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CONSTRAINTS ON A 
SUPPLY RESPONSE 
TO RISING PRICES 

HAVE TRIGGERED CRISES 
IN HOUSING AFFORDABILI-
TY IN ALL MAJOR URBAN 
CENTERS ACROSS NORTH  
A M E R I C A , A N D W I L L 
PRESENT AN OBSTACLE TO 
ECONOMIC RECOVERY. 
THE WEST COAST CHAR-
RETTE TESTS ALTERNATIVE 
POLICY ACTIONS THAT 
W I L L ST I M U L AT E T H E 
ECONOMY, DELIVERING A 
R O B U S T S U P P LY R E-
SPONSE, AND CORRECT-
ING PROBLEMS OF LAND 
PRICE INFLATION, TRAFFIC 
CONGESTION, INCOME IN-
EQUALITY, ENVIRONMEN-
TAL DEGRADATION AND 
‘BAD’ URBANISM.
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PREAMBLE: 4 tools for economic 
recovery

CONDOS ARE 2x OVER AFFORDABILITY; 
HOUSES 7x OVER.  

GOVERNMENT POLICIES CONSTRAIN-
ING THE SUPPLY RESPONSE TO HIGH 

PRICES ARE RISKING THE SURVIVAL OF 
THE CANADIAN MIDDLE CLASS.

Plate I
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began building en masse. At this point the property 
market bifurcated into two product classes: condos 
and houses. Yet, the towers-and-transit boom that 
followed triggered house price inflation.  

In this economic climate, low interest rates are like 
putting out the fire with gasoline. Property develop-
ers absorb the liquidity, while home owners try to 
keep up. Every 1% change in rates shifts the afford-
ability threshold for median households. With little 
downside left, and rising house prices giving no 
sign of abating, the threshold for home affordability 
looks poised to move up. Affordability is set at 
prices 3-times over annual median household in-
comes (see chart below). Today, condos in Vancou-
ver are 2-times over affordability, and houses 7-
times over. Unable to buy, many rent. In turn, this is 
spiking demand for rentals, giving government 
cause to permit more towers. This vicious cycle in 
the property markets must end.  

Next we present four options to return balance to 
real estate, while adding  stimulus to the economy.

PREAMBLE: UNLOCKING A SUPPLY RESPONSE TO RISING PRICES 
Even before the COVID crisis hit, several regions 
in Canada—and 30 metropolitan centers in the 
U.S.—were experiencing crises in housing afford-
ability. As prices keep rising in the property mar-
kets, the middle class gets saddled with the bur-
den of economic inequity. Returning normalcy to 
the property markets, therefore, must be an inte-
gral part of a post-COVID economic recovery plan. 

Diverse causes are triggering housing crises across 
North America. Converging policies—not all eco-
nomic—are constraining the market supply re-
sponse to rising house prices. According to the 
laws of economics, as prices rise more units will 
be build. Yet, that is not happening. As a result,  
today, house prices in Vancouver are hovering 20 
times over median household incomes. 

Investigating the origins of the affordability crisis, 
the West Coast Charrette uncovered distortions in 
urban design and planning blocking the supply 
response. These policy distortions—including the 
low interest environment—show up in the market 
as pent-up demand and scant inventory. Markets 
don’t distinguish between running out of land, and 
congested freeways. Thus, the fact that constrained 
transportation capacity has not been linked to ris-
ing prices is a planning error in the first degree. 

The chart at top shows Vancouver house prices 
rising steeply since the mid 1980s. By the 1990s, 
when governments adopted plans to ‘Build Up In-
stead of Out,’ condominium towers—or condos—

https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/05/20/cities-on-the-verge-of-a-covid-driven-housing-crisis/111782790/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/05/20/cities-on-the-verge-of-a-covid-driven-housing-crisis/111782790/
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RTS tram/train 
DELIVERS AFFORDABLE 

SKYTRAIN BLIGHTS THE 
NEIGHBORHOODS IT 

CROSSES

RTS BUILDS TRAM TOWNS 
& TRAM/STOP DISTRICTS. 
SUPPLYING  AFFORDABLE 
HOUSES  IN GREAT QUAN-
TITY ADDS STIMULUS TO 

THE ECONOMY.

