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SUBJECT: Heritage Incentives Policy for Landscape Resources  

RECOMMENDATION 

A. THAT historic landscape resources in the City are important and worthy of retention and 
protection however, Council affirms that bonus incentives are not supported for landscape 
resources that cannot be wholly protected through legal designation. 

CONSIDERATION 

B. THAT designation and accompanying bonus incentives can be considered for heritage 
landscape resources located on two or more properties, where the resource can not be wholly 
protected through designation. In these circumstances, Council direction is to be sought prior 
to detailed consideration of an application.  

GENERAL MANAGER'S COMMENTS 

The General Manager of Community Services RECOMMENDS approval of A and submits B 
for CONSIDERATION.    

COUNCIL POLICY 

Heritage Policies and Guidelines: 
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 “That the buildings, landscape resources, streetscapes and archaeological sites 
identified in the Vancouver Heritage Register, dated August 1986, have heritage 
significance;” 

 “The City’s long-term goal is to protect through voluntary designation as many 
resources on the Vancouver Heritage Register, as possible; and” 

 “Legal designation will be a prerequisite to accepting certain bonuses and 
incentives.” 

 
The Vancouver Charter states, in part, that if heritage designation causes a reduction in the 
market value of the designated property, Council must compensate the owner of the 
designated property. 

PURPOSE AND SUMMARY 

The purpose of this report is to seek Council’s direction on whether heritage incentives should 
be applied to landscape resources that can not be wholly protected through designation. The 
issue has come to light due to a specific case where a landscape resource – a very large and 
prominent tulip tree -- is located on two adjacent properties. One owner is seeking heritage 
incentives in order to retain the tree and redevelop its site; the other owner is not presently 
willing to designate a critical portion of the tree’s root system that is located on their land. 
While the protection and preservation of a living heritage resource can never be fully 
guaranteed, in this case the City could find itself in a circumstance whereby only part of the 
resource is protected which would further diminish the long-term assurance of its survival. 
Staff’s recommendation, therefore, is to not consider incentives unless the entire resource 
can be protected. An alternative Consideration item is put forward to permit incentives in 
these circumstances.            

BACKGROUND 

Council’s Heritage Polices and Guidelines established in 1986, support incentives in exchange 
for the designation of landscape resources deemed to have historic value. In accordance with 
the Vancouver Charter, if designation causes a reduction in market value, Council must 
compensate the owner. Compensation typically comes in the form of zoning incentives 
(additional density) described under Council’s Heritage Policies and Guidelines. 
  
The Vancouver Heritage Register(VHR) is a list of physical elements with recognized historic 
value to the citizens of Vancouver. The VHR includes both physical or built resources such as 
buildings and structures as well as living resources such as significant landscapes and 
specimen trees. Council’s policies state that resources on the VHR should be protected where 
appropriate and that incentives may be considered for their retention and protection. At 
present, 99 landscape resources are listed on the Vancouver Heritage Register, ranging from 
living resources such as Stanley Park to landscape features such as granite walls. At the 
present time, eight sites exist in the City where landscape elements have been protected as 
part of the property’s heritage designation. Two of these sites have large trees which were 
designated in exchange for incentive packages. An example is the site at 5872 Wales Street, 
where three significant specimen trees and an “A” listed heritage house were designated in 
exchange for the subdivision of the site and accompanying approval to vary the RS-1 zoning to 
permit duplex dwelling units. 
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In accordance with current practice and policy, consideration of an owner’s request to 
designate a living landscape resource precipitates a review of the condition of the resource, 
based on the following list of criteria: 
 

 the landscape resource must be an integral part of the historic value of a site; 
 if a living resource, it should be a unique specimen, in good health with a long life 

expectancy, confirmed by a recent Arborist’s report; and 
 all activity in the vicinity of the landscape resource which is critical to its long term 

health, can be controlled through designation. 
 
To date, all projects involving designation of landscape resources have involved a resource 
that was located entirely within the subject site and, therefore, designation applied to the 
resource in its entirety. 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Council’s heritage polices affirm the ability to consider incentives for the protection of 
historic landscape resources, however, they do not offer guidance for projects that cannot 
designate all critical areas of the resource. The granting of bonus incentives for the 
preservation of historic resources must always seek a balance between the impact of possible 
incentives on a surrounding community and the value of the preserved resource. In cases 
where compensating density is to be provided, the City seeks to find a balance between the 
preserved resource and the additional project massing. With living heritage resources, 
assurances on the longevity of the resource is required before considering incentives, 
otherwise, should the landscape resource not survive in the long term, a neighbourhood could 
be left with a development that benefited from bonus incentives, without the off-setting 
public benefit and amenity of the landscape resource.  
 
The question has come to light because of a proposal at 1245 Harwood Street that is seeking 
(in part) compensating density for the designation of a substantial tulip tree that has heritage 
value. The development application for 1245 Harwood Street proposes to retain the existing 
house and garden (listed in the ‘A’ evaluation category on the VHR) and the 100 year old tulip 
tree. The trunk of the tulip tree, however, is situated such that approximately 60% of the root 
system is located on the subject site while the remainder of the root system is located on the 
adjacent property which is under separate ownership (see Appendix B for information on the 
tulip tree). Further, the development application is proposing a new residential tower for the 
site that would incorporate, in part, bonus density arising from the retention of the house and 
tree. The compensating density for the retention of the tree equates to approximately half of 
the overall incentive bonus and this results in an additional 6 storeys in the proposed tower. 
The magnitude of the compensation required to secure designation of the tree (noting that 
this only applies to the 60% of the tree situated on the subject site) is significant; the amount 
of density compensation exceeds any incentive package that staff have considered for 
landscape resources to date.   
 
