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Executive Summary 

i 

 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

 

 

 
Location of two open spaces in downtown 
Vancouver 

 

Overview 

This report compares two open spaces in 

downtown Vancouver through an evaluation of 

their design elements based upon literature 

pertaining to the design of parks and plazas. 

The intent of this study is to understand the 

factors that make successful open spaces 

through an investigation of social indicators, 

and design elements. This project also aims to 

examine design elements of open space in 

Vancouver and how alterations can be made to 

improve their use. The research questions 

addressed in this report are: 

 What planning and design characteristics are 

present or missing from the two case study 

open spaces, The Roundhouse and the 

Waterworks? And, 

 How can these two open space case studies in 

Vancouver become better places through 

planning and design initiatives? 

While both of these open spaces are 

considered to be well designed by Vancouver’s 

Urban Design Panel, the Roundhouse is 

generally considered to be a more successful 

open space due to its higher levels of use 

throughout the year. 

Research Methodology & 
Evaluation Criteria 

In order to compare the case studies, nineteen 

evaluative criteria for the design of open 

spaces were used to assess the design 

elements present. These criteria, shown in the 

table below, were derived from the City of 

Vancouver’s Plaza Design Guidelines, are 

grouped into four major categories: context, 

safety, environment, and user attractions. To 

ensure data collection was comprehensive, 

four methods were utilized: a literature 

review, direct observations, a user survey, and 

mapping & photographs. 
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Evaluation Criteria 
The  

Roundhouse 
The  

Waterworks 

Context 

Use & Concept 
  

Visibility & Views 
  

Linkages 
  

Safety 

Design 
  

Accessibility 
  

Defensible Space 
  

Lighting & Public Features 
  

Environment 

Sunlight 
  

Wind 
  

Noise 
  

Weather Protection 
  

Environmentally Sensitive  
Design   

User Attractions 

Seating 
  

Activity Generators 
  

Amenities 
  

Natural Elements 
  

Detailing & Materials 
  

Spatial Variety 
  

Good Management 
  

  

Legend: 
 

Excellent 
 

Fair 

 
 

Very Good 
 

Poor 

 
 

Good   

 

Data Analysis 

Both open spaces were evaluated and then 

assigned a point-scale rank based on how well 

the square met the criteria as outlined in this 

report. The overall comparative evaluation of 

the two open spaces is as follows: 

Conclusions & Recommendations 

The Roundhouse 

 

Historic portion of the Roundhouse 
Community Arts and Recreation Centre 

As the data collected for the Roundhouse 

suggests, it is an extremely well-designed open 

space, ranking generally higher in most 

regards compared to the Waterworks. With 

strong local history to draw upon, this open 

space creates a strong character for itsself that 

other design elements found here build on. The 

cafe, restaurant, grocery store as well as other 

retail businesses in the site or nearby create a 

constant flow of pedestrian traffic through the 

open space during a wide range of hours. 

Further to this, the presence of the local 

community centre nearby manages to 

supplement this pedestrian traffic during all 

weather conditions which strengthens the 

overall use of the site. 
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While traffic through the site remains 

somewhat constant during rainy weather, it 

was observed that people modified their 

behaviour within the open space depending 

upon the weather conditions. A lack of weather 

protection measures around the site was 

identified during user interviews at the 

Roundhouse as well as other concerns such as 

a lack of natural elements within the site. 

Recommendations:  

 Provide weather protection on the 

Roundhouse Building, 

 Provide soft landscape features within the 

Roundhouse open space, 

 Provide weather protection measure for 

stairs on site. 

The Waterworks 
The Waterworks open space has been 

designed with attention to many of the design 

elements recommended by the Plaza Design 

Guidelines for open spaces. With a variety of 

seating options available as well as a strong 

attempt to create a local character, this 

location within the urban fabric is both visually 

appealing and functional in design. 

Leaf-pond and landmark building that 
terminate the vista from Pacific Boulevard 

 

 

 
Circulation Analysis of the Roundhouse open 
space shown in red (left) with changes in 
behaviour during rainy conditions defined in 
blue (right) 
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Surrounded by high-density residential towers, 

the Waterworks should be a strong local park 

for nearby residents; however, this is not the 

case. The majority of people surveyed at this 

location were not from the neighbourhood and 

used the open space simply as a commuter 

thoroughfare. With minimal commercial 

activity in and around the open space, the 

Waterworks felt desolate during all hours of 

the day. When comparing this site with the 

Roundhouse, it is obvious that the impacts of 

the outdoor cafes and restaurants on open 

spaces develop a more welcoming atmosphere 

in the area that the Waterworks is sorely 

missing. 

View out of the Waterworks west down 
Pacific Boulevard 

 

While usage of this site was small in 

comparison to the Roundhouse, it was even 

more pronounced during rainy winter days. 

While this open space is well designed for the 

summer months in Vancouver, there are some 

shortcomings identified within the site for 

winter months. As this location is very exposed 

to the elements, the lack of weather protection 

devices on site was even more pronounced 

which further discourages use during the rainy 

half of the year. 

Polished concrete pads installed around the 
Waterworks’ pond 

 

Recommendations:  

 Improve amenities for cyclists, 

 Provide additional seating at perimeter of 

open space, 

 Protect select seating from rain to encourage 

use year round, 

 Open restaurant up to open space, 

 Use subtle lighting alternatives to illuminate 

the main lawn and pond. 
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Chapter 1 | Introduction 

1 

1  INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 | Introduction to the Research 

Urban open spaces are often underappreciated 

areas by developers, planners and residents 

alike. These locations provide opportunities 

for those living within urban cores to access 

spaces that grant respite from busy city life, 

but also act as important social hubs within 

communities. Providing these spaces 

throughout the urban fabric can help create a 

lively and vibrant city life. 

Since many multi-story developments in 

Vancouver are required to create public spaces 

in order to gain design approvals, ensuring 

that the open spaces produced are not only 

vibrant, but fit within the urban fabric, is 

important. Guidelines for the design of open 

spaces are needed to ensure that the 

community receives public space appropriate 

for their neighbourhood, rather than plazas 

designed simply to enhance the appearance of 

the proposed buildings. 

This report seeks to assess two open spaces in 

Vancouver through an evaluation of their 

design elements based upon the extensive 

literature pertaining to the design of parks and 

plazas. The intent of this study is to understand 

the factors that make up successful open 

spaces by examining social indicators, as well 

as design elements. Through this research and 

the use of two case studies, recommendations 

on how to improve each of the sites will be 

made. 

1.2 | Open Spaces and Design 

The design of open spaces is an important 

component of the urban fabric, because these 

locations provide a certain quality of life for 

nearby residents. While poorly designed sites 

may still see regular use, it is the open spaces 

that have manufactured a good physical 

environment that are utilized to their fullest 

potential. Creating a space that encourages use 

through design is what promotes the use of the 

site for optional recreational activities as well 

as regular social activities (Gehl, 1987). 

While extensive literature exists on how to 

design open spaces or parks, there is no 

universal set of rules to ensure that public 

spaces will be vibrant community hubs after 

construction. William Whyte (1988) once 

observed that it “is difficult to design a space 

that will not attract people. What is 

remarkable is how often this is accomplished.” 

The recognition and understanding of this 

concept is what has driven cities such as 

Vancouver to produce guidelines for the design 
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of these sites, in an attempt to avoid the 

production of under-utilized spaces. 

By examining how design guidelines direct the 

shape and form of development of open spaces 

in downtown Vancouver it is hoped that a 

better understanding of the impacts that these 

guidelines have upon the design of open spaces 

will be garnered and, through this, the 

components that make open spaces successful. 

1.3| Research Questions 

The primary research goal of this report is to 

examine design elements of open spaces in 

Vancouver and how alternations can be made 

to improve their use, the following research 

questions will be addressed: 

 What planning and design characteristics 

are present or missing from the two open 

spaces? 

 How can the two open spaces in Vancouver 

become better open spaces through 

planning and design initiatives? 

From these questions, the next chapters set out 

to identify the methods used to address these 

questions before exploring the answers in 

detail. Chapter 2 provides context for this 

report by giving background on the two 

selected case studies for this report; the 

Roundhouse and the Waterworks. Chapter 3 

explains the research method utilized by this 

study and outlines the nineteen evaluative 

criteria based on four key design attributes of 

open spaces: context, safety, environment and 

user attractions. From this, data collected from 

the open spaces is analysed in Chapter 4 using 

a comparative framework based on the 

evaluation criteria. Finally, Chapter 5 draws on 

planning literature and the previous chapters 

to provide conclusions and recommendations 

to improve the open spaces through design 

changes. 
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2  BACKGROUND & 

CONTEXT 

 

 

  

 
Figure 2.1 – Location of two open spaces in downtown 
Vancouver (Base map source: www.bing.com) 

 

2.1 | Context: Yaletown 

The history of Yaletown is 

somewhat unique in the 

context of Vancouver due to its 

connections to the Canadian 

railway system. In 1886, the 

City of Vancouver offered 20 

years of tax exemption to the 

Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) 

should they relocate to False 

Creek’s northern shore; what 

would eventually be known as 

Yaletown. This area continued 

to exist as an industrial site 

until the 1970s when the area 

began to gentrify and evolve 

into an upper-class residential 

neighbourhood. Sparked by the 

1986 World’s Fair, this 

transition from warehouses to 

point towers in the past three decades is what 

gives Yaletown its unique character and 

context (Punter, 2003; Yaletown Business 

Improvement District, 2010). 

Dramatic changes like those found in Yaletown 

were occurring across the City of Vancouver in 

the late ‘70s and early ‘80s, and an opportunity 

arose to shape how development proceeded 

within the city. From this, design principles 

were refined by architects and planners into 

progressive design standards in the 1980s 

which directed and informed development 

across the city (Punter, 2003). With numerous 

high density residential neighbourhoods being 

developed, focus was placed upon how these 

would interact within surrounding 

communities as well as how these could be 
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Figure 2.2 – Oblique aerial view of the 
“Heritage Yard” at the Roundhouse from the 
north east (Source: www.bing.com) 

 

 
Figure 2.3 – View of the Roundhouse and 
surrounding buildings 
 

improved through a more diverse urban 

environment. 

With this increase in residential density in the 

downtown, open spaces have also become 

more important in a planning context, as these 

spaces provide both a social and 

environmental service to those living within 

the community. A required component of most 

large developments in Vancouver, design 

guidelines were introduced in 1992 which 

strive to create plazas that are of value to the 

community (Vancouver: Planning, 1992).  

In an effort to understand how the design of an 

open space contributes to its success, this 

research project endeavours to examine two 

open spaces located in Yaletown, The 

Roundhouse and The Waterworks, and how 

they meet the needs of the community as 

outlined by the criteria defined by the City of 

Vancouver’s Plaza Design Guidelines. 

2.2 | The Roundhouse 

Initially restored for the World’s Fair in 1986, 

the Roundhouse Community Centre was 

completed in 1997 as an integration of the 

heritage building with new development by 

Baker McGarva Hart. Originally within Historic 

Area District zoning to encourage retrofitting 

of railway era buildings, this region of 

Yaletown was subject to design guidelines 

introduced in 1982 that regulated the 

materials and details used in surrounding 

buildings (Punter, 2003). 

Located at the southern terminus of Davie 

Street, this maintenance facility and turntable 

are the remains of the CPR in downtown 

Vancouver. The open spaces found at this site 

are divided into distinct areas with different 

characters. The “Neighbourhood Yard” to the 
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Figure 2.4 – Oblique aerial view of the 
Waterworks from the south west (Source: 
www.bing.com) 

 

 
Figure 2.5 – View of the Waterworks fountain 
and townhouses 
 

west of the roundhouse site fronts onto Drake 

Street where the main entrance to the 

Roundhouse Community and Arts Centre is 

located both of which were designed by the 

landscape architecture firm Forma Design Inc. 

Connecting to the “Neighbourhood Yard” in the 

west is the “Heritage Yard” which contains the 

turntable and Engine 374 Pavilion. Roughly 

2300 m2, this open space is generally viewed 

as the primary public space on site and is the 

subject of this report. With shops, restaurants 

and cafes lining the southernmost building, 

and the community centre to the north, the 

surrounding structures front the open space in 

a horseshoe shape that define the open space 

(Vancouver: Planning, 1999). 

