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It is difficult to prescribe what makes
a dmn:rh:n\;'blmt. livable and at-
ractive even more challenging
io define what makes a great city. Two
factors — the overall peographic set-
ting and the places between buildings
gt least in the public eye — come to
‘miinl. Great cities ane about streets
and squares, parks and esplanades —
places for gathering and for celebra-
tion as a community. London, Paris,

“Lisbon and Barcelona are all known

sfor these anribures. Vancouver, Hong
Fong and Sydney, on the other hand,
are generally seen 45 great cities
because of their magical settings.

Asan obeerver, however, | have al-
ways believed that a great ity is mone
sbout the 'quality of hfe on the street
—where people inferact — than any
other single characeristc, Itis
vibrant street life that makes the Gty
Invable and exciting, the
neighbourhiood in day-to-day ving or
gathering people together in the act of
debebration.

So-what makes a ively street and
what creates livability in the city? The
answer is incredibly simple — people.
Provide for people and the city comes
alive at all hours of day or night.

It is possible to find the quintessen-
tial lively, urbsan street in fust slsout
any oty in North America that boasts
an ethnic area we traditionally refer to
as “Chinaian.” Here, we find mar-
kegs, vendors, restaurants, arisans,
musicians — all possible forms of a
mercantile mdustry with
people, sounds, smells and even maffic
— energizing the street from moming
through night. Shops on the ground
and places o lhve or (0Work upstairs,

i addition o resting arcas ke the
park and performance spaces like the
p1.tb]k:5qtl.l].‘|‘n‘.:—!“l:lfﬂ'l.'_l." life co-exist-
ing and compressed info & concentrat-

el s,

IMChinatosm” i an example of
vibrant wrban living, it is for one over-
riding reasan. It results from North
ﬁnr:ri:an:iﬁmmﬂ!hmit:lg theie r;p,-d

ning bylwws that dictate where we
shoubd Tive and where we should work
-and whens we can play. Concentrated
mﬁﬂm&dmm;]mmm -ald
Asian Europenan planning
digmes. There is still a hmtmnnh:-m.

' Edmonton at its best

When is Edmonton at its best as a T
_able and vibrant city? | suggest we
show signs of a great city during our
festivals —when we at least temporar-
Ty suspend the bylaws and allow the

Fringe to take over the streets of Old
j:mlhmmarmmlm I!'!I"-'EI!"-.'H]]E}"
Eln-pﬁ for the Folk Festival. It is our
time for “community” and cele-
tion and it works in our relatively
!imnll ity because these events invokee
alarge concentration of people in a
-M geographic anea.
lt'menn experience Edmonion as a
'Emhlem—;dw e city some of the
, ety then i our downtown, tra-
tionally the heart of any city, 50 de-
'.H::Fd of excitement?

Edmonton set its stage for medioone
downeown development a long Hme
ago, As with most Prairie cities, we
have a lot of unencumbered land and
in almost limitless amount of space o
grow [unlike Vanoouver, which is con-
finied by the water and the moun-
tains).

In creating suburban enclaves, the
land-development and house-building

' indusiry expand the functional
‘houndaries of the ciry well beyond
whnt our eritieal mass of anaund
B0, W really el < 1w b, Wit
m m:;'t nuII:rdnrrlmn we need 1o

AN Mk AL mone EXpendve
moands, schoals, shopping centres and
ietility infrasructune to service the
same people who eommaite into the

BUII.DING A MORE VIBRANT CITY

Edmonton architect Barry Johns explains

why our downtown will remain devoid of excitement
until we embrace the philosophy that density

is the secret to lively streets

T'he magic of crowds

iy oowark, bue ot pececarily 1o
play.

