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Summary
This article introduces the urban design strategies used for two proposed neighbourhood pocket park projects within Vancouver’s 
West Broadway Business Improvement Area, which include integrating mobile home offi ce/‘gig economy’ workspace with local 
cultural and community programming as catalysts for socio-economic resilience during and post-COVID-19. Reintegrating work into 
neighbourhoods, with all the attendant benefi ts, such as the repurposing of streets for recreational walking and temporary patios, 
reducing GHG emissions, and enhancing neighbourliness and social connectedness, demonstrates the possible value of rethinking 
neighbourhoods as integrated, vibrant hubs.

Sommaire
Cet article donne un aperçu des stratégies d’aménagement urbain utilisées pour deux projets de parcs de proximité proposés 
dans la zone d’amélioration commerciale West Broadway de Vancouver, qui prévoient l’intégration d’espaces de travail pour les 
bureaux de maisons mobiles et l’« économie des petits boulots » à la programmation culturelle et communautaire locale, en 
tant que catalyseurs apolitiques de la résilience socio-économique pendant et après le COVID 19. La réintégration du travail dans 
les quartiers, avec tous les avantages qui en découlent, comme la réaffectation des rues à la marche récréative et aux terrasses 
éphémères, la réduction des émissions de GES et l’amélioration des relations de voisinage et des liens sociaux, démontre la valeur 
possible de repenser les quartiers comme des pôles intégrés et dynamiques.

Socio-economic context – 
building back better
COVID-19 has shone the light on socio-
economic inequalities in Canada, with a 
growing number of people one paycheque 
away from hunger or homelessness. 
While it is diffi cult to track the number of 
people who are underemployed and/or 
have given up searching for work, insecure 
“gig economy” jobs appear to be one of 
the increasingly common employment 
prospects for young post-secondary 

graduates for the foreseeable future – if 
only in the short term – in a country with 
one of the highest rates of post-secondary 
graduates in the western world.

COVID-19 has also provided opportunities 
to create inadvertent, unprecedented 
municipal planning demonstration projects 
for rethinking work at the city scale and 
reintegrating employment options into 
neighbourhood hubs. Through Public 
Health Orders, the pandemic has allowed a 
re-purposing of streets and side streets by 

residents and businesses for uses other than 
for the car, such as recreational walking and 
‘COVID patios’ to meet and greet neighbours 
in a socially-distanced fashion (Figure 1). 

Social and economic resilience intertwined 
Social and economic well-being or resilience 
are so functionally intertwined that they 
cannot be considered independent of 
each other. To paraphrase the noted urban 
thinker, Jane Jacobs, “commerce is the 
genesis of cities.”
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Small businesses were already struggling 
in the Metro Vancouver region pre-COVID-19, 
with the standard taxation assessment 
methodology of “highest and best use” 
allowable in an Official Community Plan, 
aka, “phantom density.” However, the 
overheated speculative land market in the 
last few years has made it impossible for 
small businesses to survive the sometimes 
staggering property tax increases. Added 

to the challenges of “phantom taxes” is the 
evolution of the e-commerce market.

Enter COVID-19 and Public Health 
Orders, and the news couldn’t be worse 
for small businesses or residents of 
walkable, complete, mixed use, vibrant 
neighbourhoods, where small businesses 
provide the majority of public spaces/public 
outdoor living rooms for happenstance 
chatting opportunities, as well as ‘third 

spaces’ for neighbours to meet and build 
community, creating a “sense of belonging.” 
Or was this an opportunity?

Project overview and COVID-19-induced 
rethinking of neighbourhoods
It was in this socio-economic context 
at the height of the COVID-19 epidemic 
that I started planning and designing a 
transferrable socio-economic ‘triage’ and 
resilience strategy for two neighbourhood 
pocket parks for the West Broadway Business 
Improvement Area (WBBIA). 

The WBBIA’s intent with the design of the 
two proposed neighbourhood pocket parks 
was to bring the neighbourhood together 
through ongoing outdoor programming for 
all ages by local community organizations, 
to enhance the vibrancy and experiences 
along the West Broadway pedestrian 
retail street. The COVID-19 economic 
impacts on the local businesses created 
a more focused need to entice residents 
back to West Broadway, with the two 
neighbourhood pocket parks to be funded 
in the next five-year budget cycle (Figure 2).

The following sections discuss the 
“Waterloo Site – First Nations and 
Multicultural Neighbourhood Pocket Park 
for Resilience + Equity” as an catalyst for 

Figure 1 - COVID patios to meet and greet neighbours, with banners creating a ‘sense of entry.’ 

Figure 2 - Integrated cultural and home o�ce workspace post-COVID-19.
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socio-economic resilience. The “Trutch 
Site – First Nations and Pan-Asian 
Neighbourhood Pocket Park” will be briefly 
highlighted to demonstrate how a hyper-
local context can be the guide for authentic 
placemaking, including the integration of 
mobile home office work areas. 

Waterloo Site
FIRST NATIONS AND MULTICULTURAL 
NEIGHBOURHOOD POCKET PARK FOR 
SOCIAL RESILIENCE + EQUITY
The site is located on the edge of WBBIA 
at the north-east corner of West Broadway 
and Waterloo Street, adjacent to a credit 
union. With less foot traffic than other 
parts of the WBBIA and a larger area, it 
is suitable for the programming needs of 
larger gatherings. The intent of choosing 
this site was to draw more people and 
add vibrancy to this area. The site context 
also allows for activities on the proposed 
mini-performance “stage” (see description 
on page 25) to face north, so that users can 
avoid facing direct sunlight. 