2.3| The Waterworks 

Located at the junction of Cambie Street and 

Pacific Boulevard the Waterworks acts as the 

terminus for Beatty Street where it becomes 

the Beatty Walk a pedestrian only road. 

Bounded entirely by townhouses, this site is 

also home to two large residential towers, a 

smaller six storey residential building as well 

as commercial properties (Punter, 2003). 

With the buildings on site designed by 

architects from Concord Pacific and Downs 

Archambault & Partners, the open space at this 

site was completed in 1997 and designed by 

Harold Neufeldt. Within the site, which is 

approximately 3000 m2 in size, there are two 

distinct publically accessible regions. The 

southern portion of the open space, with its 

large leaf-shaped pond, acts as a focal point for 

the entire site and a terminating vista for 

Pacific Boulevard. With two large, tree-lined 

paths running the perimeter of the pond, the 

open space addresses the development’s entire 

run along Pacific Boulevard. 

The northern portion of the open space, known 

as the Beatty Walk, is entirely lined by 
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townhouses and connects the southern extent 

of Beatty Street with the Waterworks site and 

existing parks and open spaces found in 

Yaletown (Vancouver: Planning, 1999). 

2.4 | Case Study Selection 

 Rationale 
These two sites were selected due to their 

similarities to allow for a comparison to one 

another. Both open spaces were designed as a 

portion of larger, higher density development 

projects in the late 1990s which required open 

space to be created. These spaces are 

comparable in size, as well as land uses due to 

restaurants and other commercial 

development either nearby or on the site. 

Located only 250 metres apart along Pacific 

Avenue, the Roundhouse and Waterworks sites 

share similar demographics. Considering these 

factors, these two open spaces are well-suited 

for the intent of this study, which is to 

understand what design elements are present, 

or missing, from each site that contribute to 

their overall usage. 

The next chapter describes the evaluation 

criteria and research methods employed to 

comparatively appraise both the Roundhouse 

and Waterworks open spaces. 
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3  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY &  
EVALUATION CRITERIA  

 

 

 
3.1 | Introduction 

This chapter describes the criteria used to 

evaluate and assess the usability of the two 

open spaces. It also explains the qualitative 

methods used to address the research 

questions outlined in Chapter 2. In addition to 

this, an explanation to how this data was 

collected to ensure generalizability, reliability 

and validity is outlined. Finally, an examination 

of the limitations associated with this 

methodology is described with the proposed 

research protocol. 

3.2 | Evaluation Criteria 

Table 3.1 shows the 19 evaluation criteria used 

to assess and compare the quality of the two 

open spaces. Outlined within the City of 

Vancouver’s Plaza Design Guidelines, these 

criteria have been identified as important 

components of plazas within the city and the 

conventions within this document are 

intended to help develop open spaces 

associated with new projects (Vancouver: 

Planning, 1992). Grouped into four general 

categories; context, safety, environment, and 

user attractions; these indicators were used to 

judge the effectiveness of open spaces in 

providing for the public. This section will 

define the parameters of each criterion as well 

as outline data collection methods for each. A 

full examination of data collection for this 

study will be explained in detail in section 3.3. 

Please refer to Appendix A for an expanded 

explanation of evaluative criteria. 

3.2.1 | Context 

Context is a general term that describes how 

an open space integrates into the surrounding 

area. For an open space to be successful, it 

needs to fit within a community depending on 

the surrounding land uses and residents. These 

spaces also need to be connected to nearby 

public spaces to encourage locals to travel to 

and utilize a public space. 

Table 3.1 - Evaluation criteria drawn from the City of Vancouver’s Plaza Design Guidelines 

Context Safety Environment User Attractions 

 Use & Concept 
 Linkages 
 Visibility & Views 

 Design 
 Accessibility 
 Defensible Space 
 Lighting & Public 

Features 

 Sunlight 
 Wind 
 Noise 
 Weather Protection 
 Environmentally 

Sensitive Design 

 Seating 
 Activity Generators 
 Amenities 
 Natural Elements 
 Detailing & 

Materials 
 Spatial Variety 
 Good Management 
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Figure 3.1 – View of sculpture in Yaletown 
Park from Mainland Street in Vancouver, BC 

 

Use and Concept 

Use and concept is how well an open space or 

plaza’s intended function fits and connects 

within its surrounding neighbourhood. Open 

spaces should complement existing or future 

pedestrian routes in addition to the 

surrounding architecture and these 

connections should be outlined during the 

planning phase. The proposed use of an open 

space or plaza should fit within the character 

of a community, in both size and intended 

usage, to ensure that the location is a space 

that will be utilized by the public. 

As such, open spaces should also be aware of 

surrounding land uses and demographics to 

service them to the fullest extent. Locations 

that enjoy proximity to a wide variety of land 

uses are more likely to be used throughout the 

entire day. Good public spaces should be 

positioned near a range of land uses to 

encourage activity at all times of the day. 

Linkages 

Open spaces should be connected to other 

nearby public spaces to build on and instil the 

feeling of a cohesive pedestrian network. The 

creation of these linkages should be working 

towards a city wide pedestrian network that 

encourages people to walk or use other forms 

of active transportation. 

Connecting open spaces to other nearby parks, 

plazas and public spaces can be done through 

the utilization of marked paths, bridges, paving 

patterns, and steps to influence the flow of 

people within the open space. Linkages should 

also extend beyond the immediate open space 

and attempt to link that area with nearby 

spaces within the surrounding open space 

network.  

Visibility and Views  

Open spaces should create attractive viewing 

corridors between the space and the 

surrounding street network. By creating a 

pleasing visual connection with the 

streetscape, it announces the attractions of the 

open space. This connection is what identifies 

a space as being accessible to the public and 

allows for those at the space to view those 

outside of the park, increasing the sense of 

safety imparted by a public space. This 

visibility is created by keeping visual 

obstructions, such as walls and trees, 

positioned to as not to block the street from 

the plaza.  
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Additionally, the open spaces should strive to 

incorporate the surrounding views from the 

city. Plazas and open spaces should strive to 

maintain and enhance views towards 

mountains, the ocean and architectural 

landmarks. These connections not only 

enhance the aesthetics of the open space, but 

also connect the space with the surrounding 

environment; adding to its context within the 

city. 

3.2.2 | Safety 

Public spaces should convey a feeling of safety 

and security and this can be imparted through 

the design of open spaces. From ensuring safe 

access for those with mobility problems to 

consciously deigning spaces to maximize 

passive surveillance, safety and security is a 

large component of overall design. 

Design 

Open spaces should be designed to impart a 

feeling of safety for those within the space, but 

also for those who pass by the location. 

Creating public spaces that clearly address the 

streetscape is important for safety, but so too 

is creating a space that is open and visible from 

within the space its self. This can be done by 

reducing the number of visual barriers 

between the street and the open space to grant 

line of sight to people in either location. 

Designing public spaces that provide adequate 

lighting, defensible spaces and an overall sense 

of security is important to encourage usage at 

all times of the day. 

Accessibility 

The design of spaces should also take into 

account the needs of the young, the disabled 

and the elderly to ensure that the open space 

does not exclude specific members of society. 

Full public access to these spaces is maintained 

by providing ramps at reasonable grades as 

well as being conscious of accessibility issues 

when placing amenities such as planters and 

selection of suitable paving surfaces. 

Accessibility also extends beyond dealing with 

physical barriers to managing the perception 

of accessibility. Open spaces can be designed, 

intentionally or otherwise, to discourage 

public use through physical characteristics or 

through rules that limit the use of these spaces. 

The use of excessive measures to control the 

usage and users of open spaces generally 

discourages the use of spaces by everyone. 

Defensible Space  

Defensible space is a concept that involves 

planning the design of spaces to minimize 

crime. By designing areas that allow for full 

surveillance from the perimeter of the open 

space, via windows, balconies and clear line of 

sight from the street, the overall security of an 

area is increased. The concept behind this 

theory is that people are passively engaged in 

surveillance of their immediate area and this is 

what discourages crime; people are engaged in 

casual monitoring of these open spaces. 
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Figure 3.3 – Design of buildings can help 
promote passive surveillance which helps 
deter crime (Németh & Schmidt, 2007) 

 

In addition to creating opportunities for people 

to engage in natural surveillance, defensible 

space can also be created through the image, or 

physical design, of an area. Image is the ability 

of the physical characteristics of public spaces 

to instil a sense of security. This is done by 

taking into account where dark corners and 

corridors will be created and minimizing their 

effects or removing them entirely from the 

design of these spaces. These dark areas are 

what cause people to feel unsafe at night and 

avoid these locations as a result. 

Lighting and Public Features 

Creating an open space that is used throughout 

the year, even in darker winter months, is 

imperative to the success of these spaces. 

During a majority of the fall, spring and winter 

months, darkness occurs in the late afternoon; 

typically the peak hours for pedestrian 

movement through these spaces. As such, 

lighting should be present along well traversed 

routes to encourage use during evening hours. 

Appropriate use of lighting helps maintain a 

feeling of safety beyond daytime hours. 

In addition to lighting, other public features 

should be provided for the general public. Pay 

phone placement should be considered when 

designing spaces as well as the placement of 

information signs that outline the terms of use 

for the open space. 

3.2.3 | Environment 

From designing open spaces for comfort by 

accounting for sun exposure to incorporating 

environmentally sensitive design elements, the 

environment has a significant impact on how 

well an open space is utilized. 

Sunlight 

Sunlight is an element of public spaces that can 

be difficult to plan for in larger urban settings. 

Generally considered a required component 

for the success of public spaces during all times 

of the year, this effect is amplified in winter 

months. Locating open spaces between 

buildings to maximize sun exposure is 

important for the atmosphere of a location. In 

areas where buildings hinder the path of light 

to public spaces, utilizing reflective surfaces on 

these buildings can mitigate the shadows being 

cast by these buildings.  
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Figure 3.4 – Considerations for sunlight 
access in open spaces (Vancouver Planning, 
1992) 

 

The management and design of amenities 

within public spaces to maximise sunlight is 

also important. Placing seating in areas with 

maximum sun exposure over the course of the 

entire day is important, as it encourages 

people to use the public space during a wider 

variety of hours in the day. The same can be 

said when considering seasonal issues, as 

seating in locations where sunlight is still 

accessible during winter months has a large 

impact on its overall usage. 

Wind 

Gusts of wind can make otherwise well 

designed open spaces uncomfortable and 

attempts should be made to prevent this. Wind 

funnelling from surrounding buildings should 

be accounted for and shelter from the wind 

should be provided. This is especial important 

in the winter, when wind and rain can make 

for an unpleasant environment when not 

considered. 

Constructing large open areas as well as small 

narrow tunnels maximize the effect of wind 

and should be avoided when constructing open 

spaces. The effect of these can be minimized 

after construction; however, as the placement 

of vegetation can reduce the velocity of wind 

and offer shelter from rain. 

Noise 

Noise emanating from nearby streets can be a 

deterrent to potential users of public spaces 

and dealing with this can be done in a number 

of ways. The use of ambient sound from water 

amenities such as fountains can help in 

reducing the effects of traffic and street noise. 

Additionally, using vegetation as a buffer 

between the street and the open space is a 

good way to reduce noise. 

Weather Protection 

Vancouver’s winters suffer from rainy 

conditions for much of the season and 

providing shelter from the elements is 

important in this climate. Canopies, shelters 

and awnings provide overhead protection and 

give people the option to use the space 

regardless of season. These amenities should 

be located along long major pedestrian routes, 

bus stops and bike racks for maximum effect. 
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Figure 3.5 – Open air cafes in Kingston, 
Ontario  

 

Environmentally Sensitive Design 

Development of environmentally responsible 

spaces has also been outlined by the Plaza 

Design Guidelines as important to consider 

when creating these spaces. The use of 

permeable surfaces to better manage storm 

water runoff can reduce the strain on 

infrastructure after storms as water is allowed 

to percolate naturally. Additionally, the use of 

drought-resistant plants is encouraged to 

minimize required maintenance such as 

fertilization and watering.  

3.2.4 | User Attractions 

The draw for many public spaces is the 

activities and attractions found at open spaces. 

From social interactions between people to 

organised entertainment found at these spaces 

the available user attractions are what keep 

people coming back to visit these sites. 

