
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

CITY OF VANCOUVER 
 

ADMINISTRATIVE REPORT 

 
 Report Date: June 14, 2005 
 Author: Daniel Naundorf  
 Phone No.: 604.871.6198 
 RTS No.: 05238  
 CC File No.: 4657 
 Meeting Date: June 28, 2005 
TO: Vancouver City Council 

FROM: Director of Housing Centre in consultation with Directors of Current 
Planning and Legal Services 
 

SUBJECT: Single Room Accommodation Permit for 434 Richards Street (Empress 
Rooms) 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

A. THAT Council authorize an exemption from the requirements of the Single Room 
Accommodation By-law for 7 SRA designated rooms at 434 Richards Street (Empress 
Rooms). 

  
B. THAT Council approve a Single Room Accommodation conversion and demolition 

permit for 11 designated rooms at 434 Richards Street (Empress Rooms), to allow for 
development of 10 self-contained rental dwelling units within the existing building, 
with the condition that the owner pay the $5000 per room demolition fee for the non-
exempt rooms ($55,000) to be deposited into the City’s reserve fund for the creation 
of replacement housing, and with the condition that non-stratification of the site for 
30 years or the life of the existing building, and heritage retention and maintenance 
measures are secured for the life of the building.  

CITY MANAGER'S COMMENTS 

The City Manager RECOMMENDS approval of A and B. 

COUNCIL POLICY 

On October 21, 2003, Council enacted the Single Room Accommodation By-law to regulate the 
conversion and demolition of single room accommodation.  Under the By-law, owners of 
designated rooms may apply for an exemption for any designated room that is larger than 320 
square feet.  If the applicant satisfies Council that the requirements and conditions of 
exemption are met, Council must grant the exemption. 
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Owners wanting to convert or demolish designated SRA rooms must apply for and obtain a 
conversion or demolition permit.  Council decides each application on its own merits and may 
refuse the permit, approve the permit outright or approve the permit with conditions 
attached.   

PURPOSE AND SUMMARY 

This report provides an overview of the Single Room Accommodation exemption and 
conversion permit applications for Empress Rooms (434 Richards Street) and provides a 
rationale for staff’s recommendation that the SRA exemption and conversion permit be 
approved with the condition that non-stratification of any building developed on the site is 
secured for a minimum of 30 years and heritage retention and maintenance measures are 
secured for the life of the building. (see Appendix A for details).   

BACKGROUND 

The Single Room Accommodation By-law is a tool that allows Council to manage the rate of 
change in the low-income housing stock by considering each conversion or demolition on a 
case-by-case basis.  
 
The Empress Rooms, built in the early 1900’s, is a 3-storey building located at 434 Richards 
Street (at Pender) in the Downtown District (DD).   While not listed on the Heritage Register, 
the building contributes to a strong streetwall of heritage buildings in the 400 blocks of 
Richards and West Pender Streets.  Empress Rooms has 18 designated SRA rooms which have 
been vacant for more than 30 years.  The applicant is proposing to convert the 18 rooms into 
10 self-contained rental dwelling units.  Seven SRA designated rooms at 434 Richards (Empress 
Rooms) are over 320 sq. ft. and therefore qualify for an exemption under the SRA By-law.    
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In addition to payment of the $5000 per room SRA demolition fee ($55,000) to be deposited 
into the City’s reserve fund for the creation of replacement housing,  staff recommend 
conditions for approval of the SRA conversion permit securing the proposed 10 self-contained 
dwelling units as rental housing by prohibiting strata-titling and proposed heritage 
rehabilitation and maintenance measures.  Stratification would be prohibited for a minimum 
of 30 years and the heritage measures would be secured for the life of the building through 
Section 219 Covenants. 

