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Much of the apartment areas in Vancouver were downzoned
in the 1970s. Kitsilano was the flashpoint of the anti-tower
movement of the time and we walk through the history be-
hind a quirk in its streetscape to discuss the anti-tower
backlash and the political movements that emerged from
it. These led led to downzonings across the city and ush-
ered in a new development regime in Vancouver. We outline
plausible alternative scenarios of what could have been in
Kitsilano without the downzonings, as well as with contin-
ued proactive upzoning to accommodate growing demand.
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There are fun little mysteries all over Vancouver. Like how come Maple Street disappears between
6th and 7th Ave in Kitsilano? And why don’t we have enough housing where people want to live?

As it turns out, these two particular mysteries are connected!

To figure out why, we have to travel back in time to the 1960s and 70s.

First, to ground the discussion, here’s what Maple Street looks like now between 6th and 7th Ave.
It stops, then starts up again on the other side.

Figure 1: Aerial view of Maple Street between 6th and 7th Ave, courtesy of Google Maps

To explain the break in Maple Street, we begin our story a couple of decades prior. In 1956,
Vancouver modernized its zoning bylaw (Bylaw 3575), enabling the rise of apartment towers across
the West End. After studies and further consideration of demand for apartment towers, the formerly
low-rise RM-3 schedule was upzoned in 1961 to enable their spread elsewhere across the City (Bylaw
3926, s.8). So it was that towers began showing up in places like Fairview, Kerrisdale, and Kitsilano.
In an attempt to learn lessons from West End development, the new RM-3 schedule encouraged a
slim “tower in a park” form, lifting maximum heights and providing extra floor space in relation to
lot size for underground parking, large lots, and small building footprints.

The rise of apartment towers provoked a backlash. The first flashpoint came with the proposal
of a ten storey tower in the RM-3 zone across from Kitsilano Beach on the 2200 block of Corn-
wall. Protesters mobilized, drawing heavily from the community of former hippies and the hippie-
adjacent, gradually settling into careers in the area. Protesters were clear they sought to prevent
Kitsilano from becoming like the West End. Developer Ben Wosk was not especially engaged in the
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project and backed off in exchange for the City providing him density elsewhere and forbidding any-
one else from building towers close to the beach. So the RM-3A zone (Bylaw 4625) was established
in June of 1972, while the historically dominant Non-Partisan Association (NPA) still controlled
the Council, all in an intent to a) mollify the protesters, b) protect the beach environment, and c)
safeguard the deal with the developer.

The protesters would not be mollified.

The election in December of 1972 brought further expansion of the anti-tower backlash. NPA Mayor
Tom Campbell, himself a developer, declined to run again, and his initial replacement, Bill Street,
would also drop out over ties to development, vacating the political field. Only two former NPA
aldermen ran for re-election, with Marianne Linnell the sole candidate to win a seat. A centrist
party of reformist professionals, TEAM (The Electors’ Action Movement), was best positioned to
pick up former NPA supporters, especially given a left divided between COPE (Committee Of
Progressive Electors) and municipal candidates from the NDP.
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Figure 2: Vancouver Aldermanic Candidate Statements as printed in the Vancouver Sun for the
December 1972 election 3



Candidate statements printed in The Vancouver Sun (Dec 9, 1972, p. 49) widely highlight anger
against developers. They also point toward how TEAM’s biggest promise was support for preserving
quiet residential neighbourhoods and more community consultation. Meanwhile some of the biggest
anti-tower protest organizers (e.g. Bruce Yorke) ran for COPE. The new council would see a TEAM
majority, and immediately proceeded with efforts to slow down a variety of developments (many
ultimately quixotic insofar as developers already had building permits in hand).

