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STRATEGIC PLAN FOR WESTPORT HARBOUR

VISION

To create a unique, revitalized, sustainable harbour in Westport offering a wide range of recreational, commercial, educational and lifestyle choices to our local community, the greater Rideau Lakes area, cottagers and tourists.

BACKGROUND

The harbour at Westport has been central to the life of the village for almost two centuries.  

In the years before the Rideau Canal was routed through the Rideau Lakes - requiring the creation of an enlarged Upper Rideau Lake - early settlers had already built their first mills and houses on the western shore where a stream flowed down from Wolfe and Sand lakes.

After the completion of the canal in 1832, the harbour served both commercial and passenger traffic for most of the rest of the century, with cargo coming and going from sheds, warehouses and wharves concentrated along the shore between the foot of Bedford and Rideau streets. Small and large steamers (the Rideau King and Rideau Queen being two of the better known larger vessels) carried passengers, including tourists, on scheduled trips along the length of the canal between Kingston and Ottawa, connecting with rail, road and other steamer services to Canadian and U.S. destinations.

By the end of the nineteenth century, and into the twentieth, first rail then road traffic diminished the core commercial role of the harbour. The trains and cars opened the Rideau Lakes region to cottagers and tourists who looked to Westport largely for retail and other services. After the First World War, and increasingly since WWII, the harbour has been a draw for recreational boating and sport fishing.

Today, unfortunately, there is little left to indicate to villagers, cottagers and tourists alike that the harbour ever served any other function, or played such a key role in the history of Westport.
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THE HARBOUR

The harbour at Westport - literally the port on the western shore of Upper Rideau Lake - is a shallow-water, essentially unprotected basin at the head of an equally shallow lake, oriented east to west below Foley Mountain. Under the direction of Colonel John By, canal engineers and workers raised the level of the original smaller lake to allow construction of locks stepping down to both Ottawa in the north and Kingston to the south, making Upper Rideau Lake the top of the canal.  

The harbour is centred on a small island (sometimes known as Goat Island), approachable on its north end through a navigable channel identified by a series of markers. A second channel, allowing access to the southern end of the island, is marked as a local courtesy. However, this undredged channel is not identified as a navigable channel on lake charts.

Docking for some 30 vessels is provided at both a long wharf running the length of the western shore of the island and at floating docks linked to the southern end of the island. Private docks, located along the mainland, are also accessible through both the north and south channels. During the summer season a dock at the foot of Bedford Street is used to berth the tour boat, Kawartha.
The Village of Westport recently acquired key public elements of the harbour, including the island itself, and shoreline at the foot of Bedford, Spring and Rideau streets. Remaining shoreline within the broader harbour area between these locations is either privately owned or remains under the jurisdiction of Parks Canada to a distance of 40 feet from the shore.

Although technically not part of the harbour proper, other waterways flowing from Wolfe Lake and Westport Sand Lake down through the descending mill ponds are vital to the overall health and status of Upper Rideau Lake, and hence the harbour.

Current harbour services include:


· harbour master


· town water


· electricity

· fuel

· pump-out service
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· emergency phone (recently installed)


· showers (located at rear of town information office located on Spring Street, above 

  Main Street)


· a public launch area at the foot of Bedford Street.


· foot bridge to island at foot of Spring Street (provides


  direct access to Westport Village core)


· float plane mooring (casual)


· picnic tables (with umbrellas) and BBQ sites


· garbage pickup
THE CHALLENGE

Even in its diminished role, Westport’s harbour remains a major natural asset for the village. The challenge is what to do to ensure that:

(1) the harbour remains accessible and useful for the greatest number of residents, 
   
     cottagers and tourists;


(2) the ecology of the harbour is not only protected, but improved;


(3) any and all services, activities and programs support sustainable, long-term 

     development of the harbour;


(4) the harbour redevelopment is integrated as fully as possible into other village 

     initiatives such as those, for example, of the Heritage Committee, Westport in 

     Bloom, and the Westport Arts Council;


(5) marketing and promotion of the harbour facilities and programs are achieved in 
 
     partnership with local and area clubs, associations and service organizations; and


(6) funding for redevelopment is secured from public and private sector sources, 

     ensuring maximum village ownership, management and employment in both the 

     short and longterm.

