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Vancouverites — like people around the world — value inviting, 
interesting and creative public spaces. We recognize that a high 
quality public realm benefits our health, generates economic activity, 
fosters social connections and makes our city more exciting and 
inspiring.

Downtown is the heart of the city, and features much of what 
attracts people to our growing West Coast metropolis – vibrant and 
multi-cultural neighbourhoods, active and engaged communities, 
deep social and environmental values, and a growing and dynamic 
economy – all set against a stunning natural backdrop. Downtown is 
also home to some of the most popular public spaces in Vancouver, 
including Robson Square, Granville Street, the Seawall and Stanley 
Park, which draw hundreds of thousands of people on a daily basis.

As Downtown continues to grow with more residents, businesses 
and visitors each year, we are presented with opportunities, as well 
as challenges. This means increased demand on the existing public 
space network in the future. Since space and opportunities are 
limited, we need to be creative and strategic in how public space is 
delivered and managed. 

We also need to consider the challenges of climate change and sea 
level rise, changing demographics, new technologies, social isolation, 
homelessness, as well as accommodating a population that is 
living in more compact spaces, where public space is the collective 
backyard and living room of many residents.
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Public
Space & 
Public
Life
Study



Places for People Downtown provides a unique opportunity to reflect 
on our past work, and the new challenges of our time, to put forward 
a new approach to public space planning with a focus on public life 
and people-centred design that starts with an understanding and 
appreciation of the people who use public space on a daily basis.

To help us develop this new approach, the City of Vancouver partnered 
with Gehl to conduct the largest and most comprehensive Public 
Space and Public Life Study in the Americas.

This report contains a summary of the study and its findings. Using 
‘people data’, it considers how people use our Downtown public 
spaces and streets, and provides an assessment of how people get 
around the Downtown Peninsula and how our public spaces could 
better promote public life. The report also provides us with a useful 
benchmark to assess our city against other cities that have been 
studied by Gehl, including New York City, San Francisco, Seattle, 
Copenhagen and Melbourne.

I am pleased to present the summary of this work, which will help us 
make informed decisions in the development of a Downtown Public 
Space and Public Life Strategy in order to transform and elevate 
our Downtown into a welcoming, accessible, connected, attractive, 
distinct and people-centred heart of the city.

This study could not have been completed without the tremendous 
effort of the dedicated volunteers who contributed their time and 
passion to this effort. We would like to extend a huge thank you to 
everyone who participated in this study and we are excited to continue 
to build relationships with community partners and directly involve 
the public in this and future endeavors. 

We are at a moment in Vancouver’s history where we are experiencing 
immense change, and it is imperative that we are intentional about 
the future of our city – how we live in, work in and enjoy Vancouver. 
As we develop a shared vision for our future, we can ensure that 
Vancouver continues to evolve as a great city for people.

Gil Kelley,
General Manager, Planning, Urban Design & Sustainability
City of Vancouver



Through this 
study we found 
that Downtown 
Vancouver is:

Executive summary
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→ a vibrant 
series of 
neighbourhoods, 
where people 
live, work and 
recreate 

→ providing 
a high quality 
public realm, 
that serves 
both locals 
and visitors

→  home to 
a community 
with a strong 
culture of 
participation

→ an 
outstanding 
walking city 
that invites 
people out 
walking all 
year



Why does public 
life matter?

Public Life Public Space

The high quality of life that we enjoy is very much 
interconnected with public space and public life; 
successful public spaces and public life promotes 
civic agency, fosters health and sustainability, 
supports local business, builds social capital, and 
connects people to their local communities.

Taking Downtown to 
the next level requires 
creativity and a 
collaborative discussions as 
we navigate challenges and 
opportunities related to the 
public realm.

Through 
Places for People: 

Downtown, the City 
has an opportunity to 

further invest in public 
spaces and public 

life.

People love 
Downtown, 

but they want 
more!
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However... 
Vancouver is growing, 
and it's growing fast. 
It is more important 
now than ever that the 
city continue to foster 
Public Life with:

→ Invitations to spend time in the 
public realm all year-round, for 
all Vancouverites.

→ Opportunities to connect and 
socialize with each other.

→ A public realm that supports 
everyday life experiences, not 
just events.

→ Opportunities for Vancouverites 
to shape their public realm and 
actively participate.

Public Life is the shared 
experience of the city created 
by people when they live their 
lives outside of their homes, 
workplaces and cars. It is the 
everyday life that unfolds in 
streets, plazas, parks, and 
spaces between buildings. 

Public Spaces are all places 
publicly owned or of public 
use, accessible and enjoyable 
by all for free and without a 
profit motive. 
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This chapter introduces the context 
of the Public Space Public Life 
(PSPL) Downtown Vancouver 
project and the people involved. It 
highlights the reasons for doing this 
work now and provides background 
on the Public Space Public Life 
methodology developed by Gehl. 

This report is part of a larger 
scope of work under the 'Places 
for People  Downtown initiative'. 
The following pages describe the 
initiative and intent of the project 
as well as the project approach. 

A 'Data Appendix' that outlines all 
the collected observational Public 
Life data and a report outlining 
a series of 'Emerging Strategic 
Directions' will follow this report. 

Note: In this document, 'Downtown' refers to the 
Peninsula and includes the West End.

The methods used for collecting 
Public Life data are introduced 
along with the approach to survey 
site selection and development of 
intercept survey questions. 
PSPL is short for: Public Space - 
Public Life.
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Public Life
Across
Downtown
This chapter's focus is on the Public 
Life trends across all surveyed sites, 
Summer and Winter combined. 
An overview summarizes eight 
stories and highlights key findings 
about Public Life in Downtown. The 
following pages dive deeper into 
each of the stories. 

This chapter provides an 
introduction to the Public 
Spaces of Downtown by typology. 
Spatial qualities and challenges 
are highlighted by Public Life 
data, which visualizes how each 
of the spaces are used and 
experienced today.
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Launch
Events & 

Engagement

June 29

Emerging 
Directions

Public Testing

Downtown 
Public Space 
& Public Life 

Strategy
Council
Report

September 
14 & 16

Public Space 
& Public 

Life Study 
(Summer/Fall)

February 
1 & 3

Public Space 
& Public 

Life Study 
(Winter)

Public 
Space & 
Public 

Life Study 
Summary 

Report

Spring 2018

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4

PSPL Summer PSPL Winter

PSPL Report

PSPL Strategies

PSPL Strategies report

Places for People Downtown is a City-led initiative that will 
provide a framework to shape the public space network in 
Downtown Vancouver over the next 30 years.

The strategy will explore opportunities for public space 
and public realm improvements in the street right-of-way 
(including wider sidewalks, street-to-plaza conversions and 
laneway improvements), public spaces on City-owned or 
other public land (including plazas and open spaces), and 
privately-owned public spaces (POPS) such as office plazas.

The findings outlined in this document will inform a vision 
for Downtown Vancouver that enhances public space and 
public life, and will help shape the development of the 
Downtown Public Space and Public Life Strategy.

For more information see: vancouver.ca/placesforpeople 
PSPL - Public Space, Public Life

Phase One
Engagement Results & 
Emerging Strategic Themes

2017

Project
Focus
Area



Why do a Public Space
Public Life (PSPL) Study?

The purpose of this PSPL is to put people at the forefront of 
urban design and decision-making in Vancouver, rated as 
one of the most livable cities in the world, starting with the 
Downtown Peninsula.

The PSPL is a way to study how Public Life unfolds in 
the city today and to understand what some of the needs 
and demands are for future Public Space development. It 
is a way to benchmark Public Life and provide strategic 
recommendations for future Public Space development to 
inform the Places for People Downtown strategy and vision. 

With this PSPL, Downtown Vancouver joins a network of 
world-class cities that are choosing to put Public Life first. 
Among them are the cities of Copenhagen, San Francisco, 
Melbourne, Moscow and New York City. 

About Gehl

Gehl practice has conducted Public Spaces Public Life studies in 
cities around the world. A PSPL provides empirical evidence and 
arguments for improving public space. Once we understand the life of 
a place, we start looking at what changes are needed in the physical 
environment to create a more sustainable and livable city for all.

Gehl's work is based on the research conducted by professor Jan 
Gehl. By considering the human dimension as a starting point for 
design, he has worked to improve cities for over 50 years.
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"Measure what 
you care about."

-Jan Gehl

Working with Gehl

The City of Vancouver is proud to work with Gehl Studio on Places for 
People Downtown. Gehl will support this work through the coordination 
of this Public Space and Public Life study in Downtown Vancouver. 

Gehl will deliver a number of strategic recommendations based on 
their analysis of the date collected during these studies, and will work 
with the Places for People team to build capacity for future studies in 
Vancouver. 
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What is Public Life    
and why does it matter? 
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Public Life is measurable, and cities that do so can help 
develop a high quality of public life through changes in the 
public realm over time. Public Life thrives when all people 
can enjoy being in public together, and is encouraged by 
quality Public Space that fosters social interaction. Vibrant 
Public Life promotes civic agency, supports health and 
sustainability, builds social capital, and connects people to 
their local communities.

Public Life is the shared experience of 
the city created by people when they 
live their lives outside of their homes, 
workplaces and cars. It is the everyday 
life that unfolds in streets, plazas, 
parks, and spaces between buildings. 



What is Public Space
 and why does it matter? 

Introduction
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Public spaces are a key element of individual and 
social well-being, the places of a community’s 
collective life, expressions of the diversity of their 
common, natural and cultural richness and a 
foundation of their identity.1 The community recognizes 
itself in its public spaces and pursues the improvement 
of their spatial quality.

1 Source: The Charter of Public SpaceBiennial of Public Space 
and adopted by the United Nations Program
on Human Settlements (UN-Habitat)

The public realm includes all elements that shape our 
public experience of the city, including public spaces, 
privately-owned spaces that are of public use, and the 
buildings that frame this environment. It is recognized 
that the public realm at its best expresses a collective 
vision which is greater than the sum of its parts, and it is 
important to consider how the many elements are arranged 
and designed to reflect the city’s character and aspirations. 
Pairing peoples' needs, values and principles with the 
creation of beautiful, usable, intelligent spaces that adapt to 
how people use them, helps people engage in the types of 
life they want to see flourish in our city.

Public Spaces are all places 
publicly owned or of public use, 
accessible and enjoyable by all for 
free and without a profit motive. 



Introduction
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Introduction
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Downtown Vancouver 
Today

Vancouver has done really well in creating an active 
Downtown. It is growing fast, and the public realm will 
need to work harder to accommodate more people in 
the future. Now is the time to make sure that there is a 
shared strategic vision targeting efforts moving forward.

Source: 2016 Census

Density
19,434 / km2

101,056
residents
Downtown
today

Density
25,203 / km2

That's a 22% increase!

30,000
more
coming
by 2041

More than 150,000 jobs Downtown activate the city during the day.
Hundreds of shops and places to eat Downtown cater to a broad audience.
Every year millions of visitors come to Downtown. 



Introduction
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Downtown Vancouver 
Planning for Tomorrow

Downtown Vancouver has a strong urban design culture 
with many initiatives working for a better Vancouver for 
all. A lot has been done already to create an active and 
thriving public realm and more initiatives are underway.

City Documents & Initiatives Informing 'Downtown Places for People' Strategy:
Healthy City Strategy Action Plan (2015), Mayor’s Engaged City Task Force (2014), 

Note: Text above are all excerpts from 
the initiatives'  websites.

West End Plan (2013), Transportation 2040 (2012), Vancouver Economic Action Strategy 
(2011), Greenest City Action Plan (2011), Complete Streets Policy Framework (2017), 
Downtown South Guidelines (Excluding Granville Street) (1991/2004), DD (Except Downtown 
South) C-5, C-6, HA-1 & HA-2 Character Area Descriptions (1975/2003), Downtown (Except 
Downtown South) Design Guidelines (1975/1993), Plaza Design Guidelines (1992), Central 
Area Plan (1991)

Source: http://council.vancouver.ca/20170329/documents/pspc2.pdf

VIVA Vancouver is the City's tactical urbanism and public 
space innovation program. Working with community 
partners, VIVA facilitates the transformation of road 
spaces into people places, builds community capacity, and 
tests new locations, ideas, and ways of doing things to 
foster more and better public life. 
(Source: City of Vancouver)

The West End Community Plan provides a framework 
for this growing neighbourhood that focuses on 
neighbourhood character, housing, local business, 
heritage, transportation, and enhancing the public realm 
through projects that include the creation of Jim Deva 
Plaza and the Robson-Bute Plaza.

Transportation 2040 is a long-term strategic vision for 
the city that will help guide transportation and land 
use decisions, and public investments for the years 
ahead. This vision is a part of our larger strategy to 
ensure an inclusive, healthy, prosperous, and liveable 
future for Vancouver that puts pedestrians first and 
promotes other active transportation options. It 
includes specific directions to enable and encourage 
creative uses of the street, and to create more public 
plazas and gathering spaces. 

VIVA VancouverWest End Community Plan Transportation 2040



How does Downtown 
Vancouver compare?
Vancouver is characterized by a dense 
Downtown surrounded by a sprawling 
metropolitan population, many of 
whom commute daily into Downtown. 
Active transportation is first choice 
for many people in Vancouver 
and when looking at the overall 
breakdown it's clear that Vancouver is 
a city of walking, setting precedent for 
the future of mobility in cities in North 
America and around the globe. 

Why is active mobility important?

Streets that prioritize walking, biking and 
transit are good for people, communities, the 
environment, and business. Active mobility 
options have clear quality of life benefits for 
the cities that promote them. High prevalence 
of people walking, biking and taking transit 
is good for the public health and economic 
resilience of cities and for street safety.  
Active mobility also tends to spur positive 
social interaction more than other modes of 
transportation. 

BC, Canada
41 yrs
$68,000 

*Vancouver Downtown: CBD, West End, Coal 
Harbour, N.Yaletown, S.Yaletown

Average Age:
Median household income:

Downtown*
5.78 km2

109,230 people
18,898 people/km2

(0-4) 3%
(5-14) 3%
(15-24) 8%
(25-64) 74%
(65+) 13%

53% male
47% female

City
114.97 km2

631,486 people
5,493 people/km2

 
(0-4) 4%
(5-14) 7%
(15-24) 11%
(25-64) 62%
(65+) 15%

49% male
51% female

Metro
2,820 km2

2.4 million people
850 people/km2

 
(0-4) 5%
(5-14) 10%
(15-24) 13%
(25-64) 57%
(65+) 16%

49% male
51% female

Area: 
Population: 

Density:

Age Demographics:

Gender Demographics:

The following comparison cities were chosen for their 
likeness in geographical and population characteristics, 
including a shared proximity to water and a cultural  
ambition for resilience and active mobility.

