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Abstract 

Vibrant public spaces, such as squares, are important to community life, and it is essential 

that cities and towns are able to provide the required infrastructure to support those 

spaces. From 2006 to 2009, the Province of British Columbia, Canada, administered the 

B.C. Spirit Squares Program which made grant funding available to municipalities for the 

planning and construction of public space infrastructure. Over a three-year period, this 

intergovernmental grant program funded the creation of 63 public squares across the 

provincial region. Through qualitative interviews with key participants, an urban design 

context analysis, and a site analysis, this research evaluates five Spirit Square projects 

that were constructed on Vancouver Island. The evaluation assesses these projects 

against the BCSS project principles that were used guide grant funding. This research is 

inductive and based in grounded theory, meaning that there is no starting hypothesis. 

Instead, a mixed methods approach is used to collect both qualitative and quantitative 

data to gain an understanding of these projects, and to develop further recommendations. 

Research finds that each square met the grant program’s project principles in various 

ways, and recommendations are provided for planners undertaking future projects. 

Recommendations are also made regarding future grant programs, and the role of 

planners in the delivery of public space infrastructure at the local level.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

The creation of social, vibrant, public spaces is an important aspect of community 

planning. These spaces contribute to personal well-being and are often at the center of 

community public life. Whether for casual social interaction, recreation or formal gathering, 

public spaces exist in one form or another in every community. The American Planning 

Association (2014) defines a public space as an area within the public realm that helps 

promote social interaction and a sense of community. Examples of public spaces include 

town squares, public commons, parks, and marketplaces (American Planning Association 

(2014).  

From 2006 to 2009 the Province of British Columbia, administered the B.C. Spirit 

Squares (BCSS) Program, which provided funding to local governments for the creation 

of public space infrastructure. The high-level goal was to support the development of 

vibrant, integrated, and healthy communities. The program was also aligned with the 

provincial BC150 initiative which organised public celebrations for B.C.’s 150th anniversary 

of becoming a crown colony (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). During this time, 

approximately $20 million dollars was awarded to 63 different communities for the creation 

of public squares, plazas, performance stages, and other projects (Ministry of Community 

Services, 2011). 

The purpose of this research is to understand how Vancouver Island municipalities 

planned for these public space infrastructure projects through the BCSS Program and 

ultimately, what recommendations can be derived from their collective experience. 

Through qualitative interviews with key participants, an urban design context analysis, and 

a site analysis, this research evaluates five Spirit Square projects which were constructed 

on Vancouver Island. The evaluation assesses these projects against the BCSS project 

principles that were used guide grant funding. This research also includes a literature 

review of intergovernmental capital projects and public space design principles, which 

reveals patterns and trends in how local governments planned and implemented these 



 

11 

 

projects. This includes the successes and challenges they experienced in the process, 

leading to recommendations on the planning of future similar projects. Specifically, the 

resulting recommendations concern the role of planners in the delivery of public space 

infrastructure through intergovernmental grant programs. These recommendations have 

the potential to inform the decisions of local government planners and policy makers. 

Additionally, they have the potential to inform the design of future intergovernmental grant 

programs that aim to delver public space infrastructure to municipalities. 

1.1. Research Approach 

This research draws upong the experiences of professional municipal staff who 

worked on public space projects funded by the BCSS Program. The intent of this reserach 

is not to provide a crititque on the merits of individual projects, or to attmept to evaluate 

each project’s relative succcess as a public space. The guidelines of the grant program 

were not specific in their design requirements, and grants were administered with 

considerable flexibily on the part of the Province. The intent of the program was clearly to 

fund the creation public spaces across the province under a broad eligibility criteria aligned 

with principles of good public space design, and best practices of intergovernmental 

infrastructure delivery. Whether those public spaces hold up to an academic evaluation of 

what consitutes a successful public space is less revelent to this research. The planning 

knowledge to be gained from the BCSS Progam lies in the experiences of those who 

participated, and in what might might be learned about the creation of public space 

infrastrucuture in a local government context. 

The BCSS program was delivered in two phases. The first phase provided funding 

for project planning, including design, public engagement, site selection and land 

acquisition – including consultant fees (Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p.4). The 

second phase offered funding for actual construction and implementation. This research 

focuses primarily on the planning phase of the BCSS Program for which the project 

evaluation criteria were developed. 
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This reaserach does not engage in detailed explorations of specific design choices 

on individual projects, but instead adds context primarily through the qualitative responses 

of interview participants. All participants are uniquely qualified in that they either managed, 

or worked as part of a team, in the planning and implementation of a Spirit Square project.  

Finally, there is a long tradition of researchers who have studied the creation of 

public space, but those studies tend to focus on major urban centers with high population 

densities such as London, Copenhagen, and New York. This study fills a gap in literature 

by framing this subject in the regional context of Vancouver Island in the Province of British 

Columbia, Canada. This research is also specific to the BCSS Program, and its nature as 

an intergovernmental infrastructure grant program administered by the Province of British 

Columbia during a very specific timeframe. 

1.2. Organization of Report 

Chapter 2 consists of a literature review which supports the concepts and theories 

discussed in this thesis. It also contains an overview of the BCSS Program Guide which 

establishes the vision of the grant program along with the principles used to evealuate 

each project. The literature review is followed by Chapter 3, which describes the research 

approach and methodology including specifics on data collection. An analysis of research 

data along with results are presented in Chapter 4. This is followed by a discussion in 

Chapter 5, focusing on the results of this research along with recommendations for 

planners undertaking similar intergovernmental public space projects. Finally, Chapter 6 

concludes by summarizing the results of this research, what it means for planners, and 

offers suggestions for future research that may advance this understanding.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 

This research is focused on the planning of public space infrastructure by local 

governments who participated in the BCSS Program. As such, the theoretical tradition 

reviewed in this chapter relates to both the design of public spaces, and to the delivery of 

intergovernmental grant programs. This requires drawing upon various social science and 

design fields – in particular, psychology, environmental science, sociology, architecture, 

planning and urban design. The literature review is divided into four parts: 

•  Part One provides background on the BCSS Program including the project principles 

that form the basis of this research. This section also review literature on 

intergovernmental infrastructure programs 

• Part Two reviews foundational theories of public space design 

• Part Three reviews key concepts of public space design as they relate directly to each 

of the BCSS project principles 

• Part Four reviews document sources to provide summary accounts and background 

information on each of the sample Spirit Square projects 

The BCSS project principles are based on the prevailing theories, and best practices in 

public space creation, and effective delivery of intergovernmental projects. An 

understanding of the literature that has informed these principles helps to evaluate the 

data gathered from informant interviews, and provides the researcher a deeper 

understanding of the intent of the BCSS Program. This provides the researcher with a 

greater understanding and allows for more informed data collection – including probing 

interview questions. Literature related to evaluations of intergovernmental infrastructure 

project efficacy helps to qualify any recommendations that result from the research carried 

out specific to the BCSS program. 
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2.1. Part One – BCSS Program and Intergovernmental 
Grants 

The BCSS Program formed the social and cultural component of a slate of 

programs implemented by Gordon Campbell’s Liberal government. It existed under the 

Province’s Green Communities Project, which included four grant programs: Spirit 

Squares, LocalMotion, Towns for Tomorrow, and the Green Cities Awards (Ministry of 

Community Services, 2007).  

At the B.C. Union of Municipalities Conference in 2006, Premier Gordon Campbell 

announced the details of the BCSS Program. Up to $20 million dollars would be made 

available for the creation of outdoor public spaces in the form of “traditional town squares 

or community commons”, the location of which would be decided by each local 

government (Office of the Premier, 2006). To quality for this voluntary grant, municipalities 

were required to apply to the Province with a proposal for a public space project, for which 

they could potentially be awarded funds to plan and construct.  

The main objective of the program was to enhance the physical and social 

connectedness of communities through the creation of inclusive, multi-use, and well-

located public spaces. The key justification was that good public spaces, such as those 

that allow for community gathering and celebration give communities their identity 

(Ministry of Community Services, 2006). This goal to deliver public space infrastructure 

was also closely tied to the Provincial Government’s BC150 initiative, which planned for 

celebrations across the province to mark the 150th anniversary of British Columbia 

becoming a crown colony (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). The BCSS Program 

intended to deliver public space infrastructure as a commemoration of this anniversary. 

The actual date of the anniversary was in 2008, meaning the BCSS program was launched 

almost two years prior, with the intent that projects would be completed by then, or shortly 

thereafter. 

  



 

15 

 

2.1.1 BCSS Program Guidelines 

The following section reviews the vision, principles, objective, and eligibility criteria 

of the BCSS program by referencing the program guide published by the Ministry of 

Community Services (2006). The BCSS Program Guide states that the Province will fund 

“well-designed and optimally-located squares, parks and plazas that enhance the social, 

cultural and economic life of the community and build on its distinctive history and natural 

features” (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). The following text is presented verbatim 

from the BCSS Program Guide. It has been reproduced here to clearly show the intent of 

the program as it was presented to municipalities in 2006 (Ministry of Community Services, 

2006): 

“At the heart of every great community lies a site – a park, plaza, town 
square or open space – where citizens can gather for special occasions. 
These spaces help give towns and cities their identity and are recognized 
as “places to go” for community celebrations and commemorations. The 
“B.C. Spirit Squares” Program will support the creation or improvement 
of such places in communities throughout BC.  

Successful public open spaces contribute to the vibrancy and health of 
communities on a daily basis. Such spaces are important social 
destinations that animate the street and support local businesses. 
Investments in the public realm should also build on sustainable 
planning principles that encourage compact, walkable communities and 
improve connections to the surrounding neighbourhood. The B.C. Spirit 
Squares Program will support these goals by funding well-designed and 
optimally-located squares, parks and plazas that enhance the social, 
cultural and economic life of the community and build on its distinctive 
history and natural features.  

Successful squares and plazas are open and welcoming to all. They are 
well-maintained and provide for a range of opportunities and activities—
allowing visitors to celebrate, play, browse, shop, entertain and be 
entertained, or simply sit and watch the passing scene. The Program 
provides funds for project planning, feasibility and design (Phase 1), and 
construction (Phase 2). Applicants must demonstrate their ability to 
cover ongoing operating costs and manage the space. Proposals will be 
evaluated on the strength of the management plan for the completed 
Spirit Square to ensure its long term success as a community asset.” 

The ideal Spirit Square projects were meant to be active, multi-use, social spaces, 

that were inclusive and well-connected to neighbourhoods in a way that enhanced 
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walkability. This was reflected in the principles and criteria upon which grant applications 

were evaluated. To be eligible for a capital grant, projects were required to create or 

improve a public space which satisfied the BCSS project principles. Table 2.1 lists the six 

project principles from the program guide, which were used as criteria for the review of 

grant applications (Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p.8):  

Table 2.1 – BCSS Project Principles  

Principle Criteria 
1 Celebrates the unique 

characteristics of the community 
(historic, cultural, natural) 

• Siting, design or other features 
distinguish the project. 

2 Supports a compact, walkable 
community and improves 
connections to the surrounding 
neighbourhood 

• Central place 
• Near established public and 

commercial destinations 
• Supported in community plan 

3 Supported by the community • Community participation in 
planning and design  

• Community contributions to 
project funding 

4 Accessible and useable by all • Universal design criteria 
• Flexible space, multiple uses 

5 Excellence in urban design • Planning and design process 
supported by recognized urban 
design professional 

6 Provides for a range of activities and 
attractions and associated 
programming 

• Management plan and budget 

The BCSS Program offered grant funding on a cost-sharing basis which meant 

that the Province would match funding put forth by the municipality up to fifty-percent of 

the project’s total cost (Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p.2). This funding was also 

administered in two phases. The first phase was meant to cover project planning, 

feasibility, and design to a maximum award of $50,000. Planning activities eligible for grant 
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funding under phase one are summarized below (Ministry of Community Services, 2006, 

p.4): 

• Costs directly related to site selection, planning and project design, including: 

• Public engagement in site selection and design  

• Consultant fees 

• Development of plans and documents related to construction 

• Costs related to land acquisition 

The second phase was intended to fund the construction and implementation of 

the projects to a maximum of $500,000 (Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p.4). 

Eligible installation costs included any features or amenities that would make for an active 

public space, such as furniture, lighting, event infrastructure and other features. 

Municipalities had funding to plan, locate, design, and construct their chosen project. If 

required, municipalities also had access to funds they could use to hire urban design 

consultants.  

 

2.1.2 BCSS Program Reporting Requirements 

BCSS Program provided dedicated funding towards public space infrastructure in-

line with policy objectives of the provincial government. Municipalities that were approved 

for funding were required to submit quarterly progress reports to the Ministry of Community 

Services. They were also required to submit a final report once the project was completed. 

On-going periodic reports were used to determine project schedules and progress towards 

completion (Ministry of Community Services n.d.-a). The project Final Report required to 

be completed by municipalities was used as confirmation of completion, and to determine 

total project cost and budget variance (Ministry of Community Services n.d.-b). In 2011, 

the Ministry compiled this data into the BCSS Funding Program Progress Report which 

measured outcomes of the BCSS Program. Reported measurements are summarized 

below (Ministry of Community Services, 2011, p. 8): 
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• Total number of BC150 events held in Spirit Squares in 2008 and number of people in 

attendance; 

• Percentage of projects that included a commemorative plaque to specifically recognize 

British Columbia’s 150th anniversary as a Crown Colony; 

• Percentage of projects that increased the pedestrian network through improvements 

incorporated into the project design; 

• Percentage of projects with features that distinguish the history, culture, and natural 

features of the community, including the contribution of Aboriginal people. 

The reporting required of municipalities during and following the completion of their 

Spirit Square projects does not align closely with the project principles. Only two of the 

project principles were measured by the Province through the program’s reporting 

requirements. Instead, the intent of reporting was to measure progress towards the 

program’s policy objectives. It was not used to measure how the Spirit Squares met the 

project principles as they were implemented, or the experiences of those involved in that 

process.  

 

2.1.3 Intergovernmental Funding Efficacy for Infrastructure 
Projects 

At its core, the BCSS Program was designed to help deliver public space 

infrastructure to local governments across province. Local governments manage and 

maintain a wide range of public infrastructure such as buildings, utilities, roads, and urban 

public spaces including parks and town squares. It is common for small local governments 

to face infrastructure deficits in that they cannot raise enough revenue to maintain their 

current infrastructure, or to make new capital investments (Garrett, 2017, p. 47). To help 

make up this deficit, senior levels of government in Canada redistribute their tax revenues 

to local governments to help them address their infrastructure needs (Garrett, 2017, p. 

47). Intergovernmental fiscal transfers, commonly referred to as grants, are a crucial 

component of infrastructure funding not only in B.C. but in all of Canada. Financing large 
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projects is often not possible for local governments due to limits on their own ability to 

raise revenues, and they have limited access to borrowing which means they must rely on 

grants from senior levels of government (Bird & Smart, 2002, p. 9).  

In 2006, the year the BCSS Program launched, ninety percent of fiscal transfers 

to municipalities came from the provincial government (Bish & Clemens, 2008). Grant 

programs are meant to foster behaviour and action on the part of municipalities. They are 

specifically designed to encourage local governments to undertake policies or projects 

they would not normally undertake if there were not external funds available (Bish & 

Clemens, 2008). To this effect, grants can be described as either unconditional or 

conditional.  

Unconditional grants are lump-sum transfer to be used in any way prioritized by 

the local government, or conditional, in which the grantor places various restrictions on 

how the funds may be used. (Oates, 1999, p. 127). Gamkhar & Shah (2006) define grants 

such as those offered through the BCSS program as Specific-Purpose Closed-Ended 

Matching Grants. The key attribute of these grants are that they impose conditions on the 

grantee regarding how the funds may be spent, the rate of funding which the grantee must 

match, and the maximum amount of the grant itself (Gamkhar & Shah, 2006, p. 250). Even 

though these grants are closed-ended it is common for funding institutions to allow 

flexibility in the timing and use of grant monies (Gamkhar & Shah, 2006, p. 251). 

De-centralisation and Delivery of infrastructure 

Fiscal transfers from senior levels of government to local governments for the 

delivery of infrastructure and services is referred to as fiscal decentralization. The theory 

of fiscal decentralization, also known as Subsidiary Principle, asserts that central 

governments should be responsible for stabilization of national economies, and income 

redistribution, but that provision of local goods and services, including local infrastructure, 

should fall to the lowest level of government (Oates, 1999, p. 1122 -1123).  
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In a decentralized system of financing infrastructure, the local government itself 

identifies what is needed and delivers the project (Bird & Smart, 2002, p. 9). This is 

because the main principle behind decentralization is that a government that is closer to 

the people is in a better position than a central government to provide services and deliver 

projects (Alm, 2015, p. 3). Local governments are in the best position to determine local 

priorities and they can tailor the delivery of projects more closely to the specific demands 

of their community (Alms, 2015, p 3). Decentralization results in governments choosing 

projects according to their highest priorities because they have a superior sensitivity to 

local need (Faguet 2001, p. 887). This is important to the success of infrastructure projects 

because they are location-specific and are intended to serve particular areas and 

populations (Bird, 1994, p. 4). Therefore, infrastructure investment needs to be responsive 

to local conditions. 

Decentralizing decisions around infrastructure, and providing targeted 

intergovernmental grants has the following benefits (Broadway & Shaw, 2006, p. 58): 

1. They encourage "cost-effective delivery through fiscal competition” for the grant, which 
also promotes innovation on the part of those receiving the grant 
 

2. They reduce the number of layers of bureaucracy because funding agencies are not 
trying to exert control at the ground level 
 

Bird (1994) also lists following additional benefits (p. 8-9): 
 
3. They result in efficient and equitable implementation making use of local knowledge 

 
4. There is greater public participation and democracy/consent leading to local political 

stability, because it institutionalizes the participation of those affected by local 
decisions 
 

5. The government is more responsive and responsible government 

However, the literature also indicates that there are numerous drawbacks to 

decentralized infrastructure funding. Slack & Tassonyi (2017) argue that grants have the 

potential to reduce accountability and promote inefficiency, because while the local 

government is responsible for project expenditures, it is not responsible for raising the 

funds to pay for them (p. 22). Grants are also an unpredictable source of revenue for local 
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governments which can affect their long-term financial planning if unexpectedly not 

received (Slack & Tassonyi, 2017, p. 22). Furthermore, conditions placed on grant funding 

have the potential to compel local governments to spend funds according to grant 

guidelines, and not necessarily according to their actual needs or interests (Slack & 

Tassonyi, 2017, p. 21). Bird (1994) also argues that local governments may not have 

adequate administrative or technical capacity, which is particularly problematic for 

infrastructure delivery owing to the complexity, and scope of these projects, and the 

technical competence required to deliver them (p,8-9). Lastly, not all local governments 

have the capacity to make the financial commitment required by the common matching-

funding component, which is a barrier to participating in infrastructure grant programs 

(Slack & Tassonyi, 2017, p. 21). 

Efficient Delivery of Intergovernmental Infrastructure Projects 

For grant-funded intergovernmental infrastructure projects to be delivered 

efficiently, several political and administrative conditions should be in place. Decentralized 

infrastructure delivery is only effective when a local government is accountable to its 

citizens and responsive to their demands (Alm, 2015, p.5). Political and financial 

responsibility is the key to ensuring that infrastructure projects are delivered as required, 

with good decision-making in terms of design, siting, finance, timing, operation, and 

maintenance (Bird, 1994, p 30). However, ensuring this level of political responsibility 

requires a significant degree of public engagement and participation at the local level. 

Citizens must be informed of all decisions that are made by their elected officials, and as 

well as any potential consequences of those decisions (Bird, 1994, p 30). This means that 

community support, participation in the political process, and government responsiveness 

is necessary for any intergovernmental infrastructure project to be successful.   

Financial Responsibility 

Crucial to ensuring this accountability is to make local governments responsible 

for shouldering a portion of the overall project cost. This financial commitment is commonly 

achieved by requiring grantees to commit an amount of funds matching the grant they 
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wish to receive. The requirement to match grant funds has the political effect of inducing 

local commitment, accountability, and responsibility on the part of the grantee (Bird & 

Smart, 2002, p. 10).  It also has the effect of causing local governments to more closely 

balance how they spend the grant funds against the actual benefit they are providing to 

the community (Alm, 2015, p. 3). According to Alm (2015) there is a "moral hazard" in fully 

funding a project because a local government may not take ownership for it, and may feel 

less incentive to maintain it on the assumption that a senior level of government will 

replace it (Alm, 2015, p. 5). Additionally, matching grants are best deployed for special 

purpose projects such as infrastructure, and it is important that the required financial 

commitment vary according to the size of the expenditure, and be in-line with what the 

grantee can afford (Smart 2006, p. 220). 

Reporting Requirements 

Another necessary component of efficient intergovernmental infrastructure 

projects is reporting from the grantee to the senior level of government. The rational used 

to justify a decentralized approach to project delivery is that local governments have most 

accurate and complete information about their community and its needs. According to 

Oates (2020), if senior governments had “perfect information" about a community, a 

"central benevolent planner" could make decisions without the need for decentralization 

(p. 1123). While perfect information on every individual community does not exist, project 

reporting from local governments is the next best alternative.  

Work performed as the result of an intergovernmental grant should be monitored 

and evaluated through a variety of means including periodic progress reports, field 

inspections, and a measurement or evaluation of intended outcomes (Bird & Smart, 

2002, p. 10). However, problems with reporting data often means that a thorough post-

project evaluation is poor or non-existent, and the reasons for a project’s success or 

failure is not apparent (Alm, 2015, p. 14). Furthermore, the role of institutions in 

determining a project’s success or failure is not often considered or understood (Alm, 

2015, p. 14). 
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Intergovernmental delivery of infrastructure can be improved through reporting, 

and the collection of data that leads to a better understanding of municipalities, including 

their political context, governance, public assets, and administrative capabilities (Alm, 

2015, p.23). Garret (2017) argues that statistical data should be collected on each 

community and used to determine the actual degree of need for infrastructure (p. 47). 

Furthermore, that this is a more effective approach to the standard grant application 

process, which relies on holding recipient Councils responsible through performance 

measurements (Garrett, 2017, p. 47). 

While comprehensive project reporting is ideal, a report by AMCTO (n.d., p. 11) 

asserts that reporting requirements can put a heavy burden on municipalities who may not 

have a great deal of resources. This makes it essential for provincial governments to 

communicate the value and purpose of reporting to local governments, and to also allow 

them to benefit from the aggregate data to improve their own project delivery (AMCTO, 

n.d., p. 12). An example of this would be through the sharing of best practices (AMCTO, 

n.d., p. 12). The intent is that reporting becomes a beneficial exercise, which not only 

promotes accountability, but enhances overall project delivery.  

Technical Assistance & Maintenance 

For local governments to effectively deliver grant-funded infrastructure projects, 

they must have the professional capacity to conduct the required work. The counter 

argument for putting more responsibility for development on local governments is that they 

lack sufficient human, financial, and technical resources to deliver public projects (Faguet 

2001, p. 867-868). Therefore, it is crucial that local governments have access to technical 

assistance and expertise to allow them to successfully deliver a project, including 

developing plans, managing construction, and operating the funded infrastructure as 

efficiently as possible after it is complete (Bird & Smart, 2002, p. 10). Local governments 

should also be required to have an investment and maintenance plan for all grant-funded 

infrastructure (Bird & Smart, 2002, p. 10). 
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2.2. Part Two – Public Space Theory and Planning 

   Public Space and Social Sustainability 

The creation of vibrant public spaces is an important aspect of community planning 

concerned with social sustainability. These spaces contribute to personal well-being and 

are often at the center of public life. The BCSS Program was delivered in support of a 

social and cultural policy meant to strengthen communities by reinforcing local identity 

through the creation of public spaces for celebration, gathering, and commemoration. 

Therefore, it is appropriate to define public space infrastructure in terms of its social 

purpose. Cutini (2014) provides a succinct definition: “A square is a public open living 

space, the meeting and relation space par excellence, where people do meet and gather 

day by day” (p. 248). Montgomery (1998) argues that public spaces play such a crucial 

role that they are a precondition for public social life (p.100). This is echoed by Zakariya 

et al. (2014) who argues that public spaces are a platform for social life that allows people 

to participate in the public realm (p. 679).  

The policy objectives of the BCSS Program were founded on concepts of social 

sustainability. An important factor in social sustainability is the opportunity for social 

contact, and a stable community of people who feel attached to where they live (Dempsey, 

2011). The Spirit Square program attempted to facilitate this through the creation of public 

spaces, that reflect local identity. According to Kearns (2000), cities and governments 

attempt to boost place attachment through the creation and programming of cultural 

spaces. The intent is to increase sense of community and public participation because 

these are indicators of a community with a high-quality of life.  

Social sustainability at the local level, as it relates to public space, means 

understanding the social dynamics of a community so that the histories of groups and 

individuals are sustained at or near that place (Low, Taplin, & Scheld, 2005). Cultural 

diversity is maintained, and social relations and meanings within a public space are 

inclusive of local people’s values and histories, which ultimately strengthens long term 

social sustainability (Low, Taplin, & Scheld, 2005). Furthermore, positive identification with 
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one’s community is an important factor in determining people’s participation in formal an 

informal public life (Dempsey, 2011).  

The availability of public spaces is important because they allow people to 

"physically become a part of the larger community” (p. 679). Beyond being a physical 

space that hosts people and their social interactions, public spaces also provide a 

structure for economic life, a forum for the sharing of knowledge and experience, and a 

place for challenging social norms (Knox, 2005, p. 2), for example through demonstration 

and protest. According to Monnet (2011) one of the key aspects of public space is its ability 

to be a “space of freedom” (p. 2) where people from diverse background of age, gender, 

and social class, and culture can exchange ideas. This is also recognized by Madanipour 

(2003) who argues that the ability for diverse groups to interact in the same public space 

has a significant impact on tolerance and integration in a community (p. 183). All these 

aspects make public spaces an important component of community social cohesion.  