SWOT ANALYSIS

A brief SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis will provide a framework for understanding the challenges.
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STRENGTHS (in no particular order)


· residents, cottagers, tourists enjoy Westport’s many natural assets (Upper Rideau 
  Lake, Foley Mountain Conservation Area, Rideau Trail, Rideau Canal)


· 5 roads converge on Westport, bringing tourists from Ontario, Quebec and 
  
  border/near-border States


· Rideau Lakes airport serves a growing population of flyers (float planes use 
  
  Westport harbour)


· dozens of area lakes attract thousands of cottagers and tourists, primarily in 
  
  summer months, but increasingly in winter


· harbour is immediately adjacent to Westport’s business core


· Upper Rideau Lake offers year-round fishing for several species


· waterfowl, mammals, reptiles, birds of prey and other creatures inhabit harbour 
  and lake year round


· swimming, water skiing, jet skiing, sailing, canoeing, kayaking, house-boating add 
  to the mix of life on the lake and canal


· the harbour serves as a local port for Upper Rideau Lake residents/cottagers who 
  travel to Westport by boat


· electric and fresh water feeds to the Island have been upgraded recently


· fuel and pump-out service available


· picnic tables and BBQ sites on the island


WEAKNESSES (in no particular order)


· floating docks require major repairs or complete replacement


· both north and south channels and surrounding waters are clogged with thick 
 
  vegetation for a significant part of the warmer months


· channels may require dredging, primarily the key north channel


· no public showers, toilet facilities on the island


· public (pedestrian) access to waterfront is limited to the island portion of the 

  harbour and to the foot of Bedford, Spring and Rideau streets


· insufficient slips to attract more boaters


· limited financing available for necessary harbour maintenance, upgrades and 

  development (docking fees currently directed to general revenue)
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· no information available on the island about local attractions, shopping and services


· no boat rental or touring services available to visitors


· harbour offers no features, programs, or services that distinguish it from other 
  
  harbours/waterfronts along the canal


· tour boat (i.e. Kawartha) is poorly promoted, received


· boaters, other visitors learn little if anything about heritage of harbour


· currently no haul-out or boat storage facility offered in the harbour proper


· insufficient attention paid to canoe, kayak launch and storage (racking)


· some erosion apparent along island’s eastern shore caused by wind-driven water and ice


· Main Street commercial/business properties not open to lake view

OPPORTUNITIES (in no particular order)


· replace floating docks and create plan to increase number of slips to accommodate 

  more 
boats


· consider replicating group of period buildings (mid- to late-eighteenth century) for 

  mixed-use hospitality and retail space, including waterfront restaurant, small theme


  shops, and harbour master’s office


· build “breakwater” (perhaps ring of large stones) along eastern shore of the island 

  and consider infilling to enlarge island surface


· create small performing arts (e.g. live music) space/stage on island


· build walkway from foot of Spring Street along island to one or two points in shallows 
  beyond island, with secondary walkway extending out from Bedford Street, in part to 
  permit access to waterfowl areas located on small offshore islands


· investigate long-term objective of connecting harbour shoreline with direct pedestrian 
  access to Foley Mountain Conservation Area


· supplement native vegetation (grasses, rushes) in areas served by walkway to 

  encourage waterfowl (swans, herons, geese, ducks, loons)


· explore dredging need in both north and south channels

· explore solution to excessive vegetation in harbour waters
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· improve/redesign current main approach to harbour at foot of Spring Street 

  (reconnecting harbour to village)


· investigate possibility of planting shelter trees and shrubs on island, along with a 

  variety of perennial and annual plants


· add casual/bench seating along new walkway and island


· ensure maximum access for handicapped visitors


· post bilingual information signage detailing history of Westport harbour (with text, 

  maps and photographs)


· post signage about waterfowl, fish, marine life, etc., at strategic points on the island 

  and walkway


· explore public/private sector partnerships for harbour projects


· identify relevant federal, provincial, county and other lower-tier agencies and 

  programs to fund redevelopment, both short and long-term


· seek public donations/loans of photographs and other harbour memorabilia (perhaps 
 
  jointly with the museum, library/archives and Heritage Committee)


· explore need for float plane dock


· examine possibility of extending village sewer to island (necessary for future 

  restaurant and/or public toilets)


· encourage public education about history of the harbour (mills, transportation, etc.) 

  and natural environment (perhaps jointly with RVCA, schools and others)


· explore options for shoreline at foot of Bedford Street and more remote site at foot 

  of Rideau Street


· seek private sector partners/investment in lake tour and boat rental operation 

  (canoes, kayaks, etc.)


· encourage local schools to use harbour for history, biology, environment, and other lessons


· consider range of winter activities with local outdoor/recreational/sport associations


· reconsider opportunity to host heritage boat show (alternating with Merrickville)


· explore the possibility of holding water sport events (small boat regattas, water skiing, 
  youth sailing classes, rowing shell/scull races, etc.), perhaps organized through future


  Westport Canoe and Rowing Club


THREATS (in no particular order)


· Westport is widely known as a retail shopping destination. However, the big-box stores 

  and malls are already drawing customers to Perth, Smiths Falls, Carleton Place and
7

  Kingston. Reliance on retail success doesn’t sufficiently differentiate Westport from 

  other villages and towns. Relying primarily on a single sector or industry is risky.

