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ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN 
 

DOWNTOWN EASTSIDE  
The geographic footprint of the ñDowntown Eastsideò has been defined for planning purposes by 
the City of Vancouver

1
. According to the City, the DTES generally conforms to the following 

boundaries - Clark and Raymur streets shape the eastern boundary, Malkin and Prior form the 
southern boundary, Richards and Cambie constitutes the western boundary while the waterfront 
forms the northern boundary.  The area is home to seven distinct areas including the historic 
neighbourhoods of Chinatown and Gastown; Gastown; Strathcona; and Oppenheimer. It also 
includes an Industrial Area along the northern waterfront, and Thornton Park bordering the 
southern edge of Chinatown.  
 

 
 
The Downtown Eastside was once known as the ñheartò of the City offering residents and visitors 
a strong commercial, retail, and entertainment district. Today a number of historic sites and 
impressive architecture such as the Carnegie Library, Europa, the Dominion Building, and the 
Sun Tower give character to the area. They are standing witnesses to the former vitality and past 
investment in the area. In some neighbourhoods, there is a strong community identity, business 
thrives, and there is a healthy level of street activity. However, in some areas the past decades 
have seen major retailers and businesses relocate. Over time vacant lots, abandoned buildings, 
empty storefronts, and an increase in poverty, transient populations, illegal drugs and street crime 
became visible signs of the areas dramatic economic and social decline.  Despite the decline the 
neighbourhoods constantly worked toward maintaining and protecting their unique character and 
assets. Local residents, business, government, and NGOôs continue to identify and address those 
economic and social aspects that affect their quality of life, their community, and the public image 
of their neighbourhoods

2
. Today there is increased investor interest in these neighbourhoods; the 

Woodwardôs redevelopment is an example of this renewed interest and commitment to the area.  

                                           
1 City of Vancouver Planning Department 2004   
2 For additional information on the DTES communities and revitalization see web source  

http://www.city.vancouver.bc.ca/community%5Fprofi les/downtown%5Feastside/  
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The DTES is home to over 2,800 enterprises employing approximately 20,000 workers. There are 
over 28 languages spoken indicating a strong multi-cultural influence in the DTES.

 3
   

 
The following section provides an overview of the neighbourhoods in the DTES. For the purpose 
of this project we have separated the area into the following districts: Chinatown, Gastown, 
Strathcona, Victory Square, Oppenheimer, and Rail Town/Industrial Lands. This section 
highlights the contextual and physical factors that can influence economic revitalization. 
 
The Neighbourhood Character 
The neighbourhood character provides a brief history of the area and identifies those factors that 
set the area apart from surrounding neighbourhoods. It highlights those conditions that help to 
form the publicôs perceptions and images of the area and consequently may affect development 
and revitalization efforts. 
 
The Physical Environment 
The physical environment identifies those factors that support or discourage investment and 
development. These factors include the number of empty storefronts and vacant lots that take 
away from the vibrancy of a street, and the number of historic or significant building sites that can 
add character and induce investment in a district. It also looks at the ñattractivenessò and 
ñpedestrian friendlinessò of the district. For example, poor signage, garbage-strewn areas, graffiti, 
lack of green spaces, and poorly maintained facades usually discourage both commercial and 
residential development. Collectively these factors will help to give a sense of the environmental 
conditions that are influencing the presence of a healthy commercial and social environment and 
in turn the potential for investment in the arts and cultural industries 
 
Street Activity and Public Safety  
Public safety and pedestrian friendly streets are critical to encouraging and sustaining investment. 
This section identifies some of the public safety challenges that impact the neighbourhood and 
tend to influence the publicôs perceptions of the area. Perceptions of unsafe conditions can 
severely affect the number of visitors to an area resulting in poor attendance at events and acting 
as a deterrent to investment initiatives 
 
Gateways and Visibility  
Gateways and visibility identifies a number of factors that can anchor the district or mark its 
boundaries. Gateways consider factors that provide a ñwelcomeò or access to a district. Gateways 
also provide connections to other significant areas, attractions or neighbourhoods. These factors 
can significantly impact visitation levels, and the publicôs perception of an area.  
 
Destinations 
Destinations are defined as sites, buildings or events that attract non-residents to the area. 
Destinations are an important factor in developing markets for artists, galleries and cultural 
events. Destinations also help to create the critical mass of supporting services to ensure the 
sustainability of the district.  
 
Arts and Culture  
The arts and culture section provides a synopsis of the Resource Map applicable to the area. It 
highlights the cultural profile of the neighbourhood with a special focus on the cultural character 
and strengths of the area. Where possible it identifies the local assets that are supporting the arts 
and cultural sector or have the potential to attract further investment in the area.  

                                           
3 ñCompetitive Advantage of the DTES ò Vancouver Agreement 2004  -  source Statistics Canada 2001  
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     CHINATOWN  

Factor  Highlights  
  
Neighbourhood 
Character 

Established in the late 1800ôs, by Chinese workers. Today a vibrant area 
with distinct Chinese character offering speciality shopping, dining, cultural 
and heritage activities. 
 

Physical 
Environment  

Colourful, compact, and energetic streetscape; few empty buildings, secure 
parking; offers affordable residential, office and retail space; significant 
number of historical or heritage buildings; community undertaken steps to 
address graffiti and unclean alleyways. 
 

Street Activity 
Public Safety 

Daytime very high level of commercial activity; public safety concerns 
addressed by a number of projects aimed at improving public safety and 
the publicôs perceptions of the area. 
 

Gateways and 
Visibility 

Has a very distinct identity; Millennium Gate provides a strong symbolic 
gateway into the area; Silk Road route connects Chinatown to Vancouver 
downtown. 
 

Destinations 
 
 
 

Popular tourist/local destination with numerous attractions: Dr Sun Yat Sen 
Garden; Millennium Gate; Chinese Cultural Centre Museum and Archives; 
West Han Dynasty Bell, Sam Kee Building and Monument of Chinese 
Canadians. 

