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Building Greenways in an urban and industrial setting… the New Westminster experience

Mark Allison, MCIP, Transportation Planner, City of New Westminster

(Pro-Walk Pro-Bike Conference, 7-10 September 2004, Victoria, B.C.)

During a focus group on transportation proposals for a neighbourhood plan in an area predominated by heavy, water-dependent industry, a participant asked "How can you show a Greenway going along the river? It'll take you years to acquire all that land!"  It was pointed out that Vancouver's popular Seaside Greenway route, which stretches around the downtown peninsula and all the way to the University of British Columbia, started out as a vision, a policy and a wide, dotted line on a map.  That dotted line drove dozens of decisions resulting from opportunities arising over decades that have made the vision a reality.  A former long-time director of planning for the City of Vancouver, who happened to be in attendance, smiled quietly and nodded concurrence with the statement… if there is no vision, there will be no Greenway.
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	Future Greenway alignment next to a major transportation corridor
	Future Greenway alignment next to warehouse/potential redevelopment site


“Before” pictures… GVRD’s Brunette-Fraser Regional Greenway in the Braid Industrial Area
The original regional Greenway through the center of the Greater Vancouver Regional District (GVRD), known as the BC Parkway or the 7-11 Trail for its original corporate sponsors, roughly parallels the route of the old interurban tram line from Vancouver to New Westminster, which was later revived as the "Expo" SkyTrain line in 1986.  While this facility was an important innovation which provides a dedicated transportation facility for non-motorized modes, the alignment has been hampered by discontinuous right of ways, land use conflicts, barriers and uncomfortable crossings of major arterial streets.  
During the planning, design and construction of the new “Millennium” SkyTrain line, with the benefit of the BC Parkway experience and a major report from a provincial special commission highlighting the opportunities that the new SkyTrain alignment offered for the development of a Greenway, these mistakes and oversights were… mostly repeated.   Unfortunately, while road, rail and utility right of ways are jealously guarded by planners and engineers, outside of rare “greenfield” opportunities such as “rails to trails,” Greenway developers in urban areas still have to fight for every meter of right of way and every centimeter of road or sidewalk width.  In spite of the many benefits, both for recreation and transportation, facilities for non-motorized modes are too often marginalized, tacked on to other projects as an add-on, or retrofitted after the fact.
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	No allowance for proposed Greenway route passing through a new SkyTrain station
	Light poles in centre of proposed Greenway route passing near a new SkyTrain station


Results of failures to protect Greenway alignments in urban/industrial areas
This paper will provide some tips and lessons learned from New Westminster’s experience, particularly from the BC Parkway, the Brunette-Fraser Regional Greenway project, which will become part of the Central Valley Greenway between Vancouver and New Westminster and connect to the BC Parkway, and the Crosstown Greenway, a local pilot project that transects the City and connects the BC Parkway and Central Valley Greenway.
1. Have a plan.
This may be stating the obvious, but if there is no Bicycle Plan or Greenway Plan and you submit a budget proposal for $250,000 to build a Greenway, chances are pretty good that you won’t get funding.  Preparing these plans is great way of identifying supporters and potential opponents of the plan and to network with potential user groups, residents, businesses and external agencies.  This process ensures that the public, staff and decision makers are aware of the scope and benefits of a Greenway network and that the network supports local needs and connects well with the planned networks of neighbouring municipalities.  An approved plan provides the framework for prioritizing facilities and budget allocations.  In New Westminster, the installation of wheelchair ramps, traffic calming measures and traffic signals for pedestrians and bicycles is given priority if these are on approved Greenway routes.
Once the Greenway plan is in place, keep an eye on every plan and project proposal that comes forward for a long, long time.  If you don’t, you will find that your colleagues will continue to put fences, playing fields, fire hydrants, light poles, buildings, and complete developments right in the middle of a perfectly obvious and well documented Greenway corridors unless you keep pointing them out.  Even sidewalk, street and signal modification projects proposed within your own department may completely overlook the fact they are on a Greenway route, embedding reflectors in the curb lane where cyclists travel or failing to provide amenities like appropriate sidewalk widths for wheelchairs to pass or bike actuators for new traffic signals.  This process of “institutionalizing” the incorporation of proper pedestrian, wheelchair and bicycle amenities on established Bikeway and Greenway corridors can unfortunately take many years to achieve.
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New Westminster’s Proposed Trail and Greenway Network
2. Get an initial Greenway completed.  The value of a pilot project cannot be underestimated.  The lack of foresight observed in the preservation of Greenway corridors has possibly resulted from a lack of understanding.   In New Westminster, there were few requirements for pedestrian or bicycle facilities in new developments in the not-too-distant past.  Planners, engineers, the public and decision makers did not consider Greenway routes.  With the development of the City’s Trail and Greenway Master Plan and the completion of the Crosstown Greenway, which was supported by ICBC and TransLink funding, planning for Greenway corridors is now being incorporated from the initial proposal stage.  Vancouver’s foresight in promoting the Greenway concept also provided a number of concrete examples that other jurisdictions could study and build upon.  This awareness has resulted in site plans now being developed around pedestrian and bicycle desire lines instead of Greenways being squeezed in around proposed development.
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	Multi-use path in Moody Park
	Shared sidewalk facility
	Ped/bike overpass


