
CRITIQUE OF BEACH TOWERS REZONING PROPOSAL 
Rezoning Application under the Short Term Incentives for Rental Housing 
1600 Beach Ave and 1651 Harwood St.  
  
A Public Open House will be held May 31

st
, 5:00 to 8:00 PM with a presentation at 6:30 followed by a 

Q&A, at the Coast Plaza Hotel, 1763 Comox St. This event’s purpose is to inform the public on a 
proposal to rezone and redevelop the landmark historic site known as the Beach Towers, located at 
1600 Beach Ave and 1651 Harwood St. Prior to this public open house, a Site Tour will be organized 
by a local resident group, Sunday May 29

th
, 4:00 PM (meet at Harwood & Cardero) to familiarize the 

public on the scope and impact of this major redevelopment project for the adjacent area and the 
West End in general.  
 
Background: 
IBI/HB Architects, on behalf of Beach Towers Investments Inc., has applied to rezone 1600 Beach 
Avenue and 1651 Harwood Street from RM-5A (Multiple Residential) District to Comprehensive 
Development (CD-1) District to add a total of 137 dwelling units to these sites. 
 
Building Size: 
The proposal understates the elevation of the mid-size apartment block at Cardero and Harwood 
Streets.  Its height is described as eight stories. Allowing for the above-grade parkade entrance facing 
the three story walkup at 1331 Cardero Street the height in fact would be nine stories, and ten stories 
if there is access, as proposed, to the rooftop decks. 
 
The low-rise grouping facing Beach Avenue is described as two floors below the plaza level and three 
above.  In fact it would be one floor below the Beach Avenue plaza and four floors above, plus access 
structures to the roof decks.  The cumulative result is a six-story face to Beach Avenue, with five of 
these stories being above the Beach Avenue plaza level.  View corridors identified in the proposal 
from mid-block on Harwood Street do not account for the extra floor above the Beach Avenue plaza 
level, which would block pedestrian views of English Bay completely. 
 
Recreation facilities described as recessed are in fact above grade and block water views for Cardero 
street pedestrians and cyclists, and from low-rise buildings on Cardero Street. 
 
 
Statement of Significance 
(http://vancouver.ca/commsvcs/planning/rezoning/applications/1600beach/documents/histor
y.pdf) : 
The following comments are intended to amplify those elements of the proposal's Statement of 
Significance, which are incomplete or understated: 
 

 The Beach Towers site is described in the proposal as "a prominent site overlooking English 
Bay."  It is in fact one of the most important and valuable views in the city, and provides any 
owner with an already privileged position.   This site is one of a series of triangular blocks 
created where the water and beaches intersect with the West End street grid.  The other 
triangles have been designated city parkland, and as a group, including the Beach Towers 
development, soften the relationship between the beach and the city.  Beach Towers was 
built in the Le Corbusier "tower in the park" style, and as such the towers act as sculptures as 
well as residences.  They enhance the transition between city and beach with such features 
as rhythmic, concave, wave-like balconies; sculptures; fountains; viewing plazas; and 
extensive planting.  The buildings themselves are raised on stilts above ground level, 
allowing English Bay water views at street level directly through the bases of the towers.  

http://vancouver.ca/commsvcs/planning/rezoning/applications/1600beach/documents/history.pdf
http://vancouver.ca/commsvcs/planning/rezoning/applications/1600beach/documents/history.pdf


 

 Heritage value:  Beach Towers is considered to have Category A heritage merit, which is the 
city's highest heritage designation. 

 

 "Plazas, landscaping, perimeter planting":  The proposal would remove the existing Beach 
Avenue plaza completely, as well as the dome over the current amenities.  This plaza 
provides an exceptional public outlook to English Bay and is a popular viewing platform for 
fireworks, parades, walkathons, and other English Bay events.  The notion of open 
perimeters around massive towers -- an integral part of the Class A Heritage Le Corbusier 
design concept -- would be destroyed.  The townhouse proposal for Columbus House 
creates a podium that blocks views from Burnaby Street to the north, and removes all sense 
that the building is sitting in the middle of a property.  A wall would be created across the 
entire Harwood Street property, and the proposal precludes opportunities for planting and 
"greening" on both properties. 

