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Introduction 
In 2020, the City of Vancouver pledged a commitment towards cultural redress for 
the Black and African diasporic communities. The report Towards a Healthy City: 
Addressing Anti-Black Racism in Vancouver (Makinde, 2019) conducts an initial overhaul 
analysis of the areas of wellbeing, health, housing, wealth, employment, and 
experiences of racism, among other benchmarks. Thus, identifying critical areas 
requiring active policy intervention. The considerable momentum towards redress 
and remedying the actions taken by the City of Vancouver towards Black and African 
diasporic communities necessitates a baseline understanding of policies and their 
impacts on individuals and communities. Notably, the City of Vancouver played an 
active role in the commercial and residential displacement of Black Vancouverites, 
mainly enacted through city policies of urban renewal. 

This report outlines key contributory city policies and practices pertinent to the 
commercial and residential displacement of Black residents couched within the 
discourse of urban renewal. Urban renewal ubiquitously overtook numerous large 
North American cities following the de-industrialization of urban centres, thereby 
displacing minority communities. From our initial research, we conceptualize our 
issue statement as follows: “The City of Vancouver weaponized policies of urban 
renewal and city building as continuations of the colonial project, resulting in the 
erasure and displacement of Black and African Diasporic communities.” Subsequent 
research considers policies implemented circa 1925 to 1973 and their impacts on 
Black communities in Hogan’s Alley and Strathcona neighbourhoods. Thereby honing 
our attention both on the policies themselves, and the rhetoric deployed by power-
wielding stakeholders to veil, but nonetheless successfully execute actions rooted in 
anti-Black racism. 

Situated within Vancouver’s Strathcona neighbourhood, Hogan’s Alley housed 
Vancouver’s growing Black population dating to the late 18th and early 19th centuries 
with many residents under the employ of the adjacent Great Northern Railway 
station as porters. The proximity to Vancouver’s industrial labour epicentre, Hogan’s 
Alley hosted a noted variety of musical and theatrical figures rapidly becoming a 
critical cultural landing for Vancouver’s growing Black community. Our literature 
review and analyses will further elucidate the targeting of Hogan’s Alley by citywide 
policy levers.  

Our research employs primarily archival research conducted at the City of Vancouver 
Archives, informed by a preliminary secondary source and subsequent literature 
review. Under the guidance of CityStudio and the City of Vancouver, our findings 
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engage with historic events and discourses within a contemporary social justice, 
intersectional, and anti-racist framework to contextualize and inform meaningful 
cultural redress. In order to proceed, the following section will delve into 
conceptualizations of urban renewal and provide context of its implementation for 
Black residents in the City of Vancouver. Following this, we will provide an overview 
of the archival research methodologies used to undertake this research, as well as 
an analysis and synthesis of the findings discovered through these methodologies. 
Finally, this report will conclude with a discussion on the implications of the findings 
for public policy and cultural redress for the City of Vancouver. 

Background 
Historical events, including the social hierarchization of racial groups, centrally 
defined the experiences of many Black and African diasporic communities in North 
America over the past centuries through the justification of slave labour practices in 
the colonial world (Arku, 2022). What is more, the extant effects of these institutional 
norms continue to adversely impact contemporary Black populations. Arku (2022) 
explores the aftermath of such historical events including not only the physical and 
social destruction of Black and African diasporic communities across North American 
cities, but also the subsequent loss of identity among these populations. 
Furthermore, while much of these systems have long been abolished, the lasting 
effects of such practices manifest in experiences of personal and group-level 
hardship and discrimination among descendants.  

Dr. Akua Benjamin, Professor Emeritus of social work, expresses the concept of “anti-
Black racism” referring to those policies and practices rooted in Canadian public 
institutions including education, health care, and justice that mirror and reinforce 
beliefs, prejudice, stereotyping and/or discrimination towards Black people (Black 
Health Alliance, 2018). More pointedly, this concept highlights the unique nature of 
systemic racism, history, and experiences of slavery and colonization of Black people 
in Canada (Black Health Alliance, 2018). 

Unfortunately, as evidenced by Richardson (2017) and Rutland (2018), existing urban 
planning literature fails to fully integrate the effects of systemic racism and social 
hierarchization within contemporary discourse. Traditionally, policy makers adopted 
land-use zoning to perpetuate urban inequality and racism in North American 
societies (Rutland, 2018). This well documented and discriminately applied planning 
practice facilitated both institutional and structural inequalities and created social 
division. For Canada, a country founded on Indigenous land theft and anti-Black 
racism, this has resulted in policies and practices that fail to address critical aspects 
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of urban inequality (Richardson, 2017 and Rutland, 2018). An illustrative example of 
this systemic inequality in urban planning practices may be seen in the issue of urban 
renewal. 

What is Urban Renewal? 

Although pinpointing a universal definition of urban renewal that embodies all its 
complexities, remains challenging, according to the Encyclopedia of the City, Caves 
(2005, p.483-486) suggests that urban renewal refers to a program of land 
redevelopment used to address urban decay in cities. However, the definition of what 
constitutes urban decay is much more difficult to construe. Conventionally, urban 
decay (or “urban decline”) is “a term that evokes images of abandoned homes, vacant 
storefronts, and crumbling infrastructure” (Smith and Allen, 2008). Donnelly (2008) 
further considers urban decay as the process that includes population loss and the 
concentration in cities of major, social, economic, and environmental problems, such 
as high levels of unemployment and poverty. Moreover, he contends that decay is 
frequently measured by changes in population (particularly in relation to middle- and 
upper-income residents), unemployment, and poverty rates; changes in median 
household income; and changes in property values, housing tenure, and vacancy 
rates (Donnelly, 2008). 

