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In Price Tags 26 - April, 2004 - we reprinted a speech by the Director 
of Current Planning, Larry Beasley, given to the Urban Development 
Institute.  It seems appropriate that, two years later and  a few months 
before Larry’s retirement, we illustrate (slightly abridged) his more 

recent address, given again at the UDI luncheon on March 16.

Liberation!  

After 30 years of service 
within the City, in a few short 
months I will be a free agent 
– free to take my show on the 
road; free to explore projects.

I was going to say “free to 
say what I think” – but that 
would be disingenuous.   The 
fact is that I’ve been very free 
to say what I think – I’ve said 
it to you and to Council and 
to our administration and to 
our citizens.  

So the messages you 
continue to hear from me will 
not be shockingly new.  But I 
do like to think they will stay 
forcefully relevant. 

“A Liberated Look Forward:
The Future in Vancouver”
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Would I ever give a talk about Vancouver without mentioning 
our “Living First” strategy for the inner city?  

I don’t need to tell you that this strategy is now a fact – that 
there’s no turning back – that it has transformed our city and 
given us a new image.  We were, all of us – nearly everyone 
in this room – single-minded in our determination to make this 
strategy work and it has worked well beyond what we dared to 
dream when we started.  

And now we’re beginning to have to respond to the                         
results of our own success.



Every year the projects in the core city get more complex …
the scale is increasing dramatically; the sites are harder to 
bring on and are more constrained; the involvement of 
citizens is greater – there are many new residents to satisfy 
and they have high expectations and low tolerances.  There’s 
still a lot of sites out there but they’re expensive and they’re 
tricky.

What is not true is that we’re gobbling up commercial 
land for housing, displacing work places and causing our 
job growth to flatten.

the past 30 years and is very predictable.  

Job growth in the core continues – both in the new economy 
and in the traditional economy (we now have about 220,000 
jobs in the core, up 30,000 over 20 years).  In fact, the central 
area economy and jobs base is diversifying, which is very 
helpful.  And the central area is maintaining its prime role as 
the CBD for the region - and continues to have a larger share 
of regional jobs than either Toronto or Montreal.  

Contrary to recent press 
reports, commercial 
development is happening 
in the core – about 
300,000 sq.ft. net per year 
since the turn of the 
century (and these are all 
bona fide office buildings) 
– and more office 
buildings are on the way, 
the inevitable result of 
falling vacancy rates in a 
cycle that has repeated 
itself several times over



There is no mass exodus of companies to the suburbs, 
although companies are growing in the suburbs.  Commercial 
activity and jobs grow wherever population grows.

My point is, the sky is not falling.  But it is important that UDI 
members enjoin in this conversation because right now there 
are people out there who, based on their fear, would like to 
bring the miracle of downtown housing growth to a standstill –
myth has a way of becoming fact in a political context.

Nonetheless, we will definitely be completing our projections 
and re-calibrating land use allocations to be absolutely sure 
we keep ample capacity for job and business growth in the 
core city. We’ve got more than one way to increase 
commercial capacity if need be.  In the meantime, this means 
several things to you as you continue to put projects together:

The moratorium on housing in core office areas will 
continue. People are still making enquiries about housing in 
these areas, wasting lots of money and, I’m afraid, pushing 
land values up by paying too much for sites.

We will continue to say a flat no to proposals for conversion of 
hotels to housing – I’ve had two enquiries over the past week 
alone and there’s nothing in City policy to support this, 
especially when the Olympics are staring us in the face.
Foregoing or conversion of office capacity in mixed-use 
projects will not be supported.

I know these are blunt positions, but the politics are crystal 
clear: Council does not want to take any chance with the long-
term economic vitality and growth potential of the core.



But more importantly for me, I think people are missing a 
quickly emerging office market opportunity, just because this 
is not the day-to-day business many of you do.  I think the 
economics of office development are back in the ascendancy, so 
I hope you’ll explore office space options as you put your next 
projects together in the inner city.

I will say, for the near future, my bigger worry is how to find a 
place for cultural and entertainment growth.  Almost every 
major cultural institution in the City wants to grow.  Look at the 
energy at the Vancouver Art Gallery.  New institutions are being
put together more than ever before. People want more sports 
facilities.  A great city must have a strong cultural and sports
infrastructure.  