The first rezoning priority for the TEAM council was the West End itself, which they immedi-
ately downzoned after they took office in January of 1973 (Bylaw 4683), setting up a new RM-4A
zone. Shortly thereafter this would be shifted again to WED. Meanwhile, uphill from the beach
in Kitsilano, the protest coalitions found new targets in a private apartment tower proposed to
replace seven houses (many subdivided) on the 2400 block of W. 3rd Avenue, and another tower
proposed by the Shalom branch of the Royal Canadian Legion as non-profit senior’s housing on W.
7th and Maple. TEAM obliged the protesters in February of 1974 by downzoning all of Kitsilano’s
remaining RM-3 districts to match them to the new RM-3A district first created for the beach area
(Bylaw 4757).

The protesters would not be mollified.

Figure 3: Protesters against what would be the last mid-rise in Kitsilano to be built on the 2400
block of W. 3rd Avenue (photo by David Ley)

The immediate problem was that both the proposed towers being protested effectively already had
their permissions in hand. For the W. 3rd tower, this meant they were able to ignore the protesters,
replacing the seven old houses with 64 new units constructed at the Carriage House. For the W.
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7th Senior’s Housing project, things became more dicey. The big issue was the Canadian Legion’s
attempt to get public funding to assist in the project.

The W. 7th project (often referred to by cross-street as 2229 Maple St) had already been the subject
of contentious City Council meetings starting in 1973. It was one of the first proposals subject to
the new Urban Design Panel set in place as part of more discretionary planning advocated by
TEAM and their new planner, Ray Spaxman. The Design Panel argued the tower risked reducing
public amenity since it was out of character with surrounding three-story buildings. The Technical
Planning Board did not believe this was an actionable reason for them to reject the application
given the project fit with the RM-3 zoning still in place at the time, so they referred the project
to Council. Activist groups including the Kitsilano Citizen’s Committee and the West Broadway
Citizen’s Committee strenuously opposed approval, and succeeded in delaying the Council vote.
The Technical Planning Board, meanwhile, noted in their appended technical report that this was
precisely where their old apartment studies suggested new apartment towers should go. (Aug 28,
1973 Council Minutes, p. 67 for Technical Report)

As Council reconvened on Sep 11, 1973, they received a large petition indicating seniors’ support
of the project from the Golden Age Club of Vancouver. Nevertheless, Council remained split, with
Alderman Hardwick ultimately putting forward a motion to approve the tower, joined by half of
TEAM and the sole NPA alderman (Linnell), evenly balanced against the other half of TEAM and
the sole COPE alderman (Rankin). Though it was voted down, Alderman Linnell also put forward
a motion to hear more about the possibility discussed of shutting down Maple Street to support
the site. (Sep 11, 1973 Council Minutes). Alderman Linnell would purportedly criticize her fellow
alderman for “talking a lot about housing, but doing little” over the matter (The Province, Sep
19, 1973, p. 27). Once again, Council deferred the decision to the next meeting. There Hardwick
brought the mayor, Art Phillips, on board to finally pass a motion enabling the Technical Planning
Board to approve the tower as an allowed use under RM-3. (Sep 18, 1973 Council Minutes).

The protesters would not be mollified.

Under the West Broadway Citizen’s Committee, they took their protests to the CMHC, then a
funding partner for the project, bringing along 45 senior citizens opposed to the project. More
consequentially, they also took their protests to the Province, where special appointed advisor
on housing, Michael Audain, agreed to work with them on reducing the height of the building
(Vancouver Sun, Mar 8, 1974, p. 7). Under Jacques Khouri, the WBCC would also return to City
Council to object, once again, to the Legion’s minor request to change the funding under which the
project had initially obtained a sales agreement for a portion of the land (from the Elderly Citizen’s
Housing Act to the National Housing Act, see Mar 12, 1974 Council Minutes).