Accordingly, the process of urban removal involves the removal of blighted, decayed 
areas and the clearing of slums in order to restore economic viability by creating 
opportunities for higher class housing, businesses and other developments (Caves, 
2005, p.483-486). Couch, Sykes, and Börstinghaus (2011, p.3-4) further specify that 
urban renewal encompasses the cleanup of old slums, the reconstruction or 
rehabilitation of physical forms, and heritage preservation. Therefore, the 
amelioration of the built, physical environment remains an essential objective of 
urban renewal.  

In the book, New Life for Cities Around the World, Miller (1959) provides an in-depth 
analysis of what he, and other experts, identity as the three main approaches to 
urban renewal: redevelopment, through which a neighbourhood is built anew; 
rehabilitation, through which the existing structures are preserved and updated; 
and, integration, a combination of the first two approaches. While Miller (1959) 
indicates that each approach should incorporate either the rehousing or relocation 
of the population on the original site to another part of the city, as mentioned above, 
he focuses primarily on the economic benefits of land development ensuing from 
urban renewal and fails to consider the reverberations of systemic racism and social 
hierarchization within urban renewal, and therefore, the true impact of displacement 
caused by these policies.  
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Urban Renewal in the Federal Context 

In Canada, the federal government established their sponsorship of urban renewal 
with the 1944 amendments to the National Housing Act. This Act concerns the 
promotion of “the construction of new houses, the repair and modernization of 
existing houses, and the improvement of housing and living conditions” 
(Government of Canada, 1985), and is administered through the Canada Mortgage 
and Housing Corporation (CMHC).1 

Canada’s core renewal legislation was contained in provisions of the 1944 Act.  
Resultantly, the federal government issued a funding scheme for municipalities to 
share the cost of acquiring and clearing identified “blighted” residential areas 
(Oberlander and Fallick, 1992, p.35-36). Subsequently, as postwar conditions began 
to characterize urban life, including deindustrialization, overcrowding, plummeting 
land values due to suburbanization, and commercial and industrial outmigration, 
urban renewal was often posited as a veritable response to these crises. Accordingly, 
in 1954, provisions of the National Housing Act were extended in three key areas of 
urban renewal: the prevention, rehabilitation, and redevelopment of urban blight 
(Oberlander and Fallick, 1992, p.53). 

While the term “blight” was not defined within the National Housing Act, it occupies a 
cornerstone within urban renewal discourse. Fortunately, the CMHC Urban Renewal 
Handbook provided scope and directive on blight: 

Many complex factors contribute to blight; sometimes they are 
separate, often they are interrelated. Blight not only infects a single 
area but also spreads to adjoining ones. Comprehensive action is 
therefore essential to counteract these influences. At the same time, 
to be realistic, the scope and depth of any renewal action must be 
within the resources of the municipality (Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation, 1967, p.5). 

  
These updated, yet still broadly defined, provisions standardized processes of 
renewing urban blight, remaining relatively standard throughout the country. To 
access federal funding, municipalities would first need to pass a resolution in Council, 
formally applying for assistance in undertaking an urban renewal study. Upon 
necessary ratification, the resolution, along with a justification supporting the need 
for the study and a cost estimate breakdown, would be submitted to the CMHC. 
Additionally, municipalities would have to identify areas within specificized 

 
1  Formerly known as the Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation. 
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boundaries and determine priority levels for the potential projects. Finally, assuming 
the application was found acceptable by the CMHC and the province, an agreement 
would be drawn up to commence the “preparation of an urban renewal scheme” 
(Lowden, 1970, p.4-5). Consequently, the City of Vancouver, like many municipalities 
across Canada, swiftly engaged with federal funding to begin promoting and 
engaging in the urban renewal program.  

Urban Renewal in Vancouver 

As this report is premised on the impact of urban renewal policies on Vancouver’s 
Black and African diasporic communities, we will be referring to individuals and 
communities that include, but are not limited to: Black Canadians, African Canadians, 
African Caribbean, Black Africans, and Black Vancouverites (City of Vancouver, 2022). 
Accordingly, we acknowledge that while Black immigrants share similar experiences 
with their Black Canadian born counterparts, there exists different histories, socio-
cultural locations and political relations that influence their relationships and 
interactions with mainstream society.  

To contextualize these interactions, Black communities have long- resided in 
Vancouver. They thrived in vibrant, culturally rich communities, particularly in the 
neighbourhood of Strathcona. Prior to the City of Vancouver’s urban renewal policies 
and projects, Strathcona remained a Black, working-class neighbourhood on the east 
side of Vancouver -- a bustling hub of the City fostering a community of “world-class 
athletes, musicians, entertainers, restaurant and nightclub owners, entrepreneurs, 
community builders and political activists” (Black Strathcona, 2014, pg. 1). However, 
there exist many junctures where this community faced systematic discrimination, 
including attempts from the City to rezone Strathcona as “industrial”, imposing 
increasingly difficult conditions for residents to obtain mortgages or renovate their 
business and homes (Walling, 2014). In 1958, the City declared Strathcona a zone of 
urban blight, which allowed them to neglect the maintenance of sidewalks, roads and 
services, thus leading to further decay of the neighbourhood (Walling, 2014). 

