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As designers and advocates for the built environ-
ment, architects are beginning a new and fascinating 
journey.

We have long believed that through our work, we add 
significant value: we improve things, we take under-
utilized sites and buildings and transform them into 
a higher and better use. At least that is our aim. Tra-
ditionally, this added value has been understood pri-
marily in physical and economic terms, then more 
recently in environmental ones. 

However, in the past two decades, we have expe-
rienced a remarkable transformation in the way we 
approach design, and in our perceptions of the value 
that we add. We have come to realize that the current 
revolution in the building industry, with its emphasis 
on reducing our collective impact on the environment 
and climate change, is far from complete. It is neither 
as broad nor as deep as we need it to be, however It 
does provide us with an example of what can be ac-
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complished with a sense of common purpose, and a 
commitment to accountability. 

Consensus is building around a broader definition of 
sustainability, although this consensus is not yet uni-
versal. In November of 2016, in what many believe will 
come to be seen as a watershed moment in the evo-
lution of architecture, Patrik Schumacher, Principal 
of Zaha Hadid Architects, delivered a controversial 
keynote address at the World Architecture Festival in 
Berlin. Schumacher outlined his personal manifesto 
for the future of cities and thus for the architectural 
profession at large. This manifesto advocated for the 
privatization of public space, the elimination of social 
housing and the dismantling of social safety nets. He 
further argued that architects have no place, nor in-
deed any responsibility, in contemplating or attempt-
ing to influence the social impact of their work. 

Schumacher’s message was shocking, outrageous 
and just plain sad. More positively the reaction in the 

auditorium was one of anger and it was clear that 
most of the audience felt that this was a betrayal of 
the central tenets of the architectural profession. The 
reaction from the public was equally powerful, spark-
ing a demonstration in front of the offices of Zaha 
Hadid Architects. More remarkable still was that both 
Schumacher’s firm and the estate of Zaha Hadid, is-
sued written statements denouncing his position.

I believe that this moment marks a turning point, 
bringing a new sense of focus and purpose to a 
transformative movement; rejecting what has been 
either an overtly formalist or narrowly functionalist 
agenda, in favour of a more holistic, values based 
approach to design.

Without question, we live in tumultuous times. In-
creasingly, we are conditioned to focus on the extreme 
weather events that have become the new normal, 
and are more inclined to overlook the great human 
challenges of our time, such as income inequality, 



the unravelling of the social fabric, and political isola-
tionism. At a time when consensus-building and co-
operation are most critical to our future resilience, we 
find them in increasingly short supply. 

While remaining a vital part of the solution, the con-
ventional green building movement has not ventured 
far from its core mandate to measure and mitigate 
the environmental impact of buildings. 

While it is understandable to feel that these broader 
issues are overwhelming and beyond our control, the 
reality is that architects and planners work on the 
front lines of these very challenges. By shaping the 
physical context for all facets of contemporary life, 
we in fact have greater impact than we might imagine 
on the social constructs that result. 

This is a responsibility that, until recently, was at the 
very heart of the art of architecture. It is time to ex-
pand our focus again and to re-embrace a broad-
er social mandate. Until we become advocates for 
greater and more fundamental change in the way we 
build our cities, we are going to fall short of our en-
vironmental goals, as the two are inextricably inter-
twined.

Designing for social impact involves exploring how 
our social realms underpin and overlap with our envi-
ronmental, economic, and physical ones — for these 

are loci of great potential transformation. It means 
applying the skills we hone as architects, includ-
ing building relationships, working with complexity, 
imagining possibilities and the unseen, and working 
across scales from micro to macro, with adjusted 
intention. It also means fostering new forms of col-
laboration both within our profession and with allied 
professions, activists, and social scientists who are 
already acquiring knowledge and devising methods 
for maximizing social impact. This research can help 
us create metrics for such things as public happi-
ness, citizen engagement and student performance, 
to inform our understanding of the ways in which our 
built environments affect individual social capital and 
collective community capacity. Overall, this social 
impact mandate requires us to adapt our political 
roles and processes and commit to deeper commu-
nity involvement. 

This book provides an important insight into this 
emerging model of architectural practice. The con-
cepts presented are both comprehensive and inspi-
rational. The many case studies provide a diversity 
of examples, demonstrating that a values-based ap-
proach to design can take many forms and respond 
to many contexts. 

It is particularly encouraging to see work from across 
Canada, as it demonstrates that the need is univer-
sal, and that the potential for creative and collabora-

tive solutions is not limited by geographic location 
or the size of the community. The case studies also 
demonstrate that high levels of environmental perfor-
mance and substantial social benefits are not mutu-
ally exclusive; success in one area does not preclude 
success in the other. The challenge for municipali-
ties, architects and clients is to apply broader criteria 
to the definition of success, and to accept that cur-
rent assumptions and practices may need to be re-
evaluated.

The Architecture of Engagement is also a call to ac-
tion that marks the beginning of our journey. Bring-
ing this kind of holistic design from the margins to 
the mainstream of architectural practice will require a 
sustained and collective effort. We need to find a way 
to understand and evaluate the social contribution 
of our work; to share best practices and to hold one 
another accountable for results. 

The progress made over the last two decades toward 
more environmentally sustainable design provides 
an example of what is possible through concerted 
collective action. However, we need to become ad-
vocates for even greater change. For faster change. 
And most importantly, we need to bring our values to 
work with us. 

This book helps guide us on the journey ahead. The 
first step is to accept the challenge.



This book is based on research originally spon-
sored by the Canada Council for the Arts, to docu-
ment completed urban design and architectural pro-
jects that might help to frame a broader and more 
human-centred interpretation of sustainability. The 
research was undertaken in the belief that cultural 
change is essential if we are to achieve a state of 
equilibrium between human activities and the natural 
systems of our planet.

As editor of Sustainable Architecture and Building 
Magazine (SABMag)since 2006, I have reviewed 
documentation on hundreds of building projects 
from every part of Canada, most of which claimed, 
by way of some quantitative metric or other, to be 
more sustainable than their traditionally constructed 

“Not everything that counts can be counted; and not everything that can be counted counts.”
Albert Einstein

i n t r o d u c t i o n
ARCHITECTURE AS AN AGENT OF CULTURAL CHANGE

counterparts. However, a small number did present a 
broader vision of sustainability — one that embraced 
the human dimensions of design — and it was these 
that I wished to investigate further. 

From a list of more than 300 projects, I chose thirty to 
research and visit. Recognizing the ‘implementation 
deficit’ that sometimes exists between design inten-
tion and its realization, I felt it necessary to experi-
ence the projects first hand and to interview, where 
possible, not only the designers but the owners and 
occupants as well.

While the results of such a survey remain to some de-
gree personal and subjective, the methodology is one 
recognized across a broad range of disciplines within 

the social sciences. As the research progressed, it 
was shared in blog posts, lectures and a presenta-
tion to the Union Internationale des Architectes (UIA). 
In this way, I was able to get real time feedback from 
more than 1000 students, interns and architects from 
around the world. 

It should be noted at the outset, that it was not the 
intention of this project to diminish the very real ac-
complishments of the green building movement in 
Canada, particularly in regard to raising awareness 
and improving the performance of individual build-
ings. Indeed, I would be the first to affirm that the 
realization of technically sound, durable and energy 
self-sufficient buildings that do no harm to the en-
vironment should be our most fundamental objective.
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Without question, we face an uncertain future in 
which a destabilized climate system will increase 
the frequency of floods, droughts and other natural 
disasters, and test the resilience of our social, polit-
ical and economic structures. Mitigation alone is no 
longer a viable strategy, and our efforts at adaptation 
must go beyond the construction of more resilient 
physical infrastructure, to aim for nothing less than 
social and cultural transformation.

It is time for us to recognize that the current rate of 
progress will not achieve our climate stabilization 
goals within any kind of reasonable time frame. In 
our global climate system, inertia is such that, even 
with immediate and drastic international action, we 
are unlikely to see measurable or, more accurately, 
meaningful change for decades to come. While con-
tinuing to focus on reducing our dependence on 
fossil fuels and other non-renewable resources, we 
must simultaneously work to enhance the cohesion, 
self-reliance and resilience of our communities. At 
the heart of this effort must be a re-evaluation of our 
relationships with one another and with the biosphere 
that supports us.

protocol on climate change has ever been universally 
ratified. Invariably the holdouts have been the nations 
whose immediate political and economic interests 
depend most heavily on the continued production or 
consumption of fossil fuels.

Some countries have pressed on regardless, and 
achieved significant GHG reductions, while others 
have continued with business as usual. With regret 
I number Canada among these hold out nations, at 
least until the ratification of the COP 21 ‘Paris Agree-
ment’ in the fall of 2016. Unfortunately, federal prevari- 
cation and provincial resistance have since checked 
Canadian progress. South of the border, the actions 
of Donald Trump as President of the United States 
have erased years of progress. With the US respon-
sible for 25% of global greenhouse gas emissions, 
this has greatly diminished the impact of international 
efforts. 

In Canada, despite the improvements in building per-
formance noted above, figures published by Statis-
tics Canada indicate that GHG emissions per capita 
have remained virtually unchanged since 1990. The 
exception was the 6% dip that coincided with the 
decline in economic activity that followed the global 
financial crisis of 2008 (W0.2PDF).

On its own however, this quantitative approach to 
climate change mitigation has proven inadequate to 
the task at hand. This is due in large part to the fact 
that energy performance is only one of many fac-
tors related to the built environment that contribute 
to global warming. The choices we make about the 
way we live are arguably even more significant. It is 
this realization, more than anything, that has altered 
the nature of the climate change challenge that con-
fronts us. 

To put this in perspective, research undertaken by 
HCMA Architecture + Design estimates that the ag-
gregated reduction in GHG emissions attributable to 
all LEED registered buildings completed in Canada 
since 2002 is less than 1% of those saved or avoided 
when Royal Dutch Shell cancelled its Pierre River oil 
sands project in 2015 (W0.1ART) 

The global picture is not much better. Despite some 
notable national successes, the overall track record 
of the international community is nothing to celebrate. 
The reduction of greenhouse gas emissions has been 
a central concern (at least rhetorically) of the inter-
national community for more than two decades. Yet 
despite numerous high-level international summits 
and countless hours of negotiations, no international 

https://ec.gc.ca/ges-ghg/E0533893-A985-4640-B3A2-008D8083D17D/ETR_E%202014.pdf
http://www.sabmagazine.com/blog/2015/09/16/social-sustainability-in-practice/
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and private institutions at every level, and to build di-
versity and resilience into our neighbourhoods, com-
munities and cities.

Understanding the city as a complex, integrated, and 
dynamic system is critical when addressing its prob-
lems or capitalizing on its opportunities. This idea of 
the city was first articulated by Jane Jacobs in her 
1961 treatise ‘The Death and Life of Great American 
Cities’. Jacobs’ analysis of successful neighbour-
hoods in New York, Boston and elsewhere identified 
the common characteristics of each, including: the 
human scale; continuity and heterogeneity of the 
building fabric; social, demographic and economic 
diversity; and strong networks of social relationships 
based on mutual trust and shared values . 

While most biological ecosystems will thrive if left to 
their own devices, the ‘fractured ecosystems’ that 
most civic ecologies currently comprise will require 
conscious thought and considerable nurturing if they 
are to regenerate and flourish. Thus, municipal au-
thorities, public and private sector clients, design 
professionals and building users must give consider-
ation to the many strands that make up the web of 
civic life.

Meeting this challenge will necessitate a completely 
new and holistic approach to problem solving — yet 
mainstream design still relies on linear thinking and  
the implementation of quantitative, technically fo-
cused solutions. In charting a way forward, the inclu-
sive approach of integral theory, proposed by Ameri- 
can philosopher Ken Wilber, offers a useful frame-
work for conceptual development. Integral theory 
advocates a problem-solving methodology that en-
gages both the objective and subjective realms of 
human experience, drawing on the best of both and 
seeking solutions that are harmonious and balanced. 

Although it has been adopted by many other disci-
plines since its introduction in the 1990s, integral 
theory has so far gained little traction among the 
design professions. In architecture, integral theory 
would lead us beyond the simple evaluation of the 
material and functional requirements of a building 
program, to embrace the many qualitative implica-
tions of design. 

Stated more broadly, if we are to effectively address 
the social, political and economic implications of cli-
mate change, an integral approach will be required to 
enshrine democracy and transparency into our public 

Toward a Civic Ecology 

Architecture and urban design are first and foremost 
social arts, and their influence on human actions and 
interactions is both profound and inescapable. For 
the most part, the built form of our cities reflects the 
priorities and preoccupations of the societies that 
created them. At its best however, the work of archi-
tects and urban designers can also be a catalyst for 
cultural change, synthesizing emerging social va- 
lues and weaving critical new strands into the urban 
fabric. 

The significance of these new strands has never  
been greater than at this moment in time when the 
design professions worldwide are struggling to un- 
derstand the implications of climate change. In Can-
ada, with the urban population now in excess of 80%, 
it is in our cities that the battle will be won or lost. 
However, even our most progressive cities are still 
what University of British Columbia urban ecologist 
Bill Rees refers to as ‘fractured and incomplete hu- 
man ecosystems’. Our challenge is to make all our  
cities more self-reliant, self-producing and self- 
organizing — and in so doing, rediscover the syner-
gies between the built and natural worlds.



calls an interdependent ‘system of systems’ that in-
cludes natural, social, economic and technical syner-
gies. These themes, which were originally developed 
as a series of bi-weekly blog posts, appear here as 
essays in Part One of this book.

Part Two, also adapted from previous blog posts, is 
a portfolio of case studies that illustrate how build-
ing and infrastructure projects are a critical point 
of intersection between these various dynamic and 
evolving systems. These built examples demonstrate 
how the impact of a project can extend beyond its 
own physical boundaries to influence its neighbours, 
its community and even its bio-region. 

For civic ecologies, as with biological ones, divers-
ity is the foundation of resilience. This requires us 
to consider not just the green ‘hardware’ of the built 
environment, but the social ‘software’ that makes it 
work. While that hardware enables us to construct 
our buildings as Arks, capable of weathering the im-
pending storm of climate change — the software de-
termines how we answer the more difficult question 
of who will be welcomed aboard. 

Jim Taggart, FRAIC 
Vancouver BC, Fall 2018

resilience, lessen the impact of service interrup-
tions, and reinforce the connection between hu-
man actions and environmental consequences at 
a community level.

• Reaffirming our place in the biosphere as an in-
tegral part of nature, rather than apart from it: 
recognizing the complexity and fragility of natural 
ecosystems and acknowledging their beneficial 
effects on human health and well-being.

• Acknowledging that inclusion, empathy and 
equality of opportunity are the cornerstones of a 
successful society. Encouraging and reinforcing 
social and cultural diversity, while at the same 
time engaging and supporting the marginalized, 
vulnerable and disadvantaged sectors of our 
communities. 

• Embracing the new paradigms of sustainability 
and striving for a built environment in harmony 
with nature, that is regenerative rather than de-
structive, that is recyclable rather than dispos-
able, and that mitigates rather than contributes to 
climate change.

It is useful to think of these challenges as interrela- 
ted strands or themes; what my colleague Albert Lam 

A System of Systems 

In order to ensure the viability of future generations 
on a planet that has finite resources and a limited 
capacity to replenish its natural capital, experts in 
economics, sociology, public health and other fields, 
have identified key challenges our societies must ad-
dress, and almost without exception these challen-
ges have physical implications that impact the de-
sign of the built environment. 

Among the challenges that architects and planners 
must bring to the attention of policy makers and the 
public alike, are: 

• Rehabilitating and reinvigorating the dysfunctional 
parts of our cities, respecting their historical and 
cultural significance, and reinforcing the physical 
and psychological continuity of the urban fabric.

• Creating a democratic public realm, both within 
and between buildings, where diverse elements 
of the community can come together on equal 
terms, promoting a sense of affiliation, mutual 
understanding and trust. 

• Localizing and celebrating our water, waste, energy 
and food production infrastructure to improve 

introduction   Architecture as an Agent of Cultural Change 11
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Ken Wilber first put forward his Integral Theory in the 
late 1990s, and since then it has influenced a multi-
tude of different disciplines from healthcare to eco-
nomics.

It was not until 2012 that Peter Buchanan, editor of 
the Architectural Review, brought Integral Theory to 
the attention of the architectural profession in a se-
ries of essays entitled ‘The Big Rethink” (W1.1 ART). 
Integral theorists argue that, in this ‘Trans-Modern’ 
era, we should recognize the virtues of each of the 
past eras that defined the changing relationship be-
tween humankind and the planet or cosmos, and fur-
ther synthesize these into a new reality. This reality 
will be enriched by the diversity of the influences em-
braced, and transcend their intrinsic limitations. 

Some of these influences would include the sense 
of unity that indigenous people have traditionally 
felt with the natural world; the belief systems of dif-
ferent religious faiths; the scientific world view that 
emerged in the Renaissance, and flourished through 
the 1950s; and the many personal quests for mean-
ing that coalesced to form Post-modernism in the 
late 20th century.

“Boundaries are illusions, products not of 
reality but of the way we map and edit reality.”
Ken Wilber

o n e
INTEGRAL THEORY

While the terminology used to define these different 
characteristics varies with the discipline concerned, 
integral theorists use a common diagram to represent 
four quadrants of thought and action that must be in 
balance if a harmonious synthesis is to be achieved. 
The quadrants define both internal (subjective) and 
external (objective) realities, and both individual and 
shared thoughts and actions. A vertical line divides 
the diagram into subjective (left) and objective (right) 
fields. Similarly, a horizontal line divides the diagram 
into individual (upper) and collective (lower) fields. 

Starting at the top left and working clockwise, the 
four quadrants of the diagram represent the Individu-
al Subjective, Individual Objective, Collective Objec-
tive and Collective Subjective. For the purposes of 
this book, I have populated the diagram with termi-
nology that reflects the theory and practice of archi-
tecture (F1.1)

While architects may consider themselves to be well 
versed in solving complex problems and implement-
ing solutions in which the whole is greater than the 
sum of the parts, I would argue that, in most cases, 
the solutions they generate do not go far enough. 
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While individual architects have begun to blend past 
influences into work that combines richness with 
rigour, more often the legacy of the Modern Move-
ment has been a continuing faith in the ability of ob-
jective, technical approaches to deliver enduring so-
lutions to the ever more complex challenges faced 
by society.

Looking at the architecture of the recent past through 
the lens of integral theory, I believe it is fair to char-
acterize most late Modern architecture as having 
been focused predominantly on the objective realm. 
Although Modernism began with a sense of social 
purpose (an attribute of the subjective realm), much 
of this was lost in the aftermath of the Second World 
War. The virtues of economy and efficiency, once 
harnessed to serve the needs of the working class, 
were now subverted into cheapness and monotony 
for purely commercial purposes. 

In the 1960s, when growing frustration with the re-
ductive approach of Modernism was finally given an 
outlet, Post-Modernism replaced it with a lively formal 
language. With symbolism, metaphor and a prefer-
ence for pseudo-historicist formal vocabulary, Post-
Modernism took architecture firmly into the subjec-
tive realm. To illustrate the point, I have juxtaposed 
Mies van der Rohe’s Toronto Dominion Centre (ob-
jective) and Jones and Kirkland’s Mississauga Civic 
Centre (subjective), with the terms I associate most 
strongly with those realms (F1.2 and F1.3). While the 
fit will not be perfect for all buildings from either of 
these movements, I believe the correlation is valid in 
the majority of cases.

With the idiosyncrasies of Post-Modernism behind 
us, the architectural profession would now appear 
to be carefully balanced on the three-legged stool 
of environmental, economic and social sustainability. 
With an increasing number of projects created using 
the integrated design process (IDP — in which de-
sign consultants work together with clients and con-
tractors from inception to completion of a project) 
one would be tempted to think that the pendulum 
had now reached a point of equilibrium. f1.3
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a street part of a neighbourhood, a neighbourhood 
part of a community and so on.

Even with these relationships in mind, the constraints 
on design, which are largely site specific and lie al-
most entirely within the objective realm (function, 
program, materials, technical systems, cost), mean 
that a concerted effort of will is required for the pro-
cess of architecture to embrace the broader context 
and the subjective realm in any meaningful way. Yet, 
this is precisely what we must strive for. The Living 
Building Challenge uses the metaphor of a flower, but 
perhaps that of a seed might be more appropriate. A 
building can then be imagined as a source of social, 
economic and cultural life; and of nourishment for 
both body and soul.

Beyond the petals and prerequisites, the Living 
Building Challenge includes the concept of ‘scale-
jumping’, by which a building project may look be-
yond its own boundaries for opportunities and syn-
ergies that might improve its performance. Scale 
jumping is consistent with another important aspect 
of integral theory, which recognizes the multiple, in-
terconnected and interdependent roles played by all 
objects and organisms within larger systems.

For example, a letter exists on its own, but is also 
part of a word, a sentence, a paragraph and a page 
of writing. Similarly, an atom is part of a molecule, 
which is part of a single cell, which in turn is part of a 
multi-celled organism. This structure is analogous to 
that of a city in which a building forms part of a street, 

However, in spite of the increased range of inputs 
characteristic of IDP, the process is a rational one that 
takes place largely in the objective realm. Likewise, 
our dominant green building measurement tools are 
almost exclusively objective. This is certainly true for 
the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED®) rating system, which is the most widespread 
and influential such tool in North America (W1.2 VID 
1.5m). With its checklist approach, LEED® is firmly 
anchored in the objective realm, although the an-
nouncement in 2015 of a partnership with the WELL 
Building Standard® is a positive sign that its con-
cerns may be broadening.1

North America’s most advanced sustainable design 
tool, the International Living Future Institute’s Liv-
ing Building Challenge (LBC), is also the most di-
verse (W1.3 WPG). Nonetheless it still falls short of 
a truly balanced approach in which both subjective 
and objective realms are given equal emphasis and 
assigned equal value. LBC version 3.0 includes 20 
imperatives that must be met for a building project 
to achieve certification. These fall within seven cat-
egories (known as petals) that include Place, Water, 
Energy, Health and Happiness, Materials, Equity and 
Beauty. In my estimation, eight of these prerequisites 
lie in the subjective realm while twelve lie in the ob-
jective realm. 