However, the idea that public spaces contribute to social cohesion does not 

necessarily represent all public spaces. Carmona (2015) asserts that the widespread 

perception of public space as being open and inclusive venue for social interaction, civic 

participation, and cultural exchange is an ideal vision that is seldom, if ever a reality (p. 

376). This is because ‘public' is not a homogenous group. Instead, the public is fragmented 

by socio-economic status, gender, and age, and each group relates to public space from 

a different and unique perspective which changes their perception of it and how they 

interact with it day to day (Carmona, 2015, p. 376). However, local governments, through 

their proximity to local populations, are best positioned to deliver social policies that 

increase inclusion through recreation, cultural celebration, and learning opportunities 

which help to develop a sense of belonging in a community (City of London, n.d., p. 18).   

   Foundational Concepts of Public Space and Placemaking 

The BCSS program was delivered with the purpose of funding the creation of 

public space infrastructure. The following section reviews the foundational concepts of 

what constitutes public space, and what must be considered in the practice of 
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‘placemaking’. A review of this literature is important in order to understand the BCSS 

project principles, which overlap with principles of successful placemaking. This includes 

how people perceive space, what it means to people in terms of their identity, and what 

activities it affords its users. Also, how connections to the surrounding urban environment 

affects its use and functionality.  

According to Tuan (1977), "human spaces reflect the quality of the human senses 

and mentality (p. 16). This means that spaces reflect what we perceive and how we think 

as people, including our individual needs. Not all places are equal in their potential to 

become a vibrant public space. People will only use a space that meets their needs as a 

person and provides them with an opportunity to pursue the activities they desire. Thus, 

the basic needs of a public place match people's need for well-being (Cattell, Dines, 

Gesler, et al., 2008). What people need for their well-being is articulated in Maslow’s 

(1954) Hierarchy of Needs. This includes physical needs, safety, belongingness, esteem, 

and self actualization. In its simplest form this means that a space needs to provide for 

comfort, self-expression, the ability to engage in community, and to pursue one’s own 

desires. A public space which includes each of these qualities through its design and 

programming is more likely to be a successful place for people. 

 Beyond these requirements people also need to know how to use a public space, 

including what activities they are able to engage in. The Theory of Affordances by Gibson 

(1979) is the basis of this concept. Gibson (1979) argues that people perceive their 

environment in terms of how well it serves the actions they are trying to perform. 

Affordances of the environment are what it offers, provides, or furnishes people, and 

different objects and layouts afford different behaviours for different people (Gibson 1979). 

Flexible, multi-use design will afford a range of activities, while purpose-built environments 

may afford less. Thus, how a space is designed determines how people perceive and use 

that space, and ultimately the potential for it to meet their needs.  

Many scholars have written on the subject of space and placemaking, and 

numerous models have been developed to express its qualities and how people relate to 

them. Placemaking in the planning context has its roots in the foundations of 
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environmental design and architecture. According to Canter (1977), the goal of 

environmental design is the creation of places, and this occurs as a result of the 

relationships between the following components (p.158): 

1. Activities - the behaviour that will occur in a place  
 

2. Physical attributes - the physical parameters of a place 
 

3. Conceptions - the perceptions people hold of the activities that occur in the physical 
environment of a place 

These relationships are conceptualized by Canter (1977) in the figure below which 

he describes as a “visual metaphor for the nature of places” (p.158). The role of a designer, 

such as an architect, is to create or modify the physical attributes in a way that allows 

activities and conceptions to exist in an appropriate and understandable context (Canter, 

1977, p.158). 

Figure 2.1 – Canter’s (1977) Visual Metaphor for the Nature of Places 

 

Montgomery (1998) elaborates on Canter’s (1977) model by emphasizing the 

importance of diverse uses and activities in relation to the vibrancy of public space. His 

model emphasizes the policy directions required for successful placemaking, which he 

argues falls into three sets of elements (Montgomery, 2003, p. 295): 

1. Activity - economic, cultural, social; 
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2. Form - the relationship between buildings and spaces; 
3. Meaning - sense of place, historical and cultural. 

The significance of Montgomery’s (1998) work is how he relates specific urban 

design actions to placemaking and creating a sense of place (Carmona, 2004, 98). This 

suggests that the qualities of a public space are very much dependent on its design.  

Prominent organisations such as the Gehl Institute and Project for Public Spaces 

have also developed models illustrating the qualities of a public space based upon its 

design, and how it meets people’s basic needs. The 12 Quality Criteria published by Ghel 

and Svarre (2013) focuses on the three key aspects of protection, comfort, and enjoyment. 

Protection and safety are required for people to use a space, comfort is required for people 

to spend time within it, and enjoyment requires positive sensory experiences related to 

design and activities.  

Similarly, the four key qualities of a successful public space developed by Project 

for Public Spaces (2018) includes: Comfort and Image, Uses & Activities, Access & 

Linkages, and Sociability. Like those developed by the Ghel Institute they are based upon 

meeting people’s basic needs, however, Project for Public Spaces (2018) has specifically 

taken into consideration the need for spaces to be sociable, and designed in a way that is 

well-connected both visually and physically to the surrounding neighbourhood. This 

includes consideration for access for people of all abilities, the availability of transit service, 

and neighborhood walkability (Project for Public Space, 2018). This highlights the 

importance of neighbourhood connections in the creation of public space. Crowhurst 

Lennard & Lennard (1987) argue that connection is central to the creation of public spaces 

if they are to be well used, and if they are to have any potential to become a center of 

community life. 
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Figure 2.2 – Qualities that Make a Great Place (Project for Public Spaces, 2018) 

Following a study of public squares in Europe and North America. Crowhurst 

Lennard & Lennard (1987) produced the following list of urban design qualities required 

for a successful and vibrant public space:   

1. They are located at the heart of the community 
 

2. They are well connected to the surrounding neighbourhood at crossing point of routes. 
 

3. They are accessible from surrounding dwellings. 
 

4. They are territories that belong to an identifiable community.  
 

5. They are never a single function space (accommodate many uses and activities).  
 

6. They accommodate all citizens and provides for social integration and sense of 
membership in community.   
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2.3. Part Three – BCSS Program Principles and Public 
Space Theory 

The BCSS project principles and criteria are integrated with what are broadly 

recognized to be qualities needed for the creation of a successful public space. This 

section reviews the foundational concepts of placemaking as they relate to each BCSS 

project principle. Each project principle has been given its own subsection, and these are 

arranged in the order the principles appear in the BCSS Program Guide. A list of these 

principles is included as Table 2.3. 

Table 2.3 – BCSS Project Principles 

Principles or Objective Criteria 
Celebrates the unique characteristics of the 
community (historic, cultural, natural) 

• Siting, design or other features 
distinguish the project. 

Supports a compact, walkable community 
and improves connections to the surrounding 
neighbourhood 

• Central place 
• Near established public and 

commercial destinations 
• Supported in community plan 

Supported by the community 

 

• Community participation in planning 
and design  

• Community contributions to project 
funding 

Accessible and useable by all • Universal design criteria 
• Flexible space, multiple uses 

Excellence in urban design • Planning and design process 
supported by recognized urban 
design professional 

Provides for a range of activities and 
attractions and associated programming 

• Management plan and budget 
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    Principle 1 - Celebrates the unique characteristics of the 
community (historic, cultural, natural) 

Character and image are important qualities of public space that are closely tied 

to community identity. One of the main objectives of the BCSS program was the local 

governments would use the funding to create public spaces which give communities their 

identity (Ministry of Community Services 2006). The first principle was that each project 

“celebrate the unique characteristics of the community” through “siting, design or other 

features [that] distinguish the project” (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). These 

characteristics could be “historic, cultural, or natural” (Ministry of Community Services, 

2006).  

Features that are representative of local community life are commonly present in 

public space. These features can take the form of physical images, interpretive signage, 

statures, monuments, or heritage buildings within or bordering on a public space. Being 

symbols, these features not only add visual distinction to a space, but also the ability to 

host community meanings. If symbolic meanings in a public place are shared by many 

people it has the potential to become a focal point of community identity (Madanipour, 

2006, p.187). The following section reviews literature on the relationship between the 

design of public space and community identity, including symbols and meanings and their 

role in public spaces.  

Community Identity and Place 

Public spaces host community meanings that are based in shared cultural 

practices and understandings (Harrison & Dourish, 1996, p. 8). However, while a physical 

space can be designed to host or incorporate cultural meanings, those meanings do not 

come from the design itself (Harrison & Dourish, 1996, p. 9). These meanings originate 

from the community, and one can only design for a place that either already exists in 

people's minds, or is designed in a way that allows it to host meanings over time (Harrison 

& Dourish, 1996, p. 8). As Lynch (1981) describes, spaces are “convenient pegs on which 

to hang personal memories, feelings and values”, and this is why they are so closely linked 
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to personal identity and place identity (p, 132). This emphasizes the idea that meanings 

are attributed to a space by a community and not the other way around.   

In the discussion of place meanings, it is important to draw a distinction between 

a physical space and a ‘place’. What distinguishes the two is that ‘places’ have an identity 

(Hague & Cliff, 2005, p. 6). According to Monnet (2001), the ability of a physical space to 

host meanings and values that influence the creation of collective identity are what make 

it a ‘place’ (Monnet, 2001, p. 1). Therefore a ‘place’ is a space with additional social 

meaning for people. However, these meanings are not objective or static. They can be 

good or bad and mean different things over time (Harrison & Dourish, 1996, p. 8) 

These meanings are influenced from various factors including the physical from of 

a space, a person’s personal experiences within that space, and a person’s interactions 

with other people. Stedman (2003) argues that there is a circular relationship between 

physical environment, community culture, and place meanings. The physical environment 

with its features and conditions contribute to the construction of place meanings, however 

meanings are also influenced by community culture, which is itself influenced by the 

physical environment (Stedman, 2003, p. 673). Similarly, Gustafson (2001) describes a 

triangular relationship between self, environment, and others which influences the creation 

of identity. The following list summarizes Gustafson’s (2001) findings (pp.10-11): 

1. Self: That places become meaningful because of people’s relationships and social 
interactions with other people in that place; 
 

2. Environment: That meaning is formed from the physical environment including the 
natural and the built environments. Distinctive features, and symbolic and historic 
environments are also important to place meaning; 
 

3. Others: Being part of a spatially defined association or organization contributes to 
making a place meaningful. This combines all three factors of self, environment, and 
others. 

According to Gustafson (2001, p.11) events, festivals, and traditions that occur 

within a space, involve all three components of self, other, and environment, and that this 

adds significantly to the meaning of a space, which as the author points out contributes to 

the creation of community identity. This is echoed by Nas & Gioza (2011), and 
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Cheshmehzangi & Heat (2012, p. 254), who argue the activities and events within a space 

primarily influence the creation of identity.  

People also form emotional attachments to places through their interaction with 

that place and with others. This is called place attachment and it is an "effective bond or 

link between people and specific places" (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001, p. 274).  Ujang 

(2012) asserts that emotional place attachment is a significant factor contributing to the 

creation of identity, and that this “binds people and places in shared activities” (p. 156). 

Identity is formed through people’s positive identifications with places and the “feelings of 

satisfaction, enjoyment and security” they associate with it (Ujang, 2012, p. 156). 

Furthermore, the associations people make between a place and the experience it affords 

means that planners and urban designers have an obligation to create places which allow 

for that place attachment (Thomas, 2016, p. 8). 

 These concepts are at the core of what it is involve in the act of making places – 

or ‘placemaking’ as it is commonly known. Placemaking is the deliberate design and 

creation of a space to accommodate activity, in way that allows for the values of users 

and their wider community to be expressed (Harrison & Dourish, 1996, p. 8). Brain 

(2005) offers a more comprehensive explanation of placemaking (p. 224): 

“It is not just a matter of design but a matter of engagement in the ongoing 
production of a common world, an engagement that is manifested in and 
through design, along with other practices of placemaking. This is the 
appeal of urbanism as an image of place-based community: the geographic 
containment of diverse activity and identities within a framework of civility, 
resulting in a common world that connects a common past with a practical 
hope for realizing values that depend on the orderly contributions of 
others.” 

These definitions are important in helping to contextualize the BCSS Program as 

an exercise in placemaking. The program sought to create spaces with the potential to 

host community meanings through its ability to be a platform for community life, and in this 

way contribute to community identity.  

Character, Image, and Design of Public Space 



 

34 

 

Designing image and character into a space serves multiple purposes. It 

distinguishes a public space from its surroundings so it can be easily recognised as a 

place (Harrison & Dourish, 1996, p. 3), while also reflecting the social and cultural 

environment of a community, which plays a large role in people’s perceptions of where 

they live (Dempsey, 2009, p. 340). Neglecting to include cultural components during 

placemaking can result in the creation of a “non-place” (Ujang & Zakariya, 2015, p. 711). 

This is a place devoid of local identity because it does not reflect the culture or way of life 

of the people who are meant to be its users (Ujang & Zakariya, 2015, p. 711). This means 

that inclusion of local community culture also needs to be as diverse as possible. As 

Pugalis (2009) argues, the representations of diverse narratives and life experiences in 

public space is the key to cultural vitality (p. 5).  

The specific inclusion of history in the design of public space serves a community 

function beyond creating a destination for tourists and other visitors. Its purpose is to 

remind people of their past, and to further connect those residents to the place in which 

they live (Othman et al., 2013, p. 562). This is a difficult quality to define, but as Cutini 

(2014) claims, new squares cannot compete with historic squares in terms of social and 

cultural meanings (p. 249). This is because historical features in public space are much 

more effective at fostering place attachment, as they are more than just an “administrative 

creation” (Kearns & Forrest, 2000, p.1009). Holuj (2017) details the numerous benefits of 

incorporating community history into the design of public spaces (p. 13): 

1. Preserves the memory of events, people, and their symbolic value;  
 

2. Preserves heritage resources including their symbolic value; 
 

3. Creates a place that reinforces community ties based on the history of the city, place, 
or community; 
 

4. Creates a unique, original, and recognizable place base on its heritage and cultural 
memory; 
 

5. Adds authenticity to a place where that authenticity is a function of the historical 
connotations of the site, and represents a skilled blend of the ‘old’ and ‘new’ elements 
of the space; 
 

6. Educates people about history.  
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While the benefits are clear, the reasons why a community would include history 

as a component of public space can be distilled into three simple categories (Tuan, 1977, 

p. 197): 

1. Aesthetic Reasons – on the architectural merit and achievement of a 
building; 

2. Moral Reasons – it promotes human virtues, and a style of life by 
appealing to qualities in an established culture, and to that 
community's right to maintain their culture; 

3.  Morale-boosting Reasons – it builds a community's sense of pride. 

There is a compelling argument to be made for the inclusion of history, heritage, 

or culture in the design of public space. However, Tuan (1977) argues that while architects 

and planners often preserve history and heritage in the design of places to support a sense 

of communal self-identity, what is preserved rarely reflects the failures of society, or 

anything which may conflict with an community's modern-day aspirations (pp. 196-197). 

Therefore, representations of history and culture need to be analyzed critically for what 

narratives and cultural characteristics are being represented and by what process those 

selections are made. 

Image, Symbols, and Placemaking 

Whereas public spaces hold meanings that contribute to the formation of 

community identity, symbols are the physical representation of those meanings. As Cohen 

(1994) describes, cultural meaning is “articulated by symbols”, as they are “the carriers of 

meaning” (p. 50). Since public spaces are multi-functional in a way that allows people to 

express shared customs and traditions, they are often also symbolic places – meaning 

that the image of a space is an important aspect of placemaking (Montgomery, 1998, p. 

100). According to Monnet (2011) a symbolic place is any place which means something 

to a group of individuals in a way that it contributes to the identity of that group, and that 

place can have different meanings depending on who is experiencing that space (p. 2). 
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Furthermore, those meanings are dynamic and may change over time (Monnet, 2011, p. 

2).  

The creation of a public space, such as square, is a common intervention on the 

part of institutions to create a symbolic place (Monnet, 2011, pp.1-4). Monnet (2011) 

argues that the main reason governments build symbolic spaces is to create or reinforce 

a group identity that gives them legitimacy (p. 3). Through the creation of symbolic places, 

governments exert control over who is represented and in what way, meaning they have 

influence over how people identify (Monnet, 2011, p. 2). By selecting who is represented 

in the distinguishing symbolic features of a public space, governments exert control over 

the shared meanings that space communicates (Monnet, 2011, p. 2). Therefore, 

institutions which create symbolic places contribute to how societies identify (Monnet, 

2011, p. 4). 

Harvey (1993) speaks to the “intertwining” of place with the political values of a 

community. Specifically, how investing in the creation of a place, has the effect of 

empowering with “affective loyalties" those who make the investment (Harvey, 1993, 

p.23). The investment can be, for example, representations of art and culture in the built 

environment that celebrate or become symbolic of place (p. 23). The challenge with 

designing a specific cultural identity into a public space is that it not only defines a culture 

and its characteristics, but implicitly disassociates that group from others – even if that is 

not the intent (Cohen, 1994, p.51). Cohen (1994) argues that this is a political exercise of 

manifesting group cultural identities through the creation of symbols in public space (p. 

49). Consequently, it is city planners and architects who are in a position to shape a 

positive image of a city through the design of symbolic places that accurately represent 

community identity (Nas and De Giosa, 2011, p 19).  

Hague & Jenkins (2005) argue that the dominant role that planners have in the 

creation of “new place narratives” (p. 183) means that when creating plans there is a need 

to recognise that there are different place identities that " need to be negotiated" with the 

community instead of assuming that the perspectives of those in power represent 

everyone's best interest (Hague & Jenkins, 2005, p. 186). Place identities are often rooted 
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in claims of authenticity and an assumption that all people share common attributes and 

histories that form their identity (Hague & Cliff, 2005, p. 6). Planners often also assume 

that top-down efforts can convert a desired place identity into actual place identity, when 

in reality, the only way to actually go about this is through dialogue between those in 

positions of authority and the community (Hague & Cliff, 2005, p 9).  

Place meaning, place attachment, and their influence on community identity are 

important factors in the creation of public space. However, Cattell et al. (2008) makes the 

argument that placemaking should not aim to design a single public space to meet the 

needs of everyone, but to instead provide a variety of spaces or facilities within an area 

that can meet the needs of a diverse community (p. 558). This is because it is not likely 

that the design of a single public space will be able to satisfy everyone's needs for 

community, social cohesion, integration, personal well-being (Cattell et al., 2008, p. 558). 

   Principle 2 – Supports a compact, walkable community and 
improves connections to the surrounding neighbourhood 

The second BCSS project principle requires that a project support a compact, 

walkable community and improve connections to the surrounding neighbourhood (Ministry 

of Community Services, 2006). The criteria for this principle are that projects be in a central 

location, near established public and commercial destinations, in addition to being 

supported in the community plan (Ministry of Community Services, 2006).  

The creation of a compact, walkable community is a common long-term 

sustainability goal which cities aspire to achieve. Compact communities allow for the 

creation of a genuine pedestrian environment by making it easier for people to navigate 

through a network of interconnected urban places (Gaffikin et al., 2010, p. 499). Spirit 

Square projects, being limited in scope, were not capable of making a community walkable 

on their own, but they did have the potential to support those goals through their location 

and design.  
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Public spaces support social sustainability through the redesign of urban space in 

a way which allows people to connect and participate in community life (Dale & Dushenko, 

2012, p. 273). Walkable neighbourhoods are essential because they facilitate community 

access and participation in these public spaces. (Dale & Dushenko, 2012, p. 274). In that 

sense, walkability allows people to be connected to their public spaces, and ultimately to 

each other. Walkability enhances people’s connection to their community, which 

influences shared place identity, and helps the community to identify the characteristics 

they wish to sustain into the future (Newman & Waldron 2012, p.109). As Newman & 

Waldron (2012) claim, "the reconciliation of place and space involves being in a 

relationship with place and with one another" (p. 109). Walkable communities enable this 

by allowing people to connect in public spaces more easily as part of their daily lives.    

Neighbourhoods that are considered walkable have relatively high densities of 

development, a mix of land uses, a street network with high connectivity, human-scale 

streets, and desirable aesthetic qualities that make walking more practical and more 

appealing (Handy, Boarnet, Ewing, et al., 2002, pp. 65-66). Neighbourhoods with the 

opposite characteristics make walking, transit, and anything other than automobile-use to 

be a challenge if not impossible. This is important because a combination of urban design, 

land use patterns, and transportation systems that promote active transportation leads to 

active, healthier, and more livable communities (Handy, Boarnet, Ewing, et al., 2002, pp. 

65-66).  

Physical connectivity directly influences the walkability of a neighbourhood and is 

a major determinant of people’s decision to walk. Connectivity can be defined as the 

directness and availability of alternative routes from one point to another within a street 

network (Handy, Boarnet, Ewing, et al., 2002). This means that the layout of streets within 

a neighbourhood impact the convenience of walking and ultimately people’s decision to 

do so. Residents walk more in areas where there are more street interconnections and 

where blocks are shorter (Doyle et al., 2006, p. 19). The urban grid is often regarded as 

the optimal configuration to promote walkability. Jacobs (1961) argues that “most blocks 

must be short, that is, streets and opportunities to turn corners must be frequent” (p. 178). 

Neighbourhoods without a high level of street connectivity affects people’s decisions when 
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walking, which in turn prevents them from engaging in social and economic activity 

(Jacobs, 1961, p. 178). The frequent cross streets of short blocks on an urban grid allow 

people to connect much more easily (Jacobs, 1961, p. 186). If a highly connected 

neighbourhood is more walkable, then a public space located within such a network of 

streets would also be more accessible (Cutini 2014). The presence of sidewalks, street 

lighting, and an attractive built environment also increase walkability by providing the 

infrastructure and sense of comfort to enable pedestrian activity (US Dep. of 

Transportation, 1992). 

Distance is the key factor limiting transit walking trips, and this relates to the 

proximity of different land uses. The maximum walk time for most people to conduct 

errands or to go to work is 20 minutes, and a maximum distance of 3.2 kilometres (US 

Dep. of Transportation, 1992). However, neighbourhood-level destinations such as open 

spaces and community centres should be within 400 m to encourage walking (Aultman-

Hall, Roorda & Baetz, 1997). A mixture of land uses within close proximity places services, 

employment, recreation, and even residential living together with public spaces. This 

reduces the distance between people and the services they need, thereby increasing the 

opportunities for walking. Not surprisingly, long trip distances negatively impact the 

likelihood of walking (Saelens, Sallis, & Frank, 2003).  

Furthermore, locating a Spirit Square project near commercial and institutional 

uses increases opportunities to pass through or use a public space while engaging in 

neighbourhood activities. It is also very common that commercial and institutional uses 

are centrally located within a community – or at least within the downtown area. To Gans 

(2002), a central location is defined as a place that connects users and its uses 

conveniently, and this occurs in commercial areas because this is where transportation 

routes converge (p. 331). This occurs in areas with the highest convergence of 

transportation lines, which is where commercial uses are commonly found (Gans, 2002, 

p. 331). Gans argues that this is also the traditional center of community life. (Gasn, 2002, 

p. 331). Similarly, Cutini (2001) defines a central location in a community as the place with 

the greatest density and variety of land use (p. 1).  
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   Principle 3 – Supported by the Community 

It is important that a community support its public spaces – especially those which 

are newly created. The BCSS project principles required that projects be supported by the 

community through participation in planning and design, and through “community 

contributions to project funding (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). Community 

participation in municpal planning often takes the form of process-based public 

engagment, for example, an open house, design charette, survey, or other methods of 

gathering feedback. It also includes the use of stakeholder focus groups, and Council-

appointed committees.  

The public particpation movement emerged in reaction to a lack of public 

involvement in planning processes. Participatory planning and design is now the primary 

method through with authorities respond to community issues. (Hou & Rious, 2003, p. 20). 

Arnstein's (1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation is the foundation of planning discourse 

on community engagement. The ladder depicts a range of public participation from none 

at all, to token gestures, to varying levels of citizen power over planning processes 

(Arnstein, 1969, p. 217). Non-participation is characterized as those in power educating 

the public, without providing them an opportunity for input (Arnstein, 1969, p. 217). 

‘Degrees of tokenism’ allows citizens to be heard, but those in power hold all decision-

making power without guarantee (Arnstein, 1969, p. 217). ‘Degrees of citizen power’ 

includes the ability to enter partnerships with those in power, or the ability to make 

decisions directly (Arnstein, 1969, p. 217).  
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Figure 2.4 – Ladder of Citizen Participation (Arnstein, 1969) 

 

Successful public engagement is important because it can bring new perspectives 

to a project, change minds, add parameters, (Michialino, 2010, p. 235), and ultimately help 

professionals and elected officials make  better choices (Higgins, 2005, p. 175). The intent 

should be to include as many community members from as many diverse backgrounds as 

possible, with as many perspectives as possible (Higgins, 2005, p. 175). This form 

engagement can cause conflict but the differences in perspectives should be 

acknowledged and dealt with constructively - not ignored (Higgins, 2005, p. 175). Strong 

political commitment is the most important element for successful public participation in 

public space projects (Michialino, 2010, p. 235), and local decision-makers need to be on 

board with this process.  