Eventually, the targeted actions of the City were successful in expropriating the 
neighbourhood and displacing its people in the name of urban renewal. In the 1960s, 
the City of Vancouver planned a freeway whose proposed construction pierced 
through Black Strathcona, specifically, Hogan’s Alley, eventually leading to the 
inclusion of the Georgia and Dunsmuir viaducts (Black Strathcona, 2014). 
Subsequently, the Black community in Strathcona, formed the Strathcona Property 
Owners and Tenants Association to fight against the plans for this project (Walling, 
2014). In 1971, despite some concessions made by the City in response to the public’s 
resistance, they continued to move forward with the Georgia and Dunsmuir viaducts, 
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which demolished Hogan's Alley and several Black owned businesses and homes 
(Walling, 2014). These events imported immensely devastating impacts on the Black 
and African diasporic communities of Vancouver. What was once a destination for 
travel, entertainment, food, and joy, was rendered a bleak, industrial landscape. 
Vancouver’s Black population is now 20,000 members strong but holds no official 
claim to Strathcona and its land (Black Strathcona, 2014).  

Methodology 

Archival Research Process 

Black history dates back to pre-confederate British Columbia with significant 
migration of Black mining labourers from California in pursuit of the Gold Rush. To 
narrow our scope, we first conducted a secondary source literature review to provide 
a springboard for the archival research process. From these initial sources, we 
identified a key period beginning with the Town Planning Act (1925) and ranging into 
the 1970s following initial displacement – the effects of the policies enacted within 
this period profoundly fractured Black communities levied by commercial and 
residential displacement.  

Archival research was a new process for almost all team members. Following an 
orientation to the City of Vancouver Archival research databases with City Archivists, 
we divided research topics both thematically and chronologically. Archival 
documents take on myriad forms; our research included a number of sources 
including microfilm documents, city council minutes, audio recordings, photographs, 
leaflets, newspaper clippings, etc.  

Archival documents largely capture specific moments in time – preserving the 
attitudes, beliefs and discourses of those creating them. For the purposes of our 
research, relevant archival documents often originated from colonial, racist, and 
exclusionary institutions, and therefore, reflect dominant beliefs and discourses 
reflective of vested socio-political power. At the bedrock, our project intends to unveil 
and analyze instances of municipal policies couched within larger movements of anti-
Black racism, and thus, requires a critical analytical lens emphasizing 
intersectionality, social justice and anti-racism.  

To foreground these practices, we employed reading against the grain 
methodologies, a practice decentralizing archival objectivity, in favour of 
incorporating critical analyses of biases, power structures, discursive discourses, and 
who or what is omitted from these narratives. Archival researcher Mela Dávila-Freire 
describes archival documents as nexuses where complex power relations and 
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tensions converge (Dávila-Freire, 2020, p.94). A superficial reading of archival 
documents primes the researcher with those hegemonic discourses, beliefs and 
attitudes intentionally communicated by the creator, however, this perfunctory 
analysis overlooks nuanced subjectivities and politics of exclusion.  

Through processes of archival silencing (Dávila-Freire, 2020 p.95), particular voices 
are excluded from preserved archival documents. Our team examined this paradigm 
of exclusion with regard to Vancouver’s Black communities – seldom did we find 
specific reference to this community, but rather, a specific rhetoric of citywide 
enhancement and betterment deeply rooted in anti-Black racism. By reading against 
the grain, we discovered implied exclusions which, when operationalized, benefited 
and advanced the municipal agenda. The decision to include or exclude specific 
voices resides with power-wielding bodies with vested political power; thus, the 
voices of Black and other equity deserving groups are missing, and the effects of 
these policies on these groups exist only as discrete footprints. Our data analysis 
section will further explore these instances. We recognize that archival research 
contains documents produced by historically and contemporarily racist institutions 
and may contain information extracted from equity deserving communities without 
their consent and engage with voyeuristic and colonial practices. 

We martialized reading against the grain throughout our archival research to provide 
a renewed lens for a secondary literature review. Following our in-depth archival 
research, we sought further secondary sources to contextualize the larger 
experience of urban renewal and situate it within a broader framework of 
weaponized displacement of racialized communities. This research enhanced our 
ability to effectively read against the grain and conduct subtextual analyses of the 
documents.  

Using our preliminary and secondary literature reviews, and our archival research 
findings, this report synthesizes these works to dissect the City of Vancouver’s 
complicities with anti-Black racism, and the subsequent displacement of the Black 
community. Please note that due to research ethics constraints, this report includes 
only information gathered from archival documents, peer reviewed sources, and 
relevant status reports, and therefore, lacks contributions from the African and Black 
diasporic communities with lived and adjacent experiences to these policies. Further 
research of this capacity is recommended to enhance the City’s work towards 
meaningful cultural redress.  

Analysis & Synthesis of Findings 
Historical Context 
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Canada bears a profound colonial history rooted in the cessation of land and 
freedoms from Indigenous peoples. All those, including Anglo-Saxon and Black 
indigenous and People of Colour (BIPOC) who historically settled on these lands, 
occupy the ever-looming settler state. Vancouver witnessed a considerable 
population increase at the beginning of the 20th century, paralleling the rise of ethnic 
enclaves and entrenchment of communities across the city. Hogan’s Alley, 
Vancouver’s historic Black neighbourhood, housed the numerous individuals 
employed by Vancouver’s industrial labour sectors, and quickly became a source of 
concern for City planners. The compendium of working-class, often racialized 
immigrants posed a perceived threat to the current economic vitality, and future 
investment in the neighbourhood. With such concerns on the bureaucratic agenda, 
the City of Vancouver shifted toward a newly professionalized approach to city 
planning, deploying legislation and staff specifically working on these issues 
(Hardwick, 1974). Consequently, local bureaucrats and the general public alike 
sought and adhered profoundly to the judgements and values of so-called city 
planning experts.  
 