Every institution I’ve talked to is land poor and budget strapped 
and we’re all going to have to collaborate to resolve these 
difficulties.  Move over offices and housing; we need places for
culture too.



I’m getting more and 
more excited about 
Chinatown and Victory 
Square.

As Bob Rennie and I both 
predicted two years ago, 
the march east is now in 
full swing – not a very 
mysterious prediction 
when you consider we 
have nowhere else to go.

But the heritage incentive 
program in Gastown, 
Chinatown, Hastings 
Street and now Victory 
Square has been very 
helpful.  



We now have 23 projects underway and that wave, along with 
Woodward’s and the finishing of International Village, is going to 
lift these areas up out of their malaise, just like what happened 
in Yaletown.  I’ve never felt more optimistic about Gastown – it’s 
almost too late now to find your stake there.



But I still get people proposing out-of-scale tower and podium 
schemes here and I have to say again that these will not fly.  
There’s an ambient pattern of buildings here that has to be 
respected.  The heritage character is the only differentiator for 
these areas in the market place and it has to be preserved and 
enhanced.  We will definitely stand by that.

I also think in Chinatown the old families with lots of holdings
have to do their special part.  Bob Rennie has called it their 
“cultural contribution” to Chinatown’s future – less a business 
investment and more a cultural investment in these properties to
build a general new confidence in the area.



And then, there’s the 
situation outside the 
Central Area.  … We 
have the large sites, 
like East Fraser lands 
and the transit-oriented 
sites like Oakridge (left) 
that will come on.  The 
Canada Line will set off 
even more of those 
kinds of initiatives.

But, more portentous is the 
success coming out of the City’s 
Neighbourhood Centres work in 

partnerships with several 
pioneering developers, like 

Francesco Aquillini.  We now 
have three successes here 
(Kingsway/Knight, right, the 

surrounding area up-zoning and 
Kingsway/Nanaimo), so we can 

be increasingly confident that this 
methodology can successfully 

challenge NIMBYism.

You’ll notice as I describe all this that the nature of 
development projects is shifting rapidly.  For the past 15 years
the two big development formats have been the mega-projects 
and projects within major new community plans.  That’s what 
my generation became experts at, both at City Hall and among 
you as developers.  The next generation is going to be 
much more about infill projects: we’re going to be working 
much more within built out areas where a delicate hand is 
necessary and more community deliverables are expected.



Also, fewer and fewer projects will be straightforward.  Public 
and private objectives must be balanced.  Community objec-
tives must be integrated. 

Developers will need the power of civic zoning and develop-
ment management tools such as bonusing, transfers of density, 
tax abatement, tax increment financing and more to unlock the 
development potential of sites.  Municipalities and non-profits 
will need these same tools to deliver public amenities that 
people clamour for if they are going to stand for development 
near them.  

I think of the 
ground-breaking 
work of 
Millennium in 
SRO replace-
ment on 
Richards Street 
(left); and Rob 
Macdonald’s 
group in 
expanding the 
Orpheum and 
supporting the 
Symphony; and 
Concert’s 
partnership with 
the YMCA (right).

These are 
extraordinary 
collaborations.



And both the City and you will be in the same struggle to 
entice people out of their single-family homes to more urban 
lifestyles.  We’ll do it for planning and environment reasons; 
you’ll do it to broaden your market prospects.  You can’t 
deliver “community” on your own and we can’t deliver 
housing products on our own – so we will have to help one 
another.  

So, thankfully, the days of fighting one another have 
generally come to an end. We are finding ways to 
transform our relationship into a grand civic-industry 
collaboration – I would even say a partnership.  This has 
certainly challenged City Hall and it has challenged you. 

And we’re still not totally there.  Every day I deal with people 
just looking for a way around a relationship and I can see 
how much we both lose when that happens.

Also, the days of being up against the community have 
had to come to an end.  We’ve had to anticipate their 
demands and confound their opposition by delivering and 
even bettering the offerings on those demands.  You are 
going to have to trust that citizens will understand the quid 
pro quos necessary to make this happen.  

As I said to a developer last week, you might as well deliver 
on the community requirements and build the development 
capacity to do this right up front because if those demands 
are laid on you at the end – as they are likely to be – you 
won’t have a chance to tie down the necessary capacity in 
the heat of the political process at the last minute.



