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Executive Summary: 
	  
 
Topic and Purpose 
 
Implementation of park amenities and public space help create an outdoor meeting place 

for civic events, markets, socialization and offer a wide array of both passive and active 

recreation. The City of Vancouver has created guiding principles in attempts to create 

more park amenities and public space beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts. In 

response to this, this report aims to evaluate two similar case studies within North 

America and identify successful aspects of their design and make recommendations that 

could potentially be incorporated into the Vancouver study site. The two case studies 

analyzed were the Brooklyn Bridge Park in New York and the West Don Lands in 

Toronto.  

 

The evaluation of these two case studies was used to answer the following question: 

 

What design and planning features could contribute to create successful and user-friendly 

park amenities and public space in the area beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts 

in Vancouver? 
 
Study Area 
 
The study area is located in the surrounding area beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir 

Viaducts in Vancouver, British Columbia. These viaducts disconnect surrounding 

neighbourhoods and due to recent stakeholder cooperation, the under-utilized land 

beneath them has been opened up to new opportunities and options that could see the area 

redeveloped. The City of Vancouver is seeking to fill the intended space with a vibrant 

entertainment district that would combine both residential and commercial opportunities 

with increased parks and public spaces.  

 
Methods  
 
To create recommendations for the City of Vancouver to help guide the design of park 

amenities and public space beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts, this report first 
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examined existing documents that were used by the City to better understand the 

reasoning behind the guiding principles that the City of Vancouver originally used for its 

design competition. This report then undertook a qualitative case study review of two 

similar areas within North America to see how these theoretical guiding principles came 

to fruition in real life scenarios and help identify successful aspects of these case studies. 

This report then pulled best practices and features from both case study areas in order to 

make recommendations for creating successful park amenities and public space for the 

Vancouver viaduct study site.  

 
Evaluation  
 
The evaluative criteria within this report was adapted from existing principles created by 

the City of Vancouver to help guide the design competition held to gain an understanding 

of what residents wanted to see built in the area beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir 

Viaducts. The adapted principles used in this report to evaluate the Brooklyn Bridge Park 

and the West Don Lands are:  

 
1. PLACE: LEGIBLE & UNIQUE. 
2. LINKAGES: MOVEMENT & MOBILITY. 
3. GREEN DESIGN: INNOVATE. 
4. COMMUNITIES, HERITAGE, NATURE & CULTURE: RESTORE, 

INTEGRATE & RESPECT. 
 

Recommendations  

 

1. Develop mixed use buildings and parking spaces at main entry points to the park 

2. Reconnect neighbourhoods and visitors to the water 

3. Create specific sporting zones and implement infrastructure within the park that 

promotes forms of recreational activities 

4. Facilitate and encourage modes of active transportation 

5. Increase accessibility to the park through multiple forms of public transportation 

6. Use of innovative and environmentally sustainable design initiatives 

7. Understand and interpret the site history 
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Conclusion 
 
The City of Vancouver is looking to create park amenities and public space that will 

attract visitors of all ages and ethnicities to come and enjoy a wide array of entertainment 

and socialization in the surrounding area beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts. 

The Brooklyn Bridge Park and West Don Lands provided excellent examples of design 

features that help create successful parks and public spaces. From environmentally 

friendly design to preservation of culture and heritage, these case studies helped this 

report identify successful design features which create parks and public spaces that 

consistently attract a wide array of visitors. These case studies guided recommendations 

made in this report for the City of Vancouver to use in its future design plans for the 

proposed study area.  
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Chapter 1.0 Introduction 
 
 
 
Located in Vancouver, British Columbia, the Dunsmuir and Georgia Viaducts are two 

elevated roadways that connect East Vancouver to downtown Vancouver. The viaducts 

were completed in 1971 to replace the original Georgia Viaduct and act as the only 

freeway infrastructure in Vancouver. They were the first phase of an extensive urban 

freeway system designed for the City of Vancouver that was planned but never built (City 

of Vancouver, 2013). With these aging transportation corridors having an estimated 

remaining service life of forty years, the high cost of maintenance along with the barrier 

they create disconnecting surrounding neighbourhoods has opened up discussion for new 

opportunities and flexible options that could potentially replace and remove the viaducts 

and take advantage of the under-utilized land beneath them (Vancouver Viaducts, 2012). 

The City of Vancouver is seeking to fill the intended space with a vibrant entertainment 

district that would combine both residential and commercial opportunities with increased 

parks and public spaces (City of Vancouver, 2013). With a strong network of parks and 

green spaces, new recreational opportunities, natural amenities, and leisure activities 

would be available for the public. These factors would help sequester carbon emissions 

and reduce greenhouse gases and further promote Vancouver as a progressive and 

sustainable community (Condon, 2010). 

 

 
Figure 1: Study Area. This image shows the Dunsmuir and Georgia Viaducts, which are two elevated 
roadways that connect East Vancouver to downtown Vancouver. Source: (City of Vancouver, 2013). 
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The City of Vancouver planning and engineering staff worked with urban designers 

and transportation and structural engineering consultants to reimagine the viaducts land 

(City of Vancouver, 2012). The concept proposes to: 

• Remove the viaducts structures 

• Reconfigure the road network at ground level 

• Allow for more park land and mixed-use development 

• Maintain key transportation routes to and from downtown for people and goods 

As with any major redevelopment, the potential success of the under-utilized land is not 

guaranteed and comes under scrutiny as all the replacements may not reflect the needs 

and desires for surrounding communities and Vancouver residents as a whole. Therefore, 

this report will focus on what the City of Vancouver can currently develop while these 

viaducts are still standing to create successful parks and public space as the 

decommission and removal of the viaducts could potentially be a lengthy and highly 

debated process as can be seen with the Gardiners Expressway dilemma in Toronto. This 

report will offer supporting recommendations that will maximize park and public space 

utilization in the surrounding area beneath  the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts focusing 

on four main guiding principles: 1) Place: Legible & Unique. 2) Linkages: Movement & 

Mobility. 3) Green Design: Innovate. 4) Communities, Heritage, Nature & Culture: 

Restore, Integrate & Respect. 

1.1 Background and Context  
 

The Dunsmuir and Georgia viaducts are remnants of Vancouver’s past automobile and 

transportation focus that occurred within the city limits. The Georgia Viaduct was 

originally built in 1915 to bypass the tidal waters, rail lines, and industry below and 

created to accommodate vehicles, horse-drawn carriages and pedestrians (City of 

Vancouver, 2013). 
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Figure 2: The original Georgia Viaduct that was built in 1915. Source: (City of Vancouver, 2012). 

 

Built alongside streetcar tracks (which were never used), the viaduct allowed a 

continuous east – west passage to and from Vancouver’s downtown peninsula. Initially 

planned for a prolonged use, the Georgia Viaduct was eventually replaced in 1972 under 

the Non-Partisan Association (NPA) due to poor and inadequate conditions. Under the 

administration of the Non-Partisan Association during the 1960’s, Vancouver underwent 

large-scale pro-business and growth-oriented developments that were focused on the 

expansion and further development of the downtown core (Punter, 2003). During the late 

1960’s, an extensive freeway system was proposed to cut through the residential and 

historical areas of Chinatown on the southern edge of Strathcona and along the north-

south side of Main Street to the northern edge of downtown along waterfront to Coal 

Harbour (Punter, 2003). As a result, the envisioned freeway system was to connect 

Vancouver’s downtown to the Trans-Canada Highway. In response, however, the 

political organization called The Electors Action Movement (TEAM) was formed in 

1968 and challenged and opposed the NPA and their propositions. Backed by a strong 

professional and academic representation, TEAM rallied for a focus on the virtues of 

“quality of life”, “the livable city” and “people before property” (Hutton, 2004). United 
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with persistent citywide activists and neighbourhood residents and business owners of 

Chinatown, Gastown and Strathcona, further expansion and development was under 

pressure. Consequently, while the Dunsmuir and Georgia Viaducts were completed in 

1972 replacing the original structure, the City Council of Vancouver as a result of 

growing public opposition abandoned the planning and development of the freeway 

system. The remaining viaducts, which were the first and last piece of a proposed 

freeway system that was planned but never built, have now become symbols of 

Vancouver’s shifting priorities and have remained highly distinctive and much debated 

features of Vancouver’s backdrop.  

 

The area involved in the redevelopment has a number of different owners and is 

comprised of public governments, private corporations and surrounding communities. As 

shown on the study area map, the City of Vancouver, Concord Pacific, Aquilini and the 

Province of British Columbia are the major landowners in the area (Vancouver Viaduct, 

2012). All of these respected stakeholders will be moving forward with visions for their 

lands and once development starts to proceed in this area, options will be minimized and 

the opportunity may be delayed or lost altogether (Vancouver Viaduct, 2012). 
 

 
Figure 3: There are a number of different stakeholders with a vested interest in the project. They 
range from public government, private corporations to surrounding communities. Source: (City of 
Vancouver, 2012). 
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The City held three public open houses in the first week of June 2012 about the concept 

plan for the viaducts and surrounding Eastern Core. In addition to the comment forms 

provided at the open houses, the City held an online survey to gather public feedback. 

Survey responses were collected from questions regarding public interest in the removal 

of the viaducts, the creation of more park space along the waterfront, and the project as a 

whole. Those who responded with "support" or "strong support" to the survey questions 

highlighted increased parks and green space, open connectivity between neighbourhoods, 

and the revitalization of underused land as their reasons for doing so. 

 
Figure 4: Summary of open house and online comment surveys for questions asked in relation to the 
Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaduct. Source: (City of Vancouver, 2012). 
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Figure 5: Shows the highest “strongly supportive” responses were in relation to increasing parks in 
the area. Source: (City of Vancouver, 2012). 

 

In efforts of further public consultation and involvement, a design competition was held. 

The submissions and commentary presented in the re:CONNECT Open Ideas 

Competition provided a glimpse into public opinion surrounding the potential future for 

the viaducts and the surrounding lands beneath them. A main outcome of this competition 

was a level of public focus that placed the primary goal of creating an exciting and 

inviting place for the citizens of the city to congregate (City of Vancouver, 2011). A 

common theme throughout most of the submissions was to enhance public park space as 

a central driver. The ideas competition helped display ideas that the public have for the 

future of this under-utilized area of the city and helped link a number of reoccurring 

themes and desires. Some of these include:  

 

• Deliver a highly public and human scaled district 

 

• Maximize the potential & quality of park 

 

• Introduce water and references to its historic presence in the area 
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• Ensure that the uses activate the public realm, and should the viaducts remain, the 

ground plane under the viaducts 

 

• In phased options, explore ways to engage the structures to animate underneath 

 

 

 
Figure 6: One of the re:CONNECT design competition winners named “Viaducts = Park + People & 
History Nature Connectivity”. Source: (City of Vancouver, 2011). 

 

The removal of the viaducts was first analyzed in 2011 as part of The Eastern Core 

Strategy. The initial assessment concluded that both the potential transportation impacts 

and the condition of the soil contamination in the area were manageable (City of 

Vancouver, 2012). Outlined in the Strategy, the removal of the viaducts could contribute 

to the Vancouver region through several key elements: Green enterprise, land use and 

open space, physical and visual linkages and transportation. The City of Vancouver 

underwent a year of public consultation and released the Vancouver Viaducts Study that 

analyzed applicable options for the replacement and alternation of the viaducts. The study 

concentrated on principles that focused upon the connectivity of communities, natural 

systems, urban fabric and revitalization (Vancouver Viaduct, 2012). 
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The study also outlined some negative consequences related to the removal of the 

viaducts that could also cause various additional problems to the area. Potential issues 

could include an increased congestion of commuters and residents along neighbhouring 

communities, a disruption of the highly efficient Dunsmuir Viaduct bike path lane that 

connects the downtown core to Burnaby, and the cost of the removal of a highly valued 

piece of transportation infrastructure (Vancouver Viaduct, 2012). 

