
Tar ponds neighbourhood gaining value after cleanup  

 
Remediation of the Sydney tar ponds site is nearing completion. Workers are finishing the last 

north pond of the $400-million project. (MARY ELLEN MacINTYRE / Cape Breton Bureau)  

SYDNEY — In the days of vile smells, miserable air quality and festering pools of toxic sludge, 

you could buy a home overlooking the tar ponds, coke ovens or Sydney Steel plant for a song. 

A considerably different tune is being sung these days. 

“There’s no problem selling homes in Whitney Pier now, and there’s a lot of new building and 

development going on,” said Jim MacLeod, who represents the area on Cape Breton regional 

council. 

The $400-million cleanup of Sydney’s infamous toxic site — the tar ponds and the steel plant 

and coke ovens locations — has improved the quality of life in the area. 

Homes that used to overlook an industrial wasteland now have viewplanes that include the 

harbour, green parkland and a man-made watercourse that sparkles with clean water. 

The Sydney Tar Ponds Agency is handling the final stages of the cleanup project. There are 

plans to include an outdoor concert area, gardens and walkways linking Whitney Pier to 

downtown Sydney. 

At one time, portions of Whitney Pier and the area running along the north end of Sydney bound 

by the polluted site were certainly not places where most people wanted to live. 



MacLeod and many others say the remediation means all that is changing. 

Real estate prices were traditionally low if a neighbourhood was close to the industrial heart of 

Sydney. 

Early in the 1900s, immigrants from Ukraine, Poland, Italy, Jamaica and countries around the 

world were attracted to the jobs at the steel plant and many settled in Whitney Pier. 

Those immigrants brought with them different foods, cultures and traditions that served to liven 

up the community. 

It’s probably the only spot in Cape Breton where a surname starting with Mac is not expected. 

Instead, names like Sophocleous, Tynski and Violande were more the norm. 

“It’s a place where people of different backgrounds came together and we all got along — people 

in the Pier always got along with each other,” MacLeod said. 

On the other side of the site, people living along Intercolonial Street have been enjoying the view 

for the past year, especially. 

“I sit out on the porch and watch the development unfold,” said Mike Williams, a former real 

estate agent who bought his home five years ago. 

“It’s sure worth a lot more now because I did a lot of work on it and the perspective is improving 

every day.” 

Although Williams bought his property at a really low price, he said it wasn’t for speculation 

purposes. He knew the cleanup would make a difference. 

“I bought it to live in, because the north end is close to every-thing and there are some lovely old 

homes here,” he said. 

“Up until the last 10 or 15 years, this wasn’t considered a good location but that really is 

beginning to change. 

“People are buying these nice old homes and fixing them up, and once the park across the street 

is finished, it will be a wonderful place.” 

Mary Ann MacCormick, a Cape Breton real estate agent who is on the board of directors of the 

Nova Scotia Association of Realtors, said people who bought properties before the remediation 

or during its early stages will make money on them if they sell. 

“Properties on both sides (of the formerly polluted site) would go up in price once the pollution 

is not an issue anymore,” she said. 

Businessman Danny Ellis was one of those who bought properties in the area at a good time. 



“I bought them as my tar pond investment,” he said, chuckling. 

“I figured I’d never get a share of the $400 million they’d spend cleaning it up, and I got those 

properties very cheaply at the time.” 

Ellis said he’s already had an offer on one of his properties for six times what he paid for it. 

“I’m not selling it yet,” he said. “Eventually, it’ll be worth 10 times what I paid for it.” 

Ellis figures the improved neighbourhoods benefit every-one. 

“Who would have believed a house in Whitney Pier could sell for over $100,000,” he said. “It 

would have been unheard of five years ago.” 

Nonetheless, Ellis said, it’s important to be cautious when speculating in the real estate market. 

“You’ve got to be careful to pick and choose and spend your money wisely.” 

 


