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Project
Green Bloc
In 1992, Bill Rees and Mathis
Wackernagel published their first
article on the ecological footprint, a
groundbreaking way to measure human
impact on the environment. Almost 25
years later, the ecological footprint is
widely used by national governments
– and municipalities, though to a
lesser degree – as well as community
organizations, academics to evaluate
resource use and human impact in a
consistent and effective way.

With this knowledge in hand, the need to create
positive action is pressing. Our unsustainable lifestyles
are threatening not only our planet and biodiversity,
but our health, well-being and economy. Governments
at all levels know this, and are beginning to address
the issue in concrete ways. Policies, programs and
infrastructure are being developed to encourage more
active transportation, generate markets for locally
produced food, and regulate the materials we use and
the way that we dispose of them. Often, however, there
is a large gap – or disconnect – between the efforts of
governments and the behaviour of individual households
– most of whom find themselves on their own, with
little support in making everyday choices to reduce their
ecological footprints. With support from the City of
Vancouver and Vancouver Foundation, Project Green Bloc
demonstrated how we can begin to fill that gap.

“Green Bloc was conceived as a
project that empowered a group
of neighbours to reduce their
ecological footprints...”

The ecological footprint measures the area needed to
produce the renewable resources humans use, and to
absorb their wastei. In essence, the footprint calculates
how many Planet Earths people need to provide all of the
resources we consume.
Globally, humans need roughly 1.5 planets to provide the
resources we consume, and to absorb our waste. According
to the UN, with current population and consumption
trends, by the 2030s we will need two planetsii. We only
have one.
It is no surprise that developed countries consume far
more resources than under or developing countries.
According to the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives,
Canada’s ecological footprint is the third largest in the
world; Canadians use 3.7 times their share of the Earth’s
annual renewable resources. The global example can be
looked at even more closely: apart from food, the higher a
Canadian’s income, the greater their ecological footprintiii.
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Introduction
Frustrated by a lack of action at all
levels of Canadian government, Project
Green Bloc neighbours were initially
drawn together by a desire to address
climate change and unsustainable
levels of consumption at a local level.
Supported by several grants from the Vancouver
Foundation’s Neighbourhood Small Grants program,
neighbours began tackling both programs by building
small community projects, such as bee hives, pollinatorfriendly planters and a community little library. Then,
inspired by the City of Vancouver’s visionary Greenest City
Action Plan (GCAP), which aims to “engage and support
residents, businesses, non-profits, and other community
members to work together to create diverse lighter
footprint solutions,”iv they decided to develop a program
that would cultivate leadership among local residents,
and explore the gaps that exist between city policy and
citizen action.
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Project Green Bloc aimed to fill the gap between
individual level and city-level change and forge a strong
bloc of neighbours, willing to take action individually
and collectively to mitigate climate change and
unsustainable levels of consumption out of a random
group of residents who just happened to live on the
same city block.
It featured four main components:

In 2013, partnering with national not-for-profit Evergreen,
Project Green Bloc received funding through the City of
Vancouver and Vancouver Foundation’s Greenest City Fund
for their footprint reduction pilot project. Green Bloc
was conceived as a project that empowered a group of
neighbours to reduce their ecological footprints through
engaging dialogue and communication, skill-building
workshops and community building activities. Evergreen
worked with residents of a fairly typical city block, on
the west side of Vancouver’s Riley Park neighbourhood to
achieve two ambitious goals:

1. Research to measure household and neighbourhood
ecological footprints;
2. Carefully structured community consultation and
dialogue;
3. Cooperative local greening and sustainability
initiatives; and
4. Activities to build community cohesion and social
inclusion.
The goal of the project was to create a model that could
be scaled up and replicated in communities across the
city, province and country – in the interest of helping
passionate citizen groups create more resilient and
sustainable neighbourhoods.

1. Develop a model to kick-start local action and
behaviour change for residents of Vancouver
neighborhoods to address their ecological footprint;
and
2. Help residents of the block work together to lighten
their ecological footprint with an aim of 25% over
three years.
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Actions
Measurement and Metrics:
Establishing a Baseline

how to reduce each footprint category (food, transport,
consumption and waste, buildings). Results were also
compared to the neighbourhood average, so that each
participant would know where they stood in relation to
their peers.

In collaboration with Dr. Jennie Moore and Cornelia
Sussman, Evergreen developed an ecological footprint
survey to establish a baseline for household and
neighbourhood footprint averages. Dr. Moore is the
director of sustainable development and environmental
stewardship at the British Columbia Institute of
Technology (BCIT). With her PhD supervisor Bill Rees – cofounder of the Ecological Footprint measurement – Moore
has been working closely with the non-profit EcoCity
Builders in San Francisco and the City of Vancouver to
develop powerful new tools to help cities, in particular,
measure progress on programs aimed at reducing their
ecological footprints.