The spectrum of public participation varies greatly, but community involvement is 

a factor which is inseparable from the creation of quality public spaces. Authentic 

participation in the design of public spaces and its decision-making processes follows 

three main principles (Calderon, 2020, p. 50): 

1. Inclusiveness - based on involving all stakeholders; 
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2. Power Balance - by giving participants equal say and influence; 
 

3. Consensus Building - by building consensus and reaching decisions through 
deliberation and facilitation 

According to Calderon (2020), local community involvement in public space 

projects has become the foundation of democratic and equitable urban design (p. 50). 

This is because engagement directly effects the accessibility of public space. Creating an 

accessible space means conducting an inclusive process in which institutions, 

organizations, and individuals not otherwise included in the design are actively engaged 

(Hou & Rious, 2003, p.27). Effective participatory design processes should empower 

people, and include the underrepresented (Hester, 1987). This helps to ensure the 

creation of an equitable space that meets the needs of all residents. This is important 

because as Hester (1987) argues, every new plan and every new design that planners 

create will either include or exclude some member of the community. They either increase 

accessibility or decrease accessibility - so planners must be mindful of their processes 

and the results of their decisions (Hester,1987, p. 297). Similarly, planners need to be 

aware of how social and cultural factors influence their own conceptions of place identity, 

to ensure that the community is fully represented in its plurality and diversity (Higgins, 

2005, p. 175).  

Community participation in the design of public space is also a prerequisite for 

good governance and helps to support the future success of a public space project. Good 

governance of these projects means including stakeholders in the processes that shape 

a neighbourhood (Madanipour, 2004, p. 282). Involvement in the creation and 

maintenance of public space by residents, institutions, and businesses, enables a sense 

of ownership, responsibility, and emotional attachment toward that space (Madanipour 

2004, p. 282). Engagement on urban design also has a unifying effect on a community by 

bringing together diverse perspectives to agree on a course of action regarding a place-

based vision (Madanipour, 2006, p. 84). This shared image of space will show the quality 

of life the community aspires to achieve (Thomas, 2016, p. 10).  
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Finally, community participation is essential because users are the source of the 

values which shape not only the design, but the distinguishing features of community 

identity in that space. A space can be designed to accommodate, incorporate, or host 

cultural meanings and values, but those cannot be derived from the design alone, because 

the physical space does not create sense of place itself (Harrison & Dourish, 1996, p. 9). 

Therefore, a space can only be made a place by its users and occupants, and from a 

design perspective, the best a designer can do is to involve people in that process 

(Harrison & Dourish, 1996, p. 8). 

    Principle 4 – Accessible and useable by all 

Accessibility is a crucial quality of public space, and it is not an overstatement to 

claim that it defines public space. This is because a space can only be truly considered 

public if it is equally accessible regardless of someone’s ability, age, gender, ethnicity, 

income, or social status (Madanipour, 2010, p. 242). This means that all people are 

welcome and able to participate in a public space. The accessibility of a space is what 

makes it a public space, and this freedom of access is not limited to just physical 

movement. It must include social access as well. Madanipour (2004) argues that it is 

important for users to have access to all activities within a space since any barrier to entry 

negatively impacts the publicness of a space (p. 282). Therefore, there is an obligation for 

public spaces to be open and useable by all people. This requires special design 

considerations in order to create a space that meets the needs of diverse peoples. The 

BCSS Program required that spaces be flexible, multi-use, and implement Universal 

Design criteria (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). 

Steinfeld et al. (2012) defines Universal Design as "the design of products and 

environments to be useable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need 

for adaptation or specialized design (p. 28). While Universal Design originated with the 

disability rights movement it is not synonymous with accessible design (Steinfeld et al. 

(2012, p. 23). This is because Universal Design is intended to help everyone to access 

built environments regardless of ability (Steinfeld et al., 2012, p. 23). Universal Design 

benefits social cohesion and equality by removing potential barriers to access, thereby 
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reducing stigma, supporting self-reliance, and a person's ability to be socially engaged 

(Steinfeld et al., 2012, p. 28).  

The “7 Principles of Universal Design” were developed in 1997 by architects, 

product designers, engineers, and environmental design researchers with the intent of 

guiding the design of more usable environments and products (National Disability 

Authority, 2020). The seven principles of Universal Design are listed below (Story, 1998, 

p.7): 

1. Equitable Use: The design is useful and marketable to people with diverse 

abilities. 

2. Flexibility in Use: The design accommodates a wide range of individual 

preferences and abilities. 

3. Simple and Intuitive Use: Use of the design is easy to understand, regardless of 

the user's experience, knowledge, language skills, or current concentration level. 

4. Perceptible Information: The design communicates necessary information 

effectively to the user, regardless of ambient conditions or the user's sensory 

abilities. 

5. Tolerance for Error: The design minimizes hazards and the adverse 

consequences of accidental or unintended actions. 

6. Low Physical Effort: The design can be used efficiently and comfortably and with 

a minimum of fatigue. 

7. Size and Space for Approach and Use: Appropriate size and space is provided 

for approach, reach, manipulation, and use regard.   

The BCSS project principles include flexible, multi-use space under the 

“Accessible and usable by all” requirement in addition to “Universal design criteria” 
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(Ministry of Community Services, 2006). While flexible space is not necessarily related to 

physical accessiblity, it does pertain to the abilty of a space to be used by anyone, in the 

sense that the space can adapted to suit a variety of needs. It is also the second principle 

of Universal Design (Story, 1998, p.7). Othman et al. (2013) argues that good public space 

design should make people feel comfortable to explore a space and use it in any way the 

wish (p. 562). They do not prescribe specific activities which users need to engage in to 

use the space (Othman et al., 2013, p. 562). As Carmona (2010) states, “urban design 

should provide rather than deny choices” (p.135). Flexible spaces are the best public 

spaces because of their ability to serve a variety of purposes. The more multi-purpose a 

place the more successful it tends to be (Madanipour, 2006, p. 185). Single purpose 

spaces are less successful because a community's needs vary widely, and a rigid design 

limits the use of the space (Madanipour (2004, 284). 

 Carr & Dionisio (2017) argue that flexible spaces have the following characteristics 

(pp. 76-77):   

1. Long term-availability: This allows the development of modest investments and 

the continuity of uses promotion.  

2. Sharing space: This offers the benefits of additional uses and multiple layouts. 

3. Reconfiguration of the space: This offers opportunities and challenges to users 

and stakeholders and not prevent future uses. 

4. Minimum regulation: This enables users and stakeholders to innovate, to 

maximize opportunities and to create experiences of use in places. 

5. Need for new uses: This allows experimentation, avoids monotony, and allows 

for the continual use of the place. It promotes equal opportunities for users and 

stakeholders. 

6. Planning for unplanned uses: This allows users to engage in the planning of the 

square 
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7. Minimum or free costs: This encourages space experiences and reduces barriers 

to less privileged uses 

8. Extension potential: This develops experiences and avoids conventional forms of 

public spaces. 

 Principle 5 – Excellence in Urban Design 

The practice of urban design by skilled professionals is an important aspect of 

conceptualizing and planning successful public space infrastructure projects. The BCSS 

project principles required that projects demonstrate excellence in urban design through 

a planning and design process that was supported by a recognized urban design 

professional (Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p. 8). Whether conducted by an 

internal employee or an external consultant the project required the support of someone 

with design expertise.  

Urban design skills are important to the creation of public space because the 

physical environment is an essential component of placemaking. Choices in the design of 

public space need to consider all of the qualities of public space, and how they will benefit 

the immediate neighbourhood and broader community. Also, the success of public spaces 

relies heavily on their connections to the surrounding neighbourhood, and this requires 

deliberate design choices and informed policy. 

The primary purpose of urban design is to shape urban space. To practice urban 

design involves intentionally transforming the urban environment as a composition of 

public space, buildings, and other natural and artificial elements (Karimi, 2012, p. 298). It 

is part of the urban development process concerned with how space is organized, what it 

looks like, and how it functions (Madanipour, 2006, p. 178). According to Cozzolino et al. 

(2020) the primary purpose of urban design is to produce quality in the public realm (p. 

45). Cozzolini et al. (2020) also provides a detailed definition as the result of their research 

(p. 43): 
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Urban design is a creative and purposeful activity with collective and 
public concerns that deals with the production and adaptation of the 
built environment at scales larger than a single plot or building. Its main 
scope is to impress a certain degree of order in the shaping of new 
physical developments and in the creation and management of the 
public realm. It operates in two main ways: first, by visualizing the 
physical outcome of particular projects through drawings or, second, by 
providing rules to deal with the physical forms of future transformations. 
This practice requires the capacity to analyse the current state of affairs, 
sketch out possible workable scenarios and implement them in reality. 

Cozzolini (2020) makes the important distinction that urban design operates as 

both a creative process and as a regulatory process. Urban design practice typically falls 

into different roles. There is the architect/urban designer who is directly involved with the 

design of development on a commission or contract basis, and then there is the 

planner/urban designer who guides and regulates urban development on behalf of an 

authority such as a local government (Rowely 1994). Recognising this, Schurch (1999) 

illustrates the three main professions engaged in urban design as a Venn diagram (p. 24): 

Figure 2.5 – Three Main Professions Engaged in Urban Design  

 

Urban design does not exist as its own distinct profession, but falls somewhere 

between architecture, planning, and landscape architecture. It fills a gap of expertise 

between larger, and longer established disciplines, and acts to integrate and connect that 
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knowledge (Carmona 2014, p. 3). More specifically, Madanipour (2006) argues that urban 

design fills the need for professionals capable of producing designs larger than a single 

site, but also at a smaller, more practical, and detailed scale than urban and regional 

planners (p. 177). Given this gap in expertise, and the regulatory role planners perform in 

local government, it is not surprising that that planners feel they don't have the skills, 

knowledge, or vocabulary to participate in design discourse (Higgins 2005, p. 161). This 

results in poor quality proposals, and a lack of confidence in confronting design issues 

(Higgins 2005, p. 161). In this respect, the expertise of a design professional is certainly 

warranted in the planning of public space infrastructure projects.  

 Principle 6 – Provides for a range of activities and 
attractions and associated programming 

Public squares should be designed to accommodate and facilitate various 

activities. Dobbins (2009) states this succinctly by arguing that “without people there are 

no places” (p.140). Human activity is fundamental to public space. The BCSS project 

principles required that projects provide for a range of activities, attractions, and 

associated programming (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). This is because 

activities define a public space, and this requires that people actively use it.  

Whyte (1988) and Gehl (2011) are two of the most prominent figures to have 

studied how people use public spaces – in particular, the social dynamics which relate to 

its design. Their pioneering studies involved extensive observations of public spaces to 

see how people behave in relation to the space (Stevens, 2014). Whyte (1988) observed 

how people are most attracted to public space by the presence of other people, and the 

possibility for social contact (Whyte, 1988). His study concludes that the best used spaces 

are those which support social activity (Whyte, 1988). Ghel’s (2001) defines social 

activities as those that depend on the presence of others in public space (Ghel, 2011). 

According to Gehl (2011), the activities occurring in a public space attract people to it, and 

this provides the opportunity for users to engage socially. This relates closely to the 

programming of activities in public space, which was a required criterion of the BCSS 

project principles. 
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The degree to which a space allows people to interact socially is referred to as its 

sociability (Zakariya et al., 2014, p. 679). According to Cattell et al. (2008), the sociability 

of a public space is one of the most important factors determining its success, and one of 

the biggest factors impacting people’s quality of life. Specifically, the sociability of a public 

space supports a sense of community and offers an escape from the stresses of people’s 

lives (Cattell et al., 2008). Lloyd & Auld (2003) argue that for public spaces to positively 

impact quality of life for a community, those spaces must generate opportunities for 

interaction with others through on-going experiences and social activities (p. 345).  

Programmed activities in public space when combined with adjacent uses and 

amenities helps to give that space a purpose (Cattell et al., 2008, p. 554). Public space 

infrastructure can be thought of as a platform for human activity, which simultaneously 

attracts more activity to it, while generating potential for its own spin-off activity (Liu & Xu, 

2014, p. 620). In fact, the full potential of a public space to benefit its community can only 

be realised through on-going programmed events and activities in that space (Pugalis, 

2006, p. 6). This is because aesthetic improvements alone are not enough to generate a 

significant level of activity (Pugalis, 2009, p. 6). Montgomery (1998) agrees that some level 

of neighbourhood vitality can be achieved through programming events and activities, but 

the only way to achieve long term community vitality is through a mix of adjacent land uses 

and the activity it generates (p. 98). 

2.4. Literature Review – Part Four - BCSS Project 
Summaries 

Various documents were collected from local government websites, community 

associations, and from interview participants. These documents were analyzed for 

additional project information pertaining to how Spirit Square projects were planned and 

implemented according to the BCSS Program Guidelines. The intent of this section is to 

provide background information on these projects and some details as to how they were 

planned and implemented. This information provides context and supports the discussion 
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section of this document. The amount of information available, and the types of documents 

attained, varied from project to project. 

 Campbell River Spirit Square Project 

The Campbell River Spirit Square project originated with the City’s 2006 Downtown 

Study, which identified a need for a central focal point for the downtown area in the form 

of a “Village Commons” (Downs Archambault & Partners, 2006). This public space was to 

be located in the heart of the downtown between Tyee Plaza and Shoppers Row, and was 

conceptualized as a downtown community gathering space (Downs Archambault & 

Partners, 2006, p. 36). This plan was prepared by urban design consultants, who were 

hired again to complete the Spirit Square design in 2007 and 2008 (Mckay 2007).   

A public open house was held in January of 2008, in which the community provided 

feedback on two design options that were presented by the consultants (Mackay 2008a). 

The community preferred a design concept which required the relocation of the existing 

bus transit exchange to make room for the square (Ehman 2008). It also required the 

construction of a new retail or café building at the edge of the square, which would have 

encroached on the adjacent private parking lot (Ehman 2008). 

The consultants described the benefits of the design as being it’s prominent 

location at the focal point of downtown, how the addition of a retail building would activate 

the space, the ability accommodate large and small events, and the flexibility of the space 

in supporting diverse activities (Ehman 2008). In terms of the accessibility of the design, 

the Director of Operations who led the project for the City of Campbell River stated at the 

time:  “The square is intended to be both child friendly and inviting” (MacKay 2008b, p. 2). 

A significant component of this design was the proposed connection to the surrounding 

institutional destinations of the Tidemark Theatre, and Library. Pedestrian-focused street 

improvements were planned to connect the Spirit Square across Shopper’s Row to these 

cultural uses (Ehman 2008).  
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Public engagement proceeded to a Steering Committee, which was formed by 

Council to provide the consultants with feedback on the design (MacKinnon 2008, p. 1). 

This committee worked closely with the consultants, and consisted of twelve people 

including delegates from various City Commissions and Committees representing, 

business leaders, seniors, families, accessibility advocates, the local Legion and Council 

(MacKinnon 2008, p. 1). 

A key role of the Steering Committee was in defining the character and image of 

the Spirit Square (MacKinnon 2008, p1). This was conducted through a series of 

workshops throughout the spring and summer of 2008 (Downs Archambault & Partners, 

2008). The theme decided upon by the Committee incorporated a seabed and coastal 

landscape theme. This is because the project was built at the location of the community’s 

former tidal shoreline before it was in-filled (Mackay 2008b). 

In the fall of 2008, after the design had been completed, staff recommended the 

project be broken into phases for implementation because of “scope creep” (MacKinnon 

2008, p. 2). The City lacked the funds to complete entire Spirit Square project as it had 

been planned (MacKinnon 2008, p. 2). Instead, staff recommended the City proceed with 

only the first portion of the project, which “captures the essence of the Spirit Square 

concept” but not the full design in all of it’s complexity (MacKinnon 2008, p. 2). The retail 

building was not implemented at the edge of the Spirit Square due to provincial land 

restrictions placed on the adjacent parking lot (Mackay 2008a), and the pedestrian-

focused street connection to the nearby library and theatre were put on hold indefinitely 

as part of future potential second phase (MacKinnon 2008, p. 2). The Spirit Square project 

was completed up to phase one, and was opened to the public in December of 2009 

(Hartley 2009).    

 Cumberland Spirit Square Project 

The Cumberland Spirit Square project is located on Dunsmuir Avenue in the 

downtown core, in what was originally called Village Square (Village of Cumberland 2007). 

The property was donated to the Village of Cumberland in 1999 in a very central, and 
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highly visible location next to the historic Post Office building (Village of Cumberland 

2007). This property had remained undeveloped for many years, but despite its prime 

location in the downtown commercial area (Village of Cumberland 2010). 

For the Spirit Square project, staff from the Village created three designs and 

proposed them to the community for feedback at an open house event (Village of 

Cumberland 2007). The community provided input as to their favour option, which went to 

Council, and became the design of the current park (Village of Cumberland 2007). A 

“Village Square Committee” was assembled to provide further engagement on the design 

as it proceeded (Village of Cumberland 2007).  

The design of the Square was specifically focused on creating a flexible space for 

public gathering, which would attract casual social activity in addition to its use as an event 

location (Village of Cumberland 2010). The design was the first phase of the project. 

Phase two involved the creation of the character and image of the public space, which the 

Village achieved through an artist competition (Village of Cumberland 2010). The selected 

artists produced murals which were then displayed in the square as public art depicting 

scenes of the Village’s history. This included a mural representing the historic “China Town 

/ Japan Town” neighbourhood (Village of Cumberland 2007). The Spirit Square project 

was officially opened in December 2008. 

 Qualicum Beach Spirit Square Project 

The Qualicum Beach Spirit Square is attached to the Community Hall located at 

the intersection of Veterans Way and Memorial Avenue. The public square includes the 

area on the westside of the Hall, and extends to the adjacent street, which functions as a 

multi-purpose event space (Marsh 2008). 

Initially, the Town of Qualicum Beach directed staff to proceed with an application 

for a Spirit Square project on the north side of the Civic Centre (Town of Qualicum Beach 

2007). The Town applied for a square at this site, but it did not happen. The Mayor, Tim 

Westbroek (2008), wrote a letter to the Province requesting that the location be changed 
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to the Community Hall. A site which he described as “a high traffic, and central location” 

for existing special community events (Westbroek 2008). The Mayor in his letter describes 

the existing square at the Community Hall site as underused, and the Spirit Square 

projects is proposed as a means of revitalizing the space (Westbroek 2008). By renewing 

the façade of the Community Hall as part of the Spirit Square project it was argued that it 

would become a “backdrop” which allows the community to “honour our past and celebrate 

our future” (Westbroek 2008). 

The project agreement between Province of BC and Town of Qualicum describes 

the project design as including a multi-purpose plaza space, accessibility improvements, 

site upgrades to support events, and interpretive historical signage. There were also 

improvements to the foundation of the Community Hall, and a replacement of the existing 

roof (Brown 2008).  

By April 2008, Council officially accepted the Spirit Square grant from the Province 

for its new and current location on Memorial Avenue (Town of Qualicum Beach 2008b). 

The Spirit Square grant funding allowed the Town of Qualicum to refurbish an old square, 

in addition to renovating the façade and roof of the Community Hall earlier than the Town 

had anticipated in the five-year financial plan (Town of Qualicum Beach 2008a). The 

project was already on the books and the Spirit Square grant facilitated its completion.  

To help activate the new public space and to help support the downtown 

neighbourhood, the Town issued a License of Occupation to the Qualicum Beach 

Farmers’ market, which gave them exclusive use of the Spirit Square on Saturday 

mornings from May through October (Marsh 2008). The Town also incorporated event 

infrastructure into the design such as water and electrical connections to support this 

activity (Marsh 2008). The Spirit Square project officially opened to the public on 

November 20, 2008 (Town of Qualicum Beach 2009).  



 

54 

 

 Nanaimo Spirit Square Project 

The Nanaimo Spirit Square project is located in Muffeo-Sutton Park, which was an 

industrial site until the 1960’s when the City purchased the property (City of Nanaimo 

2017). It was then developed into an urban waterfront park (McNabb 2008, p. 1). Muffeo-

Sutton Park is also within the traditional territory of the Snuneymuxw First Nation (City of 

Nanaimo 2017).   

In 2004, the New Nanaimo Centre Referendum resulted in a series of goals put 

forth by the community for renovating the park (McNabb 2008, p. 1).  Receiving the Spirit 

Square grant provided the momentum to begin the renovation of the park in-line with the 

goals of New Nanaimo Centre Referendum (McNabb 2008, p. 1).  

The City of Nanaimo was awarded the Spirit Square grant in February of 2008, 

and soon after hired consultants to assist staff in the park planning process, which 

included the design of the square (McNabb 2008).  

Staff engaged with stakeholders including “the general public, special event 

groups, Nanaimo Port Authority, Millennium Development Corporation, Snuneymuxw First 

Nations and Service Clubs” (McNabb 2008, p2). The engagement process included two 

public open houses in May and June 2008, which were widely advertised throughout the 

community (McNabb 2008, p. 2)  

The new park concepts which included the Spirit Square highlighted the ability of 

the space to host special events, enhanced visual and physical access to the park, 

enhanced circulation, and improved public amenities (McNabb 2008, p. 2). The function 

of the Spirit Square portion of the park is described as a “central community gathering 

place”, and included a covered performance area (McNabb 2008, p. 2).  

The character and image of the Spirit Square as a public space was designed to 

highlight Nanaimo’s industrial and cultural heritage (Parks Recreation and Culture 

Commission 2008). The design also emphasized a 5-metre multi-use pathway connecting 



 

55 

 

the square to entrances of the park, and ultimately to the wider neighbourhood (Parks 

Recreation and Culture Commission 2008).  

Between 2005 and 2007, the industrial buildings on the site of the future Spirit 

Square were demolished (City of Nanaimo 2017). During this process Indigenous 

archeological sites were unearthed. The archeological investigation continued through the 

construction of the Spirit Square upon this site, where ultimately over 300 artifacts were 

recovered (City of Nanaimo 2017). 

The construction of the square was proposed as phase one of a four-phase project 

(Parks Recreation and Culture Commission 2008). The Spirit Square was completed and 

opened to the public in 2009 (Parks Recreation and Culture Commission 2008). 

 Ladysmith Spirit Square Project 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square was part of a larger initiative on the part of the Town 

of Ladysmith called the Community Services Centre project (Malli 2009). The intent of this 

project was to create a community services complex containing the Ladysmith Resources 

Centre, the Boys and Girls Club, and the Seniors Centre (Town of Ladysmith 2015, p 46). 

The project is described as “a one-stop service centre in the heart of the community (Town 

of Ladysmith 2011).  

The Town of Ladysmith was looking for a location to build the Spirit Square at the 

same time as the Resource Centre, Seniors Centre, and Boys and Girls Club were 

searching for a new facility in which to deliver their services (Town of Ladysmith 2011). A 

combined project was their solution.  

To construct the Community Services Centre, the Town of Ladysmith donated a 

piece of existing public land, and buildings to house community services were constructed 

(Town of Ladysmith 2011). The Seniors Centre already existed on the site, and this was 

renovated as part of the development (Malli 2009). The Spirit Square project constitutes 

the outdoor public space component of this larger project, which is described by the Town 
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as an “accessible, inclusive place for festivals, events and celebrations” (Town of 

Ladysmith 2015, p 47). According to the Mayor, Rob Hutchins, who was quoted in a press 

release from the provincial government: 

“The Town saw the value in combining a number of separate initiatives into 
a one-stop shop for programs, services, entertainment and activity. The 
development will enhance our citizens’ sense of place and pride in our 
community, and be a welcome – and welcoming – feature of our town for 
all citizens” (Ministry of Children and Family Development 2010).  

Additionally, the Spirit Square grant was seen as a means of revitalizing the historic 

“Market Square” of Ladysmith (Ministry of Children and Family Development 2010), which 

was regarded as being underutilized despite it’s proximity to the downtown (Town of 

Ladysmith 2011). The Market Square was originally planned as the central public space 

in the community but this development never occurred and it became “a piece of land at 

the center of town with no purpose” (Town of Ladysmith 2011). Instead, the commercial 

downtown area developed along the adjacent 1st Avenue. The creation of the Spirit Square 

as part Community Services Centre was justified as achieving the historic vision of the 

original “Market Square” (Town of Ladysmith 2011). The location of the project is 

described as supporting the Town’s vision for the downtown by creating a strong sense of 

place (Town of Ladysmith 2011). 

In terms of community engagement for the project, a committee was formed from 

the project partners who were actively involved through their participation in regular 

meetings concerning the planning, design, and management of the project (Town of 

Ladysmith 2011). The Community Services Centre along with the Spirit Square opened to 

the public in 2011 (Town of Ladysmith 2015, p 46).  
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

 

This research seeks to discover how five municipalities on Vancouver Island 

planned for the creation of public space infrastructure under the BCSS Program. This 

involves an evaluation of how each project met the program principles that were 

established as criteria for the program. To assess the Spirit Square projects for their 

consistency with the provincial program’s guiding principles, key informant interviews were 

conducted with municipal employees involved in the program. An independent analysis of 

the physical and locational requirements for the Spirit Square projects was also 

conducted. Results of both the independent analyses and interviews were compared 

against the literature to formulate recommendations for the planning of future similar 

projects. 

This research involved a search of municipal records as far back as 2006. 

Additionally, current employees and past employees were recruited to share information 

on projects which occurred up to fourteen years ago. As a result, this research relies on a 

qualitative recounting of events, details, and insights as shared by people who either 

planned, designed, or managed these projects as part of their regular job duties. This 

qualitative data is supported by documentation acquired from online sources, municipal 

records, and from participants themselves. 
 

3.1. Research Design 

This research is inductive and based in grounded theory, meaning that there is no 

starting hypothesis. Instead, a mixed methods approach is used to collect both qualitative 

and quantitative data to gain an understanding of these projects, and to develop further 

recommendations. In doing so, this research seeks to answer the following questions: 
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1. To what extent did the public space projects created under the BCSS Program meet 
the guiding project principles?   

