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Villages, Part 2

If God is in the details, every day Michael Geller gets to read scripture.  
And occasionally rewrite it. 

Geller is the president of the SFU Community Trust, the agency 
building UniverCity, ultimately a billion-dollar development rising out of 
the forest high above the Lower Mainland on Burnaby Mountain, based 

on a framework by Hotson Bakker Boniface Haden.  

It’s the sort of proposal you’d imagine the students would have rioted 
over in the Sixties. Today, it’s embraced as an opportunity both to 

boost the university’s endowment by at least a hundred million dollars 
and to build a real community that will add housing, retail and vitality to 

a one-dimensional commuter campus.

http://www.univercity.ca/


Ten thousand people. 

That’s the build-out population when the project is complete.    
It’s a number that keeps coming up (East Fraser Lands is 

looking at the same figure), partly because it’s the population 
needed to sustain schools, transit and a retail centre large 

enough to support a medium-sized supermarket.  

The challenge for planners has been to provide that density 
within walking distance of destinations, particularly a shopping

village.  Density with proximity can reduce the parking 
requirement to the point where surface parking lots can be 

completely eliminated, creating the pedestrian-friendly 
environment that is key to livability.

Highlands

Highlands is the first stage of the community, consisting of 
1,800 homes to be built over a decade.  Most are condos, but 

the zoning allows for up to half the residences to have 
‘legalized secondary suites’ suitable for students and renters.



This is what that kind of housing looks like, all within a five-minute walk 
of the high street. By suburban standards, it’s dense. So far prices 

have generally run from $200,000 to $500,000, and the take-up has 
been sufficient for the next stage of the project to move forward.        
The first non-market project is also underway, with 60 units to be 

integrated into the neighbourhood.



One of the four cornerstones of the project is, of course,  
‘sustainability’ which Geller has astutely taken as a marketing 

opportunity as well as a mandate.

The project as a whole received 
Burnaby planning approval to 

narrow the streets, use pervious 
pavers for the parking bays, 

place swales behind the 
boulevards, and require each 
parcel to have on-site storm-

water retention.

The commercial space has a  
geothermal energy source, some of 

the residential units have heat 
recovery ventilation, and all have 

higher insulation standards, 
energy-efficient light fixtures, 

water-saving shower heads and 
Australian-style toilets.

http://www.univercity.ca/cornerstones.html


Here’s the thing about the 
design of SFU: Erickson 

Massey centred the 
megastructure on an axis 
that runs from one end of 
the campus to the other.  
UniverCity has extended 
that axis along its high 

street.   

The town square, the bus 
loop, the Renaissance 

coffee shop (and 
eventually a pub) 

interface with academia, 
while the residential 

community beyond loops 
around a crescent with a 

park, playing field and 
elementary school in the 

centre.



The Cornerstone – retail, rental 
suites, restaurants and offices –
looks as good from the back as 
the front.  There are lots of nice 
touches: even the awnings have 
been reinforced to support the 

hanging baskets at the local florist  



There are no chain stores; the 
retail mix is being very carefully 

cultivated.  In fact, some 
storefronts are being left vacant 
until the right tenant (like a bike 

store) is found.

The small businesses 
are very personal. 

Gurjant and Raj (left) 
used to operate out 
of a small kiosk on 
campus and have 

now opened “Eyes in 
Motion.” SFU Micro 
Computer (below) is 
integrated with the 

post office (above) –
each taking the risk 

to develop along with 
the community.



Given its isolation, UniverCity has a transportation challenge. At one 
point, a tramway up the mountain was proposed.  Now there’s a 

shuttle bus to the Millennium SkyTrain station.  

Fortunately, the bus loop which serves the entire campus anchors the 
high street, and will be redesigned to feel less like an asphalt

wasteland. UniverCity is finalizing negotiations with TransLink to 
provide U-Pass-like cards available to every resident who moves in.

The test, I think, will be 
whether people actually do 

walk uphill from their condos 
to grab a bus or visit the 
town plaza for a beer, 

populating the space as the 
image-makers had 

imagined.



The car won’t disappear, obviously.  In fact, UniverCity has put 
one front and centre.  Below is a Prius.; you can find it occupying 

the prime space on the high street as a statement of good 
intentions and practical solutions.  

The car is available to the residents of the Cornerstone, and is
operated by the Cooperative Auto Network.           

