
A MASTERPLANNED COMMUNITY: 
River Walk, Vancouver, BC 



OVERVIEW 
 
River Walk is part of the wider master planned River District in 
Vancouver – a new community of 15,000 next to the Fraser River. 
 
The terrace house development successfully resolves the 
challenges involved building on  steeply sloping site. It provides 
excellent oversight of the street, and a balance of private and 
communal space. 
 

PROJECT SUMMARY 
 
The River District development encompasses 53 ha of ex-industrial 
land on southeast Vancouver’s riverfront. The finished development 
will include 7,000 homes, shops, schools, parks, restaurants and a 
community centre.  
 
There are five neighbourhoods in the development - this 
development is in an area called Hill Point. The master plan 
provides for large rectangular blocks running in a east-west 
direction. The Hill Point area is planned to accommodate apartment 
buildings along the northern and western edges of the area, but 
these were not completed when this case study was written. 
 
River Walk comprises of 3-storey town houses arranged into blocks 
of between 4 and 5 units, organised in three rows running along 
the contours of a sloping site. The lowest townhouses front a 
connector road, where units have pedestrian access via garden 
gates to the street. The lower units have garage access from a mid-
block lane, which has been designed as a public front for the units 
in the middle of the block.  The design has utilised the slope to 
enable all units have southerly (sunny) views towards the Fraser 
River and the sun. 
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The project successfully resolves the challenges in designing 
terraced housing on a sloping, deep and awkwardly shaped site. 
Large areas of communal space and easy access to large 
neighbourhood parks provide a good balance to the limited amount 
of on-site private open area.   
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HOUSING TYPE 
TERRACE HOUSING 

 
DENSITY 
55 DW/HA 

 
ARCHITECT & DESIGN TEAM 
RAY LETKEMAN ARCHITECTS INC. 

 
YEAR COMPLETED 
2012 

SITE AREA 
 

14,083 M²  

 

PROJECT TYPE 
2-3 STOREY FAMILY TERRACE 
HOUSING  

77 homes with 3 or 4 bedrooms 

3 bedrooms range from approx. 
1,292 - 1,306 sq.ft  

4 bedrooms range from approx. 
1,534 – 2,028 Sq. Ft.   

 

PARKING 
WITHIN DWELLING GARAGES 

Two car parking spaces are 
provided for each town house, and 
a community car share programme 
for commuter convenience. 

Visitor parking spaces are provided 
off the internal driveways.  

CLIENT/DEVELOPER 
POLYGON RIVER WALK HOMES LTD 

 

 

 

 

  

PRICE BAND 
MEDIUM 

KEY PROJECT INFORMATION 
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UNDERSTANDING THE NEIGHBOURHOOD 

1. The development at Hill Point is part of the first 
phase of development in the master planned River 
District, and includes the River Walk Townhomes. 
These front a major connector road running east-
west, parallel to a disused rail corridor that leads to 
Vancouver’s False Creek area. At present, there are 
few amenities and services available in the River 
District, with the neighbourhood centre scheduled 
for later construction. 
 

2. The River Walk Townhouse site indicated by the red 
line. Development planned for sites to the north and 
west have not yet commenced.  
 

3. Connector road leading westward to future phases 
and development and the future schools and retail 
facilities. 
 

4. Disused rail corridor and future light rail connection 
to the Skytrain system and central Vancouver. 
 

5. The Pier Point community that contains the Café, 
Restaurant and Market area, and the New Water 
case study development described elsewhere. No 
other services or shops are yet developed, and will 
be added in later phases. The Metrotown centre is 
about a 10 minute drive form River Walk.  
 

Portion of the master plan, showing the River Walk Townhomes. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE NEIGHBOURHOOD 

1. Although the River District is planned to 
accommodate a future population of 7000, with 
local shops, schools and other amenities, very little 
exists at the present time. To overcome this initial 
obstacle, the developer has provided a community 
centre and café, and organises a weekly Farmers 
Market. 
 

2. The New Water development (include as a case 
study in the Manual). 
 

The community centre, restaurant and farmer’s market, about 5 minutes walk from the River Walk development. 
 

1 
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UNDERSTANDING THE NEIGHBOURHOOD 

1. The river front location is a key selling point for the 
River District development. The river side park and 
walkways provide access to a series of parks along 
the banks of the Fraser River. 
 

