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Small-lot developers working towards 
affordable-residency demonstration 
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REAL ESTATE MATTERS 

W 
ould you know it if you 
saw it? Recently, Van­
couver's director of 

planning, Brent Toderian, tried to 
put some shape and form to a 
controversial brand name that 
has more than a few neighbour­
hood 'activists lighting their hair 
on fire just thinking about the 
possibilities of ho"Y EcoDensity 
might change the character of 
their neighbourhoods. 

At the same time, the few cre­
ative developers who have 
already put pen to pap~r drawin,g 
up plans for some "outside the 
box" developments are relishing 
the paradigm shift in the way 
development impacts the envi­

ronment and our way of life. The 
challenge they face is clear. 

Most of the initiatives are 
based on meeting a new "green" 
imperative. Toderian has made it 
clear that initiatives in the plan 
that will kick-start the first gen­
eration of new housing develop­
ments challenge developers to 
demonstrate how density, design 
and efficient land use can 
imp'rove, first, environmental 
sustainability, then housing 
affordability and neighbourhood 
livability. 

Brent Kerr has been anxiously 
waiting to demonstrate how he 
can live up to that challenge. He 
has spent a lot of time thinking 
about land use, housing design 
and downtown living. 

Thinking outside the box is 
second nature to Kerr, who has a 
long track .record of firsts in 
almost every field of urban 
development. He built the first 
highrise building in Yaletown. He 
has built and owned countless 
industrial and office buildIngs 
over the years, ma-iiy,'<:>:phem 
landmark projects for WhICh he 
llas received little credit. ' 
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He is probably best known 
for Riverport in Richmond, 
where he transformed an 
industrial wasteland next to 
the Fraser River into the 
largest entertainment and 
recreation project in the Pacif­
ic northwest. Kerr pioneered 
two public-private-partner­
ships with a municipal govern-' 
ment in B.C. when he devel­
oped a six-rink ice centre and 
later the Watermania aquatic 
centre, both leased to the city 
of Richmond. He also went on 
to build the first Silver City 
mega-cinema complex, first in 
Richmond, then Coquitlam. 

Since he first started build­
ing homes more than thirty 
years ago, he has looked for 
innovations around land use 
and building efficiency to fmd 
new market niches. EcoDensi­
ty is a challenge made for 
developers like Kerr. Since he 
first heard Mayor Sam Sulli­
van coin the term a year and a 
half ago, Kerr has been look­
ing for an opportunity to 
demonstrate how well­
planned density, combined 
with green-building technolo­
gy and creative housing 

design, can help meet the 
housing affordability chal­
lenge. 

During regular morning 
walks together, Kerr and his 
close friend Harold Kalke, 
best known for his pioneering 
Caper's mixed-use building on 
Kitsilano's West 4th Avenu'e, 
have tossed around new ideas 
on how to design and build an 
apartment building that meets 
all the EcoDensity challenges. 

One day, when the two were 
debating the functional chal­
lenges of a compact studio suite 
design that Kerr had in mind, 
they moved furniture around in 
the kitchen-family room in 
Kerr's West Vancouver home, 
pacing out the suite dimensions 
to mock up a studio suite. 

The results of all of this cre­
ative thinking are plans for a 
unique in-fill residential rental 
building on a lot that is only 25 
feet wide, wedged between two 
highrise buildings in sou th 
downtown -meeting the goal 
of innovative and efficient land 
use. The proposed building will 
be only seven storeys high, well 
below the 15 stories permitted. 
It will contain 26 apartments ­
all studio suites under 600 
square feet - meeting the chal­
lenge of providing much need­
ed rental housing and also 
meeting the affordability chal­

lenge. " 
The building is intende,d to 

be greener than most.. Ground­
source energy will heat and 
cool the building. Rainwater 
will be captured in a basement 
cistern and recycled. Nor only 
will the roof be landscaped, an 
entire wall will be designed as a 
"living wall", with plantings 
from top to bottom. In order to 
reduce the impact of the a1,lto­
mobile and acknowledgeJhe 
"walkability" of the downtown 
location, Kerr will request that 
the city relax its parking 
require!l).ent from13-to six: In 
the spirit of e'nergy conserva­
tion, the parking garp.ge will 
accomm'odate only "smart" 
cars and Kerr has arranged for 
a rental-on-demand' camp'any 
to manage the common use of 
the cars. 

It seems as though this pro­
ject envisioned by Kerr allows 
him to check off almost all of 
the achievements EcoDensity 
sets out to accomplish. Hope­
fully, the project can now move 
from a plan on paper to a real 
building with affordable rental 
units. 
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urban development. He can be reached 
at ronsford@counterpoint.ca. 




