
Chamberlines Issue 39 - Page 1 of 11

F R O M  T H E  B R A I N  O F  B R I A N

Adapt, Renovate and Re-Use

I was on a panel at the ROCK ADVISORS symposium, last month, speaking on the topic of  apartment construction and investment. At the end 
of  our presentation, one of  the attendees approached me, with a very  good question: How do you decide whether to renovate or design a brand 
new building? This is a very valid query and its relevance extends far beyond the apartment industry.

In many  cases, it  can be more costly  to adapt or renovate an existing building but sometimes the historical context outweighs the financial 
considerations. Sustainable issues often tip the scales in favour of  re-using an existing building as this greatly  reduces the materials trucked to 
landfill sites. Our approach at Chamberlain is to use the talents of  both our Architects and Constructors to model the demolition and the 
rejuvenation scenarios to provide our clients with data that allows them to make informed decisions.

Sometimes, contrast is used to emphasize an addition,  for example, the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto.  In an addition to an historical 
building for the Niagara Parks Commission, we contrasted the older masonry building with a modern glass greenhouse addition. 

There are many  reasons to upgrade existing buildings for modern use.  An office building with new tenants, may  need to modify  the functional 
layout  to suit the new user. Restaurants, on the other hand, often renovate,  without a user change because concepts need to be refreshed on a 
regular basis either to adapt to a new corporate image or just to refresh an existing theme. 

McFarland House, Niagara Parks, Canada

http://www.rockaptadvisors.ca/multi-residential-properties.html
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The adaptive re-use of  buildings is also a popular trend. Changing neighbourhood 
demographics or zoning issues, sometimes require a building to be changed from its 
original use to a new one more compatible with its location. One example of  this is the 
distillery  district in Toronto where many  of  the Victorian-style warehouse buildings have 
been repurposed as restaurants,  retail, spas and offices. The charm and historical 
value of  such projects can often be factors in the financial success of  a particular area 
by  drawing people not only  to the new use, but  for the historical context of  the original 
buildings.  Often, the only  salvageable area of  such a building is the structure and the 
exterior historical materials and details. 

Some renovations can be augmented by  additions to an existing facility  where the user 
has outgrown their space. One of  the first questions is whether the expansion should 

try  to exactly  duplicate the existing building’s exterior aesthetics or complement or contrast with the original design.  In the case of  a 
historically-designated building, it  may  require careful coordination with the authorities. Most designated buildings tend to be constructed using 
stone and other masonry  products. The cost of  duplication can be considerable, if  the construction materials, means and methods also 
needed to be duplicated.

Another option on a historical addition is  to retain the essence of  the existing building in terms of  scale, proportion and colour, but use more 
modern materials that complement the historical building.  We did a restoration and addition in Bracebridge,  Ontario, which matched the form 
of  the addition to the existing Carnegie Library  utilizing modern materials of  similar colour, but different composition. The effect was a library 
that retained its historical charm, while meeting the modern needs of its users.

Additions are not just  limited to historic buildings, but often occur in modern structures as well. The addition to our Chamberlain corporate 
offices (The front portion of the building in this photo) exactly matched the existing building.

In some cases, there is simply  no acceptable return on investment in the 
adaptive re-use of  an existing building, and, when that occurs, demolition may 
be required. The decision to renovate, add to,  adapt or demolish is  closely  tied 
to the financial model of  any  development, which will be a major factor in a 
decision going forward. Asking the right questions is the key  to choosing the 
solution that is best for your project.
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