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TO: Vancouver City Council 

FROM: Director of Planning, in consultation with Director of Housing Policy 

SUBJECT: Historic Area Height Review: Conclusion and Recommendations 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

 
A. THAT Council affirm the importance of the “Historic Area” as defined in the 

Historic Area Height Review (HAHR), including its distinctive sub-areas, for 
its social, cultural, economic and built form value contributing to 
Vancouver’s civic identity, and affirm that building height and scale for the 
Historic Area should generally continue to reinforce the prevailing heritage 
context, including the existing heritage buildings, fine grain character and 
generally low to mid-rise development scale.  

 
B. THAT the appropriate building heights for the Historic Area be generally 

between 50’ to 120’ based on respective sub-areas’ zoning, design 
guidelines and rezoning policies, noting the existing maximum building 
height range is 50’-100’. 

 
AND THAT mid-rise development continues to be the primary form for new 
developments complementing heritage building rehabilitation in the Historic 
Area, considering its existing building scale, public realm, smaller lot 
pattern and the fragmented property ownership pattern.  

 
FURTHER THAT Council direct staff to prepare and report back with 
amendments to the Zoning and Development By-law, Design Guidelines and 
the Vancouver Building By-law and related by-laws and policies in order to 
provide a more supportive regulatory framework to facilitate development 
on smaller frontages (75’ frontage or less) and mid-rise development scale 
(up to 120’ in height) in the Historic Area. 

 RR-2(a) 
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C. THAT Council endorse a moderate height increase in Chinatown and 

Downtown Eastside Oppenheimer District Sub-Area 1 (Main and Hastings) to 
support and enhance existing policy objectives in these sub-areas.   

 
FURTHER THAT Council direct staff to:  

 
C.1. prepare and report back on the following zoning and policy changes 

in Chinatown as part of the residential intensification strategy as 
identified in the Chinatown Community Plan:  

 
(i) amendments to the HA1 and HA1A District Schedules of the Zoning 

and Development By-law and Design Guidelines to increase 
maximum heights: 

 
 HA1: maximum height increase from 50’ - 65’ to 50’-75’  
 HA1A: maximum height increase from 70’ to 90’  

 
(ii) a Rezoning Policy for HA1A with a maximum height up to 120’ in 

order to consider innovative heritage, cultural and affordable 
housing projects in Chinatown.  

 
(iii) amendments to the Transfer of Density Policy and Procedure to   
      allow density to be transferred into HA1A.   

 
C.2.  prepare and report back on an interim Rezoning Policy for Downtown 

Eastside Oppenheimer District Official Development Plan (DEOD ODP) 
Sub-Area 1 with a maximum height up to 120’ in order to consider 
special opportunities for affordable housing projects before 
completion of the DEOD ODP Review.  

 
D. THAT a maximum of three additional higher buildings as ‘high points of the 

pattern’ be proposed to provide additional strategic new development with 
resulting public benefits, within height limits that still reflect the prevailing 
mid-rise development pattern;  

 
AND THAT for every supported higher building, a significantly higher 
standard of architectural and urban design excellence will be required; 
  
AND THAT Council endorse that the maximum of three higher buildings 
above the prevailing height of 50’-120’ may be considered with heights 
generally in the range of 150’, having considered urban design and other 
performance factors including View Corridors Policy, shadowing 
considerations, compatibility with adjacent heritage building context and 
provision of public benefits.  
 
FURTHER THAT Council adopt the Draft Urban Design Criteria for Three 
Higher Buildings in the Historic Area as attached in the Appendix E, and 
direct staff to prepare and report back with a Rezoning Policy for the Three 
Higher Buildings in the Historic Area, based on the adopted Criteria.  
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E. Subject to the approval of A, B and C1, staff update the Chinatown 

Community Plan to incorporate the approved changes.  (see RTS 6478 
“Chinatown Community Plan: summary of Council policies and directions”) 

 
GENERAL MANAGER'S COMMENTS 

The General Manager of Community Services recommends approval of the foregoing.  
 
CITY MANAGER'S COMMENTS 

The City Manager recommends approval of the foregoing.  
 
COUNCIL POLICY 

In June 2008, Council through approval of the EcoDensity Initial Actions (Action B1) directed 
staff to include consideration of additional density and corresponding height in suitable 
locations in Gastown, Hastings, Chinatown and Victory Square, as part of the “Historic 
Precinct Height Study”.  
 
There are many existing policies in the Historic Area, including the following:  

 Downtown Eastside Oppenheimer District Official Development Plan (1982)  
 Gastown Heritage Management Plan (2002)  
 Chinatown Vision and Chinatown Community Plan (2002/2005)  
 Victory Square Concept Plan (2005)  
 Downtown Eastside Housing Plan (2005) 
 Heritage Building Rehabilitation Program and Transfer of Density Review (2009)  

 
SUMMARY 

The Historic Area presents a coherent and legible urban fabric, and enjoys a diversity of 
architectural forms, a unique scale of low-to mid-rise developments on smaller frontage lots, 
and a wide variety of social and cultural activities.  It is also a neighbourhood with a rooted 
community infrastructure for a low-income population.  With more than forty years of 
heritage conservation policies, the Historic Area is now a community of communities.  The 
sub-areas within the Downtown Eastside are more than the designated heritage districts of 
Gastown and Chinatown; they also include Victory Square and Hastings Street.    
 
However, the Historic Area has undergone recent decline.  To address the decline, the 
planning philosophy of “Revitalization without Displacement” has been the guiding principle 
behind the City’s policy for development and program delivery in the Downtown Eastside over 
the past ten years.   With this guiding principle, policies have also been developed for each of 
the sub-areas such as Chinatown Vision, Victory Square Policy Plan and the DTES Housing Plan.   
These policies outline the broader planning issues - other than built form - that affect the 
social, cultural and economic future of these founding neighbourhoods.     
 
With interest in and pressure for new development and building rehabilitation increasing in 
the Historic Area, many have asked how development activities in this neighbourhood can be 
done in a way that benefits the whole community and brings about change that is inclusive, 
respectful and with a pace that is manageable.  There are different views, and new 
approaches are being tried. 
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It is with these questions and within the aforementioned complex policy context that Council 
directed staff to undertake the Historic Area Height Review (HAHR) with the study boundary 
as identified in Figure 1.  In response to Council’s direction, staff undertook a detailed 
technical analysis of urban design, height, density and forms of development in the Historic 
Area, including input from a number of external consultants.   
 
Throughout Spring 2009 staff undertook an extensive HAHR public consultation process on the 
HAHR to seek public feedback on the ideas presented for discussion.  Specifically, people 
were asked to comment on the objectives of the study, General Height options, and the 
concept of Special Sites, including the role, height, and number of taller buildings 
appropriate for the Historic Area.  
 
Staff heard diverse opinions about approaches to revitalization and development in the 
Historic Area.  The following themes were predominantly voiced, not only within the 
community but also shared by the City’s professional advisory bodies:  
 

 Maintenance of the heritage character and scale of the neighbourhood was the most 
important objective of the Study;  

 Some tolerance for general height increases in certain sub-areas; and  
 Overwhelming opposition to tower form development as proposed in the range of 150’-

300’, crossing over diverse interest groups and sub-sections of the population.  
 
Informed by the initial public consultation, staff identified further options and evaluated 
choices based on the urban design context of the overall Historic Area and respective policy 
contexts and needs in each of the sub-areas.   (See diagram below.) 

 
A set of recommendations was finalized and is presented in this report.  It is based on 
following three key conclusions by Planning staff:  
 

1) Low to mid-rise development (up to 120’ in height) should continue to be the primary 
form of new development in the Historic Area.   Development projects on smaller 
frontage lots (up to 75’ in width) will be facilitated through a supportive regulatory 
framework.   This recommendation is to enhance the existing urban development 
pattern, character, and scale of the Historic Area.  

 
2) Moderate pattern height increases should be permitted in Chinatown and DEOD Sub-

Area 1 (Main and Hastings) in order to support and enhance existing or emerging goals 
and objectives set out in comprehensive policies for those sub-areas.   



Historic Area Height Review: Conclusion and Recommendations 5 
 

 
3) Three additional higher buildings as ‘high points of the pattern’ (not in tower form) 

can be proposed to provide additional strategic new development opportunities in 
ways that deliver public benefits within height limits that still reflect the prevailing 
mid-rise development pattern.  

 
This approach toward growth and change focuses on a long-term outlook for the Historic Area. 
Preservation of this young city has never been about freezing us in a place in time, but rather 
always looking to the future in a way that strengthens the things we hold dear.  
 
PURPOSE 

This report presents the conclusion of the Historic Area Height Review and a set of policy 
recommendations based on Council direction, public feedback and staff analysis.  
 
BACKGROUND 

The Historic Area: Vancouver’s Roots   
The Historic Area presents a coherent and legible urban fabric, and enjoys a diversity of 
architectural forms, a unique scale of low-to mid-rise developments on smaller frontage lots, 
and a wide variety of social and cultural activities.  It is also a neighbourhood with a rooted 
community infrastructure for a low-income population.  With more than forty years of 
heritage conservation policies, the Historic Area is now a community of communities.  The 
sub-areas within the Downtown Eastside are more than the designated heritage districts of 
Gastown and Chinatown; they also include Victory Square and Hastings Street.    
 
The Historic Area represents Vancouver’s roots - where the City started and the community 
organized.  From the early beginnings of Vancouver as a settlement through to the grass-roots 
mobilization against the freeway development through Strathcona and Chinatown in the 
1970s, this area not only started a grounded advocacy for heritage conservation policies, but 
also shaped Vancouver’s unique civic identity both in terms of urban form and culture.  
 
Revitalization without Displacement: impact of new development  
The Historic Area has undergone decline with similar social and economic challenges as faced 
by many other north American cities’ inner-city neighbourhoods.  To address that decline, the 
planning philosophy of “Revitalization without Displacement” has been the guiding principle 
behind the City’s policy for development and program delivery in the Downtown Eastside over 
the past ten years (Appendix A: Backgrounder: 10 years of revitalization in the DTES).  It is an 
approach that recognizes the issues of gentrification and potential displacement in light of 
revitalization efforts, emphasises the importance of balancing the pace of improving 
infrastructure with quality of life, and supports ongoing community engagement in planning 
processes.  
 
With interest in and pressure for new development and building rehabilitation increasing in 
the Historic Area, many have asked how development activities in this neighbourhood can be 
done in a way that benefits the whole community and brings about change that is inclusive 
and respectful.  There are different views, and new approaches are being tried.  
 
Some believe the only way is to use inclusionary zoning for social housing, such as the 20% 
social housing requirement for all projects in the Downtown Eastside Oppenheimer District 
(DEOD).  Some advocate for residential intensification to bring ‘body heat’ to a 
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neighbourhood like Chinatown, where traditional shop-house buildings with residents living 
above storefronts contribute to the vibrancy of the neighbourhood.   Implementation of 
innovative projects and programs like Woodward’s and the Heritage Building Rehabilitation 
Program (HBRP) are now raising more questions: when it comes to development issues, should 
they be the ‘model’ to be repeated or a unique ‘catalyst’ to change, not to be replicated, as 
initially intended?   
 
The Historic Area Height Review (HAHR)  
It is with these questions and many people’s varying responses that Council directed staff to 
undertake the Historic Area Height Review with the specific Council direction and study 
boundary as identified in Figure 1.  In response to Council’s direction, staff undertook a 
detailed technical analysis of urban design, height, density and forms of development in the 
Historic Area, including input from a number of external consultants.   
 
