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1.0 Introduction 
 
This report is part of the economic plan for Downtown Wasaga Beach. Its implementation 
will rely heavily on the other three components of urban economic development, namely: 

1. Solid organization and support from both the private and public sectors, 
2. Strategic marketing focused on target population segments, and 
3. Design that is both sensible and creative. 

 
Also, this report is written for the short and mid-term, or the likely foreseeable future. It 
is important that a realistic assessment be taken because investment decisions are more 
on facts about a market’s potential. 
 
There is a solid potential for growth in this beautiful beach community. The 
requirements are (a) support for market-sensitive residential growth and (b) creation of 
unique cafés and services that will serve both local residents and beach visitors. 
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2.0 Needed: An Exciting Vision for Downtown 
 
Creating a downtown retail district is fundamental to the creation and revitalization of 
Downtown Wasaga Beach. No retail—no downtown. 
 
People very quickly asses an urban situation by the health of its central retail core. They 
observe and judge the number and types of stores, vacancies, people on the streets, and 
activities. So where there is a sparse picture, a negative opinion is formed. Additionally, 
weak or no retail discourages the creation of office-based businesses and government. 
Workers like to be close to retail (cafés, stores, services, culture, and activities). So when 
visitors approach an urban community, they decide to move on—or stay, enjoy, and 
spend. 
 
While there are many issues that must be dealt with, there is an opportunity to start 
from scratch creating a “sense of community and place.” This requires an acceptance of 
the realization that (a) downtown can be formed and that (b) it will start small and build 
incrementally over time. 
 

2.1 A Wasaga Beach Brand 

Essentially, the economic, marketing, and design components of revitalization are about 
re-building the Wasaga Beach brand. Currently there is both a rational reason to like 
Wasaga Beach—the beach and local environment and an emotional reason to dislike 
Wasaga Beach—the negative reputation about party behaviour and the quality of its 
“public face,” e.g., run-down motels. This is a very negative brand image which will not 
encourage private sector investment in retail. Consequently, if revitalization is to be 
introduced the Town will have to help lead the creation of an environment that will 
facilitate retail development and the enjoyment from it. Then a new brand image will 
emerge. 
 
An essential first step is the creation and broad acceptance of a Vision for the near-, mid-, 
and longer-term future. This is the basis to keeping the community and stakeholders 
focused. 
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2.2 The Future Role for Downtown Wasaga Beach 

Cities and towns are judged by the robustness of their downtown. Think Hamilton or St. 
Catharines—not so great. Think Montreal or Stratford—great! There are many examples 
of smaller towns that have pulled themselves up by their bootstraps to enjoy success, 
e.g., Canmore, Alberta, Orillia, Ontario; Delray Beach, Florida; Breckenridge, Colorado, 
Taos, New Mexico. 
 
Downtown plays a multi-functional role for all citizens. It is where you put the 
Christmas tree (or menorah)! It is where parades are held on Canada Day and winning 
sports teams are celebrated. And on a strictly commercial side, retailers can offer 
sidewalk sales and put up Christmas decorations and farmers can sell at public markets. 
The key to success is the multi-dimensional nature of downtowns. It is the (only) place 
where an entire community can enjoy its diversity. 
 
Retail development follows people. So the critical job for Downtown Wasaga Beach is to 
create a pedestrian traffic base (for retail and retail-related stores, businesses, services, 
institutions, attractions, and hang-out spaces) that will generate enough shopping and 
buying to support small businesses. Ideally, this requires immediately adjacent residents 
who will use and spend in downtown shops and cafés every day. 
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3.0 Discovery: A Review of Wasaga Beach’s Population  
 
The Town’s natural beauty, low-cost real estate, the Beach, and easy adjacency to Barrie, 
Collingwood, and even Toronto have attracted a very specific type of population. This 
situation is also reflected in the retail supply. 
 

3.1 Population Growth and Character is Limited 

The following is a brief overview of the demographics of Wasaga Beach and forecasts by 
Statistics Canada, Environics Analytics, and GeoMarketing Solutions. This information 
is current and based on 2016 reports. 
 
