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DOCKSIDE GREEN: 
THE STORY OF THE 
MOST SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT IN 
THE WORLD 
by Kim Alison Fowler RPP, MC IP 

(Tellwell Talent, 2019) 

Review by Don Alexander RPP, MCIP 
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The story of Dockside Green is an 
extraordinary tale of innovation, 
collaboration, and commitment, from 
its acquisition for a dollar by the City of 
Victoria from the Province in 1989, until 
the publication of this book thirty years 
later. The City and developer came together 
to create an alternative to what the author 
acidly calls "the conventional crap." 

And while it has experienced some twists 
and turns, Dockside Green has overall suc
ceeded on a scale of green development. The 
first and second phases of the project, built 
before the 2008 recession, achieved LEED
Platinum, receiving the highest number 
of LEED points ever for both individual 
complexes and for the then-new designation 
of LEED-Neighbourhood. 

Dockside Green author Kim Fowler is per
haps the best person to tell the story. When 
the City set about redeveloping the site in 
2001, she was appointed Project Manager 
and leader of an inter-departmental team. 
She had the necessary expertise in sustaina
bility planning and a commitment to raising 
the bar on innovation. 
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While Fowler is self-evidently proud of 
what was accomplished, she does not shy 
away from revealing failures in the process, 
and shares the lessons of what worked 
and what didn't. In addition to her narra
tive, the book includes tables and maps, 
and many handsome colour photos of 
the development. 

The neighbourhood, which is still under
going build out owing to the 2008 reces
sion, has had an unusual process. The initial 
developer, Windmill West (and its finan
cier, VanCity Credit Union) were strongly 
committed to sustainability, rare amongst 
developers. The City was also committed 
to involving the citizens of the adjacent 
neighbourhood ofVictoria West. For a vari
ety of reasons that Fowler discusses, it has 
been a collaboration which has been hard 
to replicate. 

The original site was 15 acres of heavily 
contaminated former industrial land. Twelve 
acres of this was owned by the City, and 
three acres were privately-owned land in the 
centre. Between the site and the water sit 
the famous and well-used Galloping Goose 
Trail and the still-functioning Point Hope 
Shipyard. Seen initially as a planning night
mare, the site was referred to as "Darkside" 
by many at the City. 

Guiding planning principles were estab
lished early on for this project, and included 
taking a new urbanist approach, having 
a strong development concept, ensuring 
minimum break-even for the City, adopting 
a triple-bottom line framework, and having 
a long-term commitment to sustainability. 

The process that enabled a brownfield 
to be transformed into a leading-edge 
sustainable mixed-use new urbanist project 
had a number of key elements. As Fowler 
describes, "it used a business case, a project 
charter, pro formas, a benefit/cost analysis, 
regular reporting, and independent audits" 
(151). Together these ensured ecological, 
social, and economic accountability. 

Once the basic concept was established, 
the City issued a Request for Proposals. 
In typical zoning, a project is regulated 
down to the details of side lot setbacks and 
building heights. For anything innovative 
to come out of such a prescriptive approach 
is difficult. Fowler states that the RFP was 
unlike a typical pre-zoning in that it created 
a "sandbox" instead of a "straitjacket;" it 

allowed the developer room to maneuver to 

meet the site guidelines. 
The resulting response produced a couple 

of contenders. A public meeting was held 
to solicit the views of citizens as to what 
they felt would be most appropriate. This 
input was taken seriously. The successful 
proponent Windmill then began to refine its 
proposal; representatives from Victoria West 
Community Association were invited to the 
review committee meetings; and the author 
met with residents on a regular basis to 
make sure they were on-side as the develop
ment proceeded. 

The most essential planning tool was the 
Master Development Agreement (MDA) 
which committed the developers to very 
high and quite specific standards of building 
and infrastructure. As it turned out, these 
were needed. The recession of '08-09 caused 
the partnership between Windmill West 
and VanCity to dissolve, leaving VanCity 
to soldier on. The remaining unbuilt 
development site has been assigned to Bosa 
Development, which has since undertaken 
to complete the build-out process. To reflect 
the changed economic conditions, the 
MDA was modified to enhance the financial 
feasibility of future development without 
sacrificing the essentials. 

Fowler is passionate about the need to 
transcend the typical model of "suburban 
monoculture," which she sees as damaging 
the land and leaving behind an environment 
of "toxic boxes." Dockside Green is a deci
sive break from this 'business as usual,' and 
has created an environment that emphasizes 
connections between nature and people -
through a continuous waterway, green walls, 
green roofs and local commercial/residential. 

The one major failure of the develop
ment is that the poor design of the district 
heat and hot water systems led to a reli
ance on natural gas instead of wood waste, 
as was intended. The irrigation system 
also proved flawed. Both these issues are 
discussed in greater depth in the book. For 
an overall success story, this book is well 
worth reading. 
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