 
Art and Culture  

 

ü Local assets Home to Lion Dance and martial arts clubs, and musical organizations like 
the Ngai Lum Musical Society; the Lingnan Painting School; shops selling 
primarily imported artwork, pottery, sculpture, and antiques; some shops 
sell  brush paintings by local artists; recently several new home and fashion 
design shops have opened in the area; 
 

ü Festivals 
and Events 

Events include: the Night Market and Chinese Spring Festival, Winter 
Solstice Lantern Festival, the Mid-Autumn Moon Festival, Chinese New 
Year Parade, and the Summer Enchanted Evening Music Series. 
 

ü Public Art Sau Phan Abacuss and the Century Winds of Change Mural Vancouver 
Chinatown Millennium Gate, West Han Dynasty Bell. 
 

ü Sector 
Assets 

Sing Tao Daily and Channel M are located in Chinatown; Tinsel Town; 
Society Buildings, 

 

      GASTOWN  

Factor  Highlights  
  
Neighbourhood 
Character 

Established in the late 1880ôs early growth related to proximity to the port 
and railway; once the location of prestigious retail stores, warehouses and 
hotels; suffered a prolonged period of decline but now centre of significant 
investor interest; today a heritage setting showcasing architectural gems, 
with a mix of residential and commercial buildings, offering an eclectic mix 
of traditional and modern services, including restaurants, boutiques, 
galleries and nightlife. 
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      GASTOWN  

Factor  Highlights  
  

 
Physical 
Environment  

Attractive pedestrian friendly brick lined streets; well marked stores and 
restaurants add vibrancy; few empty storefronts, significant heritage 
buildings, secure parking; ongoing construction and redevelopment of 
historic buildings; community undertaken steps to address graffiti and 
unclean alleyways. 
 

Street Activity 
Public Safety 

High level of activity day and evening; public safety concerns addressed by 
a number of projects aimed at improving public safety and the publicôs 
perceptions of the area. 
 

Gateways and 
Visibility 

Distinct heritage character sets it aside from its neighbours; within walking 
distance of downtown and borders commuter hubs for rail, ferry, and bus. 
 

Destinations 
and Events  
 

Popular tourist/local destination; Gastown Steam Clock, Maple Tree 
Square; Blood Alley. 
 

Art and Culture   
ü Local Assets A number of indigenous art galleries; artist run centres with regular exhibits; 

independent galleries; several restaurants provide music/performance 
venue; thriving fashion and home design community; print and graphic 
companies; architectural firms; wholesale and retail fabric distributors. 
 

ü Festivals 
and Events 

Events include International Jazz Festival; Tour de Gastown; Motorcycle 
Show and Shine; Concours Dôélégance. 
 

ü Public Art Steam Clock; Gassy Jack Sculpture; Fish Fountain; Historic Footprints; 
Mosaic Project; Angel of Victory statue. 
 

ü Sector 
Assets 

Warehouse studios (recording); casting agent offices; film schools; 
live/work spaces.   

 

 

                                   STRATHCONA  

Factor  Highlights  
  
Neighbourhood 
Character 

One of Vancouverôs oldest neighbourhoods; over the years it was home to 
many immigrants; today it is home to diverse population, seniors, young 
families, and many artists. 
 

Physical 
Environment  

Pleasant, thriving older residential neighbourhood offering a wide range of 
housing options; area includes a number of parks, public spaces and 
community gardens. 
 

Street Activity 
Public Safety 

Concerns of increased drug and sex trade in the area; community works 
aggressively to address maintain safety of neighbourhoods and reduce 
crime. 
 

Gateways and 
Visibility 

Has high traffic arterials, bike routes to the west, visual identity supported 
by banner program.  
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Destinations 
 

Strathcona and Cottonwood Community Garden; Union Foods and Bennyôs 
Market two popular draws; MacLean Park. 
  

Art and Culture   
ü Local Assets Home to many well-known artists; numerous studios provide painting, 

pottery, furniture glasswork and fashion design; drawing classes and studio 
space. 
 

ü Festivals 
and Events 

Eastside Culture Crawl; numerous annual block parties; Brecht in the Park 
Summer Play Series (past); Circus of Dreams Event (past); Fall Pumpkin 
Patch. 
 

ü Public Art Untitled - concrete relief on the exterior N,S,W sides of Fisherman's Bldg 
Strathcona Pavilion; Strathcona BIA Banners; current image from Sunrise 
Grocery Mural; Guardian Dragon Mural on the Keefer Street Overpass; 
Glass Hand Project; bench;  MacLean Park, Ray-Cam Mural; Thornton 
Park Tribute to the Cambie Works Yard; Project for a Works Yard; Roller- 
Sculpture; Marker of Change. 
 

ü Sector 
Assets 

Ukrainian Hall; Russian Hall; live/work/studio  spaces   

 

 

     VICTORY SQUARE  

Factor  Highlights  
  
Neighbourhood 
Character 

Site of first provincial courthouse and historical rallying point for political 
protests; today it is surrounded by educational institutions, office buildings 
and small number of housing units. 
 

Physical 
Environment  

Resembles European style civic squares; known as a crossroads between 
ñuptownò and ñdowntownò as the park marks the changing physical 
landscape to the east boarded up storefrontsô, graffiti, garbage strewn 
streets, to the west retail shops, schools, and restaurants. Recent 
government funding has enabled significant improvements including 
lighting, performance area, and park furniture making the area more 
attractive and welcoming; in addition Parks Board staff and United We Can 
maintain cleanliness of area. 
 

Street Activity 
Public Safety 

Recent improvements have reduced drug activity in the park but it 
continues to be a problem. 
 

Gateways and 
Visibility 

The Cenotaph and park marks the area. 
 
 

Destinations 
 

The Cenotaph and Remembrance Day ceremonies draw many to the area. 
The Dominion Building and other architectural significant buildings are 
important draws. 
 