Individual results varied, with anywhere from 1.785.28 planets needed to sustain individual households.
The average total planets needed to support the
neighbourhood was 2.79. The goal for 2015, then, was
to lower the footprint of the neighbourhood to 2.09
planets needed.

“During every follow up day,
participants were required to
track food consumption and
transportation, and recorded
their garbage and recycling
weights once a week.”

Evergreen incentivized the survey with prizes: anyone
who completed the survey was entered in a raffle
for prizes ranging from meals at local restaurants, to
gift certificates for local green businesses. Twenty
households signed up for either 14- or 28-day surveys:
Eight households completed the 28-day survey, while ten
completed the 14-day survey. Two households did not
complete the survey.
The survey included one-time-only questions on the first
day pertaining to building metrics, annual energy use,
annual air and rail travel, and indicators of community
engagement and social capital. During every follow up
day, participants were required to track food consumption
and transportation, and recorded their garbage and
recycling weights once a week.
Volunteers used templates to calculate the total global
hectares needed to support each participant’s lifestyle.
From these measurements, the ‘total number of planets
needed’ was extrapolated. Results were calculated
anonymously and shared with each respective participant
– results were broken out into categories, with tips on
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Dialogues: Building Community
Cohesion and Support
Three three-hour dialogues were held from November
2013 to January 2014 to help the neighbours collaborate
on footprint reduction ideas. Led by Shauna Sylvester,
Director at SFU Centre for Dialogue, attendees were led
through the fundamentals of the project, a community
asset mapping activity and an initial brainstorm for the
changes they would like to see in their neighbourhood. At
the first of three dialogues, Dr. David Suzuki gave a short
talk about the importance of the work being done by the
neighbours – participants felt encouraged and validated
by the recognition, and Dr. Suzuki’s attendance was a
draw for a number of people.

Photo credit: Mychaylo Prystupa

Many participants had never met their neighbours before
the sessions, and left having built new relationships.
Results showed that 45% of participants felt more
connected to their community as a result of Project
Green Bloc.

Educational components of the dialogues were well
received: presentations by Dr. Jennie Moore about how
the footprint is calculated, top actions for reducing
impact, and how the City is working to reduce its
footprint were highlights for participants who were keen
to understand the science behind the project. The second
dialogue allowed participants to start developing ideas
that could make their neighbourhood healthier, both at
a household and at a ‘block’ scale. Ideas were generated
and then voted upon, with participants then choosing to
work on the idea that they liked best.

From Ideas to Reality
Early initiatives centered on boosting community
cohesion and building new skills, while later projects
focused on concrete greening and placemaking results.
Block Parties: The neighbourhood held their first largescale block party in June 2014, dubbed the “ColumbiaPalooza Street Party.” The all-day party was one of the
first opportunities to share information about Project
Green Bloc with neighbours who were not participating
directly in any of the other initiatives. It also
incorporated heritage walks, street art and live music,
games – street table-tennis, as well as hockey – and
a No-Waste Potluck, with 70 attendees bringing food,
plates and cutlery from their own homes. In June 2015
they held their second annual party; over 100 people
from the neighbourhood attended, and gave their ideas
for future neighbourhood improvements.

Finally, at the third workshop, committees were formed
around the three major projects that neighbours wanted
to initiate:
• Street greening: remove part of a street to create
a park/community meeting area. The park would
incorporate greening to maximize food production,
beehives or mason bees and other gardening.
• Creating a neighbourhood renewable energy project
and energy audits for participants’ homes.
• Creating a system of material and expertise sharing,
based on a local listings website and community
bulletin board.

Workshops

Evaluation of the dialogues revealed a striking
improvement in feelings of community connection,
motivation and understanding of the issues.

A series of workshops designed to build environmental
knowledge and skills ran throughout 2015. The
first focused on bee-keeping and the importance of
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At the last community dialogue, a group of participants
expressed interest in working together to explore
opportunities to develop neighbourhood sources of
energy, including geo-thermal sources, but this group
did not continue to meet.

Physical Projects
Sharing Economy
Evergreen staff and Green Bloc participants constructed
a community bulletin board where neighbours could
share information, set up material and skill swaps and
communicate with their broader community. Early in
the project, one neighbour invested considerable time
in developing a digital platform for neighbours to share
information and items, but this site did not generate
significant traffic. The developer of the site (who
had been very active) soon withdrew from Green Bloc
activities, and did not participate thereafter.

