
ARE WE DENSE, or The End of 
Lawns as We Know Them” 
Matt Hern

It’s funny how people tend to 
describe Canada: fish, timber, 
prairies, empty beaches, 
crashing waves, Tim Horton’s 
small town aesthetics. That 
picture is romantically attractive 
but distorted. The reality: Canada 
is an urbanized nation. More than 
80% of Canada’s population lives 
in urban centres, half the country 
lives in Vancouver, Montreal or 
Southern Ontario and virtually all 
the population is crowded tightly 
along the border. 

That’s a good thing. With a 
world population closing in on 
seven billion and not expected 
to stabilize until nine or ten 
billion, people are increasingly 
concentrating in cities all over 
the world. And thank goodness 
for that. 

The only chance the world 
has for an ecological future is 
for the vast bulk of us to live in 
cities. If we want to preserve 
what’s left of the natural world 
we need to stop using so much 
of it. There’s just no way seven 
billion people can coexist without 
living densely, shortening the 
distances we have to travel, 

reducing our physical footprint, 
sharing resources, aggressively 
restricting sprawl, sharing energy. 
To make that happen, this city 
– and cities in general – have to 
become more urban, not less. 
It may sound counter-intuitive, 
but there can be no doubt that 
an ecological future has to be 
organized around cities – which 
kind of ironically is also the only 
route to protecting our small 
towns, rural areas and agricultural 
base. 

If Vancouver is to make good 
on any of its ‘green’ pretensions 
and ambitions we have to start 
thinking and acting like a real 
city. It’s time to dispense with the 
faux naiveté, pastoralist clichés, 
and paranoia about urban life. 
It’s time to get dense. 

What is a ‘real’ city anyways? I 
think many of us have a visceral 
understanding: a liveliness, a 
vitality, a concentrated built and 

cultural environment. I asked 
Frances Bula, what she thought 
about the question: 

“It is true that when I come back 
to Vancouver from New York or 
Toronto it often feels like Winnipeg 
in the middle of winter here, 
there’s just so little action. It’s not 
just the size of the city, it’s the 
volume and diversity of things 
to do and look at – it’s really 
diversity that a dense population 
brings. You just can’t have a real 
city without density. While the 
downtown is very dense the city 
is dominated by single-family 
dwellings and we have to find 
ways to build the liveliness and 
bustle of downtown in other 
neighbourhoods. There is that 
feel in some places, but we really 
need a lot more. It doesn’t have 

to be miles and miles of super-
density, but concentrated high 
streets, pockets of real density to 
focus neighbourhoods.”

That density, or lack thereof has 
long been the subject of much 
hand-wringing in Vancouver, 
but over the last couple of 
decades the city has been able 
to genuinely densify downtown 
in a reversal that has caught the 
eye of urbanists and planners 
across the globe. Did you know 
that Vancouver has more high-
rises per capita than any other 
city in North America? That skyline 
– and the residential density it 
has ushered in – is the subject of 
much admiration and is the thing 
many observers point to first when 
they talk about why Vancouver 
is ‘getting it right’. Vancouver’s 
now-celebrated urbanism is built 
around the idea of convincing 
people to move in from the 
suburbs, to stop sprawling, to 
come live on the downtown 
peninsula. 

The towers that those people 
are moving into overwhelmingly 
take a very particular form 
that you all know well: tall, slim, 
view-preserving glass towers 
sitting on a podium of upscale, 
faux-brick two or three-storey 
townhouses that are specifically 
designed to be welcoming to 
families. This form has proven a 
very convenient model for mass 
replication and now dominates 
huge swaths of the city core: 
“there were exactly six of them 
in downtown Vancouver a 
decade ago; now there are 
more than 1,000.”1 The towers’ 
small footprints with high number 
of units ensure sick profit margins, 
the townhouses lure some families 
back downtown and the whole 
thing is designed for density. 