This slight imbalance is accentuated when one takes 
into consideration the weighting LBC gives to each 
prerequisite. The Energy, Water and Materials petals 
are considered the most important, as at least one 
of these must be achieved if a building is to receive 
partial ‘petal’ recognition. When one looks at the pre-
requisites within these petals, 9 out of 10 fall into the 
objective realm. This can be represented graphically 
by populating the Integral Theory diagram with the 
LBC prerequisites (with the Water, Energy and Mate-
rials prerequisites shown in yellow) (F1.4).

1 WELL® is a US-based performance standard that con-
cerns itself exclusively with the physical and emotional 
health of building occupants.

Beauty and spirit
Rights to nature
Human scale
Biophilia

Conservation and reuse
Red list materials

Embodied carbon
Net zero water
Car free living

Healthy air

Appropriate sourcing
Civilized environment
Democracy and justice
Inspiration and education

Net zero energy
Limits to growth

Urban agriculture
Habitat exchange

Responsible industry
Ecological water flow
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UJzdnykumTU&list=PL1V4ZTpO1eP8PtX1GXsJb_BCG40-AR3wM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UJzdnykumTU&list=PL1V4ZTpO1eP8PtX1GXsJb_BCG40-AR3wM
http://living-future.org/lbc/about
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As American architect and author William McDonough 
puts it, ‘this was the moment that away went away’. 
No one could claim to be throwing something ‘away’ 
anymore, as every place on the planet was identifi-
ably ‘somewhere’. 

In their book ‘Cradle to Cradle’ McDonough and 
co-author, German chemist Michael Braungart ar-
gue convincingly that our linear system of produc-
tion, consumption and disposal is leading us liter-

ally to a dead end. however carefully we manage 
non-renewable resources, they are ultimately finite 
commodities that we must learn to perpetually re-
cycle — or live without. In its place, McDonough and 
Braungart propose a circular ‘closed loop’ system in 
which products are designed to be 100% recyclable 
or biodegradable at the end of their life. Rather than 
being treated as ‘waste’, the constituent materials 
become ‘food’ for the next cycle of production (W2.1 
VID 6m).

Almost half a century ago, as Apollo 8 emerged from 
the dark side of the moon, the astronauts aboard 
became the first humans to see an Earthrise. This 
event has been immortalized in the most reproduced 
photograph of all time, and is considered by many 
as a pivotal moment in the evolution of human con-
sciousness (F2.1). This was the moment when it be-
came irrefutably clear that the Earth was finite, its 
resources limited, and its biosphere as fragile as it 
was beautiful. 

“To feel much for others and little for  
ourselves; to restrain our selfishness and 
exercise our benevolent affections,  
constitute the perfection of human nature.”
Adam Smith (1723-90)

t w o
WHAT PRICE PROSPERITY?

f2.1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMsF1P-_vWc
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Easter Island would appear to have been a triumph of 
religion over reason — the unintended consequence 
of privileging subjective concerns while suppressing 
objective ones.

In the post Apollo era, the Republic of Nauru, another 
Pacific Island, provides evidence that we are slow to 
learn the lessons of history (F2.3). In fact on Nauru 
these lessons were consciously ignored. 

Predictions of disaster as a result of resource deple-
tion are not mere speculation. Easter Island provides 
the most celebrated historical example of a culture 
consuming its resources to the point of self-extinction. 
Deforestation seems to have been the catalyst for 
climate change, the consequent loss of land bird 
species, and the collapse of the human population. 
Given that most large trees were felled to facilitate 
the transportation and erection of the massive stone 
effigies used for ancestor worship (F2.2), the fate of 

f2.2

f2.3
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falls on the island as it once did, because the heat 
rising from the bare rock of the central uplands dis-
sipates clouds. Many indigenous species of flora and 
fauna have become extinct, and even subsistence 
agriculture on the narrow coastal strip is now a mar-
ginal enterprise dependent on water from desalina-
tion plants. Following a failed attempt to become an 
international tax haven, Nauru now gets most of its 
income from running a detention camp for refugees 
seeking asylum in Australia. 

An atoll composed almost entirely of phosphate rock 
(a valuable constituent of agricultural fertilizer) Nauru 
was systematically strip mined by its inhabitants. Lit-
erally selling the land from under their own feet, 80% 
of their island was soon transformed into a barren 
moonscape of pinnacles and trenches (F2.4). Rath-
er than rehabilitate the land, the Nauruans invested 
all their profits offshore, with the intention of buying 
themselves a future in some other green and distant 
Eden.

The ironic twist in this tale is that, before the islanders 
could find a new home, those investments (mostly in 
Australian real estate) collapsed, plunging Nauru into 
economic, social and political turmoil. Rain no longer 

Nauru is a tiny island of about 21km2, with few-
er than 10,000 inhabitants, but its story should 
serve — to use a carbon-age metaphor — as the 
canary in the coal mine for the rest of human-
ity. If we continue to treat our environment with 
contempt, future generations will surely reap the 
consequences. If Easter Island failed because 
it privileged the subjective, then Nauru clearly 
demonstrates that the opposite approach can be 
equally catastrophic.

McDonough and Braungart’s vision of closed 
loop ‘Technical Ecosystems’, fed continuously 
by a finite stock of non-toxic, fully recoverable 
and reusable materials, cleverly addresses the 
quantitative limitations of our linear system of ex-
traction, production, consumption and disposal, 
and offers the promise of a future of sustained 
abundance. However, it leaves the cultural roots 
of consumerism, including how we define pros-
perity and our apparently insatiable appetite for 
growth, largely undisturbed. 

While the story of Nauru may seem surreal, Brit-
ish economist Tim Jackson believes we may all 
face a similar fate, if we continue to operate un-
der an economic system predicated on endless 
incremental growth. In his book ‘Prosperity with-
out Growth’, Jackson attempts to quantify the 
impact of growth and its contribution to green-
house gas emissions (W2.2 VID 24m).

Jackson calculates that the carbon intensity 
of the2% increment in average annual growth, 
which represents the comfort zone’ for most 
economists in the developed world, is currently 
770 grams of carbon per person per year. This 
increment alone represents a significant annual 
increase in GHG emissions, but one which may 
arguably be manageable with a combination of 
energy conservation and innovative technology.

f2.4
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Historically, this kind of world view might have 
been visualized as a series of concentric circles, 
symbolizing the mutually enhancing relationship 
between each individual, his or her family, the 
community and the land (F2.5). 

Today, it would be reasonable to expand our un-
derstanding of ‘land’ to embrace the bio-region, 
and some would even suggest the world. Ameri-
can social and economic theorist Jeremy Rifkin 
believes that information and communications 
technology have the potential to foster a truly 
global consciousness, and lay the foundation for 
what he refers to as an ‘empathic civilization’.

While thinking globally, we must also act locally; 
nurturing the ecological assets upon which our 
future depends, investing in public places where 
we can make connections with one another, and 
forging what Tim Jackson refers to as ‘a com-
mon citizenship’. 

However, Jackson goes on to project that, if the rest of 
the world shared a similar material standard of living 
and maintained the same rate of economic growth, 
then by 2050, with an estimated 9 billion people on 
the planet, the current incremental growth figure of 
770 grams of carbon per person per year would have 
to be reduced to only 6 grams per person for the ag-
gregated global increase to remain manageable.

Jackson calculates that This reduction would repre-
sent a 130-fold improvement compared with today, 
and further believes this would require a rate of tech-
nological advancement 10 times greater than any-
thing we have achieved to date. While this may not 
be an impossibility, it would certainly appear to be a 
long shot, upon which only the most reckless would 
bet.

In its over-mature 21st century form, our economic 
system seems to be driven by a search for novelty 
and differentiation, rather than utility and value. While 
technological progress is an essential component of 
cultural development, it must be held in balance by 
a value system that connects the experience of the 
past, through the reality of the present, to a shared 
vision of the future.

In the West, and North America most particularly, that 
continuity and sense of dynamic equilibrium have 
been lost. We have gone beyond a desire for material 
sufficiency, and have a growing appetite for the latest 
gadgetry and ostentatious luxuries. The unfortunate 
reality is that these conceits only elevate our social 
status momentarily, their limited shelf life contributing 
nothing to the common good. Our system persuades 
us, as Jackson puts it, “to spend money we don’t 
have on things we don’t need, to create impressions 
that don’t last on people we don’t care about.” 

However, when we stop consuming and turn our at-
tention to cutting back and saving for the future as we 
did during the recession of 2008, the system crash-
es. Jackson believes that this system has served its 

purpose, and is now at odds with the desire of most 
human beings to construct a social world and to find 
a credible place within it. 

Such sentiments have deep roots, extending back 
to the writings of Adam Smith, the Scottish Enlight-
enment philosopher and pioneer of modern political 
economics, who also believed that altruism, rather 
than hedonism, lies at the core of the human soul.

Looking ahead, Jackson suggests the solution may 
lie in re-evaluating the meaning we ascribe to the 
word ‘prosperity; while most equate it with material 
wealth, its Latin root ‘speres’ in fact means ‘hope’. 

If we are to transform our thinking and ultimately our 
culture, Jackson considers there is much we could 
learn from the traditional philosophies of indigenous 
people. For most of them, the success of the individ-
ual is inextricably linked to the success of the group; 
and their notion of prosperity embraces social bonds 
to family and community, a sense of worth and self-
respect, and a mutually enriching relationship with 
nature — in short, prosperity equates to a meaningful 
place in the world. 

f2.5
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The growing income inequality between the richest 
and poorest segments of society in the most devel-
oped countries of the world has accelerated since 
the economic crash of 2008. The correlation between 
greater inequality, higher crime rates and other social 
problems has been well documented by sociologists 
for more than a decade, but the issue now has the 
attention of economists as well. The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) has identified a link between 
greater income inequality, and greater volatility in 
the most commonly accepted economic indicators 
(W3.1 WPG). 

There are several recognized ways to measure income 
inequality in a society, among them the comparison 
of average incomes of the top 20% with those of the 
bottom 20%; or calculating the Gini coefficient. The 
latter system, named for the Italian sociologist and 
statistician Corado Gini, uses a scale from 0 to 1. 
On this scale 0 represents total income equality, in 
which the total wealth of a country is equally shared 
by everyone, and 1 represents total income inequal-
ity, in which all the income is in the hands of a single 

“Income inequality has become another 
inconvenient truth of our era, as 
challenging to our economy, our health, 
and our future as climate change.”
Armine Yalnizyan

t h r e e
BRIDGING THE DIVIDE

individual. Among the industrialized democracies, 
the United States has the greatest inequality, and the 
Scandinavian countries the least. 

Whatever measurement system you use, over the last 
two decades Canada has been slipping from a posi-
tion closer to the Scandinavians to one much closer 
to the USA, and according to the Conference Board 
of Canada, now ranks sixth worst out of 17 peer 
countries (F3.1 and W3.2 WPG). The situation and 
its implications are examined in ‘The Wealth Gap’, a 
2012 study by the Ottawa-based Broadbent Institute 
(W3.3 PDF).

Internationally, the impacts of economic inequality 
are significant, widespread and well documented in 
‘The Spirit Level’ — a book by British social epide-
miologists Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett (W3.4 
VID 16m). Their analysis of independent, third party 
research, such as that conducted by the United Na-
tions, leads them to a number of conclusions, the 
most significant of which are:

In hierarchical, less equal societies, it is much more 
important to maintain your status and to demonstrate 
it to others. This promotes more intense patterns of 
consumption, which in turn have greater impacts on 
the environment. 

More equal societies are more socially cohesive and 
public spirited. In these countries, business leaders 
demonstrate a greater commitment to environmental 
stewardship than those in less equal ones. 

Based on patents per capita, it appears that more 
equal countries are more innovative. This assertion 
is counter to the conventional wisdom that economic 
inequality is necessary to drive efficiency and com-
petitiveness. 

These conclusions reinforce the theory that envi-
ronmental, economic and social sustainability are 
inextricably intertwined, and that the most success-
ful and resilient societies of the future will be those 
which can best weave these strands together.

f3.1

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic_inequality
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In an address to Canada’s House of Commons 
Standing Committee on Finance in April 2013, Ar-
mine Yalnizyan, Senior Economist with the Canadian 
Centre for Policy Alternatives observed: “The prom-
ise of equality of opportunity rings hollow for children 
whose opportunity is increasingly hardwired into their 
environments, through the quality of their schools, 
recreational outlets, and access to jobs. Create cities 
where you can predict poverty by postal code, and 
you are asking for trouble.”

Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, which includes 
much of the historic district of Gastown, is one such 
postal code, and at the time of writing is experienc-
ing considerable social upheaval, as the City seeks to 
rehabilitate the area without displacing its most vul-
nerable residents. Civic ecology is an ever-changing 
narrative, and this is but the latest chapter in Gas-
ton’s unfolding story.

The area was first settled by Europeans in the 1860s 
and quickly prospered as the site of Hastings Mill, and 
as a centre of trade and commerce on Burrard Inlet. 
Burned to the ground in the Great Fire of 1886, it was 
completely rebuilt and remained the city’s commer-
cial core until the early 1900s, when retail businesses 
began to establish themselves along West Hastings 
street, a couple of blocks to the south. 

Prominent among these new enterprises was Wood-
ward’s, a locally owned family business whose sec-
ond department store was completed in 1903 (F3.2), 
and expanded in several phases over the ensuing de-
cades. The success of Woodward’s drew many other 
businesses to the area, and Gastown’s warehouses 
took on an important supporting role as purveyors of 
wholesale goods, and homes for small-scale industry 
and manufacturing. With a substantial resident pop-
ulation, Gastown was, at least for a time, a diverse 
and thriving neighbourhood. 

Gastown’s problems began in the 1930s, and accel-
erated after the Second World War, as neighbour-
hood residents began to migrate to the suburbs, and 
industrial employment in the city centre started to de-
cline. As service jobs increased and the working pop-
ulation moved to the new Uptown area along Gran-
ville Street, retail businesses followed. By the 1960s, 
Gastown was moribund and, along with neighbour-
ing Chinatown and Strathcona, slated for demolition 
in the name of progress. All three areas were saved 
from the wrecker’s ball by community protest, and 
Gastown was declared a Heritage District by the 
province of British Columbia in 1971. 

Like many others across North America, these pro-
tests were inspired by the words and actions of Jane 
Jacobs. In ‘The Death and Life of Great American 
Cities’, she had argued persuasively for an new ap-
proach to planning that favoured social and econom-
ic diversity, heterogeneity of building stock, and in-

cremental rather than wholesale redevelopment. This 
last point is a critical one, as older buildings, with 
their lower required rates of yield, can offer lower rent 
living accommodation or act as incubators for start-
up businesses. Heterogeneity ensures, as Jane Ja-
cobs once put it, that the neighbourhood and the city 
‘remain “forever old, forever young.”

While it was blessed with a substantial stock of old-
er buildings and an irregular street grid that created 
desirable short blocks, the decanting of the resident 
population to other areas of the city meant that Gas-
town lacked the density and diversity necessary to 
promote economic and social vitality beyond the 
tourist shops of Water Street. The fact that it has tak-
en 40 years for Gastown to re-emerge as the kind of 
neighbourhood Jacobs might have appreciated, is a 
reminder that civic ecologies need both conscious 
thought and constant attention in order to flourish.

f3.2
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Although Vancouver’s Chinatown district lies just a 
few blocks to the south and east, the small resident 
population of Gastown and the lack of commercial 
activity made the gulf too wide to bridge. The area hit 
bottom when Woodward’s closed its doors in 1993, 
with the premises remaining vacant for a decade 
while private development interests and the provin-
cial government tried unsuccessfully to find a rede-
velopment formula that would work. 

Community protests again prompted a change in di-
rection and, in 2005, the City purchased the building 
from the Province, initiating a two-stage competi-
tion for the redevelopment of the site. The winning 
scheme, designed by Henriquez Partners Architects, 
comprises about 100,000m2 of market and social 
housing, office and retail space (including a bank 
and grocery store), a public atrium, the National Film 
board of Canada, and the new Simon Fraser Univer-
sity School of Contemporary Arts. Although the vari-
ous additions to the building were demolished (F3.3), 
the original timber post and beam structure from 
1903 has been preserved.

Henriquez Partners’ design has a lyrical quality, 
blending elements of restoration and contemporary 
reinterpretations of the historic context. The develop-
ment, anchored by a nostalgically detailed 43-storey 
tower, has arguably tipped the balance in terms of 
population density and programmatic diversity in the 
area (F3.4).

f3.4
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For a century and a half, the story of Gastown has 
had the emotional ebb and flow of a melodrama, of-
ten pitting the interests of developers against those 
of the mostly low-income residents. Within this com-
plex context, the Woodward’s redevelopment places 
a new figure of heroic proportions at centre stage. 

While that in itself is a significant contribution to the 
future health of the neighbourhood, equally impor-
tant are the opportunities it opens up for the smaller 
players to further enrich the urban narrative. Projects 
such as Acton Ostry Architects’ rehabilitation and 
densification of five buildings on Maple Tree Square 
(pages 53-56) is evidence of the ripple effect, and 
this in turn has led to the renovation of smaller struc-
tures and the upgrading of individual suites in nearby 
buildings. 

f3.5

At the same time, the city of Vancouver, BC Housing 
and local not for profit groups have collaborated on 
new projects for the areas at-risk residents. Among 
the best of these is NSDA’s Budzey Building which 
provides a safe and dignified environment for single 
mothers and their children (F3.5 and F3.6).

While tensions have emerged between long-term 
(predominantly poor) residents and newcomers 
(mostly young and middle class) the experiment con-
tinues — and one possible (and desirable) outcome 
is the emergence of a demographically diverse and 
dynamic inner city community. 

As citizens and business owners we can contribute 
in many small and meaningful ways to the health and 
vitality of our communities, devoting a portion of our 

time or profits to social enterprises of one kind or 
another. However, architects and planners have addi-
tional powers and bear greater responsibility in nur-
turing a civic ecology; together they can advocate for 
better and more transparent public process, more in-
tegrated and incremental forms of development, and 
demographic and economic diversity — all of which 
will support the physical and social continuity that is 
essential if communities are to evolve and thrive.

f3.6
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Most of us experience relatively few buildings from 
the inside; the vast majority we know only as the ele-
ments that define the interface between the public 
and private realms of our communities and cities. 
This fact alone underpins the importance of this in-
terface as the backdrop against which the great ma-
jority of encounters between citizens take place. The 
public realm not only defines the physical and spatial 
character of our cities, but also the social milieu in 
which we live.

American sociologist Richard Sennet has devoted a 
long academic career to the exploration of urban life 
in the modern world. His current focus, a subtext for 
many of his previously published works, is the re-
lationship between the sociology of cities and their 
built form. 

Sennett was a friend of Jane Jacobs and originally 
subscribed to her organic, almost libertarian’ view of 
how cities function and evolve. In the 1960s, this was 
a position diametrically opposed to that of Modern-
ists like Le Corbusier, and of leading urban theorists 
like Lewis Mumford, who believed in ordered, har-

“Public space is the place where citizens 
can meet as equals; it is the place where 
societies build trust.” 
Alexandros Washburn
Chief Urban Designer, City of New York

f o u r
THE PUBLIC REALM

f4.1

monious and professionally designed environments 
in which residential, commercial and other uses were 
separated. Such approaches had begun with Eb-
enezer Howard’s concept for the ‘Garden City’ in 
1898, followed by Le Corbusier’s plan for the ‘Ville 
Radieuse’, most famously implemented in Brasilia in 
1960 (F4.1).

Since then, Sennett’s research, conducted over a 
period of more than 40 years, has modified his own 
appreciation and understanding of cities. He now 

proposes a hybrid model that combines the ideas of 
Jacobs (with their origins in the left field of the In-
tegral Theory diagram) and those of Mumford (with 
their origins in the right field.) He calls this approach 
to urban design the ‘Open City’ concept, in which 
the policy frameworks and physical structures set 
out by municipal governments are ‘porous and flex-
ible’ rather than prescriptive and self-limiting (W4.1 
VID 6m).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-LHaKErv7yI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-LHaKErv7yI
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Although Sennett’s ‘Open City’ is still a theoretical 
construct that relies as much on the ‘software’ of 
policy, as on the ‘hardware’ of built form, one could 
see how (for example) Winnipeg’s historic and under-
utilized Exchange District might evolve into such a 
place. 

Located in the heart of the city, the vast majority of its 
building stock comprises robust and durable ‘brick 
and beam’ warehouses whose mid-rise format and 
long span frame construction lends itself to adap-
tive reuse (F4.2). Exposed masonry and wood are 
suited to residential, retail and commercial occupan-
cies. The irregular street grid, the covered mid-block 
lanes and the unselfconscious nature of the public 
and semi-public spaces give the district a fluid qual-
ity that invites appropriation.