The remainder of the tulip tree’s root system, approximately 40%, is located on the 
neighbouring site at 1225 Harwood Street, and the neighbouring property owner is not 
presently willing to designate their portion of the root system (see Site Plan - Appendix A).  
The owner of the neighbouring site met with staff and they have confirmed that they are not 
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prepared to designate their portion of the root bulb or the associated overhanging portions of 
the tree at this time. While staff consider it unlikely that this owner would intentionally 
disturb the root system, as the preservation of their portion of the tree would be an asset to 
them in the eventual redevelopment of their site, the future of the neighbouring site is 
uncertain at this time. Thus, the long term protection of the entire tree cannot be 
guaranteed at this time. An arborist’s report was submitted which confirms that should 
damage occur to the root system on 1225 Harwood Street, it would impact the life span of the 
tree. Given this, the longevity of the tree is not guaranteed, even though about 60% of the 
tree could be designated.  
 
The Heritage Policies and Guidelines do not presently address the complexities of this issue 
and staff have been unable to find a comparable precedent. Staff’s interpretation of the 
intent of the policy is to secure the long term protection of historic resources, while finding a 
balance between the urban design objectives for a site and compensation that comes from 
the cost to preserve and secure the historic resource. When long term protection is not 
guaranteed, the longevity of the living resource remains uncertain. The resulting uncertainty 
makes it difficult to reconcile the impact of a proposed compensation package against the 
value and benefit of the resource.  
 
In considering this issue staff reviewed the following alternatives:  
 
Option 1: Recommendation A 
 
Staff are recommending that incentives only be considered for landscape resources that can 
be wholly protected based on the following rationale. The provision of incentives in exchange 
for the protection of heritage resources is typically founded in a high level of certainty that 
the resource will remain intact over the longer term. In the case of living resources such as 
trees, the resource should have a substantial life expectancy and there should be assurance 
that the resource will be protected from potential damage. In this way, a community can be 
reasonably assured that the incentive offered as compensation for the preservation of the 
landscape resource, is off-set by a reasonable guarantee of the ongoing existence of the 
resource itself. However, when the life expectancy of the landscape resource may be 
compromised due to the inability to ensure a reasonable level of protection, it poses a 
significant dilemma – if the living resource does not survive then the community may well 
experience the impact of the incentive without enjoying the public benefit. Based on this, 
staff concluded that incentives should not be considered unless the resource can be wholly 
protected.             
 
In the case of the tulip tree on Harwood Street, the resource cannot be protected in its 
entirety as a significant portion of the root system is located on the adjacent property and 
that property owner is not prepared to designate its portion of the resource at this time. If 
the tree does not survive, the surrounding neighbourhood would be left with a substantially 
larger tower without the off-setting benefit of the preserved tree which afforded the 
additional density. Should Recommendation A be approved, it is likely that the development 
application for 1245 Harwood Street would be revised, as the proposal could no longer seek 
compensation for the designation of the tulip tree. Given that the tulip tree would remain 
legally unprotected and the costs to redevelop the site and retain the tree are high, the 
retention of the tulip tree would be at the owner’s discretion. As such, there is some risk that 
the owner may wish to remove the tree either as part of a revised development application or 
not.  
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Option 2: Consideration B 
 
Consideration B is presented as an alternative approach and would permit bonus incentives 
for the designation of living landscape resources that are located on more than one property, 
and where the designation would not apply to all sites. Should Council endorse this approach, 
staff advise that only those projects that can demonstrate a minimal level of risk to the 
landscape resource, be supported, and that prior Council approval be sought.  
 
By way of example, designation of the site at 1245 Harwood Street would enable the 
preservation of the tulip tree but would not guarantee the tree’s long term protection. This 
approach is likely the best mechanism to attempt to protect the tree, however, it would not 
secure the tree from critical damage on the neighbouring site. Should the adjacent site come 
forward for redevelopment at some future date, staff would seek to secure the designation of 
the tree’s root system at that time. The magnitude of zoning relaxations that would be 
required to designate the portion of the tree on the neighbouring site, would be determined 
when a proposal was submitted. It is noted that staff considered a development application 
which was submitted for 1225 Harwood Street to the Development Permit Board in 1991 but 
that proposal never materialized. In that application, the area needed to protect the root 
system was smaller by several metres, however, the application successfully located a 
multiple dwelling with a combination of surface and underground parking. The discretionary 
powers of the Development Permit Board were utilized to provide additional density and 
height in order to situate the proposed development and not impact the critical areas of the 
tree’s root bulb. Refer to Appendix A for an illustration of the current areas of root 
protection suggested for the neighbouring site.  
 
Should Council endorse Consideration B, staff would seek to secure further public benefits, 
through requiring access to the 1245 Harwood Street site for the enjoyment and benefit of 
the surrounding community, and report back through the Heritage Revitalization Agreement 
process of the Development Permit application. 

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

There are no financial implications. 
 

CONCLUSION 

The Heritage Policies and Guidelines and the Vancouver Charter permit incentives in exchange 
for the retention and designation of a living landscape resource. Retention of landscape 
resources can be costly and necessitate the granting of significant incentives. Council’s 
current policy does not fully address the issue of landscape resources located on more than 
one property and where the owners of the resource are not be in agreement on applying legal 
protection to the resource. Staff recommend that incentives for heritage designation be 
limited to sites where landscape resources can be protected through designation. However, a 
Consideration item is presented which would permit incentives for landscape resources that 
can not be wholly protected, with the condition that these sites seek prior council approval.  
 

* * * * * 
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