SKYTRAIN BUILDS TOWERS, TRIGGERING 
LAND PRICE INFLATION

Plate II
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1. RTS—LIGHT RAIL REGIONAL TRANSIT SYSTEMS

RTS ROUTE (THE ‘BLUE LINE’ SHOWN ABOVE) 

    4 KM—NORTH SHORE TO LONSDALE QUAY 

    6 KM—LONSDALE QUAY TO FALSE CREEK (TUNNEL) 

   12 KM—ARBUTUS LINE  

  22 KM—KENT STREET LINE TO NEW WESTMINSTER 

104 KM—SURREY TO CHILLIWACK

1
2
3
4

Total Transportation Capacity in/out of  
Vancouver: 36,500 pphpd

Three of the four tools for economic stimulus and 
recovery, center on the RTS—Regional Transit Sys-
tem (shown above for the Vancouver Fraser valley 
region). The RTS will provide fast and efficient ac-
cess to affordable housing on the urban periphery, 
in new tram/towns built along the commuter rail 
corridor. Inside urban boundaries additional af-
fordable housing will build in tram/stop revitaliza-
tion districts. Shown above as a ‘Blue Line’, the RTS 
will triple trip capacity in and out of downtown, 
bypassing decades-long problems of congestion 
and gridlock. Only the combination of adding new 
supply in great quantity, and significantly boosting 
transit capacity, will end house price inflation, and 
deliver lasting economic stimulus. 

Connecting two regional districts—Metro Vancou-
ver and the Fraser Valley—the RTS route retraces 
the historic commuter rail service decommissioned 
in the 1950s. In a far-sighted initiative, government 
retained ownership of the entire right of way. Today, 
the track is mostly unused, with short sections 
leased to private railways. The operator on the 16 
km Pratt-Livingstone corridor (6), for example—
under terms of lease—must upgrade the track for 
passenger rail, and allow 33% wheelage, at no cost. 

Downtown the RTS will run in a new 6 km tunnel, 
extending from False Creek to the North Shore (2). 
At Lonsdale Quay the line will surface, riding north 
on Lonsdale Avenue for 4 km (1). At New Westmin-
ster, we find three options for crossing the Mighty 
Fraser River: The Pattullo Bridge, slated for re-
placement—yet designed without a rail deck; the 
Skytrain Bridge; and the Fraser River Rail Bridge. 
Last used during EXPO86, there is legal right on the 
rail bridge for local passenger service. 

RTS is superior to the Metro Vancouver Skytrain: 

• RTS is 4-times cheaper to build, providing 4-
times more route for the same buck. 

• An RTS 8-car train set will carry 4-times more 
passengers than Skytrain’s longest trains. 

• Mixing with traffic on the street, RTS pro-
motes revitalization, rather than blighting 
neighborhoods with overhead viaducts. 

• Lower construction costs make it possible for 
the RTS to reach the periphery where land is 
available for building family-oriented, human 
scale urbanism—rather than towers.

BALLPARK CONSTRUCTION COST (CAD) 
TUNNEL (6 KM): $3.6 BILLION  

SURFACE ROUTE (126 KM): $6.3 BILLION 

PAID BY CPR (16 KM): $0.8 BILLION 

TOTAL RTS COST: $9.9 BILLION 

TOTAL RTS ROUTE: 148 KM—NORTH VANCOUVER-CHILLIWACK

1

2

6

3

4

5
5

6

5

5

5

6
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16 x MORE SERVICE FOR 
THE SAME BUCK 

4X CHEAPER TO BUILD 
4X MORE PASSENGERS

RTS—Regional transit systems  
Best skytrain 

RTS Triples trip capacity 
in and out of downtown

RTS BUILDS HUMAN SCALE URBANISM &  
NEIGHBORHOOD REVITALIZATION DISTRICTS

Plate III
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NOT ALL LIGHT RAIL IS CREATED EQUAL. CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT: PORTLAND STREETCAR; OLYMPIC TRAM DEMONSTRA-
TION PROJECT; PORTLAND MAX; PORTLAND TRANSIT BRIDGE 
FOR STREETCAR & MAX; AND VANCOUVER SKYTRAIN. AUTOMAT-
ED SKYTRAIN AND HEAVY GAUGE MAX ARE MORE EXPENSIVE TO 
BUILD THAN MODERN LIGHT RAIL SYSTEMS LIKE THE STREETCAR 
& THE OLYMPIC TRAM.

