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REWEEE

The SHPOA Board of Directors has become increasingly concerned about the erosion of homeowner property rights in
Vancouver. Of particular concern is the City’s Character Home Zoning Review which looks at options for the retention
of character homes in single-family (RS) zoning districts everywhere in Vancouver.

At the last of the four open houses, which the City hosted, SHPOA was prevented from handing out an information
sheet outlining the issues as we perceive them. The information is as follows:

The City of Vancouver is considering re-zoning properties in the following areas: West Point Grey/Upper Kitsilano,
Dunbar/Kerrisdale/Second Shaughnessy/Third Shaughnessy and parts of Arbutus Ridge, parts of Riley Park/Cambie
Village/Kensington, Hastings, and part of Grandview. The City's plan seems to be that, in these areas, there will be
penalties attached to building new houses, in the form of square footage, such as reducing the current zoning’s 0.7 FSR
to 0.4 FSR ( for lot size > 8,000. Sf ) and 0.5 FSR ( for lot size < 8,000. Sf ). This applies to both pre- and post-1940 houses,
namely ALL new construction in these areas. Incentives, in the form of increased square footage, allowances for a
Multiple Conversion Dwelling (MCD), laneway house or infill, will be offered for the renovation of pre-1940 homes;
however, these are very costly to build in Vancouver.
This re-zoning may:

. Result in a significant devaluation of your property;

. Result in single-family neighbourhoods becoming a mix of dwelling types;

. Place severe constraints on the rights of property owners to modify their property; and

. Grant the City extraordinary powers of intrusion and discretionary authority over property maintenance.
PROPERTY OWNERS ARE BEING FORCED TO SUBSIDIZE THE CITY'S HOUSING AGENDA

. The City’s premise that there are architectural features of existing pre-1940's homes that cannot be reproduced
with new construction is simply not true. Zoning already exists in some areas to ensure the architectural context
of the communities is preserved through design guidelines; and

. The City is claiming that a buyer will be able to purchase a pre-1940's home and renovate it to the City’s
standards for less than the cost of building new. This is simply not true; renovation in Vancouver is
extraordinarily costly and building infill or laneway housing is also very expensive.

THE CITY IS ONLY PRESENTING ONE SIDE OF THIS ISSUE AND IS SUPPRESSING THE VIEWS OF PROPERTY OWNERS

. The City is more attuned to the demands of non-resident, non-owners of pre-1940's homes (who have no
financial stake, thus nothing to lose) than it is to the resident owners who will be left footing the bill;

o The City is, in fact, expropriating a portion of the value of pre-1940's homeowners equity in its bid to satisfy the
preservation element.

THE CiTY IS "MANUFACTURING'" PUBLIC SUPPORT VIA A METHODOLOGICALLY FLAWED ONLINE SURVEY

The online survey, to solicit opinions for the Character Home Re-zoning Review, is fundamentally flawed:
. Designed to sway results to what the client (the City) wants;
o Lacks validation, is anonymous, and can be completed multiple times by anyone, anywhere. Simply by looking
up a postal code, a responder can pretend to be a Westside homeowner; and
o Will be used by the City to “manufacture” the guise of public support.
PLEASE CHALLENGE THE CITY'S OFFICIALS - YOU ARE PAYING THEIR SALARIES

Remember, they are public servants in an elected municipal government and can be contacted by phone or email
mayorandcouncil@vancouver.ca and Elizabeth Ball, our community liaison councillor eballcoordinator@gmail.com
Some suggested questions to ask regarding the Character Home Re-zoning Review:
. What evidence do they have to support their claims?
. What is the impact on property values?
. What impact will re-zoning have on property rights?
. Why does the City weigh the opinions of non-property owners and lobby groups as much as property owners?
o Will there be compensation for property devaluation resulting from zoning changes?
. Will bylaws force compliance with character requirements for renovations?
. Will the City have powers of intrusion to ensure character homes are appropriately maintained?
You HAVE 10 FIGHT IF YOU WANT TO RETAIN YOUR PROPERTY RIGHTS

If you are sceptical about our information please refer to the latest Coriolis Consulting Group report:
http://vancouver.ca/files/cov/Summary-of-Economic-Analysis-of-Possible-RS-Zoning-Changes-to-Encourage-
Character-Home-Retention.pdf

Join SHPOA or renew your membership at: http://www.shpoa.ca/pdf/Membership_Renewal.pdf
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The City of Vancouver’s character house zoning review proposes changes to policy which, under guise
of character retention, will force homeowners to build in a way that is out of synch with their
neighbourhood, the goals of density, affordability, inclusiveness, accessibility, life-safety, sustainability
and energy conservation. It needs to be reconsidered before creating yet another barrier to needed new

construction in Vancouver.

