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ExEcutivE Summary 

About the projectAbout the project
Downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area is the heart of the city. Adjacent to the 
Central Business District (CBD), it is a gateway to Gastown and centers on Waterfront 
Station, connecting downtown Vancouver to the rest of the Metro Vancouver region. 
Views of the Burrard Inlet and the North Shore Mountains are some of the best in the 
city. Despite its spectacular geography, the central waterfront area is a place of transition 
where people rarely stay for leisure or enjoyment. Therefore, the Downtown Waterfront 
Working Group (DWWG), a citizen’s group of mostly retired urban planners, is advocating 
for its revitalization.

To support the DWWG, a group of student researchers from UBC’s School of 
Community and Regional Planning PLAN 522 Qualitative Research Methods course 
sought to explore an equitable revitalization for this space. Students emerged as the 
target research population as a result of an extensive literature review on waterfront 
development, governance, placemaking and public participation. Students are often 
underrepresented in public visioning and design processes, they encompass a range 
of identities and experiences, and they are often cast as transient members of the 
community despite their contributions to its vitality.

With this in mind, our research focused on the following research question: What options 
and evaluation criteria do students propose for Downtown Waterfront’s revitalization and 
redevelopment?

Key findingsKey findings
From the literature review, interviews, and focus group, several key themes emerged 
relevant to the future revitalization of the central waterfront area. Our data indicates 
a desired future waterfront that emphasizes public space, includes food and cultural 
amenities, and incorporates open or green space while maintaining its transit 
functionality. Participants highlighted the importance of a future waterfront that is 
accessible and equitable. From our research, we can summarize that a future waterfront 
should embody the following values and design elements:

 • There was a strong desire for a flexible open green space. It is essential that any 
future redesign champion public space. 

 • While it was important that the area remain a transit hub, the inclusion of amenities 
was an important part of making this space more attractive. Participants described a 
desire for artistic, cultural, and food-related amenities. 

 • Several participants noted that any housing included should be affordable, and any 
public uses should be free of charge.

 • It was important to several participants that people experiencing homelessness 
were not excluded from the future vision for this site. The central waterfront area 
should be a place where everyone is welcome. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Discussion and RecommendationsDiscussion and Recommendations
Championing the values and design elements desired by participants has major 
implications for future governance and development processes for the area. We offer 
two key recommendations that may improve the outcomes of the central waterfront area 
revitalization:
1. The central waterfront area should be publicly purchased and approached with 

multi-jurisdictional collaboration. As a transit hub that is located adjacent to rail 
lines and Canada’ largest port, it is essential that both the Government of British 
Columbia and the Government of Canada are involved. Not only would such a 
governance structure unlock funding for redevelopment, but it could smooth 
jurisdictional hiccups in an already complicated ownership landscape. There are 
several Canadian examples of multi-jurisdictional collaboration for waterfront 
placemaking, including in Toronto and Halifax.

2. Participatory Action Research through the detailed visioning should underpin the 
development of the central waterfront area. Participatory Action Research engages 
the knowledge held and generated by users of a space as co-producers of the urban 
environment, producing meaningful engagement. We see a major opportunity to not 
only involve students in the visioning process, but tap into the research potential of 
academic institutions that are on the doorstep of the central waterfront area.

TakeawaysTakeaways
Students hold great hope for the central waterfront area. They envision resolving multiple 
objectives in its redesign, including supporting the public realm with an engaging 
public space, developing an inclusive area for everyone, and reaffirming the physical and 
social connectivity of the site within the fabric of Metro Vancouver. Multi-jurisdictional 
collaboration and people-centered participatory action research and engagement could 
go a long way in transforming this dream into a destination.
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This report explores student visions for downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area. 

Over the scope of three months, our team of fifteen researchers from the University of 
British Columbia’s School of Community and Regional Planning, conducted research into 
the desires and values for the area. Our team, formalized as “Waterfront for All Consulting,” 
is proud to present this report to the Downtown Waterfront Working Group. In this report, we 
share our research findings, and articulate and interpret students’ dreams for a revitalized 
waterfront. The dominant narrative of the research tells a story of a common desire to have 
the downtown Vancouver central waterfront area change from a space that is transient 
in nature to a place that is a destination. A destination that is complete with engaging 
activities, memories to share, and a proud sense of belonging.

This narrative is built upon throughout the report as sections describe research efforts, 
findings, and interpretations. The beginning of this report details the context of our 
research area, scope, and problem. This leads into the start of our research efforts, where 
we describe our research question, research goals, and methodological approach to 
research. We follow this with a discussion of our literature review findings. Following this 
section, we illustrate findings from both qualitative and quantitative data. The data was 
collected in interviews and a design charrette with research participants and the coding 
analysis signaled the dominant themes that arose - equity, amenities, functionality, and 
public space. These findings and their implications are fleshed out in our discussion 
section, and culminate in a series of recommendations. The report concludes with a 
summative understanding of our research findings and how they paint the picture of dreams 
for a destination for downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
1.0 INTRODUCTION

CONTENT OF RESEARCH PROBLEM

1 introduction
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2 contExt of rESEarch ProblEm

 2.1 History 2.1 History
The City of Vancouver’s downtown central waterfront area has been the epicentre of 
numerous competing claims to the city and is subject to several policies and plans geared 
towards attaching the Central Business District to the waterfront. Although many would 
agree this outcome would enhance the vitality of this part of the City, the main concern has 
been how to maintain active Port functions while also providing citizens access to Burrard 
Inlet, improved amenities, and enhanced transportation systems. 

The history of re-envisioning this area goes back to Expo 86 when the City of Vancouver, 
with financial support from the federal government, implemented its first new project: 
Canada Place. From there, the City invested in an Official Development Plan in 1990 with 
support of the Coal Harbour residents to better design this in-demand area of the city. Over 
the next two decades, further residential and greenspace development occurred which 
led to the next major project in 2009: the 
Provincial Convention Centre. At this time, 
Greg Kerfoot (a local developer and owner of 
the Vancouver Whitecaps) saw the potential 
in this area of Vancouver’s waterfront and 
struck a deal with the Canadian Pacific 
Railway (CPR) to purchase the railyard to the 
east of the new Convention Centre. Kerfoot 
proposed building a new soccer stadium on 
the railyard to grow this area of the city, but 
after much deliberation and analysis the City 
determined it would not be appropriate for a 
stadium to be constructed at the site. 

What Kerfoot’s proposal did bring to light was the need for the City to develop a clearer 
and more relevant policy document that outlined the future vision for the central 
downtown waterfront. To achieve this, the City of Vancouver adopted the Central 
Waterfront Hub Framework in 2009. The framework relied on all major landowners and 
stakeholders, including the Port, Cadillac Fairview and Kerfoot, TransLink, and CPR to work 
collaboratively. Figure 1 above shows the central downtown waterfront (area) designated 
under the Central Waterfront Hub Framework. 

With so many jurisdictional bodies involved, nothing happened to this area for quite 
some time until Cadillac Fairview proposed to develop the parking lot on the east side of 
Waterfront Station, 555 West Cordova Street, into a 26-storey office tower. Being that this 
parking lot is one of the few remaining waterfront properties left to be developed in the City, 
many individuals, including members of the public as well as retired planners, designers, 
and academics, were concerned about Cadillac Fairview’s proposal. Some of the concerned 
retired and active professionals formed the Downtown Waterfront Working Group (DWWG) 

Figure 1. Map of Central Waterfront Area. Source: City of Vancouver.
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who highlighted that even though there is no “outright zoning” on the site to prevent dense 
commercial and office development, any projects in this area are required to conform 
with the existing Downtown District Official Development Plan (ODP) and the Central 
Waterfront Hub Framework.

Due to the continual debate surrounding the Cadillac Fairview project, the City of 
Vancouver advisory Urban Design Panel was consulted to review the office tower’s design, 
but in early 2015 they rejected the proposal. Cadillac Fairview decided to redesign the 
tower and presented the new architectural design (with very few revisions from the 
original design) called the Crystal Building. In late 2020 with their new design, Cadillac 
Fairview re-commenced the Development Application Review Process which began with 
a public online consultation process and then a review by the City’s advisory Vancouver 
Heritage Commission. Ultimately, the Commission voted against the proposal and stated 
the most appropriate use for this space would be a public square and asked the City to 
explore possible density transfers for Cadillac Fairview to relieve the need for this type of 
development on this land. With all the uncertainty and continual refusal, Cadillac Fairview 
has asked the City of Vancouver to put their Development Permit Application on hold while 
they determine a strategy for the future.

2.2 Zoning and Policy2.2 Zoning and Policy
The space, referred to as the ‘central waterfront area’, overlaps with policy areas specified 
by city policy documents. Many different types of policies outline a diverse set of 
goals, approaches, and guidelines for multiple sectors of city life including economics, 
transportation, urban design, land use, and social life. At the zoning level, the land 
parcels within the downtown central waterfront area are all designated as comprehensive 
development zones that allow for a mix of land uses. Within the downtown central 
waterfront area, there are three site-specific comprehensive development zones and two 
area-specific zones, including the central waterfront district and downtown district. 

As a guiding document, the Central Waterfront Hub Framework (2009) outlines the overall 
vision of the site, and addresses the existing policy implications of transportation, land 
use and density, urban design, public benefits, and environmental sustainability elements 
on the site. The vision for the central downtown waterfront area defined by this document 
is “the creation of a world-class transportation interchange at the heart of a dynamic new 
downtown waterfront extension” (City of Vancouver, p. 10). The City resolved to review the 
Central Waterfront Hub Framework in 2017, but consultations to date have only included 
the Port of Vancouver and have not been broadened to other landowners and the public.

Additional land use policies directly relevant to the site include: the Central Waterfront 
Official Development Plan (1979) which supports the creation of a transit interchange 
that is efficient and surrounded by a public-oriented urban environment with a wide range 
of uses and transit facilities; the Central Waterfront Port Lands Policy Statement (1994), 
which also supports the planning of multiple transit facilities in conjunction with tourism, 
commercial activities, and compatible housing around the area; the Metro Core Jobs and 
Economy Land Use Plan (2007), which secures the area as the major employment and 
cultural area of the region, specifically through the securing of office space for job growth 
and job intensification where transit service is adequate; and finally, the Downtown Official 
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Development Plan (1975, updated 2020), which encourages high-density development 
involving a range of uses. In the realm of transportation policy, two main plans directly 
serve the site area: The City of Vancouver Transportation Plan (1997), which establishes 
priorities for how transportation infrastructure may be improved; and the Downtown 
Transportation Plan (2002) which identifies the area and the City’s multi-modal transfer 
station which focuses on increasing transit accessibility.

The City’s land uses policies for the central waterfront have not included the long term 
retention of industrial/port uses. The City of Vancouver’s Industrial Land Strategy (1995) 
recognized the public benefit of rationalizing industrial/port needs to waterfront locations 
west of Main Street. The 2011 Regional Growth Strategy does not show the central 
waterfront lands east of Main as part of the regional industrial land use designation.

Other policies address Downtown Vancouver more generally and identify goals for the 
research area. Vancouver’s Downtown Public Space Strategy (2020) identifies a vision 
for a downtown as a place where people can enjoy and participate in public life and where 
they feel safe, comfortable, and invited. These goals are reflected in Vancouver’s City Plan 
Provisional Goals (2020), which include: creating an equitable, diverse, and inclusive city; 
creating complete, connected, and culturally vibrant neighborhoods; ensuring Vancouver 
is a prepared, safe, and resilient city; and demonstrating transparency in decision-making 
and collaboration with partners. Vancouver’s Healthy City Strategy (2014) incorporates  
similar goals and promotes targets of cultivating connections, active living, feeling safe 
and included, and self-expression among many others. Finally, Vancouver’s new culture 
plan, Culture|Shift (2020) identifies values of creativity, inquiry, audacity, humility, and 
accountability, as well as guiding principles of reconciliation and decolonization, cultural 
equity and cultural redress, and accessibility to promote a culturally vibrant city for all.