The Council Direction was worded as follows: 
Staff be directed to include consideration of policies for additional density and corresponding height in suitable 
locations in Gastown, Hastings, Chinatown and Victory Square, as part of the Historic Precinct Height Study.  The 
intent of this direction is to support heritage conservation projects, to provide replacement low-income housing, 
and/or to support other public benefits and amenities.   Suitable, carefully considered locations, densities and 
heights will be determined through careful analysis and extensive public consultation to ensure the appropriate 
scale in the historic areas is maintained, while also being consistent with the City’s housing objective for the 
area.  – EcoDensity Initial Action B-1 (June 2008) 
 

 
 

Figure1: Historic Area Height Review Council Direction and Study Boundary 
 
The following objectives have guided the HAHR and informed the policy recommendations in 
this report:  

 To provide direction for growth and development in the Historic Area;  
 To maintain the Historic Area’s character and general building scale; and  
 To ensure that any development potential resulting from this Review generates 

opportunities for public benefits and amenities for this Area.  
 
In order to initiate and frame a discussion for public consultation on the concept of additional 
height and density, staff prepared and presented the following concepts:  

 Maintain maximum height limits in current zoning regulations (General Height – Option 1)  
 Allow a moderate increase in height through rezoning (General Height – Option 2) 
 Consider possible roles and heights for taller buildings (Special Sites)  
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These options were developed based on a simple concept of “pattern and punctuation” to 
accommodate additional height and density:  pattern referring to general building heights in 
low to mid-rise forms, and strategic punctuation points expressed through taller buildings in 
tower forms referred to as ‘Special Sites’.   This urban design rationale is based on the 
understanding that low to mid-rise is the primary form of development in the Historic Area, 
which complement and enhance the large heritage building stock, and that the tall towers, if 
carefully placed, may have limited impact on the overall fabric yet provide additional 
opportunities for proposed projects through much needed public benefits.   
 
Existing Context: Historic Area and the Sub-Areas 
In addition to the above-mentioned concepts of height and density presented for public 
consultation, Staff also reviewed the existing context of the overall Historic Area and its 
distinctive sub-areas, including existing policy intents and current development activities. 
The following section outlines the analysis of the existing context.   
 
The Historic Area  
The Historic Area is made up of five distinct neighbourhoods or sub-areas. There are two 
major corridors, Main Street and Hastings Street, connecting the Historic Area to the rest of 
the City.   Public spaces in the area include Pigeon Park, Victory Square and Dr. Sun Yat-Sen 
Garden and Park.  They all have a very urban character, and are used by residents for 
community celebrations.  There are also three large parks nearby: Andy Livingstone Park, 
CRAB Park and Oppenheimer Park.   The Historic Area has Burrard Inlet and the Port to the 
north, and modern high-rise development to the south and west for views, natural setting, 
and surroundings. 
 
The predominant building form in the Historic Area is rectilinear in shape, reflecting the 
economic, social and architectural character of early Vancouver.  Most buildings were 
constructed between 1886 and 1920.  Hence, there is a high concentration of designated 
heritage buildings.  An intricate alleyway and courtyard system also contributes to the urban 
development pattern that promotes more pedestrian-oriented activities in the Historic Area.  
 
Varied low to mid-rise (2-7 storey) buildings create a ‘sawtooth’ streetwall pattern with few 
taller buildings.  Most of the building lots are 25’ to 33’ wide by 120’ deep.  It is a reasonably 
dense urban area with an average Floor Space Ratio of 3.4.  The following table shows the 
percentage of heritage buildings in each of the sub-areas, including average building height 
and density (FSR).    
 
Table 1: Existing Building Stock in Historic Area sub-areas  
Sub-Area  Zoning % of sites are 

heritage (VHR*) 
Average 
building 
height  

Average 
density 

Current Zoning 
max height  

Gastown  HA2  70% (of 150 sites) 3-4 storeys 4.2 FSR 75’  
Victory Square  DD: Subarea C2 47% (of 100 sites) 3-4 storeys 3.4 FSR 70’–100’   (5 FSR) 

HA1 33% (of 69 sites) 2-3 storeys  2.5 FSR 50’-65’ Chinatown  
HA1A 12% (of 84 sites) 2-3 storeys  2.1 FSR  70’-90’ 

Main & Hastings  DEOD: Subarea 1 30% (of 79 sites) 2-3 storeys  2.8 FSR  98’           (5 FSR)  
* VHR: Vancouver Heritage Register (protected heritage buildings)   
 
There is significant capacity for new development under existing zoning in the Historic Area.   
Based on an analysis of potential redevelopment sites considered ’likely to redevelop‘ in the 
next 20-40 years, the area could accommodate a 28% increase in floor area (from 12.1 million 
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ft2 to 15.4 million ft2) under current maximum allowable height and density.   The population 
could increase to more than two times the existing population: from 8,000 people now to 
approximately 16,600.  However, the combination of lot patterns, existing buildings and 
fragmented property ownership does pose a unique challenge to redevelopment in this Area. 
 
Gastown (HA2) 
Gastown is a designated heritage area.  It is the old Granville Townsite, the origin from where 
Vancouver has developed.  Gastown now has multiple roles in the city: heritage, tourism, 
housing, and entertainment.  Its heritage designation means that special approval is required 
for exterior alterations or demolitions.  It can be costly to maintain and upgrade heritage 
buildings, which is why the City introduced the Heritage Buildings Rehabilitation and Façade 
Rehabilitation Programs (HBRP and HFRP) in 2003.   
 
The HBRP was a five-year (2003-2008) program of incentives to encourage the full upgrading 
of heritage buildings to ensure their long-term conservation while stimulating economic 
development in the DTES Historic Area, including Gastown, Chinatown, Victory Square and 
Hastings Corridor.  This program was very successful in its implementation, resulting in many 
rehabilitated heritage buildings that have contributed to the recent positive changes in the 
neighbourhood, especially in Gastown.  
 
However, increasing numbers of projects seeking density transfer and incentives for support 
have contributed to density bank challenges.  As outlined in the report to Council in July 2009 
on Transfer of Density Program and HBRP (RTS 7128), a series of actions have been approved 
by Council to bring a healthy balance back to the density bank.  Council also approved the 
continuation of Heritage Façade Rehabilitation Program for three more years (2009-2011).  
 
In addition to heritage rehabilitation projects, new development projects are also underway.  
For example, the ‘Smart’ development at 168 Powell Street is a new construction project with 
a height of 75’ and FSR of 5.5.  It is a successful mid-rise form development that integrates 
well in the heritage area.  However, concerns were raised by low-income community 
organisations because no on-site public benefits were provided.  
 
Chinatown (HA1 and HA1A) 
Vancouver’s Chinatown is one of the last remaining, large historic Chinatowns in North 
America.  It is a distinctive market providing specialty Asian goods and services, as well as an 
important cultural and tourist destination.   
 
In 2002, Council approved the Chinatown Vision after a comprehensive public process 
conducted by the City and the Vancouver Chinatown Revitalization Committee.   The Vision 
proposed an economic development strategy for the area that focused on heritage 
conservation, recognition of the area’s history, public realm improvements, improved 
transportation and linkage to nearby neighbourhoods, and a diversified retail mix.  
 
In 2005, Council approved the development of a Chinatown Community Plan with a 3-year 
Actions Plan, based on the direction identified in the Chinatown Vision.  The Chinatown 
Community Plan is action-oriented, with many policies and actions incrementally approved by 
Council and implemented since 2005.  With most of the 3-year Action Plan completed, staff 
have prepared the “Chinatown Community Plan: summary of Council policies and directions” 
as a companion to this report (RTS 6478).  
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Chinatown has seen increased development interest since 2005.  There are a wide range of 
project types, including market and non-market housing, new commercial uses, proposals on 
both smaller frontage lots and larger consolidated lots.  Most recent market projects in HA1A 
have been approved at heights of 90’ (current maximum discretionary height).   
 
There have also been a number of heritage conservation projects, most of which are in HA1. 
With implementation of the Society Heritage Buildings Strategy, there is increasing interest 
from family associations and benevolent societies to start small scale building improvements 
and explore partnerships for full heritage building rehabilitation projects.  In addition, the 
application for the National Historic Site Designation of Chinatown’s HA1 Area was submitted 
to the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada in March 2009.  
 
Victory Square (DD ODP) 
Victory Square is a transition area between the Downtown Eastside Oppenheimer District 
(DEOD) and the downtown core, as evidenced in the mix of land uses: retail, social housing, 
Single Room Occupancy hotels (SROs), condominiums, offices and educational institutions.  
Almost half of the building stock (47%) is on the Heritage Register. The buildings are generally 
low to mid-rise scale.   
 
The recently adopted Victory Square Policy Plan (2005) seeks to balance objectives of low-
income and market housing, sensitive urban design, business revitalization, preservation of 
the area’s heritage character, and fostering arts and culture.  The Plan encourages residential 
development by focusing on the area’s scale, character and heritage buildings and 
emphasizing reuse and infill.  Height and density bonuses are provided for development of 
low-income housing in the area.    
 
Development activities in and around Victory Square have increased.  The Woodward’s 
development is near completion and many nearby heritage buildings are being renovated or 
fully upgraded, some with support from HBRP incentives and others privately initiated and 
sponsored.  The Hastings Street Renaissance Program that aims to upgrade existing buildings 
and fill vacant storefronts has also successfully opened up six buildings filled with new 
programs and activities.   
 
Main and Hastings (DEOD Sub-Area 1) 
The Downtown Eastside-Oppenheimer District (DEOD) – often referred to as the heart of the 
city - is a small inner-city neighbourhood surrounding Oppenheimer Park, including Hastings 
Street corridor from Carrall Street to Gore Avenue.  Throughout its history, the DEOD has been 
a predominantly low-income blue-collar community.  Originally settled by marginalized ethnic 
communities and a working-class population, the area continues to play a key role in 
celebrating multiculturalism in the city, as well as providing the primary stock of lowest cost 
housing in the city and the region. 
 
The policy intent for Sub-Area 1 of the DEOD is to further establish this area’s importance as a 
gateway into the Downtown core, as well as a high-density, mixed commercial and residential 
area.  There is also policy direction to support development of social housing in this area with 
inclusionary zoning requiring 20% social housing for any projects with a density of more than 1 
FSR.  Current maximum building height for this zone is 98’ with maximum density of 5 FSR.  
 
A review of the DEOD Official Development Plan will be underway next year.  Part of the 
scope of that review will be to ensure that affordable housing objectives for the area can be 
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achieved.  There is an ongoing discussion about the need to develop a comprehensive DTES 
Community Strategy as a context for the DEOD ODP Review.  
 
DISCUSSION 

The HAHR: Public Consultation Process  
Throughout April and May 2009 staff undertook an extensive HAHR public consultation process 
on the HAHR to seek public feedback on the ideas presented for discussion.  Specifically, 
people were asked to comment on the objectives of the study, General Height options, and 
the concept of Special Sites, including the role, height, and number of taller buildings 
appropriate for the Historic Area.  
 
