
Livability

A livable neighbourhood is one in which you can live well, live safely, and 

not rely on frequent trips to distant destinations—if you don’t want a car, you 

don’t have to have one. 

In VancouVer, cIty pLannIng focuses on LIVabILIty 
That means neighbourhoods in which people can walk and cycle safely, and 

enjoy the experience of the streets and their fellow citizens. Neighbourhoods 

where the built environment makes people feel, not diminished or ignored, 

but supported, engaged, and delighted. It means density done well – not just 

a lot of people per hectare, but a lot of activity, beauty, safety and amenity 

per hectare.

 

MoVeMent
The first key to livability is movement – getting around safely and pleasantly. 

Making sustainable modes of transportation top priority has visibly shaped 

the city. 

The most sustainable option is our first priority: walking. Let’s face it – every 

trip you make starts and ends with your feet. Vancouver not only maintains 

great sidewalks, it insists that developers and architects provide appealing 

courtyards and pathways, good lighting, and an inviting pedestrian realm. 

Cycling comes a close second. Vancouver has an extensive network of 

dedicated bike lanes, and a seawall cycling route right around Stanley Park 

and False Creek. We have even taken the unusual step of switching a vehicle 

lane to a bike lane – and the Burrard Bridge Bike Lane Trial has been a 

striking success.

Our third priority is public transit – buses, trains and ferries. While a 

provincial body has charge of the actual stations and bus routes, Vancouver 

plans imaginatively around public modes of transportation. For instance, the 

Cambie Corridor program is pursuing ways to build complete communities 

around stations on the new Canada Line SkyTrain between downtown and 

the airport.
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DesIgn
The second key to livability is high-quality urban design. Buildings and 

the spaces between them must be integrated thoughtfully to create a city 

that’s attractive, functional, memorable, animated, and safe. Parks and open 

spaces, sidewalks and walkways, historical features, bodies of water, trees, 

landscaping, lighting, and signage – all contribute to Vancouver’s design. As 

an ocean city, we start with the waterfront – developments near the water 

must not only create buildings that suit their highly visible sites, but also 

contribute to the character of the sea wall and its adjacent public realm. 

An appealing public realm depends heavily on two building qualities – height 

and massing. Vancouver is known for tall slender towers, surrounded at 

street level by townhouses, shops, or other low-rise structures. Building at 

human scale on the street masks the imposing height of the towers, gaining 

the advantages of high density without echoing concrete canyons. Buildings 

are made to “meet the street” by terracing down toward lower neighbours, 

and using the stepped roofscape for decks, green roofs and skylights. By 

insisting that buildings suit their surroundings, Vancouver successfully 

mixes residential uses with auto dealerships, big-box retail, even fast food 

restaurants – the key is not separation, but sensitive design.

aMenItIes
The third key is the provision of public amenities, which the City requires 

of all developments in Vancouver. Through Development Cost Levies and 

Community Amenity Contributions, developments pay for a range of public 

benefits such as park space, heritage restoration, community centres, 

libraries, and all manner of cultural facilities. Developers are permitted 

greater density in return – and have come to favour the requirements, as 

neighbourhood amenities increase the appeal and value of their projects.

Vancouver has seen its downtown population roughly double in the past 15 

years, while automobile traffic dropped and many splendid amenities have 

been created. This unique achievement is largely due to thoughtful planning 

with livability as the top priority.

“VAncouVerism” 
is a new kind of city living—not 

European, not Asian, not even 

conventionally North American, but 

something unique. It combines deep 

respect for nature with enthusiasm for 

busy, engaging, active streets and a 

dynamic urban life. Vancouverism is 

tall slim towers (for density) widely 

separated by low-rise buildings (for 

light and air and scenic views) and 

many parks, walkable streets and 

public spaces (for enjoyment and 

human contact). City planners and 

urban designers come to Vancouver 

from across the continent, looking for 

inspiration as they re-imagine their 

decayed inner cities and seek more 

sustainable ways for people to live 

healthy and sociable lives. 
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