
Vancouver Character House Network 
 

 
June 7, 2021 
 
 
City of Vancouver 
 
Mayor Stewart and Council 
 
 
Dear Mayor Stewart and Councillors: 
 
Re: Development and Permitting Changes - Zero Emission Buildings Delay, Design 
Guidelines, Tree Protection Bylaw  
  
Agenda: https://council.vancouver.ca/20210608/regu20210608ag.htm 
Report: https://council.vancouver.ca/20210608/documents/p1.pdf 

 

The Character House Network have the following comments on the proposed report. One of our 
concerns is that multiple unrelated issues are being brought forward under the same report. Of the 
three issues, we will address these in order of importance to us.  

 

We have a petition on Change.org that calls for, among other things, "...to take immediate action to 
remove from zoning and building code bylaws any biases favouring demolition and new construction 
over retention..." is now about 9600 plus paper signers at the time of writing.  

https://www.change.org/p/city-of-vancouver-mayor-and-council-save-vancouver-s-character-houses 

And the Vancouver Vanishes Facebook has 13,450 likes, also as a form of support for retention.  

https://www.facebook.com/VancouverVanishes/ 

 

Clearly the public wants to see policies that encourage heritage and character house retention, and 
the city has programs to encourage this through heritage and character house incentives. Reducing 
demolition and increasing adaptive reuse of existing buildings helps to address the climate 
emergency through embodied carbon reductions compared to new development. 

 

Delay of zero emission VBBL standards (Recommendation D): 

 
The proposal is to delay by 12 months the implementation of amendments to the Building By-law, as 
set out in sections 19 through 42 of By-law No. 12692, relating to mandatory zero emission building 
construction guidelines for all new homes. The delay for new homes is a concern given the large 
amount of new development in the pipeline, however, there does need to be a delay in how this 
would affect renovations, additions and related infill, to existing character and heritage 
buildings since the required work involving development and permit staff will not be 
complete in time for the current Jan. 1, 2022 deadline.  
 

The proposed Building By-law amendments would apply to renovations on an escalating scale as a 
certain amount of work relative to the value of the building, and unconditionally for all building 
additions or related infill, would trigger meeting the requirements of new construction under the 
Building By-law. This may not be practical or affordable for retention of heritage and character 
homes, which undermines the City's policies to incentivise retention options. 
 

https://council.vancouver.ca/20210608/regu20210608ag.htm
https://council.vancouver.ca/20210608/documents/p1.pdf
https://www.change.org/p/city-of-vancouver-mayor-and-council-save-vancouver-s-character-houses
https://www.facebook.com/VancouverVanishes/


This also affects heritage homes since being listed on the Heritage Register still allows demolition 
until they are registered on title at the discretion of the owner. So heritage buildings are still 
vulnerable. And heritage and character homes are particularly vulnerable in RS zones since there 
are no disincentives to demolish like there is in RT zones. 
 
On April 29, 2020 Council directed staff to work with stakeholders to update the Bulletin 2014-007 
“Conservation of Heritage Buildings and Compliance with Vancouver’s Building By-Law”, to ensure 
that there is flexibility in the requirements, for renovations and additions for heritage and character 
homes that achieve retention goals, enabling approaches that are compatible with a historic 
building. Staff report:  https://council.vancouver.ca/20200429/documents/pspc3.pdf 
Minutes:  https://council.vancouver.ca/20200429/documents/pspc20200429min_000.pdf 
 
The Character House Network has been a stakeholder member of this committee working with staff. 
Since the above motion was approved on April 29, 2020, we have only met as a committee once. 
Staff have been working with consultants to prepare case studies to inform this work. 
 
However, developments and permits staff have not been available to work on this and it is 
unlikely that the Bulletin amendments would be ready in the fall as would be required for 
implementation before the Christmas break in December for the January 1, 2022 deadline.  
 
If this Recommendation D is not passed, the zero emission building construction guidelines 
need to exempt heritage and character buildings, for renovations, additions and related infill, 
until staff can provide more detailed work on amendments to the Bulletin 2014-007 for zero 
emissions alternative measures as directed by council on April 29, 2020.   

 

This delay is critical for heritage and character building retention options.  

 

Proposal to not enforce Design Guidelines (Recommendation A):  

 
This proposal is to not enforce design guidelines in RS-3 and RS-3A, RS-5, RT-3, RT-6, RT-7, RT-8, 
RT-9 and RT-10 Zoning Districts. While we strongly agree with reducing the time it takes for 
permit approvals, this should be accomplished through efficiencies and redirected 
resources, or the expanded use of certified professionals, rather than eliminating important 
design guidelines.  
 
The conditional aspects of the zoning are central to the character and heritage house retention 
and neighbourhood character intent of these zones. Quality of exterior finishes and windows, 
including placement for privacy, are important.  
 
Eliminating all landscape review is problematic in these zones since that would mean that there 
would be no requirement for new developments to plant trees or to place planting for privacy 
screening. This will seriously affect the urban forest over the long term. Irrigation systems should be 
mandatory so that landscaping survives.  
 
The intent of this pilot appears to be to make these changes permanent. If any temporary changes 
are approved, the temporary changes should automatically reverse back after the 12 months.  

 
Tree Protection Bylaw Amendments (Recommendations B & C): 
 
This amendment is a permanent change to the Tree Protection Bylaw requirements that reduces the 
size of trees that would be protected from over 20 cm (8 inches) diameter to 30 cm (12 inches) while 
eliminating arborist reports and allowing major trees to be removed for a garage.  
It would be better to ensure timely review process rather than eliminate review requirements. 

https://council.vancouver.ca/20200429/documents/pspc3.pdf
https://council.vancouver.ca/20200429/documents/pspc20200429min_000.pdf


 
Eliminating arborist reports raises serious questions and concerns: 
 

How will the city confirm the actual size of trees removed without confirmation by an arborist? 
 
Will there still be replacement trees required when there is no third party to confirm existing?  
 
Much of the urban forest is on private property and many trees are at the rear of properties. 
Allowing trees removed for garages would mean a loss of many of the city's biggest trees. 
 
Trees are a major way to mitigate climate change and also reduce run-off into our sewer 
system. 
 
Where some flexibility is required for problem trees, there needs to be checks and balances 
to ensure that the urban forest is retained intact.  

 

 

Please consider the issues raised in this letter above to inform your decisions.  

Generally we agree with reducing the time it takes to approve permit applications.  

However, this should be done through efficiencies, redirected resources and expanded use of 
certified professionals, rather than reducing oversight or eliminating design guidelines.   

 

 
Yours truly, 
 
Elizabeth Murphy 

On behalf of  Vancouver Character House Network 
 