 

The study outlined both positive and negative impacts of removing or modifying the 

viaducts. Along with this report, and outcomes of the public engagement and surveys, 

citizen protest could lead to decisions being drawn out and contested.  

 

Through public engagement in the forms of open houses, surveys and a design 

competition, it is apparent that increased parks and public space in this area is a common 

theme and desire. As previously mentioned, this report will focus on this theme and will 

focus on how the City of Vancouver can move forward to create successful and inviting 

parks and public space within the area around and below the existing viaducts to utilize 

this underused land.  
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Chapter 2.0: Methods 
 
 
This report will provide recommendations for creating successful park amenities and 

public spaces in the surrounding open space beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts 

in Vancouver. This will be achieved by first examining existing documents that were 

used by the City to better understand the reasoning behind the guiding principles that the 

City of Vancouver originally used for its design competition. This will create a better 

understanding of some of the goals and initiatives that the City of Vancouver wishes to 

accomplish both long term and short for the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts site. This 

report will then undertake a qualitative case study review of two similar areas within 

North America to see how these theoretical guiding principles come to fruition in real life 

situations and help identify both successful and unsuccessful aspects of these case 

studies. This report will then pull best practices from both case study areas in order to 

make recommendations for creating successful park amenities and public space for the 

Vancouver viaduct study site.  

 

2.1 Document Review and Analysis of Conditions in Vancouver: 
 
To understand the context and reasoning behind the guiding principles that are being used 

to help shape the Vancouver Viaducts redevelopment, a document review of related City 

of Vancouver initiatives was undertaken. The review of these policy documents will 

provide clarity and help put the situation into context and provide a better understanding 

for different goals and plans sought out by the City of Vancouver and its residents for the 

future of this study area. These following four documents were chosen because they were 

all used in the Vancouver Viaduct Study undertaken by the City in order to best reflect 

the needs and desires of all stakeholders and residents being affected by the viaduct 

redevelopment. Each document helps guide the City of Vancouver towards both long and 

short term goals and aspirations set out by the residents and city as a whole. Due to the 

fact that this study site will have effects on a number of different neighbourhoods 

throughout the area, all of these documents have to be taken into consideration to better 

reflect the desires and aspirations of all groups involved. 
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2.1.1 Greenest City 2020 Action Plan: 

 

The Greenest City 2020 Action Plan is a strategy to ensure Vancouver stays at the 

leading edge of city sustainability. A key component of the strategy is Green 

Transportation, which includes transit, as well as active modes like cycling and walking. 

To achieve these green transportation goals, Vancouver needs to be a city where moving 

on foot or by bike is safe, convenient and enjoyable. Streets, neighbhourhoods and public 

spaces, especially in the form of parks and green space need to be vibrant areas that are 

alive with people, plants and activities. Analyzing the roles that the viaducts and 

surrounding areas play in Vancouver’s transportation network and the future of this area 

will help achieve targets, guide future development principles and contribute to 

Vancouver’s reputation as a leader in sustainability and livability.  

 

2.1.2 The Eastern Core Strategy: 
 

Movement systems to and from the downtown require consideration of the transportation 

and land-use decisions in the False Creek Flats and surrounding communities. The 

Viaducts Study is running in parallel with a broader Eastern Core Strategy, which 

considers the future of the Flats. This study has been taken into consideration to better 

guide the Viaduct Study in terms of linkages and connectivity to surrounding 

neighbhourhoods. 

 
2.1.3 Transportation 2040 Plan: 
 

The Viaducts Study is a component of Transportation 2040, a long-term transportation 

plan for the city. The success of past land-use and transportation plans have meant that 

even with a large increase in total trips, there has been a decrease in vehicle volumes to 

and from downtown. This trend makes it possible to reconsider the role of the viaducts in 

Vancouver’s future transportation network and whether they should be removed 

completely or reduced in capacity. It is important to take this study into consideration as 
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the viaducts affect all modes of transportation. Whether they will be kept in a limited 

role, or completely removed altogether, there will be potential for future areas promoting 

modes of sustainable transportation and increased green space in the form of parks and 

other amenities. 

 

2.1.4 Northeast False Creek High Level Review: 
 

The Viaducts Study is being conducted in alignment with the ongoing High Level 

Review for Northeast False Creek. All of the different scenarios for the build-out of the 

area have been tested through the Viaducts Study and were analyzed to fit with 

Vancouver City Council directions and ongoing work in this part of the city. Having a 

build-out plan that is in alignment with desires from surrounding communities is essential 

in creating a scenario that recognizes and respects the values of residents and the cultural 

history of the area. 

 

2.2 Evaluation Criteria: 
 

The guiding principles originally set out by the City of Vancouver to inspire the 

re:CONNECT ideas competition have been altered and condensed to focus directly on 

creating successful park amenities and public space. The original principles were created 

through a variety of public consultations and studies put together by the City of 

Vancouver. These principles were created to help guide ideas and designs for contestants 

entering ideas into the re:CONNECT design competition. The original principles 

incorporated many different aspects that were outside the scope of this project.  Through 

a number of public consultation efforts, increased park amenities and public space were 

some of the most common reoccurring themes. For this purpose of this report, the 

original principles have been condensed and altered to be more reflective of this reports 

goals and recommendations. The following four principles have been used to analyze two 

case studies from North America that are similar to the Vancouver study area: 
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2.2.1  1) PLACE: LEGIBLE & UNIQUE 

Outlined by its first guiding principle, the City of Vancouver aims to redefine the study 

area in a way that transforms it into vibrant places and destinations. This sense of place 

may be developed through buildings, landscape, urban infrastructure, significant public 

art, information or new approaches. These places should embody qualities that set them 

apart, creating public spaces that are beautiful, contextual and enlivening and accessible 

to all citizens. 

 
2.2.2  2) LINKAGES: MOVEMENT & MOBILITY 

The second principle that the City of Vancouver is looking at is to promote linkages, 

especially in the forms of movement and mobility within the area. This portion of the 

City is home to rail facilities that are increasingly important for the sustainable movement 

of goods and people. However, these same rail facilities create barriers for movement 

within the area by all other transportation modes. Proposed ideas and designs should 

reflect the need to maintain a rail presence within the False Creek Flats but examine 

infrastructure needs to accommodate additional trips with an emphasis on walking, 

cycling and transit. 

 

2.2.3  3) GREEN DESIGN: INNOVATIVE 

Vancouver strives to become the greenest city on the planet by 2020. The future plans to 

redevelop the viaducts should consider all aspects and scales of green design, from 

addressing climate change mitigation and adaptation approaches, to sustainable building 

and public realm design and resilient infrastructure systems. 
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2.2.4 4) COMMUNITIES, HERITAGE, NATURE & CULTURE: RESTORE, 

INTEGRATE & RESPECT  

Communities border all sides of the area surrounding the viaducts. Due to Infrastructural 

and topographic features, connectivity and integration between and through these 

neighbourhoods is often challenged and ways of creatively reconnecting with natural, 

historical, and cultural resources or features should be investigated. The City of 

Vancouver is attempting to respect the presence and nature of bordering communities, 

while at the same time suggesting ways of making public spaces and amenities accessible 

to citizens of all backgrounds, incomes and abilities. 

 

2.3 Qualitative Case Study Review: 
 
The qualitative case study analysis will allow this report to expand beyond the theoretical 

framework into the practical realm by using real life examples. This will allow analysis 

of what features have been deemed successful and why, as well as lessons on proper 

design features that help promote successful park amenities and public space in order to 

provide recommendations for creating successful amenities and spaces in the surrounding 

open space beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts. This report will examine two 

different case studies of similar redevelopments situated beneath similar transportation 

corridors in New York and Toronto.  

 

2.3.1 Brooklyn Bridge Park: 
 

The first case study that will be examined is the Brooklyn Bridge Park in New York, 

more specifically the area down under the Manhattan Bridge Overpass (DUMBO). This 

case study was selected as it is similar to the Vancouver study area because part of the 

park is beneath a transportation corridor and its design reconnects neighbourhoods to the 

waterfront. Although the site is larger than the Vancouver study area, it has many similar 

features and design elements that could be transferred over to guide recommendations. 

The Brooklyn Bridge Park has created a successful and popular park beneath the 
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overpass and is attempting to reconnect neighbhourhoods throughout the area, which is 

precisely what is being proposed beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts.  

 

2.3.2 West Don Lands: 
 

The second case study analyzed is Toronto’s West Don Lands redevelopment. This are 

will be used to explore different design features implemented to create user-friendly 

public space beneath a transportation corridor and throughout different areas of the 

redevelopment. More specifically two parks in this area will be analyzed, Underpass Park 

and Corktown Common.  

 

The underside of a viaduct is noisy, dark, and poorly lit, by examining Underpass Park, 

lessons and design features that have turned this once derelict and unused area into a 

positive public space will be noted. The projected new park space within the Vancouver 

study area is predicted to be of similar size as Corktown Common. Corktown Common 

portrays many positive design features that help reconnect the West Don Lands to the 

water, and will be analyzed to discover best practices and ideas that could be transferred 

over to the Vancouver study area.  

 

With the four principles used to guide the Vancouver Viaduct re:CONNECT design 

competition being used to evaluate both of these case studies, successful design features 

can be drawn from both of these areas. These features will help construct 

recommendations that are transferable over to the Vancouver study site as the case 

studies are both similar public spaces with park amenities in urban areas that were created 

with similar guiding principles and goals in mind. 
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Chapter 3.0: Brooklyn Bridge Park Analysis: 

 

3.1 Case Study Number 1: Brooklyn Bridge Park: 
 
 

3.1.1 Purpose 
 
The purpose of this case study is to show a North American example of how a former 

industrial waterfront site can be redeveloped into a successful public space with ample 

park amenities and green space. These public spaces help reconnect neighbourhoods 

surrounding the park to the water and transformed this once unused area into vibrant 

destinations that are welcoming and enjoyed by visitors of all ages, social class and 

ethnicity. This waterfront development has many similarities to the Vancouver viaduct 

site, most notably the Brooklyn Bridge and Brooklyn Queens Expressway, which act as 

barriers and prevent connectivity and linkages between neighbourhoods and the 

waterfront. Analysis of this redevelopment will provide lessons and help guide 

recommendations that can be transferred over to the Vancouver study site.  

 

3.1.2 Background 
 
The Master Plan for the Brooklyn Bridge Park was completed in 2005 by Michael Van 

Valkenburgh Associates (MVVA), an end result of nearly twenty years of community 

involvement and planning for this section of the Brooklyn waterfront (Berrizbeitia, 

2009).  

 

The approximately 85 acre project, consisting of piers, upland and water area, will stretch 

along 2.1 kilometers of Brooklyn’s waterfront approximately bounded by Jay Street on 

the north, Atlantic Avenue on the south, Furman Street on the east, and the East River on 

the west, and would include Piers 1 through 6 (Cooper, 2009). The park, designed by 

MVVA, additionally includes two historic properties, the Civil war-era Empire Stores 

and the Tobacco warehouse; both are being integrated into the park in attempts to pay 

tribute to the areas long and illustrious history. 
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Figure 7: Showing the design of this narrow and isolated area that will incorporate a number Of 
Piers, as well as many historic buildings to pay tribute to the sites long history. Source: (Michael Van 
Valkenburgh, 2014) 

 

When finally completed, the great 85-acre park already taking shape along 2.1 kilometers 

of the Brooklyn waterfront on a complicated site (already occupied by the Brooklyn-

Queens Expressway, the Brooklyn Bridge, and a quartet of five-acre piers supported on 

12,000 wood piles) will be New York City’s third great park, after Central Park and 

Prospect Park (Blum, 2006). The park provides green space for active and passive uses 

including playing fields, sport courts, playgrounds, lawns, and running and bicycle paths. 

