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Larry Beasley’s Address to the

Congress of the New Urbanism

Chicago, June, 2004

Working with the Modernist Legacy – New Urbanism Vancouver Style1
My2 thesis today is that Vancouver’s recent development, especially in the inner-city and surrounding neighbourhoods, offers a text-book case of the Charter of the New Urbanism.

But3 being a comparatively new city, its form and architectural expression is absolutely modern, absolutely of today – with a strict and clear differentiation between historic building types and fabric and new construction.  It4 looks very little like the common (if caricatured) imagery of the New Urbanism.

And this, for today’s discussion, is its interest5: a way of arranging and shaping the city that carries the New Urbanist torch proudly and a6 way of building that every day in every    development pushes the bounds of modernism equally 
proudly.

So7, that’s what I want to talk about.  And as I do, I want to show you a barrage of images.  What’s interesting is that almost everything I’m going to show you did not exist ten years ago.  The fact is that Vancouver has been in a frenzied transformation and the results are very little like anything you’re going to see elsewhere in North America. 

Now, I like to think this is the result of our will; but I have to admit, in part, it’s because of our8 circumstances. You see, we’re hemmed in – our region sits in a valley between mountains, ocean and the US border – and these limits are reinforced on the east with some of Canada’s best agricultural land, which we’ve chosen to protect through a strict Agricultural Land Reserve.

And, we’re9 also hemmed in at the metropolitan core.  Our inner city sits on a peninsula surrounded by water on three sides like a moated medieval town. So with growth (which has been driven by massive immigration), there’s been an imperative to be compact10; to be intense; to be mixed use11; and to limit space dedicated to that huge land consumer, the automobile12.

But, you know, there’s a strong thrust of human will here too. From the mid–70’s we took aggressive action to save our historic13 inner-city suburbs; and in the mid-80’s we took a leap of faith – counter to the urban experience of the day – by adopting and implementing what we now call our “living first”14 strategy for the downtown. This strategy has been shaped absolutely and profoundly by the principles of Jane Jacobs.  It has been shaped by the principles of Smart Growth.  But most of all, it has been shaped by15 the principles of the New Urbanism.

I’m16 talking about neighbourhoods with clear structure and identity; each17 with its commercial high street; each with lush18 open space and green19 linkages (especially the Seawall20 that ties everything and everyone21 together); each with a social22 mix, by income23 and household24 type (especially providing for families with children); each25 with its infrastructure of public facilities and services.26  We27 require the following amenities in every new neighbourhood of the city:

· parks;

· schools;

· community centres;

· child care facilities;

· library facilities;

· public walkways & bikeways; and

· public art.

I’m28 talking about very dense, mixed-use development, but with a diversity29 of building30 types and housing31 choices and all32 kinds of urban activity tight33 together. 

I’m34 talking about a movement system that acknowledges the car but limits it by allocating to it less street space (we like to say “congestion is our friend”) and requiring significantly less parking  – providing much better, faster, safer and more fun ways35 to move around as alternatives (transit36, bikes37, even ferries38 – but especially walking39 as preferred modes). 

I’m talking about a deep40 commitment to historic buildings41 and districts with strong incentives42 for preservation and reuse.

And43 I’m talking about a demand for sustainable development that gets stronger each year – green buildings, managing44 waste and water, alternative45 energy sources, urban46 agriculture.

Well47, that’s the setup. To get right down to the issue for today, I want to focus in on the architecture: to try to answer the key question that has been posed – “what48 aspects of modernism does one carry on with when conceiving the city from New Urbanist principles?” Our experience offers two leads: the use of towers49 and the espousal of contemporary form50 and style. But in each case there is a dramatic transformation51 that we have 

had to do to meet the kind of liveability and sustainability that Vancouverites demand.

Probably the iconic symbol of modernist architecture is the tower52 or highrise or skyscraper – whatever one chooses to call it.  It’s a very useful form because it can carry a lot of density.  In Vancouver, it’s a preferred form especially suitable to our situation53, where people want to get up higher to connect to mountains and water.  Even the Prince of Wales has said that towers are a uniquely compatible form for our particular natural setting. 

But it can be an anonymous, inhuman form to live in and to be near. So we have tamed the tower.

We’ve54 tamed it by using a slender, point-block form, by having very small55 floorplates, and keeping56 buildings far apart for privacy and to preserve views.  We’ve tamed it by carefully managing how it affects the magnificent57 view corridors across our inner city and how it affects shadowing58 and access to sun on the ground; and managing59 its collateral problems, like over-viewing or over- bearingness and especially transmission of noise60.  Special “neighbourhood areas of tranquility” have been designated to mitigate ambient noise in downtown residential areas.  We’ve tamed it by placing it within a traditional urban61 structure of streets and open space that carefully conserves historic patterns and, in new areas, extends out organically62 and compatibly63 from the traditional patterns.