Had we earlier agreed that “holding
the edpes” of the u‘lywn.su;ignﬁ:;.'
ﬂdhad -.-.-uptatedu]l':tighm g -1erm

e Ef Stistainimg Ul Freen spaces
arciund the aty boundaries, we would
have been more likely to develop a
compact urban plan, cost-effective
public transit and, almast certainly, a
more concenirated downiown core.
Instead, onr downtown evelved o
Lirthe more than a workplace, e
at the end ol the day by the suburhs
where the majority of “living” and
“ﬁﬂﬂlﬁnn&m&nﬁm -

2 SAnIar S-l'b!lﬁh CEniTe of thie
19705 and 1980s r.-.:m:s.-!;ﬁ-u:d the is-
sue of daily migration from downtowsn
to thee suburbs. The alternative of free
parking and the comvendenoe of dr-
ving short distances from door to doar,
homie o store (especially in colder di-
mates) proved a model too seductive
for most Morth American
Cities bo resist,

Ironically, in larger urkban ancas like
Toronto or Montreal where subarban
growth is huge, the critical mass of

their already established doswntown |

cores be less affected.

However, in smaller cities like, say,
Morth Bay, Ont., or Yorkton, Sask., this
phenomenon had a disastrous effect
o downiowT.

Eo, too, in middle-sized cities like Ed-
montan. In our case, the sheer size of
Wess Edmonton Mall alone changed
the retall demographics downtowsm,
pulling just about all viable retail life
out of the core (and the corner store),
forever mapping a pattern of large-
scale suburban shopping districes ar
:I'n:p-:ﬂmmmhhef:i'rz.t

This “mega” ing eulure has
e ﬂT‘-‘t'FI Tk Bl EVEN Worse

w biz-bax ghetios tha
t.h-:ll:cmll'ﬁ::andulh no street life,
}ftstﬂlsumnd in kecping people

“Then, i this,ad the spectre of find-

f, to the spectre
ing space and paying forit
downtown. Thisis p Iy the main
reason that too many donot
even get fnmiliar with downtown Ed-
mycnton, We either don't realize o
don't care that there are thousands of
available parking spaces for public
use. It is simply not that visible, conve-
nientor free.

All of the above factors militare
AgRInst an exciting downtown.

W simply must start understanding
heowwr i t and costhy it is (o ex-
pand the dity boundanies. We don't
neeid B mach Eand in Edmonton go sup-
pott an even larger population; we just
need to st filling in the . This is
the interesting point about

YWhile working on the Grant Mac-
Ewan Community College
from 1980 10 1993, we had :ndﬁskql
four building blocks as part of the city,
starting from the mud up, The site wis
&nﬂrﬂiﬁgﬁ'{ of the CN Haill lﬁnlhhtm—

, open space. To abtain a
benter understanding of the sixe of cur
site, we stidied smilar four-block
tracts of and downtown o compara-
mthrutmdcn.mn'nndupmspam
s, We could not find a single con-
tizucas four-block area developed to
iits full potential. This s =il troe today,
10 years later,

T RN T

The jammied streets of 04d Strathcona contrast with the uncrovwded downiown.

An even more interesting idea ahoui
density is the maode] of Vest Edmon-
ton Mall itself. It is promoted as a city
within our city. Buit did we really need
it there? WEM stretches from 170th to
17782h Strest, the equivalent distamos
from the Hotel Macdonald to just be-
yord Audreyes Books on Jasper Ay-
enve. This can ales be called the effec-
tive “downtown” length of Jasper Av-
efise, between the Central and Coroni
LET stations. To make the point, had
:h:a:-.ﬁ]m inmsu:]wm in WEM been in-
- eploved along Jasper Avenie
v its mce sneets, engaging other
mixed uses along its length, can you
imagine how much more vigorous and
positively vital to the city our down-
towm wodtld be?