2. The pier is part of the development, along with other 
amenities provided as part of this initial phase of 
development, and includes a walking and cycling 
track following the river. 
 

3. Four storey apartments currently under construction 
in the Pier Point area. 
 

4. The River Walk apartments are located within a 10 
minute walk of the pier, up the slope to the north 
and behind the apartment under construction. 
 

A pier extending over the Fraser River, is part of the extensive amenity along the river, within 10 minutes of the River 
Walk development. 
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1. The site slopes from north (top of the image) to the 
south and overlooks East Kent Ave N. No road or 
drive access was allowed onto this busy street. 
There are views to the south, and sun (as this site is 
in the northern hemisphere). The site is an awkward 
size and shape – very deep in the middle. 
 

2. A lane (or mews) is used to provide access to the 
middle of the site. This provides rear access to 
garages for the houses overlooking East Kent Ave 
N, and a front address for the row of houses in the 
middle of the block. 
 

3. Another lane at the north of the block provides rear 
access for houses fronting onto Pierview Crescent. 
 

4. As the terraces step down the site, the houses at 
the upper levels have views over the buildings lower 
down. 
 

5. A large area of communal open space is provided in 
the middle of the development. This includes play 
equipment, provides a through site link and breaks 
up the development. 
 

6. Everett Crowley Park – a 40ha open space directly 
to the north. Vancouver’s 5th largest park. The 
Riverside park is 200m to the south of River walk. 
 

7. New Water – also included as a case study in the 
Auckland Design Manual. 
 

 

Portion of the master plan, showing the River Walk Townhomes. 
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GETTING IT RIGHT PLACING THE BUILDINGS ON THE SITE   
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GETTING IT RIGHT PLACING THE BUILDINGS ON THE SITE   
 
 
 
1. At the lowest level, the three storey townhouses are 

group into sets of four or five units, and are set close 
to the street. The facades are set back by about 4m 
from the site boundary and forms a raised patio. 
Public parking is available in the street, but access to 
garages is off the central driveway behind the 
townhouses. 
 

2. Units that face over the this road are raised above 
street level with garden gates access to the street. All 
units have balconies facing over the street. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

View of the lowest row of townhouses viewed from the collector road.   
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GETTING IT RIGHT PLACING THE BUILDINGS ON THE SITE    
 
 
1. Two sets of townhouses are arranged around the central 

driveway.  
 

2. To the left, townhouses that front the central driveway 
have double garages and secondary entrances at a 
second floor level. The third floors contains bedrooms. 
 

3. To the right is the second row of townhouses, which 
have garages and front doors facing onto the lane. 
 

4. The lane (or mews) has been designed as a narrow 
public street and is a shared surface accommodating 
cars and pedestrians. While there is limited oversight 
from the houses on the left, the houses on the right 
directly address and overlook the space, making it 
attractive and safe. The high quality, carefully considered 
landscape plan is a fundamental to the success of this 
space. 
 

5. The slope enables the living rooms of the  upper 
townhouses to view over the lower ones. 
 

6. Through site link and communal open space. 
 
 
 

 
 

 View along the central private driveway with townhouses on each side.  
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GETTING IT RIGHT PLACING THE BUILDINGS ON THE SITE   

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

View along the top driveway and the top row of townhouses.  
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1. There is no garage access to the units on the 
lower (left hand side), these being accessed from 
the lower central driveway. 
 

2. The upper row of townhouses have garages for 
tandem parking off the driveway, and entrance 
doors opening to the lowest floor. 
 

3. Landscape planting defines entrances to the 
upper units 
 

4. Upper floors view over the lower units towards 
the river. 
 

5. Oversight of the lane is provided by decks off the 
living rooms on the first floor.  
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View along the lowest row of townhouses that face the collector road.. 

GETTING IT RIGHT STREET TO THE FRONT DOOR 

1. The townhouses are set back from the boundary 
by about 3-4m, and raised above street and 
footpath level. Each townhouse has an entrance 
door at the lower level to a patio, and via a gate 
to the street.  The change of level provides 
privacy to the occupants on the ground floor, 
while the transparent fencing ensures oversight 
of the footpath is not blocked. 
 

2. The houses would have a better relationship with 
the street if they were slightly lower. However, 
the level of the houses is set by the lane behind 
the houses which provides access to the garages 
on the first floor. The site has a considerable 
slope, and the overall design balances a number 
of competing factors well. 
 