And it is definitely true that 
Vancouver’s core density has 
jumped up remarkably: it’s 
now often claimed to have the 
highest downtown residential 
density in North America, 
including Manhattan, which 
1‘Extreme Makeover’ by Alan Ehrenhalt in Governing.com, 
July 2006.
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is a major achievement. The 
strategy is called Living First 
and is perhaps the signature 
accomplishment of Vancouver’s 
contemporary urbanism. The 
approach was largely conceived 
and popularized by Vancouver’s 
former co-director of planning 
Larry Beasley and his staff who 
were looking to create “an urban 
lifestyle that will bring people 
back from their 50-year romance 
with the suburbs.”2 

The idea has been to radically 
encourage downtown density by 
altering zoning laws to support 
condominiums, encourage 
pedestrian and bike access over 
automobiles and to leverage 
developers for public amenities 
in exchange for sweet profit 
margins. It’s an innovative 
approach that in many ways 
has clearly worked: Vancouver’s 
alive now in ways that were most 
certainly not the case in even 
recent history. Something like 
20%3 of Vancouver residents now 
live downtown4, it’s full of people 
with cash to burn, construction 
has been non-stop and it has a 
very peculiar but vibrant feel. 

The strategy is widely viewed 
as brilliant and its successes are 
being replicated in many spots 
around the globe, in no small 
part due to Beasley’s energetic 
proselytizing. But there have been 
some interesting repercussions. 
Most obviously, while condo 
building continues full-force, 
commercial development 
lags far behind. The number of 
jobs downtown has remained 
stagnant, and there are virtually 
no office or commercial projects 
being built. The logic is obvious: a 
developer can turn five times the 
profit on a condo compared to 
an office tower, and the buyers 
just kept coming, so why the hell

2 �ite� in ‘Extreme Makeover’ by Alan Ehrenhalt in Gov� �ite� in ‘Extreme Makeover’ by Alan Ehrenhalt in Gov�
erning.com, July 2006. 

3 Something like 100,000 people. 

4 That stat is �eceiving though, because that’s 20% just of 
the core city – the �ity of Vancouver which has a population 
un�er 600 000 – but really the larger Vancouver, the Metro, 
is 2.2 million. So that percentage is really contingent on how 
you count. 

 would they stop?

Further, in a city core dominated 
by condos, a huge number are 
owned by people who do not 
live here full-time. Property has 
become another commodity for 
the global elite to invest in, to buy 
and flip, and even in harsh new 
economic climates property is 
the investment that people tend 
to cling to. As David Beers, editor 
of The Tyee, said to me: 
 
“I totally buy the argument that 
we badly need density here, but 
how do you get density without 
a high-priced sterility? And that’s 
what’s been built here. I don’t 
mind that there are some parts 
of town like that, but I really don’t 
want every part of town like that. 
The needle-like towers are able to 
command a high price because 
of the view, which then turns 
them into a global commodity. 
Now you’ve got to compete 
with everyone in the globe who 
wants a view of the North Shore 
mountains.” 

Thus downtown is increasingly 
populated by people with little 
attachment or civic bonds to 
the city: global consumers who 
care about the place as no more 
than an investment or temporary 
stopping point. Along with that 
development pattern has come 
an avalanche of low-paid service 
economy jobs: retail, restaurant, 
security and tourism jobs with 
wages that ensure many (most) 
workers cannot live anywhere 
near where they work. This, as 
every Vancouverite knows, is 
perhaps the biggest danger to 
the city: the incredible housing 
prices and lack of reasonably 
priced shelter, sending everyday 

people scattering. 

In some ways Living First is 
a brilliant response to a city 
metastasizing in leaps and 
bounds in population and 
investment, and it’s a hell of a lot 
better than letting the city sprawl 
even more. The City and Beasley 
have proved that it is possible, 
given certain conditions, to 
induce a lot of people to move 
downtown, something that a 
decade ago few people in North 
America thought possible. But is 
that enough? Is density the holy 
grail of contemporary urbanity? 

The simple (and highly qualified) 
answer is pretty much yes. The 
basic formulation suggests that if 
you can densify, all good things 
will flow from there: there will be 
enough population to support 
public transport, more people will 
walk and fewer will drive, you’ll 
get concentrations of services, 
and urbanity will flourish. If you 
give people reason to spend time 
on the street they will. Like Witold 
Rybczynski once said to me, “It 
has to do with density, above all. 
This puts a lot of people together 
in one place, keeps walking 
distance relatively small, and 
makes walking interesting.” 

