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LETTER FROM THE EDITORS

The spirit of academia is to continuously (re)produce knowledge as well as debate 
and discuss current issues. Academia is often problematically seen as the exclusive 
Ivory Tower, but it is in fact meant to encapsulate discussions and research relevant to 
society as a whole. The Department of Geography at UBC has rigorous undergraduate 
programs that encourage its students to push themselves to think more critically and 
challenge what they believe to be true in order to be better global citizens. Students are 
able to explore infinite topics through a geographical lens, yet most of their work sadly 
remains unshared. Thus, in the community spirit of academia, Trail Six has become a 
platform to showcase some of the excellent work of our department’s undergraduate 
students. 

We would like to thank our editors who tirelessly reviewed submissions, provided 
feedback on papers, and edited articles to make them more accessible to a broader 
public. We would also like to thank the professors who encouraged students to submit 
their papers to Trail Six, and to those who kindly shared their expertise with us by 
providing additional comments on the selected papers. Our designer, Jialin Yang, was 
extremely patient with the endless changes and delays and accommodated all of our 
requests. Lastly, thank you to the authors of this year’s papers - without you, there would 
be no Trail Six. For many of you, this is your first time being published: congratulations! 
Thank you for allowing Trail Six to be part of your journey, and for contributing such 
rich texts. 
It has been seven years since the first volume of Trail Six was published, 
and many have wondered what the origins of our title are. We want to hon-
our the journal’s beginnings by quoting the foreword written by Danny Olek-
sluk and Christopher Chan, the first two Editors-in-Chief, in April 2007: 

Many of you have wandered down from UBC, off the Point Grey peninsula, 
past the Upper and Lower Quadra sands, and arrived at Wreck Beach. 
Presumably, you have also hauled yourself back up those same stairs. This is 
Trail Six. In some five minutes it takes you from the comfort of the academic 
campus to - depending on the time of the year - the cold, windy, and rainy 
ocean in the winter, or to the circus of sun, sand and skin that is Wreck Beach 
in the summer. The city is invisible from the beach; there is only the ocean, the 
sand, the mountains, and Trail Six leading back towards UBC and Vancouver. 
We chose it as the title because it is beautiful, it is local, and because in its 
limited space the trail reveals a spectrum of geographical issues

We hope you will enjoy discovering the many geographical stories in these pages.

Brittany Jang & Sarah Kristi Lone
Editors-in-Chief
March 2014
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FOREWORD

This year’s Trail Six contains eight articles covering three geographic themes: contesting 
power and space relations; identity, space, and place; and understanding issues in the 
urban sphere.  These themes reflect the evolving dynamics of the discipline, particularly 
how humanity is becoming more interlinked.  Interestingly, most of this year’s papers 
focus on the local scale, examining how such diverse topics as skateboarding, sexual 
assault, and colonialism affect communities.  This focus on the complex interrelations 
that take place at the level of cities or communities reflects a re-emergence in academia 
of the importance and value of place and space. 

In short, this issue of Trail Six is not only demonstrates the research acumen and 
academic writing skills of our students, it is also a timely and valuable contribution to 
our wider understanding of geographic processes.  On behalf of the Department, I offer 
my congratulations to the Geography Students’ Association (GSA) on another excellent 
issue of Trail Six.  Here’s to many more!

Marwan A . Hassan
Professor and Head
Department of  Geography, UBC
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Trail Six: An Undergraduate Journal of  Geography is an 
annual publication of  the Geography Students’ Association 
at the University of  British Columbia that was launched in 
2007. Its title is derived from a path of  the same name - Trail 
Six - that connects UBC to Wreck Beach. Just as Trail Six 
symbolically links humans to their surroundings, urban life to 
ocean life, the journal explores these geographies as they are 
mapped in different spaces.



Contesting Power & 
Space Relations
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Geographies of  Sexual Assault: An 
analysis of  the response to the sexual 
violence on the UBC campus and the 
Downtown Eastside
by Hélène Miles

This paper explores and compares the responses to the recent sexual assaults on the University 
of  British Columbia (UBC) campus with the responses to the murdered and missing women in 
the Downtown Eastside in the late 1990s.  In response to the sexual assaults at UBC, there was 
thorough, prime-time media coverage and immediate action from the RCMP and the University 
to address safety on campus.  In the Downtown Eastside, there were similar issues of  sexual 
violence but it took years before there were any investigations, news features, or even actions, to 
address the issue of  safety.  This paper deconstructs the raced, classed, colonial, and gendered 
spaces of  these assaults.  It concentrates on the reactions within the media, the University, and 
the general public and on the ways these reactions were framed by the specific geographies, politics 
and spaces in which the incidents occurred.  Above all, this paper explores Razack’s (2002a) 
question of  “what is being imagined or projected on to specific spaces and bodies” to produce 
these uneven reactions and responses to sexualized violence in the two contexts (p.96).  

INTRODUCTION 

Of late, the subject of sexual assault has 
been a high-profile topic at the University 
of British Columbia (UBC).  As the Univer-
sity attempts to address ‘safety’ on cam-
pus, women continue to be assaulted on 
its grounds.  Sexualized violence is an im-
portant issue that needs to be addressed, 
but it cannot fully be explored until we de-
construct unquestioned and normalized in-
equalities and the abandonment of certain 
bodies.  I cannot help but think that this 
conversation should be situated in the larg-
er discussion of geographies of space and 
identity.  How do we address sexualized 
violence when there are colonial, racial, 
and class hierarchies that lie embedded 

in the discourse?  How do I empathize or 
create change when my knowledge is pro-
duced from a space that has violent colo-
nial histories?  To address these questions, 
I want to un-map and denaturalize the 
space, bodies, and reactions related to the 
sexual assaults on the UBC campus.  In this 
paper, I explore why the sexual assaults 
on campus were framed in a different way 
than the murders of women from the Down-
town Eastside.  By deconstructing why the 
sexual assaults and murders garnered un-
even attention, I hope to foster a more nu-
anced understanding of the geographies 
that are entrenched in sexualized violence. 
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SEXUALIZED VIOLENCE ON CAMPUS 
AND IN THE DOWNTOWN EASTSIDE

The ways in which the spatial and po-
litical geographies of UBC and the Down-
town Eastside have framed the sexual as-
saults and the murders have contributed to 
the difference in reaction and empathy lev-
els within the media, the University and the 
greater public.  There have been six sexu-
al assaults reported on campus that have 
been linked to what is assumed to be just 
one perpetrator. He is described as a tall, 
white male student in his mid-to-late twen-
ties (Bains, 2013).  These assaults have 
spurred hundreds of newspaper articles, 
blog posts, and other social media discus-
sions which frame the assaults as awful at-
tacks on innocent students.1 The RCMP and 
the University have responded promptly 
by issuing warnings and taking action on 
campus by increasing lighting and security 
presence, and by cutting hedges (Bigam 
2013).  The assaults, as well as the actions 
taken by the University and the RCMP, have 
raised many valid and needed conversa-
tions surrounding the problematic nature 
of the current measures used to address 
the sexual assaults on campus and gender 

1 For further reading on the response to the UBC 
assaults:

o Sexual Assault Support Centre (2013, Oct 18). 
Anti-Violence Ally Training. Sexual Assault Sup-
port Center at UBC Blog. Retrieved from www.
gotconsent.ca/anti-violence-ally-training.html

o UBC Fraternities. (2013, Oct 20). We would 
like to extend a helping hand to make our cam-
pus a safer place … [Facebook status update]. 
Retrieved from https://www.facebook.com/
UBCFraternities

o The University Of British Columbia. (n.d.). 
Recent assaults and UBC response. UBC Stay 
Safe. Retrieved Jan 1, 2013 from http://
www.ubc.ca/staysafe/recent-assaults-and-ubc-
response.html

violence in our society.2  However, there 
has been little awareness raised about the 
spaces that empower or dissuade these 
types of conversations or how the spaces 
in which sexual violence occurs affect the 
types of attention that the incident receives.  
I want to concentrate on how the specific 
geographies and spaces of sexual vio-
lence at UBC and in the Downtown East-
side framed the reactions within the me-
dia, the University, and the general public. 

The space of UBC is far from neutral 
or innocent.  The University’s land itself is 
situated in a history of colonialism as it is 
located on unceded traditional Musqueam 
territory that was given to the University by 
the Government of British Columbia (“Con-
tractual,” 2009).  The material and sym-
bolic form of the University work together 
to constitute what Razack (2002b) defines 
as social space.  The material form of the 
University is a physical manifestation of 
settler society attempting to create a per-
manent claim on the contested land that 
it sits upon.  The symbolism of the provin-
cial government granting the Endowment 
Lands to the University is a reproduction 
of violent colonial interactions between set-
tler society and First Nations, where land 
was forcibly taken from First Nations.  The 
physical structure of the University and 

2 For further reading on the discussions around the 
UBC assaults and sexual assault:

o  N.A. (2013, Oct 20). I was sexually assaulted 
on campus, and this is my story. The Ubyssey. 
Retrieved from http://ubyssey.ca/news/ubc-
safety-update-567/

o Wong, C., Maleki, M., & Mottahed, A. (2013, 
Oct 23). Recent assaults should spur cultural 
dialogue on campus. The Ubyssey. Retrieved 
from http://ubyssey.ca/opinion/spur-cultural-
dialogue-on-campus468/
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the symbolism of the gift of land work in 
tandem with colonial history to create a 
social space that naturalizes the relations 
of domination and entitlement.  The spa-
tial relations that link University land to 
domination and entitlement is, as Razack 
(2002a) would argue, codified in law. In 
this case, these spatial relations are also 
codified in the media, the University, and 
the greater public’s reaction to the sexual 
assaults on campus.  The echo of entitle-
ment and domination that is naturalized 
in the space of the University is apparent 
in the immediacy of media attention to 
the sexual assaults and the prompt institu-
tional action to address safety on campus.  
Providing media coverage and address-
ing safety are crucial steps in tackling the 
overwhelming cases of sexual violence in 
our society, but it is also important to no-
tice how the prevalence of these factors 
changes in different spaces.  The space of 
the University demands attention from the 
media and the public because of its privi-
leged, colonial, and patriarchal position.  