All of these policies and their outlined goals, targets, values, and missions have varying 
implications for the downtown Vancouver central waterfront area. After considering 
these policies, relevant insights of connection, affordability, diversity, accessibility, 
participation, and wellness were pulled as overarching themes of Vancouver’s city policy. 
These themes contextualized and influenced how we understood public needs of the site in 
line with policy goals, and influenced the scope of our research in terms of understanding 
what future directions for the site were viable and supported by existing city policy. 

2.3 Demography of Transit Users2.3 Demography of Transit Users
Downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area features mountains and oceans to the North, 
historic Gastown to the East, the Central Business District to the South and the iconic 
landmark of Canada Place to the West. The Waterfront Station is nestled between these 
sites and is an invaluable transit hub for the City of Vancouver and the Metro Vancouver 
region.
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Originally built in 1912, the Waterfront Station is currently owned by Cadillac Fairview 
and operated by TransLink. Waterfront Station provides multi-modal options, assisting the 
movement of people and goods within and outside of the region. For public transit use, the 
Expo and Canada SkyTrain lines converge at Waterfront Station, connecting Downtown 
Vancouver with Burnaby, Richmond, and the Vancouver International Airport. The SeaBus 

connects to North Vancouver. The West 
Coast Express is a commuter railway 
serving communities in the Fraser Valley. 
Additionally, private air transportation 
at Heliport terminal and the Vancouver 
Harbour Air are located within walking 
distance from Waterfront Station. Key 
transit statistics at Waterfront Station are 
illustrated in Figure 2.

The importance of the Waterfront Station’s 
centrality is growing. In 2019, Waterfront 
Station was the busiest Skytrain station,53 
stations with a 5.2% increase of riders 
from 2018 to 2019 (TransLink, 2019). The 
West Coast Express’ ridership also ranked 
the highest out of all eight stations in the 
region. The West Coast Express is valuable 
for its service throughout the Lower 
Mainland and it is the only commuter 
train in Western Canada. Overall, annual 
boarding rates have steadily increased by a 
total of 9.2% from 2015 to 2019 (TransLink, 
2019). 

This data is valuable to our research 
because it indicates that more people 
are interacting with both the Waterfront 
Station and the central waterfront area. An 
increase of public use offers a strong case 
for development and area revitalization. 
Yet, to narrow down our research and to 
provide an equity lens, our team’s interest 
was two-fold: First, who is interacting 
with this space? and secondly, “Of the 
people interacting with the area, who 

is underrepresented in public consultation efforts for revitalization and development 
expansion?” 

To answer the first question, our team identified passholder types as a key metric of transit 
ridership identity. The Universal Pass (U-Pass) emerged as a notable type of pass. The 
U-Pass BC program provides students with universal, accessible and affordable access 

Figure 2. Infographic on transit uses.Figure 2. Infographic on transit uses.
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to public transit across the Metro Vancouver Region. Students from 10 eligible schools, 
including VCC, SFU, and BCIT, are offered U-Passes through a partnership between the 
Province of BC, TransLink and academic institutions. 

Students are more likely to access Waterfront Station to access the nearby campuses of 
Vancouver Community College, Simon Fraser University, British Columbia Institute of 
Technology and other smaller academic, technical, and professional institutions. Data 
indicates that 70% of current students with a U-Pass used it to commute to and from their 
campuses (BC Stats, 2018). 88% of students indicated that transit is the most convenient 
option and less expensive than driving with 67% of students saying transit access is 
very important (BC Stats, 2018). Significantly, current students who live in a different 
municipality than their school were more likely to take public transit to campus. Therefore, 
since students are frequent users of transit, our team identified them as a key research 
group to capture perspectives on the evaluation criteria of the central waterfront area. 

In answering the second question of who is underrepresented in the study area, a regional 
scope highlights the value of the Waterfront Station because it indicates that it’s not just 
local people who interact with the space, but also people in the surrounding regions. Their 
commuting distance from the study area may have excluded these students from previous 
public engagement efforts. Another reason why students may have been excluded from 
public engagement is because they may be considered a transient demographic. Yet, 
research indicates that 86% of students from BCIT remain residents of the Lower Mainland 
after graduation. Further, graduates continue to be users of public transportation. Three 
years post-graduation, over half (54%) of graduates take transit at least once a week, which 
is significantly higher than use by current students before school at 46% (BC Stats, 2018). 

Our team also identified students as an important group who are historically 
underrepresented in public engagement efforts. The unique perspectives and needs of the 
youth population in terms of land and space is not commonly considered within policy, 
planning, and decision-making practices (David & Buchanan, 2020; Heinrich & Million, 
2016). Post-secondary students specifically are an “invisible population with an ambiguous 
role in local development and little presence in local policy” (Russo et al., 2017, p. 202). 
Therefore, for the sake of avoiding duplication and ensuring original research, our team 
analyzed past public discourse to evaluate the extent that student’s perspectives were 
captured for development efforts. The analysis revealed that all of the identified authors 
in key public discourse documents for the area are male and most are White. Furthermore, 
apart from the public Q&A posted on the City of Vancouver’s website, their contributions 
are made from the positions of professional planners, designers, politicians, and other 
experts. 
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Through our preliminary research, it emerged that despite student’s frequent use of public 
transit via Waterfront Station, there is a gap in public discourse efforts to identify student 
desires for the central waterfront area. With this in mind, our primary research question is 
as follows:

What options and evaluation criteria do post-secondary students propose for
Downtown Waterfront’s revitalization and redevelopment? 

To further explore this question, our research focused on both the current state of 
interaction with the central waterfront area, as summarized in our secondary research 
questions:

1. Who are the current and potential future users of this space?
2. How do users currently perceive and interact with this space?

As students ourselves, focusing our research within our own community could offer 
increased “interpersonal relations of trust.” We expected power imbalances between 
researchers and student participants to be limited, but researchers took a reflexive 
approach to their roles as facilitators in order to mitigate any influence on data collection.

4.1 Approach4.1 Approach
For our research, we used a mixed-methods approach to gather data to help better 
understand how post-secondary students value and use downtown Vancouver’s central 
waterfront area, and how they would reimagine it if it were to undergo a redevelopment. 

We structured our research process in four phases, as illustrated in Figure 3. In the first 
phase, our team completed a review of relevant literature of waterfront placemaking and 
comparative case studies to both refine and strengthen our research questions. Through 
this stage, we were able to identify foundational knowledge and knowledge gaps related 
to the research. We approached these reviews with an equity and accessibility lens. The 
individual reviews were coded to refine our research questions and also identify key 
themes. We identified the top 5 initial themes to be: Governance, Design, Values, Uses 
of Space, and Public Participation. After revision, we combined Governance and Public 
Participation into a single theme due to significant overlap in topics.

In phase two, we began the data collection. This included participant recruitment and 
two data collection methods: in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups in 
the style of a virtual design charette. Our team recruited participants largely through a 
combination of online outreach, and direct communication. To ensure a wide and diverse 
range of potential participants, we made sure to reach out to a broad scope of student clubs, 
student unions, and organizations with a focus on Simon Fraser University (SFU), British 
Columbia Institute of Technology (BCIT), Vancouver Community College (VCC), and the 

3 rESEarch GoalS
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University of British Columbia (UBC) campuses near the central downtown waterfront area. 

In phase three, our team began coding and analyzing the collected quantitative and 
qualitative data. Focus groups and interviews were first transcribed and then coded to 
identify main themes presented by the participants. This report is a product of the fourth 
and final phase, in which we compiled our findings, recommendations, and conclusions of 
the research.

4.2 Interviews4.2 Interviews
Our first data collection method was in the form of in-depth, semi-structured interviews 
with students and student representatives of post-secondary institutions near downtown 
Vancouver’s central waterfront area. These students were recruited for their familiarity 
with the research area. These in-depth interviews aimed to further identify a vision for the 
central downtown waterfront area amplifying the underrepresented voices, opinions, and 
values of students.

A total of 11 participants were recruited and interviewed for a length range of thirty minutes 
to one-hour sessions. The interviews were virtually conducted on Zoom. The interviewer 
first provided background information on the Central Downtown Waterfront Hub Framework 
and images of the location for context. There were a total of 14 formal interview questions 
and the topics were divided into three themes, which were “current state,” “ideal & vision 
state,” and “inclusion & accessibility.” The interview participants were provided with a post-
interview survey to ensure we could further analyze the data based on demographics. 

4.3 Focus Group4.3 Focus Group
In addition to the interviews, our team facilitated an interactive focus group, where five 
post-secondary students were invited to share their input and values on downtown 
Vancouver’s central waterfront area. We chose a virtual design charrette format for the 
focus group, as it would allow us to create an interactive space to visually highlight desired 
visions of the central waterfront area that resonated with participants. We used a mixed 
method of precedent images and asked questions that drew out the respondents’ values 
towards spatial design.

Figure 3. Illustrative diagram of our four-phase research processFigure 3. Illustrative diagram of our four-phase research process
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The focus group was facilitated through Zoom and took place on the online platform ‘Miro.’ 
This format allowed participants to work collaboratively on a shared facilitation board, 
adding notes and images with prompts made by the lead facilitators. The focus group 
began by informing the respondents of the scope of the project and framework, in order 
to provide respondents with enough background to understand and visualize the scale of 
design proposed by the Central Waterfront Hub Framework, without biasing their feedback. 
The focus group concluded with the same post-discussion survey that was provided 
to interview participants, in order to collect demographic data for further analysis. The 
interactive Miro board is shown in Figure 4.

4.4 Validation4.4 Validation
Our research design was informed by multiple barriers imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which impacted both the research team and any potential recruited participants. Due to the 
need for physical distancing, our recruitment strategy was limited to virtual recruitment 
methods. This likely limited the amount and diversity of participants reached, particularly 
concerning BIMPoC (Black, Indigenous, Mixed and/or People of Colour) students and 
students experiencing other marginalized intersections of identity. 

Additionally, many students are not physically attending classes right now and thus are not 
interacting with the space in the ways that they otherwise would be. We had anticipated 
that this lack of connection between students and the built environment might affect their 
capacity for engagement as research participants. 

The pandemic also limited the extent to which our team as researchers could fully engage 
with the space on our own as part of the research. Although most researchers were located 
locally and have personally experienced the space, there were some team members working 
virtually from other cities due to constraints surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic. This 

Figure 4. Screenshot of interactive Miro board used in the focus groupFigure 4. Screenshot of interactive Miro board used in the focus group
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prevented us from conducting field observations at the study site, which would have further 
presented useful data for analysis. While the need to remain distant has likely impacted the 
overall depth of findings and insights, we remain confident that we have pulled valuable 
and strong insights from our research.

From the literature, four central themes emerged: governance, design, values, and uses of 
space. Our team used these themes for coding data from our research and focus groups. We 
also discovered many global and domestic case studies that, while different contextually, 
had important lessons for the central waterfront area. A full analysis from our literature 
review can be found in Appendix C.

5.1 Governance5.1 Governance

 5.1.1 Public Participation 

Waterfront development projects across the world offer a variety of governance models and 
processes that can inform the redevelopment of the central waterfront area: 

 • Waterfront development projects in Shanghai, Copenhagen, and Philadelphia 
embodied a top-down governance approach where elitist ideologies served 
an imagined ‘quality’ of people (Li & Zhong, 2020; Desfor & Jorgensen, 2004; 
McGovern, 2008). This is a biased model where professionals were believed to be 
the best representatives of the public (Li & Zhong, 2020). 

 • In Malaysia, waterfront governance has been representative of shared values, yet 
low levels of cooperation and inefficient communication systems resulted in an 
unsustainable development process (Yassin & Bond & Mcdonagh, 2011). 