A variety of materials were developed to support the HAHR’s public consultation process, 
including PowerPoint presentations, display boards, visualization tools (3D modelling, hand 
rendering), and a website.   In partnership with UBC School of Architecture, a physical model 
for the study area was also built and displayed at open houses to assist the public’s 
understanding of scale and massing.   Detailed information on the ideas presented for 
discussion can be found online at http://vancouver.ca/hahr.  
 
The consultation process included meetings with City advisory bodies, community committees 
and groups, as well as public workshops and open houses.  Staff also presented and discussed 
the HAHR at over 15 meetings of City advisory bodies and community groups, one town hall 
discussion at Carnegie Community Centre, three public workshops, and two open houses.   
There was also specific outreach to the Chinatown community and a community organisation 
representing the low-income population.  Approximately 250 participants representing a mix 
of people that live and work in the Downtown Eastside and elsewhere in Vancouver attended 
the workshops and open houses.  A detailed summary of the public consultation meetings is 
attached as Appendix B.  
 
The HAHR: Public Feedback Highlights  
The consultation process resulted in ongoing passionate discussions. The heritage community 
stressed the importance of maintaining an overall coherent fabric in the Historic Area, 
including the conservation of heritage buildings and the generally low to mid-rise form and 
scale of development.  They also expressed strong concerns about the concept of towers as 
presented in the Review.  
 
The low-income population, as highlighted at the Carnegie town hall meeting moderated by 
the Downtown Eastside Residents Association (DERA), questioned the HAHR’s relevance to the 
future of the DTES.  They expressed strong concerns about the use of market residential 
developments to leverage public benefits and the impacts those developments would have on 
their community.  This discussion resulted in the Carnegie Community Action Project opposing 
any increase in heights in the Historic Area prior to the completion of a local area plan that 
reflects the values and needs of the low-income population throughout the DTES.  
 
A major issue in the Chinese community focussed on the concept of the Chinese Cultural 
Centre as a ’Special Site’.   The notion of a taller building at this location was very 
controversial and led to significant media coverage about height in Chinatown.  While there 
were different views about special sites, after many debates, general consensus was reached 
in Chinatown to allow moderate height increases as part of the residential intensification 
strategy to revitalize the neighbourhood. 
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While the options for moderate increases in heights garnered varied responses from the public 
and various committees, the option to include ‘special sites’ or taller buildings (over 150’) 
was much more definitive.   Over two-thirds of all respondents stated that an acceptable 
number of taller buildings in the historic area was zero.  This view was widely shared by 
community groups and Council advisory bodies.   
 
The reluctance to accept the concept was due to the lack of clarity around impacts and 
amenities.  Some suggested that a post-occupancy evaluation of the social and economic 
impacts and benefits of the Woodward’s development was needed prior to contemplating any 
additional towers in the Area.  Many were unwilling to accept tower forms of development in 
the Historic Area and were concerned about potential shadowing on public spaces and 
heritage buildings.    
 
Another common concern was raised around the land use and demographic composition of 
these new buildings and their associated impacts on the current community.   There was some 
interest in the concept for wholly commercial buildings, but general resistance against 
condominium towers, the fear being that this type of development would be divisive for the 
community and would out-price affordable housing for the low-income population.   
 
Although the opposition to tower form development in the Historic Area was strong, a great 
deal of informative qualitative feedback about the role of higher buildings and the definition 
of Special Sites was provided through the consultation.  
 
Staff heard diverse opinions about approaches to revitalization and development in the 
Historic Area. The following themes were predominantly voiced, not only within the 
community but also shared by the City’s professional advisory bodies:  
 

 Maintenance of the heritage character and scale of the neighbourhood was the most 
important objective of the Study;  

 Some tolerance for general height increases in certain sub-areas; and,  
 Overwhelming opposition to tower form development as proposed in the range of 150’-

300’, crossing over diverse interest groups and sub-sections of the population.  
 
One advisory group, the Urban Development Institute (UDI) did not share these conclusions, 
especially regarding tower form development.  UDI urges the City to focus heritage retention 
on the core historic blocks of Water and Pender Streets, and to allow more flexibility in height 
and density in the rest of the Historic Area, including tower form development with less 
restrictive height limits.  They believe that further increased densification through height will 
be an important catalyst for much needed economic development in the area.  
 
A summary of the Public Feedback as well as letters and position papers sent to Staff on this 
Review are attached in the Appendix B and C.  
 
Analysis and Recommendations  
Informed by the initial public consultation, staff identified further options and evaluated 
choices based on the urban design context of the overall Historic Area and respective policy 
contexts and needs in each of the sub-areas, as described in the Background section. The 
following outlines the HAHR conclusion and recommendations organized into three themes:  
 

1) Maintenance of Heritage Character and Scale of the Neighbourhood 
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2) Height in Specific Sub-Areas  
3) Higher Buildings in Historic Area  

 
1. Maintenance of Heritage Character and Scale of the Neighbourhood 
Low- to mid-rise development has been the main form of development in the Historic Area, 
accommodating a variety of building prototypes, lot sizes, land uses and handling tight 
adjacency issues.    
 
In order to understand project viability for low to mid-rise new development on smaller 
frontage lots, staff analysed a range of building prototypes developed by architectural 
consultants for the City.  Land economics consultants then evaluated these prototypes, 
testing the economic performance of scenarios with varying frontages and building heights 
utilizing either double-loaded corridor or courtyard design.  This testing was also based on 
conventional real estate development proforma and current real estate market conditions.   
 
Concurrently, in June 2009, the City introduced changes to its parking policies and Parking By-
law.   Parking requirements for new developments have been reduced for the Historic Area.  
New tools have been introduced to increase flexibility and encourage sustainable 
transportation, including options for residential parking to be provided through Payment in 
Lieu or the car share program.  These new provisions should improve the economic viability of 
mid-rise developments, particularly on small lots where there are significant site constraints 
to providing on-site parking.  
 
With the above urban design analysis and changes to the parking provisions, staff conclude 
that low to mid-rise development can and should remain the primary form of new 
development in the Historic Area to complement the ongoing efforts of heritage building 
rehabilitation.  This form of development is flexible to add floor area and the project viability 
improves as the neighbourhood improves over time.  A number of new mid-rise development 
projects have recently been completed, as described in Appendix D.  
 
Recommendation B confirms the appropriate maximum building heights for the Historic Area 
to be between 50’ to 120’, reflecting the low to mid-rise development form with some 
modest height increases.  
 
In addition, Recommendation B also calls for staff to prepare and report back with 
amendments to the Zoning and Development By-law, Design Guidelines, Vancouver Building 
By-law and related by-laws and policies in order to provide a more supportive regulatory 
framework to facilitate smaller frontages (75’ frontage or less) and the mid-rise development 
scale (up to 120’ in height).  
 
2. Heights in Specific Sub-Areas  
Options for moderate height increases were analyzed for the five sub-areas of the Historic 
Area.   The feedback forms were designed to allow individuals to provide comments on each 
individual sub-area.  The following section summarises the staff analysis informed by the 
public feedback and recommendations by sub-area.  
 
1) Gastown (Zoning: HA2)  
As a National Historic Site, about 70% of sites in Gastown are heritage buildings, many of 
them are undergoing rehabilitation.  Existing zoning and policy in Gastown promotes heritage 
conservation.  With the ongoing positive changes taking place in this sub-area, staff 
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recommend that Gastown maintains its maximum height limits (i.e. up to 75’) and that 
Gastown Heritage Management Plan continues to guide change in the sub-area.  
 
2) Chinatown (Zoning: HA1 and HA1A)  
Residential intensification is a Council-adopted direction for revitalization in Chinatown.   
New residents in the area will create an increased demand for local commercial services, 
thereby increasing new business opportunities and filling vacant storefronts.  The HAHR 
process reaffirmed community support for that direction.  Throughout the Chinatown planning 
process, including the most recent HAHR discussions, the community has shown its preference 
for a residential intensification strategy that focuses on the following:  
 

 better utilizing current building stock, including heritage buildings;  
 encouraging developments that respond to existing urban development pattern of 

smaller frontage lots and low to mid-rise scale;   
 ensuring larger projects on consolidated lots integrate well with the prevailing 

scale and fabric of the neighbourhood; and,  
 allowing density transfers within Chinatown so larger development projects can 

have the option to assist heritage building rehabilitation projects in Chinatown.  
  

Recommendations B and C1 call for zoning and policy changes to provide a supportive 
regulatory framework for Chinatown residential intensification, including:  
 

 Facilitating small frontage and low to mid-rise scale new development;  
 Increasing maximum heights in both zones of Chinatown;  

o HA1: increase maximum discretionary height from 65’ to 75’ 
o HA1A: increase maximum height from 70’ to 90’ and introduce a rezoning 

policy with a maximum height up to 120’ to consider innovative heritage, 
culture and affordable housing projects in Chinatown;  

 Amend Design Guidelines to reflect the increased maximum heights;  
 Amending Transfer of Density Policy and Procedure to allow density to be 

transferred into HA1A.  
 

This set of policies will complement the Society Heritage Buildings Strategy and the recently 
approved Chinatown Active Storefront Program that aims to address under-utilized building 
stock issues.  It will complete a comprehensive Residential Intensification Strategy for 
Chinatown.  
 
Subject to Council approval of the recommended policy changes in Recommendations A, B and 
C1, staff will report back and update the Chinatown Community Plan (see RTS 6478) to 
incorporate the changes.     
 
3) Victory Square (Zoning: DD ODP)  
Existing policy in the Victory Square Policy Plan (Chapter 2: Land Use, Height and Density: 
policy 2.5) allows for the consideration of market developments through CD-1 rezonings or 
Heritage Revitalization Agreements with densities above 5.0 FSR (overall) or 3.0 FSR 
(residential) and heights above 70’ on a case-by-case basis.  Proposed developments must 
meet the area’s urban design objectives and provide public benefits in the form of low-
income housing, SRA retention and/or on-site heritage retention.   
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Staff recommend careful continued monitoring of developments in this area, while 
maintaining Victory Square’s existing maximum height of 70’ with a possibility of relaxation 
up to 100’ under provisions stipulated in existing policies.  
 
4) Main and Hastings (Zoning: DEOD Sub-Area1)  
The urban design analysis of the HAHR has concluded that Main and Hastings (DEOD Sub-Area 
1) is an area which can accommodate height up to 120’ while maintaining its general 
character and scale.   The maximum building height under current zoning is 98’.  
 
Currently there are several potential projects that present special opportunities to learn 
about innovative methods for delivering affordable housing units - with a range of financing, 
partnership, and delivery models - at a time when senior levels of government are not 
providing comprehensive social housing programs.    Apart from traditional social and 
supportive housing which has been the norm in this neighbourhood, new models might include 
provision for affordable rental, affordable home ownership or opportunities to take advantage 
of current rental supplement programs.  
 
The critical policy issue for DEOD Sub-Area 1 is whether or not to take advantage of potential 
innovative project opportunities in advance of the area-wide DEOD ODP review. 
 
Given the innovation and learning potential with projects that aim to secure affordable 
housing stock in the area and that a height increase can secure additional social housing 
within the existing inclusionary zoning policy, Recommendation C2 calls for staff to prepare 
and report back on an interim rezoning policy for DEOD Sub-Area 1 with a maximum height up 
to 120’ in order to consider special opportunities for affordable housing projects before 
completion of the DEOD ODP Review.  
 