DISCUSSION 

Application for Exemption 
 
The applicant is seeking Council approval to exempt 7 rooms in the Empress Rooms from the 
SRA By-law, as these rooms, from and after the enactment date to the date of this 
application, consist of more than 320 square feet .  Floor plans have been submitted showing 
the existing layout and dimensions of these rooms (Appendix B, pages 2 and 3).  Staff visited 
the site to verify the number of rooms and their dimensions and confirm that the information 
submitted to support the SRA exemption application meets the requirements of the By-law. 
 
Application for Single Room Accommodation Permit 
 
As outlined in the Vancouver Charter, Council is required to consider a number of factors in 
deciding whether or not to grant an SRA conversion or demolition permit.  These factors 
include: 

• the accommodation that will be available to the tenants affected by the conversion or 
demolition; 

• the supply of low cost accommodation in the Downtown Core; 
• the condition of the building; and 
• the replacement of single room accommodation in the city. 

 
Accommodation for affected tenants:   The 18 SRA rooms at 434 Richards (Empress Rooms) 
have been closed and vacant for more than 30 years. There is one commercial tenant 
remaining (Mcleod’s books) who was considering leaving, as the building has been poorly 
maintained and is in need of substantial repair.  There are also 4 vacant commercial retail 
units along Richards.  
 
Supply of low cost accommodation in the Downtown Core:  According to the “2003 Survey 
of Low-Income Housing in the Downtown core”, between January 1991 and March 2003, the 
creation of replacement housing geared to low-income singles in the Downtown Eastside, 
Chinatown, Strathcona and Gastown and the Downtown District (DD) has kept pace with the 
loss of SRA rooms.  However, with the end of the HOMES BC program in 2002, keeping pace 
with losses may not be possible without controls over conversion and demolition.  Council has 
approved demolition / conversion permits for 4 SRA designated buildings representing a net 
loss of 62 units in the DD.  One of these permits was for the City-owned Granville Hotel where 
the demolition of 17 rooms facilitated upgrades to the remaining 83 SRA units to include 
washrooms and cooking facilities, with rents tied to the shelter component of income 
assistance.  No new non-market housing has been built in the Downtown District since the 
completion of the 63-unit Candela Place (1265 Granville Street) in August 2002.   
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While the proposed development of 10 market rental dwelling units at 434 Richards will not 
be geared towards low-income singles, it will facilitate the retention and upgrading of a 
historic and long vacant residential building in the Downtown District.  The rental housing 
proposed to be secured with this project would provide a relatively affordable housing 
alternative not widely available in this part of the Downtown. 
 
Condition of the Building and Proposed Renovations:    434 Richards Street (Empress Rooms) 
is in need of considerable repair and upgrading.   The rooms have been vacant for over 30 
years.  If the Single Room Accommodation exemption and demolition/conversion permit are 
approved, proposed renovations would result in 10 self-contained rental dwelling units 
greater than 320 sq. ft., with private bathroom and cooking facilities.  The proposed 
renovation would require building upgrades improving life-safety. The upgrading could 
involve: fire separations for floors, suite separations and exits; automatic fire suppression 
system; exit systems; accessibility; and depending on the nature of the work, structural 
upgrades.   
 
These improvements will result in significant improvements to the quality of this housing 
stock which has long stood vacant.  The proposed development is consistent with Council’s 
objectives for economic revitalization in the area, and will offer standard market rental 
dwelling units in an area where these are not readily available. 
 
Replacement of lost SRA units:  As Empress Rooms have been closed for more than 30 years, 
there will be no net loss of the currently active SRA stock as a result of this exemption and 
SRA permit application.  Approval of the exemption and demolition/conversion permit will 
secure $55,000 for the City’s replacement housing fund and will result in the reopening of 10 
standard self-contained market dwelling units. 
 
