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Youth Collaborative for Chinatown (青心在唐人街) is a grassroots group of 
volunteers sharing the cultural heritage of Vancouver Chinatown through 
public space activation and programming. 

In Summer 2017, we conducted simulation and study of a reimagined Keefer 
and Columbia junction, with community input gathered on how public space 
in Chinatown should look and feel and function.

Chinatown continues to experience rapid urban change, with more on 
the horizon through development policy changes, removal of the Georgia 
viaducts, Northeast False Creek area planning, Andy Livingstone Park 
re-design, and the relocation of St. Paul’s Hospital to False Creek Flats. 
These changes happening to the south of Chinatown position the intersection 
of Keefer and Columbia as a significant new gateway into the neighbourhood.
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Introduction
The resulting concepts presented herein 

aim to start a conversation around building 

meaningful public space in Chinatown 

using a community-led process. Project 

leadership was provided by aspiring and 

practicing urban planning alumni of the 

UBC School of Community & Regional 

Planning; input was gathered from 

respondents of diverse backgrounds.

This public space project was made possible 

by a 2017 VIVA Refresh grant from VIVA 

Vancouver through the City of Vancouver.



Youth Collaborative for Chinatown (青心在唐人街) advocates for 
new-improved-expanded public space to build on Chinatown’s unique 
sense of place, and as a means to reclaim and occupy space for community.
 

In Summer 2017, we staged two pop-up street closures at the Keefer and 
Columbia junction to show:

> Celebration of the experiences that make Chinatown unique

> Connection and activation of important cultural anchors clustered here

> Essential pedestrian gateway between NE False Creek and Chinatown

> Unmet needs for public spaces for community use

Passersby were invited to enjoy the temporary new space created, and to 
share their thoughts on: How should this public space look? What might it 
offer? What should it say about the community?

Why We’re Doing This
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I believe that public space 

should be intentional: 

it should be obvious 

that you belong.

Janet Echelman 



Report back on the main ideas we heard 
in pop-up #1. Presentation of two draft 
design concepts for the site created 
through what was heard. Feedback and 
refinement of design concepts was guided 
by use of examples of public space 
elements from around the world.

We hosted two daytime pop-up 
community street closures in 
Summer 2017. Each was 
designed around different 
engagement activities to gauge 
opinions on Chinatown’s public 
spaces. 
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Brainstorming what uses could be 
incorporated into the public site. 
The main purpose of pop-up #1 was to 
gauge community ideas, feedback and 
experiences with Chinatown’s public 
spaces in general, and this site 
specifically. Info was gathered through 
three engagement stations.

What We Did
POP-UP #1 POP-UP #2



Attendees were asked to identify on 
a map:
● What are your favourite places 

in Chinatown? 
● Which places would you like 

to improve? How? 

Responses to the following questions 
were captured and expressed visually:
● What is your big picture 

for Chinatown? 
● What do you picture for public 

spaces in Chinatown? 

Attendees were guided in design of a 
new-improved-expanded public space 
in Chinatown. What elements make up 
your ideal plaza? 

Dot Mapping

Graphic Facilitation

Interactive Design

POP-UP #1 JULY
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Presentation of two draft design 
concepts for the Keefer and Columbia 
site, based on what was heard in pop-up 
#1. Talk through of design decisions and 
process with event attendees to gather 
feedback on concepts. 

Refinement of design concepts using 
examples of public space elements 
from around the world, for example, 
traditional versus contemporary 
designs, hard versus soft surfaces, etc.

Urban Design Elements

Draft Design Concepts

POP-UP #2 AUGUST



Historical 
Representation

Through built form, architecture, heritage 
conservation, and design, aim to blend modern 
and traditional design, commemorate history, 
and share stories. 

Public 
Spaces

Public spaces need more purposeful design, 
including more and better seating, sidewalks, 
gathering areas, public art, and spaces for play 
and exercise across all ages and abilities. 

Neighbourhood 
Festivities

Community festivals that celebrate cultures and 
bring people together. Promote spaces for street 
performances, Chinese opera, tai chi, and year- 
round seasonal celebrations. 

Businesses

Businesses for employment and shopping that 
cater to the community. Encourage more vibrant 
storefronts and markets, with an emphasis on 
food and drink. 

Focus on 
People

Focus on spaces for people by encouraging 
intergenerational activity, programming and 
services for seniors, Indigenous groups, youth 
and children. Inclusivity and accessibility should 
be at the forefront of spatial design.
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Responses and input received fell into 

five overarching themes 

For detailed responses and data, please refer to 

Appendix

What We Heard
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What We Created
Chinatown Memorial Square is an important 
community space valued by many as the heart of 
Chinatown. However, the space is small and stunted by 
surrounding vehicular traffic. 

Our vision reclaims this key site and extends it by 
closing Columbia Street from Keefer to the laneway 
south of Pender. The result is a significantly enlarged 
plaza that connects Memorial Square with the adjacent 
cultural assets of the Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Park 

and Garden and Chinese Cultural Centre Museum 
& Archives.

The design also includes a new pocket park to the 
south, incorporating new public space being proposed 
within the Northeast False Creek area plan and its draft 
park design. 

For more information, please refer to our 
Experiences of Chinatown urban design booklet.



Our proposed design expresses the spirit of Chinatown in 
four parts: a central plaza (The Heart of Chinatown) and 
three paths to welcome people in, each highlighting a distinct 
experience of Chinatown (Playful Chinatown, Serene Chinatown, 
Vibrant Chinatown).

For more detail on our urban design concept, please refer to our 
separate Experiences of Chinatown urban design booklet.
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We heard that a new plaza 
should celebrate all of the special 
experiences that you can only have 
in Vancouver’s Chinatown. 
It should reflect Chinatown’s 
unique sense of place, and serve as 
the centre of a thriving 
community.



The social and health benefits of vibrant public spaces are 
broadly accepted across our city. Vancouver’s Healthy City 
Strategy (2014) recognizes their role in supporting greater social 
connections, increased sense of belonging, and opportunities 
for creative and active living. 

With the support of a 2017 VIVA Refresh grant, we conducted 
study and simulation of new public space in Chinatown to show 
its added role in elevating cultural and community values and 
their expression. In the Chinatown Neighbourhood Plan (2012), 
special events and daily activities in public places are recognized 
to be an essential part of urban life and contribute towards the 
community’s identity and sense of pride.
 

Our exercise in public space-making was conducted at the 
cultural and geographic heart of the community at Keefer and 
Columbia. In recent years, it has also become the political heart 
in light of various planning processes. 
 

Our project has been a community initiative and not an official 
City of Vancouver process. We started with the small step of 
rethinking and re-envisioning public space in Chinatown. 
We conclude with a conversation starter around creating 
meaningful public space that uses a community-led process and 
that first and foremost serves the Chinatown community. 
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In Closing



T  Y !
VIVA Vancouver (2017 VIVA Refresh grant)
Places for People Downtown
EasyPark
Downtown Vancouver BIA
Yule Ken Lum
Labyrinths.ca
Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden
Frida.and.Frank
Dang Good Ice
John Rousseau
Hon Hsing Athletic Club
Eva Cho
Wilson Liang
Goal Mountain

UBC School of Community and Regional Planning: 
Lilly Wilson, Emma Watson, Stuart Hamre, Erica Mason, 
Devon Harlos, Brittany Morris, Saki Aono, Chris Mah, 
Leonora Angeles

12Giant Chinese chess set, as commissioned of Yule Ken Lum



Contact:
ycc.yvr@gmail.com
ycc-yvr.com
Fb: YCCYVR
@ycc_yvr 

http://ycc-yvr.com/