Introduction
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With the 
projected population 

increase by 2041, 
Vancouver Downtown 

density will increase to 24,088 
people/km2. This is close 
to the current density of 
Manhattan, NYC (27,825 

people/km2)

WOW!!! 
Vancouver

40%
walk

6%
bike
(10% Metro 
Vancouver)

24%
public transit

(26% Metro 
Vancouver)

30%
car

(41% Metro 
Vancouver)

Vancouver DT 2016

Downtown residents commute data 
(all trips)
Source: City of Vancouver - 2016 
Transportation Panel Survey 

(23% Metro 
Vancouver)



*Census Tracks used for Seattle Downtown: 71, 
72, 73, 74.01, 74.02, 75, 76, 79, 80.01, 80.02, 81, 82, 
83, 84, 85, 86, 87, 90, 91, 92

*Melbourne Downtown:CBD, Docklands, 
Southbank, W.Melbourne

* The inner city borroughs: Indre By, Vesterbro, 
Nørrebro, Østerbro, not including Frederiksberg
** Municipality of Copenhagen, not including 
Frederiksberg

Washington, USA
35 yrs
$91,000

Australia
36 yrs
$85,000

Denmark
35 yrs
$92,000

Downtown*
11 km2

95,698 people
8700 people/km2

(0-4) 2%
(5-14) 3%
(15-24) 14%
(25-64) 70%
(65+) 11%

Male: 56%
Female: 44%

Metro
15,000 km2

3.8 million people
250 people/km2)

(0-4) 6%
(5-14) 12%
(15-24) 12%
(25-64) 57%
(65+) 13%

Male: 50%
Female: 50%

Downtown*
8.2 km2

72,510 people
8,842 people/km2

(0-4) 3%
(5-14) 2%
(15-24) 31%
(25-64) 61%
(65+) 4%

Male: 50%
Female: 50%

Metro
10,000 km2

4.5 million people
450 people/km2

(0-4) 6%
(5-14) 12%
(15-24) 13%
(25-64) 54%
(65+) 14%

Male: 49%
Female: 51%

City Center*
28.55 km2

283,225 people
9,920 people/km2

(0-4) 6%
(5-14) 8%
(15-24) 14.5%
(25-64) 61%
(65+) 10.5%

49% male
51% female

City*
89 km2

606,000 people
6,800 people/km2

(0-4) 6.5%
(5-14) 9%
(15-24) 14.5%
(25-64) 59.5%
(65+) 10.5%

51% male
49% female
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8%
walk

62%
bike

9%
car

21%
public
transit

91% ACTIVE M
OBILITY

Copenhagen MelbourneSeattle

20%
walk

4%
bike

37%
public 
transit

39%
car

61% ACTIVE M
OBILITY

8%
walk 3%

bike

48%
public 
transit

41%
car

Seattle

59% ACTIVE M
OBILITY

Commute data City of Copenhagen
Source: City of Copenhagen

Downtown commute data
Source: commuteseattle.com

Downtown commute data 
Source: MelbourneGeografia.com.au
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A

Public Space 
Public Life

Survey
Methodology
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Overview of
Public Space & Public Life
Survey Methodology

Survey Locations across 
the Downtown Peninsula

The locations reflect different Public Space 
typologies across the Downtown Peninsula 
and were chosen in order to understand 
how Public Life unfolds in different 
conditions and neighbourhoods.

Each data set tells stories 
about people and places in 
the city. When overlaid more 
granular stories emerge, 
such as understanding of how 
many people 'stop and stay' or 
'stickiness' of a place. It also 
highlights areas of opportunity 
for more Public Life to unfold and 
an understanding of desires for 
the future of Public Space and 
Public Life in Downtown, directly 
expressed by the citizens. 

How can Downtown Vancouver better 
support vibrant and dynamic Public Life 
with everyday experiences, events and 
activities that serve all people? 

What is the character and quality of 
Public Space in Downtown today? 
How can we expand the Public Space 
network and make better use of existing 
spaces?

Guiding Questions Survey Locations
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Staying

Weekend

Survey Days

1.500+
People took the Survey

We talked to people to get an 
understanding of public space 
and public life beyond what can be 
counted and observed.  

Method 1: Intercept Surveys Method 2: Observing People

4
Snapshot Survey Days

Summer Winter

WeekendWeekday Weekday

To get an understanding of Public Life 
in the city, with a focus on the everyday 
experience, surveys were conducted on a 
weekday and a weekend, outside of days 
with major public events in the city. For this 
survey a Winter study was also conducted, 
in order to study Public Life across seasons 
and to address aspects around seasonal 
use of the Public Spaces in Downtown.  

&Moving

People walking

Age & Gender

People on Wheels

Staying

Body Posture

Age & Gender

Activity

Group

We counted people moving through the city 
by different modes. We also mapped and 
counted people stopping and staying, noting 
the different activities they engaged in.





PSPL Guiding Questions

How can Downtown Vancouver better support vibrant 
and dynamic Public Life with everyday experiences, 
events and activities that serve all people? 

What is the character and quality of Public Space in 
Downtown today? How can we expand the Public Space 
network and make better use of existing spaces?

Questions from 'Places for People Downtown' to inform PSPL Guiding Questions:

PSPL Survey Methodology
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How can the existing Downtown 
public space network work 
harder to meet demands of a 
growing population?

The majority of Downtown 
residents have low and modest 
incomes. How do we ensure that 
our public spaces are welcoming 
to all?

How do we deliver new spaces 
with a limited land supply?

How do we consider a more 
mobile population who want 
unique and active urban 
experiences when planning and 
designing our public spaces?

How do we promote stronger 
community ties and social 
connection through the design, 
programing and use of our public 
spaces?

How do we ensure public spaces 
are accessible and attractive to 
Vancouverites of all ages and 
abilities?

How do we continue to build 
upon community partnerships 
and empower the public to 
get involved in the creation, 
stewardship and activation of our 
public spaces?

How do we ensure safe and fun 
spaces for kids of all ages?

How do we meet the various 
needs of residents living in 
smaller homes to ensure they 
have the places and spaces they 
require to relax and enjoy the 
city?

How can we ensure public and 
semi-public spaces truly feel 
public?

How can we design spaces that 
balance mobility and access with 
great place-making?

How do we determine whether 
corporate-sponsored activities 
might be appropriate, while 
balancing the need for 
community-based events and 
spontaneous activities?



4 Snapshot Survey Days

Surveys were conducted on a weekday and 
a weekend day in both summer and winter.
Surveys were collected from 8:00am to 8:00pm on each day, 
although a select few locations were surveyed from 8:00pm 
to 10:00pm to capture some late night activity.

Thursday
September 14, 2017

Sunny all day
Min 11°C Max 20°C

Thursday
February 1, 2018

Rainy most of the day
Min 3°C Max 6°C

Saturday
February 3, 2018 

Rainy most of the day
Min 7°C Max 9°C

Saturday
September 16, 2017 

Sunny most of the day
Min 12°C Max 23°C

Weekday Weekend

PSPL Survey Methodology
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Weekday WeekendSummer Winter
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Observational 
Surveys and 

Intercept Surveys 
were carried out at the 

same time, both weekday 
and weekend as well as 

summer and winter, 
but by different 

volunteers.



Selecting Survey Locations

Survey locations were selected by the Places for People 
Downtown project team in collaboration with Gehl during 
a two day PSPL Kick-Off workshop that included site walks 
and meetings with City staff across departments. 
  
The locations reflect different Public Space typologies 
across the Downtown Peninsula and were chosen in 
order to understand how Public Life unfolds in different 
conditions and neighbourhoods.

PSPL Survey Methodology
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The focus of this PSPL was the sidewalks, laneways, 
neighbourhood parks and plazas in the Downtown 
Peninsula. Large open spaces such as Stanley Park were 
not included in the survey, although they are a major 
component of the Downtown area open space network. 

Chinatown and Gastown were also not included, because 
they will be the focus of a future targeted survey.



The 
number of 

locations surveyed 
in the winter was less 

than in the summer, based 
on understanding from 

summer survey, taking out 
locations with limited  

activity in the 
summer. 

Movement

Stationary

Plazas

POPS

Street Plazas

Station Areas

Mini-Parks

Neighbourhood Parks

Sea Wall

laneways

Streets

Count Type

Public Space Typology



1A1A

2A2A

2B2B

2C2C

3A3A
3B3B

3C3C

4A4A
4B4B

4C4C

5A5A

5BC5BC

5D5D 9B9B

10A10A

10B10B

10CD10CD

11A11A11D11D

11B11B
11C11C

12A12A

12B12B

12C12C

13C13C 13B13B

13D13D

13A13A

13EF13EF

14AB14AB
15AB15AB

16A16A

16B16B

17AB17AB

17C17C
17D17D

18C18C

19AB19AB

20C20C

19C19C

20D20D

20AB20AB

21AB21AB

21C21C

21D21D

22A22A

22B22B

23D23D

24A24A

24B24B

25AB25AB

25C25C

26AB26AB

27AB27AB
27C27C

28C28C

29A29A
29B29B

29C29C

29D29D

30A30A
30B30B

30C30C

31B31B

32A32A

32B32B

32C32C

33A33A

33B33B

33C33C 33D33D

34A34A
34B34B

35D35D

36A36A

36B36B 36C36C

37A37A

37B37B 37C37C

37D37D

38A38A

38B38B

38C38C

38D38D

39A39A

39B39B

39C39C39D39D 40A40A

40B40B

40C40C

41A41A

41B41B
41C41C

41D41D

42A42A

42B42B

42C42C

43C43C

36D36D
28AB28AB

26C26C

26D26D

16C16C

14C14C
15C15C

15D15D

6A6A

6B6B

6C6C
7C7C

8C8C

8AB8AB

1B1B

GRANVIL
LE S

T

RIC
HARDS S

T

HAM
IL

TON S
T

M
AIN

LAND S
T

W
 GEORGIA ST

DUNSM
UIR ST

ALBERNI ST

COM
OX ST

BARCLAY ST

ROBSON ST

DAVIE ST

BURRARD S
T

BUTE S
T

BROUGHTON S
T

CARDERO S
T

DENM
AN S

T

Survey Locations across the Downtown Peninsula

115+
Intercept surveys were distributed across the Downtown Peninsula, focused around the observational study areas.

locations were surveyed

1A-English Bay Beach Path (SEAWALL)

1B-English Bay Beach

2A-Cardero St & Harwood St

2B-Davie St & Denman St

2C-Morton Park

3A-Comox St & Denman St

3B-Denman St & Comox St

3C-Denman St (SOUTH)

4A-West End Community Centre Mews

4B-Denman St & Barclay St

4C-Denman St (NORTH)

5A-Denman St & Georgia St

5BC-Georgia St & Cardero St

5D-Cardero St & Bayshore Dr

6A-Comox St & Nicola St

6B-Cardero St & Comox St

6C-Cardero St

7C-Barclay Heritage Square

8AB-Robson St & Cardero St

8C-Robson St (WEST)

9B-Coal Harbour Quay

10A-Bute St & Beach Ave

10B-Sunset Beach Path (SEAWALL)

10CD-Burrard Bridge

11A-Bute St & Davie St

11B-Davie St & Bute St

11C-Davie St (WEST)

11D-Jim Deva Plaza

12A-Mole Hill (LANEWAY)

12B-Comox St & Bute St

12C-Nelson Park

13A-Robson St & Jervis St

13B-Bute St & Haro St

13C-Bute St Mini-Park

13D-Bute St Trial Plaza

13EF-Georgia St & Howe St

14AB-Robson St & Bute St

14C-Robson St (CENTRAL)

15AB-Georgia St & Burrard St

15C-Alberni St & Bute St

15D-Alberni St (WEST)

16A-Bute St & Hastings St

16B-Harbour Green Park 
Path (SEAWALL)

16C-Harbour Green Park  

17AB-Burrard St & Drake St

17C-Davie St & Burrard St

17D-Davie St (EAST)

18C-Wall Centre

19AB-Robson St & Burrard St

19C-Robson St (EAST)

20AB-Burrard St & Alberni St

20C-Alberni St & Burrard St

20D-Alberni St (EAST)

21AB-Burrard St & Melville St

21C-Park Place Plaza (Burrard)

21D-Discovery Square / 
Art Phillips Park

22A-Thurlow St & Hastings St

22B-Jack Poole Plaza

23D-Oceanic Towers Plaza

24A-Robson St & Hornby St

24B-Robson 800 Block (SOUTH)

25AB-Hornby St & Robson St

25C-Art Gallery Plaza

26AB-Granville St & Helmcken St

26C-Helmcken St & Granville St

26D-Granville St (SOUTH)

27AB-Granville St & Robson St

27C-Granville St (CENTRAL)

28AB-Granville St & Georgia St

28C-Granville St (NORTH)

29A-Alley Oop (LANEWAY)

29B-Granville St & Pender St

29C-Seymour St & Dunsmuir St

29D-Dunsmuir St & Richards St

30A-Waterfront Station (ENTRY)

30B-Waterfront Station

30C-Granville 200

32A-Richards St & Drake St

32B-Davie St & Richards St

32C-Emery Barnes Park

33A-Richards St & Smithe St

33B-Smithe St & Richards St

33C-Nelson St & Homer St

33D-Yaletown Park

34A-Robson St & Homer St

34B-Library Plaza (including 
interior lobby)

35D-BMO Plaza

36A-Richards St & Dunsmuir St

36B-Dunsmuir St & Homer St

36C-BC Hydro Plaza

36D-Cathedral Square

37A-Hamilton St & Helmcken St

37B-Mainland St & Helmcken St

37C-Helmcken St & Mainland St

37D-Mainland St

38A-Cambie St & Georgia St

38B-Hamilton St & Robson St

38C-CBC Plaza

38D-Terry Fox Plaza

39A-David Lam Park Path (SEAWALL)

39B-Roundhouse Community 
Centre Mews

39C-Davie St & Marinaside Crescent

39D-Roundhouse Plaza

40A-Marinaside Crescent 
Path (SEAWALL)

40B-Aquarius Mews

40C-Marinaside Crescent Waterfront

41A-Abbott St & Keefer Pl

41B-Chinatown Station Mews

41C-Beatty St & Dunsmuir St

41D-Stadium-Chinatown Station  

42A-Cooper's Park Path (SEAWALL)

42B-Cambie Bridge

42C-Cooper's Park (underneath 
Cambie Bridge)

43C-Andy Livingstone Park

PSPL Survey Methodology
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1A1A

2A2A

2B2B

2C2C

3A3A
3B3B

3C3C

4A4A
4B4B

4C4C

5A5A

5BC5BC

5D5D 9B9B

10A10A

10B10B

10CD10CD

11A11A11D11D

11B11B
11C11C

12A12A

12B12B

12C12C

13C13C 13B13B

13D13D

13A13A

13EF13EF

14AB14AB
15AB15AB

16A16A

16B16B

17AB17AB

17C17C
17D17D

18C18C

19AB19AB

20C20C

19C19C

20D20D

20AB20AB

21AB21AB

21C21C

21D21D

22A22A

22B22B

23D23D

24A24A

24B24B

25AB25AB

25C25C

26AB26AB

27AB27AB
27C27C

28C28C

29A29A
29B29B

29C29C

29D29D

30A30A
30B30B

30C30C

31B31B

32A32A

32B32B

32C32C

33A33A

33B33B

33C33C 33D33D

34A34A
34B34B

35D35D

36A36A

36B36B 36C36C

37A37A

37B37B 37C37C

37D37D

38A38A

38B38B

38C38C

38D38D

39A39A

39B39B

39C39C39D39D 40A40A

40B40B

40C40C

41A41A

41B41B
41C41C

41D41D

42A42A

42B42B

42C42C

43C43C

36D36D
28AB28AB

26C26C

26D26D

16C16C

14C14C
15C15C

15D15D

6A6A

6B6B

6C6C
7C7C

8C8C

8AB8AB

1B1B
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LE S

T
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HARDS S

T
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T
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LAND S
T

W
 GEORGIA ST

DUNSM
UIR ST
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COM
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BARCLAY ST

ROBSON ST
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T

BUTE S
T

BROUGHTON S
T
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T
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See Data Appendix 
for all collected 

observational data 

Movement

Stationary

Both Summer & Winter

Only Summer

Only Winter

Count Type

Count Season
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Method 1: Intercept Surveys

We asked people questions related to the 
purpose of their trips and the duration of visits.