TRANSFERRABLE COST-FREE 
PUBLIC SPACE STRATEGY
The WBBIA had been working closely with 
the City of Vancouver. Engineering Services 
Street Activities staff had suggested the 
under-utilized curb bulges be re-purposed 
as cost-free public space for the WBBIA 
(Figure 3).

INTEGRATED PUBLIC SPACE 
MOBILE HOME OFFICES
There is no one solution to the challenges 
of working from home or having a 
dedicated quiet workspace in the context 
of the severe housing affordability crisis 
in Metro Vancouver. The pandemic has 
promoted a regional dialogue around 
the need for more public and green 
spaces for socializing to counterbalance 
shrinking dwelling sizes. Already a trend, 
many engaged in the “gig economy” were 
previously working from ‘third spaces,’ 
such as cafes. Integrated mobile home 
offices in the proposed neighbourhood 
pocket park, with ground mounted 
electrical plugs for laptops and bistro 
table and chair sets provided by the City, 
stored and placed out by a nearby small 
business, can serve as public space work 
areas for much of the year. 

Figure 3 – Socially-distanced Momma + Poppa Goose Story Time.
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PLACEMAKING AND 
FLEXIBLE COMMUNITY PROGRAMMING 
The catalytic planning dots of socio-
economic resiliency and neighbourhood 
design need to be connected to help 
strengthen community social fabric in 
challenging times. The multi-layered, 
localized programming by community 
organizations, meshed with WBBIA’s 
festival-like events (see bulleted list 
below), has the potential to create 
vibrant, safe, and well-loved public space 
opportunities/options for the public to 
work, live, and play. Programming the 
space also builds community; and creates 
a sense of belonging, mitigating the 
impacts of COVID-19 post-pandemic. 

The Waterloo Site design fulfi lls some 
unique programming needs, including: 
• Integrated mobile home offi ce space and 

expanded “gig economy” workspace
• Socially-distanced seniors sitting yoga 

(Figure 4)
• A ‘stage,’ which would be set further back 

on the site where there is less street 
noise, would provide:

° A Philosopher’s Corner/’Stage,’ 
refl ecting the WBBIA’s Greek 
Town heritage 

° Movie night venue for the WBBIA 
and Kitsilano Community Centre 
partnership 

° Book readings/signings

° Small performance area

° Momma and Poppa Goose Story Time 

° Outdoor enrichment classrooms

° Brown bag and take-out outdoor dining 

PRIMARY DESIGN COMPONENTS 
• Use of warm wood for comfort 

(Figure 5)
• Adaptability for COVID-19, 

post-COVID-19 scenarios

° 10 surface mounted, socially-
distanced chairs

° 30 additional bistro table and chair 
sets for a total post-COVID-19 capacity 
of 40 seats  

° Ground-mounted electrical plugs 
for laptops

• Banner poles/lighting along the West 
Broadway side of the site, delineating 
a sense of entry to the neighbourhood 
pocket park and enhancing the 
WBBIA identity

• Public art

Figure 4 - Socially-distanced seniors sitting yoga.

Figure 5 - Post-COVID-19 outdoor movie theatre.
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Trutch Site
FIRST NATIONS AND PAN-ASIAN 
NEIGHBOURHOOD POCKET PARK + 
AUTHENTIC PLACEMAKING 
The Trutch Site is located adjacent to a hot 
pot restaurant within a busy, pedestrian-
heavy part of the WBBIA. Even within a 
relatively small BIA, there are different 
socio-cultural areas, almost on a block-by-

Figure 6 - COVID-19 Dragon Festival placemaking integration.

Figure 7 - Home o�ce integration post-COVID-19.

block basis. By using the hyper-local context 
of the long-time Chinese restaurant and 
the usual launch locale of WBBIA’s annual 
Dragon Festival (Figure 6), a unique set 
of layered activity programming has been 
designed for the site, providing enhanced, 
authentic placemaking that includes mobile 
home office workspace and ‘maker’ space 
(Figure 7).

Conclusion
The future of work, as demonstrated 
by the proposed comprehensive 
COVID-19-induced neighbourhood-scaled 
pilot projects, may lie in enhanced 
public spaces in amenity-rich, vibrant 
neighbourhood hubs, providing a range 
of hyper-local workspace experiences 
or options with a strong sense of place. 
Pedestrian-oriented urban design 
strategies for public spaces can be an 
effective catalyst for socio-economic 
resilience in challenging times, enhancing 
the viability of small businesses with added 
local foot traffic and facilitating cost-free 
community programming for residents.

Gloria Venczel RPP, MCIP, Urban 
Designer/Principal, Vibrant Places Inc., 
has over 20 years of experience in 
pedestrian-oriented urban design and 
planning, placemaking, and vibrant 
public space programing, as well as a 
lifelong dedication to public capacity 
building and community outreach 
in walkable, affordable, vibrant, and 
sustainable cities. She has worked in the 
private, public, and NGO sectors. ¢
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