Seating  

When considering seating in open spaces, the 

most important component is generally the 

amount available. Through Whyte’s research 

(1980) it was found that open spaces with 

large amounts of seating were more successful 

that ones with too little. The results from this 

research was a formula that found the 

minimum seating requirements were one 

metre of seating for every thirty square metres 

of plaza space (Whyte, 1988, p.112). 

Seating should also be offered in a variety of 

locations and orientations to serve the area 

best. Providing seating in locations that receive 

maximum sun exposure should be 

complemented by seating available in shady 

areas. These choices are what give open spaces 

longevity of use over the course of the year as 

it allows for patrons of the spaces to adapt to 

changing seasonal conditions. 

Providing a variety of seating choices also has 

an effect on the number of people found at an 

open space. While providing movable chairs 

and park benches are valuable assets, the 

design of ledges and stairs is also valuable. 

Activity Generators  

Activity generators are features within public 

spaces that encourage social behaviour. From 

cafes to organized entertainment, activity 

generators actively encourage people to enter 

and use the open spaces. Not necessarily 

imperative to the success of open spaces, 

activity generators create a strong pull for 

people to use the spaces.  
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While cafes and restaurants are generally the 

result of surrounding land uses, entertainment 

is a function of management of the space and is 

discussed below. 

Amenities  

Amenity features are features that encourage 

the public to use a place as well as create a 

sense of place in these spaces. Essential 

features such as bike racks and waste bins are 

important due to practicality but the 

placement of public art and fountains should 

also be given weight as they also provide a 

focal point to these spaces. 

While amenities can be considered activity 

generators, such as cafes located in the spaces, 

this also extends to features such as game 

tables and children’s playgrounds which give 

people a reason to linger within these spaces. 

Natural Elements 

Utilizing vegetation, for example trees, grass 

and vines, were highlighted as an important 

component of open spaces by Vancouver. 

These natural elements assist in creating a 

more hospitable urban environment by 

softening the urban environment (Vancouver: 

Planning, 1992). Vegetation adds texture and 

colors to the streetscape and this assists in 

creating a more visually pleasing space for 

users of the space. 

Detailing & Materials  

Materials used in open spaces should fit in 

with the surrounding architecture, but also 

seek to better the overall experience of the 

users of the spaces. The use of suitable 

materials that facilitate issues, such as 

drainage through the use of permeable 

surfaces as well as accessibility through the 

Figure 3.6 – The use of natural elements to 
create a more hospitable atmosphere in 
Vancouver, BC. (Source Google Streetview) 

Figure 3.7 – Appropriate use of materials 
creating an aesthetically pleasing space in 
Kingston, Ontario 
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use of non-slip surfacing, can assist in making 

open spaces more successful. 

Spatial Variety 

Creating spaces that are “human scale” is also 

another consideration in the design of spaces. 

Larger open spaces should be divided into 

smaller, discrete spaces with unique features 

that identify each section. As William White 

(1988) noted, people tend to congregate 

around the edges of open spaces, and the 

definition of “sections” of a larger space gives 

an opportunity for more edges. Establishing 

these edges through vegetation, seating and 

ledges can create character for these spaces. 

Good Management 

Good management of open spaces consists of 

dealing with the maintenance and operations 

of these spaces. Trash, graffiti as well as visible 

signs of wear and tear all affect the overall 

attractiveness and sense of security in these 

spaces which, in turn, encourage or deter 

people from using these spaces. Providing 

seasonal planting as well as maintaining 

vegetated surfaces is important when 

considering the climate of Vancouver as these 

can impact the aesthetics of the spaces. 

3.3 | Data Collection Methods 

Section 3.2 noted that the criteria used to 

evaluate the open spaces are the design 

guidelines found in the City of Vancouver’s 

Plaza Design Guidelines (1992). While these 

guidelines outline what the Urban Design 

Panel would generally like to see in future 

development, it does not specifically outline 

the parameters that allow for assessment of 

these evaluation criteria. As such, the research 

approach for this report utilized methods for 

evaluating spaces developed for Project for 

Public Spaces by the Metropolitan Planning 

Council for Placemaking in Chicago (2008). By 

applying the methods from Project for Public 

Spaces to the evaluation criteria found in the 

Plaza Design Guidelines, an established 

methodology that applies specifically to the 

City of Vancouver was found.  

In addition to this, assessing the security and 

how public or private an open space feels was 

also incorporated by using Németh and 

Schmidt’s (2007) Security of Publicly 

Accessible Spaces Index. 

To collect the required data, four qualitative 

research methods were utilized: a literature 

review, direct observations, a user survey, and 

mapping & photographs. This data will be 

collected to compare the two open spaces 

based on each of the nineteen criteria found 

within Vancouver’s Plaza Design Guidelines 

(1992). The use of four methods of data 

collection is meant to address the issues 

associated with validity and reliability as data 

is being drawn from multiple sources. 
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Literature Review 

Prior to the commencement of research 

regarding the design of open spaces, a 

literature review was completed to give the 

researcher a greater understanding of the 

issues regarding open space design. The intent 

of this literature review was to assist in the 

development of the methodology for this 

study, develop a broader understanding of the 

subject material, thoroughly explore the 

evaluation criteria used for this research and 

to assist in the development of 

recommendations to improve the open spaces. 

Additionally, the use of a literature review 

builds internal and external validity as well as 

construct validity by developing a 

methodology that has been based on 

previously published works by experts in this 

field (Yin, 2009). 

Direct Observations 

Direct observations were employed to 

inventory the characteristics found in each of 

the open spaces, as well as record the 

behaviour of the users of the open spaces. 

These observations were collected as per the 

procedures outlined by Project for Public 

Spaces (2008) and Németh and Schmidt 

(2007) using photographs, tables of 

observations and sketches of circulation. 

These observations, and the methods used to 

collect them, are meant to create a systematic 

and replicable approach to making 

observations. This ability to repeat the 

observations is important, as it is what allows 

for the evaluation of each criterion to be made 

as discussed in Section 3.4.  

User Surveys 

In addition to the researcher’s observations, 

open space user surveys were used to gain 

additional information about the spaces. Based 

upon the interview format and questions 

created as part of Project for Public Spaces 

(2008), this questionnaire has been modified 

to more adequately address the evaluation 

criteria within the Plaza Design Guidelines 

(1992).  

The purpose of these surveys is to further 

identify the problems and strengths in each 

open space that may not be immediately 

apparent to the researcher. As those being 

surveyed are people who use the park the most 

frequently, they are the best source of 

information regarding the sites year round. 

Observations of the open spaces are to occur 

during a short period of the year, and the data 

provided from the users will strengthen and 

inform the overall site evaluations. These 

surveys also seek to deal with potential bias of 

the researcher by supplementing direct 

observations with additional information.  

Mapping & Photographs 

In order to supplement information collected 

through direct observations, maps and 

photographs were used to evaluate the open 
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Figure 3.8 – Point system utilized for 
evaluation.  

 Excellent 

 Very Good 

 Good 

 Fair 

 Poor 

 

spaces. The mapping of local circulation, 

nearby transportation routes, and the 

adjoining land-uses is meant to inform the 

researcher and assist in evaluating the open 

spaces. 

3.4 | Data Analysis Methods 

The data collected through observations, user 

surveys, photographs and maps were used to 

assess the evaluation criteria outlined in 

section 3.2. In order to compare the two open 

spaces, these observations will be recorded 

into a comparison table for analysis. By 

tabulating observations based on point system 

generalizability between the two open spaces 

will be gained.  

Utilizing a five point scale, as shown in Figure 

3.2, these values allow for direct and fair 

assessment of the open spaces in relation to 

one another as well as demonstrate what each 

open space needs to improve upon. This point 

system is what will guide the 

recommendations outlined in Chapter 5 of this 

report. 

3.5 | Limitations of Research 

Methods 

The primary limitation of the methodology 

outlined within this chapter is the inherent 

subjectivity in evaluating open spaces. Many of 

the evaluation criteria require judgement or 

personal opinion to fully evaluate. The use of a 

literature review is meant to inform the 

researcher and mitigate bias to create a fair 

evaluation of the spaces.  

User Surveys in conjunction with direct 

observations from the researcher 

complemented one another by collecting data 

from multiple sources, it is recognized that 

there are still issues regarding data collection. 

A limited number of user surveys for each 

location over a short period of time may not 

gain a broad enough understanding of the 

issues and opinions of the users of the sites. 

Further to this, the surveys collected 

information from those who were at the open 

spaces, not those who potentially stay away 

due to traits of the spaces. Lastly, as these 

surveys are completed on a voluntary basis, 

the information collected does not represent a 

random sample of open space users. 

With the majority of observations and user 

surveys being completed during the winter 

months, it is also recognised that this may 

affect the overall results of this research. There 

is the potential for a minimal number of open 

space patrons to be out dependant on weather 
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Table 3.2 – Research protocol 

Background Study and Research: 

 Open space design literature; 

 Relevant theoretical frameworks; 

 Case study research methodology. 

Construction of Research Approach: 

 Formulate research question; 

 Data collection methods; 

 Data analysis methods. 

Data Collection & Field Work: 

 Direct observations: evaluation of existing qualities, tracking & counting of users, index of 

security, etc.; 

 Photographs; 

 User surveys. 

Data Analysis: 

 Production of maps and figures from observations; 

 Evaluation of each space using point scale; 

 Compare open spaces against one another. 

Conclusions & Recommendations: 

 Answer research questions from data analysis; 

 Formulate improvements for each open space from evaluative criteria. 

 

which may skew data collected from the 

surveys. Additionally, weather may affect the 

overall usage of the spaces as December and 

January are typically months where rain is a 

consistent problem. While these are concerns 

for the researcher, it should also be noted that 

this gives an opportunity for these spaces to be 

evaluated for their winter use or lack thereof. 

3.6 | Research Protocol 

 In order to conduct this research, following a 

logical research protocol is necessary that 

flows from background research to the 

eventual recommendations. By following this 

process outlined in Table 3.2, the overall 

research construct validity and reliability of 

the research is increased and this allows for 

replication of the study in the future. 
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4  DATA 

ANALYSIS 

 

 

4.1 | Introduction 

This City of Vancouver’s “Plaza Design 

Guidelines” outline four key attributes 

(context, safety, environment, and user 

attractions) and nineteen evaluation criteria to 

assess open spaces. These criteria have been 

used to assess two open spaces: The 

Roundhouse and The Waterworks both located 

in Vancouver, British Columbia. These 

evaluations of how the design of these spaces 

meet the criteria are presented in this chapter 

and are informed by data collected from the 

literature review, direct observations, user 

surveys, mapping and photography. After each 

key attribute’s conclusion, a summary of the 

findings will be outlined with a point based 

ranking which rates each criterion from Poor 

to Fair, Good, Very Good and Excellent. 

4.2 | Context 

4.2.1 | Use & Concept 

The concept of “use & concept” covers a variety 

of issues for open spaces. Designing spaces 

that have an intended use as well as an idea as 

to how this site will integrate into the 

character and functions of a neighbourhood 

Figure 4.1 – Inside the Engine 374 Pavilion at 
the Roundhouse 

Figure 4.2 – Historic portion of the 
Roundhouse Community Arts and Recreation 
Centre 
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Figure 4.3 – Leaf-pond and landmark 
building that terminate the vista from Pacific 
Boulevard 

 
 

helps when designing successful sites. 

The Roundhouse, as a public space, integrates 

itself well into the community. With the 

original CP Rail maintenance complex on site, 

the open space creates a transition from this 

historical structure in the north to the modern 

building with cafes and shops to the south. As 

such, the open space acts as a link between the 

modern architecture of the area and the 

historic setting of the site which is exemplified 

by the turntable and pavilion for Engine 374. 

This connection is what reinforces the 

character of the community and makes this a 

strong site.  

While the primary function of the open space is 

to act as a pedestrian thoroughfare between 

Davie Street and Drake Street, with the main 

entrance to the Roundhouse Community Arts 

& Recreation Centre in the middle, the open 

space offers multiple functions to the 

community. The open space is utilized as a 

patio for the restaurants and cafes found on 

site as well as a meeting place for people 

coming from the nearby grocery store and 

recreation centre. This is partly due to how the 

open space addresses the street and welcomes 

people into it. 

Conversely, The Waterworks site does not 

have the history to build its character from, 

and its designers have striven therefore to 

manufacture its own character, as can be seen 

in the design of the pond in the centre of the 

site.  