 
2. What can be learned from the experiences of those involved in planning and 

managing these intergovernmental public space projects? 

a) What would staff on Spirit Square projects regard as successes? 

b) What would staff on Spirit Square projects regard as challenges? 

c) How did working through a provincial grant program affect the planning and 
implementation process? 

d) What advice can they share regarding future public space projects from their 
first-hand experience? 

 
3. What recommendations can be made for the planning of future public space projects 

delivered by municipalities through intergovernmental grant programs? 
 

   Sample / Study Population 

The sample population for this research consists of Spirit Square projects and the 

people who were interviewed regarding the planning of those projects. Out of the sixty 

Spirit Squares which were funded throughout British Columbia, eight of these projects are 

located in Vancouver Island communities. The following criteria were used to determine a 

sample of Spirit Square projects: 

1. Must have been managed and completed by a local government; 
 

2. Must be located on Vancouver Island; 
 

3. Must succeed in recruiting at least one participant for an interview; 
 

4. Interview participant must be professional who was employed by a local 
government, and either lead, or contributed as part of a team to, a Spirit Square 
project as part of their regular work.  

The BCSS Program guidelines allowed applications from both non-profit societies 

and local governments (Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p.3). The scope of this 

research is intentionally constrained to local government projects. The geographic scope 
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of this research is also limited to Vancouver Island in order to define a sample within a 

specific region. Municipal governments on Vancouver Island operate within a similar 

regional context, with shared economic, environmental, organizational, and political 

challenges and advantages. They are also within close geographic proximity which makes 

the logistics of conducting this research more manageable.  

It was important to limit the sample of projects to those for which an interview 

participant could be recruited. This is because the participants’ first-hand experiences are 

important to this research and the resulting recommendations. The authenticity and 

veracity of their responses are necessary to the integrity of this research. Staff spent 

considerable time in their professional careers dedicated to these projects – sometimes 

over multiple years, which lends credit to their knowledge and insights.  

There are a total of eight Spirit Square projects on Vancouver Island, and this 

research attempted to recruit participants from each. However, participants could only be 

recruited for five out of eight projects. Accordingly, the sample for this research is limited 

to the projects for which interviews could be arranged. The five sample Spirit Square 

projects included in this research are in Campbell River, Cumberland, Qualicum, 

Nanaimo, and Ladysmith. The locations of these projects are shown as blue dot in Figure 

3.1. The map shows the approximate location of these projects at a regional scale. Spirit 

Square projects located on Vancouver Island which are not included in this research are 

shown with a red dot in Figure 3.1.  
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Figure 3.1 – Map of Sample Project Locations on Vancouver Island. Map adapted 
from Google Earth (2020). 

 

Table 3.1 contains basic information about the communities where these projects 

are located and the year in which they were completed. The program launched in October 

2006, and all projects were completed by 2011 – approximately five years. The population 

of these communities in 2006 is also listed in Table 3.1, and it is clear that these cities 

represent a range of different-sized communities, likely with differences in organizational 

complexity – however, as local governments they each operate in the same regulatory 

environment under the Province of British Columbia.  

Table 3.2 – Sample Projects Community Information 

Community Population 
(2006)1 

Population  
(2016)2 

Year Spirit Square 
Completed3 

City of Campbell River 29,572 32,588 December 2009 
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Village of Cumberland 2,762 3,753 December 2008  

Town of Ladysmith 7,538 8,537 June 2011 

Town of Qualicum Beach 8,502 8,943 November 2008 

City of Nanaimo 78,692 90,504 June 2009  

1 Government of Canada (2006) 

2 Government of Canada (2016) 

3 Dates taken from Spirit Square project plaques located on-site (2019) 

 

 Data Collection & Analysis 

Qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interviews, site visits and 

observations, and orthographic photos. The following section describes data collection 

methods in greater detail.    

   Interviews 

This research sought to interview current or former local government professionals 

with direct experience and first-hand knowledge regarding Spirit Square projects 

undertaken by Vancouver Island municipalities. The municipalities were purposively 

selected, and a snowball method was used to recruit potential participants. Recruitment 

began in the first week of July 2019 and ended in the last week of September 2019. A pre-

drafted recruitment email was used to initiate contact with current municipal staff in each 

sample community. It was common that people who worked on these projects were no 

longer employed by the municipality. In some cases, current staff forwarded the 

recruitment email to potential participants who possessed the knowledge needed to 
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advance this research. Staff who were still employed by the municipality were reached 

directly via email using publicly available contact information.  

A total of five interviews were conducted, and those who agreed to participate 

included planners, managers, city administrators, and other professionals who worked for 

the local governments during the time these projects were being planned and 

implemented. The purpose was to collect qualitative data comprised of the opinions, 

perspectives, and experiences of these professionals. In their own words, they were asked 

to share details regarding planning and design processes, successes and challenges, and 

how the resulting projects aligned with the BCSS Program vision.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted from July 7, 2019 to October 1, 2019 

with the majority being completed in the month of August. Four interviews occurred over 

the phone, and one occurred in-person. Interviews lasted between 25 minutes and 50 

minutes depending on the length of each participant’s responses. Interview responses 

reflect the participants’ own views on these projects, and not necessarily those of the local 

government with which they were employed. All interviews were recorded with participant 

consent, and this allowed their responses to be accurately transcribed. All interviews and 

transcripts were reviewed and approved by individual participants. Additionally, all 

participants consented to being quoted in the products of the research. Four out of five 

participants consented to having their names disclosed, while one participant did not. This 

participant has been assigned the alpha-numeric identifier “Participant_04”.  

Interview Questions 

Interview questions were structured around the project requirements established 

in the original BCSS Program Guide (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). This was 

intended to make the questions relevant to all projects and participants. Since each project 

was structured around the same guidelines as a condition of grant approval, it is a source 

for exploring the shared experiences of participants, even though they were working on 

unique projects in different communities. Interview questions are attached as Appendix B. 
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Participants were provided with the questions multiple days prior to the interview 

taking place. All participants were asked the same basic questions, however, the semi-

structured style allowed for additional questions specific to each project. The semi-

structured interview approach was necessary to ensure that emerging themes could be 

explored. Sometimes, follow-up questions were asked on-the-spot depending on the 

participant’s response. This was necessary to explore emergent themes as the research 

progressed.  

 Context Analysis 

An urban design context analysis was conducted on all Spirit Square projects. This 

supports an analysis of each project by collecting information about the surrounding 

neighbourhood. In particular, this analysis supports an evaluation of how each square 

meets the project principle regarding compact walkable communities and neighbourhood 

connectivity. The context analysis illustrates the project location in terms of its walkability, 

centrality, and proximity to established public and commercial destinations. The evaluation 

of this project principle is also supported by qualitative interview responses. 

Orthographic air photos are used as the basis for the context analysis. A map was 

created for each Spirit Square project and its surrounding neighbourhood. All air photos 

are available online through local government websites. These websites also include the 

GIS measurement tools needed to create the walkability radius. Specifically, the context 

maps support a discussion of how the project meets the guidelines by showing:   

1. Approximate distance and walk time to adjacent commercial and institutional 
destinations (compact walkable community); 
 

2. Mixture of land uses and their proximity to the Spirit Square (compact walkable 
community); 
 

3. Pedestrian sidewalks, and pathways (connection to surrounding neighbourhood); 
 

4. Local and arterial roadways (connection to surrounding neighbourhood). 

Transportation network map data (street classifications and trails) were collected 

from Official Community Plan documents for each local government. The presence of 
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sidewalks and their locations were collected from the orthographic air photos available 

from local government websites. Additionally, land use information for the context analysis 

was collected from current Zoning Bylaws published by each local government. To gauge 

walking distance to adjacent commercial and institutional destinations, a simple four-

hundred-meter radius is marked on each map.  

 Site Observations & Analysis  

Each Spirit Square site was visited by the researcher during July and August 2019, 

and February and March 2020. The intent was to gain familiarity with each project and to 

evaluate its physical design against the project principles. Visiting each site assisted in the 

understanding of how the projects met the BCSS project principles in the following general 

ways: 

• Neighbourhood context including centrality and walkability 

• Distinguishing site features, including representations of local character and identity 

• Programming and activity infrastructure 

Additionally, a site analysis supports the evaluation of how each project met the 

BCSS program principle requiring that they be “Accessible and useable by all” (Ministry of 

Community Services, 2006, p.8). The criteria established by the BCSS guidelines for this 

principle required that each project incorporate the following:  

1. Universal design   
 

2. Flexible design and ability to support multiple uses 

A framework was developed from literature sources in order to evaluate these 

criteria through site observations of the physical design of each Spirit Square. The 

Universal Design principles established by the National Disability Authority (2020) are 

used to guide this analysis. Similarly, the analysis of flexible design features is grounded 

in the criteria established by Carr & Dionisio (2017). For this research, these criteria have 

been simplified to the observable characteristics of each project that are relevant to the 

physical design of a public square. The analysis combines site photos, and in-person 
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observations of the researcher to determine the extent to which these criteria were 

satisfied. The following framework is used to assess each project: 

Table 3.3 – Site Analysis Method 
Principle Criteria 1: Universal Design  

Qualities Measurement 
Usable by people of 
all social classes 

• Free or minimal cost to use • Physical barriers limiting 
right of access 

 
• Posted rules to access 

 
Usable by people of 
all abilities 

 

• Appropriate size and space 
is provided for approach and 
use 

 
• Minimizes hazards and 

consequences of accidents 
or unintended use 

 
• Requires low physical effort 

(ie. can be navigated 
comfortably with minimum of 
fatigue)  

 

• Access ramps provide for 
elevation change (adequate 
width, and landings) 

 
• Level surface features (ie. 

no curbs). 
 
• Presence of safety features 

(ie. railings).  
 
• Site topography (ie. level) 

Principle Criteria 2: Flexible design and ability to support multiple uses 

Qualities Measurement 
Flexible and Multi-
Use Design 

• Space has the potential to 
be extended  

 
• Not designed for a single 

use and can be reconfigured 
for other uses 

 
• Allows community to 

participate in new uses 

• Presence of additional 
space connected to square 
to facilitate larger activities 

 
• Site features in event space 

are not fixed (ie. furniture) 
 
• Activities are not prescribed 

by the design 
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 Research Limitations 

The nature of this research topic meant that the pool of potential participants was 

severely limited. This research required the recruitment of specific people, with specific 

first-hand knowledge of specific projects. Given the relatively small size of municipal 

government organizations on Vancouver Island, and the limited number of people they 

employ, there were typically one or two potential participants for each project.  

The fact that these projects were initiated as early as 2006 was an additional 

barrier to participant recruitment. It was often the case that potential participants were no 

longer employed by the municipality where they worked during the Spirit Square project. 

Often it was found that they had either retired or moved to a different municipality – with 

no available contact information. In some municipalities, staff turn-over meant that current 

staff did not have knowledge of the history of their community’s Spirit Square or who was 

involved in its creation. There were significant gaps in organizational memory in that 

regard.  

Lastly, attempts were made to recruit participants from the urban design 

consultants who worked on the Spirit Square projects, but these attempts were 

unsuccessful. Therefore, interview data is limited with regard specific design details.   

 Ethical Considerations 

Participation in research interviews was voluntary, and this was stated explicitly on 

a prepared consent form. The consent form clearly stated the confidentiality of the 

research and how participants will only be identified with their permission. It also clearly 

stated that the data will not be used in any secondary studies, that the data will be securely 

stored, and that the data will be destroyed upon the successful completion and publication 

this thesis. Participants were provided an opportunity to review and edit a transcript of 

their interview responses. They were also provided with an opportunity to withdraw from 

the research entirely. No incentives or other rewards were provided for participating in this 

research. 
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Chapter 4. Analysis 

 

The following chapter is an analysis of data collected to support this research. The 

analysis is used to evaluate of each of the sample Spirit Squares against the BCSS project 

criteria, and to analysis prevalent themes in the data. This chapter is organized into four 

parts: 

• Part One is an analysis of interview data in order to evaluate how each project meets 

or does not meet the BCSS project principles. 

• Part Two is an urban design contextual analysis that supports the evaluation of each 

project against the BCSS project principle of neighbourhood connectivity. 

• Part Three is a site analysis that supports the evaluation of each square against the 

BCSS project principle of accessible, multi-use, and flexible design.  

• Part Four is a thematic analysis based on interview data which provides additional 

insights into the BCSS program and supports the recommendations produced by this 

research. 
 

4.1. Part One – Evaluation: Interviews 

In this section, qualitative interview data is used to evaluate each project against 

the BCSS project principles. Interview data provides details and context to support an 

analysis of how the projects met these criteria. The BCSS project principles are listed in 

Figure 4.2. 
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Table 4.1 – BCSS Project Principles 
Principle Criteria 

1 Celebrates the unique 
characteristics of the community 
(historic, cultural, natural) 

• Siting, design or other features 
distinguish the project. 

2 Supports a compact, walkable 
community and improves 
connections to the surrounding 
neighbourhood 

• Central place 
• Near established public and 

commercial destinations 
• Supported in community plan 

3 Supported by the community • Community participation in 
planning and design  

• Community contributions to 
project funding 

4 Accessible and useable by all • Universal design criteria 
• Flexible space, multiple uses 

5 Excellence in urban design • Planning and design process 
supported by recognized urban 
design professional 

6 Provides for a range of activities and 
attractions and associated 
programming 

• Management plan and budget 

 

 Principle 1: Celebrates the unique characteristics of the 
community 

The BCSS project principles required that the design a Spirit Square celebrate the 

unique historic, cultural, or natural characteristics of the community (Ministry of 

Community Services, 2006). The criteria were that the square achieve this through “siting, 

design, or other features which distinguish the project” (Ministry of Community Services, 

2006). The BCSS program guidelines also specify that projects may include 

representations of local culture, history, or landscapes – including the contributions of 

Indigenous peoples (Ministry of Community Services, 2006).  
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All five of the sample Spirit Square projects were reported to satisfy this principle 

by incorporating distinguishing characteristics into their design. However, one square was 

reported to have not achieved this in a way that was substantially noticeable. Responses 

also indicate that Spirit Square projects distinguish themselves in different ways. For 

example, by the layout of the buildings, by incorporating local heritage buildings, by 

designing the space to reflect community landscapes, and by depicting Indigenous and 

settler cultural history through public art and landscape design.  

Campbell River Spirit Square 

The Campbell River Spirit Square met the project principle for celebrating the 

unique characteristics of the community in how representations of local landscapes are 

integrated into the design. For example, the landscaping was designed with an ocean 

motif: 

“It has an ocean theme with steel-cut fish on the ground, and the paving 
has wavy features. They also installed wooden benches that were meant 
to emulate driftwood” (Participant_04, personal communication, August 21, 
2019). 

The square is also distinguished by its inclusion of features representing 

community history and culture. Specifically, the square incorporates a newly renovated 

community cenotaph, and landmark statue known as “Logger Mike”:  

“Logger Mike was a huge part of Campbell River history, so we kept him 
close to the site. We also kept the Cenotaph but placed it in a slightly 
different spot. It's up on a pedestal, so it looks quite nice and it's very 
prominently featured” (Participant_04, personal communication, August 
21, 2019). 

In this way, the Campbell River Spirit Square met the program principle for 

celebrating the unique characteristics of the community.  

Qualicum Beach Spirit Square 



 

70 

 

The Qualicum Beach Spirit Square is distinguished by its association with the 

historic Community Hall. The Town of Qualicum Beach built their project adjacent to the 

Community Hall, which is not an official heritage building, but is nevertheless a significant 

historical landmark in the community. The project was deemed to have met the cultural 

inclusion requirement because of its collocation with this landmark building: “Well, I think 

it does because its an historical asset. The Community Hall is pretty old. It’s not on the 

heritage register, but it’s one of the original buildings in the town” (Sales, personal 

communication, July 31, 2019). 

The justification for collocating the historic Community Hall with the new square 

was that it provided an opportunity to not only improve the building, but to add an authentic 

character to the space. As the participant describes: “It’s about recognizing those historical 

assets and improving them and beautifying around them. It gives a little bit more of an 

authentic charm to public spaces when there's something old next to it.” (Sales, personal 

communication, July 31, 2019). 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

Similarly, the Village of Cumberland collocated their Spirit Square next to a 

heritage building. Specifically, the project is distinguished by how it is integrated with the 

historic former post-office, and its location of the main street (Walker, personal 

communication, August 14, 2019). Additionally, the space is designed so that the square 

and the heritage building are integrated (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 

2019). It was reported that the post-office is “an incredible historic building”, which benefits 

the square because it gives the space “much more historical impact to have this incredible 

building beside it” (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 2019). The Cumberland 

Spirit Square is also distinguished through its inclusion of imagery that reflects local 

history. This took the form of a public art installation in the square itself:  

“We did historic murals painted on plywood. An art committee was formed, 
and they were juried. People put in for their submission to do big four by 
eight-foot murals. The murals showed various aspects of village history, 
and they’re installed along the edge of the square” (Walker, personal 
communication, August 14, 2019). 
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Nanaimo Spirit Square  

The Nanaimo Spirit Square is distinguished by design features which reflect local 

history and culture. This is achieved through a combination of public art, symbolic design 

features, and interpretive signage. Specifically, these features celebrate the historic uses 

of the site the square is built upon, including both the original Snuneymuxw First Nation 

village, and the community buildings that were removed prior to the square’s construction. 

As the participant states: “We tried to include historical aspects, and to commemorate the 

Civic Arena. We tried to do a few things to reference that, but in particular the First Nations 

component” (Harding, personal communication, Oct 1, 2019). The design achieves this 

primarily using public art and landscape design which recognises the history and heritage 

of these uses: 

“We actually built into the Spirit Square a number of permanent, but also 
temporary, public art platforms and pillars, where art would come and go. 
It’s a living, and constantly changing aspect of that” (Harding, personal 
communication, Oct 1, 2019) 

 In terms of the landscape design and the Snuneymuxw First Nation village site, 

the City incorporated recognition of this cultural history into the landscape design and 

interpretive signage (Harding, personal communication, Oct 1, 2019):  

“We marked the edge of the village and the original shoreline with pavers. 
Every so often you'll see a different texture, and it's a line that goes through 
the site. There's some information and signage on the Spirit Square itself 
about that. There’s also some larger bronze drains that reflect the moon 
and the sun. Originally, we were going to try and mark the edge of the 
village with LED lights. Also, on each of the posts under the actual Spirit 
Square tent we have some history” (Harding, personal communication, Oct 
1, 2019). 

Ladysmith Spirit Square 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square was constructed as the outdoor component of a larger 

site development. It was reported that the incorporation of features that celebrate the 

unique characteristics of the community met with mix results, and that these elements may 

not be immediately apparent:  
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“We did engage with the First Nations, the Heritage Society and with the 
Seniors. We definitely went through that process, but I'm not sure that we 
got a strong commitment to produce something. Although it may not be 
really obvious when you look at it, I think it still reflects Ladysmith’s history” 
(Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). 

The square was intended to have more overt and visual representations on site, 

but it was not completed. As the participant states: “There are some examples of heritage 

on site, and there were plans to add more - particularly First Nations art. But I know we 

did not achieve that during the Spirit Square build” (Malli, personal communication, August 

9, 2019).  However, it was reported that community history and heritage is incorporated 

into both the layout of the site, and in how the architect designed the buildings adjacent to 

the square:  

“The architect considered the heritage of the town in the planning of the 
site, as well as in the layout of the building. Some support walls in the 
building are raw logs. From the architect’s perspective it was a more First 
Nations longhouse look. It was considered, but how successful we were is 
up to interpretation” (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). 

  

 Principle 2: Supports a compact, walkable community and 
improves connections to the surrounding neighbourhood 

The BCSS program principles required that each project support compact, 

walkable communities, and improve connections to their surrounding neighbourhood 

(Ministry of Community Services, 2006). The criteria are that each project be in a central 

place near established public and commercial destinations, and that projects be 

supported in a community plan. Furthermore, the purpose of the BCSS program is 

stated as funding “well-designed and optimally-located squares, parks and plazas” 

(Ministry of Community Services, 2006). Responses indicate that all the Spirit Square 

projects met this criterion – largely because of their location, which they describe in 

terms of their centrality, connectedness, and proximity to adjacent uses.  
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While all participants reported that the projects in their community are optimally 

located, but qualified their answers in different ways. Three participants stated the 

location was optimal because of its centrality, the remaining two reported that the 

location was optimal given the constraints they were operating under at the time. 

Participants who responded that the square was in a central location, expressed this in 

relation to the square’s proximity to downtown or village areas.  

It was reported that all the Spirit Square projects support a compact, walkable 

community. Regarding how the project locations were selected, responses also indicate 

that these were selected based on what land was available at the time, and the objectives 

the location helped the municipality to achieve. In choosing a location for the square, local 

governments were responsive to community feedback, and this resulted in the site being 

changed for two of the projects.  

Campbell River Spirit Square 

The Campbell River Spirit Square is described as supporting a compact walkable 

community and improving connections to the surrounding neighbourhood because of how 

the project improved pedestrian connectivity and made the site more walkable:  

“It has certainly made it better to walk through the area compared to what 
it was before. You wouldn't walk up and down the grassy knoll. You would 
walk around it. Now it's a pleasure to walk through the square even if there's 
nothing going on there” (Participant_04, personal communication, August 
21, 2019). 

Additionally, the square was reported as being optimally located because of its 

centrality in the downtown, the surrounding development density, and parking access:  

“Yes, it's right in the middle of downtown. It's built-up, and there's good 
parking all the way around it. I think it's in a good spot” (Participant_04, 
personal communication, August 21, 2019). 

The location of the project was supported by a previous study of the downtown, 

which saw the potential for a public square in an existing green space:  
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“It was in the 2006 Downtown Study. It was a really good choice, and an 
obvious choice. It's central to our downtown area, and at the time it was 
just a large, underutilized, grassy knoll” (Participant_04, personal 
communication, August 21, 2019)” 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

The Cumberland Spirit Square is described as supporting a compact walkable 

community and improving connections to the surrounding neighbourhood because it is 

centrally located in the community (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 2019). 

Specifically, the location is optimal because it is mid-block on the village main street of 

Dunsmuir Avenue (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 2019).  

The square was built on “existing public land next to the old post-office” (Walker, 

personal communication, August 14, 2019), and the integration of the square with this 

building was explained to be indicative of the centrality of the location: 

“A post office is supposedly the gathering place in most small towns. It was 
a very central place at one time, and it definitely is again” (Walker, personal 
communication, August 14, 2019). 

It was reported that the intent for a square in this location existed in a previous plan 

prior to the availability of BCSS funding though the name of the plan was not specified:  

“We already had this piece of land. There had been previous plans to do 
some kind of public square, but they hadn't gone into any details. It really 
wasn't until this Spirit Square funding that we really looked at it, and I saw 
that it was a perfect fit” (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 
2019)” 

Qualicum Beach Spirit Square 

The Qualicum Beach Spirit Square was reported as supporting a compact 

walkable community and improving connections to the surrounding neighbourhood due to 

its centrality within the community, and proximity to adjacent land uses: 

“It does. Because it’s the village neighborhood and the commercial heart 
of the town. We're trying to bring as many amenities, services, businesses, 
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non-profits – whatever it is, into the heart, surrounded by residential. The 
location is ideal for that” (Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019). 

In Qualicum Beach, the location was chosen because it enabled the local 

government to fulfill other objectives. Essentially, they were able to align the Spirit Square 

project with another identified need as the participant describes:   

“I think the square probably would have been located somewhere different 
if we weren't trying to tie it with asset management. I think it's an 
underutilized square in retrospect. I doesn’t even get used that much, but 
the fact is that we had to put it there because we were trying to tie it with 
maintaining the Community Hall” (Sales, personal communication, July 31, 
2019). 

The Qualicum Beach Spirit Square was also considered by the participant to be 

centrally located, but qualified their answer by acknowledging that the space still has 

difficulty attracting users because of its nature as a busy street corner (Sales, personal 

communication, July 31, 2019). It was not conclusive from the interview data how public 

square project at this location was supported by a community plan.   

Nanaimo Spirit Square 

The Nanaimo Spirit Square project supports a compact walkable community and 

improves connections to the surrounding neighbourhood through its connection to new 

and existing active transportation pathways. The participant explained that the area 

containing the Spirit Square “is the most active pedestrian area in the City of Nanaimo by 

far” (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 2019).  As a public space, it is part of 

a connected neighbourhood network:    

“That's an element of the broader park plan. The harbourfront walkway was 
integral to what we were trying to do with the design. We were asking, ‘How 
can we facilitate more active transportation through the site?’.  We wanted 
to design the Spirit Square in a way that it would not be an impediment to 
a future multi-purpose path or cycling trail” (Harding, personal 
communication, October 1, 2019). 
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Similarly, with the Nanaimo Spirit Square the participant responded that the public 

space is optimally located both within Muffeo-Sutton Park, and in the broader community, 

within the context of the public parks that were an option for the project: 

“Yes, it is. People love to be close to the water. The closer the better. In 
some ways, if we were further out on the point, it would be a bit better, but 
if you're talking about the general location in that waterfront park, 
absolutely. We definitely have the right park” (Harding, personal 
communication, October 1, 2019). 

The rationale for locating the square was reported to be based on land the City 

had available, and their park planning objectives at the time: 

“We only had a couple of places we could have done it – Muffeo-Sutton 
Park, Beban Park, or possibly Diana Krall Plaza. Given the New Nanaimo 
Centre referendum and the focus on Muffeo-Sutton Park, the decision was 
an easy one” (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 2019). 

