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The Vancouver Heritage Action Plan (HAP) 

provides a set of recommended actions to 

update the City’s Heritage Conservation 

Program (HCP), which identifies, conserves, 

and celebrates the city’s diverse built 

heritage. For the last three years, the City 

worked with an interdisciplinary team of 

consultants on various components of the 

HAP. This study is the first comprehensive 

review of the HCP since it was established in 

1986 to mark Vancouver’s Centennial. 

Vancouver is an ancient territory, with 

enduring landmarks. Its development was 

shaped by major geographical, political, 

and socio-economic factors that drove 

the establishment of the most important 

city in Western Canada. Located on the 

south side of Burrard Inlet, this was the 

traditional territory of the Musqueam, 

Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh since time 

immemorial, unknown to Europeans until 

Spanish and British exploration of the 

area began in the late eighteenth century. 

Economic exploitation of the area by 

Europeans began soon afterwards, and 

Burrard Inlet became the western terminus 

of the transcontinental railway in 1887. 

The connection of the railway to a superb 

natural harbour turned Vancouver into a 

bustling transshipment point for goods 

and people, and a strategic crossroads 

between east and west. A rich, diverse 

coastal culture developed, based on a 

resource-extraction economy, fuelled by 

vast natural resources and some of the 

largest lumber, salmon canning, and 

mining operations in the world. The city 

grew in waves of economic booms and 

busts, which resulted in a legacy of built 

The Vancouver Heritage Action Plan: 
New tools to preserve and  
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SUMMARY

The Vancouver Heritage Action Plan provides 

a set of actions that will update the City’s 

Heritage Conservation Program. Three years 

of work by staff and an interdisciplinary 

consultant team have resulted in a 

comprehensive review of heritage policies, 

the establishment of First Shaughnessy as 

a Heritage Conservation Area, an update 

of the Vancouver Heritage Register based 

on a citywide Historic Context Statement & 

Thematic Framework, and the development of 

a values-based heritage evaluation framework. 

This fully integrated process has provided a 

comprehensive basis for the development of a 

new Heritage Strategy, and illustrates a ‘best 

practice’ model for other jurisdictions.

RÉSUMÉ

Le Plan d’action en matière de patrimoine de 

Vancouver comporte une série de mesures 

qui mettront à jour son programme de 

conservation du patrimoine. C’est trois 

années de travail par le personnel de la Ville 

et une équipe interdisciplinaire d’experts-

conseils qui a permis une révision complète 

des politiques relatives au patrimoine, la 

désignation du quartier First Shaughnessy 

comme aire de conservation du patrimoine, 

une mise à jour du registre patrimonial de 

Vancouver basé sur l’énoncé de contexte 

historique et de cadre thématique pour 

l’ensemble de la ville, et l’élaboration d’un 

cadre d’évaluation du patrimoine axé sur les 

valeurs. Ce processus entièrement intégré 

fournit une solide base pour la mise au point 

d’une nouvelle stratégie du patrimoine et 

fournit un modèle de « pratiques exemplaires 

» applicable dans d’autres villes.

form that exemplifies the evolution of a 

frontier settlement into a major urban 

metropolis. Vancouver’s development over 

time was influenced by war and recession; 

the cultural and religious diversity of its 

people; the development of industries; 

works of engineering, infrastructure, and 

transportation; the formation of a complex 

governance structure; the provision of 

education and health care; and a unique 

social and cultural life that encompasses 

entertainment, leisure, a global tourism 

destination, and a ‘west coast’ lifestyle 

based on an appreciation of nature and a 

mix of social activism.