But that’s another story ….



BY DEREK MOSCATO

Anti-density advocates will always maintain that so-called 
quality of life is reliant upon ownership of a car. 

Too many times, they’re wrong.  Settlement patterns in the 
GVRD increasingly show that people are interested in living 
in proximity to transit hubs, including Skytrain stations. 

In some cases, however, the car ownership advocates have 
a point.  Public transit enthusiasts are missing out on the full
North American consumer experience, as crass as that 
sounds.

Commercial Drive and Yaletown may offer up better and 
bolder offerings in terms of fashion and food, but we all know 
where families flock to: the big box stores where suburbanites 
generally get better deals on their blue jeans, barbecues and 
baby diapers.

And then there’s the very emotional pull of the Great 
Outdoors - almost always better reached by personal vehicle 
than public transport. 

Time to trade in the bus pass for a Buick? Not so fast. 

THE CASEfor car sharingfor car sharing



Enter the Cooperative Auto 
Network (C.A.N.), one of several 
car-share ventures popping up in 
major cities across North America. 

The system, already well-
established in European cities, 
works like this.

Individuals from Vancouver and right across the GVRD each 
invest in a share of the enterprise - a fleet of vehicles stationed 
in and around Greater Vancouver and managed by an office 
staff in downtown Vancouver.

By way of phone or Internet, individuals can book cars for when 
and where they need them, usually in a timeframe between one 
hour to three days. 

For example, a person 
living in downtown 
Vancouver en route to 
Grouse Mountain can 
take the Seabus to 
North Vancouver and 
then transfer to a co-
op vehicle waiting in 
Lower Lonsdale.

Other downtown 
dwellers can use the 
cars for those one-off 
trips to the outer
suburbs or to destinations like Whistler and the Gulf Islands. Many 
users book a car for those large-haul trips to the aforementioned 
big box retailers on the periphery of the city.

http://www.cooperativeauto.net/


The system is surprisingly self-sustaining. Co-op members take 
care of gas fill-ups and car washes, and are later reimbursed for 
their financial troubles.

They pay only for hourly usage and mileage, on top of a monthly 
administrative fee. Insurance, upkeep, repairs and BCAA/AAA 
coverage is taken care of by the network.

C.A.N. works particularly well for established public transit users; 
many of the cars are located along the SkyTrain lines and key 
transit intersections. 

On-the-ground presence is surprisingly light in some urban/ 
suburban neighbourhoods like Vancouver’s Kerrisdale, 
Burnaby’s Metrotown and North Vancouver’s Lower Lonsdale 
(one car each).  But the number of vehicles in the West End 
alone (22) is impressive.



The cars themselves are nothing to scoff at either - with 2004 
Toyotas, Pontiacs and Fords sprinkled throughout the fleet. 
Users can also take advantage of kid-friendly vans, rugged pick-
up trucks, station wagons and other utility-geared vehicles. And 
for individuals with sensitivities to indoor air pollutants like
perfumes and dog hair, C.A.N. offers up several allergy-free 
vehicles. 

On the surface, the goals of these car-share outfits are rather 
noble.  Dig a little deeper, and you find out that in addition to the 
urban design and environmental benefits, there are personal 
economic benefits too. Most members enjoy huge transportation 
savings relative to their car-owning acquaintances.

In Vancouver, meanwhile, C.A.N. is proving that car co-ops can 
fill the void between transit usage and car ownership. Members 
can have their cake and eat it too - enjoying the conveniences of 
dense neighbourhoods, the perks of public transit, and 24/7 
personal vehicle access for those destinations under-served by 
transit.

And so another argument against living in dense, urban
neighbourhoods falls by the wayside. 

___________________________________________________

There will be at least seven 
vehicles parked right at 
Electric Avenue - including 
four hybrid vehicles.

It's the first time in North 
America that a developer is 
making car-sharing available to 
its residents and tenants.  

Pooled cars latest twist in condo marketingPooled cars latest twist in condo marketing



35 BLOCKS SOUTH
OF 14TH STREET

NEW YORK CITY

Robert Jay Kaufman has done something probably few 
New Yorkers have even contemplated: He has walked 
every block of Lower Manhattan, a total of 300 miles. The 
tale of his trek is the ultimate love letter to the city. 

Read about it in the New York Times or at his web site.

