
Envisioning a Sustainable Vancouver 
 
 

by Michael J. Kinsley 
Any city that includes such thorny issues as climate change in its long-range plan is far ahead of 

the pack. 
 
For nearly twenty years, [The Rocky Mountain Institute] RMI has worked with communities 
interested in moving toward sustainability. Leaders in these places inevitably ask which 
communities have reached this fabled destination. We generally respond by describing the many 
wonderful things various communities—Burlington, Portland, Ithaca, Seattle, Chattanooga—are 
doing. But despite these cities' efforts, no community has yet attempted an across-the-board 
approach to sustainability. 
 
This summer on a visit to British Columbia, Amory and I were given an extraordinary book and 
CD-ROM, A Sustainable Urban System: The Long-Term Plan for Greater Vancouver. We can 
now say that one city, at least, has developed a long-term plan clearly headed in the right 
direction, and built broad support for getting there. For that Vancouver won first prize in a global 
sustainable-cities design competition.  
 
The book begins by examining forces that will shape any city this century, including technology,
globalization, demographics, resource scarcity, and climate—with essays that offer food for any 
community's thoughts. They include phenomena that, in many cities, are ignored to the peril of 
future residents. For example, many urban leaders worldwide and especially in the United States 
simply ignore global climate change. I hope these leaders are right; but if they're wrong, 
residents will suffer mightily. History is rife with human suffering caused by leaders' denial of 
awkward realities. In sharp contrast, this plan demonstrates that Vancouver leaders have begun 
considering the implications of, and ways to respond to, climate change—including ways to 
adapt to it.  
 
The CD-ROM's paper on climate states, "A prudent approach is to emphasize flexible and robust 
planning strategies that confer sustainability and survivability under all such scenarios," and goes 
on to list such potential implications as trade disruptions, fish mortality, water shortages, 
industry costs, and crop losses. 
 
The slim but content-rich volume is not a plan in the conventional sense. It doesn't prescribe 
specific steps towards sustainability. Rather, it creates "an opportunity for finding solutions…" 
by, among other things, defining "our region as one system, where the people, the place, the 
infrastructure, and the governance systems are in constant interaction." With core themes of 
sustainability, resilience, and livability, the plan's remarkable vision says: "We will create an 
economy that prospers, not by exhausting the natural wealth and beauty of this or any other 
place, but by harnessing human potential and natural resources and energy that can be 
continually renewed."  
 
The plan regards local assets and past successes as "seeds of sustainability," of which Vancouver 
has many. Examples include local renewable energy sources (e.g., local companies that are 



world leaders in fuel cells) and BC Hydro's energy-efficiency initiatives. 
 
I was starting to think that the plan read like something Amory might have written. But no, it 
was much better—Vancouver locals wrote it.  
 
Using powerful GIS-based Quest software, developed by Vancouver's Envision Sustainability 
Tools (www.envisiontools.com), the plan includes compelling charts and graphs that portray the 
effects of "business as usual" along with its result: "In less than half the time envisioned in our 
100-year plan, if Greater Vancouver continues with business-as-usual, we will not be a 
sustainable, resilient, or livable region." Can you imagine leaders in your community having the 
courage to say that—and back it up with nonthreatening but persuasive facts? 
 
Finding the city's current direction to be unsustainable, the plan then translates goals into forty-
nine targets, including "clearly defined and quantifiable metrics, stipulating a specific level of 
performance that is required to achieve each goal" (e.g., percentage of volunteerism, of exports 
certified as sustainable, of households spending less than 30 percent of their income on housing, 
etc.). 
 
The plan offers ideas and new ways of thinking about planning that can be used in any city. For 
example, a paper on the CD-ROM called "One-System Approach" is a stimulating little treatise 
on integrating urban energy, water, and waste systems, though the language is awkward in places 
and some theory is a bit vague. It discusses, for instance, more efficient "cascading" uses of 
water and energy: instead of using high-quality water and energy for everything, the article urges 
substituting lower-quality water and energy where they are appropriate. For example, sink water 
can be readily used on the garden and in the toilet, and partially-treated wastewater can be easily 
introduced into local wetlands. 
 
The plan uses targets and backcasting to develop water strategies that will help the city reach 
sustainability in one hundred years. It begins: "Greater Vancouver has one of the highest per 
capita water uses in Canada. While [water] has been abundant in past years, climate change and 
increasing populations may lead to shortfalls in a few decades." Thus the plan's water target, 
though not rocket science, is to the point: "…live within the capacity of the current mountain 
reservoirs."  
 
The strategy for achieving this target in residences (as an example) includes such measures as 
metering, xeriscaping, efficient toilets and appliances, and returning rainfall immediately to the 
ground instead of sending it to sewer systems. The plan claims that these solutions meet its self-
imposed standards of "prudence, plausibility, and pro-activity." Applying analogous strategies to 
the commercial and industrial sectors, the plan anticipates that existing mountain reservoirs can 
suffice to serve the region into the next century, despite an anticipated doubling of local 
population and a projected decline in rainfall due to climate change.  
 
Moving to implementation, the plan identifies eight "catalyst" strategies. Though they are too 
lengthy to discuss here, one in particular caught Amory's attention: "Create shock resilient cells. 
Use a cellular structure to re-organize land use and critical infrastructure capacity, enhancing 
local ability to adapt rapidly to unexpected shocks." The plan says that the city can expect "an 



increasing variety and frequency of shocks, from the anticipated natural ones such as floods and 
earthquakes, to unanticipated plagues, droughts, computer viruses, organized crime, economic 
boycotts, toxic pollution, social unrest, and the loss of key trading partners." It says that existing 
infrastructure ignores these threats and that a "cellular structure" would reduce vulnerability. The 
structure would include a few very large self-reliant cells. "The structure then sub-divides into a 
collection of smaller, less autonomous cells. This [fractal] structure will be used to mitigate 
threats in a variety of ways." 
 
Despite a few glitches here and there, this remarkable and visionary integration of strategic 
urban design is recommended reading for planners and active citizens who seek a more creative, 
innovative, and sustainable future for their own communities. Vancouver's vision for the future 
is as clear as the lakes in the nearby mountains. Any city that includes such thorny issues as 
climate change in its long-range plan is far ahead of the pack. 
 
 
Cofounder of RMI's Economic Renewal program, Michael Kinsley is RMI's expert on 
sustainable community initiatives and its lead workshop facilitator. Copies of A Sustainable 
Urban System: The Long-Term Plan for Greater Vancouver can be ordered from 
www.sheltair.com—hard copies with CD-ROM for C$75.00, or downloads free.  
 
 
 
 


