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Granville Street …
One More Time
__________________________________________

It was one of the first jobs I ever had in Vancouver –
in 1984, I believe. I did a survey of all the buildings
on the southern half of Granville Street for Fritz
Bowers, the city manager at that time. He was
chairing yet another task force to see what could be
done with Vancouver’s decaying main drag.
I can’t honestly recall what actions were ultimately
taken – nothing significant, obviously – and so the
problem was left to future Councils. Little did I
guess that I would be on one of them.

In the late 1980s, Council did yet another analysis
of the street, this time in the context of Downtown
South. While we eventually rezoned the surrounding blocks for highrise residential in 1991, Granville was left pretty much alone.
The idea was to retain the heritage character and
scale of the street, including the single-room
occupancy hotels that housed a vulnerable population. A newly residential Downtown South, it was
argued, would provide the economic impetus for
the transformation of Granville.

The 1000-block Granville c. 1910 (City Archives)

The Downtown South rezoning also encouraged
the bars and clubs that would inevitably be in
conflict with the new condos to relocate on
Granville between Robson and Nelson. The
Entertainment Zone took time, with lots of complications, but the transformation is now nearly
complete.

Still, the controversy continues – particularly with
respect to the Mall. How should the street be
redesigned? Should vehicles other than trolleys,
buses and taxis be allowed on the Mall? What is
Granville’s role for the downtown as a whole?

When the Downtown Transportation Plan was being
considered in 2001, the business community wanted
traffic restored to the Mall; others (including myself)
argued that transit was the critical priority.
The compromise: we hired Alan Jacobs and Elizabeth
Macdonald (who had just redesigned Pacific Boulevard) to explore options – with this key qualification:
The redesign of Granville Street may or may not
introduce automobile traffic to the street but must do
so without any loss of transit efficiency in the
Downtown.
So, that’s where we are today – and now the options
are up for public review. Here’s one of the seven
suggested by Alan Jacobs that tries to square the circle.

(For background, click on image.)

So what’s the problem with Granville, at least south of
Georgia? The Mall gets most of the blame, but it was
weakened from the start when Pacific Centre took
shoppers underground.
Still, the worst part of the street - the southern entrance
- looks shabby and feels hostile, a consequence of the
construction of the third Granville Bridge.

Granville Street Bridge – 1954. Note the second
low-level bridge crossing Granville Island.

The bridge is disconnected from the city fabric and
simply dumps high-speed traffic on Granville. There’s
little reason to walk south from Davie, and no obvious
way to get to the street below the bridge. The bridge
deck itself is a pedestrian/bike nightmare.

Fortunately, another initiative would create a walk/bike
connection between Granville on the north shore with
Granville Island, hopefully providing a southern anchor
to a revitalized Granville Street. Here are some options
being put out for public review.
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An idea for public art on
Granville Street

In the home of Jane Durante
and Henry Hawthorn, a
“Suspended Figure” balances
on stretched wires in the
space above their living-room
couch - the work of sculptor
David Robinson.
(To see more of David’s work,
click on figure)

So how about something similar strung above
the intersections along Granville Street,
blending with the trolley lines? Each wire could
be lit up at night with optic fibre, each figure
dramatically lit.

Perhaps each could be an athlete in motion,
representing the sports of the 2010 Games.

_________________________________________

Photos from our readers …

From Park Commissioner Suzanne Anton who thought we
could try something like the above where people are a little
more reluctant to have playing fields.

From Michael Kluckner (photo by Sal Humphreys)
Christmas in the Bible Belt.

