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TO: Vancouver City Council 

FROM: Director of the Housing Centre in consultation with the Directors of 
Current Planning and Social Planning 

SUBJECT: Draft Housing Plan for the Downtown Eastside 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

A. THAT Council receive the draft Housing Plan for the Downtown Eastside for 
information (Appendix A). 

 
B. THAT staff report back on the outcome of the public review of the draft Plan 

and bring the draft Plan forward for adoption by Council by July 2005. 

GENERAL MANAGER'S COMMENTS 

The General Manager of Community Services recommends approval of A and B. 

COUNCIL POLICY 

In 1989 Council adopted City-wide housing policy including the objective to encourage 
affordable housing among all residential neighbourhoods in Vancouver. 
 
In July 1995 Council initiated the planning process for the East Downtown Housing Plan. 
 
In July 1998 Council reaffirmed the following housing principles as part of a set of principles 
to provide general guidance to Downtown Eastside actions and planning:  

• Housing for existing residents will be maintained and upgraded.  
• Diversity of housing will be encouraged. 
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In July 1998 Council confirmed the following housing principles as part of a set of principles to 
guide the Program of Strategic Actions for the Downtown Eastside:  

• Improve existing SROs and build replacement low-Income housing; and 
• Encourage a diversity of housing. 

 
In October 2001 Council confirmed that its housing objectives for social housing in the city are 
to maintain and expand housing opportunities in Vancouver for low and modest income 
households with priority being given to families with children; seniors on fixed incomes or in 
need of support; SRO residents; and the mentally ill, physically disabled, and others at risk of 
homelessness; 
 
In October 2003 Council enacted the SRA By-law as a tool to regulate the rate of change in 
SRO hotels, rooming houses and non-market developments in the downtown core.   
 
In September 2003 Council reactivated the planning process for the Downtown Eastside Area 
Housing Plan and confirmed the following interim Downtown Eastside and relevant City-wide 
housing policies: 

• Maintain and upgrade housing for existing residents;  
• Improve existing SROs and build replacement low-income housing;  
• Encourage a diversity of housing; and  
• Encourage affordable housing among all residential neighbourhoods in Vancouver. 

SUMMARY 

In 2003, Council directed staff to reinitiate the planning process for the Housing Plan for the 
Downtown Eastside.  Staff have completed an updated draft plan which will be circulated for 
public review in the upcoming months.  The draft Housing Plan identifies a framework of 
policies relating to all forms of housing in the area: SROs, social housing, supportive housing, 
market housing and special needs residential facilities (SNRFs), with the intent of contributing 
to a stable, healthy and revitalized Downtown Eastside.  

PURPOSE 

This report presents the draft Housing Plan for the Downtown Eastside to Council for 
information prior to public discussion of the Plan.  Staff will bring the draft Plan to Council 
for adoption in summer 2005. 

BACKGROUND 

In 1995, Council instructed that a Downtown Eastside Housing Plan (including Chinatown, 
Gastown, Strathcona, Thornton Park, Victory Squareand the industrial areas) be initiated.  
The Plan was to respond to changing conditions in the Downtown Eastside which related 
directly to housing.  At that time, condominiums and live-work units were starting to appear 
in unprecedented numbers in Gastown and Victory Square, and while SRO (single room 
occupancy) rooms were being lost, new social housing was being constructed in numbers to 
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replace the lost SROs.  A comprehensive public process was undertaken including over 40 
public meetings. 
 
In 1998, a Draft Housing Plan was completed by staff.  The Council of the time received the 
Plan for information, but the Plan did not go forward for adoption.   However, the City 
continued to work with senior governments and community partners to deliver 650 units of 
social housing.  It also enacted the SRA By-law to help manage the rate of change of 
residential hotels and rooming houses. 
 
In addition, energy was directed towards addressing challenges such as the open drug market, 
high rates of HIV transmission, substance abuse and overdoses, and economic disinvestment.  
Since that time, progress has been made on those fronts.  The Framework for Action (Four 
Pillars Drug Strategy) has produced tangible results, including four new health facilities, the 
Supervised Injection Site and increased enforcement against the open drug trade.  The three 
levels of government, working together under the Vancouver Agreement, have developed 
initiatives supporting revitalization, employment opportunities, housing and health.  In 2004, 
the Vancouver Agreement approved the Economic Revitalization Strategy to stimulate the 
local economy in the Downtown Eastside and to provide employment opportunities for local 
residents.  Programs targeted towards particular sub-areas have also been implemented, such 
as the Heritage Incentive Program and the Chinatown Vision. 
 