The privileged and colonial space of 
the University can be seen in the way that 
the media portrayed the sexual assaults 
on campus.  The assaults were deemed 
as horrible freak events that were happen-
ing to innocent university students without 
conjuring up negative images of race or 
space (Ryan & Crawford, 2013).  This is 
in contrast to Pratt’s (2005) analysis of 
how the media portrayed the space of the 
Downtown Eastside and the bodies of its 
missing women as negative, racialized, 
and sensational.  In 1978, women began 
to go missing from the Downtown Eastside 
in Vancouver.  It was not until 1998, six-
ty-nine murders later, that the media and 
police began to pay attention to the un-

precedented number of violent and sexu-
alized crimes that were taking place and 
continue to take place there (Pratt, 2005).  
The extremes of the location’s reputation 
lent themselves to the police and media’s 
representation of the missing women in the 
Downtown Eastside. The Downtown East-
side represents the poorest census tract in 
Canada, a “site of high concentrations of 
drug addiction, prostitution, HIV-AIDS and 
Hepatitis B” (Pratt, 2005, p. 1058). The 
missing women, many of whom were In-
digenous, were portrayed as deviant bod-
ies, not only because of their class and 
race, but also because of the means by 
which some of the women earned money 
(sex work). The insistence by the police 
that the women were merely transient up-
held the derogatory assumptions in the 
media and in greater society that drug ad-
dicts, sex workers, and Indigenous people 
are inherently mobile because they are 
“subjects out of place”: always en route 
to another city, or in the case of Indige-
nous Peoples, to the Indian Reserve (Pratt, 
2005, p. 1059). The women were further 
criminalized through their portrayal on po-
lice websites and in the media, where their 
images were displayed in mug shot format 
(Pratt, 2005).  This differs from the UBC 
case, in which the media and the police 
were not able to position the sexual as-
saults in opposition to a racialized Other, 
or project a negative classed image on to 
the space of assault because the attacks 
were executed in the elite spaces of the 
University by a white male attacker.  To 
racialize the space of the University by 
speculating on the racial or class identities 
of those assaulted or that of the assaulter 
would be to question the entitled, patriar-
chal, colonial hierarchies that have been 
naturalized in the institutional landscape.
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BIOPOLITICS AND BARE LIFE

The media coverage of the sexual as-
saults at UBC solicited empathy by locat-
ing the assaults within the narrative of the 
heteronormative middle-class family.  Inter-
viewers drew out details about how  par-
ents were calling students to make sure they 
were safe and how  fraternity houses were 
volunteering  their time to walk women 
around campus when it was dark (Ryan & 
Crawford, 2013; UBC Fraternities, 2013). 
These were stories that located the assaults 
in normative landscapes (privileged, het-
erosexual, white) so the assaults became 
an issue that drew empathy from across 
the province because it “allowed people 
to consider their own proximity to the dan-
ger and violence” (Pratt, 2005, p. 1062).  
Pratt (2005) notes that these were similar 
tactics used by the media in the case of 
the missing and murdered women in the 
Downtown Eastside, but it came long after 
the fact, and did not garner the same em-
pathy and response from the RCMP or the 
public as did the sexual assaults at UBC. 
The work of artist Kati Campbell, who cre-
ated an installation to commemorate the 
missing and murdered women, empha-
sizes that it is “our culture’s refusal to em-
pathise” with people who are low income, 
prostitutes, or drug addicts that turned me-
dia coverage of these women into more 
of a spectacle than a mechanism for con-
nection and empathy (Laurence, 2004, 
para. 10). These seemingly opposite 
reactions to violence inflicted on female 
bodies raises Razack’s (2002a) question 
of “what is being imagined or projected 
on to specific spaces and bodies” to pro-
duce these uneven responses (p. 96)? 

Pratt’s (2005) analysis of both Agam-
ben’s notion of ‘bare life’ and Foucault’s 

idea of biopolitics leads to an understand-
ing of the unevenness of framework in 
which the geographies of these assaults 
were being addressed.  Biopolitics is a 
production of citizenship through the exten-
sion of state power and sovereignty over 
both the life of physical and political bod-
ies.  As Pratt (2005) notes, modern bio-
politics is characterized as a “generalized 
suspension of the law as a basis of liberal 
sovereignty” (p.1054).  Therefore, modern 
biopolitics allows for the erasure or aban-
donment of certain categories of citizens 
who are not incorporated into the political 
system.  Our political system is the frame-
work of our lives. To not be incorporated 
into the political system is to be excluded 
from the places we inhabit, the education 
and healthcare we receive, the theoreti-
cally equal protection provided to us un-
der law, and our representation in media 
coverage, among many others.  Therefore, 
unincorporated groups are positioned as 
bare life which “describes a human life re-
duced to matter” (Pratt, 2005, p. 1054).  
Spatial geographies and discourses of gen-
der, race, class, healthiness, and civility of 
the body are ways in which people and 
groups are reduced to bare life and there-
fore positioned as not politically relevant.

The discourse surrounding the missing 
and murdered women and the spaces that 
they inhabited conjures up images of pover-
ty, drug addiction and race. This discourse 
racializes and classes the women who live 
in the Downtown Eastside and renders 
them as bare life, thus legally abandoning 
them (Pratt, 2005).  The failure of the po-
lice to investigate the disappearances of 
the missing women in the Downtown East-
side, and the length of time it took for any 
justice to occur is an example of how the 
projection of bare life onto these women’s 
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bodies and the spaces that they inhabited 
resulted in abandonment (Pratt, 2005).  On 
the other hand, women at UBC occupy the 
opposite end of the relationship between 
those who are classified as bare life and 
those who occupy a place of sovereignty. 
The women who occupy the sovereign and 
powerful colonial spaces of the University 
are constructed in opposition to the wom-
en who occupy the racialized, gendered, 
and classed spaces of the Downtown East-
side.  The efforts of UBC Security and the 
RCMP to address ‘safety’ on campus and 
the hundreds of newspapers and social 
media outlets that covered the story of the 
sexual assaults are evidence that if one 
occupies the space of the university and 
classifies within the geographies of UBC, 
one is not politically or legally abandoned. 

CONCLUSION

Every case of sexualized violence in-
flicted on a body is extremely devastat-
ing.  In order to address the complexity 
of sexualized violence, we should all be 
cognizant of the ways in which these is-
sues play out unevenly across geogra-
phies.  Both Pratt (2005) and Razack 
(2002a; 2002b) demonstrate how the 
political system can abandon people or 
groups in certain geographies, leading to 
a potential increase in their vulnerability 
to violence.  By uncovering the uneven ef-
fects of abandonment and inclusion in the 
Downtown Eastside and at UBC, we are 
shown how race, space, class, and gen-
der shape the reactions to events such as 
the sexual assaults that happened on cam-
pus.  A critical inquiry into the spaces that 
shape our perceptions, views, and politics 
is thus necessary.  By deconstructing the 
spaces that often remain unquestioned in 
our lives, such as our place of residence 

or study, we begin to disrupt the normal-
ized notions of hierarchies within space.  
This reflection is crucial to creating effec-
tive solutions and constructive conversa-
tions that actually address the root causes 
of sexualized violence, as opposed to just 
putting a band-aid over a festering wound.  
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The Neoliberal and Corporate Academy
by Roya Bennett

“The neoliberal and corporate academy” examines colonialism’s continued presence in the modern 
university through a postcolonial lens. The neoliberal university is one that has been influenced 
by market logics. It therefore demonstrates the same pattern of  development observed in the 
globalized world: with a core that disproportionately benefits from and influences the periphery. 
The core of  knowledge development occurs within the Global North, with the Global South at its 
periphery. This is exacerbated by the predominant use of  the English language in academia, 
research practices, and the subsequent dissemination of  western knowledge. This in turn 
perpetuates colonialism through notions of  otherness, dependence, inequality and exploitation. 

INTRODUCTION

I was recently asked why I decided to 
attend UBC to pursue my undergraduate 
degree. Having grown up in Venezuela, 
Thailand, Kuwait, and Argentina, this was 
a valid question, to which I responded 
without much thought, “The universities in 
Argentina aren’t as good.” 

The implications of what I had said 
caused me a great deal of anxiety; was 
I echoing a colonial sentiment? Why did 
I feel as though I had to be educated in 
the Global North? Having already been 
raised in the Global South, why did my 
imaginative geographies prescribe a per-
ception of inadequacy to higher education 
outside of the Global North? 

In order to answer these questions, it 
is important to explore the way structures 
within our globalized world influence how 
we perceive and connect to other cultures. 
Our current economy operates in a neolib-
eral framework, one that urges institutions 
to adopt policies that will make them more 
efficient and successful players in the glob-
al market  (Harvey, 2007, p. 65).  Neolib-
eralism, however, relies on “mechanisms 

of uneven geographical developments” (p. 
87) and has likewise aided in the prolifera-
tion of this uneven development. 

My analysis of the emergence of the 
corporate university in the 1970s provides 
insight as to how knowledge production 
has been influenced by neoliberalism. I am 
interested in exploring whether or not the 
neoliberal and corporate university perpet-
uate colonialism. 

First I will discuss the corporate univer-
sity, and how corporatization has affected 
academia and the production of knowl-
edge. Next, I will examine the neoliberal 
academy and the ways universities func-
tion as transnational corporations that ben-
efit from the global market. Finally, I will 
explore how the neoliberal and corporate 
academy affects knowledge production, 
and the implications of this through a dis-
cussion of postcolonialism.

A BRIEF EXPLANATION OF NEOLIB-
ERALISM

Neoliberalism has become the frame-
work by which our global marketplace 
operates. Its proponents entrust markets 
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with the capacity to self-regulate, and ar-
gue that a country’s profitability can be 
driven up by exploiting emerging markets 
in countries of the Global South  (Gregory 
et al., 2009, 497).  

The justification for exploitation lies in 
the notion that development should pri-
marily be considered within a growth-
first approach. Social-welfarist plans are 
consequently rendered as antagonistic to 
economic development due to their anti-
competitive costs (Peck & Tickell, 2002, 
p. 394). As neoliberalism creates increas-
ingly uneven geographies with regard to 
capital, it does so with academic knowl-
edge and production as well; students and 
knowledge have become commodities to 
buy and sell. 

