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REINVENTING THE DOWNTOWN

PROJECT SPOTLIGHT

MANITOBA

In February 2016, a $400-million project called 
True North Square was announced for downtown 
Winnipeg. Photos: True North Real Estate 
Development Limited
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Winnipeg, Manitoba’s downtown 
has been transformed in recent 

years. From the mesmerizing addition 
to the city’s skyline with the Canadian 
Museum for Human Rights, to the buzz-
ing attraction and revitalization seen at 
the MTS Centre, or the powerful pres-
ence of the newly constructed Mani-
toba Hydro headquarters, the future for 
downtown Winnipeg is promising.

In February 2016, rumours were 
put to rest when a $400-million proj-
ect called True North Square was 
announced for downtown Winnipeg. 
The ambitious mixed-use project aims 
to redefine the heart of the city with 
the biggest private sector commercial 
project in the city’s downtown history. 
Winnipeg’s own James Richardson & 
Sons, Ltd. is a 50 per cent equity partner 
in the project.

With over one million square feet 
of space, the project consists of four 
impressive high-rise towers on two 
adjacent sites between the MTS Centre 
and the RBC Convention Centre. It will 
include a luxury hotel, Class A office 
space, residential and retail space, and 
incorporates two levels of heated, 
underground parking with 230 stalls. 
A 25,000-square-foot public plaza 
between two towers opens toward 
MTS Centre across the street. The plaza 
will be used for pre-game events and 
is designed for many uses, like outdoor 
concerts or movies, a skating rink, curl-
ing lanes, or even volleyball. To con-
nect the rest of downtown through the 
sports and hospitality district, a skywalk 
will connect the towers to the MTS 
Centre, Cityplace and the Convention 
Centre. All phases of construction are 
anticipated to be complete by the sum-
mer of 2020.

This article is highlighting Tower 
1, also called Scotiabank Tower at True 
North Square, which is Phase One of the 
project. With excavation and shoring 
work already underway by PCL Con-
structors Canada Inc. since April 2016, 
construction of Phase One should be 
complete by July 2018. 

As of October, Scotiabank Tower 
had completed the construction docu-
ments and work has begun on draw-
ings. Design assist components are 

underway and permitting should be 
finished by the end of 2016, at which 
point, below-grade construction will be 
well on its way. Architecture and design 
firm Perkins & Will has collaborated with 
Winnipeg’s Architecture 49 on a design-
assist basis to conceptualize a modern 
design to bring this building to life.

“Scotiabank Tower represents the 
first speculative building in the 21st cen-
tury in the city. It sets the bar for modern, 
sustainable office towers in Winnipeg. A 
speculative office building of this size 
with this impression and design points 
to the great future for the city, which has 
been relatively stagnant, from a com-
mercial point of view. This is huge for 
the city,” says project lead Ryan Bragg, 
architect AIBC, MAA, MRAIC, LEED® AP 
BD+C, principal at Perkins+Will.

Located at 242 Hargrave Street at 
Graham Avenue, Tower 1 is already 
more than 50 per cent leased to tenants 
like the Bank of Nova Scotia, which will 
be moving its Prairie head office and 
wealth management and commercial 
offices upon project completion, and 
Winnipeg-based Thompson Dorfman 
Sweatman LLP, one of Manitoba’s largest 
law firms. Other amenities will include a 
50,000-square-foot Liquor Mart mega-
store and a boutique grocery store.

The 17-storey office tower will flank 
the outdoor plaza and have a sweeping, 

curved design. The façade will be a 
curved cantilevered glass curtainwall 
system that blends grays and silvers, 
bringing drama and completing the 
modern look of the building. 

“It’s a conventional structural sys-
tem with a small cantilever. It’s quite 
simple but shows you can create iconic 
beauty and expressive architecture 
without doing things that are out-
rageously expensive or daring,” says 
Bragg.

“It’s being smart about how you’re 
building. Some of the challenges are 
unique to Winnipeg, they’re economic 
challenges. Because this is the first 
speculative tower in decades, you have 
to be frugal while being gracious,” he 
continues. “It’s a fine balance between 
the two and involves a lot of strategy on 
the part of client and also requires the 
design team to have the same cogni-
zance and strategy on where and how 
to spend money. You don’t have the 
same margins you do in Toronto, New 
York or Vancouver, so you have to be 
more critical and strategic.”

Scotiabank Tower’s 365,000 square 
feet of office space will feature high 
ceilings (nine to nine-and-a-half foot 
minimum), floor-to-ceiling glass, desti-
nation dispatch elevators, flexible office 
configurations, a wood slat ceiling sys-
tem and stone finish in the lobby, and 

The plaza has been designed with user comfort 
in mind, no matter the season. In winter it can 
be used as an outdoor skating or curling rink, 
and in summer it will accommodate concerts 
and events.
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high-performance mechanical systems, 
which aren’t often used in a develop-
ment of this size and nature—it’s part of 
building toward LEED Gold standards.