For their part, the Royal Canadian Legion argued that protesters were ill-informed, and that build-
ing a tower on the site provided room for them to comfortably house seniors while also providing a
variety of ground level amenities, including “gardens, a picnic area, a putting green, and a checker-
board square” (Vancouver Sun, Oct 24, 1973, p. 52). Under the FSR constraints on RM-3, it would
also appear they simply could not fit all of the 100 units they had proposed into a low-rise building
on the site. The Province eventually stepped in offering a grant to cover one-third of the project’s
costs, lowering its ultimate asking rents, in exchange for switching to a low-rise on an expanded
site able to accommodate the proposed units. How would the site be expanded?
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Figure 4: Excerpt of East Kitsilano Building Outlines Map from 1974, Vancouver Archives
https://searcharchives.vancouver.ca/kitsilano-east-half-building-outlines

A convenient City of Vancouver Building Outlines Map from 1974 highlights the empty lot at the
NW corner of 7th and Maple. The developer returned to City Council and was able to acquire the
adjoining portion of Maple Street to expand the site. The City sold the Canadian Royal Legion
Shalom Branch the land for $1 in 1974. The site expansion, in turn, enabled the Legion to fit in 102
units. However, nearly all of the outdoor amenities initially proposed would be lost to the bargain,
leaving only a small courtyard remaining for the new low-rise design (May 7, 1974 Council Minutes)

So that’s why Maple Street disappears between 6th and 7th.

The big Kitsilano downzoning in response to the towers proposed at 3rd and 7th also helps explain
why we don’t have enough housing where people want to live. The downzoning meant lost floor
space in a very direct sense. Where FSR bonusing for towers could reach approximately 1.85 under
RM-3, the low-rise forms allowed under RM-3A could only get up to an FSR of 1.45, and they
would have to cover nearly the entire lot to do it. While they were ultimately still able to get to
all of the units they wanted in the low-rise form, The Royal Canadian Legion’s experience actually
demonstrates the impact of the downzoning. After all, they needed both provincial support and
a sweetheart land deal from the City in order to make the switch from a high-rise with 100 units
to a low-rise with 102 units. And they still lost all of the ground-level amenities they had initially
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planned.

Kitsilano’s activists had an ideological opposition to towers that combined aesthetic objections
with the belief they were bad for families, inappropriate for seniors, and too expensive. They
didn’t want Kitsilano “to become another concrete jungle like the West End.” They worried about
views; “I’ve heard of see-through dresses [and] see-through blouses, but not see-through high-rises.”
They suggested that towers were unlivable; “Everyone who tells us that high-rises are good for
us probably doesn’t live in them.” And they received pushback, especially on affordability, with
speakers opposed to downzoning noting “limiting housing development would drive rents up because
of the present shortage.” As the Vancouver Apartment Owners Association representative argued,
“downzoning of the area would only impair the vacancy rate in Vancouver which is already near an
all-time low” (Vancouver Sun, Feb 1, 1974, p. 29).
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Figure 5: Kitsilano high-rises banned, coverage with commentary in Vancouver Sun in Feb 1, 1974,
p. 29

The vacancy rates, already near zero, had little room to get worse through the 1970s, but they did
their best.

Another big concern with the downzoning was its effect on government assisted housing. The delays
for the Maple Crest seniors’ project foreshadowed further problems down the road. By Jan 1976,
a Status Report on Government Assisted Housing Council made it clear that, “the prime causes
of delay in securing approval for government assisted housing in Vancouver centred about rezoning
and funding applications. An acute shortage of appropriately zoned land at prices acceptable to
senior governments led many government assisted housing sponsors in Vancouver into the difficult
situation of having to attempt to secure and upzone low density land before funding approval was
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granted.” Oops. In March of 1976 Bylaw 4951 rolled out new RM-3B and RM-3A-1 schedules for
Kitsilano’s former RM-3A “apartment areas” that added in density bonusing for “senior citizen
housing, handicapped housing, or units for individuals or families of low and average income,”
bumping the maximum FSR back up to 1.9. However, this bonusing remained a conditional use
rather than outright, subject to approval by the Director of Planning, as with much subsequent
zoning. (See also reference in Criterion 9 & 10 of the 1977 Kitsilano Plan) This conditional rule
remaind purely hypothetical, no non-market housing getting anywhere close to 1.9 FSR was built
in Kitsilano as a result of this.

