
Special
Places
Protecting archaeological, 
historical and fossil sites for 
Nova Scotians and visitors.

The Special Places 
Protection Act

The Special Places Protection Act (1989) provides 
the Nova Scotia Department of Tourism, Culture 
and Heritage with a mandate to support the 
preservation, regulation and study of archaeological, 
historical and palaeontological (fossil) sites and 
remains, including those underwater.  

Through the Act, Government designates 
outstanding heritage sites as Protected Sites and 
ensures that quality research is carried out through 
the Heritage Research Permit system.  The Act also 
provides Government with a stop-order provision 
when sites are threatened by development and 
outlines penalties for those who damage or destroy 
important sites. 

It is against the law in Nova Scotia to remove  
artifacts or fossils without a Heritage Research 
Permit. Any archaeologists, palaeontologists, or 
other individuals who wish to search for fossils and 
artifacts in Nova Scotia must have an approved 
permit.  Guidelines and application forms can be 
found online at gov.ns.ca/tch/specialplaces.

For more information on administration 
of the Special Places Protection Act, 
contact: 

Special Places Program
Heritage Division
Dept. of Tourism, Culture and Heritage
1747 Summer Street
Halifax, NS, Canada B3H 3A6

Tel: 	 (902) 424-5647
Fax: 	 (902) 424-0560
Email:	 heritage@gov.ns.ca

gov.ns.ca/tch/specialplaces

The Importance of 
Special Places

How long ago did dinosaurs walk Nova Scotia?  
When did the first people arrive in our province?  
Was there a 14th-century Chinese settlement on 
Cape Breton Island?  Did the Holy Grail come to 
Nova Scotia?  Were the Vikings here long before 
Columbus sailed?  Is there really a treasure buried 
on Oak Island?

Interesting questions like these have long been 
debated in this province. Ultimately though, these 
theories are speculation and without physical proof, 
they remain intriguing ideas rather than keys to 
Nova Scotia’s past.

In order to appreciate the province’s rich heritage, 
we must rely on the actual evidence found in Nova 
Scotia’s historic sites.  Fossils, shipwrecks, pottery, 
arrowheads and historic architecture are just some 
of the many traces of the past that elevate ideas to 
reality and forge links to the people and events from 
Nova Scotia’s shared history.

Protecting historic sites is important, because 
once they are gone, these links to the past cannot 
be recovered.  For this reason, the Nova Scotia 
Government passed the Special Places Protection 
Act (1989) as a way to protect valuable historic sites 
and the objects associated with them.  

The Special Places Protection Act permit system 
ensures that the exploration of historic sites and 
collection of objects are conducted scientifically.  
Recovering artifacts and fossils can only be done 
once: details that provide essential information 
about an artifact or fossil may be lost if not 
recorded properly.

By regulating excavations, these pieces of the  
past can be assembled so that the stories they tell 
and the theories they support can be shared with 
Nova Scotians and visitors today, tomorrow and in 
the future.

Visit gov.ns.ca/tch/specialplaces for applications and more information.



Protected Sites

Protected sites can include publically or privately - 
owned land and it is the Minister of the Department 
of Tourism, Culture and Heritage who, with the 
approval of Cabinet, can designate a site under 
the Special Places Protection Act.  The Act is 
administered by the Heritage Division.  

The designation process involves the development 
of a management plan, which is created in 
cooperation with stakeholders and addresses long-
term goals to protect, manage and develop a site.

Sites already designated under the Act include: the 
Joggins Fossil Cliffs; the Debert Palaeo-Indian Site; 
the Parrsboro Fossil Cliffs; Port Morien French Coal 
Mine; and Fletcher Lock, Shubenacadie Canal.  

Q.	 How do I go about getting a site 		
	 designated as a protected site?

A.	 Identify a group of local residents or other 		
	 interested stakeholders and contact the 		
	 Heritage Division about pursuing a  
	 designation.  Stakeholders can include 		
	 landowners, development groups, scientists, 	
	 historians and any others interested 		
	 in protecting, managing or developing sites  
	 of outstanding heritage significance.