We asked questions about sentiment, sense 
of safety, feelings about Downtown, and what 
might be missing from Downtown.

We asked questions focused on social 
interaction as well as on basic demographics 
including age, gender identification, and 
income.

We also asked winter specific questions related 
to time outdoors and invitations to spend more 
time Downtown in the winter

How did you get here, for how 
long do you intend to stay and 
what’s the purpose of your visit?

Did you interact with someone 
here today? What brought 
about the interaction? Do you spend 

time outdoors 
in the winter?

How would you 
rate your feeling 
of personal safety?

How do you 
feel about the 
Downtown?

We talked to 
people to get an 
understanding of 
Public Space and 
Public Life beyond 
what can be counted 
and observed.  



878

630
About 42 volunteers (Summer) and 36 (Winter) 
took on the task of talking to people in the 
streets and public spaces of the Downtown 
Peninsula, and asking them to fill out a survey. 

Note: Responses reflect the locations that were 
surveyed and the people who accepted the 
survey. 1175 people declined the survey in the 
Summer, insufficient data on declined surveys 
in the winter.

people took the survey
in the summer!

people took the survey
in the winter!

PSPL Survey Methodology
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People walking or running. This Includes children being 
carried or in a stroller and people moving in  wheelchair.

A person riding a bike or on skateboard, roller blades, 
scooter, or other wheeled device. Note that people in 
wheelchairs are considered pedestrians.

This count represents the perceived age and gender of 
people moving. We observed who was there to learn how 
the public realm invites different user groups out walking 
and moving around, as well as to understand who was not 
represented.

People walking (or in wheelchair or stroller) Age & Gender of people movingPeople on Wheels 

PSPL Survey Methodology
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Method 2: Observational Surveys
We counted
PEOPLE MOVING through 
the city by different modes



We observed how the public realm invites 
different body postures.

We observed how the public realm invites 
different group sizes.

We observed people spending time in 
the city, measuring how the public realm 
invites for different activities.

We observed who was there to learn how 
the public realm invites different user 
groups out staying and spending time, as 
well as to understand  who was not there. 

Body Posture GroupActivityAge & Gender of people staying

PSPL Survey Methodology
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See following pages for detailed descriptions 

The relationship between PEOPLE MOVING and PEOPLE 
STAYING reveals stories about 'capacity'* and 'stickiness'**. 
PEOPLE MOVING indicates the success of ensuring a safe 
and well connected public realm, whereas PEOPLE STAYING 
indicates that the Public Space offers invitations to spend 
time, comfort and enjoyment.

1 32 4

We mapped and counted 
PEOPLE STAYING and the
activities they engaged in

*Ability to sustain pedestrian volumes
**Ratio of people moving to staying 



Age and gender representation is a crucial part of understanding who 
is using a particular space. Ideally, the age and gender breakdown of 
people using the space should coincide with the census data of that 
part of the city in general and consider periods for flux throughout the 
day and day of the week. For example, weekday workforce. Often it is 
much more important to ask, 'Who is not there?' than who is there. 
For example, the presence of women and children speak to the feeling 

of safety in a space, which in turn speaks to the overall vitality of the 
space. The presence of a broad range of users speak to the quality of the 
public space and how well it invites (or doesn't invite) users to occupy a 
space, although a targeted user group is not necessarily a sign of lack 
of quality. For example, a playground invites children and parents, while 
a street lined with shops might invite teens and young adults, this is not 
only related to quality, but also to preference.

Why do we measure age & gender?

Ages 25 - 64 Ages 65+

Adults

Largely working population, 
although some may be students 
or retired (including volunteer, 
informal, care-giving, part-time 
etc.)

Older adults

Largely retired, although many 
still may be actively engaged in 
some form of paid or unpaid work 
(volunteering, care-giving, etc.)

Ages 0 - 4 Ages 5 - 14 Ages 15 - 24

Children

Mostly accompanied by 
guardians, but where the older 
start to move and stop and stay 
by themselves.

Infants and toddlers

Always accompanied by 
guardians and often carried or in 
strollers when moving. 

Teens and young adults

Mostly students or in people 
their first job out of school, often 
spending time in public space 
with others in the same age 
group. 

Age & Gender (method 2, further detailed description)

PSPL Survey Methodology
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1



Male / Female / Other Ratio

Gender was estimated by the surveyors to the best of their ability. 
If a person is perceived as non-binary or the surveyor does not feel 
comfortable assigning gender, that person would fall into the category 
of 'other'. Infants and toddlers were all recorded as 'other'. 

PSPL Survey Methodology
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In the 
Observational 

Surveys the surveyor 
counts people based on 

judgement of a persons' age 
and gender presentation. 

In the Intercept Survey 
respondents were asked 
to report their age and 

gender identity.



Body Posture (method 2, further detailed description)

Sitting, Informal

Sitting on an object not designed 
as seating. Could be the ground, 
steps, or planter edge.

Sitting, Public Sitting, Commercial Sitting, Private

Sitting on furniture that is owned 
by a commercial establishment. 
Sitting is typically accepted in 
exchange for a purchase of goods 
or food.

Sitting on an object intended as 
seating which is usually fixed, 
and provided for the general 
public for free. This will typically 
be a designated bench, but can 
also be a movable chair.

Sitting on furniture that is 
privately owned by individuals. 
This can be a chair or a bench 
in someone’s front garden, 
or furniture that people have 
brought for themselves into 
public space and which they will 
take with them upon leaving the 
public space.

Body posture offers insight into what invitations exist for staying and 
which might be missing. For example, a space with a high amount of 
standing and informal sitting might show a latent demand for more 
public seating. A mix of body postures in a space can also translate into 
a more vibrant and interesting public realm for people to pass through 
or be a part of. 

Like the rest of these tools, the context in which body posture is 
measured should be considered when interpreting the data. 

*The body posture assignment is used to define the average number of people in a Public 
Space per hour / day

Why do we measure body posture?

Standing

Standing freely in space or while 
leaning against an object.

PSPL Survey Methodology
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Lying Down

Lying down on the ground or on a piece of furniture. Most of the 
surface of the body in contact with the ground or furniture.

PSPL Survey Methodology
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A person 
can only be 

assigned one 
body posture



Activity (method 2, further detailed description)

Cultural Activity Active Recreation

Participating in or observing a 
cultural activity of either artistic, 
communal, political, or religious 
character. This could be listening 
to a street musician or having 
one’s portrait painted by an 
artist in public. A communal 
activity could be enjoying the 
screening of an outdoor movie or 
participating in a street event.

Exercising or playing outside 
within an area. Could be 
playing basketball, using a 
jump rope, or running stairs 
This includes children at play.

Waiting for Transit Eating or Drinking Engaged w/ Commerce

Consuming food or drinks.Waiting for public transit. Could 
be the bus, train, or ferry.

In the process of buying or selling 
foods and goods. Both the person 
performing a transaction and the 
people queuing are counted.

The Stationary Activity Mapping tool maps what people are doing in a 
space and where. It helps take a snapshot of all the activities happening 
in the survey area at a given time. These activities represent the life of 
the public realm. A healthy mix of activities in a space can also translate 
into a more vibrant and interesting public realm for people to pass 
through or be a part of. 

Most often, when one activity dominates a space, that space is not 
offering invitations for a diverse set of users to participate or stop and 
stay. Activities usually vary greatly over the day and across the city, 
providing insight into the daily rhythms of public life. The activities 
include both optional activities, were people are there by choice as well 
as more necessary activities, such as waiting for transit, civic work and 
activities related to systemic inequities. 

Why do we measure activity?

PSPL Survey Methodology
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Substance Use, Panhandling, Rough Sleeping, Intoxication

Certain activities and behaviours 
have stigma associated with 
them, and arise from systemic 
inequities. These activities 
are generally viewed as 
“challenging” by a large sector 
of society. Examples include 
substance use and the behaviour 
that may arise from it; outdoor 
sleeping associated with lack of 

Passive Recreation Using Electronics Civic Work

Includes people-watching, 
sight-seeing, playing stationary 
games like a board or card 
game, showing physical affection 
towards another person, 
reading or writing, drawing, 
painting, or playing music for 
one’s personal enjoyment.

Engaging with technology in 
some form. Could be listening 
to audio via headphones, 
conversing on a phone, reading/
writing/playing/working on a 
computer, or photographing 
people or the surroundings.

Working to maintain or take care 
of the public space. Could be 
fixing potholes, sweeping the 
street, or providing security.

housing/homelessness, often 
accompanied by storage of 
personal belongings; requesting 
support, usually in the form of 
money, food, or goods. These 
behaviours and activities are not 
always connected or exhibited 
together. The four listed activities 
represent different kinds of 
stigmatized public life behavior. 

PSPL Survey Methodology
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A person can 
be assigned 

one or multiple 
activities



What we heard

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life42



What we heard

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life 43

B

What
we heard



Introduction

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life44

What we Heard
—Key Findings from Intercept Surveys

There is a strong culture 
of walking in Downtown 
Vancouver that is outstanding 
not only for North American 
cities but also for cities 
across the globe. 

People come to Downtown 
to socialize with friends 
and family, but socializing 
in the Downtown public 
realm is not inviting people 
of all income levels. 

1 4

When asking people 
Downtown how they 
get around, 9 out of 10 
respondents chose active 
mobility—walking, biking or 
taking public transportation. 
1 out of 2 respondents chose 
walking as their primary 
mode, and the walking culture 
stays strong in the winter.  

The city has been successful 
in cultivating a city core 
that serves as a local and a 
tourist destination, as well 
as an economic center and a 
neighborhood. 

Downtown Vancouver is a 
vibrant neighborhood that 
supports both everyday 
life and events, and people 
spend time here often.

2 3

Downtown Vancouver attracts 
residents, workers and 
visitors. This is a key factor 
in creating a 24/7 city that 
is active throughout the 
whole day on both weekdays 
and weekends. When 
asking people about their 
relationship to Downtown, 
52% of respondents identified 
themselves as Downtown 
neighbours or residents and 
19% identified as employees.  
1 out of 3 employees (6% of 
all respondents) also live 
Downtown.

When asking people how often 
they visit Downtown, more 
than 1/3 of survey respondents 
reported visiting daily and 
1/3 visit weekly. Frequent 
visits indicate that Downtown 
Vancouver is a vibrant and 
attractive neighbourhood. 
Unlike many other Downtown 
city cores, this is not just 
a tourist destination or a 
financial district that only 
comes alive at certain times of 
the day, week or year.

1 out of 3 respondents 
reported spending time with 
friends and family as the 
main reason for their visit 
Downtown. However, when 
asked the same question, 
people with lower incomes 
reported that the reason for 
their visit was spending time 
alone. This could indicate 
that there are less invitations 
for people of lower income 
to meet and socialize with 
their friends and family in 
Downtown Vancouver.
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People love Downtown!  It is 
a place that makes people 
who live, work and visit feel 
comfortable and welcome.

People want more varied 
programming all year long in 
Downtown, and they express 
a desire for affordability and 
supporting services.

People generally feel safe 
Downtown, but location and 
season affect how safe they 
feel. Responses showed that 
more can be done to make 
people feel safe in the winter. 

Chance social interactions 
in the public realm are 
prompted by design queues 
and programming. More of 
these invitations could help 
cultivate a sense of social 
connectedness Downtown.

5 6 7 8

4 out of 5 respondents 
reported feeling positive 
or strongly positive about 
Downtown. People who 
reported being both residents 
and employees Downtown 
were even more positive, with 
9 out of 10 feeling positive 
or strongly positive about 
Downtown. 

When asked what they would 
like to do in Downtown that 
they cannot do today, people 
reported wanting more 
variety as well as more of the 
programming and activities 
that are already there. People 
expressed concerns around 
affordability, accessibility and 
inclusion. In addition, people 
recognize a lack of supporting 
functions and elements such 
as shelters, seating, and 
public restrooms, that could 
broaden use all year long by 
various user groups.

Overall, respondents reported 
feeling safe Downtown. 
But perception of safety is 
impacted by the respondents' 
relationship to Downtown as 
well as to where they spend 
time. 71% of tourists felt 
very safe while only 39% of 
employees feel very safe. The 
seasons also affected the 
feeling of safety responded. 
60% of respondents felt very 
safe in the summer while 
only 47% felt very safe in the 
winter. 

When asked about chance 
interactions with people in 
the public realm, 64% of 
respondents interacted with 
someone they did not plan 
to meet. 50% of respondents 
interacted with someone they 
had never seen before. These 
interactions were prompted 
by sitting next to each other, 
pets, kids, activities, and other 
invitations to connect.



9 out of 10
people choose
active mobility
^
Intercept Question:
How did you get here today?
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

People are walking Downtown, rain or shine!

Downtown Vancouver has 
a culture of walking that 
is quite unique for a North 
American city. The city 
deserves a public realm that 
reflects and encourages this 
unique culture.

What we heard
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1

Walking

Cycling

Transit

Driving

59% (Winter)

31%

3%

11%

56% (Summer)

26%

6%

11%

People 
aren't driving 
more in the 

winter! 

