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Dear Mayor and Council, 

Attached is a brief memo with an update on Central Waterfront District (CWD) planning, and a summary of 
proposed work for the remainder of 2023. 

Generally, the memo covers the followings topics: 

□ Background on Planning in the area 
□ Project updates including recently completed studies and the landowner-led charrette process 
□ Project Considerations highlighting some of the long-standing planning challenges in the area 
□ Planning program next steps 

Best, 
Paul 

Paul Mochrie (he/ him) 
City Manager 
City of Vancouver 
paul.mochrie@vancouver.ca 
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The City of Vancouver acknowledges that it is situat ed on the unceded t radit ional t e rritories of t he xwmaekwayam (Musqueam), 
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City of Vancouver, Planning, Urban Design & Sustainability 
510 West Broadway, Vancouver, BC V5Z 1E9 Canada 
vancouver.ca 
 

 
 
 

 

 

PLANNING, URBAN DESIGN & SUSTAINABILITY 
General Manager’s Office 

  

M E M O R A N D U M  April 26, 2023 
 
TO: Mayor and Council 
  
CC: Paul Mochrie, City Manager 

Armin Amrolia, Deputy City Manager 
Karen Levitt, Deputy City Manager 
Maria Pontikis, Chief Communications Officer, CEC 
Rosemary Hagiwara, Acting City Clerk  
Teresa Jong, Administration Services Manager, City Manager’s Office 
Mellisa Morphy, Acting Chief of Staff, Mayor’s Office 
Trevor Ford, Director of Operations, Mayor’s Office 
Mellisa Morphy, Director of Policy, Mayor’s Office 
Lon LaClaire, General Manager, Engineering Services 

  
FROM: Theresa O’Donnell 

General Manager, Planning, Urban Design and Sustainability 
  
SUBJECT: Central Waterfront District Planning Update 
  
RTS #: 015622 
  
 

This memo provides Mayor and Council with an update on Central Waterfront District (CWD) 
planning and a summary of proposed work for the remainder of 2023. 
 
Background 
The City has undertaken numerous planning initiatives in the CWD area since the 1970s, 
including an Official Development Plan (1979), a Policy Statement (1994), and the Hub 
Framework (2009). Despite these efforts, there has been no significant development of the area 
surrounding Waterfront Station or north of Gastown due to a variety of physical, land ownership 
and jurisdictional complexities described briefly below. See Appendix A for a map of the area. 
 
In 2018, the City and the Vancouver Fraser Port Authority (the Port) agreed to work towards a 
revised planning framework by identifying common goals and interests, bringing together 
interested parties to define short and long-term aspirations, and undertaking joint technical 
studies. The February 2022 Council memo (attached as Appendix B) summarizes the work 
undertaken between 2018 and 2022. 
 
Project Updates 
Since February 2022, staff have finalized a Dangerous Goods Study, continued to work with the 
Port, progressed discussions with other landowners and stakeholders, taken part in a Central 
Waterfront design charrette, and began scoping and budgeting for a full planning program. 
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The Dangerous Goods Study (summarized in Appendix C) explored best practices for 
development near or above freight rail facilities and identified potential mitigation measures to 
address safety concerns.  
 
City staff participated in a landowner-initiated design charrette in December 2022 and January 
2023. Convened by two of the major landowners in the area – Carrera and Cadillac-Fairview – 
the charrette brought together landowners, key agencies, architects and engineers, the 
Downtown Waterfront Working Group (DWWG), indigenous representatives, and City staff, 
amongst others. Unfortunately the Port and CP Rail declined to participate.  
 
The goal was to develop a shared understanding of opportunities and constraints, and to 
explore potential visions for the area based on four different development scenarios. In addition, 
a group was tasked with exploring some of the governance challenges, and to identify how a 
new entity such as a development corporation might come together to drive forward a new 
vision for the area. Staff have recently received a detailed report on the outcomes of the 
charrette and will consider how its findings may be used in future planning work for the area. 
 
Project Considerations 
The CWD is a physically and jurisdictionally complex area where the City has limited agency to 
lead growth and change. This is due to a number of key challenges:  

1. Land ownership is fragmented between various public and private entities, and the City 
itself does not own any land. 

2. The City’s planning jurisdiction is limited to parcels south of Waterfront road (primarily 
occupied by the CP Rail Yard).  

3. The Port owns and has jurisdiction over the most readily developable areas north of 
Waterfront Road.  

4. The existing rail yard has been identified as being critical to the efficient freight rail 
operations in the South Shore area, including the recently expanded Centerm container 
facility and represents a major constraint on development for the foreseeable future.  

 
Recognizing these challenges, the 2009 Hub Framework identified the need for a “project 
champion”, such as a development corporation, senior government agency, or combination of 
several parties with the mandate and capacity to implement a shared vision. As noted, the 
governance group explored these ideas during the charrette and staff will follow up on any 
useful recommendations or actions from the landowners towards identifying the necessary 
project champion. 
 