There are currently 13,000 residential units in the Downtown Eastside.  10,000 of these are 
low-income housing, both social housing and SROs.  This figure has remained constant for 
most of the area’s history, although the proportion of SROs and social housing has changed 
over time.  There are 900 beds in special needs residential facilities (SNRFs), most targeted 
toward seniors but also including treatment facilities and shelters.  Self-contained market 
housing totals 2,100 units.  These are condominiums, live-work units, rental apartments and 
ground-oriented houses and duplexes.  The large majority of market housing is in Strathcona 
and Gastown, although market units exist in all sub-areas of the Downtown Eastside. 

 

Housing Mix, 2003

SROs
40%

Social Housing
36%

SNRFs
7%

Market Housing
17%
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In September 2003, Council re-activated the Housing Plan process. This reflected the 
successes achieved in other revitalization initiatives in the area and also current housing 
issues and challenges.  SROs still provide approximately 50% of low-income housing units, and 
while they are protected by the SRA By-law (adopted in 2003), the stock is marginal, aging, 
and largely not rent-controlled.  Historically, the loss of SROs has been matched by an equal 
gain in social housing.  The disinvestment in social housing by senior governments, however, 
challenges the ability to replace SROs on a 1-for-1 basis as they are closed.  An average of 80 
SRO rooms is being lost each year while the completion of social housing from 2003 to 2008 is 
projected to average 60 per year (based on funding currently in place).  Currently there is no 
reliable senior government funding for social housing, although there are two projects 
currently in process (Woodward’s – 200 units, Lux Theatre site – 98 units).  Market housing – 
condominiums, live-work and rental units – was built at a rate of 41 units per from 1998 to 
2003, and there are over 600 units currently in the development process, so this rate is likely 
to increase.  Major development sites in the downtown core, such as Downtown South, False 
Creek North, City Gate and International Village are approaching completion, and as build-out 
occurs, development opportunities for market housing may be sought out further east, in the 
Downtown Eastside area.   

DISCUSSION 

The Housing Plan is one element in the revitalization of the Downtown Eastside.  Other 
complimentary initiatives are: the Vancouver Agreement, the Framework for Action (Four 
Pillars Drug Strategy), the Economic Revitalization Plan and Employment Strategy, emerging 
community plans for Chinatown and Victory Square, and the Heritage Incentive Program. 
 
The 2005 Housing Plan for the Downtown Eastside is based and builds on the 1998 Housing 
Plan.  The Plan integrates contextual changes, such as the decline in funding for housing by 
senior governments, changes to the social assistance system, the broader development 
context in the city, and on-going impacts from mental illness, addictions and the drug trade.  
Looking at the historical trajectory, the Plan begins with the articulation of a vision, 
suggesting where the neighbourhood has come from, what current housing needs are, what 
the future housing mix could be, and what policy tools could be used to achieve this mix.   
 
A Housing Vision 
 
The Downtown Eastside has been a predominantly low-income community for well over a 
century.  Originally settled primarily by resource workers and immigrants, the area has long 
provided the largest concentration of housing for low-income singles in the region.  While the 
number of low-income people has remained constant over time, the character of the 
population has changed.  The area has been affected by broader societal changes, such as 
reduced job opportunities for lower-skilled people, the de-institutionalization of those with 
mental health challenges, and increased levels of drug addiction, notably heroin and crack 
cocaine (and, increasingly, crystal meth).  Outside of the Downtown Eastside, in the city and 
the region, housing affordable to low-income singles have been lost to redevelopment and 
rising property values.   
 
The area is also home to an established family-oriented neighbourhood in Strathcona, which 
was once predominantly low-income but now has a mix of incomes.  The western sub-areas – 
Victory Square and Gastown – have seen the development of market condos and live-work 
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units which are attractive to younger middle-income households drawn by the amenities of 
downtown living. 
 