 • The West Kowloon Cultural District has extensive public visioning and an 
engagement process carried out by state agency oversight with both public and 
private redevelopment. It was explicitly identified as a place for all the people of 
Hong Kong (West Kowloon Cultural District, n.d.). 

 • Wellington, New Zealand’s waterfront development was governed by professional 
and community representatives that developed a plan, a waterfront implementation 
agency led the implementation process, and the Wellington City Council that 
approves policy and oversees these entities (Wellington City Council, 2001). 
This governance structure, coupled with transparency, public engagement and 
momentum, have transformed this into a highly valued public space in Wellington 
(Wellington City Council, 2001). 

Both the Hong Kong and Wellington cases are largely considered to be successful 
waterfronts, highlighting the importance of shared values, public participation, and strong 
coordination in waterfront governance. Using shared values to develop an image and unite 
a community is in essence designing ‘for the people.’ The redevelopment of the central 
waterfront area should include extensive and open public participation.

5 litEraturE rEviEw
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5.1.2 Multi-jurisdictional collaboration 

Multi-jurisdictional collaboration is an important topic given the current political and 
financial landscape of complex ownership structures in the central waterfront area. It is an 
unusual situation that Waterfront Station and the adjoining parking lot, are privately owned 
by Cadillac Fairview. All other stations in the TransLink system are publicly owned. Two 
case studies in Canada offer relevant examples for multi-jurisdictional collaboration: 

 • North Vancouver’s Lonsdale Quay project and Waterfront Toronto included 
collaboration among several levels of government, and have been implemented 
through public-private projects. The inclusion of the provincial and federal 
government in these cases has increased jurisdictional authority for waterfront 
development, and increased the public funding available for the projects (Blackwell, 
1999; Waterfront Toronto, n.d.). 

 • Developments may rely on private developers to design, finance or build individual 
projects, which can increase financial feasibility of waterfront developments but 
may reduce the capacity for public use and public engagement (Lagarense & 
Walanasendow, 2015).

5.2 Infrastructure and Urban Design5.2 Infrastructure and Urban Design
As a transit hub, transit infrastructure design is an important consideration in any future 
revitalization of the central waterfront area. Transit infrastructure should increase the 
safety and comfort of transit users at all times of the day, including nighttime transit users. 
Relevant insights from the literature include: 

 • Common transit infrastructure design concerns include poor visibility due to 
insufficient lighting, as well as concerns about missing pathways leading to 
stations or bus stops (McArthur et al, 2019; Chandra et al, 2017). These oversights 
have resulted in transit users, particularly female nighttime transit users, having a 
low perception of safety. 

 • Some transit users prefer to be picked up and dropped off at their transit station by 
car as opposed to walking or cycling for safety concerns (Chandra et al, 2017). 

 • Future design elements for the central waterfront area should include lighting, 
sidewalk infrastructure, and altered pedestrian networks that provide easy access 
to transit.

5.3 Values5.3 Values
The literature on waterfront development establishes values of economic productivity, 
globalism, local identity and heritage, equity, safety, sustainability, and aesthetics. Value 
systems are important in waterfront development because they indicate stakeholder 
priorities. However, diverse value systems can be difficult to integrate and synthesize into 
waterfront development projects. 
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5.3.1 Economic Productivity and Globalism 

 • The values of economic productivity and globalism are often congruous in 
large scale waterfront development because they are often driven by economic 
regeneration strategies aimed at attracting global competition (Brownill, 2010; 
Lehrer 2008; Jones, 1998). 

 • Globalism may marginalize local identity values centred on heritage retention and 
distinct cultures (Dupre, 2018). This can result in a dichotomy between locally-
based placemaking and globalist attitudes. Therefore, researchers often emphasize 
the importance of preserving local identities through active public participation 
(Chang & Huang, 2011; Dupre, 2018; Richards, 2017).

 5.3.2 Safety and Equity 

Successful waterfront developments call for strategies that allow for integration across 
industries and spaces such that the waterfront is a seamless environment inclusive of all 
individuals (Lagarense & Walanasendow, 2015). Key equity concepts have relevance to 
waterfront revitalization: 

 • Distributive Justice questions the equality of the geographical distribution of 
diverse amenities and amenities’ accessibility to users. Low and Iverson describe 
distributive justice as the allocation of “wealth, rewards, benefits and burdens 
of urban life” (Low & Iveson, 17). Affordability is an important component of 
distributive justice. 

 • Public space as sites of recognition highlights the ways groups and individuals are 
stigmatized systemically through urban design. These concerns are a reflection of 
the politics of recognition within public space as those with disabilities experience 
barriers to accessing the central downtown waterfront area. A quote from Low & 
Iveson examines this dynamic: “if certain ways of occupying public space are 
ideologically positioned as being ‘out of place’ in a given public space, and if such 
ideologies are inscribed into the regulatory practices of urban authorities and other 
urban inhabitants, this could result in injustice for some groups in the city” (Low & 
Iveson, 18). 

 • Transportation equity incorporates measures to ensure access to transit 
services for all ages and abilities (Bertolaccini, 2015). There is a need for safety 
considerations in nighttime transportation design, traffic calming measures, and 
continuity across transit networks (McArthur et al, 2019; Chandra et al, 2017; Biehl 
et al., 2019). 

 • There are equity-based discussions on mobility justice which shift away from 
exclusionary policies historically implemented in planning and, instead, focus on 
decolonization and centering marginalized perspectives (Untokening Collective, 
2017).

 • Equity considerations in terms of public participation are especially valued when 
considering the ways in which BIMPoC communities’ participation can often be 
largely tokenistic (Reames, 2021; Vargas & Mattheis, 2018).

RESEARCH GOALS
4.0 METHODOLOGY

5.0 LITERATURE REVIEW
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 5.3.3 Sustainability and Aesthetics 

 • There is public consensus that sustainability is a valued attribute of active 
transportation and there is desire to see shared mobility, as was the case in 
research on public attitudes towards active transportation in Humboldt Park and 
Evanston in the Chicago area (Biehl et al., 2019).

 •  Aesthetics are not explicitly discussed as values, but qualities such as comfort 
and pleasurability are key qualities of public space that extend as components 
of aesthetic values (Mehta, 2014). These values were highlighted especially for 
the Manado waterfront case study in Indonesia where local residents felt that 
the infringement of buildings along the waterfront would limit their access to the 
shorelines and their views of Manado Bay (Lagarense & Walanasendow, 2015).

5.4 Uses of Space5.4 Uses of Space

 • The literature identifies a common theme where waterfronts are held together by the 
constant need to balance conflicting epistemologies such as competitiveness and 
social integration or cohesion (Bruttomesso, 2004). 

 • In many waterfront developments, the goal is to create not a city of parts and 
separation, but a complex unity of uses that define the city (Bruttomesso, 2004). 
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6 findinGS

6.1 Quantitative analysis of codes6.1 Quantitative analysis of codes
Our data findings were disseminated using the key themes that emerged in the literature 
review. This includes design, values, use of space, and public participation as it relates to 
the revitalization of the central waterfront. These themes were further broken down into a 
number of sub-codes. The frequency of codes in the focus group and interviews are shown 
in Figure 5.

As shown in Figure 5, equity, amenities, functionality, and public space are the four most 
frequently referenced codes. Our findings on these coding themes are detailed in the 
following sections.

6.2 Participant-Generated Images of Waterfront 6.2 Participant-Generated Images of Waterfront 
SpacesSpaces
During the focus group, the five participants were asked to share a photo of an outdoor 
public space where they remembered enjoying themselves. Participants were then asked 
to describe the feeling of the space, prompted by the question: “was there one aspect or 
feature from this place that made it memorable?” Each image was analyzed based on the 
participants’ description along with relevant literature findings and pre-developed thematic 
codes. The specific images and accompanying analyses can be found throughout Section 
6.3 alongside the major textual themes described below.

Figure 5. Sankey Diagram of Thematic Codes from Textual AnalysisFigure 5. Sankey Diagram of Thematic Codes from Textual Analysis
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6.3 Thematic Analysis of Textual Data6.3 Thematic Analysis of Textual Data

 6.3.1 Equity 

Equity emerged as a strong theme throughout the focus group and interviews. It was 
mentioned 163 times and it was the second most frequently used code in our content 
analysis. The concept of equity is expansive and participants referenced it in several 
different ways. Our team  coded equity with 6 sub-codes: Inclusion, Displacement, 
Accessibility, Affordability, Diversity, and Equity. 

Within the theme of equity, ‘inclusive spaces’ or ‘inclusion’ was referenced 43 times 
throughout all interviews. Many participants wished for “more people-centered spaces 
around the area.” In thinking of post-secondary students who come from a variety of 
backgrounds and perspectives, one participant wondered how these young people might 
see themselves reflected in the downtown central waterfront area. Incorporating culturally 
inclusive design elements into the waterfront will increase their sense of comfort and 
safety and promote residents’ inclusive right to the city (Harvey, 2013). By doing so, as one 
participant expressed, the presence of cultural facilities has the ability to “make folks feel 
more welcome to the waterfront.”
As one participant stated:

“Muslim students would really appreciate a quiet place to pray and 
have a meditative practice.” 

Inclusion was closely tied with themes of displacement. There were concerns that 
development would directly displace marginalized groups from using these spaces. 
The downtown central waterfront area has been frequently referenced as the gateway 
to Gastown from an urban design perspective, but this moniker also touches on issues 
of homelessness and inequality that are experienced in this area of Vancouver. As one 
participant noted: 

“There’s so much extreme inequality in this area...to see the 
dichotomy between...all the wealth and Gastown versus people who have 
nowhere to live and no safe places to go” 

Concern for displacement was coded a total of 9 times in relation to vulnerable populations.  
It was important to several participants that people experiencing homelessness were not 
excluded from the future vision for this site. Instead, that this area could be a place where 
everyone is welcome.

The affordability sub-code was reported 12 times. One participant noted if new amenities 
in the area become too expensive, then this might deter students from using the space or 
wanting to use it in the future. Other participants noted that uses on site should be free of 
charge, as amenities that depend on wealth or an ability to pay limits student participation. 
The same participant also noted that if commercial businesses were to be included in 
the redevelopment, planners should ensure these businesses are affordable to students, 
specifically for those who identify as BIMPoC (Black, Indigenous, Mixed, and/or People 
of Colour) and may have limited selection for cultural amenities such as ethnic grocers or 
restaurants. 
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Participants examined the physical accessibility of the central waterfront area and the 
‘accessibility’ code was noted on 42 separate occasions. One participant noted that there 
is no ramp access to the Granville Plaza, which severely limits its use and benefit; in their 
words it is a “huge, huge miss.” Other participants noted concern about escalators required 
to access the train platforms, and that a lack of benches is an additional accessibility 
concern. 

Equity is also associated with the quality of interactions between different users of a public 
space. The threat of interaction with a specific group of people, for example the police, is 
a barrier to using the central waterfront area. For example, one participant expressed their 
concerns for safety as a racialized person:

“I feel this sense of stress when there’s a lot of transit police 
around … a wide variety of people are at transit stations … there’s 
just more opportunity for harassment … The station is pretty close to 
Granville street and Gastown, which are really huge nightlife spots, 
and you don’t always feel safe at night all the time as a racialized 
person.”

Our participants identified several elements of equity as barriers for inclusion that should 
be addressed in any potential redesign. 