Photo credit: Paula Leyton

pollinators. A participant with a backyard bee hive
introduced neighbours to his local honey and shared
stories about urban beekeeping, highlighting the insect’s
vital role in resilient local food production.
This model of asset sharing was popular as participants
were keen to gain new skills and knowledge from a
familiar face in their own neighbourhood.

Green Bloc neighbours also developed a successful
neighbourhood email listserv, which made it easier to
share workshop and project information. The listserv
also served a sort of neighbourhood watch function;
neighbours could easily communicate important
information with a large group.

In May, Our Community Bikes led a workshop on DIY
bicycle repair for 25 participants, encouraging residents
to use their cars less. In the fall of 2015, two ‘kitchen
table’ workshops were held, where attendees were taught
by two local chefs – Karen McAthy from Graze and Linda
Antony from MeetOnMain – to cook vegan recipes,
providing tools lowering their red meat consumption.
Twelve neighbours participated over the two sessions.
One was held in the home of a participant, giving it a
cozy and relaxed feel, while another was held at the Hub,
a community kitchen owned by PosAbilities. Snacks and
wine were provided during the cooking and contributed a
lively and friendly atmosphere.

“Six households signed up for
discounted energy audits of
their homes, and were given
personalized reports about how
they could improve their
homes’ energy efficiency.“

Energy
Six households signed up for discounted energy audits
of their homes, and were given personalized reports
about how they could improve their homes’ energy
efficiency. Reduced building energy footprints in the
follow up survey demonstrate that recommendations were
implemented, however a proposed workshop on energy
efficiency did not get enough sign ups to run. This may
have been due to busy schedules or lack of interest.

7

Neighbourhood Greening

Street Greening and land use design

With support from the City’s Neighbourhood Matching
Fund, residents built pollinator-attractant garden beds.
The local beekeeper built and installed eight hexagonshaped planters along 23rd Ave, with flowers and plants
designed to attract pollinator insects. The planters
also included signs designed to inform passersby about
the importance of pollinators to sustainable local food
production.

Throughout 2015, a small team worked on advancing
discussions among neighbours of several concepts for
street greening and traffic calming that had emerged
out of the dialogues. Several community consultations
were held, and ideas were synthesized into three possible
designs that included laneway greening, traffic circles and
the transformation of one block into a park and urban
farm. A formal design charrette was held in November
2015 to try to determine one final plan that could be put
forward. Twenty residents attended the facilitated session
at the Hillcrest Community Centre, but determined that
further consultations would need to take place before
approving any of the ideas.

Placemaking
Capitalizing on the City of Vancouver’s new street mural
initiative, Evergreen worked with Green Bloc participants
to design and paint a vibrant ’street mandala’ at the
intersection of 23rd Ave and Columbia Street. Evergreen
collected and synthesized ideas from community members
to create a design that tells the story of Project Green
Bloc. The aim of the mural is to create a sense of place
in the neighbourhood, calm street traffic, and serve as
reminder of the efforts put in by Project Green Bloc
participants. Over 40 local residents came out to help
paint, made up mostly of parents and children. Not
all painters had heard of Project Green Bloc, but they
were excited to see something new being done in their
neighbourhood.

A smaller, yet significant, number of residents
representing a diversity of views, then attended two more
calming and greening sessions before year end, with
the expert pro-bono support of Alta Planning, an urban
planning firm with expertise in pedestrian and cycling
infrastructure. The neighbours now plan, independently,
to engage other residents and the City of Vancouver in
a discussion of traffic calming and greening options for
not just the area of Project Green Bloc, but the entire
neighbourhood bound by 16th Ave and King Edward, Main
Street and Cambie Street.

There were objections from some, particularly from drivers
who were upset about the intersection being closed
for the day. Some neighbours felt that the mural would
create more accidents due to drivers being distracted,
but the vast majority of people felt that it was a welcome
addition to their neighbourhood, and it proved to be one
of the most successful activities held through the project
in terms of numbers engaged and positive involvement.

This ongoing commitment by neighbours to work together
is evidence of the success of Green Bloc in building a
stronger sense of community, and shared interest.

