good design, 

convenient location and attractive surroundings are equally essential in the development 

of downtown parking facilities. Each of these ingredients will help to improve the overall 

quality of the parking areas and the downtown as a whole. The principal ingredient in 

improving parking areas is landscaping. Natural features, trees, shrubs and green spaces 

will soften, screen and make surface parking more attractive. Lighting and signs are 

additional design factors that should be considered in the development of parking 

downtown. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. The perimeter of parking lots should be landscaped to reduce the apparent size of 

the lot and restrict undesirable, open views of concrete, asphalt and vehicles. 

2. Interiors of parking lots should be landscaped to provide shade and visual relief. 

Such landscaping should be coordinated with pedestrian walkways leading to 

stores, offices and residences. 

3. Construction and plant materials used in parking areas should be compatible with 

the street furniture and existing buildings. 

4. Plantings should be protected to avoid damage from vehicles and pedestrians. 

5. Parking lots should be illuminated at night to provide safe environments. 

6. Signs locating parking lots should be kept simple and posted in obvious places. 

7. Parking lot spaces for the handicapped shall be provided as close as possible to  

  the sidewalks. 

8. On-street parking for the handicapped should be located as close as possible to the 

corners. 

9. Designated motorcycle and moped parking should be accommodated in each 

 parking lot and each block downtown. 

10. Designated bicycle parking should be provided as close to the retail activity as 

possible. 

 

Accessibility 

 

The downtown should be accessible to all members of the community including the 

handicapped. Sometime during his or her lifetime, every person can expect to be 

physically handicapped either temporarily or permanently. Downtown must to every 

practical extent, provide a barrier-free environment if it is to capture this market. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. Follow the requirements of the Illinois Accessibility Code. 

2. Comply with "City of Ottawa Handicapped Space" Ordinance. 

3. Comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 
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Public Restrooms 

 

One key element in attracting shoppers downtown is to make the area a convenient place 

to shop by providing safe and attractive public restrooms. Because of problems of 

maintenance and supervision of freestanding public restrooms, alternative locations and 

arrangements need to be considered. Perhaps the most realistic alternative is to allow the 

public to use facilities in various commercial establishments downtown. All such 

restrooms open to the public should be properly identified with signs and their locations 

posted throughout the downtown. 

Guidelines: 

1. All publicly accessible restrooms should provide for use by the handicapped. 

2. Free standing public restrooms are not recommended. 

3. All publicly accessible restrooms should have their locations posted throughout 

the downtown area. 

 

Plant Materials 

 

Landscaping creates interest and beauty downtown and yields a long-term positive 

impact on the visual quality of the business district. Proper landscaping gives visual relief 

from the rigidity of buildings and pavement, masks clutter, creates pedestrian spaces, 

provides shade and minimizes glare and heat from surfaces and vehicles. In addition, 

plants perform a number of other important functions. Plants absorb some noxious gases, 

act as receptors of dust and dirt particles and help to cleanse the air of pollution. Planting 

helps to make downtown a comfortable place to shop, work and visit, and can be used to 

direct and guide vehicular and pedestrian traffic and provides human scale. The City has 

a tree ordinance that establishes standards for the use of trees throughout the city. 

 

Success with planting downtown is determined largely by proper selection, installation 

and, most of all, maintenance. As part of any planting project, a maintenance program 

must be developed and followed.  

 

Guidelines: 

1. Plantings should be protected from vehicular and pedestrian traffic. 

2. Plant materials which require minimum maintenance should be chosen. Avoid 

high maintenance materials. 

3. Planting should be clustered where space allows. 

4. Planting should not impede vehicular or pedestrian traffic, nor hide signs, signals 

or mask building facades. 

5. Plant materials should be hardy species selected on the basis of their height, color 

and character. Plant materials should compliment the building facades and public 

improvements. 

6. Where possible, use plant materials to visually link pedestrian areas. 

7. Avoid plant material with shallow root systems which may break up sidewalks or 

roadways. Avoid planting over or near underground utilities if damage to those 

systems is likely to occur. 

8. Comply with the requirements of the City Tree Ordinance. 
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Special Events 

 

Special sidewalk and street events and activities serve a very important role in generating 

additional customer traffic. To increase the level of street activity, special events should 

be planned and promoted. Events can be social and entertaining, such as free 

entertainment and participatory activities. Sections of the street may be temporarily 

blocked off to vehicular traffic to allow free access for pedestrians. In promoting special 

events, it is important to create a visual environment that graphically says something 

special is happening. Banners, decorations, pennants, flags, and other devices are all 

ways to promote an event in the downtown area. The use of such elements is a dynamic 

way to add color and excitement downtown. The object of such special events should be 

to create activity that is fun and inviting. A great deal of the character of downtown is 

expressed by the graphic advertising for these events. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. Banners and flags have been used to promote special events in downtown, to 

brighten the streets. Materials for banners and flags for special events should be 

bright in color and attractive in design. Brackets for banners and flags should be 

permanently attached to standards, poles, and other suitable vertical elements. 