A calm water area is available for kayaking and canoeing (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014).  
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Figure 8: A designers rendering of what the Brooklyn Bridge Park will look like upon final 
completion. Source: (Michael Van Valkenburgh, 2013). 

 
The master plan describes a framework for the design of this narrow and isolated terrain 

that will involve, above all, diverse public experiences of water and the shoreline 

(Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates INC, 2013). The master plan states the parks goals 

are “to preserve the dramatic experience and monumental character of the industrial 

waterfront while reintroducing self-sustaining ecosystems to the site and investing it with 

new social and recreational possibilities” (Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates INC, 

2013). It looks to take advantage of the diverse ecologies, experiences, and recreational 

pursuits found in the area by aspiring for a landscape that realizes the potential all the 

way out to its watery edge (Berrizbeitia, 2009).   

 

To understand some of the frameworks and basic principles of the master plan, 

consideration of the always-evolving relationship that exists between the city and its 
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surrounding waters is required. Over the decades, water quality, rich estuaries and 

wetland habitats gave way to landfill, building and waste disposal (Berrizbeitia, 2009). 

Like most booming cities during the 19th century, industrial growth consumed the 

waterfronts, where goods were traded, shipped, and stored. Commercial buildings, 

factories, and warehouses rose between the inhabitants of the city and the waters 

surrounding them (Buttenwieser, 1999).  

 

 
Figure 9: Depicting 19th century Brooklyn waterfront. Full of industry with factories and 
warehouses rising between the residents and the water. Source: (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). 

 

Over the decades, the section of the Brooklyn waterfront that is to become the Brooklyn 

Bridge Park has been continually extended and redeveloped for changing purposes and 

technologies.  The cargo port expanded along the waterfront in attempts at maximizing 

commercial competiveness and further reconfiguration of the waterfront eventually led to 

the construction of the Brooklyn Queens Expressway (BQE) further acting as a barrier 

between surrounding neighbourhoods (Berrizbeitia, 2009).   
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Figure 10: Showing the Brooklyn Queens Expressway that further acts as a barrier between 
surrounding neighbourhoods. Source: (Flickr, 2011). 

	  
For economic reasons, by 1983, the cargo port had shutdown, leaving the Port Authority 

an unused port occupying lucrative waterfront area with a massive expressway standing 

above it. In attempts at gaining profits off of the waterfront real estate, redevelopment of 

the area as an “international city”, including vast parking features, millions of square feet 

of retail space and thousands of units of residential development was proposed 

(Berrizbeitia, 2009). This caused massive objections from surrounding communities who 

wanted to be involved in the planning process and did not want this development to cut 

off famous views from Brooklyn Heights, leading to a struggle on how to proceed with 

the waterfront site that went on for decades (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). 

 

On May 2, 2002, Governor George Pataki and Mayor Michael Bloomberg signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) dedicating state and city funding for the park's 
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construction and providing for the creation of Brooklyn Bridge Park Development 

Corporation (BBPDC) to oversee the design and construction of the park (Berrizbeitia, 

2009). An important mandate of the MOU was that, once built, the park is required to be 

economically self-sufficient with respect to its own ongoing maintenance and operations 

(Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). Therefore, revenue-producing development is a necessary 

component of the project to support its annual maintenance and operations.  

 

Finally, in 2004, BBPDC hired the landscape architecture team of Michael Van 

Valkenburgh Associates to lead an intensive planning process and prepare a master plan 

for Brooklyn Bridge Park.   

 

3.2. 1) Place: Legible & Unique 

The Brooklyn Bridge Park has followed the principle of place by including countless 

areas that promote a sense of uniqueness that will bring visitors out and create successful 

public spaces that will be enjoyed by all.  

3.2.1 Buildings 

New pedestrian activity will be increased at all times of the year by the placement of 

residential towers near the two main entrances of the park that will liven and activate the 

area. The Pier 1 development will include a 200-room hotel, 159 residential units, 16,000 

square feet of restaurant space, 2,000 square feet of retail space, a 6,000 square-foot 

fitness center and 300 parking spaces (Berrizbeitia, 2009). 

3.2.2 Piers 

A number of Piers have been refurbished that will help bring visitors out onto the water 

which will help enhance the visual experience of the park by creating better views of the 

existing landmarks on-site, such as the Brooklyn and Manhattan bridges (Brooklyn 

Bridge Park, 2014).  
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Figure 11: Depicting one of the many Piers located in the park. Source: (New York Observer, 2011). 

3.2.3 Pier 1 

The largest of the park piers has two lawns that are great open spaces where anyone of 

any age can come and enjoy the sun and great views. Playgrounds are also in the area 

with lots of equipment that encourages youth recreational activities. Several concession 

stands can be found on Pier one as well, including ice cream shops and a wine bar 

(Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). To encourage healthy activities, various types of adult and 

children’s bikes can be rented at the entrance. The "Granite Prospect" is a dramatic set of 

steps built from granite stones salvaged from the Roosevelt Island Bridge reconstruction 

along the western edge of the pier (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). The water gardens at 

Pier 1 create a dramatic display of water-loving plants along the main park promenade. 

These water gardens are unique and help to draw out crowds to both sit and relax, or to 

walk along the path and admire the plants and the tidal river (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 

2014).  
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3.2.4 Piers 3 and 4 Uplands and Greenway 

This area of the park was designed to offer a peaceful spot for passive recreation and 

enjoying views of the New York Harbor and skyline. A large granite terrace, used as an 

amphitheater was constructed from recycled bridge materials and is used to gain better 

views of surrounding areas (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). A new approach to enhancing 

a more relaxed and enjoyed experience for the public are the sound attenuating hills that 

are designed to mitigate noise coming from the Brooklyn Queens Expressway 

(Berrizbeitia, 2009).   

3.2.5 Pier 5 

This pier is dedicated to active recreation hosting an array of playing fields that can easily 

be reconfigured to accommodate a host of different sporting events. Fresh cooked food 

can be found at this pier that has an abundance of picnic tables. To enhance the use of the 

waterfront, an area designed for baiting tackle and cleaning fish can be found here 

(Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014).  

3.2.6 Pier 6 

The final pier has incorporated an array of different activities that help create a public 

space for all ages to enjoy. Volleyball courts, swing sets, numerous playground 

equipment, water amusements and a dog run are all elements that bring about a sense of 

place to this area of the park (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). 

3.2.7 Landscape 

Rather than preserving the originally flat, impervious hardscape, the park has introduced 

new topography and lush native vegetation, incorporating gardens with sweet gum trees 

and dogwoods, salt marshes, tidal pools and cultivated lawns, both rolling and flat 

(Emerson & Shaw, 2005). Piers Two and Three have been cut from the land and 

reconnected via footbridges. Water-calming devices in the form of dock like structures 

incorporating 10-foot-deep baffles, or wave fences, on their undersides define protected 

boating areas between piers (Emerson & Shaw, 2005). 
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3.2.8 Infrastructure 

Other notable structural features that help set this park apart and create beautiful public 

spaces is the steel skeleton of Pier Two’s stripped-down sheds that will remain, providing 

armatures for lights, shading devices, and swings (Blum, 2006). Ultimately, the park, 

with different terrain on each pier, will include basketball courts, soccer fields, 

playgrounds, a marina, fishing piers, and calm-water zones for canoeing and kayaking, as 

well as meadows for simply relaxing and paths for jogging, bicycling, or strolling 

(Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). To provide launch lanes for kayaks and canoes, piers 

extend out on pilings, floating walkways will connect piers, and craggy cairns will form 

tidal pools that fill and recede (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). A final feature that is great 

for gathering crowds and creating a positive sense of place that has been implemented 

into the park is the outdoor movie theatre that plays different venues throughout the 

summer months (Blum, 2006).  

Brooklyn Bridge Park has successfully managed to redefine the area in a way that 

transforms it into a vibrant place and destination. Park designers have managed to define 

the sense and place of the area through unique and innovative buildings, landscapes and 

urban infrastructure. The City of Vancouver can learn from these ideas and adapt certain 

customized elements into their study area in attempts at creating public spaces that are 

beautiful, contextual, and accessible to all citizens.  

3.3  2) Linkages: Movement & Mobility  

The Brooklyn Bridge Park is different from the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaduct site in 

Vancouver, as they are not looking to remove the Brooklyn Queens Expressway or any of 

the other existing infrastructures that loom above areas of the park. For this reason, this 

report does not analyze this case study in that capacity, however, successful examples of 

linkages and mobility in regards to connectivity and active transportation via walking, 

cycling and transit within the park itself can be analyzed as both sites experience 

neighbourhood separation due to their respective transportation corridors.  
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3.3.1 Connectivity 

One of the main objectives of the Brooklyn Bridge Park Master Plan was to address the 

communities concerns and desires to reconnect the site to surrounding neighbourhoods. 

Residents wanted to be connected physically and mentally to the surrounding waterfront 

that they had been removed from for so long (Berrizbeitia, 2009).  Due to the existing 

infrastructure of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway that runs between Brooklyn Bridge 

Park and its adjacent neighbourhoods there are limited connections into the 2.1 kilometer 

park. The three connections, also known as “urban junctions” where neighbourhoods and 

parks connect are: Atlantic Avenue, Fulton Ferry Landing, and John Street (Cooper, 

2009). To take advantage of these “urban junctions”, more facilities and spaces that 

appeal to the masses are clustered here in order to maximize park use without having to 

travel too far of a distance, making the junctions act like a personal neighbourhood park 

(Emerson & Shaw, 2005). 

One of the main criteria was to create the park so that the waterfront was accessible to the 

public and that they were able to physically “touch the water” which was before almost 

completely inaccessible (Berrizbeitia, 2009). Some successful elements that have 

connected people to the water are fishing piers, water taxi access, marina, boat launch, 

calm water zone for kayaking, and attractive beach areas (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). 

To connect Brooklyn residents with natural processes, the tide was engaged by having it 

come through sculptural kayak launches, causing the tides to be visible and engaging 

(Emerson & Shaw, 2005). A ferry dock is also located on the southern edge of Pier 6 

providing ferry service to Governors Island and other destinations in the harbour. 

 

To facilitate active transportation; dedicated recreational bike and walking paths, as well 

as opportunities for dog walking are distributed across the entire site offering ongoing 

opportunities for mobility and movement (Emerson & Shaw, 2005). As mentioned 

previously, bicycle rentals can be found throughout the park at various entrances, 

encouraging all ages to take advantage and tour the entire park.  
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Pedestrian bridges and pathways are used to connect people with the flourishing fauna 

within the water gardens. Other pedestrian bridges will connect different parts of the 

parks and piers to create multiple areas of connectivity throughout the park (Emerson & 

Shaw, 2005).  

 

The park’s greenway embodies a major connective thread through the park. Completion 

of this portion unites the park’s greenway from Pier 1 to Pier 6 for the first time and is an 

important segment in the Brooklyn Waterfront Greenway (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). 

 

Squibb Park & Bridge improve opportunities for recreation and pedestrian connectivity in 

Brooklyn Heights and Brooklyn Bridge Park. Squibb Bridge provides a vital circulation 

link for pedestrians near the center of the park. The bridge’s proximity to the surrounding 

community and to public transportation offers park visitors a convenient and vivid 

approach to Brooklyn Bridge Park (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014).  

 

 
           Figure 12: Squibb Bridge. Source: (Popular Mechanics, 2011). 
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Even with separation and limited access due to the Brooklyn Queens Expressway, the 

Brooklyn Bridge Park has managed to successfully produce examples of linkages and 

mobility in regards to connectivity and active transportation via walking, cycling and 

transit. Considerations can be taken from this case study and perhaps used in the design 

of the Vancouver study area to help combat neighbourhood separation issues created by 

the viaducts throughout the proposed redevelopment.  