While this open space does manage to create a 

local character, it does not fit in with the 

neighbourhood of the area. Partly due to its 

large size, the open space fronting on Pacific 

Boulevard feels devoid of activity, even with 

people lingering in the space. As a result, it 

feels disconnected or out of place in the 

surrounding urban fabric and is used primarily 

as a pedestrian thoroughfare connecting 

Yaletown with the southern end of Beatty 

Street.  

4.2.2 | Visibility & Views 

Vancouver has the benefit of being surrounded 

by appealing mountain views and landmark 

buildings. Tying open spaces into these 
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Figure 4.4 – Break in streetscape along Davie 
Street provides line of sight out of open space 

 
 

features is important as it gives these locations 

context within the city as well as improves the 

overall aesthetics of open spaces themselves. 

The Roundhouse site may not have the benefit 

of looking out towards False Creek due to 

multi-storey condominiums to the south, but it 

does manage to develop good street-to-plaza 

visibility which is important. With an open and 

unobstructed view towards Davie Street at 

only a slight elevation increase in order to level 

the site, this open space allows for visibility 

into the entire space from the street. 

Davie Street, south of Pacific Boulevard has 

trees running down both sides of the street as 

well as a median with trees, but the spacing 

between trees becomes greater at the mouth of 

The Roundhouse’s plaza. This allows for 

people to see more clearly into the space from 

across the street as well as from the 

intersection of Davie and Pacific. This in effect 

allows a greater line of sight into the plaza to 

be gained from this intersection and as a result 

encourages people to access this open space. 

In addition to this, the median breaks for 

Figure 4.5 – Terminating vista south from 
Beatty Walk 

Figure 4.6 – View out of the Waterworks west 
down Pacific Boulevard 
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Figure 4.7 – View up Beatty Street towards 
North Shore Mountains and Sun Tower at 
West Pender Street 

 
 roughly 50 metres which also gives greater 

penetration to the site. This break in the 

median, and the trees that can hinder views, is 

also a benefit to pedestrians as it gives a 

clearer line of sight for jaywalking to and from 

the open space and the grocery store located 

across the street. Further to this, the placement 

of the fire hydrant, intentional or otherwise, 

directly in front of the mouth of this open 

space creates a “no parking zone” that adds to 

the visibility of the site and further increases 

the ability for pedestrians to see clearly when 

crossing the street. 

Much like The Roundhouse site, the 

Waterworks also has an unobstructed view 

along the length of a single street. This is 

partially due to the fact that many of the trees 

located along Pacific Boulevard are generally 

more mature and, as such; their canopies are 

elevated above typical line of sight.  

The portion of the open space that fronts 

Pacific Boulevard maintains generally the same 

elevation as the sidewalk, due to the presence 

of the pond here, and allows for visibility 

through most of the site. Unfortunately, due to 

the fact that the paved walkways within the 

site closely abut the buildings, visibility into 

the site is impeded. When entering the open 

space from Cambie Street from the north or on 

Pacific Boulevard from the west, visible contact 

with the entire site is not gained until one is 

within the site. This problem is a problem in 

the initial design of the site, and should have 

been addressed there. 

Views from The Waterworks were obviously 

considered through the design of the site. The 

main foot-paths all connect with the 

surrounding road network to create or 

maintain existing views. The view to the north 

is in line with Beatty Street which gives a view 

of some of the larger historic buildings in the 

area as well as the mountains in the distance. 

To the south, landmarks along Pacific 

Boulevard are utilized to provide terminating 

vistas in most directions. 

4.2.3 | Linkages 

With both sites located in the heart of 

downtown Vancouver and within close 

proximity of one another, they each share the 

benefits of being well-connected with the city 
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Figure 4.8 – The Roundhouse and Waterworks locations with surrounding transit stops & 

routes (in blue), local park spaces, and Vancouver’s waterfront path network (in green) 

from both a pedestrian and public transit 

perspective. While there are slight differences 

between the two open spaces, the linkages and 

connectivity within each site, however; differ 

substantially.  

The Roundhouse, due to its proximity to the 

Sea Wall and David Lamb Park, has greater 

connectivity to established pedestrian 

networks and open spaces. These connections 

are what strengthen the overall pedestrian 

network and draw pedestrians to the 

Roundhouse initially. 

Internally, the Roundhouse is effective at 

meeting the needs of the area, connecting the 

Roundhouse Arts & Recreation Centre with 

Davie Street and the pedestrians travelling 

through there. Figure 4.9 shows the internal 

linkages and circulation during clear and rainy 

conditions and how use of the site varies 

depending on the weather. It was noted that a 

substantial amount of the traffic travelling 

through this site were accessing the 

Roundhouse Community and Arts Centre or 

the restaurants located on the southern 

portion of the open space.  
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Figure 4.9 – Circulation Analysis of the Roundhouse open space shown in red (left) with 
changes in behaviour during rainy conditions defined in blue (right) 
 

Figure 4.10 – Circulation Analysis of the 
Waterworks open space 

 
 

The Waterworks does not benefit from the 

same easy access to existing open spaces. Even 

with access to the sea wall walkway across 

busy Pacific Boulevard and through a semi-

private open space, the Waterworks feels 

disconnected from the existing pedestrian 

network. While Helmcken Park is directly to 

the west of the open space, across Cambie 

Street, which ties into the Waterworks, these 

two spaces are not utilized to their fullest 

extent by the public. Part of this is due to the 

fact that Helmcken Park backs onto the 

Alleyway behind Mainland Street imparting a 

sense that it is not connected to the pedestrian 

environment found there.  

This disconnect from the surrounding park 

network is only exacerbated when considering 

that the entire Waterworks site is surrounded 

by arterial roads hindering access to the open 

space. While this effect is somewhat mitigated 

by large, well marked pedestrian crosswalks, it 

was found that these roads to impart a feeling 

of unease and vulnerability to those walking 

along the perimeter of the site. 

As the space at the Waterworks was generally 

observed as a pedestrian thoroughfare, there 

was not as noticeable a difference in 

circulation depending on weather, but a 

decrease in the number of pedestrians using 

the site in general. Bicycles rarely entered the 
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Table 4.1 – Evaluation criteria of the context 
criteria in the two open spaces 

Evaluation Criteria 
The  

Roundhouse 
The  

Waterworks 

Context 

Use & Concept 
  

Visibility & Views 
  

Linkages 
  

 

    Legend: 
 

Excellent 
 

Fair 

 
 

Very Good 
 

Poor 

 
 

Good   
 

Figure 4.11 – Pedestrian activated mid-block 
crossing on Pacific Boulevard to the 
Waterworks 

 
 
site, opting to continue down Pacific Boulevard 

or Cambie Street due to the obstructions 

presented to them on the Beatty Walk. 

4.2.4 | Context Summary 

As shown in Table 4.1 below, when 

considering the context criteria, The 

Roundhouse is a better site when reflecting 

upon what the City of Vancouver’s Plaza 

Design Guidelines are meant to address 

regarding the design of such sites. The 

Roundhouse manages to tie into the history of 

the surrounding area exceptionally well in 

addition to offering a better connected site to 

the neighbourhood. While the open space 

found at the Waterworks does connect well 

with the aesthetics of the surrounding 

community, by offering better views of the 

nearby buildings, it is lacking when 

considering the function and use of this space 

in the region. 

4.2.5 | Design Implications: Context 

Reflecting upon the research questions of this 

report, there are design changes to the open 

spaces that would benefit the sites as derived 

from the observations made in this chapter. 

Through the use of the evaluation criteria, the 

overall context of the open spaces can be 

improved through design initiatives that target 

specific issues found in this analysis. 

The circulation analysis in Roundhouse 

identified there is a need for further weather 

protection on site, in particular along the north 

edge of the open space. This modification will 

create a more hospitable environment in the 

rainy winter months, which is a large portion 

of the year in Vancouver.   

The Waterworks is a beautifully designed site 

but suffers from a lack of use as identified 

within the Section 4.2.3. In order to address 

this, an examination of these circulation issues 

is required. While the pedestrian environment 

is well designed, bicycles are unintentionally 

excluded from this open space due to some 
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elements present. By removing some of these 

barriers, such as the chain barricade, as well as 

providing cyclists amenities the area could 

attract those travelling through nearby parks 

and open spaces. 

4.3 | Safety 

4.3.1 | Design 

The open spaces located at both the 

Roundhouse and the Waterworks both manage 

to design areas that address the streetscape 

appropriately as well as give clear line of site 

throughout the spaces. Opening up this clear 

line of sight with sidewalks, gave people 

passing by open spaces opportunities to 

observe the entire site. Being conscious of 

safety issues during development is what 

ensures that all people feel safe when in and 

around the open spaces. This is also done 

within the sites themselves as, where possible, 

all portions of the open spaces are visible from 

any point within the site. 

4.3.2 | Accessibility 

When considering accessibility for those with 

mobility concerns, both sites provide adequate 

amenities. Both sites are entirely wheelchair 

accessible, with appropriate grades on all 

ramps and access points. At the Roundhouse 

open space, the slope of Davie Street means 

that stairs are used to create a flat open space, 

but merge with the slope of the site in the 

north to create a subtle access 

point/wheelchair ramp for those who struggle 

with stairs. The Waterworks, with a three foot 

elevation change mid-site, provides a wide 

wheelchair ramp to connect the two parts of 

the open space in addition to the stairs. 

Further to the wheelchair access, both 

Figure 4.12 – Wheelchair ramp at the south 
entrance of the Beatty Walk 

Figure 4.13 – Chain impeding bicycle access to 
the Waterworks 
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 Table 4.2 – Measure of public accessibility 

Features Controlling Use 
The  

Roundhouse 

The  

Waterworks 

Visible Set of Rules Posted 0 1 

Subjective or Judgment Rules Posted 0 0 

In a Business Improvement Area 1 1 

Security Cameras 0 2 

Security Personnel 0 0 

Secondary Security Personnel 0 0 

Design to Imply Appropriate Use 0 0 

Presence of Sponsor or Advertisements 0 0 

Areas of Restricted or Conditional Use 0 0 

Constrained Hours of Operation 0 0 

 

 

locations provide hand railings at all stairs and 

changes in grade. 

When examining other accessibility concerns, 

the Waterworks utilizes a chain to impede 

vehicle access to the site. Unlike the three 

bollards at the north entrance to the Beatty 

Walk, this chain forces cyclists to slow down 

and navigate around the device discouraging 

their use of the site to some extent. 

Public accessibility is also important for the 

use of both spaces as excessive security 

measures can lead to social 

injustice through the exclusion of 

certain segments of the 

population. The use of Németh 

and Schmidt’s (2007) indicators 

to measure public accessibility of 

the open spaces were utilized in 

order to measure how controlled 

these spaces actually were. These 

criteria were scored on the 

following scale: 

0 = no measure present 

1 = one control measure present 

2 = two or more control       

measures present 

As Table 4.2 demonstrates, the two spaces do 

not make use of many devices that discourage 

use but there are some notable differences 

between the two open spaces. The Waterworks 

has a number of security measures including 

small signs indicating the appropriate use of 

the space (Figure 4.14), as well as security 

cameras placed throughout the entire site 

(Figure 4.15). While these cameras are placed 

Figure 4.14 – Signage on concrete fences 
within the Beatty Walk 

Figure 4.15 – Security camera surveying the 
Beatty Walk 
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Figure 4.16 – View of corridor from 
Neighbourhood Yard towards the 
Roundhouse 

 
 

around the townhouses, the conspicuous 

placement of these cameras affect how “open” 

the space felt. The signs found within the 

Beatty Walk also had the same effect as they 

stated explicitly that portions of this space was 

private in nature and certain activities were 

not permissible. 

4.3.3 | Defensible Space 

Creating spaces with passive surveillance 

opportunities from the perimeter of open 

spaces, but also by those in adjoining buildings, 

provides a sense of security as people have full 

visual contact of their surroundings. Designing 

sites to maximize these opportunities, by 

limiting blind corners and vacant spaces, 

contribute to the overall perception of safety in 

a place. 

The perimeter of the open space found at the 

Roundhouse is best described as a crescent 

which allows for those located at any point on 

the perimeter of the site to have visual contact 

with the entire space. This, in conjunction with 

the numerous windows facing in towards this 

site, imparts a feeling of security throughout all 

hours of the day. 