 The trade area population is 19,645. 
 The population growth to 2021 is forecast at 20,966 or 6.7%. 
 The population demographics are different from the province: 

- Over 55 years of age is 39.4% vs. 29.7% in Ontario 
- 25–44 year of age is 17.9% vs. 26.8 in Ontario 
- Average household income is $80,873 vs. $100,686 in Ontario 
- Expenditures per household is $97,142 vs. $126,720 in Ontario 

 
(The details are in Appendix A.) 
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3.2 Wasaga Beach Population’s Lifestyle Characteristics Represent a 
Mature Population 

The chart below identifies key clusters of residents (supplied by Environics 
Analytics/PRIZM5 reports). The top six PRIZM5 segments are: 
 

PRIZM5 Segments 
% of 

Population 
1. Traditional Town Living: smaller towns, blue collar, traditional 34.8% 
2. Heartland Retirees: lower-middle income, unpretentious housing 33.4% 
3. Country Acres: middle-age and older, more affluent, rural 11.9% 
4. Empty Nesters: upper-middle income, in houses 6.7% 
5. Serenity Springs: over 55/65, small town, lower-middle income 5.8% 
6. Second City Retirees: at or near retirement, second-tier cities 4.5% 
 
Additional information on the PRIZM5 Segments is in Appendix B. 
 
J.C. Williams Group views a retail marketplace through the eyes of consumers based on 
their (a) income and price zone purchases and (b) their lifestyle. This allows retail 
observers to understand where there is market over or under saturation. 
 

INCOME AND LIFESTYLE MATRIX 

 
 
This is the residential market for Wasaga Beach. Obviously, there are people with 
different incomes and lifestyles, but they are a distinct minority. 
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3.3 Economic Review 

There is no significant economic employment engine in Wasaga Beach. 
 
The largest employment category is retail and service. Given the nature of the retailers, 
most of those employed will be part time. And by its very nature, tourism employment 
will be limited to part-time jobs in the summer months. 
 

3.4 In Summary 

Both the demographic and the Lifestyle (PRIZM5) profiles of Wasaga Beach residents 
indicate a relatively low potential for retail spending. This is unlikely to change in the 
short term. 
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4.0 Retail Review Indicates Market Saturation 
 
Given the size and characteristics of the trade area, Wasaga Beach is well-served by 
powerful retailers (e.g., Walmart Supercentre, Real Canadian Superstore [Joe Fresh], 
Canadian Tire [Mark’s], pharmacies, DIY centres, and fast-casual food services). See 
photos on pages 10–14. 
 
It would be very difficult for new stores serving the “mass, middle market” to enter the 
Wasaga Beach trade area to compete against these national chains.  
 
There is a plethora of small services and shops. 

 

4.1 Market Coverage and Sales Opportunities 

Based on a review using Statistics Canada data and general industry performance 
standards (Centre for the Study of Commercial Activity, Ryerson University), the 
following information outlines the current retail situation. (Only major merchandise 
categories are examined.) 
 
The market is over saturated. (See Table below.) 
 

Commodity 
Expenditure 
per Capita 

Capture 
Rate 
Est. Demand 

Store 
Productivity 
(per sq. ft.) 

Warranted 
Space 

(sq. ft.) 

Existing 
Space 

(sq. ft.) 
Shortage/ 
Surplus 

Apparel, 
shoes, etc. 

$1,415 50% $13,751 $300 45,837 100,000 -50,000 

Grocery, 
health 

$2,762 90% $48,306 $500 96,600 120,000 -23,000 

Building, 
garden 

$294 80% $4,573 $250 18,295 95,000 -76,000 

Home, 
electronics 

$686 30% $4,002 $300 13,330 10,000 -3,000 

Sports, 
hobby 

$484 30% 2,824 $300 9,413 20,000 -10,000 

Total       -162,000 

 
 Even with adjustments for market growth, (offset by shopping elsewhere), capture 

rates, productivity, and space calculations, there is an over-stored situation. This is 
all in the mass market price zones and commodities. 
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 There is no (zero!) residential centrality (just six kilometres of cottages and homes 
strung out along the beach) that would create enough density to support a typical 
small town core (e.g., lots of people within an easy stroll). 

 There are missing retail store categories such as specialty gifts, specialty apparel, etc. 
 

RETAIL COVERAGE OF WASAGA BEACH 
 

 
 

One can observe that there is limited supply of middle and upper-middle products. This 
reflects the local population and the competitive situation from Collingwood and Barrie. 
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Powerful Big-box Retailers 
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Suburban Strip Centres 
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Suburban Mall 
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Beach Retail 
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Sporadic Retail Offering 

  
  

  
 

4.3 Rental and Development  

Because the Wasaga Beach retail market is fully saturated and the retail space supply 
has vacancies, the current rental rates are below what is required to justify retail 
development. 
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5.0 Strategy for Revitalization 

5.1 Two Strategic Requirements for Retail Service 

Successful town centres have two important aspects to them, namely: 
 

1. Diversity: to fill all the different needs that users will have. This keeps people in 
the trade area and negates any reason for them to go elsewhere. This 
fundamentally forms the base of business that supports the creation of a 
downtown. In traditional towns, it is where the pioneers opened shop. Counter 
to this was the development of retail in the town’s suburbs (Wasaga Beach’s 
situation). 