There’s not really any way to 
think about our urban future, 
either in the global general or 
the Vancouver specific without 
recognizing the exigency of 
density. If all of 20th century 
Western urban planning can be 
thought of as attempt to disperse 
and decongest Dickensian 
Victorian cities, then 21st century 
city-building has to be about the 
reverse: getting people to live 
more compactly, inducing them 
to stop sprawling and to stop 
gobbling up land with highways, 
forty-five hundred square foot 
houses, cul-de-sacs and their 
freaking lawns.

The ecological imperative is the 
stick, but the carrot is cities that 
are potentially alive, vibrant, 
complex and cosmopolitan. 
That carrot is not a given 

“… but you can’t 
manufacture vitality or it 

has all the heart of a laugh 
track: density has to come 

incrementally, and the 
process has to be driven by 
citizens and communities.”



however: blind densification 
can also mean brutal squadrons 
of apartment blocks, faceless 
crowding or sterile rows of 
glassy towers. Make no mistake, 
densification is going to mean 
lots of people giving a certain 
amount up – space, lawns 
that look like putting 
greens, cars, purchasing 
power, and lots else – but 
boo-fucking-hoo, frankly: 
density is necessarily the 
future of this city, and 
every other one too. 

I know that’s a little 
rough, and probably 
should be tempered 
a little. I’m not talking 
about turning the whole 
city into Manhattan. 
It’s tempting, but an 
unnecessary cheap 
shot, to brand everyone 
who resists density as 
Nimby Bananas, quasi-
pastoralist relics or just 
plain selfish,5 but that’s no 
good. Density has to be 
nuanced, there has to be 
a wide range of different kinds 
of spaces in the city, some more 
dense than others, and that not 
everyone wants urban vitality and 
bustle and liveliness. As Frances 
cautioned:

“And you need the variation of 
densities. You need places where 
you can go to get respite from 
the noise. You need quiet streets, 
places that feel restful. Even in 
New York the traffic is all on the 
arterials and some of the side 
streets are very quiet – and that’s 
important. We want liveliness, but 
we can’t be assaulted by the 
city.” 

And she’s right, of course. The 
city has to contain all kinds of 
different spaces if all kinds of 
people are going to thrive here. 
All of us want (need) quiet places 
without traffic, without people 
rushing around, and protecting 
those spaces is contingent on our 

5 And surely, surely I would never resort to such 
gratuitously juvenile name-calling. Except possibly 
in the sanctity of my own home. 

willingness to densify, especially 
high streets. But it is sprawl, both 
within and beyond city limits, that 
destroys the capacity to retain 
those peaceful areas. Endless 
single-family housing sprawl 
through the city brings traffic 
into every nook and cranny, 

just as suburban sprawl erodes 
our agricultural base and the 
character of rural areas. 

When Larry talks about ending 
people’s romance with the burbs, 
I’m right there and I applaud (for 
real) the significant progress this 
city has made in densifying. But 
there is a sterile, manufactured 
quality to the density that I 
am calling into question, and I 
think it reflects the type of civic 
engagement and participation 
that Vancouver has nurtured. 

Part of what I am poking at is the 
actual form. Glassy towers are 
just not a big part of my vision 
of convivial city life, for all the 
obvious reasons, some of them 
aesthetic, some practical. And 
they are not at all necessary 
for a dense city. As James 
Howard Kunstler said to me 
once: “Skyscrapers don’t equal 
rich cosmopolitan life – Paris has 
lowish rise, but is very dense.” 
Towers give you a peculiar kind 

of density, and not necessarily 
a convivial one. Often densely 
vibrant neighbourhoods are 
entirely three to four storeys high, 
think of Brooklyn or London or 
Istanbul for example. 

It’s more useful if the question, 
‘Is it all about density?’ 
is refined. While a more 
compact city is critical, 
there are a lot of different 
kinds of densification, 
and the nature of that 
density is contingent on 
the processes that get us 
there. In Vancouver we’re 
getting a very particular 
kind of density: a developer-
friendly, instant-mix version 
that is injecting huge 
swaths of the city with a 
concentrated, pre-planned 
density in an incredibly short 
period of time. 

