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PEOPLE ARE THINKING by Evi  Mustel

Vote for change? How much?

T
he theme of the U.S. election is “change” but whether we like it or not, change is upon 
us. With the pressures of population growth, our municipal politicians, planners and 
developers are asking Metro Vancouver residents to accept change in their communities in 
the form of higher density, expanded public transit and retail or commercial developments 
often in single family neighbourhoods or undeveloped “green” areas.

In response, communities are becoming increasingly vocal about the placement of 
such developments and the suitability for their neighbourhood. Over 80 per cent of Canadians living in urban 
cities feel their communities are just fine the way they are or 
are already overdeveloped, according to a survey by The 
Saint Consulting Group. 

Sounds a bit like ‘Nimbyism,’ but residents often 
use quite compelling and articulate arguments to 
justify their positions, such as increased traffic 
congestion, damage to the environment, housing 
affordability and negative impacts on local 
businesses. 

For example, during the past three years, the 
City of Vancouver has debated the appropriateness 
of large-format retailers such as Wal-Mart and 
Canadian Tire on S.W. Marine Drive. One side 
argued that such retailers would encourage more 
car traffic to the area while the other side countered 
that people already were traveling to other parts of Metro 
Vancouver to shop at such stores and having them located 
closer to their homes would reduce overall car trips. Opponents 
also contended that local businesses would suffer while others 
insisted that local residents should have access to more 
shopping options. The debate went on during several nights of 
public hearings.

In an era when community involvement often is measured 
by the latest voter turnout stats, it appears that community 
activism is reaching feverish levels. In some neighbourhoods, 
community associations have existed for decades to deal with various community issues. Now, more 
than ever, these associations are popping up specifically to combat development proposals. And with the 
assistance of technology, communities have found it easier to get their message out and organize troops to 
appear at public hearings and/or protests at City Hall. It is not uncommon for public hearings on development 
applications to carry on for several nights with speakers lists topping 100. 

But do these groups represent the opinions and wishes of the broader community or the “silent majority”? 
Generally, individuals who oppose will protest eagerly and voice their opinion more than supporters will 
show their support. In the case of the recent Canadian Tire application on S.W. Marine Drive, despite vocal 
opposition at public hearings, random surveys of the neighbourhood and local businesses conducted by 
Mustel Group found that almost 80 per cent of both local residents and local businesses supported the 
application.

Obtaining project approval through political connections is a thing of the past for developers. 
Communities now are actively involved in the decision process and have significant influence on political 
decisions. In fact, the survey by Saint Consulting Group found that 87 per cent of Canadians rate a politician’s 

stance on development important in how they cast their votes.
Another example that “people are thinking” and wanting a say in the changes 

that are happening in their communities. vlm

Evi Mustel is principal of Mustel Group <mustelgroup.com>, a leading market 
and opinion research firm in Western Canada.

J 
ames Barber, who died late in 
2007, was a gentleman more 
complex than TV’s puckishly 
charming Urban Peasant. At 
his remarkably jolly late-Janu-
ary memorial, friends and col-

leagues recalled his uplifting influence on so 
many lives. Here’s how he touched mine: 

One of the smarter – more likely, luck-
ier – things I’ve ever done was to recruit 
James to review restaurants for The Georgia 
Straight. In the mid-’80s the city’s one-time 
“underground” weekly was in its late teens, 
trying to hold on to its original ideals as its 
original readers shifted uneasily into midlife 
– from the commune to the condo. There 
was no guarantee of success and James was 

rightly skeptical of a 
green, young editor 
who steered a thin 
weekly long on hip 
lifestyle opinion and 
short on solid journal-
ism or even informed 
criticism. But it is one 
of my life’s luminous 
memories that, after 
giving me a sober grill-

ing over lunch at Piccolo Mondo (his choice), 
James cocked his eyes to some distant place, 
then came back with a twinkling look in his 
eye that said: What the hell! Let’s do it!

This single act of good faith was typical. 
James, adventurously, came in at the bottom 
and his love of good writing and good living 
– in whichever order – uplifted us.

It may or may not be true that a critic can 
make or break a restaurant, but at James’s 
memorial, at Main Street’s Sun Sui Wah res-
taurant, some noted chefs claimed that good 
words from James had been the making of 
their young enterprises. Vij’s Vikram Vij hi-
lariously did so, to laughter and a few tears.

Late last fall James called me with kind 
words about VLM. He was by now a mostly 
retired donkey farmer, but inevitably I had 
to ask whether he’d consider writing for us. 
As always, he suggested we discuss it over 
lunch. Sadly, our next lunch was at Sun Sui 
Wah, at James’s cheery, teary farewell. vlm

The Barber 
of civility

EDITORbobmercer

How satisfied are you with the 
way issues are being addressed 
by your local government?
Very/somewhat satisfied	 60%
Neither satisfied/dissatisfied	 7%
Very/somewhat dissatisfied	 27%
No Opinion			  7%

Source: Mustel Group
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