Like Vancouver’s Gastown, this once majestic hub of 
commerce is emerging from hard times, Thankfully, 
gentrification has not yet overwhelmed and sanitized 
the neighbourhood, rather rehabilitation and redevel-
opment has been incremental.

Of note is the work of local architectural firm 5468796 
Architecture, widely recognized for applying design 
innovation to even the humblest of tasks. With its 
own office located on the main floor of a former Ex-
change District warehouse, 5468796 works mostly 
with small, locally-based public and private sector 
clients. The firm has completed the conversion of 
two warehouses on Portage Avenue into apartments 
known as The Avenue Lofts, and designed the multi-
functional Cube Stage as a centrepiece for activities 
and events in Old Market Square (F4.3) as well as 
other innovative projects. At least for now, social en-
terprises remain among the new sidewalk cafes and 
New York style apartments and the measured pace 
of redevelopment appears to support their peaceful 
coexistence.

The intention of the Open City is to create condi-
tions that will enable communities to adapt and de-
velop according to their individual needs, to define 
their own identity and to the greatest extent possible, 
determine their own destiny. This model of planning 
and governance contrasts with the top down ap-
proach that would still appear to be the choice of 
even the most sustainably-minded and progressive 
municipalities.

As a child, Richard Sennett was a virtuoso musician, 
and thus the comparison of his Open City concept 
to a musical performance is perhaps appropriate. In 
the 18th century, the German poet Goethe likened 
architecture to ‘frozen music’, but for cities in the 
21st century, the analogy must be a more dynamic 
one. The orchestral model, in which planners and ar-
chitects are the composers, conductors and musi-
cians, and citizens simply the audience, must give 
way to a more improvisational and participatory one. 
Of necessity, this will mean the devolution of day to 
day decision-making to the district scale, and a more 
flexible regulatory framework conducive to local en-
trepreneurship.

In physical terms, these ideas may translate into a 
multitude of organizing principles and new building 
typologies: into mediated borders — rather than de-
fined boundaries — between different uses, or be-
tween private and public realms; into what Sennett 
refers to as ‘incompleteness by design’ a strategy 
favouring loose fit and indeterminate programming of 
buildings and the spaces within them: and into a less 
rigorous approach to the design of open space that 
encourages its appropriation for a variety of uses — 
formal, informal and unforeseen. 

These are manifestations of Sennett’s fundamental 
belief that, “If there is too tight a fit between form 
and function, it paralyzes evolution.” Systems and 
structures designed for a single purpose are prone 
to premature obsolescence as they are unable too 
adapt quickly enough to change. 

f4.2
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As it evolves, the exchange District might yet affirm 
Richard Sennett’s belief that this kind of ‘loose fit’ 
urban fabric enhances the quality of life in cities by 
supporting social and economic diversity. In Sen-
nett’s words “the quality of life in a city is good when 
its inhabitants are capable of dealing with complex-
ity. Conversely, the quality of life in cities is bad when 
its inhabitants are capable only of dealing with peo-
ple like themselves. Put another way, a healthy city 
can embrace and make productive use of the differ-
ences of class, ethnicity, and lifestyles it contains, 
while a sick city cannot; the sick city isolates and 
segregates difference, drawing no collective strength 
from its mixture of people.”

Outside the heritage districts of most Canadian cities 
I have visited, there seems to be a Modernist zeal to 
sweep away the grimy, low-rise buildings of past gen-
erations, and to replace them with gleaming ‘green’ 
high-rises (F4.4). While municipal governments and 
the development industry may promote such high-
rise, high density, high performance buildings as 
‘sustainable’, that position does not always stand up 
to scrutiny, either quantitatively or qualitatively.

To date, our efforts to reduce the Greenhouse gas 
emissions associated with buildings have focused on 
operating energy, with little or no attention paid to the 
energy used (and emissions produced during con-
struction. This ‘embodied’ energy and its associated 
environmental impacts can be a significant percent-
age of the total emissions generated over the life of 
the building, particularly when new construction is in 
concrete. 

Furthermore, a ‘net present value’ calculation can be 
applied to GHG emissions. A tonne of CO2 emissions 
avoided now, will have a much greater environmental 
benefit than a tonne saved 30 or 40 years in the fu-
ture. If our primary quantitative concern is with reduc-
ing GHG emissions now, then we must re-evaluate 
our priorities. The retention of existing buildings and 
the use of less carbon intensive materials (most no-
tably wood) for the construction of new ones, must 
be given serious and immediate consideration. The 
mixed-use MONAD project (pages 49-52), offers a 
less carbon intensive approach for small and medi-
um scale urban development, and other wood-based 
structural systems have been proven to heights of 18 
storeys or more. 

f4.4

Equally importantly, few large scale commercial and 
residential developments include the ‘loose fit’ build-
ings that Sennett advocates. Far from contributing 
to an ‘Open City’, they hold little promise of pro-
grammatic flexibility or future adaptation. They are 
by and large determinate and defensive structures, in 
which the barrier between private and public space 
is clearly delineated and deliberately hermetic. While 
these structures may define a public realm, they cer-
tainly do not enrich it. By contrast, alternative low 
and mid-rise housing typologies such as the Ritchie 
Courtyard Residences in Toronto (pages 88-91) of-
fer community-centred solutions that also contribute 
positively to the neighbourhood.

While the public realm remains an afterthought in 
most North American cities, in many countries it is 
the driver of urban design. The Danish architect Jan 
Gehl has devoted his career to the study of ‘Life Be-
tween Buildings’, developing and implementing em-
pirically proven strategies to enrich the public realm. 
The incremental transformation of Copenhagen from 
a vehicle-oriented to a pedestrian and bicycle friend-
ly city is due in large part to Gehl’s own work and 
influence on others.
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That influence can be seen throughout Northern Eu-
rope in the scale and materiality of buildings; the 
juxtaposition of uses; the activation of facades and 
frontages; the size and proportion of streets and 
squares; and the careful attention to spatial hierar-
chy. The examples shown here are from Hammarby 
Sjöstad a former industrial area transformed into a 
mixed-use neighbourhood in Stockholm, Sweden 
(F4.5 and 4.6). 

If, as Alexandros Washburn asserts, “public space is 
where societies build trust”, then the quality of that 
space is critical to the future success of our cities. A 
community that is simultaneously diverse and cohe-
sive will also be resilient when faced with the many 
challenges of climate change.

f4.5 f4.6
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Jane Jacobs was a great believer in diverse neigh-
bourhoods — those with a broad socio-economic 
and demographic mix. Fifty years on, and even with 
the best of intentions, we still find it hard to create 
neighbourhoods like this.

I used to live in one of Vancouver’s inner city neigh-
bourhoods, where heritage guidelines inadvertently 
reinforced the demographic focus alluded to by Ja-
cobs. Existing homes that did not conform to the 
City’s aesthetic vision for the area, could be replaced 
by a four-unit complex that did. The prescribed form 
was (and still is) a ‘heritage style’ triplex with side 
by side townhouses built on top of a semi basement 
suite, with a free-standing coach house on the lane 
at the rear of the property. 

The triplex units all had front steps — up to the 
townhouses, down to the basement suite. Most of 
the units in the neighbourhood were owned by child-
less twenty-something or thirty-something couples, 
who moved out within a year of having children: the 
townhouses had too many stairs and not enough 
floor area on any one level; the basement suite and 

“It becomes profitable to build in excessive 
and devastating quantity for those who 
can pay the most. These are generally 
childless people.” 
Jane Jacobs - Death and Life of Great American Cities

f i v e
LIFE SUPPORT
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coach house had only one bedroom. The stairs were 
a deterrent for older people, and the coach houses, 
even though access was on grade, were a hard sell 
because of their relatively isolated position on the 
lane; seniors felt vulnerable in such a location. Like 
everyone else, I moved out when my twins were less 
than a year old. 

I believe it is important to feel at home in a neighbour-
hood, and equally important that those neighbour-

hoods should be able to accommodate our changing 
needs. Such an ambition may not be consistent with 
development pro-formas aimed solely at maximum 
profit. Even if rezoning does not dramatically change 
the scale and grain of a neighbourhood (which it most 
often does) the replacement (or even rehabilitation) 
of all the older buildings generally results in renters 
and low income earners being displaced, altering the 
character of the area and breaking the social conti-
nuity.
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The heritage designation of the neighbourhood 
required the restoration of traditional finishes 
and details such as the slate roof, decorative 
ironwork and a turret removed during a previ-
ous renovation. With the contemporary rooftop 
addition and the opening up of interior spaces, 
Ecohabitation has added a new layer to the al-
ready rich character of the neighbourhood. More 
importantly, its ability to respond to the changing 
needs of its occupants adds to the stability and 
continuity of the local community.

In the historic Strathcona neighbourhood of Van-
couver BC, Dialog also sought to address is-
sues of community stability and continuity within 
the context of a multi-unit residential program. 
Through the renovation and conversion of a re-
dundant 1940s schoolhouse, the project has 
created five modern homes for the client and his 
extended family (F5.3).

With its narrow lots, inconsistent building set-
backs, and long history of incremental rehabili-
tation and restoration, Strathcona has a unique 
physical character which this project was able to 
reinforce through a combination of conservation 
and well considered interventions. The build-
ing was raised to maximize liveable floor area at 
ground level while retaining the familiar profile of 
the structure. Modern detailing of new elements 
speaks to the evolutionary process at work.

Recognizing that this process will continue, the 
design endeavours to anticipate the nature of fu-
ture changes. Imagining a time when City policy 
might evolve to permit secondary commercial 
uses, the unit closest to the street has been de-
signed with the necessary fire separations and 
wired for future installation of a fire alarm system.

porary triplex with flexible living space for a multi-
generational family. By excavating the basement and 
adding accommodation on the roof, the floor area of 
the original house was almost doubled (F5.1). 

Internally, the three suites can be combined to 
form a single dwelling, or divided to facilitate semi-
independent or independent living for family mem-
bers, or rental to others if desired (F5.2). With this in 
mind, mechanical and electrical systems are modu-
larized and each unit is separately metered. 

In addition to identifying the increase in urban popu-
lation, the 2011 national census also revealed that the 
makeup of Canadian households is changing: more 
multigenerational families; more adult children living 
at home; more unrelated singles sharing living space. 
The one size fits all approach no longer makes sense. 

Among the residential projects that have come to my 
attention as editor of SABMag, several stand out for 
their efforts to address these challenges.

Located in central Montreal QC, Ecohabitation is 
the work of owner/builder Emmanuel Cosgrove. The 
project involved the renovation and conversion of a 
1907 vintage single family townhouse into a contem-

f5.2
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The location of the project, just a few minutes’ walk 
from the diverse retail and cultural offerings of Com-
mercial Drive, has a broad appeal. Accordingly, the 
units are sized to attract a range of potential buyers 
from young singles to young families to multigenera-
tional households.

On the Prairies, 5468796 Architecture has actively 
engaged in the reinvention of standard housing ty-
pologies. Situated on the site of a former gas station 
in the River Heights neighbourhood of Winnipeg MB, 
Bloc 10 is a ten-unit multi-family housing project that 
strives to re-imagine and re-invent the market-driven 
condominium (F5.7). Despite this lofty goal, the de-
veloper wanted a modestly priced building designed 
and completed in just 12 months.

The ambition for Bloc 10 was less about demograph-
ic diversity than it was about flexibility and choice. 
The project follows the ‘white-box’ concept, in which 
each buyer purchases an unfinished unit with basic 
plumbing, heating and electrical systems. Buyers can 
decide which rooms they would like distributed on 
each level and they can personalize their finishes to 
their own taste and budget. 

Internally, the suites are also designed to accom-
modate future change with sliding walls to delineate 
tenant or office space, rolling kitchen islands to per-
mit different cooking and entertaining arrangements, 
bathrooms sized for universal access, and other 
space planning considerations given to facilitate ag-
ing in place (F5.4).

A few blocks east of the Schoolhouse, SHAPE Ar-
chitecture’s Georgia Green is an infill four-plex that 
makes a conscious attempt to break away from the 
formulaic approach described earlier. In a City fac-
ing significant challenges of housing affordability 
and choice, this project set out to offer an alternative 
(F5.5).

The four units are organized within a compact rect-
angular volume, their plans intertwined to capitalize 
on the highly marketable mountain views, but also to 
maximize the opportunities for daylight and passive 
ventilation. Despite this emphasis on the quality and 
variety of interior spaces, a high-performance build-
ing envelope ensures that Georgia Green is a highly 
energy efficient building (F5.6). 

f5.3
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These projects, together with MONAD (page 49) and 
the Ritchie Courtyard Residences (page 88), are an 
encouraging sign that some architects and develop-
ers are prepared to leave the old typologies behind, 
and create projects that explore new paradigms.

That most are small in scale is no surprise. On such 
projects, designers can develop a personal con-
nection with their clients and better understand the 
needs of the communities in which they are engaged. 
The hope of course is that their success will attract 
the attention of planners, politicians and the big in-
dustry players, initiating what Nick Sully of SHAPE 
Architecture refers to as ‘the trickle up effect’. 

All of the units, sized between 85 and 120m2, rise 
over three levels and most have two balconies. As 
the apartments ascend, they cross from one side of 
the building to the other, resulting in 10 unique, in-
terlocking layouts that feel like a hybrid between a 
condominium and a house (F5.8). This arrangement 
provides views to the north and the south, and eight 
of the 10 apartments have views in three directions. 

To take advantage of the maximum allowable mass 
for the development, cantilevered projections expand 
rooms, create balconies and provide support for the 
wooden, vertical-slat privacy screen that wraps the 
building’s exterior. The screen serves multiple pur-
poses. It provides each homeowner with privacy and 
shade and yet at the same time it offers glimpses of 
neighbours, so fostering a sense of community.

f5.7
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Based on my review of more than 300 projects sub-
mitted to the Canadian Green Building Awards since 
their inception in 2008, the Modernist idea of a build-
ing as ‘a machine for living in’ still dominates our ap-
proach to design and construction. Most Canadian 
buildings still rely heavily on the latest technology to 
achieve their stated performance goals. ‘Goals’ is 
the operative word here, as most energy and water 
consumption numbers (and any other performance 
data presented) are typically based on design pre-
dictions, rather than actual in-service observations. 

As more and more post occupancy surveys are car-
ried out to gauge the performance of green buildings, 
it is becoming evident that what we see in design 
models is not necessarily what we get in service. In 
particular, despite the attention apparently given to 
energy performance, a significant number of green 
buildings have been found to use more energy than 
comparable structures designed in a traditional man-
ner. 

“The real voyage of discovery consists not 
in seeking new landscapes, but in having 
new eyes.” 
Marcel Proust

s i x
THE LANGUAGE  
OF ARCHITECTURE
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Helen Goodland of Brantwood Consulting in North 
Vancouver BC, is not surprised. As part of the team 
advising the City of Vancouver on how to achieve 
its goal of carbon neutrality for all new buildings by 
2020, she believes that we are asking our energy per-
formance standards (typically the model National En-
ergy Code for Buildings or ASHRAE 90.1) to deliver 
results in areas that lie beyond their scope.

Goodland observes: “It may be beneficial to think 
about buildings as we do about cars. We are used 
to comparing standardized figures for gas consump-
tion and carbon emissions, but also understand that 
the actual figures achieved in service will depend on 
how we drive and on the nature of the terrain — as 
well as on a number of other factors. We do not ask 
vehicle manufacturers to regulate things that are be-
yond their control.”
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multipurpose, and electrical loads are sized accord-
ing to the available supply from photovoltaics and 
batteries. 

Thus the driving force in sailboat design is efficiency; 
yet through a nuanced response to function, it mani-
fests itself in infinite subtle variations. Responding to 
local circumstances and craft traditions, each sail-
boat is an artifact of universal beauty, whose compo-
nent parts speak eloquently of their purpose (F6.2). 

The same can be true with buildings, where passive 
design can become the syntax of an architectural 
language. In Canada, two recent projects illustrate 
the point. The form and massing of the Langara Col-
lege Library in Vancouver BC and the Bibliothèque 
Raymond-Lévesque in Montreal QC, are sculpted by 
the environmental forces acting upon them. 

Design by Teeple Architects and completed in 2010, 
the roof of the Langara project has an airfoil section 
that harnesses the prevailing wind to promote natural 
ventilation (F6.3) a linear atrium on the west side that 
acts as a buffer against the heat of the afternoon sun 
(F6.4) and an indented plan that maximizes natural 
light and enhances the relationship between inside 
and outside.

section that respond to the prevailing environmental 
forces, Murcutt’s multi-layered building skins, includ-
ing that of the Kakadu Visitor Centre in Australia’s 
Northern Territory (F6.1) are inspired by his close ob-
servation of how plants and trees are adapted to the 
microclimate they inhabit. Each layer has a function 
that responds as required to changes in temperature, 
light, and air movement. 

Murcutt argues, “Layering and changeability, this is 
the key. Occupying one of my buildings is like sail-
ing a yacht: you modify and manipulate its form and 
skin according to seasonal conditions and natural el-
ements, and work with these to optimize the perfor-
mance of the building.”

The analogy of buildings to sailboats is an appropri-
ate one for the architecture of the 21st century. Suc-
cessful sailboat design is predicated on minimizing 
the loads on the system (displacement and drag) so 
that available renewable energy (sail area and wind) 
can generate forward motion. There is little that is 
superfluous in a sailboat; material use must be mini-
mized and every component precisely designed and 
crafted for the vessel to be functional, efficient, du-
rable and easy to maintain; space is sculpted to be 

Part of the solution may lie in more rigorous measure-
ment protocols. For example, the LEED rating system 
currently used by many municipalities, awards points 
based on energy cost savings relative to a theoreti-
cal reference building, rather than on actual energy 
savings. This approach ignores the carbon impact 
of different energy sources and can result in misrep-
resentation of energy use. In addition, more com-
prehensive commissioning of building systems and 
more thorough training for the personnel charged 
with maintaining them might help to close the gap 
between modelled and actual energy consumption.

However I believe that a more reliable, less expen-
sive, and longer term solution would be simpler 
buildings — ones that use the empirically proven 
principles of passive design to optimize thermal, vi-
sual and acoustic comfort for their occupants, before 
introducing more complex active systems and con-
trols. Passive design can also create a direct connec-
tion between building users and the world outside.

This has long been a guiding principle for Austra-
lian architect Glenn Murcutt, whose engagement 
with ecologically sensitive design extends back into 
the 1970s. Beyond a clear organization in plan and 

f6.2 f6.3
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For its part, the Bibliothèque Raymond-Lévesque, 
designed by Manon Asselin architecte + Jodoin La-
marre Pratte et associés architects and completed 
in 2012 is notable for its courtyard plan, its storm-
water management system, by which warped roof 
planes direct water to a rocky swale that flows from 
the building to the adjacent forest like a river (F6.5) 
and its fixed exterior sun shades, carefully integrated 
into the architectural expression. There is poetry to 
be found in the simplicity and elegance of both build-
ings.

f6.4
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and our conscious presence in a moment of time, are 
critical to maintaining the connection between our 
species and the fragile ecosystems that support life 
on this planet. For sure, sailboats are slow, and one 
needs to appreciate the journey as much as the des-

Poetry of course tends to reduce, or rather refine, lan-
guage to its essence, finding its expression through 
minimal means. It is not that I advocate reducing our 
dwellings to the size of Sustain Design Studio’s 30m2 

‘miniHome’ (F6.7 and 6.8) nor our sleeping quarters 
to the size of those in a Japanese capsule hotel, but 
these extremes should inform our approach to de-
sign. The energy and materials expended in the con-
struction and operation of any building is clearly a 
function of its size. Design itself can be the energy 
saver; when we focus on creating compact and flex-
ible space, less truly can be more. 

However the greatest and most enduring value of a 
sailboat resides not in the artifact itself, but in the 
way it engages its occupants with the natural world 
around them. In his 2009 CBC Massey lecture series, 
‘The Wayfinders’, Canadian ethnobotanist Wade Da-
vies spoke of how Polynesian navigators use their 
ancient inherited knowledge — the movement of 
celestial bodies, the refraction of waves by unseen 
landmasses, the different luminescence of clouds 
above land and water — as well as other, more fa-
miliar means, to navigate across vast tracts of seem-
ingly featureless ocean. 

To some extent, the inherent value of these skills has 
been superseded by the advent of global positioning 
systems, but the technology of a sailboat still keeps 
us rooted to place and deeply in tune with the tide, 
the waves and the wind. This awareness of place, 

f6.8
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tination — but perhaps that too is part of the point. 
Better to approach the future with open eyes and 
measured steps than to rush blindly forward without 
fully considering the consequences.
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“We have little understanding of where our 
water and food come from; the impacts 
of our cars and homes; the activities 
undertaken by others around the globe to 
support our lifestyle; and the effects we 
have on the environment and its people.” 
Paul Hawken - Blessed Unrest

s e v e n
OUT OF SIGHT
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Most people would agree that technology can some-
times be a blessing and sometimes a curse, perhaps 
even that it can be both at once. Today’s hand-held 
wireless devices can connect us instantaneously to 
virtually any other point on the globe, yet at the same 
time produce a state of sensory disconnection from 
our immediate surroundings. 

In the spring of 2012, ostensibly to protect its citi-
zens from themselves, the City of Philadelphia, which 
is recognized as one of the more progressive munici-

palities in the United States, announced that it would 
be introducing ‘E-lanes’ on its downtown sidewalks. 
Lines would be painted down the centre of the side-
walk, dividing foot traffic in a way that would allow 
citizens to use their smart phones without bumping 
into one another W7.1 VID 2mins). When it was re-
vealed the following day that this had been an April 
Fool’s prank, many protested and asked that real 
E-lanes be put on the agenda for discussion at the 
next council meeting. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CkA3-lgiWFE
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There is no doubt that smart phones can contrib-
ute positively to more liveable cities with lower car-
bon emissions. Finding the location of the nearest 
‘car2go’ or the time until the next bus arrives at your 
stop, can encourage more people to use more energy 
efficient forms of transportation. And of course there 
are countless other applications of this technology 
that can support positive changes in our behaviour. 

