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Comment Sheet  –  Norquay Village Open Houses 
 
June 12, 14, and 16, 2010 
 
 
 
 
General Preface: Since responses to Open House questionnaires have often been subjected by city 
planners to illegitimate generalization and unwarranted manipulation into a reporting of positive results, 
please record this overall response as entirely negative toward all proposals, even though nuance and 
balance of comment in many specific cases can legitimately be construed as positive. 
 
 
 
 
The Key Issue 
 
Human Scale as Principle: Despite the mistake made at 2300 Kingsway, Norquay must remain a 
neighbourhood that respects human scale. 
 
The latest Norquay open house comment sheet says that the neighbourhood will be “pedestrian-friendly.” 
Therefore City of Vancouver planners must be required to provide a sound theoretical and scientific basis 
for all particular cases where building height along Kingsway is proposed to exceed six storeys. Since six 
storeys seems to be the practical extreme maximum for human scale, even extension from four storeys to 
five or six must be justified by factors like potential to increase sidewalk allowance. 
 
Reference Reid Ewing and Susan Handy, “Measuring the unmeasurable: urban design qualities related to 
walkability,” Journal of urban design 14:1 (Feb 2009) 65-84, a recent article where the five urban design 
features of imageability, enclosure, human scale (see p. 76-78), transparency, and complexity receive 
careful review and assessment. The work of eminent architect and urban design consultant Jan Gehl 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jan_Gehl> also marks six storeys as stretching the upper limit of human 
scale. 
 
 
1.  Plan Summary 
 
The generalities sound good. However, the following must be noted. 
 

• A “neighbourhood centre” cannot be based on a stretched-out strip of truck route that takes 15 
minutes to walk from end to end. 

• Such a bloated “neighbourhood centre” was never intended by CityPlan, and the original tight 
core area should define the rezoning policy. 

• A “diverse and vibrant Kingsway” requires a concentration of “locally-oriented shops and 
services” near the midpoint of the 1.35 km. 

• “Higher-density development in [multiple] locations” is ad hockery that allows pre-existing larger 
parcels of land to determine the future of the neighbourhood, negates the notion of “planning,” 
and mainly serves the financial interests of developers who want to build and to profit and to get 
out as fast as possible. 
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• The “pedestrian-friendly neighbourhood” has gotten off to a terrible start with a huge gated 
community at 2300 Kingsway that 

o Puts a major traffic cut across the Kingsway sidewalk 
o Has a looming tower unmitigated by setback 
o Privatizes a large open space plaza in the interior of the development 
o Fails even to deliver a promised grocery store as a commercial asset. 

• “New neighbourhood-serving amenities” seems like an empty phrase when 
o Planners and politicians assure the community that there can be no significant capital 

injection 
o The demonstrated pittance of CAC and DCL can never begin to compensate the 

neighbourhood for what developers would like to take in height and density 
o Norquay itself is a demonstrated amenity vacuum 
o The few definite scheduled improvements are limited to the dubious minor cosmetics of 

median creation and fancier lampposts and garbage cans. 
 
 
2.  New Housing in Neighbourhoods 
 

• The more stringent design requirements attached to new types are desirable. 
• Care must be taken that cookie-cuttering of standard accepted plans is not allowed to produce 

nasty streetscape repetition with minimal variation, particularly on adjoining properties, as has so 
often happened under RS-1. 

• Retaining current RS-1 options in addition to new options is essential and may contribute to 
variety. 

• Land assembly in present residential areas should in no way be encouraged or rewarded. 
 
 
A.  Duplex and Infill 
 

• The .85 density granted to duplex should be scaled back to the .8125 available to single family 
dwelling plus laneway house, or perhaps both options should be set at .825 

• Using infill on 33 foot lots only to reward character house retention is a very good idea. 
• The cottages/small houses on shared lots should never be allowed to create a paved “central 

garden court” whose primary purpose is automobile traffic. 
• The area bounded by Horley, Slocan, Euclid, and Earles should be designated for duplex/infill 

rather than stacked townhouse, except for the properties fronting on Earles. Justifications: 
o Neighbourhood continuity parallel to Kingsway 
o Recognition that the bulk of new commercial development will occur on the south side of 

Kingsway, which will always remain a neighbourhood divider 
o Equidistance from Kingsway and SkyTrain 

 
 
B.  Traditional Rowhouse 
 

• The current proportion of allocation fails to respect the priority that the Norquay Working Group 
gave to this fee simple housing type. The present unwillingness of the provincial government to 
facilitate this type in full should not result in tokenism. 