Between 1885 and 1925, surveyors, streetcar promoters, speculators, 
entrepreneurs, and market forces that influenced city planning dictated civic 
development in Vancouver. All of which were underpinned by a capitalistic agenda 
of optimized profitability for European colonial settlers at the expense of the 
dispossession of Indigenous people’s lands as well as utilizing forced labour and 
diminishing rights of those who were non-European settlers to support these efforts. 
This economic bedrock remains a fierce propeller of urban renewal and continues to 
influence municipal decision-making pertaining to such policies. In sum, the first 
quarter of the 20th century architected a major paradigm shift towards 
professionalism in the municipal government landscape. From this time period, the 
emergence of city planning, city management, and holistic municipal betterment can 
clearly be observed. These shifts lay the formative base for the subsequent 
emergence of urban renewal, guised within these prevailing narratives.  
 
The racism espoused through municipal policies remains covert in nature, usually 
cloaked within a rhetoric of city betterment for its inhabitants. However, this so-
called betterment usually emerged, and continues to emerge, at the expense of 
particular groups. Within the context of urban renewal, Vancouver’s Black, among 
other, communities shouldered negative outcomes directly associated with policies 
of urban renewal. In other words, those policies whose impacts devastated the Black 
community, rarely concerned politics of race; however, their intended outcome for 
affected communities was purposeful. As outlined above, the rhetoric deployed by 
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governments to pitch, debate and discuss urban renewal depicts the process in a 
beneficial framework designed to improve the living conditions for dominant groups.  
 
The following section presents a chronological overview of the evolution of urban 
renewal policies and practices in the City of Vancouver as highlighted by the research 
team. In our analysis, we intend to unveil the nuanced and codified racism imbued 
within urban renewal and city planning policies to better understand the scaffoldings 
of structural and systemic anti-Black racism ever prevalent in Vancouver’s history and 
present.  

Town Planning Act (1925) 

In accordance with the renewed atmosphere of professionalism, the province of 
British Columbia introduced the Town Planning Act (1925) granting municipal 
governments unhindered abilities to execute urban plans and re-evaluate and revise 
zoning by-laws. This marked the first legislative action to regulate land use in British 
Columbian cities (Zakreski, 2022). The implementation of this legislation transferred 
notable power from provincial to municipal governments, an unprecedented shift in 
jurisdiction over land and property. Overall, the Town Planning Act (1925) granted 
jurisdiction over land acquisition to municipal governments, who in turn, may seize 
and acquire land eligible for city development. 
 
The Town Planning Act specifically enabled local governments the ability to enact 
zoning regulations to replot and subdivide land already under private ownership (BC 
Laws, 1925). Correspondingly, the City of Vancouver enacted a by-law change in 1931 
authorizing the rezoning of land for the betterment, economic and social 
development of the city. In other words, this historic moment equipped all future 
municipal governments with the necessary tools to make decisions pertaining to land 
suited to the City’s agenda.  
 
The case of Vancouver’s Strathcona neighbourhood, and the broader area including 
Hogan’s Alley, previously in residential zoning was reclassified under commercial and 
industrial guidelines. Following rezoning, banks and other lending institutions ceased 
the provision of loans for mortgages or housing improvements in the area to 
dissuade residential development. With little to no funding entering the 
neighbourhood from the municipality, lending institutions, and residents unable to 
afford neighbourhood ameliorations, Strathcona properties underwent considerable 
physical decay. Later, these conditions would come to be defined as urban blight 
under the parameters of urban renewal regimes. Notably, in the case of Strathcona, 
city policies indirectly created the conditions of urban blight which, in the forthcoming 
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years, rendered this neighbourhood, and by extent, its inhabitants, an ideal 
candidate for urban renewal and slum clearing. Here, we observe the dual narratives 
couched within legislation and policy; superficially, these policies are tethered to 
discourses of city betterment, however, undercurrent, and equally pervasive 
narratives, embody racist practices – in many ways, what proceeds unwritten bears 
greater lived consequences, than what is written.  

A Plan for the City of Vancouver (1930) 

Famed American urban planner, Harland Bartholomew, played a critical role in the 
promotion of urban development, and later urban renewal, in Vancouver. Employed 
by the City, Bartholomew martialized the legislative changes authorized by the Town 
Planning Act (1925) to propose an overhaul redevelopment and renewal plan for the 
city, entitled A Plan for the City of Vancouver. The proposed redevelopment plan 
includes intricate zoning maps, transit plans, and photographs of specific streets 
marked for employment, allotting the improvement into multiple individual periods 
or phases. The "First Period" was expected to take place between 1920 and 1940, 
outlining the adoption of a major street plan and subdivision regulations; 
subsequently, the "Second Period” took place between 1940 and 1960 and included 
extending or constructing street railways, completing a False Creek development 
scheme, street widening and developing parks (Bartholomew & Associates, 1929).  
 
An area of interest to this study detailed by the A City Plan for the City of Vancouver 
lies in the Major Street and Zoning sections of this report. A central component to 
this plan entailed the large-scale rezoning of those neighbourhoods between 
Georgia Street and Jackson Avenue for commercial and industrial use. The proposal 
was a viaduct that would connect Georgia Street and Charles Street, which form 
portions of an important cross-town major street that needed to be connected. Due 
to the robust presence of visible minority communities, including the Black 
community situated in the Hogan’s Alley neighbourhood, public officials and city 
bureaucrats disregarded potential public consultation for the proposed project. This 
trend resonates with larger themes of urban renewal wherein life-altering policy 
decisions occur without consultation of affected groups.  
 
Bartholomew and associates allude to robust themes of vested political power 
afforded to institutions and policy levers through the occupation and development 
of land. Clear parallels between the colonial regime as pertinent to the displacement 
of Indigenous peoples may be seen and it included the City acquiring Kitsilano 
Reserve. In tune with the larger emerging discourse of urban renewal, these early 
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decisions, plans, and legislations safeguard the power for municipal institutions to 
enact policies.  
 