3. Higher Buildings in the Historic Area 
Higher buildings stand out more prominently in a city, and are often located at activity nodes 
or other focal points.  If well-placed and with the right scale, they can enhance the skyline 
and fabric of an inner-city neighbourhood.  Higher buildings can also help with neighbourhood 
orientation by defining important sites or other features in the area’s urban structure.   
 
In the Historic Area, some buildings built before the current zoning was adopted or rezoned to 
allow for extra height and density are taller than zoning regulations currently allow. There are 
three existing higher buildings in the Historic Area:  
 

 Dominion (207 W Hastings): with height of 170’ (14 storeys) / commercial use  
 Sun Tower (100 W Pender): with height of 270’ (17 storeys) / commercial use  
 Woodwards (100 W Hastings): mixed use of residential, commercial, institutional  

o Abbott Tower with height of 400’ (40 storeys)  
o Cordova Tower with height of 315’ (31 storeys)  

 
Broad-based public feedback - that staff ultimately agreed with - led staff to explore and 
analyse alternatives to taller tower forms.  Staff undertook further urban design analysis of 
higher buildings (not in tower form and not as high as previously proposed for public 
discussion) based on the Council direction to seek strategic new development capacity to 
deliver additional public benefits and the qualitative feedback from the public about Special 
Sites.  The following principles guided that analysis:  
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 Higher buildings should respect and complement the prevailing pattern height as ’high 
points of the pattern‘, not ’punctuation with towers‘;  

 Location of higher buildings should be pre-determined with clear urban design 
rationale and a set of evaluation criteria; and 

 There should be a small maximum number of additional higher buildings in the Historic 
Area; otherwise they will overwhelm the overall fabric.  Staff are recommending three 
additional higher buildings as the maximum.  

 
Recommendation 
The public provided three important messages with regard to developing criteria for locating 
higher buildings: 1) sites of historical, cultural and social significance should not be redefined 
by a new form of development; 2) a clear and legible shift from towers in the Central 
Business District to the low to mid-rise form of developments in heritage neighbourhoods is an 
essential part of the character and identity of the overall Historic Area; and 3) View Cone 22 
(Main Street at 6th Avenue) should be respected.   Staff agreed with these messages.   
 
Staff then revised the criteria for determining possible locations for higher buildings.  Those 
evaluation criteria are included in the Appendix E.  Based on those evaluation criteria, three 
potential sites were identified for possible higher building projects (Figure 2).  
 
Appropriate heights for the higher buildings are determined by a number of factors:  
 

1) Form of Development:  The conclusion of the HAHR is that higher buildings in the 
Historic Area should maintain the mid-rise, perimeter-block form of development, 
rather than a tall, slim tower format as seen in other parts of the downtown.  

 
2) View Cones:  One existing view cone affects the Study area: Main Street View Cone 

with the vantage point set at 6th Avenue.  None of the three proposed higher buildings 
are affected by the existing view cone.  However, there are two new View Cones being 
proposed as a result of the Downtown View Corridors and Capacity Study that would, if 
approved, have an impact on the proposed higher building’s allowable height.  One is 
from the Athlete’s Village Plaza to Mt. Fromme and Lynn Range and the other is from 
Creekside Park to the Lions (see Figure 2).  

 
3) Relationship to Existing Higher Buildings:  The three existing higher buildings 

(Dominion, Sun Tower and Woodward’s) should retain their prominence in the Historic 
Area.  The three additional higher buildings should be second in hierarchy as they 
relate to the existing higher buildings.  

 
4) Urban Design and Heritage Context Consideration:  The three additional higher 

buildings will be developed through a rezoning process, including an enhanced review 
of design considerations, negotiation of public benefits contributions, and a Public 
Hearing.   Through the process, a significantly higher standard of urban design 
excellence and a higher level of sensitivity for the heritage context will be required 
for any higher building proposals.  

 
With those factors considered, staff conclude that the appropriate height for the three 
additional higher buildings should be approximately 150’.  
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Recommendation D calls for Council to endorse that up to three higher buildings above the 
prevailing height of 50’-120’ may be considered with heights generally in the range of 150’, 
subject to View Corridors Policy, shadowing considerations and other urban design 
performances considerations, compatibility with adjacent heritage building context and 
provision of public benefit with evaluation criteria.   
 
It also recommends Council adopt Draft Urban Design Criteria for Three Higher Buildings in 
the Historic Area as attached in the Appendix E and direct staff to prepare and report back 
with a Rezoning Policy for the Three Higher Buildings in the Historic Area, based on the 
Criteria recommended.  

 

 
Figure 2: Three Additional Higher Buildings in the Historic Area 

 
 
Overall Conclusion of the HAHR:  
The recommendations of the Historic Area Height Review are based on three key conclusions:  

1) Low to mid-rise development (up to 120’ in height) should continue to be the primary 
form of new development in the Historic Area.   Development projects on smaller 
frontage lots (up to 75’ in width) will be facilitated through a supportive regulatory 
framework.   This recommendation is to enhance the existing urban development 
pattern, character, and scale of the Historic Area.  

 
2) Moderate pattern height increases should be permitted in Chinatown and DEOD Sub-

Area 1 (Main and Hastings) in order to support and enhance existing or emerging goals 
and objectives set out in comprehensive policies for those sub-areas.   

 
3) Three additional higher buildings as ‘high points of the pattern’ (not in tower form) 

can be proposed to provide additional strategic new development opportunities in 
ways that deliver public benefits within height limits that still reflect the prevailing 
mid-rise development pattern.  

 
With the set of recommendations, the existing growth capacity of 3.3 million square feet and 
anticipated doubling of population in the Historic Area over the next 20-40 years may be 
realized.   These new rezoning policies can provide an additional 850,000 square feet of 
potential capacity to increase “body heat” with a diverse population while achieving 
additional public benefits for the neighbourhood.   Staff will carefully monitor potential 
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impacts from the proposed height increases on overall land values and costs of heritage 
rehabilitation and affordable housing delivery.  
 
PUBLIC CONSULTATION  

Staff have presented the recommendations as described in this report to the following Council 
Advisory bodies in December 2009 and received support for the overall direction:  

o Vancouver City Planning Commission  
o Vancouver Heritage Commission  
o Chinatown Historic Area Planning Committee  
o Gastown Historic Area Planning Committee  

 
Motions of support from the Commission and Committees are included in Appendix F.  Staff 
also discussed the recommendations with key community and stakeholder groups to inform 
them of the HAHR process conclusion and the opportunity to address Council in the new year.  
 
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

There are no direct financial implications in this report.   The new rezoning policies can 
provide additional 850,000 square feet of potential capacity to realize additional public 
benefits for the neighbourhood.   Discussion of the public benefits allocation will be 
addressed at the rezoning stage according to the policies in each sub-area.  
 
SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The recommendations put forward in the report aim to secure a social and cultural fabric by 
providing more certainty about the role that the historic area of the DTES plays within the 
broader context of Vancouver as a whole.  Further, with the Woodward’s development project 
so near to completion, it behoves the City to undertake a well-timed post-occupancy 
evaluation of the project in order to understand the social and economic impacts that this 
innovative project brings to bear on the DTES neighbourhood more specifically.    
 
Throughout the public consultation process, it was clear that the height issue in the historic 
area is only one part of a broader public discussion about how to manage change in the 
neighbourhood.  For example, the issues related to the income mix for the DTES have been 
raised by the community.  The current policy direction for the DTES includes the creation of a 
viable and dynamic mixed-income community with a strong low-income emphasis, but the mix 
proportions are less clearly defined.  In addition to the delivery of affordable housing, there 
are other public amenities that need to be addressed and prioritized with DTES community 
groups in order to develop a community benefits strategy for the area, especially with the 
anticipated population growth in the future. 
 
Many of these issues cannot be addressed through the Height Review process, and require a 
broader and comprehensive community strategy for the DTES with its diverse communities.  In 
2010, with completion of the HAHR and Chinatown Community Plan, some of the DTES 
planning staff resource will be focused on starting a community dialogue process to scope a 
possible local area planning program for the DTES.  A lot of work has been done by various 
community groups in visioning and planning for their own communities within the DTES.   
Staff will build on those community efforts during the scoping process.     
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CONCLUSION 

The HAHR explores the need for an intricate balance between providing opportunities for 
additional growth and necessary public benefits, while also maintaining and preserving the 
historical and cultural values that we, as Vancouverites, have maintained over time.  By 
preserving the values of the past, we seek to combine them with changing views and opinions 
about what Vancouver means to its residents.    
 
The recommendations of the Historic Area Height Review are based on three key conclusions:  
 

1) Low to mid-rise development (up to 120’ in height) should continue to be the primary 
form of new development in the Historic Area.   Development projects on smaller 
frontage lots (up to 75’ in width) will be facilitated through a supportive regulatory 
framework.   This recommendation is to enhance the existing urban development 
pattern, character, and scale of the Historic Area.  

 
2) Moderate pattern height increases should be permitted in Chinatown and DEOD Sub-

Area 1 (Main and Hastings) in order to support and enhance existing or emerging goals 
and objectives set out in comprehensive policies for those sub-areas.   

 
3) Three additional higher buildings as ‘high points of the pattern’ (not in tower form) 

can be proposed to provide additional strategic new development opportunities in 
ways that deliver public benefits within height limits that still reflect the prevailing 
mid-rise development pattern.  

 
This approach toward growth and change focuses on a longer-term outlook for the Historic 
Area.  Preservation of this young city has never been about freezing us in a place in time, but 
rather always looking to the future in a way that strengthens the things we hold dear. 
 

* * * * * 
 
APPENDICES 
 

A. Backgrounder: 10 Years of Revitalization in the Downtown Eastside (2008)  
B. Summary of Public Feedback of the Historic Area Height Review (April/May 2009) 
C. Letters and Position Papers received on the Historic Area Height Review  
D. Recent Mid-rise Development in the Historic Area 
E. Draft Urban Design Criteria for Three Higher Buildings in the Historic Area  
F. Motions of Support from Council Advisory bodies (December 2009)  
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inclusion in the heritage register, is to protect the 
scale of the heritage area using transfer of density 
as the principle tool.  If it ain’t broke, don’t fi x it.  
The density bank should have been rationed.  It 
can be in the future.  No towers.

The view corridor policy is arbitrary and controlled • 
- City should be re-___ the whole policy. And it 
makes even less sense on Main Street. What 
view? That is the comment  most people would 
contribute.

The problems isn’t just the view cone, what about • 
people who live here being able to see blue sky f 
room their windows?

The number of towers proposed on this strip, • 
threaten to create a very strong wall cutting 
Strathcona off from Chinatown.

How do towers serve the community?  Towers • 
have not provided amenity, solved social issues 
or provided this neighbourhood with an economic 
framework that supports it’s current residents.  
How will this typology all of a sudden begin to 
do this if it hasn’t in the past 10 years?  Defi ne 
the needs of the community with the form of 
development.  Let the aggressive development 
money chase growth.  Create a new marketplace 
that balances profi ts and meets the needs of the 
community.  Plan a neighbourhood not short term 
developer profi ts.  A developer comes in and 
gets out with their 20%, the city continues to pay 
the costs of the fallout when the typology fails to 
produce amenity.

Liberate the density bank and allow single family • 
home owners to purchase density and make the 
bank work again.  

The need has not been demonstrated.  The • 
impact on existing businesses tax assessment s, 
residential, traffi c, use has not been addressed.  
This needs to be done fi rst.  You do not inject the 
question  of tall buildings into a revitalization plan 
which has been in place for several years and 
never has tall buildings been raised.

