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A new freeway in Phoenix
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When it comes to paving paradise, all
roads lead to Phoenix
Memo to TransLink board chair Doug McCallum:
Doug, you've been working hard; it's time to take a break, grab some
rays, check out a change of scene. May I recommend Phoenix?
This Arizona region of three million is one of the fastest growing places
around. The state adds 383 people a day; Phoenix grew by something
like one and a half times Vancouver's rate in a year. It's suburban (in
fact, that's all it is). And it loves freeways.
Example: in Gilbert, a town of about 150,000 on the outskirts of the
region -- the fastest growing community of its size in the U.S. – the
citizens approved an $80-million bond measure, all of it for roads. And
the city just gave a $60-million tax rebate to attract a new business: a
17-dealer auto mall. Unfortunately they had to cut a summer camp that
served 700 children.
They do build beautiful roads. The prettiest freeways I've ever seen.
They have an inner ring road over a hundred miles long, they're
building a second one further out, and planning on a third. They just
opened a hockey arena for the NHL Coyotes along one of those
freeway loops. The restaurant and entertainment district to serve it is
seven miles away. Close enough, apparently.

You hardly see anyone on a bike; in fact you hardly see anyone at
all.
They're all in cars. Big cars. Very big cars. They give tax
deductions for Hummers: buy one, write off up to $100,000. They're
probably driving to a big box, a big stadium or a big house. With
lots of parking -- all of it free.
Phoenix is a good place to see what happens when everything gets
built around the car, and then fills up. Because no matter how fast
they build those beautiful roads, the traffic doesn't seem to get
much better. In fact, it often gets worse, because they never seem
to finish anything. When I first started going there about a decade
ago, the city was just completing the Squaw Peak expressway: six
lanes of beautifully sculpted roadway. This year when I returned,
guess what? It was being dug up to make way for eight lanes of
beautifully sculpted roadway.
I'm not entirely sure why Phoenix residents keep doing this to
themselves, since most people don't believe it's going to help
anymore. As urban policy analyst Anthony Downs laid it out for
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them a few years ago: "Building more roads or adding lanes is
often a good policy, but it will not relieve traffic congestion in a
region once it has appeared there. If a major expressway is
widened, traffic speeds up for a while, but soon drivers converge
on it from other times, other routes, and other modes until traffic in
the peak hour is just as slow-moving as before. And population
growth soon fills up new roads.

“This does NOT mean that new
roads produce no benefits, but
they cannot eliminate congestion."
Phoenix, it must be said, is going
to finally start construction on a
modest light-rail line. It's trying to
get more housing downtown. It
has recognized some limits: you
can't build a subdivision if you don't have a secure supply of water.
And here and there, you can see some signs of change.

My favourite is Agritopia. It's a New Urbanist project of a few hundred
homes, out where they're extending the freeway in Gilbert. There are
porches on the homes, some of which are not actually covered in
beige-coloured stucco. But best of all, it will have a working farm
integrated into the development, with a farmers' market and
restaurant. Maybe there's a lesson for us.
There sure is if our leaders keep promising us that building more
roads and bridges is going to help solve congestion.
Check it out, Doug, because afterwards, Surrey is going to look mighty
good by comparison. And I can't for the life of me wonder why anyone
would want to do anything to make it look more like Phoenix.
Gordon Price, an adjunct professor of community and regional
planning at UBC, is a former Vancouver city councillor. His e-mail
address is price@novus-tele.net. His column appears monthly.
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Once Upon a Time - 1930

The Distributor Road
“It cannot be said that Vancouver compares very favourably with
other cities in regard to area of roadway space in the business district
….”
So began a section in the most important plan ever written for
Vancouver. In the mid-20s, the City Planning Commission
(significantly more important then than it is now) hired American
planner Harland Bartholomew to undertake the first comprehensive
plan for Vancouver.
Bartholomew was a ‘scientific’ planner,
operating out of St. Louis, whose firm
would complete over a hundred plans for
North American cities. In 1923, he had
worked on the Major Traffic Street Plan
for Los Angeles, and eventually played a
key role in the development of the U.S.
interstate freeway system. Bartholomew,
in short, was the man who helped adapt
the city to the automobile.
His 1929 plan for Vancouver was never
passed by City Council. But in what
must surely be a truism of city planning,
in the absence of anything else an
unapproved plan with prevail,
particularly if it involves the laying of
asphalt.
When it came to Downtown Vancouver,
Bartholomew concluded that little
rationalization was needed, save for
one big thing – the Distributor Road.

“… the only major improvements necessary
are the provision of what has been termed
the ‘Distributor’ street, and the widening of
Robson Street , between the Burrard and the
proposed Kingsway Viaduct. …
This street will also facilitate the movement of
traffic desirous of passing around this area.”
As in Los Angeles, much of the Bartholomew Plan was devoted to
proposing bridges, viaducts, diverters and new rights-of-way to
make it easier to get around by car. In addition to the already
planned Burrard Bridge, Bartholomew recommended three new
crossings – Granville, Oak and Kingsway – that would feed a broad
arterial, 120 feet wide, sliced through Yaletown, that in turn would
distribute traffic on to the downtown grid.

What Bartholomew proposed ….

And what we eventually got ….

If the plan had been implemented as proposed, we would have lost
most of today’s Yaletown. Instead, it would take another halfcentury before the road builders could fulfil the Bartholomew vision,
and it would be the provincial government, not the city, that would
be primarily responsible.
When Premier Bill Bennett undertook the construction of B.C.
Place Stadium in the early 1980s, Pacific Boulevard came along
with it - designed to funnel tens of thousands of vehicles into the
surrounding parking lots.
After Expo, when the site was sold to Concord Pacific, it was clear
that Pacific Boulevard was an overbuilt impediment to a pedestrianoriented neighbourhood. (I remember at the time suggesting that
Concord pay for pedestrian bulges at the intersections to reduce
the crossing time. Unfortunately, the engineers argued that we
would not then be able to clear the outside lanes of parked cars for
stadium events – something that has never been done – and the
idea went nowhere.)

But the hostile character of the boulevard remained an outstanding
sore, particularly as the Yaletown area prospered. In December of
2001, Council approved an urban design and streetscape concept for
Pacific from the Burrard to Cambie Bridges, undertaken by Elizabeth
Macdonald and Alan Jacobs (authors of ‘The Boulevard Book.’
Jacobs was also San Francisco’s planner and recently designed a
replacement boulevard for a portion of the Central Freeway. )

The plan was approved in May 2002, and now awaits time and
money. (Part of the boulevard will be rebuilt as Concord completes
the Beach Neighbourhood between Homer and Seymour; the other
sections may be funded if Council reconfigures the north Granville
Bridge onramps and sells them as development sites.)
Pacific may eventually be the closest thing we have to a Parisian
boulevard – an avenue that moves both traffic and the human spirit.

The Seven Roles of the Urban Street Tree

A side street off the Windsor Greenway

1 ) Defines the space of the
street.
2) Defines the pedestrian
space.
3) Calms traffic and protects
the pedestrian from cars.
4) Filters the sunlight.
5) Brings order to the street.
6) Visually softens the
streetscape.
7) Introduces the beauty
and life of nature.
- Veritas & Venustas (John Massengale)

1500-block Pendrell

The second Peety award for an outstanding
contribution to our urban environment goes to
the anonymous donor who paid for the
planting of the daffodils along the Causeway.
Any day now we will once again be blessed
by that act of generosity.

