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Background Information on Building Lines 

History and Purpose of Building Lines 

Building lines are described in Section 8 of the Zoning and Development By-law. Typically they 
are used for transportation and surface utility purposes, such as for sidewalk widening, road 
widening, turn bays, cycling facilities, transit facilities, tree planting, or landscaping and green 
infrastructure. 

The use of building lines was recommended in the 1929 "A Plan for the City of Vancouver, 
including Point Grey, and South Vancouver and a General Plan for the Region", prepared by 
Harland Bartholomew and Associates. A building line defines a proposed future property line on 
private property where the City may seek the long term widening of a street right-of-way for 
transportation or other public uses.  

Building lines were established through Vancouver’s Zoning and Development By-law through 
Council by-law enactments mainly between 1946 and 1956. As with any amendment to the 
Zoning and Development By-law, changes to building lines require a Public Hearing and 
decision of Council. 

How Building Lines are Used 

Initially adopted to provide for future widening of existing roads, the additional right of way 
created by building lines can be used for other related purposes. These include widening a 
sidewalk, adding a bike lane, adding a median, creating additional space for utilities, or creating 
a transit right-of-way. An example would be Robson St, where building lines have resulted in 
wider sidewalks and a more attractive pedestrian environment. 

If an owner proposes to rezone or subdivide a property, the City may require that the area 
between the existing property line and the building line be dedicated to the City at no cost to the 
City. Development is not normally permitted in the area between the existing property line and 
the building line except for landscaping, fences, and temporary structures. The objective of 
setting back development from the building line is to lessen the impact on the site should the 
City need to acquire the area before redevelopment occurs. 

Dedications of the building line area (the area between the property boundary and the building 
line), can be required in certain circumstances from land owners whose lots abut a City street. It 
is a slow and gradual process, which over time provides the City with a widened right-of-way at 
less cost to the City. In other circumstances, the City must purchase the required land at market 
value. 

Dedication of land can be required in three circumstances: for certain major conditional approval 
development permits, upon subdivision, and as part of a rezoning. 

Building Lines Around the City of Vancouver 

A May 18, 1999, City of Vancouver report to The Standing Committee on Transportation and 
Traffic estimated, there were over 5,500 lots within the City with building lines running through 
them. Building lines exist along a great number of City streets and additional land has been 
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acquired over time through the presence of these building lines. Often this has enabled wider 
sidewalks along arterial streets with better pedestrian separation from traffic.  

The 1999 report also notes that changes to building lines have been made, often as part of 
wider planning processes for an area. This has included reducing or removing building lines in 
some instances. The report also states that building lines can be reviewed to determine which 
ones are still needed, and that the width and location of the building line can be adjusted if 
necessary. 
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