Planning Program Next Steps 
In February 2023, Council directed staff to report back in Q4 2023 with a planning program and 
investment strategy for the CWD. Staff will now carry out further scoping work and progress 
discussions with landowners and stakeholders before reporting to Council with a potential 
planning program and recommendations on timing later this year. A preliminary estimate 
suggests a new plan for the area could cost approximately $2.6 million over two years in staff, 
external consultants and process costs.  A funding source has not been identified at this time. 
 

 
Theresa O’Donnell 
General Manager, Planning, Urban Design and Sustainability 
 
604.673.8434 | theresa.o’donnell@vancouver.ca 
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Appendix B:  
Feb 2022 Memo to Mayor and Council re: Central Waterfront District – Project Update 
 

 

~TYOF 
VANCOUVER PLANNING, URBAN 0£SIGN & SUSTAINABILITY 

G<lnoral MaRa.9Cf'• Clfioo 

MEMORANDUM 
TO: MayorandC<>uncil 

CC: Paul Modlrie, City ManaQ$r 
Karen Levitt. Deputy City Manoger 
Pnrin Amrola, Deputy Cly Managor 
Katrina Led<o'"'-City ~ 11< 

Febtuary 4, 2022 

Lynda Graves. Ad.,m. stJati.:>n-Manage!. Ci!y Managers Office 
Mlirb Pontikls. Oiroowr. CMO ~moOI an<f Convr.unicoliono 
Anita ben!<e<. Chief d Stalf, Mayor's Office 
Nel Monckton. Chief of Slal!. Mayor's Office 
Nvin Singh, Coffl'R.ricalions llire<:tor, Mayo( s Ofr"" 
Lon LaCloi•. General Manager (ENG) 
i(eyfn Mctlaney, Special Projects Office (POS) 
Mall Shill<>. Spo.cial Projods Offic:e (POS) 
Hale Jones..COx. Central Wate:rfrort Planner (POS) 
Paul Storer. llire<ior of Tran5p0rtalion ( ENG) 
Dale &ace,,,.,U. Manager ol Tn>nspol1alion Plaoolng (ENG) 
Sherwood Plan. T ranspo<talion EnginHt (ENG) 

FROM: Tborosa 0-0onn<JR 
General Ma,_. Planning, U.tan o.sign an<f su,tambilily 

SUBJECT: Cenlral W.tedront District - Project updat• 

RTS., NIA 

This memo provides Ma)'Or an<f Ccunci'Mlh an update on !ho Centrol W.tt1rfront llistrict proj«t 
bein!J jointly led by Plannin!J an<f ~ stall, 

Background 

In Moy 2018, lhe City of Vanc,ouver (Cc\/) and tl,e Vancou¥er Fraser Rori Aulhority (VFPA) 
signed• Letter ollntontolllfnr,g • palh towo<lctogOiher IO de\'Olopa ncwplanningf'3mev.ork 
fo, the Central watemoot. Figure I iRustralos tne study area lo< ltis v,ork. as wot as tne .,....., 
ama that ,.as awered by the Ciy-ted 2009 Cemal W.1'"1ron1 Hub F,a,,_.,rl<, 

The fnl ohaS<> of wol1c. enlill<!d 0 Understandwlo tho Oo!>ortunitif. has.....,., key~: 

City ol.~. ~ ur. 0Mtgfl ' &l1tliit!lblcy 
s1ow~ . ~!ICV,,,ZtBClln:.ld. --Q 



 

 

• ldentdy common go.els, key opponun!S1es, coast,aw1ts, and development aspranons 
• l<lenlify l1lgh level Infrastructure improvements required to soppon lhe goals and 

opporttinities. F-• a, -mentprooe5S'"1h keylitalreholders. 
• Undeflalce j<Mnt technical -.-...µred lo Sl.lpl)Ort fi.rtiler planning ""'1<. 
• ldonlify the .-ary u~ to existing CoV and VFPA policy ~nt.. 

CoV and VFPA &trlf have bttn jo;ntty warkfng towards !hose goals, preparing project 
documenls and matenols, <:c>mt111Soi0mn9 bacl<ground COt1SUftom ~ and unde<talong 
preliminary ccnstJltalion with key s,a!<dloldem (landown«s and a.-es). 

Project p,ogress 

Cefltral Waterfront Pro1Ue 
One of the key laslcs of Phase 1 was reseacdling "'1d C8tlloguin9 the exi,;ling COO<ilions of the 
srudy area. The results.,-.,., dost!Red into a CM/rat Wa!erlronr o.stricr Alla Pro6/e, ~ 
key - and bu;it form chOfacterislics of lhe a-es 

Project Principle$ 
CoVand VFPA ha•,e prepor•d a sel of draft Projea l'Ylnaples Whi:h ident,ly each e<ganiudlon·s 
oocporate priorities for full.we planning in the area. For Ille City, these revolved around aea!ing a 
workkl.a$S tran.sportat>on hub and a unique, vibrant. MMSiul or !he Cenir-3' 8usmHs ()ism 
wi1ich connects to me -etfront The Port's pmciples focused on mea,ng their core mandate 
to facilita'i lhe olficiont ,_,.,_.,, of goods and p3SSOll11otS th~ 1M area to support 
c:.iada·s lraCle objectives. 



