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Southwest corner of Davie and Homer, 2001

A decade and a half ago there were mostly featureless 
street corners in Downtown South and Triangle West -
intersections lost among the parking lots and auto-body 

shops.  Then came the rezonings for high-density 
residential development in the late 1980s.  

Now there are landmarks and nodes, paths and edges –
the emerging Lynchian landscape. 

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/item/books-978026262001/0262620014/The+Image+Of+The+City?ref=Search+Books%3a+'Kevin+Lynch'


In Downtown South, a few remnants remain: nameless 
wood-and-stucco office buildings, greasy garages and dollar-
a-slice pizza places. There are still sidewalks that reveal how 

little we cared about the pedestrian experience.  

This district is changing fast in these boom times - about 15 
years ahead of expected build-out.  The last lots are waiting 

for the white signs.



Given the speed and scale of development, 
these new neighbourhoods are urban 

laboratories for the synthesizing of  

real places.



Some corners are 
complete: the condos 

are in, the coffee 
shops have arrived, 

the park has had a few 
years of wear, and 

people are getting to 
know each other.  

Some intersections 
have become 

crossroads, places to 
meet, where there are 
practical things to do.

There’s a grocery 
store, a bank machine, 

places to pick up 
flowers and shaving 

cream.  You can count 
on catching a bus, a 

shuttle, a taxi, or a 
friend. There’s more 

than one place for 
coffee or a drink.

There’s a park –
the village green.  

Dog people.  
Readers.  Loafers. 

Drug-dealers,  
at some times.  

Mostly people moving 
through, everything 

new.



Unlike the comprehensively planned megaprojects of Concord 
Pacific and Coal Harbour, where the open space was the first 
priority, here the streets rule.  Downtown South is captive to the 
grid.  Buildings only get built where there were buildings before: 
square to the street, with four simple dimensions.

Also: no single developer.  Because sites get built out by 
different developers at different times, it doesn’t all look as 
though it was designed at once.  There’s room for serendipity 
and eccentricity.

But it’s not cheap.  Not long ago, observers were predicting that 
the flood of new condos would saturate the market and 
investors would suffer.  Not so far.



Viewpoint: from the office 
of PT reader Robert Major.

“A shot of the Woodward's ‘W’ being taken down.”



TWO INTERSECTIONS: A COMPARISON
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Map from www.blockwalk.ca

http://www.blockwalk.ca/britishcolumbia/greatervancouver/vancouver/downtown/map_downtown.htm


Barnes Park

DAVIE AT DAVIE AT 
RICHARDSRICHARDS

Google Earth

Emerging Crossroads
Let’s compare two intersections in two new 
neighbourhoods that share a lot in common.

At Davie and Richards, everything’s in place to 
make a successful crossroads.

Downtown 
South
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1 SoutheasSoutheast

Here’s how the San Francisco Chronicle’s urban design writer described 
this intersection in June 2003:

In the late 80s …city leaders decided the key to a healthy central city 
was to fill it with people. To do this, much of downtown was rezoned 
to allow as many as four residential towers per block …

The result of this initiative can be seen at the corner of Richards and
Davie streets in a district known as Downtown South…. For 
decades, it served as a sort of back-shop for the financial district. 
Even five years ago, the corner of Richards and Davie was still 
bleak. There was a two-story office building, a warehouse, a small 
shop and a linen laundry plant. 

Now the former laundry is a natural foods grocery, the building 
restored as part of a 30-story condominium project. The warehouse 
made way for a 23-story tower with an outdoor cafe. Where the 
offices stood, a third tower rises. The fourth corner offers the grace 
note: a public park …

- Jon King



Retail consultant 
Blake Hudema:

“A medium-sized 
supermarket of  about 
30-45,000 square feet 
needs a population of 
about ten thousand.   
But now we are seeing 
smaller supermarkets 
or combinations of 
green grocer, butcher 
and bakery in the 
20,000-foot range.”

Retailers are 
competing for the new 
urban market, and 
sizing themselves 
accordingly.

Every neighbour-
hood needs a mid-
sized supermarket, 
preferably one you 
can walk to.  
Without it, there’s 
no anchor, and 
often no identity for 
the village.



SouthwestSouthwest2

Across the street, this Bosa Ventures development 
designed by Rafii Architects holds the corner.

The deco setbacks and lines complement the 
heritage laundry, and there’s the look of solid 

concrete construction. The clock is a generous touch.

After an initial mis-step, the coffee shop on the corner 
arrived.  Until the city goes wireless, it serves as an 

alternative office space for the locals.

Here you can see the advantage of another six feet 
or so of sidewalk space.  Enough for the chairs and 
tables, for the landscaped setback, enough for the 

street to breathe a little.



The residential tower 
is called ‘Eden’

… which is not a name you 
can use without self-conscious 
irony in a neighbourhood like 

Yaletown.



There’s also evidence of a serious trend in 
transportation towards the small and fuel-free.  Feet, of 

course.  And more electric bikes and scooters.  
Yesterday’s behemoths still take up road space - but 

they’re looking odder all the time.  Whatever will history 
say about the Hummer?



It was in Downtown South that the City introduced the Develop-
ment Cost Charge – an amount collected from each development 
to fund parks, day-care and non-market housing.  The money can 

only be spent in this area for those purposes.

Northwest

BEFORE

3

The City chose a block and 
started to buy up land for a 
park even before develop-

ment took off.  But it has still 
to extend Emery Barnes 
Park to Seymour Street.



Emery Barnes ParkEmery Barnes Park



Frankly, I’m not sure why 
the park is working as well 
as it does, given the initial 
suspicion by many that it 
would be taken over by 
street people.  

Maybe it’s the quality of the 
original design by 
Stevenson + Associates
and subsequent 
maintenance by the Park 
Board.  