Philadelphia’s lighthearted prank nonetheless makes 
the point that we have become increasingly oblivious 
to our physical surroundings — a sad state of affairs 
for anyone involved in the design of the built environ-
ment. The implications are more serious however, as 
an awareness of how communities function socially, 
economically and technically will be an increasingly 
important aspect of citizenship as the 21st century 
unfolds.

The technical infrastructure upon which cities de-
pend, includes the systems that supply energy, wa-
ter and food; and which take away liquid and solid 
waste of various kinds. In most cities in the devel-
oped world, these systems are large scale, linear and 
invisible. We set thermostats, flick light switches, turn 
on taps, empty sinks and flush toilets with little or no 
thought to where the points of supply and disposal 
are located, nor what the environmental implications 
of either might be. 

These are not things we should take for granted any 
longer. In the face of more severe and frequent storm 
events, the scale of our infrastructure places large 
populations at risk, whether through flooding, power 
failure, water contamination, road or rail washouts, 
or other disruptions.

The decentralization of infrastructure was a hot topic 
immediately following the northeast blackout of 2003, 
which left approximately 45 million people in the US 
northeast and midwest, and another 10 million in On-
tario without power for up to a week, when the flick-
ing of a single switch overloaded the network. Prog-
ress has been slow however, and some jurisdictions 

such as British Columbia, continue to put their faith 
in new power generation mega-projects. 

In Europe the transformation is much further ad-
vanced. In Sweden for example, the Stockholm sub-
urb of Hammarby Sjostad, developed in the mid-
1990s, was one of the first to have a community 
energy plant fueled by domestic waste that is col-
lected from every household through an underground 
network of pneumatic pipes. Now community energy 
plants, often generating both heat and power, are a 
prominent feature in many towns and cities, and wind 
turbines dot (rather than blanket) the countryside. 
The scale of these operations is important if we are 
to take ownership of our infrastructure at the com-
munity level.

Visibility is also key, and the most celebrated (though 
yet unbuilt) example is BIG’s Amager Bakke Waste-
to-Energy Plant in Copenhagen, scheduled for 

completion in 2017. The plant will be covered by a 
sloping roof that will function as an artificial ski hill. 
This is made possible by advanced combustion and 
exhaust-scrubbing technology that will render the 
smoke completely non-toxic. The smoke stack will 
be designed to emit a smoke ring for every tonne of 
CO2 being emitted into the atmosphere, making — as 
architect Bjarke Ingles puts it, “something uncount-
able, countable. (W7.2 VID 2min)”

Decentralized infrastructure projects are now be-
ginning to appear in Canada. Both the University of 
British Columbia in Vancouver, and the University of 
Northern British Columbia in Prince George have re-
cently completed demonstration bioenergy plants, 
the latter generating heat only, and the former gen-
erating both heat and power. Both are district energy 
facilities serving multiple buildings on campus, and 
both reveal their inner workings to passersby through 
large, strategically placed windows. (F7.1 and F7.2).

f7.2

http://www.dezeen.com/2014/07/12/movie-interview-bjarke-ingels-big-amager-bakke-power-plant-ski-slope/
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demand exceeds supply, lighting at the top of the 
stacks changes colour from blue to red, according 
to the amount of heat being supplied by the boil-
ers. Promoting community awareness and pride, this 
piece of functional public art was created by Walter 
Francl Architects, in collaboration with the artist con-
sortium Pechet and Robb Art and Architecture (F7.4). 

Similarly playful in character is the Sherbourne Com-
mon stormwater treatment facility in Toronto ON, that 
uses ultraviolet disinfection technology to treat neigh-
bourhood stormwater runoff before it is discharged 
into Lake Ontario. The facility is the centrepiece of 
a public green space designed by PFS Studio, and 
includes a pavilion by Teeple Architects (F7.5) and 
three 9-metre high sculptural ‘light showers’ by Jill 
Anholt (F7.6) that release the treated water into an 
artificial river accessible to the public. 

This kind of facility should be integral to every com-
munity, and in this regard the City of Vancouver has 
made a start. The City built its first neighbourhood 
energy utility (NEU) as part of the athletes’ village de-
velopment for the 2010 Winter Olympic Games. Lo-
cated beneath the south end of the Cambie Bridge, 
the False Creek Energy Centre converts heat from the 
neighbourhood’s waste water into low grade energy 
used to heat the buildings in the former Olympic Vil-
lage. Although most of the structure is underground, 
street level windows give pedestrians a view of the 
pumps and pipes that do the dirty work (F7.3).

The truly celebratory aspect of this structure how-
ever, is a collection of four flues that emerge from 
the east end of the building. Rising like the fingers 
of a hand high above the bridge deck, the flues are 
connected to the gas boilers that provide heat; when 

f7.3 f7.4
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This greenway is a key feature in the project’s wa-
ter management system. Site storm water flows from 
the buildings and ground level concourses to the 
greenway where, along with treated black water from 
the on-site Waste Water Treatment Facility, it is fil-
tered for reuse as grey water for toilet flushing and 
irrigation. This approach transforms what previously 
would have been a system of culverts and under-
ground pipes into an attractive community amenity 
(F7.8). 

These projects — and the many that I hope will fol-
low in the future — have the potential to reconnect 
us with the infrastructure upon which a sustainable 
future depends. Decentralization improves resilience 
by making communities more self-sufficient, and by 
reducing the impact of service interruptions. Making 
the operation of these systems an integral part of our 
daily experience promotes engagement, and engen-
ders a sense of personal or community responsibility. 

Decentralized infrastructure projects are now being 
incorporated into large scale private sector devel-
opments. One of the first examples was Dockside 
Green, a multi-phase, mixed-use development in Vic-
toria BC. Phase 1, designed by Perkins+Will includes 
both bio-energy and wastewater treatment plants, 
sized to serve what will ultimately be a 100,000m2 
project. When completed, the multiple phases of the 
development will be organized around a central gre-
enway that Incorporates a series of ponds and bios 
wales (F7.7). 

Because the area is susceptible to run-off from a 
combined sewer system during major storm events, 
the UV system is designed to treat the water to a 
standard 10 times higher than that required by Envi-
ronment Canada regulations for human contact. The 
UV system also eliminates the chemical residue that 
would still be present in the discharged water, had a 
chlorine-based system been used. 

f7.7
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Although it has long been intuitively understood by 
city dwellers that a walk in the park, or a stroll beside 
the river, lake or ocean will lift the spirits or make 
one feel more relaxed, this intuition is now backed 
by empirical evidence. Over the last two decades, 
researchers in the area of public health have proven 
beyond doubt that clinical environments with access 
to natural light and exposure to nature decrease re-
covery times and improve overall patient outcomes.

These conclusions are both important and timely, as 
demographic and cultural trends are rapidly mak-
ing our cities less healthy places to live. As the rate 
of urbanization speeds up, so the presence of na-
ture in the everyday lives of Canadians diminishes 
proportionately. At the same time, we are raising a 
generation of children who spend an ever-increasing 
amount of time in front of electronic screens, more 
interested in exploring the virtual world of Minecraft 
than playing in nature.

These disturbing trends were examined in depth 
by Richard Louv in his 2005 book ‘Last child in the 
Woods’. At the heart of Louv’s treatise is the ques-
tion, ‘How can we expect the coming generation to 

“Time spent in nature is not leisure time — 
it is a critical investment in our children’s 
health, and also in our own.” 
Richard Louv - Last Child in the Woods

e i g h t
BACK TO NATURE
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be stewards of the environment if they have never 
experienced it directly? Without that experience, 
one can hardly expect them to appreciate or value 
it.” While this prevailing sense of detachment can be 
traced back through several generations, its cumula-
tive effects have now reached a critical point.

Formal education programs, such as that offered 
through the North Vancouver Outdoor School in 
Brackendale BC (F8.1) can only do so much. These 

programs immerse urban school children in nature 
through multi-day residential camps, and can cer-
tainly expose them directly to a greater variety of eco-
systems than any city park could provide. Nonethe-
less, informal everyday exposure to nature is surely 
something we must strive to integrate into the urban 
environments in which the overwhelming majority of 
Canadians now live. 
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encountered a remarkable variety of wildlife. Beyond 
the more common urban opportunists such as rac-
coons and skunks, we have seen eagles, herons, 
cormorants, owls and woodpeckers at close quar-
ters; we have also observed seals, sea otters, dog-
fish, crabs and on one occasion, jellyfish the size of 
hubcaps. These encounters have given my children 
a keen interest in nature that, I expect, distinguishes 
them from many of their peers elsewhere.

Louv fears for the future of the planet when a gen-
eration of children is growing up without exposure 
to ‘wild nature’. Frequenting parks whose sole func-
tion is to support organized play on groomed grass 
or factory produced play equipment does not create 
the necessary bond. There is encouraging evidence 

Most major Canadian cities have their river valleys, 
ravines and parks, but perhaps the city with the 
strongest connection to nature is Vancouver. Here the 
mountains of the Coast range and the waters of the 
Salish Sea are omnipresent, offering easy access to 
the backcountry or the sheltered coastline of the Gulf 
Islands. But more importantly, one can experience 
some of nature’s diversity even within the city limits. 
From the roof of one West End apartment building, 
I have looked into the treetops of Stanley Park and 
seen the more than 100 blue herons that roost here, 
making it one of the largest urban heron colonies in 
North America (F8.2).

Similarly, when walking my children to school along 
the wooded shoreline of south False Creek, we have 

f8.2 f8.3

however that some planners and landscape archi-
tects are beginning to understand the importance of 
less structured and more ecologically-inspired envi-
ronments — and advocate for them. 

PWL Landscape Architects have been in the forefront 
of ‘regenerative design’ in Vancouver, creating a new 
salmon stream in Stanley Park, recreating the plant 
communities of the gulf Islands coastline on the liv-
ing roof of the Vancouver Convention Centre (F8.3) 
and designing both Habitat Island and Hinge Park 
that form part of the Olympic Village development.
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pretation of the guidelines that have long governed 
park design. The stone blocks meet the requirement 
that unguarded drops do not exceed 600mm, and the 
lowest point of the porthole windows is at the mini-
mum height for a guardrail.

In environments like these, children can discover their 
own physical limitations and develop their own risk 
management skills, the opportunities for exploratory 
play, together with the integration of a wilder form of 
nature, enrich a child’s learning experience in a way 
that traditional park design does not. 

Reimagining our approach to park design is one thing 
but, given the amount of time that most Canadians 
spend indoors each day, the beneficial effects of na-
ture should influence not only how we design our cit-
ies, but how we design our individual buildings. In the 
words of Peter Buchanan, editor of the Architectural 
Review, the ultimate ideal would be an architecture 
that fostered “a deep sense of communion with na-
ture and the cosmos. Such an architecture is not only 
good for the planet, it is also the only one in which 
people can flower into their full potential.”

Notwithstanding precedent-setting projects such as 
Arthur Erickson’s Provincial Law Courts complex in 
Downtown Vancouver (F8.6) Canada’s healthcare ar-
chitects were the first to bring nature into buildings 
by following the principles of evidence-based design.

Habitat Island (F8.4) is an artificial mound construct-
ed with earth and rocks and connected to the shore 
of False Creek by a causeway of stepping stones. 
Set against a backdrop of Downtown buildings, the 
island is densely planted with native coastal vege-
tation, and includes a dead tree now frequented by 
eagles and herons. Members of the community have 
also installed nesting boxes to attract smaller bird 
species. The shallow bay formed between the island 
and the shore has restored an intertidal habitat previ-
ously destroyed by industrial development. This bay, 
my retired fisherman neighbour assures me, is now 
attracting spawning herring — something not seen in 
False Creek for many decades.

The edges of the constructed watercourse in nearby 
Hinge Park are also densely planted, shading the wa-
ter and creating a safe haven for wildfowl, while the 
adjacent grass area has been left for long periods 
as an untended wildflower meadow. While the park 
does include an area with conventional play equip-
ment surrounded by resilient surfaces, there are also 
areas where a child can go exploring and potentially 
get hurt.

A stepped pyramid of massive stone blocks, a spiral-
ing steel flume and a large diameter pipe bridge with 
porthole windows through which children can climb 
(F8.5) all seem at first glance to have escaped the 
scrutiny of the insurance underwriters who have in-
fluenced the design of playgrounds for a generation 
or more. In fact, as landscape architect Margot Long 
explains, these elements are simply a creative inter-
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tween culture and nature, and forging a new relation-
ship between our communities and the ecosystems 
upon which they ultimately depend.

In short, we must take to heart the words of eco-theo-
logian Thomas Berry and ensure that, “From here on, 
the primary judgment of all human institutions, pro-
fessions, programs and activities will be determined 
by the extent to which they inhibit, ignore, or foster a 
mutually-enhancing human – Earth relationship.”

Completed in 2004 and 2005 respectively, The Re-
gional Health Sciences Centre in Thunder Bay (F8.7) 
and the Carlo Fidani Peel Regional Cancer Centre in 
Mississauga (F8.8) introduce natural materials and 
organic forms to create environments that are at once 
stimulating and nurturing. Both buildings include 
large day-lit atria in which patients and families can 
meet beneath tree-like wood structures with views to 
gardens beyond.

These projects, and others like them, have positioned 
Toronto’s Farrow Partners Architects at the leading 
edge of healthcare design in Canada and the world. 
Principal Tye Farrow now looks beyond the design 
of hospitals, clinics and care homes, extending the 
logic by asking: “What if our health became the basis 
for judging every building and every public space? 
What if each of us—every person, everywhere—grew 
accustomed to looking at our built environment with 
one question in mind, “How healthy is this place?” 
(W8.1 VID 10m) We have long accepted the idea that 
buildings can cause sickness, whether physiologi-
cal or psychological, but Farrow asks “Can buildings 
cause health?”

Integrating the physical and sensory attributes of 
nature in our architecture, including materials, form, 
light, colour, visual variety, complexity and harmony, 
will surely promote health and wellbeing, and infuse 
our built environments with a strong sense of place. 
Attending to our own interests in this way may also 
benefit the planet at a time when, as a species, we 
are becoming more and more disconnected from na-
ture. 

Tye Farrow’s ‘Cause Health’ initiative is founded on 
the principle that in today’s knowledge-based econo-
my, there is no neutral place; what we build must help 
us to thrive. Implicit in this assertion is that, for us 
to thrive, the ecosystems that support life must also 
thrive. In responding to this challenge, we should 
aspire to more. We should take every opportunity to 
introduce and integrate the natural environment into 
our towns and cities, blurring the boundaries be-
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SBrN7-sl404&t=201s
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Located on a busy thoroughfare in Downtown Victoria BC, this mixed-use development received a 2013 Green 
Building Award from the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada (F9.1). Organized around a central day-lit 
atrium, the project comprises street level retail with six storeys of offices above (F9.2 and 9.3). Incorporating 
numerous environmental strategies, The Atrium was cited for its attention to energy efficiency and environ-
mentally conscious operations. However, of equal or greater value is the contribution the project makes to the 
economic and social well-being of the city. 

This is achieved in part through detailed attention to the ground floor, that most critical interface between the 
private and public realms. By handpicking local independent retailers, some with businesses already operating 
in the Victoria area, the owner was able to distinguish the retail level of the building from other recent develop-
ments, more typically populated by international franchises.

Client: Jawl Investment Corporation 
Architect: D’Ambrosio Architecture + Urbanism

THE ATRIUM v i c t o r i a , b c
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For what is predominately a corporate and government office complex, the project team identified desirable 
retail tenants by considering the needs of the primary and secondary users of the building. These primary and 
secondary users were determined to be those working in the building itself, and those making up the daytime 
population of the surrounding neighbourhood. This enhanced the attractiveness of the building as a workplace 
and improved the urban fit of the new development.

In addition, the project team sought out typical and traditional downtown service and product providers to 
augment and extend the window-shopping and tourist pedestrian routes from the commercial core, in order to 
revitalize a marginalized and partially derelict city block.

A suitable tenant mix for the project was achieved using a number of incentives, including sub-market lease 
rates for the retail tenants. Because the resulting quality of the retail environment was deemed to add value to 
the commercial space above, it was possible to balance the financial pro-forma by marginally increasing the 
lease rates for the upper floor office space.

In order to improve 
marketability and contribute 
to the economic vitality 
of Downtown, the project 
also sought a high level 
of architectural and urban 
design quality — including 
aspirations of beauty, 
longevity and environmental 
sensitivity (F9.4). These 
aspirations were pursued in a 
number of ways.

f9.4
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Given the volume of vehicular traffic on the adjacent street, there was a desire to improve the pedestrian  
experience by creating a separation between the sidewalk and the roadway. This was achieved by negotiating 
a right of way exchange with the City of Victoria, enabling the ground floor of the building to be setback from 
the property line, and a boulevard to be created at the street edge (F9.5). 

f9.5
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In legal terms, an easement grants the City use of 
the setback as part of its sidewalk, while a reciprocal 
easement grants the building owner an equal area of 
the sidewalk for the creation of a planted buffer zone. 
Above the ground floor, the building extends out to 
the property line as required by the zoning bylaw.

The project team wanted to further improve the public experience of the sidewalk by eliminating the standard 
advertising-covered bus shelters typical in Downtown Victoria. Under normal circumstances, the advertising 
revenue pays for the upkeep of the shelters, but in the case of the Atrium, the design team argued successfully 
that a fixed canopy and seating along the designated bus pull-out would provide the necessary amenity, while 
offering increased capacity and improved appearance.

Together these measures have helped to create a vibrant retail environment with an enhanced pedestrian ex-
perience, giving The Atrium a unique character and a strong connection to the community (F9.6). This in turn 
underpins the success of the various community events and performances that take place in the atrium itself 
(F9.7). Extended opening hours are made possible by a small additional investment in security personnel that 
translates into just a few more cents per square foot on commercial lease rates. 

By considering the community in its pro-forma, the Jawl Investment Corporation has solidified its own bottom 
line and, at the same time, its reputation as a financier of projects that promise a lasting legacy for the city.

f9.6
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Located on a main transit route, the 4-storey MONAD project is a mixed commercial/residential infill, conceived 
as a prototype for the strategic densification of the smaller urban lots often overlooked by mainstream devel-
opers (F10.1). While MONAD addresses an emerging problem, its roots can be traced back nearly a century.

In the 1920s Walter Gropius, founder of the Bauhaus school of art and design, proclaimed “It is the role of the 
designer to breathe life into the dead products of the machine”, challenging architects to use the efficiency 
and economy of industrial production to improve the lives of common people. As noted earlier, this ideal was 
slowly eroded by commercial interests, and by mid-century was largely forgotten.

In the 1960s however, Canadian architect Moshe Safdie made another attempt to redirect technology toward 
that sense of social purpose. His vision for Habitat ’67 was to make the amenities of suburbia — including 
daylight, fresh air, views and private outdoor space — available and affordable in dense urban developments, 
through the use of off-site modular construction (F10.2). That vision proved to be a mirage impossible to real-
ize at a reasonable cost, given the materials and production methods available at the time. 

Client: Intelligent City R&D
Architect: Lang Wilson Practice in Architecture Culture (LWPAC)

MONAD v a n c o u v e r , b c
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Fast forward half a century and Safdie’s vision resonates once more with a new generation of architects, who 
also believe that sustainability depends on making compact urban living an attractive alternative to suburban 
sprawl. This will be no easy task, as for many people the single-family house remains central to the North 
American dream.

In fact, Oliver Lang of Vancouver’s Lang Wilson Practice in Architecture Culture (LWPAC), believes that such 
a change will require nothing less than “A qualitative paradigm shift for higher density urban living, achieved 
through new concepts of porosity, programmatic hybridization, typological transformation, and eco-social 
connectivity.” Like Safdie, Lang’s medium of choice to realize these goals is modular construction — only this 
time not in concrete, but in wood.

By taking an integrated approach to design, considering everything from resource conscious construction to 
connected urban living, Lang believes that a new level of sustainability and quality of life can be brought to a 
broader audience, and assist cities to better leverage their existing community amenities and public infrastruc-
ture (F10.3).

f10.3

Lang adds, “This approach 
is not a matter of scale. To 
the contrary, there is great 
potential to actualize the 
countless small to medium size 
voids in our cities, and new 
solid wood technology has a 
key role to play in this.”
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An important aspect of sustainability is affordability. It is very difficult to estimate and control costs accurately 
for urban infill projects, largely because of the complexities of site staging. Monad attempts to eliminate some 
of the unpredictability by introducing a systematized approach to design, fabrication and construction for 
buildings up to 15 storeys. This not only reduces the risks associated with time delays and cost overruns, but 
introduces a level of quality that goes beyond what is achievable in site-built work. This makes prefabrication 
in wood an attractive, affordable and more sustainable alternative to building in concrete or steel.

Monad uses a spatial approach to prefabrication, in which open ended and open sided volumetric components 
are designed with a floor, one long wall and a ceiling, the other side and the ends of the module being left open 
(F10.4). These components are braced for shipping and lifted into place by crane (F10.5 and F10.6). A ‘left 
hand’ and a ‘right hand’ module can be placed with their open sides opposite one another and, according to 
the width of the site, connected with infill pieces of the appropriate dimension.