 

 "Arrangement of towers to take advantage of views between structures":  The nine-story 
apartment block would be in the face of all neighbouring buildings, as well as views between 
the towers that pedestrians have enjoyed since the 1960's.  Open views through the base of 
the towers would be completely blocked.  Indeed the developer proposes to fill the lobby 
space of Macdonald House with rental management offices.  Views so carefully preserved by 
the original placement of the towers would be gone.  The new block would be unacceptably 
close to the windows of existing Beach Towers residents.  Particularly at risk are the south 
views from Columbus House, east views from Macdonald House, and west and north views 
from Douglas House. 

 

 "Two distinct tower forms":  These currently create a unity of design within the development.  
The addition of three more forms -- low-rise, mid-rise, and townhouse -- destroys the 
cohesion of Beach Towers. 

 

 "Concave balcony":  This form is not replicated nor referred to in any of the proposed 
buildings.  There is no reference in the proposal to any of the distinctive features of the 
towers. 

 

 "Three towers built on a city block":  The proposed access roads for the townhouses divide 
the main block into two, creating an alley through the middle of the block and cutting 
Macdonald House off from the rest of the development. 

 
 
West End Guidelines: 
The existing buildings are raised on stilts, allowing English Bay views through the base of the towers.  
This gives the already massive buildings a sense of weightlessness.  Individually the buildings are 
among the largest, and as a group create one of the most dense blocks in the West End. To block 
these particular views would make the buildings oppressive and intimidating.  Moreover, the 
combination of commuter traffic on Beach Avenue and commercial traffic on Davie Street already 
creates substantial traffic activity in this vicinity, augmented by a high level of tourist activity.  The 
proposed new residential units would add additional vehicular traffic, going against the city's own 
ecodensity principles. 
 
Neighbourhood and Street Character: 
Open, airy, semi-waterfront views would all be destroyed.  Four three-story walk-ups and one 
modernist (1957) co-op now face the Harwood-Cardero corner.  The proposed new corner building is 
larger by far than any of its neighbours, dwarfing the walk-ups by six stories and obliterating their 



views.  The local streets are characterized by open English Bay views, which would be lost to a 
100,000 square foot infill.  The views for cyclists using the Cardero Street bicycle lane would be 
compromised. 
 
Building Character: 
Robin Ward, noted architecture critic, describes Beach Towers as Vancouver's premier example of 
Le Corbusier "tower in the park" architecture.  The complex is recognized by the City of Vancouver as 
a Class A example of its type.  Beach Towers' integrity and value would be ruined by the addition of 
townhouses, low-rise, and mid-rise buildings.   
 
Orientation: 
" A new street wall would complete the corner of Harwood and Cardero."  The effect would be an 
undermining,  not a completion. 
 
Views: 
Views would be gone for many existing residents, neighbours, pedestrians, and cyclists, for the sole 
benefit of a small number of new renters. 
 
Safety and Security: 
The proposed development would create a back alley through the middle of the block. 
 
Parking Access (Cardero Street): 
There would be only one parking entrance, from Cardero Street, rather than the current four (two 
above ground, and two below).  The result would be traffic congestion in and out of the entrance, a 
considerable increase in carbon pollution for nearby residents, and traffic risks to users of the 
dedicated cycling lanes on Cardero.  
 
Design Rationale: 
The current surface parking lot space encompasses the first five feet above ground; above that is 
open air, public space, and light.  The latter is the "negative space" that is designed to offset the 
immensity of the existing towers.  In the past the City acknowledged this rationale by requiring that the 
parking lot be lowered to ensure protection of public views of English Bay from Harwood Street.  The 
underground parking complement of Beach Towers already exceeds zoning requirements.  A more 
fitting design, in keeping with the City's own environmental goals, would be to enhance landscaping of 
the above-ground parking, which would provide a true amenity for the neighbourhood. 
 
 