In the winter 
cyclists switch 
to transit and 

walking
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Note: There is a higher proportion of first time 
visitors in the Summer (13%) than the Winter (8%) 
which corresponds to the higher number of tourists 
Downtown during the Summer.

36% of respondents
visit Downtown daily
and an additional 
28% visit Downtown 
weekly
^
Intercept Question:
How often do you visit this place?
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

People are visiting Downtown often

Frequent visits indicate that 
Downtown Vancouver is a 
more vibrant neighbourhood 
than an average city core. 
It is not just a tourist 
destination or a financial 
district that only lives at 
certain times of the day, 
week or year, as is the case 
for many Downtown cores.

Visit Frequency
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

What we heard
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2

36% Daily

28% Weekly

17% Every
Few Months

8% Rarely

11% First Time



Downtown is first and foremost a neighbourhood

52% of respondents
identified themselves 
as Downtown 
neighbours /
residents and 
19% identified as 
employees
^
Intercept Question:
What best describes your relationship to Downtown?
(Combined Summer and Winter data, respondents can select multiple answers)

Downtown Vancouver 
attracts residents, workers 
and visitors. This is a key 
factor in creating a 24/7 city 
that is active throughout the 
whole day on both weekdays 
and weekends. 

Relationship to Downtown

What we heard
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3

Other

Attendee, event or 
institution

Tourist

Student

Employee

Neighbour / Resident

Neighbour / Resident + Employee

56%

8% (Winter)

17%

9%

13%

7%

8%

50%

4% (Summer)

21%

9%

19%

5%

6%

Not 
surprisingly, 

there are more 
tourists in the 

Summer

1/3 of 
Employees 

Downtown also 
lives Downtown



1 out of 3 people 
come Downtown 
to socialize
^
Intercept Question:
What brings you to this space today?
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

Reason for Visiting

There is a healthy mix of reasons to come Downtown

People are not just coming 
to Downtown for necessary 
activities, but choose to 
spend time and enjoy the 
city with friends and family. 
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Political Activity
1%
1%

Cultural Activity
8%

7%

Walking Pet
8%

6%

Recreation / Exercise
13%

10%

Sightseeing
10%

14%

Solo Time
(Spending time alone) 19%

19%

Shopping
21%

20%

Socializing 
(Spending time with friends or family) 28%

37%

Just Passing Through
28% (Winter)

27% (Summer)

4

Not surprisingly, 
people are socializing 
outside more in the 

Summer



Reason for Visiting by income
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

*(% Respondents, 
combined Summer 
and Winter data)
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Political Activity

Cultural Activity

Walking Pet

Recreation / Exercise

Sightseeing

Solo Time

Shopping

Socializing

Just Passing Through

uneven 
distribution

All people
with incomes 
below $80k

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

28%

31%

31%

41%

15%

35%

28%

29%

20%

People with lower 
incomes are more likely 
to be spending time alone 
Downtown. 

^
Intercept Questions:
What brings you to this space today?
Which of the following categories best describes 
your total household income before taxes?
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

25%*

16%*

10%*

10%*

12%*

$0 - 40k

$40 - 60k

$60 - 80k

$80 - 100k

$100 - 150k

$150k + 10%*

fairly even 
income 

distribution

While this could suggest that people of lower 
income prefer to be in quiet spaces outside, 
it could also indicate that there are less 
invitations for them to meet and socialize 
with their friends and family in Downtown 
Vancouver, which adds to inequality in the city. 



79% of respondents
feel positive or 
strongly positive 
about Downtown
^
Intercept Question:
How do you feel about the Downtown?
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

People feel very positive about Downtown!

Note: There is a higher proportion of people who feel 
very positively about Downtown in the Summer (39%) 
than in the Winter (31%) and a higher proportion of 
people who feel neutral about Downtown in the Winter 
(16%) than in the Summer (12%).

Sentiment about Downtown
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

In general, Downtown 
Vancouver is a great place 
that makes people who 
live, work and visit feel 
comfortable and welcome. 
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I love 
Downtown 
Vancouver!

5

36% Strongly Positive

43% Positive

14% Neutral

5% Negative

1% Strongly Negative



90% of respondents
who live and work 
Downtown feel 
positive or strongly 
positive about 
Downtown
^
Intercept Questions:
How do you feel about the Downtown?
What brings you to this space today?
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

Sentiment about Downtown by relationship to Downtown 
(Combined Summer and Winter data)
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Students

Employees

Neighbours / 
Residents

Tourists

Neighbour / Residents + Employees

0%

Strongly Positive

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Strongly Negative

20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

57%

37%

34%

26%

24%

18%Attendee
(Event or institution)

People who 
live and work 

Downtown love 
Downtown!



People want more variety & programming for Downtown

People want more of 
what is already there. 

However, people express challenges of 
affordability, accessibility and inclusion. There 
is a desire for services for those who don't want 
to 'pay to stay' as well as more programing for 
all ages and interests.

^
Intercept Question:
What two things would 
you  like to do in the 
public spaces Downtown 
that you can't do now?
(Summer data)
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Drinking  (51)
‘drink outside’
‘drinking in public’
‘alcohol’

Small scale commerce  (31)
‘coffee shops’

‘outdoor patios’
‘more variety of shops’ More seating  (25)

‘more public seating’
‘better chairs’
‘places to sit’

Dog-friendly areas  (21)
‘more off leash areas’
‘walk dogs’
‘dog parks’

Socializing places  (20)
‘more gathering spots’

‘meet new people’
‘play games with others’

Greenery  (19)
‘more green spaces’
‘garden plots’
‘plant more trees’

Water  (18)
‘spray park’

‘beaches’
‘water fountain’

Eating  (16)
‘have a picnic’
‘eating spaces’
‘bbq’

‘cheaper parking’
‘park more easily’
‘public parking’

Parking  (14)

‘safer biking’
‘feel comfortable’

‘more lights at night’
Improved safety  (21)

‘cleaner’
‘less garbage’

‘dispose of garbage’
Cleanliness  (14)

‘afford food'
‘more low-income housing’

‘bargains’
Affordability  (15)

Social equity  (14)
‘help the homeless’
‘mental health'
‘marginalized populations supported’

Art  (13)
‘art installation’

‘street art’
‘more public art displays’

Weather protection  (13)
‘rain shelter’
‘cover for bad weather’
‘use during poor weather’

Space for kids  (10)
‘teen space'
'playgrounds'
'education'

Active recreation  (70)
‘exercise'
‘swim’
‘run’ 

Accessibility  (32)
‘more walkable’
‘rapid transit’
‘less stairs’ Services  (36)

‘public restrooms’
 ‘garbage cans’

‘phone charging’

Activities & events   (76)
‘live music’

‘performances’
‘festivals’

Passive recreation  (55)
‘relax’

‘people-watch’
‘read’

6

Activities or Programming

Services or Protection

Number of respondents who wrote this (X)



^
Intercept Question:
What two things would you 
like to do in the public spaces 
Downtown - in the winter - 
that you cannot do now?
(Winter data)

People want 
programming all year-
round. With protection 
from the elements and 
invitations to spend 
time Downtown, small 
interventions could have 
a big impact on public life.
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Active Recreation (43)
‘dance’
‘play sports’
‘skateboard’

Events & Activities (52) ‘festivals'
‘free classes’
‘live music’ 

Food & Drinks  (56)
‘drink outside’
‘beer gardens’
‘outdoor cafés’

Passive recreation  (46)
‘relax’

‘people-watch’
‘read’

Protection from the Elements  (35)
‘eat under shelter’

‘heated places to sit’
‘cover from rain’ Seating  (27)

‘more public seating’
‘take a rest’
‘places to sit out of rain’

Walking  (14)
‘casual walks'
‘walk the seawall’
‘walk dog’

Community Engagement  (7) ‘hands on workshops’
'larger community centres'

Socializing places (6)
‘meet friends’

'meet other people'
'date spots'

Pet friendly  (7)
‘small dog sections’

‘big dog sections’
‘indoor options’

Art (5)
‘exhibits’
‘make art outside’
‘public art’

‘more lights’
'light up Davie'
'light up Stanley Park'

Lighting  (4)

‘farmers market’
‘outdoor craft market’

‘food market’
Markets  (14)

‘too many needles’
'fresh air'

'reduce cars'
Cleanliness  (4)

‘shop'
'outdoor shopping'

‘stores’
Shopping (5)

Accessibility  (6)
‘better maps’
‘more buses’
‘public washrooms’

Safety  (3)‘unsafe at night’

Space for kids  (2)‘activities for kids’

Affordability (3) ‘cheaper housing’

Seasonal Decorations (2) ‘more Christmas decorations'

Social Equity (2) ‘right to housing'
'support homeless'



Overall, people feel safe Downtown, but...

60% of respondents 
felt very safe in the 
summer while only 
47% felt very safe
in the winter
^
Intercept Question:
How would you rate your feeling of 
personal safety in this space right now?
(Summer vs. Winter data)

>
Perception of safety 

in the Summer

>
Perception of safety 

in the Winter

Respondents feel less safe 
during the Winter. 
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60% Very Safe

27% Safe

9% Neutral

4% Unsafe

1% Very Unsafe

48% Very Safe

32% Safe

15% Neutral

5% Unsafe

1% Very Unsafe

This could indicate that with fewer hours of 
daylight in the Winter, lighting is even more 
important! But it could also indicate that people 
spend time in different public spaces in the city 
summer vs winter. 



Feelings of safety 
increase with age. 

Overall, none of the reported age groups 
show a significant challenge with sense of 
safety, but it is noticeable that 10% of teens 
reported feeling unsafe. This response may 
relate to where respondents spend time in 
the city. There is a consistent increase in the 
percentage of respondents who report feeling 
very safe as age increases.

^
Intercept Questions:
How would you rate your feeling of 
personal safety in this space right now?
What is your age?
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

Perception of Safety by Age (Summer data)
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65+

40-64

30-39

20-29

15-19

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

50%

55%

58%

59%

67%

18%

Very Safe

Safe

Neutral

Unsafe

Very Unsafe



Overall, people feel safe Downtown, but...

While 71% of tourists
feel very safe, only 
39% of employees
do
^
Intercept Questions:
How would you rate your feeling of personal safety in 
this space right now?
What best describes your relationship to Downtown?"
(Combined Summer and Winter data)

Perception of Safety by Relationship to Downtown 

Perception of safety 
is impacted by the 
respondents' relationship to 
Downtown. 
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Very Safe

Safe

Neutral

Unsafe

Very Unsafe

Attendee
(Event or institution)

7

Employee

Neighbour / Resident + Employee

Students

Neighbours / Residents

Tourists

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

71%

64%

56%

54%

50%

39%

Most 
likely to 
feel very 
unsafe

Most 
likely to 
feel very 

safe
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People who are likely to be visiting for the first time, 
such as tourists, are the most likely to feel very 
safe. People whose relationship to Downtown brings 
them there often, such as residents and employees, 
are more likely to feel unsafe. This may speak to 
frequency of visits as well as to where people spend 
time in the city. Residents tend to have a different 
understanding and knowledge of certain civic 
challenges such as homelessness and substance 
use, where visitors may lack the same exposure and 
therefore perceive the same environment differently.



64% of respondents
interacted with 
someone they did 
not plan to meet
^
Intercept Question:
Did you interact with someone here 
today who you did NOT come with?
(Same for both Summer and Winter)

Rain or shine, people are interacting Downtown

*A recent study conducted by The Vancouver Foundation: 
Connect & Engage, found that many Vancouverites find it 
difficult to make friends and often feel lonely. The fact that 
people interact when out it the public realm indicate that 
invitations to spend time out in Public Space could have an 
effect of social connectedness in the city.  

https://www.vancouverfoundation.ca/our-work/initiatives/
connections-and-engagement

Changes to the physical 
environment could impact 
social connectedness in the 
city. 
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^
Intercept Questions:
Did you interact with someone here 
today who you did NOT come with?
Did you know them before today?
(Combined Summer and Winter)

50% of respondents
who interacted with 
someone reported 
interacting with a 
person they had 
never seen before!

Public Space design and 
invitations to spend time 
affect the likelihood of 
people interacting.

^
Reasons for interacting
(Combined Summer and Winter Data)
Note: Reasons for interacting are fairly consistent between 
Summer and Winter, except slightly more people meet 
because of children in the Summer (6%) than Winter (2%)

These are the most popular reported 
reasons why people interacted with 
someone they had never met. 
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By creating more 
invitations for play, 

pets, activities, sitting, and 
volunteer opportunities in the 
public realm, people may be 

more likely to engage is 
new social interactions.

An activity (14%)

Sat next to each other (9%)

Volunteering (8%)

Children (4%)

Pets (10%)
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Public Life Across Downtown
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C

Public Life
Across

Downtown
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Public Life Across Downtown
—Key Findings from Observing people MOVING (pages 64-71)

Counts of people walking 

Downtown Vancouver invites 
people to walk all year round, 
with some parts of Downtown 
working harder than others 
to support pedestrians.

Counts of people on bikes 

Cycling is becoming 
increasingly common, in 
line with infrastructure 
improvements Downtown. 
Still, cycling counts are low, 
especially in the winter.

1 4

The highest pedestrian 
volumes are seen in areas 
with retail, transit nodes 
or key destinations. Retail 
streets and station areas 
often exceed capacity, making 
for uncomfortable walking 
experiences, while other 
streets see low pedestrian 
activity. On average, 
pedestrian activity dropped by 
20% across all sites surveyed 
in the Winter.

Observed gender-presentation

Overall, pedestrians 
Downtown reflect a fairly 
even gender-balance. This 
balance shifts during the 
winter, and is affected by 
time of day and location.

Observed age-presentation 

People of all ages walk 
in Downtown, but not 
everywhere and not at 
all times. Season, time 
of day and location affect 
who is out walking. 

2 3

The overall gender-balance 
of pedestrians Downtown 
is a relatively even split. 
However, some locations, 
especially those with lower 
overall pedestrian counts, 
fewer active frontages or 
poor lighting, demonstrate 
a drop in female-presenting 
pedestrians in the winter.

When compared to 
neighbourhood and city-
wide census data, not 
all neighbourhoods see 
balanced age representation 
in pedestrian counts. In the 
winter, fewer older adults and 
children are out walking. 

Not surprisingly, there are 
more people on bikes in 
Downtown Vancouver where 
investment in infrastructure 
supports safe cycling. People 
on bikes are part of Public 
Life. They are out in the Public 
Space, where eye contact 
and direct communication 
are possible and democratic 
negotiation of the space 
happens. 
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—Key Findings from Observing people STAYING  (pages 72-83)

Counts of people staying 

In the summer, Downtown is 
bustling with city life and a 
many people choose to stop 
and stay in the public realm. 
In the winter, staying activity 
drops by 70%.

