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PRODUCTIVE CITY 
Work, culture, community and the making of urban life  
 
What—and who—makes the city? 
 
Cities are places of production. They are shaped by industry and the movement of goods, but also through the 
production of culture, community and everyday urban life. A productive city is therefore more than an economically 
productive one. It is a city that makes space for different forms of work, different ways of living and different 
communities to participate in shaping urban life. 

This studio will explore the future of one of Vancouver’s oldest and few remaining industrial areas: the Powell Street 
industrial district and Railtown, north of Hastings Street in the Downtown Eastside. Here, light industrial production, 
warehousing, workshops, creative industries and repair businesses operate within a complex urban context of 
housing, community services, cultural spaces, retail, restaurants and regional transportation infrastructure. 

With increasing pressure to accommodate a growing city, industrial land is becoming increasingly scarce in 
Vancouver. While recognizing that housing—both market and non-market—is urgently needed, a functioning city 
also needs places to work, make, repair, store and distribute goods. Different forms of industry have particular 
requirements for space, access, loading and flexibility. As industry and the city around it change, the challenge is not 
simply how to preserve existing industrial buildings, but how to imagine new forms of industrial urbanism that 
allow productive uses to densify, adapt and remain part of the city. 

 

Vancouver Downtown Eastside Industrial Area and Surrounding Neighbourhoods 

PRODUCTIVE CITY asks what might coexist with industry, who the productive city is for—and how these 
relationships might shape urban space. 

The studio will focus on the seams of the industrial district: places where different uses, communities and ways of 
occupying the city meet. Hastings Street marks a transition between residential Strathcona and the industrial lands 
to its north; Alexander Street between the social and community infrastructure of the Downtown Eastside and the 
evolving employment and creative-industrial landscape of Railtown. Further east, industrial lands encounter 
housing, major transportation routes and the rail corridor. 

These seams are places of tension, but also opportunity. The conventional industrial model—low-rise, low-density 
buildings with flexible ground-level space and surface parking—is increasingly unviable as the city grows and 
pressure on urban land increases. This raises a central question for the studio: how might new forms of industrial 
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urbanism allow productive uses to densify while coexisting with other uses and contributing more fully to the 
surrounding city and communities? This means considering not only what happens within buildings, but how 
productive uses meet streets, lanes, open spaces and neighbouring communities. Industrial activity depends on 
access, servicing and the movement of goods, while streets, lanes and open spaces also form the public realm 
through which workers, visitors and residents move, meet and connect to workplaces, transit, services and 
surrounding neighbourhoods. The challenge is to accommodate growth while strengthening both the 
productive capacity of the district and its relationship to the communities and city around it.  

Rather than assuming the answer lies in either preserving existing conditions or complete redevelopment, the studio 
will ask students to understand what matters, what is changing, and where there is latent potential for new 
forms of productive urban life. 

STUDIO APPROACH 

Read + Understand 
Students will begin by reading the city. Working in groups, they will investigate the larger territory through direct 
observation, mapping and research, examining its economy and land, people and public life, built form and 
urban morphology, movement and infrastructure, and health and ecology. Together, this work will build a 
collective understanding of the relationships, tensions and particularities shaping the area. 

First Encounters Exercise - 4 days 

Assignment 1: Collective Atlas - 2 1/2 weeks 

Take A Position 
Students will then work in pairs at selected sites along the seams of the industrial district. Moving to a closer 
scale, they will investigate the particular forces shaping each site and its potential for change. Through site and 
transect studies, programmatic exploration and spatial analysis, each pair will develop an urban design 
framework of goals and principles for how the site might evolve. A central question will be: Which programs 
might coexist, and what spatial relationships are required for them to coexist successfully? 

Assignment 2: Urban Design Framework - 3 Weeks 

Test + Synthesize 
Building from this framework, students will work individually to develop an urban design proposition. Moving 
between the scale of the district and architectural experience, they will use program, massing, plans, sections 
and visualization to test relationships between productive uses, other programs, buildings and the public 
realm. 

Assignment 3: Design - 6 Weeks 

PRODUCTIVE CITY approaches urban design as an act of synthesis—bringing economic, social, cultural, 
ecological and spatial considerations together through design. The studio asks students to imagine how 
Vancouver can continue to grow while retaining the spaces and activities necessary to make things, make 
livelihoods, make community—and make urban life. 

NOTE: 

Students will receive the first exercise, reading and syllabus on Friday, September 11th by email. The studio will 
not meet that day. Our first in-person meeting will be on Tuesday, September 15th. We will discuss the assigned 
reading and First Encounter exercise. 

Expect to visit the site area at least 3 times over the term to carry out group and individual research. 
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