While there is a rigour to the modular design, it does not impose itself on the experiential quality of the build-
ing. In fact, with its vertical courtyard plan, apartment units with dual exposure, and the potential for wide open 
spaces, there is little to indicate that Monad is a modular building (F10.7). In addition, with its four units rang-
ing in size from 2 to 4 bedrooms, each with private terraces or balconies, the building is appealing to a wide 
demographic — including families.

f10.5 f10.6
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With urban densification taking its place as an increasingly important component of sustainability, new materi-
als and technologies offer the prospect of new forms of dwelling that can deliver higher quality, improved af-
fordability, and broader appeal. With its Monad-based projects, LWPAC aims “to create a more fluid continuity 
between a home, the community of a building, its adjacent programs, the physical and natural context, and the 
cultural life of the city.” This, Lang hopes, will get people out of their cars and encourage them to re-engage 
with a more social, more cultural, and ultimately more sustainable way of life.

f10.7
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As an object lesson in sensitive urban revitalization, this rehabilitation of five buildings on Water Street in 
Vancouver’s historic Gastown district has much to offer (F11.1). Collected around Gaoler’s Mews and backing 
onto Blood Alley, the five buildings range from modest hotels built after the fire of 1886, to an early service sta-
tion from the 1930s. Together they define some of the most unique, intimate and historically significant urban 
spaces in the city (F11.2). 

Client: The Salient Group 
Architect: Acton Ostry Architects

GASTOWN REHABILITATION v a n c o u v e r ,  b c
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According to architect Mark Ostry, bringing the buildings together under common ownership provided the criti-
cal mass necessary to make a significant contribution to the revitalization of the neighbourhood. 

The project combines rehabilitation with redevelopment that doubles the density of the site, and provides a 
blend of retail and office commercial spaces, as well as residential condominiums and live-work studios (F11.3 
and F11.4). Such a combination adds not only to the overall population density of the neighbourhood but, by 
balancing the level of street activity throughout the day, promotes the economic and social synergies essential 
to a successful community. 

Heritage preservation is the paramount concern in Gastown, and the prime directive from Larry Beasley (then 
Director of Planning at the City of Vancouver) was that the new portions of the development should not be vis-
ible from Water Street. This directive, along with the maximum height limit of 23 metres, essentially defined the 
zoning envelope and with it, the maximum buildable area.  

Working with five contiguous properties afforded the architects a degree of flexibility, both in optimizing where 
the additional density might best be placed, and also in enabling alternative solutions to be negotiated with 
the City that might not have been possible, had only a single building been involved. 

One example was being granted permission to demolish all but the facade of the Grand Hotel. Here, the struc-
ture had been a grid of interior load-bearing walls forming windowless rooms that could not reasonably have 
been adapted for any habitable use. The loss of these elements of the historic fabric was compensated for in 
part, by reclaiming the bricks and reusing them elsewhere, and by meticulously restoring all other areas where 
circumstances were more favourable.  

f11.3 f11.4
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Even with only the facade remaining, the rebuilding of the Grand — and that of the Terminus Hotel next door, 
which had been gutted by fire a decade previously — required great ingenuity and a client who was open to 
non-standard solutions. The existing window openings dictated the floor levels and the width of the new resi-
dential units, which ended up only 2.7 metres wide and with the proportions of a railroad car (F11.5).

With existing windows at one end only, the apartments have been arranged with living spaces closest to the 
windows; open floor plans, including bathrooms organized in a linear configuration along one side wall; and 
bedrooms pushed to the rear (F11.6). The tall windows enable daylight to penetrate deep into the suite, and 
recessed lighting is carefully designed to enhance ambient light levels. 

f11.5 f11.6
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For Mark Ostry, the layering that results from this 
approach enriches the urban narrative: “Revitalizing 
historic buildings contributes to our sense of where 
we came from, and adding contemporary design 
points to where we are going.” The contrast between 
the weathered brickwork of the Alhambra, and the 
seamless glass elevator and bridge that connects it 
to the other buildings simply yet elegantly reinforces 
this point (F11.7). 

In anticipation of where Gastown may be going, the 
development places retail frontage on Blood Alley, a 
cobblestoned mews currently serving as a place of 
refuge and outdoor living room for some of the neigh-
bourhood’s most vulnerable residents. 

Ostry hopes that the increase in private investment 
will generate the cross-subsidies that could acceler-
ate the City’s plan to build housing for all of the area’s 
homeless population.

With its fine-grained diversity, this thoughtful reha-
bilitation project meets many of Jane Jacobs’ cri-
teria for a viable urban neighbourhood. In this case 
however, the renovated heritage buildings have at-
tracted new high end retail tenants, and so don’t 
offer the low rents critical to the incubation of new 
enterprises. However, the ripple effects of this pro- 
ject can be seen and felt in the surrounding area as 
long-established small businesses see a resurgence 
of activity, and enthusiastic young entrepreneurs re-
juvenate Gastown’s tired but dignified old buildings, 
one suite at a time.

f11.7

For the new portions of the 
development, the architects 
looked to Europe, where 
heritage buildings are often 
complemented by unmistakably 
contemporary additions. 
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Affirming its presence at the entrance to Vancouver’s historic uptown neighbourhood, the strong angular form 
and red brick facades of the Mount Pleasant Centre make it a fine example of contextual Modernism (F12.1). 
While this may be cause for celebration when compared to more mediocre interventions elsewhere, it is the 
innovative combination of public programs within the building that is of particular interest here. 

Clients: City of Vancouver Corporate Services; Vancouver Park Board; 
Vancouver Public Library; City of Vancouver Social Planning Department
Architect: Perkins+Will Architects Co

MOUNT PLEASANT CENTRE v a n c o u v e r , b c
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The integrated program came about through a combination of good luck and good judgement, and as such 
represents an encouraging move away from the traditional siloed thinking of municipal governance to a more 
synergetic model.

Reviewing its options for the replacement of an aging community centre on the south edge of the Mount 
Pleasant neighbourhood, the Vancouver Park Board began to look for a more central location. The triangular 
site that became available at 1 Kingsway was ideal, being located in the heart of the community and at the 
intersection of several transit routes. However, the medium density zoning meant that it had the potential for a 
much larger building than the Park Board itself could use. So began a search for partners that brought in the 
Vancouver Public Library, along with the Corporate Services and Social Planning departments of the City of 
Vancouver.

Together the program components add up to 13,000m2, of which about 8,000m2 are rental apartments, with 
the remainder housing the community centre, a branch library, a childcare centre and an independently oper-
ated cafe.

Architecturally, the building is divided into two masses separated by a central lobby facing Kingsway. The 
vertical mass to the north contains the library on the ground floor, and eight storeys of apartments above; the 
horizontal three-storey block to the south contains the community centre on the ground and second floors, 
with the daycare at rooftop level. The residential component of the complex has its own entrance to the north, 
while the community facilities share an entrance on Kingsway (F12.2 and F12.3).

f12.2

f12.3

The project sets an 
important precedent,  
being the first truly  
multi-service urban 
community centre in 
Vancouver. 
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In this low- to middle-income neighbourhood, 
the architects had hoped to provide the resi-
dents with a generous community living room, 
in the form of a central atrium accessible from 
both east and west sides of the site. Program and 
budget proved inadequate for this grander civic 
purpose, and the project had to settle for what is 
still a bright and welcoming, though rather more 
modest communal lobby (F12.4).

In hindsight, this is particularly unfortunate, as the 
popularity of the facility has greatly exceeded the 
City’s expectations. Opened in 2009, the building 
quickly reached its operating capacity with the 
exception of the parking garage which, despite 
being designed to the minimum permissible stan-
dard, is rarely more than half full. 

The main entrance on Kingsway gives access to 
all the community facilities. To the left is the li-
brary; constrained in plan by the intrusion of the 
residential circulation core, it yet manages to be 
an attractive place to linger. Seats in the study 
area fill up just minutes after opening time.

To the right is the community centre, wrapping 
around the gymnasium on two levels. The glazed 
central stairwell brings in glare free light to the 
gymnasium (F12.5, while light shelves control 
glare in the south-facing dance studio (F12.6). 
At the top of the building, the childcare centre 
opens onto a vegetated play area. The preser-
vation of mature trees, and the careful massing 
of the building to block street noise, makes this 
a tranquil oasis in an otherwise resolutely urban 
setting (F12.7).

f12.4 f12.5
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Sites as prominent as this one are rare in Vancouver, and the Mount Pleasant Centre responds to the urban 
opportunity with a strong form, a simple material palette and clean detailing. The red brick acknowledges the 
historic Lee Building, which dominates the nearby intersection of Main and Broadway, while the residential 
tower meets the apex of the site with an unapologetic crystalline point.

Beyond its urban qualities and environmental virtues, the success of the building is measured by its popularity. 
Previously the site of a car dealership, the idea that the building program may soon have to expand into the 
under-used parking garage is particularly satisfying. Once again, building location and an innovative mixed-
use program have proven to be the foundations of success, and contribute as much to the overall sustainabil-
ity equation as the performance of the building itself.

f12.7f12.6
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The UniverCity Childcare was commissioned by the Simon Fraser University Community Trust and completed 
in 2012 (F13.1). The Trust has held the development rights to 320 hectares of Burnaby Mountain, since the 
creation of the university in the mid-1960s. 

Client: SFU Community Trust
Architect: Hughes Condon Marler Architects

UNIVERCITY CHILDCARE b u r n a b y ,  b c
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According to Director Dale Mickelson, the Trust uses the profits from its private sector developments in the 
surrounding UniverCity neighbourhood, to fund public facilities that will push the boundaries of sustainable 
design. It then recirculates the lessons learned back to those projects that are more mainstream and market 
driven.

On this basis, the Trust chose to develop its new childcare facility following the Living Building Challenge 
(LBC), North America’s most comprehensive green building standard.

Among its many virtues, LBC recognizes the symbiotic relationship between the built and natural environ-
ments, and the many barriers that must be overcome to fully realize the potential synergies that exist.

As architect Karen Marler observes, “For this reason, it was imperative that we engage all the institutional 
stakeholders from the outset (including the city of Burnaby, the Fraser Health Authority and BC Hydro), not 
only to obtain their buy-in to the project, but also to understand how their mandates might influence achieve-
ment of the various petals. “In our case, buy-in from the policy makers did not necessarily translate in to 
smooth progress when it came down to the departmental plan checkers, inspectors and other officials.” 

As an example, BC Hydro’s PowerSmart division supported the project’s energy reduction goals, but its utili-
ties service department wanted to charge a premium for providing a connection to a site with such a small en-
ergy demand.” Although reducing a building’s energy consumption is an objective challenge (right field on the 
Integral Theory diagram), the resolution of problems such as this, can support cultural’ change within organiza-
tions, as individual departments begin to better understand their role within a more holistic corporate vision. 

It may be argued that cultural change begins with children, and to that end the UniverCity Childcare has ad-
opted the Reggio Emilia philosophy of early childhood education. Named for the Italian city in which it was first 
developed, this community-based philosophy has a growing international reputation.

The philosophy emphasizes the value of the environment and the community in fostering the physical, social 
and emotional development of young children (F13.2). According to early childhood educator L. Caldwell, 
“children can best create meaning and make sense of their world through environments which support “com-
plex, varied, sustained, and changing relationships between people, the world of experience, ideas and the 
many ways of expressing them.”

f13.2
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In design terms, this philosophy challenges the preoccupation with economy and efficiency that has been cen-
tral to our quest for a sustainable architecture, and all too often has led to buildings that have a high degree of 
intellectual rigour, but are sadly lacking in spiritual richness. A human-centred architecture stimulates multiple 
senses simultaneously; it can be functional without being plain and austere, simple without sacrificing texture 
and nuance. 

The UniverCity Childcare achieves this fine balance, being notable not only for its modesty and restraint, but 
also for the warm and inviting character of its interior spaces (F13.3).

The building occupies a sloping site, and its L-shaped plan allows for grade access to the main entry on the 
low side, and from the playground to the upper floor on the high side (F13.4). Internally, the central mezzanine, 
which covers the core kitchen and washroom areas, acts as a kind of armature around which a variety of single 
and double height spaces are arranged (F13.5). 

f13.5

The contrasting character of 
these spaces, accentuated by 
the careful use of natural light, 
encourages a broad range of 
activities from individual study 
to group performances.
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Marler emphasizes the contribution made by the children to the design of the building: “We had a workshop 
with the 3- to 5-year-olds who told us: “I want to climb high, I want to play with water, I like the wind, can we 
have a fire breathing dragon tunnel?” Although I didn’t notice a fire-breathing dragon tunnel during my tour, it 
looked to me as if most of the children’s’ other wishes had been granted. The playground includes a curving 
ramp that challenges the most courageous of tricycle riders (F13.6) and the wicker wigwams (designed by lo-
cal artists) offer endless opportunities for fantasy play (F13.7).

The Reggio Emilia approach need not, and indeed should not, be restricted to the education of children or the 
design of elementary schools. Rather, its principles should constitute a foundation for the re-creation of com-
munities that are socially cohesive and environmentally aware. In Burnaby at least, the trickle up effect has 
begun, with the local elementary school adopting the Reggio Emilia philosophy with its first intake of graduates 
from the Childcare Centre.

f13.6

f13.7
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A rapidly growing community of about 18,000 residents, Salmon Arm lies midway between Calgary  
and Vancouver on the south shore of Shuswap Lake. Established in the 1880s during the construction of the 
Canadian Pacific Railroad, it has a compact and characterful Downtown core, now unfortunately surrounded 
by the kind of sprawling and generic development typical of every other Canadian city of similar age and size. 

In such a ‘placeless’ place, one might reasonably expect a new supermarket to adopt the expedient and ubiq-
uitous automobile-friendly typology, that of an anonymous box adrift in a sea of parking. However, Askew’s 
Uptown Supermarket breaks with convention, and in so doing, speaks to several of the key pieces that make 
up the sustainability puzzle, (F14.1).

Owner: David Askew 
Architect: Allen + Maurer Architects Ltd.

ASKEW’S UPTOWN SUPERMARKET s a l m o n  a r m ,  b c

f14.1

f14.2



part two   case studies 66

The new flagship of a locally owned business that has operated in Salmon Arm for more than 80 years, Askew’s 
Uptown is the first phase in a planned six-hectare mixed use development that will include retail, office and 
residential space (F14.2). The site is on a frontage road that parallels the Trans Canada Highway, northeast of 
the city centre, in an area that has seen significant residential growth in the past two decades. In this context, 
the Askew’s development aims to set a precedent and encourage a move away from inefficient and unsustain-
able single use zoning.

As architect Florian Maurer puts it, “The guiding principle is as simple as turning a negative photograph into 
a positive: instead of placing buildings in the middle of parking lots, they are used to create streetscapes and 
squares.” The starting point is the creation of a Street Wall. Next is a row of trees, then a walking and cycling 
path, and finally parallel parking — this last a strategy to slow down traffic and announce a ‘destination’ rather 
than a thoroughfare.

The site drops off steeply from the road, so the back of the supermarket has been tucked into the slope, with 
a single storey glass facade below a projecting roof animating the street (F14.3). The store’s ancillary functions 
are under a landscaped boulevard and were allowed to be built to the property line. Meantime a switchback 
ramp leads vehicles to the parking lot that forms a square at the centre of the site. 

f14.3
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The construction of the building also departed from the typological norms of concrete masonry or steel. The 
forest products industry has been a traditional mainstay of the economy, although it has recently been im-
pacted by a combination of consolidation and globalization. Doors made with New Zealand radiata pine can 
now be purchased more cheaply than those made locally from home-grown material. With family roots in the 
forest industry, architect Chris Allen saw this project as an opportunity to fight back. Similarly, as a service 
provider to that industry for several generations, the Askew’s Company wanted to make its project a statement 
of community support.

To this end, structural engineers Fast + Epp designed the 3000m2 roof of the building as a series of nail lami-
nated timber (NLT) panels, that used a total of 580m3 of locally harvested dimension lumber and 1320 sheets 
of plywood (F14.4). 

This low-tech approach had many benefits: reducing the carbon footprint of processing and transportation; 
eliminating the use of potentially harmful adhesives and finishes; and enabling the work to be competitively bid 
and shared between five local contractors. Shop prefabrication of the wood components meant construction 
could proceed through the winter, providing out of season employment for carpentry crews (F14.5).

In addition to these tangible benefits, the form, materials and organization of the building express the unique 
qualities of the site, and enhance the experience of Salmon Arm. Doubling as a retaining wall, the structure 
reconciles the change in level between the street and the incipient urban square below (F14.6). 

f14.5

f14.6
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The sweeping roof with its exposed Douglas fir 
soffit, creates a warm ambience within the build-
ing, while the expansive windows offer views of 
the surrounding mountains (F14.7).

The rainwater that falls on the roof is channeled 
to a ‘waterfall edge’ above the front entry (F14.8). 
During the frequent downpours that occur in this 
valley, the runoff creates an impressive and en-
gaging spectacle — while recharging the under-
ground cistern that is used to irrigate the street 
trees and landscape.

Turning to the more familiar measurement tools 
of sustainability, the building achieves a 43% 
reduction in energy use compared to a typical 
grocery store, through the re-use of waste refrig-
eration heat, in floor heating, natural ventilation, 
ample glazing for daylighting, light-sensing dim-
mers, and exterior shading. 

Perhaps appropriately for a grocery store, the 
design of Askew’s in some respects parallels the 
ambitions of the Slow Food movement. 

f14.7
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Just as Slow Food has 
promoted the local virtues  
of quality and taste over 
the agri-business model of 
uniformity and convenience, 
the design of Askew’s puts 
the ecological, economic and 
cultural sustainability of the 
community first.



part two case studies 69

The Canadian Prairies form one of the most significant wetland areas in North America, and southern Alberta 
is home to thousands of those prairie wetlands. However, it is estimated that in the last century or so, 90% of 
the pre-settlement wetlands in the Calgary area have been lost to development, making the city vulnerable to 
flash flooding. This vulnerability was exposed in June 2013 when, following several days of heavy rain, local 
rivers overflowed and much of the city was inundated(F15.1), 

In the wake of the floods, Canadian environmentalist David Suzuki wrote, “While calls are mounting for the 
need to rebuild and strengthen infrastructure such as dikes, storm-water management systems and stream-
channel diversion projects, we’ve overlooked one of our best tools for fighting climate change: nature. Wet-
lands, forests, flood plains and other natural systems absorb and store water and reduce the risk of floods, 
usually more efficiently and cost-effectively than built infrastructure.” 

Client: City of Calgary Parks 
Architect: Simpson Roberts Architecture Interior Design Inc.

SHEPARD ENVIRONMENTAL  
EDUCATION CENTRE c a l g a r y ,  a b
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In its defence, the City of Calgary had already begun to implement a long-term strategy of wetland preser-
vation, restoration and construction — and with it, a program of public awareness and education. The cen-
trepiece of this program is the Shepard Environmental education Centre (F15.2) which lies at the heart of the 
156-hectare Shepard Wetland (F15.3). Designed to stabilize water flows in the south-eastern part of the city, 
this is currently the largest constructed wetland in Canada.

Capital funding of the project was provided by the Enmax Legacy Fund. This fund was created in 2003 by 
the Calgary City Council specifically for land acquisition, regional park development and watershed protec-
tion along the Bow and Elbow Rivers. The Enmax Corporation began providing electrical service to the City of 
Calgary in 1905 and, since deregulation of energy utilities in 1998, has been a wholly owned subsidiary of the 
City. The Legacy Fund receives a portion of the company’s annual dividends, and in this way, Calgarians have 
benefited by more than $750 million in environmental protection and restoration measures. 

Completed in 2011, the Environmental Education Centre was designed by Simpson Roberts Architects of 
Calgary. For Chris Roberts this was a unique commission, in which both the building and its surrounding 
landscape context had to be designed completely from scratch. In the absence of conventional physical and 
contextual constraints, the design team could focus on how best to illustrate the larger principles of building 
within an ecological framework.

f15.3

“Our first thought was to site the building like a 
cabin at the lake, but we soon came to the real-
ization that the most important design consideration was 
to heighten the relationship between the people using the 
building and the surrounding wetland. We thought: what if 
you could walk on top of the building and look out to the 
mountains to see the glaciers where our water comes from; 
or underneath the building where you could lean out and 
touch the water for the last time before it returns to the 
Bow River?” (F15.4)

In response to these questions, the 1,932m2, 
two-storey building is designed as an artificial 
island supported on piles within the wetland, and 
connected to the shore by two bridges (F15.5). 

f15.4
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The materials, predominantly wood and fieldstone (F15.6) are locally sourced and speak to the importance 
of environmental stewardship, while the many visible building systems illustrate energy and — most particu-
larly — water conservation strategies. 

The relationship to the water is felt throughout the building (F15.7), and visitors can ascend through the public 
areas to the roof terrace where, far to the west, they can see the snow-capped peaks of the Rockies. Exterior 
ramps and steps descend below the building to the water, cleaned and filtered before returning to the river 
system (F15.8). With the water cycle so clearly laid out in front of them, it is easier for visitors to appreciate its 
beauty and fragility.

