
SEISMIC UPGRADING IN VANCOUVER SCHOOLS 

 



VANCOUVER SCHOOLS (Going, Going…) 



DEMOLISHED 

 

GONE! 



• Vancouver is a high-seismic zone. No one would 
argue with the  concept that our school buildings 
must provide safe environments for students.  

 

• Current government policies to upgrade the seismic 
performance of schools, however, have had massive 
unintended consequences for many of Vancouver’s 
historic schools.  

 

• A provincial seismic mitigation program triggered a 
wave of aggressive building upgrading – and 
demolition – that was not anticipated when the 
program was initiated. 

 

SEISMIC MITIGATION 



• The greatest number of British Columbia’s historic 

schools are in the City of Vancouver, and many were 

built at a time when the city was expanding rapidly 

during the Edwardian era.  

 

• Many historic schools are major community 

landmarks. 

 

• Most – even those of the postwar era – do not come 

close to meeting current seismic standards.  

SEISMIC MITIGATION 



• As designed, the provincial funding formula did not 

take into account the overarching issue of deferred 

maintenance. Mechanical systems, interiors and 

finishes were worn out after many years of hard use, 

and had been consistently neglected. 

 

• The unexpected rehabilitation costs that resulted 

from the first investigations meant that new 

construction was an obvious outcome, and demolition 

started to occur.  

SEISMIC MITIGATION 



 

• The new schools were also promoted as “Green”, in 
opposition to the idea that heritage buildings are also 
a sustainable resource.  

 

• Fear took hold of many, as parents were told that old 
schools could only be upgraded to 65-75% of new 
construction.  

 

• As the program started to unfold, it appeared that 
historic schools would not survive the process, but 
the first demolition – of Charles Dickens School – 
triggered a significant public backlash. 

 

SEISMIC MITIGATION 



Provincial Seismic Mitigation Program: 

  

• $1.5 billion promised over 15 years to seismically upgrade 
schools at risk. 

 

• Vancouver has 109 active school sites, many with multiple 
buildings 

 

• 2007 Commonwealth Report “Vancouver Schools: Establishing 
their Heritage Value” - used as an “informal tool” 

– 35 schools on the Heritage Register 

– 26 proposed for the Register 

 

• + 65 schools at potential risk of demolition / rebuilding 

 

 

SEISMIC MITIGATION 



Vancouver School Board’s position: 

 

• “VSB’s mandate is the delivery of education; heritage value is 
considered where financially possible.” 

 

• “Heritage retention is considered when the cost of renovation is 
equal or less than new construction, such as Douglas 
Elementary and Sexsmith Elementary” 

 

• In some cases, heritage value can over-ride financial 
considerations, e.g.: Cost to “rehabilitate” Historic Kitsilano 
Secondary and retain 3 facades: $66 million 

 

• “VSB will develop and undertake a public process to seek 
proposals for repurposing the heritage buildings into another 
use.” 

 

 

SEISMIC MITIGATION 



WHICH ONE IS NEXT? 

 



• Different communities of interest at each school 

 

• Individual advocacy groups for some sites 

 

• Heritage Vancouver’s Top Ten Endangered Lists 
2004-2011 - key focus culminating in 2011 with the 
Top Three sites illustrating the school issue 

 

• Featured in Heritage BC Newsletters and a focus of 
advocacy 

 

• Heritage Canada’s Top Ten Most Endangered List 
2010 

ADVOCACY AT ALL LEVELS 





 



 



 



 



 

BUT WAIT… There’s More! 



•   A complex and combative relationship between the 
Ministry of Education and the VSB (politics). 

 

•   Driven by budget shortfalls and declining enrollment. 

 

•   5 East side schools were suddenly threatened with 
closure: 

– Sir Guy Carleton School (Register A) 

– Queen Alexandra Elementary (Register B) 

– Sir William Macdonald Elementary 

– Champlain Heights Annex 

– McBride Annex 

 

A NEW THREAT: 

SCHOOL CLOSURES 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

ARE WE EVER GOING TO RESOLVE THIS? 



• UBC RENEW delivers 4 buildings for the price of 3: 
approximate cost of upgrading is 67% of the cost of 
new construction. 

 

• City of Victoria: seismic mitigation is ongoing; no 
demolitions anticipated. 

 

OTHER MODELS 



SOME SUCCESSES 



 



 



 



 



 



• Three significant sites chosen to determine potential 

for a different vision for community engagement  

– Strathcona Elementary School 

– Queen Mary School 

– General Gordon School 

 

• The process evolved into a model for a more 

comprehensive facilities feasibility study for each site 

that took into account a wide range of issues 

including heritage value 

NEIGHBOURHOOD 

LEARNING CENTRES 



Strathcona Elementary School 

Project Definition Report 

• Clearly recognized as one of our most important 
heritage school sites 

 

• Complex consists of 4 heritage buildings 

– Block C Junior Building 1897 

– Block A Senior Building 1914 & 1929 

– Block B Auditorium Building 1929 

– Block D Primary Building 1921 

 

• Recommendation to retain and rehabilitate C, A and 
B, and offer D for public use 



 

 



 





Queen Mary School 

Project Definition Report 
• General (but not unanimous) agreement on heritage 

value 

• Recommendation to retain 1914 school, and 
demolish 1926 and later structures 

 

 



General Gordon School 

Project Definition Report 

• Recommendation for full replacement 

 





Draft Audit Report released 

October 5, 2011  



DRAFT AUDIT REPORT 

• Seismically upgraded or replaced to date or 
underway: 34 

 

• 48 schools still considered high-risk in the event of a 
“significant seismic event” 

 

• Three options for each of the 48 buildings: 

– Seismic upgrades only: $618 million 

– Sesismic upgrades combined with general facility 
upgrades (required for at least 27 schools):  $1.1 
billion 

– Replacement: $858 million 



NEXT STEPS? 

 

• Out of this controversy, a precarious balance is being 
struck between the need to upgrade older schools 
and the need to preserve our heritage landmarks.  

 

• We will not save every older school. 

 

• Although we are still arguing about how to define it, 
heritage value is now being recognized as an 
essential criteria in the assessment of Vancouver’s 
schools. 