When considering design of the site with 

security in mind, the corridor connecting the 

Neighbourhood Yard with the turntable in the 

Roundhouse is narrow and creates a blind 

corner when both entering and exiting the 

open space as shown in figure 4.16. This is 

exacerbated by the lack of windows on the 

community centre creating an area where 

Figure 4.17 – Lighting from surrounding buildings illuminating the Roundhouse (left) and 
Waterworks (right) open spaces 
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Table 4.3 – Evaluation criteria of the safety 
criteria in the two open spaces 

Evaluation Criteria 
The  

Roundhouse 
The  

Waterworks 

Safety 

Design 
  

Accessibility 
  

Defensible Space 
  

Lighting & Public Features 
  

 

    Legend: 
 

Excellent 
 

Fair 

 
 

Very Good 
 

Poor 

 
 

Good   
 

people felt uneasy when travelling through. 

The Waterworks suffers from a similar 

problem due to the approaching angles used 

by the paths to access the Beatty Walk. As the 

two major paths approach the middle of the 

site, one cannot get clear line of sight down the 

connecting path until they are nearly at the 

stairs leading towards the Beatty Walk. This 

problem is somewhat mitigated by directing 

the fronts of the townhouses towards the 

Beatty Walk to create a sense of safety, as 

opportunities for casual monitoring by those 

living in the development is created.  

It should be noted that all seating in the 

Waterworks is pushed towards the middle of 

the open space, away from the edges of the 

site, in order to give privacy to home owners. 

This in effect removes the ability of people to 

utilize passive surveillance when seated, as 

they are no longer located at the perimeter 

where they would have visual contact with all 

entrances and exits to the site. 

4.3.4 | Lighting & Public Features 

Lighting provided at both locations was 

adequately located and maintained to ensure a 

sense of safety and security in the spaces. The 

use of light sensors to automatically engage 

lamps and outdoor lighting was used at all 

locations. This lighting was found along all well 

travelled routes and included the private 

patios of the townhouses within the 

Waterworks’ Beatty Walk. 

The only observation in regards to poor 

lighting provided was that found around the 

pond at the Waterworks open space. As lights 

lined the pathways around the perimeter of 

the open space, the pond and lawn area was 

extremely dark at night hindering the sense of 

security otherwise imparted in this location. As 

many of the lights found here are dim so as not 

to disturb the residents, or angled upwards, 

the centre of the open space received very little 

light which made identifying potential safety 

issues in the space difficult during the late 

evening and early morning hours. 

4.3.5 | Safety Summary 

As Table 4.3 demonstrates, both locations were 

designed with a strong focus for the safety of 

people who use the open spaces and the 

overall design and lighting found at each site 

was comparable. The use of defensible spaces 

was an area that was found to be lacking in 

either location, with the Roundhouse 

inadvertently creating a small blind corner  
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while the Waterworks removed the ability for 

people to partake in passive surveillance due 

to the placement of seating in the site. 

4.3.6 | Design Implications: Safety 

The results from the analysis of the safety 

criteria indicate that the concept of defensible 

space is lacking in both sites. Primarily a 

concern of the initial design of a site, there are 

opportunities for design to supplement these 

shortcomings in these two open spaces. 

At the Waterworks open space, it was found 

that there was an inability to partake in 

passive surveillance due to the orientation of 

the seating. While this is a shortcoming, there 

are opportunities to provide seating that 

improves people’s ability for casual monitoring 

within the site by adding additional seating 

around the perimeter of the site. 

Additionally, lighting was found to be lacking 

surrounding the pond at the Waterworks. 

While this is a residential site in nature, 

providing lighting to improve the overall safety 

of the open space is needed. 

4.4 | Environment 

4.4.1 | Sunlight 

Sunlight is an important component of any 

open space but is also one of the most difficult 

to plan for due to surrounding properties and 

buildings. While important in all months, 

sunlight is of even greater importance in the 

winter as it is what encourages people to 

utilize the site throughout the year. 

Of the two locations, The Roundhouse is 

perhaps the one that struggles most with sun 

access throughout the year. While the south 

portion of the site lined with stores is covered 

in shade for the majority of the day regardless 

of season, the north of the site, bordered by the 

roundhouse community centre, varies 

substantially.  

With a large multi-storey condominium 

development directly to the south, shadows 

typically cover the majority of the site from 

late morning onwards regardless of season. To 

mitigate this, The Roundhouse building is 

comprised mostly of glass surfaces which 

reflects what little light that enters this open 

space back towards the plaza which somewhat 

helps with this problem. As a result of these 

shadows, it was observed that people would 

generally choose to congregate and sit on the 

steps along Davie Street where they could 

enjoy the sun regardless of time of day. 

As The Waterworks fronts Pacific Boulevard to 

the south without any obstructions, the open 

space is aligned perfectly to ensure that 

sunlight is covering a portion of the site 

regardless of the time of day. With numerous 

breaks between buildings across the street, 

this site manages to provide good sun 

exposure all day across the majority of the site 

even during winter months.  
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While this holds true for the paved walkways 

circling the fountain, this is not the case for the 

Beatty Walk connecting the townhouses to the 

north with the rest of the site. In winter, this 

section of the site receives minimal direct 

sunlight which strongly discourages use by 

those travelling through the site, as well as 

those living in the houses with patios along 

this route. 

4.4.2 | Wind 

Similar in nature to sun, the wind plays an 

important role in how comfortable people feel 

within a space and therefore how frequently 

they use it. Finding ways to make people more 

comfortable on gusty days, as well as designing 

a site with the wind in mind is important, as 

managing this part of the natural environment 

properly can help with open space use on all 

days. With this in mind, both the Roundhouse 

and the Waterworks have problems 

concerning wind, but are different in nature 

due to site orientation and design. 

With prevailing winter winds in Vancouver 

coming from the northwest, the narrow 

passageway connecting the open space at the 

Roundhouse with the Neighbourhood Yard at 

the entrance to the Roundhouse Community 

Centre is a concern. Due to the shape and form 

of the buildings, wind is directed towards this 

choke point where it can be uncomfortable for 

those attempting to pass through this space on 

blustery days. Due to the historic nature of the 

Roundhouse building itself, this may have been 

unavoidable in the design of the site, but is a 

problem nonetheless. 

Figure 4.18 – Reflections on pillars from 
windows surrounding the roundhouse 
increase sun exposure in the shade 

Figure 4.19 – Lack of solar exposure along 
the Beatty Walk on a sunny spring afternoon 
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While the wind tunnelling is an obvious 

oversight, there are other features of the open 

space that show that there has been an attempt 

to manage the elements. While the site as a 

whole is unprotected from the wind, a large 

glass canopy is present across the front of the 

shops found on the south building. This 

overhang was observed to help not only with 

rain, but also as a shield from downdrafts 

directed down from the surrounding 

condominium buildings. 

The Waterworks, being a larger more exposed 

site, utilizes vegetation as the primary means 

for shielding people from wind. With trees 

found around the pond, the wind is somewhat 

mitigated in this portion of the open space. The 

Beatty Walk in the north acts somewhat as a 

wind funnel, but due to its greater width and 

north-south orientation is not as noticeable as 

the problems found at the Roundhouse.  

4.4.3 | Noise 

With each site being located beside streets 

with different levels of activity and use, 

problems surrounding noise are dissimilar. 

The portion of Davie Street running parallel to 

the Roundhouse sees modest use over the 

course of the day and as such does not 

generate noise that detracts people from using 

the site. The placement of the Engine 374 

Pavilion also benefits the site positively, as it 

blocks off much of the noise found at the 

intersection of Davie St and Pacific Boulevard. 

With the Waterworks opening up directly onto 

Pacific Boulevard, it must deal with a greater 

volume of noise generated by traffic in the 

area. In order to do this, the site relies on the 

Figure 4.20 – Building orientation from the 
Neighbourhood Yard funnelling wind 

Figure 4.21 – Waterfall found at the 
Waterworks help provide noise dampening 
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pond in the middle of the site in addition to a 

waterfall located at the entrance to the Beatty 

Walk. These two features together, in 

conjunction with the trees throughout the site, 

create enough ambient noise that one is not 

overly aware of the sounds coming from the 

street. 

4.4.4 | Weather Protection 

In order to ensure that open spaces are used in 

Vancouver year round, special attention to 

how they function in rainy conditions is 

imperative. Providing awnings along well 

traversed routes, as well as covered trellises 

where people congregate are great ways to 

encourage people to use the spaces even in wet 

conditions. 

It was observed that there was a difference 

how people used the open spaces depending 

on weather conditions during circulation 

analysis of both sites. In particular, there was 

an obvious difference at the Roundhouse, 

where people modified their behaviour in 

order to keep as dry as possible as well as 

reduce the total distance travelled while 

unprotected. At times when there was no rain, 

people used the centre of the open space more 

frequently to pass through the site where rain 

pushed people’s routes towards the buildings 

at the edges. Figure 4.9 show these observed 

differences in detail. 

With the aforementioned canopy protecting 

the storefronts from the rain, there is some 

cover for people passing through or using the 

amenities located at the Roundhouse. 

Unfortunately, these overhangs are used by the 

shops as patios and block clear paths through 

the roundhouse with street furniture and 

potted plants. On the other side of the site, 

people would closely hug the Roundhouse 

building as it provided some form of protection 

depending on the angle of the rain, but with no 

Figure 4.22 – Street furniture and potted plants impeded the movement of people seeking cover 
from the glass overhand provided 
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Figure 4.23 - Gravel depression in the 
turntable that allows some water infiltration 
into the ground 

 
 

Table 4.4 – Evaluation criteria of the 
environment criteria in the two open spaces 

Evaluation Criteria 
The  

Roundhouse 
The  

Waterworks 

Environment 

Sunlight 
  

Wind 
  

Noise 
  

Weather Protection 
  

Environmentally Sensitive  
Design   

 

    Legend:  
Excellent 

 
Fair 

 
 

Very Good 
 

Poor 

 
 

Good   
 
 

awning present whatsoever, those choosing 

this route were typically exposed to the 

weather. 

The waterworks, due to its more open design, 

is completely exposed to the rain. While this 

works in its favour of the site when 

considering sunlight access on summer days, 

this is an obvious concern as site use is greatly 

diminished during winter months. 

4.4.5 | Environmentally Sensitive 

Design 

Environmentally sensitive design covers many 

factors when considering the design of open 

spaces. From the use of vegetation that 

requires little chemical input and minimal 

irrigation to including permeable surfaces that 

reduces water entering storm drains after 

heavy rains. The Roundhouse attempts the 

latter by utilizing gravel within the depression 

south of the turntable which is accessible by 

stairs as shown in Figure 4.23. On the north 

side of the turntable, water is allowed to 

penetrate between wooden planks to the 

ground below. Beyond these measures, water 

is directed towards storm drains where 

possible to exit the site. 

With the majority of the Waterworks site 

covered in impervious surfaces and high 

maintenance landscaping features, such as 

ornamental grass, this site does not offer much 

in terms of environmentally sensitive design. 

Much of the water that enters the site is 

directed towards the storm drains installed 

throughout the site as opposed to through 

more natural means. 

4.4.6 | Environment Summary 

When comparing the two sites in an 

environmental context, they both have features 

that show an attempt to incorporate 
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environmental elements into their designs. 

While the Waterworks is able to take 

advantage of surrounding buildings more 

effectively and provide better solar access, the 

Roundhouse manages to provide an overall 

more environmentally conscious design. Both 

sites have problems managing stronger 

breezes but these problems are different in 

nature and both open spaces only manage to 

provide a mediocre environment concerning 

wind. 

With more opportunities to shelter patrons of 

the space from the elements as well as reduced 

landscaping needs, the Roundhouse is a 

slightly better open space environmentally.  

4.4.7 | Design Implications: 

Environment 

Through the evaluation of both sites using the 

evaluation criteria it was found that there are 

opportunities for both sites to improve on 

their environmental elements. 

It was noted by those interviewed for the user 

surveys that there was a lack of soft 

environmental elements within the 

Roundhouse open space. As this site reflects 

upon the historic character of the area, 

opportunities to incorporate these elements 

into the open space are sparse. This being 

understood however, the base of the 

roundtable, currently inhabited with weeds 

due to a lack of maintenance, provides a 

chance to give these amenities to the open 

space users. 

