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Issue:
What level of service should be provided to visitors in the reconstructed townsite?

Background:
Throughout the past 30 years, the bulk of Park resources have been aimed at the reconstructed townsite.  The level of service for visitors has grown apace with the construction of buildings, costumes and furnishings collections, research and interpretation.  At present, we provide a wide range of services which are greatly appreciated by the public.  These include:  tours, animation activities (military drills, cannon and musket firings, open hearth cooking, music, dance, craft demonstrations, auctions, gardens and animals, fife and drum corps, fishery program, upper class life styles, various street scences, etc.), exhibits, theme lounges, three food service outlets, a period bakery, a children's interpretive centre for children aged 4-9, wheelchairs, strollers, two main banks of washrooms which are accessible for wheelchair users, three other public rest rooms, one of which is accessible, a baby change station/nursing room, a first aid room, portable ramps for access to various buildings, volume controlled public telephones, lunch areas for school groups, security services and a lost and found.  The Fortress provides access to over 30 buildings for approximately 130,000 visitors per year who stay for an average of four hours each.  The numbers of people and the length of stay are  steadily increasing. 
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The Visitor Reception Centre, although not in the reconstructed area, has linked services to the site.  Within the building we offer a reservation system for tours, groups and special visits, washrooms, volume controlled pay telephones, local information, a gift shop and exhibits.  There is a visitor comment box where visitors can leave either suggestions, comments or requests for information.  On an average we receive 1,500 written comments every year, approximately 10% of which invite and receive a written response. Two transit busses are equipped with lifts for transporting visitors who are wheelchair users.  There are plans to install an elevator to lift wheelchairs between the two main levels of the Visitor Reception Centre.

Special vehicle passes are available to people with disabilities who find the extensive walking on the site to be too strenuous.  Limited parking is provided for these people in an area behind the Museum building on Site.  Visitors who find they cannot make the long walk back to the bus loop are transported from the Museum building to the Visitor Reception Centre by the shuttle bus or the Watchmen.

At the edge of the reconstruction is the beginning of an interpretive walking trail through the ruins.  A map of the trail and self-guiding pamphlets are available at the trailhead near the Museum building.

               Plans are underway for the provision of a day camp                 program on-site, expansion of food services and

               closed caption options on audio-visual programs 

               for the 1995 season. 
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In accordance with the Official Languages Act and the Regulations on Service to the Public, the Fortress is required to actively offer services in both Official Languages.  This means indicating spontaneously and clearly to members of the public that they will receive service of comparable quality in either Official Language at designated service points.  As a National Historic Site we are a designated service point and must be able to effectively offer these services. This active   bilingual service offer is made through publications, signage, exhibits, audio-visual programs and bilingual staff capability.  Due to the broad scope of operations, a physically large site and a seven day per week operation which includes a variety of shift schedules, it has been determined  that 60% of our term staff must have bilingual capabilities in order to meet the active offer requirement.  At present, approximately 18% of our visitors are francophone. 

Discussion:
Our service offer is considered to be very good by our visitors, however, the provision of some of these services will place a continuing strain on our resources.  Some categories, for instance guided tours and transportation, will be identified in the Park Revenue Plan for full operational support through user fees.

A number of services are presently offered through the Fortress of Louisborg Volunteers.  They are willing, and should be encouraged, to enhance the service levels they presently provide.  Besides the food services operation and the gift shop, the most important program they provide is the Children's Interpretive Centre.  This is very popular with visitors and has created a demand for a similar program offer for other age groups.  Over 1,000 children take part during July and August.  The operation is presently funded through a government grant for a three-year period.
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The Government of Canada has developed its own requirements to ensure that all federal facilities are accessible to persons who have disabilities.  Those requirements are contained in the Treasury Board policy on Accessibility (Chapter 1-6 of the TB Manual, Real Property volume) which, in turn, references the CSA-B651 Barrier-Free Design standard as the technical reference document to achieve accessibility.  The objective of the policy is "to ensure that persons with disabilities can gain access to, and use, federal real property".  The policy also states:  "Custodian departments have primary responsibility for ensuring accessibility to persons with disabilities, and for planning appropriate capital and maintenance programs to ensure implementation of the accessibility policy".  Parks Canada has acquired an international reputation for its commitment to accessibility and its achievements in the field. An access inventory of the Fortress, a subsequent Access Plan and implementation of certain elements of the Plan have improved services for disabled visitors.  The site, however, remains a challenge for many visitors, not only the disabled but our steadily increasing numbers of senior citizens (at present, approximately 20%).  Road surfaces make walking and pushing wheelchairs difficult and tiring.  The amount of walking required can in itself be strenuous and access to some buildings and second floor exhibits is either frustrating or impossible.