Maybe it’s basic Jane 
Jacobs: there are enough 
eyes watching over it, 
enough different kinds of 
people using it and enough 
pride by those taking 
responsibility for it. 



4 Northeast

Two mistakes are 
apparent on this corner.

Before 1993, buildings 
were constructed without 
rain screens – the gap 
that allows water to seep 
out if it penetrates the 
exterior cladding.  Wood-
frame condos were the 
first to go.  Now highrises 
like this are being draped 
in scaffolding for repairs.



June 2001

August 2006

On the         
other                  

side of 
Richards,                
the grass 
boulevard 
survives.

Now  the sidewalk 
is harsher and the 
ground less 
permeable

Davie Street 
when first 
planted shows 
what Richards 
would have 
looked like 
originally.

August 2006

Second mistake: the condo 
at 1188 Richards has been 
allowed to cement over the 
grass boulevard. 

It’s a sensitive subject: as city 
councillor, I pushed hard to 
require that residential 
streets in Downtown South 
have grass next to the curbs, 
just as in the West End.  But 
this condo didn’t want the 
hassle of maintenance, and 
the City allowed them to get 
away with it.  Shame!



Yes, grass planting strips can get muddy in winter 
when next to on-street parking.  But as this block on 
Robson shows, there are alternatives that enhance 
the street and add class to the adjoining property.



Viewpoint: from the office 
of PT reader Max Coffman.

“This is the view from my 5th floor window in downtown 
Portland as of late 2005.  The crane is now 

accompanied by a nearly-complete, many- storied 
condo tower, the Benson.”



Coal Harbour 
Triangle West

BUTE AT BUTE AT 
CORDOVACORDOVA

Google Earth

Now the comparison with an intersection at Bute and 
Cordova, still incomplete.  The streetcar line is yet to 
come.  But essentially the same elements at Davie 

and Richards will eventually be found here.  

Triangle West / 
Coal Harbour
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This intersection wasn’t intended to be the place where retail 
would cluster.  Planners expected the residents of Coal 

Harbour would walk to Robson for their shopping.  Up hill.  
Across Georgia.  A kilometre away.

Didn’t happen, wasn’t going to.  So the City corrected the 
mistake by allowing for a new grocery store in the Cielo at Bute

and Cordova – a stop along the eventual streetcar line.  A 
major drug store is expected a few blocks south.  An Italian 

coffee shop is pioneering.  The ingredients accumulate.

Actually there’s no magic here.  The City is essentially 
reproducing the streetcar village – the way we used to build 
our cities until the 1940s, when the car and the parking lot 
became the organizing elements for retail development.  

Because there is enough residential density close by, the 
majority of customers will be able to walk to the stores, thereby 

eliminating the need for extensive and expensive parking.

Ironically, the streetcar will be the last piece to arrive.



Once there was an escarpment 
just north of  Hastings.

The black concrete office 
blocks built blank-walled 
parkades at their bases and 
turned away from the                             
noise and dirt.



That’s all changing.               
The Class-B office 
buildings are coming 
down, the condo towers 
are rising up and Bute is 
turning into the High 
Street of Triangle                               
West. 

[Architecture critic Trevor Boddy has a few discouraging words about this trend.]

http://www.canadianarchitect.com/issues/ISArticle.asp?story_id=164578120900&issue=08012006&PC=


1 SoutheasSoutheast



SouthwestSouthwest2

If they stick to their schedule, an Urban 
Fare will open at the base of the Cielo

tower in April 2007.  And if it has the 
impact the grocery store did in Concord 

Pacific, then Coal Harbour / Triangle 
West will be transformed.  This will 

begin to feel like a real neighbourhood.



Northwest3



When the engineers 
extended Cordova 
Street over the old 
railyard, Marathon 
Realty built a park 
designed the PWL 

Partnership at the foot 
of Bute.

3-4 North



NortheastNortheast4
It doesn’t get much 
more expensive than 
here at One Harbour 
Green.  But they’re 
working on it.



In the end it’s about the human 
experience.  A great place is like stage 
on which people can comfortably 
perform – or sit back and watch.

This corner is hers now, 
even if she wasn’t 
paying much attention to 
it.  She came for the 
backdrop.  But she’s 
added another bit of 
memory to the 
intersection, even before 
its complete.



Not China

Where would you end up 
if you dug a hole to the 
other side of the earth?

In you started in Vancouver, you’d be wet.

Find yourself and your 
antipodes here.

http://www.zefrank.com/sandwich/tool.html


So what’s with the skull?
It’s part of the mosaics done as public art for Emery 
Barnes Park, created by local street youth.

Appropriate, somehow, since Vancouver is going 
through one of its moments of angst over what people 
fear is a deteriorating public realm.  

Even the Mayor, according to Alan Durning at the 
Sightline Institute, “sees the scourge of petty crime, 
drug dealing, and aggressive panhandling as a first-
order threat to Vancouver’s urban renaissance.”
[More here.]

Now that Price Tags is also a blog –
here - I’m exploring issues like this in 
more detail. For instance: Density 
and Social Disorder.

I hope PT readers will use the blog to 
add their own comments on that issue 
- or to make any other observations.  
Because frankly, dear readers, you’re 
not giving me much feedback.   

With this issue, there’ll be a post in 
the blog for you to comment on 
“Intersections.” Which then allows 
others to respond.  You know how it 
works.  Give it a try.

http://pricetags.wordpress.com/2006/08/21/car-less-in-vancouver/
http://pricetags.wordpress.com/2006/08/29/social-disorder-and-density/
http://pricetags.wordpress.com/2006/09/04/price-tags-88-intersections/
http://pricetags.wordpress.com/
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