When considering weather protection 

measures, both open spaces could benefit from 

additional design elements. As mentioned 

within Section 4.2.5 the Roundhouse can 

benefit from an expansion of weather 

protection measures, but the same can be said 

for the Waterworks. This open space has no  

Figure 4.24 – Local students enjoy the sun at the Roundhouse steps over their lunch break 
(Source: Google Streetview) 
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seating with direct shelter provided and this 

should be addressed to improve the overall use 

of the site. 

4.5 | User Attractions 

4.5.1 | Seating 

In both open spaces, there are a variety of 

seating options available, most of which are 

placed in locations where they receive the 

maximum sun exposure possible. The steps 

found at The Roundhouse site is a location that 

receives sun until late afternoon and is the 

most likely reason this section of the open 

space is used the most by people to congregate, 

meet and sit. As much of the street furniture in 

the open space is seasonally provided, or 

privately owned by the stores, people utilize 

these steps frequently and at all hours of the 

  
Figure 4.25 – People at the Roundhouse use the 
steps as seats while waiting to meet with 
others 

Figure 4.26 – Couple enjoys coffee and 
cigarette in the late evening on the 
Roundhouse steps 

 
Figure 4.27 – Moveable furniture provided by the community centre supplements the seating in 
the site during summer months (Source: Google Streetview) 
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day. While there are ledges and steps provided 

for seating around the turntable in the middle 

of the site, these are not used to nearly the 

same extent due to the lack of solar access. 

These steps, while effective for most people, do 

not offer much seating variety for those with 

disabilities, the elderly or parents with 

strollers. While summer months mean ample 

seating provided by the community centre, this 

is not the case during the winter months. With 

no benches or chairs available within the site 

there are not options available for people with 

a desire to sit on anything but stairs. 

Compared to the Roundhouse, the Waterworks 

manages to provide a full variety of seating 

options for those within the site year round. 

With numerous polished concrete seating pads 

around the pond, as well as long concrete 

ledges designed for seating that branch off the 

sidewalk on Pacific Boulevard, these choices 

give people multiple choices that all have good 

solar access. While there are many options for 

seating available in The Waterworks, they are 

not utilized to their fullest extent. The only 

seating observed in use was the polished 

 

Figure 4.28 – Polished concrete pads installed 
around the Waterworks’ pond 

 
Figure 4.29 – Concrete ledges provide further 
additional seating around the pond at the 
Waterworks 
 

 

 

Figure 4.30 – Stairs at the entrance to the 
Beatty Walk intentionally blocked by railing 
provide more seating 
 

 



Comparing the Design of Two Yaletown Open Spaces | Andrew Sherstone 

 

38 

Figure 4.31 – The grocery store across Davie 
Street provides pedestrian activity in the 
area into the evening hours 

 

 
Figure 4.32 – Main entrance to the 
Roundhouse Community Arts & Recreation 
Centre 
 
concrete pads that run the perimeter of the 

pond. 

In addition to these seats and ledges, there is 

an obvious attempt to create more seating at 

the stairs found in the centre of the site (Figure 

4.30). The stairs connecting the pond with the 

Beatty Walk have a curving wheelchair ramp 

that provides alternative access but also cuts 

off many of these steps. With a handrail also 

bounding this portion of the stairs, it creates a 

triangle of steps that lead nowhere. This seems 

to be an intentional design feature as these 

steps are not used for mobility through the 

site, but as a form of alternative seating. While 

this is an ingenious attempt to create more 

seating within the site, no one was ever 

observed to use these steps to sit and a thin 

layer of mould has developed due to lack of 

use. 

4.5.2 | Activity Generators 

With the community centre on site, the 

Roundhouse manages to generate traffic 

through the space on most days. It was 

observed that during rainy or windy 

conditions, the majority of movement through 

the open space was using the site as access to 

this facility. This ability to generate activity 

regardless of weather conditions is extremely 

beneficial to how lively the space feels. 

Beyond the community centre itself, the bank, 

cafe, optometrist and restaurant on site, as 

well as the grocery store across the street, 

provide continual activity over the course of 

the day. With varying hours of operation and 

use, these stores complement one another to 

create a continual flow of people in and around 

the site. The cafe and the sushi restaurant also 

generate activity in the open space itself as 

they provide outdoor seating in the summer 
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months for patrons which helps develop a 

good atmosphere in the open space. 

The Waterworks, being surrounded by 

residential development, struggles to create 

the same level of activity and as a result feels 

very much like a thoroughfare. The 

townhouses throughout the site see minimal 

activity through their front doors as access is 

provided for residents through the parkade 

located behind the units. This makes the Beatty 

Walk feel especially desolate in late afternoon 

where most residents do not even turn on 

porch lights, let alone walk down the path. 

While there is a restaurant located in the south 

west of the site, it is closed off from the rest of 

the open space. This is partly due to a two foot 

Figure 4.33 – Enclosed patio of restaurant at the Waterworks in December 2010 

 

  

Figure 4.34 – Temporary garbage bin 
provided at the Roundhouse 

Figure 4.35 - The bike rack at the Roundhouse 
was regularly being used 
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tall concrete barrier that blocks the patio of the 

restaurant from the walkway, imparting a 

feeling of detachment. In winter months, this is 

exacerbated, as the restaurant puts up an 

opaque black screen to shelter the patio from 

the elements (Figure 4.33). As a result, this 

open space generally feels empty and 

underutilized due to this as well as its large 

size. 

4.5.3 | Amenities 

Both locations provide an important focal 

point for the open space in the form of public 

art or other amenities. In the case of the 

Waterworks, this is the large leaf shaped 

fountain in the middle of the site proper. While 

this pond and the seating found around it is the 

extent of the amenities provided to patrons, it 

plays an important role as it draws people into 

the site initially. 

The centerpiece, and namesake of the 

Roundhouse site, is the large turntable used to 

manoeuvre locomotive engines around the 

historic rail yards. This feature functions both 

as a foot bridge, but also as a form of public art 

that gives the space a focal point due to its 

associated history. Within the Engine 374 

Pavilion, there is a small museum dedicated to 

the rail history of the area run by community 

volunteers. The buildings address this historic 

amenity and provide other services on site for 

those visiting the area.  

Beyond these aesthetic provisions, there is not 

much provided in the way of physical 

amenities for either site. Of the two sites, the 

Roundhouse is slightly more equipped as, in 

addition to the aforementioned open air cafe 

and restaurant, this site provides a small bike 

rack and a mobile City of Vancouver garbage 

can (Figures 4.34 & 4.35). 

4.5.4 | Natural Elements 

The incorporation of more natural elements 

has a few important impacts on how open 

spaces function. These elements help make a 

location feel more hospitable by softening the 

surrounding urban environment through the 

introduction of a variety of colors and 

textures. In addition to the aesthetic appeal, 

lawns and yards offer alternate seating for 

people on dry days as well as a place for 

children to play. 

When considering the natural elements in the 

Roundhouse open space, the only features 

 

Figure 4.36 – Plants growing in the gravel 
depression of the turntable  
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Figure 4.37 – Brickwork at the Roundhouse 
displays the names of volunteers and donors 
to the engine 374 pavilion 

 

 
Figure 4.38 – Rail tracks provide a visually 
pleasing, but slippery, pedestrian 
environment 
 

present are the trees that line the street and 

the potted plants provided by the shops. The 

site is comprised of paving stones, concrete 

and the surrounding buildings, making the site 

feel somewhat drab and boring; especially on 

cloudy winter days. The one exception is the 

depression found within the turntable where 

some vegetation has managed to take hold 

beneath the gravel. This small amount of green, 

in what is an otherwise grey backdrop, is a 

welcome addition to the site. 

With David Lamb Park in the immediate area, 

the Roundhouse succeeds in creating a unique 

open space by providing an urban plaza as 

opposed to another soft open space. Vancouver 

is host to numerous green park spaces, many 

of which are accessible from the nearby sea-

wall network, and this is what makes the 

Roundhouse stand out in the city. While this 

was picked up on in the user surveys, it was 

also found that some people found the lack of 

natural features made the open space feel 

desolate and grey. 

The Waterworks space is designed very 

differently with large amounts of natural 

elements built into the design. From a waterfall 

feature that helps dampen sound, to a large 

pond surrounded by grass, natural elements 

are deeply engrained into the design. The 

placement and function of these complement 

each other well, as it was observed on warm 

sunny days that small children would 

occasionally play on the grass while parents 

would be seated nearby. 
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4.5.5 | Detailing & Materials 

The use of durable materials that complement 

the other features of the site and the 

surrounding buildings is important as it assists 

in creating atmosphere in the surrounding 

environment. The open space at the 

Roundhouse does this well through the use of 

old rail tracks and traditional brick work for 

most of the open space not only creating a 

pleasing surface to look at, but it also acts as an 

allusion to the historic function of the site. 

Unfortunately, the exposed metal and older 

bricks are extremely slippery when wet which 

cause problems for small children and the 

elderly passing though. 

Many of the paths and sidewalks located in the 

Waterworks site are detailed and complement 

one another as well as the site as a whole. With 

multiple types of paving stones being used, the 

sidewalk along Pacific Boulevard is interesting 

and builds character in the area (Figure 4.39). 

Internally, however, there are some detailing 

issues worth noting. While maintenance of the 

site appears to be regular, the repairs are not 

  

Figure 4.39 – Broken paving stones around 
the bases of trees pose a tripping hazard for 
pedestrians 

Figure 4.40 – Paving materials are visually 
pleasing and complement one another well 

 

 

Figure 4.41 – Neighbourhood yard provides 
a second small open space connected to the 
open space at the turntable 
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always consistent. Tiles replaced at the foot of 

the staircase do not match the originals, 

creating a visually unpleasing lead up to the 

Beatty Walk as shown in figure 4.40. Concrete 

located around the trees within the site has 

cracked and failed resulting in slight ledges 

which could pose a tripping hazard (Figure 

4.39). 

4.5.6 | Spatial Variety 

The development of the Roundhouse 

Community Centre is a good example of how 

instead of creating one large open space, the 

production of two smaller spaces is effective in 

keeping them at a human scale. While this 

report examines in detail the open space at the 

Roundhouse, there is another, very different 

open space known as the Neighbourhood Yard 

at the entrance to the community centre 

proper. There was an obvious effort to split 

these spaces into two separate entities and the 

open space surrounding the turntable is better 

for it. The space feels lively with only a few 

people in, or passing through, the space. 

Just like the Roundhouse, the Waterworks site 

is surrounded by buildings that are only a few 

stories high at street level before stepping back 

to greater heights. This helps keep a sense of 

human scale for those within the area even 

with buildings in excess of twenty stories on 

site. Unfortunately, the open space found at the 

Waterworks is very long, and due to the 

infrequent use, feels desolate much of the time. 

While this open space can have many people 

using it in rare instances, the majority of the 

time, this space feels empty; in part due to its 

size. 

4.5.7 | Good Management 

Good management consists of a variety of 

factors from landscaping and maintenance to 

day-to-day operations. Both open spaces 

Figure 4.42 – Broken paving stones around the 
bases of trees pose a tripping hazard for 
pedestrians 

Figure 4.43 – Paving materials are visually 
pleasing and complement one another well 
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Table 4.5 – Evaluation criteria of the user 
attractions criteria in the two open spaces 

Evaluation Criteria 
The  

Roundhouse 
The  

Waterworks 

User Attractions 

Seating 
  

Activity Generators 
  

Amenities 
  

Natural Elements 
  

Detailing & Materials 
  

Spatial Variety 
  

Good Management 
  

 

    Legend:  
Excellent 

 
Fair 

 
 

Very Good 
 

Poor 

 
 

Good   
 
 

benefited from regular trash and litter pickup 

which helped the atmosphere of the spaces 

due to their clean appearance. Lighting was 

also well maintained in both locations with all 

lights working during all visits to the sites. 

At the Roundhouse, the community centre 

provides moveable seating and tables with 

umbrellas during the summer months which 

help attract users to the area. The furniture is 

made available in conjunction with events 

scheduled at the community centre where the 

bay doors that face the turntable are opened 

and people may enter and exit the building 

freely (Figure 4.27). 