And finally, our struggle about urban design quality is also 
coming to an end.  You’ve discovered that unless you 
dedicate yourselves to development quality, your market could 
flatten – the customers simply will not gamble on average 
products.  

We at City Hall have discovered that unless we open up our 
design review to much more diversity of solutions and 
architectural innovation, the people will remain dissatisfied and 
won’t stand by and tolerate expansion of redeveloped areas.  
And there is a lot more progress still to be made here.

Our fixation with the apparent numbers at both ends has often 
limited our ability to find the door to bigger and better numbers 
based on quality as the driver of pro formas.  Andres Duany
told me recently that in every one of his projects prices go up 
because quality sells very well.  We know that here in 
Vancouver from our own experience, but from time-to-time we 
forget it and need to be reminded.

My message for you in the UDI is that the changing nature of 
development projects and conditions must transform you from 
just “builders of buildings” to become true “place makers”:  
building buildings, insinuating context, adding public realm and
character, and offering amenities.  

Just look at the 
amazing results in 

Collingwood 
Village when 

Concert did that 
very thing.



Now, as you prepare for the next wave of urban change, what 
should you expect to see and be able to click into? 

You can certainly expect the definition of the “Metropolitan Core”
to explode.  From Clark to 16th to Burrard, this whole giant 
area will become a coherent metropole for the region.  This 
will solve a lot of problems for all of us and create huge 
opportunities for the smart developer.

I’ve talked before about the tri-nodal inner city of the future: the 
traditional CBD downtown (1) and the Central Broadway uptown 
(2) and our third centre out in the False Creek Flats. (3) 

Well, the planning for this new third centre has now begun.

pole
1

2

3

Metro



My message is that this has to be bold. It cannot just be a re-hash of 
our past allocations.  We need development intensity here.  We need 
diversity and mixed-use here.  We need a complete public 
infrastructure here.  

We need to protect rail operations but also expect a rationalization of 
the rail yard’s footprint to use land more efficiently here.

If we get this right, we will create a vast job capacity here – millions of 
square feet of new office space and other work space.  So our current 
anxieties about commercial capacity will just fade away.

If we get this right, we will find a way to house a new central hospital 
complex here and a new university campus here and other facilities 
here with all the spin-off activities that these growth centres will bring 
with them.

And if we get this right, we will extend movement and circulation 
patterns from surrounding areas into the Flats so that the new 
development in the Flats will well serve and revitalize these 
surrounding areas.



Second, you can expect the service districts in Burrard Slopes and 
the Mt. Pleasant industrial area to consolidate and intensify.  For 
example, keep a close watch on 2nd Avenue, east of Cambie as it is 
redesigned into a major civic boulevard leading up to the Olympics.  The 
south side of the street is clearly going to be drawn up by what will 
shortly start to happen with the new development on the north side of 
the street. 

Third, watch out for Southeast False Creek.  It’s going to be rebuilt 
faster than anyone expects.  The Olympic Athlete’s Village has now 
broken ground and infrastructure construction will move quickly. We’re 
now working with developers on 11 specific sites on the private lands 
south of 1st Avenue.  In fact, so much is underway that there are 
actually very few remaining sites to grab for development here.



Fourth, related to the Olympics, 
watch for an array of projects – big 
and small – that will really help our 
city.  Street areas used for public 
gathering during the Olympics –
called “Live Sites” – will get the full 
treatment for beautification.  

Fifth, watch Broadway, east of Cambie, and the Mount Pleasant 
community become a focal point for upgrading and new development.  This 
is the new Kitsilano, an integral part of the expanded Metropolitan Core, with 
lots of character to market and lots of sites to build on.  

Of course, the Millennium Line transit extensionMillennium Line transit extension will connect the area like 
never before – and when that happens, land prices will shoot up so land 
banking now isn’t such a bad idea.

Southeast False CreekSoutheast False Creek

Broadway Broadway 

2nd Ave Station

Canada Line

Canada Line

Millennium Line 



Arthur Laing Bridge

Arthur Laing Bridge

Sixth, I expect the 
Fraser River 

foreshore from 
Knight Street 

west to become 
more and more 

of a focus.  