3.4  3) Green Design: Innovate  

The Brooklyn Bridge Park has implemented a vast number of sustainable practices that 

could be considered in Vancouver’s plans to help achieve their goals. In designing the 

park, the three pillars of sustainability and ways they can be integrated and overlapped 

were explored. 

3.4.1 Economic 
 

One of the major sustainability objectives of the Brooklyn Bridge Park is to re-use as 

much of the site structures as possible, to preserve the cultural legacy of the site and 

reduce the resources used in its transformation (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). Recycled 

wood from storage warehouses has been up-cycled to create custom park benches, 

building cladding, and other forms of seating throughout the park. The use of recycled 

on-site materials helped save money and further create an industrial aesthetics vibe to the 

park in attempts to maintain the desired sense of place and character of the surrounding 

area (Emerson & Shaw, 2005).  

 

Many of the site’s marine structures are being renovated, as well as existing features from 

the Port Authority will be included into the design, further cutting costs (Cooper, 2009). 

An extensive tunneling project being undertaken by the Metropolitan Transportation 

Authority has created an excess of clean bulk fill that was used to create stunning 

topography throughout the park (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014).  
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3.4.2 Environmental 
 

Six acres of bird and fish habitat will be designed using native plants, creating a start for 

a living ecosystem (Emerson & Shaw, 2005). These ecologies evolve over time and 

require less intensive maintenance to survive the harsh waterfront conditions. Native 

vegetation, bird and marine habitats are located in a way that minimizes human impact on 

the new habitat and maximize their visibility within the park (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 

2014). 

 

Stormwater collected from the park’s landscape and buildings circulates through 

landscaped ecological treatment systems (Cooper, 2009). The water is stored in 

underground retention tanks and used to irrigate the park. On Pier 1, storage tanks can 

accommodate 104,000 gallons of stormwater, which accounts for approximately 70% of 

the park’s irrigation needs (Emerson & Shaw, 2005). 

 

 
Figure 13: Stormwater retention tanks being installed into the park. Source: (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 
2014). 
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Energy conservation in the park has been incorporated through the use of new 

technology. Photovoltaic cells will be utilized on the roofs of a number of structures 

throughout the park to harness solar energy. To monitor and regulate lighting within the 

park, park operators have the ability to dim them to account for different seasons, specific 

usage and neighbourhood considerations (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). 

 

As part of the sustainable design, several park structures have green roofs, which serve to 

absorb rainwater, provide building insulation, create new habitats for wildlife, and lower 

urban air temperatures (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). 

 

Public recycling is encouraged in the park, along with organic maintenance practices for 

lawns and trees that include biological compounds that ward off insects and helps 

strengthen the fauna. Measures to implement composting will be implemented as the park 

progresses (Emerson & Shaw, 2005). 

 

3.4.3 Social 
 

Throughout the park, a strong theme is that of human health and physical activity, with 

much of the park’s programming creating dynamic places for children to play 

(Berrizbeitia, 2009).  Active recreation spaces offering areas for basketball, handball, 

street hockey, volleyball, softball, soccer, and other sports activities can be found 

throughout the park (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). A bike path will run through most of 

the park, and kayaking and canoeing will be possible in the calm areas between some of 

the Piers (Emerson & Shaw, 2005). 

 

Recycled materials are cost effective and add to the sense of character and place, bio 

diverse regions create a healthy environment and abundant recreation areas promote 

healthy and active living. All three of these overlapping elements of sustainability 

combine to create a space that promotes environmental health, economic stability, and 

active recreation through the incorporation of innovative green design. Many of these 

practices would be very effective throughout the Vancouver site in helping further them 
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in their attempts at becoming the greenest city on the planet by 2020. 

 

3.5 4) Communities, Heritage, Nature & Culture: Restore, Integrate & Respect  

The area surrounding the Vancouver viaducts are bordered by communities on all sides. 

Similar to the areas surrounding the Brooklyn Bridge Park, infrastructural and 

topographic features impede connectivity and integration between and through these 

neighbourhoods. It is often a challenge to find ways of creatively reconnecting with 

natural, historical, and cultural resources or features. 

An understanding and interpretation of the site history, along with its surrounding 

neighbhourhoods must be respected and recognized when moving forward with any 

major redevelopment project. The design of the Brooklyn Bridge Park incorporated the 

understanding of the site’s long and colourful history and the continuing significant 

human associations and experiences that continue to be present here (Berrizbeitia, 2009).  

The initiative to retain the basic footprint of the industrial waterfront in the final design 

enhances both the environmental quality of the project and the future interpretation of the 

site’s rich cultural history (Berrizbeitia, 2009).  

Materials originating from the site, as well as other NYC public projects were carefully 

deployed to maintain the industrial feel. In efforts to preserve heritage and integrate the 

past into the present, subtle things like rust stains and other markings were left on the 

stones to reveal a hint of their previous life (Cooper, 2010). As previously mentioned, 

existing metal shed structures were retained as future supports for shade and lighting, as 

well as granite stone steps all add to the rugged detailing of the site in attempts at 

preserving the industrial character while reducing future maintenance costs (Cooper, 

2010).  

Pre-development nature that would have historically been found in this area has been re-

introduced throughout the park. Examples of this are seen through salt-water marshes and 

species selections like Sumac and Princess tree that will add to the feel of a “post-

industrial nature” where nature is creeping back over civilization (Cooper, 2010).  
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Bordering the park are the Civil-War era Empire Stores and Tobacco Warehouse, which 

played an integral part in the great shipping activities that once dominated this portion 

of the Brooklyn waterfront (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). These historical buildings have 

been restored and included into the park to preserve the past history of the area. Brooklyn 

Bridge Park is also home to a historic and beautifully restored carousel. Built in 1922 by 

the Philadelphia Toboggan Company, the carousel was purchased in 1984 and 

painstakingly restored to its original condition and operates year round for visitors 

amusement (Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2014). 

Figure 14: The historic carousel that can be found in Brooklyn Bridge Park. Source: (Brooklyn 
Bridge Park, 2014). 

In creating the design and moving forward with the redevelopment for the area beneath 

the viaducts, the City of Vancouver will need to understand and respect the cultural 

significance that is found here, while at the same time recognizing the need to reconnect 

with nature as it was originally intended in this area. Incorporating these aspects into the 

design will help preserve the areas rich cultural history and create a positive, inclusive, 

and green public space to be enjoyed for generations to come. 



	   39	  

Chapter 4.0: The West Don Lands Analysis: 
 

4.1 Case Study Number 2: The West Don Lands: 

 

4.1.1 Purpose 
 

The purpose of this case study is to show a successful Canadian example of how a former 

industrial waterfront site can be redeveloped into successful public spaces with ample 

park amenities and green space. These public spaces will help reconnect surrounding 

communities and transform them into vibrant places and destinations that are welcoming 

and enjoyed by visitors of all ages, social class and ethnicity. The Toronto case study, 

focusing specifically on the redevelopment of the West Don Lands also involves a similar 

type of detriment as Vancouver, involving the Gardiner Expressway and the heated 

debate on whether it would be best removed and how to best plan around this aging 

transportation corridor. The Gardiner prevents connectivity and linkages between 

neighbourhoods and the waterfront, leaving large, often unsafe and unwelcoming areas 

beneath that could potentially be enhanced, as seen with Toronto’s new award winning 

Underpass Park. Lessons can be learned from the West Don Lands redevelopment that 

could potentially be taken and implemented into the Vancouver site. 

 

4.1.2 Background 
 

An ever-evolving place, Toronto’s waterfront has gone through many stages of change 

since it’s beginning as a small settlement on the shores of Lake Ontario. It is now known 

as one of the most ethnically diverse places to live in the world according to data released 

by Statistics Canada 2011 indicating that just under 50% of Toronto’s population is 

foreign born.  Toronto’s total population is nearing 3 million people with an expectation 

for this number to continually increase over the next decade and is Canada’s economic 

center and recognized by the United Nation’s as “one of the most multicultural cities in 

the world” (Fisher, Gordon, Holst, Krieger, McMillan, Rafferty & Stark Schiffman, 

2004).   
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Like any great city, its reputation is linked closely to the redevelopment of its 45-

kilometer waterfront. This redevelopment is intended to showcase Toronto to the world 

as one of the finest cities to work, live and play in.  

 

As is the case with most major cities around the world, Toronto is located beside a major 

body of water. Toronto’s location on Lake Ontario, the first Great Lake from the St. 

Lawrence River, has been instrumental over the course of the city’s history. Toronto was 

home to Aboriginal Peoples who utilized it as the start of a shortcut from the lower to 

upper Great Lakes, but it was not until the 1720’s that the French built a small trading 

post here (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). After the American Revolution, Toronto gained 

importance as a site to expand the fur trade and as a settlement. The British, concerned 

about threats from the United States, decided that Toronto would be an ideal site for a 

naval base. Fork York began construction in 1793, and is widely considered the birth of 

urban Toronto (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 

 

Historically, much of the city’s major trade has been by boat, so throughout the 1800’s 

manufacturing facilities adjacent to the waterfront were built, allowing supplies to be 

easily received and finished product to be effectively transported (Waterfront Toronto, 

2014). However, by the 1830s and ‘40s, the lack of available land along the waterfront 

severely limited the growth of the shipping, industrial and railway infrastructure and for 

the next hundred years, the shore was extended farther and farther south (Waterfront 

Toronto, 2014). 

 

A shift can be seen in Toronto’s relationship with its waterfront after the Second World 

War. Heavy industry focused in the downtown caused the wealthy classes to move to the 

cleaner suburbs for the following decades. Since many of the jobs were still in the 

downtown core, yet it was undesirable to live here, an increased dependence on vehicles 

caused major roads and highways to be built, connecting the suburbs to the jobs in the 

downtown core (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). This lead to the creation of the now highly 

controversial Gardiner Expressway in the 1950’s which essentially cut off people’s 
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access to the waterfront. A shift in how people viewed the city came about in the 1970’s 

that lead to an urban revolution of sorts where cities started to appreciate their waterfronts 

and realize the potential in them (Lastman, 1999). Toronto is one of the last major cities 

to redevelop their waterfront and this eventually lead to the formation of waterfront 

Toronto in 1999 backed by Prime Minister Jean Chrétien, Premier Mike Harris and 

Mayor Mel Lastman (Lastman, 1999).  

 

Today, Toronto waterfront renewal is the multi-billion dollar long-term plan for 

environmental improvements, economic activity and overall enhancement of quality of 

life through development of a designated waterfront area (DWA) between Coxwell and 

Dowling Avenues. This area is roughly divided into three precincts: West Don Lands, 

East Bayfront and the Port Lands.  

 

 

 
Figure 15: Showing the development of a designated waterfront area (DWA) between 
Coxwell and Dowling Avenues. This area is roughly divided into three precincts: West      
Don Lands, East Bayfront and the Port Lands. Source: (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 
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Waterfront renewal was launched in November 1999 with the release of the Mayor's 

vision for Toronto's waterfront: Our Toronto Waterfront, The Wave of the Future, which 

outlined the following principles to be guided by. These principles will ensure that our 

Toronto waterfront: 

 

§ is an environmentally-friendly area that nurtures wildlife, restores and creates natural 

habitats, and provides water that is clean and healthy; 

§ is easy to get to and easy to get around — by public transit, ferry, water taxi, bicycle and 

foot; 

§ restores the link between the city and its lake across its 46 kilometers; 

§ is known for its distinctive beauty, blending green lands, public places, historical sites, 

commercial and recreation facilities, residential areas and public art; 

§ offers a wide variety of activities and facilities that complement each other and work 

together; 

§ boosts Toronto's tourism infrastructure and its reputation as a tourist destination; 

§ sparks greater economic development, attracting new investment and creating jobs; 

§ is financially viable; and 

§ involves a high level of public participation in making decisions.  