The Vancouver region faces a day of reckoning 
around its transit choices. Mistakes come to light 
when comparing construction costs and capacity 
numbers for modern light rail and local Skytrain: 

•  Elevated viaducts: $200 million/km  

• Underground tunnel: $500 million/km.  

• Modern light rail on-street: $50 million/km.  

• Skytrain maximum capacity: 15,000 pphpd 

• Tram/train capacity (8 cars): 65,000 pphpd 

• 150 km Tram/train: $10 billion 

• 30 km Skytrain: $9.9 billion 
Modern light rail or tram/train can deliver 16-times 
more service for the same cost as Skytrain. Because of 

its lighter weight, infrastructure below tram/train rails 
stays in place, netting big savings. Skytrain operation 
is limited to four-car train sets, while tram/train oper-
ates trains of any length. Adding a café car for conve-
nience, tram/train will run rogue between the North 
Shore and Chilliwack. The cost—including the UBC 
line—will be the same as the two Skytrain extensions. 
Skytrain builds towers to pay for the exorbitant con-
struction costs. Meanwhile, Portland has built human-
scale, transit-oriented communities like Hillsboro, us-
ing the more affordable light rail.  
Only an RTS tram/train system will deliver the capaci-
ty needed to support the robust supply response needed 
to end the housing crisis. Skytrain is just too expen-
sive—and too low in capacity—to provide regional 
service. The two Skytrain extensions will only lift 
property valuations higher by building mega-densities. 

GOOGLE IMAGE

GOOGLE IMAGE

$3.4 B

$5.2 B

$7.4 B

$0.52 B

$4.8 B

150 km | $10.5 B | 65,000 pphpd 

   30 km | $9.9 B | 15,000 pphpd

Blue Line (modern tram/train)

Skytrain (automated light rail)
Cost Comparison for Skytrain & Tram/train Service
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1 TRAM/ TOWN

tram/train builds tram/towns 
RTS DELIVERS AFFORDABLE HOUSES

50 TRAM/TOWNS

SKYTRAIN IS TOO EXPENSIVE TO DELIVER 
REGIONAL TRANSIT SERVICE

= 250,000 Pop. 
In affordable  

houses

= 5,000 pop.  
In affordable  

houses

Plate V
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2. TRAM/TOWNS
Achieving an equitable and green recovery in the 
post-COVID economy requires solving Phase I 
problems of highway congestion, and Phase II 
problems of low-capacity transit mixing with tow-
er mega-projects to spike house prices (see ‘Analy-
sis’ below). Today, these conditions are constrain-
ing the supply response to the housing crisis. 
Without lowering prices to 1980 levels, the middle 
class will remain shut out of the property markets, 
leaving the economy on a knife edge. The West 
Coast Charrette envisions delivering a robust sup-
ply response, building affordable houses in tram/
towns on the periphery, and tram/stop districts in 
the core. Tram/train will hardwire new towns and 
revitalized neighborhoods to the downtown, pro-
viding congestion-free, ready access to jobs and 
housing over two entire regions. 

In metro Vancouver this goal will be achieved by 
reactivating a 150 km feral commuter rail corridor, 
then building tram/towns and tram/stop revitaliza-
tion districts up and down the route.  

Tram/towns have a fixed footprint measuring 120 
acres. An additional 120 acre greenbelt surrounds 
the town with parks, sports fields, farming and 
commuter parking. Administered by elected local 
government, each town will be guided by a charter. 
In order to stop speculation, town councils will 
have the option to land bank town lands, then issue 
long-term leases to home builders, builder-owners 
and developers. The town plan, included as a 
schedule to the charter, will guide the construction 
of buildings, streets and public open spaces.  

Tram/towns can house between 2,000 and 5,000 
souls. For illustrative purposes a town with a 1 : 1.8 
ratio of single to multi-family units is detailed be-
low. Houses are 1,800 square feet, accommodating 
a family of four. Apartments are 800 s.f. housing an 
average of 2.2 persons. At full buildout 4,220 peo-
ple will live in 500 houses, and 900 strata units. 