THE CORPORATE ACADEMY  

The emergence of the Canadian corpo-
rate academy began in the 1980s, after the 
university experienced a decade of ‘chron-
ic underfunding’ (Buchbinder & Newson, 
1990, p. 359).  Appeals to the govern-
ment for financial support were ignored, 
thus the university turned to the private sec-
tor for sources of income. This proved ben-
eficial, as both parties could stay ahead of 
international competition: the corporation 
benefits from research, technology, and in-
novation, and well-funded institutions are 
able to garner profit from students eager 
to enroll in universities whose reputability 
is acquired through relationships with cor-
porations.  

Canadian universities are heralded as 
having a crucial role in “facilitating eco-
nomic recovery and assisting [Canada’s] 
transition into the high-tech era” (p. 360). 
The university has ceased to solely serve 
as a place for higher learning. It has in-

stead become a place for job training and 
for corporations to access the “latest ex-
ploitable scientific knowledge, particularly 
knowledge related to high-tech innovations 
and the growing biotechnology industry” 
(p. 360). This transition to the corporate 
university happened relatively quickly – 
between 1979 and 1988, there was an 
increase of 21.2% students who stated that 
their schoolwork was applied work, and a 
decrease of 20.8% students whose school-
work was for the sole purpose of learning 
(p. 375). Higher education is now set on 
creating a productive labor force.

The partnership between the corpo-
ration and the academy was initially a 
short-term solution for financial deficit, but 
it has now become the modus operandi 
by which academia intends to ‘advance.’ 
In addition, the academy has become a 
corporation in itself (p. 377). It has ad-
opted forms and methods to increase its 
efficiency, where success is evaluated by 
quantitative characteristics such as profit, 
benchmarks, and performance indicators. 
(Jazeel & McFarlane, 2010, p. 110-111). 
All decisions previously made to advance 
academic knowledge (such as which re-
search initiatives to fund, which courses to 
teach, which enrollment policies to adopt) 
are “considered in terms of detailed cost-
revenue calculations and […] whether they 
represent good business decisions” (Buch-
binder et al.,1990 p. 367). 

THE NEOLIBERAL ACADEMY 

The neoliberal academy is the corpo-
rate academy acting within the global-
ized world, and is an amalgamation of 
corporate interest, globalization, and their 
associated inequalities. It consequently in-
troduces market logics into a sector previ-
ously assumed to be immune to said mar-
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ket logics. Knowledge and students have 
become commodities to buy and sell. 

Given the commodification of educa-
tion, the transnational university benefits 
from marketing itself to international stu-
dents. Canadian law stipulates that tuition 
for international students can technically 
be raised by any percentage: nationally, 
average tuition fees for international un-
dergraduate students rose 6.8% in 2013-
2014, compared to a 3.3% increase for 
Canadians (Statistics Canada, 2013).

IMPLICATIONS OF THE NEOLIBER-
AL AND CORPORATE UNIVERSITY 
(POST)COLONIALISM 

Postcolonial theory provides a way to 
analyse the corporatization of the acad-
emy. It focuses on “the tangible means 
by which disparate parts of the world 
[become] subordinate to the drives and 
dictates of a separate imperial center” 
(Gregory et al., 2009, p. 94).  The colo-
nized are directed to imitate the ways of 
knowing and living of the West (p. 94): 
stereotypes of foreign lands and peoples 
become taken-for-granted; trait of differ-
ences become ascribed to particular spac-
es; and places, environments and natures, 
and ‘other’ people are deemed unable to 
represent or govern themselves (p. 94). 

I will be exploring postcolonial theory in 
order to “expose colonialism’s continued 
presence and exclusionary effects within 
the period we designate ‘after-the-colo-
nial’” (Jazeel, 2007, p. 17), specifically 
with regard to the neoliberal and corpo-
rate university as it inhabits a colonial pres-
ent (Gregory et al., 2009, p. 96).

THE CORE AND PERIPHERY OF 
KNOWLEDGE DEVELOPMENT

According to Philip Altbach, powerful 
universities have always dominated the 
production and distribution of knowledge, 
while other institutions are at the periphery 
of knowledge production (Altbach, 2005, 
p. 64). Altbach argues that “most academ-
ic centers tend to be located in larger and 
wealthier countries and benefit from the 
full array of resources” (p. 64). The neo-
liberal university perpetuates the core and 
periphery model in knowledge production 
and research. Certain universities privy to 
advantages (such as global positioning or 
language of instruction) are top producers 
of academic knowledge, with other institu-
tions placed at the periphery of knowledge 
production. I use the core-periphery mod-
el, as it is “a model of systemic patterns of 
uneven development in the geography of 
human activity, based on uneven distribu-
tion of power within and between societ-
ies” (Gregory et al., 2009, p. 115).   

This disparity of knowledge produc-
tion is a by-product of a colonial past and 
present; countries in the Global North 
were typically ones involved in colonial 
exploits of the past, and were the nations 
that benefited economically from those 
they colonized. In addition, colonial pow-
ers imposed European university education 
systems in Japan, Thailand, and Ethiopia 
(Altbach, 2005, p. 62). The exploitation 
of those countries remains prevalent today, 
albeit implicitly; there is and has always 
been an economic incentive behind colo-
nial ventures. In the past, universities of the 
Global North were transnational in an at-
tempt to solidify colonial rule over a nation, 
whereas presently, they are transnational 
to establish a monopoly on knowledge, 
and to generate revenue for its corpora-
tion. 
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Universities with access to more resourc-
es in the form of cutting-edge technology 
as well as the brightest minds are granted 
the funds for research, and are able to pub-
lish their findings. This results in the con-
tinued stratification of knowledge produc-
tion, with those in the Global North at the 
forefront, which facilitates the notion that 
those academies of the Global South are 
inferior, perpetuating ideas of otherness 
and dependence. To exacerbate the issue 
further, the increased corporatization and 
neoliberalization of the university makes it 
increasingly difficult for other academies 
in the Global South to ‘catch up’ to those 
in the Global North, and to establish them-
selves as centers of academic production. 
Moreover, the price of entry has risen, 
and “few universities in countries lacking 
deep financial resources cannot become 
top academic institutions” (Altbach, 2005, 
p. 65). A university with more money can 
contribute to the production and dissemi-
nation of knowledge, thus having a posi-
tive feedback mechanism which further 
establishes that specific university as a top-
tier institution. 

The core-periphery model propagated 
by the neoliberal and corporate academy 
is reminiscent of the idea of otherness 
manifested in the self/other binary which 
was “central to imperial domination and 
its continued afterlife” (Jazeel, 2007, p. 
17).  This creates a dichotomy, where ‘our’ 
knowledge is superior to that of the other, 
thus allowing for the continued domination 
of one type of knowledge over another. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH

The disparate distribution of resources 
across the Global North and South influ-
ence how research is conducted across 
these two arenas, and the type of knowl-

edge that is produced. As Tariq Jazeel and 
Colin McFarlane (2010) discuss, there is a 
certain amount of responsibility that must 
be ascribed to the academic when con-
ducting research so as to close the gap be-
tween the subject and the observer, espe-
cially when the overwhelming majority of 
researchers are located in “EuroAmerican 
disciplinary academic communities”(p. 
111). 

Jazeel and MacFarlane (2010) acknowl-
edge the “structural frameworks of the un-
evenly transnational academy […which] 
places demands and pressures on what 
constitutes academic work […this] [can] 
result in simultaneous movements away 
from accountability in the southern constit-
uencies in which […] research is grounded 
in the first place” (p. 111).  In an increas-
ingly corporate university, certain ways of 
knowing are valued over others, and this 
certainly places a demand on what kind of 
research is being funded, and what kind 
of knowledge is being disseminated. As 
Buchbinder and Newson suggest (1990) 
“industrial and private sector donors are 
overwhelmingly more inclined to contrib-
ute their research dollars to projects which 
have a technical or applied science pay-
off” (p. 367).  This implies an exclusion 
of other forms of knowledge that are not 
as quantifiable, as scientific, therefore ex-
cluding Indigenous and local knowledge, 
as well as those disciplines in the humani-
ties and the social sciences that question 
the legitimacy of funding largely technical 
ventures. This is problematic, as postcolo-
nial theory is:

crucially concerned with the abil-
ity to write/speak back, because 
its object is not only the decen-
tering of the West but crucially 
a re-balancing of the West with 
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the rest of the world[…]. It also 
seeks to re-constitute subject posi-
tions from which people around 
the world can find voice to speak 
about themselves. (Raghuram, 
Madge, & Noxolo, 2009, pp. 
5-13)

When the allocation of research is dis-
proportionately divided across the Global 
North and South, the Global South is of-
ten portrayed as the object of the Global 
North’s research. Similarly, when certain 
forms of knowing are deemed irrelevant, 
the ability for those disciplines that do 
question the legitimacy of certain research 
practices is diminished. As a result, the 
voices of those with colonized pasts are 
left unheard, propelling them into a co-
lonial present. This perpetuates colonial 
discourse as it “[exerts] authority by cre-
ating asymmetrical relationships between 
Western and ‘other’ knowledge systems” 
(Gregory et al., 2009, p. 95). 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND THE NEO-
LIBERAL ACADEMY 

An enticing reason for international stu-
dents to attend a university in the Global 
North is that they have the opportunity to 
conduct their studies in the primary lan-
guage used in business transactions as 
well as in academic fields (Altbach, 2005, 
p. 65). The corporate university benefits 
from using English as the language of in-
struction, as it aids in conducting business 
across the world and attracts international 
student commodities who wish to improve 
their English skills. This offers a significant 
advantage to the wealthy English-speaking 
countries as they are able to maintain he-
gemony over academic knowledge pro-
duction (p. 67). The implications of this in-
clude an awareness of difference between 

those involved in top-tier, neoliberal acad-
emies of the Global North and those in the 
Global South. As a response, other coun-
tries in the Global South have begun to of-
fer academic programs in English in order 
to attract international students who wish 
“to improve [their] English-language skills 
[…] thus enabl[ing] them to work in the 
international arena” (p. 66). This attempt 
to emulate the framework of a corporate 
academy of the Global North further as-
serts difference.  It is as Frantz Fanon de-
scribes, the “colonized [are] constantly told 
of the superiority of the colonisers’ values 
and that these should be aspired to and 
copied” (as cited in Sharp, 2009, p. 123). 
He argues that these values can never be 
copied successfully, which supports contin-
ued domination over the colonized, and 
maintains a space of difference between 
those in the core and the periphery. This 
distinction becomes ever-apparent to those 
at the periphery, as they are constantly re-
minded of their difference to the prevalent 
model for development (p. 123).