The historic area is an exceptional area • 
from the point of view of architecture and 
urban design.  There are many opportunities 
throughout Vancouver for exceptional tall 
buildings.  There is only one historic area.  There 
is no need to choose between exceptional new 
architecture and urban design.  The city can 
have both.  The city will not have both if tall 
or large new developments are permitted.  it 
will no longer have as valuable a historic area 
and it is conceivable it will end up with neither 
a recognizable historic area or exceptional 
architecture.

Suggest keeping max height in the Main Street • 
corridor at 150 feet.

Our view corridor is already impacted by Ginger. I • 
also question what you mean by public benefi ts. 
I also really  think it would be diffi cult to keep the 
character of Main Street with such tall buildings. 
SO 200 foot buildings would eliminate our view of 
the mountains.

Only one “solution” approach has been • 
suggested to achieve the objectives and it is 
not appropriate to suggest this without fi rst 
understanding what all the impediments are. 
The Tinseltown Project/tower was supposed to 
provide revitalization and we can all see that it 
has not.  The current downturn in the economy 
means that many sites throughout the city are 
not economic to redevelop. The city is under no 
obligation to make development “economic” 
for anyone. We should take advantage of this 
breathing time to look at neighbourhood plans for 
Chinatown and DTES.

Nothing beats nature’s view, not even doubtful • 
‘exceptional architecture’.  There isn’t much 
green space or trees in the area so a view of 
the mountain is uplifting and accessible to all.   
Secondly, public benefi ts usually mean places 
where middle-class and upper-middle class 
people are welcome.  The homeless people of 
the DTES will probably be told to ‘move along’ 
by the security services hired by the special 
sites.  I have witnessed this happening in other 
places in town.  It could be that homeless people 
are no longer allowed to sleep in doorways or 
alleys of the DTES, somewhere we could go 
when no one else wanted us.  What happens 
to the homeless when special sites or towers 
such as Woodward’s come in?  The Woodward 
tower would make a great case study about 
the rising costs in the whole neighbourhood as 
a result of towers, from speculation, to cheap 
store closures to rising rents.   Keeping Main 
Street accessible to all is important.  There are 
already people banned from Carnegie who need 
somewhere to go.  People don’t want Downtown 
Eastsiders in their neighbourhoods.  So why can’t 
we keep our existing services like Crabbe Park 
and Oppenheimer and the library.  Please keep 
the DTES accessible to low-income people like 
myself. 

Make sue they are “special” as seeing • 
“preservation historic area character and general 
building height”, and not only from a development 
proposal. Design guidelines need to be developed 
as well as a thorough conservative process with a 
local area plan.
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Like I have mentioned before, public benefi ts/• 
urban design/architecture can all be achieved by 
current height limits.

Lets get over this viewpoint thing and build some • 
iconic buildings. Enough of the “view cones” 
please! Please get past the view cone. It’s in my 
opinion really dumb way to plan the city.

Keep the View Cone.  It is the beauty of • 
Vancouver

Judging from eh comment that came from various • 
tables, the large number of verbal criticism of 
special sites demonstrated the many reasons for 
not supporting the special sites idea.

It’s alright, great idea.• 

Introducing same signature buildings that address • 
social/urban issues (i.e. are not oppressive do not 
segregate) and that enhance the urban fabric is 
ideal and will strengthen the area.

If a reason that justifi es going into the view cone • 
is good enough to warrant it, then there should 
be some fl exibility in the view cones. Otherwise 
having a developer work around the view cone is 
profound as it usually leads to interesting design.

I would be less concerned about the view cones • 
than the impact of taller building on the continuity 
of Chinatown.

I think that the public benefi ts are being used as • 
a level - I don’t think that this is a reality.  Should 
taper down towards the water to maintain views. 

I support construction that provides public benefi t • 
and demonstrates exceptional urban design and 
architecture. I don’t believe that taller buildings 
are the only means to this end. I think that usage 
of the existing maximums would be a more 
responsible course of action. I think that view 
corridors are an important part of Vancouver’s 
livability and desirability. They remind us of our 
superior geography and support the benefi cial 
association of prime location, from an esthetic 
perspective.

I have little faith in appropriate designs being • 
chosen.

I am not generally committed to View Cones, • 
but I question the public benefi t that would be 
provided and wonder how exceptional urban 
design and architecture is ensured

Don’t need them (taller buildings)• 

Density can increase signifi cant without special • 
sites, while retaining the area’s heritage character. 
A huge increase in density will hurt the livability of 
the area. An unobstructed view cone is important 
for maintaining our connection with our natural 

environment and its topography. Building up 
to current maximums (with a few very special 
exceptions) will stretch the social fabric but not 
break it. Perhaps, in 50 years, a second round 
of height increase will be necessary. Consistent 
gradual change may be less damaging to our 
social fabric than sudden, dramatic changes.

Demonstrate compatibility with view corridor • 
site-by-site before any general approval of height 
increases on Main Street.

Concerned about the wedge effect where the • 
redevelopment triggers another.  Especially 
concerned about the impacts on Chinatown and 
the SYS garden

As long as they do provide SIGNIFICANT public • 
benefi ts & do have EXCEPTIONAL design. It 
would be sad to loose this new cone for a pocket 
par, or another glass box. Please also remember 
that the benefi ts should be for the use of the 
current resident of the area. Not some civic 
building that just is used by rich people from 
Dunbar.

All special sites should be removed for • 
consideration.

1. Conduct major studies fi rst (Chinatown, • 
Community plan, DEOD plan) and determine 
what public benefi ts are needed.  The need for 
housing (market and non-market) the need for 
funds to cover the cost of seismic upgrades of 
old buildings and need for other public benefi ts 
should guide the decision to determine what 
rezoning will be permitted in the area.

2. Look further east.  Prior to the HAHR there was • 
an interest in the planning department to look at 
the redevelopment east of Main.  Hastings east 
of Main could handle the height given the street 
width is wider and than most streets in HA-2, 
HA-1.  There is less existing character buildings 
worthy of retention

“Special sites” should not be regarded as frontier • 
opportunities for large-scale development 
and rapid establishment of a structural 
monoculture. Current residents of this long-
existing neighborhood should be involved from 
the outset in all planning for their future. Social 
capital should be respected. That is not true of 
this review, where “height potential” signals an 
unsavory abstraction from the neighborhood, 
and an exclusive focus on material, physical, 
and fi nancial potentials. Letting taller buildings 
mushroom on special sites in this area 
seems likely to exacerbate the vertical gated 
communities atmosphere that already exists 
near Tinseltown. Token amenity carrots cannot 
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compensate for what stands to be destroyed. 
Demolishing and building out even special sites in 
this area will amount to character and history lost, 
a historical district and tourism asset that could 
never be recovered. Main Street between Terminal 
and Broadway may offer a more appropriate area 
for the kind of development contemplated in this 
“review.”

PART IV – OTHER 
1.  PLACE OF RESIDENTS

2.  OTHER COMMENTS

My name is Joe Wai and I have been involved • 
with Chinatown urban design issues since 1969.  
Our offi ce is in Gastown HA2.

You have not addressed the economic, taxation, • 
residential, traffi c, and shadowing impact of 
a tall tower on the CCC site.  This would very 
negatively impact on the Chinese garden - a 
major civic and national treasure.  A tall tower 
would negatively impact on Chinatown being 
designated a national historic site by Ottawa.

Withdraw the HAHR until we have a low-income • 
driven plan and impact study.

Withdraw the HAHR until we have a low income • 
driven plan and an impact study - what impact 
will height have on low income residents? Take 
DEOD out of review. We can’t tell if we want 
height until we know who’s going to be in the high 
buildings.

When condo owners move in en masse they • 
come with exceptions - “I paid $1 million, I 
don’t want homeless people on my street”.  
This changes the existing character of the 
neighbourhood .  As a former homeless person 
and as someone who is mentally ill, the DTES 
was the only place where I wasn’t told to “move 
along”.   I actually have friends who are like family 
here and we look out for each other.  When they 
don’t see me for a while they go out and look 
for me.  Condo owners don’t care about us like 
this.  They care about property value.  But this is 
the DTES .  Condo security hassles the homeless 
and I’ve seen homeless people pushed around 
by restaurant owners security.  They wouldn’t 
even let the man stay on the public sidewalk.  
Condo towers will just make it tougher on those 
who have no where else to go.  The effect of 
the Woodward’s building has been rampant 
speculation.   With the save on meats building 
sold for approx. $13 million and the low-cost 
meat store closing.  If high-end stores move in, 

the affordable character of the neighbourhood will 
be irrevocably changed. 

This is an important and much-needed • 
discussion. Excellent to see as part of the 
Vancouver development process.

The study/proposal seems to be driven by an • 
agenda - it would be good if the City was upfront 
with that agenda.

Special Sites 1 is competing with the Dominion • 
Building, the Sun Tower, and Woodward’s and 
Victory Square - who owns this site and what has 
the inquiry been here?  Isn’t this site surrounded 
by markers, icons and transitions?

Site 2: the Icon in the direct shadow of this tower • 
(rumour of a 300’ tower Henrique, MacDonald/
Jim Green) is Pigeon Park.

Site 3 the Cultural Centre refl ects the • 
consensus and victory of a number of groups in 
Chinatown.  Shouldn’t they be driving the form of 
development?

Site 4: the shift/collision of grids in Vancouver • 
allows for expansive long views through the city, 
why terminate this with a 300’ tower?

The scale and aesthetic value of Dr SYS Garden • 
would be so damaged by the construction on 
the CCC site of a tower exceeding current HA-1 
height restrictions as to bring into question 
the ability of the facility to serve the intended 
purposes as a calming inner city park and 
instructional tool in Classical culture.  From a 
neighbourhood perspective a tower of the size 
anticipated in the proposed new heights on the 
CC site simply cannot be reconciled with the 
Chinatown Area character and general building 
scale

The greatest that Vancouver has - is its natural • 
beauty in its natural setting.  Keep the city green 
and fresh.  The architecture may be a developers 
dream, others hold different opinions.   Enhance 
our environment, strive for worthy causes - long 
terms.  Forget the instant dollars.  Provide for 
future generations

The development of the DTES should be focused • 
on building all the needed social housing 
BEFORE developers are allowed to build

The city’s job should be to reconcile the interest • 
of DTES residents and those (such as developers) 
who are able to make their neighbourhoods be 
a better place to live. Whether you are living in a 
mansion in Shaughnessy or in DTES NIBYism is 
alive and well. the COV should not let results fi ght 
closing. thank you.

Thanks for holding the workshops and open • 
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houses.  Thanks for the opportunity to provide 
feed back.

See email from Gilbert Tan to the HAHR on Friday • 
April, 24, 2009.  

Rezoning for Chinatown makes no difference will • 
make no impact to the neighbourhood

I’ve been a  resident of the Strathcona area • 
since 1972. Though I’ve seen many changes 
to the community, the people that live in DTES 
have always made sound decisions regarding 
growth, development, and above all the identity 
and character of this area. I appreciate all the 
proposals and work the city has done to make 
this area as respected as the rest of the city. 
Thanks, Andy Wong

It is unfortunate that this presentation is so limited • 
in it options A) low risk densifi cation B) opinion of 
lands for retail such as benchmarks to new above 
ground residential and offi ce/commercial

Ignore the poverty activist they want to keep the • 
area a slum so they their friends can do cheap 
crack all day.