Tram/towns on transportation corridors will host 
schools, shops, services and new city halls. What is 
not available at one tram/stop will be available a 
couple stops away. Residents can ride tram, drive, 
cycle or walk to destinations in nearby tram/towns. 

Strolling tram/town streets, locals will arrive at a 
central place to enjoy a cup of coffee, bump into a 
neighbor, or shop for goods and services. This is the 
‘town square.’ All residential front doors will be an 
easy walking distance from this public open space. 
The central location of the ‘people place’ will help 
support higher levels of social functioning. The 
central square, the town, and the tram/stop can all 
share the same name. Schools, co-ops, government 
and other key institutions can locate along streets 
and lanes radiating from the center, towards parks 
sited on the greenbelt at the edge.  

The legacy of tram/town urbanism will be living in 
affordable houses, with amenities and farms nearby, 
in towns supporting higher levels of social mixing, 
striving to balance urban inputs and outputs.
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1 TRAM/ STOP DISTRICT

tram/stop district    
revitalization 

RTS DELIVERS AFFORDABLE HOUSES INSIDE CITY 

10 TRAM/STOP DISTRICTS

SKYTRAIN BUILDS TOWERS

= 25,000 Pop. 
 50% affordable  

new houses

= 5,000 pop.  
50% affordable  

new houses

Plate VI



THE WEST COAST CHARRETTE LEWIS N VILLEGAS P  OF 14 20

3. TRAM/STOP DISTRICTS

RTS, modern light rail, or tram/train, riding on feral 
commuting rights-of-way inside city limits, will be 
a force for neighborhood infill and revitalization. 
Gliding into existing places, tram/train offers se-
nior government a direct path for injecting stimu-
lus at the local level. 

The hybrid nature of tram/train enables mixing with 
street traffic on revitalized arterials or new ‘Neigh-
borhood Spines.’ This bring RTS in direct contact 
with store fronts and residential front doors. Two 
typical tram/train implementations are: 

• Tram riding in the center two lanes of an ur-
ban arterial (shown top left); 

• Tram operating attached to the south or east 
side of the arterial, separated from the side-
walk by a row of bollards, gliding by shop 
fronts & residential front doors. 

Revitalization districts can form as pedestrian sheds 
centered on the tram/stop. Or, as corridors extend-
ing the full length of a neighborhood. Form Based 
Codes will guide the planning process, cutting 
through red tape with ‘overlay zoning’ alternatives 
to existing schedules, by-laws and ordinances. 

Tram/stop districts will attract two forms of in-
vestment: residential infill, and new service and 
commercial. Folks living within easy walking dis-
tance of the tram/stop net advantages in mobility 
and urbanism. However, the new housing they oc-
cupy will be a catalyst for redevelopment. 

Raising levels of social functioning plays a key role 
in tram/stop initiatives. The design process identi-
fies new sites for public open spaces, then adds in-
fill fronting. Thus, new squares, people places or 
‘urban rooms,’ anchor tram/stop districts (see top 

right). The tram/stop locates ‘around the corner’ 
from the ‘new heart of the community.’ New busi-
nesses, and ground oriented residential units, front 
on either sidewalks or village squares. Merchants 
fronting the square will use the space for outdoor 
tables, displays and weekly markets. The tram/stop 
district is a walking environment, however it will 
attract more business if people can drive to get 
there. Thus, the plan will lend further assistance to 
the merchants by adding parking in nearby, yet out 
of the way places.  

It is difficult to quantify the amount of housing that 
will be delivered with tram/stop district infill, since 
all places present with different defining character-
istics. In 2013 the Mount Pleasant Charrette 
showed how to double density using human scale  
products in one of Vancouver’s venerable, pre-war 
neighborhoods (see plan detail, top center). Thus, 
for planning purposes, tram/stop districts can aim to 
double floor areas in depressed neighborhoods. 

In order to keep new construction away from spec-
ulative market forces, new projects should be co-
op, non-market, or carry contracts on title. For 
property owners, the incentive to redevelop will 
come from advantages granted via overlay zoning, 
and special district designation. Of course, these 
benefits will be in addition to the location advan-
tage of building next to a regional tram/stop.  

