To: 
Robert W. Healy, City Manager

From: 
Beth Rubenstein, Assistant City Manager for Community Development

Date: 
January 10, 2007

Re: 
Council Order #10 dated November 20, 2006 requesting the Community Development Department to research “the policies implemented by the City of Vancouver and other communities that have incorporated family housing into their development and zoning policies”

This memo is in response to the above-referenced Council Order and provides a description of Vancouver’s efforts and policies to develop family housing and then contrasts those efforts to recent efforts here in Cambridge.

Background and History

In 1991, as part of the creation of a Central Area Plan for downtown Vancouver, the city adopted a growth strategy that promoted housing over other land uses. This initiative was in part an attempt to revitalize downtown and in part an effort to promote environmentally sensitive planning. Such planning looked to shape a city with a walkable scale, based on use of public transit and de-emphasis on the automobile, and employing traditional urban patterns such as small block size and neighborhood open space. As part of its zoning changes, the City of Vancouver completed “High-Density Housing for Families with Children Guidelines” to promote livability for families with children in its downtown area, in the belief that if downtown density was going to be promoted, it was important that a variety of households also be encouraged, including families with children. 

Developers and the market responded to the zoning change. Within a short time, over eight million square feet of downtown space was converted to residential use. Between 1991 and 2005, the number of people living in downtown Vancouver doubled from 47,000 to 85,000. Today, the demand for downtown living continues. Recent estimates show that over 20 percent of Vancouver’s population lives in its downtown area and that percentage is growing. This success is likely a result of both the City’s policies requiring large-scale developers to build and design for families and the City’s efforts to create sustainable and livable communities. 

Vancouver’s document “High-Density Housing for Families with Children Guidelines” was created for developments with densities greater than 30 units per acre and includes guidelines covering three areas of  project development: project (site) planning, project design and unit design. The guidelines suggest that housing developments should be near playgrounds and public transit, family units should be co-located within larger buildings, and bedrooms for children should be large enough to have play space. The guidelines contain quantitative standards, but the standards are flexible and developers are encouraged to be creative in their approach to meeting them.  The goal is to ensure that approximately 25% of new housing be appropriate for families with children, though developers are not required to fill units with families with children. The hope is that by creating attractive housing for families with children, such families will respond by living in them.

Guidelines for Project Planning 

Vancouver’s guidelines urge large-scale developments to be within a short walk of an elementary school, childcare centers, a grocery store, a community center and a public transit stop. A minimum of 20 family units should be created per development; family units are defined as those containing two or more bedrooms. Project design of a large-scale development should match the character of the surrounding neighborhood. Sites adjacent to non-residential land uses are expected to provide visual and auditory privacy for its residents.

Developments with a mix of household types are encouraged to group the family-sized units together. This guideline responds to the notion that most people like to live in a community where there is a broad mix of people, but also prefer to be close to others of the same age or with a similar household make-up. These units should also be near common outdoor space and recreational amenities and should be located where exposure to non-residential land uses and heavily used traffic routes will be minimized. 

Guidelines for Project Design 

Vancouver asks that each development have a clear hierarchy of spaces with distinguishable uses and who (resident, guest or non-resident) should be using them. For example, a unit’s entryway and private outdoor space should be designed to provide privacy for the household. Indoor and outdoor common areas should have access limited to residents. 

Vancouver guidelines promote outdoor play area for pre-school children, elementary and teen-aged children. Because children play everywhere, all common space should be designed to withstand use by children and should use high-quality and durable materials. 

Guidelines for Unit Design

Family units should have at least two bedrooms, with non-master bedrooms having space for a single bed, a dresser, a desk or table and floor space for playing. Because units in high-density developments lack the variety of spaces for playing such as attics, basements and porches, units in high-density developments should be designed for a variety of uses. 

To maximize the privacy of each unit, common walls between units and around shared areas and floors between units should be sturdy and soundproof. Each unit should also have some private outdoor space. For the storage of toys, bikes, strollers and other large items, family units should also have a minimum of 200 cubic feet of bulk storage. 

Vancouver vs. Cambridge

In contrasting Vancouver’s family housing guidelines with planning work in Cambridge it is useful to contrast the two cities. Vancouver, Canada’s largest port and third largest city, is home to 600,000 residents, with a metropolitan area of 2 million. It is a “core city,” the center of a large metropolitan area, with a very dense pattern of development and many high rise structures, some as high as 300 to 450 feet or 30 to 45 stories.  
Cambridge, in contrast, is a densely packed city of 100,000 living in 6 square miles, located in a broader metropolitan Boston area of 3 million. Our pattern of development is much lower scaled, with a practical height limit of 120 feet (with only limited opportunities to go much higher) and much lower heights (35 to 45 feet) in most neighborhoods. Cambridge has no one core “downtown,” but is instead a city of multiple commercial districts with a mix of uses throughout the city and close-knit neighborhoods that co-exist in close proximity to  non-residential uses. 

When Vancouver adopted family-oriented design policies, it was looking for ways to bring residents downtown and to make sure that families would be among those residents and amenities would not be neglected. Cambridge, in contrast, has a variety of amenities in most, if not all, of its neighborhoods. Few areas are far from stores, schools, parks, libraries and transit stops.  

With those differences in mind, it is interesting to note that the Cambridge City Council has, in recent years, carried out many of the same steps as has Vancouver. In the 2001 Citywide and Eastern Cambridge zoning amendments several steps were taken to provide incentives for more residential development, including:

· Allowing residential uses in all of the city’s zoning districts;
· Providing incentives to build housing by increasing FARs (or allowed densities) relative to commercial uses;
· Making it easier to convert factories and other non-residential buildings to residential use; and

· Promoting mixed use districts in the larger development tracts in the city, such as North Point and Cambridge Research Park.

These steps, along with favorable interest rates, a trend toward city living, and a weakened office market in the early 2000’s, led to a residential building boom similar to that experienced in Vancouver and other cities. Since 2000, some 1,600 housing units have been built, another 1,400 are in construction, and an additional 3,000 are permitted and ready to go.  






The record in Cambridge compares favorably with that of Vancouver in terms of the number of units that are “family-sized,” defined as having 2 or more bedrooms. A review of the largest residential developments of the last three years shows that 43% of units have had 2 or more bedrooms. (Further, 75% of the affordable housing units built by the city in partnership with our non-profits over the last few years have 2 or more bedrooms.) 

Encouraging families with children to stay in or move to Cambridge is a worthwhile and important goal. The idea of requiring developers to build even larger units, 3 bedrooms or more, has been discussed by the City Council Housing Committee and others. In looking at such an option, it is important to remember that larger units would not guarantee that families with children would rent or purchase them. Along with providing more space, we would do well to continue to focus on design issues and proximity to services, as well as unit size, when taking steps to provide opportunities for families with children.
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