With a large pond and substantial landscaping 

needs, the Waterworks appears to be well 

maintained as well. Drained during the winter, 

and kept clean for the remaining months of the 

year, the entire open space appears to be well 

looked after throughout the year. This in 

conjunction with regular landscaping observed 

on site created a good atmosphere. 

In regards to the Waterworks, the only 

management issue observed was the quality of 

repairs on site as mentioned within the 

“Detailing & Materials” portion of this chapter. 

Repairs were completed in a few locations 

where the quality and style of materials did not 

match the originals as shown in Figures 4.42 

and 4.43. 

4.5.8 | User Attractions Summary 

The City of Vancouver’s Plaza Design 

guidelines place a strong emphasis on 

amenities and attractions for the users of the 

spaces as shown in Table 4.5. When examining 

the design elements that help promote social 

interactions, through entertainment and 

activity generators, the Roundhouse is more 

equipped than the open space found at the 

Waterworks. With a variety of shops and the 

nearby community centre this location 

manages to provide a number of amenities that 

bring people to the site and encourage them to 

return. 

4.5.9 | Design Implications: User 

Attractions 

Within the City of Vancouver’s Design criteria 

there is emphasis placed on open air cafes and 

the benefits these provide to generate activity 

in open spaces. While the Roundhouse 

embraces this concept, the Waterworks open 
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space does not. With a concrete wall and a 

seasonal opaque screen obstructing the only 

commercial enterprise on site, the benefits of 

having such an establishment on site are 

severely diminished. 

As a primary research goal of this report is to 

identify the design characteristics that are in 

need of improvement it was found that the 

current barriers between the restaurant and 

the open space need to be re-examined. 

Removal of these barriers is recommended as a 

direct design change to the site, but 

encouraging the restaurant to expand into the 

open space would assist in creating a more 

welcome space for the general public. 

4.6 | Analytical Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to analyse the 

observations made about each open space. 

Each criterion was given a point-scale rank 

based upon these observations in order to be 

able to compare the sites more completely. 

From this, the first research question has been 

addressed by assessing what design elements 

are present or missing within each of the case 

studies examined. 

The chapter that follows is meant to build 

upon the observations through further 

comparisons and provide conclusions about 

the design of each of the open spaces. 

Recommendations based on this information 

will be made to respond to the observations 

found within this chapter as well as answer the 

second research question: how can these two 

locations become better open spaces through 

planning and design initiatives? 
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5  CONCUSIONS & 

RECOMENDATIONS 

 

 

 
Table 5.1 – Overall comparative evaluation of 
the two open spaces 

Evaluation Criteria 
The  

Roundhouse 
The  

Waterworks 

Context 

Use & Concept 
  

Visibility & Views 
  

Linkages 
  

Safety 

Design 
  

Accessibility 
  

Defensible Space 
  

Lighting & Public Features 
  

Environment 

Sunlight 
  

Wind 
  

Noise 
  

Weather Protection 
  

Environmentally Sensitive  
Design   

User Attractions 

Seating 
  

Activity Generators 
  

Amenities 
  

Natural Elements 
  

Detailing & Materials 
  

Spatial Variety 
  

Good Management 
  

  

    Legend: 
 

Excellent 
 

Fair 

 
 

Very Good 
 

Poor 

 
 

Good   
 
 

5.1 | Introduction 

Drawing on the data collected in Chapter 4, the 

intent of this chapter is to draw conclusions 

regarding the design of the Roundhouse and 

Waterworks as well as the relevance of the City 

of Vancouver’s Plaza Design Guidelines. From 

these conclusions, and based upon accepted 

design and urban planning conventions in 

liturature, recomendtations for improving the 

two sites will be made. 

5.2 | Comparison of the Two  

Open Spaces 
Table 5.1 shows the overall comparison of the 

evaluation criteria outlined in Chapter 4. While 

both spaces generally preformed well, the 

Roundhouse received a higher rating across 

many of the evaluation criterion, most notably 

when considering Activity Generators and 

Amenities found on site.  The Roundhouse is 

better equipped to provide an open space that 

encourages use and social interactions, with a 

design that encourages use through the 

creation of better connections to the 

surrounding neighbourhood, a more visually 

interesting environment and supportive 

surrounding land uses. It is through these 

advantages that the site is not only used during 

peak periods, such as noon or late afternoon, 

but throughout the entire day. 
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While the Waterworks’ site witnesses steady 

use throughout the day, it is not nearly to the 

same volume as that observed at the 

Roundhouse. Due to its lack of user attractions, 

this site generally just sees use by locals within 

the area, passing through to their homes on 

site or nearby, making this site a thoroughfare. 

5.3| The Roundhouse 

5.3.1 | Conclusions 
With the Roundhouse Community and Arts 

Centre on site, this location has people at least 

passing through the site throughout the entire 

day which creates an atmosphere of safety and 

comfort. This is further supplemented by the 

presence of other supporting land uses nearby, 

including a grocery store, sushi restaurant, 

cafe, bank and optometrist. These commercial 

uses ensure that the site is utilized not only on 

sunny warm days, but also on days with less 

than optimal weather conditions. 

Overall, the “Heritage Yard” at the Roundhouse 

conforms to many of the criteria outlined by 

the plaza design guidelines but could benefit 

from additional measures that would see a 

stronger incorporation of environmentally 

sensitive design and an increase in natural 

elements. Developing additional seating with 

weather protection measures should be 

considered to help this site meet the goals set 

out by the City of Vancouver’s Plaza Design 

Guidelines. 

5.3.2 | Recommendations 
As mentioned in Chapter 4, the Roundhouse 

benefits from the community centre being on 

site, and surrounding retail uses such as the 

grocery store and cafe. The strong character 

provided by the history of the area produces a 

space that should be used regularly by both 

locals and visitors to the area alike. While this 

can be viewed as a success, there are areas 

where this space can be improved to 

encourage people to stay in the space in a 

variety of weather conditions and increase the 

opportunities for social interaction.  

The following recommendations seek to build 

upon the above noted strengths of the site and 

help to encourage overall usage at all times of 

the year. 

Recommendation 1:  

Provide weather protection on the 

Roundhouse building 

As discussed in Section 4.4.4 of this report, it 

was observed that people would modify their 

travel behaviour within this site depending on 

weather conditions.  On the southern building 

in the open space, street furniture from the 

cafe and restaurant obstruct movement 

beneath the sole overhang, while pedestrian 

traffic through the site was forced to hug the 

wall of the Roundhouse for protection from the 

rain. It is recommended that alternative 

measures be installed on site to provide 

adequate weather protection, which could 
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Figure 5.1 – Example of a small glass awning 
installed on a building with minimal visual 
impact 

 
 
include an additional awning on the 

Roundhouse Building. 

It is recognised that the Roundhouse is a 

heritage building, and alterations to the 

structure should be minimal to maintain the 

historic character. With this in mind, should 

any attempts to improve the weather 

protection measures be undertaken, it should 

provide adequate shelter for people passing 

through the site with minimal distraction from 

the historic character of the building such as 

the example shown in Figure 5.1. 

Recommendation 2:   

Provide soft landscape features within the 

Roundhouse open space 

While this location is meant to exemplify the 

industrial heritage in Yaletown, this does not 

mean that the incorporation of natural 

elements can be ignored. As section 3.2.4, 

noted natural elements assist in creating a 

more hospitable urban environment. The 

turntable within this site gives an opportunity 

to do this with little difficulty. The exposed 

gravel base of the turntable is currently 

inhabited by moss and weeds but can be 

converted to host native species of 

wildflowers, which would add color and 

texture to the open space. The use of 

indigenous and drought-resistance species 

would create a low-maintenance garden that 

would improve the overall aesthetics of the 

space.  

Recommendation 3:  

Provide weather protection measures for 

stairs on site 

The most used portion of the Roundhouse site 

was found to be the wide staircase acting as 

access to the open space. Both a meeting place 

for people, as well as impromptu seating, this 

area within the “heritage yard” has the benefit 

of retaining solar access the longest of any 

other spot in the open space. As such, 

investigating further weather protection 

devices to shelter this location from rain could 

assist in retaining more usage as a meeting 

point during winter months. 

If possible, an extension of the overhang found 

protecting the store fronts on site should be 

undertaken. Existing brick pillars installed as 

artistic amenities over the stairs, as shown in 
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Figure 5.2 – Existing glass awning running 
the length of the south building in the open 
space 

 

 
Figure 5.3 –Pillars located on the southern 
edge of the Roundhouse stairs 
 

Figure 5.2, could be retrofitted to act as 

support for a glass overhang and provide a 

large trellis to shelter the most used portion of 

the stairs. 

While the location and size of the new trellis 

would be primarily due to the location of the 

existing pillars, it also offers additional benefits 

to the site. By restricting the size of the new 

glass canopy to these potential support beams, 

direct sun access would not be impeded across 

large portions of the site. People visiting the 

open space would have the option to sit on 

covered stairs as well as exposed stairs, 

gaining additional seating options. 

5.4 | The Waterworks 

5.4.1 | Conclusions 
The open space found at the Waterworks was 

used dramatically less in comparison to the 

Roundhouse. Without access to the same 

number of amenities and user attractions, this 

location struggled to create the opportunities 

for social interaction promoted by the plaza 

design guidelines. This site should not be 

looked upon as a complete failure when 

considering the goals of the guidelines, as the 

people found use for this site to relax on sunny 

days. These shortcomings are primarily due to 

the majority of nearby buildings being solely 

residential in nature.  

The site is used infrequently considering the 

number of people living nearby in the adjacent 

high-density residential towers. The user 

surveys showed that the majority of people 

passing through the site were simply using the 

open space as a thoroughfare. This is 

exemplified in the traffic observed through the 

Beatty Walk, it was observed that only one 

home using the pedestrian front door access to 

their townhouse. While these two people 
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regularly walked through the open space to 

access their home, the remainder of 

interviewed pedestrian traffic in the Beatty 

Walk was found to be those walking to or from 

work and a nearby parking lot. 

5.4.1 | Recommendations 
As noted above, the Waterworks location is an 

aesthetically pleasing open space but the 

shortcomings it has deter from its usage. With 

a lack of activity generators on site, this open 

space is unable to create the social interactions 

that the Plaza Design Guidelines are seeking to 

produce. With townhouses as the primary 

ground level structure fronting the open space, 

an unwelcoming atmosphere is created for 

people who don’t live on site and this is only 

made worse by a lack of usage of the open 

space by those who live in these homes. 

For these problems, as well as other concerns 

found in Chapter 4, to be remedied properly 

the Waterworks open space may require a 

major site redesign that should extend beyond 

the limits of the public space. The successes of 

other open spaces in Vancouver, like the 

Roundhouse, are shaped by the interaction 

between complementary land uses nearby 

with the open space its self and this is most 

likely the largest issue facing the Waterworks. 

Although a complete site redesign may be the 

ultimate solution for correcting some of the 

failings of this open space, it is not necessarily 

the most realistic option. Therefore, the 

recommendations described below will seek to 

improve the site through physical changes that 

are reasonable to implement. 

Recommendation 1:  

Improve amenities for cyclists 

With links to nearby public spaces, such as 

Helmcken Park and False Creek, this open 

space has the potential to become a good 

connection for cyclists in the area. 

Unfortunately, the current design of the site 

has a few barriers that need to be addressed 

before this can occur. 

Firstly, a lack of visible bike racks on site 

discourages cyclists from stopping and 

enjoying the open space. The installation of a 

small bike rack by the stairs leading to the 

Beatty Walk is recommended to address this 

problem, but also act as a visible sign that 

bikes are welcome in this space. 

The chain that blocks automotive traffic from 

accessing this space also poses a problem for 

cyclists to navigate around the site as 

identified in Section 4.2.3. It is therefore 

recommended that this be replaced with 

removable bollards similar to those at the 

northern exit from the Beatty Walk. These 

would allow for better bicycle access to the 

centre of the site and continue to block 

unwanted vehicles. 
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Recommendation 2:  

Provide additional seating at perimeter of 

open space 

As mentioned in Section 4.3.3, the seating 

found within the Waterworks did not allow for 

passive surveillance of the area, one of the 

primary components of creating defensible 

space. With the seating on site pushed towards 

the middle, people seated have their backs 

turned towards an entrance to the open space 

regardless of orientation. As the site is 

enclosed by townhouses and their patios, it is 

assumed that the seating was oriented to give 

privacy to these home owners. 