The activists and allied politicians of the early 1970s left behind a legacy of contentious community
consultation and persistent housing shortage, continuing to plague Vancouver today. The shortage
was clearly perceivable, but at best met with a kind of magical thinking that either more clever
subdivision of groovy old houses or the right mix of low-rise infill cooperatives could solve the
issue. At worst, the shortage was redirected into attacks on developers and questions about how to
enable the right kind of people to elbow their way into high demand neighbourhoods they wouldn’t
otherwise be able to afford. The intentions were often (if not always) good, but when mixed together
with magical thinking and market skepticism, they ultimately paved our way to the housing hell
we find ourselves in today.

As a sidenote, many of the players involved in the Kitsilano downzoning and dealing over the
Maple Crest Senior’s Housing on 7th would ultimately go on to become developers and realtors
themselves. Jacques Khouri from the WBCC would develop several cooperatives and specialize in
heritage properties as a realtor. Michael Audain, brokering the deal for the Province, would go on
to form Polygon Homes.

Counterfactual Kitsilano
Looking back 50 years, one may wonder what would have happened without the tower backlash
and downzoning. Or even more ambitiously, what if Kitsilano had continued to upzone in response
to demonstrable demand for apartments? After all, developers were starting to max out all the
floor space they could get in new construction prior to the downzonings.

Let’s first have a look what what the Kitsilano parcels that used to be zoned RM-3 in 1963 look like
now. Mid- to High-Rise towers are denoted in dark green, Low-Rise in light green, remaining Single-
Detached in yellow, Townhouses in orange, Non-Market housing in blue, and a few Institutional
uses, like the Point Grey Private Hospital, in purple. Of note, some of what gets classed as Mid-Rise
here is actually Low-Rise, but set against a steep hillside, boosting its profile.
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Figure 6: Current land use for parcels zoned RM-3 in 1963

Most of the old RM-3 zone is in the light green of low-rise apartments, with some townhouse forms
and single family mixed in. But we can see a scattering of the mid/high-rise that made it in before
the downzoning. You can see nine of these towers by playing around with Google Maps.
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Figure 7: Aerial view of Northeast Kitsilano highlighting the few towers constructed, courtesy of
Google Maps

We can check on this directly by exploring when those homes got built.
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Figure 8: Period build for parcels zoned RM-3 in 1963

All of the true High-Rises in Kitsilano were built in that window between 1961 and 1976 before
the downzoning completed. Of note, many of the Low-Rises were also built during this era, prior
to developers fully embracing the feasibility of the tower form toward the end of the era. We also
looked around the scattering of non-market housing built after 1976, much of it in the non-equity
cooperative model, and couldn’t find any examples of projects getting up to the density promised
by a conditional return to FSR of 1.9. Looks like that was more of a paper promise than anything
actually made real, but we’re happy to stand corrected!

More broadly, from 1976 until 1988, the old RM-3 lots of Kitsilano remained in a state of downzoned
flux, shifting into various subcategories (RM-3B, RM-3A1), with a few converting to Commercial C
zoning, until the rest were all placed into the RM-4 category under effectively the same downzoned
height cap and FSR limit. There they would remain until the last couple of years when the Broadway
Plan hit town.
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Here’s what zoning looks like now.

Figure 9: Current zoning for parcels zoned RM-3 in 1963

We are making room for towers again, thanks to the Broadway Plan. A good chunk of RM-4 was
recently upzoned to R3-3 and R5-3/4. One pocket got downzoned to RT-8, and the R1-1 is just
the zoning inherited by the Arbutus Greenway parcels that got caught in the middle.

The R3-3 and R5-3/4 change is too fresh to have resulted in any new buildings, but they do reverse
the 1970s downzoning in the areas where they apply and allow for higher densities than even the
original RM-3, although with restrictions and with a different form. R3-3 allows buildings up to
1.6 to 2.7 FSR, depending on site characteristics. In R5-3/4 the maximum available FSR goes up
to 6.8 under some conditions, including secured market rental tenure and 20% inclusionary zoning
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requirement.