 

The City and the federal and provincial governments then established the Waterfront  

Revitalization Task Force, headed by Robert Fung, to create a development and business 

strategy for renewal. Following release of the Task Force's report “Our Toronto 

Waterfront: Gateway to the New Canada” and City Council’s subsequent endorsement in 

“Our Toronto Waterfront: Building Momentum,” waterfront renewal was officially 

underway with a total pledge of $1.5 billion in startup funding from the three orders of 

government (City of Toronto, 2014). 

 



	   43	  

The original vision for Toronto’s waterfront renewal set out by former Mayor Mel 

Lastman was to realize its potential and to be transformed into the most dynamic area in 

North America. It will accomplish this by reconnecting the City with the waterfront as an 

integrated whole, linking all of the different neighbourhoods and areas of the city it 

encompasses (Lastman, 1999). Removal of parking lots and perhaps the much-debated 

removal of the Gardiner Expressway will help accomplish this by eliminating barriers 

blocking residents from the water.   

The new Toronto Waterfront will plan to offer the quiet joy of strolling along miles of 

wetlands, parks, boardwalks, promenades and heritage foot trails. It will offer the 

excitement of arts festivals, bike and boat races and activity-filled public squares that 

would be enjoyable for people of all ages and ethnicity (Lastman, 1999). The 

redevelopment aims to see 2000 acres of new parkland, complimented by 100,000 new 

trees. Along with the new park space will come the restoration of natural habitats, 

bringing the return of native plants and wildlife to the area (Lastman, 1999).  

Projects like a New Museum of Toronto and a revitalized Old Fort York, along with 

many others will help to preserve the history and heritage of the city by remembering the 

past as an important part of the future. Year round facilities and events will take place 

along the waterfront to help bring incentive for citizens of all ages and ethnicity to come 

out and enjoy this great public space (Lastman, 1999).  

In short, the original vision by Mel Lastman and the City of Toronto is for the waterfront 

to be a place for people to enjoy with pride and passion while being a location for year 

round recreation and entertainment. It will create a green gateway to the City and lure 

people from all over Canada and the world to come visit and enjoy, transforming Toronto 

into one of the great cities in the world (Lastman, 1999).  

As the Toronto waterfront is over 46 kilometers in length and over 5000 acres in area, it 

is too large to be properly analyzed as a relevant case study in relation to the Vancouver 

study site.  For the purpose of this case study analysis, I will focus only on the area of 

Toronto’s waterfront known as the West Don Lands. The reasoning behind this is that the 
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sites are similar in size, geographical features, and are both being newly redeveloped with 

similar principles and goals in mind.   

 

4.2 The West Don Lands 
 

It is important to understand the history and vision for Waterfront Toronto’s sustainable 

approach to development, as it is the guiding vision behind the development of the West 

Don Lands Precinct Plan. All buildings within this neighbourhood must adhere to 

Waterfront Toronto’s Minimum Green Building Requirements.  The West Don Land Plan 

follows Waterfront Toronto’s vision for the area and defines the location, scale, character 

and function of all public spaces, streets, buildings and facilities in the community 

(Waterfront Toronto, 2014).  

 

The West Don Lands, originally referred to as “The Park” is located within the extensive 

crown reserve, originally set aside upon Toronto’s founding in 1793 for public purposes 

(Urban Design Associates, 2005).  

 

Similar to other sections of Toronto’s waterfront, the West Don Lands played an 

important role in Toronto’s history, primarily as an industrial centre from the mid-19th 

century to the mid-20th century. The onset of railways in the 1850’s accelerated the 

industrialization of the area. Industries such as roundhouses, work yards, abattoirs, and 

lumberyards were soon found throughout what we call The West Don Lands today 

(Urban Design Associates, 2005). This influx of industry naturally increased the 

population that in turn lead to schools, houses and churches to be built. 

 

The 20th century brought refineries, rail yards, scrap yards, steel fabricators and many 

other uses. Increased industry caused many of the residents to relocate to the suburbs, 

leaving behind a number of buildings that are recognized today for their heritage value 

and vast amounts of open space, both aspects being recognized for their importance 

within the Precinct Plan (Urban Design Associates, 2005). 
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Now this 80 acre site that runs from Parliament Street in the west to the Don River in the 

east, and from King Street down to the rail corridor is being transformed into a 

sustainable, mixed-use and pedestrian friendly waterside community. It will feature 6000 

new residential units, mixed use commercial space while surrounded by nearly 23 acres 

of parks and public spaces.  

 

 
Figure 16: Shows a map of the 80-acre site that the West Don Lands is comprised of. It runs from 
Parliament Street in the west to the Don River in the east, and from King Street down to the rail 
corridor. Source: (Google Map, 2014). 

 

As for the current progress of development in the area, infrastructure in the form of 

stormwater treatment system and roads are under construction, while the community’s 

main parks are taking shape and the first phase of redevelopment projects are coming to 

life (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 

 

The West Don Lands will be one of Toronto’s next great neighbourhoods, a community 

that is people focused, beautifully designed and environmentally sustainable with ample 

park amenities and public space (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 
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Figure 17: Shows the location and designers rendition of the West Don Lands and what it is proposed 
to look like upon completion.  Source: (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 

 

4.3 1) Place: Legible & Unique:  

Guiding the development of the area is the West Don Lands Precinct Plan. This plan has 

lead to the West Don Lands following the principle of place by including and proposing 

countless areas that promote a sense of uniqueness that will bring visitors and create 

successful public spaces to be enjoyed by all.  

4.3.1 Buildings 
 

The West Don Lands incorporates the qualities of adjacent neighbourhoods into a rich 

tapestry of unique places (Urban Design Associates, 2005). The Precinct Plan offers a 

wide variety of housing types that are unique to their specific neighbhourhoods. Mixed-

use development can also be found throughout these neighbourhoods, adding to a sense 

of place that will bring people out to enjoy these vibrant spaces and destinations. Also 

unique to this area of the city will be the Pan/Parapan Am Games athletes’ village 
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project, which includes the construction of a new YMCA recreational facility, George 

Brown College`s first ever student residence, two affordable housing residential buildings 

and two market residential development sites, as well as the surrounding infrastructure 

and roads (Waterfront Toronto, 2014).  

 

 
Figure 18: Shows the Proposed Pan/Parapan Am Games athletes’ village project in the West Don 
Lands of Toronto, which will include a number of different facilities.  Source: (Regional Architects, 
2014). 

 

Mill Street neighbourhood has a rich history as it is a distillery district, masonry buildings 

are planned to be built and will be designed with loft style living and live/work 

opportunities (Urban Design Associates, 2005). Shops, restaurants, offices and residences 

will be extended into the Front Street neighbourhood forming a lively and inviting urban 

core. A boulevard for ten storey residential buildings will be created on Front Street, 

leaving the Don River Park as the focus for the Don River Park neighbourhood (Urban 

Design Associates, 2005). All of these neighbourhoods are unique in their own way and 

incorporating their history and heritage into their future design captures a sense of place. 

Street names within all of these neighbourhoods speak of past lives, providing a sense of 

place and legacy carried forward with the community (Urban Design Associates, 2005). 
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Figure 19: Shows the different neighbourhoods located throughout the West Don Lands. Each 
neighbourhood is unique in its own way and by preserving and enhancing the heritage and culture, a 
sense of place may be further developed.  Source: (West Don Lands Precinct Plan, 2005). 

 

4.3.2 Parks and Public Space 
 

The West Don Lands will feature more than 10 hectares (25.5 acres) of parks and public 

spaces and occupies a unique site at the original mouth of the Don River. This natural 

relationship between the river and the harbour is the overarching principle guiding design 

of parks and open space in the area (Urban Design Associates, 2005). 

 

4.3.3 Corktown Common  
 

Corktown Common, formerly known as Don River Park, the largest of the proposed open 

spaces at 18.2 acres is one of the most important features of the West Don Lands. It is an 

active and inviting public space for local communities, and visitors from far and wide in 

Toronto’s West Don Lands neighbourhood (Berrizbeitia, 2009).  
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Like the Brooklyn bridge park, Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates (MVVA) designed 

Corktown Common. The design by MVVA exploits the exceptional landscape to create 

sightlines to the Toronto skyline and surrounding communities, creating a sense of scale 

and place. The design of Corktown Common creates a sense of place for all visitors 

regardless of age or ethnicity by including playgrounds, splash pad, athletic field and 

open lawns which can be used for informal gatherings or organized activities (Waterfront 

Toronto, 2014). Other features include adaptable outdoor space, tables, benches, 

barbeque and fire pits also offer welcoming spots for people to gather and socialize 

(Waterfront Toronto).  

 

At the park’s central hilltop, there is a spacious playground that brings a high level of 

activity to the core of the park and offers exceptional play experiences for children of all 

ages. This area includes all of the conventional playground equipment such as swings and 

slides that are balanced by natural features such as woodlands and rock outcrops 

(Waterfront Toronto, 2014). Along with the playground equipment, this elevated area of 

the park offers distant views to the river the downtown skyline and beyond, encouraging 

a sense of connection to the wider community and surrounding landscape (Waterfront 

Toronto, 2014). To further encourage gatherings throughout all seasons, a plaza with an 

outdoor fire pit with table and benches is located here.  

 

Spaces for sport and recreational activities are located adjacent to the playground and 

pavilion where a series of open lawns provide substantial space for informal and 

organized activities. The park’s large central lawn spanning approximately 4,500 square 

meters is to be used for a wide array of different activities from games to sunbathing 

(Waterfront Toronto, 2014). The central lawn can also be used as an amphitheater for 

performances or community events if needed. The second largest lawn in the park is 

deigned for informal games and leisurely activities. Finally, a 30m x 60m athletic field 

was designed for youth sports which can be used as a tobogganing hill in winter months 

(Waterfront Toronto, 2014).  
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Figure 20: Shows the different features and areas throughout                      
Corktown Common. Source: (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 

 

4.3.4 Underpass Park  
 

Another award winning aspect of the West Don Lands redevelopment is Phase one of 

Underpass Park. It is located under and around the Eastern Avenue, Richmond and 

Adelaide overpasses, and is the most extensive park ever built under an overpass in 

Canada. Underpass Park has taken derelict unused and potentially unsafe space 

underneath a series of underpasses and turned them into a unique community gathering 

ground. This area is part of an ongoing effort to transform pockets of neglected urban 

spaces on the waterfront into valued public amenities (Canadian Architect, 2012). 

Underpass Park has taken full advantage of already existing infrastructure like concrete 

beams and columns of the overpass to help create a unique and inviting place within the 
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neighbourhood that can be enjoyed all year round due to the weather protection the 

overpasses provide (Waterfront Toronto, 2014).  

 

In regards to playgrounds and recreation there is equipment located in the middle section 

of the park containing a teeter-totter, hopscotch, 4-square, swings and playful climbing 

structures offering something for visitors of all ages and creates a successful public space. 

To encourage community events, areas of the park include benches and public space that 

can host markets and festivals throughout any season (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). Two 

basketball courts and an extensive skate park encourage visitors to come enjoy this public 

space.  

 

Unique methods of public art draw people into Underpass Park. Mirage, by Paul Raff 

Studios uses reflectivity to draw people into the area (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). This art 

engages the public through the use of reflection by bouncing light around the space, 

which interests and brings in visitors.  