It is therefore recommended that benches be 

installed facing away from the concrete walls 

of the townhouses’ patios to provide seating 

that allows for natural surveillance as outlined 

in Section 3.2.2. These seats, facing towards 

the pond, would allow for views of the entire 

open space as well as all the entrances to it. 

Recommendation 3:  

Protect select seating from rain to 

encourage use year round 

This site provided a variety of seating options 

throughout all areas of the open space, but still 

struggled to bring people to it during winter 

months. It was observed that most seating on 

site was exposed to the elements; discouraging 

use of the amenities should it rain. As seating is 

an important determinant of use, improving 

existing seating for rainy days, while 

maintaining the inherent benefits this site 

receives on sunny days, is recommended. 

Figure 5.4 shows an example as to how the City 

of Boston utilized special weather protection 

devices for benches in Piers Park. These small 

Figure 5.4 – Covered bench at Piers Park, 
Boston, MA (Photo Credit: Craig Stevens) 

Figure 5.5 – Restaurant at the Waterworks 
separated from the open space with opaque 
screening 
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Figure 5.6 –Tree lights creating  pleasant 
lighting in Ljublijana, Slovakia (Photo Credit: 
Project for Public Spaces) 

 

 
Figure 5.7 –Trees illuminating a small portion 
of Central Park in New York City (Photo 
Credit: Craig Stevens) 
 

structures incorporate both the character and 

history of the area, while providing protection 

from the elements. With proper design and 

orientation, the character of the Waterworks 

site could be built upon without removing the 

views and sunlight that make this site 

appealing. 

Recommendation 4:  

Open restaurant onto open space 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the 

Waterworks open space is primarily 

surrounded by residential development. 

Without activity generators in the form of 

multiple retail and commercial outlets, the 

existing restaurant on site should be 

encouraged to maximize its impact on the open 

space. 

The current design of the site has the same 

three foot concrete wall blocking the 

restaurant’s patio from the open space as is 

found in front of the townhouses. While this 

creates a unified design throughout the site, 

this wall acts as a barricade blocking the 

patrons of the restaurant from the rest of the 

open space. During winter months, a large 

opaque screen is also erected to shield patrons 

of the restaurant from the rain a shown in 

Figure 5.5. 

As mentioned in Section 3.2.3, open air cafes 

and restaurants help manufacture a positive 

atmosphere in open spaces, and removal of 

this wall would allow for activity to spill out 

into the open space. With a wide paved 

walkway already present beside the 

restaurant, tables and chairs extended into this 
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space would not negatively impact pedestrian 

traffic. 

It is recognized that the restaurant would need 

to install weather protection measures during 

winter months to shelter people, but it is 

strongly encouraged that this measure be 

transparent in an attempt to maintain the 

connection to the open space year round. 

Recommendation 5:  

Use subtle lighting alternatives to illuminate 

the main lawn and pond 

As outlined in Section 4.3.4, lighting within the 

centre of this open space is lacking, but respect 

to those living around the space should also be 

considered when finding solutions to this 

issue. Using creative methods, such as strings 

of LED lights placed in the trees on site, can 

provide ambient lighting that increases a sense 

of safety. As Figures 5.6 and 5.7 show, this 

additional lighting would not only provide mild 

illumination in the darker portions of the open 

space, but also act as an amenity that could 

attract open space users. 

5.5 | General Conclusions &  

Lessons Learned 
As Jane Jacobs noted in 1961, public spaces 

that are used by people regularly cannot be 

designed, but design can be used to ensure a 

public space is not dysfunctional. Making sure 

that open spaces are connected properly into 

the surrounding urban fabric, through an 

understanding of site context and existing 

linkages prior to construction, is important as 

it forms the basis of the performance of the 

site. 

The City of Vancouver’s design guidelines do 

an excellent job of ensuring these factors are 

considered in the development of these spaces. 

Addressing larger conceptual issues within 

context components give direction in the initial 

design of the sites to strive to create useable 

open spaces from the beginning of the process. 

From here the guidelines work down towards 

finer-grained concerns, such as management 

and amenities which are the elements that 

encourage site use. 

The components found within the user 

attractions criteria are perhaps the most 

important when considering the day-to-day 

operations of a site. These elements are what 

define the actual nature of spaces by striving to 

generate human activity. As can be seen 

throughout this report, the Waterworks, which 

performed poorly in the user amenities section 

struggled to produce the social interactions 

that the City of Vancouver set out to make. 

While elegantly designed and detailed, sites 

such as these do not meet the goals of open 

spaces by planning for everything but the most 

important element: the people who use them. 

5.6 | Limitations & Future  

Research 
The purpose of this report was to examine the 

design elements provided by the two open 
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spaces and provide recommendations on how 

these places could be improved to better meet 

the plaza design guidelines. The nineteen 

evaluation criteria utilized in this study were 

found to be a sound set of benchmarks to 

assess the design elements of open spaces and 

provide a solid framework for the creation of 

successful open spaces. Since the criteria are 

primarily concerned with the development of 

future open spaces there is an obvious issue 

when examining established ones. Problems 

surrounding how maintenance and repairs 

affects the “detailing and materials” criterion 

were noted at the Waterworks site, as well as 

deficiencies in measuring overall sociability of 

the open spaces were found. 

With this in mind, it can be seen that the list of 

evaluative criteria is not exhaustive and during 

the course of the research for this report, it 

was found that other indicators could be used 

to supplement the shortcomings of this study. 

For example the Project for Public Spaces 

methodology for evaluating public places 

(2008) puts stronger emphasis on social 

indications of site usability which, in addition 

to the criteria used in this report, would 

strengthen the observations made regarding 

open spaces. 

It is also recognized that the primary data 

source of the information collected for this 

report was qualitative observations by the 

researcher, which can be subjective. Criteria 

such as accessibility, detailing & materials, and 

good management all relied on the 

interpretation and opinion of the researcher. 

As this was recognized prior to data collection, 

user surveys were incorporated into the 

methodology for this report to address this 

issue. 

These user surveys provided much needed 

background to the researcher from people who 

used the open spaces, but also allowed an 

opportunity to integrate their observations 

into the findings of the report. As mentioned in 

Chapter 3, these surveys unfortunately only 

interviewed people within the site and as such 

observations from those who may avoid the 

open spaces, due to its characteristics, were 

not included. Therefore, it should be 

understood that observations gained from the 

user surveys should not be generalized as a 

complete census of those who live around and 

use the spaces. 

It should also be understood that the data 

collected and observations made for these two 

locations occurred over four days in the winter 

and two days in the spring and may not be 

representative of site use at all times of the 

year. Much like the information collected from 

the user surveys, this data was treated as a 

sample of site conditions at the times they 

were visited.  

Reflecting upon the evaluation criteria used in 

this assessment, the natural elements criterion 

was found to be one of the least valuable. The 
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lack of these elements appeared to have no 

impact on the overall usage of open spaces. In 

the context of the two case studies examined 

for this report, it was found to have an inverse 

effect on the number of users who used the 

spaces. With the Waterworks possessing more 

natural elements, this site should have seen 

people using this site due to these features 

when none were observed or interviewed. 

Conversely, the Roundhouse saw regular use 

even without many natural elements provided. 

While it was noted in the user surveys that 

people would generally like to see this 

incorporated into the site better, it was 

obviously not imperative to the success of the 

site. 

Examining the criteria outlined within the 

Plaza Design Guidelines, another evaluative 

criterion in need of re-examination is 

environmentally sensitive design. While most 

of the criteria outlined within the City of 

Vancouver’s document provided a suitable 

description of what is expected as a part of 

development this criterion was broad, and as a 

result is vague, in what it wished to see 

implemented in open spaces. 

In closing, the conclusions made in the report 

were derived from the observations and data 

analysis specifically for the two open spaces 

examined, and should not be generalized to 

other locations. Each open space has unique 

characteristics and recommendations specific 

to one should not be applied to another. 
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Appendix A: Evaluative Criteria Table 
 

Evaluative Criteria Attributes to be Examined Source 
Context 

Use & Concept 
(Project for Public 
Spaces, p. 9) 

Does this open space and its function reflect and 
reinforce neighbourhood character? Examine: 

 Surrounding Land Uses (zoning) 
 Demographics 
 Appropriate size of open space 
 Purpose of open space 

In conjunction with 
direct observations data 
provided by the 
Vancouver’s Open Data 
Catalogue will be used. 

Linkages 
(Project for Public 
Spaces, p. 17) 

Does the open space link to surrounding open 
spaces and the nearby built environment? 

 Connection to existing open space 
network 

 Cohesive pedestrian network 
 Marked pathways 
 Use of steps and ramps 
 Effective use of passages and bridges 

Direct Observations and 
user interviews. 

Visibility & Views 
(Whyte, p.128) 

Are views between local and distant parts of the 
city developed as a portion of the open space? 

 Street to open space visibility 
 Views maintained or obstructed 

Direct observations. 

Safety 

Design 
(Lynch, p.127) 

Is the open space perceived as safe? Has it been 
designed to  provide: 

 A feeling of safety in the open space 
 Clear sightlines to streets/”escapes” 
 Adequate lighting at night provided by 

open space and adjoining 
properties/businesses. 

Direct observations will 
be used along with the 
Nemeth & Schmidt index 
for measuring the 
control of publicly 
accessible spaces. 

Accessibility 
(Nemeth & Schmidt, 
p.288) 

Does the open space provide access to all 
members of the public including elderly and 
disabled persons? 

 Full public access to open space 
 Ramp slopes no more than 8.3% with 

handrails. 
 Proper placement of amenities (i.e. 

planters) 

Direct observations and 
measurements will be 
used along with the 
Nemeth & Schmidt index 
for measuring the 
control of publicly 
accessible spaces. 

Defensible Space 
(Newman, p. 85) 

 Sightlines to open space and away from 
open space 

 Ability to survey open space from 
perimeter and within open space 

 View into open space by neighbouring 
windows and decks 

Direct observations. 

Lighting & Public Features 
(Newman, p.22) 

 Appropriate use of lighting to enhance 
feeling of security at night. 

 Access to public telephones 
 Information signs (rules) 

Direct observations. 
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Evaluative Criteria Attributes to be Examined   Source 
Environment 

Sunlight 
(Whyte, p.132) 

 Open space considered surrounding 
buildings 

 Use of reflective surfaces on nearby 
structures 

Direct observations. 

Wind 
(Whyte, p.134) 

 No wind funnelling due to buildings 
(presence of overhangs) 

 No unprotected open areas 
 Use of vegetation to act as a wind break 

Direct observations. 

Noise 
(Whyte, p.140) 

 Presence of fountains or waterfalls to 
create ambient noise 

 Vegetation used as a buffer from street 
Direct observations. 

Weather Protection 
(Whyte, p.134) 

Are the following items present to encourage use 
in all seasons? 

 Canopies 
 Awnings 
 Transit shelters 

Direct observations. 

Environmentally Sensitive 
Design 

(Metro Portland, 
p.23) 

 Use of permeable surfaces 
 Use of drought resistant plants 

Urban design panel 
meeting minutes and 
direct observations. 

User Attractions 

Seating 
(Gehl, p.157 
Whyte, p.126) 

 Ample seating 
 Choice in seating orientation to 

encourage use at all times of day 
 Multiple seating types 

Direct observations. 

Activity Generators 
(Whyte, p.141) 

 Surrounding land uses promote use of 
space (i.e. food vendors) 

 Use of space by performers and 
exhibitors. 

Direct observations. 

Amenities 
(Whyte, p.141) 

Presence of: 
 Views & Vistas 
 Tables 
 Open air cafes 
 Washrooms 
 Children’s play equipment 

Direct Observations and 
user interviews. 

Natural Elements 
(Lynch, p.153) 

 Landscaping present that does not 
create an enclosure from the street 

Direct observations. 

Detailing & Materials 
(Lynch, p.153) 

 Open space incorporates with existing 
streetscape. 

Direct observations. 

Spatial Variety 
(Whyte, p.112) 

 Human scaled 
 Defined edges 

Direct observations. 

Good Management 
(Whyte, p.142) 

Is the open space: 
 Well-maintained 
 Clean 

Direct Observations and 
user interviews. 
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Appendix B: Example of Completed User Survey 
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Appendix C: City of Vancouver’s Plaza Design Guidelines 
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