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1. Introduction & Project Overview
1.1 Context
Riley Park South Cambie Community Visions Group (“RPSC”) has been operating in
collaboration with the City of Vancouver since 2005, when they were mandated as a citizens’
advisory group to liaise with the community in the area between 16th and 41st Avenues, and
Oak and Fraser Streets (the “Riley Park-South Cambie area”), creating the RPSC Community
Vision document to help guide policy decisions, corporate work, priorities, budgets, and capital
plans in the community.
The Community Vision was approved by Council in November 2005, and RPSC has continued
to draw on that and other resources to guide and inform policy, help the community develop
strategies to deal with the rapid changes occurring within it, and preserve the history and
character of the area as much as possible since that time.
In keeping with the above history and ongoing work, the majority of RPSC’s work involves both
cultivating relationships with policy makers and developers to effectively inform their work, as
well as continual engagement in and research of the Riley Park-South Cambie community in
order to understand and ultimately better telegraph its needs to the actors involved.

1.2 Goals & Objectives
Following from the abovementioned context, it is the stated goal of RPSC to “maintain and
strengthen the community’s identity in the face of considerable change.” This is achieved by first
understanding the needs of the community, and then effectively communicating those needs to
developers and policymakers where appropriate. This project was designed to facilitate the first
of these two key organizational goals by adding depth of data and understanding to the retail
needs in the community.
The specific goal of the project is defined as identifying and evaluating the retail diversity of
businesses in a targeted area within the Riley Park area of Vancouver B.C., specifically 16th
Avenue to 33rd Avenue on Main St (the “Target Area”, or, the “Route”).
With the goal of RPSC being to understand the needs of the community, and the goal of this
project being to understand the retail diversity of the Target Area, the objective of the project is
to compile and analyze a detailed inventory of retail businesses in the Target Area, and present
the annotated findings to RPSC for their use.

2. Methods, Data & Findings
2.1 Methods
With the objective of the project being to create a detailed inventory and analysis of retail
businesses along the Target Area, the primary concern prior to analysis was collecting sufficient
data to create an accurate picture to act as the basis for said analysis.
A layered approach was taken wherein the datapoints were each identified (as enumerated
below), and then obtained and verified over a series of ‘passes’ through the Target Area both
physically and virtually. As an example, the address list was first populated by cross-referencing
data gathered from the City of Vancouver’s proprietary online mapping database, Vanmap, as
well as the publicly available data from Google Maps. This list was then validated in person by
an assigned project member who would pass through the area verifying addresses and
matching business names and statuses to the address listing. This process continued until
complete and verified datapoints for each of the 381 unique addresses along the Target Area
were obtained.

2.2 Data
The final form of the raw database is a table consisting of 395 records, each with 13 fields, for a
total of 5,135 unique datapoints.
Each record is an address (not necessarily a unique address), which has 13 fields attached to it,
as follows:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Side (east or west)
Address
Sub. (sub address, if applicable)
Name (name of the business, or ‘residential’ if a residence)
Type (goods, service, residential, or other)
Category (dining, community, education, entertainment, personal services, professional
services, residential, vacant, shopping, or other).
Subcategory (entries including but not limited to: restaurant, specialty, etc.)
Specialty (entries including but not limited to: Japanese, sporting goods, etc.)
Main Income (only possible entries include: local, destination, or mixed)
Owned Parking (parking designated to the address)
Shared Parking (parking designated to a group of addresses)
Public Parking (public parking available on the same block as the address)

2.3 Findings
The data allows for analysis across many possible dimensions. Some of the more salient
findings are introduced here for later reference in the discussion section.
2.3.1 Use by Type

Fig. 1 Use by Type
Breaking down the address uses by over-arching type, it is found that service based businesses
dominate along the route, taking almost fully half of the use cases on a per-address basis.
Goods bases businesses take up another third of the use, with nearly a fifth dedicated to
residential tenancy, and less than 5 percent vacant, under construction, or otherwise out of use,
as represented by the “Other” category.

2.3.2 Use by Category

Fig. 2 Use by Category
Breaking down goods and services into their composite categories, and excluding residential
uses which account for approximately one fifth of all uses along the Route as shown previously
in Fig. 1, it is found that shopping-based retail dominates the remaining uses along the route,
taking 41.2% of use cases on a per-address basis. Dining follows as another primary use taking
up over one fifth of uses, with personal and professional services almost evenly split at around
15% of uses each. Educational and Community uses appear in the data, but at less than 1%
each, they are less visible in the sample than vacant units which take up more than 2% of
non-residential addresses.