Care should be taken so that banners and flags will not impede vehicular or 

pedestrian circulation. 

2. Lighting for special events is typically displayed on street trees and building 

facades. This lighting compliments the downtown environment, and should 

continue to be used. Lighting should be scaled to the pedestrian. 

 

Maintenance 

 

Downtown streets and sidewalks are elements of the public space, but are part of 

everyone's shared experience. Consequently, their appearance and maintenance should be 

a common concern. Efforts to improve the downtown will be fruitless unless there is a 

commitment to proper maintenance of street furniture, public and private signs, 

landscaping and other public improvements. 

 

Good maintenance is a direct gesture to the customer. Every action by the downtown 

merchant or property owner is a positive gesture to the public, as is maintenance 

undertaken by the City. No public improvements should be made which cannot be 

maintained. 

 

Guidelines: 

1. Implementation of public improvements downtown should continue to include a 

coordinated, realistic maintenance program. 

2. Downtown merchants and/or property owners should commit themselves to the 

daily maintenance of the public areas in front and behind their buildings. 

3.  Avoid the "cosmetic" patching of surfaces, materials and landscaping when more 

 substantial repair work is needed. 
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4. Control the growth of weeds. 

 

Alleys 

Alleys are important to commercial trade and pedestrian movement in the downtown 

area. Revitalized, alleys offer improved" access for customers to parking lots and to 

businesses, and enhance the options for pedestrian movement through the business 

district. However, alleys are also used for shipping, receiving of goods, disposal of trash 

and direct access to building entrances from parking lots. While alleys in the downtown 

must continue to contain their service functions, they must also be improved to provide 

for the convenience and safety of pedestrians. 

 

Recommendations: 

1. Coordinated and condensed trash storage areas should be provided to minimize 

 clutter and unsightly trash disposal. 

2. Alleys should have adequate and safe drainage systems to eliminate standing 

 water. 

3. Surface materials used in alleys should be coordinated with the overall paving 

 design downtown and provide for safe vehicular and pedestrian movement. 

4. Alleys should be adequately lighted at night to allow for safe vehicular and 

 pedestrian movement. 

5. Screening devices or storage units in alleys should visually blend into the rear 

facades. 

6. Utilities should be relocated underground. 

7. Free pedestrian movement in the alleys should be maintained at all times. 

8. Unsightly equipment located in alleys should be moved or screened from view. 
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PUBLIC ART 

 

 Works of public art such as murals and sculpture can lend much appeal and add greatly to 

the comfort of the downtown environment. Important works of art can be a major tourism 

attraction. The Ottawa Visitor's Center through it's "a brush with history" mural program 

is charged with the administration of public art in C-4 and C-5 Zoning Classifications. 

 

 

Guidelines: 

 1. Public works of art in the area should be designed to be "important" by being 

monumental and executed by artists of prominence. 

 2. Artwork should be proposed through the established non-partisan selection 

process established by the "a brush with history" Mural Committee. 

 

 

Fig. 36 – General Wallace Mural, Artist Byron Peck 
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DEMOLITION 

Demolition of a structure is an irreversible step and should be carefully deliberated. Once 

they are destroyed, historic resources can never be replaced. In considering demolition, 

the property owner and the Commission should give careful thought to the following 

questions: 

 Could another site serve the purpose equally well? 

 Could the existing building be adapted to meet the Owner's needs? 

 Could the property be sold to someone willing to use the existing building? 

 

In reviewing a request to demolish a building, it should be considered whether the 

proposed demolition will adversely affect other historic buildings or the overall character 

of the block. Demolition is prohibited when no subsequent use has been proposed for the 

site. 

 

Demolition Guidelines: 

1. Work with the Design Review Board to seek alternatives to demolition. 

2. If all alternates have been exhausted, follow these guidelines for demolition: 

 Make a permanent record of a significant structure before demolition. The 

record shall consist of black-and-white photographs and other documents, 

such as drawings, that describe the architectural character and the special 

features of the building. The Design Review Board determines on a case-by-

case basis the precise documentation of a specific building that is required and 

the person who is responsible for producing that documentation. The 

documentation must be submitted for review by the Board before the 

demolition. The record is retained by the City of Ottawa. 

 Work with the Board to identify salvageable materials and potential buyers or 

recipients of salvaged materials. The removal of all salvageable building 

materials before demolition is encouraged, and may be required depending on 

the significance of the building. 

 Clear the structure quickly and thoroughly. 

 Submit a site plan illustrating proposed landscaping and any other site 

development to be completed after demolition. 

 Plant the site or appropriately maintain it until it is reused. If the site is to 

remain vacant for over one year, it should be improved to reflect an 

appearance consistent with other open areas in the district. 

 

3. Provide a plan for building replacement. 
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