Art and Culture   
ü Local Assets Area home to artists, filmmakers and arts organizations; hub for literary 

organizations. 
ü Festivals 

and Events 
Summer daily programs in the park, special events such as Christmas 
Angel Project, Jazz Festival presentations. 
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     VICTORY SQUARE  

Factor  Highlights  
  
 
ü Public Art 
 

The Cenotaph, Historic Footprints Mosaic Project. 

ü Sector 
Assets 

First Nation Employment Society, Vancouver Film School, VCC campus 
offers digital arts, fashion and jewellery design; Architect Institute of BC; BC 
Association for Magazine Writers; and, Association of BC Book Publishers. 

 

 

    OPPENHEIMER  

     (HASTINGS CORRIDOR)  

Factor  Highlights  
  
Neighbourhood 
Character 

Oppenheimer prior to WW2 was home to a large and thriving Japanese 
population, however after WW2 few returned to the area. Hastings Corridor 
was once known as the Cityôs important commercial, retail, and community 
activity but later became known as ñskid rowò; today home to predominately 
single men; area has the distinction of being one of the lowest income 
communities in the country. 
 

Physical 
Environment  

Area with a high number of empty storefronts, and graffiti covered 
buildings; numerous SROôs, and social agency offices, as well as long 
established retail outlets serving low-income community. 
 

Street Activity 
Public Safety 

Area has very public displays of illegal drug use, sex trade, crime, 
homelessness, poverty and mental illness; general public avoid the area. 
 

Gateways and 
Visibility 

Significant commuter route into Vancouver; gathering spot for people 
involved in street activity. 
 

Destinations 
 

The Firehall Arts Centre, the Police Centennial Museum, and the Carnegie 
Centre draw a number of people and patrons. 
 

Art and Culture   
ü Local Assets Firehall is a hub for performing arts; number of community galleries music 

programs sponsored by Carnegie and St James Music Academy; strong 
focus on community cultural development and arts projects. 
 

ü Festivals 
and Events 

Powell Street Festival; Oban Festival; Dancing on the Edge; BC Buds; the 
Heart of the City Festival; DTES Womenôs Centre annual Block Party  
 

ü Public Art Historic Footprints Mosaic Project; Memorial Totem Pole and memorial 
bench in Oppenheimer Park; Bruce Eriksen Mural; Offerings: A garden 

installation, Firehall Arts Centre, V6A - ART Mural, Gerry Whitehead 
Mural on East Facing wall of the BC Electric Building, Carrall Street 
Greenway Murals and Banners.  
 

ü Sector 
Assets 

Pantages Theatre, Merchant Bank Building and Media One; Firehall; 
Golden Harvest Theatre; Buddhist Temple; Chapel and Garage (Dunlevy); 
Woodwardôs. 
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    RAILTOWN/ INDUSTRIAL LANDS  

Factor  HIGHLIGHTS  
  
Neighbourhood 
Character 

Began as a logging camp in the late 1800ôs. Later became home to 
warehousing and manufacturing industries. Today most buildings are 
between 50-85 years old. As a result of rent increases in other areas 
Railtown has seen a recent influx of artists and business. 
 

Physical 
Environment  

Industrial and light manufacturing area with very few green spaces, wide 
streets, and large warehouses, some live work studios in the area. 
 

Street Activity 
Public Safety 

Very little pedestrian traffic, area has attracted drug and sex trade. 
 

Gateways and 
Visibility 
 

Busy commuter route linking eastern and western routes, streets are 
generally well lit with the port facilities being the most visible landmark. 

Destinations 
 
 

The waterfront and warehouse district attract some people but mainly 
residents or business related visitors; Alexander Centre; Japanese 
Language School and Hall. 

Art and Culture   
ü Local Assets Strong design presence including furniture, interior and graphic design. 

  
ü Festivals  

Events 
Ironworks Studio hosts events for the Jazz Festival and is a regular music 
venue in partnership with Coastal Jazz and Blues society; the Vancouver 
Japanese Language Hall and School host an annual Spring and Fall 
Bazaar fundraiser.  
 

ü Public Art Hastings Mill Commemorative, Historic Footprints Mosaic Project. 
 

ü Sector 
Assets 

SFU School for Contemporary Art; Iron Works Studios; Intermission Artist 
Society; Japanese School and Language Hall. 
 

 

 

The following section provides a more detailed overview of the DTES communities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Arts and Culture Investment Plan and Strategic Framework                                   Environmental Scan - 2007 

 

 
North Sky Consulting Ltd 

8 
 

 

DOWNTOWN EASTSIDE COMMUNITIES  

CHINATOWN  
Neighbourhood Character  
In the 1880ôs Chinese immigrants settled on the periphery of False Creek; over 1000 people lived 
in ñShanghai Alleyò and ñCanton Alleyò. It was a vibrant area offering dining, entertainment, opera 
music, shopping, and political and cultural activities. At the turn of the 19 century, it was large 
enough and sophisticated enough to support a 500 seat Chinese theatre

4
. Today Chinatownôs 

distinct character continues to attract residents and visitors interested in cultural activities, 
speciality shopping, dining, and viewing the unique heritage buildings and sites. There are a 
number of very active community groups and organizations dedicated to preserving Chinese 
heritage, and the revitalization of the district.  
 
Physical Environment  
During the daytime, the physical environment is compact and energetic. Many merchants have 
colourful street side displays, and staff enticing visitors into the stores. Vibrant red appears to be 
the prominent colour of Chinatown where even the vintage style lamp-posts are painted red. 
Distinct and pleasant aromas come from the many bakeries, cafes, tea-shops, markets and 
herbalists.  
 
In the past the area has been plagued with graffiti and unclean 
alleyways. In 2004 local merchants and others began an aggressive 
clean up program to address these problems with excellent results

5
.   