Although not all of the proposed plans in A Plan for the City of Vancouver came to 
fruition, future iterations of city plans utilized similar language and convictions. The 
influence of Bartholomew’s proposal on urban planning and city-building remained 
a cornerstone of Vancouver's development plans for years to come. 

Vancouver Housing Survey (1938) 

Filed within the Hogan’s Alley file collection at the City of Vancouver Archives, the 
Vancouver Housing Survey reads similarly to other documents in bolstering the 
destitute and desolate narratives already engulfing Hogan’s Alley and surrounding 
areas home to Black residents. These narratives emphasized the inhospitable nature 
of the neighbourhood, implying that the deteriorating physical state of these spaces 
befitted only racial minorities, and were priorities for citywide betterment. A 1938 
newspaper article described Hogan’s Alley as follows: “[t]o the average citizen, 
Hogan’s Alley stands for three things - squalor, immorality and crime. But is Hogan’s 
Alley the blemish on the face of the city it is claimed to be? Or is it only the focal point 
of criticism directed at the district for blocks around?” (Stepler, 1939).” This statement 
parallels the narratives of blight and decay put forth by the broader urban renewal 
movement, and reflects the budding public spurning of Hogan’s Alley, and by extent, 
its residents. While the proposed agenda of urban renewal was not explicitly anti-
Black, the outcome of such plans directly and adversely impacted the Black and 
African diasporic community residing in the area. 
 
The Vancouver Housing Survey (1938) conducted by the Greater Vancouver Youth 
Council provided important written evidence attesting to the presence of the Black 
community within the Strathcona area. The section describing the population, 
demographics, and visual impressions of the area describes the residential 
population as follows: "the great bulk of the population is Chinese except in the 
Southern section where Italians predominate, with a sprinkling of Negro” (Greater 
Vancouver Youth Council, 1938). While certainly this lexicon reflects a different era, it 
further offers insights into public perceptions of the Black community. The blatant 
exclusion of disaggregated data with regard to legislation, acts and surveys poses a 
barrier towards understanding the specific demographic representations of Black 
individuals within the neighbourhood. The tendency for research and 
documentations to amalgamate racial and ethnic groups in one singular category 
results in the erasure of the distinctive experiences of certain groups. The above 
quote underscores the credulous amalgamation of distinct ethnic groups, thereby 
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making invisible the specific experiences of these communities. In the context of 
Vancouver, the lack of information specific to the Black community living in Hogan’s 
Alley and Strathcona in relation to the much more prominent Chinese population 
facilitated the exclusion of Black voices and input in policy making; ignoring the 
distinct needs, lives, culture, and communities, was thus, normalized. The 
displacement of the Black community fractured critical experiences of culture, 
community, businesses, and social support systems. 
 
The report uses derogatory terminology to describe the physical landscape of 
Hogan’s Alley, and by extent, its residents. Buildings were referred to as "filthy 
hovel[s]" and generally "very filthy" (Greater Vancouver Youth Council, 1938). The 
overall public narrative and popular impressions of Hogan's Alley manifest within this 
document. The Vancouver Housing Survey and thus, its narrative, became part of the 
City of Vancouver’s official record and was continually referenced within City Council 
documents.  

Report of Medical Health Officer and Building Inspector: Conditions in Hogan’s 

Alley (1939)  

Building on the Vancouver Housing Survey (1938), the document Report of Medical 
Health Officer and Building Inspector: Conditions in Hogan's Alley, found in the meeting 
minutes of the City’s Social Services Committee, which met at City Hall on May 8, 
1939, amplifies rhetoric previously established in prior documents. This report 
further describes the social and economic conditions of the neighbourhood’s 
residents. At its conclusion, the report recommends a comprehensive housing 
scheme for Hogan's Alley, effectively setting the stage for further consideration of 
redevelopment projects (Social Services Committee, 1939). The report describes the 
poor building and living standards of the neighbourhood as being a direct result of 
the "economic conditions'' of the residents, and important rhetoric which places 
blame upon the Black community. From a rhetorical perspective, this distinction 
creates an opening for power-wielding institutions to play the proverbial hero 
through policy. In other words, by vilifying the Black community for creating the so-
called destitute conditions in which they live, the City of Vancouver created a 
convenient entry point for alluring policies targeted towards rectifying these issues.  
 
White supremacy remained a cornerstone of North American political ideology, and 
public opposition from Black communities against the policies consistent with this 
ideology could be dangerous to the white-dominant status quo. This postulation is 
affirmed through the City’s non-existent policies against discrimination for ethnic 
groups. It was not until 1960 that a By-Law to Prohibit Racial Discrimination became 
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law in the City of Vancouver (City of Vancouver, 1960). Prior to this, it was not 
uncommon for various businesses to refuse Black patrons in Vancouver (Killian, 
2008). However, the first human rights case for discrimination against a Black 
individual was not even adjudicated until 1979, 19 years after the passing of the By-
Law to Prohibit Racial Discrimination (Constantineau, 1979). Given this context, it 
becomes clear that the environment of exclusionary zoning and redevelopment, and 
the urban renewal policies did not serve to support Vancouver’s Black and African 
diasporic communities. While perhaps nuanced and covert in its presentation, anti-
Black racism remained at work. 
 
Recognizing the covert structures of ideology prevalent within a city space remains 
essential to a nuanced understanding of the role of unwritten policy, couched within 
written policy in affecting the lives of the Black community. Whether an explicit 
intention or not, the reality was that Vancouver’s Black and African diasporic 
communities were some of the most significantly affected by urban planning policy 
choices.  