The planned renovation of Muffeo-Sutton Park, including the construction of Spirit 

Square, began with the New Nanaimo Centre referendum in 2005 (Harding, personal 

communication, October 1, 2019). This led to the creation of a master plan for Muffeo-

Sutton park (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 2019). The participant clarified 

that the Spirit Square project was not created because of the BCSS funding, but instead 

that it resulted from broader plans to redevelop the downtown (Harding, personal 

communication, October 1, 2019). 

Ladysmith Spirit Square 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square project supports a compact walkable community and 

improves connections to the surrounding neighbourhood because of its proximity to the 

downtown main street, and through the public transport which serves the site: 

“It's within a walkable distance of people working downtown, and the bus 
goes through it. It's highly accessible by design” (Malli, personal 
communication, August 9, 2019) 
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The location of the square was reported to not be as central to the downtown as 

would be ideal, but that it is optimal given the options the Town had available (Malli, 

personal communication, August 9, 2019). The availability of land was reported as a 

constraint in determining the location of the project (Malli, personal communication, 

August 9, 2019).  

“Given all the constraints of available land, yes. Ideally, the town would be 
designed differently, and you'd have it right downtown, but it's as optimum 
as you could get” (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). 

In terms of the need for a square, and the location of the project near the downtown 

– this was supported by a historical community plan that intended for a public square in 

the area: 

“There was no gathering place in the downtown core in Ladysmith. 
However, the original city planners, back in 1906, had envisioned a “Market 
Square” in the location of the ball field. What they didn't realize was that 
the town was on the steep slope, and the town never developed in the way 
that it was planned” (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). 

 The Town’s plan for the Spirit Square was premised on building a square 
that was originally planned for the community but never implemented.  

 Principle 3: Supported by the community 

The BCSS project principles required that projects be supported by the community. 

The criteria for this principle was that there was community participation in the planning 

and design of the square, as well as community contributions to project funding (Ministry 

of Community Services, 2006, p. 8).  

All the sample Spirit Squares satisfied this project principle, but what constitutes 

community participation varied from project to project. Two projects conducted 

community-wide public engagement events, one relied primarily on community groups 

affected by the project, and another relied on a combination of a steering committee made 

up of stakeholders along with open house events. Another municipality depended very 

much on support from City Council to help determine the needs of the community.  
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 It was reported that community involvement in the planning and design had a 

significant impact on the results of these projects, and that the local governments were 

responsive to local needs and perspectives. It is also clear from the responses that earning 

public support, and maintaining it, was a significant consideration. One participant 

reported engagement with local Indigenous stakeholders.  

Three out of four projects were reported to have received community contributions 

to project funding. All of these took the form of grants from Island Coast Economic Trust.   

Campbell River Spirit Square 

The City of Campbell River included members of the community in the planning 

and design of the Spirit Square by creating a Steering Committee to provide input on high-

level project decisions (Participant_04, personal communication, August 21, 2019). The 

committee’s project recommendations then went to Council for their consideration 

(Participant_04, personal communication, August 21, 2019). The Steering Committee was 

comprised of members from “all different parts of the community”, and those members 

were relied upon to represent the interests of the groups they represented (Participant_04, 

personal communication, August 21, 2019).  

It was also report that the consultants hired by the City conducted at least one 

open house event, and that the project received an additional grant from the Island Coastal 

Economic Trust grant for in the amount of $250,000 (Participant_04, personal 

communication, August 21, 2019). 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

The Cumberland Spirit Square met this project principle by running an engagement 

process that put a degree of decision-making power in the hands of the community. The 

Village of Cumberland also received a grant for the project from the Island Coast Economic 

Trust.  
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In terms of community participation, staff hosted events in which the public was 

given a choice over the design of the square, even if what they chose was not the 

preference of staff:   

“We had open houses where I had come up with three design options for 
the square. The community chose the one design that wasn’t my favourite 
option, but I had to do it. This is what people chose, and it was widely 
supported. I think they voted on it. That's actually a big learning moment 
for somebody when it comes to asking for input.” (Walker, personal 
communication, August 14, 2019). 

Staff were responsive to the needs of the community and involved them in 

significant decisions about the square. Beyond the initial design, the community also 

determined the public art component of the square. An art committee was formed to jury 

art submissions, and these were installed in the square as a mural (Walker, personal 

communication, August 14, 2019).  

Qualicum Beach Spirit Square 

Interview data for the Qualicum Spirit Square project is inconclusive as to whether 

broad engagement did or did not occur. However, the project principle was satisfied at a 

high-level by how input from City Council as elected officials was crucial to determining 

the needs of the community – specifically, the location and purpose of the Spirit Square 

project. The project ultimately aligned with what Council determined to be the highest 

priority for the community, which reportedly was much more than a new public square: 

“They awarded us the grant, and then we turned it down. We said, actually, 
we don’t want it because we don't want a new asset that we then have to 
take care of. What we want is help maintaining our current asset, which is 
the Community Hall and Curling Club” (Sales, personal communication, 
July 31, 2019). 

Instead of a new square, which had been initially put forward, the Town of 

Qualicum Beach proposed an upgrade to the landmark Community Hall building with the 

Spirit Square integrated into the surrounding property and adjacent street (Sales, personal 

communication, July 31, 2019). 



 

80 

 

Nanaimo Spirit Square 

The City of Nanaimo met the project principle of community support by conducting 

an extensive engagement process as part of the Muffeo-Sutton Park Master Plan process. 

This engagement involved important community stakeholders:    

“When we did the master planning process there was a lot of stakeholder 
consultation. We did a year long community planning process of what it 
would look like, and it felt very popular. We used a lot of our committees… 
Some ideas were also tested on our larger special event organizers. The 
SFN was heavily involved as well as the Port Authority” (Harding, personal 
communication, October 1, 2019). 

With regard to the Nanaimo Spirit Square, it was reported that the public 

engagement process was a positive means for resolving conflict over the project. It was 

important to building community support, which led to greater political support, and 

ultimately the project’s successful implementation (Harding, personal communication, 

October 1, 2019). As the participant explains: 

“There was a lot of conflict on this project, and we dealt with it up front. You 
try and deal with all your conflict up front so that when you start 
construction, even though people may still be upset, the conflict has been 
worked through the public process and the political process. Then you're 
not stopping or halting the project because people are up in arms” (Harding, 
personal communication, October 1, 2019).  

Ladysmith Spirit Square 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square project also met the project principle for involving 

members of the community in the planning a design. This occurred through the 

involvement of the community groups associated with the Community Services Centre 

project of which the Spirit Square was one component. 

“We did extensive consultation, and there was broad involvement of the 
community because of those non-profit agencies – especially considering 
the project had tight timelines (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 
2019). 
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Community support was reported to be especially important to staff and Council 

because the initial project location was not supported by the community, and had to be 

relocated because of the feedback that was received (Malli, personal communication, 

August 9, 2019): 

"When we made the initial application the project had a much different 
scope than what we ended up building. That was a result of public feedback 
to where we proposed to put a Spirit Square” (Malli, personal 
communication, August 9, 2019) 

Community opposition to the initial location was tied to the community’s attachment 

to an existing baseball field which would have been replaced by the square:  

“There's a ball field there, and it's only used six weeks of the year, but it's 
very dear to the community. They didn’t support changing its location. It 
was an historical use, and there was a lot of community support for keeping 
it where it was.” (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019), 

The Town’s responsiveness to community support, or the lack thereof, resulted in 

the project being moved to its current location. Staff had to find an alternate site for the 

project, and the Province of BC as grantor reportedly understood the importance of 

allowing a community to determine its own needs:  

“We decided to do something in the adjacent corner, and we asked for the 
money to be transferred to that other project. They were really good about 
moving it. The staff at the Province understood that if the community 
doesn't want it there, then it shouldn't be there” (Malli, personal 
communication, August 9, 2019). 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square demonstrably met the criteria for community support 
to the extent that the project was relocated.   

 Principle 4: Accessible and useable by all 

The BCSS project principles include a requirement that squares be accessible and 

usable by all (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). The criteria for this principle are that 

each project should incorporate principles of Universal Design, and that they should be 

designed as flexible and multi-use spaces.  
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Participants were not asked specific questions about Universal Design criteria, 

which promotes the creation of accessible spaces. This was assessed through site visits, 

and this data is presented in the next sub-section. However, interview responses indicate 

that the creation of a flexible, multi-use, design was important in the design of these 

projects. For the four Spirit Squares for which responses were recorded, there was a clear 

indication that the project principle of achieving an accessible, flexible, and multi-use 

design was met.   

Campbell River Spirit Square 

The Campbell River Spirit Square meets this project principle because it focused 

on creating a flexible event space for families: “We wanted to create a public space where 

people could sit and enjoy both small and large events. We wanted it to be family-oriented 

as well, so that kids and families could be there and enjoy that space.” (Participant_04, 

personal communication, August 21, 2019). Also, the square was designed to be flexible 

in that it could accommodate events at a variety of scales, and this was considered an 

important aspect of the design: 

“It was planned so that it could accommodate both small events and large 
events, and I think that was really important. For small events it's a theater-
style town square. You can set up a puppet show or a performance event 
and have fifty to a hundred people watching. For our really big events that 
happen once or twice a year, such as the Remembrance Day ceremony or 
Canada Day, we'll close down a couple of the surrounding streets and 
incorporate Spirit Square into that larger event” (Participant_04, personal 
communication, August 21, 2019). 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

In Cumberland, this principle was met because the design centered around the 

creation of flexible space. This included not only the square itself, but the adjacent coffee 

shop, which was integrated into the design as an extension space: 

“The owner [next door] was very interested in my idea of making sure the 
two areas combined. We planted the same trees, same hedging, and same 
pavers. He was very amenable to having this blend together. If you look at 
it as a public space it makes the park bigger, and it’s wonderful for the 
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coffee shop. The coffee shop has tables outside, and the square is a 
spillover for people. They sit on the stairs” (Walker, personal 
communication, August 14, 2019). 

The flexible design also enhanced the diversity of uses the square could 

accommodate:   

 “My aim was to make it a flexible space, because I think over programming 
spaces is a recipe for disaster, or a recipe for it not wearing well. I want 
something to last. If you do a really specific feature it can’t be anything else. 
But if you do a really flexible space it could be all sorts of things” (Walker, 
personal communication, August 14, 2019). 

The participant explained that the flexibility of the Spirit Square as a public space 

puts people at the center, and ultimately allows a range of activities which are determined 

by its users over time:   

“It could change over time, it could change with people's age, and that's 
what I really wanted. I thought it would be a mistake to make it too specific 
for any one use. The flexibility of the space means that somebody could 
play frisbee or set up a farmers market, or put on an event.” (Walker, 
personal communication, August 14, 2019). 

They add that the key to a successful flexible space is to not restrict people from 

making use of it as they wish:  

“The people are what make it interesting. People make use of spaces. 
They're always dragging chairs around to make their own space. I think you 
need to allow them to do that” (Walker, personal communication, August 
14, 2019). 

Nanaimo Spirit Square 

The Nanaimo Spirit Square met this project principle because its design 

emphasized hosting events at a variety of scales, and increased its capacity as an 

accessible, flexible, multi-use space. It was already an event location, but this capacity 

was expanded through upgrades to make it more flexible in accommodating larger events: 
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“The intent of the Spirit Square was really to create a place where people 
wanted to come for events. It was always a very popular event site, but was 
never built to be an event site. Much of the design considered the 
infrastructure to facilitate those big events” (Harding, personal 
communication, October 1, 2019). 

Regarding the design: “The main question was, “how could it be a serviceable and 

flexible park space?” (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 2019). The design of 

the square also made major community events much more accessible (Harding, personal 

communication, October 1, 2019). 

Ladysmith Spirit Square 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square project met this principle through how it functions as 

a place for respite. The square was reported to be a “multi-generational, and multi-use” 

place where people gather from day to day as they work, and use the Community Services 

Centre site (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). It is reported as a multi-use 

site mainly through it use as a place for respite. For example, as a place to sit and eat 

your lunch, or go about one’s day to day activities (Malli, personal communication, August 

9, 2019).  

 Principle 5: Excellence in urban design 

The BCSS project principles required that projects demonstrate excellence in 

urban design. The criteria for this principle was that the “planning and design process be 

supported by recognized urban design professionals (Ministry of Community Services, 

2006, p. 8). The BCSS program also provided funding for the hiring of consultants.  

All of the projects in the research sample were reported to have met this program 

principle. Four out of five participants reported that urban design consultants were hired 

to complete the design of their projects. The one community which did not hire a consultant 

already had a design professional on their planning staff. It was reported that having 

design skills in-house improved the planning process and ultimately the results of the 

project.  
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Responses indicate that the consultants who were hired included planners, 

architects, and landscape architects. However, four out for five projects were designed 

solely by landscape architects. The one local government that did not hire consultants had 

a Senior Planner on staff who was also a registered landscape architect. Therefore, all 

five of these projects employed design professionals. All participants reported that the role 

of their consultants included producing conceptual designs of the space. The rationale 

behind hiring design professionals to create these public spaces was primarily that in-

house staff did not have the capacity perform design work.  

Campbell River Spirit Square 

The Campbell River Spirit Square met this project principle because consultants 

were hired to conduct the planning and design. It was reported that the expertise did not 

exist in-house to complete the work as required: 

“We didn't have enough knowledge to do it in-house, and we wanted it done 
right. It's a fairly large project, and we had the funding to hire an outside 
consultant. They were professionals – urban designers, planners, and 
architects. That's way above and beyond what I can do” (Participant_04, 
personal communication, August 21, 2019). 

Hiring planning and design professionals filled an organizational need and was 

considered to be important to the success of the project. 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

The Cumberland Spirit Square Project met this project principle because the 

Village had a landscape architect on staff. Outside consultants were not hired, and the 

planner conducting the project had the necessary professional skills to complete the 

design. This individual filled the duel role of planner and designer. It was reported that 

their design skills, when combined with their role as a planner, reduced costs and 

benefitted the engagement process. As they describe: “We didn't have to hire a consultant 

to do the design. I was staff and that helped a lot in the costs” (Walker, personal 

communication, August 14, 2019). And furthermore: “It allowed for a greater integration 
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and a smoother process. It made it more timely to just have one person working on it. I 

don't think it limited ideas or anything like that” (Walker, personal communication, August 

14, 2019). 

Beyond budget efficiencies, it was reported that their design skills, and their 

planning skills complimented each other, when engaging with the public around the design 

of the public space: 

“I could do the design, and I also had great experience with public 
participation. Most planners also have that experience, but I was used to 
doing public participation around design. I felt really comfortable with 
design questions and being able to portray it” (Walker, personal 
communication, August 14, 2019). 

The participant also elaborated on the benefit of professional planners also 

possessing design skills – specifically graphic interpretation and knowledge of the science 

and the environment: 

“Planning is sometimes seen as not being a design profession. It's often 
seen only as a policy profession, but knowledge of design, the physical 
science world, and the environment, is very useful knowledge to have. I'd 
want to see more of that in planning to make sure there’s a mix of 
perspectives. Graphic interpretation should also be included in planning 
because you have to be able to document your ideas. If you can't 
graphically express yourself it’s very hard” (Walker, personal 
communication, August 14, 2019). 

Qualicum Beach Spirit Square 

The Town of Qualicum Beach hired landscape architects to design the Spirit 

Square project because they lacked the capacity to complete the required work in-house. 

In this way, the Town satisfied the program principle of having the project supported by 

urban design professionals. The hiring of consultants was tied specifically to need for 

design concepts, which would help with the success of the grant application: “In simple 

terms, you need pretty pictures to get a grant and we don’t have artists on staff. Landscape 

architecture is a specialized thing so we always outsource that” (Sales, personal 

communication, July 31, 2019). 
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Nanaimo Spirit Square 

The Nanaimo Spirit Square met his project principle because design professionals 

were hired to complete the design of the project. Even though staff planners had some 

design skills and knowledge, the consultant filled a gap in the City of Nanaimo’s 

organizational capacity: 

“We just didn't have the in-house capability to do it. We had a parks planner 
that did a lot of the engagement and stakeholder work. They actually had 
some design skill, but we didn't have the ability to produce detailed designs 
in-house. We contracted out a lot of that function and still do” (Harding, 
personal communication, October 1, 2019). 

While in-house planners conducted community engagement work, consultants 

were hired for their specialized design skills.  

Ladysmith Spirit Square 

The Town of Ladysmith also met this project principle by hiring design consultants 

for their Spirit Square project. The rationale was that it was an effective management 

strategy, and that it was necessary to achieving a good result: 

“I think it's important to use professionals because you’re planning for a 
long-term use. It just makes sense to hire somebody that already has that 
expertise. We may have it in house – some of it, but when you task 
someone with it, and they have that responsibility for it, you're going to get 
a better outcome” (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). 

It was also reported that hiring design consultants made the project more efficient 

because staff had other priorities they could not necessarily be diverted from:  

“It’s just quicker. You've got someone that actually is dedicated to it. Your 
operations staff may have the knowledge, but they have other things that 
they're working on as well” (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 
2019). 
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 Principle 6 – Provides for a range of activities and 
attractions and associated programming  

The BCSS project principles required that projects provide for a range of activities 

and attractions and associated programming. The criteria were that each project had to 

have an associated management plan and budget for the programming of the space. This 

project principle, and its criteria, indicate that Spirit Squares were intended to be actively 

programmed spaces.  

All Spirit Square projects in the sample satisfy these criteria, but the extent to which 

they meet it, and how they achieve this varies. Responses indicate that squares which 

were intentionally created for events have better on-going programming and active uses 

than those that were created to address an alternate existing need of the community. That 

is especially true if that need did not depend on the Spirit Square being programmed, or 

actively used (ie. Qualicum Beach and Ladysmith projects). 

Campbell River Spirit Square 

The Campbell River Spirit Square was reported that the Spirit Square is well-used 

due to the efforts on the part of the City’s Planning Department to program regular events 

in the square (Participant_04, personal communication, August 21, 2019). This activity 

draws people and creates activity in the downtown that spills over to surrounding 

businesses:   

“Yes, and I think it has really helped that lately the Long-Range Planning 
and Sustainability Department has been programming regular events 
there. It draws people in, and anytime you bring people downtown they're 
bound to look into local businesses or buy a coffee” (Participant_04, 
personal communication, August 21, 2019). 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

Similarly, Cumberland’s Spirit Square project was reported to be an active 

destination for community gathering, with an emphasis on its use for community events. 

“Yes, absolutely. It's often used in the village as a meeting place. It's available for many 
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groups, and it’s also used for ceremonies, and little events like that which make it really 

worthwhile” (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 2019). It was also reported that 

in addition to events, adjacent business that sell take-away food helps to activate the 

square: 

“There is also a bakery on the other side. You go pick-up your donut, and 
go sit at the park. There's no place in the little bakery to do that. I think 
adjacent food uses are always valuable for park use” (Walker, personal 
communication, August 14, 2019). 

Qualicum Spirit Square 

The Qualicum Beach Spirit Square meets this project principle in how it supports 

on-going community event programming by taking advantage of the adjacent roadway. 

Specifically, Qualicum Beach Spirit Square hosts the local Farmer’s Market:  

“The farmers market and the whole connection on Veterans Way has 
become very successful. The Farmers Market does really well there, and 
every Saturday it's one of the most successful farmers markets in the area” 
(Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019). 

However, outside of programmed event the square lacks substantial activity and 

use due to how the square was associated with the renovation of the Community Hall 

(Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019). It is reported that the space is not well 

used, and that people may only spend time there because they are waiting for the bus 

(Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019). Additionally, it was suggested that the 

inclusion of an activity such as a “skatepark” would result in more people enjoying the 

space (Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019). The participant qualified their 

responses by stating that while the location may not be ideal for a public square, they do 

not know where an alternative location would have been (Sales, personal communication, 

July 31, 2019). 

Nanaimo Spirit Square 
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The Nanaimo Spirit Square meets this project principle because the square is 

heavily programmed by the City. Programming is integral to the use of the square, and the 

activities which occur in that space. The City actively programs the space throughout the 

year. The Nanaimo Spirit Square was intentionally designed as a community event space 

within the larger Muffeo-Sutton park and it is still used in this way: 

“One of the biggest successes of the project was that we were able to build 
it in a way that would facilitate major events. We have close to 200 events 
every year, and now they're much more accessible (Harding, personal 
communication, October 1, 2019). 

Even though Muffeo-Sutton Park was always used for public events, the 
construction of the square allowed the City to undertake a more active 
programming of the site: 

“There are also a greater number of events, and they don’t have a negative 
impact on the site because we built in a way that can sustain that activity” 
(Harding, personal communication, October 1, 2019). 

The Spirit Square was intentionally designed as a place where people would want 

to go to participate in community events (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 

2019). This more intense programming of the square was made possible by how the 

design considered installation of infrastructure to specifically support these large events 

for community gathering (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 2019). 

 When the square is not programmed with a large community event, the square is 

activated by the other uses and attractions within the park (Harding, personal 

communication, October 1, 2019). It was reported that it is challenging to maintain activity 

in a large, purpose-built event space when those events are not taking place. Regarding 

the level of day-to-day activity in the square the following was reported:   

“The square by itself is isolated, and I think we may have some difficulty 
there because when we’re trying to make a special event location, 
sometimes the personal scale gets missed. But I would say that because 
it’s associated with the walkway, grass, lagoon, playground, zip line, and 
where it’s located on the waterfront – it all compliments that component” 
(Harding, personal communication, October 1, 2019). 
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Ladysmith Spirit Square 

Ladysmith Spirit Square meets this project principle due to its role as a component 

of the Community Services Centre project. Also, its use was reported in terms of how it 

serves as a gathering space for people in the nearby downtown (Malli, personal 

communication, August 9, 2019). However, responses do not indicate on-going 

programmed activity. Instead, activity in the square is reported to come primarily from its 

proximity to the many community services which are located on the same site (Malli, 

personal communication, August 9, 2019). Specifically, the square benefits from the 

presence of people who are visiting the square in relation to those community services: 

“The success is that it's adjacent to where people already are traveling, so 
there’s a lot of activities – seniors, children, everybody's already using that 
site” (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). 

The square is also described as a place of respite for people in the downtown, and 

this was one of the intents of the project. However, this passive form of space activation 

was reported as a considerable design challenge due to the location of the project outside 

of the downtown, and the implications that reduced visual connectivity has on the potential 

for attracting users: 

“It’s somewhere to go, and it provides some green space in the downtown, 
and that's the whole intention of the Spirit Square. A gathering space. It's 
somewhere to sit. You can have your lunch because you're already working 
in that area, even though it's not in the downtown core. The hardest part to 
figure-out was how to get that visual connection to the downtown so that 
people would be drawn up there” (Malli, personal communication, August 
9, 2019). 
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4.2. Part Two – Evaluation: Context Analysis 

A neighbourhood context analysis was conducted to support the evaluation of each 

Spirit Square, and how they meet the project principles listed in the BCSS program guide. 

The context analysis is specifically used to evaluate the principle that projects should 

support a compact, walkable community and improve connections to the surrounding 

neighbourhood (Ministry of Community Services, 2006, p. 8). As per the program criteria, 

the context analysis illustrates the project location in terms of its walkability, centrality, and 

proximity to established public and commercial destinations. For the context analysis the 

program criteria have been interpreted into the following physical characteristics, which 

are used the evaluate how these criteria are, or are not, satisfied by each project: 

1. Approximate distance and walk time to adjacent commercial and institutional 
destinations (compact walkable community); 
 

2. Mixture of land uses and their proximity to the Spirit Square (compact walkable 
community); 
 

3. Pedestrian sidewalks, and pathways (connection to surrounding neighbourhood); 
 

4. Local and arterial roadways (connection to surrounding neighbourhood). 

 Campbell River 

The Campbell River Spirit Square project is located within the heart of the 

downtown area, within five minutes walking distance of the library, art, gallery, Community 

Centre, and City Hall. The mixture of land uses within a five-minute walking distance is 

limited, with almost all the properties zoned as commercial. The project location is 

connected to sidewalks which line both sides of the street, and lies on the key local street 

of Shopper’s Row, which runs through the center of the downtown commercial area.   
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Figure 4.2 – City of Campbell River Spirit Square Context Map 
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 Cumberland  

The Cumberland Spirit Square Project is located on Dunsmuir Avenue, which is 

the Viliage of Cumberland’s main commerical street, and the center of the commerical 

neighbourhood. The public space is connected to the surrounding neighbourhood via 

sidewalks on both sides of the street, and by it’s location on the main street. Within five 

minute walk are a variety of institutional uses, including the post office, library, museum, 

Municipal Hall, and Community Centre. The Spirit Square is also poisitioned within walking 

distance of the residential neighbourhoods adjacent to the downtown. The walkable grid 

with its short blocks facilitate greater walkability between the Spirit Square and the 

surrounding uses.  

Figure 4.3 – Village of Cumberland Spirit Square Context Map 
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 Qualicum Beach 

The Qualicum Beach Spirit Square project is located at the Community Hall and 

curling rink just north of the downtown commercial area at the intersection of Veterans 

Way and Memorial Avenue. It is within walking distance of institutional uses including the 

library, Municipal Hall, and a church which is directly adjacent to the site. It is located at 

the crossroads of two arterial roadways, and it is connected to the downtown via a 

sidewalk. In terms of land uses, it is within walking distance of commercial, and industrial 

uses, and is bounded by low-density residential to the north. However, both an arterial 

roadway and a rail line divides the public space from the downtown, which presents a 

barrier to walkability.  