Crosstown Pilot Greenway Project
3. Industrial sites can be a problem or an interesting attribute, depending on how you approach them.  One of my favorite cycling routes takes me along the shore of the Fraser River out to the scenic dykes of Richmond that end up in the picturesque fishing village of Steveston.  On one ride with a friend, as I started my habitual left turn down a road to detour around a major wood processing plant, the friend said "Why are you doing that? Just go straight through!"  Sure enough, straight ahead along the river there was a discrete yellow gate leading to a path, with a simple sign advising path users that they were entering an industrial area and requesting them to close gates behind them.  Plant workers waved politely as we cycled by and there was a covered underpass provided to protect users from an overhead conveyor used to load barges.  Soon we emerged back on to the quiet dyke.  Experience has shown that Greenway alignments can safely traverse industrial areas and provide both an enjoyable and an interesting experience for users.  
There are many examples of industrial users contributing to Greenway development, and land owners are increasingly aware of the potential advantage for long term property value increases that the proximity of a Greenway can bring to a property, particularly in urban areas with high redevelopment potential.  There will nevertheless be owners who, for whatever reason, see no benefits of Greenways on their property and, unless you are willing to expropriate, you will have to look at the best alternative route around these sites.  One approach worth trying is to simply offer the route to an adjacent land owner… once an uncooperative owner sees that a neighbour sees benefit in the Greenway, they may have a change of heart.  There are other considerations that municipalities can offer property owners without resorting to an offer to purchase the land outright, including partial payments, public recognition, density bonuses or counting the route against future requirements for park or roadway dedications if the property is subdivided.
4. Don't remove parking, don't reduce local accessibility unless people demand it.  Last year, my summer student and I set off to run a drop-in public open house for the Crosstown Greenway project.  My colleagues asked if more staff support was needed, to which I responded "What for?  This is going to be a sleepy affair… who could object to this innocuous Greenway?"  On arriving to set up at the community center half an hour before the open house was scheduled to begin, we were confronted by sixty people, some exclaiming "There he is!  He's the one who's going to block our streets and take our parking!"  Apparently someone had spread a false rumour that this was being planned which spread like wildfire through the community.  Climbing to a vantage point overlooking the agitated crowd, I assured them that this wasn't true at which point most people went home and the open house became the predicted sleepy affair again.  Later on in the process, once traffic calming devices were constructed on several sections of the Greenway, residents of another section of the route actually started protesting and demanded that they get additional traffic calming measures as well!
Finally, don’t underestimate the desire for convenient parking in industrial areas.  Even though these are generally public right of ways and poorly used, industrial users have special needs… 18 wheelers take a bit more parking space than a subcompact car and can’t turn on a dime!

5. Address safety and security concerns at an early stage.  While serving as a member of a Bicycle Advisory Committee (BAC) in another GVRD municipality years ago, I observed a relatively small resident group convince Council to demand an unnecessary, inconvenient and costly six-block detour of the optimal Greenway route due to claims that the Greenway was unsafe and would reduce property values.  Current research, including a study undertaken by the City of Vancouver, indicates that property values are unaffected or increase when Greenways are near and by their very design, they increase the safety of the routes they traverse, provided that proper Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) principles are observed.  Chances are that you have a CPTED expert in your planning or police departments who would be happy to do a safety and security audit for you.  British Columbians also have access to an Insurance Corporation of BC (ICBC) program supporting safety audits of new road facilities.
Industrial areas do present special concerns.  Although property owners may claim that non-legitimate Greenway users will be attracted to their sites, it should be fairly easy to convince them of the age-old wisdom of the security that “eyes on the street” bring, with the great majority of Greenway users being legitimate users.  Of greater concern is the fact that, in some remote areas with lower policing and lighting levels, Greenway users themselves could become the targets of criminal activity late at night.  Planners must carefully consider risks, in conjunction with security experts, ensuring that appropriate lighting levels and other security measures are provided and that selected routes have natural surveillance on them wherever possible.  The best security measure, of course, it an attractive facility that draws legitimate users 24 hours a day!
6. Make sure that the Greenway goes somewhere.
What distinguishes an urban Greenway from a linear park is that you can usually go somewhere on it.  While some people enjoy going for a while in one direction, turning around and retracing their steps, urban Greenways can often serve a secondary role of supporting the promotion of non-motorized transportation.  Too often, when a Greenway meets a barrier such as a bridge or highway or the designer simply runs out of right of way, the equivalent of a “road ends” sign is encountered… it simply stops.  Worse yet, sometimes this drops unsuspecting users, who are often recreational users, pedestrians or inexperienced cyclists, onto a busy roadway.