Rebuilding a Neighbourhood (1950) 

Leonard C. Marsh, a social scientist at the University of British Columbia, arrived in 
Vancouver in 1947, at a time when locals were primed for "renewal" ideas (Murray, 
2011). Subsequently publishing a document entitled Rebuilding a Neighbourhood, a 
comprehensive report detailing a hypothetical slum-clearance and urban 
rehabilitation project for Vancouver. Despite initial criticism from municipal offices 
and key political figures due to its inflammatory language, Marsh’s report remained 
highly influential within Vancouver’s urban planning domain.  
 
Notably, this report marks the first considerable shift in discursive rhetoric pertaining 
to topics of urban development and city improvement. Terms such as “eyesores,” 
blighted areas,” and “slum dwellings,” became commonplace descriptions for 
Hogan’s Alley and adjacent areas. These terms objectively describe the physical and 
built environment of Strathcona and Hogan’s Alley, however, embedded within this 
rhetoric, we observe how this lexicon comes to describe the residents of these areas.  
 
Marsh’s notable academic prestige and within the city planning community afforded 
his findings considerable credibility among officials. To further entrench the 
mounting tensions towards the Strathcona and Hogan’s Alley, Marsh advanced the 
seminal notion that “the biggest cost of the slum to society is apathetic, dreary living, 
which is a menace to every aspect of healthy citizenship,” discursively endowing so-
called blighted areas as adversaries to economic, social, and municipal development 
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(Murray, 2011). These discourses issued notable influence over City of Vancouver 
decision making, and through the vehicle of policy, affect public perceptions of the 
Black community. In other words, by vilifying Hogan’s Alley and other 
neighbourhoods, those living in these spaces also come to be social adversaries 
hindering and resisting municipal advancement.  
 
To combat and resist the socially constructed adversary to municipal betterment, 
Marsh’s report proposed a solution imbued with optimistic outcomes proposing the 
razing of Hogan’s Alley, and resultantly, the displacement of those responsible for its 
perpetual decay. Marsh (1950) writes specifically about Strathcona residents, stating 
“a detailed measurement of the variation of race and nationality among the 
householders was not regarded as a major purpose of the survey. The prime 
emphasis was on housing conditions, and to have pressed for answers on racial 
origin and birthplace would have been to create embarrassment and suspicion and 
reduce the response to other questions” (p. 8). Yet, the most impacted communities 
and neighborhoods were racialized groups. In other words, although Marsh and 
company claimed to reject the targeting of racialized inhabitants, reading against the 
grain provides an inverse narrative. Moreover, we can observe the evolution of city 
betterment narratives, and their inextricable relationships. Actualizing these 
optimistic outcomes necessitated the demolition of existing Strathcona residences 
and the complete rebuilding of a neighbourhood based on the plans outlined by 
Marsh and others. 

Vancouver Zoning and Development By-Law 3575 (1956) 

In 1956, the Director of City Planning for the City of Vancouver, Gerald Sutton Brown, 
legislated a by-law allowing the City of Vancouver to regulate and restrict 
development. Sutton-Brown posited four key policies for a better Vancouver:  
 

● Urban renewal 
● Downtown development 
● Freeways  
● Comprehensive zoning 

 
The comprehensive zoning policies put forward by Sutton Brown and company laid 
the foundation for subsequent land acquisition and redevelopment suiting the 
municipal agenda. By-Law 3575 emerged within the context of these provisions in 
1956 and afforded the power to develop land based on function according to city 
decision makers. This by-law provided city planners with the official legislative tool to 
seize, zone, and develop large swaths of municipal land, regardless of commercial or 
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residential occupation, in order to suit their modernist agenda. As previously detailed 
in this report, city development remained in vogue across North America during the 
mid-twentieth century, emerging in concert with the concept of modernity. 
Modernist city planning emphasized the efficacious use of space, the integration of 
enhanced technologies and innovative infrastructure (Langford, 2012, p. 22). The 
proverbial arms race to achieve highly modern cities across North America often 
entailed the acquisition and redevelopment of specific neighbourhoods whose optics 
ostensibly repudiated the modernist vision. Notably, ideations of By-Law 3575 
remain in operation today, although notable amendments took place, consequently 
removing certain City authorities.  
 
Langford (2012) further centres high modernity around power and policy with 
administration and space (p. 22). The operationalization of urban renewal was 
characterized by “hierarchal structures of authority” concurrently with a focus on the 
future, which led to the belief in the solutions of “slum” or “blight” removal and 
redevelopment. In other words, urban renewal sought to uphold this vision of high 
modernity, and the removal of those blighted areas, and by extension, people, who 
rejected this vision were targeted; By-Law 3575 afforded the City the necessary 
authority to seize and redevelop the Strathcona neighbourhood (Langford, 2012, p. 
22). In a letter to the Executive Director of the Philadelphia City Planning Commission, 
Sutton Brown wrote with the eager intention of learning from actions of other cities 
that were exemplary in these modernist ways, seeking to learn how to appraise 
housing quality, both structural and environmental, over a vast area (Sutton Brown, 
1956). Findings from Sutton Brown’s investigation would later inform future policies 
geared towards urban renewal.  