Q.	 What is the role of Heritage Division 		
	 staff in the designation process?

A.	 Heritage Division staff will work with 		
	 stakeholders to develop a management 		
	 approach that meets the group’s needs.  
	 Division staff will do the behind-the-scenes 		
	 work needed to get the protected site 		
	 designation to Cabinet for approval.

Heritage Research Permits

A heritage permit system is crucial to the study and 
management of all archaeological, historical and 
palaeontological (fossil) resources, including those 
underwater.  In Nova Scotia, archaeological and 
palaeontological exploration or excavation requires 
a permit from the province’s Heritage Division.

Q.	 When are permits needed?

A.	 If you are planning an official exploration  
	 or excavation of an archaeological 			
	 or palaeontological site, including those 		
	 underwater, you need a Heritage  
	 Research Permit.

Q.	 Why are permits needed?

A.	 Much of the heritage value associated with a 	
	 fossil or artifact is gained by the details that 	
	 are recorded when it is found.

	 The permit system ensures that:

	 •	 Applicants are qualified to do the work 		
		  they propose;
	 •	 Projects are well planned;
	 •	 Artifacts or fossils discovered during the 	
		  project are properly recorded, studied and 	
		  cared for;
	 •	 Work is properly documented and records 	
		  are kept in the Heritage Division archive 	
		  for use by curators, future researchers  
		  and Nova Scotians.

Q.	 Who can get a research permit?

A.	 Anyone can apply, but only those qualified 		
	 to do the work that is planned are granted 		
	 a Heritage Research Permit.

 	 Visit gov.ns.ca/tch/specialplaces  
	 for applications or more information.

Other Archaeological, Historical or Fossil Sites

Sites don’t have to be designated in order to  
receive protection under the Special Places 
Protection Act.  Any archaeological, historical or 
palaeontological (fossil) sites, including those 
underwater, could be significant to the province’s 
natural or cultural heritage.
 
For this reason, the Act contains provisions for 
stop-orders and outlines substantial fines for those 
who damage or disturb significant archaeological, 
historical or palaeontological sites and remains.
 

Q.	 What do I do if I find an  
	 artifact or fossil?
 
A.	 Contact the Heritage Division for advice. 
	 The site where you found the artifact or  
	 fossil may already be part of the Heritage 		
	 Division’s inventory, or it may be a new 		
	 discovery which will contribute to our  
	 shared knowledge. 
 

Q.	 Why shouldn’t I dig things up  
	 myself and give them to the  
	 Heritage Division?
 
A.	 Once a site is disturbed by digging, it cannot 	
	 be put back together.  The position of an 		
	 artifact or fossil reveals critical details about 	
	 its story, and there is only one chance to record 	
	 this vital information.
 

Q.	 How can I avoid damaging or 		
	 disturbing a site during planned 		
	 development?
 
A.	 Involving Heritage Division staff in the early 		
	 phases of development-planning and  
	 decision-making will help avoid potentially 		
	 costly complications during the project. 

Q.	 How does the Special Places Protection 	
	 Act apply to underwater sites?
 
A.	 Nova Scotia’s past and present is tied to the 		
	 sea, making shipwrecks a significant part of the  
	 province’s heritage.  How this evidence is 		
	 treated today will determine what knowledge, 	
	 sites and artifacts will be available for  
	 future generations. 
 
	 Under water, cold temperatures and low 		
	 oxygen levels slow down the deterioration of 	
	 wood and metal.  Once brought to the surface, 	
	 these pieces quickly begin to deteriorate and 	
	 can suffer permanent damage.  
 
	 In order to protect wreck artifacts, the Special 	
	 Places Protection Act requires that a 		
	 Heritage Research Permit be secured before 		
	 disturbing any 	underwater site.
 
	 Additionally, the Canada Shipping Act (a 		
	 Federal Act) is administered by the 		
	 Canadian Coast Guard for the Ministry of 		
	 Fisheries and Oceans, and it applies to 		
	 all wrecks, including historic wrecks. According 	
	 to this Act, anything recovered from a wreck 
	 must be turned over to the Receiver of Wrecks 	
	 until ownership can be determined. 

Visit gov.ns.ca/tch/specialplaces for applications and more information.