Crab Park in Vancouver, BC

One participant shared an 
image of Crab Park in Downtown 
Vancouver. They chose this 
photo for its easy access to 
the waterfront, and they used 
terms such as ‘lively,’ ‘clean,’ 
and ‘energizing’ to describe its 
atmosphere. 
The analysis of this image 
highlights that it is an 

undeveloped area featuring natural, scenic landscapes. The views are not obstructed 
by high-rise developments, which may increase the value and sustainability of this 
space. Additionally, there are no benches or tables in sight, suggesting that this area 
is designed more for movement rather than for stationary activities. The shared path is 
designed for multi-modal transportation, making it readily available for activities like 
biking, scootering, walking, etc.
The implications of these findings resonate with a strong preference towards 
natural features that allow for active transportation, and an emphasis on equity and 
sustainability in built-form design.
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 6.3.2 Functionality 

The central downtown waterfront area primarily functions as a regional transportation hub. 
Key transit lines are shown in Figure 6. Many students commute through Waterfront Station 
using public transit. Several times a week, students are likely to commute to school alone, 
both in the early morning or late at night. 

Although transit is the primary function of this space, participants also emphasized the 
multimodal nature of this area because many students walk or bike through the area. 
Participants expressed concerns that the Seawall bike path does not continue through the 
central waterfront area, which can be a barrier for unconfident cyclists. Participants wished 
for a more integrated active transportation system in the area, such as extending the 
Seawall to Gastown to further encourage active transportation.

At least one participant noted that they use this space for socializing. The central 
waterfront area was referenced as “a central place people can all meet,” supported by the 
convenience of an intermodal transportation system. However, this social functionality 
of the central waterfront area is clearly limited, and students have a difficult time finding 
activities or amenities that would support them enjoying the area for a longer time period. 
Students felt strongly that both amenities and activities in the area are insufficient to 
support their enjoyment of the entire area. One participant emphasized the following:

“[Waterfront Station] is a place where I start and end my day. But 
when I have to stick around, or even if I want to, I am not really 
supported in doing that.”

Students found that the transportation function is disproportionately emphasized in the 
area and that it negatively affects their desire to enjoy the space. Simply put, the central 
waterfront area is often perceived as a space strictly for transportation, with its loud noise 
and congestion rendering the area unpleasurable or even unsafe. One participant noted: 

Figure 6. Transit network in the central waterfront areaFigure 6. Transit network in the central waterfront area
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“You just feel like transportation is obviously there. Cars, trucks 
and buses are highlighted in that space rather than people. It’s not 
a people-centered place.”  

Overall, students take advantage of the area’s transit functions out of necessity rather than 
out of their desire to interact with the central waterfront area. While the functionality of 
Vancouver’s central waterfront as a transportation hub is expected to expand in the future, 
the scope of the redevelopment process and whether it promotes holistic placemaking that 
encourages multiple functionalities will greatly affect students’ sense of belonging to the 
space. More detail on lacking amenities in the central waterfront area can be found in the 
section 6.3.3. 

West Kowloon, Hong Kong

Another participant 
selected this image, using 
the words ‘mixed-use’ 
and ‘modern’ to describe 
why it was memorable. 
West Kowloon’s modern 
aesthetic of grey 
interlocking bricks, 
metals, and glass towers 
in the distance provide 
a visually interesting 
landscape, which is a key 

feature of walkable environments (Forsyth, 2015). 
West Kowloon highlights the importance of waterfronts as places that support the 
movement of pedestrians, with its waterfront path aligned to views of the distant city 
landscape. Key features of the West Kowloon pedestrian experience include a wide 
path, paths directly adjacent to water, path design elements such as sculpted stair 
railings, green space surrounding the path, and open views of the city. There are also 
a variety of land uses and amenities in close proximity allowing pedestrians to walk 
shorter distances to get to shops, services, work, and other uses. 
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 6.3.3 Amenities 

The broad concept of urban amenities “can be classified using many dimensions, such 
as geographic scale, degree of performance, and extent to which they are physically 
tangible” (Bartik & Smith, 1987, p.1207). For example, waterfront views are deemed as 
natural and intangible amenities, whereas schools are physical and tangible amenities. 
While the classification is not always explicit, all amenities play a crucial role in making the 
urban environment livable (Allen, 2015). Figure 7 shows physical and tangible amenities 
are available to the central waterfront area, including private consumption goods (food 
vendors, hotels); public goods and services (parks, libraries, schools); transportation 
(transit stations); and culture and community (cultural spaces, public art) (Mulligan & 
Carruthers, 2011). 

Available and accessible amenities are essential to promote meaningful interactions with 
the urban environment. However, local amenities around the central waterfront area are 
critically lacking in diversity and are often difficult to navigate. Amenities that support 
private consumption are disproportionately prevalent, followed by transportation amenities. 
A limited number of amenities that commemorate culture and local community are located 
at the periphery of the walking distance from Waterfront Station. Lastly, amenities to 
support public goods and services, especially green space, are the least available and 
accessible in the vicinity. 

These findings are further confirmed in the interviews where participants were acutely 
aware of the imbalance of amenities in the central waterfront area. The lack of variety of 
amenities marginalized participants’ interactions with the area as a whole. For instance, 
participants found value in natural amenities, such as fresh air and views:

Figure 7. A map of urban amenities within the walking distance of Waterfront StationFigure 7. A map of urban amenities within the walking distance of Waterfront Station
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“It’s the area where [students] can get some fresh air. [Students] 
are in classes all day with fluorescent lights and computers. The 
waterfront could be a space where they can reconnect with nature.”

However, these natural amenities are currently underutilized by students mainly due to 
the lack of other amenities that would support the public use of the space. Pointing out 
the lack of public amenities such as parks and gathering spaces, participants shared their 
corresponding experience: 

“When we were on campus and if the weather was nice, we would go 
outside to eat. It was always like ‘where can we go?’ Usually, we 
go to Cathedral Park because it’s close, it’s outside, and it has 
seating… There are not really any other places in that area where you 
can do that in downtown. Making the waterfront area like [Cathedral 
Park] would be nice.” 

“A couple years ago, there used to be a covered semi-public space 
that was right next to a tower near SFU harbor center. That was 
demolished for redevelopment. Oh, it was nice to be able to have a 
covered public space that you could hang out with people but now 
that’s gone.”

These anecdotes further support the importance of expanding social aspects of the central 
waterfront area by adding amenities, as described in the following sections.

◊ 6.3.3.1 GREEN SPACE

In their ideal vision for the waterfront, participants favored green spaces that had variety, 
access to natural views, and offered a multifunctional open space. Most importantly, 
participants unanimously asked for more seating areas to enjoy the views, relax and 
socialize. Insufficient seating also has implications to equity and accessibility as one 
participant highlighted: 

“In terms of a lack of seating, I think about when my grandpa visited 
from Singapore. One time we brought him to Waterfront Station and 
gave him a tour of the gas town, and he needs a place to sit down 
every now and then. It’s hard for him to enjoy sightseeing when 
there’s not a lot of places for him to rest or take a break. I would 
say it’s the same case for my friends who have children. Again, I 
think like seating is such a big issue in that area.”

Additionally, green spaces “improve [the] physical health, mental health and wellbeing of 
urban residents” (Toronto Public Health, 2015). Thus, the addition of green spaces could 
fulfill students’ desire for pockets of space where they could experience less stress and 
take healthy breaks.
 
Furthermore, green spaces were highlighted as a critical resource during the COVID-19 
pandemic as a safer environment for social interaction. Multiple participants found the 
downtown area to be lacking in these spaces. Further spatial analysis confirmed this 
perspective (Figure 8). While there are two parks within 500 metres of the Waterfront 
Station, they are both under one hectare in size. Within one kilometre of the Waterfront 
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Station, there are seven parks smaller than one hectare and four parks larger than one 
hectare. The smaller parks may adequately support people travelling through the area, 
those waiting for transit, or nearby students and workers taking breaks from classes or 
shifts.
Even in a post-COVID world, one participant noted that the psychological effects of the 
pandemic will stay with us for a long time, and that individuals may prefer outdoor spaces 
that allow for more distance between one another. As multiple participants explained, if 
designed with features like seating, shade, and public Wi-Fi, green spaces could function 
as an ideal outdoor meeting space.

◊ 6.3.3.2 CULTURAL FACILITIES

Specific types of cultural facilities mentioned by participants included a community centre, 
theatre, neighbourhood house, and friendship centre. These facilities were highlighted as 
a way to draw people to the space and support social and cultural activities that provide a 
sense of safety and inclusivity. 

Acknowledging land use constraints, students emphasized that cultural programming and 
events, such as pop-up art exhibits to showcase local talent, could provide “a reason for 
people to be there.” The power of events as intangible amenities to bring people together 
is also observed in the case study of Den Bosch, Netherlands (Richards, 2017). In this 
local-scale urban development, the city of Den Bosch successfully attracted both local 
residents and tourists through creative programming, including an annual art exhibit, 
cooking competition and school musical. Students also identified food-related amenities 
like markets or cafes.

Figure 8. Proximity to park space from the central waterfront areaFigure 8. Proximity to park space from the central waterfront area
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Other design elements desired by participants include:

 • Noting that bus stops in the central waterfront area are not covered, participants 
expressed a desire for a better waiting space or a heating station that is covered and 
protected from the rainy weather. 

 • Participants also desired amenities that would support cycling, such as secure bike 
storage and a place to change clothes. 

Ultimately, participants envision a space with a mix of open and green space, with ample 
seating and that could be flexible to programming and events. One participant likened it to 
an “outdoor living room, that could expand based on community needs.”
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Olympic Plaza in Vancouver, BC

Olympic Village Plaza 
on a sunny summer’s 
day, shown in Figure X, 
was selected by another 
participant to highlight 
equity and accessibility 
as important evaluation 
criteria for public space. 
The participant shared 
that the aspects of open 
space, waterfront views, 
and seating availability are 

what make this space memorable. This is in line with the literature, in that successful 
seating arrangements are diverse, provide views of the natural landscapes and 
cityscapes, and give a variety of opportunities for individual and social interactions 
(Mumcu & Yilmaz, 2016). 
The open arrangement of the plaza supports walking and cycling in addition to sitting. 
A disadvantage of this arrangement is that there is little protection from weather 
elements and there is minimal green space. This public space might not be heavily 
used on a rainy or wintery day. 
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 6.3.4 Public Space 

The importance of public space was a consistent undercurrent in the literature, interviews 
and focus groups. It was coded 85 times and mentioned in all but one interview. Overall, 
students strongly desired a central waterfront area that championed public space. This had 
important ties to equity and inclusion. Several participants cautioned that private uses 
would inherently exclude most students, with one participant noting the following:

“if it doesn’t really have that element of public use...I don’t think 
myself or other students would be using it that often”

◊ 6.3.4.1 DESIRED LAND USES

This desire for public space was further solidified when participants were asked to rank a 
set of five potential land uses, including green space, residential towers, hotels, cultural 
facilities, and offices, in order of preference. To compare rankings, a weighted average of 
each land use option was calculated. For each response, each land use option was assigned 
a weight between one (the least desired option) and five (the most desired option). 
The scores from each response were added together and divided by the total number of 
responses. Figure 9 displays the resulting weighted average of each land use.

The majority of participants ranked green space as the most desired land use. Cultural 
facilities were the second highest ranked land use for the central downtown waterfront area. 

Residential use was most often ranked third. The location of the transit station prompted 
participants to consider how the area could be enhanced through mixed use development, 
including residential use. One participant also saw value in a residential space due to the 
City’s housing crisis. Although, multiple participants were wary that any residential space 
in this area would likely be unaffordable.

Hotels ranked next to last among the potential land uses. Generally, participants felt that 
hotels in the downtown area would not draw students to the space. Those who did rank 
hotels as their third choice stated their importance to the city for tourism.
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Figure 9. Desired land use rankings from interview participantsFigure 9. Desired land use rankings from interview participants
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The least desired land use identified by the participants were offices. While office space 
in the downtown central waterfront area was recognized as a viable option, particularly 
with the proximity of transit, multiple participants thought there was already plenty of 
office space in that area. While Vancouver’s office vacancy rate has been historically low, 
the vacancy rate more than doubled in 2020 to 5.8 percent largely due to the transition to 
remote working as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Chan, 2021). Additionally, with 3.5 
million square feet of office space currently under construction in downtown Vancouver, 
it is possible that the vacancy rate could rise with global changes to approaching work 
culture post-pandemic.