 

Stakeholder Engagement 
The joint CoV aJ'ld VFPA staff le,>m •~aged an exwnal consultant 10 lead a taaltlted 
engagement pocess will> key rep,esentalives ftom the""' !<tty s,akeholder gtoups idenlifled n 
the utter of lmenl: CP Rai, GHD Equity Holdings. Qadllao-FaiMew. PaVCo and Translink. 
This explo<ecl each st>keholder's inlerem. goals and ol,joclNos for the lulwo d....,lopmonl ol 
the Genital Watorfront. The !fiuh vA>re .$Ull'lffi0fized Into S-10 key prin<:iples for each 
$lakeholder. 

Consultant Studies 
The Rrsl phase of the projed has Included the peporation ol a number ol t-..:al OOllS'-'ltanl 
$1\Jdi,,s: 

• Phase 1 Rail Study ID update the b3seine concfllions of ra1 operations wihin the Soulh 
Sho<e W.terfroril (corrp,m) 

• Sea uvel Rise Study to idenlily flood risk in the area and recommend mligation 
strategies («m"C>lete) 

• Baseline Land Economics Study 10 review rnark°' pospeds for dewJopm,nt In the 
~ area (co~ele) 

• Dangerous Good Study to understand the regulatory onWOrmc,nt and boSI practicos 
fot develoi>mont ovot and adjaunt to freight raB yards (final dJall) 
Utilities Inventory to iclentjfy the City, Pon and :lro-porty utilties "'the area On p000SS) 

• Waterlront Station Feasibility Study to exanine the future transportation and ph)'St::aJ 
space needs of Walerltonl Slalion (TransLink lead - in p,ooess) 

Upcoming Wor1< 

The oorrmenoement of a COfTPl'ehensive pf;anning pr-ogram fof tho- Central Waterfront is not 
curren11y funded or re,;ouroed •~in the Planning and E.ngineeclng depoJtmems' 2022 VIOrk 
programs. However. staff intend to contn.e wotk on the fie dur~ 2022, indJding progressing 
requlced bad(ground and consultant stu<fies 10 inlorm furure planning wod< and re-engaging•~ 
the area stakeholder$ for updates.. This w l e.nsUfe that the City i$ v-etl-~ced to ~unch ~ hit 
program-, 2023. pendi,g Council dired>On to do so. 

Theresa O'Oc,nr,el 
General Manager, Planning. Utban Design and s.r.talnabilily 
80l:S13&13-t l h::!rae95!:!'lr:l@Yrcw:ffl'A 
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Appendix C:  
Dangerous Goods Report – Summary of Findings 
 

 

A wide variety of goods are moved through N yard, from regular household products to 
industrial goods, some of which are identified as ‘Dangerous Goods’ by Transport Canada. In 
2022, City staff procured a study to understand the potential to develop above or adjacent to 
dangerous goods railway operations (Rail Dangerous Goods Mitigation and Management Study, 
aka Dangerous Goods Study).  
 
The key findings from this study were: 
 
 There are no regulations which expressly 

forbid the construction of structures above or 
adjacent dangerous goods, but there are best 
practices in the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities (FCM) Guidelines for New 
Development in Proximity to Railway 
Operations which identify a 30 m minimum 
setback from freight corridors and 300m 
minimum setback for freight rail yards. 
Significant existing portions of the Central 
Business District and Gastown do not meet 
these clearance requirements.  

 

 While there are numerous international 
jurisdictions undertaking development projects 
over underutilized passenger railyards, no 
examples were found of locations which have 
undertaken this task above freight rail and/or 
dangerous goods.  

 
 The Railway Relocation and Crossing Act (R.S.C., 1985, c. R-4) provides a potential 

mechanism to reroute certain types of railway traffic for the purposes of public safety. 
 
Based on the consultant’s findings, staff conclude that permitting development above or near to 
N-yard would likely require the City to assume potentially significant legal and financial risks and 
responsibilities. Accordingly, the City may wish to explore re-routing ‘dangerous goods’ in the 
area for the purpose of public safety or request that CPR consider avoiding the storage of rail 
cars carrying dangerous goods on the outer freight tracks and instead use the middle tracks for 
storing these commodities.   
 
Applying the FCM Guidelines to the City’s planning processes may impact development adjacent 
to rail facilities. Staff are currently undertaking a preliminary scoping exercise to understand these 
potential impacts and explore best practices to mitigate health and safety concerns. 
 

 