Mappings of stationary activities 

The majority of stationary 
activities observed are 
related to outdoor serving 
and passive recreation, with 
many people sitting on stairs 
in the summer. In the winter, 
most people are standing 
and engaged in necessary 
activities.

Observed gender-presentation 

The gender balance of people 
staying closely represents 
the demographics of 
Downtown residents. But, 
when compared to people 
moving, there is a lower 
percentage of female-
presenting people choosing 
to stop and stay.

Observed age-presentation 

When it comes to stopping 
and staying, the youngest 
and oldest age groups are 
underrepresented in the 
public realm. 

5 6 7 8

People choose to stop and 
stay when they feel invited. 
Public spaces that invite 
people to enjoy the positive 
aspects of climate, provide 
views to nature and inspire 
people watching see a lot of 
activity in the summer. In the 
winter, activity is confined to 
areas that offer comfort and 
protection from the elements.

In the summer, many people 
choose to sit outside and enjoy 
food and drinks. In the winter 
most people are standing, 
more people are spending 
time by themselves, and 
necessary activities dominate 
public life. Weekends invite 
for more social activities and 
more diverse activity profiles. 

The gender balance of people 
spending time in the public 
realm very closely reflects the 
gender balance of Downtown 
residents, which has a lower 
percentage women than 
the City of Vancouver. Major 
destinations with higher 
overall counts show a more 
balanced ratio, while smaller 
public spaces reflect greater 
gender imbalance.

By comparing stationary 
counts to the census data, we 
see that few public spaces 
are inviting older adults to 
spend time there. During the 
winter, when protection from 
the elements and adequate 
lighting are most important, 
this imbalance is greater. 
Interestingly, most areas 
have more kids stopping and 
staying than walking nearby. 
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2000+
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Weekday
Weekend

Downtown invites people to walk all year round!

The highest pedestrian activity 
volumes are seen in areas with 
retail, transit nodes or key 
destinations. 

During summer weekdays, high pedestrian 
counts were concentrated around retail 
streets and station areas, while secondary 
streets saw significantly lower numbers. 

On average, Summer weekend pedestrian 
counts were the highest observed. 

During the summer, key destinations outside 
the retail areas such as English Bay Beach 
are active on both weekdays and weekends. 

Summer Pedestrian Counts*

Note: Some count averages that 
were not carried out as full day 
counts are skewed higher, as they 
do not include lower pedestrian 
activity in the morning or evening.
*Hourly counts, averaged over 
the day

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 
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Winter Pedestrian Counts* 
Note: Some count averages that 
were not carried out as full day 
counts are skewed higher, as they 
do not include lower pedestrian 
activity in the morning or evening.
*Hourly counts, averaged over 
the day

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 

On average, pedestrian activity 
dropped by 20% across all sites 
surveyed in the Winter

During the winter, pedestrian activity was 
even more concentrated, with secondary 
streets seeing significant drops in activity. 

Winter weekend counts, especially related 
to retail areas, are higher than weekday 
counts, even in the summer.

Key destinations outside the retail 
areas such as English Bay Beach see a 
significant drop in activity the winter, due 
to weather and fewer hours of daylight.
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2

Ratio of female to male residents in Vancouver, according to 2016 census data

47% Female 

53% Male

51% Female 

49% Male

51% Female 

49% Male

However, with more male 
than female residents 
living Downtown, the ratio 
of female-presenting 
pedestrians Downtown is 
relatively high.

of residents Downtown 
are Female

(according to the census)

of pedestrians counted 
are female-presenting 

Downtown Vancouver City of Vancouver British Columbia

Overall, pedestrian gender representation is balanced

The percentage of female-presenting 
pedestrians is more similar to the 
demographics of Metropolitan Vancouver and 
BC than to Downtown Vancouver. This may be 
an indicator that Downtown is an attractive 
destination for people who are out walking.

Female
MaleCensus demographics for all of Downtown

vs gender presentation for pedestrians

See Appendix for a map of count locations 
and detailed count profiles

*Represented on survey but no 'Other' 
observed

Other*

Census
Data

Pedestrian
Counts

48.5%47%
(average of all counts)



Public Life Across Downtown

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life 69

BURRARD BRIDGE

DENMAN ST

CARDERO ST

BUTE
 ST

NELSON ST

DUNSMUIR ST

HASTINGS ST

DAVIE ST

ROBSON ST

GEORGIA ST

BURRARD ST

GRANVIL
LE ST

GRANVIL
LE BRIDGE

CA
M

BI
E 

BR
ID

GE

MAIN
LAND ST

AB
BO

TT
 S

T

PACIFIC BLVD

45 44

49

49

50

45

49

45

47

48

47

45

46

52

51

41

41

39

39

48

48

47

47

45

47

47

46
4244

52

51

52
47

46

45
49

50

51
52

45

55

54

50

45

46

45

46
46

47

51 44

47

44

48

46

51

50

46

53

47

50

49

51

53

46

48

43

50

41

47

55

46

59

54
52

50

50

42

47

51

53

52

51
52

52

47

51

47

47

49
43

46

47

49
47

48

50

47

49

50

40

39

49

50

48

46

53

50

52

47

49
48

51

55-59%

50-54%

45-49%

39-44%

Summer
Winter

In the Winter, some 
Downtown locations 
experience a drop in the 
percentage of female-
presenting pedestrians.

While the average percentage of female-
presenting pedestrians is relatively 
consistent (49.2% in the summer and 
47.9% in the winter), some locations 
with lower overall pedestrian counts see 
a larger drop in the winter.

This indicates that some areas may be 
perceived less safe in the winter, which 
can be attributed to public spaces having 
fewer active frontages, being poorly lit, 
and having fewer people out in general 
(including fewer stationary people).

English Bay Beach
(6% drop in the winter)

Cardero Street
(5% drop in the winter)

Female-Presenting Pedestrians 
Average of Weekends and Weekdays

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 

Harbour Green
(8% drop in the winter)
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3 People of all ages are walking Downtown, but not everywhere

Ages 0-6

2.8%

Ages 7-14

2.6%

Ages 15-24

8.5%

Ages 25-64

73.6%

Ages 65+

12.5%

Toddlers Kids Young Adults Adults Older Adults

While all age groups are 
represented out walking, the 
ratio is affected by the season 
and the day of the week.

On weekends the percentage of young adults out 
walking exceeds their census representation. 
In the winter there is a significant drop in the 
percentage of older adults out walking.

This indicates that more can be done to make 
sure that toddlers, kids and older adults are 
invited to walk all year-round.

Census
Data

Summer 
Weekday

Winter 
Weekday

Winter 
Weekend

Summer 
Weekend

Older Adults (65+)

Adults (25-64)

Young Adults (15-24)

Kids (7-14)

Toddlers (0-6)

Census age demographics for 
all of Downtown compared to 
age demographics for people 
walking 

73.6% 74.7%

9.7%12.5% 10.8% 6.4% 7.4%

13.0%8.5%
16.9%

13.2% 16.8%

67.9% 78.5% 72.7%

Age division for Downtown Vancouver, according to 2016 census data

More 
young adults 
and kids are 

out walking on 
weekends

Though still 
underrepresented, 
more older adults 

are out walking in the 
summer than in

the winter
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Some Downtown 
neighbourhoods do 
better than others 
toward inviting all 
age groups to walk.

When comparing the ages of residents in 
each neighbourhood to pedestrian counts 
in the same area, some age groups are 
underrepresented.

This indicates that not all neighbourhoods 
provide a walking environment that caters to 
its residents. This can be related to the quality 
of the walking environment (its safety, comfort 
and delight) and it can be a representation 
of the functions and destinations that attract 
these age groups to the neighbourhood.

Older Adults (65+)

Adults (25-64)

Young Adults (15-24)

Kids (7-14)

Toddlers (0-6)

Census age demographics 
compared to age groups 
of people walking, by 
neighbourhood
Summer and winter counts 
are averaged, as the seasonal 
differences were comparable with 
the Downtown-wide data. 

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 
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Older people 
out walking 
are under-

represented

The CBD 
and Coal 

Harbour attract 
young adults. But 

where are the 
kids?

Yaletown, 
and False 

Creek North 
see fairly even 
representation
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4 People on bikes are part of Public Life

200+

150-199

100-149

50-99

1-49

weekday
weekend

People on bikes are part of Public Life. 
They are out in the Public Space, where 
eye contact and direct communication is 
possible and democratic negotiation of 
the space happens. 

Not surprisingly there are more people 
on bikes in Downtown Vancouver where 
investment in infrastructure invites people 
to bike safely. Still, counts of people biking 
are fairly low relative to the amount of 
people overall who choose active mobility 
(see introduction pages for comparison). 

Even on the most active routes, winter 
cycling counts see a drop.

Vancouver has taken crucial 
steps towards getting more 
people out biking in the city.

Dunsmuir St
Winter weekday average
= 74 people cycling

Hornby St
Winter weekday average
= 44 people cycling

Summer Cyclist Counts*

*Hourly counts, averaged over 
the day

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 
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2016 Highlights

5km

1/2
For the second year in a row, Vancouver 
residents made half of their trips by 
sustainable modes (walking, cycling, 
and transit). Page 4

Vancouver residents are comfortable 
cycling moderate distances — the 
average bike trip distance is over five 
kilometers — and we can support longer 
trips by expanding our AAA network. 
Page 14

For the second year in a row, 10 per 
cent of Vancouver residents cycled to 
work and nearly a quarter walked to 
work. Page 12

Active transportation is good for social 
connectedness — people who walk and 
cycle are most likely to have a friendly 
interaction during their trip. Page 18

Weather impacts active transportation 
— 2016 was a wetter year than 2015 and 
it likely contributed to slightly lower 
bike volumes recorded at our bike 
counter locations. Page 29

10% ^
The Transportation 
2040 plan sets 
targets for the 
future, including 
cycling. 

< 
Vancouver 2016 
Active Transportation 
Report Card

< 
One of the busiest 
on-street bike lanes 
Downtown, Hornby Street. 

< 
Mobi bike share provides 
a popular alternative to 
private bikes

A lot is 
being done to 

support people 
biking in 

Vancouver
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English Bay Beach

Mainland

Robson 800 Block

Library Plaza

Jack Poole Plaza

The seasons affect where people stop and stay Downtown

In the Summer, Downtown is 
bustling with city life, and a 
lot of people choose to stop 
and stay. 

People choose to stop and stay when they feel 
invited, safe and comfortable. Destinations 
that invite people to enjoy the positive aspects 
of climate and the beautiful natural setting 
surrounding Downtown see a lot of activity.

Summer Stationary Counts*

*Hourly counts, averaged over 
the day

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 



Public Life Across Downtown

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life 75

Public spaces 
adjacent to retail 
streets see a lot of 
activity

The Seawall 
attracts a lot of 
activity, inviting 
people to enjoy 
the beautiful 
weather, views, 
and recreation

Stairs 
near public 

functions attract 
a lot of people and 

are great locations for 
people watching, 
especially when 

it's sunny.

Robson 800 Block / Robson Square

Mainland StreetLibrary Plaza

Jack Poole Plaza

English Bay Beach



In the Winter, stationary 
activity on average drops by

70%
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100+

50-99

25-49

10-24

1-9

weekday
weekend

5

and public spaces that offer shelter from the 
elements see the majority of the activity that 
remains.  This is not surprising, as Vancouver 
winters bring a lot of rain. But, because 
pedestrian counts are still high, this indicates 
that more can be done to get people to 'stick 
around longer' in the winter.

Winter Stationary Counts*

*Hourly counts, averaged over 
the day

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 

The seasons affect where people stop and stay Downtown

English Bay Beach

Mainland

Robson 800 Block

Library Plaza

Jack Poole Plaza
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People continue 
to enjoy food and 
drinks outside, 
specially when 
serving areas offer 
shelter

The Seawall does 
not invite a lot of 
people to stop and 
stay in the winter, 
although a lot of 
people are still 
moving through

Public spaces 
that offer activities 
sheltered from the 
elements see more 
activity in the winter

Robson 800 Block / Robson Square

Mainland StreetLibrary Plaza

English Bay Beach

Jack Poole Plaza



The seasons affect what people do when they stop and stay

In the Summer, most people spending time 
in public space are eating and drinking or 
engaging in passive recreation. Weekends 
invite more diverse and more social activities.

Public Life Across Downtown

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life78

6

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Engaged with Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Non-assigned

Summer Stationary Activity

See Appendix for a map of count locations and detailed count profiles 

Weekday activity peaks around lunch and after work. People 
enjoy food and drinks at outdoor serving areas when the weather 
is conducive to recreation. While more people are engaged with 
commerce around lunch and commuter hours, active recreation 
increases mid-afternoon.

Weekend activities increase steadily throughout the day and 
include a wider range of stationary activities. These include 
cultural activities, commerce and active recreation. Weekend 
activities tend to be more social and less solitary. In addition, 
they are composed of a greater proportion of optional activities 
(ie. recreation) to necessary activities (ie. waiting for transit). 
This means that people are there because they want to be, not 
because they have to be. 

Average
1,141 

people/hr

Average
1,957 

people/hr

Weekday

Time Time

Weekend

8 10 12 14 16 189 11 13 15 17 19 218 10 12 14 16 189 11 13 15 17 19 21
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2,500
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500

0

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

after-work
dinner

peak

evening
peak

all-day

activity

lunchpeak
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Sitting - Commercial - Eating / Drinking

Standing and Sitting - Public - Active RecreationSitting - Informal - Passive Recreation

Standing - Waiting for Transit

31%

Summer 
Weekday

44%

19%

6%

Summer 
Weekend

33%

21%
19%

26%

During the week, more 
people are spending 
time alone or in pairs.
On the weekend, most 
people are in larger 
crowds and groups

1 person 

2 pair

3-7 group 

8+ crowd

Group Size

Standing

Sitting - Public

Sitting - Private

Sitting - Commercial

Sitting - Informal

Lying Down

Body Position

Summer 
Weekday

34%
3%6%

28%

1%
30%

Summer 
Weekend

33%

1%
13%

23%

1%
29%



The seasons affect what people do when they stop and stay

In the Winter, necessary activities 
dominate. More people are by themselves, 
and the vast majority of people are 
standing.

During the winter, fewer people chose to spend time in public 
space. This means that with fewer optional activities, necessary 
activities such as waiting for transit are more dominant. Similarly, 
the percentage of people engaged in less socially acceptable 
activities such as panhandling, intoxication and substance use is 
higher (13.5% of all activity over the day across all sites).  