	[image: image9.jpg]



	[image: image10.jpg]



	[image: image11.jpg]




	Multi-use bridge access path
	Bike exit ramp to bridge
	Bridge sidewalk access


Access to the Pattullo Bridge from the City’s Greenway network
Before declaring a Greenway open and encouraging use, make all efforts to fill in missing gaps with a properly signed interim route.  As with the ultimate alignment, an audit of safety and security is needed on the interim route.  Provided that there are reasonably developed Greenway sections and the interim sections are relatively short, users will likely be drawn to the facility.  Interim sections have the interesting side-effect of generating sufficient interest that users may start demanding additional funds to accelerate the completion of the ultimate Greenway.  The Coal Harbour and Yaletown sections of the Seaside route in Vancouver through former rail and industrial lands existed for years on interim routes while construction took place for residential neighbourhoods, attracting thousands of users before the final polished product was completed.
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	Interim BC Parkway section next to busy road (note adjacent railway for future use when available)
	Some interim sections will be more challenging than others!


7. Not all Greenway segments need to be idyllic.  There is a common perception that all sections of a Greenway have to be natural and green.  Reality often gets in the way of this ideal in an urban setting.  While some greenway users are seeking only peace and quiet, most users are happy with an interesting route as long as it's safe and pleasant.  In fact, some of the more interesting Bikeways and Greenways in British Columbia run through industrial areas.  The Adanac route in Vancouver, the Galloping Goose trail through the Saanich Peninsula on Vancouver Island and the Dyke Trail in Richmond all pass through industrial areas.

	[image: image14.jpg]



	[image: image15.jpg]




	BC Parkway next to industrial area
	BC Parkway next to railway, major road


8. Accept that not all parts of urban Greenways are going to conform to guidelines.  The City recently had a provincial grant for a Greenway project withdrawn because the required design resulted in a 50m section of shared pathway on a sidewalk that was only 2.5m wide, which a reviewer deemed to be 0.5m less than a Transportation Association of Canada (TAC) guideline.  While guidelines should be adhered to wherever possible and ample signage should be provided to warn Greenway users of potential hazards, unless you are content to abandon the Greenway when the first guideline is breached, learn to live with exceptions to the rule!
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	The maximum shared sidewalk width to connect the Crosstown Greenway with the BC Parkway without expropriation was ~2.5m
	What happens when old standards

meet new guidelines…


9. Don’t be afraid to change the role of a street.

The hardest part of the Greenway Network will be the downtown section, as the role of the main street, historical Columbia Street, will need to change from a major commuter route to a more pedestrian, cycling and local street.  The design and construction exercise is the easy part, in this case reducing 4 lanes to 2 results in an easy conversion to a centre median with bike lanes and wider travel lanes for transit vehicles.  The tough part is gaining a community consensus, particularly among merchants, that redirecting through commuter traffic to another street to create a better street environment can benefit business.  Documenting the public process for this project in itself would be a significant paper, but suffice it to say that bringing stakeholder groups together on the design review team and investing in background studies, in this case traffic modeling and market impact analysis, can be the difference between a good project succeeding or failing due to a lack of information and dialogue.
Columbia Street Historical Greenway Before/After Comparison
	Before:
	After:

	· 4 lanes + turn bays

· Narrow traffic lanes

· 30,000 vehicles/day

· Signals timed for cars

· Truck route

· Suburban transit corridor with 8 routes
	· 2 lanes + turn bays

· Standard lane widths

· < 20,000 ADT

· Signals timed for peds

· Trucks prohibited

· 2 local bus routes

· Decorative crosswalks


	The Reality
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	The Vision
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10. Keep your eye on the future and maintain the vision.
A picture or two should be worth a thousand words of conclusion…
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“Sapperton Landing” linear park, part of the new GVRD Brunette-Fraser Regional Greenway
A physicist and systems engineer in earlier lives, Mark Allison is currently a Transportation Planner with the City of New Westminster, British Columbia, holding a Masters degree in Community and Regional Planning from the University of British Columbia.  His responsibilities include planning for accessibility, pedestrians, bicycles, transit, goods movement, traffic calming measures and the City’s road network, in addition to reviewing land use with transportation in the City and liaising with external agencies on transportation issues.  A long-time proponent of accommodating and encouraging non-motorized modes in the transportation system, Mark specializes in sustainable land use and transportation policy and was formerly the Regional Growth Strategy Coordinator for the Fraser Valley Regional District.  Mark would like to thank the early Greenway builders for their vision, perseverance and provision of great precedents!
BC Parkway





Brunette-Fraser Greenway


(Central Valley Greenway)





Crosstown Greenway





Columbia Street Historical Greenway
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