The industrial 
base is vital here 

but many more 
demands will land 
in this area.  In the 
short run expect a 
planning program 
westwest of the Arthur 
Laing Bridge and 
in the longer run 

look at everything 
easteast being up for 

replanning too.

But, I think the biggest potential for new development lies 
right before our noses – in the heart of neighbourhoods 
from east to west in the City.

Everywhere I hear talk of diversifying and intensifying 
neighbourhoods.  Mayor Sullivan talks about it regularly and 
even many citizens are starting to see the merits.  In this 
respect the community learning from City Plans is really 
paying off. Clearly, this will not be easy.  It will take everything 
we’ve learned in our Neighbourhood Centres work and more 
to reconcile the conflicting needs and expectations in this kind
of development.



But the opportunities here for the right kind of developers will be 
vast.  I can think of more than 15 potential neighbourhood centres, 
each with an array of attractive sites well served by transit; well 
located for schools and public amenities; already defined by 
character; and each with its own kind of consumer. 

To me this neighbourhood centre’s development is the real 
challenge for the up-and-coming generation of UDI members and 
City Hall staff.  If we can make it happen in an harmonious way,
acceptable to the community, as has been achieved at Kingsway 
and Knight, then not only will the miracle of Vancouver’s vibrancy 
echo out from the core, but we will offer an alternative model for 
suburban communities well beyond Boundary Road and the Fraser 
River.  And I think we all know it is in these areas where the 
ultimate success or demise of urbanism as we know and cherish it
will finally be decided.



Earlier this week a journalist asked me what will be the prime 
issues faced by the next Director of Planning.  I said there are 
three very big ones.

The first is the survival and 
revival of the Downtown 

Eastside: revitalization and growth 
without displacement.  If we don’t 
fix this one it will be an ugly black 

eye on an otherwise very fine civic 
face in the future.  The Vancouver 

Agreement has made a start but 
UDI members with everyone else 

has a role to play.  As for City Hall, 
we cannot let up on our efforts.



The second is housing affordability: we’ve dodged this bullet 
for the last 20 years only because we bought massive new 
housing supply on-stream – but it’s becoming harder and 
harder every year to say that.  Middle-income people are being 
hit most and we have to open up our thinking, our laws and our 
development agenda to new solutions.  Again, back to 
intensification. And as some people think about cooling housing 
production in the inner city, let’s not forget what happens to 
prices with scarcity.

The third is a more general one – but one that worries me more 
than anything else.  Where and how will we find room for the 
Metropolitan Core to grow in all its varied activities to stay the 
pre-eminent central place of our region?  We must maintain 
capacity for all uses; and we must preserve our heritage districts 
and character neighbourhoods; and we don’t want to build out 
into the water – so it’s time for some big thinking again, like we 
did together back in the late 1980’s.



Which brings me to my final thought for 
today.  I’ve come to the conclusion that the 
successful developer in the future will 
be quite different than in the past.

I’m talking about being a convenor of 
complex processes and being comfortable 
in those processes.

I’m talking about the ability to piece 
together many project components, 
many of them public offerings, into a 
coherent result; looking at projects 
holistically.  This takes a lot of lateral 
thinking and lateral problem solving.

I’m talking about working with City Hall to 
maximize the participation of City Hall in 
your project so they own the results with 
you.

I’m talking about becoming your own 
hardest advocate for quality.  Not just 
being driven by the numbers but letting the 
quality set the numbers.

I’m talking about conceiving your project 
as much from the context as from the 
marketing program. 

I’m talking about multiple expertise and 
consciousness. Knowing about 
sustainability and green building practices; 
knowing about social development and 
public infrastructure; knowing about zoning 
tools to augment your project.



When I look around me at the vibrant, 24-hour city that is outside this 
room, even with all the outstanding issues that must still be attacked, I 
can hand on my baton in September with a sense of accomplishment 
on behalf of all the people who have been so hard at work building the 
new Vancouver over the last 30 years; and also with a sense of 
anticipation for all those people who will continue our great enterprise. 

Vancouver must, of course, be competitive in a competitive world – but 
it also must meet the test of our own citizens.  They want a city that is 
efficient, civil, humane, comfortable, safe, prosperous and beautiful.  

That’s what we have to plan and that’s what you have to build.
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