But density without 
neighbourhood just sucks. 
Thousands and thousands 
of people jammed into 
faceless little boxes, trying 
to pay off exorbitant 

mortgages is not much of a city. 
The ostensibly public spaces 
in the new downtown are the 
opposite of common – they 
are filled with people rushing 
around through highly manicured 
landscapes without a pause – 
mirroring the frenzied construction 
all around them. We really should 
be aspiring to density, but too 
often what we’re getting here 
is a rendition that threatens to 
undermine the virtues that are 
theoretically inhered in dense 
urban life. 

More than anything density has 
to unfold, not just sprout in a just-
add-water boom. Christopher 
Alexander has written about 
the need for incrementalism or 
accretive growth. His first rule 
of city-building in A New Theory 
of Urban Design is: “Piecemeal 
growth as a necessary condition 
to wholeness”. It’s a principle 
that’s getting its ass kicked here. 
It’s possible that this is just the first 
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blast to kick-start a new era of 
density, perhaps in time this will all
settle down. It’s not the speed 
per se I am objecting to, but the 
process of growth that is reflected 
on the street. 

The depth, diversity and vitality of 
a city are contingent on its public 
space and common places: it is 
where we encounter strangers, 
debate, the unexpected, 
diversity and the need for civic 
engagement. Parks, museums, 
playgrounds, sidewalks, city 
squares, outdoor cafés, libraries, 
markets, sports events, bars, 
bike paths, theatres: it is what is 
best about every city, and what 
makes urban life worthwhile. 

More than that though, the 
health of public space is 
closely tied to the health of 
democratic life: they require one 
another. A democratic culture 
requires citizens engaged in 
dialogue, exposed to new ideas, 
interacting with people not like 
them and confronted by others. 
That much is obvious. But the 
relationship is not that simple – 
you cannot just provide public 
spaces and boom, you get 
democracy. Nor is it true to say 
that if you have more democratic 
discourse you’ll necessarily get 
more common places. It is closer 
to the truth to say that there are 
many different kinds and shades 
of public space and they inform 
the kind of political life that exists. 
We have to look at public space 
and ask the same questions 
we would ask of politics: who 
participates, what kind of activity 
is encouraged, is it equitably and 
equally distributed, are users in 
control? 

All too often, and explicitly 
in Living First dogma,  the 
creation of new public spaces 
is being driven by developers 
working in ‘partnership’ with the 
planning department, which 
might explain why so much 
of the space in this city feels 
hollow and over-planned. The 
instrumentalization of public 
space is antagonistic to non-

managed, non-official uses of 
urban territory: planners want the 
spaces they design to be used 
in the ways they have imagined. 
But a democratic culture relies 
on non-commodified, genuinely 
common places. 

This speaks to the fundamental 
difference between public 
spaces and common places: 
how can a city, this city, become 
a city of common places. Public 
space, and lots of it, is crucial 
but we need more than that too. 
People move through public 
space – but common space is 
where they stop, learn to inhabit 
and make it their own. There’s 
just no way to master-plan a 
great city nor can you just make 
it happen just by throwing money 
at it. But you can prevent one 
from emerging by insisting on 
instrumentalizing public spaces 
and marionetting their uses. 

Great cities are built bit by 
enigmatic bit by a huge number 
of actors, not by planners or 
developers, as much as they 
might want to believe. Great 
cities have to be inherently 
democratic projects built in ways 

that can never be planned or 
predicted, but are products of 
vibrant everyday life. 

Living First is a thoughtful and 
powerful approach, but you 
can’t manufacture vitality or 
it has all the heart of a laugh 
track: density has to come 
incrementally, and the process 
has to be driven by citizens and 
communities. Planners can set 
the conditions for density, and 
they can act as a firewall from 
greed and capital accumulation 
monsters, but when they 
try too hard to orchestrate 
development, when they extend 
too far, it tends to homogeneity, 
singularity of vision and a lack of 
engagement. 

There are many different kinds 
and shades of densification 
and public space and they all 
inform the kind of political life 
that exists. We have to ask the 
same questions we would ask 
of any development: who is 
benefiting, in what ways, who 
is participating, what kind of 
activity is being encouraged, 
is it equitably distributed? Right 
now the answers to those 
fundamental questions in 
Vancouver are interesting, but 
not overwhelmingly positive. 