The one disappointment with this project was that the
latex paint that the City required neighbours to use was
not strong enough to resist automobile traffic and fall
weather, and soon deteriorated. Within weeks the mural
had faded significantly, much of the paint likely flowing
into storm sewers. Organizers had asked to use more
permanent paints, and in future the City would likely
encourage greater participation in such mural making, if
it helped residents use materials that last longer.
Photo credit: Ellen Li
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Toolkit: Sharing the Knowledge

2015
2013

2.5

2.8

3.7

Using the findings and lessons learned from Project
Green Bloc, a comprehensive document, detailing metrics
of the ecological footprint, project ideas and community
engagement techniques is being created. CityStudio – an
education/design collaborative between the City, SFU,
UBC and Emily Carr – led a similar project in a multifamily housing complex, and will be synthesizing their
learnings into a joint toolkit. This toolkit can be shared
with any individual, group or neighbourhood that is
interested in leading a Project Green Bloc-type project
in their neighbourhood.

4.2

Conclusion

Neighbourhood Average
no. of Planets Needed

• Green Bloc has demonstrated its value as a potential
approach for galvanizing neighbourhoods in efforts
to understand and reduce their ecological footprints,
and address climate issues.

Canadian Average no.
of Planets Needed

• Green Bloc’s household ecological footprint survey
deserves to be expanded and further tested as an
engagement tool in neighbourhoods throughout
Metro Vancouver.

Measurement and Metrics:
Second Survey

• Green Bloc’s approach also helped neighbours get to
know one another and work together on matters of
shared interest, not just related to the project.

A final survey was administered in October 2015 to
determine to what degree the community projects had
been successful in reducing the average ecological
footprint. Using the same measurements and parameters
as the first survey, 11 households took part for either 14
or 28 days. Two households completed the 28-day survey,
and 9 households completed the 14-day survey. Three
households did not complete the survey. Daily emails
were sent out to participants with a reminder, as well as a
vegetarian recipe and a ‘green’ tip of the day.

The project is resource intensive, and demands a
lot of neighbourhoods. Ideally, the City ought to
invest in identifying and supporting neighbourhood
champions – and supportive local organizations or
charities –who are support the range of activities
needed to mobilize neighbourhoods to address major
issues.

The final analysis revealed that the average household
footprint among participants in the second survey was
2.46 planets, a reduction of 12% from 2013. (The results
are as accurate as possible, but given the lower number
of participating households, and differences between
the two samples, it is difficult to determine exact
reductions or draw strong conclusions.) While the initial
goal of a 25% reduction was not reached, food, building
and consumption measurements were down across the
neighbourhood. The only measurement that increased was
air travel, which was a noted issue from the start, given
that a number of the neighbours travel regularly for work.
The smallest household footprint was 1.4 planets and the
largest was 6.8 planets.
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Recommendations
Transportation

We believe that it is important for the City to be aware
of initiatives happening around the city, and to act as a
partner and supporter.

Reducing the distance and number of trips people travel
by automobile is a key way to reduce ecological footprints
and road congestion and improve public health and urban
environments.

Recommendation
That the City of Vancouver creates a mentorship
model for community-driven initiatives, based on the
CityStudio model of dedicated project mentors in City
departments. Staff mentors within the City would
guide neighbourhood groups through the permitting
process, advise them on best practices and provide
tools to help neighbourhoods play a more active role
in achieving the goals set out within the Greenest
City Action Plan.

Recommendation
			
That the City of Vancouver work with municipal
partners and other allies (public health authorities,
air quality advocates, cycling advocates, car-share
businesses, etc) to move forward on two fronts:
• Systematic road-pricing for all of the Lower
Mainland; and/or
• Requesting that ICBC offer pay-as-you-drive
insurance option, with significant savings or those
who drive fewer kilometers.

Land Use
As key corridors in Vancouver become developed, there
is desire in communities to ensure that residential
streets do not become unsafe due to increased traffic
and speeds. These redevelopments are also opportunities
to encourage active and shared transportation, and
enhance community green spaces. Some neighbourhoods,
such as the West End, have comprehensive traffic
calming measures installed, designed to keep the
majority of traffic on major roads. Additionally,
reducing travel in cars is one of the most effective ways
individuals can lower their ecological footprints.

Municipalities and higher levels of governments provide
significant subsidies to the provision of automobile
parking space. Low or non-existent cost of street parking
creates high demand for curb-side parking, even among
residents with off-street parking.
Recommendation
The City of Vancouver should mount an education
campaign that makes the true cost of parking
transparent, and demonstrates how better use of space
current devoted to roads can make neighbourhoods
more pleasant, healthy and safe, while also benefiting
local businesses.

Recommendation
That, beginning in areas near new density, the City
of Vancouver creates an open process by which
neighbourhoods can collaboratively design and
recommend traffic calming and street greening
measures in their area. These measures will be funded
in full or in part by Community Amenity Contributions
from developers. These traffic calming techniques can
include, but should not be limited to: pocket parks,
requiring full closure of some streets, one-directional
restrictions and speed management techniques such
as speed bumps and street necking-down.

