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Downtown Ottawa designated 
an EcoDistrict to encourage 
sustainable urban development 
 
Many influential local business and community members are 
working to officially designate an area in downtown Ottawa 
an EcoDistrict in an effort to make it a leader in energy and 
water conservation, sustainable transportation, and taking 
action to reduce carbon pollution.  
 
The Ottawa Centre EcoDistrict (OCED) is a local not-for-
profit managed by volunteer representatives from a number 
of organizations including the Minto Group, Hydro Ottawa, 
and Invest Ottawa. While boundaries have yet to be officially 
established, the proposed OCED area will border the 
Rideau Canal to the east, Bronson Avenue to the west, 
Gloucester Street to the south and the Ottawa River to the 
north. 
 
With less than 25 self-described Eco Districts in North 
America (including Portland, Oregon, Washington, DC, 
Seattle, Washington, District Energy St. Paul, and the 
Pearson Eco-Business Zone in Toronto), Ottawa's would 
be the first official EcoDistrict in Canada. 
 
The OCED area has many existing assets that form a strong 
sustainability foundation to build upon, including more than 
30 LEED and BOMA certified buildings, in addition to at 
least four green roofs. There is also relatively clean energy 
sources nearby, such as Energy Ottawa’s EcoLogo certified 
run-of-river hydroelectric generation facilities located along 
the Ottawa River adjacent to Chaudière Falls, as well as the 
Government of Canada’s Cliff Street Heating Plant (which 
has plans to convert to a low temperature hot water heating 
system). Sustainable transportation infrastructure is 
expanding in the area, including the Laurier segregated bike 
lane, the expanded BIXI bike network, numerous VRTUCAR 
locations, and the coming Light Rail Transit (LRT) system as 
well as an exciting suite of options the City is exploring to 
improve streets for pedestrians and cyclists in preparation 
for the LRT. 
 
The OCED has received significant support from the City of 
Ottawa and is partnering with the municipality to apply for a 
grant through the Federation of Canadian Municipalities’ 
Green Municipal Fund to support its work. Ottawa feels the 
initiative is worthy of support since many federal agencies 
are moving out of the City’s core and some office space 
there is in need of renovation. There is also considerable 
interest in ‘building green’ so there is an opportunity to 
revitalize the area. The OCED aims to “make the downtown 

core more sustainable, competitive and vibrant through a 
unique collaboration between real estate developers, 
building owners, tenant businesses, employees, residents, 
social innovators, and the City.”

1
 

 
OCED organizers hope their efforts will drive significant 
positive behaviour changes amongst those living and 
working in the district. The expected benefits of an Ottawa 
Centre EcoDistrict are described in the document 
Transforming the Core: The Benefits of an Eco-district 
Approach.
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Don Grant, OCED’s Executive Director, says in 2014 they 
will launch a Sustainable Practices program, because in 
some existing green buildings tenants may not be using the 
space the way it was designed to be used, and therefore 
these green buildings may not necessarily be achieving the 
benefits originally predicted. As part of the program, OCED 
will start with a 12-point checklist to look at energy, water, 
waste and commuter transportation. This will allow OCED to 
report on what people are doing well, and suggest what it is 
they can do better. The resulting ranking will have buildings 
grouped into three categories (grey, green and gold); over 
time OCED will encourage achievement of ‘gold’ status. 
 
The Sustainable Practices program will use first-rate, highly 
interactive engagement strategies to help build the capacity 
of participants to make sustainability projects a reality, using 
a small pool of funds to help support the development and 
implementation of worthwhile projects. One such program 
will be the Community Climate Change Challenge; 
working in conjunction with the Ottawa Sustainability Fund, 
the OCED hopes to raise more than $10,000 to help locally-
focused projects to either raise awareness about or reduce 
carbon pollution. 
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In addition to targeting individual buildings and the people 
who work and live in them, Eco District organizers hope to 
be able to report on progress being made related to water, 
waste, energy and transportation for the district as a whole. 
With time, progress in each area will be made, and perhaps 
targets set with deadlines for achieving them. This could 
include reporting about the square footage of existing or 
soon-to-be renovated green office space, and/or the per 
cent of office space occupied versus what is available to 
rent or lease. 
 
On the energy front, OCED is having fruitful conversations 
with Government of Canada officials about the potential to 
heat and cool some of the more than 200 buildings located 
in the district using the energy created by the Cliff Street 
Heating Plant. The Government of Canada is currently 
exploring the potential for a public-private-partnership which 
would see it replace existing equipment there (which uses 
high temperature steam to heat buildings) with equipment 
that would use low temperature hot water, and sell excess 
energy to private sector buildings. Currently the plant heats 
about 52 buildings (including those on Parliament Hill) but 
with the new equipment there will be potential to do more.
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OCED also wants to promote Hydro Ottawa’s and the 
Ontario Power Authority's various energy conservation 
and efficiency programs to businesses and residents. 
Grants and reimbursements are available for major energy 
users who want to make equipment upgrades, in line with 
the Province of Ontario's new 'Conservation First' approach 
to energy planning. Also, the OCED will promote services 
offered by EnviroCentre including workplace greening 
programs with a focus on energy, water conservation and 
transportation demand management. 
 
In 2014, OCED hopes to conduct research, analysis, form 
partnerships and focus on networking, with the hope of 
securing 75 members total and to hold an EcoDistrict 
‘showcase’ event. They will also build the OCED brand to 
communicate the economic, environmental and social 
benefits that can be realized during and after the 
transformation to an EcoDistrict. "We will use the brand to 
attract new and diverse business interests to the 
downtown," says Grant, the OCED Executive Director. 
 
The initiative has a focus on trying to ensure downtown 
Ottawa remains vibrant and economically successful, since 
many downtown landlords are having a difficult time with 
tenancy rates; vacant office space is common and could 
become worse as the Government of Canada sends it 
employees to work in other areas of the city and further 
afield.
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Grant is confident employers can be lured back. When 
existing buildings in the EcoDistrict are renovated, and new 
buildings built to high environmental standards, the 
Government of Canada's policies should help; they state 
that "newly constructed federal government office buildings, 
including Crown-owned, leased-to-own, and build-to-lease 
will meet the LEED Canada-NC Gold level of environmental 

performance." And, "major renovations in office buildings 
and all non-office buildings will meet the LEED Canada-NC 
Silver, 3 Green Globes for Design or equivalent level of 
environmental performance."

6
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

This Promising Practice was brought to you by 

Ecology Ottawa on behalf of the 

Community Energy Network of Eastern Ontario 

Encouraging the uptake of renewable energy,energy 
conservation and efficiency initiatives 

www.community-energy.ca 
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CONTACT INFORMATION:  
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Executive Director, Ottawa Centre EcoDistrict 
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