The place of English at the pinnacle of 
communication is reminiscent of colonial-
ism, where the “European language of 
the colonisers was privileged over local 
languages. For example, British colonists 
believed that their scientific and technical 
knowledge could be transmitted to Indian 
students only via classes taught in English” 
(p. 123). Many of the common textbooks 
and materials used in academia are pub-
lished in English by English-speaking coun-
tries (Altbach, 2005, p. 68). This is prob-
lematic, as the English-speaking universities 
maintain a monopoly on the production of 
knowledge. Human resources wishing to 
conduct business in the international realm 
are drained from the Global South and are 
inserted into the Global North. As postco-
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lonial theorist Sharp (2009) purports, the 
predominant use of English in academia is 
even more problematic in that it allows for 
the ‘speaking for/as the other’ (p. 110). 
The ‘other’ is the Global North’s knowl-
edge and representation of the rest of the 
world, constructed through the domination 
of it. The use of English in the increasingly 
common corporate academy gains its in-
fluence by its association with powerful 
companies that use English as a language 
of transaction, as well as from its associa-
tions with countries in the Global North (p. 
110).

THE DISSEMINATION OF WESTERN 
KNOWLEDGE

The neoliberal university entices inter-
national students to attend its institution 
through its reputation; however it also pos-
sesses the resources to assert dominance 
through ‘buying’ the very best scholars of 
the international world, helping the “North 
maintain its overwhelming lead in science 
and scholarship” (Altbach, 2005, p. 68). 
Not only is this reminiscent of exploitation 
colonies which were established for the 
purpose of economic extraction, but it also 
“[weakens] the academic institutions in 
many developing countries” (p. 68). This 
assists in re-affirming the dominance of ac-
ademia in the Global North, and therefore 
the dominance of western thought.1 These 

1 Global North refers to richer, industrial countries 
generally located in the northern hemisphere - 
but it also includes Australia and New Zealand 
in the southern hemisphere (Gregory et al., 
2009, p. 506) - whose dominant societies were 
historically part of a colonial power. Western 
knowledge refers to a specific history of knowing 
regarded as originating in Europe, and has now 
been taught in and imposed on cultures around 
the globe (p. 220). I thus use the term Global 
North to refer to places that uphold the colonial 

‘migrating scholars’ retain contact with 
their country of origin through giving guest 
lectures or consulting with institutions in 
their home country (p. 68). Similarly, many 
international students return home perma-
nently after completing their education.

This movement of scholars facilitates 
the dissemination of western knowledge 
throughout the globalized world. It leads 
to understanding the world through a 
western framework which prizes scientific, 
high-tech knowledge over others, therefore 
excluding other forms of knowledge (i.e. 
Indigenous and local). This is reminiscent 
of the European travellers who “found no 
[I]ndigenous written sources and so they 
presumed an absence of science and 
philosophical learning” (Sharp, 2009, p. 
31). The mapping and measuring of the 
colonized world brought everyone under 
the umbrella of a western way of knowing, 
which proved to be exclusionary and did 
not benefit Indigenous communities. This 
created a sense of ‘us’ and ‘them,’ and 
the stratification of knowledge fostered a 
notion that Indigenous Peoples were some-
how inferior and unable to understand 
the world, therefore needing governance. 
Colonial governance allowed for the ex-
ploitation of resources which aided in the 
economic success of those who colonized. 

This dissemination of western knowl-
edge perpetuates the notion that western 
education and knowledge is superior, 
and the only way for the individual to suc-
ceed is if they are educated in the Global 
North. Similarly, the notion held by the 
colonizers that Indigenous Peoples could 

systems of dependence and western knowledge 
to explain the knowledge that is propagated by 
these places.
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be “taught to operate technology, but not 
to comprehend abstract science” (Sharp, 
2009, p. 31) evokes a parallel to today’s 
production of knowledge; universities in 
the Global South are deemed as inferior to 
those in the Global North. Therefore, those 
who originate from the Global South are 
unable to contribute to the production of 
knowledge unless they are first educated 
in the western framework, as their lack of 
finance and high-tech resources somehow 
render them unable to make a valid con-
tribution to the production of knowledge. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

The neoliberal and corporate academy 
is a manifestation of a colonial world. The 
world’s collective colonial past has result-
ed in the large disparity in the distribution 
of wealth between the Global North and 
South. The colonial past has resulted in 
constructing spaces of difference, where 
the marginalised are consistently reas-
sured of the supposed superiority of the 
colonizers. This space of difference and 
the unequal distribution of resources have 
made it easier for the neoliberal university 
to establish itself in a world that already 
asserts western hegemony. 

The neoliberal academy takes advan-
tage of global relationships and exploits 
populations in the Global South under the 
justification that a free-market will fairly 
regulate the production of knowledge. 
This, coupled with the increased corpo-
ratization of the university, allows for the 
exploitation of this known difference, and 
propagates it through the production and 
distribution of knowledge. I believe, then, 
that the neoliberal and corporate university 
is not only a manufacturer of colonialism, 
but also a perpetuator of its existence. This 
further marginalizes non-western ways of 

knowing, and continues to assert the west 
as a dominant power. 

When the west is dominant, and the 
primary producer of academia, it removes 
the agency of other, non-western universi-
ties, and therefore non-western peoples, to 
widely express their ways of knowing: 

The west’s knowledge and rep-
resentation of the rest of the 
world were part and parcel of its 
domination of it; in other words, 
the west spoke for the other […] 
knowledge and power are insep-
arable; power will be constituted 
in part through dominant ways 
of knowledge, which in turn gain 
their influence through their as-
sociation with powerful positions 
within networks. (Sharp, 2009, 
p. 110)

In other words, the western world normal-
izes the corporate and neoliberal acade-
my, and creates a powerful network where 
only those able to form relationships with 
influential businesses are considered wor-
thy of academic production. This has im-
plications for how non-western people and 
knowledge are understood and portrayed.   

Academics have tried to mitigate this 
domination of western knowledge through 
offering a discussion of postcolonial theo-
ry. Although postcolonial theory helps, to 
some extent, explore colonialism and of-
fering alternate accounts of the world, the 
fact of the matter is that postcolonialism in 
itself is a construct of the west. Therefore, 
I believe that postcolonial theory is inad-
equate for exploring the real, lived experi-
ences of those oppressed by colonization. 
Postcolonial theory attempts to include oth-
er ways of knowing and meaning, howev-
er it falls short. This is because it ultimately 
ascribes certain western meaning to the 
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experience of the colonized; we ask about 
the lived experiences of these people, yet 
we only understand them through our own 
ways of knowing (Sharp, 2009, p. 112). 
My paper is just a starting point: although 
engaging in postcolonial theory might be 
a well-intentioned step in the right direc-
tion, it ultimately only manages to theorize 
about something that is a very real experi-
ence with critical consequences.  
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Reimagining Skateboarding: Space, 
Meaning, and Transportation in 
Vancouver 
by Stefan Raupach

Despite many attempts to subvert it, skateboarding is a rapidly growing cultural phenomenon, 
and has reached a point where it must be addressed in the context of  urban and social policy. In 
doing so, this paper questions the importance of  the lived experience and non-status-quo spatial 
meanings in policy. It also seeks to unpack the complexities within skateboarding itself, such as 
the differences between origin-destination transportation, “street” skateboarding, and skateboard 
parks. The scope of  this paper is fairly broad, so as to draw attention to how skateboarding fits 
within the nexus of  urban issues such as, “public space,” exclusion, identity, sense of  place, 
transportation, and mobility. Because of  these interconnections, skateboarding has influence 
far beyond simply the act itself, and has the potential to influence how cities are imagined and 
how spatial norms are created. Ultimately, this paper concludes that skateboarding is both 
an extremely unique cultural practice, and a viable transportation form that could bridge the 
gap between walking and cycling. As such, it requires further research and a more nuanced 
understanding.

Skateboarders see the built environment 
in an idiosyncratic way. Their subjective 
perceptual experience and performance 
are intimately tied to space, architecture 
and urban form. Furthermore, skateboard-
ing interacts with people in a way that other 
activities do not, because it can occur in or-
dinary shared spaces, whose construction 
was not built to accommodate skateboard-
ers. As such, it violates status quo norms 
about how certain spaces should function, 
and as a result, manifests itself as a strong 
visible loss of social and political control 
(Herbert & Brown, 2006). In this way, 
skateboarding is often criminalized, un-
less occurring in a ‘sanctioned’ skate park. 
However, skateboarding is not an intrinsic 
violation of ‘objective’ spatial laws. It is in 
fact socially contingent, as reactions to it 
are based on cultural perceptions, some of 

which create powerful negative social con-
notations, which then preclude skateboard-
ing as a legitimate transportation medium. 

In what follows, I will first discuss skate-
boarding as place-based identity forma-
tion, and the historical significance of a 
particular space in Vancouver. In doing 
so, I will analyze discourse and policy, 
looking at how skateboarders’ histories 
and meanings are actively challenged. 
Next, I will explore how policy has di-
chotomized skate parks and street skate-
boarding. Finally, I will briefly assess 
skateboarding’s transportation potential. 

 This paper will address questions of 
space and identity by exploring the ex-
periences of skateboarders in space, and 
relating them to broader issues of trans-
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portation, urban density, policy and law. 
I argue that skateboarding is an intricate 
cultural form with deep-rooted place-based 
connections, which operate to resist domi-
nant norms of urban space. These resistant 
meanings are connected to both specific 
spaces in the urban environment and the 
act of travel itself. While many exercises of 
power occur in an attempt to subvert and 
control skateboarding, these attempts must 
be critically questioned, as understand-
ing the lived experience of skateboarders 
is vital to creating a more inclusive pub-
lic space and a successful transportation 
system (Nixon, 2012; Rajé, 2007; Tay-
lor, 2003; Spinney, 2007). In this way, 
skateboarding must be understood as 
both a complex cultural movement and a 
unique transportation medium, with focus 
on the inexorable linkages between the 
two. Great potential for positive change 
exists, but this requires a new understand-
ing, whereby these qualitative meanings 
are respected and integrated into policy.