 
There are very few empty storefronts. The neighbourhood offers 
some residential housing, and affordable office and work space. 
There are a significant number of historical or heritage buildings 
including the Sam Kee Building, Chin Wing Chum Society Building; 
Chinese Benevolent Association Building; Chinese Free Mason 
Building; Wing Sang Building; the Royal and CIBC Bank buildings; 
and the Koumintang Building. In some cases, there is growing 
concern about the physical condition of some of these historic 
buildings. A number of public art pieces can be found in the 
neighbourhood including the ñAbacusò and the Century Winds of 
Change Mural.  
 
Street Activity and Public Safety  
The local business community, non-profit groups, and the City of Vancouver have initiated a 
number of projects to improve street safety, and support a crime free environment. Programs 
include ñNeighbours Firstò and 24-hour security patrols. The alleyways continue to be a 
neighbourhood concern since they tend to attract loiterers and illegal garbage dumping.  
 
Gateways and Visibility  
Chinatown has a very distinct identify. The Millennium Gate provides a very strong symbolic 
gateway into Chinatown. ñThe Silk Roadò route is the first pedestrian walk connecting Vancouver 
Chinatown to the town center. Colourful banners and road signs clearly mark the way providing 
opportunities for self-guided walking tours that encompass all activities, services, and cultural 
highlights of Chinatown

6
.  

                                           
4 Web source:  http://www.vancouver -chinatown.com/english/history.html  
5 ibid  
6 Web source :  http://www.vancouver -chinatown.com/english/at traction.html  



Arts and Culture Investment Plan and Strategic Framework                                   Environmental Scan - 2007 

 

 
North Sky Consulting Ltd 

9 
 

 
The Carral Street Greenway is a new project that will eventually result in the connection of 
Chinatown to the Downtown Eastside and Gastown linking a number of interesting sites and 
anchor attractions. This greenway will improve connections to the False Creek Seawall and the 
Port Lands Waterfront. Its design will encourage greater recreational use in a friendly, safe, and 
attractive streetscape.  
 
Destinations  
Chinatown is in itself a popular destination. Within Chinatown, there are a number of sites that 
attract non-residents. These include Dr. Sun Yat Sen Gardens; the Millennium Gate; China Gate; 
Chinese Cultural Centre Museum and Archives; West Han Dynasty Bell; Sam Kee Building and 
the Monument of Chinese Canadians.  
 
Chinatown also hosts a number of annual events and festivals including the Night Market on 
Keefer and Pender Streets, and the Chinese Spring Festival Parade.  
 
Arts and Culture  
Chinatown is home to Lion Dance and martial arts clubs, and musical organizations like the Ngai 
Lum Musical Society. Chinatown is filled with shops selling primarily imported artwork, pottery 
and sculpture. There are shop owners that are also brush painters that sell their work out of their 
shops along side the imported products.  
 

James Tan operates The Lingnan Painting School out of his 
Gallery in the 400 block of Columbia Street. It is worth noting 
that many of the buildings in Chinatown are owned by family 
societies. In some cases where there are very limited 
resources, such as Ngai-Lum Musical Society and Lingnan 
Painting School, the Societies offer generous rental 
agreements to support the enterprises continued existence in 
Chinatown. The cultural, familial relationships that are common 
to Chinatown significantly contribute to Chinatownôs 
sustainability.  
 
In the last two years a proliferation of home and fashion design 

shops have popped up in Chinatown. In most cases these new shops are operated by non-
Chinese. These shops include Bombast, Funhauser, and the Peking Lounge. Opening recently in 
the same block, in Jack Chowôs building at 1 East Pender Street, is Mihrab, an antique store 
formerly located on South Granville. It is worth noting that these 4 shops and the new Bob Rennie 
development the ñEASTò are all in the same block. ñWantedò is located in the surrounding area, in 
the 400 block of Columbia Street. These stores are selling locally and nationally produced work, 
clothing, home furnishings, body care and gourmet food products.  
 
Print and visual media in Chinatown is delivered by Sing Tao Daily, and Channel M, which 
broadcasts in 22 languages.  
 
The festivals in Chinatown are primarily organizationally driven, with the neighbourhood 
associations organizing the events versus artists, with the exception of the Winter Solstice. 
Chinatown holds a number of festivals throughout the year. Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Gardens hosts the 
Winter Solstice Lantern Festival, the Mid-Autumn Moon Festival, and the Summer Enchanted 
Evening Music Series. The Chinatown Revitalization Committee hosts the Chinatown Arts and 
Culture Festival and the Chinatown Benevolent Association hosts the Annual Chinese New Years 
Parade. 
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GASTOWN 
Neighbourhood Character  
In the late 1860ôs ñGassy Jackò Deighton established a saloon on the south shore of the Burrard 
inlet adjacent to a lumber mill. The area quickly became known as ñGastownò   Although it was 
later named ñGranvilleò and then in 1886 incorporated as the City of Vancouver the locals 
continued to name the area ñGastownò.  
 
During the 19

th
 century Gastownôs close proximity to the port and railway encouraged 

considerable investment in the area. Gastown was the Cityôs main shopping district and became 
home to several prestigious hotels, retail stores, wholesale vendors, and warehouses. Many of 
these buildings are still standing and considered architectural gems. These heritage buildings 
give the area its distinctive ñVictorianò character.  
 
Although by the mid 1960ôs the area had significantly declined and was viewed by many as ñskid 
rowò Gastown has seen resurgence in investment. Thanks to the ongoing revitalization efforts of 
local business, residents, NGOôs and governments, Gastown has become a tourism magnate, 
and is experiencing growth in its residential population. Gastown has maintained a combination of 
lofts and live/work spaces, with affordable housing. Gastown is home to the award winning Four 
Sisters Social Housing Complex, Lore Krill Co-operative Housing, and numerous SRO Hotels. 
Today Gastown offers its residents, workers, and visitors an eclectic mix of traditional and 
modern services in a charming heritage setting. Gastown is known for its unique stores, award 
winning restaurants, energetic nightlife, galleries, and lofts. 
 