The changes would allow a character house (defined as built prior to 1940 with most historic features
remaining) to grow a modest 7% larger than currently allowed, but would shrink the size of any new
houses by 29%. The reasons given for this change are to stop the demolition of older houses, to stop
the construction of “monster” houses and to address the disparity between an un-renovated character

house and current construction.

But there are better ways to do this than to require that all buildings in character zones wear the same

character’s kabuki mask.

Giving an incentive to keep existing construction is a worthy goal, because there are many ways in which
the greenest building is the one that already exists. However, the proposed rules mean that a renovated
existing house could soon be 1.5 times larger than a new house, which would in itself create a large
disparity between existing and new construction.

Arecent tour by the Abundant Housing Vancouver group visited several buildings that are up to three
times the currently allowed size, more than four times larger than the new house limit, precisely the sort
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of difference being highlighted as a problem.

Zoning bylaws have been updated to allow both secondary suites and laneway houses. However, the
new rules mean that new houses will no longer support both three-quarter bedrooms and a basement
suite. This will lead to many basement suites going unbuilt, causing an overall loss of density over much
of the city, at a time when affordable and family-appropriate housing demands are greater than ever.

The city’s goals to increase affordability and density are thus held hostage by the weight of “fitting in” to
the neighbourhood.

New houses have to be built to current seismic and fire codes, whereas a renovated house can often
skip these requirements. Despite the phrase “they don’t build them like they used to,” many older houses
were built poorly, by unskilled labour, with little structural integrity. A survey of the most restrictive type of
character retention in Vancouver — those that are done through a heritage revitalization agreement
(HRA) and become listed historic houses — shows that many get stripped down to their core and rebuilt
almost totally. This brings up the question: what character is being preserved anyway?

Historic Places Canada’s Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic Places in Canada
manual makes clear that the goal of a sensitive historic conservation is to preserve — to keep existing
elements, not to replace with something that looks plausibly old. The guidelines state that when material
must be replaced, it should be clearly distinguishable from existing material. The city’s zoning review
promotes neither of these principles. It favours the retention of a look, without requiring the retention of
substance; further encouraged is new construction, which looks old — even if this look is inevitably

achieved with vinyl and painted foam.

In 2010, Vancouver declared itself to be the greenest city, and in 2016 released the zero emissions
building plan. Prioritizing existing inefficient buildings over new ones fights emissions reduction capability

and the city’s stated sustainable goals.

Vancouver'’s properties generally align north-south. Because a character house’s roof peak generally
follows the longest axis of the house, most roofs in Vancouver face east and west. For most of the day,
the sun is generally to the south, so if one were to install solar panels on a character house, half or more

would tend to face the wrong direction.

When considering cars, it makes more of a difference to make a Hummer twice as efficient, as it does to
do so for a Civic. Similarly, for housing, by not substantially upgrading existing buildings, we bake in large

inefficiencies for another lifetime.

Character buildings tend to be poorly insulated even after renovation, because by very definition, they
must have retained at least 50% of their original windows. Often, character houses also have non-
conforming grandfathered projections into required yards. The only way to upgrade insulation is to add it
to the interior, which means spaces shrink, further penalizing a poor existing layout, and even a heavily
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renovated older house will use far more than new, and far-far more than “good” new.

The retention of character merit is placed in direct opposition to the creation of sustainable construction.
There have been projects explicitly discouraged from seeking passive house status in favour of keeping
character. There have been projects where, once the house was deemed to have character merit, a
planned passive houses retrofit has been cancelled because the existing houses could not be altered to
admit sufficient light and heat.

Having to choose between preserving the past and ensuring the future puts homeowners between a rock
and a hard place. If we are going to propose keeping existing buildings, there need to be real standards
for conservation, otherwise we end up living in a Potemkin village, built to deceive the eye rather than
retain history.

There are innumerable examples worldwide of new construction fitting in and even enhancing old, but
without some acknowledgement of this fact, we forever cast neighbourhoods in amber fixing flaws
alongside gems. There has to be some room in the argument for intelligence and outstanding design
merit, especially if those traits are vital to the creation of the energy-efficient buildings that the future
demands of us. The character house discussion currently seems to begin and end with the statement
“make Vancouver [look] great again,” which is a poor argument no matter the subject. ¢

lan Robertson (ianwilliamrobertson@gmail.com) is a senior designer at Abbarch Architecture Inc.
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