The vision presented in the plan is that the Downtown Eastside remains the primary 
community for low-income singles in the city and region while new market housing is 
integrated into the area.  Historically there have been 10,000 low-income units; this will 
continue to be the case in the long-term although the type of low-income housing will 
change.  Over time, SROs will be replaced by social housing projects with self-contained 
income-tested units for singles.  Supportive housing, which provides stability for residents by 
offering services that a proportion of the current population needs to remain independent, 
will play an increasing role in the future.  Demand for market housing can be accommodated 
in the area, particularly in renovated heritage buildings in the Historic Areas.  New market 
housing will not displace the low-income community, but rather will complement it by 
creating an inclusive mixed-income community that can support an economy that will provide 
goods, services and employment opportunities for local residents as well as serving the 
region.  Both social housing and market housing will be found in all sub-areas. 
 
Mix 
 
The Housing Plan identifies a series of policies intended to achieve a certain housing mix over 
the next ten years and into the long term.  10,000 low-income units will be maintained, as 
mentioned, with SROs renovated or replaced by social housing over time.  Market housing, 
currently numbering 2,100 units will see a near-doubling to 4,000 units by 2014.  This is based 
on projections of market demand, current development proposals and the impact of planning 
programs such as the Chinatown Community Plan and the Heritage Incentive Program.  To 
meet existing needs, there may be a small increase in the number of SNRF units with the 
intention of providing stability and appropriate care for local residents. 
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Low-income housing needs should be met outside of the Downtown Eastside as well.  In 
Vancouver, nearly 10% of all households pay over 50% of their income on rent and are in 



Report to Vancouver City Council 6 
Director of the Housing Centre - Draft Housing Plan for the Downtown 
Eastside 

May 6, 2005 

 
serious risk of homelessness.  The growth of housing for low-income singles and others has not 
kept up with the region’s growth, and much has been lost to redevelopment.  The Downtown 
Eastside should not be the only location for low-income people in the city and region.  Future 
growth in low-income households, and particularly low-income singles, should be 
accommodated outside the area, elsewhere in the city, region and province. 
 
The following provides a brief summary of the Plan’s analysis and recommendations for 
particular housing types in the Downtown Eastside. 
 
SROs 
 
SROs are a key element in the housing spectrum.  While inadequate in many ways, SRO rooms 
are the least expensive form of housing in the city outside of subsidized social housing.  If the 
SRO stock was lost, it is very likely that homelessness would increase.  Since 1970, 4,300 SRO 
units have been lost in the Downtown Eastside but these have been replaced with an equal 
number of social housing units for low-income singles.  Currently there are no on-going 
Federal and Provincial Government programs funding replacement social housing for low-
income singles.  The shelter allowance under social assistance has not been increased since 
1991; this makes the operation and maintenance of SROs increasingly difficult.  This is 
compounded by the fact that the average SRO is over 90 years old and many are in need of 
restoration if not replacement. 
 
The Plan recommends that senior governments be urged to re-initiate funding for appropriate 
social housing programs that can provide replacement units for SROs.  SROs will be replaced 
on a minimum of 1-for-1 basis with social housing for low-income singles.  To help maintain 
the stock until it can be replaced, the Housing Plan recommends continued use of the SRA By-
law to control conversions and demolitions as well as developing an incentive program for SRO 
operators, possibly offering property tax exemption and grants for upgrades.  To ensure that 
SROs remain viable and liveable, the enforcement capabilities of City and Vancouver Coast 
Health inspectors and the Coordinated Enforcement Team should be strengthened.  Training 
opportunities for SRO operators should continue to be provided through the work of the 
Vancouver Agreement. 
 
Social Housing 
 
Social Housing has played an important role in meeting the housing needs of the low-income 
community in the Downtown Eastside.  To date, 4,800 units of social housing have been 
created in the area, with a large emphasis on seniors and low-income singles housing 
(although 20% of units are for families).  The senior government programs that have 
traditionally provided stable funding for SRO replacement units have been eliminated, 
challenging the ability to create appropriate and needed social housing.  Current projects 
being developed, such as Woodward’s and the Lux site, are exceptional one-offs.  The Plan 
strongly urges the senior governments to re-establish stable funding programs for low-income 
housing. 
 
The creation of replacement housing for SRO residents (larger self-contained units) is a key 
recommendation.  Providing safe and secure housing for low-income residents is fundamental 
to the revitalization of the area.  Emphasis is placed on the importance of the supportive 
element in housing.  The lives of many residents can be stabilized and enhanced through the 
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integration of supports such as lifeskills training, housekeeping, home care and meal 
preparation.   
 