Conserving and restoring natural wetlands and continuing to construct new ones would seem to be the most 
prudent and reliable way to reduce the frequency and severity of flood events over the long term. However, the 
Alberta government’s Wetland Protection Policy for developed areas, based on the concept of net-zero loss 
and introduced in 2013, may prove to be too little, too late. Critics believe that the criteria for determining the 
value of a particular wetland are too subjective, and that the high cost of establishing value through scientific 
analysis will favour corporate pro-development interests while placing an unfair burden on citizen groups in 
favour of preservation.

f15.6 f15.7

The experience of the  
building itself reinforces the 
many educational programs 
and interactive displays 
offered to school students  
and other visitors.
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While the discord persists, the stakes continue to rise. As this book was being put together in the spring of 
2016, Robert Sandford, the EPCOR Chair for Water and Climate Security at the United Nations University’s 
Canadian-based Institute for Water, Environment and Health (UNU-INWEH), observed in advance of a public 
seminar in Ottawa that, “The current instability and unpredictability of the world water cycle is here to stay, 
making society’s adaptation to new risks a vital necessity when formulating development policies. Long-term 
water cycle stability “won’t return in the lifetime of anyone alive today.”

f15.8



part two case studies 73

According to Jane Jacobs, an important characteristic of great cities is the diversity of their constituent districts 
or neighbourhoods. Jacobs contention (which proved accurate in my case) was that people will happily travel 
across town if there is something unique to experience, but will not travel at all to places that have nothing dif-
ferent to offer. Therefore, Jacobs argued that each district should have a primary use, or preferably two or more, 
that will draw visitors from other parts of town — or even in some cases, from out of town. These visitors, who 
by definition include a proportion of people whose time is their own, help to spread street activity throughout 
the day, and so provide an additional source of revenue to service and retail businesses.  

Client: Name withheld 
Architect: Name withheld

ROOTS ON WHYTE e d m o n t o n ,  a b
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Unfortunately, many of the market forces at work in our cities make it difficult for communities to develop their 
own identity: malls consolidate retail shops into characterless boxes surrounded by parking; modern multi-
plexes have destroyed the viability of neighbourhood movie theatres and other entertainments; and supermar-
kets are simply the most visible manifestation of the international agribusiness model that has overwhelmed 
local systems of food production and distribution.

The global franchising of so many retail enterprises means that the suburban shopping experience is much 
the same whether you travel to Calgary, Canberra or Cape Town. Recreating the street, with its critical compo-
nents of authenticity and activity, is not something we can rely on most developers to do for us. 

The conventional wisdom seems to be that to attract visitors from another part of town, small retailers must 
position themselves close to a large “magnet” store. This leads almost inevitably to a mall or other develop-
ment anchored by a major retail chain. But it need not be so, as this recently opened retail and commercial 
building in Edmonton, Alberta demonstrates (F16.1). 

Since its inception in 1997, Roots on Whyte has grown into an Edmonton institution. Beginning as an herbal 
supplement store, then expanding to include health foods, organic produce, and a restaurant, the Roots on 
Whyte community now numbers 19 businesses that embrace various organic food offerings, a full range of 
health and wellness professionals, yoga and pilates studios, a conference centre and a drop-in daycare (F16.2 
and F16.3).  

f16.2 f16.3

These diverse organizations 
have formed a business 
community and, by clearly 
articulating their shared 
concern for human health 
and the health of the planet, 
created a whole that is 
considerably greater than  
the sum of its parts.
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The Edmonton couple behind Roots on Whyte chose not to hire a third-party management company, but in-
stead carefully select someone to act as event coordinator and promoter for the Roots on Whyte community 
and concierge for its clientele. Although for a building of this size, the human centred approach comes with a 
small financial premium, the owners believe it is one of the keys to their success. The result is that the group’s 
new premises in the city’s historic Strathcona district, has quickly become a popular and frequent destination 
for residents from other parts of town (F16.4).

A major strength of this bottom up approach is that it becomes possible to embed community values into 
commercial developments. The Roots on Whyte community wanted a building that would reflect its own en-
vironmental concerns, so took the unusual step of building it in wood. The many environmental advantages 
of wood construction are becoming more widely appreciated, including its physiological and psychological 
benefits (F16.5). 

The building follows the tried and proven “brick and beam” construction method commonly used for com-
mercial buildings in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, of which many examples still remain in the historic 
parts of most Canadian cities. At the ground floor level, the brick facades are embellished with stone details, 
and large wood framed windows complete the palette of natural materials (F16.6).

While Roots on Whyte has grown incrementally over more than a decade, this approach to development has 
been formalized by at least one forward thinking company. Wallis Concepts is based in the Netherlands, but 
also offers its consulting services in Canada. Simply put, its approach is to conduct an inventory of commu-
nity assets: physical, social, economic and entrepreneurial, and from these authentic and homegrown assets, 
weave together a mixed-use development that will bring maximum benefit to the community. 

In the Netherlands, Walas developments have proved to be resilient, enduring that country’s deep retail re-
cession of the last decade. They have done so of course, because they represent the broadest definition of 
“investment,” one that encompasses not simply financial involvement, but also the emotional commitment of 
the community. 

Back in Edmonton, and based on my own brief and completely unscientific survey of building users, Roots on 
Whyte has a diverse and devoted clientele and, while it is early days yet in this new location, the popularity of 
the project will surely have spin off benefits for other local businesses.

f16.4
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My friend and colleague Graham McGarva, who is both a poet and a principal at VIA Architecture in Vancouver, 
has a gift for distilling his more than 30 years of urban planning experience into thought provoking epigrams. 
One of my favourites is ‘the right building in the wrong place, is the wrong building!” This is not a criticism 
that could be levelled at Manitoba Hydro Place in Winnipeg. Given the generally unadventurous nature of our 
corporate architecture, and the dispersed character of Prairie cities in particular, this is manifestly the right 
building in the right place (F17.1).

Client: Manitoba Hydro 
Design Architect: Kuwabara Payne McKenna Blumberg 
Executive Architect: Smith Carter Architects and Engineers Inc.

MANITOBA HYDRO PLACE w i n n i p e g ,  a b

f17.1
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f17.3

f17.2

The new 65,000m2, 22-storey headquarters for 
the provincial energy utility occupies a full block 
in the centre of Winnipeg (F17.2), a city legend-
ary in Canada for both its extreme climate and 
(perhaps born of necessity) the indomitable spirit 
of its citizens.  

Conceived through an integrated design pro-
cess, the form, orientation and massing of the 
building directly respond to the climate. The ‘flat 
iron’ plan comprises twin 18-storey office tow-
ers set at an angle to one another, atop a three-
storey brick clad podium that respects the scale 
and materiality of the city’s historic fabric. The 
podium is bisected by a public galleria that cre-
ates a sheltered route through the full city block 
(F17.3). 

Completed in 2009, the 
quality and scale of 
the project can be seen 
as a first step toward 
reviving the intensity and 
dynamism of the city’s 
Downtown, once dubbed 
‘the Chicago of the North.”
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The towers are clad in a double skin of glass; a fixed 
double pane outer layer and an operable single pane 
inner layer. At the north end of the site, the two tow-
ers converge in a solar chimney that drives the natu-
ral ventilation system — providing heating in winter 
and cooling in summer (F17.4). This convergence 
also minimizes the northern exposure of the building, 
whereas at the south end the towers splay out to cre-
ate a light filled winter garden (F17.5). This is one of 
several social spaces in the building where employ-
ees can come to relax, hold informal meetings, eat 
lunch or take part in a variety of recreational activities 
(F17.6 and 17.7). 

In 2012, I had the privilege of a personal tour of the 
building with Tom Akerstream, Manitoba Hydro’s 
Manager of Corporate Facilities. At that time, he had 
just learned that the building was performing better 
than expected. Design models had predicted an en-
ergy intensity of 100KWh per square metre per year, a 
figure that would already have made Manitoba Hydro 
Place one of the best performing commercial build-
ings in North America. In fact, actual numbers after 
two full years in operation were 15% lower than that. 

The savings are not simply seen in lower utility bills, 
however, but also in significantly reduced mainte-
nance costs; as Akerstream observes, “displacement 
ventilation and other passive systems have few if any 
moving parts to break down.” This of course trans-
lates into reduced greenhouse gas emissions from 
building operations, and improved life cycle perfor-
mance. 

f17.4
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Equally important however is the reduced carbon footprint of the building occupants, that is the direct result of 
Manitoba Hydro’s move from a suburban to a Downtown location. According to Akerstream, 90% of employ-
ees drove a vehicle to work at the previous premises, while a full 70% now take transit to the new location. 
In addition, another 5% ride bicycles, some of them year round. These statistics underscore the importance 
of Manitoba Hydro’s initial decision to find ‘the right place’ before it even began to design ‘the right building’. 
With one end of the galleria opening out to Portage Avenue and the other to Graham Avenue, employees have 
access to 95% of the city via transit that passes by one door or the other.

The galleria itself, with its water features and abundant natural light, is an attractive space for public gather-
ings and special occasions. With a capacity of 1000 people, it is made available at no charge to community 
organizations for fundraisers, socials and other events.

Last but certainly not least, Manitoba Hydro Place has brought more than 2000 additional people to the heart 
of Downtown five days per week, a critical mass that is beginning to have positive ripple effects: fewer ‘For 
Lease’ signs in the storefronts of Portage Avenue, and more fences going up around construction sites large 
and small. With the Winnipeg Jets hockey team back in action just a block away, the city will be taking on 
Chicago (and a few other big names) once again.

f17.5 f17.6 f17.7
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From most angles, the geological formations of the Sibley Peninsula appear as a jumbled collection of mesas 
and sills rising above the north shore of Lake Superior, but from the right point of view these same rocks magi-
cally coalesce to form the profile of Nanabijou, the ‘Sleeping Giant’ (F18.1). For all but the local Ojibway people 
this may be an illusion, but something similar and very real is happening across the water in the city of Thunder 
Bay. There, disparate fragments of the past are being woven together to form a coherent vision for the future.

Client: City of Thunder Bay 
Architect: Brook McIlroy Inc.

PRINCE ARTHUR’S LANDING t h u n d e r  b a y ,  o n

f18.1
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As an administrative entity, Thunder Bay is barely four decades old. It was formed in 1970 by amalgamating 
four distinct communities, including the historic towns of Fort William and Port Alfred. Both towns owed their 
existence to their strategic locations; the former at the head of the river system that took early fur traders into 
the depths of the wilderness, the latter at mile zero of what would become the first overland route from Lake 
Superior to the Red River colony. As with many frontier towns, the rise and fall of industry and commerce have 
defined the built character of the area ever since.

With the completion of the western railroad in the 1880s, the area became a critical economic fulcrum, poised 
between the wheat fields of the Prairies and the markets of the eastern seaboard. Grain elevators rose above 
the pulp and paper mills that already dotted the shoreline, adding to the bustle of freighter traffic on the Great 
Lakes. In the 1970s, the elevators fell idle, as highway improvements shifted the preferred mode of transporta-
tion from rail to road, and mill closures further contributed to the decline. The young City of Thunder Bay was 
left economically depressed, disconnected from its waterfront, and with a schizophrenic civic identity reflect-
ing the competing interests of its constituent communities.

Today the city is re-imagining itself with a resurgent economy built on health care, biomedical research and 
higher education. Along the north shore, smaller communities are doing the same as the lake ecosystems re-
bound from the damage done by industrial development. 

f18.2

Nowhere is the prevailing 
spirit of optimism captured 
more fully than at Prince 
Arthur’s Landing, a 15-hectare 
waterfront development 
consisting of parks, trails, 
gardens, public art, marina 
facilities and other community 
amenities (F18.2).
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The project was initiated in 2006, when the City of Thunder Bay commissioned a multi-disciplinary design 
team, led by Brook McIlroy, to create a masterplan for a mixed-use development that would transform the 
city’s image and improve the quality of life for all its citizens. In 2009 a federal infrastructure stimulus grant 
gave the City the leverage it needed to begin implementation of the project

According to architect Calvin Brook, “The redesign of the city’s historic port is based on a philosophy of 
sustainable revitalization which embodies the spirit, materiality and culture of Ontario’s Northwest. The wa-
terfront’s network of natural and built environments is instilled with a design sensitivity that balances environ-
mental, social and economic prosperity.”

Central to the vision is the idea of ‘embedded culture,’ whereby public art is integrated throughout the built 
elements of the project. Art links the experience of place to cultural touchstones, both Aboriginal (F18.3) and 
European, the latter including poetry, prose and extracts from letters written by historical figures. The effect is 
to reflect and reveal Thunder Bay’s particular genius loci — its spirit of place.

The development, which links Downtown Port Arthur to Lake Superior, includes something for everyone. The 
Water Garden Pavilion, a public building, consists of a full-service restaurant, event space, and support ser-
vices for the adjacent water feature; the latter is used in turn as a splash pool in summer and for skating in 
winter (F18.4 and 18.5). 

f18.3 f18.4
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The Baggage Building Arts Centre, a renovated 
1900’s heritage structure, contains a public art gal-
lery, retail shops, artisan studios and fine arts teach-
ing areas. The Market Square stands on the multipur-
pose Waterfront Plaza, near the Pond Pavilion, which 
supports water-based recreational activities; 

nearby an amphitheatre — the Spirit Garden — takes 
the form of an Aboriginal gathering circle. Journal-
ist Jim Boyd speaks for many, when he observes, 
“Just as important as the built amenities in Prince 
Arthur’s Landing, is the spirit they seek to capture.” 
Of the many attractions, he cites the Spirit Garden, 
designed in consultation with local First Nations and 
featuring Aboriginal art installations, as the most vi-
sually stunning. “The “walls” of the amphitheater are 
wispy, curved wooden lattice structures. The seats 
are large ash logs recycled from a nearby park. It is a 
beguiling place” (F18.6).

Such appreciation may have special significance in 
Thunder Bay, which has experienced more than its 
fair share of racial tension (W18.1 WPG). Mythical or 
not, the sleeping giant Nanabijou was turned to stone 
for disclosing the secret location of a silver mine to 
European prospectors, and the legacy of mistrust 
has surfaced periodically ever since.

However, Prince Arthur’s Landing provides reason for 
optimism. Weaving together themes of environmen-
tal rehabilitation, physical reconnection and cultural 
reconciliation, its thoughtful architecture speaks of 
a future that is more economically diverse, environ-
mentally responsible and socially just (F18.7)

f18.6

f18.7

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/2014001/article/14028-eng.htm


part two case studies 84

The history of mining in Sudbury dates back to the discovery of nickel deposits in the 1880s. For almost a 
century, mining and logging operations wreaked environmental havoc in the area through clear-cutting and 
chemical poisoning from air pollution. Such was the devastation, that NASA famously used Sudbury’s barren 
landscape for testing lunar vehicles for its Apollo program.

In the 1970s, cleaner smelting technology and taller smokestacks substantially diluted emissions and dis-
persed them over a much greater area, making environmental restoration a viable proposition for the first time. 
Broad-based support for the community’s re-greening program was such that, at the Earth Summit in 1992, 
the City was honoured with one of only 12 local government awards presented by the United Nations. Even so, 
nearly 30,000 hectares of land remain to be rehabilitated, and the naturally pink-grey granite found throughout 
the region is still stained black from decades of smoke and acid rain. Fertile ground so to speak, for experi-
ments in regenerative design.

Part of Laurentian University, the Vale Living With Lakes Centre (LWL) was commissioned to house a research 
and monitoring institute dedicated to the protection and management of northern aquatic ecosystems. The 
site is located on the shore of Ramsey Lake, Sudbury’s drinking water reservoir and one of 330 lakes within 
the city limits (F19.1).

Client: Laurentian University 
Architects Perkins + Will Architects in association with J.L. Richards & Associates Limited

THE VALE LIVING WITH LAKES CENTRE s u d b u r y , o n

f19.1
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As Peter Busby, Principal at Perkins+Will relates it, “Our client, ecologist Dr. John Gunn, was particularly con-
cerned about two issues, abundant heavy metals from the polluted air that are deposited directly into local 
lakes with every storm event; and the continued imbalance of the lakes’ acidity.” Thus the design of the build-
ing sets out to address both these concerns.

Occupied by university and provincial government researchers, the LWL includes two separate buildings: the 
main two storey structure housing office, laboratory, teaching, and meeting spaces (F19.2) and a separate Wa-
tershed Centre, a single storey structure that houses field crew operations, storage, and specialized facilities.

The curved shape of the Lake Centre follows a contour of the shore of Ramsey Lake and evokes the flow of 
a glacier, so embedding the lines of nature into the architecture (F19.3). The LWL’s research is focused on the 
impacts of climate change, and the building design reflects this important priority by considering the shorter 
and warmer winters and hotter summers predicted for Northern Ontario in 2050. Insulation, window shading, 
natural shade from trees, green roofs and natural ventilation all contribute to the predominantly passive design 
approach. 

f19.2
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With water being the key to 
life, design strategies were 
explored that would protect 
and restore the health of 
the lake, watershed and 
local ecology. 
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Describing the comprehensive research process conducted with the client, Busby notes: “We spent significant 
time mapping the ecological systems that occurred in the area surrounding the site: the movement of rainwater 
and snowmelt as it traveled from the sky to the lake; the various types of plants and vegetation that occupied 
the nearby hills and depressions; the subtle ecological differences between the reforested high ground and the 
wetlands at the lakes’ edges.”

One key design decision that emerged from this research was the specification of naturally alkaline Manitoulin 
limestone for the base of the building and the surrounding paved areas. By running stormwater over the lime-
stone, the pH value of the rainwater is reduced from a moderately acidic 5.60 to a mildly alkaline 7.96 before 
being discharged into the lake (F19.5). 

Storm water is managed on the site using the natural landscaped area, green roofs, and parking areas (F19.6). 
In addition to acting as a sponge to slow storm water runoff and provide initial filtration, the green roofs provide 
animal habitat. Indigenous species of blueberry were deliberately chosen for their ability to thrive in the moist, 
acidic conditions found at the lakeshore. In season, the fruit attracts local fauna which reach the roof along 
the vegetated land bridge.

Any water not absorbed by the green roofs, plus all water falling beyond the roof line is directed into a bio-
swale. The carefully chosen combination of plants and rocks, together with a filtration bed are designed to 
separate out the heavy metals contained in the water, which can later be removed mechanically. Meantime, the 
cleaned water is directed to an expanded wetland area before being returned to the lake. 

f19.6

f19.5f19.4
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As a result of the filtration strategies, this wetland has purer water and greater biodiversity than it had prior to 
the construction of the building. Every drop of rain falling on the building or the site contributes to the rejuve-
nation of the lake, and so over time, to the regeneration of the entire ecosystem.

Beyond environmental restoration, the use of 66% regionally sourced materials and local labour to construct 
the building has greatly benefited the city of Sudbury (F19.7 and 19.8). In this way, the LWL project reinforces 
the idea that regenerative buildings can be imagined as seeds that, when carefully planted, are a source of 
nourishment for our social, economic and environmental ecosystems.

f19.7 f19.8
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This 6-storey, 5,040m2 infill condominium building is located in the Roncesvalles Village neighbourhood of 
southwest Toronto. The Village is bisected by Roncesvalles Avenue which runs north-south between Queen 
and Dundas Streets. To the west is an established residential area dating back to the early 1900s, while to the 
east large tracts of former industrial land are now undergoing rehabilitation and renewal. 

The Ritchie Courtyard Residences are located on a small triangular block east of Roncesvalles Avenue. The 
site is flanked on the north side by a commercial lane and a gas station, and on the south by a row of Victo-
rian houses. This hybrid physical context informed both the massing of the building and the choice of exterior 
materials. 

Clad in a combination of profiled metal and cementitious panels, the Richie Avenue elevation is carefully mod-
elled to reduce its scale and fit more comfortably with its residential neighbours (F20.1 and F20.2). 

Client: Triumph Developments 
Architect: David Peterson Architect

RITCHIE COURTYARD RESIDENCES t o r o n t o ,  o n

f20.1 f20.2
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Programmatically however, the building responds to the more 
subtle forces of social sustainability by appealing to a diverse 
demographic mix that includes young singles and couples, fam-
ilies and the elderly. The building wraps around three sides of 
the site forming a ‘C’ in plan (F20.3) This creates a single open 
courtyard that is the physical and social focus of the develop-
ment. Planted with shrubs and trees, and featuring two ponds 
fed by captured rainwater, the open courtyard has a southwest-
erly aspect, overlooking century old oak trees that grace the 
adjacent residential back yards (F20.4). This is a place that all 
residents can enjoy. f20.4

f20.3
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There are 56 units in the building comprising 19 different types. The units range from a 53m2 studio, up to a 
180m2 three-bedroom apartment with a 180m2 terrace. Thirty percent of the units have two bedrooms or more. 
The apartments are organized along single loaded exterior corridors, a model common in European housing 
projects but rarely seen in Canada (F20.5). 

“With our inclement weather, exterior corridors may seem like an unusual design choice at first glance.” 
explains architect David Peterson; “However, the residents at 25 Ritchie are representative of a new urban 
population who choose to walk, bike or take transit in all seasons. As such, they dress for the weather before 
leaving their suite, and the exterior corridors provide a transitional micro climate between indoor and outdoor 
conditions.”

f20.5

“As designers, we should all 
begin to think more broadly 
about how buildings impact 
the way we live, and how our 
communities function.” 
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At a practical level, the snow and ice common to Toronto winters are managed by thermostatically controlled 
heating cables embedded in the concrete, a much more energy efficient solution than having to condition in-
ternal lobbies and corridors in a typical condominium building. Similarly, artificial lighting requirements are re-
duced as the corridors have ample light during daytime hours. Equally important, the exterior corridors act as 
an informal meeting place and — with parts of the building skin cut away to frame views of the neighbourhood 
and sky — they reinforce the connection between the residents and the community in which they live (F20.6). 