SPACE, MEANING AND PLACE: THE 
HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF A 
VANCOUVER SKATE SPOT  

As humanist Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) argues, 
‘place’ is a set of socially constructed 
meanings inscribed in a particular space. 
Some claim certain spaces are devoid of 
meaning because of their ubiquity and 
lack of meaningful distinguishing features.  
Marc Augé argues that areas that satisfy 
these conditions are “non-places” (1995). 
He defines a place as “relational, histori-
cal and concerned with identity” (Augé 
1995, p. 63). In this sense, non-places 
are non-anthropologically rooted places 
with no connection to history, and are de-
void of real local meaning and identity. 

The common set of stairs can be situated 

within the framework of a “non-place.”  
This is not to say it literally lacks a mate-
rial history. Rather, this history is simply 
not included in the common imagination 
and understanding of the space. Some 
may associate stairs with memories of past 
homes or falling down. Yet, it is likely that 
for most, the stairs are simply performing 
a mundane and necessary function of al-
lowing one to travel to a higher elevation 
plane. This is not the same for skateboard-
ers. As one skater states, “We enjoy the 
stuff that nobody else even notices. What’s 
wrong with that?” (Woolley & Johns 2001, 
p. 226). Skateboarders greatly enrich, 
and particularize, the meanings associ-
ated with a unique set of stairs or other 
skateable obstacles. Moreover, for skate-
boarders, sense of place and a historical 
chronology are specifically and intimate-
ly tied to a unique geographical area 
through videos, photos, and oral history. 
These meanings fit within Augé’s notions 
of place, as they are deeply rooted in his-
tory and identity. Skateboarders call a 
space where ‘tricks’ can be done a ‘spot.’ 
This is because most skaters know what 
tricks have been landed there. If the spot 
is new, skateboarders’ identities and sense 
of place can be created by performing 
new tricks, thereby creating new history. 

The “CIBC rail” illustrated in Figure 1 
exemplifies this phenomenon. This iconic 
downtown Vancouver skate spot carries 
with it an anthology of tricks that have 
been landed there. This anthology includes 
both the tricks and the individuals who per-
formed them. Furthermore, this is not just 
about what tricks others have performed, 
but also what each person has done him- 
or herself, as these fuel his/her experiences 
and memories in space. performed them. 
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This example, however, is not to discount 
alternative meanings of the same space. 
Some critique Augé’s non-place framework 
and maintain that all spaces may contain a 
multiplicity of meanings, which may render 
a space a place, many of these meanings 
unknown to the observer or researcher 
(Merriman, 2004). While this is valid, 
these other interpretations do not manifest 
in the same overt way as skateboarding 
does. Other meanings are “sanctioned” 
while skateboarders’ spatial meanings are 
attacked. For instance, those who work in 
the CIBC building likely have their own 
sense of place and spatial meanings, such 
as memories of meetings, or eating lunch 
on the steps. Yet, these are not offensive 
to most and are not met with any resis-
tance. The recent “skate-stopping” of the 
CIBC rail is an example of such resistance. 
These “skate-stoppers” are specifically 
designed metal brackets that cover differ-
ent surfaces in an attempt to stop skate-
boarders from sliding/grinding on them. 

SPACE AND POLICY: “STREET” 
SKATEBOARDING AND SKATE 
PARKS 

The skate stopping of the CIBC rail, and 
countless other skate spots globally, fit with-
in the broader conceptual framework of 
‘sanctioned’ spatial meanings competing 
with subcultural meanings. In the context 
of globalization and global flows of capi-
tal, cities have a constant desire to remain 
attractive to investment (Mitchell, 2003; 
Németh, 2006). In addition, “this capital 
attraction is often embedded in economic 
strategies that prioritize visual coherence 
and order,” such as, “heavy-handed up-
grading and enhancement of security mea-
sures” (Németh, 2006, p. 305). A city’s 
attempts to be attractive work to hide those 
who are not deemed to be so. This is legiti-
mized through political discourses, such 
as the Broken Windows Theory. Broken 
Windows Theory suggests that visibly der-
elict areas with broken windows and other 

Figure 1: “CIBC Rail” 400 Burrard St. Vancouver, B.C 
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damage emit the message that the govern-
ment has no power over the space (Herbert 
& Brown, 2006). Street skateboarding is 
often cited as criminal damage (Borden, 
2001), as well as a manifestation of loss 
of control and urban attractiveness. The 
threat that some feel skateboarders pose 
is evident in the deployment of rhetoric, 
which has even gone as far as equating 
skateboarders with ‘rats’ and ‘vermin’ (Né-
meth, 2006, p. 304). These criticisms fit 
within Broken Windows ideology, position-
ing skateboarding as a stepping stone to 
other ‘more serious,’ ‘deviant’ behaviours. 

Because skateboarding acts as a chal-
lenge to hegemonic notions of space and 
capital, various attempts to control and 
subvert it have been implemented. I have 
already mentioned skate stoppers as one 
physical technique for controlling space. 
However, there are also many more tech-
niques being pursued through law and 
policy. Love Park, Philadelphia is a classic 
example of this. Though designer Edmond 
Bacon did not intend for the plaza to be 
used by skateboarders, it became a world 
renowned skate spot in the 1990s and 
early 2000s (411 Productions, 2004). 
Law and force were eventually utilized 
against the skateboarders. This occurred 
first through a fining policy, which was 
eventually followed by an $800 000 clo-
sure and remodeling project that included 
24 hour police presence after the project 
was completed (Németh, 2006, p. 301). 

These types of hard-line policies and the 
Broken Windows philosophy may undoubt-
edly be attractive to some people, such as 
business owners with the desire to project 
an attractive space for consumers. While 
street skateboarding can potentially reduce 
attractiveness, it would be erroneous and 

likely impossible to completely control or 
eliminate it. As such, instead of top-down 
policy, compromise is needed, incorporat-
ing both the voice of businesses and the 
growing voice of skateboarders as a unique 
social group in the city. Rather than assum-
ing skateboarding is unattractive, compro-
mise allows for new understandings to per-
miate. For example, it can fit within Jane 
Jacob’s framework of providing “eyes on 
the street” to actually police urban space 
(Jacobs, 1961; Woolley and John, 2001). 
Even in the context of capital fixing, skate-
boarding could been seen as one way to 
make the city more attractive, as a vibrant 
skateboard scene “retains young, tech-
savvy residents, employees and business 
owners, the type of residents that desire 
downtown living” (Howell, 2008, p. 490). 

One solution to perceived unattractive-
ness that is often pursued is the creation 
of purpose built parks. “A key [motivation 
for] the development of skateparks is the 
desire to relieve tension between the gen-
eral public and skateboarders” (Freeman, 
2002, p. 309). Parks provide a space for 
activity and socialization, which occur in 
a collective and peaceful environment, 
and there are features in parks that one 
cannot find anywhere else, such as ramps 
and bowls. Yet, finally receiving a legiti-
mate space can be equally problematic. 
Skate parks fit within the context of shrink-
ing subsidies and tax bases of municipal 
governments under the neoliberal gover-
nance paradigm (Howell, 2008, p. 492). 
Municipal legal liability over the space is 
removed, which puts the health and legal 
onus onto the skateboarder, effectively cre-
ating a  “contractual citizen-state relation-
ship” (Howell, 2008, p. 492). Skate parks, 
therefore, succeed at effectively removing 
skateboarders from sight and liability. This 



20 RAUPACH

works to absolve cities from confronting is-
sues of space, identity, and how to inte-
grate skateboarders into the broader urban 
fabric. It is important to note that this cri-
tique neither condemns purpose built skate 
parks nor does it suggest that all politicians 
or planners consciously manipulate space 
in a malicious way. Rather, it demonstrates 
that discursive apparatuses and ideologies 
must be considered so that policy, rhetoric 
and motivations can be critically situated. 

However, even with purpose built parks, 
the deep and profound cultural desire for 
street skating can never be eradicated. 
This is supported by Freeman’s study of 
New Zealand: “Although there was an 
initial decrease in numbers skateboarding 
in central public areas following the build-
ing of dedicated facilities, skateboarding 
in these areas generally returned to ear-
lier levels within a month or less” (Free-
man, 2002, p. 309). Street skating is a 
fundamental part of skateboarding and 
composes a large proportion of skate-
boarding today. Vancouver’s purpose built 
downtown skate plaza exemplifies the 
fact that skateboarders desire the classic 
obstacles of the urban environment. The 
plaza is extremely popular because it has 
been designed to emulate the features 
commonly found in cities, such as stairs 
and ledges (Newline Skateparks, 2010). 
Yet, the compulsion for street skating is so 
strong that skaters in Vancouver still pursue 
it, despite having a purpose-built replica. 
In other words, not only are the obstacles 
themselves important, but also the unique 
spaces (‘spots’) in the city in which they are 
found. This is because the urban environ-
ment is more desirable for filming and tak-
ing photos, and allows for a higher level of 
individual creativity than a confined park. 

One way to explain this phenomenon 
is that many skateboarders view street 
skateboarding and transportation as in-
terdependent, and a park cannot satisfy 
the desire to utilize other aspects of the 
urban environment. As one skater states, 
“I’ve lived here [LA] for two years, and I’ve 
skated downtown many, many times but 
there’s always new things I hadn’t seen be-
fore. It’s endless for sure” (as quoted in Lot-
ti, 2005). Another conveys, “you could just 
hit one thing [‘spot’] and then immediately 
there was something else. Whatever I got 
into, I got into’ (as quoted in Lotti, 2005). 
These quotes reinforce the idea that place 
and meaning are not only limited to ‘des-
tinations’ (Spinney, 2007). Specifically, 
they express the lived experience of spon-
taneity and a desire to be able to travel to 
and from many different spots in a day. 
These testimonies demonstrate that while 
skate park policies are important, despite 
being designed in an attempt to remove 
skateboarders from sight and absolve le-
gal responsibility, they are not sufficient 
in meeting the needs of skateboarders.

