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Community Context

Located in the heart of southern Ontario, the City of
Cambridge is a relatively new community. Created
by the provincial government on January 1, 1973, it
is the product of the merger of the former towns of
Preston and Hespeler with the City of Galt.

Cambridge has always been an industrious place.
First settled by Europeans over two centuries ago,
the area’s early economy was based on textile and
other manufacturing industries." Today, while
manufacturing continues to thrive, high-tech is
becoming an increasingly important sector.’

Of the three core cities in the Region of Waterloo,
Cambridge is second largest in terms of land area
(112.8 sg. km.) and also second largest in terms of
population size (120,371). During the past decade
the population has grown significantly, increasing at
an average rate of 1.87% per year.3 It is expected
that by 2031 the population will reach 177,000."

Purpose of the Study

Community identity refers to the features of a
community that distinguish it from other communities
and make it unique.’

Identity is an important ingredient in prosperity.
Places with identity and character foster feelings of
pride, and this pride in turn reinforces positive
behaviour:

“Residents and property owners feel a greater sense
of responsibility if they are proud of the community
where they live or work. Pride then leads to financial

investment and a sense of local ownership, which
ultimately leads to economic growth.”6

One of the most frequently voiced concerns
regarding urban expansion is the detrimental effect it
can have on local identity. In order to avoid this,
growth must be carefully planned and occur in ways
that preserve the distinctive features of a community.

The purpose of this study is to understand, from the
perspective of Cambridge residents, the assets that
evoke pride and contribute to a sense of place,
wellbeing, and belonging. The information contained
in this paper will be of interest to policy makers and
members of the public alike, for it is our collective
responsibility to prepare for the future while at the
same time preserving the best of the past.

Data Collection and Analysis

This paper relies on information provided by Phase
1 of Moving Forward Together (MFT), a community
research and engagement process. A key data
gathering tool for MFT was a multipart survey
distributed via Canada Post to households in
Cambridge and North Dumfries during the spring of
2005 (an online version of the survey was also
available). Survey questions were divided into four
sections: community identity, community strengths,
community challenges, and demographic
information.

In total, 2,459 Cambridge residents completed the
survey. Overall, a fairly good cross-section of the
community was sampled. Respondents represented
the communities of Galt, Preston, and Hespeler, with
60% residing in Galt. A variety of age groups were
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included. Persons aged 30 to 39 comprised the
single largest group (22.7%), followed by persons
aged 40 to 49 (21.6%), and persons aged 50 to 59
(20%). The length of time respondents lived in the
community ranged from less than one year to 90
years, with an average length of residency of 21.9
years. Women constituted the greatest proportion
(64%) of survey respondents.

For the purposes of this report, responses to open-
ended survey questions were coded for themes
under four large categories:

Natural assets;

Built environment and physical assets;
Cultural assets; and

d) Other sources of community pride.

The themes developed under each category are
discussed below. Printed material on the community
and its history was used to supplement our own
research.

Highlights of Findings

We found the following factors contributed to a
sense of community identity for the people surveyed.

NATURAL ASSETS

Convenient Location

Geographic location was important to many survey
respondents, and Cambridge’s location was seen as
a great community asset. Within one hour’s drive of
major urban centres, airports, universities, arts and
cultural attractions, and popular vacation
destinations, Cambridge is quite literally “in the
middle of everything.”

Rolling Hills and Open Spaces

Cambridge is very much a “city in the country.”
Survey respondents appreciated the fact that it has
all the usual urban amenities in an exceptional
setting. The beautiful rolling hills and open spaces

that surround the city are natural treasures that are
easily accessible to all.

Rivers

The Grand River
and its tributary the
Speed River are
prominent natural
features that have
played a significant
role in the development of the community.” These
rivers are attractive to many people: although their
water is no longer needed to power local mills,
foundries and factories they add a great deal to the
scenic quality of the landscape. As well, miles of
riverside trails provide recreational opportunities that
enhance the quality of life for local residents.

“I like to be able to go
for a short drive and
see grass and trees,
not skyscrapers and
smog.”