◊ 6.3.4.2 PUBLIC-PRIVATE DIVIDE

The ranking of desired land uses highlights the public-private divide that was prevalent 
throughout many of the interviews. The addition of both green spaces and cultural 
facilities were construed as an opportunity to increase accessibility and inclusivity in 
the redesign of the downtown central waterfront area. Hotels and offices, on the other 
hand, would prohibit greater public use and public access to space. These uses were 
viewed as duplicative of the existing built environment, which is strongly limited to private 
consumption. Furthermore, economically-oriented development projects in cities such as 
Toronto and Singapore have shown to worsen pre-existing social inequity and hinder local 
residents’ access to revitalized waterfront areas (Chang & Huang, 2011; Jones, 1998).

White Rock Beach Pier and Long Island, 
Vancouver BC

One participant chose two photos, describing the atmosphere of these places by using 
terms such as ‘trendy’, ‘serene’, ‘calming’, and ‘popular’ (but not too popular). These 
qualities commonly stand out in places that are enjoyable to photograph and share on 
social media feeds like Instagram. An important finding from these images concerns 
the influence that social media and social trends have in shaping thoughts of public 
spaces. The ‘instagrammability’ of a space may be more powerful in transforming 
public perception of the space than its designated use. This provides useful 
information for downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area given that it is already 
deemed quite ‘instagrammable.’

The feature of expansiveness in both of these images is also a valuable finding. 
Expansiveness is an attribute of ‘extent,’ which is a quality that increases the 
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restorative nature of a space with respect to mental fatigue (Kaplan,1995). In 
the central downtown waterfront area, the opportunity to provide a feeling of 
expansiveness is present in the viewpoints over the Burrard Inlet and towards the 
North Shore Mountains, which can be maximized to encourage public use.

6.4 Additional Findings6.4 Additional Findings
A few other themes were mentioned less frequently, but are still relevant to our top four 
topics. These are briefly described below.

 6.4.1 Safety-related infrastructure 

The ways in which students rely on transit, when they are often by themselves and when 
it is dark outside, impact their notions of safety. Infrastructure subcategories include 
lighting, transit, pedestrian, cycling, signage, and covered areas. One participant pointed 
out that lighting, signage, and covered areas address the need for safety and comfort at the 
waterfront:

“I forgot to mention safety...like not really feeling good 
necessarily about going down the Gastown late at night by myself, 
or anything like that. I think that would be a huge driver and/
or determinant of a potential space is how safe students feel … 
there’s not a lot of lighting, it’s just a parking lot so I think … 
activation automatically equals to safety to a certain extent.”

 6.4.2 Aesthetics and Local identity 

Aesthetics was referenced to describe the beauty of the location, as well as the comfort 
and pleasure within the space. Multiple participants recognized the spectacular view 
from the location as something they valued. If the site is to eliminate its ‘pass-through’ or 
transient identity, participants would like to keep their access to the views while resting, 
having lunch, meeting friends or experiencing forms of social ‘activation’ in the location. 
Waterfront aesthetics, public space and social activation were referenced as part of a 
Vancouver local identity. Interestingly, this also contrasts other ways in which a Vancouver 
identity was represented within a future redevelopment. One participant noted: 

“the Vancouver model of like more big high rises that have condos or 
offices or something like, I don’t think that’s really going to draw 
students into that area”

Interestingly, conflicting elements of Vancouver’s identity, namely (1) high-rise 
development and (2) waterfront aesthetics and activated public space, seem to come into 
direct opposition with one another in envisioning a future waterfront. This fits within the 
wider conflict of public versus private interests. The  43 mentions of public-private conflict 
were expressed through comments regarding alternative goals for land use that did not 
appeal to students. 

“it would be a huge tragedy if some developers came in and put in the 
[omitted] glass shard. Umm, that isn’t welcoming to anyone!”
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 6.4.3 Public Participation 

‘Public participation’ received 79 mentions across a range of five different themes. 
Participants saw potential for more meaningful student engagement in a classroom setting, 
and the importance of making it easy and accessible for students to participate in public 
visioning and placemaking:

“I know we used to have people come into lectures or tutorials...so 
people that are actually involved in the consultation of the project 
like come and engage with the student body.”

Participants expressed a desire to be involved in developing a future waterfront that meets 
their needs. The sentiment that participants have towards the vision of the waterfront 
has overwhelmingly been addressed through preferences for open, accessible, and 
activated space. Participants were not opposed to overall development; they simply desired 
characteristics which they have not seen reflected in other developments they have 
experienced in Vancouver. 

6.0 FINDINGS
DISCUSSION

RECOMMENDATIONS30



7.1 Interpretation of Findings7.1 Interpretation of Findings
In the analyses conducted using quantitative land use preference data, participant-
generated imagery, and content analysis of interview and focus groups, we strove to 
identify the options and evaluation criteria that Vancouver students would propose for the 
central downtown waterfront area’s revitalization and redevelopment. Each segment of our 
analysis yielded different details that when taken together, evaluate the current and future 
users of the area, identify their perceptions and interactions with the environment, and 
illustrate a new vision for this critical urban space.

 7.1.1 Quantitative Results 

The quantitative results regarding possible land use intentions for the central downtown 
waterfront area showed that students held a strong preference for future uses that reflect 
green or open spaces, with a secondary preference for cultural facilities. On the other end 
of the scale, the data collected from interview and focus group participants demonstrated 
an aversion to private uses in the form of hotel and office space. Public, pro-social spaces 
that allow for the building of an inclusive, multicultural community identity were important 
to our participants, and future developments in this area should take heed of these 
indications.

7 diScuSSion

Source: Original visualization of student input on the central waterfront areaSource: Original visualization of student input on the central waterfront area
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 7.1.2 Participant Generated Images: Ideal Waterfront Spaces 

The participant-generated images further broadened the criteria that students desired 
to see within open, public waterfront spaces. As shown, the photos added to the focus 
group Miro board spoke to themes of aesthetics (natural beauty and comfort), active 
transportation (walkability and bikeability), and equity. There was some inconsistency 
seen between the focus group members’ selection of photos representing urban 
multifunctionality and those representing the celebration of a pristine natural landscape. In 
a re-envisioned design for the central downtown waterfront area, it would be advantageous 
to explore existing precedents where both mixed-use development and natural green and 
blue space are integrated into a cohesive design, such as Manhattan’s Riverside Park South 
(Figure 10), or the Port of Vancouver’s (USA) mixed-use waterfront development (Figure 
11). The central downtown waterfront area is already primed for such integration due to its 
downtown location and vital importance to the TransLink transportation network.

 7.1.3 Textual Thematic Analysis 

Our textual analysis of the interview and focus group transcripts yielded the richest data 
for our research, and provided additional clarity regarding the vision and evaluative criteria 
of students for our subject site. The key themes that emerged through the coding process 
of our discussions with participants were amenities, equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI), 
functionality, and public space.

With respect to the high number of references to topics coded under ‘equity, diversity, 
and inclusion’ (EDI), we see that for students, issues of inclusion, accessibility, and 
affordability (and the linked concept of displacement) figure heavily into their visions 
for a redeveloped waterfront. When one reviews the Central Downtown Waterfront Hub 
Framework, one notices a fair amount of discussion around accessibility considerations. 
Access to transit options via street network elements, cycle access, and elevators and 
escalators are positioned as means of achieving “universal accessibility” in the future 
hub (City of Vancouver, 2009). However, the document does not mention equity, diversity, 
and inclusion of different identities within the planned space. Also, notably absent is any 
acknowledgement of the area’s Indigenous heritage. Even though the station’s proximity to 
Gastown is stated numerous times, the neighbouring Downtown Eastside is erased from the 
area’s context. 

Figure 11. Port of Vancouver (USA) Waterfront, source: NBBJFigure 11. Port of Vancouver (USA) Waterfront, source: NBBJFigure 10. Riverside Park South, source: SWA/BalsleyFigure 10. Riverside Park South, source: SWA/Balsley
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Since the framework’s publication in 2009, Vancouver and other parts of Canada have 
made large strides towards centering EDI considerations within urban planning and 
policy. The City has established numerous advisory committees to advise Council on 
access and inclusion for women, seniors, 2SLGBTQ+ community members, and racial and 
ethno-cultural groups, among others. In 2013-2014, Vancouver proclaimed itself a ‘City of 
Reconciliation’ and committed itself to incorporating a First Nations and Urban Indigenous 
perspective into their work and decisions (City of Vancouver, n.d). Students believe that 
this manner of work should be embedded within projects such as the redevelopment of the 
waterfront, and that a new vision for the area must be grounded in the principles of equity 
and reconciliation. This came up multiple times not only within the EDI theme, but also 
within participant responses tagged under local identity and arts and culture amenities. 
Participants said the waterfront needed to be a space where BIMPoC individuals and 
members of the public from any income level or age should see themselves reflected.

One strategy to meet students’ desire to counter inequity in the future waterfront and 
avoid creating another downtown “zone of exclusion” (Carnegie Community Action 
Project, 2017), is to incorporate the guiding principles of Vancouver’s new culture plan, 
Culture|Shift (City of Vancouver, 2020). By employing the principles of reconciliation, 
decolonization, cultural equity, cultural redress, and accessibility, designers of public 
spaces can counter social erasure, make visible the diversity of experiences and stories of 
urban residents, and advance marginalized groups’ right to the city.

Functionality also emerged as a common concern by students for the central waterfront 
area. A deeper analysis of the theme revealed that transit connectivity was the most 
dominant aspect of functionality that participants addressed. As one of the most critical 
transportation hubs in Vancouver (a statement 
that emerged repeatedly in our literature review), 
Waterfront Station is and will continue to play a 
large role in helping Metro Vancouver meet its 
goal of achieving an “increased share of trips 
made by transit, multiple-occupancy vehicles, 
cycling, and walking, and reductions in energy 
consumption and air emissions from on-road 
transportation sources” (Greater Vancouver 
Regional District, 2011, p. 52).

The central waterfront area’s function as a major 
transportation hub is expected to grow (see Figure 
12). There is currently 3.5 million square feet of 
office space under construction in downtown 
Vancouver, including the development of a 
30-storey office building with ground-level retail 
directly across from Waterfront Station (Chan, 
2018, 2021). Additionally, 1 million people are 
forecasted to be added to Metro Vancouver’s 
population by 2050, making the region one 
of the fastest growing in North America 

Figure 12. TransLink’s growing transit network. Source: TransLinkFigure 12. TransLink’s growing transit network. Source: TransLink
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(Chan, 2020; Metro Vancouver, 2018). As the current demand for public transit in the city 
already far exceeds its capacity, the system and its networks will be required to expand. 
Capacity is being added to the Canada Line, the SeaBus, and the West Coast Express, in 
addition to overall system capacity increases via the RapidBus lines. A greater number of 
users will continue to commute through Waterfront Station and access the surrounding 
area, and it is important that the transit user experience does not deteriorate due to 
crowding and insufficient funding for infrastructure development and maintenance.

TransLink recognizes that ridership is growing much faster than the regional population, 
and lists the need for transit expansion and improvement as a priority for its upcoming 
Transport 2050 plan (TransLink, 2019).TransLink has also stated its intent to develop 
transit facilities as community assets that are seamlessly integrated into urban 
development and the public realm via placemaking (TransLink, 2011). Work to improve the 
SeaBus terminal facilities at Waterfront Station has begun, but further enhancement of the 
transit hub’s structures and its historic building is not planned. Given the importance of 
this station as identified by our participants, its growing capacity needs, and the fact that 
it will bring more people to the waterfront area, the transformation of this space through 
community-driven urban design is imperative.