• The similar lot characteristics of the area bounded by Clarendon, East 34th to Slocan, Slocan to 
East 37th, East 37th to Wales, Wales to East 38th, and East 38th back to Clarendon should be 
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designated for traditional rowhouse rather than stacked townhouse. Rationale: a greater balance 
among new housing types and a critical mass of that particular type. 

 
 
C.  Stacked Townhouses 
 

• Serious uncertainties surround this option. Therefore, a limited number of allowed instances 
should be followed by thorough review (and likely revision) before any more are allowed. 

• Crawlspace basements should be entirely below grade, with no windows, and with structural 
constraints to make illegal conversion to living space very difficult. 

• Too much area has been allocated to this option. See A and B above for reallocations. 
 
 
D.  Four-storey low-rise 
 
Full four-storey will provide a harsh and overwhelming transition to residential properties across the 
street. Walk Duke Street and use your imagination. This type should be reduced to a softer three and a 
half storey. Rationales: 
 

• The relatively small area allocated to this type 
• The minimal resulting loss of livable square footage on the upper floor 
• Mitigation of the canyon effect toward the lane on the Kingsway side 
• The ongoing side-by-side future with existing single-family houses 

 
 
E.  Flexibility 
 
As a generality, I favor flexibility, provided that it is accompanied by serious design constraints and true 
respect for neighbourhood and context. If some more generalized “flexibility” is being sought by the city 
here, that flexibility should apply not only to Norquay but to all residential areas of the city. This 
principle ensures that planners and politicians are not trying to pick on the vulnerability of our single 
small area. 
 
 
3.  New Development on Kingsway 
 
 
A.  Focuses on Kingsway as the main commercial 
 
See comments under 1 above. 
 
 
B.  Kingsway building typology: 6 to 8 storeys 
 

• “Mid-rise building form” should start from the existing allowance of four storeys, which already 
appears quite massive, especially when viewed from land that slopes downward. 

• The International Building Code (section 202) defines “high-rise building” as “a building with an 
occupied floor located more than 75 feet (23 m) above the lowest level of fire department vehicle 
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access.” (Various local jurisdictions alter 75 feet to 55 feet.) City of Vancouver Planning 
Department has notoriously and inexcusably waffled over the upper limit definition of “mid-rise.” 

• The argument that current allowance for four-storey (five from the back) building will not bring 
development is given the lie by the current large building underway at 2239 Kingsway. 

• Six stories seems to be a general critical extreme upper boundary in the definition of human scale. 
I have heard this from more than one architecture/design professional, and my own streetscape 
experience bears this out. 

• This fundamental principle and proportion should not be violated in Norquay simply to get a bit 
of CAC and DCL that the community would just as soon forego to have a lower height. 

• The first and overriding consideration in any increase over four storeys should be to obtain 
additional setback for Kingsway sidewalk. 

• The shadow effects of eight storeys on adjoining residential neighbourhoods are unacceptable. 
 
 
C.  Kingsway building typology: special sites 
 

• The graphics employed in panel 12 are blatantly dishonest. 
• Vague reference to an unspecified 5 sites is not adequate to establish any loose blanket prior 

approval for a fuzzy allowance of “10 to 12 storeys.” 
• If one of those 5 sites happens to be 2211 Kingsway, it must be noted that a public lane passes 

from Kingsway to Galt immediately to the east of that property, which eliminates need for any 
special height consideration at that location. 

• Special sites should be dealt with specifically and must involve a full and honest community 
process (unlike 2300 Kingsway). 

• Any height over six storeys must bring clear public space benefits in the form of pedestrian 
connection or public plaza (the large private plaza scheduled for 2300 Kingsway leaves a legacy 
of strong suspicion). 

• A developer desire to sell views must not be traded off to the detriment of the existing 
neighbourhood’s livability and human scale. 

 
 
D.  2400 Motel site 
 

• The first amenity for this site should be maintenance of a human scale, even at the cost of other 
supposed amenities. 

• Our region of East Vancouver has already suffered the failures and indignities of King Edward 
Village and 2300 Kingsway, which our current planners freely admit. Their predecessors did this 
to us. This pattern must be broken with further developments in Norquay, especially at the 2400 
Motel site, where reparations are deserved. 

• Norquay requires significant capital injection at this site. Maximum exploitation of the three acres 
cannot be expected to produce all amenities. If now is not the time, wait. We are every bit as 
special as Woodwards, the Olympic Village, and 1 Kingsway. Do not blow this opportunity. 