2. Unique specialities: that draw people in to the downtown because the 
merchandise, food services, services, etc. are superior. The burden of a longer 
trip is worth the benefit of finding something special in a particular town centre. 
When towns are able to create a specialty, they take on a special character 
(brand). This is particularly important when (a) the basics (#1 above) are filled 
and (b) where there is a large market (2 million visitors) with unfilled retail 
offerings. 

 

Thinking and Planning Strategically 

Strategic planning is based on an “if” and “then” principle—“if we do this, then this will 
happen.” 
 
Because the local trade area is more than adequately covered, there is no real, significant 
opportunity to add adequate amounts of basic shopping products. 
 
So strategically, Downtown Wasaga Beach must find gaps in the retail offering that 
people cannot now find and so go elsewhere to buy, or do not buy at all. Then, for 
longer-term growth, Wasaga Beach must find an attraction that will draw people and 
shoppers. This can be any type of product (e.g., art, food) or service (e.g., spa) or 
attraction (e.g., major blues festival or beach event or entertainment park). 
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5.2 Looking for a Stable Result Beyond the Current Suburban Retail 
Developments 

 
At best, retail is a fragile business—and more so in Wasaga Beach. By creating a central 
business district, the likelihood of a business thriving is far greater (think synergy, 
adjacencies, shared services, and parking) than if it is isolated. 
 
Currently the Town of Wasaga Beach has ample suburban-type retail developments. 
Basic shopping needs are well served by the various outlying centres such as Real 
Canadian Superstore, Mark’s, Canadian Tire, Castle, and Stonebridge Town Centre with 
Walmart. While containing many excellent stores, none of these malls or strip centres 
supply the characteristics needed for a solid downtown experience.  
 
While big-box stores serve the needs of the vast majority of residents and visitors, this 
population typically responds well to a non-big-box mall experience. People like to 
enjoy the emotional side of shopping where they can socialize. 
 

Finding Niche Opportunities—Think Small 

There are niche opportunities that the large, suburban-located stores cannot offer—
namely small specialist shops or services in an intimate downtown environment. These 
will include: 
Town Square 
 specialty personal service, e.g., beauty salon, optometrist, 
Festival Square 
 specialty eating, e.g., bakery, deli, café/restaurant, best butter tarts, 
 specialty dining, e.g., best lake fish, gourmet burger, 
 ethnic, e.g., national specialist, 
 cultural centre, e.g., craft or art gallery.  
 
The Town Square and Festival Square will be part of the Master Plan for Downtown 
Wasaga Beach. They will serve as unique “people places” for residents and visitors to 
hang out and enjoy special events and as such a wide range of Wasaga Beach citizens 
will benefit from these special squares. 
 
The key operative words are “unique” (must be different and wanted) and “best” (must 
be worth a +30-mile drive and be regarded as the best in the region). 
 
There are many examples: Stratford’s restaurant scene, Cows ice cream in 
Charlottetown, PEI, winery shops in Niagara-on-the-Lake. 
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5.3 Two Key Guidelines are Needed When Starting from Scratch 

A. Synergy is Essential 

While retail merchandise stores are important for a downtown, they are not 100% 
essential to start with. At the beginning of a revitalization program, people are changing 
their buying habits and spending more time on personal activities such as visiting 
libraries and civic halls, going to cultural and entertainment events, using speciality 
healthcare (wellness) and personal services (legal, beauty) and, more than ever, on food, 
snacking, dining out. 
 
There is a strong economic reason for this observation. The first retailers (services, etc.) 
will likely be independents—which means owner-operated stores with one or very few 
staff (more if a café). These are all minimal-risk operations because they will not have a 
lot of inventory (i.e., stores) and so it is easier to get into business this way. They can also 
survive the quiet off season months better. 
 
However, once established and when clustered with public sector (e.g., post office, 
LCBO) stores, the pedestrian footfall will support merchandise stores and larger cafés.  
 