Physical Environment  
The main streets in Gastown, such as Water and Cordova, are attractive and welcoming to 
visitors. Some areas have brick lined streets, and in the summer over 200 flower baskets hang 
from Victorian style street lamps. The boutique style stores offer interesting and enticing displays 
with easy access. The restaurants and clubs add to the vibrancy of the area especially in the 
evening. Blood Alley and the Gaolerôs Mews offer pedestrian friendly walkways and cafés. The 
City is also altering the traffic patterns in the area to make the neighbourhood more accessible to 
non-vehicular traffic.  
 
Gastown has struggled with maintaining clean streets and alleyways. Litter and hundreds of 
illegal signs and posters must be removed weekly from public infrastructure. The Gastown BIA 
has taken a number of steps to address this problem.  
 
At the street level, there are very few empty storefronts. There are a number of vacant second 
storey spaces. Gastown has many designated heritage buildings in a relatively small area. These 
buildings while reflecting late 19

th
 century, early 20

th
 century architecture vary in physical 

condition. However, due in part, to the City of Vancouver heritage incentive programs Gastown is 
benefiting from a number of significant restoration projects. There are at least 23 heritage 
buildings in Gastown including: the Europe Hotel, the Londsdale Block, the Byrnes Block, the 
Holland Block, the Leckie Building, the Dominion Hotel, Hudson House, the Dunn Building, the 
Masonic Temple, the Horne Building, First Malkin Warehouse, and many others

7
. There are also 

several new construction projects in the area. The restoration projects and new construction are 
providing residences, office space, live/work studios, restaurant and retail upgrades.  
 
Street Activity and Public Safety  
Public safety is of critical importance to the businesses and residents of Gastown. Gastown 
businesses and residents have often heard complaints from tourists and visitors that the area has 
a high number of panhandlers and they have negative experiences with some ñstreet peopleò. To 
provide a safe and welcoming district the Gastown BIA has initiated a safety patrol program. 

                                           
7 heritage conservation program , C ity of Vancouver , community services walking tours  -  Gastown  
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Through this program Gastown Patrol Officers provide daily, year round support and assistance 
to businesses, workers and visitors

8
. 

 
Gateways and Visibility  
The physical environment and ñold worldò character of this 
district sets it aside from its neighbours. Gastown is featured in 
many Vancouver tourism marketing campaigns and tours. The 
district is within walking distance of the ñDowntownò. The old 
CPR station on the west end of Cordova Street is a significant 
transportation hub for the lower mainland providing connections 
to buses, trains, ferries, and rail.  
 
The Carrall Street Greenway project will run through Maple Tree 
Square and will provide a pedestrian friendly link between 
Gastown and Chinatown and the Burrard Seawall. The district 
also has many plaques highlighting historical events and 
heritage sites.  
 
Destinations  
Like Chinatown, Gastown is a popular destination for locals and visitors. Besides the distinct 
character of the neighbourhood its services, shopping, nightlife, and restaurants there are a 
number of other attractions that draw people to the area. The Gastown Steam Clock, based on an 
1875 design, is a significant tourism draw and favourite photo shoot. Another attraction is Maple 
Tree Square home to the statue of Gassy Jack. Blood Alley Square is also a popular place for 
local community organized events. There are also guided or self-directed walking tours that 
showcase many of the heritage buildings and historical sites.  
 
Gastown also hosts a number of annual summer events including:  ñTour de Gastownò a popular 
cycling event; International Jazz Festival; ñConcours Dôéléganceò a heritage car show; and 
ñMotorcycle Show and Shineò. 
 
Arts and Culture  
Like Chinatown, arts and culture is the primary attraction and source of business in Gastown 
along with the restaurants. Gastown hosts a number of commercial indigenous art galleries, 
Marion Scott, Spirit Wrestler and Hillôs showcase the work of well-known First Nations and Inuit 
artists, and in many cases such as Hillôs, the work of local First Nations artists are also featured. 
Gastown is also home to a concentration of artist run-centres including Access, Artspeak, Gallery 
Gachet and the Helen Pitt Galleries which have regular exhibits, but operate on limited hours. 
Smaller independent Galleries such as Hungry Thumbs Studio and the Crying Room/Studio 156 
are supported through the collective of artists that use the space for production and run infrequent 
exhibits and events.  
 
Numerous venues support arts and culture in Gastown; The Iris Heather, the Shebeen, Limerick 
Junction, and The Alibi Room all provide venues for performance and events. The Lamplighter, 
the Columbia Hotel, and the Blarney Stone are regular live music venues.  
 
Gastown hosts a number of support industries in arts and culture; including Rocket Repro 
Graphics, Gastown Projections Inc., Biz Books and Kimprints. There are a number of casting 
agents throughout Gastown along with theatre and Film training schools. In 1997 Bryan Adams 
opened Warehouse Studios, located on Powell Street; it is considered to be one of the finest 
recording studios in North America. 
 

                                           
8 Web source: http://www.gastown.org/programs/index.html  
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Many reputable architecture firms have their offices in Gastown, most notably Merrick Architects 
and Birmingham Wood. These firms have been involved in developments in the neighbourhood. 
Members of their respective firms have also been involved in a number of community planning 
processes. Inform Interiors features the work of many European furniture designers and a small 
portion of Canadian work and Industrial Artefacts is a gallery of locally made, recycled home 
furnishings and artwork. The fashion design community is thriving in Gastown, with three fashion 
design programs, Helen LeFeaux, John Casablancas, and VCC. There are numerous 
independent designer shops, including Hunt and Gather, Angel, City of Pula, Obakki, and Rick 
Yuenn. There are the extremely high-end imported designerôs shops such as Richard Kidd and 
for the thrifty shopper, there is Mintage and Deluxe Junk Co. Fashion Industry supports in 
Gastown include: wholesale and retail fabric distributors such as Dressew, and West Coast 
Apparel/Mr. Jax, and Button, Button.  
 