Despite its explosive growth, Vancouver 

retains many significant heritage resources 

that provide a legacy of development from 

all eras of the city’s history. Through a 

program of long-term stewardship, the 

City has retained a considerable amount 

of its heritage character. Despite its rapid 

and dynamic growth, Vancouver retains 

the largest representation of heritage 

KEY AREAS OF WORK

1. Heritage Conservation  

Program Review

2. Heritage Register Update

3. Character Home Zoning Review*

 • First Shaughnessy

 • Single-family zones

4. Sustainability Initiatives

5. Awareness and Advocacy Initiatives

*Studied separately from material presented today.
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resources in Western Canada, recognized as 

an important community legacy. The HCP 

currently includes policies and programs 

that have evolved since the 1970s, a Heritage 

Register that lists approximately 2,200 sites, 

hundreds of legally-protected buildings, 

and zoning and regulatory protection of 

significant heritage areas that dates back 

as far as 1971. These heritage resources 

provide a deep and inspirational sense 

of connection between the community 

and the landscape, and its past and lived 

experiences. They provide a tangible, 

intangible, and irreplaceable expression of 

Vancouver’s identity and are a reflection of 

the diversity of the community experience 

that has unfolded over time. 

Crucial to the Vancouver HAP was a 

review of international best practices, to 

ensure that the final recommendations 

fully integrate the HCP with a values-

based approach. This involved a rigorous 

application of UNESCO protocols – notably 

Historic Urban Landscape – and integration 

with the Standards and Guidelines for the 

Conservation of Historic Places in Canada. 

One of best practice models used in 

the development of the Vancouver HAP 

was SurveyLA – the Los Angeles Historic 

Resources Survey – the City’s first truly 
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William Nahanee with First Nations longshoremen and others on Burrard Inlet, 1889.  

[C.S. Bailey Marine and Landscape Photographer. City of Vancouver Archives Mi P2]
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comprehensive preservation program. 

It now links heritage conservation to 

planning, and enables a proactive response 

to heritage issues. In 2000, the Getty 

Conservation Institute began working in a 

cooperative relationship with the City and 

civic stakeholders to develop research on 

historic resource survey methods and on the 

use of a survey as part of the city’s cultural 

heritage and community development efforts. 

Concurrently, the city government addressed, 

with municipal departments, the value of a 

historic resource survey and the issues of 

how a survey could be integrated in city goals 

and programs. One of the most significant 

aspects of LASurvey is its comprehensive 

use of Historic Context Statements, with the 

development of nine overarching contexts 

and 200 themes and subthemes. The project 

is also producing a legacy of Ethnic-Cultural 

Themes, including reports completed to date 

on the Latino Context, LGBT Context, and 

Jewish Context, and work that is continuing 

on Asian-American and African-American 

Contexts. This project proactively identifies 

historic sites, and links them directly to 

community planning.

The Vancouver HAP project components 

included:

• A robust consultation process, including 

the involvement of many key stakeholders 

in the review of numerous documents, 

and numerous public presentations and 

open houses.

• A comprehensive review of the City’s  

HCP and Policies, including the 

development of a new Vision and Goals  

to direct the recommendations.

• A Character Home Zoning Review, which 

led to the establishment of the First 

Shaughnessy District as a Heritage 

Conservation Area in 2015. This was 

the culmination of a full review of 

the previous heritage management 

framework for the First Shaughnessy 

District that dated back to 1982, but was 

leading to erosion of heritage buildings 

and historic landscape character.

• An update of the Vancouver Heritage 

Register based on a comprehensive 

citywide Historic Context Statement 

and Thematic Framework, and the 

development of a values-based 

heritage evaluation framework. 

The Historic Context Statement & 

Thematic Framework is one of the most 

comprehensive municipal contexts 

City of Vancouver Thematic Framework
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View of south shore of Burrard Inlet, 1885-86, prior to the Great Fire of 1886; Hastings Mill on the left, Granville Townsite (now Gastown) on the right. [Vancouver 

Public Library #9389-9391]
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ever developed, and encompasses and 

illustrates the City’s entire historical 

development, including the enduring 

presence of Coast Salish peoples on their 

traditional territory. 

Historic contexts differ from other types of 

narrative histories in that they are meant 

to identify important themes in history and 

then relate those themes to extant historic 

resources or associated property types. 