But mostly64 we’ve tamed the tower by augmenting it and integrating it with a wonderfully complex street-oriented built form within the first six floors of the ground.

· Here we require strong street65 walls at the property 
line and continuous66 all along the sidewalk.

· Here we bury67 the base of the tower so it hits the ground gently68, almost disappearing from one’s grade-level perspective (floating out of consciousness).

· Here we press for a plethora69 of detail and a pedestrian scaled architectural expression at grade, like doors70 and windows and stoops71 and steps and signage72 and lighting and caprices.

· Here we domesticate73 the sidewalk with row houses or commercially74 energize the sidewalk with shop-houses.

· Here we make the public75 realm our ally by lining the streets with double76 rows of trees and grass77 boulevards and special78 paving treatments of all79 kinds and public80 art of all81 kinds and people-friendly furnishings82 with universal83 accessibility. 

· Essentially, here84 within the first six floors, we create the fascinating, intricate urbanism that engenders a sense of place85, compatibility86 for people, and memory87.

Of course we continue to refine the tower-based formula. Some problems have become evident as we gain experience.  There’s a sameness88 that can occur if you’re not careful – a project feel that is anathema to the incremental layering that we love in cities.  So we’ve started looking at parcelization and differentiating guidelines and how architecture is commissioned to respond to this worry.  There’s also a point at which urban saturation89 is reached – when there’s just too many towers.  So we’re looking at when and how development management policy needs to change over time when enough is enough.

But the tower90 form can be miraculous if handled91 right, because it can be the economic driver that allows everything else to happen – from street92 energy, to construction93 quality to public94 amenities.

Now95 let’s turn to contemporary architectural expression and style96. Most modern architects jealously protect their freedom of expression to design buildings97 and spaces that fit our time, that are suitable to the materials available to us and that satisfy program requirements that did not previously exist98. That’s fine; but modern architecture has given us some real horror stories, so that many citizens no longer trust this modernist aesthetic that can be oppressive and very insensitive; and that can be more about the architect than about the community or more about the economics than about the results and certainly more about globalization than about local circumstances. So, in Vancouver99, we’ve felt compelled to re-balance the inputs that create this modern architecture.

We’ve democratized100 the design process by bringing public and private designers together; making design resolution an imperative101 in our laws; and insisting on a strong102 citizen influence in design.

We’ve required high103 quality, durable materials that embellish the public realm with dignity104 and are suitable for urban uses – furthering our intent to domesticate105 the street.

We use landscape106 very strategically to soften107 and humanize108 the urban environment109 with colour110 and movement and scents111 and animal life, including112 wonderful private113 courtyard gardens.

We take114 every proposal through a review of suitability for children’s115 use and enhancement of on- and off-site safety and security through application of Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) principles.

And we’re116 very sceptical of those architectural gestures that are sometimes perpetrated on the public more for shock value than anything else, like blank walls and brutalistic treatments and austerity – instead, we insist on a wonderful intricacy of buildings along the street – making the buildings the setting for the public realm of the street rather than the other way around.

Again, this effort is not without its problems – and these remain our day-to-day challenge.

· Some117 people say these public objectives put the architect in a straitjacket that limits extraordinary design, so we’re searching for ways to facilitate great architecture while not, by accident, opening the door for abuse of the commonweal.

· Some118 worry that our requirements shift the investment from private areas in a building that serve user needs to the public face that contributes to the street. So we’re getting more deeply into project economics to make sure a balance is achieved.

There’s no doubt that in Vancouver119, which is an amalgam of people and attitudes from all over the world, modernist architectural120 expression and style will be preferred by consumers and designers.  The aesthetic systems of the past just don’t resonate for us – so we have to make modernism work and we have to cast it with collective121 as well as individual responsibility.

Well122, there’s a lot of theory and a lot of experimentation in what I’ve shown you today and you can read much more about it in the handouts I’ve brought along.  I contend that it’s right in the mainstream123 of the New Urbanism. But does it work? Is it creating the kind of place that people124 want to live in? Can it entice people from the suburbs?

The answer, with over a decade and a half under our belt, is most definitely yes125.  We are the fastest126 growing residential downtown in North America with127 over 40,000 people having moved downtown within 10 years (that makes over 80,000 residents downtown, with capacity to 110,000 or more).

And we’re having a baby128 boom downtown.  Right now we have more children in the inner city than in a typical nearby suburban neighbourhood.  Children129 are everywhere in the public environment of Downtown Vancouver.  It’s a joy to see.

Yet we also have less130 cars commuting into the city every day than 10 years ago; and over 60% of all downtown trips are now by transit131, bike132 or on foot133.  Our new downtown image and “living first”134 strategy is very popular with our citizens135.
And maybe that’s the acid test136. If citizens love their city – if it’s the place137 they prefer to be (to live and work and meet one another) - then our brand of the New138 Urbanism has true staying power.  And for Vancouver, it will be the kind of urbanism that we all want in the future139/140.
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