Festivals in Gastown are predominantly commercial ventures directed to tourists, such as the Car 
and Motorcycle shows. In recent years, Gastown hosted a Car-Free Gastown Day and this year 
there was a block party held on Alexander Street. CRAB Park is host to the annual Canada Day 
Festival.  
 

STRATHCONA  
The Neighbourhood Character  
Strathcona is one of this city's oldest neighbourhoods. The neighborhood developed out of the 
shacks and small buildings that bordered the Hastings Mill site. In 1986 the City of Vancouver 
identified and included the area bordered by Pender and Prior Streets, Campbell and Jackson 
Avenues, and two blocks south of Prior Street to the Cityôs Heritage Inventory because of its 
distinctive mix of building styles

9
.  

 
Strathcona is a community that has long struggled to maintain itôs old neighborhood feel, with 
freeway threats, development pressures and highly-politicized debates from heritage paint colors 
to harm-reduction strategies, the community continues to thrive, and is home to a very diverse 
population of seniors, young families, artists, writers and musicians of all ages.  
  
The Physical Environment  
Strathcona is the most suburban of the Downtown Eastside communities. The majority of single 
family homes are in Strathcona, with a combination of rooming houses, low-rise apartments, and 
affordable housing projects. The area around Thornton Park also provides a wide range of 
housing options for singles and families. Strathcona is an ideal neighbourhood in many ways for 
young families. Strathcona is served by two community centres: Strathcona Community Centre 
and Ray-Cam co-operative Centre, has Elementary Schools, pre-schools and day-care centres. 
Neighbourhood design processes encouraged the reduction of car traffic, with a number of traffic 
calming measures, and the introduction of bike routes, promoting a pedestrian friendly 
neighbourhood. The environment of Strathcona is predominantly very inviting, and filled with 
spaces that encourage slowing down and interacting with your neighbours, these space include 
parks: Thornton, Strathcona and Mclean linear parks, public squares, the corner stores and the 
community gardens. Strathcona is very green, and is home to some of the most beautiful blocks 
in Vancouver.  
 
Street Activity and Public Safety  
There is drug use and sex trade activity that occurs in the schoolyards, parks and throughout the 
neighbourhood. Along with the new developments in Strathcona there has also been a steady 
level of property crime. The Strathcona BIA works with Goodbye Graffiti and United We Can to 
remove graffiti and provide additional street cleaning. The BIA also supports the businesses in 

                                           
9 City of Vancouver, Community Web Pages  
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their area with 9,000 hours of security patrols and a Block Captain Program. The Strathcona 
Security team works full-time to keep a safe environment for local businesses.  
 

Gateways and Visibility  
Strathcona could have been a freeway, but thanks to the efforts of SPOTA (Strathcona Property 
Owners and Tenants Association) numerous vocal activists in the neighbourhood, the freeway 
was stopped. There is however, Prior Street and the Georgia Viaduct which are high traffic 
arterials into the neighbourhood. Union Street provides a good bike-route into Downtown and to 
the West-side of the City. The Strathcona BIA also works to create a creative visual identity for 
the neighbourhood through Banner programs and working with the CETA Co-op (Creating 
Employment Through the Arts) to create murals for local businesses. 
  
Destinations 
The Strathcona and Cottonwood Community Gardens recently celebrated their 20

th
 annual 

Garden open house and sale, which draws many locals as well as visitors from all over the city. 
The Gardens, heritage houses, and friendly small-town feel draws many people from all over the 
city to the Strathcona neighbourhood. Many locals would agree that the two corner grocers, the 
Union Market and Bennyôs Foods are the top neighbourhood destinations.  
 
Arts and Culture  
Strathcona is the most suburban of the DTES neighbourhoods. 
Therefore, the arts and cultural activity manifests in the ways that fit 
the community best; block parties, open houses, and events in the 
parks. Strathcona is the birthplace of the Eastside Culture Crawl. The 
Crawl began with 45 artists and 3 studios in Strathcona, and has now 
grown to include the areas of Grandview Woodlands, the Waterfront, 
and Main and 1st Avenue, and features over 300 artists, at over 38 
locations. The Crawl draws thousands of people from all over the city 
each year. The Mergatroid Building, Parker Street Studios, the Onion 
Studios, Paneficio and Red Iron Studios, provide an incredible range of  
Painting, Pottery, Furniture, Glass work and Fashion design. 
 
Strathcona hosts a number of annual block parties in the summer, which are showcases for the 
many talented local musicians. MacLean Park has been the venue for the Brecht in the Park 
summer play series, with Ruby Slippers and Vancouver Moving Theatre, the Circus of Dreams 
events, produced by the Public Dreams Society, and the annual Fall Pumpkin Patch. 
 
The Ukrainian Hall, which has been in the community since 1928, is the home of the Barvinok 
Folk Choir, the AUUC School of Dancing, the semi-professional Dovebush Dancers, the Annual 
Melanka(New Years) Celebration and the Vancouver Folk Orchestra, the Cityôs longest running 
Folk Orchestra. The Russian Hall is another arts and culture venue in the community and home 
to local theatre company, the Leaky Heaven Circus.  
 
The Basic Inquiry Studio on Main Street has provided life-drawing classes and studio space to 
artists for many years, and just across the street there is a new artist live- work space called The 
Left Bank. One block north is the Lucky Red Gallery, operated by artist 12 midnite.  
 
Strathcona is home to numerous well-known artists, such as Stan Douglas, filmmakers, Velcrow 
Ripper and Lynn Stopkewich, author, and radio host Bill Richardson and Musicians from the Be 
Good Tanyas, to The New Pornographers and Mimosa. 

 

VICTORY SQUARE  
The Neighbourhood Character:  Victory Square is the un-official entrance to the Downtown 
Eastside communities. It is the site of the first provincial courthouse, and has historically been the 
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rallying spot for  protests: from the On to Ottawa March in 1935, fighting for better wages, more 
work and better working conditions for men in the labour camps, to 2003 and the Tent City 
actions for the creation of housing. The area surrounding Victory Square Park is surrounded with 
educational institutions, office buildings, and a small number of housing units.  
 