For years, we insisted on building dif-
fferent competing “development™
zomes in the city, which all chase the
same tourist dollars and business in-
vestment, and further compromise
efforts o arract more activiey down-
RERATIL

O city simply does not have the
critical mass to support all of these ar-
eas Something had 1o give and since
the mid- 1980z, it has been downtown,

Surging interest in city core

The good news is that we are now
once again riding an economic surge.
R ecodny has grown so signifi-
cantly in recent years and attracted
mare popiilation growth such that at-
tention has once again turned to
downtown, We e cn;rn]rm; a “renais-
sance” in variows areas of the core.
People ane now m-:mng
dowmnitown by choice,
the merits of an urban mnirnuun}rund
its alternative lifestyle opporunities.
This is, of course, wonderful. The
Warehouse District, Railiowm and
Oliver areas are examples of this pat-
L.

Unfortunately, so far, all that has re-
ally happened (excepe for a few
delightful loft /warehouse renova-
tions) is the beginning of what Iwould

observe as a reverse mend — that is,
an in-migration of the suburban
libestybe and attitude to the dovwmn-
toww. The new housing stock, with
by pxcceptiomns to date, s a den[-:!m:ll].r
suburban paradigm comprised of
combusible wood frame, low-rise
wallups and rather cheap landscaping
of small trees, shrubs and bark mulbch,
Forget parks, esplanades and urban
streed wills of cormer stores, cafiés and
galleries, This has all been done be-
fore, only in Callingwoad, Mill Woods
and Castledowns!

Now that a few decidedly bland
hlgh ~rise develo rm:m:: :m: propased,

there i a groundswell of new nes-
dentswho do not wish to see higher
density in their emerging “downtown™
neighbourhood. Tt seems we are still
trving todefine what is “urban” cul-
e,

Edmomnton’s dmymtown can never
reach its potential untd and unless we
are determined (o increase the densiny
of life along iis streets, not the reverss.
Far example, when we examine the
lowymbd-rise enclaves of the False
Creek shoreline in Vanoouver (an ex-
ample many planners in Edmonton
likes o use) wee ane looking at densines
two to three times that of Railtovn. 1
vou look at Concord Pacific lands on
False Creek and Yaletown, Vancou-
ver's newest and most pleasant urban
precinct, densities are 10 times
grealer.

Incentives essential

It is my firm belief we mast allow the
development community all of the
woaks and incentives oo enable much
greater density dovwntown — Fwe amne
seripus abowt making a grear and liv-
able ciry.

We must also put into place a tax
structure that enables housing units in
particulir 1o be tarpeted at residential
and not commercind res, inmixed
use developments, to enliven the
streets, especially after 5 pom. Without
this in place, Chiurchill Scuare will re-
main empty — regardless of how
many capital-improvement dollars are
injected into the current Churchill
Square project, or even how well it is
designed. ]

1||"|I']1|J|:] Ejfl'l'lﬂﬂ'l.lz.l. with everyvone

wive may not be comfortable with
their surroundings, it might still be
more productive to resist the ercsion
of urban values before they even get a
toehold on downiown Edmonton,
Better a high-rise development with
an active public realm on the main
floor than an underutilized parking
lot, Tt would also be wiser 1o stead fast-
by resist more suburban big-box chain
giores (and casinos) with theldr scres
of undifferentiated surfsce parking
lots, token landscaping and internal-
ized focus.

Great cithes here long ago me-
alized thar this effectively kills the

street, Such projects are not part of an
urban experience and they do not be-
long in the new downtown,

Liet us revisit the Pringe as an (ex-
tremie) example: This event is mane
about “taking the city 1o the street”
than any other moment in the year.
This is alsa what really should become
a downtown phenomenon. Walk Main
or 52, Dends in Monireal, spend a sun-
ny afternoon in the Rossio in Lishon or
stroll the Ramblas in Barcelona — and
one instanthy captures the “feeling” of
ity aned commurnity we miss in down-
town Edmonton.

Don't you agres ourcudiure and o
definition of downtown life as a long
way o go? len't it exciting to ponder
the aliernatives?

Barey Jehns is on Edmomton arclkitect,
and Fellow of the Boval Architecimral
Instituie of Caneda