Government plays a key role in tram/stop districts 
building both the RTS, and the square. Public 
works include all the elements commonly associat-
ed with pedestrian oriented design: tree planting, 
character lighting, urban furniture, parks and spe-
cial parking provisions.
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Victoria

Vancouver

NEW 
BRIDGE

NEW 
HWY

HWY 
UPGRADE

S3H—The Great Salish Sea  
Super highway

5 HRS 
EV

4 HRS 
FERRY

HIGHWAY 
ALREADY 

BUILT

Whistler

Chilliwack

NEW HIGHWAY  
CONSTRUCTION

NEW 
BRIDGE

NEW 
HWY

HWY 
UPGRADE

Campbell 
River

Plate IV

THE GREAT 
SALISH SEA

HIGHWAY 
ALREADY 

BUILT
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4. THE SALISH SEA SUPER HIGHWAY

Not all opportunities for removing constraints on 
the supply response to rising house prices will be 
found along feral rail corridors in metropolitan re-
gions. Highway projects provide significant oppor-
tunities for adding population and economic stimu-
lus in remote areas. Finally, ’super highways’ are 
modern freeways with free electric super-charging 
at frequent intervals, promoting the use of O-GHG 
vehicles, buses and trucks. 

The fourth tool for economic stimulus and recovery 
presents as the opportunity to link the Island High-
way with the Vancouver Freeway. A 600 km high-
way linking Victoria and Vancouver will deliver 
great environmental, social and economic benefits. 
Free from the ferry schedules and costs, people, 
goods and services, will flow freely between British 
Columbia’s two largest metropolitan centers, boost-
ing the island economy. New towns along the way 
will add a significant supply of affordable houses. 

On the West Coast, the Trans-Canada Highway ends 
abruptly at the Horse Shoe Bay ferry terminal. On 
the ferries, travel from Vancouver to Victoria takes 
three-hours. With loading and waiting times fac-
tored in, the ferry experience is really a 4-hour trek. 
Never mind the dread one and two-sailing waits on 
holiday weekends. Meanwhile, the 265 km Island 
Highway—recently upgraded—remains 4-lane 
modern highway connecting British Columbia’s 
capital to the wilderness. Forging a single system 

ringing the Great Salish Sea will require building 
two major bridges: one at Desolation Sound, north 
of Lund, and the other at Jervis Inlet, south of Pow-
ell River (see map above).  

This is a new growth paradigm. Instead of building 
up the metropolitan centers, and triggering land in-
flation, we can build responsibly along the shores of 
the Great Salish Sea. A fine-grain urbanism built in 
the local vernacular, using human scale buildings 
made from value-added forestry products, will de-
liver new urban footprint, taking full advantage of 
Canada’s land resource advantage. Building new 
towns nestled in British Columbia’s supernatural 
landscape, will grow the small businesses sector, 
adding new jobs. Townsites will pioneer low-carbon 
urban footprint, with energy, water, and waste sys-
tems vying to balance inputs and outputs. Adminis-
tered by local Councils, and sited near sensitive 
ecosystems, small towns will fulfill a key husbandry 
role managing the conservation of our most vital 
natural resources. 

Both the great Salish Sea Super Highway, and the 
Regional Transit System, are cases in point. Carbon-
zero transportation corridors connecting our most 
productive cities, will propel the west coast toward 
achieving social, economic and environmental sus-
tainability—in one of the most magnificent places 
on earth.
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III. TRAM/TRAIN/TOWNS & 
DISTRICTS

II. TOWERS & TRANSIT

I. SUBURBS & FREEWAYS

1950 - 1980

1980 - 2020

2020 - 2070

ANALYSIS:  
The Three Phases of Postwar  
Urbanism in North America

Plate VII
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ANALYSIS: THE THREE 
PHASES OF POSTWAR 
URBANISM IN NORTH 
AMERICA

11.24.1997 TIME MAGAZINE COVER 
LEFT: REJECTED PLAN FOR A VAN-
COUVER DOWNTOWN FREEWAY

We can identify three stages of development in 
postwar urbanism in North America: 

1946 - 1980 — SUBURBS-AND-FREEWAYS 
1980 - 2020 —TOWERS-AND-TRANSIT 

2020 - c 2070 —TRAMS/TRAINS/TOWNS & DISTRICTS 

Beginning in the 1950s North American cities built 
suburbs-and-freeways. It was the era of the Baby 
Boom, and of spectacular economic growth. The 
mom-and-pop economy grew at a galloping pace, 
along with the suburban culture. Yet, by the 1980s 
cities had run out of space for freeways; highway 
congestion was causing hours-long commuting 
delays; and downtown streets were in gridlock. 
Predictably, land valuations started rising.  