Creating a centre for these (non-traditional merchandise) services will likely lead the 
revitalization kick-off. This is a great role for the Town Square in the Lower Main 
District with the emphasis on serving local residents, but should not be excluded from 
the Festival Square area for visitors (and locals). 
 

B. Small is a Big Idea 

It is crucial that the initial launch of the retail core create a tightly knit group of stores 
(cafés, services, etc.). The shops, cafés, and services must be side-by-side to (a) look like a 
retail district, (b) offer efficient and easy shopping, and (c) encourage multiple purchases 
on a visit. 
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5.4 Use Your Bonus Card! 

Wasaga Beach has the very obvious benefit of a beach that attracts 1.8 to 2 million people 
a year. Other towns “would kill for this.” 
 
A new downtown must lever off of this traffic. The revitalization plan for the “Main End 
District” must create ways that encourage Beach visitors to use any new retail (food, 
services, entertainment, etc.) so that: (a) the business done in the peak months is so 
substantial that it will financially support the enterprise over the quiet months, (b) create 
a real “place” that locals will be proud of, use, hang out, and (c) form the basis of a 
“retail strength” that will draw people to Downtown Wasaga Beach as part of a year-
round destination both at the Town Square and the Festival Square. 
 
A guestimate calculation of visitor spending potential is as follows: 
 
Approximate number of visitors: ±2,000,000. If 12,000 sq. ft. is new, one-half is spent 
elsewhere. 
 
Spending range per capita $5.00 $10.00 $20.00 
Likely capture rate @ 20% (various 
sources) sale generated 

$10 million $20 million $40 million 

Range (one-half spent now?) $5 million $10 million $20 million 
Impact on 12,000 square feet – sales 
per square foot 

400 sq. ft. 800 sq. ft. 1,600 sq. ft. 

 
There would be enough retail sales generated at the mid-range to make 12,000 square 
feet of retail viable or 20,000 sq. ft. at the high end. This, of course, would be done 
during an intense four month period—plus some selective low level activity throughout 
the rest of the year. 
 
The key to success is to have enough retailers, cafés, etc. that offer a compelling reason 
to leave the Beach and shop in and around Festival Square and the adjacent area. 
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6.0 A Hand-in-hand, Step-by-step Growth Plan 
 
No people. No retail. No retail, no downtown. Period. 
 

6.1 Making the First Move 

The first phase of the downtown development process must be a collaborative two-step 
process with both the Town and private entrepreneurs building together. One cannot do 
it alone. The creation of Downtown must follow this action process: 

1. Residential units must be in the Main End District and directly adjacent to the 
Festival Square. 

2. Complementary support from the Town should come from the appropriate civic 
buildings, services, transportation hub, and community centre. A community hub 
complex could be a solid catalyst, too. This will encourage both residents and 
stores to locate at the Town Square in the Lower Main District. 
 

In order to create retail space, it will be necessary to blend the ground floor space with 
upper floors of residential and office. This could achieve a blended rate of return to 
justify the first steps of revitalization.  
 

6.2 Creating an Expanded Retail Experience 

The next phase should witness:  
1. Further intensification of residents in the Downtown area (easily walkable),  and 
2. The addition of more services (Lower Main) and food services (Main End). 

 
A game changing phenomenon would be the addition of a destination-creating business 
in Festival Square. This could be: 

 An exceptional restaurant, 
 A micro-brewery and new pub, 
 Several arts and craft galleries, 
 A unique combination bakery-café and/or deli, (e.g., The Big Apple pie bakery), or  
 Some local speciality that is exceptionally well done (e.g., the best ever lake-

caught fish ‘n’ chips). 
 

The key here is that the drawing power will be directly related to the retailer’s 
uniqueness. So the new niche businesses will (a) be better than the current “power-
house” retailers and (b) draw from an expanded trade area. 
 
This in turn could lead to overnight visitors. 
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6.3 Retail Realities 

The current and near-term retail situation is far from ideal. So the first steps of creating a 
Downtown will be difficult for the previously stated reasons, namely: 

 A small market, 
 Low spending residents, 
 Strong competition, and 
 A short peak visitor season. 

 
Any business opening in (Downtown) Wasaga Beach must be prepared for: 

 Huge peak sales in summer and the essential requirement to manage cash flow 
over the shoulder and quiet months, 

 A very slow off-peak business period based on the paucity of local residents, 
 The need to create a business offer that either captures shoppers from local 

businesses or entices local (and new) residents to spend more, and 
 Creating exceptional websites (Town and individual businesses) that will expand 

the trade area digitally to a global “footprint,” and thus enable business to be 
conducted year-round and build financial stability. 
 