 

The second Phase of Underpass Park is currently under construction but will be focusing 

on bringing out much needed green space to the park. A major issue with the location of 

the park being under overpasses is that there is not much potential for green space. By 

adding a dense grove of salt and drought resistant trees, grass and other plantings, a more 

natural element will be given to the park. Eventually, community gardens will make up a 

significant part of the southwestern edge (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 
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Figure 21: Shows Underpass Park and the different playground equipment. The lighting and 
reflective mirrors can also be noted which help bring in visitors to enjoy this unique space. Source: 
(Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 

 

4.3.5 Landscape 
 

The West Don Lands is located within the flood plain and needed approximately 400,000 

cubic meters to protect the area from potential flooding (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). This 

unique topography provided by the flood protection landform was utilized in the creation 

of the Corktown Common. With more than 700 trees and thousands of shrubs, 

groundcovers, and aquatic plants, Corktown Common is a diversely planted habitat. Its 

ecological richness encourages plant and animal biodiversity and supports a healthy 

forested area within the park. The large marsh, which is an integral part of the onsite 

stormwater management system, is already home to birds, bugs, frogs and ducks 

(Waterfront Toronto, 2014). Underpass Park is also looking to implement landscape 

through community gardens to increase green space.  
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4.3.6 Infrastructure 
 

As mentioned before, there are many structural features that help create unique and 

welcoming public space in the West Don Lands. From recreational fields, basketball 

courts, to extensive amounts of playground equipment as well as skate parks that cater to 

visitors of all ages. Pavilions that serve practical needs as well as plazas with tables, 

benches and fire pits all help bring guests out to enjoy these areas. Underpass Park has 

put emphasis on designing the area so that it is safe and inviting at all times of the day. 

To ensure this, the design focuses on lighting the park so that it is always safe and 

inviting. The park is lit using a combination of LED lighting on the columns, in-ground 

and in-wall lights and illuminated concrete ribbons. Diffuse LED spotlights are also 

strategically placed to colourfully light the more than 50 overpass columns (Waterfront 

Toronto, 2014). Another key design of Underpass Park are the narrow ribbon-like strips 

made from a palette of concrete and ipe wood (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). These ribbons 

rise from the ground and create informal park benches and gathering spaces for visitors. 

They are influenced by the physical infrastructure of the overpasses and the natural 

qualities of the Don River. At night, colourful lights illuminate these ribbons. (Waterfront 

Toronto, 2014).  
 

The West Don Lands has successfully managed to redefine parks and public space in the 

area in a way that transforms them into vibrant places and destinations. They have 

managed to define the sense and place of the area through unique and innovative 

buildings, landscapes and urban infrastructure. The City of Vancouver can learn from 

these ideas and adapt certain customized elements into their study area in attempts at 

creating public spaces that are beautiful, contextual and accessible to all citizens. 

 

4.4  2) Linkages: Movement & Mobility 

4.4.1 Connectivity 
 

The second principle aims to promote linkages, especially in the form of movement and 

mobility within the area. Inside the West Don Lands these principles have been 
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incorporated into the design to help create linkages and connectivity between 

neighbourhoods and public spaces.  

 

Underpass Park has sought to increase connectivity between neighbouhoods that were 

previously separated by the Gardiner Expressway. By creating safe and welcoming areas 

beneath the system of overpasses, linkages between surrounding neighbourhoods has 

been improved. Improved lighting and accessible pathways have removed physical and 

perceived barriers, allowing safe access for anyone wishing to pass through this area.  

 

The influence of the Don River will be felt well within the West Don Lands because the 

streets of this new precinct are designed to lead to the new Corktown Common Park, 

emphasizing the connection to natural open space, while creating a rich diversity of 

blocks and neighbourhood parks (Urban Design Associates, 2005).  

 

According to the West Don Lands Precinct Plan (2005), pedestrian and cycling linkages 

will be maintained and improved where possible. The railway and river form barriers on 

the east and south edges of the precinct. To overcome this, a combination of pedestrian 

and cycling bridges and underpasses have been built and more are proposed. To increase 

linkages to Corktown Common, bike lanes are to be built on the realigned Bayview 

Avenue, connecting to the Mill Street bike lanes and providing access to the park.  
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Figure 22: This figure shows some of the existing and proposed pedestrian/bicycle trails 
throughout the West Don Lands that help create linkages between surrounding 
neighbourhoods and public space. The green line shows off-road bicycle routes, the red 
shows on road bicycle lanes, the blue is shared roadway and the yellow shows pedestrian 
links. Source: (West Don Lands Precinct Plan, 2005). 

 

Links between the pedestrian/cycling network within Corktown Common to the existing 

Don River trail and waterfront trail via Underpass Park at the GO rail lines at the 

southeast corner of Corktown Commons are to be enhanced and improved. Furthermore, 

to improve connectivity to the Port Lands and waterfront, the Don River Trail Underpass 

is to be improved (Urban Design Associates, 2005). 

 

This bright new urban park will give residents of the West Don Lands and adjacent 

communities safe and beautiful ways to connect between the north and south sections of 

the neighbourhood. Within Corktown Common, increased pedestrian and cycling paths 

and linkages have been created to increased connectivity to different sections of the park. 

Meandering trails, multi-use bike paths, a boardwalk and an off-leash dog area will allow 

visitors to explore and enjoy this unique urban landscape (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). An 

entrance from the Don River Trail through the improved Bala Underpass offers trail users 

and park visitors access to the river’s edge, the city’s trail system and the nearby 

waterfront (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). A Green esplanade creating a visual and physical 
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link from Corktown Common into the surrounding community will further increase 

connectivity (Urban Design Associates, 2005). Along with physical connectivity, visual 

connectivity has also been enhanced through landscaping forms within Corktown 

Common that has created visual linkages to Toronto’s historic downtown. 

 

Even with separation and limited access due to the Gardiner Expressway, the West Don 

Lands has managed to successfully produce examples of linkages and mobility in regards 

to connectivity and active transportation via walking, cycling and transit. Underpass Park 

has created a safe space that allows people to pass through to connect to once divided 

neighbourhoods. Considerations can be taken from this case study and perhaps used in 

the design of the Vancouver study area to help combat neighbourhood separation issues 

created by the viaducts throughout the proposed redevelopment.  

 

4.5 3) Green Design: Innovate  
 

The West Don Lands has implemented a vast number of sustainable practices that could 

be considered in Vancouver’s plans to help achieve their goals of becoming the greenest 

city on the planet by 2020. In designing the public space in this area, the three pillars of 

sustainability and ways they can be integrated and overlapped were explored.  

 

4.5.1 Economic  
 

One of the smart growth principles set forth by the Precinct Plan are to efficiently use 

existing infrastructure. This has been achieved within Underpass Park by taking full 

advantage of the concrete beams and columns of the overpasses to create a unique and 

inviting community asset and provide year round weather protection. Furthermore, 

recycled content on play surfaces, and the use of reclaimed granite cobblestone also adds 

and maintains the desired sense of place and character of the surrounding area 

(Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 
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All buildings and infrastructure in the area are part of Waterfront Toronto’s Stage 1 Gold 

certification under the LEED for Neighbourhood Development (ND) pilot program in 

efforts to make the cities waterfront both a national and global model for sustainability.  

 

Corktown Common has followed Waterfront Toronto’s sustainable development goals by 

building a pavilion that is powered through solar panels and includes a UV (ultra violet) 

water treatment system to recycle water for a variety of uses within the park, ultimately 

saving monetary costs to run the park (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). In efforts to save 

money, natural features were included into the design by having conventional play 

equipment such as slides, swings, seesaws, and water play balanced by natural features, 

such as rock outcrops and woodlands (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 

 

4.5.2 Environmental  
 

The West Don Lands area is a brownfield site within the flood plain of the Don River. To 

continue with redeveloping the area, the site required immediate remediation and flood 

mitigation. A massive flood protection landform was constructed from clean soil taken 

from construction sites within the Greater Toronto Area. It took approximately 400,000 

cubic meters of fill to construct this landform (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). This unique 

landform has also been utilized by Corktown Common to create unique topography that 

has added to the sense of place within this park.  

 

Corktown Common includes more than 700 trees and thousands of shrubs, groundcovers, 

and aquatic plants; it can be seen as a diversely planted habitat. The large marsh, which is 

an integral part of the onsite stormwater management system, is already home to birds, 

bugs, frogs and ducks. Its ecological richness will encourage plant and animal 

biodiversity and support a healthy forested area within the park (Waterfront Toronto, 

2014). 

 

In support of Waterfront Toronto’s sustainable development approach, Corktown 

Common has a closed-loop stormwater recycling system that minimizes the amount of 
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treated potable water used for park maintenance needs. The park’s stormwater, as well as 

the water discharged from the splash pad feature is treated using ultraviolet sterilization 

equipment. It is then held in underground storage cells located in the central lawn. This 

water is then used for irrigation, park maintenance and to flush the marsh (Waterfront 

Toronto, 2014). 

 

The extensive marsh/wetland and urban prairie on the riverside of the park are also 

crucial to the park-wide stormwater recycling system. The marsh features approximately 

60 species of plants, a weir wall to regulate water levels, and an overflow connect to the 

municipal stormwater system as back up to prevent park flooding (Waterfront Toronto, 

2014). An upland meadow on the upper slope of the urban prairie, with a lowland wet 

meadow at the base of the landform to add ecological and experiential diversity and 

support an ecological approach to stormwater management (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 

 

Underpass Park is part of Waterfront Toronto’s Stage 1 Gold certification under the 

LEED for Neighbourhood Development (ND) pilot program. Some of the sustainability 

best practices incorporated into the park’s design include energy efficient LED lighting 

and drought, salt and shade tolerant planting for minimal maintenance and irrigation. The 

second phase of the park is seeking to add to the green space of the area by adding a 

dense grove of salt and drought resistant trees, grass and other plantings, adding a natural 

element (Waterfront Toronto, 2014).  

 

4.5.3 Social  
 

Throughout the open space within the West Don Lands, a strong theme is that of human 

health and physical activity, with much of the park’s in the area creating dynamic places 

for visitors of all ages to enjoy. Active recreation spaces offering basketball courts, street 

hockey, soccer, skateboarding and many other informal and formal forms of recreation 

can be found throughout Corktown Common and Underpass Park (Waterfront Toronto, 

2014). Continuous bike and pedestrian trails connected by bridges and overpasses help 
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connect the community to the park and waterfront, allowing uninterrupted physical 

activity.  

 

Underpass Park, with its LED lighting and reflective design creates a welcoming place 

for people to enjoy and seek physical activity if desired. The welcoming atmosphere 

enhances a sense of place that removes safety concerns and increases opportunities for 

social cohesion in an area that was once derelict and unused. The increased fauna and 

ecology of the sites help bring out visitors to interact and enjoy, which has been noted to 

reduce stress related ailments (Hollingsworth, 2008).   

 

A core principle for waterfront revitalization is that new communities, such as the West 

Don Lands be economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable. The West Don 

Lands has achieved this within its public space by being environmentally aware within its 

design, creating infrastructure that is economically viable, as well as creating a socially 

diverse atmosphere catering to visitors of all ages and ethnicity.  

 

Recycled materials are cost effective and add to the sense of character and place, bio 

diverse regions create a healthy environment and abundant recreation areas that promote 

healthy and active living. All three of these overlapping elements of sustainability 

combine to create a space that promotes environmental health, economic stability and 

active recreation through the incorporation of innovative green design.  