Market Housing 
 
Under the Plan, market housing may nearly double within ten years, accounting for between 
one-quarter and one-third of the total housing stock.  The Housing Plan emphasizes heritage 
restoration through market housing and the creation of middle-income rental housing and 
live-work units to better diversify the social spectrum.  Within 20 years, market housing may 
approach 40-50% of the total housing stock, depending on market conditions and City policy.  
The integration of market housing can support the revitalization of the area as new businesses 
and social enterprises emerge to cater to new and existing residents, creating job 
opportunities for local residents and stimulating the local economy.   
 
Small Suites 
 
Small suites are self-contained units (containing bathrooms and cooking facilities) that require 
a relaxation below the permitted 400 square feet limit and are produced as social housing or 
by the private sector.  Their benefit is that they facilitate the creation of more units on less 
land at roughly 75% the cost of a traditional social housing unit.  The housing plan supports 
the creation of small suites as SRO replacement housing as small as 320 square feet.  Self-
contained suites as small as 275 square feet may be permitted where certain conditions are 
met, such as good non-profit management, guaranteed rents at shelter allowance rates, and 
ample amenity space.  Suites smaller than 275 square feet should be considered when 
renovating SROs, as these buildings offer limited flexibility to achieve larger units. 
 
SNRFs (Special Needs Residential Facilities) 
 
SNRFs are housing for people who are unable to direct their own care or live independently.  
They include projects for frail seniors; facilities for people requiring care or treatment for 
mental or physical disabilities, addictions, severe developmental disabilities or brain injuries; 
and emergency shelters and transition houses.  It is recognized that there is a proportion of 
the population currently living in the Downtown Eastside who need the care SNRFs provide 
and therefore a modest amount of locally-serving facilities should be permitted.  The plan 
recommends that the SNRF moratorium currently in place in the DEOD (Downtown Eastside 
Oppenheimer District) be lifted and that SNRFs be permitted as a conditional use in the 
Historic Areas.  The intention of permitting a reasonable increase in SNRFs is to meet existing 
local needs rather than allowing the Downtown Eastside to become a regional magnet for 
SNRF clients.  SNRFs should also be built in communities throughout the city to meet needs 
where they exist so that people from outside the area do not have to come to the Downtown 
Eastside for care and treatment.   
 
The Downtown Eastside is well-served for shelters, most of which are classified as SNRFs.  
Both the Housing Plan and the Homeless Action Plan recommend no net increase in shelter 
beds in the area; instead, shelter capacity should be increased outside the Downtown 
Eastside. 
 
It is also recommended that the city-wide SNRF guidelines and definitions be revised.  This 
would help clarify the difference between SNRFs and supportive housing and would assist in 
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ensuring city-wide needs are met where the demand exists.  Further, it is likely that shelters 
would be removed from the SNRF category and be given their own use definition. 
 
Sub-Areas 
 
In the Plan, the Downtown Eastside is divided into eight sub-areas based on planning and 
zoning districts and policy recommendations are made for each (see Map 1). 
 
Victory Square 
 
Victory Square is the transition area between the Downtown core and the Downtown Eastside.  
It is a mixed-use retail, commercial, residential and institutional (mainly educational 
facilities) area characterized by a strong heritage character.  The Housing Plan is closely 
connected with the concurrent draft Victory Square Plan.  Market housing should support the 
revitalization of the area, with an emphasis on heritage renovation using the Heritage 
Incentive Program which is proposed be expanded to the entire sub-area.  SROs will be 
replaced on a minimum 1-for-1 basis with better quality social housing for singles.  The 
Woodward’s redevelopment, which will contain 125 social housing units for low-income 
singles as well as 75 units for families, is a key component of the revitalization of the area. 
 

Map 1: Downtown Eastside Sub-areas 
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Gastown and Chinatown 
 
The Gastown and Chinatown Historic Areas together contain 1,700 SRO units.  Given high land 
prices, small lots and heritage constraints, it is recognized that achieving 1-for-1 replacement 
of SROs will likely be difficult although efforts should be made to do so.  Market housing is 
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encouraged to rehabilitate heritage buildings under the Heritage Incentive Program and 
generally revitalize the area.  In Chinatown, particular emphasis is paid on encouraging 
market rental housing through the use of parking and built-form (height and density) 
relaxations. 
 