The Friends of Victory Square established themselves in 2000, in response to the safety issues of 
the park, and the general lack of activity and care of the space. The group is comprised of 
business owners, residents, and members of the BC Regiment Association. As an organization 
they have been responsible for fundraising for the park improvements and organizing numerous 
events in the park. 
 
The Physical Environment  
Victory Square Park is surrounded by heritage 
buildings and is the closest Vancouver comes to a 
classic European style civic square. The park has 
recently benefited from a series of improvements, 
funded by the civic and federal levels of 
government. The upgrades and new additions 
included: a small stage performance area; new 
park furniture; improved lighting; and the recently 
completed upgrade around the area of the 
Cenotaph. Being one of the few grassy parks in 
the Downtown area, itôs a welcome spot for locals 
and visitors. Victory Square also has one of the 
few public washroom sites downtown. Victory 
Square is maintained by Parks Board Staff and 
United We Can also works to maintain cleanliness 
in the park and the surrounding areas. The surrounding areas change dramatically depending on 
which direction you go. On Hastings, east of Cambie, there are a number of boarded up 
storefronts, a few convenience stores, some SROôs, some graffiti, and occasionally overflowing 
garbage bins and infrequent crowds of people. West of Cambie, there are a number of retail 
shops, restaurants, ESL schools, more regular pedestrian traffic, moderately cleaner streets, and 
very few boarded up storefronts. Many locals see Victory Square as a crossroads, where 
ñuptownò meets ñdowntownò.  
 
Street Activity and Public Safety  
Prior to the park upgrades in Victory Square, the park had a great deal more drug activity. The 
space received very little attention and provided an open space for drug use and trafficking. The 
improved lighting and the increased maintenance of the space made a clear statement that the 
space was claimed cared for and on the radar of the surrounding businesses, organizations, and 
institutions that surround the park. The drug trade still exists, people still sleep in the park, since it 
is fitted with benches and in the summer, soft dry ground, but the park is now a far safer, and 
more inviting space to be for locals and visitors.  
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Gateways and Visibility  
The Cenotaph serves many purposes in the neighbourhood, as a site of remembrance, but also 
as an iconic point that you are in Victory Square, and that you are entering the Downtown 
Eastside community. The park itself is very well lit. The streets and sidewalks in the surrounding 
area are wide and open to account for the commuter and pedestrian traffic.  
 
Destinations 
The Architecture Institute of BC faces on to Victory Square Park, and provides architectural tours 
of the DTES neighbourhoods. The Cenotaph and the Remembrance Day ceremonies draw 
thousands of people to the community from around Vancouver every November 11

th
. The 

Dominion Building is probably one of the most photographed heritage buildings in the City and is 
on the North side of Victory Square Park.  
 
Arts and Culture  
The Friends of Victory Square have created partnerships with a number of organizations to 
produce events in Victory Square park. The Christmas Angel Project was a partnership with Still 
Moon Arts Society and Mortal Coil. They have also partnered with Coastal Jazz and Blues 
Society for Jazz Festival presentations, and the Chinatown Revitalization Committee and the 
Carnegie Centre for the Lunar New Year Celebration and the Parade. In 2002 The Friends 
partnered with the Carnegie Centre to provide a summer of daily programs in the park, the 
program was funded by the Vancouver Parks Board.  
 
The Architecture Institute of British Columbia is home to a number of architecture firms and is 
also the location for the First Nations Employment Society which offers training and placement in 
the film industries. 
 
The Only Magazine (formerly Terminal City) has held music events in Victory Square for Labour 
Day and Mayday.  
 
Vancouver Film School has its offices on the east side of the park and their school on the west 
side. VCC on Pender Street offers, digital arts programs and fashion and jewellery design 
programs.  
 
The Dominion Building is the office tower to many artists, filmmakers, and arts organizations 
including: Direct Current Media; Haddock Entertainment; Felix Culpa Theatre Company; Battery 
Opera; Kinesis Dance; and, Tooba Physical Theatre Centre which operates their workshops and 
classes in the building. 
 
The area around Victory Square is a hub for literary organizations, on-line magazines, and print 
magazines. The over 30 year old Spartacus Bookstore, the Association of BC Book Publishers, 
the BC Association for Magazine Publishers, The Tyee and Schema on-line magazines, Redwire 
Magazine, the Kootenay School of Writing and Word on the Street Festival are all in the Victory 
Square area.  
 
Following the purchase of the Woodward's building from the Province of BC in March 2003, the 
City has successfully assembled it as a major redevelopment featuring market and subsidized 
housing, alongside educational, cultural, and business service providers. Working with socially, 
environmentally and economically sustainable principles the site features a pedestrian and 
resident friendly plaza which will become a prime cultural space for the Victory Square 
neighbourhood. Festivals, public events, marketplaces, and exhibitions will be housed under a 
glass atrium with a 500 to 800-person capacity. A process to create a community-use agreement 
for the public plaza area between the City, stakeholder tenants, and Westbank (the developer 
and owner) is currently being developed.  
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The City of Vancouver will also retain a 31,000 square foot property to house cultural and social 
service agencies. A woodworking studio will be housed in the 1903-era structure, as well as a 
daycare, health services, and a neighbourhood house. A community TV studio is proposed for the 
ground floor adjacent the public plaza, this being part of the 9,400 square foot Centre for Creative 
Technology and Community Arts. A major drug store as well as grocery store will also share the 
ground floor, providing everyday services and improved quality of life for residents.  
 
The major cultural tenant at Woodwards is the Simon Fraser University School for the 
Contemporary Arts. The School will occupy more than 100,000 square feet of space allowing the 
school to house the bulk of its degree programs that are currently based in Burnaby, and expand 
its annual enrolment of 1,200 students. Onsite production and presentation venues will foster a 
range of dance, interdisciplinary, film and video works. A 170-seat multimedia theatre will provide 
a high tech wired venue accessible for local community and professional arts productions.  