Urbanism presents in a core-and-periphery pattern. 
The center is characterized by limited footprint, 
surrounded by an expansive periphery. Freeways 
invert the transportation and space requirements of 
cities. Approaching the core freeways add lanes. 
Heading out of town, into the wide-open periphery, 
freeways shed lanes. Thus, urban cores constrain 
freeway construction just where freeway space is 
needed the most. Meanwhile, space is abundant 
out on the periphery, where demand for road space 
is at a low ebb. 

The term ‘gridlock’ came into use in the 1970s. 
New York City engineers used it to describe peak 
traffic levels that froze movement in all directions.  

By the 1980s it was abundantly clear that many 
freeways and downtown streets in North America 
were at capacity. An 8-lane freeway carries a max-
imum of 10,500 people per hour per direction 

(pphpd); a six lane arterial 2,400 pphpd. Clearly, the 
two are not compatible. Building too many freeway 
lanes into the core will deliver more traffic than the 
space-limited core can handle, triggering gridlock. 
There is just not enough time to store incoming ve-
hicles in garages and parkades to free up the road 
space for more cars. Once core streets are in grid-
lock, traffic backs up into the freeways causing 
congestion. 

While traffic delays are frustrating to experience, 
they trigger a more serious result in urbanism. Prac-
tically speaking, there is no difference between a 
city running out of land, and a city running out of 
fast and ready access to land. Congested freeways 
constrain the supply of land. Put simply, congestion 
has the same effect on the property markets as run-
ning out of land: house prices rise.  

Today, freeways lack the trip capacity necessary to 
sustain thriving metropolitan centers. Since most 
people will not commute more than 55 minutes in 
one direction, and traffic delays caused by conges-
tion easily compound that time estimate, peripheral 
lands are at a premium. Cars can no longer provide 
sufficient trip capacity in and out of downtown. 
Public transit must play the decisive role. 

By 1980 the most productive North American cities 
had built out their postwar footprint, and could not 
satisfy pent-up demand for single family housing. 
With the suburbs full, and the freeways at capacity, 
property prices shot up triggering crises in housing 
affordability showing no end in sight.  

Something had to change

PHASE I: SUBURBS-AND-FREEWAYS
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Freeway (2HOV + 2SOV) 14,700

THE TRANSPORTATION TRANSECT

Tram | Train (4 car) 32,000

Trolley | Bus 1,500

SOV (city) 800

RURALT2 SUBURBANT3 URBAN 
QUARTERT4 URBAN CORET1 NATURAL T5 HYPER URBANT6 PERIPHERALT7

120,000  pphpdSubwayRail

HOV (highway). 4,200 
SOV (highway). 2,100 BRT 7,200

THE TRANSPORTATION TRANSECT. TOP: ANDRES DUANY’S CITY TO RURAL TRANSECT. BOTTOM, TYPICAL CARRYING CAPACITIES FOR THE MOST POPULAR TRANSPORTATION TECHNOLOGIES 
IN NORTH AMERICA.

In the hot glare of climate change many North 
American cities, ‘Built Up Instead of Out.’ In Cana-
da’s third largest city, Vancouver, government re-
sponded to traffic congestion, and pent-up de-
mand for single family housing, by building Tran-
sit-and-Towers… with predictable results. 

• 1980s—Built automated light rapid transit. A 
Federal Transportation certificate limits the 
driverless technology to just 15,000 pphpd.  

• 1990s—A new regional plan directs ‘building 
up instead of out.’ It is the beginning of three 
decades of building towers, and marginalizing 
the supply of single family housing. Levels of 
pent-up demand rise, lifting house prices. 

• 2012—A new light metro connects YVR air-
port with downtown. Short platforms limit 
capacity to just 10,000 pphpd.  