Heritage Rehabilitation:  434 Richards Street (Empress Rooms) is not listed on the Vancouver 
Heritage Register.  A Heritage Revitalization Agreement (HRA) has not been negotiated as a 
condition for approval of the Single Room Accommodation conversion permit.  The applicant 
has decided not to seek heritage incentives, however the applicant has agreed to pursue 
heritage restoration measures.  Staff recommend specific measures and façade maintenance 
obligations be secured through registered agreements (See Appendix A) as a condition of 
Council approval of the SRA conversion /demolition permit 
 
CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 
 
Staff recommend as a condition of approval of the SRA demolition / conversion permit that 
the owner pay the $5000 per room demolition fee ($5000 X 11rooms = $55,000) and that the 
owner enter into registered agreements to secure, the following: 

• No strata titling of any development on the site for a minimum of 30 years or the life 
of the existing building whichever is later, 

• Heritage façade restoration, and  
• Façade maintenance for the life of the building 

  
Public Benefits:   Staff believe the proposal for 434 Richards Street (Empress Rooms)  
would be a positive step towards revitalization of this area without displacement.  The 
Empress Rooms have been closed and vacant for more than 30 years and the building’s only 
remaining commercial tenant (Mcleod’s Books) was considering leaving, as substantial repairs 
to the building are needed.   Self-contained market rental dwelling units provide a viable 
means to achieve the repair and restoration of this building.  As market rental dwelling units 
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are not readily available in the area the project will help diversify housing options in this part 
of the Downtown.  

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

There are no financial implications. 

CONCLUSION 

Staff recommend the approval of a Single Room Accommodation exemption for the 7 SRA 
designated rooms which are over 320 square feet. Staff recommend the approval of a Single 
Room Accommodation conversion and demolition permit for 11 designated SRA rooms at 434 
Richards Street, thereby permitting the development of 10 self-contained market rental 
dwelling units with the condition that the applicant pay the $5000 per room demolition fee 
for the 11 SRA rooms ($55,000) and subject to securing in registered agreements, heritage 
revitalization and maintenance measures, and non-stratification of the rental dwelling units. 
 

 * * * * 
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PROPOSED CONDITIONS FOR SRA DEMOLITION / CONVERSION PERMIT FOR  
434 RICHARDS STREET (EMPRESS ROOMS) 

 
1. PAYMENT OF $5000 per room demolition fee for 11 rooms ($55,000) to be 

deposited into the City’s reserve fund for the creation of replacement housing. 
 
 
2. SECTION 219 COVENANT TO THE SATISFACTION OF THE DIRECTOR OF LEGAL 

SERVICES SECURING: 
 

• Rental tenure (no strata titling)for a minimum of 30 years or for the life of the 
existing building, whichever is later. 

 
3.  SECTION 219 COVENANT TO THE SATISFACTION OF THE DIRECTOR OF LEGAL 

SERVICES IN CONSULTATION WITH THE DIRECTOR OF CURRENT PLANNING SECURING 
CERTAIN HERITAGE COMPONENTS OF THE EXISTING BUILDING, GENERALLY 
CONCERNING THE FOLLOWING: 

 
o Preservation of the existing heritage fabric,  
o Rehabilitation of the existing building storefront including cleaning, 

repairing and repainting (in historic colours) of existing wood framing, 
o Cleaning, repairing, re-pointing (where required) of exterior masonry, 
o Cleaning, repairing, stabilizing, re-painting (in historic colour) of existing  

wood windows (including retention of all functional and decorative 
components), 

o preserving and consolidating (repair, re-paint) metal elements like cornices 
and  fire escape structure, 

o preserving historic interiors and/or interior  elements with heritage value 
(stairwells, fireplace, flooring, door frames etc) as they may be found on 
the site. 

o The above work is to be done in accordance with acceptable heritage 
conservation standards. 

 
4. SECTION 219 COVENANT TO THE SATISFACTION OF THE DIRECTOR OF LEGAL 

SERVICES IN CONSULTATION WITH THE DIRECTOR OF CURRENT PLANNING SECURING 
FACADE MAINTENANCE OF THE EXISTING BUILDING 
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