The introduction of wheelchair lifts on the busses has not significantly reduced the numbers of visitors requiring special vehicle passes.  The parking area behing the Museum is generally overflowing with designated staff, Volunteers and visitor vehicles, along with occasional others like media vans.  Some visitors have very large campers or Winnebago-style vehicles which can create serious parking and maneouvering problems.  This same area is used by the shuttle bus for pick-up/drop-off/turn-around space.
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In 1993, 649 special vehicle passes were issued and transportation for distressed visitors from the site to the Visitor Reception Centre was required on 23 occasions by the Watchmen (there are no figures for the shuttle bus).  This situation has existed for a number of years.  Given a steadily aging population and an increase in disabled visitors, it is likely to become more pressing in the future.  A re-routing of the transit system may alleviate the situation somewhat.  If our busses dropped people off at the bus loop and picked them up at the Museum the need to transport distressed visitors would be eliminated.  Conceivably, there would be less need for vehicle passes when the long walk from the bus loop need not be repeated to return.  In the case of all visitors, a return trip from the Museum would afford a beautiful, scenic ocean drive.  The need for foul weather shelter and public washrooms at the bus loop, as referenced in the Service Plan, would also be eliminated.  If this scenario is not adopted, the problem of increasing demand for parking on the Site needs to be explored.

The Service Plan references some requirements for on-site services, which include the above referenced bus loop facilities, ferry service from the Town to the Frederick Gate, a picnic area, expanded washroom and first aid facilities, concessions for film, batteries, disposable raincoats, guide books, etc., access to the exterior of the fortifications and ditch, the presentation of roadways (grade, drainage, historic surface) and various opportunities for increased interpretation.  This latter will be addressed in the Interpretation Plan.

Some of the above items have already been actioned, for example, expanded washroom facilities.  A new bank of accessible washrooms was opened this year in the town core.  The idea of "picnic" tables is being explored in an appropriate way through Period Presentation and the access to the outer ditch will be realized through the scheduled re-capitalization of the King's Bastion Postern.  The possibility of a ferry service is being explored by other organizations and the concession service on site is merely a question of an appropriate operational arrangement.

We have been approached by other organizations wanting to explore the possibility of motorized wheelchair rentals on site.  The Park was supportive of this initiative through meetings, on-site demonstrations and a letter of co-operation intent.  So far the project has not been realized.  Services such as this, or the rental of strollers, should be considered as not only enhancing service but providing revenue potential.
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Public comments (28) indicated that an expanded level of service is needed and would be well received.  A primary message was that the Fortress should move forward in cooperation with others to effect this and that consultation with the community on provision of services was important. Primciple comments included a) the need to increase access for the elderly and disabled; b) the provision of accommodation within the reconstructed buildings; c) expansion of current food services offer to include 20th century fare and quick take-out food; and d) more private sector commercial opportunities such as costume rental and craft outlets on Site.  There appears to be some difference of opinion concerning (c) above. In the past, various local operators have indicated that they do not want the Park to offer an option of modern food services on Site as it was seen to conflict with existing services in the local community.  The opening up of the area east of Rue St. Louis could accommodate some of these commercial ventures.

In the past few years the Fortress has become increasingly popular as a "set" for films.  Depending on the size of the production, film projects can have a serious impact on staff time, resources and visitor experience.  On the other hand, they have major revenue potential not only for the Fortress but for the local communities.  Realistically, it is difficult to ignore the latter and, given the general Cape Breton economy, it would be extremely difficult to deny this sort of activity.  In the best of both worlds, film projects would occur outside the operating season or in the shoulder season to minimize operational impact.  Companies who propose to come should be made fully aware of the desirability of these time frames for their own convenience as well as ours.
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Recommendations:
1.
The Fortress, in consultation with the local community, should explore areas of appropriate commercial development on-site.  Currently there are guidelines which affect commercial development, along with restrictions covered under Park regulations, which must be adhered to.  The activity should in some way enhance the experience and understanding of 18th century life.  Any increase/enhancement of services must first consider the appropriate protection and conservation of natural and cultural resources on an on-going basis.

2.
The Access Plan developed for the Fortress should be completed using internal resources, special funding and opportunities through recapitalization.  Persons with disabilities visiting here should be able to experience equivalent amenities where it is impossible to make an entire facility fully accessible.  Local groups and organizations should continue to be consulted regarding special needs.

3.
The transportation routing system and availability of on-site parking should be thoroughly reviewed to determine the most effective service.  Included in this review should be a study of street grades and surfaces.

4.
Use of site facilities outside normal operating hours and season should be explored for the purpose of revenue generation.

5.
The Fortress should seek a commitment to the on-going operation and possible expansion of the Children's Interpretive Centre.