I think the main issue of DTES is the Hastings • 
corridor. The city is building the greenway to link 
Chinatown and Gastown, but I don’t see this 
happening until Hastings is cleaned up. There 
needs to be a heritage incentive for property 
owners.

I am very uncomfortable with identifying possible • 
special sites for taller buildings. The workshops 
have taken the feel of a re-zoning application 
public hearing. Indeed the presentation of the 
work of the height review has almost taken on the 
feel of the developers dog and pony community 
show.

Good luck.• 

Further analysis of why sites under current height • 
maximums have not been developed is needed.  
Where sites not listed on the Heritage Register 
could be consolidated and redeveloped considers 
the best use for these sites and be proactive 
in shaping the policies that state the best 
outcomes for these sites.  Through the Chinatown 
community planning process a clear statement of 
heritage value should be developed up front.  

Feel that the special sites #2,3 & 4 not be • 
considered for the proposed changes.  There 
is suffi cient cultural and historic signifi cance 
inherent in existence on the three sites.

Density darkens up neighborhoods that don’t • 
need it. DTES, Main Street which is considered 
a view all site. Dr Sun Yat Sen Garden view soon  
would be of high towers and not the sky.

Because the City has failed to argue (provide • 
good economic & socio-economic supporting 
evidence) that increasing height will improve 
the districts, it is hard to be supportive - why 
take risks if public benefi ts are hypothetical but 
public costs are obvious. What is allowed in 
these areas will set the tone everywhere in the 
City. This proposal (historic area height review 
options) seems to fl oat disconnected from the 
communities and other initiatives in the districts. 
This isn’t a comforting approach to planning.

As a resident of Gastown in the Bodega Studios, I • 
have been a witness to the kinetic atmosphere of 
the DTES. It is a special area within our city that 
claims the origin of our city itself. It is a mirror of 
our society’s growth refl ected on the increased 
development and respect to history maintained. 
It is a unique neighbourhood that houses a great 
deal of addicted, handicapped and hard to house 
individuals. A successful society benefi ts all 
walks of life. In addition to building housing for 
these people, it is NECESSARY to also care for 
their mental and physical impairments. Where is 
the boundary between providing one of man’s 
basic needs (i.e. shelter) and providing for all 
of the BASIC needs (i.e. shelter, food, clothing, 
healthcare)? A city/society is only as successful 
as it’s weakest and  most needy members. Due 
thought and consideration should be paid to this 
issue, as is being paid to the Historic Areas height 
review and it’s impact on the community.

As a person that lives in this area and sees the • 
pressure by certain agencies to maintain the 
status quo. I applaud your effort to try and bring 
changes. While I don’t wish to see the area 
destroyed and nasty vastly redeveloped, I do see 
the need for change and now vitality. The area 
requires more disposable income to bring back 
basic retail options. For all citizens living here 
more people on the street walking  around will 
only increase the life in the area. No one is trying 
to push out the marginalized people we just wish 
to have a better balance of citizens in this area.

Appreciate the opportunity to express our • 
opinions on the height review.

Adding tall markers to the historic area will • 
diminish its distinctiveness within the downtown 
peninsula.  It is the very absence of new towers or 
large developments that creates value here.

1. The public should be given more time to • 
discuss and comment. 2. This public workshop 
should be put on the WEB site as well. 3. At 
least 12 months should be given to the public for 
discussion.
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What the “height review” proposes for Vancouver • 
should be compared with wishing to clear-cut the 
remaining very small percentage of old growth 
forest in British Columbia. As Vancouver’s own 
William Rees points out (and the present world 
fi nancial situation is confi rming), our development 
model needs to shift toward much less “growth” 
and far more sustainability. Our present toxic 
economy will kill us off if we don’t.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS

Vancouver is beautiful.  Ideal location in nature, • 
greenery forests, and parks, ocean blue and 
mountains.  Care of the City’s gifts.

The promise of public benefi ts from increased • 
density on the CCC site makes little sense.  It 
damages or destroys the proven public benefi t 
from existing highly functional and highly utilized 
municipal assets.  In summary the Dr SYS Garden 
Society of Vancouver asks that Council maintain 
the current HA1 height limits on properties 
adjacent to the Park and garden.

The discussion of building height can not • 
be isolated from the economic and cultural 
mechanism of its realization.  As an exercise in 
civic aesthetics, one exceptional high-rise is more 
desirable than a mundane streetscape.  However, 
Vancouver’s high-rises are, by and large, both 
tall and mundane!  These areas must be treated 
differently.  A more important consideration than 
the pictorial notion of streetscape, rhythm, scale, 
is how buildings enable a rich and invigorating 
social milieu.  In this, Vancouver has been let 
down by the Strata Title compartmentalization 
of civic space and resulting under-utilized gated 
vertical communities.  Downtown Historic 
Districts offer a unique and rich urban fabric that 
penetrates deep into the block structure.  This 
space is rich in opportunities and risks being 
erased if a pictorial notion of the city is the only 
consideration and building height is allowed 
without consideration for how it is realized.   

Or to  RATION  market development  until social • 
housing is created!

On Hastings to improve the properties. Also • 
will make it more uncreative for developers to 
revitalize the area.

Intersections are important for all sorts of • 
reasons, not just because they have towers on 
them.  

Every corner in this neighbourhood has • 
signifi cance and already meets your criteria.

Their difference creates the character in the • 

districts

On site 2, the Free Mason’s building does • 
everything your “markers” might; terminates 
a street view (Pender looking west); refl ects 
grid change (Chinatown typology on the south 
elevation, Gastown typology on the eastern 
elevation); defi nes edge of GT & CT as a result 
of it’s unique facades; integration that stopped 
the freeway and has Sam Kee to demonstrate 
expropriation; the Free Mason’s building has 
social/cultural/ historic importance (so does 
the renovation); Busy corner Chinatown Gate/ 
Greenway/ Sam Kee/ Active retail/Sun Yat Sen 
Garden/ Tourist bus stop/Transit

A 300’ tower would distract from this and block • 
important views to and from the neighbourhood  
(You can do this at almost every corner in the 
Historic District)

This neighbourhood needs to increase the • 
density of the built fabric to accommodate growth 
and house its residents adequately - it does 
not need to dump 1,000s of “aliens” into the 
neighbourhood to achieve this

In general, if there are any marker sites at all they • 
should not be any taller than 250ft.  

For whatever reason you have created an uproar • 
in Chinatown by proposing a marker site where 
the Chinese Cultural Centre is located.  The 
dominant view at this time is that you should 
leave this site alone for the following reasons:  1. 
CCC is a cultural institution whether you agree 
with the current operations or not.  2. CCC is 
a creation of the Chinatown organizations and 
should not be destroyed. 3. as a marker, if built to 
a maximum height it would destroy the character 
and intent of the SYS Gardens which is next door. 
4. There are many heritage buildings to the north.  
If built to capacity these buildings will be in the 
shadow all day long.  5. By allowing the site to 
become a marker your intent is to destroy the 
CCC. 6. Chinatown is a jewel in North America.  
You can not fi nd all the cultural amenities such 
as the Garden, CCC and the family organizations 
located in Chinatown.  If you destroy the CC 
you would destroy the Garden.  In turn you have 
destroyed the cultural heritage character of 
Chinatown.  

At the same time we are applying to the federal • 
govn. to recognize this part of Chinatown as 
a heritage site.  The proposal for a marker site 
at CCC is stupid and is not in touch with the 
community,.  If built to the proposed height there 
will be no difference between Richmond and 
Chinatown.  Just remember the fi ght we had over 
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the Quebec Columbia Connector!

In addition to building height and scale, the • 
transportation and resources access for the 
eventual increased population should be 
addressed. As well as fi nances and environmental 
considerations. Thoughtful planning and 
affordability directly affect the demand and 
profi tability of construction. I think a more 
important corridor to study and develop is the 
Hasting Street corridor. There is a concern that 
the neighbourhoods within the DTES/Gastown, 
Chinatown, etc.) have suffi cient connections/
continuity of space. Attempts have been made 
to address this via the Carrall Street Greenway. 
the need for the Greenway exists because 
Hastings Street which the Greenway intersects 
is an inhospitable business environment and 
pedestrian thoroughfare. All the Greenway does 
is enclose the “PROBLEM AREA” of the DTES to 
a couple block radius. Whether this concentration 
will make revitalization and human intervention 
easier remains to be seen. As does the matter of 
such constructive attempts even being initiated. 
I think that success will be based on the ability 
to encourage new business that will benefi t and 
be useable by the community. Along with careful 
and thoughtful assistance to the human problem. 
Addressing and focusing on Hastings Street 
would improve a great deal of the issues plaguing 
the DTES.

I can afford to eat down here and to shop for • 
affordable groceries.  Condo towers would 
gentrify the neighbourhood.  Yuppies are already 
taking advantage of $3.00 Carnegie Centre 
meals which puts pressure on their budget @ 
the Carnegie.  Will other low cost stores close 
like Save On Meats?  Will affordable meals be 
priced higher?  Keep the low-income character 
of the neighbourhood.  We can actually survive 
here.  Where else in Vancouver are things so 
affordable?  We can help each other out when 
we’re in the same boat.  The pressure from an 
infl ux of condo owners would make life diffi cult 
for existing inhabitants.  This has happened 
already in the DTES and Mount Pleasant.  Condo 
owners have moved in and complained about 
existing soup kitchens, even forcing special 
permits on agencies who are just helping those 
in need.  Condo owners need to understand the 
neighbourhood they are moving into and not put 
more pressure on marginalized people.  If condo 
owners push us out, where do we go?  I am 
better at speaking than I am at writing - this is 
diffi cult for me.

4. A map should be included in the survey for • 

each of reference. 5. A population increase should 
be projeccted for each sub-area. 6. Chinatown 
HA-1 should be treated as a tourist destination 
only and not be considered for population growth.
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LETTERS AND POSITION PAPERS RECEIVED ON THE  
HISTORIC AREA HEIGHT REVIEW 
 
 
Included: 
 

1) Letter from Building Community Society (May 2009)  
 

2) Email letter from Carnegie Community Action Project (May 2009)  
 

3) Letter from Urban Development Institute (August 2009)  
 

4) Letter from Gastown Historic Area Planning Committee members (August 2009)  
 

5) Statement from Chinatown Merchants Association and Business Improvement 
Association (Fall 2009)  

 
6) Statement from Alliance for the Conservation of Historic Chinatown (Fall 2009) 
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m c l a g u e @ t e l u s . n e t  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Chair :   M i l ton  Wong 
 
 
May 5th, 2009 
 
 
To: Mayor Gregor Robertson and Councillors, City of Vancouver 
 
 
Dear Mayor and Council: 
 
Re: Historic Area Height Review 
 
The Historic Area Height Review provides an opportunity to fill in a piece of the planning puzzle 
that will determine the future of the communities encompassed in Vancouver’s Downtown 
Eastside. 
 
As you know the Building Community Society has been making the case that a local area 
planning program is needed for the area that covers Richards to Clarke Drive and the Waterfront 
south to Terminal Avenue. The introduction of the Height Review in the absence of such a plan 
illustrates how important it is to have one. As with other City initiatives in the DTES and with 
locally-generated plans in the area there is no framework to assess the merits of this proposal 
against an overall vision for the area. Without such a framework there is no means for comparing 
the impact of the height study proposals on the existing local plans. 
 