Our focused coding uncovered a more specific picture of amenities in which participants 
expressed interest - seating, cultural amenities, food amenities, greenery, and meeting 
areas. It was evident that students wanted to linger in the central downtown waterfront 
area, but had no way to do so comfortably. Jan Gehl (2010) states that “people walk, stand 
and sit where the quality of city space invites them to do so” (p. 134). The area has one 
element of “quality city space” in the form of the incredible views over the Burrard Inlet, and 
for this reason alone would likely constantly attract members of the public. However, the 
existing parking lot provides no comfortable seating and thus remains a social dead zone. 
The suggestions of food spots and other meeting areas shows a further interest by students 
in the waterfront as a social hub. Gehl (2010) also speaks to cafes and coffee shops in his 
seminal Cities for People text, explaining that the explosion of popularity of these vendors 
in urban spaces is due to the fact that they are proxies for recreation, time off, and pleasure. 
Design that facilitates community interaction and social cohesion, and that provides 
opportunities for “talkscapes” around food, perhaps via food trucks and movable seating, 
would be an appropriate intervention.

Given the inclusion of green space as a highly desired amenity, it is important to note 
that the central downtown waterfront area falls within an area the Vancouver Park Board 
indicates is an urban forest canopy gap (2019). This means that the area has less than 10% 
canopy coverage, and is therefore an area of the city with fewer street trees, park trees and 
green private open spaces. Robust canopies are another indicator of a high-quality urban 
living environment, and the appetite of students for more greenspace in their surroundings 
strengthens our earlier assertion for the integration of green and blue spaces within future 
waterfront development.
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Finally, the theme of public space infused all our conversations with research participants. 
It was coded eighty-five times and mentioned in all but one interview, but also appeared 
within discussions tackling the themes of interjurisdictional conflicts, shared values and 
participatory planning, amenities and functionality. Our re-coding process also revealed 
fifty-two instances of social activation as a topic within our interviews, and a close reading 
shows that most if not all of the examples shared by participants - arts activities, parties or 
street celebrations, cultural ceremonies, night markets, etc. - were open activities meant 
for public participation. Public space, in this light, is also linked closely to students’ values 
for equity, justice, and inclusion. Private space is by nature exclusive space, and all our 
conversations indicated that exclusivity was contrary to participants’ future visions for the 
waterfront.

The City has begun to place significantly more emphasis on developing a dynamic public 
life, and in its brand new Downtown Public Space Strategy, it sets our goals for expansion 
and optimization of public space (City of Vancouver, 2020). Promisingly, they identify the 
central downtown waterfront area as a node for short-term improvement opportunities. This 
strategy and our research are two invaluable assets to the DWWG in achieving improved 
outcomes for action at our site.

7.2 Potential Limitations7.2 Potential Limitations
As mentioned earlier, our research team was limited in the number and diversity of 
participants that we were able to reach, particularly BIMPoC students and students 
experiencing other marginalized intersections of identity. However, for a truly complete 
picture of a public central downtown waterfront vision that features underrepresented 
voices, many more parties must contribute their input. Our group identified many other 
groups of users that we were not able to access as participants within the constraints of 
this project, such as transit commuters either connecting or terminating at Waterfront 
station, retail, service and hospitality industry staff (many of whom access the area outside 
of the typical workweek hours of Monday-Friday, 9 am - 5 pm), and a variety of other 
equity-seeking groups based in the neighbourhood. A brief review of the area map points 
to several organizations that are located within walking distance whose voices are often 
marginalized:

 • Salvation Army Belkin House
 • Covenant House Vancouver
 • ILSC Vancouver (for English language learners)
 • Migrant Workers Centre

Business owners in neighbouring Chinatown as well as the many residents of the 
Downtown Eastside who are affected by the gentrifying neighbourhood may also have 
valuable input into a future vision that is sensitive, inclusive, and equitable.
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7.3 Study Contribution7.3 Study Contribution
2021 marks 12 years since the original vision for our research site was published in the 
Central Downtown Waterfront Hub Framework. Though much has changed since then with 
respect to the public’s awareness of social equity and environmental issues, there are few 
physical differences to the built form of the waterfront, and the framework has gathered 
dust on the City of Vancouver’s shelves. Regardless, this site remains a critical urban 
location as a busy yet underdeveloped transit and community hub, and one of the few 
remaining potential public access points to the water’s edge. Our study recognized this 
fact, and we sought to refresh the area vision with new inputs from current student users.

Our research findings validate many elements of the Central Waterfront Hub Framework, 
including the need for a high quality and finely integrated transportation interchange and 
the desire for an enriched public realm that enhances access to the water’s edge. However, 
our data also points to areas of the plan which must be updated to reflect the values and 
needs of a more diverse body of users. Our respondents pointed to a stronger overall 
preference for open and green space, and the improvement of the public realm’s amenity 
offerings for meeting, connecting, lingering, and enjoying the beauty and comfort of this 
location at Vancouver’s waterfront. They have also clearly indicated that this site is an 
opportunity for the city to spatially address persistent inequities and expand access to 
joyful spaces for all.

It is by these physical design options and this set of values that Vancouver students 
will appraise the success or failure of a waterfront redevelopment. Their vision is for an 
inclusive, beautiful, and comfortable public space that contains an improved transit hub 
and is intentionally activated to promote social connection. It is now up to stakeholders 
within the public and private sectors to enact this vision of a new urban destination.
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Our research on the central downtown waterfront area suggests two main recommendations 
for action in order to advance the goals of developing and implementing a new vision for 
this urban space: (1) engaging in a participatory action research model to further define a 
spatial strategy for the area, and (2) advocating for a consolidation and public purchase of 
the waterfront lands.

8.1 Participatory Action Research8.1 Participatory Action Research
We first recommend that organization’s involved in redeveloping the waterfront commit 
to a Participatory Action Research (PAR) model as a means of strategically engaging 
in community-based research methods with all stakeholders. This is in line with the 
participants’ prioritization of an equity-focused solution for the waterfront area’s 
development. As outlined by Kwok (2018), “the central feature of PAR is that it begins with 
people’s problems and then engages those people in the research process to the fullest 
extent possible” (p. 128). Users of a space are considered valid knowledge-holders and 
knowledge-generators within the co-production of urban environments.

Our team approached our research as an opportunity to learn from community members 
invested in the waterfront area. Their input helped us to define problems with the space 
as well as improvements to the current Central Downtown Waterfront Hub Framework. 
However, our research concludes with this report, and we are not able to collaborate and 
partner further to enact change in the area. We recognize that the students of the many 
colleges, technical institutes, and university campuses in the downtown area are engaged 
participants in the life of the city around them, and members of their population may be 
interested in participating further in defining their surroundings if they are empowered 
to do so. This is not only true for students, but also for the many other underrepresented 
publics who have a stake in the central downtown waterfront area. 

PAR models that may work well in the future are participatory mapping activities to 
identify spatial patterns, as well as engaging in collective iterative placemaking exercises, 
variously known as city “hacking,” urban prototyping, pop-up activism or DIY urbanism. 
Pop-up interventions treat the city as complex and always incomplete, and use an iterative 
approach to appropriate space for new purposes and temporarily change the nature of a 
place (Fredericks et al., 2019). A useful case study is the development of ‘The Porch at 30th 
Street Station’ outside of the Amtrak station in Philadelphia. Over the course of a year, a 
partnership of anchor institutions, small businesses, and residents known as University 
City District transformed 33 parking spaces to an activated pedestrian space, and finally 
a public space with permanent installations and greenery (see Figure 13) (University City 
District, 2016). 

8 rEcommEndationS
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1

The evolution of The Porch at 30th Street Station from parking 
strip, to activated sidewalk, to a lushly planted public space.

Before The Porch

The Porch 1.0

The Porch 2.0

Figure 13. Evolution of The Porch at 30th Street, Philadelphia (source: University City District)Figure 13. Evolution of The Porch at 30th Street, Philadelphia (source: University City District)

FINDINGS
DISCUSSION

RECOMMENDATIONS38



In a similar way, the DWWG should consider partnering with the many institutions, 
community organizations, and area residents to temporarily organize interventions such 
as a parklet, pop up shops and food trucks, traffic calming devices, seating, entertainment, 
and family activities in the Waterfront Station East Parking Lot. Through the relationship-
building and information-sharing process, the DWWG could encourage community 
discussion around planning and design for the waterfront, empower a wider cross-section 
of the public to contribute to their advocacy efforts, and collect important data to inform 
future implementation efforts. Support for this kind of short-term action may be sought from 
VIVA Vancouver who have been working with community stakeholders to deliver small-
scale public space events, installations, and displays over the past decade.

8.2 Consolidation and Public Purchase of the 8.2 Consolidation and Public Purchase of the 
Waterfront LandsWaterfront Lands
During the course of our literature review and subsequent research, we investigated other 
waterfront redevelopment projects in Canada including Vancouver South False Creek, the 
Vancouver Convention Centre, Lonsdale Quay, Halifax Harbour, and Waterfront Toronto. In 
each instance, the public purchase of land (if waterfront lands were not already publicly 
owned) by provincial and/or federal levels of government was a key element in ensuring 
the successful delivery of the project. Though governance and funding models varied, we 
identified two alternative approaches that were taken most often:

1. Establishment of a crown corporation - single jurisdiction over waterfront 
development and management; examples include Lonsdale Quay, Halifax Harbour, 
and the Vancouver Convention Centre

2. Tri-government approach - federal, provincial, and municipal governments in 
partnership with equal authority and pooled resources; examples include South False 
Creek, Waterfront Toronto, Saskatoon’s River Landing district, Montreal’s Lachine 
Canal, and Winnipeg’s Forks district

As mentioned earlier, the lands constituting the central downtown waterfront area are 
owned by numerous entities including the Port of Vancouver, the Government of Canada, 
and private developers. Much of the current planning stasis is due to competing interests 
between stakeholders, and impedes action that would positively impact the area’s public 
realm. Though it would require a great deal of public support, a provincial and/or federal 
purchase would allow for equity-driven public space development, rather than the current 
private development proposals.

Consolidation of these lands under public ownership, either through expropriation or a 
program of land swaps, is equally important. Eidelman (2013) notes “[t]he greater the 
number of landowners, public or private, the more difficult it is to successfully coordinate 
waterfront planning and implementation” (p. 22, emphasis added). Political stalemate may 
result from land fragmentation of any kind, and public ownership may not necessarily 
ensure that public benefits are delivered. He sums up his takeaway like this:

“The lesson for planners and policy makers is simple: To avoid creating conflicts between 
the property rights of one government actor against the jurisdictional authority of another, 
successful redevelopment must involve the consolidation of public assets in the hands of 
as few owners as possible, and as early as possible” (Eidelman, 2016, pp. 719-720).
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Throughout this report, we have expressed the desire found in our research for the 
downtown Vancouver central waterfront area to bloom from a space focused on movement 
to one that is a destination at its core. With curiosity, rigour, and expertise in research 
design and analysis, we have explored the question of what options and evaluation criteria 
do students propose for the downtown waterfront’s revitalization and redevelopment, and 
communicated the implications of our findings. Waterfront for All Consulting is happy to 
present this summative work after three months of meetings, emails, drafts, feedback, and 
persistent inquiry.

Through all of our research efforts, findings, and interpretations, we can impart the student 
perspective on the downtown Vancouver central waterfront area: the wants, the needs, the 
dreams. We are confident with our research design, data, findings, and recommendations; 
these all ultimately paint the picture of what dreams for a destination persist in the minds 
and hearts of Vancouver’s student population.

Thank you.

9 concluSion
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Appendix C: Literature Review

In conducting initial research for this project, we found considerable literature on aspects 
of waterfront development such as governance, tourism, placemaking, transportation, and 
equity. We also discovered many global and domestic case studies that, while different 
contextually, had important lessons for the central waterfront area. This initial literature 
search allowed our team to discern four central themes used for coding data from our 
research and focus groups.

