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-by John Gillis

Four local apartment 
buildings in the Town 
of Port Hawkesbury 
are getting a complete 
make-over thanks to an 
investment from a former 
Inverness County native 
and her business partner.
 Danita Rooyakkers and 
her partner, Attila Tolnai, 
operate the Quebec-
based company BUILD. 
Rooyakkers grew up in 
Princeville, Inverness 
County where her family 
operates a farm that has 
long been known for its 
egg production.
 The four apartment 
buildings formerly known 
as Canso Court and Strait 
Apartments had been 
boarded up and vacant the 
past few years and BUILD 
purchased them when they 
came on the market. The 
buildings are located at 
Queen and Sydney Streets 
in the town.

The Oran met up with 
Rooyakkers and Tolnai last 
week in Port Hawkesbury 
to discuss the renovation 
project.
 Rooyakkers and 
Tolnai regularly vacation 
in Cape Breton each 
summer visiting family 
and enjoying the outdoors 
and they reside and work 
the remainder of the year 
in Montreal.
 “Each of the four 
buildings have four studios, 
six one bedroom and two 
two bedroom units, for 
a total of 12 apartments 
per building. The 2016 
renovations include new 
windows and patio doors, 
newly added balconies, new 
kitchens and bathrooms, 
new lighting, fl ooring and 
wall fi nishes, acoustic 
and thermal insulation, 
and more. Our mission is 
to provide comfortable, 
contemporary apartments 
for the appreciative tenant 
at an affordable rent. 
Communal gardens will be 
features in the refreshing 
of the landscaping. Six 
apartments per building 
will have Housing Nova 
Scotia affordable rents,” 
The Breton’s website 

states.
 The site was busy last 
week with construction 
workers putting the 
fi nishing touches on the 
units of the fi rst building 
and Rooyakkers and Tolnai 
already have fi ve tenants 
lined up and ready to move 
in as soon as the work is 
fi nished on that building 
– likely by mid-February.
  BUILD started in 
the mid-1990s doing 
condo projects, residential 
housing, new homes, 
additions, multi-unit 
condo, and other projects 
and they’ve won numerous 
awards for their work and 
they’ve been the subject 
of numerous industry 
articles.
 Rooyakkers studied 
and has her degree in 
architecture and Attila is 
trained as an engineer.
 “We’re very hands 
on and we like to be 
involved in every aspect 
of the project that we do 
to insure the quality,” said 
Rooyakkers.
 For The Breton 
Apartments renovations, 
they have a general 
contractor but in Quebec 
they have often acted as 
general contractors for 
their projects.
 Rooyakkers said her 
fi rst recollection of the 
apartments was from 
when she was a little girl 
delivering eggs with her 

father. She remembers 
being struck seeing the 
colourful apartments when 
they were being built in the 
late 1960s, early 1970s on 
the Old Sydney Road.
 “I saw the buildings 
closed up one Christmas 
when I was home about 
three or four years ago 
and I inquired and fi nally 
found out they were 
put onto the market and 
being sold. I put a bid in 
on them and got them. 
I could clearly envision 
what they could look like 
re-done and I thought they 
could be nice and I thought 
the town needed it,” said 
Rooyakkers.
 “The buildings had been 
boarded up, vandalized a 
bit, and water damaged. 
Structurally they were 
very sound but there were 
issues with the envelope, 
roofi ng, and masonry. 
The vast majority of the 
work was to strip, gut, and 
replace all the fi nishes and 
we’ll be adding full sized 
balconies,” said Tolnai.
 “The biggest diffi culty, 
the biggest challenge 
we had was securing the 
fi nancing for the project,” 
said Rooyakkers.
 A key turning point 
in the development was 
establishing partnerships 
with Housing Nova Scotia 
and Effi ciency Nova 
Scotia which really helped 
with the feasibility of the 
project.
 Rooyakkers credited 
local MLA Allan 
MacMaster with steering 
them to the right contacts 
here in the province and 
she added that the response 
throughout the community 
to the project has been very 
positive to date.
 “The need for housing 
is here in the community,” 
said Tolnai, citing the 
growing number of 
students attending the 
Strait Campus of Nova 
Scotia Community College 
as just one example.
 Rooyakkers said the 
BUILD team is open to 
partnerships to potentially 
develop other housing 
projects down the road in 
other communities.
 For more information 
on the project visit www.
the-breton.com and for 
information on BUILD 
visit www.build-inc.com
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Strait apartment buildings get new name, new lease on life 

preference for communications devices by councillors. The 
motion passed with one nay (Councillor White) and fi nance 
director Erin MacEachen noted that this has not been a 
budgeted item in the past. Councillor MacDougall and 
MacIver noted that in past there was a reimbursement given 
for the use of personal cell phone plans of the councillors. 
MacEachen noted that the municipality is coming under a 
new cell phone plan that’s been negotiated with a carrier 
across the Province of Nova Scotia.
– Mayor Brenda Chisholm-Beaton spoke to reporters 
following the meeting about the upcoming Island-wide 
municipal conference that will be scheduled either in 
April or in the fall of this year. Chisholm-Beaton said Port 
Hawkesbury will be hosting the conference this year. The 
conference idea initiated with Victoria County back in 2012 
and all fi ve municipalities participated and it’s usually a 
two day event that allows Island municipal leaders to get 
to know each other better, explore the common challenges 
of being a municipality in Cape Breton, and to coordinate 
work on common goals or bigger projects, etc. The 2016 
Municipal election through a wrench into the time-line 
of the conference. “What I’ve really enjoyed with these 
conferences in the past are all those in-between conversations 
with fellow councillors and they talk about what’s going 
on in their municipalities. I would like to include fellow 
councillors in creating the agenda for the conference as 
well,” the Mayor concluded. 

Council briefs...

Artists conception of the new and improved Breton Apartments in Port 
Hawkesbury.

Danita Rooyakkers

Inside one of the newly renovated apartments.