• The blockbusting arrogance of 2300 Kingsway should not be used to push a further height agenda 
with sick cynical phrases like “reflects the precedent” and “completes the block” and “reduces the 
height.” That last quotation is pure newspeak (term courtesy of George Orwell). 2300 Kingsway 
sits at the foot of the rise of land, and the topography alone provides all necessary “completion” 
to the northeast. 

• Indications that the 2400 Motel site will remain public land may be the best news that Norquay 
has had in five years. 
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4.  Community Amenities 
 
 
A.  Proposed community amenities 
 

• Amenities are good things. But existing human scale and livability should never be sacrificed for 
other paybacks. 

• To say “the specific type and timing of amenities will depend on future population growth” 
reminds us how much Norquay has already grown and how little payback it has enjoyed, 
especially in the realm of commercial retail. 

• It does not help to tie separate issues like Clarendon Extension and Ravine Linear Park into 
promotion of current planning objectives. That fuzzy drag-it-all-in approach only generates 
suspicion. 

• Additional pedestrian connections across the long stretches of Kingsway are a precondition to 
current plans and they should be implemented as soon as possible. 

• Additions to park space and creation of other outdoor and indoor public spaces must be given 
high priority and coordinated with increase in population. 

• With the existing childcare on Duke Street and the one coming at 2300 Kingsway, that particular 
form of amenity has had its turn and should drop down the priority list in Norquay. 

 
 
B.  Kingsway street design changes 
 

• For the most part, these changes are nice, but amount to minor cosmetics. As a capital injection 
by the City, they do not really amount to much, and certainly do not begin to compensate even for 
the unwanted blockbusting of the neighbourhood by 2300 Kingsway. 

• Shrubbery on new medians further west on Kingsway is starting to present visibility hazards for 
drivers trying to turn left onto Kingsway. 

• Median space would be better allocated to a bicycle lane or to wider sidewalks than to planters. 
 
 
C.  Clarendon Street changes 
 
Good. Do it. 
 
 
5.  Other Comments 
 

• The principle and proportion of a human-scale general four to six-storey maximum building 
height (up from four only to achieve additional sidewalk setback) along Kingsway is of utmost 
importance. The Renfrew Collingwood Community Vision did not even address buildings higher 
than four storeys, yet the Draft Plan groundlessly proposes to rezone most of Kingsway for mid-
rise and high-rise buildings. 

• Members of the Kensington Cedar Cottage Vision Committee have been told by city planners, 
“You’ve had your turn and it will be years before we can look again at anything to do with your 
situation.” Norquay must never face this type of treatment: Done up and then shunned. 

• The typical allocation of two off-street parking spaces to each new housing type on a single lot 
will not be enough to address this ever-growing problem. Far too often property owners use 
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garage as storage space and then park on the street. With a readily possible four dwelling units or 
more per lot, a corresponding four automobiles will render local streets impassable. The only 
effective solution is to charge for the use of curbside space across Vancouver, with an allowance 
of one free (and transferable to visitor at residence) citywide permit per homeowner grant. 

• The Renfrew Collingwood Community Vision gives 76% approval to “maintain most single-
family areas” (item 11.1). Even with a provision to allow development under current RS-1 
requirements, the proposed mass rezoning clearly fails to respect this element of the community 
vision. 

• These proposals for Norquay Village seem likely to reduce the existing 32% proportion of low 
income families and to shift the neighbourhood away from its longstanding family-oriented 
character. Families want yards, and higher FSR’s reduce and remove yard space. This social 
factor has not been given appropriate weight. 

• Affordability in the Norquay area will only be damaged by seeking a doubling in the rate of 
redevelopment. Newer housing is more expensive housing. (The market affordability of 
gentrification cannot be compared with current affordability.) 

• Potential residential property tax impacts need to be studied far more carefully. The longitudinal 
data on the 1577 rezoned properties at Kingsway and Knight needs to be analyzed and publicly 
reported on. Mitigations should be sought for. 

• Norquay should not be singled out for measures that could be applied across the city of 
Vancouver. To do this redlines our small area rather than scattering the effects. Political 
opportunism offers no excuse for exploitation of our vulnerability. 

• Bryant Urstadt, “Vancouver Real Estate Bubble Trouble,” Bloomberg BusinessWeek (24 June 
2010)  –  Norquay should not become a profit center for developers. There is new hope that 
external conditions may moderate their interest in our neighbourhood. We do not owe anything to 
speculative offshore money. 

 
 
 
Joseph Jones 