“It’s a central plant the entire devel-
opment will be run off of. Both towers 
will be using common mechanical, 
which is unique, as most developments 
of this size don’t do that,” says Scott 
Stephanson, vice-president and project 
director of True North Real Estate Devel-
opment Ltd.

“Our curtainwall is LEED Gold,” 
Stephanson continues. “The curtainwall 
system and the performance of it are 
also unique. We have a heel-toe design. 
The design of the curtainwall allows the 
building to ‘step out,’ and you’ll see the 
floor plates get larger as the building 
goes up. The building envelope guys 
had some features to overcome with 
that, but they figured it out.”

Stephanson says this is one of the 
first large-scale projects in Winnipeg to 
have this shoring system in place. “The 
foundation is unique because we’re 
doing rock-socketed caissons, and it’s 
a little atypical of downtown construc-
tion,” he says. “From a design perspec-
tive, we have a very generous floor-to-
ceiling measurement. It’s minimum 
nine-foot-six, with the intent of bringing 
light into the office space of the high-
performing building.”

But it’s not just about the amount 
of light that’s let into the building—
it’s about how that light changes 

throughout the day and affects the 
interior environment. Stephanson says 
the curtainwall supplier, which is secret 
for the time being, is helping with the 
details of the design. Solar shading is a 
key and unique element of the design 
and will positively impact the perfor-
mance of the curtainwall.

“Scotiabank Tower’s glazing system 
is very high performing. It’s not only tri-
ple-glazed, which allows us to increase 
glazing without a detrimental hit to the 
thermal performance of the building, it 
also has a very low U value. Within that 
system, you have ceramic frit added to 
some locations and you have exposed 
sunshades providing the opportunity 
to shade the immediate adjacent areas 
to the glazing and providing comfort 
to people sitting closest to the glass,” 
explains Bragg.

“We looked at where the sun hits 
the glazing, how long the sun hits it 
for and how much light is there. We tai-
lored the sunshades to respond to that, 
with some shading elements being 
deeper, so the façade not only has a 
curve, it also has those shading devices, 
and they’ll vary in their depths depend-
ing on how much light is on them, so 
they react to the climate.”

The result is a very well-daylit build-
ing, which is a far cry from structures 
built decades ago. Tower 1’s building 
science focuses on both the envelope’s 
environmental response and its urban 
response. The environmental aspect 

aims to create a high-performance 
building envelope, from the low U 
values, to the rainscreen with solid 
elements, essentially putting a parka 
around the building, says Bragg, which 
is fitting for a building that calls down-
town Winnipeg its home. And because 
the project is mixed-use with residen-
tial, office and retail spaces, the team 
can take the heat generated from retail 
areas and use it in residential spaces. 
Having the option to move the heat 
around is an environmentally sustain-
able approach made possible from the 
mix of uses. It drastically reduces fos-
sil fuel use and also lowers the build-
ing’s greenhouse gas emissions and 
base-load.

“The second aspect has to do with 
the urban response. It’s more of a civic 
gesture. For this project to have a pres-
ence in the city, the biggest concept 
was focusing around the central plaza, 
to allow its geometry to succeed with 
the city’s climatic response. In Win-
nipeg, especially in wintertime, we 
want to provide access to sunlight for 
the plaza and decks. The design of the 
building looks like an ice cube that’s 
been melted in the middle. Those 
curves are intentional, allowing us to 
let in as much light as possible because 
of the large buildings blocking light 
from the south,” explains Bragg.

“Protection from the wind is criti-
cal, so the street face and street wall 
itself are quite contained. We have a 
podium height that allows us to main-
tain that barrier so wind isn’t blown 
into the entrance of the building. It 
stops wind from coming down and 
the canopies block that wind, making 
it comfortable to go outside. If you 
don’t do this, people won’t interact 
with or enjoy the space in summer or 
winter.”

“The patrons at MTS Centre will 
love it. The connectivity between True 
North Square and other downtown 
destinations, allowing people to walk 
through the skywalk will be great, but 
you’ll also feel connected to the rest of 
the square,” adds Stephanson. “There 
should be—there will be—national 
recognition about what this overall 
development will bring to Winnipeg’s 
downtown.”   �    

Scotiabank Tower’s features high ceilings, floor-
to-ceiling glass, destination dispatch elevators, 
flexible office configurations, a wood slat ceiling 
system and stone finish in the lobby.

“The design of the 
building looks like an 
ice cube that’s been 
melted in the middle. 
Those curves are 
intentional, allowing us 
to let in as much light 
as possible because 
of the large buildings 
blocking light from the 
south.”