SKATEBOARDS AS TRANSPORTA-
TION 

The transportation component of skate-
boarding is often overlooked. However, 
it is fundamental to understanding skate-
boarding culture, experience, and ulti-
mately integrating it into policy so as to 
make cities more inclusive. Assessing 
problems such as access and mobility 
may be helpful to bridge these conceptual 
gaps. Namely, how do people get to the 
skate park or skate spot? It is very likely 
that skateboarders will use their board for 
transportation if they live in close enough 
proximity. Furthermore, the skateboard can 
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be used for destination-oriented transporta-
tion. But it is also frequently used for “cruis-
ing.” “Cruising” involves long continuous 
movement down the street, often at high 
speeds. It is skateboarding with the intent 
to achieve a heightened phenomenologi-
cal experience, in which that skateboarder 
feels his/her senses fully and completely 
while traveling through the urban envi-
ronment (similar to “flow” and “peak” in 
Ford & Brown, 2006). It is about an over-
all feeling in the moment rather than any 
particular trick or space. However, this 
could and often does involve doing tricks 
along the way. Also, it could be aimed at 
traveling to a destination or could be un-
dertaken for its own merit. Cruising and 
destination-oriented transportation are not 
mutually exclusive, and in fact many skate-
boarders express the pleasure they experi-
ence using this mode of transportation. As 
one skater recounts, “[when] you’re push-
ing down the street and you really feel in 
control and you can swerve in and out of 
the traffic, up and down the curbs, [you] 
just feel free but dialed in” (as quoted in 
Lotti, 2005). Another states: “we didn’t 
have cars or anything so we just skated 
[to] everything in our little 3 to 4 mile radi-
us” (as quoted in Lotti, 2005). “Cruising,” 
whether to a specific skate spot or park, 
or for its own sake, is part of the sense of 
place and phenomenology of skateboard-
ers and must therefore be considered in 
policy. Furthermore, this type of pleasure 
travel is woefully absent in other transpor-
tation mediums. As Hanson (2004) puts it, 

Although people do occasion-
ally engage in travel for its own 
sake (as in taking a Sunday drive 
or a family bike ride), most urban 
travel occurs as a by-product of 
trying to accomplish some other 

(nontravel) activity such as work, 
shopping, or mailing a letter. 
Only about half of 1% of all the 
trips made in the United States are 
trips for pleasure driving. (p. 3)

Current policies do not adequately ac-
count for skateboarding as a unique mode 
of transportation. While skateboarding 
has been legal on the streets in Vancouver 
since 2005 (Vancouver Skateboard Coali-
tion, 2013), skateboarders do not act like 
pedestrians, cyclists, or cars, and cannot 
necessarily be treated as such (Nixon, 
2012). They operate in a liminal space 
between being on the sidewalk and on the 
street, as they are constantly jumping up 
curbs and over obstacles. As such, there 
are still social tensions over skateboard-
ing, despite its legality. Moreover, while 
it is unclear exactly how to represent this 
uniqueness in policy, it is worth consider-
ing and developing further in order to cre-
ate a truly inclusive space. Mobility and ac-
cessibility are currently being considered 
through geographical distribution of parks 
and ease of travel to and from these loca-
tions (Vancouver Park Board, 2005), but 
these concepts must be more broadly inte-
grated into all aspects of skateboarding. 

Skateboarding can be seen as a com-
plement to a dense and transportation 
friendly urban form, as it provides a reli-
able, portable and sustainable method 
of travel. This is supported by events like 
Go Skateboarding Day, in which large 
groups of skateboarders travel fairly large 
distances over the course of an afternoon.  
In the Vancouver Context, the route cov-
ers from the Downtown Skate Plaza be-
tween Quebec St. and Union St. to the 
CIBC Rail on Burrard St, and then back 
to Strathcona Skatepark. In a general 
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sense, more skateboarders on the street 
in a daily transportation context could be 
perceived as threatening to other users 
of the space, such as drivers and pedes-
trians. As such, to include skateboarders 
in our conception of cities, we must first 
overcome the barriers of stigma in order 
to enter a discussion about skateboard-
ing as a legitimate transportation medium.

CONCLUSIONS: SKATEBOARDING, 
THE LIVED EXPERIENCE AND POSI-
TIVE URBAN CHANGE

This paper has provided an overview 
of ways in which space is understood 
and controlled, and has examined the im-
portant interdependent aspects of street 
skateboarding, purpose-built skate parks 
and transportation. It should be noted that 
my analysis has been intentionally broad 
in scope in order to draw attention to the 
fact that skateboarding is a multifaceted 
cultural movement that intersects many 
segments of urban and social policy. My 
aim has been to synthesize these elements 
to create a more complete understanding 
of skateboarding and urban space. In ad-
dition, I recognize the biases that exist 
through my perspective as an active skate-
boarder. However, in line with Feminist 
Standpoint Theory, I suggest that research 
starting from within a marginalized group, 
as I have demonstrated skateboarders to 
be part of, is effective in uncovering power 
relations (Harding, 2004). I do also ac-
knowledge the limitations of my phenom-
enological approach and the difficulties 
associated with ‘speaking for’ a complex 
social group. Yet, in order to effectively in-
clude skateboarders in public space, one 
must understand how they see space. As 
such, I am coming from inside the culture 

to act as a mediator to articulate this in-
formation in a coherent way. Further eth-
nographic research into these topics could 
strengthen this understanding. I maintain 
that this is what is needed to take these is-
sues seriously. This is especially important 
in policy, as law is often mobilized against 
skateboarders without full understanding 
or proper representation of their world-
views. While my argument is controver-
sial, the need to properly consider skate-
boarding in urban policy is unavoidable. 

In closing, landscape is intimately con-
nected to those who live, work, play, and 
move there (Michael 2000, p. 110). In 
this sense, skateboarding is only one facet 
of the urban fabric, albeit an important 
and growing one. My aim is not to ne-
gate other social groups or issues, rather 
merely to assert that skateboarders are an 
important part of a vibrant urban environ-
ment and inclusive public space. Given 
the variety of meanings that people insert 
into space, it will be difficult to completely 
remove tensions between different users. 
However, skateboarding can be framed 
in a more positive light in an attempt to 
alleviate these. Ultimately, skateboarding 
has great potential and acts as a key ex-
ample of the ways in which lived experi-
ence and meaning can be re-imagined 
and integrated into policy. Bottom-up ap-
proaches are vital in giving a voice to 
different spatial meanings. Therefore, we 
should critically evaluate and situate ef-
forts to subvert skateboarding within the 
broader structures of discourse and power. 
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Resisting Colonial Indigenous Identities: 
Clayoquot Sound, Northwest Coast Art, 
and a Modern Whale Hunt
by Jessica Stephens-Whale

In both Canada and the United States, colonial discourse has shaped Indigenous Peoples’ 
experiences and culture since contact.  Colonial discourse imposes identities that characterise 
Indigenous peoples as static and traditional.  These ‘authentic’ identities place Indigenous 
Peoples in immutable positions within society that suggest that they are unable to diversify or 
adapt to new practices.  However, as this paper argues and exemplifies through three case studies, 
First Nations and Native Americans are adapting to modern technologies and are moving 
beyond traditional and ‘authentic’ identities. The case studies include: the Nuu-chah-nulth’s 
struggle for forestry co-management during a time when participation in industry was contrary 
to First Nations identities; Salish Artist Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun’s controversial, political 
and modern style art; and the Wakah of  Cape Flattery, Washington who in 1999 embarked on 
their first whale hunt in seventy years.  These three examples illustrate Indigenous Peoples’ 
abilities to carve their own paths and identities outside of  Western colonial control by challenging 
traditionalism and transforming culture to better fit their present status, values and ever evolving 
ways of  life. 

INTRODUCTION

Indigenous Peoples have long been sub-
ject to the dominations of colonialism.  It 
permeates throughout both historical and 
modern North American society and plays 
a crucial role in their continued marginal-
ization.  Through colonial discourse, Indig-
enous identity is defined within constrict-
ing dichotomies that explicitly differentiate 
Indigenous People from white settlers.  
Static and traditional identities have been 
applied to Indigenous Peoples and used 
by white settlers to legitimize their own 
claims to knowledge and power (Maddox, 
2002).  As a result, Indigenous Peoples 
are depicted to be primeval and femi-
nine, as well as in need of guidance and 
governance by the paternal state.  These 

depictions have resulted in the marginal-
ization of Indigenous Peoples and the pro-
motion of western cultural agendas (Braun, 
2002).    In what follows I will describe how 
colonial discourse has produced an Indig-
enous identity that is static and traditional 
and I will explain the implications associ-
ated with these identities for First Nations 
and Native Americans in North America.  
The second part of this essay will be look-
ing at instances of resistance to colonial 
imposed Indigenous identities.  Specifi-
cally, I will examine the Nuu-chah-nulth of 
Clayoquot Sound, Salish Artist Lawrence 
Paul Yuxweluptun and the Wakah of Cape 
Flattery, Washington.  These three exam-
ples illustrate adaptation and a refusal to 
conform to colonial imposed identities.  
The groups exemplify this resistance by 
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rejecting the cultural limitations that have 
been imposed upon them and by doing 
so pave the way for their own identities.

HISTORY OF COLONIAL DISCOURSE 
IN FORMING INDIGENOUS IDENTITY

Colonial and postcolonial are two terms 
commonly used throughout this paper that 
need to be defined and differentiated. Co-
lonialism refers to the violent actions taken 
by imperial powers against those they 
colonized  (Young, 2001).  I draw upon 
Braun (2002)’s use of the term postcolo-
nialism to assess the cultural, economic 
and political issues that have arisen as 
a consequence of colonialism.  Postcolo-
nialism in this essay is meant to imply that 
today, colonialism is still dominant in the 
everyday lives of Indigenous Peoples; in 
no way should ‘post’ imply colonialism is 
no longer active in present day society.  
Additionally, it is important to note that 
when I refer to Indigenous Peoples I am in-
cluding both First Nations of Canada and 
Native Americans in the United States. 