On the weekend more people are spending time in public space 
with a greater diversity of activities. Outdoor serving areas that 
offer shelter from the elements invite a fair amount of activity 
and the number of people spending time alone drops, relative to 
weekday counts. Still, the majority of people that stop and stay are 
engaged in passive recreation or waiting for transit and many are 
on their phones.  
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Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Engaged with Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Non-assigned

Winter Stationary Activity

See Appendix for a map of count locations and detailed count profiles 

Average
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Average

307
people/hr
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Time Time
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Waiting 
for transit, 

dog walking and 
running errands 
continue rain or 

shine.

Standing - Waiting for Transit

Standing - Passive RecreationSitting Commercial - Eating / Drinking

Standing - Commercial Activity

19%

Winter
Weekday

60%

39%

14%

7%

Winter 
Weekend

15%

23%

23%

During the Winter, more 
people spending time in 
public space are alone. 
During the week, this 
number rises to nearly 
2 out of 3 people .

During the winter, the vast majority of people are standing. This is likely because 
surfaces are wet, and indicates a need for seating that is protected from the elements.

1 person 

2 pair

3-7 group 

8+ crowd

Group Size

Standing

Sitting - Public

Sitting - Private

Sitting - Commercial

Sitting - Informal

Lying Down

Body Position

Winter
Weekday

3% 2%
11%

9%

1%

Winter
Weekend

57%

75%

3% 1%

23%

18%



The Gender balance for people staying represents Downtown
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Though gender balance for people staying 
very closely represents Downtown 
resident demographics, it is not 
representative of the metropolitan region.
Unlike the counts for people walking, the ratio of 
female-presenting people staying is significantly 
lower than the gender ratio for the City of 
Vancouver and British Columbia. This difference 
is exaggerated in the winter when only 40.5% 
of the people counted staying are female-
presenting compared to 43.2% in the summer. 
Fewer female-presenting people staying could 
indicate a lack of invitations for both genders. 

Female
MaleCensus demographics for all of Downtown

vs. gender presentation for people 
walking and people staying

See Appendix for a map of count locations 
and detailed count profiles

*Represented on survey but no 'Other' 
observed

Ratio of female to male residents in Vancouver, according to 2016 census data

47% Female 

53% Male

51% Female 

49% Male

51% Female 

49% Male

Downtown Vancouver City of Vancouver British Columbia

Other*

of residents Downtown 
are Female

(according to the census)

47%

48.5% 

Census Data People
Walking

People
Staying

Compared to 
people walking, the 

gender balance of people 
staying more closely 
represents resident 

demographics 
Downtown

41.8%
of people counted staying  
are female-presenting 
(average of all counts)
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38 % female

At major destinations, there 
tends to be a higher percentage 
of female-presenting people 
spending time.

Major destinations are also the places 
that have higher numbers of people 
staying overall and offer a variety of 
reasons to stop and stay. In contrast, the 
majority of streets and smaller scale 
public spaces in the CBD see more 
male-presenting people spending time.

This indicates that public spaces that 
offer a variety of options for stopping 
and staying are more inclusive, and 
that perception of safety is higher when 
more people are staying in the space.

Robson 800

Morton ParkEnglish Bay Beach

Harbour Green

Mainland St. 

VAG Plaza

Granville St.

Summer Stationary activity by gender*

*Average over the day

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 



Some age groups stop and stay more than others
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8

Age division for Downtown Vancouver, according to 2016 census data,

Ages 0-6

2.8%

Ages 7-14

2.6%

Ages 15-24

8.5%

Ages 25-64

73.6%

Ages 65+

12.5%

Toddlers Kids Young Adults Adults Older Adults

While young adults are well-
represented in the public 
realm, the youngest and oldest 
age groups are not.
Older adults are especially underrepresented 
during the winter, and counts of kids spending 
time in the public realm were especially low 
on winter weekdays. These lower numbers 
may be related to a lack of protection from the 
elements, insufficient lighting to mitigate the 
lack of daylight, or not enough programming 
for all age groups throughout the year.

Census
Data

Summer 
Weekday

Winter 
Weekday

Winter 
Weekend

Summer 
Weekend

Older Adults (65+)

Adults (25-64)

Young Adults (15-24)

Kids (7-14)

Toddlers (0-6)

Census age demographics for 
all of Downtown compared to 
age demographics for people 
staying

73.6% 69.2%

12.3%12.5% 12.4%
7.9% 8.1%

14.2%8.5%

5.4% 6.3%4.5% 7.4% 2.2%

16.6%
19.8%

19.8%

63.5% 70.0%
65.8%

Toddlers 
and kids are 

represented winter 
weekend, but weekday 

few kids spend time 
in the public spaces 

Downtown

Older adults are 
under-represented 
in the public space 
Downtown in the 

winter.
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Not all Downtown 
neighbourhoods invite all 
age groups to stop and stay.

By comparing counts to the census data, we 
see that few public spaces invite older adults 
out. Interestingly, most areas have more kids 
stopping and staying than walking. 

This indicates that not all neighbourhoods have 
public spaces that cater to their residents, 
but it is clear that with the right public space 
program in place all age groups will stop and 
stay.

Older Adults (65+)

Adults (25-64)

Young Adults (15-24)

Kids (7-14)

Toddlers (0-6)

Census age demographics 
compared to age groups 
of people staying, by 
neighbourhood
Summer and winter counts 
are averaged, as the seasonal 
differences were comparable with 
the Downtown-wide data. 

See Appendix for a map of count 
locations and detailed count profiles 
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NorthYaletown

West End
Census Walking Staying

Census Walking Staying

Census Walking Staying

Census Walking Staying

Census Walking Staying

Older adults live 
in West End and 

Coal Harbour, but are 
underrepresented 

in public space

Toddlers 
and kids are 

well-represented 
in False Creek 

North

This is the only 
neighbourhood in 

which older adults 
staying are not 

underrepresented
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Public Space Across Downtown
—Key Findings

Access and variety Perception of public and 
private spaces

1 4
While it's noteworthy that all 
Downtown Vancouverites are 
within walking distance of a 
public space, not everyone 
has access to different types 
of public spaces that provide  
diverse programming to serve 
their individual needs. 

By understanding and leveraging the diversity of Public Spaces 
in Downtown, Vancouver may better support diverse Public Life 
profiles. It is important to note that streets are included in the 
Public Space network, as they are valuable spaces not only for 
moving, but also for spending time.

Identity and character Everyday, event and 
seasonal use

2 3
The public spaces across 
Downtown are unique, with 
each place defined by specific 
contextual, historical, and 
cultural qualities. These 
distinct public space identities 
have the potential to be 
vcelebrated and leveraged 
in order to evoke a stronger 
sense of place and identity. 

There are enough residents 
and visitors in Downtown 
to activate all of the public 
spaces Downtown, however, 
many of these spaces could be 
doing more to attract people 
to stay during the day as well 
as throughout the various 
seasons. 

Some public spaces 
throughout Downtown are 
experienced being private 
even when public. There is an 
opportunity to deploy better 
design cues to invite more 
people to stop and stay. These 
spaces are challenged by 
jurisdictional boundaries and 
necessary service uses that 
limit their full potential. 
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Community hearts and 
meeting places

Places of arrival Connections to 
neighbourhoods and 
amenities

Streets  and  Seats

5 6 7 8
Civic institutions, such as 
libraries and community 
centers, function as 
neighbourhood meeting 
places all year around and 
could greatly benefit from 
more distinguished public 
spaces that make this public 
life visible and invite people to 
spend time outside.   

Places of arrival, such as 
station areas and bridge 
landings, have the potential to 
be celebrated as great public 
spaces that provide high 
quality connections to civic 
assets and destinations. At 
the moment, they are not as 
inviting or comfortable as they 
could be for people who are 
passing through, waiting, or 
spending time there. 

Connections are not 
always seamless between 
neighbourhoods, the city core 
and the Seawall. Wide streets 
that are hard to cross and lack 
integrated wayfinding create 
barriers to these destinations.

Overall, streets are of high 
quality and support people  
walking with generous 
sidewalks, high quality paving 
and street trees. But, they 
do not all invite people to 
stop and stay other than 'pay 
to stay'. Public benches are 
few, if any, and the popularity 
of street plazas along retail 
streets show an acute need for 
more public seating. 
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Public Space Overview Map
The Downtown Peninsula is 
comprised of Public Spaces 
of varying scales and 
character. While the overall 
quality of the public realm 
is high, there is potential 
for existing Public Spaces to 
better support Public Life.

Plazas

POPS

Street Plazas

1

2

3

Station Areas4

Laneways

Converted Laneways

Streets

8b

8a

9

Neighbourhood Parks

5

6

Mini-Parks

Waterfront Parks & Seawall7

Each Public Space has physical and 
contextual qualities that make it unique. 
However, when looking across the Public 
Spaces surveyed, trends in the Public Life 
profiles emerge by typology. 

The following section is not an exhaustive 
list of all collected Public Life and Public 
Space data. Stories have been selected to 
provide an overall understanding of the 
current use of Public Spaces Downtown. 
See Appendix for detailed data profiles 
for each location.
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Plazas
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Plazas are largely related 
to civic destinations and 
landmarks. They vary in 
scale and character and 
their Public Life profiles 
show that in general they 
can do more to promote 
everyday life. 
While some plazas invite for a variety of 
activities, some see activity only during events. 

Plazas adjacent to indoor civic functions, such 
as libraries and community centers, function as 
neighbourhood meeting places all year around 
and have the opportunity to encourage more 
Public Life to spill outside.
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The plaza 
typology is 

not currently 
represented in 
the West End.

1

All graphs show summer averages.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles, including winter data

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

Jack Poole Plaza

Art Gallery Plaza

Library Plaza

Roundhouse Plaza

Roundhouse Plaza Library Plaza

57 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

15 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

88 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

19 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

18%

9%
6.5%

7.5%

19%

19%

8%

18%27%60% 78%

26.5%
28%



Despite its' adjacency to a community center that serves as a 
neighbourhood destination, Roundhouse Plaza sees very little activity 
besides commercial seating. The outdoor seating areas provide the 
only active ground floor frontages at the plaza. The entrances to the 
community center are not on the plaza, and the active grocery store 
across the street is not directly accessible from the plaza. This causes 
people to cross outside of designated crossing areas in order to go 
between the two.

There is an untapped potential for inviting more people to enjoy this 
high quality plaza by improving accessibility, leveraging activity from the 
community center, and creating more invitations for users of all ages to 
spend time here.

The Library Plaza is most active around lunch, when people enjoy 
the afternoon sun, and people-watch from the stairs leading into 
the library. Because it is located on a busy street, the plaza sees a 
lot of foot traffic and is a popular spot for markets, panhandling and 
gatherings. 

The atrium leading into the library provides an alternative to the steps, 
with public benches and ground floor retail venues that offer additional 
seating. The atrium is also one of the few public spaces that is active in 
the winter, offering shelter from the elements. Still, overall activity was 
low, which indicates that more can be done to invite all user groups 
who visit the library to stop and stay. 
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124 people staying
Weekend peak at 3pm

18% commercial sitting

31 people staying
Weekend peak at 2pm

60% commercial sitting

informal seating

people watching

shelter and sun

BYO lunch spot

Small scale

enjoy the sun

seating variety

Roundhouse Plaza Library Plaza



The newly redesigned 
plaza is one of the largest 
improvements to the pool 
of Public Spaces Downtown, 
but has not yet re-
established itself in people’s 
mental maps of the city

Plaza Case Study: Art Gallery Plaza (VAG)

High quality paving and furnishings indicate 
that significant investment has been made 
here. However, there is little activity other 
than people waiting in line to get into the Art 
Gallery. Being next to Georgia Street is both a 
challenge and an opportunity. The wide street 
suffers from high traffic volumes and noise, but 
the two intersections by the plaza show very 
high pedestrian volumes. More invitations are 
needed to invite people to stop and stay everyday.
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Art Gallery Plaza

See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles.

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

18%

12%
10.5%

29%

29% 32%

84%

Summer Winter
27%

40% 54%

16%
7%

4%

27 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

27 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

6 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

36 people
hourly avg.
Weekend
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Art Gallery Plaza is a great event space 
right off the ceremonial Georgia Street, 
but there is little every day life.

few people

event space

need for more programming

sheltered seating

seating variety

selfie moment

Standing in line for the gallery

Standing

Sitting - Public

Sitting - Private

Sitting - Commercial

Sitting - Informal

Lying Down

Body Position

Seen from Howe Street

Seen from Georgia Street

Under roof structure on Howe Street

66 people staying
Summer weekend peak at 10am

110 people staying
Winter weekend peak at 8am

Summer 
Weekday

56%

1.5% .9%

41.5%

Summer 
Weekend

50.6%

5.3% 1.1%
43%
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POPS (Privately-Owned Public Spaces)

POPS vary in character and 
accessibility. While some 
are legible as Public Spaces, 
many are perceived as 
private. In general, activity 
is limited to weekdays 
during lunch, though a few 
POPS stand out.
Many POPS are inaccessible because they are 
detached from the street, either elevated or 
sunken below grade. More can be done to put 
the POPS on peoples' mental map and to invite 
for more Public Life throughout the day.  
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All graphs show summer averages.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles, including winter data

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

200 Granville

Hydro Plaza

Park Place

CBC Square

Terry Fox Plaza

14 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

34 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

21 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

13 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

200 Granville Park Place
31%

29%

51%42% 37% 27%

40%17.5%

17% 17.5%

20%
19%

POPS are 
primarily a 

CBD typology that 
are not currently 

represented in the 
West End

 POPS are the publicly 
accessible open spaces 

outside of offices and are typically 
associated with commercial areas. 

POPS are sometimes secured through 
a Community Use agreement, which 

can allow for arts and cultural 
events, as well as other activities 

to be held in these spaces.



Park Place

LUNCH SPOT - WEEKEND SPOT! ACTIVE ALL DAY

29 people staying102 people staying
Weekend peak at 12pmWeekend peak at 12pm

Located on the waterfront and right by Waterfront Station, Granville 200 
functions as a destination, as a space that people move through and as 
a lunch spot for people that work in the surrounding buildings. People 
come to enjoy the views over the water, to the natural backdrop of the 
mountains and the working harbour. The plaza is elevated above street 
level and 'dead ends', which challenges the perception of safety outside 
of business hours when there is little activity.  

Granville 200 shows high activity at noon but very little activity for the 
rest of the day, indicating that more can be done to invite people to stop 
and stay outside of office hours.

Park Place is located along Burrard Street and essentially functions as 
a generous sidewalk extension. It feels like an inviting public space. It 
offers a variety of options to sit with public benches situated both near 
and away from the busy sidewalk. The water feature adds 'white noise' 
that mitigates traffic noise, and lawns invite people to sit on the grass 
when weather permits. Located next to a busy bus stop, Park Place 
contributes to the waiting experience for bus passengers and offers a 
welcome alternative to the sidewalk bus stop. 