-survey respondent

BUILT ENVIRONMENT AND PHYSICAL ASSETS

Layout

The physical layout of the city was a positive feature
for many survey respondents. Despite Cambridge’s
size (112.8 sq. km.) most places and services are
easily accessible. As some people commented: “[It
is] easy to find your way around”; and “everything
we need is close to our home.” The uncrowded
atmosphere and lack of high-rise buildings were also
favourably mentioned.

Historic Buildings

Cambridge is a city with a rich history and, through
community foresight and effort, many good
examples of 19" century architecture have been
preserved. People value the aesthetic appeal of
these heritage buildings - from the historic Hespeler
Town Hall to the beautiful tree-lined neighbourhoods
of West Galt.

Shopping/Locally Owned Businesses

For many, Cambridge is “shopping at its best.” The
city is self-contained with malls, grocery stores,
restaurants, and services of all kinds. The unique
shops in the downtown core areas create a sense of
place and community identity. Survey respondents
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mentioned locally-owned businesses, the
Southworks Outlet Mall, and the Cambridge
Farmers’ Market as sources of community pride and
an attraction to visitors.

Job Opportunities

Another source of pride mentioned by survey
respondents was the successful recruitment of
manufacturing companies such as Toyota Canada,
Inc. that offer attractive job opportunities for local
residents. While some Cambridge residents
commute to other communities to work, 62% of the
workforce is employed within the city limits.®

Educational Opportunities

Schools help shape community identity and
contribute to quality of life.? Survey respondents
noted that Cambridge has many good schools
offering quality educational opportunities for
students at all levels and stages of life. The recent
agreement between the University of Waterloo and
the City of Cambridge to locate the School of
Architecture in Cambridge is a point of pride for the
community.

Places for Meeting

“Public places are important identity elements
because they provide gathering places for the
community and help foster a ‘sense of place’."*
Cambridge has over 365 hectares of parkland within
its city limits."* Some of the larger parks such as Mill
Race Park, Churchill Park, and Riverside Park are
prominent public places that host many community

festivals and events.

CULTURAL ASSETS

Small-Town Feel

Despite rapid growth, Cambridge has been able to
retain its small-town feel and appeal. Some survey
respondents described this in terms of the
friendliness of the local people: “It is nice to be able
to greet people on the street and in the stores.”
Others explained it as a “family-oriented” and “safe”

community where many young couples are choosing
to live and raise families.

“| like the downtown
cores...l enjoy walking
down the street and
meeting people | know.”

Galt, Preston, and
Hespeler, the three
communities within
Cambridge, are a

. . -survey respondent
source of identity yresp

and pride for many
residents, and contribute to a small-town feel:

“[Cambridge is a] mid-sized city with three towns for
diversity, each with a personality.”

“Although it is Cambridge | like the fact that to many it's
still Preston, Hespeler, and Galt. It still has its small-town
feel when you break it down into the three.”

“[Cambridge is] unique with three distinct smaller
communities.”

Active Recreation

Survey respondents noted that Cambridge has
strong recreational facilities with a variety of
activities available
to people of all
ages. With less
commuting time
and easier access
to environmental
treasures like the
Grand River and local parks and trails, Cambridge
residents can enjoy more outdoor activities than can
residents of other communities.

“How many cities can
say they have a beautiful
conservation area right
in the middle of town?”

-survey respondent

Supportive Community

Time and again, survey respondents described
Cambridge as the type of community where
residents care for and help each other. Not only
were they able to list numerous formal and informal
organizations that provide programs to help people
in need, many respondents were themselves
actively involved in community initiatives through a
personal desire to contribute:

“My community is where | live by helping others”
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“It is where | feel a strong commitment”
“My community is where | make my contribution to society”

“My community is where | make an impact”

“Cambridge is a
community of
people who give
back as they can.”

Artistic, Cultural, &
Community Events
Cambridge offers a
variety of artistic and
cultural opportunities
including libraries, art galleries, and live theatre. In
addition, numerous community celebrations and
events held throughout the year (such as the Mill
Race Festival, Cambridge Riverfest and Dragon
Boat Races, Cambridge Fall Fair, Christmas in
Cambridge, and the Cambridge Arts Festival) are
popular and well-attended and serve to strengthen
local identity and residents’ sense of attachment.