Peterson takes pride in the demographic mix that has been achieved here, through the range of unit types and 
a ground-oriented building form. He observes, “Toronto’s newly constructed glass towers may claim similar 
numbers, but few are attracting families or the elderly.” (W20.1 ART)

By contrast, the purchasers at 25 Ritchie include many families. With all the units overlooking the courtyard, 
a culture of co-parenting has developed. As they arrive home from school, children play together among the 
trees and cascading water, while parents and other residents socialize nearby. 

Care has also been taken to connect residents visually and physically to their immediate neighbourhood. Ac-
tivities in the courtyard can be glimpsed from Ritchie Avenue (F20.7), and, just steps from the sidewalk, a fully 
glazed common room provides an opportunity for residents to come together and socialize (F20.8). Equipped 
with chairs, a table and a mini kitchen, it is used for meetings, parties and informal gatherings. 

As a final note, Peterson adds, “The extent to which our architectural design decisions influence the vitality and 
continuity of neighbourhoods is a question little studied. We have few measures of the relationship between 
architectural design and social sustainability. As designers, we should all begin to think more broadly about 
how buildings impact the way we live, and how our communities function. Rather than classifying buildings 
by age or style, we should classify them by social typology. Indeed, our aim should be to make social sustain-
ability the fundamental criterion by which we judge our buildings.” 

http://www.evergreen.ca/blog/entry/gta-housing-action-lab-partners-respond-to-td-economics-paper-on-housing/
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In the past decade, housing affordability has become a critical concern in many Canadian cities, with the rate 
of increase in residential property prices far outstripping the increase in average income. Vancouver and To-
ronto are the most extreme examples, having the highest property prices in the country and at the same time, 
the lowest median family incomes (W21.1 WPG). 

Many factors are contributing to this disparity; some local, some regional, and some global. It is clear that a 
long-term solution will not be achieved by quantitative approaches alone. In addition to higher density and 
smaller units, we need to expand our focus from commodity to community and recognize housing as a human 
right, not simply as an investment opportunity for the privileged few.

While there are many exemplary social housing projects across the country that have improved the lives of 
vulnerable and marginalized sectors of our communities, this mixed-use project in Downtown Toronto goes 
further. Approaching the affordable housing problem from both sides at once, 60 Richmond East combines 
social responsibility with economic empowerment (F21.1).

Client: Toronto Community Housing Corporation
Architect: Teeple Architects

60 RICHMOND EAST t o r o n t o ,  o n

f21.1

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/famil107a-eng.htm
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Located just off Yonge and Queen Streets, the project provides stable, affordable, high quality housing for 
hospitality workers, while at the same time offering skills training to support career advancement. The pro-
gram includes eight floors of co-op apartments above two levels of commercial space (F21.2). At street level 
is a training restaurant that employs Students enrolled in programs offered by the Hospitality Workers Training 
Centre (HWTC) located on the second floor.

HWTC is an incorporated, independent, non-profit organization established in 2004. Modelled after the highly 
successful Culinary Training Academy of Las Vegas (CTA,), the mandate of the HWTC is to develop and provide 
training collaboratively with employers and workers, to support employment, skills development an advance-
ment for employed and unemployed workers in Toronto’s hospitality industry. 

Based on feedback from employers, and best practices from the CTA, HWTC identified the opportunity to build 
a social enterprise training facility for new entrants and incumbent workers. The 45-seat Hawthorn restaurant 
was built with investment from the City of Toronto and the Equal Opportunity Training Fund, and opened in 
December 2012 (F21.3 and F21.4). 

f21.3

f21.2

f21.4
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Training for new entrants at Hawthorne is delivered through paid contract positions, to provide individuals who 
have experienced barriers to employment with competitive skills and recent work experience. Upon comple-
tion of the contract position, new entrant participants are referred to employer partners in the industry. 

When I visited the restaurant, I was served by a new immigrant from Cuba, who spent time between shifts 
attending English classes and other courses at the training centre. Her shift manager had arrived in Canada 
from Jamaica two years previously, and had clearly begun to work his way up the hospitality industry ladder. 
I also took the opportunity to speak with Danielle Olsen, Director of the HWTC who informed me her trainees 
cover a broad spectrum, not only new immigrants, but also locals enduring chronic unemployment or facing 
challenges returning to the workforce after personal setbacks. Indeed, Hawthorne has recruited trainees from 
the Fred Victor Centre and other organizations servicing marginalized unemployed workers. Hawthorne is also 
presently developing additional workshops for incumbent workers to up-skill and diversify their experience 
based on feedback from chefs and industry partners.

Many HWTC trainees live in the building which provides a high-quality environment for workers who could 
not easily afford other accommodation in Downtown Toronto, where most sector jobs are located (F21.5). The 
suites are arranged in a single-loaded configuration around a central atrium that extends through the entire 
building. The atrium admits light, facilitates natural ventilation and promotes casual social encounters between 
residents (F21.6). 

f21.5 f21.6

With input from industry 
partners, Hawthorne also 
develops workshops for  
co-op residents and others 
to enhance their skills  
and apply them in a 
restaurant setting. 
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Among its many sustainable design strategies, the project includes a community garden, located at the sixth 
floor level (F21.7) and irrigated by captured rainwater. Here a multi-storey void has been cut into the building 
to increase natural light and provide views of the surrounding buildings (F21.8). The garden provides herbs and 
salad greens for the restaurant, which in return provides compost for the garden. 

In contemporary sustainability literature (such as Vancouver’s ‘Greenest City 2020 Action Plan’) much is made 
of the need for complete communities that provide “the services we use — such as grocery stores, coffee 
shops and post offices — all within a convenient distance from where we live (w21.2 PDF). However, few such 
documents specify how affordable housing will be provided for those shelf stockers, baristas and postal clerks 
upon whose services these complete communities rely.

By responding to both its physical and social context, and simultaneously addressing the needs of commerce 
and community, 60 Richmond East offers one possible solution to this challenge.

f21.7

f21.8

http://vancouver.ca/files/cov/greenest-city-2020-action-plan-2015-2020.pdf
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For Geoff Cape, the epiphany came after years in real estate development, where his primary focus had been 
to maximize economic return on investment, the inevitable consequence of which was bigger buildings, more 
parking lots and the relegation of nature to the distant margins of every site. For Cape, this was a microcosm 
of what was happening to cities all over North America in the second half of the 20th century. He cites the ex-
ample of Los Angeles, which over this period grew by 300% in area but only 45% in population, and St. Louis, 
for which the figures are even more distorted. 

In 1991, with rapid urbanization bringing a heightened sense of urgency, Cape founded Evergreen, a national 
charity dedicated to the greening of cities. His idea was “to bring nature and communities together for the 
benefit of both.”

The mechanism that Cape chose was that of revitalizing school playgrounds across Canada, tearing up as-
phalt and concrete, and replacing them with community gardens. More than 5000 schools have benefited from 
evergreen’s interventions, and many have reported a decrease in hierarchical and aggressive forms of play, 
and a commensurate increase in more creative and collaborative engagement. 

Client: Evergreen 
Architect: Du Toit Allsopp Hillier / Diamond Schmitt Architects Inc. 

EVERGREEN BRICK WORKS t o r o n t o ,  o n

f22.1
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The opportunity to scale up came when Ever-
green took over stewardship of a former brick 
works site, part of which was located in the flood 
plain of Toronto’s Don River Valley (F22.1). The 
site had been expropriated by the Toronto and 
Region Conservation Authority to save it from 
residential development, and the reclamation 
and rehabilitation of the site neatly fit Evergreen’s 
mandate. Now the 16-hectare Weston Family 
Quarry Garden, a remnant of the original brick 
quarry, includes wetlands, wild flower meadows 
and four kilometres of trails (F22.2 and F22.3). 

At the heart of the larger site, but not part of Ev-
ergreen’s mandate, was an eclectic collection of 
16 industrial buildings, the earliest dating back to 
the 19th century when the quarry provided bricks 
for notable Toronto buildings, such as Osgoode 
Hall, Massy Hall and the Ontario Legislature. Fol-
lowing a successful proposal to the City of Toron-
to, Evergreen leased the 4.9-hectare ‘industrial 
pad’ with a view to transforming these buildings 
into Canada’s first large scale community envi-
ronmental centre. 

This was a chance for Evergreen to demonstrate 
Cape’s idea of nature as a generator of urban de-
sign, and create a facility that represented the 
integration of ‘culture, nature and community.’ 

f22.2

f22.3

Evergreen’s philosophy  
is one of collaboration,  
asystems approach that  
mediates between people  
and place, recognizing  
that environmental issues  
are part of interdependent,  
complex social and  
economic systems. 
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Accordingly, the project was structured as a joint venture between Dutoit Allsopp Hillier (who created the 
masterplan), Diamond Schmitt Architects (who designed the one new building known as the Centre for Green 
Cities (F22.4) and other prominent Toronto firms.

For Evergreen, the heterogeneous nature of the existing structures called for a multiplicity of approaches. 
According to Megan Torza, partner in charge of the project for DTAH, “the strategy was to continue the site’s 
architectural evolution with a combination of discrete interventions, including elevating new structures above 
old (F22.5), attaching new spaces as appendages, inserting new linings into old shells, and establishing a 
network of bridges connecting the buildings, that allow the landscape to penetrate the site while upholding its 
original integrity” 

The definition of ‘integrity’ became an issue of public debate, when the City of Toronto invoked a 2005 bylaw, 
ordering Evergreen to remove the graffiti that adorned the walls of the abandoned buildings. The graffiti had 
been painted over the 20 years or so that the site had been derelict and used by local youth for clandestine 
all-night parties. Presciently, the Evergreen design team had protected the graffiti with a covenant in the lease 
agreement, enabling them to successfully challenge the directive and so preserve this aspect of the site’s 
folklore (F22.6). 

f22.4 f22.5

f22.6
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Torza believes there is an argument to be made for the value of these unselfconscious traces of history, just as 
there is for the often informally arranged vernacular buildings of industrial sites. She feels that the materiality 
and spatial quality embodied in these structures often seems forced, if recreated in an intentional way. Ac-
cordingly, she prefers not to impose her will in the creation of new buildings, but rather breathe new life into 
old ones. At Evergreen, the ‘light touch, loose fit’ approach has seen such buildings transformed into a garden 
centre, cafeteria, farmers market and other community uses (F22.7). 

Torza believes that the strategic rehabilitation of older buildings is inherently sustainable, “not simply because 
it conserves embodied energy, but because it also preserves and enhances valuable social, ecological and 
cultural resources” (F22.8). For this reason, the carefully considered site rehabilitation strategies implemented 
at the Evergreen Brick Works offer an important, integrated model for urban evolution that is readily transfer-
able to other cities.

f22.7 f22.8



part two case studies 100

The design of sustainable buildings requires integral thinking, involving a spectrum of disciplines that were 
previously engaged individually or sequentially. Increasingly the areas of design expertise overlap, and the 
systems within a building perform multiple functions. For example, the size and placement of windows is no 
longer exclusively an architectural concern, as maximizing daylight and minimizing unwanted solar heat gain 
clearly impacts the required size of electrical and mechanical systems. Just as optimal design is dependent 
on an increased level of integration, so optimal performance of buildings is dependent on an increased quality 
of construction. 

The construction workers of tomorrow must not only be trained to a higher level within their own trade, but 
also understand how their work interfaces with that of others. Thus the realization of high performance build-
ings becomes a collaborative effort, requiring a new level of cooperation between design professionals and 
contractors. The old (and almost inevitably adversarial) paradigm, by which the latter made their profits from 
the omissions of the former, no longer cuts it. 

Client: Algonquin College
Architect, in joint venture: Diamond Schmitt Architects, Edward J. Cuhaci and Associates 

ALGONQUIN CENTRE FOR  
CONSTRUCTION EXCELLENCE o t t a w a ,  o n

f23.1
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Extending the logic, would it not be better if the education of construction trades was integrated with that of 
the technologists detailing the buildings? The question of course is rhetorical; with any complex multidisci-
plinary endeavour, the collective knowledge of the many is superior to that of any individual, and this realiza-
tion has begun to change the way we design higher education facilities. A recent example is the Algonquin 
Centre for Construction Excellence (ACCE), on the Ottawa campus of Algonquin College (F23.1). 

The 18,200m2 facility is designed to address Ontario’s looming shortage of skilled tradespeople, and to train 
the next generation in sustainable building practices. Previously, Algonquin’s various construction trade pro-
grams were dispersed across the campus and there was no formal interaction between them, nor between 
the trade students in general and their counterparts in the related architectural and engineering technology 
programs. 

Opened in 2012, the new facility brings all these students together under one roof. The building is rectangular 
in plan, with its long east elevation parallel to Woodroffe Avenue (F23.2) and its main, ground level entrance 
at the south end (F23.3). The ACCE is designed to support an integrated learning approach that can deliver 
24 programs of study to 2500 full-time and 5000 part-time students in architecture, design , engineering tech-
nology, building trades, building science, construction research and other disciplines. 

f23.2

f23.3
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The traditional teaching and workshop spaces are organized into two distinct programmatic elements; an Aca-
demic Tower arranged around a five-storey sky-lit atrium to the south (F23.4), and a two-storey Construction 
Wing with workshops lined on either side of a central corridor to the north (F23.5). Between them at the second 
level, a linear east-west concourse serves as the Main “street” of the building, connecting via a pedestrian 
bridge over Woodroffe Avenue to the rest of the campus. Open to the concourse, the cafeteria is the social 
heart of the building; doors in its fully glazed north wall give access to terraced outdoor seating and the build-
ing’s extensive green roof (F23.6).

The Construction Wing contains a variety of workshop types, some double height for large scale construction 
projects, some with direct access to outdoor assembly space, and most designed to accommodate a variety 
of interconnected skilled trades (F23.7). All have windows to the public corridors, enabling other building users 
to view the activities taking place within. The Academic Tower includes classrooms, flexible meeting rooms, 
design and research labs, presentation spaces and faculty offices. As with the teaching spaces, the offices 
are multidisciplinary, facilitating interaction between instructors from the different trade and design related 
programs. 

f23.4 f23.5

f23.6



part two   case studies 103

Many building systems are exposed as instructive vi-
gnettes: a bio-filter living wall; a sample of the high-
performance envelope; a portion of the foundation 
visible through a glass panel in the floor. There are 
also real time digital displays recording various as-
pects of building performance, whose data can also 
be used for instructional purposes. 

These specific learning opportunities aside, the ma-
jority of the public space in the ACCE is designed to 
promote informal collaboration. A cascade of seating 
terraces connects the second level concourse and 
the ground level entry lobby. A retractable screen en-
ables this area to be converted to an informal pre-
sentation space in a matter of seconds. Floating 
overhead like flying saucers, two suspended seating 
areas can accommodate informal gatherings of up to 
40 students (F23.8). 

While the ACCE is by no means the only higher edu-
cation facility in the country to translate the new cul-
ture of collaboration into built form, the fact that it 
accommodates a school of construction makes the 
example it sets particularly important. 

f23.7
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The idea that achieving 
durable, high performance 
buildings should be a 
collective responsibility is a 
transformative one, extending 
beyond technical proficiency 
to include social responsibility 
and shared values.
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Built by the Shawinigan Water and Power Company in 1903, in the heart of the Mercier-Hochelaga-Maisonneuve 
district of Montreal, this former industrial building served as a terminal transformer station for what was to 
become one of Montreal’s greatest industrial boroughs (F24.1 and F24.2). 

According to Natasha Monier of Ædifica architecture + design, “The transformation of the building into a social 
housing complex required an approach that encompassed issues of architectural heritage, building conserva-
tion, environmental stewardship and community involvement — all fundamental issues of urban renewal and 
sustainable development.” Station No. 1 Co-op, constructed in and around the original building, and consist-
ing of 74 apartment units, welcomed its first residents in December 2010. 

Bâtir son Quartier, a not-for-profit social NGO which promotes cooperative housing for low and modest in-
come families, partnered with a local developer to build the new housing on a new portion of the greater site 
(F24.3). This public/private partnership was critical to the realization of a project that would meet the needs 
of local families, and a resident population of which 10% had disabilities. Also critical was the involvement of 
the Borough of Mercier-Hochelaga-Maisonneuve, the City of Montreal Housing Department, and members of 
local community groups. 

Client: Cooperative d’habitation Station No. 1 
Architect: Ædifica architecture + design 

STATION NO. 1 HOUSING CO-OP m o n t r é a l ,  q c

f24.2f24.1
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From the outset of the project, the stakeholder groups identified two key objectives: the need for the local 
community to remain in the neighbourhood and access affordable housing; and the need to acknowledge the 
cultural heritage of the Mercier-Hochelaga-Maisonneuve district. Thus, the City required that the developer 
provide a minimum 25% of the units for rental at below market rates and at the same time, preserve and cel-
ebrate the most important vestiges of the industrial architecture. 

The original structure stretched three bays across, with a clear height of 11 metres. The central bay was hol-
lowed out to create an internal courtyard, and the two flanking bays were integrated into the new design 
(F24.4). To maximize the use of the existing structure, the ground floors of the flanking bays were excavated 
to provide larger, two-storey family units (F24.5). The limited depth of these bays encouraged the design of 
relatively shallow units, which results in efficient cross-ventilation. 

The partially covered central bay provides good snow and rain protection, and offers a cool, well ventilated 
space during periods of hot weather. The original intent had been to make the central bay a communal space 
for residents as an entirely landscaped interior court. This ambition was unfortunately thwarted by local park-
ing regulations and a limited budget, leaving no option but to use the courtyard for on-site parking (F24.6). 
However, now that the building is occupied, residents have voted to exclude cars from the courtyard during 
summer months, and the area has been partially landscaped. 

f24.3

f24.4
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Many unique architectural features, such as the distinctive column capitals and door arches, have been care-
fully preserved; they acknowledge the past and bring a sense of surprise and delight to the present experience 
of the building. The fact that most of the complex is more than a century old is testimony to the durability of the 
original materials and the robustness of the initial structure. Carefully preserved and upgraded, it is reasonable 
to assume that Station No. 1, could render service to its community for another 100 years. 

Batir son Quartier believes that co-operative housing is central to the logic of sustainable development: “It is 
socially effective, economically viable, and environmentally responsible. Indeed, the idea of poverty reduction 
is a fundamental tenet of sustainability.” 

Community housing projects can easily adapt to the communities they are serving, and address issues of 
social mix, collective empowerment, participatory management and the strengthening of roots in the com-
munity. The development of community housing is also an effective mechanism that minimizes the economic 
and social disruption associated with land speculation, stabilizes communities, and supports environmental 
objectives such as densification and rational land management. 

Members of the Station No. 1 Cooperative are among the first in Quebec to benefit from the eco-friendly train-
ing program developed by Bâtir Son Quartier. This program explains how the building’s passive and active 
systems work, and teaches residents how to operate or interact with them. With this knowledge, residents are 
more inclined to take pride in the building and ensure that it performs as intended over time. 

f24.5 f24.6

This project, and the many 
stakeholders involved in 
realizing it, have clearly 
demonstrated that, through 
collective action, it is feasible 
to align the interests of the 
economy, society and the 
environment to create a whole 
that is greater than the sum of 
its parts.
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In 2009, students and faculty at Ryerson University in Toronto created an exhibition called ‘Carrot City’ that 
focused on the ways that design could enable the production of food in urban environments (W25.1 WPG). Proj-
ect leader Dr. Mark Gorgolewski summarized the initiative thus: “The separation of cities from their food sources 
is directly related to many of the most pressing problems in the world today – climate change, obesity, energy 
supply, pollution, resource availability, global poverty, and food security. For example, the concerns about peak 
oil and other future resource shortages have a huge impact on food, given the energy intensity of current food 
production methods and the use of (fossil fuel based) fertilizers.” 

In the pre-industrial world, where techniques for preserving food were limited and transportation slow, food 
producers and consumers were of necessity close together. Produce was local, seasonal and varied — with 
each small grower choosing varietals best suited to the particular terrain, soil type and microclimate of a given 
smallholding (F25.1). 

Client: Fermes Lufa Farms 
Architect: GKC Architectes 

LUFA FARMS m o n t r é a l ,  q c

f25.1
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https://www.ryerson.ca/foodsecurity/activities/activity_carrot_city/
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This food cultivation and distribution system had essentially a zero-carbon footprint, whereas our current sys-
tem, which includes a much greater livestock component, and relies heavily on long distance transportation, 
is responsible for more than 8% of Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions (W25.2 WPG). In more densely popu-
lated countries which rely more heavily on imports (such as the United Kingdom) the figure can be as high as 
30%.

If we are to address this situation in an increasingly urban world, then we must find ways to integrate agri-
culture into our built environment. Land-based community gardens such as those appearing with increasing 
frequency in cities like Toronto and Vancouver, have the benefit of reconnecting people with nature and each 
other, but are unlikely to make a significant contribution to local food security, because of the limited land base 
available and the competition from other uses. 

Instead, the integration of agriculture with architecture seems to offer more promise. There are experimental 
rooftop greenhouses at McGill University in Montreal, and elsewhere; a handful of installations serve individual 
hotels such as the Royal York in Toronto; and now Canada is leading the world in the development of truly 
commercial installations (F25.2). 

Montreal based Lufa Farms opened its first commercial greenhouse operation in 2009, on the roof of an office 
building in Ahuntsic-Cartierville, and its second in 2013, on the roof of a warehouse in Laval. At 4000m2, this 
is the largest commercial rooftop greenhouse in the world (F25.3). Founded on the community supported ag-
riculture model, Lufa Farms has established 150 drop off points around the city to deliver produce daily to its 
2,500 customers. As highly localized sources of fresh food, the farms address consumer concerns about qual-
ity, traceability, safety and freshness. Indeed the “just in time” delivery system means that produce ordered by 
customers online before midnight will be picked, packaged and delivered the following morning. 