Park Place provides strong evidence that under the right conditions, 
POPS can be just as inviting and accessible as publicly owned and 
operated spaces.
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great views
selfie moment

elevated
seating variety

people watching feels public

street level

near bus stop

Granville Square (200 Granville)
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Street-Plazas

The Street-Plaza is a newer 
typology in Downtown 
Vancouver, similar to Mini-
Parks in scale and layout 
but  characterized by a 
more playful and urban 
experience. 
Street-Plazas are closed to traffic but allow 
people walking and cycling through. While 
some of the Public Space typologies do not 
cater to everyday life, Street-Plazas show all-
day activity on both weekdays and weekends. 
They offer places to stop and stay along the way 
with public seating that does not require that 
you 'pay to stay'. These spaces support retail 
streets that lack public seating, with plenty of 
places to rest.
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All graphs show summer averages.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles, including winter data

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

Bute Street 
Trial Plaza

Robson 800 Block

Jim Deva Plaza

14 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

20 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

23 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

28 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

Jim Deva Plaza Bute Street Trial Plaza

59%
39%

62.5% 60%

12%

14%

16% 11%

11%

13%
24%

10%

Street-Plazas 
were initially 

installed as temporary 
pilot projects and 
are now becoming 

permanent.



Jim Deva Plaza

48 people staying 50 people staying
Weekend peak at 12pm Weekend peak at 3pm

ON AVERAGE 65% SITTING-PUBLIC

Bute Street Trial Plaza
The Bute Street Trial Plaza serves as a neighbourhood meeting place 
and offers a quiet respite off of busy Robson Street. It offers public 
seating, which is limited on Robson Street. The Trial Plaza pilot project 
was successful in inviting people to stop and stay, which resulted in 
strong support for the plaza and Council approving the request to make 
it permanent.

This pilot demonstrates that there is a demand for Public Spaces near 
retail streets, offering opportunities for people to stop and stay without 
having to pay to sit.

Jim Deva Plaza serves both as a meeting place and as an event space.  
It features events like karaoke nights and reflects the local identity 
around Davie Village with a  whimsical, colourful and playful character. 
It has active edges including restaurants that offer seating options, 
next to public seating with both fixed and movable chairs and tables.

This plaza demonstrates that it pays off to include the public in testing 
ideas before implementation. Furthermore, facilitating community 
expression in the public realm builds ownership and might invite more 
people to stop and stay.
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movable seating
local meeting place

BYO

playful
neighbourhood identity

seating variety



Street-Plaza Case Study: Robson 800 block

Robson 800 Block is 
bustling with city life.  Large 
numbers of pedestrians 
flow through the space and 
many choose to stop and 
stay.

This street-plaza invites a variety of uses 
and gets especially crowded on the weekend, 
when shoppers, people attending public 
gatherings, and lines of people waiting to get 
into the Art Gallery coexist in the space. 

The space features a variety of seating options 
including movable tables and chairs as well 
as attractive steps for people-watching.

Public Space Across Downtown

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life100

3

GRANVIL
LE S

T
RIC

HARDS S
T

M
AIN

LAND S
T

GEORGIA ST

ALBERNI ST

COM
OX ST

ROBSON ST

DAVIE ST

BURRARD S
T

BUTE S
T

BROUGHTON S
T

DENM
AN S

T

COMMUNITY 
CENTER HARBOR 

GREEN PARK

NELSON PARK

CENTRAL
LIBRARY

EMERY
BARNES 

PARK

ROBSON
SQUARE

VANCOUVER 
ART GALLERY

COMMUNITY
CENTER

BC PLACE
STADIUM

SUNSET 
BEACH 
PARK

ENGLISH 
BAY 
BEACH

STANLEY 
PARK

Robson 800 block

See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles.

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

67 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

477 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

23 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

29% 25.5%
25%

24%

Summer Winter

48% 24%

24%

18% 16% 18.5%

17.5%

11%

15%

12%

10%

14%

32 people
hourly avg.
Weekday



WOW!!!
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people watching

no traffic

temporary seating

lines for VAG
street vending

public gathering space

winter activity

sheltered from the rain

heart of the city

informal meets formal

place for expression

The street-plaza consists of a series of spaces. 
With covered areas, Robson 800 invites a mix of 
uses over the day and year. 

Standing

Sitting - Public

Sitting - Private

Sitting - Commercial

Sitting - Informal

Lying Down

Body Position

Summer 
Weekday

53%

5%

17% 24%

Summer 
Weekend

60%

10%

9%
20%

1,133 ppl staying
Summer weekend peak at 2pm

62 ppl staying
Winter weekend peak at 2pm



Station Areas

The Downtown station areas 
serve massive amounts 
of transit riders daily. 
However, few passersby 
choose to stop and stay 
because there are few 
invitations to sit, lean, or 
spend time.
Station areas show a higher percentage of less 
socially acceptable stationary activities than 
the other Public Space typologies. This might 
be related to the programming and layout of 
the spaces as well as the fact that few people 
stop and stay. This indicates that station areas 
are not well-used as public spaces that cater 
to a broader audience and provide a significant 
untapped potential.
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Data included in 
Granville Street counts 

- see appendix

Data included in 
Mainland Street counts 

- see appendix

All graphs show summer averages.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles, including winter data

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

City Center Station

Yaletown Station

Burrard Station
*including Art 
Philips Park

Waterfront Station

29 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

17 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

19 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

Burrard Station Waterfront Station

26.5%

29% 28% 21.5% 22.5%

17.5%

28.5%27%

19%

19%

23%

9%

17%

12% 8%

8%

23 people
hourly avg.
Weekend



42 people staying 80 people staying
Weekday peak at 2pm Weekday peak at 12pm

49% STANDING

Burrard Station Area Waterfront Station Area

55% STANDING

As one of the main gateways to the city, Waterfront Station is a place 
where many locals and visitors first interface with Downtown. However, 
it does not uphold its role as a key Public Space. While a lot of people 
make use of the lunchtime offerings by the station, most people are 
simply waiting for transit or looking at maps. Lunchtime peaks on 
weekday stood out with 80% of people staying, using private seating 
while they ate.

This indicates that the station area does not offer invitations to sit, nor 
does it offer design cues that indicate the way to the city core, even 
though Granville Street is right there. The Station area is not perceived 
as the integral Public Space or the welcome mat to Downtown that it 
could be. 

Burrard Station Area, which includes Art Phillips Park, is challenged 
by its location. It is partially on a traffic island with multiple levels and 
corners. It is directly connected to the surrounding public spaces and 
sidewalks only at the main entrance on Burrard Street.  

There is limited space by the station entrances. With a lack of seating 
and no other activities to engage in while waiting between modes, the 
station area does not offer an inviting experience. 

There is an opportunity to do more to enhance the waiting experience 
for the many transit riders, and to make better use of the space as a 
potential hub of Public Life.
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limited seating little public seatingdisconnected disconnected
many levels

21,000 daily commuters, weekday 35,000 daily commuters, weekday



Mini-Parks
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Mini-parks, a West End 
typology, serve as local 
meeting places and 
convenient neighbourhood 
short-cuts. 
The Mini-Parks were once streets within the 
public ROW (Right-Of-Way), that are now 
closed for traffic with cycling allowed, making 
them a safe space for kids to play. They are 
predominantly community spaces, and many 
communities show expressive appriopriation of 
them by creating interesting environments for 
people passing through.

Stationary activity is fairly limited, likely 
because of the location and scale of these 
spaces and the fact that they mostly serve 
adjacent residential units.
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All graphs show summer averages.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles, including winter data

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

Cardero Street
Mini-Park

Bute Street Mini-Park

17 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

3 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

7 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

5 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

Cardero Street Mini-ParkBute Street Mini-Park

19.5%
27%

18%20.5% 32%

56% 37%50%

*not surveyed all day

23%

12% 18%

18%

11%

11%



12 people staying
Weekend peak at 11am 28 people staying

Weekend peak at 2pm

Bute Street Mini-Park (by Haro Street) Cardero Street Mini-Park (by Comox Street)
Bute-Street Mini-Park functions as a walkway within the 
neighbourhood, but few people stop and stay even though it offers 
public seating and seating edges. Only 1 person for every 42 passing 
through stop and stay. 

This indicates that more can be done to invite adjacent residents and 
by-passers to stop and stay, but also shows that the mini-parks serve 
as quality pedestrian short cut in the neighbourhood.

This mini-park has an active retail corner and is in close proximity a 
schoolyard. There is a variety of seating in sun and shade. 

Although more people stop and stay here than in Bute Street Mini-
Park, higher pedestrian numbers mean that the 'stickiness factor' is 
limited. Only 1 in 63 stop and stay, though peak hour activity is more 
higher. 

This indicates that active ground floors, with public functions, can invite 
more people to stop and stay. 

50% SITTING PUBLIC 65% STANDING
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expressive appropriation
green

quiet respite

meeting place
people watching



Neighbourhood Parks
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Neighbourhood Parks are 
high quality Public Spaces 
that invite for a range of 
uses and users, especially in 
the summer. 
While Neighbourhood parks show a lot of 
activity in the summer, they show limited 
activity in the winter, when soft surfaces get 
wet and there is limited access to covered 
areas. That said, 'necessary-optional activities' 
like taking pets to the dog park, occur all year-
round.

This indicates that there is a lack of offerings 
for people to stop and stay in the winter, but 
there is an opportunity to build on summer 
success by understanding the needs of users 
that continue visiting in the winter.
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All graphs show summer averages.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles, including winter data

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

Emery Barnes Park

Nelson Park

Yaletown Park

40 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

Nelson Park

46%

30 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

59 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

Emery Barnes Park

36%

36%

34%

56%48.5%

10%
8%

7%

7%

32%

25%

32 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

Cathedral Square



85 people staying
Weekend peak at 3pm

Nelson Park
Nelson Park is a community meeting place offering a wide range of 
things to do in the summer. In the winter, activity is mostly related to 
the dog park and the play area by the school. A local farmers' market 
that operates from May to October invites hundreds of people out 
shopping alongside community gardens, play areas and the dog park. 
In the summer visitors are invited to lay on the grass or rest on a bench 
while enjoying their local community.

According to Intercept survey responses, the majority of people visiting 
Nelson Park come from the surrounding neighbourhood and visit daily 
or weekly. Income levels represented are either mostly high or low-
income, with little in-between. 

ON AVERAGE 42% SITTING PUBLIC
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83 people staying
Weekend peak at 3pm

Emery Barnes Park
Emery Barnes Park is especially active at the play areas, water 
fountains, and dog park. Whereas Nelson Park is very much a 
community meeting place, Emery Barnes Park functions more as a city 
destination where people come to play and enjoy being outside.

According to Intercept survey responses, the majority of people visiting 
Emery Barnes Park come from places other than the surrounding 
neighbourhoods and only visit weekly or monthly. The majority of 
people visiting reported having a medium-income. 

play for all agesdestination

green

mix of activities

local meeting place soft surfaces



Neighbourhood Park Case Study: Yaletown Park

Yaletown Park shows 
very little activity despite 
being situated in a densely 
populated area. 
There is little to do in Yaletown Park besides 
sitting along the edge, which was the main 
activity observed. People also come to walk 
their dogs or drink coffee. 

The space turns its back to the street, which 
may challenge peoples' perception of safety in 
the space. At the same time, it offers a quiet 
respite from the busy street. Because it is 
primarily paved, Yaletown Park reads as a plaza 
more than as a park. 

Yaletown Park could serve as a neighbourhood 
plaza, but it is important to understand what 
the local community needs. 
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Yaletown Park

See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles.

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

8 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

10 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

3 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

3 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

*not surveyed all day

29% 38.5%

28%

Summer Winter

35%

39% 31%
37%

37%

24%
6%

15%

18% 21%
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public seating

detached from street...

...and from buildings

level change

shade and sun

dog walking

uneven pavement

quiet respite

Standing

Sitting - Public

Sitting - Private

Sitting - commercial

Sitting - Informal

Lying Down

Body Position

Most happens along the 
edges, where people are 

sitting on the public benches

17 people staying
Summer weekday peak at 4pm

6 people staying
Winter weekend peak at 12pm

Summer 
Weekday

6.5%

15%

25%

20%

20%

13.5%

11%

Summer 
Weekend

40%

43.5%



Cathedral square is one of 
the smaller public squares 
in the Downtown, similar 
in scale to some of the 
POPS, and has a higher 
percentage of less socially 
accepted Public Life.
Today the square has design challenges. It 
is in deterioating condition and is partially 
separated from the surrounding urban 
fabric. There is a significant difference in 
use between street level and the rest of the 
square. As one of the few public plazas with 
a more intimate scale, Cathedral Square has 
the potential to serve both as a local meeting 
place for the residents as well as a lunch spot 
for the many people that work nearby.

Neighbourhood Park Case Study: Cathedral Square
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Cathedral Square

Cathedral 
Square holds 

potential to invite 
for more Public Life 

with its' intimate 
size

See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles.

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

25 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

13 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

7 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

5 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

11%

8%

8%

13%

22%

14%

22%

19.5%

19.5%

10%

10%

21%

41%

34%

48%

Summer Winter
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movable seating

informal seating

many levels

lunch spot

lying down

rough sleeping

bike share

cathedral detached from the square

square detached from the  street

Summer peak hour is high!!!

Street level

Internal square area

The movable chairs at street level invite a lot of activity, 
whereas use of the internal space is limited and 
dominated by people lying down.

Standing

Sitting - Public

Sitting - Private

Sitting - Commercial

Sitting - Informal

Lying Down

Body Position

Summer 
Weekday

53%

5%

17% 24%

Summer 
Weekend

60%

10%

9%
20%

60 people staying
Summer weekend peak at 12pm

13 people staying
Winter weekend peak at 12pm
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Waterfront Parks & Seawall

Waterfront parks invite 
locals and visitors alike to 
enjoy the beautiful natural 
setting that surrounds 
Downtown. 
The Seawall, which passes through these 
parks, is a popular destination for active 
recreation, with many people out walking, 
biking and running. It also serves as a popular 
bike commute route. 

In the summer many choose to stop and stay, 
enjoying the views and making use of the large 
green spaces for rest, picnics and play. In the 
winter few people stop and stay, even though 
the number of people moving through is still 
high. This indicates that more can be done to 
invite for winter activities. 
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Locations 
surveyed 
along the 
Seawall

7

George Wainborn Park

Marinaside Crescent

English Bay Beach

Coal Harbour Quay Harbour Green

Jack Poole Plaza

Cooper's Park

All graphs show summer averages.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles.