GovernanceGovernance
Waterfront development projects across the world offer a variety of governance models and 
processes that can inform the redevelopment of the central waterfront area. 

Public ParticipationPublic Participation
Some waterfront projects have not adequately included public participation. Waterfront 
development projects in Shanghai, Copenhagen, and Philadelphia embodied a top-down 
governance approach where elitist ideologies served an imagined ‘quality’ of people (Li 
& Zhong, 2020; Desfor & Jorgensen, 2004; McGovern, 2008). Quality refers to a civilized, 
modern, urban, and middle-class way of life (Li & Zhong, 2020). For example, in Shanghai 
public opinion surveys were used in the planning stages of waterfront development; 
however, it was ‘participation tokenism’ with a ‘societal menu’ of pre-approved options (Li 
& Zhong, 2020). This reveals a biased model, where professionals, who reflected the state’s 
‘quality’ values, were believed to be the best representatives of the public (Li & Zhong, 
2020). In the cases of  Copenhagen and Philadelphia, the values of decision makers were 
inherently prioritized. These values indicated that economic productivity and state control 
were the focus of planning (Desfor & Jorgensen, 2004; McGovern, 2008).  
 
In Malaysia, waterfront governance has been more representative and expressive of shared 
values, yet, low levels of cooperation and inefficient communication systems resulted in 
an unsustainable development process (Yassin et al, 2011). This case also calls to action 
external experts, NGOs, and community-based organizations to address the limits of 
government institutions for sustainable governance (Yassin et al, 2011). Thus, despite the 
integration of culture, tradition, biodiversity, and global transportation, development fell 
short due to a general lack of coordination which resulted in low regulation enforcement 
and a low priority of fund allocation (Yassin et al, 2011). 

While literature is largely centred on the shortcomings of waterfront governance, there are 
examples of collaborative governance models that re-frame development for the public.
The West Kowloon Cultural District states that it is “a place that belongs to all Hong Kong 
people. It is important that it addresses the wider community’s needs and desires.” (West 
Kowloon Cultural District, n.d., p. 1). Its redevelopment is underpinned by an extensive 
public visioning and engagement process, and has been carried out state agency oversight 
with both public and private redevelopment.
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New Zealand’s Wellington Waterfront Framework outlines a waterfront governance that 
consists of professional and community representatives that develop the plan, a waterfront 
implementation agency that would take charge of the implementation, and the Wellington 
City Council that approves policy and oversees these entities (Wellington City Council, 
2001). This governance structure, coupled with transparency, public engagement 
and momentum, have transformed this into a highly valued public space in Wellington 
(Wellington City Council, 2001). 

Both the Hong Kong and Wellington cases are largely considered to be successful 
waterfronts, highlighting the importance of emphasizing shared values, public 
participation, and strong coordination in waterfront governance. The idea of using shared 
values to develop an image and unite a community is in essence designing ‘for the people.’ 
The redevelopment of the central waterfront area should include extensive and open public 
participation.
Multi-jurisdictional collaboration
Several case studies highlight the importance of strong coordination between a range of 
stakeholders. North Vancouver’s Lonsdale Quay project and Waterfront Toronto included 
collaboration among several levels of government, and have been implemented through 
public-private projects. The inclusion of the provincial and federal government in these 
cases has increased jurisdictional authority for waterfront development, and increased the 
public funding available for the projects (Blackwell, 1999; Waterfront Toronto, n.d.). 

Public versus private investment and how this conflict impacts waterfront development use 
is also discussed here. It appears that many of the waterfront case studies rely on private 
developers to design, finance or build individual buildings or projects in some capacity, 
which may in some cases reduce the capacity for public use and public engagement 
(Lagarense & Walanasendow, 2015).

Infrastructure and Urban DesignInfrastructure and Urban Design
As a transit hub, transit infrastructure design is an important consideration in any 
future revitalization of the central waterfront area. The literature emphasized that transit 
infrastructure should increase the safety and comfort of transit users at all times of the 
day, including nighttime transit users. Design concerns include poor visibility due to 
insufficient lighting, as well as concerns about missing pathways leading to stations or 
bus stops (McArthur et al, 2019; Chandra et al, 2017). These oversights have resulted in 
transit users, particularly female nighttime transit users, having a low perception of safety. 
Consequently, users prefer to be picked up and dropped off at their transit station by car as 
opposed to walking or cycling (Chandra et al, 2017). Future design elements for the central 
waterfront area should include lighting, sidewalk infrastructure, and altered pedestrian 
networks that provide easy access to transit.
 
There was also discussion on the provision of amenities in relation to waterfront 
development. Literature on tourism in regions such as Manado in Indonesia and Malta 
located in the Mediterranean Sea reveal the ways in which there is a lack of community 
amenities (Lagarense & Walanasendow, 2015; McCarthy, 2004). This is particularly 
prevalent for the residents of these waterfronts who feel that the amenities provided are 
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being tailored to the needs of tourists primarily in order to bolster the waterfront city vision. 
This is a result of broader disengagement from local residents and stakeholder participation 
(Lagarense & Walanasendow, 2015; McCarthy, 2004). This kind of exclusion calls for the 
development of waterfronts that allow for integration across industries and spaces such 
that the waterfront is a seamless environment inclusive of all individuals (Lagarense & 
Walanasendow, 2015).

ValuesValues
The literature on waterfront development establishes values of economic productivity, 
globalism, local identity, equity, safety, sustainability, and aesthetics. Value systems are 
important in waterfront development because they indicate stakeholder priorities. However, 
diverse value systems can be difficult to integrate and synthesis into development projects. 

The values of economic productivity and globalism are often congruous in waterfront 
development because they are often driven by economic regeneration strategies aimed 
at attracting global competition (Brownill, 2010; Lehrer 2008; Jones, 1998). These values 
may be realized in large-scale waterfront developments where sites are rebranded for 
global entertainment. This can result in a dichotomy between locally-based placemaking 
and globalist attitudes. This has a risk of diverging from collective public benefits and 
questions whether the main goal of attracting capital is strengthening or weakening the 
city’s social fabric (Dupre, 2018; Oakley, 2011). The pursuit of globalism can marginalize 
small, human-scale urban spaces which are rich with lived experience and distinct 
cultures. Globalism may conflict with local identity values centred on heritage retention 
(Dupre, 2018). Therefore, researchers often emphasize the importance of preservation of 
local identities through active public participation (Chang & Huang, 2011; Dupre, 2018; 
Richards, 2017).

Safety and equity are also important values in waterfront development. The literature 
highlights the need for safety considerations in nighttime transportation design,  traffic 
calming measures, and  continuity across transit networks (McArthur et al, 2019; Chandra 
et al, 2017; Biehl et al., 2019).  There are equity-based discussions on mobility justice 
which shift away from exclusionary policies historically implemented in planning and, 
instead, focus on decolonization and  centering marginalized perspectives  (Untokening 
Collective, 2017). 

Transportation equity also incorporates measures to ensure access to transit services for 
all ages and abilities . Historically, access has been a barrier for  people with disabilities, 
female night-time workers, and BIMPoC individuals, who often struggle to safely and 
efficiently use public transportation during “all hours of the day” (Bertolaccini, 2015). 
For waterfront development more broadly, too, equity considerations in terms of public 
participation are especially valued when considering the ways in which BIMPoC 
communities’ participation is largely tokenistic (Reames, 2021; Vargas & Mattheis, 2018).

Lastly values of sustainability and aesthetics were also considered to be important in 
relation to waterfront development. Sustainability similarly arises, as with other values, in 
discussions around transportation particularly concerning active transportation modes. 
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In looking towards research on public values and attitudes towards active transportation 
in Humboldt Park and Evanston in the Chicago area, there appears to be public consensus 
on the importance of more sustainable modes of transportation as well as a move towards 
shared mobility modes (Biehl et al., 2019). Aesthetics on the other hand were not explicitly 
discussed as values, but qualities such as comfort and pleasurability were designated as 
key qualities of public space in literature and were therefore extended as components of 
aesthetic values (Mehta, 2014). These values were highlighted especially for the Manado 
waterfront case study in Indonesia where local residents felt that the infringement of 
buildings along the waterfront would limit their access to the shorelines and their views of 
Manado Bay (Lagarense & Walanasendow, 2015).

Uses of SpaceUses of Space
The literature has highlighted a common theme where waterfronts are held together by the 
constant need to balance conflicting epistemologies such as competitiveness and social 
integration or cohesion (Bruttomesso, 2004). Bruttomesso (2004) describes complexity as 
a tool for combating these conflicts such that values of the area should prevent the space 
being used solely as a ‘throughspace’ for tourists but rather a public space for all residents. 
The goal is to create not a city of parts and separation, but a complex unity of uses that 
define the city.  Waterfronts must pursue interaction between different activities and within 
a local context rather than giving in to the allure of global spatial typologies. Otherwise, 
they risk failure similar to the demise of monotonous shopping mall development for 
the late-twentieth century. In looking towards tourism, too, we see a similar outlook 
from residents of waterfront cities who seek an integration of uses across the waterfront 
(Lagarense & Walanasendow, 2015). 
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Appendix D: Semi-Structured Interview Guide

Interview QuestionsInterview Questions
Current State

 • How (or in what ways) do students currently interact with the Central Waterfront 
Area? Did COVID-19 change this? (see the current slide)

 • How often did students interact with the Central Waterfront Area prior to 
COVID-19? 

 • What times of day or times of the week do students interact with the Central 
Waterfront Area the most?

 • Who would students want to use this space with?

Ideal/Vision State

 • How would students characterize the vibes (atmosphere) of waterfront areas that 
they most enjoy? What adjectives or phrases would they use? 

 • What would students value in a new design if the Central Waterfront Area 
undergoes  redevelopment?

 • Are there any potential amenities or features that you think students hope could be 
added to the Central Waterfront Area?

 • I.e. Green space, viewpoints, space to sit, space to eat, space to take photos, place 
for children, cyclist infrastructure, etc.

 • How would students rank the importance of the following land uses, one being 
highly desirable and 5 being less desirable? Park, Residential Towers, Hotels, 
Cultural facilities, Offices

 • What design elements would students want to be  included for the Central 
Waterfront Area to be enjoyed at different times of the year?

Inclusion & Accessibility

 • Do you think the Central Waterfront Area is accessible to all ages and abilities?

 • What would prevent students from visiting a redeveloped Central Waterfront Area?

 • What would prevent students from BIMPOC communities from visiting a 
redeveloped Central Waterfront Area?

 • What would make students feel comfortable and included in the design of the 
Central Waterfront Area?

Closing, Post-Interview Survey, & Follow-Up

 • Are there any other issues or topics in relation to the questions that you would like 
to discuss or elaborate upon?
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Appendix E: Focus Group Guide
Focus Group Miro QuestionsFocus Group Miro Questions

 • Think about an outdoor public space where you remember enjoying yourself. Add 
a photo of it here! Was there one aspect or feature from this place that made it 
memorable?

 • Based on the photo from the last question, describe the vibe of the outdoor space 
you selected. Type out some words that describe the feeling of this space

 • Tell us what you like or dislike about the existing Central Waterfront Hub. Are there 
any barriers that prevent you from using it?

 • How does the design of the Central Waterfront Hub make your feel?

 • What DESIGN elements could improve the Central Waterfront Hub?

 • List (by using sticky-notes) 3 of your favourite design elements found in the 
images below. (Images included were: (1) paved promenade lined with trees and 
restaurants, (2) outdoor market, (3) park with gardens and benches, (4) plaza with 
large screen and seating, (5) wooden boardwalk along water, and (6) green park 
with views of city skyline)

 • What kinds of uses would you like to see in the Central Waterfront Hub. Rank your 
top 3 by adding a sticky. Feel free to include an explanation! (Images included were: 
(1) retail space, (2) agricultural space, (3) mixed-use space, (4) office towers, (5) 
green space, and (6) enhanced transit space)

 • How, having reviewed some different possibilities for waterfronts and other 
public spaces, would you add anything to your initial suggestions for the Central 
Waterfront Hub?