However, freshness is not the only benefit. Our current system of centralized agricultural production requires 
produce to endure the rigours of long term storage and long distance transportation, before reaching its ulti-
mate point of sale. As a result, varietals are bred for uniformity of size and durability — rather than for flavour 
and consumer choice. When these requirements are eliminated by local cultivation , the possibilities expand. 
Lufa Farm’s first greenhouse grows 25 varieties of vegetables and herbs — including tomatoes, peppers, cu-
cumbers, lettuce, chards and salad greens — while the second is devoted to eggplants and 23 varieties of 
tomatoes (F25.4). 

f25.5

f25.4
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https://www.ec.gc.ca/indicateurs-indicators/default.asp?lang=en&n=F60DB708-1
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Like so many land based greenhouse operations, the two farms are hydroponic. Seedlings are planted in 
burlap sacks filled with coconut husks and fed with a cocktail of mineral nutrients dissolved in water. The 
hydroponic system is a recirculating loop which uses half the water required by conventional agriculture, and 
prevents the discharge of nutrients into the municipal wastewater system. 

Because the nutrients are mineral salts rather than vegetable or other compost, the Lufa Farms operation is 
not considered organic. Nonetheless, cultivation methods are environmentally responsible, employing rainwa-
ter harvesting, composting and biocontrol of pests and disease. The farms use no petrochemical fertilizers, 
pesticides, fungicides or herbicides, The greenhouse is pressurized, which limits the infiltration of insect pests 
through gaps in the structure. Beneficial insects and bacteria are used to control any insects or diseases that 
do appear (F25.5). 

Hydroponic agriculture is dependent on expensive technology and has its detractors, but this is not the most 
important issue here. Rather it is the location of the farm and its ability, if practiced responsibly, to yield pro-
duce in quantities that might actually improve the resilience and security of our food system.  

f25.6

With a 10-month growing 
season, Lufa Farms can 
harvest more than 120kg of 
produce per square metre 
per year, using what would 
otherwise be redundant 
rooftop real estate (F25.6).
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Lufa Farms creator Mohamed Hage learned the hard way that adding a greenhouse to the roof of an existing 
building can be problematic, raising questions about permitted uses, building height, structural capacity, ac-
cess and egress among others. For his second greenhouse, he chose to get involved at the inception of a new 
project, finding both a municipality and a developer who would be sympathetic to his proposal (F25.7). His 
success, and the scaleability of the urban community agriculture model, should provide food for thought for 
planners, architects and developers across the country. 

f25.7



For the very reasons of its modest size and holistic approach to design, this addition to a manufacturing facility 
in the Montreal district of Mount Royal underscores the shortcomings of the grand town planning ideologies of 
the 20th century, and at the same time, the dispiriting industrial architecture that they inadvertently spawned 
(F26.1 and F26.2).

The Model City of Mount Royal was designated a national historic site in 2008, for reasons of its “remarkable 
synthesis of urban renewal movements of the early 20th century, reflecting the influence of the City Beautiful, 
Garden City and Garden Suburb movements” (W26.1 WPG). These movements were a response to the chaotic 
living conditions that had arisen in cities as a consequence of rapid industrialization. Characterized by geo-
metric plans, grand Neoclassical monuments, the separation of functions into single use zones with generous 
green spaces between them, their priority was visual harmony rather than social interaction.

Client: Ciro M. Falluh 
Architect: Aedifica

GROUPE DYNAMITE ATRIUM m o n t r é a l ,  q c

f26.2

f26.1
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The original town of Mount Royal was laid out according to these principles in 1912, to a design by planner 
Frederick Todd. Todd’s plan provided a framework for future development through the 1970s: a grid of streets 
in the town centre intersected by two diagonal boulevards and circumscribed by concentric grand avenues, 
along which industrial and other less desirable uses would be situated. It is off one of these avenues that the 
Groupe Dynamite Headquarters is located.

Groupe Dynamite is a Canadian success story,a local company that operates more than 380 women’s cloth-
ing stores throughout North America and overseas. Its Mount royal operation includes design workshops, the 
marketing department and distribution centre, all housed in deep plan warehouse spaces with little access to 
natural light. 

According to Thomas Schweizer of Aedifica, the design objectives for the new space included ‘programmatic 
flexibility to support a variety of collaborative activities; abundant natural light through all seasons; the maxi-
mum use of wood for its environmental attributes, and the minimum use of finishes.” As built, this interior 
oasis takes the form of a fully glazed linear atrium occupying a previously unused exterior space sandwiched 
between two of the warehouses (F26.3).

f26.3 f26.4

To improve working conditions 
for its 400 employees, the 
company sought to create a 
bright and inviting central 
space to serve as an interior 
oasis and gathering place 
for the Groupe Dynamite 
community.
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In a gesture appropriate for a clothing retailer, the 
atrium acts like a zipper, discreetly unifying the two 
existing buildings. A transparent skin of high per-
formance, low-emissivity double glazing covers a 
wooden skeleton and reveals the life inside the build-
ing to the outside world (F26.4). The glass roof floods 
the Atrium with natural light, creating a bright, open 
and transparent space. The bricks of the existing 
walls have been left unfinished, and this industrial 
expression is further reinforced by the exposed steel 
connections of the glulam structure. The result is an 
interior space with much the same formal and mate-
rial character as a typical Montreal alley (F26.5).

From an environmental perspective, the high-perfor-
mance glazing prevents overheating in the summer 
and reduces heat loss in the winter. The tall narrow 
volume encourages the stack effect and natural ven-
tilation can be supplemented by mechanical means 
via two ducts that run longitudinally at roof level. Dur-
ing the winter, the heat escaping from the adjacent 
buildings is sufficient to keep the atrium at a comfort-
able temperature.

The space has been enthusiastically appropriated 
by Groupe Dynamite employees for both formal and 
informal activities. Many take lunch in the cafeteria 
(F26.6), no longer having to travel several kilometres 
off site to find somewhere congenial to eat. The new 
facility has also encouraged employees to initiate 
and participate in group activities before during and 
after work, and is occasionally used in the evening 
for community fashion shows. 

Affirming the power of small interventions to human-
ize the effects of grand ideologies, the atrium simul-
taneously addresses issues of community, human 
comfort and wellbeing, material efficiency and build-
ing life cycle. In so doing it offers a holistic vision of 
sustainability that carefully weaves new strands into 
the existing fabric of the city.

f26.5
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At first glance, the striking radial layout of Quebec City’s Trait-Carré district would appear to be inspired by 
the formalist principles of Renaissance town planning. The tapering lots converge on a central square, their 
virtual point of intersection being the towers of the church of Saint Charles-Borromée (F27.1 and F27.2). The 
symbolism is apparent but the Jesuits, in laying out one of North America’s first planned communities in the 
1660s, also had practical considerations in mind. 

Client: Ville de Québec 
Architect: Croft Pelletier architectes 

BIBLIOTHEQUE DE CHARLESBOURG q u e b e c  c i t y ,  q c
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At the time, survival was a cooperative endeavour, and the needs of the community — including its de-
fence — were better served by physical proximity. Hence the central square of the Trait-Carré was both a civic 
and religious precinct, its buildings interspersed with pastures for common grazing, and encircled by houses 
built close together at the narrow ends of the tapering lots. 

In addition to the current church, which dates from 1833, other surviving historic buildings include the Sei-
gneurial Mill (1740), the nearby Ancien Collège des Frères Maristes (1904), and about 40 domestic buildings 
of various sizes and types. Together, the urban design and architecture of the Trait-Carré make it a fascinating 
example of cultural geography that attracts visitors and scholars from around the world. 

The Ancien Collège des Frères Maristes was converted into the Bibliothèque de Charlesbourg in 1985, when 
the library had outgrown its original premises. Twenty years on, with a changing role and increasing member-
ship, the library again needed to expand and modernize. The challenge of designing a new 3, 250m2 addition 
was awarded to Croft Pelletier architectes. The library expansion was seen as an integral part of the overall 
revitalization plan for the Trait-Carré. In the words of architect Eric Pelletier, “The site plan re-establishes the 
visual links between the library and the roads surrounding the property, reinforcing the public character of the 
open spaces and of the library itself (F27.3 and F27.4). The L-shaped organization of the site also reinforces 
the physical, spiritual and symbolic centrality of the church, leaving the library, park and public square to fa-
cilitate the creation of this precinct as a truly democratic space.” 

f27.4f27.3
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Sited to create a paved courtyard between it and the old library, the new building is entered on the second level 
at the internal corner of the L-shaped plan. The larger arm of the L contains the main book stacks, and the 
smaller arm administrative components. Additional stacks are located on a mezzanine overlooking the main 
space, with a study and reference areas located at the basement level below (F27.5 and F27.6). Sloping up 
from south to north, a green roof covers the main library, while the smaller wing rises above the grass-covered 
roof plane (F27.7). 

The landscape elements of the new library reflect the radial land pattern, while the building itself follows the 
orthogonal layout typical of buildings in the Institutional Square. These two patterns are interconnected and 
superimposed on the green roof of the library – the element in which building and landscape come together.

The green roof and the adjacent landscaping recall the agricultural past of the village of Charlesbourg, and 
the common pasture lands that once occupied the centre of the square. The landscape envelopes the library 
and covers it with a field of wild grasses, thus contributing to the greening of a large portion of the southeast 
quadrant. 

f27.7 f27.5
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The natural topography of the site enabled the 
addition to maintain a low profile, reducing its im-
pact on the surroundings and keeping the church 
as the urban focus (F27.8). Hence, the library and 
its public spaces become a transition between 
the more monumental institutional centre and the 
surrounding residential neighbourhood.

The green roof serves as an accessible public park 
for reading, relaxing and picnicking, encouraging 
its appropriation by the public and giving the li-
brary a multi-functional character. This theme of 
public appropriation was echoed in the redesign 
of the square to the south of the Church, which 
follows the flexible model of many European 
squares, being available for public use and com-
munity events during the day, and vehicle parking 
at night. 

Since its inauguration in 2006, the new library has 
become an important destination for intellectual 
and cultural exchange. Its success stems from its 
integrated response to program in both objective 
and subjective aspects. 

f27.8

Acting as a fulcrum 
between cultural heritage 
and the contemporary 
community, the library,  
with its combination of 
integrity and creativity,  
has invigorated both.
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In his book, Eaarth — Making a Life on a Tough New Planet, US environmentalist Bill McKibben argues that we 
no longer live on the same planet that human civilization has come to know and rely on over the past 10,000 
years. He doesn’t say so, but I suspect the extra ‘a’ in Eaarth stands for ‘anthropocene’ — the name now being 
widely given to this new human-influenced era in which we live.

Gone is the predictable cycle of seasons that enabled the development of diverse and productive agricultural 
systems throughout the world. Gone also is the reliable supply of meltwater and groundwater that supported 
those systems. Instead, we have ever more frequent and ever more severe flooding, droughts, pest infesta-
tions and blights that reduce crop yields or destroy them altogether. In short, a situation that threatens the 
security and sustainability of our food supply. However, if we can find a way to put the “culture” back in agri-
culture, all may not be lost.

Owner: City Market of Halifax Cooperative Ltd. 
Architect: Lydon Lynch Architects 

SEAPORT FARMERS MARKET  h a l i f a x ,  n s

f28.1 f28.2
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The industrial agriculture model that came with the ‘green revolution’ of the 1950s and 1960s relies upon 
mono-cropping, in which one genetic type of crop is planted on large tracts of land (F28.1), while sustainable 
farms frequently plant a genetically diverse array of both crop type and species. Mono-cropping increases 
crop susceptibility to both pests and diseases; and increases the need for chemical fertilizers and pesticides 
(F28.2), which can erode soil biodiversity and in turn negatively affect yields over time. (W28.1 WPG)

By contrast, sustainable farming practices such as inter-cropping, mulching, and composting contribute to 
increased biodiversity and resilience in the local ecosystem, as well as better long-term health for its soil. En-
hancing biodiversity through the use of sustainable agricultural practices can protect communities from food 
insecurity associated with both crop loss and decreased yield.

As in many other parts of the country, there is a growing interest among Nova Scotians to know more about 
the origins and growing methods used to produce the food they consume. The move away from imported, pro-
cessed food to local fresh food is particularly important here; Nova Scotia has some of the highest per capita 
rates of diabetes and related chronic health conditions in Canada (W28.2 PDF).

f28.3

http://www.sustainabletable.org/249/sustainable-crop-production
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/cd-mc/publications/diabetes-diabete/facts-figures-faits-chiffres-2011/pdf/facts-figures-faits-chiffres-eng.pdf


part two   case studies 120

The growth in farmers’ markets throughout the province — from 15 to almost 60 in the last 10 years — is repre-
sentative of this trend. The local sustainable food industry is expanding to meet this demand, as well as to take 
advantage of emerging export opportunities (W28.3 PDF).

Opened in 2010, the Seaport Farmers Market’s new facility on the Halifax waterfront is twice the size of the previ-
ous one, which occupied the former Alexander Keith’s brewery a few blocks to the north.

The 5000 m2 project involved the rehabilitation and extension of an existing steel frame warehouse building dat-
ing from 1910, that now functions as a gateway to the Seaport warehouse district. The existing ocean terminal is 
peeled back to create a seawall public plaza, which transitions into the covered exterior public market area be-
neath the projecting roof (F28.3).

The four glazed solar lanterns that dominate the front facade provide a naturally lit interior environment throughout 
the day, as well as a visual connection to the harbour. This connection of land and water can be seen as a meta-
phor for Nova Scotia, reinforcing the historic importance of agriculture and maritime commerce in the province.

With its grand staircase as a focal element, extra wide balconies, and mezzanines for informal seating, the build-
ing goes beyond its primary function as a daily produce market and has become a popular gathering place for 
Haligonians (F28.5).

f28.5f28.4
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The local community has also embraced the more 
tangible sustainable features of the project, many of 
which are not only visible but are also integral to the 
building architecture. The roof deck, with its expan-
sive views of Halifax Harbour, is flanked by solar pan-
els, wind micro-turbines and a large vegetated roof 
(F28.6).

Vendors report an increase in customer numbers and 
sales of between 300 and 400 percent since mov-
ing to the new location (F28.7). With these figures, 
the market has become a valuable outlet for the lo-
cal sustainable produce sector. By repositioning the 
production and consumption of locally grown food as 
central to the development of healthy communities, 
the Seaport Farmers Market is symbolic of a more 
holistic interpretation of sustainability. Let us trust 
that this level of activity can be sustained.  

f28.6 f28.7

f28.8

Disgorging thousands of 
passengers more interested 
in souvenir knick-knacks than 
sustainable produce, the giant 
cruise ships that regularly 
dock beside the market are 
a poignant reminder that 
communities must remain 
vigilant to prevent global 
commerce from overwhelming  
local culture. (F28.8)
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One of our deepest needs as human beings is for a 
sense of identity and belonging. Although the ways in 
which this need can be met are varied and complex, 
one common denominator is our innate attachment 
to “place.” That “place” may be a part of a natural or 
built environment, or perhaps a cultural landscape.  

Place is not simply something we perceive, but rath-
er a way of perceiving something, ascribing value to 
it for social, cultural or spiritual reasons. 

By definition, “place” is local rather than universal, as 
it is differentiation or particularity that contributes to 
that special value. Attachment to place strengthens 

“Architecture marks the threshold between nature and culture – it is humankind‘s foothold 
in the world. Architecture is the story of human lives and the development of society, of 
economic, social and cultural relationships.”
Claus Caldenby - Appeal for an Architecture of Necessity

OF PLACE AND TIME

with time, and in the highly mobile urban societies 
of the developed world, it can be a hard attribute to 
find. 

Research has confirmed that, for most of us, the 
physical environments experienced during the for-
mative years of childhood are the ones that retain the 
greatest significance. These environments are some-
times referred to as our “primal landscapes” and, 
consciously or subconsciously, we carry them with 
us wherever we go. 

This phenomenon has been the subject of much dis-
cussion in the architectural profession in Canada over 

the last few years, specifically in relation to the 2012 
Venice Biennale exhibition “Migrating Landscapes.” 
This project was conceived by Jae-Sung Chon and 
5468796 Architecture, and solicited input on the 
theme of architecture and cultural identity from prac-
titioners and students across the country. The mani-
festo that launched the project proposed that:

“Cultural memories migrate with people. Whether we 
are first-, second-, third- or more generation Canadi-
ans, each of us brings unique memories of living from 
around the globe.”

f29.1
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the truest sense, which is a social construct as much 
as a physical one, enriched by the fourth dimension 
of time. 

Shortly after Penney’s presentation, I had the oppor-
tunity to visit my own home town of Wellington, New 
Zealand for the first time in more than 30 years. To 
my surprise, my reaction to this long-awaited return 
was more physical than emotional, as if the powerful 
topography stimulated some kind of muscle memory. 
Squeezed between the ocean and the encircling hills, 
Wellington is by default a vertical city, its cascading 
steps and vertiginous alleys offering ever changing 
vistas over rooftops to the sea (F29.3).

Our relationship to these cultural memories varies 
with the nature of the place in question, and with the 
nature of our own perception. For me, three recent 
experiences serve to illustrate this point. 

At the 2012 Festival of Architecture in St. John’s NL, 
a joint project of Architecture Canada and the New-
foundland and Labrador Association of Architects, 
archaeologist Gerald Penney captivated his audi-
ence with his presentation on the history of the city 
(F29.1 and F29.2). In St John’s, the social and physi-
cal narratives that define the place are inextricably 
intertwined: landmarks are as likely to be the ephem-
eral products of stories as of tangible material struc-
tures. It would seem that residents of St. John’s carry 
with them an internal map, a way-finding device in 

f29.2

f29.3

f29.4



In conclusion Of place and time 125

In planning the museum, architects Moriyama & Tes-
hima (in association with The Walter Fedy Partner-
ship) have acknowledged the fragmentary remains of 
two historic pioneer routes, the Old Huron Road and 
the Elmira-Galt railway (F29.7). The form and mass-
ing of the building respect the scale and material-
ity of the adjacent heritage buildings, with reclaimed 
wood, masonry and stone used for interior and exte-
rior finishes. 

weekend outings. As we paused to take in the spirit 
of the place, Kim added that it was strangely reassur-
ing to feel the presence of her ancestors here in this 
meadow. 

Given the enduring hold these primal landscapes can 
have on us, how do we reconcile our cultural ances-
try with our current circumstances and our shared fu-
ture as Canadians? This country has long recognized 
that our diversity is our strength. Sir Wilfred Laurier, 
Prime Minister from 1896-1911, was a strong believ-
er in both individual freedom and cross cultural col-
laboration.

“We do not want that any individuals should forget 
the land of their origin or their ancestors. Let them 
look to the past, but let them also look to the future; 
let them look to the land of their ancestors, but let 
them look also to the land of their children.”

I first came across this quotation etched in the glass 
curtain wall of the Waterloo Region Museum in Kitch-
ener ON where it had provided the guiding ethos for 
the design of the building.

Beyond this fractal geometry, it was the material 
qualities of the place that evoked the strongest mem-
ories: the wrought iron gates, cobbled quays; and 
the wooden Neo-Classical details of the Old Govern-
ment Buildings, all sculpted by the clear antipodean 
light (F29.4). Despite time and distance, it all still felt 
part of me, like a watermark on a sheet of paper.

Twelve months later, I was witness to another form 
of attachment to place. After attending the ‘Architec-
ture of Necessity’ conference in Virserum, Sweden, 
with my former student Kim Wahlstrӧm, she invited 
me to join her on a visit to Gamla Uppsala (Old Up-
psala). The area is a royal burial site that dates from 
pre-Viking times, and is considered by many to be 
the cradle of Swedish culture.

The location is a meadow on the outskirts of an histor-
ic village where the tower of the 12th century church 
can be glimpsed above the surrounding trees (F29.5 
and F29.6). Gravel paths guide visitors through the 
fields, meandering between the softly rounded forms 
of the large burial mounds. We walked in silence for 
several minutes before Kim remarked that when she 
was a child, she came here often with her father on 

f29.5
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These traditional materials are complimented by the 
fully glazed curtain wall which features a distinctive 
quilt-like pattern of coloured rectangles (F29.8). This 
pattern is in fact a translation into computer code of 
Laurier’s words, an abstraction that simultaneously 
references the quilt-making tradition of early Men-
nonite settlers and the high-tech industries that now 
drive the regional economy. In its eloquent expres-
sion of place and time, the Waterloo Region Museum 
resonates with the ambitions of the ‘Migrating Land-
scapes’ project.

“Our migrated memories modify and transform as 
we settle into unfamiliar landscapes and architec-
tural contexts. The resulting forms are neither of our 
memory nor of our present. They are unique forms 
of dwelling-landscape that resonate with both local 
condition and personal cultural memory.”

Although it was overtly concerned with the creation 
of meaning in architecture, I believe that ‘Migrat-
ing Landscapes’ spoke to one of the broadest and 
most critical issues of sustainability. To survive on 
this planet, and for this planet to survive, we must 
re-imagine our relationship with it. This is not simply 
a question of better resource management, but one 
of deeper spiritual connection. 

This connection begins with the belief, as eco-
theologian Thomas Berry has put it, “That the uni-
verse is a communion of subjects rather than a col-
lection of objects.” If we love a place, we will care for 
it and for the people we share it with. If we feel part 
of its past, we will feel invested in its future. If we feel 
empowered, we will become engaged. 

f29.7
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