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

Marinaside Crescent Harbour Green

45 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

43.5%

33.5%

38%

57.5%

82 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

32 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

38 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

69%

8.5%

11.5% 11% 5%
13%

20%

27%



142 people staying 99 people staying
Weekend peak at 3pm Weekend peak at 4pm

67% SITTING COMMERCIAL 63% SITTING COMMERCIAL

Marinaside Crescent (Burrard Inlet) Harbour Green Park (False Creek Inlet)
The majority of the activity in Marinaside Crescent is composed of 
people sitting at the outdoor cafés. Compared to the size of the space, 
the stationary peak activity numbers are impressive. 1 in 9 passers-by 
choose to stop and stay. Marinaside Crescent differs from large parts 
of The Seawall. It is located by the water, but has an urban setting with 
active ground floors. The street running through functions more as a 
shared street, with a safe and comfortable feel. 

Harbour Green Park has a fountain for waterplay and varied seating 
options. Still, the majority of the activity observed is people sitting in 
commercial seating areas. It is 1/2 as 'sticky' as Marinaside Crescent 
with 1 in 18 choosing to stop and stay.
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active ground floors varied seatingsafe and comfortable many spaces in one



Seawall Case Study: English Bay Beach

English Bay Beach is a 
local and metropolitan 
destination. This is one of 
the busiest public spaces in 
the summer. 

In the summer this location was one of the 
busiest observed, it was also one of the most 
'sticky', with 1 in every 2 people passing by 
choosing to stop and stay. 

In the winter the numbers change dramatically  
with very few people staying, even though 
pedestrian numbers only drop by 50%. Only 1 
in 14 choose to stop and stay in the winter. 
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Beach Park

See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles.

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

124 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

276 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

9 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

21 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

Summer Winter

74% 59%77% 88%

15.5% 14%
11%

8%

13%
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65% of 
respondents 

spend more than
an hour 

(intercept survey)

65% of 
respondents are 
neighbors while 
23% are tourists

(intercept survey)

passive and active recreation

great lawns for picnic in the park

plenty of seating

amazing views - also in the winter

amazing views Standing

Sitting - Public

Sitting - Private

Sitting - Commercial

Sitting - Informal

Lying Down

Body Position

688 people staying
Summer weekday peak at 7pm

39 people staying
Winter weekday peak at 2pm

Summer 
Weekday

15%

12%

8%
2.5%

4.5%

11.5%

11.5%

Summer 
Weekend

70%

65%



Laneways
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Laneways are important 
service corridors, but they 
have a potential to offer 
more.
There are two types of laneways across the 
Downtown Peninsula that serve the same 
program and have a similar feel: the wider West 
End laneways and the narrower Downtown 
laneways east of Burrard Street. 

Buildings and street fronting functions are 
served by the laneways. This is where trash is 
handled, parking is accessed and the majority 
of deliveries are taken. 

Laneways make great neighbourhood shortcuts 
and have the potential to contribute to the 
public realm more than they do. 

West End
Downtown
Converted
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WOW!!! 

app. 24
km of

laneways!

8

Alley Oop

Mole Hill

Ackery's Alley

Note: More conversions are currently underway.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles, including winter data

In process

Laneways



Downtown (Typical)West End (typical)
The West End laneways are wide. At first glance they look like streets, 
which can make it confusing for newcomers to navigate. For residents, 
they serve as shortcuts and service for the buildings. 

In the West End, laneways are orientated east-west and often have 
setbacks or smaller scale buildings fronting, which allows for more 
light and sun.

Since 2018 lanes have been named for addressing and fire fighting 
purposes in response to infill housing on the lanes resulting from 
the West End Community Plan and Laneways 2.0. Having names also 
makes them places and this speaks to the lanes being more than just 
service arteries.

The laneways east of Burrard Street are narrow. Because of their 
width and orientation they are often in shade, which makes them less 
appealing as places to stop and stay. Still, they serve as important 
short-cuts in the area. 

The laneways in the Downtown are informally named when converted, 
which adds to their perception as 'non-spaces' even though they can 
appear to be streets.
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trash

parkingparkade entrances
poorly lit...

blank walls
backside

a lot of tarmac...

neighbourhood shortcuts

unpleasant sensory experiences...

Sunny

Wide

10M*

Narrow

Shady

6M*

*Distance from property line 
to property line



Laneways: Converted

Alley OopMole Hill
Mole Hill laneway (part of recently named Jepson-Young Lane) is both 
a service corridor and a neighbourhood meeting place. Setbacks have 
been utilized to support different types of activities, with community 
gardens, seating, pocket libraries and infill buildings. Traffic calming 
and street greening contribute to a high quality pedestrian experience.   

There are opportunities to make use of underutilized space in the 
laneways, while still servicing utilities, trash and parking. 

This CBD laneway conversion offers a whimsical feature with its playful 
design. Nevertheless, it is used more as a 'pause on the way' than a 
place to stop and stay. Seating along the active ground floor invites 
people into the first part of the laneway, but many are not compelled 
to explore further. People stop at the corner to take selfies, but few 
walk its' entire length. Because this laneway still functions as a service 
corridor and the paint colours are light, the street paint has begun to 
deteriorate.

There is an appetite for playful features in Downtown, but invitations to 
walk and opportunities to stop require more than playful paint. Active 
ground floors and functions that open up to the laneway add to the 
experience and invite people to spend time in a space.
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worn off paint

playfulneighbourhood meeting place
selfie moment

active corner

8

green
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Alley Oop
offers a selfie 

moment and some 
colourful fun factor to the 
CDB, but does not provide 
active edges or invitations 

to do more than pause 
on the way.



Streets

Streets serve different purposes in the city,  
but the components that create a quality 
environment for walking, stopping and staying 
translate across typologies. These public 
space street typologies capture the perceived 
character and Public Life role of surveyed 
streets. 

Survey Area
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Streets serve as the 
connective tissue of the city 
and get people from A to B. 
Streets also account for the 
majority of the public realm 
and are a primary scene 
of public life - there are 
opportunities for them to do 
more. 

9
Ceremonial streets

Retail streets

Mixed use streets

Neighbourhood streets 

Transit mall

Public Space Street Typologies

See Appendix for a map of count locations and 
detailed count profiles.

Stationary Activities

Waiting for Transit

Eating / Drinking

Commerce

Cultural Activity

Active Recreation

Passive Recreation

Using Electronics

Civic Work

Substance Use

Rough Sleeping

Panhandling

Intoxication

Not assigned

Summer Winter
15%

11%
1%

1%
3%

1%
20%

2%

7%
3%

4%13%

6%
3%

3% 3% 9%

12%

12%

8%

2%
1%

1%

1%
1%

18%

10%

1% 3%

10%

1% 9%

8%

13%
15%

5%

35%

25%

40% 48%

411 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

157 people
hourly avg.
Weekday

545 people
hourly avg.
Weekend

209 people
hourly avg.
Weekend
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Open 
space makes 

up 20-30% of a 
city, and Streets often 

account for 80% of that 
open space (NACTO 

The Urban Street 
Design Guide)

generous sidewalks

generous sidewalks

wall of busses a lot of street life

little street life

dominated by traffic

great when events

(Above)
Photo Credit: GoToVan

Secondary Retail Street (ex: Mainland Street)

Predominantly residential (ex. Richards Street)

Transit mall and Retail Street (ex: Granville Street)

Throughfare (ex. Georgia Street) Event on Georgia Street



Street Experience: Facade Quality

Public Space Across Downtown

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life122

A person walks 
with an average 

speed of 5 kph and 
needs 1 stimuli every 4 

seconds (8-10 entrances 
per 100 meters) to perceive 

the environment as 
interesting- Gehl / 

Gemzøe

Retail streets offer stimuli 
and invite more people to 
stop and stay, while other 
Downtown streets are 
challenged by large units, 
inactive facades and few 
reasons to linger. 

9

Vibrant

Active

Dull

Inactive

Monument

Buildings that meet the street create a more 
interesting walking environment and provide 
a safer space with more eyes on the street. A 
mix of functions on one block adds to facade 
vibrancy and a sense of safety 24/7.

Note: The street survey was focused on streets with public 
functions and larger pedestrians flows, and less so on 
residential streets. Tool and definitions developed by Gehl.
See Appendix for a map of count locations and detailed 
count profiles

Ground Floor Facade Quality



Retail streets are 
particularly vibrant in 
Vancouver, especially 
around the West End 
villages.

• Small units with many 
doors

• High transparency
• No vacant or passive 

units
• Lots of character
• Good articulation, 

materials and details

Some retail units are  
larger, but still open up 
to the street. 

• Relatively small units
• Some transparency
• Few passive units
• Some articulation and 

detail

Dull facades are usually 
office buildings, larger 
residential units and 
public buildings.

• Large units with few 
doors

• Low transparency
• Some passive units
• Few or no details

Inactive facades are 
most often offices and 
parkades.

• Parking or vacant lot
• Large units with few 

doors
• Very little or no 

transparency
• Many passive units
• Uniform facades with 

no details or nothing 
to look at

Historical buildings stand 
out from the majority of 
the buildings built in the 
last 30 years.

• A historic or visually 
interesting facade that 
may not be very active 
or transparent, but is 
visually remarkable

Vibrant Inactive MonumentActive Dull
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Denman Street Alberni Street Dunsmuir StreetHelmcken Street Bute Street (at Pender St)



Street Experience: Setbacks

Setbacks come in many 
types and sizes and 
are often part of the 
streetscape. These buffer 
zones could contribute 
more to the public realm.
Some serve as stoops and terraces for 
residents, creating a buffer between public 
and private realms, while others seem like 
they are part of the public realm but don't 
invite use. 

Residential setbacks can have ground 
floors that are both vibrant and active, and 
add character to the public space. Many 
entrances, detailing, stoops and planting can 
add to the street-life experience.

Commercial setbacks are often under-
utilized, but are experienced as part of the 
public realm. They often have untapped 
potential that could be utilized to create 
more opportunities to stop and stay.

Larger corporate setbacks are mostly 
uninviting, but could play a role in making 
sure that there is accessible public space for 
all. 
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9

expressive appropriation

generic 'fence'

Residents and building owners treat the semi-private 
buffer zone in different ways. Some are active toward the 
street and show signs of life and ownership that add to the 
walking experience. Others close off towards the street, 
even if there are stoops, making for a dull experience .



Public Space Across Downtown

Downtown Vancouver  |  Public Space & Public Life 125

Setbacks are 
an untapped 

potential, restricted 
by ownership, but 

oftentimes experiences 
as part of the Public 

Space
part of the public realm

who is this for?

Fully part of the public realm, but 
governed by building owner, and offer 
no invitations to stop and stay.

Corporate and residental 
large setbacks - publicly 
accessible but with 
limited use, not inviting 
residents nor the public 
to use it  = untapped 
potential!
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Street Experience: Sidewalk and Furnishing Zone

Streets Downtown today 
offer few places to rest that 
are not 'pay to stay', even 
though they generally have 
wide sidewalks, high quality 
paving, and street trees.

Not all people can afford to 'pay to stay', 
meaning that the public realm does 
not serve all residents if this is the only 
option. In order to be equitable, streets 
need to offer public benches and a 
range of seating options for everyone.

There are opportunities within the 
sidewalk space to offer more varied 
opportunities to stop and stay, by 
making use of what is already there. 

1-25
26-49
50-99
100+

Public 
Seats

Café 
Seats
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67%
of the seating on 

the surveyed streets 
Downtown is cafe 
seating or 'pay to 

stay'

1/3
of the seating 

on the surveyed 
streets Downtown 

is public

9

See Appendix for a map of count locations 
and detailed count profiles

Seating and Street Trees
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In 
the winter, 

75%*

of people are 
standing!

Public seating 
is well used 
when available

Informal Seating, 
such as stairs and 

movable chairs 
allowing people to 
enjoy the positive 

aspects of climate 
are popular

During the winter, the vast majority of people are standing. 
This is likely because surfaces are wet and indicates a 
need for seating that is protected from the elements.

Standing

Sitting - Public

Sitting - Private

Sitting - Commercial

Sitting - Informal

Lying Down

Body Position - Streets

*Body position average 
on a weekday

Summer 
Weekday

42%

1%

13%1%

3%
40%

Summer 
Weekend

45%
19%

1%

4% 1%
30%



Street Experience: Curbside Flexible Zone

The road space along 
the curb is used in 
different ways across 
Downtown, and is being 
used for more than just 
traffic and parked cars. 
In some cases, the space is used by 
bike lanes, people waiting for transit 
or Parklets that replace parking 
spots to provide additional seating. 
Still, these alternative uses have 
not been applied broadly. There is a 
need and opportunity for considering 
the use of this zone in a more varied 
and flexible way, using high quality 
design and adaptive use to support 
biking, transportation, and stationary 
activities.
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Protected Bike Lanes

Painted Bike Lanes & Sharrows

Proposed Bike Lanes

9

Bus Stops

See Appendix for a map of count locations 
and detailed count profiles

Bus Stops and Bike Lanes
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Bike Lanes at Hornby St by Robson 800 block

Waiting for Transit at Georgia Street by Vancouver Art Gallery

On-street parking on Robson Street Robson Street Parklet

Parklets that replace 
a couple of parking 
spots, such as this one 
on Robson St show that 
there is a need for public 
seating on the streets

People lining up along the curb 
to wait for the bus is a common 
sight in Downtown Vancouver



Street Experience: Intersections

Many intersections are 
heavily used. Large 
amounts of people stack up 
on the corners and wait to 
cross the street in a limited 
amount of space.
In the winter umbrellas add to this challenge 
as each person then takes up more space. 

In general, intersection treatments are very 
high quality and are focused on pedestrian 
safety and comfort. Waiting times are short 
and corner radii have been minimized. But 
large and growing pedestrian numbers, 
especially in the CBD and along retail 
streets, are challenging intersection capacity. 
In many intersections people waiting to cross 
take up the whole sidewalk and are forced to 
stand very close to moving traffic. 

There is a need to consider alternative 
intersection treatments in high pedestrian 
activity areas. 
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9

People stacking up on busy street 
corners, summer and winter
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Intersection 
street corners 

are challenged by 
large amounts of 

pedestrians

Intersection treatment 
is overall of very high 
quality, with narrow 
vehicular turning radii 
and curb ramps inviting 
everybody to walk. But 
when it rains, some 
corners get standing 
water which challenges 
the walking experience. 
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A comfortable 
sidewalk capacity is 

13 people per metre of 
unobstructed sidewalk per 

minute.*

* Upper limit for an acceptable density in streets 
and on sidwalks with 2-way pedestrian traffic - 

Jan Gehl, Life Between Buildings (2011),134. 

All graphs show summer averages. 
See Appendix count locations and 

detailed count profiles.
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