 

OPPENHEIMER - HASTINGS CORRIDOR 

(A neighbourhood within a neighbourhood) 
The Neighbourhood Character  
The Downtown Eastside neighbourhood within the Downtown Eastside district is most often the 
area people associate with the DTES. It has long been described as ñskid roadò. In the 1970ôs 
Bruce Eriksen, founder of the Downtown Eastside Residents Association (D.E.R.A) and most 
vocal advocate of the day, challenged the label of ñskid roadò and requested that the 
neighbourhood be called the Downtown Eastside.  
 
This part of the Downtown Eastside contains Main and Hastings, Oppenheimer Park, Powell 
Street and the Hastings corridor. There are has traditionally included   numerous SRO (single 
room occupancy) hotels in the area. These were originally built for the travellers and tourists 
coming in on the steamships, and later would become home to the many itinerant workers in the 
logging, mining and fishing industries

10
. The SROôs remain today, and generally are in a state of 

disrepair, but still home to predominantly single men. Recently several SROôs have been sold. 
The area around Main and Hastings features the landmark Carnegie Centre, which been in the 
community for over 103 years. Over the last 80 years this centre has been serving one of the 
lowest-income communities in the country as a library, a museum, and as a community centre 
for.  
 
The area around Oppenheimer Park was once known as Japantown and Oppenheimer was 
known as the Powell Street Grounds. Prior to being interned into camps in the interior of BC in 
1942 this area had a significant and active Japanese community. Following the Second World 
War some in the Japanese community returned to the area but it was never the same. Today only 
three Japanese organizations remain, the Vancouver Japanese Language Hall and School which 
just celebrated its centennial anniversary, the Vancouver Japanese Buddhist Church, and the 
Powell Street Festival Society.  
 
Over the past 60 years there has been a series of pivotal closures that have created or 
contributed to the culture of neglect that exist today in the Downtown Eastside. In 1957 the 
Interurban Station closed, the station drew thousands of people into the community daily. The 
closure of the Carnegie Library also occurred in 1957, with the library remaining until 1967, the 
library moved to Burrard and Robson which was rapidly becoming the new City centre. In 1992 
Woodwards shut its doors and around the same time thousands of psychiatric patients were 
being de-institutionalized. Many of these patients found the DTES to be the most affordable and 
accepting place for them to call home.  
 

                                           
10  City of Vancouver, Web Pages  
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This community has suffered as few have; whole communities being sent to internment camps, 
an HIV/AIDS epidemic, unprecedented in the western world

11
, many women, missing and 

murdered, and by Canadian standards extreme poverty. Despite all the suffering, the Downtown 
Eastside remains a strong community, and not as transient as it appears to non-residents; people 
grow up here, contribute, and live out their lives here, and many are proud to call it home. 

 
The Physical Environment  
The streets around the areas of Oppenheimer Park, Main and Hastings and along the Hastings 
Corridor have many boarded up storefronts, emblazoned with a fair amount of graffiti. There are 
numerous SROôs hotels, social and affordable housing, and service organizations such as: St. 
James Anglican Church, and Community Services Society, Mission Possible, The Living Room, 
The Lookout, The Lifeskills Centre, The Door is Open, Triage, and Vancouver Native Health 
Society. There are some long-time business, such as Army and Navy, Knowlton Drugs, The Only 
Seafood, The Ovaltine, Save-On Meats, and Sunrise Market, that provide much needed and 
affordable businesses for the low-income community. The area parks include Pigeon and 
Oppenheimer Parks.  
 
Street Activity and Public Safety  
This part of the DTES communities has the most public displays of drug trafficking, drug use, 
sales of illegal goods, and sex trade activity. There are also numerous food lines, and people 
sleeping in doorways, alleyways, on the street and in the parks. There are also many physically ill 
people, with severely compromised immune systems. The presence of police cars, ambulances, 
and fire trucks are a regular sight. For many, the scene is tragic and frightening. The situation is 
not healthy or safe. It is however extremely rare for a local, not involved in the street scene, or a 
tourist, to be physically harmed. The Vancouver City Police, Vancouver Coastal Health Authority, 
and many outreach organizations work on the front lines to manage and deal with the issues. 
Many of these organizations are overwhelmed and are limited by many factors such as a lack of 
supportive housing, Detox and treatment facilities, drug laws, and nimbyôism. 
 
Gateways and Visibility  
Hastings, Cordova, and Powell Street, serve as main arterials for commuters. The Cityôs major 
bus lines run through these streets. There are a lot of people around on the streets, partially due 
to the drug scene, but also due to the small spaces people live in. The sidewalks are wide, so 
they have naturally become gathering places. The streets are generally well lit, however there are 
areas around Oppenheimer Park which are darker. Oppenheimer Park will be receiving lighting 
upgrades in 2008. 
 
Destinations 
The Firehall Arts Centre is the longest running performing arts centre in the neighbourhood. The 
Vancouver Police Centennial Museum provides educational tours for young people and is located 
next to the Firehall on Cordova Street. The Carnegie Centre is the site of many neighbourhood 
tours. For as much as fear repels people from the community, it also draws a number of 
interested tourists, locals, students, and artists to the neighbourhood. Some to see the first 
supervised Safe-Injection Site in North America, some to simply witness whatôs happening, and in 
some cases try and help. Many students have undertaken their practicum and research in this 
part of the community. 
 
Arts and Culture  
The history of Arts and Culture in the Downtown Eastside is long and rich. óôAfter Vancouverôs 
Great Fire of 1886, the cityôs undertaker put up the first theatre: Hartôs Opera House at Carrall 
and Pender. Within 40 years, the Downtown Eastside was the heart of Vancouverôs theatre 

                                           
11  Globe and Mail a rticle in 1997  