DEOD (Downtown Eastside-Oppenheimer District) 
 
The DEOD is the core of the low-income community.  The existing zoning combined with 
limited market interest has historically supported the development of low-income housing in 
the area.  The Plan recommends that it be confirmed that the DEOD can support at least 1-
for-1 replacement of SROs within the sub-area and the Downtown Eastside (since it is 
recognized that 1-for-1 will be difficult to achieve in the Historic Areas).  A review of the 
DEOD zoning will address the current 20% social housing requirement, densities and market 
housing.  While the 1-for-1 replacement of SROs is the priority, there is also a role for market 
housing.  An emphasis should be on rental housing and live-work units that can support a local 
economy and provide housing opportunities for local residents who move into employment but 
wish to remain in the area. 
 
Thornton Park 
 
Thornton Park’s housing stock is entirely SROs.  These 300 units will be replaced over time 
with social housing either within or adjacent to the sub-area (possibly in Southeast False 
Creek or the False Creek Flats).  The first market condominium project in Thornton Park is 
currently under construction and more will likely follow as City Gate to the west is built out.  
It is recommended that the area grow as a mixed income neighbourhood containing 
condominiums, SROs, social housing and live-work units. 
 
Strathcona 
 
Strathcona is more of a traditional residential area of ground-oriented houses and duplexes, 
although it also contains two major social housing projects: Stamps Place and MacLean Park.  
Property values have increased substantially in the last five years.  Maintaining affordability 
without increasing densities is a challenge, and increased densities would compromise the 
character of this historic neighbourhood.  It is recommended that the Hastings Corridor sub-
area to the north be developed as a mixed-use area with an affordable market and social 
housing element for lower-income people who would have historically lived in Strathcona. 
 
Industrial Areas 
 
Currently zoned M-1, the Hastings Corridor, between Heatley Avenue and Clark Drive, is an 
industrial ‘let-go’ area.  The plan recommends that it be rezoned to mixed retail, 
commercial, industrial and residential uses at a medium-density scale.  Incentives, such as 
on-site bonus and relaxations, should be provided to encourage the construction of SRO 
replacement social housing, traditional social housing and market residential developments. 
 
The heavy industrial areas in the northeast of the Downtown Eastside remain industrial as 
they are important to the function of the city and provide local employment opportunities.  
Limited residential uses may be considered in the future if they are shown to improve the 
economics of industrial properties and do not conflict with existing uses. 
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Community Consultation 
 
Initially, existing community bodies will be consulted on the draft Housing Plan.  In the late 
spring and early summer, a series of meetings has been scheduled with low-income 
community organizations, BIAs, housing providers, the Historic Area Planning Committees, the 
Downtown Vancouver Association, and the Board of Trade.  Additionally, an open house will 
be held in the “W” room with a broad invitation extended to the community and the city. 
 
The Housing Plan establishes housing goals and objectives for the Downtown Eastside, such as 
the 1-for-1 replacement of SROs and the integration of market housing.  A community 
engagement process should be established to monitor implementation of the plan. 
 
In the medium term, a community-based advisory body should be established to monitor 
housing indicators and review development proposals and policy decisions relating to the 
Housing Plan.  The advisory body will have membership from the entire Housing Plan area: 
the Historic Areas, Victory Square, the DEOD, Strathcona, Thornton Park, and the Industrial 
lands.  In the longer term, this body may be integrated into (or be a sub-committee of) a 
larger community body with a larger mandate focusing not only on housing, but also economic 
revitalization, health, heritage, social services and more. 
 
Next Steps 
 
Staff will initiate the public review of the draft Housing Plan in the upcoming months.  As 
feedback is received, it will be integrated into the Plan and a formal draft of the Plan will be 
submitted to Council for approval in July 2005 along with a report identifying staffing and 
budget requirements for implementation. 

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

There are no financial implications. 

CONCLUSION 

The draft Housing Plan for the Downtown Eastside identifies a vision for the future of the area 
which provides security and support for low-income residents while also encouraging 
economic revitalization through the integration of market housing.  This report presents 
Council with the draft Plan that will be taken out for public review over the next few months.  
Upon completion of the review, staff will integrate feedback received and return to Council 
in July for adoption of the draft Plan. 
 

* * * * * 
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