Figure 4.4 – Town of Qualicum Beach Spirit Square Context Map 
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 Nanaimo 

The Nanaimo Spirit Square is located on the waterfront to the north of the 

downtown in Muffeo-Sutton Park. It is within walking distance of the downtown commercial 

area. However, there are limited institutional destinations within walking distance – these 

being the Courthouse, and a school. The park is located at the crossroads of two arterial 

roadways, and it is connected to the surrounding neighbourhood by sidewalks on both 

sides of the street. However, the Spirit Square itself is set back away from the street deep 

within the park. Despite the potential barrier to walkability posed by the arterial roadways, 

a trail and multi-use path (marked in green) connects the public space to the downtown 

and to the residential areas to the north.  

Figure 4.5 – City of Nanaimo Spirit Square Context Map 
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 Ladysmith 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square project is located one block south west of the 

downtown commercial main street of 1st Avenue, placing it within a five-minute walk of 

these commercial uses. The public space shares its site with institutional uses including 

the Seniors Society, Resource Centre, and Boys and Girls Club. It is also within walking 

distance of a school, the post office, a church, and City Hall. It is connected to the 

downtown by a sidewalk, but the network is incomplete throughout the surrounding 

residential neighbourhood. However, the short block grid layout enhances the walkability 

of the area. The site is located at least a block away from an arterial roadway, which is 

consistent with its separation from the downtown.  

Figure 4.6 – Town of Ladysmith Spirit Square Context Map 
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4.3. Part Three – Evaluation: Site Analysis 

A site analysis was conducted to evaluate how each project meets the BCSS 

program principle that each project be “Accessible and useable by all” (Ministry of 

Community Services, 2006, p. 8). The criteria established by the BCSS guidelines for this 

principle require that each project incorporate Universal Design, as well as a flexible 

design which could support multiple uses. 

The framework for this analysis is described in the Methodology chapter, and 

involves assessing each Spirit Square to determine if they were designed to be accessible, 

flexible, and multi-use. Specifically, the squares are reviewed in terms of their: 

1. Ability to be useable by people all social classes; 
 

2. Ability to usable by people of all abilities; 
 

3. Flexible and multi-use design. 

The analysis relies upon in-person observations of the researcher to determine the 

extent to which these criteria were satisfied. The results of the site analysis demonstrate 

that each of the Spirit Square projects incorporates Universal Design criteria as well as 

flexible, multi-design principles to make their spaces more accessible and useable. 

However, some barriers on physical accessibility exist due to the topography of the sites. 

This was found through observations of the Qualicum Beach and Ladysmith projects. 

Each of the projects are reviewed below in their own sub-section.  

 Campbell River Spirit Square 

1. Usable by people of all social classes 

Campbell River Spirit Square is open to all people and can be used without 

limitations on access, and there are no physical barriers such as fences or gates which 

would restrict people from participating in this space. Additionally, there are no posted 

rules which would limit access to a specific user group. 
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2. Usable by people of all abilities 

The square consists of a central amphitheatre surrounded by concrete paths. On 

the east side is a grass covered berm, and to the west is the street named Shoppers Row. 

Concrete paths provide access throughout the site, and these vary from 4 to 5 metres in 

width, with a narrower 2 metre sidewalk located along the roadway. All access points to 

the square are level with letdowns to the parking areas and crosswalks. The paved areas 

of the square are level and there are no access ramps. 

The grass berm is only area of the site where the terrain is uneven, and there are 

minor changes in elevation. This portion of the square is likely a barrier to people facing 

mobility challenges. However, there are multiple alternative seating areas which may 

accessed from level paved pathways.  

 
3. Flexible and Multi-Use Design 

The Campbell River Spirit Square was designed as both an amphitheatre and a 

cenotaph. The features that support these activities reduce the flexibility of the main 

square and its ability to host multiple uses. The stage, cenotaph, and site furnishings are 

permanently fixed to the ground and cannot be reconfigured to accommodate different 

uses. The amphitheatre seating which consists of concentric concrete benches, also 

constrains use of the site to that specific function. Furthermore, the usability of the grass 

covered berm (827 m2) at the edge of the square is limited due to its uneven topography. 

There is a concrete area at the center of the amphitheatre between the seating and the 

stage of approximately 667 m2 which may be used to host events or activities, but the 

remaining areas of the square cannot be reconfigured.  

The square can be expanded into Shoppers Row as a flexible space to host larger 

events. This roadway space is approximately 1130 m2 and extends from Veteran’s Way 

to the crosswalk in front of the Art Gallery.  This space can be safely accessed from the 

main square via concrete paths which lead to the edge of the street. However, the 

orientation of the Spirit Square’s stage and landscaping put limits on the visual and 

physical connectivity from one space to another. The concrete curbs on Shopper’s Row 
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are also a barrier to free movement between these spaces. While the roadway can be 

used as an extension of the Spirit Square, the site has not been purposefully constructed 

to accommodate this use.   

 Cumberland Spirit Square  

1. Usable by people of all social classes 

The Cumberland Spirt Square is open to any member of the public and there are 

no fees required to use the space. There are also no physical barriers meant to restrict 

access to the square, and no posted rules limiting who can use it.     

 
2. Usable by people of all abilities 

The square is for the most part located on level terrain, and a small three-step 

staircase is used to bridge the elevation from the square to the adjacent building. There 

are no accessible ramps on the site, but none are required because level accesses are 

provided to the square from the street. These accesses are approximately 1.75 m wide. A 

level access is also provided from the street to the area at the top of staircase which 

constitutes an additional event and seating area. Paths, accesses, and movement lanes 

are wide and free of obstructions. The paved areas of the square are curb-less and 

designed in a way that reduces barriers to movement. 

 
3. Flexible and Multi-Use Design  

The Cumberland Spirit Square is designed in a way that is very open, flexible, and 

may be adapted to multiple uses. The main square is approximately 800 m2 and is divided 

into open paved and grassy areas. The square has no fixed seating or other features 

which are purpose-built for certain users or activities. There are multiple park benches 

near the front of the square, and a moveable picnic table in the grassed area towards the 

rear. Otherwise users can easily engage in any activities they wish in what is essentially 

an urban open space.  
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The main square can be expanded onto the patio and frontage of the adjacent 

bakery in the former Post Office building to host larger activities. This expandable area is 

approximately 133 m2 and has a matching design that emphasizes continuity and 

connectivity to the Spirit Square.  

 Qualicum Beach Spirit Square  

1. Usable by people of all social classes 

The Qualicum Beach Spirit Square exists on the property surrounding the 

Community Hall. As a public facility, the square is accessible to all members of the public 

and there are no barriers intentionally installed to prevent people from entering. There are 

no fees required to use the space, and no signage indicating that use of the square is 

limited to any particular group.  

 
2. Usable by people of all abilities 

The topography of the square is not flat, which may pose a barrier to some potential 

users. The elevation drops from south to north and again from west to east. It is not 

possible to cross the square from south to north or vice versa without traversing a three-

step staircase. However, the north end of the square may be entered from an access 

ramp, and the south end may be entered from a level access off Veteran’s Way. 

A combination of three-step staircases provide access to and across the square 

from the south on Veterans Way, with a large ramp providing access to the main square 

from the north. Safety railings are provided on the north side of the square near the access 

ramp which helps mitigate the consequences of a fall. While there are changes in elevation 

across the main square, the central area for gathering in front of the Community Hall is 

free of curbs or other obstructions that might be a barrier to free and safe movement.  

 
3. Flexible and Multi-Use Design 

The Qualicum Beach Spirit Square consists of a main area at the front of the 

Community Hall, and Veteran’s Way, which doubles as an expandable event space. The 
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south side of the main square is wide-open, re-configurable, and could accommodate any 

number of small activities. The design of the space is not specific to any one use. However, 

the northern portion of the main square is occupied by a mature tree surrounded by fixed 

seating, which limits how the space may be used. There is also very little space remaining 

to accommodate another use.    

While space in the main square us limited, large activities may be hosted on 

Veteran’s Way adjacent to the Community Hall. When not used as an event space, 

Veteran’s Way is a parking area and a low traffic street. Utility infrastructure has been 

installed to facilitate events, and these above ground kiosks are visible on-site. While the 

expandable area can easily accommodate multiple uses, it is limited by the fact that it is 

first and foremost a roadway, with typical roadway infrastructure such as curbs. Because 

of this, the extension area lacks visual or physical connectivity with the main square.  

 Nanaimo Spirit Square  

 
1. Usable by people of all social classes 

The Nanaimo Spirit Square is located in Muffeo-Sutton park between the parking 

area, and the eastern portion of the park that includes the waterfront. The square is entirely 

open to the public and free to access. There are no barriers in place to restrict access to 

the site, and no portion of the square is designated to a specific user group.   

2. Usable by people of all abilities 

The square is almost entirely level with only a minor incline west to east from the 

parking area to the southern portion of the site. Access from the main parking lot to the 

square is entirely level, curb-less, and a shared space design blends the parking 

seamlessly into the rest of the site.  

The entire site is design specifically to reduce barriers to movement for people of 

all levels of ability. Generously wide 2.3 metre access ramps provided on the southern 

side of the Spirit Square allow for easy access from the parking area. Three-step 
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staircases with railings provide an alternative to the ramps. In addition to these features, 

a separate accessible travel lane is provided through the high traffic portion of the site to 

accommodate users with mobility issues. Tree wells are also covered by steel grates 

which prevents people from inadvertently stepping into them. 

      
3. Flexible and Multi-Use Design 

The Nanaimo Spirit Square is a paved open space which has the ability to host both 

small activities and larger events. It is not purpose built for any specific activity or any 

particular user group. The main area of the square is free of permanent seating or other 

obstructions meaning the space can be easily re-purposed for new uses. A large canopy 

shelter, along with picnic tables are the only fixed features, and they are located at the 

edges of the square so that they do not interfere with how the flexible space is used. The 

open paved area is approximately 4,787 m2 and can be easily expanded to the adjacent 

park areas for larger events.  

 Ladysmith Spirit Square  

 
1. Usable by people of all social classes 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square project is situated on public property and is free to 

access. There are no physical barriers to entering the square, and no signs to convey a 

limit, or restriction on its use. However, the square was planned by the City of Ladysmith 

as one component of the larger Community Services Centre, and it clearly serves as a 

common space between the Seniors Centre and the Boys and Girls Club buildings. While 

it is officially a public square, its proximity to these institutional buildings gives the 

impression that it is not intended for public use.  The lack of visibility into the space from 

the road, and high landscaping convey that this space is purpose-built for the use of the 

occupants of the nearby buildings.  

2. Usable by people of all abilities 
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Ladysmith Spirit Square project was built a hill, which places limitations on its physical 

accessibility. Some physical exertion is required to reach the Spirit Square from the main 

access road and parking areas. The square is located on the upper portion of the property, 

and above the paved roadway which cuts through the site. Two sets of stairs are provided 

as the main access to the square, with a ramp provided for greater accessibility. A second 

access is also available from the upper parking area. To enter or leave the square from 

either of the access points requires the use of stairs or a ramp. 

 Considerable space is available for the approach to the ramps at both the top and the 

bottom. The surface of the roadway is generally flat with a curb-less design which 

minimizes obstructions to movement, and potential for tripping accidents. A second ramp 

accesses the square from the upper parking area. The central space of the square itself 

consists of a generally flat, grass-covered cover area bordered by a gravel walkway. The 

gravel is even, and well-compacted making it safe to traverse.  

3. Flexible and Multi-Use Design 

The Sprit Square is an open, multi-use space. It does not prescribe a particular 

use through its design and could conceivably be reconfigured to host a variety of events 

and small-scale recreational uses. It consists of approximately 572 m2 of flexible and multi-

use open space. While there are certainly no barriers to prevent members of the 

community from participating in new uses of this public space, the proximity of the 

institutional buildings, especially the Boys and Girls Club which boarders on space, may 

give the impression that the square is for their use exclusively.   

The flexibility of the square to be extended into an adjacent area to host different 

activities is limited. The roadway below the Spirt Square can be converted into an event 

space, due to its pedestrian oriented curb-less design, however the elevation and 

landscaping between these spaces creates a physical and visual barrier that prevents 

these space from being effectively connected. 
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4.5 Part Four – Thematic Analysis 

The following section reviews common themes derived from interview responses. 

These themes contain important insights from participants regarding their participation in 

the BCSS program. Analysis of themes is ordered according to the list below:  

1. Participation in B.C Spirit Squares Program 

2. Advice from Participants on Public Space Projects and Grant Programs 

3. Successes of BCSS Projects 

4. BCSS Project Challenges 

4.5.1 Theme 1 - Participation in B.C Spirit Squares Program 

Interview participants were asked about their experience in the BCSS Program. 

Specifically, how their participation in a government program affected the planning and 

design of the Spirit Square project. For the four projects for which responses were 

received, it was reported that the grant funding either made the creation of these projects 

possible, or accelerated the process by offering the necessary capital, and generating the 

political will to move forward.   

Campbell River Spirit Square 

In Campbell River, the Spirit Square project had been recently identified as a need 

in the community and the grant program enabled its creation along a faster timeline: “The 

funding really helped push the Spirit Square project along. The square was identified in 

the prior 2006 Downtown Study, and then we got the funding in 2007” (Participant_04, 

personal communication, August 21, 2019).  

Qualicum Beach 

Similarly, the availability of funds led the Town of Qualicum Beach to consider 

building a square – especially after not being awarded a previous grant: 
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“We had applied for a grant to replace the roof on the Curling Club in the 
Community Hall. We didn’t get the grant, but then the Province came out 
with the Spirit Square initiative, and they were providing large amounts of 
funding. So we looked at some options“ (Sales, personal communication, 
July 31, 2019). 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

The Cumberland project also benefitted greatly from the grant, with the interview 

participant expressing doubts the projects would have happened otherwise (Walker, 

personal communication, August 14, 2019). The grant provided an opportunity for small 

local governments, who typically would not be able to deliver a similar public space project:  

“It seemed like a lot of money for a small town. We would never have come 
up with $57,000. I wouldn't have been able to get that in the budget for 
Council to approve for a park. It was pretty important that the grant would 
be able to do that” (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 2019). 

Small municipalities also struggle to fund public space projects because any 

available capital funds are generally directed toward more utilitarian infrastructure 

projects. Engineering focused projects typically take priority over public space projects in 

Cumberland, making this funding particularly valuable to small towns:  

 “A grant like this is really valuable because it wasn’t an add-on to sewer 
and water infrastructure. It wasn't like some of the bigger infrastructure 
projects where sometimes parks lose out, because for a village like 
Cumberland, sewer and water really trumps everything. It was really 
particular to this project (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 
2019)” 

Nanaimo Spirit Square 

The availability of the Spirit Square grant helped build a case for the City of 

Nanaimo’s renovation of Muffeo-Sutton park, and added momentum and support for the 

project. While the grant itself did not initiate the park master planning process, it did play 

an important role in ensuring its approval and financial viability: 
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“It helped justify the project and spearhead it along. Whenever you can get 
seed money like that it really helps – and the grant was more than just seed 
money. It helps leverage other funds, and it helps leverage political and 
public support. It shows you're getting funding, and it makes the decision-
makers say, "Okay, we have to do it now”.  It also gives you a time frame 
in which you have to do it” (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 
2019). 

4.5.2 Theme 2 – Successes of BCSS Projects 

Participants were asked specifically what they would regard as the successes of 

the Spirit Square project. Every project was unique, and each participant had a slightly 

different perspective on what constituted their notable successes. However, there were 

some similarities among the responses. Mainly, that the squares are successful because 

of how well they are used by the community. The reasons these spaces are embraced 

included their multi-use and flexible designs, community involvement in the planning 

process, and how they allowed the community to achieve its goals in a way that aligned 

with the existing needs and values of the community – whether that meant maintaining 

assets, or simply building in a way that represented the community. 

Campbell River Spirit Square 

The success of the Campbell River project was reported as being the fact that it 

has been well-used by the community, and how it has become a focal point for the 

downtown (Participant_04, personal communication, August 21, 2019). The ability of the 

square to function as a multi-use space by hosting a variety of events at various scales 

was also reported as a success (Participant_04, personal communication, August 21, 

2019). 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

Community involvement in the design of the Cumberland Spirit Square was 

reported a success of the project, along with the fact that it remains a very well-used public 

space. Community participation resulted in a successful design, which led to the space 

being embraced by the community (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 2019). 
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The success of the community-based design was also reported to be validated by the fact 

that since the square was constructed it has seen few changes, and it has not changed in 

use (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 2019). Essentially, the participation of 

the community resulted in a successful design which did not need to be altered later.  

Qualicum Beach Spirit Square 

In Qualicum Beach, the success of the project was viewed to be how it allowed the 

Town to address their needs as a community. In this case, the identified need was 

upgrades to the Community Hall, which required maintenance and repair: “It ended up 

giving the town something that it needed, while also allowing us to maintain assets, which 

is always a problem for municipalities. (Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019). 

The project helped the Town with the management of their existing assets, which was 

reported as a problem faced by municipalities because grants are typically targeted for the 

construction of new infrastructure (Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019).   

Nanaimo Spirit Square 

The successes of the Nanaimo Spirit Square project were reported as two-fold. 

The first, is that it allowed the City to acknowledge the historical use of the site as a 

Snuneymuxw First Nation village through the landscape design. The sensitivity with 

regards to reconciliation, archeological work and the recovery of artifacts was also 

considered to be a success of the project (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 

2019). The second is that it allowed the City of Nanaimo to turn an existing park into a 

community event space that could that host larger numbers of people in a way that could 

be sustained over time (Harding, personal communication, October 1, 2019). In this way 

it also allowed the City to maintain its infrastructure: 

“There are also a greater number of events, and they don’t have a negative 
impact on the site because we built in a way that can sustain that activity. 
Two years after it opened we had 40,000 people down there at the end of 
October for the torch relay (Harding, personal communication, Oct 1, 
2019).” 
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This included the landscape features of the square as well:  

“Even though people at the time were concerned about the trees that were 
removed, we actually planted more trees, and in a way that was more 
sustainable. We were able to create better tree wells with better irrigation 
and soils, so that the current trees are much healthier than before (Harding, 
personal communication, Oct 1, 2019)” 

Ladysmith Spirit Square 

In Ladysmith, the big project successes reported by the participant were related to 

the project matching the needs of the community and its values:  “We were able to achieve 

things that aligned with the existing values at the time of the Town” (Malli, personal 

communication, August 9, 2019). This was regarded as important to the success of the 

project (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019): 

“It wasn't something that just got dropped in and didn't look like it was from 
Ladysmith. I think that's an important part of doing a project like this. You 
get an outcome that fits with your community, and not something that looks 
like Robson Square.” 

This included achieving the Town’s sustainability goals in the design and 

implementation of the project. In particular, LEED Gold construction, and sustainable 

plantings on the site (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). The Ladysmith 

Spirit Square project was also reported to be successful because of how well-used the 

site is by the community. This was attributed to how the uses of the Community Services 

Centre are located on the same site and activate the square (Malli, personal 

communication, August 9, 2019).  

4.5.3 Theme 3 – BCSS Project Challenges 

Participants were asked what they would regard as the challenges of planning their 

Spirit Square project. The reported challenges were largely related to engaging the public 

with their diverse perspectives, and managing expectations in the community including a 

perceived public resistance to change. This included engagement with committees, 
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stakeholders, politicians, and the public at large. Participants also mentioned budgetary 

constraints, financial management, and the difficulty of designing a flexible, multi-use site.  

Campbell River Spirit Square 

In Campbell River, the main challenge was reported to be the public engagement 

process. In particular, the need to manage a diversity of community viewpoints through 

the project Steering Committee:  

“The challenges we're the differing viewpoints. There was a steering 
committee with members from all different parts of the community, and they 
all see things through a different lens. That’s great, and you want that, but 
at the same time it’s a challenge to reconcile all of those perspectives” 
(Participant_04, personal communication, August 21, 2019). 

Cumberland Spirit Square 

The main challenge of the Cumberland project was reported to be the budgetary 

constraints. While the participant expressed the project would not of happened without the 

$57,000 received from the BCSS program, it was not a lot money, and had to be combined 

with a grant from the Island Coast Economic Trust (Walker, personal communication, 

August 14, 2019). 

 

Qualicum Beach Spirit Square 

 

A reported challenge of the Qualicum Beach project was experienced when it 

came to the Town Council’s expectations for the project, which did not match existing the 

proposal and was an unexpected turning point:  

 “When Council said we don't want the grant. That was a big unforeseen 
thing. That's not something that usually happens – turning down money. 
But I seem to recall it was a 50% grant program, so there was still a lot of 
money that the Town had to put in. At the time, Council said we don't really 
want to put in the money into something we don't need. We need to put it 
into what we do need” (Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019). 
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Another proposal, in a new location, was then created according to what Council 

saw as a priority for the community (Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019).  

Nanaimo Spirit Square 

In Nanaimo, a reported major challenge was managing public perceptions, 

expectations, and attitudes towards the project. The project proposed major changes to 

the community landscape including the removal of landmark buildings, which exacerbated 

the need for managing community expectations:   

“Managing expectations is a challenge, and trying to provide some visual 
of what it could look like. Whenever you take a park that people already 
love, and basically break a bunch eggs, it's really difficult to get people to 
think past the ugliness” Harding, personal communication, Oct 1, 2019) 

Community resistance was reported as a challenge, even though the changes to 

Muffeo-Sutton park which included the Spirit Square were described as an improvement: 

“When you take a facility out it’s always a negative, because any kind of 
change in a public park is always difficult. People still say we should never 
have taken down the Civic Arena… Everyone kept saying we just paved 
over everything. The new design actually has less pavement and more 
greenery, but it was such a dramatic change with the buildings gone that it 
looked more stark at first” (Harding, personal communication, Oct 1, 2019). 

Budget limitations during construction also prevented features of the public space 

from being completed as envisioned, though this was qualified as common to projects: 

“Budgets are always a constraint. For example, we were going to do LED 
lights in the park, but when you get into a project and you have over 
excavation, archaeological sites, compaction, or cost overruns, then 
features have to come off because you can’t get to them. But you get that 
with every project” (Harding, personal communication, Oct 1, 2019). 

The final reported challenge for the Nanaimo project was related to the creation of 

a flexible, multi-use, public space and achieving the balance that allowed the site to 

function at all times, and not just for large events. As the participant explains: 
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“It's very difficult to build a special events location that functions well with 
30,000 people, that still feels like a fun, pedestrian, park when those 30,000 
people aren't there.  You can never get that quite right because it's hard to 
have both” (Harding, personal communication, Oct 1, 2019). 

Ladysmith Spirit Square 

 

The main challenge of the Ladysmith project was reported to be the community 

resistance that was encountered regarding the initial proposed location of the square. The 

Town received unexpected “push back” which resulted in choosing a different location 

(Malli, personal communication, August 9, 2019). The participant also reported challenges 

in reconciling different perspectives on site amenities such as public washrooms: 

“We also wanted an outside washroom at the site, and that became a 
bigger issue than it should have. The users of the building were concerned 
about people using the washroom inappropriately, along with other safety 
concerns. We hadn't foreseen that because it wasn't an issue, and I don't 
think it even has been an issue, but that came out of the blue. However, 
we did manage to keep the washrooms there” (Malli, personal 
communication, August 9, 2019). 

The Ladysmith Spirit Square was part of the Community Service Centre project, 

which involved multiple sources of funding. A big challenge was managing these funds so 

that the project could be completed successfully: 

“…keeping the funding sources separated and ensuring that they were 
appropriately spent. We couldn't mix the funding sources, and we couldn't 
stack them. So we had to make sure that we were really clear” (Malli, 
personal communication, August 9, 2019): 

4.5.4 Theme 4 – Advice from Participants on Public Space 
Projects and Grant Programs  

Participants were asked if they had any other thoughts or advice regarding future 

public space projects. Responses emphasized the benefit of flexibility when administering 

grant programs in both the scope of projects permitted under such a program, and in 

responding to the needs of the community. Also, participants stated the importance of 
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community support and pre-planning for public space projects. The responses provided 

by participants are presented according to sub-themes as opposed to individual projects.  

Community Support 

It was reported that building community support through engagement is important 

to building political support: “Hire consultants and get the community involved. The more 

buy-in you get from the community through open houses or steering committees the easier 

of a sell it will be to Council” (Participant_04, personal communication, August 21, 2019). 

Furthermore, a public space project depends on broad community support, and it space 

should be tied to community history to help gain that support: 

“I think a project like this definitely has to have buy-in from special event 
organizers, community groups, and park users. You definitely can't do 
these projects in isolation. They have to have some kind of history, and 
other people have to buy-in to where you're doing this. There has to be 
some historical use of the site. You can create brand new sites, but that 
requires really new features to draw people into it“ (Harding, personal 
communication, October 1, 2019). 

A participant emphasized that building that crucial community support also 

requires professional flexibility while engaging with the community, and that this must be 

done in a way that recognizes their needs and wants:  

“Lots of compromise. As an engineer, I tend to see everything as black and 
white. There's a right way to do things and a wrong way to do things. When 
you're dealing with a lot of other people, such as the community, and City 
Council, there are always differences in opinion. As an engineer I 
sometimes have to be flexible and realize that what I want – the best way 
or the right way, isn't necessarily what the public wants, and therefore I 
need to do it differently” (Participant_04, personal communication, August 
21, 2019). 

Flexibility of Grant Programs 

Participants also emphasized the need for flexibility in how a grant program like 

BCSS needs to operate to facilitate the delivery of public space infrastructure. In terms of 
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administration it needs to be flexible in its requirements, and what in constitutes an 

allowable project to broaden the scope of participation: 

“For a grant program like this the main benefit is the flexibility. Make sure 
that it's flexible enough that you get good uptake. It’s important that people 
get these chances to do different kinds of projects. Don't make it such a 
narrow focus that very few can do it” (Walker, personal communication, 
August 14, 2019). 