2.3.3 Use by Subcategory

Fig. 3 Use by Subcategory (This is a truncated version showing only those uses with greater
than 1 entry in the dataset. The full, higher resolution copy is available in Appendix C Subcategory by Count)
Breaking down the categories (dining, shopping) into their specific subcategories (restaurant,
cafe; clothing, eyewear), and again excluding residential uses, we are able to see the ‘shape’ of
the uses. Consistent with the findings at the larger category level, varied specialty goods and
clothing take high rankings on the list, with restaurants and cafes making up the bulk of the
secondary dining category. Personal and professional services like salon and financial services
are mixed in at similar (lower) frequencies.
When viewed from this perspective, vacancies are more clearly emphasized, being more
numerous along the Route than convenience stores.

2.3.4 Income Analysis

Fig. 4 Customer/Revenue Origin (Estimated)
It’s seen that, though the Target Area contains a good amount of shopping and dining
destinations, a large portion of the area falls into a more locally1-oriented part of the retail
spectrum, with many small pet stores, grocers, and services that would be most often
patronized by those living nearby. We must keep in mind that nearly half of the customer
revenue is coming from destination2/mixed3 which gives reason to evaluate the ratio of parking
to perspective consumers within the target zone.

1

Businesses’ incomes streams were designated local if there was a reasonable expectation that the bulk
of their customers lived nearby, as in the case of small independent grocers or convenience stores.
2
Businesses’ incomes streams were designated ‘destination’ if a bulk of their customers were seen to
come from other areas, as in the case of well-known restaurants or suppliers.
3
Finally, mixed businesses have customers from both categories, like shopping boutiques, antique stores,
and cafes.

2.3.5 Parking Analysis
Through evaluating our data collected regarding the availability of shared street parking spaces
compared to businesses in the area, we found parking spots to be in short supply. While parking
was found to be more plentiful in some areas, such as the top east side of main street, overall
we measured a ratio of less than one street parking space to open business per block. This
means that many prospective customers would have to find parking elsewhere off the main
street, clogging up nearby residential parking areas and discouraging impromptu visits to the
area by those passing through.
Additionally, the rise in popularity of on-demand food courier services such as Uber Eats and
Doordash require nearby parking spaces for access to stores from which they deliver in order to
fulfill deliveries, creating additional pressures on traffic and parking needs in the area.
Failure to address these concerns could lead to economic losses both in the form of lesser
direct customer traffic, and also the deterrence of secondary traffic as food delivery services are
forced to charge higher prices due to parking related constraints on delivery timing.

3. Discussion, Related Works & Recommendations
3.1 Discussion
In interpreting the data to come to conclusions about the “health” of the retail mix and
subsequent impacts upon the community in that area, it is instructive to turn to the City of
Vancouver’s zoning bylaws to gain insight into both how the retail diversity in the area was
seeded, and what the intent of that structure was from a development perspective.

Fig 5. Zoning Map of the Route. The Main St. artery is seen in red, indicating in this case a C2
zoning, with RS zoning in white on either side, and higher density RM/RT zoning visible along
16th avenue.
As seen in Fig 5. above, the majority of the Route is designated as C2 “Commercial District”
zoning. The stated purpose of this zoning:
The intent is to provide for a wide range of goods and services, to maintain
commercial activities and personal services that require central locations to
serve large neighborhoods, and to provide for dwelling uses designed
compatibly with commercial uses.
(City of Vancouver Schedule D, Zoning District Plan)
This well-established approach to urban development, known as “mixed-use”, has been widely
adopted and applied in major cities across both North America and Europe. In 2002, the Atlanta
Regional Commission penned the Quality Growth Toolkit to guide development in Atlanta, GA.
Here is an excerpt from that work explaining the benefits of mixed-use development policy:
The essence of mixed-use developments is that it brings people closer to
the things that they need on a day to day basis. It provides more options for
both residents and workers, so that they don't have to drive to drop off the
kids, get a newspaper, buy the day’s groceries, purchase stamps, get a
sandwich for lunch, or maybe simply get to work. It allows an area to be
useful for a much more significant part of the 24-hour day than single use
developments. Mixed-use developments, if done well, can greatly increase
the convenience and enjoyment in people's day-to-day lives
(Dunkley, B. 2002, updated 2019)
In his 2007 paper entitled “Mixed use development: Theory and practice in Amsterdam’s
Eastern Docklands”, Eric Hoppenbrouwer backs up the claim that mixed-use approaches have
taken root in Europe as well. Importantly, Hoppenbrouwer also brings to light some of the
concerns surrounding the approach:
During the last few decades, mixed-use development has become an
important planning paradigm in various European and North American
cities. However, the concept of mixed-use is ambiguous in both theory and
practice... It is concluded that in [the Eastern Docks area of Amsterdam]
there is a good deal of mixing between housing and employment, but it is
still unclear whether the strategic goals are reached.
(Hoppenbrouwer, 2007)
As seen in section 2.3 above, the retail mix along Main Street in 2021 leans towards goods over
services and also towards local rather than destination traffic, but the overall mix is found to be