This is certainly manageable, but it is a mid to longer-term game. 
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7.0 Retail Requirements  

7.1 Retail Infrastructure 

Shopping behaviour usually involves one of two types of buying trips or shopping 
requirements, namely: 

a) A quick, easy visit to purchase a needed “refill” by local residents or visitors who 
can walk or cycle. Farther-out shoppers will need parking very close to their 
target destination. 

b) A “shopping trip” to visit more than one store, café, an event, or a special 
occasion, or to enjoy a meal over longer times. Parking at a greater distance is 
tolerated. 
 

Parking is critical. The Downtown revitalization solution must offer parking to local 
residents during the peak summer months. (Once a customer is lost it is very difficult 
and costly to get one back). 
 
Note: care must be taken when planning parking structures. The advent of Autonomous 
Vehicles (self-driving) is likely within 5–10 years, so flexibility is essential. 
 

7.2 Business Environment for Small Town Retail 

The following is a list of physical enhancements that help shoppers spend more time 
and money. These create an environment and experience that is both welcoming and 
efficient. The best retail environment should have the following: 

 Short blocks 
 Two-sided retail 
 Easy to jaywalk across 
 Buildings of two floors; or one floor with set-back residential above 
 Store fronts of 20–30 feet maximum 
 Depths no more than 50–60 feet 
 On-street, metered, short-term parking, linked to parking app 
 Transportation stops 
 Adjacent longer-term parking 
 Interior ceilings at 14 feet plus 
 Sidewalks wide enough to accommodate outside cafés or spill-out merchandise 
 Street width: sidewalk, on-street parking, one lane of two way traffic, bicycle 

lanes on one side only 
 Good lighting 
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 Street poles with: 
a) Design themes, if appropriate 
b) Hanging flower baskets, well designed and maintained 
c) Fittings for banners for special events 
d) Wired for seasonal decoration lights (i.e., Christmas) both on poles and 

across the street 
 Landscaped flower plantings with water and hydro system 
 Unique sidewalks 
 Awnings/weather protection on buildings 

 

7.3 Potential Support Activities to Generate Pedestrians 

Retail prospers well when there are other elements that help create a unique experience 
such as: 

 Transportation hub, bus stops 
 Bicycle parking/racks 
 Farmer’s/public market 
 Arts and craft shows and sales 
 Visitor information centre 
 Notice boards 
 Direction maps (digital) 
 Special events space (only if well programmed) 
 Etc., etc., etc. 

 

7.4 Support Will Help Revitalization 

A Business Improvement Area (BIA) could be formed at some later date. This type of 
organization of local business people and property owners allows them (with the 
support of the Town/municipality) to organize finances and programs to improve the 
physical environment, promote economic growth, and market the district. The Town is 
responsible for approving the budget, which is imposed by the local businesses. This 
type of organization would need a large enough membership to generate enough funds 
to do something significant.  
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7.5 Ideas from the Public Meetings were Great! 

The following are suggestions based on feedback from the public meetings: 
 Make a visit to the Beach “amazing” – a pier, create a yacht harbour, a special 

tower. 
 Arts, crafts, and related are being established. Could this be a “Town of the Arts” 

with murals (e.g., Chemainus, BC), sculptures (e.g., Boulder, Colorado)? 
 Create an “outdoor Town” with parks, cycling, trails, and special certifications 

for accomplishments. (Attract needed younger residents.) 
 Create a year-round program: 

a) Jazz, blues, country and western, speciality 
b) Numerous beach festivals: 

i. “Sandfest,” best sand sculptures 
ii. Fish 

iii. Wildlife 
c) Cooking festivals, e.g., Taste of Wasaga Beach 
d) River sports, races 
e) Special fairs 
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8.0 What Will be (Downtown) Wasaga Beach’s Difference? 
 
Creating a downtown by adding residents and then retail will be a good first step. But 
what will be needed is something that generates increased visiting by mid- and up-
market people in the shoulder and off-season months. Whatever this “something” is, it 
must come from the residents of the Town and the character of the local region. 
 
Examples are: the theatres in Stratford and Niagara-on-the-lake, the high-tech industry 
in Kitchener-Waterloo, Christmas year-round in Frankenmuth, Michigan, and discount 
outlet malls in Niagara Falls, USA. 
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Appendices 
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Appendix A – Wasaga Beach Sitewise Demographic Profile 
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Appendix B – Wasaga Beach Sitewise PRIZM5 






