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V2: Vancouver Beyond Vancouverism 

A Discussion Paper
Jacques Ancel, the mid-twentieth century French political economist, sagely observed that it is not the frame that is important, but what is framed.  This helpful reminder about perspective—the too often overlooked need to stand outside a particular frame of reference and look at conditions from a wider and/or longer context—can reveal truths that are otherwise hard to see.  This applies to any aspect of human endeavor, but is especially apt in considering economic development opportunities and other latent benefits for cities and urban regions

The City of Vancouver, flanked by Metro and several individual municipal champions, is currently engaged in an important and demonstrably successful experiment in social transformation through its efforts to become the ‘greenest city’ in the world by 2020.

Frankly, the world needs a champion city, a living laboratory, in which leading green urban practices are developed, studied and promoted.  A city in which the persistent debate pitting economic growth against environmental protections is, at last, put to rest.  Vancouver can be that city, and green, in the widest sense, can become its brand.

There are a lot of ‘Vancouver-watchers’ out there, keen to monitor the Vancouver experiment because it contains ideas and lessons that could shape the trajectory of cities across the globe—not only or even principally about green-tech innovation or accomplishment (though Vancouver is no slouch in that regard), but broader social and process innovation, featuring important origination and achievements in:

· Genuine strategy incubation and creation—and a high skill in the art of “connecting-the-dots” leading to changes in policy and urban practice;

· Shifts in political, policy and administrative culture;

· Relevant public conversation and media discourse—the creation of a civic ‘space’ in which citizens and stakeholders are genuinely invited into a dialogue about the shape and trajectory of their city;

· Industry practices;

· Community values and design;

· Academic excellence and successful collaboration with business, NGO and government sectors;

· Construction technology, infrastructure, energy auditing, architecture, and urban design;

· Gradual but steady transformation of business resistance into business embrace of green values and practices;

· Wide recognition of bio-regional values—a spreading ecological ‘literacy’ and culture.

These are significant and largely incalculable made-in-Vancouver assets – but they are assets nonetheless—and the sooner the city prepares itself to strategically capitalize on them, the greater the net benefit to city, its citizens and its partners.

Quietly, and not so quietly, Vancouver has developed a global reputation as an important urban laboratory.  So-called ‘Vancouverism’—the art and science of urban planning pioneered by former City Planning Director Larry Beasley and others—has rightly been studied (and expropriated and imitated) everywhere.  Less noticed is that Vancouverism has spawned a significant sub-economy as architects, politicians, urban planners, developers, journalists, academics, consultants, building professionals and cultural creatives have made the intellectual pilgrimage to Vancouver (and collectively dropped millions of dollars into the city’s economy) to see, study, learn about, and otherwise experience the city’s practices; and Vancouver professionals associated with the process have externally marketed their talent and expertise, and generated a sizable export economy based on these unique-to-Vancouver urban design products and practices (policy-creation, planning strategies, architecture, design, marketing expertise, and so on).

We are suggesting here that Vancouver’s current experiments and achievements with city-wide sustainability innovation dramatically extend and give a new bounce to, the arc of Vancouverism.  This second act of Vancouverism is gold right under our feet.  The ever-expanding pool of expertise in Vancouver is enormous and it operates in all disciplines and frameworks at the community, NGO, urban policy, urban political administration and leadership, consulting, academic and enterprise/business levels.  Moreover, the ripples of this collective expertise are felt in all corners of the globe.  That this has happened without any conscious organizing framework or strategy is something of a miracle, but it is our view that without such an intentional effort now, the real opportunity for Vancouver might be lost. 

That is, it is crucial for businesses of all stripes and economic development leadership to recognize that the city/regional urban sustainability accomplishment—apart from all of its intrinsic virtues—is a brand, and an extraordinary Vancouver economic development opportunity, and needs to be seen as such.  It is analogous to Silicon Valley and other cities or city-regions that have woken up to their strengths and local excellence, and moved consciously to exploit them.  

Viewed in this light, Vancouver’s whole-city innovation is an expression of the ideas Richard Florida (Rise of the Creative Class; Who’s Your City?) has popularized in recent years, and is also wholly consistent with the argument about how city economies work mounted so persuasively by Jane Jacobs (The Economy of Cities) and others many years ago.  Put another way, the unfolding experiment in Vancouver is indeed a green one, but it is too often and too narrowly defined as an environmental one.  Fact is, this green is all about the color of opportunity in the 21st century, and the transforming power of an idea whose time is coming – and fast.

As a centre for green-tech innovation (energy, construction, waste management, and so on), Vancouver will always find itself in competition with other places that may have their own strategic advantages.  But as a green urban culture, and as a place that is the or one of the leading social innovators successfully moving an entire urban population in all of its parts toward green urbanism (‘one-planet living’), Vancouver is unequalled and has extraordinary strategic advantages.

Economic and other key leadership in Vancouver needs to immediately consider these matters at the deepest level, and aggressively begin framing the city’s future in this context.  Such work might begin with objective study of Vancouver’s sustainability accomplishments and assets, and its potential to become North America’s ‘Green Capital,’ leading to a detailed long-range strategy and a ‘playbook‘ to maximize the potential benefits to the city.  Such an undertaking can explore:

· Creation of an informal or formal secretariat drawn from the entirety of the Vancouver economic fabric—it is important not to frame this as a conversation among and between a narrow green constituency.  This is about the entire economy—as it is now, and as it may become in the future.  As such, it needs the input of long-term economic players every bit as much as the new kids working in alternative energy, local food, digital media and so on;

· An external communications and networking plan to promote Vancouver accomplishments and forge partnerships or alliances with like-minded cities globally;

· Information-gathering and coordination of human assets;

· Strategies, financial and promotional, to assist all green initiatives;

· Business facilitation and opportunity-brokering;

· Any and all other activity designed to maximize the ‘halo effect’ of Vancouver’s urban innovation success.

This opportunity won’t wait forever, and other cities are or soon will be poised to exploit their particular reputational advantages and benefits.  Consequently, no better moment exists for Vancouver to capitalize on the ‘multiplier value’ of its green assets and initiatives.  And so we return to the important idea of perspective.  The current city aspiration around “green” needs to be re-framed or recalibrated to emphasize a green economic development strategy.  In other words, we need to infuse the entire economy with the ideas and ideals of green, broadly defined.
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