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Villages of Seven Lakes, 
Nova Scotia

BY JUDY PENZ SHELUK

A combination 
of consultation, 

collaboration, and 
conservation

Brad Harnett, Project Manager and Gail Penney, Community Builder on site at Seven Lakes.
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Seven Lakes Concept Plan
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Nestled in the eastern shore region of 

the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM) lies 

the well-established community of Porters 

Lake, where residents mainly commute to 

jobs in Dartmouth, Burnside Industrial Park 

or Downtown Halifax. With a population of 

just over 3,200 in 2011, the town was built 

around the 19-kilometre lake it was named 

after. Boating and fishing are rite of passage, 

the surrounding forests and numerous lakes 

within and near the lands long considered 

public property. 

Imagine, then, the challenges a developer 

might face after buying 2,000 acres of that 

“public” land. Those are exactly the challeng-

es that faced Gail Penney, President of the 

Seven Lakes Developments Ltd. 

“We knew from the outset that there 

was alot of work to be done,” said Penney. 

“We purchased the lands 10 years ago, spent 

five to six years consolidating land parcels, 

and worked with the HRM for four years on a 

Development Agreement. But by far our most 

important role was our community engage-

ment process, and the important priorities it 

raised for our development.” 

Community consultation was used to 

inform concept design. “In the early stages, 

we identified our target buyers, and while 

this was a broad-based clientele, we felt we 

wanted to be able to attract buyers who had 

not previously lived rurally,” said Penney. “One 

barrier to this, we felt, was the operation and 

ownership of a septic system.” 

For that reason, the developers invested 

significantly in a state-of-the-art wastewater 

treatment plant, versus opting for the more 

common dispersed rural developments with 

individual on-site septic systems. RichaRd 

StePhenSon of WSP was the mastermind engi-

neer who consulted on the design. 

“The design of this environmentally 

secure community also incorporates the 

principles of Low Impact Development (LID), 

an approach to land development that works 

with nature to manage stormwater run-

off as close to its source as possible,” said 

Stephenson. “The design of Seven Lakes pre-

serves the natural landscape features, while 

minimizing effective imperviousness, to create 

functional and appealing site drainage that 

treats stormwater as a resource rather than 

a waste product.” 

Open Space Development 
Conservation was also a huge compo-

nent in the Seven Lakes development strategy. 

Randall aRendt, author of Envisioning Better 

Communities, and the grandfather of conser-

vation design, had consulted with the HRM on 

open space development when they rewrote 

their 2006 Regional Plan, so it was on the 

books, but nobody had done it, particularly at 

a larger scale. 

“It was an expensive, detailed process, 

but the more we looked at it, the more we re-

alized that with our size of development, and 

the topography of the lands, it would give us 

the opportunity to be creative,” said Penney. 

“The benefit to open-space development 

is that the developer is looking for density, 

whereas the community is looking for space. 

Under open space, using one house per acre, 

we would commit to 60 per cent of the lands 

protected forever, with the remaining 40 per 

cent incorporating everything else—houses, 

roads, schools, parks, public boat launches, 

kayak storage, etc. In other words, an inclu-

sive neighbourhood” 
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The open space concept took many 

layers of planning. Primary conservation fea-

tures considered in the conservation design 

approach are: wetlands; watercourses; rock 

outcroppings; agricultural soils; areas of ar-

chaeological potential; habitats; and slopes 

over 30 per cent. There are nine other second-

ary conservation features. 

The first phase of the Villages of Seven 

Lakes will include 634 homes, broken down 

into seven developmental phases, with an ini-

tial phase of 104 units. On the market since 

mid May 2014, the corporation received its 

bare land condo registration in August. There 

will be 12 housing products, ranging from 900 

sq. ft. and up, with the majority in the 900-

1300 sq. ft. range, although Penney notes that 

“we will build what people want.” In addition 

to single detached homes, there will be du-

plexes and four-plexes, cleverly designed to 

look like manor houses. Pricing starts at just 

under $300,000. 

But what about the community engage-

ment process, the “priorities” of the existing 

residents?

“As noted, we had chosen a bare land 

condominium format for development within 

our lands which contains many private trails, 

but the spine of the overall development has 

a 7km public road running through it,” said 

Penney. “The interesting news here is that we 

proposed to put in place a 7km public trail 

that mirrors the public road for the use of the 

community as a whole—not just the residents 

of Seven Lakes. This was a concept the mu-

nicipality didn’t ask for, didn’t expect to come 

from a developer, and—unfortunately—they 

didn’t have a mechanism in place to allow it to 

be included in the Development Agreement.”

In 2011-2012, as the Development 

Agreement approval process unfolded, the 

newness of the Seven Lakes request resulted 

in delays with the municipality as they dis-

cussed how to make it work. “We decided to 

delay our whole development for one year to 

assist the municipality in working through 

this issue,” said Penney.

The trail will cost $700,000, fully funded 

by The Villages of Seven Lakes developers, 

not because it was a required element (it was 

not), but because as a group, they had always 

viewed it as integral to their overall design 

objective.

“Partway through the process of com-

munity collaboration, we realized something: 

we’re not developers, we’re community build-

ers,” said Penney. “We have fun at work, and 

we’re proud of what we’re creating. It doesn’t 

get much better than that.”