Similarly, a participant expressed that what constitutes a public space under the 

BBCSS Program could have been more flexible to expand the options for municipalities 

in creating public spaces:   

“I think that focusing too much on a square misses the point that public 
spaces, like streets, can be destinations too. In retrospect, it would have 
been nice for them to call it something else, like a spirit project. Think about 
good public spaces – 90% of them are streets. If that's the case, then 
maybe they should have broadened that to try to catch some great streets” 
(Sales, personal communication, July 31, 2019). 

Reponses also indicate that flexibility in program administration is necessary 

because of the nature of local government as responding to changing situations in the 

community:  

 “I think it's important that the funders are aware of the fact that smaller 
municipalities sometimes have to change plans, just because situations 
change. Therefore, their flexibility and focus on the ultimate outcome is 
really appreciated, so that you're not constrained by artificial barriers that 
really are just ticking off boxes” (Malli, personal communication, August 9, 
2019).  

And specifically, regarding the changing nature of community-based public space 

projects, and the relationship with funding program staff: 

“If your project is better by moving it, and if your project has a better 
outcome, then having staff help you through that is really important” (Malli, 
personal communication, August 9, 2019)” 

Pre-Planning for Public Space Projects 
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Finally, a participant responded that communities should take advantage of a 

program like this but must ensure they are prepared when the funding is made available: 

“Absolutely do not miss it. The trouble with grants is that you don't always know when 

they're coming, but you can work on a plan and have it shovel-ready” (Walker, personal 

communication, August 14, 2019). The participant expressed that local governments 

should ensure they have a great location available through pre-planning for public space: 

“If as part of your land acquisition plan, you've looked at an ideal lot, and 
can't afford to develop it now, just get it anyways. It's important to have the 
valuable key pieces even if you have to leave it as grass with nothing on it 
for five years. Then get around to doing the design or waiting for a grant to 
be able to develop it” (Walker, personal communication, August 14, 2019). 
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Chapter 5. Discussion 

 

This chapter discusses the results of the analysis and its implications for this 

research. The discussion focuses on knowledge gained through the context analysis, site 

analysis, and interview responses. It is also supported by the literature review. Chapter 

Five is separated into three parts: 

• Part One discusses the project evaluations according to each BCSS principle, 

including what can be understood about creating public space infrastructure from the 

example of these intergovernmental projects.  

• Part Two discusses the BCSS Program in the context of intergovernmental grant 

programs, including of project success and challenges, program flexibility and the role 

of planners in this form of project.  

• Part Three contains a summarized list of recommendations for planners undertaking 

similar public space infrastructure projects through future grant programs.    
 

5.1 Part One – BCSS Project Principles Evaluation 

The BCSS program was an intergovernmental grant program which funded the 

creation of public space infrastructure. The structure of the BCSS program and its project 

principles align with requirements established in the literature for successful delivery of 

intergovernmental infrastructure projects. The BCSS project principles also align with the 

qualities required for a successful public space. Therefore, the BCSS project principles 

represent a combination of requirements intended to maximize the success of these 

projects, and this outcome is evident in the results of this research. 

An evaluation of the five sample projects illustrates that their planning and design 

met the original BCSS project principles. This is verified by data gathered through 
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interview responses, contextual analysis, and site analysis. However, the ways in which 

these principles were met, and the degree to which they were satisfied varies from project 

to project. In general, there were two type of projects in the sample. There were new, 

dedicated, public space projects such as in Cumberland, Campbell River, and Nanaimo, 

and there projects delivered in combination with other community objectives – such as in 

Ladysmith and Qualicum Beach.  

In Qualicum Beach, the Spirit Square was built in combination with a project to 

renovate the Community Hall. Similarly, in Ladysmith the square was designed as one 

component of the new the Community Services Centre project. In both cases, these other 

high-priority objectives determined the location of the Spirit Square project. The evaluation 

determines that while program the principles were met, projects that were focused solely 

on creating a dedicated public space integrated those principles more substantially. 

The following sub-sections discuss each of the BCSS project principles, and what 

is learned from the analysis of how each project met the program requirements. Each sub-

section aligns with a BCSS project principle. The role of planners on these projects as it 

relates to each principle is also explored. The intent is to derive insights and 

recommendations for the planning of future intergovernmental public space infrastructure 

projects.  

5.1.1 Character and Image of Public Space and Community 
Identity 

The objective of the BCSS Program was not simply to fund public space 

infrastructure, but to create well-known gathering places which give communities their 

identity. The project principles required that each project represent local history, culture, 

or landscapes through its design. This was an opportunity for communities to incorporate 

local identities within a new public space. Since community identity varies by location, it 

was the responsibility of planners to engage the public on which identities would be 

represented through the distinguishing features of the project. However, as condition, the 
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policy driven BCSS Program also required grantees to incorporate physical features 

representing a specific regional identity that was selected by the Province.  

For the sample projects, each community choose the local character and image of 

their square by incorporating features they felt represented their communities. In Campbell 

River the community chose to reflect both the natural shoreline and its logging industry 

heritage. In Qualicum Beach, this took the form of attaching the square to a landmark 

historic building. Two projects in particular were able to incorporate a more diverse 

representation of community identity. The Village of Cumberland installed murals that 

display the history of the village including the contributions of Chinese-Canadians. The 

Nanaimo Spirit Square project, which was built upon a Snuneymuxw First Nation village 

site, and involved the recovery of artifacts during construction, incorporates 

representations of Snuneymuxw history alongside depictions of the site’s industrial past. 

These projects succeed in recognizing the ability of public space to host diverse meanings, 

and its importance to the community. Diverse representations are possible within the same 

space, and this benefits the community by creating a more inclusive space. The Ladysmith 

Spirit Square was reported as successful in how in the orientation of buildings on the site 

reflect the town’s history, but this is not recognisable in the square itself. Further research 

would be required to understand why this in the case, and if integrating the square with 

the larger, more prominent, Community Services Centre project, complicated the extent 

to which this principle was met.   

The BCSS Program gave local governments funding to create new public space 

infrastructure, and in doing so put local governments in the position of being stewards of 

local place identity. Grantees were responsible for the creation of the character and image 

of the square, as well as the programming the activities the space was designed to 

accommodate. Given that planners and urban designers have an obligation to create 

places which allow for place attachment (Thomas, 2016, p. 8), local governments by 

extension bear this responsibility as well. This means creating public spaces that are 

inclusive and represent the community in its diversity.  
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If representation of diverse narratives and life experiences in public space is the 

key to cultural vitality (Pugalis 2009), then those diverse representations are essential for 

local government to include in its publics space projects. This would mean reflecting the 

diversity of a community as best as possible within public spaces. Focusing on a single 

community theme, or a single depiction of community life would not be ideal for 

representing the community in its diversity.  

Also, this research reaffirms an understanding that a site, or a building, which is 

symbolic of community history adds “something special” to a public space project. 

Incorporating community history may take the form of locating the public space next to an 

historic building, such as in Qualicum Beach, or Cumberland, or by using a site that itself 

means something to people as in Nanaimo. It adds authenticity, meaning, identity, and 

allows for representations of a shared community experience. The research also indicates 

that a site with history can help build support for a public space project. This is likely 

because there are existing shared community meanings attached to the site. However, 

this may work both for and against a project. While history may add symbolic value to a 

space, it can also make change difficult for people to accept, as evidenced by some 

community members’ resistance to the Spirit Square project in Nanaimo, and the removal 

of landmark buildings from the site. Local governments and planners need to understand 

how history and meaning play into the image and character of public space and consider 

this in future projects.   

The BCSS program was a Province-wide placemaking initiative, and the guidelines 

recognise in its “Purpose” description that public spaces “help give towns and cities their 

identity” (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). The program was also a celebration of 

the Province of British Columbia’s 150th Anniversary of its founding as a Crown Colony 

with the goal of assisting communities in a way that allows them to “honour the past and 

celebrate the future” (Ministry of Community Services, 2006). The honouring of the 

founding of the Province of B.C. is a celebration of a very specific regional identity. It is a 

colonial settler identity, and as a requirement of the program, every Spirit Square was 

required to install a plaque commemorating this anniversary. This makes the colonial 

legacy inseparable from every Spirit Square project. However, it is an identity which does 
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not represent all British Columbians equally. While communities were able to build Spirit 

Squares in a way that reflects their community, the colonial legacy celebrated by these 

projects may be a barrier to achieving an inclusive public space which contradicts that 

very project principle.   

This research does not assume to know how Spirit Square projects are regarded 

by Indigenous peoples or other cultural groups affected by British Columbia’s colonial 

legacy, but in a post-Truth and Reconciliation Commission era – fourteen years since the 

launch of the BCSS Program, further research into this subject may be warranted. At the 

very least, when local governments plan for the creation of public space, or for the 

maintenance of existing spaces, they should re-evaluate place meaning in a way that 

considers the diverse and inclusive nature of public space, and that interpretations of that 

meaning may change over time.  

5.1.2 Compact, Connected and Walkable Communities 

The ability for a public space to be well-located and within walkable neighbourhood 

is important to its success. The sample Spirit Square projects were located in walkable, 

central, locations, and connected to the surrounding neighbourhood, as reported by 

participants, and as indicated by the context analysis maps. In doing so these projects 

satisfied the BCSS the project principles. Furthermore, the context analysis maps show 

that these locations were within walking distance of commercial and institutional 

destinations as required by the guidelines. These locations were also connected to the 

neighbourhood via local roads and sidewalks.  

This research indicates that the locations where the squares were built, were the 

best possible locations available to the local governments at the time, and that they were 

regarded as very central and well-connected. Furthermore, these communities were able 

to construct all projects on existing public land. While the grant could be put toward the 

purchase of new property, each municipality built their project on land they already had 

available. More research is required to understand why the purchase of new property was 

not undertaken by these local governments, but the choice of where to locate the new 
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public space ultimately came down to a combination of the what land was available, and 

what objective they were trying to achieve for the community.  

This does not mean that it was the ideal location for a public space. Rather, it was 

the best location available that also met the needs of their community. In Nanaimo, the 

Spirit Square was in the best park location the City had available, even though it is located 

outside of the downtown. Similarly, the Ladysmith Spirit Square was located on a property 

which would best accommodate the larger Community Service Centre project, even 

though it is located outside of the downtown. In Qualicum Beach, the location was chosen 

due to the Town’s ability to refurbish the Community Hall, though the data indicates that 

the location lacks activity outside of programmed events. Therefore, the location of this 

public space infrastructure was selected with consideration for the objectives the grantees 

sought to achieve, in combination with an attempt to find the most central location possible. 

These locations represented the best options the local governments had available to them 

given constraints on available land and the objectives they were trying to achieve.  

Additionally, the ability of each local government to build upon existing public land 

speaks to the importance of having that land available for future public space 

infrastructure. Not just to take advantage of future grant programs, but for their own long-

term planning. Pre-planning for public space as part of a land acquisition strategy puts 

communities in a position to create public space at the right time in an optimal location. 

Since planners have an integral role in the long-term land-use decisions of local 

governments, they are able to anticipate future needs for public space infrastructure, and 

to assist in preserving or acquiring land in optimal locations. Subsequently, when 

intergovernmental grant funding is available for public space projects, a municipality will 

be well-positioned to use this land for the creation of centrally located public spaces. 

5.1.3 Community Support and Public Space Planning 

In both the literature and interview data community support and public engagement 

is viewed as essential to the creation of public space. This is necessary in order to 

determine what the community wants and needs, and it is also a requirement of good 
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governance of public spaces. Community support translates into community ownership 

and greater sustainability of public space over time. Accordingly, this research re-affirms 

that local support is crucially important to the successful delivery of intergovernmental 

public space infrastructure projects. This support was built for the sample projects through 

meaningful public engagement, and by being responsive to community needs. 

 The engagement process is a place for community discourse, and the resolution 

of conflict as it pertains to the creation of public space, and a navigation of values, 

meanings, and identities those spaces hold. Multiple participants reported the success of 

Spirit Square projects in terms of how well-used they are by the community. If a public 

space is to be embraced by the community then it must reflect the needs of the community 

and reflect its shared identities. The only way to gain an understanding of this is from the 

community itself.  

Public engagement was described as one of the main challenges of the Spirit 

Square projects. These challenges included reconciling community perspectives, 

unexpected changes in project direction, and managing community expectations. 

Furthermore, this research suggests that as a professional, public engagement demands 

that an individual be flexible enough to understand the community’s needs and wants, and 

to understand the importance of their participation in that process. Even if what the 

community wants runs counter to one’s professional preferences, or their own ideas of 

what constitutes a best practice. Additionally, meaningful engagement and subsequent 

community support is essential to building support from elected officials around public 

space infrastructure. Engagement is also important for continued public support during 

project implementation, especially when beloved public sites begin to change along with 

the attachments and meanings the community has associated with the space. Therefore, 

community support is crucial to both the creation of public space, and to the successful 

delivery of intergovernmental infrastructure projects. Planners, with their professional 

expertise in community engagement are indispensable to this process.  
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5.1.4 Accessible, Flexible, and Multi-Use Design 

Through the interview data and the site analysis, it is clear that the sample projects 

incorporated an accessible, multi-use, and flexible design. They also adopted a multi-

generational approach to public space with a focus on people of different ages including 

families and seniors. Furthermore, all projects were built on public land, meaning that there 

are no restrictions on who can legally access the space. The site analysis demonstrates 

how sample projects created accessible sites using wheelchair ramps, level surfaces, 

wide approaches, railings, and other physical features that increase the accessibility of 

the Spirit Square projects. However, both the Ladysmith and Qualicum Beach projects are 

made less accessible due to the sloping terrain on which they were built, which 

necessitates the use stairs and ramps. Both projects were built in locations which 

depended less on the creation of the square and more on meeting other community 

objectives. The Qualicum Beach project was built on the existing Community Hall site, and 

the Ladysmith project was built on a hill property which could accommodate the 

Community Services Centre.  

The site analysis indicates that topography and changes in elevation limit the 

accessibility of the Qualicum Beach project because small staircases must be used to 

cross the square fully from one side to the other. However, accessible ramps were 

provided at each entry to the square. The Ladysmith project also struggles with 

challenging topography because the entire site is located on a hill, requiring access ramps 

to enter the square from both the top and bottom. The design mitigates this by making the 

main surface of the square itself entirely level. Despite overcoming this topography 

through careful site planning, the Ladysmith Spirit Square faces a more intangible barrier 

to access. The square benefits in many ways from its integration with the Community 

Services Centre, but the space itself appears to be less open to the public because of its 

close association with the groups that occupy the site. While the square is officially a public 

space, it appears as a space dedicated to users of the adjacent buildings. This may pose 

a barrier for some people using the site.  
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The ability for a space to be useable by everyone is important to local governments 

in their role of providing services for the entire community. The flexibility of the Spirit 

Square projects as described in this research occurs mostly through the way in which they 

allow users to make use of the space as they see fit - especially the Ladysmith, and 

Cumberland Spirit Squares, which are described specifically in terms of their use as urban 

green spaces that also have the capacity to host events.  

Additionally, the sample Sprit Squares have a built-in flexibility which allows them 

to host events at different scales. Both the Campbell River and Qualicum Beach Spirit 

Square projects achieved this by building the supporting infrastructure that would allow 

them to host small events in an existing square, and host large events by taking over an 

adjacent street. The Cumberland square can be extended into an adjacent commercial 

space that was constructed in partnership for that purpose. The flexible design allows 

each square to be reconfigured and extended as needed to maximize usability. By 

contrast, the Nanaimo Spirit Square project was built intentionally to support large-scale 

events in a single park space but struggles at the scale of individual activity. However, it 

is supported by other activities taking place in the park in which it is located. The 

functionality to extend a public space into other areas such as a roadway allows 

communities to host events at variety of scales, without the enormous infrastructure 

investment required to build a space designed specifically for large activities.  

In these intergovernmental public space infrastructure projects, planners were able 

to explore and establish community partnerships regarding flexible, multi-use public 

spaces. This included assessing the potential for building using new and existing 

infrastructure for this purpose. Planners can also ensure that projects are designed in a 

way that is accessible and useable by all people. This includes assessing the viability of 

existing sites to accommodate a new public space that is usable and accessible by all.  

5.1.5 Urban Design Expertise and Local Government 

The BCSS project principles required that the design of the Spirit Square projects 

be supported by an urban design professional. Four out of five communities in this sample 



 

125 

 

hired consultants to complete the design of their squares. This research shows that the 

local governments did not have the capacity to conduct design work related to the creation 

of public space. The main reason was that their organizations did not have design 

expertise on-staff to conduct the level of work required, so they hired external design 

professionals. It was primarily landscape architects who were hired.  

Given the lack of design expertise that existed in the participating local 

governments, and the regulatory role that planners often perform in these organizations it 

is understandable that the involvement of urban design consultants would be required to 

delivery a public space infrastructure project. The role of producing a detailed design for 

public space may fall outside regular skill set of an urban planner in this setting. However, 

the Cumberland Spirit Square project was conducted by a planner who was also a 

landscape architect. Their combination of professional skills benefitted the project by 

reducing costs, by making for a smoother process, and through improved communication 

with the public around design questions. Furthermore, the internal capacity to portray 

concepts visually aided with public engagement. This suggests that the delivery of public 

space infrastructure may benefit from the inclusion of municipal staff who have both 

planning and design skills. Additionally, since the success of intergovernmental public 

space projects largely depends on local governments having access to this expertise, then 

it makes sense for planners to have urban design skills in their repertoire.  

However, and it must be recognised that landscape architects produced all the 

concepts and designs for the sample Spirit Square projects, and that landscape 

architecture as a profession specializes in the design of outdoor spaces. As Canter (1979) 

describes, the role of a designer such as a landscape architect is to modify physical 

spaces in a way that allows it to host meanings and activities. Appropriately, planners are 

well-suited to facilitating the dialogue around the creation and modification of public space 

in the context of urban design. Furthermore, given the importance of community 

engagement in the design of public space, and in determining local needs, a municipal 

planner with urban design skills is ideally positioned to conduct this dialogue – especially 

given their proximal relationship to the community. 
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In contrast, this research also indicates that municipalities may benefit more by not 

diverting staff away from their regular work and avoiding a disruption to their operations. 

For example, by engaging staff planners in urban design work. A better, more timely result 

may be achieved by an external consultant who has the focused, and specific expertise 

to get the work accomplished. This was the case with the Town of Ladysmith, where they 

did not have the resources to divert staff from their regular operations. The City of Nanaimo 

also had planners on staff with design skill, and while they were involved in public 

engagement events around issues of design, the did not possess the skill to produce 

detailed designs, which is why this function was completed by consultants. Local 

governments as managers of public space projects must decide which route is best for 

their organization and their public space infrastructure projects. Therefore, the need to 

design public space at a professional level must be balanced with other local government 

operations and the equally important services they provide to the community.  

5.1.6 Activity and Programming of Spirit Squares 

This research describes the success of Spirit Square projects in terms of how well 

they are used, and in how they are able to host events and serve as a community gathering 

space, which was the primary goal of the BCSS Program. The project principle that spaces 

be active and programmed with events is important not only for a successful public space, 

but for the success of the grant program. Delivering public space infrastructure, which is 

subsequently abandoned by the municipality, or not used by the community would 

constitute a failure. This research confirms that this was not the case, and that the sample 

Spirit Squares are actively used by the community.  

The local governments in this sample of projects, supported activity in these new 

public spaces in several ways. They programmed regular activities in the space, they 

combined the public space with on-site activities which had regular users, or they pursued 

a combination of both those approaches. In Campbell River, the main function of the 

square was to host large and small programmed events. In Nanaimo, the square was 

specifically designed to accommodate large-scale community events with tens of 

thousands of people, and to integrate into the broader park it is located within. Daily activity 
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in that square outside of programmed events, is described as coming from the other 

attractions in the park. Similarly, the Spirit Square in Ladysmith is activated by the on-site 

institutional uses which form the Community Services Centre. The Qualicum Beach 

square is activated through its immediate connection to the Community Hall, and through 

programmed seasonal and weekly events. Activity within the Cumberland square is 

described as supported by the adjacent food uses. These public spaces are activated 

through their association with other uses, and not only the events hosted within the space.  

Despite these squares being activated by adjacent on-site uses, some of them are 

described as having difficulty regarding activity outside of programmed events. 

Specifically, the Nanaimo and Qualicum Beach projects. Outside of events the Qualicum 

Beach project is described as not attracting people, due to a lack of attractions in the 

square itself, but it still manages to host a very successful farmer’s market. Similarity, the 

Nanaimo project is described as functioning well as a special events location, but struggles 

to be active at the personal scale, such as when an event is not taking place. Fortunately, 

the Nanaimo Spirit Square is aided by other attractions in the park, and the square itself 

is not the main draw, but these challenges are essential for local governments to consider 

when planning for public space.  

A successful events location does not always equate to an active, social, public 

space, and the community benefits that come along with it. This means that planners 

should consider not only how the space will function for events, but also in those times 

when potentially there is no activity drawing people to it. If public spaces are primarily 

social spaces, then the useability of the space is limited if it only functions under specific 

circumstances. Planners should also consider the scale of activities a public space is 

meant to host, and be aware that a balance must be struck between the intent of the 

space, and how it will function at all times. If it is meant to host activity at a variety of 

scales, plan for how it will operate successfully at those scales. For example, how will a 

public space function during large events, small events, and during daily casual activity at 

the pedestrian scale? A large event space may not function the same at a small scale of 

activity, and instead require adjacent uses and activities to keep the space vibrant. If a 

space cannot support activity at different times and at different scales, be prepared for the 
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reality that it may lack in those qualities. In terms of intergovernmental projects, the 

planner’s role includes determining the activities and programming for the site that will be 

best supported by the community. Additionally, planners are in a position to evaluate and 

communicate how the needs of the community will impact the design of the funded public 

space infrastructure.  

5.2 Part Two – BCSS as an Intergovernmental Grant 
Program 

The BCSS Program fulfilled its purpose of supporting the creation of public space 

infrastructure across the province. The sample projects met the program criteria and were 

reported as successful by those who had a part in their planning and design. The fact that 

the BCSS project principles incorporate best practices of intergovernmental project 

delivery played a large role in this success. Best-practices as determined by the Literature 

Review which relate to the project principles are listed below: 

• Community support and participation 

• Technical assistance  

• Plan for Use and Maintenance  

• Reporting Requirements  

The BCSS Program required that projects have support from the community, and 

that the community be able to participate in the planning and design. Technical assistance 

for the hiring of consultants, including urban design professionals, was funded through the 

first phase of the program. Furthermore, each project was required to plan for 

maintenance and programming so that it would not be abandoned. Applicants also had to 

submit quarterly and final reports on the status of their projects.  

As recognised in the literature, one of the most important aspects impacting the 

success of intergovernmental grant-funded infrastructure relates to how the need for a 

project is determined. What the community needs in terms of infrastructure should be 
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identified at the local level. The sample Spirit Square projects benefited greatly from this 

approach, and based on the results of this research, it was an important factor of their 

success.    

5.2.1 Program Success and Challenges  

The overriding theme of the success of the program is that it allowed participating 

local governments to address the needs of their community. Staff, politicians, and 

stakeholders with participation from the public, were able to deliver projects which met a 

community need in a way that suited the community. Accordingly, it is not surprising that 

these projects were reported as successful by how well they are used, embraced by the 

community, how they fit the community’s character, or how they enabled the community 

to achieve their own local objectives. 

The BCSS program enabled local governments to address their needs by 

providing funding that made public space projects viable, and built the political capital and 

motivation to move the projects forward. This was important to the Village of Cumberland, 

which found the funding to be critical to the implementation of the project. This is because 

their limited resources as a small community were consistently dedicated to higher priority 

utility infrastructure instead of public space projects. Therefore, the availability of 

dedicated public space infrastructure funding was an opportunity to build political 

momentum around a project they would not have undertaken otherwise. This illustrates 

the importance of the BCSS program in funding public space infrastructure in smaller 

municipalities. With regard to large municipalities, even though the funding did not initiate 

the project in Nanaimo, it had the same effect of building political support by making 

additional funds available and setting a timeline for completion.  

It should be noted that the projects each municipality applied to build did not always 

equate with a new public space. In these cases, the BCSS program allowed communities 

to steer this funding towards addressing other identified needs which could incorporate 

this infrastructure. In Ladysmith, this was the Community Services Centre, and in 

Qualicum Beach it was the renovation of the Community Hall. In Nanaimo, it was the 
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creation of an event space as part of the Muffeo-Sutton Park Master Plan. Even in 

Campbell River, where the primary goal was to create a standalone central gathering 

space, the project was inherently dependent on the re-location of the downtown transit 

exchange. This reaffirms the understanding that dedicated intergovernmental grant 

funding plays a crucial role in the delivery of a broad spectrum of local government 

infrastructure. Furthermore, to provide funding for public space infrastructure may also 

necessitate funding other public infrastructure such as building facades, streets, or utility 

connections – especially when those other assets are supported by the community and 

are viewed as a more pressing need.  

While the success of these projects relates to how they continue to be supported 

by the community, and how they addressed the needs of the community through their 

creation, it is notable that engagement with the community was also reported as a 

significant challenge. In particular, managing community expectations, perceived 

resistance to change, and bringing together diverse perspectives brought forward through 

the engagement process – including when feedback from the community did not align with 

staff’s expectations. Therefore, the process of identifying the needs of the community, and 

managing that process, including the on-going reactions of community members is 

simultaneously an important benefit to a project and a substantial challenge.  