Part of our understanding of colonial-
ism stems from the idea of discourse which 
Foucault describes as the production of 
knowledge that has the power to legitimize 
some modes of knowledge while delegiti-
mizing others (Young, 2001).  Discourse 
acts to privilege one form of knowledge 
over another.  In the case of North Ameri-
ca, it privileges science demoting all other 
forms of knowledge as alternative or tradi-
tional (Young, 2001).  Additionally, colo-
nial discourse has worked to produce an 
Indigenous identity that is closely linked to 
nature.  Nature too is primeval and anti-
quated as being untouched until colonial 

contact.  In order for settler society to le-
gitimize their claims over North Ameri-
can lands, Indigenous Peoples were also 
identified as being wild and primeval, to 
the extent that their historical use of nature 
was erased (Braun, 2002).  Imposing an 
identity that is savage and wild legitimized 
all attempts to civilize Indigenous Peoples.  
The paternalistic techniques employed in-
scribed an imagined identity that is weak, 
feminine and in need of domination.

Adaptation was a natural progression 
for Indigenous Peoples living in the colo-
nial world; however, as they continued to 
adopt new practices, historians and an-
thropologists became increasingly inter-
ested in their history.  Ethnographers were 
intent on reconstructing, collecting, and 
documenting Indigenous ways in the hope 
to preserve their traditions in text (Phillips, 
1995).  This vision of Indigenous culture 
as traditional and static held by anthro-
pologists and ethnographers rejected any 
adaptations by Indigenous Peoples.  Thus, 
Indigenous identity was regulated and au-
thenticated by placing value on the old 
and traditional and by dismissing any evo-
lution of Indigenous culture.  Anthropolo-
gists and ethnographers participated in 
the culture purely as collectors, searching 
for artifacts of the highest rarity and value 
(Phillips, 1995).  Items of the oldest fashion 
and made without any modern materials 
or methods were considered the most au-
thentic.  This definition of authenticity froze 
Indigenous identity and culture in a histori-
cal past denying Indigenous Peoples the 
ability to change or evolve.  Many anthro-
pologists and museums today continue to 
contribute greatly to the attachment of a 
false and ever silencing Indigenous identity 
that is primeval and static (Phillips, 1995).
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INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE TO STATIC 
IDENTITIES

What I would like to focus on now is 
what happens when Indigenous people 
choose not to perform an identity that is 
static and traditional.  By resisting these 
identities and embracing certain aspects 
of modernity, Indigenous  impidentity is 
redefined.  This part of the essay will be 
looking to Indigenous groups who have 
resisted imposed identities by acting out-
side of what is deemed authentic and I will 
analyse how these actions have worked to 
contest colonial-imposed identities of Indi-
geneity.  The paper will begin by analysing 
resource development by the Nuu-chah-
nulth (commonly known as the Nootka) in 
Clayoquot Sound, British Columbia, follow 
by examining the work of Salish Artist Law-
rence Paul Yuxweluptun, and finish with an-
alysing the grey whale hunt controversy of 
the Makah of Cape Flattery, Washington. 

CLAYOQUOT SOUND AND CO-MAN-
AGEMENT

In present day environmental discourse, 
Indigenous identities are often utilized for 
the benefit of environmentalist agendas.  
Due to romanticized primeval identities, 
environmentalists equate environmental 
degradation with the destruction of Indig-
enous culture (Braun, 2002).  For that rea-
son, environmentalists frequently side with 
Indigenous groups on issues concerning 
land rights and resource autonomy (Take-
da et al, 2010).  Tensions then exist when 
First Nation and Native American groups 
like the Nuu-chah-nulth and the Makah 
wish to both preserve the integrity of their 
resources, and capitalize on them.  This 

tension is outlined well by Braun (2002):  

for First Nations in BC, to forge 
a modern future as partici-
pants in the region’s resource  
economies is to risk losing what 
many non-Natives consider 
authentic indigenous culture 
and thereby also their right to 
speak as indigenous peoples 
for their lands. (Braun, 2002)    

The close relationship Indigenous identity 
has with nature in colonial imaginaries 
sets limitations for the kinds of claims In-
digenous people can make (Braun, 2002).  
Simon Lucas, Chair of the West Coast Dis-
trict Council of Indian Chiefs, stated that 
“we feel more isolated from the resources 
to which we have claim than at any time 
in the past” (Braun, 2002, p. 30).  This 
statement highlights the difficulties Indig-
enous groups face within the environ-
mental paradigm when trying to develop 
land that they do have claims to.  For this 
reason and others, Clayoquot Sound be-
came a war ground for clashing identities.

The Nuu-chah-nulth Nation  consists of 
fourteen different bands that span across 
the western coast of Vancouver Island; 
three of the fourteen bands occupy terri-
tories surrounding Clayoquot Sound (see 
figure 1) and have lived in the area for 
thousands of  years (Mabee and Hoberg, 
2006). This unceded traditional territory 
has been centre stage in environmental 
debates since the early 1990s when a 
large amount of forest shares were sold 
to MacMillan Bloedel, a Canadian for-
estry company (Suedfeld and Lavallee, 
1997).  Intense protests broke out, and 
many protesters were arrested for their 
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efforts to protect the pristine old growth 
forests (Mabee and Hoberg, 2006).  The 
Nuu-chah-nulth diverged from environmen-
tal sentiment during this time by producing 
maps indicating historic sites of culturally 
modified trees (CMT).  These maps illus-
trated their long standing history of land 
and resource use.  Many non-Natives re-
sponded similarly to anthropologist Philip 
Drucker, who questioned the authenticity 
of First Nations like the Nuu-chah-nulth due 
to their use of modern technologies and 
disregard of  ‘Indian ways’ (Braun, 2002).  
However, as Braun mentioned, what the 
map of CMTs should represent is not a 
‘rupture’ in Nuu-chah-nulth culture, but 
rather an ‘adaptation’ that illustrates their 
continued evolving land use practices.

Unlike in the rest of Canada, most First 
Nations in British Columbia do not have 
treaty relations with the state. For that 
reason, participation and chances to ben-
efit from resource extraction is extremely 
important to most First Nations survival, 
with forestry being a necessary part of 
their economy.  While until recently it was 
thought that First Nation participation in 
resource extraction industries did not ex-
ist, many First Nations, including the Nuu-
chah-nulth, have been able to prove a 
long standing interest in these industries 
(Mabee and Hoberg, 2006).  Colonial im-
posed identities that imagine First Nations 
as passively existing within nature can be 
challenged by bringing to light past histo-
ries of forest management. A map of CMTs 

Figure 1:  Map showing location of Clayoquot Sound. Source: Nikater. (2007). Van-
couver Clayoquot Sound de. Wikimedia Commons. Retrieved from http://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vancouver_clayoquot_sound_de.png.
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illustrates the Nuu-chah-nulth’s ability to 
modify and manage their environments.

CHALLENGING TRADITION-
ALISM IN NORTHWEST COAST 
FIRST NATION ART

Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun is a Coast 
Salish artist whose use of oil pastels on 
large canvasses diverge from the Native 
art most are used to seeing.  Yuxwelup-
tun’s art is big, colourful and controversial, 
one example being “New Chiefs on the 
Land” showing politicians dressed in suits 
with heads resembling different Native 
animals.  Due to his works being so dif-
ferent when compared to most Northwest 
Coast First Nations artists, many question 
whether his is really Native art (Milmine, 
2006). It is interesting to note however, in 
most First Nation languages, there is no 
word to describe ‘art’. Historically all ob-
jects upon which decorative art had been 
painted, carved or weaved had a function 
and purpose (Milmine, 2006). Thus to de-
scribe such objects as a spruce root basket 
or a standing pole as art is questionable. 
Yuxweluptun’s critics consider Northwest 
Coast First Nation art from a colonial 
lens that places value only on traditional 
and static aspects of Indigenous identities 
(Milmine, 2006).Yuxweluptun states: 

Some artists say that [because 
I’m doing modernism and not 
traditionalism] I’m not  do ing 
anything native, but then when 
they see the images it’s just a 
modem version of native iden-
tity ... I’ve probably changed 
the Northwest Coast forever. 
(Milmine, 2006)

To those who criticize Yuxweluptun’s work 

for not being reminiscent of Northwest 
Coast styles, he argues that he is only 
adapting his art to match that of the pres-
ent day lives of First Nations people. Why 
should Native art that diverges from the 
traditional by incorporating modern land-
scapes, features, or politics raise insecuri-
ties about its authenticity (Milmine, 2006)?  
These issues have arisen from increased 
interest in Native art by non-Natives and 
this curiosity has spurred commodifica-
tion and the creation of tourist art culture 
(Phillips, 1995).  Due to this interest, many 
First Nations people, including artists, feel 
protective of Native-style art and see diver-
gence from tradition as a loss of culture.

Clearly, controversy surrounds First 
Nation artwork and this is in part due 
to its intimate connection to Indigenous 
identity.  Much controversy can emerge 
as a result of departures from traditional 
styles as well as adoption of these styles 
by non-Native individuals (Milmine, 
2006).  To sum up the complications in-
herent in First Nation artwork, I quote 
from author and anthropologist William 
Sturtevant in Milmine’s (2006) paper. 

The Indian artist faces an am-
bivalence between, on the one 
hand, being allowed and able 
to compete on an equal basis 
in contemporary cultural move-
ments of the larger society, gain-
ing recognition as an artist tout 
court rather than as a special, 
separate  ‘Indian artist’ [dis-
criminated against or in favor 
of], and on the other, being able 
and allowed to maintain and ex-
press in art his special Indian or 
even tribal identity, and to have 
that special status recognized 
and valued by the rest of the so-
ciety, not just by tourists and an-
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thropologists. (Milmine, 2006)

This quote encapsulates the struggles 
that arise for marginalized identities who 
must work within mainstream society.
How does one remain Indigenous and 
culturally distinct while participating in 
modernity? This artwork by Yuxweluptun 
illustrates adaptation and evolution in 
First Nation art.  Doing so resists the static 
identity imposed by colonial discourse.