Vancouver Redevelopment Study (1957) 

In 1957, City of Vancouver’s Planning Department released the Vancouver 
Redevelopment Study, largely based on the provisions outlined by Marsh in the 
Rebuilding a Neighbourhood (1950). The Redevelopment Study (1957) proposed the 
razing of Vancouver's east side, including the Strathcona neighbourhood not only in 
the vein of citywide improvement, but moreover, to hail national attention to the 
larger movement towards urban renewal. Not unlike its predecessors, this Report 
centres narratives of economic and social development embedded within the 
practices of urban centre renewal. Similarly, this report excludes explicit mention of 
the Black community specifically, however, we observe the increased 
interchangeability between those terms used to describe the physical environment, 
and the individuals who occupy this space.  
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Apart from redevelopment plans, the main features of the Redevelopment Study 
include windshield checks and the Household Survey, a more elaborate version of 
the Greater Vancouver Youth Council completed in 1938. Windshield checks 
measured housing quality throughout the Study Area using a categorical scale 
containing five distinguished categories: very good, good, fair, poor, and very poor 
(Housing Research Committee, 1957). During these checks, research committee 
members would drive around Vancouver’s neighbourhoods and assign each one into 
a category. The subjectivity of this practice opens a key avenue for bias and 
discrimination wherein the presence of particular racial or ethnic groups may affect 
perceptions of the physical space, thereby satisfying the larger political agenda. 
Through these mechanisms, the City's Planning Department retrieved the necessary 
data to advocate for major redevelopment.  

5 Year Plan Programme Plebiscite (1965) 

Thus far, a robust compendium of documentations from power-wielders, city 
officials, and key stakeholders disseminated discrete discourses targeting so-called 
slum neighbourhoods, with the effect of further marginalizing the Black community. 
To advance the urban renewal agenda, the City sought public approval and funding.  
 
In an appeal to homeowners, as the plan utilizes their tax dollars, the council must 
have the approval of the public to borrow the necessary funds to complete this 
project. City officials issued a public plebiscite for a 5 Year Plan Programme, 
containing the Georgia Viaduct Redevelopment Plan, a specific initiative requiring the 
razing of Hogan’s Alley, and the displacement of Strathcona residents. The Georgia 
Viaduct Redevelopment Plan was an attaché of a larger citywide betterment initiative 
calling for the amelioration of basic city amenities including public lighting, public 
park beautification, etc. The Programme identified urban renewal as a specific 
priority requiring attention and funding, in addition to the Georgia Viaduct 
replacement, and couched the ensuing violence and marginalization within these 
discourses of betterment, beautification and improvement. Following the citizen’s 
vote in 1965, the Plebiscite vote passed with approximately 67% in favour of the Five 
Year Programme. Notably, The Kitsilano Chamber of Commerce officially endorsed 
the five-year plan to replace the Georgia Viaduct and considered it “essential” to the 
continued growth of Vancouver. 
 
This Plebiscite advanced covert racism through politics of exclusion and the use of 
weaponized discourses. Voter eligibility represents a core means through which 
minoritized voices were excluded from Plebiscite votes.  With only those who own 
residential property eligible to vote, we can infer that the majority of voters 
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represented a white, likely male, majority. The early characterization of Hogan’s Alley 
and the greater Strathcona at large as an epicentre of blight and urban decay 
prevented home ownership to community members due to the restriction imposed 
by lending institutions. In other words, we observed covert racism at work at the 
most fundamental level by prohibiting the input of minority voices, in this case, the 
Black community through voter eligibility restrictions. 

Vancouver Transportation Study (1967) 

The Vancouver Transportation Study directly catalyzed the razing of Hogan’s Alley to 
accommodate viaduct construction. Following the modernist movements of the era, 
the push for driveable cities incentivized local governments to prioritize the 
construction of highways, viaducts, and dams. Usually backed by notable provincial 
funding, these undertakings emerged as a new vehicle through which the City of 
Vancouver could further the displacement of Hogan’s Alley residents.  

The Georgia Viaduct project foregrounded the potential for enhanced city efficiency 
enabled by renewed transportation programming, an appealing narrative to City 
staff and citizens alike. To ensure the advancement of this project, the Transportation 
Study suggested, and later approved a yearlong price freeze on all Strathcona 
neighbourhood properties to safeguard the acquisition of less expensive land, 
ultimately enabling the City to purchase large swaths of property under market 
value. Similarly, the rhetoric of city betterment do in fact contain genuine 
ameliorations, however, these idealized views of a better city indirectly identify 
scenarios which perceivably hinder these progresses. The discourse constructed by 
the City of Vancouver scapegoats members of marginalized communities, 
specifically, Black residents of Hogan’s Alley for hampering so-called progress. These 
neighbourhoods, thus, evolve to become targets for exclusionary policies.  

Strathcona Property Owners and Tenants Association (SPOTA) Submits a Brief 
to Council (1973) 

Community organizing and resistance to urban renewal paralleled redevelopment 
attempts across North America. Already imbued by gender equity, civil rights, and 
anti-war protests, the political climate of the era propelled fierce opposition toward 
urban renewal on the community level (Klarman, 1994; Hill, 2008; Van Delinder, 2009; 
Langford, 2012).  

Together, SPOTA forged a pronounced antithetical narrative toward looming urban 
renewal policies designed to displace and dissolve their neighbourhood and homes. 
SPOTA’s brief to council outwardly recognized the role of the socioeconomic elite, 
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tethered to power wielding political institutions, and their desire to expropriate 
neighbourhoods in order to foster an environment of high modernity and reflective 
of the city beautification agenda. Notably, SPOTA’s efforts resisted the discourses of 
slum clearance which, over the last two decades, influenced perceptions and policies 
of the Strathcona neighbourhood; their counter-narrative leveraged community 
belonging and the robust social landscape housed by the neighbourhood. The 
Standing Committee of the Council of Community Development met on June 14, 
1973, to discuss the relentless targeting of Strathcona for urban development. 
Primarily, this gathering concerned ongoing plans for the redevelopment of urban 
renewal sites C & D, both situated within Strathcona.  