fundamentally in keeping with the intent of the Vancouver zoning bylaws, which endorse a
mixed-use approach to zoning and development.
Consideration should be given however, to the needs of the community beyond those
prescribed by the zoning bylaw. To interpret those needs, we look to the community itself, and to
resources that offer up alternatives to the current model. Looking at the RPSC Community
Visions Directions document (2005), which was composed in an effort to guide City policy based
on the needs and desires of the community members living there, it’s seen that the Route is
recognized as key to the area:
Riley Park/South Cambie (RPSC) is a community rich in diversity and
history. Its residents value the area’s distinct single family neighbourhoods,
character homes, views, and its variety of convenient shopping areas,
especially on Main Street.
A section in the same document dedicated to Main Street as a “neighbourhood centre” calls on
the City to take community values into their planning processes by communicating those values
directly, and calling mixed-use zoning itself into review:
They valued the ‘trendy’ fashion shops, artisan studios, restaurants, and
antique stores which all contribute to the unique Main Street character.
Participants wished to retain this character and suggested a review of the
policies that affect Main Street, including the mixed-use zoning. They
suggested improvements like adding to pedestrian comfort and safety,
encouraging retail to wrap around some side streets, making lanes more
lively, improving parking and upkeep, and providing opportunities for more
housing to be built nearby.
The section goes on to indicate specific areas of development deemed desirable to the
community by way of community survey, and corresponding agreement rates. Agreement rates
above 55% are deemed as Approved Directions in keeping with official City policy adopted by
City Council. Of interest to this report are the following directions:
18.1 Strengthen Important Shopping Area (~90% agreement)
The shopping area along Main Street between 16th and 33rd should be
strengthened as a major neighbourhood shopping area and special
community place.
●
●
●

enhance Main and King Edward as the gateway to the shopping
area
keep Main as a special street
make the area more pedestrian friendly, need to revitalize

18.2 Review Policy for Main Street (~85% agreement)

The unique character of Main Street’s shopping area should be retained
and enhanced. The City should work with merchants, property owners, and
residents to review existing zoning and other policies to identify possible
changes that would better support Main Street’s character and role in the
City.
●
●
●
●
●

build on the history of the area to help develop a persona/character
for Main Street
create financial incentives to diversify retail uses
have zoning that encourages a diversity of forms and uses
have zoning which allows more flexible use of the ground and 2nd
floor (i.e. light industry, artisans, boat builders)
retain existing businesses and commercial diversity

There is now a pattern of emerging intent arising across both the City of Vancouver zoning
bylaws, and the community canvas document which would seem to indicate a desire for flexible
use with an emphasis on retail, pedestrian use, and preservation/development of culture and
history.
Speaking to 18.1, it is seen that the general special nature of Main Street has been preserved to
the extent that it is still today recognized as one of the city’s key pedestrian areas, with some of
the highest levels of pedestrian traffic amongst neighbourhoods outside of the downtown core.
With regards to 18.2, as this is not a comparative report, it is hard to say what the growth or
change in retail levels might have been over the past 15 years. Still, in 2021 the intent of the
direction seems to have been met as there exists today a strong diversity of use. Despite that
diversity, the project team notes that there is a comparative lack of light industry, education, and
community uses, instead focusing primarily on classic retail goods and services centered
around specialty goods and dining.
In concluding the preliminary results, and with an eye to both City zoning and community survey
data, the findings suggest that the area is meeting objectives in terms of its retail mix, with a
strong retail draw, recognized culture, and a muted residential presence around 20% of uses. In
saying that, the project team recognizes that escalating land values and an increasing city
population playing into traffic and parking issues will continue to impact the area.
It was also seen during the project that businesses in this area are being heavily impacted by
COVID-19, with the future of many left uncertain. Though it is beyond the scope of this project,
mitigating the fallout around these businesses, particularly in the dining sector which is heavily
represented along the Route, may be advisable if preserving the history and character of
tenured businesses in the area is desirable.