The Vancouver Historic Context Statement 

was based on a bibliographic review of 

existing literature, comprehensive historic 

documentation, and research on historic 

places. It distills what we know about the city’s 

evolution and development, and establishes 

a framework for determining the significance 

of an individual place within one or more of 

the themes, subthemes, and components 

identified in the Thematic Framework. As any 

site more than 20 years old may be considered 

for inclusion on the Heritage Register, the 

Historic Context Statement, and the Thematic 

Framework, are developed to as close to 

current time as possible.

Based on the content of the Historic 

Context Statement, additional research, 

and consultation with City staff, a Peer 

Review Panel, residents, and community 

participants, a set of historic themes 

was developed that defines the range of 

significant historic activities and places in 

the development of Vancouver up to the 

present, including the physical development 

of City, as well as non-physical ideas, 

movements, and events. The Thematic 

Framework is organized into five broad 

themes, which are further subdivided into 

32 sub-themes and 103 components. It 

provides a means to organize and define 

historical events, to identify representative 

historic places, and to place sites, persons, 

and events in an overall, citywide context. It 

recognizes a broad range of values under 

which themes can be articulated, and has 

assisted in the development of criteria 

for the evaluation of sites considered 

for addition to the Heritage Register. 

Further, it provides a basis for the review 

of sites already listed on the Register, and 

strengthens the reasons for their inclusion. 

Over time, the Thematic Framework can 

be updated through the development of 

further sub-themes and components, as 

new research is undertaken and as different 

aspects of the city’s historical development 

are better understood. The structure of the 

thematic framework is flexible, and as it 

is updated, specific components could be 

further broken down into individual elements 

as required.

Internationally, there has been a 

shift in heritage conservation towards a 

‘values-based approach’ that recognizes 

the importance of embedded historical 

and cultural values as the basis for 

understanding our heritage. This approach is 

based on the recognition of the importance 

of different interpretations, levels, and 

meanings of heritage value and considers 

a broad-based view that goes beyond just 

architectural and technological value. A 

values-based assessment of heritage also 

looks at the cultural, social, economic, and 

environmental and even intangible aspects 

of our shared experience. It is important 

to consider that values are multivalent, 

and that a theme or a historic place can 

illustrate more than one value. This evolving 

view of heritage also recognizes emerging 

trends in urban development and the 

need for integration and sustainability in 

community planning, and the cultural, social, 

economic, and environmental importance 

of sustainability initiatives. Heritage 

conservation strongly supports all four 

pillars of sustainability.

Given our new, broader understanding 

of the importance of heritage values, it 

can be seen that there are ‘gaps’ in the 

existing Heritage Register, reflecting the 

approach used to identify sites in the 1980s 

when it was created; as an example, only a 

handful of the existing Register sites relate 

to local First Nations. The primary gaps in 

identification – similar to the gaps being 

addressed in Canada’s National Historic 

Sites – include those reflecting indigenous 

history, multicultural communities, and 

women. Further engagement with these 

groups will be undertaken to discuss 

heritage values and identify potential sites 

for addition to the Register, as well as to 

inform other City initiatives.

The Vancouver Heritage Action Plan 

has confirmed that the planning work, 

interpretation, regulations, and incentives 

pursued by the City have provided an 

extremely effective base for the further 

development of a values-based approach to 

heritage management. This work provides a 

foundational basis for the City to launch the 

development of its first Heritage Strategy. 

As a comprehensive, values-based and 

integrated approach to heritage planning, 

the Vancouver Heritage Action Plan provides 

a comprehensive ‘best practice’ model for 

other jurisdictions.

Donald Luxton, FRAIC, CAHP, is the 

principal of Donald Luxton & Associates Inc., 

a leading western Canadian heritage and 

cultural resource management firm. From 

2014-17 he was the lead consultant for the 

City of Vancouver Heritage Action Plan.

Project Website: http://vancouver.ca/ 

home-property-development/heritage-

action-plan.aspx 

View of Granville looking west from Westminster Avenue (Main Street) and Oppenheimer (Cordova) Street, 

just prior to the Great Fire, 1886. [City of Vancouver Archives Dist P8.2]
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