The absence of a planning framework can generate confusion and accentuate conflict and anxiety 
within and among the communities concerned when a specific initiative such as the Historic 
Area Height Review is introduced for consultation. 
 
We recognize that this review originated with a previous Council. However the question of 
height and density in the communities of the DTES is very important and deserves thorough 
discussion. We do not believe that it can achieve its intended purpose of meaningful, informed 
public dialogue in the absence of a local area plan.  
 
A well-thought out and carefully planned local area planning program can generate a framework 
for such informed dialogue by helping people with differing views hear what others are saying, 
assist each to understand the others point of view, and to find a consensus for a process to deal 
with the issues that emerge. 
 
A local area program need not suspend action to address the most pressing issues affecting the 
Downtown Eastside. Rather they can go hand in hand, the one informing the other. It can begin 
by comparing and analyzing all the existing special sector plans and finding ways to knit their 
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commonalities together for the benefit of all. It can support action on initiatives that model 
change that respects the integrity and vision each neighbourhood and sector holds for itself: that 
the DTES will remain a low income friendly area; that the historic character and scale of 
buildings will be reflected in the preservation of existing buildings or in the construction of new 
ones; that business and economic activities are of community benefit; that the arts and culture of 
the area are supported as bridges of understanding and communications within the area, and 
between the DTES and the city as a whole (as well as being significant business and economic 
generators). 
 
We therefore strongly recommend that the City assure the residents and businesses of the DTES 
that no action will be taken on the Historic Height Review until a local area planning program is 
underway. This can create the opportunity, the space and the time to ensure that the discussion 
surrounding it can contribute to a healthy future for the area. 
 
Thank you for considering this. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Michael Clague 
Director 
 
Cc:  Brent Toderian, Director of Planning 

Jessica Chen, Senior Planner 
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URBAN DEVELOPMENT INSTITUTE – PACIFIC REGION 
Suite 200, 602 West Hastings Street 

Vancouver  BC  V6B 1P2 Canada 
T. 604.669.9585  F. 604.689.8691 

info@udi.org 
www.udi.bc.ca 

 
 

 
August 12, 2009 
 
Brent Toderian 
Director of Planning 
City of Vancouver 
453 West 12th Avenue 
Vancouver, BC V5Y 1V4 
 
Dear Mr. Toderian: 
 

Re: Initial UDI Comments on the Historic Area Height Review (HAHR) 
 
The review of the City’s Historic Area Height policies is long overdue. While we support the 
initiative, it does not go far enough. There are real opportunities for the City and the 
Historic Area that we hope will not be lost, and the success of this initiative in increasing 
densities is vital for several important reasons. 
 
Firstly, increased densification is the catalyst for the much needed economic development of 
the area. Our hope is that the vibrancy of the District will improve through the “body heat” 
of new development as new businesses and people move into the area.  This is particularly 
important because the City has restricted heritage revitalization projects until the Heritage 
Density Bank is in equilibrium.  Other types of developments need to be considered to 
generate economic activity in the area, and sustain the growth that has already been 
stimulated by the heritage programs.  In addition to this, significant density and height 
increases for large projects will allow for more amenities. The Woodward’s project is a good 
example of the benefits these projects can provide a community.  
 
Secondly, increasing densification in the Heritage Area is required to compensate for the 
loss of residential capacity in the downtown peninsula through the recently approved 
downtown policies of the Metro Core Jobs and Economy Land Use Plan. At the time these 
policies were approved, there was a commitment that residential capacity would be 
expanded through the Downtown South Residential Capacity Study, North East False Creek 
Higher Level Review and the HAHR. As a result, the industry was expecting more 
densification opportunities in the Heritage Area.  
 
Finally, we need increased densities in the Area to resolve much of the imbalance in the 
Heritage Density Bank. As we have stated in previous correspondences, the industry is very 
concerned that the City, as a whole, has received $100 million in benefits from heritage 
renewal projects in the Historic Precinct that have not been paid for through density 
transfers. It is our understanding that some of this density is supposed to “land” on sites 
within the Heritage Area through this review process. 
 
The proposals do not adequately resolve these issues. If staff were to review the economic 
development requirements, residential capacity and needed amenities in the Historic Area, 
they would likely find that what is being proposed is not enough. Further, the heights and 
densities proposed may encourage development at a few sites, but for most project 
proformas, they will not work.  
 

 1
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UDI established a Sub-committee to review the proposals, and we have several 
recommendations. They are as follows: 
 
• We agree that the general heights proposed should be approved. However, the City 

should pre-zone to these heights.  The proposed increase in the general height of 
buildings is not enough to create opportunities for redevelopment if the City will be 
requiring Community Amenity Contributions and a rezoning process. For these types 
of projects to succeed, the approval processing times must be reduced and costs 
must be reasonable.  Further, the Director of Planning should retain the discretion to 
increase these heights as is currently set out in the Chinatown and Gastown zoning. 
This would provide opportunities to generate additional density in these areas. 

 
• We strongly support the retention of the historic areas of our City, but there needs to 

be a focus on the retention of the key areas of core heritage (that still need to be 
determined). The City should establish which parts of the Precinct are core value 
heritage (e.g. Water Street and Pender Street between Columbia and Main) and be 
more cautious with interventions in these areas. More creativity, flexibility of form, 
and density is needed outside of these sites and areas. 
 

• Staff have identified only four possible “special” sites for taller buildings. This is an 
artificial impediment given the size of the study area. It effectively “spot zones” the 
area and does not look beyond these sites and outside of (and possibly vacant sites 
within) the core value heritage areas at other opportunities for rezoning, which 
should be allowed to proceed. The City should look at all innovative opportunities for 
more community amenities and additional development “body heat” to improve 
economic activity and the vitality of the area. To accomplish this, the Proposed Plan 
must not limit creativity at the rezoning stage as it currently does. It should in fact 
foster and encourage innovation from proponents.  
 

• The proposed heights for these buildings are limited, as inexplicably no building will 
be allowed to exceed the height of the City’s Woodward’s project. This is overly 
restrictive and will unnecessary limit potential amenities and population growth for 
the Historic Area. Further, it is also important that the rezoning potential be high and 
dense enough to provide viable economic platforms for future development.   

 
We thank you for the opportunity to offer comment on the proposed policies for the Historic 
Area Height Review. However, we respectfully request to meet with you and City Planning 
staff on the proposals before a report proceeds to Council. We look forward to working with 
you and your staff as this policy initiative proceeds.  
 
 
Yours truly 
 
Original signed by 
 
 
Jeff Fisher 
Deputy Executive Director 
 
 
 
S:\Public\MUNICIPAL LIAISON\Vancouver\Historic Area Height Review\Historic Area Height Review Letter _ post meeting 2009 August 12 2009 FINAL.doc 
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Letter from Gastown Historic Area Planning Committee members (August 2009) 
 
The Historic Area Height Review promotes “significant new development potential” with 
a view to generating a number of public benefits beyond those emanating from heritage 
conservation.  It is an attempt to square the circle.  In all likelihood the creation of this 
potential in any of the proposed ways would result in the destruction of the historic 
district.  Gastown has already been recognised as a National Historic Site.  Chinatown 
should be soon, and there is, at present, no reason why the Historic District as a whole 
should not receive this recognition.  But if the review’s objectives are implemented this 
will become unachievable. 
 
The principles underlying the Gastown Heritage Management plan’s objectives have 
been sustained by experience and been extended within the Historic District.  Within the 
existing regime there are already significant opportunities for densification.  To add yet 
further development opportunities conflicts directly with these principles and objectives, 
and is an incomprehensible reversal.  It will result in an even higher level of density 
transfer requests than those already challenging absorption capacity. 
 
Serious damage to the Historic District has already been done by the insertion of the two 
Woodwards towers right in the middle.  They are hugely over scale.  They illustrate the 
destructive effect of the ‘special sites’ proposal.  While the concept of towers on special 
sites is generally inappropriate, the concept of three of them looming over the Dr. Sun 
Yat Sen Gardens is especially concerning, conflicting as it does with current City policy 
respecting site lines from the garden, policy established in recognition of the necessity of 
protecting the essence of the garden experience.  At a recent Heritage Vancouver forum 
three panellists responded to the query whether the Woodwards towers would be 
recognised as an urban design disaster.  The three, including Ray Spaxman, a City 
consultant in the Review, all responded affirmatively to this perspective. 
 
The concepts around the “Transitions” proposals are unsound.  The Committee wonders 
whether the proponents appreciate the nature and quality of the Heritage and other public 
resources already there.  The “Transitions” have been referred to as a form of graduated 
framing.  The frame should not cut into the picture, nor should it overwhelm the picture. 
 
While it may at first glance appear that Gastown would only marginally be affected, this 
would be an error, because Gastown’s context within the Historic District would be 
adversely affected seriously.  Gastown would be boxed in.  The Committee is 
accordingly apprehensive respecting the implications of the Review for the railway lands 
commencing 10 feet from Gastown’s northern boundary.  The recent stadium debate 
revived concerns first raised during the freeway debate.  This involves the prospect of 
towers over the rail tracks, and cutting off Gastown from the waterfront, just as the 
prospect of re-installing a connection to the waterfront has come into view consequent 
upon development of the Carrall Street greenway. 
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ALLIANCE FOR THE CONSERVATION OF HISTORIC CHINATOWN 

AGAINST TOWERS IN HISTORIC CHINATOWN; SUPPORTIVE OF INCREASED DENSITY IN 
CHINATOWN AND TOWERS ON ADJACENT LANDS 

In April and early May of 2009, the City of Vancouver presented proposals to increase the 
permitted building height of the City’s historic areas of Chinatown and Gastown.  The proposals, 
presented as the Historic Area Height Review at a number of public workshops and open houses, 
were greeted with shock, anxiety, and disbelief from the vast majority of the participants. Public 
outrage centered on the inclusion in the policy document of proposals for three 300 ft. towers 
on specific sites. 

As leading Chinatown organizations, we formed an Alliance to protest a policy that diverged 
completely from the City’s policies on Chinatown that have been developed through hundreds of 
hours public consultation and committee work in recent years.  Our Alliance applauds the City’s 
on‐going work towards conserving the Chinatown Historic District.  In this regard we are strong 
supporters of Vancouver’s recent application to Parks Canada to designate Chinatown a National 
Historic Site and Monument.  We also support the efforts of the City and many individuals and 
organizations to strengthen Chinatown’s social, cultural and economic well‐being and create a 
secure precinct for local residents and visitors alike. 

The Historic Area Height Review Report opens with a reiteration of the City’s intent “to maintain 
the Historic Area’s character and general buildings scale.”   But this becomes ironic with the 
inclusion of specific sites for towers in the review proposals. It is obvious that 30‐storey towers 
would dwarf the existing Chinatown architecture.  Moreover, they would produce grave 
shadows on the essentially low/mid‐rise community. The sightlines from the Dr. Sun Yat‐Sen 
Classical Chinese Garden would be irreparably compromised, if not obliterated. 

In response to City Planning’s proposed concepts: 

1. We support the increase in height in HA.1 (75’ max.) and HA.1A (110’ max.), with the 
condition that the accompanying Design Guidelines based on Chinatown character be 
reviewed and recognized for strict adherence. 