SPOTA submitted a brief dated June 14, 1973, in which it proposed a comprehensive 
development program for the property and supported its proposal with a report 
prepared by Britannia Design of 1191 Commercial Drive (Standing Committee of 
Council on Community Development, 1973). Another organization, The Shon Yee 
Benevolent Association of Canada, submitted a written proposal to develop the 
property to reinforce the community's residential fabric and add impetus to the 
community's revitalization due to government rehabilitation (Standing Committee of 
Council on Community Development, 1973). The Chinatown Property Owners & 
Merchants Association proposed to reserve that site for Senior Citizens' apartment 
housing and care homes for both men and women. The Christ Church of China 
submitted a brief respecting the use of Lot C, part of the site in question. Christ 
Church of China proposed that the Dunlevy Mall be implemented, and that site D 
would be suitable for a Chinese Centre, parking, swimming pool, and personal care 
facility (Standing Committee of Council on Community Development, 1973). Lastly, 
Mr. Howard Leong, on behalf of Villa Cathay, a non-profit organization operating a 
care home for senior citizen, informed the Committee that the building must be 
demolished within three years, proposed that Sites C & D, or at least a portion of 
them, be used for care homes for seniors in the Chinese community (Standing 
Committee of Council on Community Development, 1973).  

An emphasis on community vitality and resilience comprises a notable commonality 
between all community organization propositions. In opposition to the city-directed 
narratives which emphasized the development for profit, and the substandard living 
conditions of the Strathcona neighbourhood, community members sought the 
redevelopment of land to ameliorate and foster community living standards. 
Critically, these resistance movements reinscribed the subjectivity of the Strathcona 
neighbourhood; whereas City discourses objectified Strathcona, reducing it to 
characteristics of squalor, blight, decay, and ready to be redeveloped into usable 
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spaces, the SPOTA narrative speaks to the people, homes, and businesses of the 
neighbourhood.  

One outcome was the development of the Neighbourhood Improvement Program 
(NIP) and Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program (RRAP), modelled from the 
Strathcona Rehabilitation Program. SPOTA’s first major victory with the support of 
future politicians Mike Harcourt and Darlene Marzari, was convincing Ottawa to stop 
funding for urban renewal, thereby preventing the construction of a highway 
through Vancouver’s Chinatown (Gutstein, 2000; Harcourt et al., 2007; Bula & 
Beasley, 2019). 

A newspaper article published in October 1979, documented British Columbia’s first 
human rights case for discrimination against a Black individual, finding a Vancouver-
based cabaret guilty of turning away Black patrons (Constantineau, 1979). This event 
spotlighted necessary attention on the prevalence of Anti-Black racism in Vancouver, 
an issue previously unacknowledged by power wielding institutions. The land title 
discrimination through BC provincial legislation, moreover, was not revised until a 
motion in 2020 by Vancouver City Council (City of Vancouver, 2020). The 
discriminatory covenants, language, and encumbrances on Vancouver Land Titles 
had been in effect and reliant on lenders, realtors, and landlords to not exercise racial 
and gender discrimination. Advocacy groups like the BCAACP are critical in 
supporting individuals who have experienced discrimination. In 2023, the City of 
Vancouver intends to address cultural redress toward the Black and African Diasporic 
community; understanding the role of urban renewal and city betterment is critical 
in pursuing meaningful redress work. As such, it is a necessity to recognize that 
initiatives designed to ameliorate and better the city only had these effects for 
specific populations and emerged at the expense of specific equity deserving groups. 

Policy Implications & Conclusion 

The purpose of this report is to provide an investigation into the City of Vancouver’s 
long history of operationalizing policies of urban renewal and city-building, a trend 
that is ongoing, as continuations of the colonial project. Thus, resulting in the erasure 
of Black and African diasporic communities. Utilizing archival research 
methodologies, we have uncovered evidence of the veiled impacts of these policies 
and practices, notably the destruction and displacement of the City’s Black 
population, under the guise of economic and social development. 
 
Delving deeper into critically selected key historical events, reports, and studies, it 
becomes clear that collectively, these findings are evidence of the complex realities 
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and human-created colonial structures facing Vancouver’s Black and African 
diasporic communities. Thus, these documents should not be viewed and considered 
in isolation, rather, they are part of a much larger narrative of the demonstration of 
anti-Black racism situated in colonial history. The posture through which readers may 
understand and interpret the presented information is that while anti-Black racism 
and discrimination were not overtly espoused within the findings, they remained an 
undercurrent throughout Vancouver’s urban planning and city-building.  
 
Moreover, the displacement of Black communities raises further concerns regarding 
issues of equity, socio-spatial justice, and the right to the city. Thus, the inequities 
presented through urban renewal can be best understood through the lens of 
human rights, and a collective right to the city (Munoz, 2018). Additionally, these 
injudicious urban planning practices that serve to perpetuate forms of social 
hierarchical fractures lead to the compounding of inequalities and vulnerabilities 
faced by racialized groups. Structural and institutional racism have been deeply 
rooted in Vancouver's societal culture since its incorporation, and these findings are 
an iteration of this. Therefore, critical analysis of the knowledge and paradigms these 
findings produce are necessary to make a lasting change.  
 
Although systemic racialized urban practices have negatively impacted the 
experiences of Black residents, the lessons learned from the past can inform positive 
strategies for the future. Namely, in 2022 the Vancouver City Council approved a 
memorandum of understanding with the Hogan’s Alley Society to provide critical 
context on the long-term lease of the land, as well as developing detailed business, 
financial, and development plans for the block (City of Vancouver, n.d.). Undertaken 
meaningfully, the City’s commitment towards cultural redress can serve to support 
equitable policy decision-making and enhance the outcomes of urban planning 
policies in the hopes of positively impacting the experiences of its Black residents. 
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