3.2 Related works
3.2.1 Simpson’s Diversity Index
Simpson’s Diversity Index is a statistical measure commonly applied across a range of analysis.
It’s key property is allowing for the quantification of sample diversity on an objective basis.
Taking our data at the Category level, we can apply the general formula:

Fig. 6 Simpson’s Diversity
Index Formula

Table 1. Application of Simpson’s Diversity Index
Type

Number

n-1

n(n-1)

Shopping
Dining
Residential
Pers. Services
Prof. Services
Education
Community

134
73
70
53
50
3
2

133
72
69
52
49
2
1

17822
5256
4830
2756
2450
6
2

N(N-1)
SUM n(n-1)
Index

147840
33122
0.78

We arrive at a general diversity of .78. Though diversity indices are not directly comparable (with
other cities or areas, for example), with the knowledge that less diverse samples are closer to
zero and more diverse samples closer to 1, we can say that the Target Area has a statistically
robust level of diversity in its main categories.
3.2.2 Jane Jacobs The Death and Life of Great American Cities
In Jane Jacob’s highly relevant work, “The Death and Life of Great American Cities”, she argues
that urban city planners are killing cities and she proposes improvements to help bring them
back to life. As she dissects the issues surrounding cities, she highlights the importance of
diversity, both socially and economically, as one of the main factors necessary for successful
cities. Jacobs argues that when cities are trying to push out less affluent individuals and less
profitable businesses to replace with more affluent and successful ones, it is self-destructive as
it decreases diversity. As we scored a .78 on Simpson’s diversity Index with our data, we can

assume that the diversity in Vancouver’s Main street has played somewhat of a role in its
success. Jacobs indicates the benefits of a diverse city as:
Commercial diversity is, in itself, immensely important for cities, socially as well as eco
nomically. Most of the uses of diversity on which I dwelt in Part I of this book depend
directly or indirectly upon the presence of plentiful, convenient, diverse: city commerce.
But more than this,wherever we find a city district with an exuberant variety and plenty in
its commerce, we are apt to find that it contains a good many other kinds of diversity
also, including variety of cultural opportunities, variety of scenes, and a great variety in
its population and other users.
Jacobs, J. (1993)
Jacobs' argument regarding gentrification ties in with Wes Regan’s work which highlights the
up-scaling of the Target area through displacement of independent businesses in favour of
chains. As Jacobs states, gentrification can lead to a decrease in diversity which is of great
importance within a city as it allows for a variety of cultural opportunities, scenery, and people.
Referring back to our data, Jacobs would appreciate the commercial diversity present in the
RPSC area and would probably agree with Regan that action should be taken to prevent further
gentrification from taking place both in the sense of businesses and people.
3.2.3 Density and Diversity: Retail Culture of Vancouver’s Main Street
This 2017 Thesis by Wes Regan, full title “Density and Diversity: Considering the Impacts of
Mixed-Use Development on the Retail Culture of Vancouver’s Main Street”, is of significant
value to the inventory. It represents one of the only up-to-date resources available that
specifically sets out to analyze retail mix along the Target Area with an eye to development over
time. The abstract of the thesis lays out its relevance:
In the past decade retail gentrification, or commercial gentrification, has
begun to receive more attention from academics and policymakers as
commercial real estate in cities like New York, San Francisco, and
Vancouver experience significant transformation through redevelopment
and speculation. This has resulted in increases in commercial property
values and lease rates, displacement of independent small businesses,
increases in chronic vacancies and the proliferation of chain stores, or
formula business... The research examines how real estate development
on Main Street between 2007 and 2016 is influencing retail mix there, with
a particular focus on the presence of chain stores and independent small
businesses in relation to development.
(Regan W. S., 2017)
Wes Regan finds that neighbourhoods and urban communities like the RSPC area
are commonly idealized for their character and charm. This attracts greater
investments and leads to the further gentrification and up-scaling of these areas.

He suggests that these areas should do more to protect smaller businesses from
being replaced with chain stores.
Table 2. Number and percentage of independent and chain stores in 2007 & 2016
Year

Chains

Ind.