Community Initiatives – Permitting
Issues
The existing permitting structure and costs are a
significant barrier to neighbourhood-led initiatives.
Long wait times, extensive forms and high permit costs
often leave residents choosing between stopping their
initiative or bypassing the permitting process altogether.
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Shared and community food growing spaces are often lost
to new development. By increasing community space and
permitting more urban agriculture, neighbourhoods will
be able to significantly reduce their ecological footprint
by producing their own food and encouraging the
consumption of more fresh vegetarian meals. Converting
existing road and parking space will also serve as traffic
calming.
Recommendation
Permit road and laneway spaces to be converted
to agricultural or park uses, including operation
by an agricultural businessv. Invest in specific
neighbourhood-led pilot projects that repurpose
streets as urban farms, gardens and orchards. Use food
as a tool for engaging more Vancouver residents in
discussions about their ecological footprints.

Photo credit: Mychaylo Prystupa

Recommendation
That opportunities for local businesses and Business
Improvement Associations to participate should be
developed at the outset, with donations and in-kind
support given.

Community Engagement
Community members often relied on Evergreen staff to
handle communication with the City and other community
partners. While there was one neighbourhood champion
who was very engaged, he was well connected in the City
through previous work. A challenge to future projects
will be identifying champions within neighbourhoods, or
building champions in neighbourhoods that need one.

The most successful of all Project Green Bloc activities,
in terms of community participation, was the street
mural painting. More people came out to help, and
stayed longer, than any of the other workshops or
parties. Many people who were not directly involved
in Project Green Bloc, but live in the neighbourhood,
dropped by to get more information and participate.
Neighbours were excited to spend time in their
community in an unconventional space (an
intersection) while participating in a low barrier,
family friendly activity.

Recommendation
That the City of Vancouver, partnering with
stakeholder community organizations, create a
training series and network that provides neighbours
and interested individuals with the tools to lead
community projects. This may require funding
specific residents to lead the work.

Recommendation
That concrete placemaking activities with low barriers
to participation, particularly targeted at families
and children, be an essential part of community
programming. That efforts on the part of participants
result in immediate physical noticeable changes, and,
if possible, that changes over time be noticeable and
documentable. That the City of Vancouver facilitate
the use of paints and materials that a) will endure
over time and b) are environmentally friendly.

Participants in the Project Green Bloc neighbourhood
often had competing demands on their time and struggled
to prioritize Green Bloc activities. The changes needed
to positively impact environmental footprints can also
be perceived as having to cut back on some luxuries.
Incentives were sometimes required to garner interest and
raise participation levels. For example, for the ecological
footprint surveys, prizes were solicited from local
businesses and services and given out in a random draw
upon completion of the survey.
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City of Vancouver
One of the City’s key goals in the Greenest City Action
Plan is to lower the ecological footprint of Vancouver
by 33%. However, the measurements and data used for
this measurement are unclear to the general public.
Open-sourcing the Project Green Bloc model offers an
opportunity to pioneer a new form of civic engagement
– aligned with the sharing of information in our digital
age – and tap new, and renewable, reserves of creative
energy, city-wide. Results would establish a baseline for
further measurement and refinement of municipal
models of footprinting. Sharing such data, particularly
on waste, food consumption and air travel, would allow
citizens to understand their footprints and the City’s
GCAP.

Photo credit: Ellen Li

Recommendation

Recommendation

That the City of Vancouver work with the federal
government, under its renewed commitment to
infrastructure building, to build capacity of cities
across Canada to work with neighbourhoods
committed to community building, greening and
traffic calming, building on models developed in
Project Green Bloc.

That the City of Vancouver should pioneer the use of
Dr. Moore’s ecological footprinting model, and invest
significantly in digital tools and communications to
challenge residents across Vancouver to do Project
Green Bloc’s household ecological footprint survey.
The survey could also be disseminated via the
Vancouver School Board, through innovative curricula.

Project Green Bloc has been successful because it is in a
neighbourhood where residents are established and have
had the opportunity to create connections within the
community. They are also generally homeowners, and have
a deeper investment in their properties.

v.

Recommendation
That the City of Vancouver invest resources in efforts
to work with renters and residents of multi-dwelling
buildings to text elements of Project Green Bloc in
lower income areas.

In the October 2015, federal election, Canadians elected a
new Liberal government with a progressive platform. The
federal government campaigned on promises of increased
spending in public transit, social infrastructure and green
building projects.
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associations or neighbourhood houses who want to make
creative improvements to local public lands. Eligible
projects must actively involve the community and build
neighbourhood connections.

13
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