 • From your perspective, is there anything we haven’t addressed in the redesign 
process of the Central Waterfront Hub?

 • Is there anyone who still might feel excluded from this space? Are there still barriers 
to use?

 • Are there any final thoughts or comments on a potential redesign? Feel free to add 
any other images!
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List of Key Terms Included 
on Miro Board

Design Elements

Patio
Umbrella
Bench
Green space
Garden beds
Covered seating area
Hotels
Plazas
Music stage
Education boards
Viewpoints
Lighting
Offices
Houses
Retail Shops
Food Amenities
Farming
Transit Stops/Station
Bike Lockers
Markets/Events
Public Washrooms
Boardwalk
Parking
Pathways

Feeling Words

Cozy
Warm
Loud
Bright
Fresh
Clean
Messy
Wild
Eclectic
Worldly
Serene
Natural
Soft
Cool
Energizing
Depressing
Sad
Lonely
Empty
Bored
Uninspired
Inspiring
Monotonous
Repetitive
Innovative
Awkward
Alone
Nostalgic
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Appendix F: Ideal Waterfront Spaces: Complete Analysis 
of Visual Data

Ideal Waterfront SpacesIdeal Waterfront Spaces
During the Focus Group, the five participants were asked to share a photo of an outdoor 
public space where they remembered enjoying themselves. Participants were then asked to 
type  words that described the feeling of the space, prompted by the question: “was there 
one aspect or feature from this place that made it memorable?” Each image was analyzed 
based on the participants’ description along with relevant literature findings and pre-
developed thematic codes. The specific images and their analyses are described in the 
sections below.

White Rock Beach Pier and Long Island, Vancouver White Rock Beach Pier and Long Island, Vancouver 
BCBC
One participant chose two photos, one of White Rock Beach Pier in White Rock (Figure 
X) and another of Long Beach on Vancouver Island (Figure X). Both of these images 
were taken on sunny days and feature vast open landscapes and views of the water. The 
participant’s explained they chose these images for their trendy, unique, and scenic 
character. These three qualities commonly stand out in places that are enjoyable to 
photograph and share on social media feeds like Instagram. Imagery was an important 
element to the participant as they suggested that these spaces provide solitude and 
opportunity to take photographs without other people watching or disrupting the scenery. 
The participant described the atmosphere of these places by using terms such as ‘trendy’, 
‘serene’, ‘calming’, and ‘popular’ (but not too popular). This is reflected in Long Beach 
which stands out as expansive, secluded, and disconnected from the urban environment. 
Likewise, walking out onto the White Rock Beach Pier and standing on the open water also 
provides the feeling of expansiveness.

An important finding from these images concerns the influence that social media and 
social trends have in shaping thoughts of public spaces. The ‘instagrammability’ of a space 
may be more powerful in transforming public perception of the space than its designated 
use. To explore this, the research group searched trending taglines in Instagram such 
as #WhiteRockBeach, #LongBeachVancouverIsland, and #LongBeachTofino, which 
resulted in thousands of images of the scenery, people posing, and people doing various 
activities (i.e. walking dogs, surfing, etc.). This highlights the way in which social media 
can contribute to the trendiness or perceived quality of open space. This provides useful 
information for downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area given that it is already 
deemed quite ‘instagrammable.’

The feature of expansiveness in both of these images is also a valuable finding. 
Expansiveness is an attribute of ‘extent,’ which is something that increases the restorative 
nature of a space; in other words, expansiveness speaks to the ability of an environment to 
restore mental fatigue (Kaplan,1995). This is in reference to the way in which landscapes 
that are large (or have obscured boundaries thereby appearing larger) can encourage 
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exploration and discovery and subsequently provide restorative benefits (Mooney et 
al.,2019). In the central downtown waterfront area, the opportunity to provide a feeling of 
expansiveness is present in the viewpoints over the Burrard Inlet and towards the North 
Shore Mountains, which can be maximized to encourage public use.

Concerning identified themes, both images primarily relate to aesthetics, including 
the beauty, comfort and pleasurability due to the views, opportunities for relaxation, 
expansiveness, and solitude. The importance of ‘instagrammability,’ uniqueness, and 
trendiness fall within the themes of local identity, as users of the space are eager and 
proud to share images of these places on social media platforms. Based on this analysis, 
it can be inferred that the options and evaluation criteria that students may find desirable 
in waterfronts are heavily dependent on the attractiveness and views of the surrounding 
landscape. These criteria include spaces with scenic, photographable landscapes that are 
trendy and unique while giving a feeling of connection to the outdoor space and the sense 
of calm and away. 

West Kowloon, Hong KongWest Kowloon, Hong Kong
Another participant selected Hong Kong’s West Kowloon Cultural District (Figure X), using 
terms such as ‘mixed-use’ and ‘modern’ to describe why it was memorable. This image 
offers different insights into the options and evaluation criteria that students seek in the 
development of public space. West Kowloon’s modern aesthetic of grey interlocking bricks, 
metals, and glass towers in the distance provide a visually interesting landscape, which is a 
key feature of walkable environments (Forsyth, 2015). 

Although West Kowloon is more modern in contrast to the central downtown waterfront 
area neighboring historic Gastown, this may provide insights and opportunities into the 
blending of modern and historic elements to attract more diversity in users of the public 
space. Additionally, West Kowloon highlights the importance of waterfronts as places 
that support the movement of pedestrians, with its waterfront path aligned to views of the 
distant city landscape. Key features of the West Kowloon pedestrian experience include a 
wide path, paths directly adjacent to water, path design elements like sculpted stair railings, 
green space surrounding the path, and open views of the city. Both the central downtown 
waterfront area and the West Kowloon Cultural District are compact mixed-use areas that 
are often considered to be more walkable (University of Delaware, n.d.). This is attributed 
to the variety of land uses and amenities in close proximity allowing pedestrians to walk 
shorter distances to get to shops, services, work, and other uses. 

Regarding the thematic analysis, this image reflects aesthetics due to its intentional 
modern design. This emerges from another theme of infrastructure and amenities design, 
highlighting the influence of the built environment on an enjoyable pedestrian experience. 
This is also related to the theme of sustainability as it promotes active transportation. This 
analysis highlights an important implication that connectivity, a variety of amenities, and 
the blending of modern and historic aesthetics are key elements in a sustainable waterfront 
development.
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Olympic Plaza in Vancouver, BCOlympic Plaza in Vancouver, BC
Olympic Village Plaza on a sunny summer’s day, shown in Figure X, was selected by another 
participant to highlight equity and accessibility as important evaluation criteria for public 
space. The participant shared that the aspects of open space, waterfront views, and seating 
availability are what make this space memorable. This is in line with the literature, in that 
successful seating arrangements are diverse, provide views of the natural landscapes 
and cityscapes, and give a variety of opportunities for individual and social interactions 
(Mumcu & Yilmaz, 2016). 

The participant described the atmosphere of Olympic Plaza as ‘lively.’ This might relate 
to the multifunctional uses provided by various seating arrangements, increasing the 
accessibility of the space. Literature recommends seating areas be easily accessible yet 
distanced from high traffic areas to reduce unnecessary noise pollution, suggesting this is 
a successful design (Mumcu & Yilmaz, 2016). The open arrangement of the plaza supports 
walking and cycling in addition to sitting. A disadvantage of this arrangement is that there 
is little protection from weather elements and there is minimal green space. This public 
space might not be heavily used on a rainy or wintery day. 

The analysis of this participant-generated image uncovers several themes. The inclusion 
of various seating types and the prioritization of open space and opportunities for active 
transportation make up a key theme. Equity, as it relates to the accessibility of the space, is 
an emergent theme and recurring feature for post-secondary students. The selected space 
promotes these multifunctional uses with aesthetic beauty, comfort, and pleasurability. 
Olympic Plaza provides an interesting precedent that highlights key elements that post-
secondary students want to see in downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area. 

Crab Park in Vancouver, BCCrab Park in Vancouver, BC
The final image generated by the focus group participants was of Crab Park in Downtown 
Vancouver taken under ideal conditions on a sunny day with limited cloud cover. The image 
features a greenway along the waterfront with an unpaved trail and views of the water and 
of mountains in the background. The participant shared that they chose this photo for its 
easy access to the waterfront, and they used terms such as ‘lively,’ ‘clean,’ and ‘energizing’ 
to describe its atmosphere. 

Findings from the analysis of this image highlight that it is an undeveloped area featuring 
natural, scenic landscapes. No signage or privately-owned areas can be seen, indicating 
that it is publicly accessible unlike other waterfronts in Vancouver. The views are not 
obstructed by high-rise developments, which may increase the value and sustainability 
of this space. Additionally, there are no benches or tables in sight, suggesting that this 
area is designed more for movement rather than for stationary activities. The shared path 
is designed for multi-modal transportation, making it readily available for activities like 
biking, scootering, walking, etc. However, it can be inferred that this path could quickly 
become overcrowded and potentially hazardous for elderly or mobility-challenged 
individuals. 
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The implications of these findings resonate with a strong preference of post-secondary 
students towards natural features that allow for active transportation. Because of the 
featured path, this image reflects emergent themes of equity and sustainability, and 
relates to the identified theme of built-form design. More importantly, this public space 
highly reflects the theme of aesthetics due to the open views. Incorporating these various 
aesthetic design elements into downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area would likely 
increase the sustainability and use of the space, particularly by post-secondary students.  

In conclusion, the participant-generated images are highly reflective of the options and 
evaluation criteria that post-secondary students may seek in a public space. The emergent 
themes from the image analysis reflect values of sustainable waterfront integration 
within public space. All images reflect some aspect of aesthetics including the beauty 
of the surrounding landscape with views of the waterfront, the comfort of accessible 
seating arrangements, and the pleasure of enjoying the space. The implications of this 
analysis highlight that the design, including its infrastructure and amenities, promotes 
multifunctionality and accessibility. Downtown Vancouver’s central waterfront area may 
experience greater use if these thematic elements are incorporated.
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Appendix G: Initial Coding Plan

CodeCode SubcodeSubcode

1. Governance 

1.1 Top-down governance
1.2 Stakeholder communication/coordination
1.3 Multi-jurisdictional collaboration 
1.4 Multi-jurisdictional conflict (Differing interpretations; Public 
vs. private interests)
1.5 Local support 
1.6 City vision (city branding)

2. Design

2.1 Infrastructure 
(Lighting, Sidewalk infrastructure, Transit accessibility)
2.2 Amenities 
(Meaningful activities; Community    amenity; Mobility hub 
amenities)

3. Values

3.1 Equity 
(Access; Transit accessibility; mobility justice; Transportation 
equity; Benefit sharing; Displacement, Inclusiveness)
3.2 Local identity 
(distinctively local; Heritage retention (ex. 2) 
3.3 Development 
(Economic productivity; Economic regeneration)
3.4 Globalism 
(Tourism, Waterfront city)
3.5 Sustainability 
(Active transportation; Shared mobility modes
3.6 Safety 
(Transit safety/Transportation safety)
3.7 Aesthetics
(Beauty, Comfort, Pleasurability)

4. Uses of space

4.1 Functionality (Transit frequency; Transit connectivity)
4.2 Public space
4.3 Public vs. Private
4.4 Waterfront integration (use integration) 

5. Public 
participation

5.1 Citizen rights; People-framing
5.2 Shared values; Participatory Planning; Public trust; Visioning
5.3 Participation tokenism; Tokenism
5.4 Engagement methods
5.5 Initiator of engagement
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