3. Good overlooking of the street is further 
enhanced by balconies and windows on the two 
upper floors.  
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GETTING IT RIGHT THE BUILDING 

1. The development responds very well to the slope of the 
site. The lanes run along the contour to minimise retaining, 
and major level changes are contained within the footprint 
of the buildings. The difference in height means that all 
houses have access to sun and views over the top of the 
houses down the slope.  
 

2. Generous through site links and open spaces are 
provided. The retaining is designed in as part of the 
landscape – and becomes an attractive feature. This area 
is used for growing vegetables. 
 

3. The lowest row of townhouses facing the collector road. 
 

4. The middle row of townhouses 
 
 

The townhouses viewed down the slope towards the Fraser River, through one of the landscaped gaps between 
sets of units. 
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GETTING IT RIGHT OUTDOOR SPACES 

1. Generous provisions are made for on site recreation 
utilising gaps between rows of units, running up the 
slope. These green spaces cater for passive recreation, 
picnics, vegetable growing  and child play. These spaces 
are very important to the success of the overall 
development, because each house only has a small area 
of private outdoor space. 
 

2. The lower row of terrace houses. 
 

3. The central access driveway, with traffic calming devices 
where it crosses the green space. 
 

4. The central row of townhouses. 
 

5. Another view of the open space. The local park can be 
seen behind the development. 
 

View over one of the shared resident green spaces on the site,. 
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GETTING IT RIGHT ACCOMMODATING THE CAR 
 

1. Two car spaces are provided for each unit. Garaging 
is placed along the central driveway for the lower 
and middle row of townhouses. 
 

2. The lower townhouses have double garages at the 
second floor level set back from the driveway.  
 

3. The central row of townhouses have garages with 
tandem parking at the ground floor level. 
 

4. Despite the large number of garages and garage 
doors, careful landscape, street trees and 
articulation of the building frontages creates an 
attractive street. 
 
 

View down the central driveway and garaging to the two sets of townhouses set on the sloping site.. 
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GETTING IT RIGHT SITE PLAN 

Site Plan showing the River Walk development site.. 

1. The River Walk townhouses are part of the larger River District 
master planned community, and the areas Hill Point and Pier 
Point are the fist to be developed.  
 

2. Collector road 
 

3. Central driveway access to units 
 

4. Upper driveway. 
 

5. Area not yet developed. 
 

6. Pier Point area that includes the community centre and café.  
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Typical floor plans for 4 bedroom units facing the main street. 

GETTING IT RIGHT FLOOR PLANS 

1. The lower floor with access to the main 
street via a patio and garden gate. 
 

2. Main floor with living spaces, and garage 
opening to central driveway, with 
balconies open to river views and the 
sun. 
 

3. Upper floor with bedrooms. 

N 

1 2 3 
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Typical 3 bedroom units opening to the central and upper driveways, 

GETTING IT RIGHT FLOOR PLANS 

1. The lower floor that open to the 
driveway, garaging for two cars, 
and the main entrance door. 
 

2. The main floor with living spaces 
and balconies/patios to the south 
(sun) and north. 
 

3. The upper floor with bedrooms 
facing south and north. 

N 

1 2 3 
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GETTING IT RIGHT REFERENCES AND AWARDS 

Address 
3100 East Kent Avenue, River District, Vancouver, BC 
 
Latitude 49° 12’ 24.60” N 
Longitude 123° 2’ 27.97” W 
 
Information sources: 
River District Vancouver. Available at: http://www.riverdistrict.ca/ 
Polygon Homes http://www.polyhomes.com/community/river-walk 
Polygon Homes http://www.polyhomes.com/community/new-water 
 
River District Vancouver Community Plan: http://www.riverdistrict.ca/explore-
here/community-plan/ 
 
PWL Partnership/River District 
http://pwlpartnership.com/our-news/2013/songbird-city-vancouvers-river-district 
 
Awards 
2012: Award of Merit for International Site Plan Urban Development Institute 
2007: Canadian Institute of Planners (2007): Award for Best Neighbourhood and Master plan Design. 
 
Case study provided by Errol Haarhoff and Lee Beattie, School of Architectuere and 
Planning, University of Auckland, 2015. 
All photographs are by the authors except where otherwise noted. 
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