· If Westport doesn’t develop and promote its harbour (waterfront), others will develop 

  and promote theirs, making it difficult or impossible to ever duplicate their success. 

  The competition is intense.


· Failure to capitalize on a major natural asset, especially at a time of growing acceptance 
  and understanding of the importance of the environment, would be a mistake.


· Delaying the start of the redevelopment may cause residents, investors, agencies and 
  potential partners to lose interest in the possibility of revitalizing the harbour.


· Failing to communicate with and engage a broad cross section of the community may 
  lessen local support for the project.


RECOMMENDATIONS (in no particular order)


1. Seek public input on draft strategy from interested individuals and organizations in 
 
    Westport—unquestionably of vital important to the success of the plan.


2. Obtain feedback, comment and input from Village Council and staff.


3. Circulate the draft strategy to relevant agencies and departments of all levels of 
  
    government.


4. Explore potential grant and other funding and program opportunities from 

    government departments and agencies.


5. Pursue financing, in-kind, sponsorship and other possible investment and partnership 
    opportunities with the private sector.


6. Review short-term docking fee structure and other possible revenue sources (e.g. 

    grants, leases, rentals, seasonal slip fees, ramp or launch fees, loans, facility leases, 
    among others).


7. Undertake urgent repair, maintenance or replacement of existing facilities at earliest 
    opportunity - resources permitting.

8. Secure means to prepare conceptual architectural design/plan of harbour, including 
    island, walkways, docks, services and potential buildings (in mid-nineteenth century


    vernacular style - include possible restaurant, harbour master’s office, small theme 
   
    shops).
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9. Draft outline of marketing/promotional plan to promote harbour to boaters, tourists, 
    locals (schools, residents, businesses).

 10. Poll boaters for comments on harbour improvements.


 11. Explore harbour administration options (how to manage operations, maintenance and 
       mid- to longer-term development):



· Friends of Westport Harbour?




· Committee of Village Council?




· Mixed council-citizen committee?




· Some incorporated form of “harbour authority”?




· Contracted Harbour Master position?




· Other?

12. Seek input from established village committees for possible support and/or sharing 

      of common values and goals for the village.


13. Poll hospitality sector (inns, resorts, B&Bs, restaurants, fishing lodges, boating, etc.) 

      for comments, input on potential harbour attractions, services.


14. Acquire detailed chart of Upper Rideau Lake/harbour.


15. Consult with relevant authorities and experts on plan to reduce/remove excessive 

      marine vegetation.


16. Preserve/protect/encourage access to harbour view planes/lines of sight, both 

      internal and external.


17. Start to collect photos, documents, etc., re harbour.


18. Explore the possibility of establishing a local boat club to promote sponsored canoe 

      and rowing shell/scull races, lake/canal tours, regattas, a youth sailing program, 
    
      ecotours, and more.
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CONCLUSION
At best, Westport harbour will always be a “small” harbour with limits to the nature and scale of any future developments - respecting above all else the natural environment of Upper Rideau Lake.

We should add nothing that pollutes, congests or otherwise compromises the health of the lake.
Westport has never had a “town square,” a “village green” or a “common.” A revitalized harbour has the potential to partially fill that role by providing a dynamic physical location that both renews our historic connection with the lake and creates a mixed use destination that serves residents, cottagers and visitors alike.
Arguably, 2012* will mark the 200th anniversary of the settlement of Westport. This gives us a convenient 5-year window in which to take the first steps toward the redevelopment of our harbour. Any formal plan can be phased in over that period:


· starting with minimal, affordable, short-term repairs and, where possible, 

  replacement of the floating docks;


· intermediate goals might see the development of extended walkways and 

  breakwater/infill on the island; and


· longer-term plans might include public/private construction of mixed-use buildings 

  and related services.

This year marks the 175th anniversary of the completion of the Rideau Canal. By mid-year, UNESCO may have declared the canal a World Heritage Site. This will likely attract more visitors to the canal and the villages and towns along the 125 miles from Kingston to Ottawa. Westport holds the unique position at the “top of the canal” - and a perfect opportunity to invite boaters to “step

up to Westport.”
We should do our best to make them and all visitors welcome. And to make villagers feel at home in our harbour.
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* The exact date of first settlement is somewhat unclear,

however, Ken Watson, a recognized historian of the Rideau

Canal, has written that “the first settlers to the Westport area

arrived in the period between 1810 and 1820.”
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