What could have been?

This allows us to ask some simple questions. The 1974 downzoning that moved RM-3 to RM-3A
basically removed 0.4 FSR. Since developers were already maxing out allowed floor space before
the downzonings it’s reasonable to assume that anything that got re-developed after 1976 would
have had roughly 0.4 more FSR. Running the numbers that’s 773,000ft² of foregone floorspace, or
roughly 869 homes at an average of 800ft² and 90% floorspace efficiency. We could’ve been housing
a lot more people in Kitsilano.

At the same time, if more floorspace had been available under RM-3 code, developers might have
developed parcels that otherwise remained undeveloped, for example the single family or townhouse
portions, resulting in more homes yet again.

At the base of the towers foregone, there would also be more land left over. This could have gone
toward all the kinds of amenities initially planned for Maple Crest Senior’s Housing. More broadly,
permeable surfaces aid with managing run-off water, landscaped trees help with climate adaptation
and increase livability, and open outdoor meeting spaces enable a greater variety of neighbourly
interactions - especially valuable during pandemic times.

Moreover, the land left open during initial tower development would still be available for later
redevelopment if it became feasible, without the risk of displacement currently faced by tenants of
low-rise apartments taking up much more of their lot. Indeed, we’ve seen multiple examples of just
this kind of tower infill on old RM-3 zoning code lots built out to towers, adding low-risk responsive
resiliency to the housing system.

To take things further, planners working to update zoning in response to demand in the 1960s
might have been allowed to continue to do so through the 1970s. Kitsilano, demonstrating high
demand, might have quickly gone the way of the West End. The very same West End, in fact,
that a Canadian Institute of Planners jury named the best neighbourhood in Canada in 2015. Go
figure.

Upshot
There are cool stories behind lots of the built environment we see around us, and some of them
also help explain broader patterns, like Vancouver’s housing shortage. The tower backlash and
downzonings of the 1970s had real effects, exacerbating housing shortages in places people wanted
to live. They channelled development into a new regime (von Bergmann and Lauster 2023) of
stronger restrictions, spot rezoning, and discretionary approvals, often tied to heritage protection.
Locally they also challenged the provision of social housing, making it harder to navigate approvals
and get funding from higher levels of government. Regionally they drove many people out into the
suburbs, until in many places development there, too, was shut down.

Exploring the downzoning and associated counterfactuals also highlights trade-offs between lot
coverage and height. The RM-3 zoning code of the time placed a high value on land and open
space, strongly encouraging developers to low lot coverage tower forms, with underground parkade
contained within the footprint of the building, yielding large unbuilt space with maximum flexibility
how to use it, then and in the future.
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Many Kitsilano activists hated towers and the thought of becoming like the West End more than
they valued open space on the Legion site. Potential residents of the Legion building faced a different
trade-off, trading living on lower floors in a blockier form with fewer outside walls against living
on higher floors with more light and private outdoor amenities. For the City of Vancouver, the
trade-off in giving away public land (the former streetway) for $1 to satisfy the aesthetic interests
of Kitsilano activists is certainly interesting.

In that sense, the trade-off for City Council was also temporal: trading away future possibilities to
avoid present hassles. Hassling was very much the chief weapon of irate (but not especially repre-
sentative) anti-tower activists. Lost future possibilities include the many opportunities provided by
open land. But also, infill tower opportunities could have enabled the Legion to house more seniors
and expand their mission. And that block of Maple street could have been turned into a public
park. Or a small community centre, or any range of uses benefiting the public. Planning should
mean more than focusing on the loudest voiced preferences of people in the room at the moment.
It should also encompass and account for the full range of opportunities being left to people in the
future.

As usual, the code for this post is available on GitHub for anyone to reproduce or adapt for their
own purposes.
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