2. We strongly oppose the “Special Sites” designations in Chinatown: 

• In regard to Site #2 – “The BC Electric Site,” we suggest that it not be developed to 
a greater height than what the existing zoning would allow. Furthermore, specific 
Design Guidelines would be required in response to its proximity to Historic 
Chinatown and prominence in the sightline from the Dr. Sun Yat‐Sen Garden.  

• In regard to Site #3 —“The Chinese Cultural Centre Site,” we note it is located 
centrally in the HA.1‐zoned area. This proximity to the Dr. Sun Yat‐Sen Park and 
Garden would destroy their fundamental value.  
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• In regard to Site #4 – “The Keefer Triangle Site,” we note it is too close to the 
historic buildings of the HA.1 District and the Dr. Sun Yat‐Sen Park and Garden. 

3. Regarding the Main Street Corridor: we are apprehensive about a “25‐storey wall” along 
Main Street from the ALRT Station to the Waterfront. Urban design principles which 
govern the “City Gate” development need to be applied to non‐HA areas. Once in the 
HA.1A, or HA.1 area, on Main Street, we would only support the height increase if they 
were also within the allowable heights of those zones, as well as the accompanying 
Design Guidelines for such zones. 

4. Our focus is on the Chinatown Historic Area.  Other “transitional areas” affect Victory 
Square and Gastown and on these we have no comments. 

5. Our Alliance believes that no economic argument has been made to connect the building 
of towers in Chinatown with the improvement of neighbourhood health and vitality.  
Towers could be a useful adjunct to Chinatown if built adjacent to ‐ not in ‐ the historic 
areas. Such locations could include Prior Street and Main Street. 

In Summary 

Our Alliance for the Conservation of Historic Chinatown does not oppose high‐rise buildings 
adjacent to Chinatown but does oppose their construction in locations that would directly 
damage the defining character of the Chinatown historic area. 

We support an incremental increase in density (75’ in HA.1 and 110’ in HA.1A), as in “Option 2” 
of the Historic Area Height Review, but only with explicit Design Guidelines which would assist 
“the conservation of the character of Historic Areas”. This also would apply to the “Main Street 
corridor”, which also needs to meet the height standards of HA.1 and HA.1A zoning in these 
areas. 

We believe that there Chinatown can be redeveloped through means other than highrise towers 
so as to become a secure district, with a revitalized cultural, social and economic life. 

ALLIANCE FOR THE CONSERVATION OF HISTORIC CHINATOWN        

Chinese Benevolent Association (CBA) of 
Vancouver    

Chinese Freemasons Society 

The Chinese Cultural Centre (CCC)  Mah Benevolent Society of Vancouver 
Dr. Sun Yat‐Sen Classical Chinese Garden 
Society  

Shon Yee Benevolent Association 

Chinatown Society Heritage Buildings 
Association 

Yue Shan Association 
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EXAMPLES OF RECENT MID-RISE DEVELOPMENT 

Address and Project Name Project Description 
Height  

Lot Size 
FSR 

Zoning 

33 West Pender Street 
 

Construct a 9-storey mixed-use building with retail 
on ground floor, 63 residential units on upper floors 
and 3 levels of underground parking. 
 
Buildings immediately adjacent to the development 
include a 3-storey heritage building (Pender Hotel) 
and a 6-storey non-heritage building.   

97' 
 

75' x 120' 
 

FSR: 5.85 

CD-1  
(in Victory 
Square) 

718 Main Street - "Ginger" 
 

Construct a 9-storey mixed-use building with retail 
on ground floor, 78 residential units on upper floors 
and 2 levels of underground parking.   
 
Buildings immediately adjacent to the development 
include a 3-storey heritage building (London Hotel) 
and a 2-storey non-heritage building.  London Hotel 
is currently being upgraded. 

90' 
 

100' x 120' 
 

FSR: 5.62 

HA-1A  
(Chinatown 

South) 

71 East Pender Street - "East" 
 Construct a 6-storey mixed-use building with retail 

on ground floor, 22 residential units on upper floor 
on top of an existing two-level underground parking 
structure.   
 
Buildings immediately adjacent to the development 
include two 3-storey heritage buildings (Cheng Wing 
Yeong Tong Benevolent Society, and the Wing Sang 
Building).  Wing Sang building has been recently 
upgraded.  

65'  
 

50' x 120' 
 

FSR: 4.3 

HA-1  
(Chinatown 
Pender St) 

168 Powell Street - "Smart" 
 Contruct an 8-storey mixed-use building incoproating 

a courtyard on the second and sixth storeys.  The 
building contains retail on the ground floor, 90 
residential units on the upper floors and 2 levels of 
underground parking. 
 
The development is on a corner site.  The building 
immediately adjacent to the development is a 3-
storey non-heritage building.  

75'  
 

120' x 125' 
 

FSR: 5.5 

HA-2  
(Gastown) 
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EXAMPLES OF RECENT MID-RISE DEVELOPMENT 

Address and Project Name Project Description 
Height  

Lot Size 
FSR 

Zoning 

47 West Hastings Street - "Paris Annex" 
 Construct a 6-storey live-work building with retail on 

the ground and second floors, 16 live work units on 
the remaining 4 floors, and 6 covered parking spaces 
at rear of site.   
 
Buildings immediately adjacent to the development 
include a 6-storey heritage building (Paris Block) and 
a 2-storey non-heritage building.  Paris Block is 
currently being upgraded as part of the development 
project.  

80'  
 

30' x 130' 
 

FSR: 4.07 

HA-2  
(Gastown) 

65 E Hastings - "Lux" 
 

Construct a 9-storey mixed-use building with retail on 
ground floor and 92 self-contained non-market 
housing units on upper floors.   
 
Buildings immediately adjacent to the development 
include a 3-storey heritage building (BC Collateral) 
and a 3-storey non-heritage building. 
 
  

87'  
 

100' x 120' 
 

FSR: 4.58 

CD-1  
(in Downtown 

Eastside 
Oppenheimer 

District 
Subarea1) 
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Draft Urban Design Criteria for 
Three Higher Buildings in the Historic Area 

 
January 2010 

 
1. Intent  
 
The Rezoning Policy will provide guidance for the consideration of site specific rezonings of 
three higher buildings in the Historic Area, an area defined by the boundary as shown in Figure 1 
below. The policy intent is to balance providing strategic opportunities for additional growth and 
necessary public benefits, while maintaining and preserving the important heritage and cultural 
character of the Historic Area.  
 

 
 

Figure 1 –Boundary of the Historic Area and its Sub-areas  
 
2.  General Contextual Heights 
 
2.1. Building height and scale for the Historic Area should generally reinforce the prevailing 

heritage context, including the existing heritage buildings, fine grain character and 
generally low to mid-rise development scale.    

 
2.2. Mid-rise development should be the primary form for new development complementing 

heritage building rehabilitation in the Historic Area, considering existing building scale, 
public realm, smaller lot pattern and the fragmented property ownership pattern.  

 
2.3. The role of any new additional higher buildings in the Historic Area should be to serve as 

“higher points” in the overall fabric of the area, not “punctuation points” rising 
significantly through that fabric.  

 
2.4. There should be a small number of additional higher buildings in the Historic Area; 

otherwise they will overwhelm the overall fabric.  The higher buildings should provide 
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additional strategic new development opportunities with resulting public benefits, within 
height limits that reflect the prevailing mid-rise development pattern.  

 
3. Higher Building Locations and Heights  
 
A maximum of three higher buildings above the prevailing height of 50’-120’ be considered with 
height generally in the range of 150’, having regards to evaluation criteria, including urban design 
and other performance factors, and provision of public benefits.  
 
The following factors were used in identifying potential locations for the three additional higher 
building sites in the Historic Area:  
 

• Highlight street structure features, such as:  
• termination of street views 
• convergence of street grid change 
• important intersections 

• Opportunities to better identify a major corridor, boundary or gateway 
• Recognize nodes of high activity 
 

Three sites were identified based on the application of above factors (see Figure 2).  
 

 
Figure 2: Existing High Buildings and Three Potential Sites for Additional Higher Buildings 
 
4. Draft Urban Design and Other Evaluation Criteria  
 
Proposed development of any of the three higher building sites will be evaluated based generally 
on the following urban design and other criteria, as well as site-specific design consideration, to 
be included in the Rezoning Policy.  

 
• Exceptional urban design and architectural massing accentuates the Historic Area’s 

character and scale. 
• Building design respects coherent blocks of permanent heritage buildings. 
• Architectural expression, façade articulation, materiality and colour respond 

sympathetically to the surrounding heritage and cultural context. 
• Building design respects the general fine-grain and mid-rise streetscape.  
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• Building typology reflects architectural patterning in the area such as saw-tooth building 
heights and varying street frontages.   

• Shadow impacts on public spaces are minimized. 
• The visual and spatial experience of key public spaces and monuments such as the Dr. 

Sun Yat-Sen Chinese Classical Garden and Millenium Gate is considered and evaluated. 
• Building heights respect adopted view cone height limits. 
• Existing landmarks and higher buildings retain their prominence.  
 
• Appropriate public benefit should be provided, based on City’s evaluation of priority 

needs for the city and the community.  
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MOTIONS OF SUPPORT FROM COUNCIL ADVISORY BODIES (December 2009) 
 
 
Included: 
 

1) Vancouver Heritage Commission 
 
2) Chinatown Historic Area Planning Committee 

 
3) Gastown Historic Area Planning Committee  
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Vancouver Heritage Commission 
 
Meeting Date: December 7, 2009  
 
 
Meeting Minutes 
 
MOVED by Kim Maust  
SECONDED by Richard Keate  
 

THAT the Vancouver Heritage Commission supports the Heritage Area Height 
Review as presented noting that the report has met the objectives that guided the 
review: allowing for growth and development in the Historic Area and maintaining 
the Historic Area’s character and scale, while ensuring the new development 
potential will result in public benefits and amenities.  

 
FURTHER THAT the Commission recommends the new neighbourhood design 
guidelines include the principle that new “special” buildings are the highpoint in 
the pattern of the built fabric.  
 
FURTHER THAT the Commission recommends that the new design guidelines pay 
particular attention to the ground level, landscape and public realm.  
 
FURTHER THAT Kim Maust will speak on behalf of the Commission on the Historic 
Area Height Review when the staff report goes forward to Council as scheduled at 
the upcoming Council meeting on January 21, 2010.  

 
CARRIED UNANIMOUSLY 
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Chinatown Historic Area Planning Committee 
 
Meeting Date: December 8, 2009 
 
 
Meeting Minutes 
 
The Committee  
 
RESOLVED,  

 
THAT the Chinatown Historic Area Planning Committee supports the Historic Area 
Height Review recommendations as presented, provided the policies are closely 
monitored by staff and their efficacy reported to Council as part of the Chinatown 
Community Plan progress report. 

 
CARRIED UNANIMOUSLY 
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Gastown Historic Area Planning Committee 
 
Meeting Date: December 16, 2009 
 
 
Meeting Minutes 
 
The Committee  
 
RESOLVED,  

 
THAT WHEREAS the Town of Granville is the original historic site of Vancouver and 
Gastown essentially contains the Town of Granville, the Gastown Historic Area 
Planning Committee recommends that the current HA-2 Schedule and the Gastown 
Heritage Management Plan continue as the regulatory framework for Gastown 
development. 
 

CARRIED UNANIMOUSLY 
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