 

4.6 4) Communities: Heritage, Nature & Culture: Restore, Integrate & Respect 
 

The West Don Lands are composed of many historical neighbourhoods that are 

significant to Toronto as a whole. Through the redevelopment of this area, efforts were 

made to respect the presence and nature of bordering communities, while at the same 

time creating public spaces and amenities that were accessible to citizens of all 

backgrounds, incomes and abilities.  
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The Don River is a significant part of Toronto’s physical and social history. It also forms 

the eastern edge of the West Don Lands revitalization project, thus an understanding of 

the River’s historic and modern roles is a key component of this principle. Restoring the 

natural relationship between the river and the West Don Lands was one of the 

overarching principles guiding design of the parks and open space (Urban Design 

Associates, 2005). The river was a major part in the urbanization of Toronto, but after de-

industrialization became largely an area of underused, contaminated sites. With the West 

Don Lands being revitalized, the river has played an influential role, given the rivers 

ability to link city to itself, as well to nature (Nichols, 2009). Restoring the River and 

surrounding area was a crucial part in integrating communities as well as respecting the 

sites history. Returning these contaminated brownfield sites into welcoming green public 

spaces has been a top priority to restore nature and heritage to the area.  

 

Preservation of key landmark buildings that remain, like the Canary Restaurant and 

former CN Police Building were a critical basis in preserving the culture and heritage of 

the area, while at the same time integrating the old neighbourhood with the new plan. 

Streetscape details in the form of steel checker plate tree pit covers, lighting fixtures 

designed to match the original Distillery fixtures, retention of red brick gutters, and the 

creation of interpretive kiosks with an industrial character all create a sense of place and 

culture within the community (Urban Design Associates, 2005). 
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Figure 23: Shows the historic Canary Restaurant located in the         
West Don Lands that stands as a key landmark to the area. Source:                 
(West Don Lands Precinct Plan, 2005).  

  

Restorative landscaping within parks and marshes have been created to reflect 

characteristics of the original river mouth marsh delta have helped restore nature that 

would have previously been found in this area (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). As mentioned 

previously, Corktown Common is home to more than 700 trees and thousands of shrubs, 

groundcovers, and aquatic plants, successfully restoring the nature of the area and 

creating a diversely planted habitat (Waterfront Toronto, 2014). 

 

Neighbourhoods like the Distillery District within the West Don Lands have captured 

their unique industrial aspects. It has retained its culture and heritage through Victorian 

buildings, alleyways, restaurants, breweries and other features, causing it to be a major 

tourist destination within the City (Precinct Plan, 2005). To preserve one of Toronto’s 

oldest neighbourhoods, Corktown, newer buildings have been integrated here but have 

kept with the design and style of the original neighbourhood (Urban Design Associates, 

2005). 

In creating the design and moving forward with the redevelopment for the area beneath 

the viaducts, The City of Vancouver will need to understand and respect the cultural 

significance that is found here, while at the same time recognizing the need to reconnect 
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with nature as it was originally intended in this area. Incorporating these aspects into the 

design will help preserve the areas rich cultural history and create a positive, inclusive, 

and green public space to be enjoyed for generations to come. 
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Chapter 5.0: Recommendations  
 
 
Based on the four guiding principles used in this report that were adapted from the 

original set created by the City of Vancouver to guide the re:CONNECT design 

competition, recommendations for each of these principles have been produced. The 

ultimate goal of identifying and creating these recommendations is to help the City of 

Vancouver create successful park amenities and public spaces in the surrounding open 

space beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts. The goal of this chapter will be to 

take best practices and successful design features that were analyzed in two case studies 

earlier in this report, and modify them to create successful recommendations that can be 

implemented into the future design of the Vancouver viaducts study site. These 

recommendations will be specific enough to achieve a certain degree of clarity as to what 

features and design elements could create successful park amenities and public spaces, 

but will avoid being overly prescriptive in nature to maintain flexibility. By taking this 

approach, the intent is to create recommendations and considerations that may be 

achieved in various ways to potentially help guide the design of the open space beneath 

the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts in Vancouver. 

 
5.1 Place: Legible & Unique 
 
 
In order for the City of Vancouver to redefine the study area in a way that transforms it 

into vibrant places and destinations, it must be developed through buildings, landscape, 

urban infrastructure, significant public art, information, or any other new and innovative 

approaches.  

 

1. Develop mixed use buildings and parking spaces at main entry points to the park: To 

increase pedestrian activity that will liven and activate the area and increase use of the 

park, the creation of strategically placed prominent residential and mixed use 

developments should be implemented at some of the main entry points to the park. The 

Brooklyn Bridge Park has built the Pier 1 development which will include a 200-room 

hotel, 159 residential units, 16,000 square feet of restaurant space, 2,000 square feet of 
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retail space, a 6,000 square-foot fitness center and 300 parking spaces which acts as a hub 

and entry point for many visitors to the park and livens up the area. These new 

developments should follow the footsteps of the Pier 1 development and aim to be mixed 

use, with restaurants, shops and other uses, adding to a sense of place that will bring 

people out to enjoy these vibrant destinations as well as the nearby park space. The 

location of these mixed use developments are strategically placed on the map below. The 

first development will attract residents from the surrounding eastern neighbourhoods of 

Vancouver, and the second development will help to bring the majority of the park 

visitors which will come from residents and tourists of the downtown core. Finally, the 

third development will bring in the visitors from the surrounding eastern neighbourhood 

of Vancouver. 

 

Figure 24: Shows the strategic areas where mixed use developments should be placed to create 
entrances and vibrant areas that will attract and connect surrounding neighbourhoods and bring 
visitors to the parks. Source: (Ren Thomas, 2012).  
 
 
2. Reconnect neighbourhoods and visitors to the water: Vancouver is a coastal city and 

the ocean has always played a large role in its history. Similar to the West Don Lands and 

the Brooklyn Bridge Park, this area historically has always been industrial and in order to 

bring visitors to the water to enhance the visual experience of the park by creating better 

views, a number of initiatives should be taken. Currently, the area that the park is 
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envisioned to be built on is mostly industrial and parking space owned by a number of 

different groups and associations. 

 

Figure 25: This image shows the proposed area where the park will potentially be implemented and 
all the different stakeholders and land owners that would be involved. The existing uses on the site 
are comprised of mostly industrial sites, warehouses and parking spaces. Source: (Van City Buzz, 
2013).  
 
 
If this park were to go ahead with the cooperation of these parties, it would create an 

opportunity to develop park space that would reconnect neighbourhoods on all sides of 

the park to the water. Easy access through bike lanes and walking paths would create safe 

and enjoyable routes for residents and visitors alike to gain access to the waterfront that 

they had previously been disconnected from.  

 

The proposed park is to be built on both sides of the viaducts creating a connecting green 

space to the already existing Andy Livingston Park on the North side of the viaducts. 

This creates opportunities for the creation of park space beneath the viaducts similar to 

Underpass Park in Toronto which would help create a safe connecting route to 

neighbourhoods once previously cut off by these transportation corridors. Furthermore, 
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the Southeast part of the proposed park will connect with the existing Creekside Park 

which will help reconnect residents of the eastern neighbourhood to the area.  

 

 
Figure 26: These images show what exists on the site right now vs. what is being proposed. The 
increase in park space will eliminate the empty industrial and parking space and will create safe 
access routes between surrounding neighbourhoods that will reconnect them with the water.  Source: 
(Left: Ren Thomas, 2012. & Right: Spencer Toth, 2012). 
 
 
Once these neighbourhoods are reconnected to the park and waterfront, the creation of 

piers or docks that stretch out into the water would create a sense of connection with 

visitors and the water. These floating walkways have been successful in the Brooklyn 

Bridge Park and could be used for swimming, fishing or any other type of aquatic 

recreational activity. They could also be used as a docking station for boats, kayaks or 

canoes which will act as access and entry points for visitors coming in from the water 

increasing use and accessibility to the park. With the addition of a water and stream 

systems, conjoining paths organized around the water system would allow for pedestrians 

and cyclists to access various points of the open space. The creation of beaches right on 

the water’s edge will also help connect the park to the water. By creating beaches, 

visitors can access the water in a safe and comfortable manor leaving more opportunity to 

take advantage of this waterfront area.   
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Figure 27: This image shows a proposed plan of the park that includes docks and wharfs that will 
help reconnect people with the water and increase opportunities for water activities. Source: (PWL 
Partnership, 2011).  
 
 
3. Create specific sporting zones and implement infrastructure within the park that 

promotes forms of recreational activities: To increase park usage and create a successful 

public space, areas should be set aside that are designed and designated for recreational 

activities of all forms. Both the Brooklyn Bridge Park and the West Don Lands have 

incorporated large fields designated for organized or informal sporting events. Within the 

Brooklyn Bridge Park, they have certain areas designated strictly for sporting events 

which separates the uses between different areas of the park from leisure to athletic. 

These fields should be marked off and designed for organized sports and tournaments 

that will increase user’s enjoyment of the park for all ages and ability. Organized 

tournaments being played on these fields would increase park use substantially with 

players and spectators alike coming to enjoy the festivities.  

 

Other open areas of the park can be used for more leisurely activities such as sun tanning, 

kite flying or frisbee tossing. Designated areas on the beach should be left for beach 

volleyball and nets should be left up throughout summer months to encourage visitors to 
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take advantage of this waterfront amenity. Paved tennis and basketball courts should be 

incorporated into the park design as well. These courts can also be used for road hockey 

or any other activity desired. Parks throughout North America have implemented these 

sporting amenities and found that they were successful at bringing out park visitors 

continually. This mixture of uses will help bring guests of all forms to the park, whether 

they are looking to suntan, or engage in a game of pick-up basketball, there will be 

something enjoyable for everyone.  

  

 

Figure 28: This image shows soccer fields and tennis courts from other parks. These well maintained 
and attractive playing surfaces could attract numerous visitors and also be used for tournaments 
within the park. Source: (Left: City of Columbia, 2014. & Right: City of Burnaby, 2014).  
 
 
Catering to the needs of younger visitors, the implementation of structural features in the 

form of playground equipment and other amenities is important. To help set this park 

apart and create a successful public space, a variety of structural features should be 

implemented. Segments of the park should be set aside for playgrounds that have a 

number of different structures that can be used for children. Swing sets, seats, slides and 

other safe playground equipment will encourage people to visit the park.  

 

Like the Brooklyn Bridge Park, water amusements and shading devices should also be 

implemented to create relaxing areas that can be used to cool down and get out of the sun. 

Following what the West Don Lands did with Underpass Park beneath the Gardiners 

Expressway, the area beneath the viaducts, as it is made up of concrete could implement 

infrastructure in the form of skate parks, playful climbing structures and basketball courts 
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to turn this area into a welcoming zone. Leisurely areas for relaxation, sporting fields for 

recreational activity and infrastructure will help set this park aside and aim to cater 

visitors of all forms who seek to enjoy themselves in this public space.  

 

 

Figure 29: This image shows a set of playground equipment that could be implemented on the beach 
or any part of the park that would create a safe and entertaining playground for youth. Source: (Lea 
Park & Play, 2014). 
 
 
5.2 Linkages: Movement & Mobility 
 
 
The City of Vancouver is looking to promote linkages, especially in the forms of 

movement and mobility within the area with an emphasis on walking, cycling and transit.  

 

4. Facilitate and encourage modes of active transportation: Successful parks are noted 

for their increased opportunities for active transportation that allow visitors the 

opportunity to explore the park in an efficient and pleasant manor. To facilitate active 

transportation, dedicated recreational bike and walking paths should be distributed across 

the entire site offering ongoing opportunities for mobility and movement. A greenway 

should run through the entire park, creating a major connective thread that will allow 

visitors to gain uninterrupted access to any segment of the park as shown in Figure 30. 

This greenway will have the potential for visitors to access it at a number of different 

locations on all sides of the park, allowing visitors to explore the park from a number of 

surrounding neighbourhoods. Pedestrian bridges and pathways should be used throughout 
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the area to connect people with all segments of the park. The Georgia and Dunsmuir 

Viaducts disconnect neighbourhoods from the water, by implementing a welcoming 

public space beneath these viaducts, along with safe and accessible pathways, a safe and 

connective forum for visitors to pass through in order to access the park and waterfront 

will be created.  