• Finally, the freeway is widened to four lanes 
achieving a capacity of just 10,500 pphpd. 

• Today, total movement capacity in and out of 
Vancouver is just 36,500 pphpd. 

• 2015 - 2020—With land values spiking, there 
is no end in sight for land price inflation. 

Total government investment in transit for Vancou-
ver, including freeway lanes, Skytrain, WCE and 
the airport mini metro, have achieved a maximum 
movement capacity of just 36,500 pphpd. Clearly, 
this is too-narrow pipe, constraining the supply re-
sponse  rising prices.  

A second cause of spiking land valuations in the 
region is combining private mega-projects (towers) 
and public mega-projects (Skytrain and subways) 
on the same site. Transit-and-towers have proven 
toxic in an environment of constrained family hous-
ing supply. Low-capacity transit systems, and re-
gional plans filled with towering dreams, are pour-
ing gasoline on the Vancouver housing crisis with 
predictable results: prices just keep rising. 

By 2012, land-price contagion had spread through-
out the Vancouver metropolitan region. Houses in  
the outer-ring suburbs sold for almost the same 
price as houses in the city. In the last five years, the 
ratio of median home value to household income 
has fluctuated between 12 and 20-times. The social 
disruption caused by these hyper-valuations is call-
ing into question the survival of the middle class.  

Something has to change.

PHASE II: TRANSIT-AND-TOWERS
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PHASE III URBANISM: 
1. NATURAL RESERVES 
2. AGRICULTURAL RESERVES

3. NEW TRAM/TOWNS 
4. TRAM/STOP DISTRICT   REVITALIZATION 5 THRU 7. EXISTING URBAN FOOTPRINT

Removing constraints on the supply response to 
rising house prices will usher in a new phase of ur-
banism in North America. Building light rail alter-
natives to decades old highway congestion prob-
lems; making new highway connections in remote 
areas; and finally, adding supply in new townsites, 
and neighborhood revitalization districts, are the 
hallmarks of ‘good’ urbanism. These four tools are 
shelf-ready for government to use adding econom-
ic stimulus locally, regionally and nation-wide.   

Once again Vancouver presents key points: 
• Providing fast and efficient transit alternatives 

to congested freeways and grid-lock. 
• New highway projects linking remote areas.  
• Reseting median home values back at par 

with 3-year household incomes. 

Not just any kind of buildout will deliver the desired 
social, economic and environmental results: 

• Promote human scale urbanism made from 
value-added, renewable forestry products.  

• Boost regional economies by incentivizing 
farms, small businesses, and mom-and-pop 
shops. 

Finally, not all transit technologies are alike: 
• Build a hybrid, wide-pipe Regional Transit 

System (RTS) hard-wiring downtown to the 
rural periphery, thereby removing the chief 
constraint to the housing supply response. 

‘The Four Tools’ present as a new growth paradigm: 
combining new towns and urban revitalization dis-
tricts, with new highways and light rail corridors. 

Consider that just 300,000 live in the Fraser Valley, 
while 2.5 million live next door in Metro. 25% of 
the combined population lives in Vancouver. A finer 
granularity in the urbanism will net important re-
sults: 

• Sustainable growth without triggering land 
price inflation. 

• Balancing house prices and distributing bene-
fits more equitably.  

• Energizing the small business sector—includ-
ing farms and mom-and-pop shops. 

• Greater capacity for environmental protection.  
200 new towns, ringing the shores of the Great Sal-
ish Sea and the Mighty Fraser River, will house one 
million souls, easing pressure on existing neighbor-
hoods to double in size. Each new super highway, 
and RTS line, will provide congestion free and 
ready access to myriad housing opportunities.  

• 100 km RTS houses 350,000 in 70 tram/
towns.  

• 600 km super-highway, 650,000 in 130 new 
towns. 

The legacy of phase III Urbanism in Canada will be 
a green and equitable recovery, building new urban 
footprint where inputs & outputs approach balance. 

PHASE III: TRAMS/TRAINS/TOWNS & DISTRICTS

NAT-
URAL RURAL SUBURBAN

URBAN 
QUARTER

HYPER 
URBAN

URBAN 
CORE

URBAN 
PERIPHERY