Total

2007 (%)
2016 (%)

50 (10)
87 (16.5)

471 (90)
441 (83.5)

521
528

3.3 Recommendations for Additional Research
3.3.1 In-Person Interviews
Though limitations around the ongoing pandemic prevented more direct canvassing of the area
for the duration of this project, the data here can be interpreted in a number of ways. To make
for more productive and applicable analysis, colouring the data with interviews conducted with
business owners along the route will add significant dimension to the data, and perhaps inform
some direction and intention for any recommendations arising.
3.3.2 Further Detail on Parking Analysis
It was quickly apparent that on-site parking assignments are quite opaque along the route. It is
not always clear which business “owns” or otherwise has exclusive use to the onsite parking,
which is frequently in the rear of the property. To obtain such granular information, one would
have to (a) approach the business for clarity or preferably, (b) work in collaboration with the City
of Vancouver who will have direct access to parking assignments.
As for our report, we focused on publicly available parking in relation to businesses benefiting
therefrom. We stand by our conclusions drawn on the basis that on-site parking in high-density
commercial areas is generally intended by the planning process to be sufficient for the
employees of the business, and possibly to satisfy related loading requirements, and not
necessarily to facilitate access to the business by customers. As such, measuring accessibility
is often much more related to public parking in these areas then the relatively meager number of
on-site spaces provided.
3.3.4 Comparative Research
One element that was left wanting at times was work in the same area done at different time
periods. This would indeed add clarity to some conclusions as we would then have a sense of
the ‘trajectory’ of development over time, and subsequently extrapolate that trajectory to see
where things might be headed. The closest we were able to come was in Regan (2017), and a
review of that work is heartily recommended to the reader interested in a highly aligned study on
the very same Target Area.

3.3.5 Gentrification
Dovetailing into both Jane Jacob and Wes Regan’s works, gentrification plays a large role in the
story of the Mount Pleasant (and greater RPSC) area. Further research into the ongoing effects
of increasing property prices (and rents), the displacement of independent businesses in favour
of chains, the implicit taxation of “suboptimal” uses, and related factors is encouraged to derive
a clearer understanding of the current trend in development and retail in the area. As it stands,
the trend of wealthier residents and international chains moving into the area at the expense of
the existing businesses and families that reside there seem likely to continue.

3.4 Limitations
3.4.1 Business category criterion
One of the first realized limitations of our data collection system was a lack of specific criterion
to help us determine which category to put a certain business in. While the majority of
businesses were straightforward in terms of which category they belonged to, a clear framework
of definitive criterion would have been helpful in eliminating ambiguity in the data collection
process. This need for criterion first emerged in determining whether some businesses were
personal or professional as we felt that some business could reside in either category.
Generally, it was decided that lines of work that required an academic degree to practice would
be a rough criterion for a professional service, however in practice we encountered exceptions
to this rule as well. Research was conducted on similar studies4 for such criteria, but we were
unsuccessful in finding a truly consistent lexicon in the existing literature.
3.4.2 Shared and owned parking
While taking measurements for public street parking outside of businesses was straightforward
and without impediment, we did find that making note of private and shared parking spaces
often located in alleys behind business or in less obvious places was more challenging. Due to
limitations of access, we were not able to accurately determine the number of private or shared
parking spaces for all businesses. While this is indeed a limitation of our ability to evaluate total
parking availability, we feel that the notation of these harder to find spaces is less important than
street public parking. The reason for our preference in measuring street parking is that we feel
these spaces are more relevant to meeting consumer needs while private and shared spaces
are more typically allocated to staff parking needs and are generally less available to the
demographic at hand.
3.4.3 Human Resources
In one of our first meetings with our RPSC community partners, we were advised to reach out to
Patrick Condon and Scott Hein, professors of Urban Design and Architecture at UBC, as
4

For example, The Image of the City by Kevin Lynch, The Selection of Retail Locations by Richard
Nelson, Happy City: Transforming Our Lives Through Urban Design by Chales Montgomery

experts who may be able to advise us in our data collection efforts. Our aim in connecting with
these resources was to gain a better understanding of theoretical concepts surrounding city
planning and business diversity to form a lens which we could view our findings through.
Unfortunately, Messrs Condon and Hein were indisposed for the duration of the project, and it
was decided instead to refer to work from Jane Jacobs and Wes Regan to form our theoretical
framework.
3.4.4 Covid-19 Data Collection Limitations
Initially when setting out to determine the best way to collect data regarding business diversity
along the Target Area, there was the idea of conducting a simple survey in which staff and
business owners could be asked to self identify their business into pre-selected categories. It
was thought that this method may best allow for the gathering of accurate data regarding
consumer habits and business health, which would have been helpful in forming conclusions
about the overall state of businesses in the area. However, given the Covid-19 conditions and
restrictions in-place, and in keeping with guidance provided by the Province, the group instead
opted to limit in-person data gathering to our own observations.
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