-survey respondent

OTHER SOURCES OF COMMUNITY PRIDE

Many and diverse sources of community pride were
identified including:

Shades Mills Conservation Area
Grand River trail system
Cruickston Park

City of Cambridge parks

Queen’s Square

Cambridge Centre for the Arts
Cambridge Library and Gallery
School of Architecture
Southworks Outlet Mall
Cambridge Centre Mall

Galt Collegiate Institute

New City Hall

Cambridge Memorial Hospital
Cambridge Farmers’ Market
The three unique downtown core areas

A burgeoning arts community

A growing electronics and auto industry
Churches of many denominations
Cambridge seniors’ centres

Cambridge’s neighbourhood associations
Ontario Early Years Centre

Cambridge Times Newspaper

Some of the reasons these are important to
residents of Cambridge have been discussed above.

Strengthening ldentity and Building
Connectedness

“A community's identity is enhanced by embracing
and respecting the history and character of those
existing features that nurture a sense of attachment
and uniqueness.” The following observations are
included to provide feedback that might help inform
future decisions about the city’s development.

For many survey respondents, the downtown
core areas represent the heart and spirit of
Cambridge. There was general consensus that
these areas need help to stay vibrant. Residents
expressed their support for redevelopment
projects such as the new School of Architecture
that have made a positive contribution to
revitalization efforts.

The Highway 24 (Hespeler Road) entrance to the
city was identified as a potential location for
community enhancements. Many felt this busy
commercial strip defines the community in a
somewhat negative light and is at odds with the
historic character of the downtown core areas.

Valued as a connector to other urban centres,
Highway 401 is also a barrier that physically
divides the community resulting in safety and
quality of life challenges for residents. It was
suggested that the use of pedestrian bridges to
link the neighbourhoods north and south of the
highway would help mitigate these effects.

Resources

As seen in the foregoing, urban design plays an
important role in strengthening community identity
and pride. The following resources are provided to
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assist people in becoming more familiar with the
concepts and techniques of this discipline.

Designing Physically Active Communities
http://www.planning.org/physicallyactive/pdf/Referen
celist.pdf

Published and updated by the American Planning
Association, this resource contains an extensive
listing of books, articles, and government documents
related to planning and physical activity.

What Makes a Place Great?
http://www.pps.org/info/newsletter/august2005/augu
st2005_what _makes place great

Project for Public Spaces is “a nonprofit organization
dedicated to creating and sustaining public spaces
that build communities.” This article, outlining four
key qualities shared by most great places, appeared
in its Newsletter of August 2005.

Commission for Architecture and the Built
Environment (CABE)
http://www.cabe.org.uk/publications.aspx

CABE works closely with Architecture and Built
Environment Centres throughout the United
Kingdom. It offers a wide range of publications that
provide guidance on the design of buildings, parks,
greenspace, etc.

Our Next Steps

The Social Planning Council will forward copies of
this paper to appropriate governing, policy and
funding bodies for use in their planning and

programming decisions. These include:
Grand River Conservation Authority
Cambridge Tourism
Chamber of Commerce
Downtown Cambridge B.l.A.
Preston Towne Centre B.l.A.
Hespeler Village B.1.A.
The City of Cambridge
Mayor and City Council
Planning Services
Community Services
Core Area Revitalization Advisory Committee

Municipal Heritage Advisory Committee
Trails Advisory Committee
Environmental Advisory Committee
Arts and Cultural Advisory Committee
Economic Development Advisory Committee
The Regional Municipality of Waterloo
Regional Council
Planning, Housing and Community Services
Social Services
Waterloo Regional Arts Council
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This issue paper was compiled by Dina Etmanskie. It is published
and copyrighted by the Social Planning Council of Cambridge and
North Dumfries.

Quotations from this paper may be used provided that proper and
complete citations are included.

For more information about this paper or related research contact:
Social Planning Council of Cambridge and North Dumf ries
150 Main St. (2nd Floor), Cambridge, ON N1R 6P9

519-623-1713
Visit our website at: www.socialplanningcouncil-cnd.org

We actively and impartially participate in building and
strengthening our community through social change, innovation,
research, analysis, and facilitation.
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