 

 
Figure 30: This image shows a greenway bike/walking path that would run through the entire park 
and the arrows show all the different bike lanes and walking paths that could connect with this 
greenway and allow people to join the path at a number of different entrances. Source: (Spencer 
Troth, 2012). 
 
 
5. Increase accessibility to the park through multiple forms of public transportation: 

Public transportation and bike lanes should be reconfigured to help ease visitor’s 

accessibility to the park. Project for Public Spaces (2014) states that a major indicator of 

a successful park is how accessible it is by forms of public transportation. The Brooklyn 

Bridge Park and the West Don Lands both have extensive public transportation networks 

which promotes park use and visitor numbers. For the Vancouver site to be deemed a 

successful park it has to have many visitors, and these visitors need a way to gain access 

to the park. Strategically placed bus stops should be placed at major entry points to bring 

in visitors and run frequently throughout the day. Furthermore, to connect the park to 

other parts of the city, a water ferry service should be created that will bring people from 
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the downtown and other nearby waterfront areas, offering visitors an alternative and 

scenic passage to gain access to the park.  

 

 

Figure 31: This image shows different areas that public transit should stop at to increase accessibility 
to the park. Numbers 1 through 4 shows the direction that public transportation should bring people 
from so that the park is accessible from all parts of the city. Number 5 shows the ferry route that 
would act as another form of transportation bringing people from the downtown core to the park. 
Number 6 shows a bike lane that should connect the downtown waterfront to the proposed parks 
waterfront and continue into the eastern part of the city to encourage active transportation when 
gaining access to the park. Source: (Ren Thomas, 2012). 
 
 
5.3 Green Design: Innovative 
 
 
Vancouver strives to become the greenest city on the planet by 2020. Future plans to 

redevelop the city should consider all aspects and scales of green design.  

 

6. Use of innovative and environmentally sustainable design initiatives: Stormwater 

management systems are crucial for any major park. A state of the art stormwater 

recycling system and below surface retention tanks should be implemented that 

minimizes the amount of treated potable water used for park maintenance needs. This 

will conserve energy, and supply a substantial percentage of the parks irrigation needs. 
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Green roofs should be used when appropriate on different structures throughout the park 

to absorb rainwater, provide building insulation, and create new habitats for wildlife 

while also lowering urban air temperature. Energy conservation through the use of new 

technology should be incorporated into the design. This would include photovoltaic cells 

to be used on the roofs of a number of structures throughout to harness solar power that 

can be used to power lights and other park amenities. For the proposed Vancouver park to 

be deemed successful, it will have to incorporate sustainable designs, insuring it 

continues to be a source of entertainment and pride for locals and visitors alike. 

 

 

Figure 32: This image shows a successful example of a storm water system on the left which has a 
bike path/walkway built over it and photovoltaic cells on the right which can be used to harness solar 
energy for the park. Source: (Left: Sentosa, 2011.& Right: Justin Thomas, 2007). 
 
 
5.4 Communities, Heritage, Nature & Culture: Restore, Integrate & Respect 
 
 
The areas surrounding the viaducts are bordered by communities on all sides. The City of 

Vancouver is attempting to respect the presence and nature of bordering communities and 

the city’s history, while at the same time suggesting ways of making public spaces and 

amenities accessible to citizens of all background, income and abilities.  

 

7. Understand and interpret the site history: Like many North American waterfronts, the 

study area has an industrial history to the site that must be taken into consideration to 

properly respect the community’s heritage. The preservation of historic buildings to 
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promote a sense of place and promote culture should be of the upmost priority. The 

Brooklyn Bridge Park and West Don Lands have both paid tribute to their industrial pasts 

by incorporating materials and designs that will blend into the area and remind visitors 

and residents of the sites industrial history. Materials used in the redevelopment of the 

proposed Vancouver study area should reflect the industrial roots and incorporate them 

into the design to respect the presence of the bordering communities.  

 

Pre-development nature should also be included in the design and be re-introduced. Local 

flowers such as Simon Fraser Rose, Emerald and Gold Wintercreeper and Privet 

Honeysuckle should be planted around the park, and local trees such as the Douglas Fir 

and Pacific Dogwood should be used as foliage.  

 

 

	   	  
Figure 33: From left to right shows Simon Fraser Rose, Privey Honeysuckle and Douglas Fir. All of 
these natural plants should be planted throughout the park. Source: (Left: Dunvagen Gardens, 2011. 
& Middle: Landscape Plants, 2011. & Tree in a Box, 2014). 
 
 
First nations influence in the area should be recognized as well through art and other 

features to preserve their heritage and pay tribute to them. The Coast Salish First Nations 

were the original settlers of the Vancouver area and their influence should be recognized 

in a number of ways throughout the park. Coast Salish local artwork should be displayed 

prominently throughout the park and totem poles would also add history and prestige to 

the area. Informational plaques and other educational pieces should be displayed on 
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paintings and murals to help teach visitors and residents alike about the history of the 

land the park is founded on.  

 

Vancouver is such a diverse city and nearby is a very historic and proud Chinatown. 

Paintings, murals, statues and other forms of art should be placed strategically around the 

park to pay tribute to this piece of Vancouver’s history as well. Parades and festivals 

could also be held in the park to honour Vancouver’s history. By remembering and 

respecting the history of the area, residents can feel pride when visiting and newcomers 

will be able to gain a better knowledge of Vancouver’s history through artwork and other 

educational methods. 

 

 

Figure 34: The image on the left shows a traditional Chinese parade in Vancouver that could take 
place annually in the new proposed park. The image on the left is a traditional Coast Salish totem 
pole that could be displayed somewhere within the park. Source: (Left: Van City Buzz Staff, 2014. & 
Right: YOS, 2006). 
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Chapter 6.0 Conclusions 
 
 
There are many methods and approaches used to guide and evaluate the design of parks 

and public spaces. Through multiple studies, citizen involvement, and document reviews, 

the City of Vancouver established guiding principles and a framework as to how the 

redevelopment of the area beneath the Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts should proceed. 

These principles provided insight into the desires of local residents as to how they 

perceived that area should be developed. Through surveys given out by the City, along 

with an ideas design competition, it was apparent that what was most desired in this area 

was an increase in park amenities and public space.  

 

Once it was apparent that residents desired an increase in park amenities and public 

space, this report undertook two qualitative case study reviews of similar areas of 

redevelopment within North America to see how aspects of Vancouver’s theoretical 

guiding principles came to fruition in real life situations. Brooklyn Bridge Park was the 

first case study and provided a number of real life examples that could be related back to 

the Vancouver study site. The Brooklyn Bridge Park, although larger in scale, had many 

similarities to the Vancouver area. Residents in Brooklyn sought to be reconnected to the 

water, which was established through various piers and other amenities that allowed 

visitors access to take full advantage of this waterfront park. Historical preservation, 

connectivity and sustainable innovations were also highly influential within the design of 

the Brooklyn Bridge Park and influenced the recommendations used by this report to help 

guide the future design of the Vancouver site.  

 

The second case study was done on the West Don Lands in Toronto. This redevelopment 

was of similar size to the Vancouver area and contained similar principles and goals with 

the design. The West Don Lands is composed of many historical neighbourhoods and 

aimed to be a highly sustainable part of the city by implementing a number of energy 

saving designs into the parks and public spaces. The construction of the Corktown 

Common has created an area of the neighbourhood that is highly accessible and 

welcoming to all visitors with a wide array of infrastructure that accommodates needs of 
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visitors of all ages and capacity. Underpass Park provided important lessons as to how a 

safe, inviting park can be created out of a once derelict area beneath an elevated 

transportation corridor. This innovative new park has created a safe, connecting corridor 

between neighbourhoods and has playground equipment and lighting to help promote use 

of the park.  

 

The creation of increased park amenities and public space in the area beneath the Georgia 

and Dunsmuir Viaducts would greatly benefit the City of Vancouver and help reach some 

of the goals previously set out by establishing it as one of the most sustainable and livable 

cities in the world. Further attracting more people and activities, this area will become a 

lively environment that could include a variety of new innovations in urban design 

focused on sustainability, introduction of community playgrounds, sport fields, waters 

parks and more. By following the principles set out by the City of Vancouver to help 

guide the design of this area and examining existing plans and parks that were built with 

similar goals, a successful waterfront park with amenities for visitors of all ages and 

ethnicity can be created.  

 

It is hoped that the analysis and insights shared in this report will be of use to those 

involved in the design and planning process of the parks and public space beneath the 

Georgia and Dunsmuir Viaducts, even if in a small way. Parks and public spaces are vital 

to the expression of public culture and the quality of life. It is therefore important that 

these spaces are well planned in order to attract users and provide a safe, comfortable and 

enjoyable space for the entire community.  
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Appendix A 

Guiding Principles:  

The City of Vancouver has identified some key overarching concepts that have inspired 
the design competition and how the reshaping of the viaducts should advance. The 
following areas are to be analyzed and included into the future design of the Georgia and 
Dunsmuir Viaducts.  

PLACE: LEGIBLE & UNIQUE. Often considered as leftover or ambiguous parts of 
the City, re:CONNECT seeks to redefine these places in a way that transforms them into 
vibrant places and destinations in and of themselves. This sense of place may be 
developed through buildings, landscape, urban infrastructure, significant public art, 
information or new approaches. These places should embody qualities that set them apart, 
creating public spaces that are beautiful, contextual and enlivening and accessible to all 
citizens. 

LINKAGES: MOVEMENT & MOBILITY. This portion of the City is home to rail 
facilities that are increasingly important for the sustainable movement of goods and 
people. However these same rail facilities create barriers for movement within the area by 
all transportation modes. Proposed ideas should reflect the need to maintain a rail 
presence within the False Creek Flats but examine infrastructure needs to accommodate 
additional trips with an emphasis on walking, cycling and transit. 

Special consideration should be given to the need for transportation connections between 
the Downtown and the Eastern Core for all modes (walking, cycling, transit, goods 
movement and the automobile and in that order of priority). In addition, north-south 
transportation connections across the Eastern Core and general connections to the Eastern 
Core currently present some challenges that could be addressed. 

GREEN ECONOMY: RETAIN & ADVANCE. The ideas proposed need to consider 
that the City has adopted a goal to secure Vancouver’s international reputation as a mecca 
of green enterprise and that this area of the city plays a key role in that strategy. The City 
envisions the future role of the False Creek Flats as an area that would generate 
significant and strategic job-types and benefit the economy. Existing industrially zoned 
land would be retained as part of a sustainable and diverse economy while the concept of 
industry can be enhanced. Only 10 percent of the land area of Vancouver currently 
prohibits housing, and that land holds half of the city’s jobs, including many strategic job 
types not economically and spatially compatible with housing. Ideas should advance 
green job intensification in achievable, practical, and sustainable ways. 

GREEN DESIGN: INNOVATE. Successful ideas will suggest ways to lead and support 
Vancouver’s goal of becoming the greenest city on the planet by 2020. Designs should 
consider all aspects and scales of green design, from addressing climate change 
mitigation and adaptation approaches, to sustainable building and public realm design 
and resilient infrastructure systems. 
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COMMUNITIES: RESPECT. The areas in question are bordered by communities on 
all sides. Due to infrastructural and topographic features connectivity and integration 
between and through these neighbourhoods is often challenged. Successful schemes will 
respect the presence and nature of bordering communities and suggest ways of making 
public spaces and amenities that are accessible to citizens of all backgrounds, incomes 
and abilities. 

NATURE, HERITAGE & CULTURE: RESTORE & INTEGRATE. Noting that 
these are highly urban areas within the downtown, schemes should find ways of 
creatively reconnecting with natural, historical, and cultural resources or features by 
improving accessibility to existing amenities or reintroducing these elements into the 
built environment. 

 