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/17/nyregion/thecity/17feat.html?ex=1114401600&en=68c9781d167cf99a&ei=5070
http://www.turningcornerspress.com/home.htm01600&en=68c9781d167cf99a&ei=5070


The Pugly Awards is an online competition 
created to recognize the best and worst of Toronto's residential
and commercial developments.  Nearly 10,000 people voted 
online at www.puglytoronto.com and named Toronto Police 
Services 51 Division the best new building and Wellington 
Square as the worst. 

TORONTO

WINNER: a century-old industrial shed, a 
former Consumers Gas plant at the corner of 
Parliament and Eastern, incorporated into a 
new police station.

LOSER: Wellington Square - “Another 
of those dreary condo developments 
that have wrought such damage to the 
city.” – Christopher Hume (Toronto 
Star)

http://www.puglytoronto.com/content.htm


SALT LAKE CITY
Indoor or out … enclosed or open … The debate 
over shopping-mall format, exemplified by the old and new Park Royal 
(Price Tags 63), is playing out in Salt Lake City (Price Tags 61), according 
to this report in the New York Times - complicated by politics and religion.  
(But isn’t everything these days.)

The Mayor, a Democrat, wants the ZCMI Center Mall opened up, with 
genuine streetscapes cutting through the ten-acre blocks.  The owner, the 
Mormon Church, and the developer say they can give it a sense of
openness but keep it self-contained.

Michael D. Beyard, a senior resident fellow at the Urban Land Institute, said 
the church's approach was a throwback to the 1980's.  "Today's retail is 
about more than shopping. It's about creating an environment that people 
want.“

"God is in the details."  

http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags63.pdf
http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags61.pdf
http://query.nytimes.com/mem/tnt.html?emc=tnt&tntget=2005/04/06/business/06prop.html&tntemail0


VANCOUVER
The City of Vancouver has produced 
a updated map showing the bicycle 
routes in the city. To view the maps 
in PDF format, click on the links.

Detailed Vancouver Bicycle Map - Part 1

Detailed Vancouver Bicycle Map - Part 2

http://vancouver.ca/engsvcs/transport/cycling/pdf/Page1.pdf
http://vancouver.ca/engsvcs/transport/cycling/pdf/p2.pdf


This New [American] House 

Since 1950, the average new house has increased by 1,247 sq. ft.
Meanwhile, the average household has shrunk by 1 person. 

1 in 4 Americans want at least a 3-car garage. 

In 1950, 1 in 100 homes had 2.5 baths or more. Today, 1 in 2 do.

The number of Americans with commutes of longer than 90 
minutes each way has increased 95% since 1990. 

Since 1982, 35 million acres—an area the equivalent of New York 
state—have been developed. 

More than 50% of exurban lots are 10 acres or larger. 

Exurban homes account for 80% of residential development since 
1994. 

http://www.motherjones.com/index.html


Extreme Makeover: Home Edition recently gave a 6-bedroom, 7-
bath, 7-television house to a family of 4. 

1 in 5 new homes is larger than 3,000 sq. ft.—the size at which 
it becomes unmanageable to clean without hired help. 

The average cost of a luxury kitchen remodel is $57,000. That’s 
$10,000 more than it costs to build a typical Habitat for Humanity 
home. 

People who live in cities use half as much energy as 
suburbanites. 

1/3 of a home’s heating oil is used for hot water. Multiple-head 
shower systems can drain a 40-gallon tank in less than 4 minutes. 

Suburban white men weigh 10 pounds more than men in 
cities. 

7% of all homes are in gated communities; 7% of all homes are 
mobile homes. 

Since 2001, the number of Americans who have bought 
second homes has increased by 24%. 

For more, click here.

http://www.motherjones.com/news/exhibit/2005/03/exhibit.html


Price Tags 64 – Vancouverism

RE:SPONSE
The most interesting part of False Creek is between 
the Burrard and Granville bridges. Lots of scale, lots of 
surprises and discovery, lots of architectural and 
spatial variety, and developed by a mix of developers. 
A better sense of city building than the homogenized 
set pieces further to the east.

- Bing Thom



Price Tags is an electronic newsletter by Gordon Price

To subscribe or comment, click here / For archives, click here.

Sun Run – April 17, 2005

mailto:pricetags@shaw.ca
http://www.northwestwatch.org/publications/pricetags.asp