5.2.2 Grant Program Flexibility and Community Need 

A theme reported by participants was the importance of the flexible approach the 

province took in administering the program – both in terms of the project criteria, and ability 

to significantly change approved and funded projects. This research asserts that flexibility 

on the part of the grantor is important to administering intergovernmental programs that 

aim to deliver public space infrastructure. This flexibility was necessary for multiple 

projects in the sample, and the assistance of program staff was considered important to 

the process. Since the BCSS program was administered to local governments, this 

research assumes that the flexible approach taken by the Province was deliberate.  
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Flexibility allows the grantee to respond to the needs of their community more 

effectively, and this aligns with best practices for administering intergovernmental projects. 

Additionally, since the creation of successful public spaces are grounded in the needs of 

the community, this was especially important for Spirit Square projects. To not allow this 

flexibility to grantees would not only undermine the role of local government as responding 

to local needs, but also the viability of the public space itself. Compromise is required at 

both the level of the grantee and the grantor to deliver public space infrastructure in this 

way. This is because common ground must be located where the local political context, 

driven by the needs of the community, align with the intent of a region-wide grant program, 

and the policy objectives the grantor is seeking to achieve.  

The sample municipalities utilized the flexibility built into the BCSS program to 

apply this funding to a range of different projects. They were also able to change the 

nature, scope, and location of their projects to respond to changes in community support 

even after funding had already been approved for specific designs. This was the case for 

both the Ladysmith and Qualicum Beach projects, which changed significantly even after 

funding was awarded. Furthermore, it is important that grant programs allow a broad 

scope of projects to be funded in order to increase participation, especially among smaller 

communities that may have other pressing infrastructure needs. This requires flexibility in 

how a public space is defined, and what kind of project may qualify for grant funding so 

that local infrastructure needs can be adequately addressed. 
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5.3 Part Three – Summary of Recommendations 

The following table presents a summary of recommendations discussed in the previous 
sub-section.  

Table 5.1 – Recommendations for Planners for the Delivery of Intergovernmental 
Public Space Infrastructure Projects 

Category Description 

Intergovernmental 
Grant Programs for 
Public Space 
Infrastructure 

• Flexibility in program administration is necessary because of the nature 
of local government as responding to community needs. 

 
• Assistance from program staff in changing Spirit Square projects was 

important to allowing municipalities to respond to the changing needs in 
their communities.  

 
• Grant programs should be administered in a way that is flexible to 

changes in project scope and definition to facilitate the creation of 
public space infrastructure that aligns with local needs.  

 
• Grant programs should be flexible in their definition of what constitutes 

a public space to broaden the scope of acceptable projects and to 
maximize participation.  

 
• It is important that grant funding be dedicated to the creation of public 

space infrastructure. This is because in smaller communities have more 
pressing objectives like utility infrastructure which often takes priority 
over public space projects. This is also crucial to ensuring that the 
creation of public space is the focus of the project. 

 
• Grant funding is important to building political momentum and 

community support for public space projects – especially in smaller 
communities which may not have the resources to dedicate to this 
infrastructure.   

Role of Planners in 
Intergovernmental 
Public Space 
Infrastructure 
Delivery 

• Building community support for public space infrastructure by enabling 
the participation of the community in the planning and design, while 
being flexible in accepting the specific needs expressed by the 
community.  

 
• Engaging the community to determine activities and programming for 

the site that will be best supported by the community. 
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• To evaluate and communicate how the needs of the community will 
impact the design of the funded public space infrastructure. 

 
• Facilitating dialogue around the creation and modification of public 

space in the context of urban design. 
 
• Communicating with the public on issues of urban design. 
 
• To explore opportunities and establish partnerships for the creation of 

flexible, multi-use public spaces. This includes assessing the potential 
for using existing infrastructure for this purpose. 

 
• To ensure that projects are designed in a way that is accessible and 

useable by all people. This includes assessing the viability of new and 
existing sites to accommodate an accessible public space.  

 
• To anticipate future needs for public space infrastructure and assist in 

preserving or acquiring land in optimal locations. 
 
• To engage the public to in determining which community identities are 

to be represented through the distinguishing features of a project, with 
the intent of creating an inclusive public space.  

Successes of 
Intergovernmental 
Public Space 
Infrastructure 
Projects 

• Is well-used or “embraced” by the community.  
 
• Fits the community character. 
 
• Funding builds political momentum and community support. 
 
• Local government public space projects can be used to address an 

identified need of the community, even if this means adapting the 
project to align with existing plans and the values of the community.  

Challenges of 
Intergovernmental 
Public Space 
Infrastructure 
Projects 

• Reconciling community perspectives. 
 
• Unexpected changes in project direction from the community, and from 

Council.  
 
• Managing community expectations – especially resistance to changes 

associated with existing public space. 
 
• Keeping funding sources separate on complex projects where the 

public space was one part of a larger project. 
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• Designing a multi-use public space to be active at a variety of scales of 

activity. For example, if a focus is placed on hosting big events, the 
effectiveness of the space at smaller ‘pedestrian’ scales may be 
compromised. 

 
• Project budget constraints 
 

Image and Character • A site or a building that is symbolic of community history adds 
“something special” to public space projects. It adds authenticity, 
meaning, identity, and representations of a shared community 
experience. A site with history can help build support for a public space 
project.  

 
• Incorporating community history may take the form of locating the 

public space next to a historic building, or a site that itself is symbolic.   
 

Compact Walkable 
Communities 

• Local Governments may dedicate funding for public space 
infrastructure to helping achieve other objectives which align with the 
needs of their community. It is important that the location selected out 
of need for these other objectives will result in a central, well-connected 
and active public space.  

 
• To best take advantage of grant funding for public space infrastructure, 

local governments must ensure they are prepared when the funding is 
made available. Local governments should ensure they have a great 
location available by pre-planning for public space in their land 
acquisition strategy. 

 
Community Support • Building community support is important for building political support for 

public space projects 
 
• Building community support also requires professional flexibility while 

engaging with the community, and this must be done in a way that 
recognizes their needs. 

 
• The support of the community is crucial to the effectiveness of 

intergovernmental public space projects.   
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Accessible and 
Useable by All 

• When considering the flexibility of a public space, the ability to extend 
activities onto an adjacent street is a way of accommodating both large 
and small events. This may also help to alleviate the loss of activity that 
can occur when constructing purpose-built large event space.  

 
• Planners have a role in ensuring that the distinguishing features of a 

public space represent the diversity of a community so that these 
spaces remain inclusive.  

 
Urban Design 
Expertise 

• Design professionals help with not only detailed designs, but with 
visualizations needed to apply for grants, and to engage with the 
community in the creation of public space 

 
• There are advantages to having planners with design skills and 

knowledge in-house such as improved planning process and improved 
public engagement around design. There is also the potential to reduce 
cost and make the planning process timelier. This is does not exclude 
landscape architects from the detailed design of public space 
infrastructure.  

  
• The ability to assign skilled planning staff to public space design work 

may interrupt or draw staff resources away from regular tasks that still 
need to be completed by the local government. It can be quicker and 
more efficient to hire consultants who have those focused skills. Project 
managers must weigh the benefits to not only their planning process 
but to the overall operation of their organization.   

 
Activity and 
Programming 

• Supporting a public space with adjacent on-site uses is a way to 
generate activity in a space because of the traffic those uses generate.  

 
• Additionally, tying public space to an on-site use or activity, such as a 

building run by a community organization is another way of adding 
meaning and purpose to a public space.  
 

• Local governments should consider the scale of activities a space is 
meant to host and be aware that a balance must be struck between the 
intent of the space, and how it will function at all times. If it is meant to 
host activity at a variety of scales, plan for how it will operate 
successfully at those scales. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

 

The B.C. Spirit Squares Program was an intergovernmental grant program that 

specifically funded the creation of public space infrastructure at the local level. It was also 

a placemaking initiative which succeeded in delivering this infrastructure to over sixty 

communities across the province (Ministry of Community Services, 2011). The goal of this 

exploratory research was to determine what knowledge could be gained by studying these 

projects and how they were planned to meet the BCSS program principles. An analysis of 

five Spirit Squares on Vancouver Island found that these projects met the program 

principles, however; three of the sample projects did so more substantially than the others. 

This discrepancy is largely the result of how those projects were planned to meet the 

community’s needs, and how this impacted the design the squares – most importantly 

their location.  

Ultimately, this research accomplishes what it set out to achieve. It explores how 

BCSS projects were planned by municipalities on Vancouver Island, and makes 

recommendations for planners engaged in future grant programs that aim to deliver public 

space infrastructure to municipalities. A larger sample size would have been beneficial, as 

there are another 58 Spirit Square projects in British Columbia, and as this research shows 

every project was unique in its planning and implementation. Developing an understanding 

how these spaces are planned is important to improving future grant programs, and the 

results those programs generate. This research also allows planners to reflect on projects 

in their own communities, and to understand how the planning of that infrastructure, and 

its delivery through grant programs may influence its design and long-term viability.   

The grantor creates the program criteria and chooses how funding is awarded. The 

BCSS program was administered in a way that maximized the ability of local governments 

to take advantage of that funding, while implementing best practices of intergovernmental 

infrastructure delivery. This ensured that projects would be planned according to the 

needs of the community, and that they would be maintained over time with proper planning 
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and financial commitment. However, while the greater flexibility allowed municipalities to 

use the BCSS funding to help achieve other local project priorities, it also meant that the 

place-based program principles were not met as substantially by all projects.  

6.1. Future Grant Programs 

Future grant programs could achieve a more precise balance between being 

flexible in the projects that are funded and ensuring that a more successful public space 

is created. This is especially important for how the public spaces are located. The location 

depends greatly on the amount of pre-planning that has taken place, and the extent to 

which municipalities have acquired optimal land for a public space. Also, some consensus 

should be built around that location and its use by the community before a grant is 

awarded. Grant funding was available for the planning of Spirit Square projects, but 

without substantial pre-planning finding a location for a public space is a challenging task 

– especially when vacant land in central areas is often limited. Future programs should 

recognise that communities do not always pre-plan for public space infrastructure, and 

that an optimal site may not be available even if funding is provided to acquire new 

property. Alternatively, the range of acceptable projects could be expanded to 

accommodate infrastructure improvements that are not as difficult for a municipality to 

locate. This could include downtown renewal projects, which transform street 

infrastructure into flexible event spaces, or pedestrian-focused boulevards. Undoubtedly, 

most urban communities have streets in locations that would function well as public 

spaces.  

In Campbell River, Cumberland, and Nanaimo, the municipalities already had 

public land available, and some recent pre-planning had taken place for making this land 

a dedicated public square. In Qualicum Beach, the Town’s priorities pivoted towards 

facility maintenance and this determined the location of the square. In Ladysmith, a lack 

of community consensus on the proposed site led to the project being relocated and 

reconceptualized as one component of a larger project, similarly determining its location 

based on other priorities. This had implications for how these projects satisfied the 
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location-dependant program principles such as connectivity and activity, but also clearly 

impacted the accessibility and identity of the space. Future programs could place more 

emphasis on the importance of applicants having pre-planned for public space 

infrastructure through land acquisition. The intent would be to ensure that the best possible 

public space could be achieved. Additionally, programs could more closely scrutinize how 

funding is used in conjunction with other projects, while still allowing applicants to adapt 

this funding to their local priorities. The goal would be to ensure that when projects 

proposals are changed, that the resulting infrastructure still incorporates the project 

principles in a way that will create a viable public space.  

In terms of grant funding, there is some question whether the amount awarded 

was sufficient to plan and build a viable public space project.  All municipalities combined 

multiple grants, made large contributions from their own reserves, or as in Campbell River, 

halted their project due to budget constraints. Furthermore, while the BCSS program 

provided funding for both planning and construction in two different phases, the 

requirement for municipalities to contribute equal matching funding may have placed a 

disproportionate financial burden on small communities. Matching funding is a core 

principle of intergovernmental infrastructure delivery because it requires the grantee to 

invest in the project’s long-term success, however, the 50/50 contribution ratio may not be 

an equitable for those small communities with limited resources that may not be able to 

dedicate funds to public space infrastructure – especially in consideration of more pressing 

needs such as roads and utilities. Potentially, a more equitable ratio of matching funding 

for small communities could be implemented to result in less financial burden, and greater 

success of high-quality grant funded public space infrastructure.  

 Finally, future grant programs should strongly consider their guiding policy 

objectives to ensure that the public spaces built are as socially inclusive as possible. 

Specifically, they should avoid couching the delivery of infrastructure in the celebration of 

colonial anniversaries. The Provincial government made it a condition of funding to install 

a plaque in every square that celebrates the 150th anniversary of British Columbia 

becoming a crown colony. While the program guide encourages applicants to also 

recognise Indigenous history in their projects this was not a condition of funding, and only 
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one of the sample projects achieved this. With respect to on-going reconciliation, all grant 

programs that aim to commemorate British Columbia’s history must do so in a way that 

guarantees a balanced representation of local identities in public space. Furthermore, the 

program funding and criteria should facilitate and enhance opportunities for local 

Indigenous communities to participate if they choose. There is also an opportunity for 

municipalities that participated in the BCSS program to consider if its still appropriate to 

commemorate colonialism in a public space that is meant to inclusive for all people, and 

to engage their community in that dialogue. 

6.2. Role of Planners in Intergovernmental Public Space 
Infrastructure Projects 

The role of a planner on a grant funded public space infrastructure project is 

located at the intersection of community, local government, the granting agency, and the 

public realm. A municipal planner is in a position to find commonalities between the local 

political context, senior government policy objectives, and needs of the community, while 

also understanding the complexities of creating a successful public space. Building 

community support and identifying local needs are fundamental aspects of effective 

intergovernmental project delivery, and this work is also critical for the design of successful 

public spaces. Not coincidentally, this work also aligns with the expertise of planning 

profession. Accordingly, the strength of a municipal planner in public space projects is in 

their relationship to the community and their ability to form consensus around the pre-

planning and design of future public space infrastructure.   

Generally, this means that planners should lead the planning of “shovel-ready” 

public space projects with the intent that they can be implemented when grant funding 

becomes available. This would involve identifying well-located parcels of land for potential 

public spaces through neighbourhood planning, and working toward securing those 

properties over time – including purchasing them if needed. Furthermore, planners can 

undertake broad community engagement to help build support for how land will be used 

in the future, and potentially avoid the public opposition that can result in sudden changes 
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to a project. The long-term viability of public space infrastructure project depends on 

community support, and planners can lead those discussion around design.  

An understanding of urban design and the qualities that make for successful public 

spaces is crucial for a municipal planner in this context. This is especially important in 

small communities with limited resources and limited access to design professionals. 

Local government operations consist of various professions collaborating to plan, 

implement, and operate services and infrastructure. However, in smaller communities on 

Vancouver Island, infrastructure is commonly the responsibility of municipal engineering 

departments. This includes public space infrastructure, as evidenced by the City of 

Campbell River’s participation in the BCSS program. Presumably, this is related to the 

need for critical infrastructure such as roads and utilities and how this is a top priority for 

municipalities. However, planners should have a leading role in the pre-planning stages 

of a public space project, with engineers taking a more prominent role in managing the 

delivery of that infrastructure and its on-going maintenance.  

Planners with design skills should act as a “wedge” – at the forefront of 

preparations for public space infrastructure, using their knowledge of urban design to 

prepare strategies that will result in the creation of viable public spaces. There is 

substantial community-based work to be completed prior to any grant application, and 

prior to producing a detailed design. Furthermore, by developing consensus around future 

public spaces, planners can build organizational momentum and community support for 

when funding becomes available, and through this drive change at the local level. At a 

minimum, planners ought to be fluent in issues of design so they can best engage the 

community to determine what they need and what they will support in terms of new 

infrastructure. Most importantly, planners should understand how the qualities of public 

space design can be integrated into new infrastructure projects. It is also crucial that 

planners be able to communicate these design concepts to their colleagues in other 

municipal departments, to elected officials, and to the granting agency. For this a planner 

should have enough urban design knowledge to allow them to facilitate discussions 

between the community, consultants, and decisionmakers in a way that the resulting 

project satisfies the funding requirements of the granting program. 
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6.3. Opportunities for Future Research 

Future research should further explore the role of municipal planners in urban 

design projects, and the capacity of smaller municipalities to perform this as a planning 

function. The objective would be to expand upon this research by examining how these 

projects can be enhanced by the planning profession, and what opportunities exists 

among small municipalities for planners to conduct this work. Also, future research could 

examine ways in which small municipalities can have planners with design knowledge 

performing this function as part of regular operations. Furthermore, it should clarify the 

role of professional planning schools in teaching design skills, so that planners can lead 

and facilitate this work at the local level. 

While this research evaluates how Spirt Square projects satisfied the BCSS project 

principles, and develops recommendations based on this analysis, another opportunity for 

research is how the knowledge generated by this thesis can be captured through grant 

program reporting requirements. This may lead to a better understanding of 

intergovernmental public space projects – especially if the results of reporting are shared 

with grantees. Future research should also explore how the success of these projects is 

evaluated, and how reporting this information could enhance future programs. Specifically, 

if the success of an intergovernmental public space project is best evaluated according to 

its alignment with program principles, as opposed to how it achieves the grantor’s broad 

policy objectives. By pursuing this line of research, the granting agencies would gain more 

accurate assessment of how these principles translate into effective community spaces, 

and how future programs can be improved. If this information is shared with participating 

local governments, it may also assist them in planning public space infrastructure projects 

under these programs. This research will be a resource to planners and has the potential 

to aide them when the next province-wide placemaking initiative is launched, and these 

projects can proceed with an even greater understanding of what is required to create the 

public spaces at the center of shared community life.    
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Appendix B.  Interview Questions  
Interview Questions 
 

The following questions and prompts will be used as guide for semi-structured interviews. The semi-
structured approach is intended to guide the conversation while allowing new topics to emerge. The 
ability of participants to answer these questions fully will depend on their profession, experience, and 
role in relation to a Spirit Square project. Potential prompts are in blue. 

The goal is to gain insight into the planning process for Spirit Square projects to better understand the 
rationale behind how they were created. The intent is also to determine the successes and challenges of 
completing such a project under a provincial grant program, and within a local government/community 
setting.   

 

A. Participant/Project General Information 
1. What was your role/relation to the Spirit Square project?     

• Organization/department? 
 

2. Which department championed the Spirit Square Project? 
 

3. Can you please describe, at a high level, what was involved in planning and building the 
Spirit Square?  

 
B. Project Successes and Challenges 

1. What do you feel were the successes of the Spirit Square project? 
 

2. From your perspective, what were the challenges of planning and implementing this 
project? 

 
3. In what ways, if any, did working through a provincial grant program affect the planning 

and implementation of the Spirit Square project? 
 

C. Project Planning & Design 
1. How was the location of the Spirit Square selected? 

• Did plans exist prior to the Spirit Square program?  
• Was public property available, or was it acquired? 

 
2. How was the design for the Spirit Square project conducted?  

• [If a consultant was hired] In your opinion, what was the reason for a 
consultant being hired?  

 
3. What factors were considered important to the design of the Spirit Square?  
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A. Program Vision, Principles, Objectives, and Criteria 
The following questions are based objectives n the BC Spirit Squares Program Guide. The intent 
is to gain your perspective into how the project met these objectives, and the rationale behind 
some of those decisions and design choices.   

 
a) In what ways was the project supported by the community through participation in the 

planning and design?  
 
b) Did the project include any significant community partnerships?  

• Was the project supported by the community through contributions to project 
funding? If yes, please explain.  

 
c) In your view, is Spirit Square optimally located? Please explain.  

• At the time the project was built, was it near established public and commercial 
destinations? 

 
d) To what extent does the project support a compact, walkable community, and improved 

connections to the surrounding neighborhood? 
• For example, did the project improve the pedestrian network? 

 
e) How does the Spirit Square celebrate the unique historic, cultural, and natural characteristics 

of the community? 
• To the best of your knowledge, how was this implemented?  

 
f) In your opinion, is the Spirit Square an important social destination that animates the street 

and supports local businesses? Please explain.  
 

g) Does the Spirit Square provide for a mix of social, recreational, and commercial activities? 
(For example, sidewalk cafés or concessions, comfortable seating, etc.) 

• Why or why not?   
 

h) Does the project provide for a range of activities and attractions and associated programming 
to ensure its success on a daily and year-round basis? Please explain. 
 

i) Has the neighborhood surrounding Spirit Square changed since the project was completed?   
• In a way that would effect how the square is used? 
• Are there any future plans?  

B. Other 
a) Is there any advice you might offer communities undertaking similar projects in the future? 

 
b) Do you have any other thoughts how municipalities plan for the creation of public spaces? 
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Appendix C.  
 
Recruitment Email 

Hello, 

My name is Brian McLoughlin and I’m a student in the Master of Community Planning 
Program at Vancouver Island University. I’m currently conducting research on the topic 
of Vancouver Island municipalities and the Spirit Square projects they completed as part 
of the provincial BC Spirit Squares Program. The intent is to gain an understanding of how 
municipalities planned for and implemented these public space projects.  

I understand that Ladysmith completed its Spirit Square project in 2011 as part of the 
Community Services Centre development, and I’m hoping to conduct interview with 
people who were involved with its planning and implementation, or who otherwise have 
knowledge of this process. This would include questions about the planning process, 
community involvement, design, program objectives, and your perspective on the 
project’s successes and challenges. Interviews may be conducted either in-person or over 
the phone, and will take approximately 30 – 45 minutes of your time. 

Your participation is completely voluntary. Should you choose to participate in an 
interview, you may also choose not to be identified. You will also be provided with a copy 
of your interview transcript, and you will have the option of withdrawing from the study 
for any reason, without explanation, up to 30 days from this point. If you choose to 
withdraw from the study, all information you provided during the interview would be 
removed from the study and destroyed. 

If you would like to participate, or would like more information, please reply to this e-mail 
or call me at the number below. 

If you do not wish to participate, please send me a reply e-mail saying ‘No thank you.’  

Thank you for your time, 

Brian McLoughlin 
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Appendix D. Research Interview Consent Form 
Research Interview Consent Form 

 

 

 
Spirit Squares: Planning for Public Space in Vancouver Island Municipalities 

 
Principal Investigator 
Brian McLoughlin, Student 
Master of Community Planning 
Vancouver Island University  
brian.mcloughlin@viu.ca 

Student Supervisor 
Miko Betanzo, PhD MArch 
Community Planning 
Vancouver Island University  
miko.betanzo@viu.ca   

 

Purpose  
I am a student in the Master of Community Planning Program at Vancouver Island University (VIU).  My 
research is entitled “Spirit Squares: Planning for Public Space in Vancouver Island Municipalities.” The 
purpose of this research is to understand how Vancouver Island municipalities planned for the creation 
of public spaces through the provincial BC Spirit Squares program (2006 – 2009), and ultimately, what 
insights and recommendations may be derived from their collective experience. My hope is that this 
research will contribute to the success of future public space projects undertaken by Vancouver Island 
municipalities, in particular, through future provincial grant programs.  

Description 
Research participants are asked to complete a research interview either face-to-face or over the phone. 
If you agree, you would be asked questions regarding your personal experiences being involved with a 
Spirit Square project. Emphasis will be placed on how the Spirit Square was planned and implemented, 
including community involvement, design, program objectives, and your perspective on the project’s 
successes and challenges. With your permission, the interview would also be audio recorded. Your 
participation would require approximately 30 minutes of your time.  

Risk 
During the interview, participants will be asked to share their perspectives and personal experiences 
regarding Spirit Square projects in which they were involved on behalf of a municipality. Depending on 
the information you provide, and whether you choose to be identified, there is a possibility that the 
information you provide may put you in a vulnerable position with your employer. Participants may feel 
that comments made during the interview will negatively impact their professional status, social 
standing, or employment. In addition, given the small number of individuals who worked on Spirit 
Square projects, it may be possible that a reader could indirectly identify a participant even if no 
identifiers are used. 
 
Management of Research Information/Data 
If you choose to not to be identified, all records of your participation will be confidential. Only my 
supervisor and I will have access to information in which you are identified. With your permission, the 
interview would be audio recorded and later transcribed into writing. Within two weeks following the 
interview you will be provided a copy and invited to make changes to the transcript as you wish (e.g. if 
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you would like withdraw a particular statement you made during an interview). Only the information 
contained in the final approved transcript will be included in the study. Individual quotes may be used if 
permission is provided. Should you not wish to be identified, you have the option of having your name 
replaced with a pseudonym (eg. “Participant_01”), and your information will be coded.     
 
Electronic data will be archived with encryption on a USB hard-drive and stored within a locked cabinet 
in my home. Signed consent forms and paper copies of interview transcripts will also be stored within 
this locked cabinet. Data will be deleted and shredded at the end of the project, approximately 
December 31st, 2020.  
 
Use of Research Information 
The results of this study will be published in my Masters thesis, and may also be used for conference 
publications, presentations, and published in peer-reviewed journals.   
 
Participation 
Your participation is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time where 
practicable, for any reason, and without explanation up to 30 days from when you are emailed your 
interview transcript. If you choose to withdraw from the study, all information you provided during the 
interview would be withdrawn from the study and destroyed.   
 
 
Consent and Conditions of Consent 
 
I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in this research 
under the following conditions:  

I consent to the interview being audio recorded. 
 

Yes                                     No               

I consent to having my personal identity disclosed in the products of the 
research.  

Yes                                     No               

I consent to being quoted in the products of the research. 
 

Yes                                     No               

 
 
Participant Name ________________________ Participant Signature ____________________________  
  
 
I, Brian McLoughlin, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  
 
Principal Investigator Signature __________________________ Date _______________  
 
 
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, please contact the 
VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca.  
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