A MODERN GREY WHALE HUNT

For the Makah of Cape Flattery, Wash-
ington, the grey whale (Eschrichtius robus-
tus) hunt was a traditional practice that 
had not been performed for over seventy 
years.  Although the Makah are guaran-
teed whaling rights by treaty, it was not un-
til 1999 that a ban on whaling was lifted 
and the band finally received permission 
from the International Whaling Commis-
sion to resume their hunt (Roberts, 2010). 
Leading up to the first hunt in 1999, the 
Makah were met with intense scrutiny 
from the public, and a debate ensued over 
the ethics of whale hunting. This debate 
quickly accelerated from a discussion of 
ethics to overt racial slurs and anti-Indian 
campaigning (Roberts, 2010).  Because 
the Makah made use of modern day tech-
nologies such as guns and motor-powered 
boats, the public interpreted this as the 
Makah taking advantage of their Indian 
Status (Raibmon, 2005).  In the imaginar-
ies of the public, the Makah should have 
carried out the hunt using traditional meth-
ods. In utilizing modern technology, the 
Makah performed inauthentically and, 
to the public, this was a perceived vio-
lation of the conditions upon which they 
were given permission to continue the 
hunt (Raibmon, 2005). These expecta-
tions, however, further disadvantaged 

Native Americans, who were already 
marginalized, by constricting them within 
sa paradigm that cannot shift or change.   

During this time, Makah culture was 
considered by critics as ‘de-evolution’ 
(Roberts, 2010) and many activists called 
for the Makah to conform to the popular 
environmentalist sentiments. It is clear that 
where claims by Indigenous Peoples for 
resources are legitimized on the grounds 
of historical cultural identity, non-Natives 
may look for ways to invalidate those 
claims if they disagree with them.  In the 
case of the Makah Whale hunt, activists 
petitioned against special status for Native 
Americans, and called for zero allocation 
of whale hunting rights to anyone (Mark-
er, 2006).  In response to the negative 
backlash incurred from the hunt, a Makah 
mother gave a presentation to her son’s 
class about Makah culture and the whale 
hunt in the hopes of teaching tolerance.  
However, many parents of the children 
made complaints equating Makah knowl-
edge and history with “religious presenta-
tion” calling for a scientific presentation 
to be offered to counter the perspective 
provided by the Makah mother (Marker, 
2006).  This reaction further illustrates the 
delegitimization of Indigenous knowledge, 
while at the same time showing not only a 
preference for scientific knowledge but the 
belief that scientific knowledge is cultur-
ally neutral and objective (Marker, 2006). 

Asserting their right to hunt using mod-
ern technologies exemplified the Makah’s 
capacity to participate in modernity while 
remaining identifiably unique.  The Makah 
hunt symbolizes a resistance to assimilation 
and an assertion of treaty and its encom-
passing resource rights to ancestral lands.  
As one Greenpeace ocean specialist stated, 
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it is important to put the Makah whale hunt 
into context as greater threats exist and “no 
indigenous hunt has ever destroyed whale 
populations” (Marker, 2006, p. 502).  

CONCLUSION

Colonial history has played every part 
in positioning Indigenous Peoples on the 
periphery and it continues to do so through 
colonial discourses that produce static and 
traditional Indigenous identities. They have  
aided to sustain their marginalization in 
the present and as a result, Indigenous 
Peoples are inhibited from fully engaging 
in present North American economies.  
These identities are strictly imposed on In-
digenous Peoples and engagement in tra-
ditional practices is seen as a necessity in 
order to prove one’s identity, when it should 
be left up to individuals to choose whether 
or not they wish to engage in them.  In 
opposition to colonial discourse, this pa-
per looked at three examples where Indig-
enous Peoples have resisted static and tra-
ditional identities. Between the Makah and 
the Nuu-chah-nulth, environmentalists have 
alternated between seeing Indigenous 
practices as inherently environmental and 
wanting Indigenous practices to conform 
to western notions of environmentalism.  
These differences suggest environmentalists 
only elevate the importance of Indigenous 
identity as it relates to their goals, which 
proves to be problematic in the creation of 
postcolonial identities.  The Nuu-chah-nulth 
of Clayoquot Sound challenged primeval 
identities as passive subjects by proving 
the existence of past forest management 
practices and by participating in modern 
co-management regimes. Northwest Coast 
artist Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun  engages 
with modern materials creating art that di-
verges from traditional stylistic expressions.  

By doing so Yuxweluptun challenges the 
static and traditional identities placed on 
First Nations.  Finally, the Makah of Cape 
Flattery, Washington asserted their guar-
anteed right to hunt whales and did so by 
engaging with modern technologies.  Mi-
chel Foucault advises that the way in which 
to challenge this dominant discourse is: 

 to criticize the working of institu-
tions which appear to be both 
neutral and independent  to criti-
cize them in such a manner that 
the political violence which has 
always exercised  itself obscurely 
through them will be unmasked, 
so that one can fight them. (quot-
ed by Takeda, 2010, p. 179)

I believe that Indigenous Peoples today are 
demonstrating their rights and values by re-
jecting the identities that have long been im-
posed on them through colonial discourse.  
Asserting their rights, practicing their tradi-
tions, and participating in modernity are 
all ways to challenge colonial imposed 
identities.  Engaging in these forums under-
mines the authority science and colonial-
ism have while demonstrating  the strength 
and resilience of Indigenous groups today.  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Multiple people contributed to the creation 
of this paper. I would like to begin by 
thanking Trail 6 for selecting me to write 
for their issue, I would also like to thank 
my peer editor Miki Eslake for the time 
and effort she put into editing, as well as 
Sarah Lone and Brittany Jang along with 
the whole Trail 6 team. You are all wonder-
ful. Thank you to Anders Sandberg who 
generously reviewed my paper providing 
me with invaluable insight. And finally 
Derek Gregory who helped me in the ini-
tial conception of this paper. Many thanks.



33RESISTING COLONIAL INDIGENOUS IDENTITIES

REFERENCES

Braun, B.  (2002). Intemperate Rainforest: 
Nature, Culture, and Power on Cana-
da’s West Coast. Minneapolis: Minne-
sota Press.  

Campbell, G.R. (1989). The Changing 
Dimension of Native American Health: 
A Critical Understanding of Contem-
porary Native American Health Issues. 
American Indian Culture and Research 
Journal. 13, 1-20.

Hampton, M., C. Bourassa, K. McNab. 
(2004). Racism, Sexism, and Colonial-
ism Impact on the  Health  of Aborigi-
nal Women in Canada. Canadian 
Woman Studies. 24, 23-29.

Mabee, H.S., and G. Hoberg. (2006) 
Equal Partners? Assessing Comanage-
ment of Forest Resources in Clayoquot 
Sound. Society and Natural Resources. 
19, 875-888. 

Maddox, L. (2002). Politics, Performance 
and Indian Identity.  American Studies 
International. 40, 7-36.

Marker, M. (2006). After the Makah 
Whale Hunt: Indigenous Knowledge 
and Limits to Multicultural Discourse. Ur-
ban Education. 41, 482-505. 

Milmine, B. E. (2006). Art, Identity and 
Culture: The Politicization of Contem-
porary Northwest Coast First Nations 
Art. The University of Northern British 
Columbia. 

Phillips, R.B. (1995). “Why Not Tour-
ist Art? Significant Silences in Native 
American Museum Representations.” 
After Colonialism: Imperial Histories 
and Postcolonial Displacements. Ed. G 

Prakash. New Jersey: Princeton Univer-
sity Press.  98-125.

Roberts, C. (2010). Treaty Rights Ignored: 
Neocolonialism and the Makah Whale 
Hunt. The Kenyon Review. 32, 78-90.

Suefeld, P., and L. Lavallee. (1997). Con-
flict in Clayoquot Sound: Using The-
matic Content Analysis to Understand 
Psychological Aspects of Environmental 
Controversy. Canadian Journal of Be-
havioural Science. 29, 195. 

Takeda, L., I. Røpke. (2010). Power and 
contestation in collaborative ecosystem-
based management: The case of Haida 
Gwaii. Ecological Economics. 70, 178–
188.

Viehmann, M.L. (2012). Speaking Chi-
nook: Adaption, Indigeneity, and Pau-
line Johnson’s British Columbia Stories. 
Western American Literature. 47, 258-
285. 

Young, Robert. (2001). Postcolonialism: 
An Historical Introduction. Malden: 
Blackwell Publishers Inc.



LEO

How Consumers Experience Ethnic 
Commercial Spaces: A Case Study of  
Asian Theme Malls in Richmond, B.C.
by Cherie-Nicole Leo 
with Matthew Chung, Susana Orozco Escobell, Nicholas Khoo

This study examines the consumer experience of  ethnic commercial spaces, namely the “Asian 
theme malls” of  Aberdeen Centre and Parker Place located in Richmond, British Columbia 
(B.C.).  While previous research on consumption has often ignored ethnic dimensions, the 
increasing number and diversity of  immigrants, in addition to the development of  numerous 
“ethnoburbs” – suburbs inhabited by ethnically diverse populations – warrants further 
investigation into ethnic consumption patterns.  We hypothesize that ethnic dimensions play 
an important role in consumer experience within these ethnoburbs, and will centre our study 
on the ethnoburb of  Richmond, B.C.. Through the analysis of  data gathered by participant 
observation, soundscapes, surveys, and semi-structured interviews, three main conclusions were 
reached.  First, consumers’ ethnicity and preferred language influence their experiences of  Asian 
theme malls.  Second, consumer experiences in Asian theme malls interact with their perceptions 
of  these spaces, (re)producing a particular geography of  inclusion and exclusion along ethnic 
and linguistic lines.  Third, there is a discrepancy between the perceptions of  these malls as 
exclusively Chinese linguistic spaces, and the actual linguistic geographies of  these malls as 
bilingual Chinese and English spaces.  Asian theme malls function as significant cultural and 
commercial spaces where the Canadian project of  multiculturalism is simultaneously promoted 
and subverted.  Thus, the study of  these malls serves to enhance our understanding of  the 
particular ethnic, linguistic, and social landscapes within the context of  the Canadian ethnoburb.

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this research is to de-
termine how consumers experience ethnic 
commercial spaces.  This study focuses on 
the experiences of consumers who have 
visited the “Asian theme malls” of Ab-
erdeen Centre and Parker Place in Rich-
mond, BC.  We aim to understand how 
consumers’ ethnicity and preferred lan-
guage influence their experience of these 
malls.  Through an investigation of con-
sumers’ experiences and perceptions, we 
also consider the dynamics of inclusion 

and exclusion that may characterize these 
unique cultural and commercial spaces. 
By doing so, we determine how study-
ing consumer experiences in Asian theme 
malls can enhance our understanding of 
the social fabric of ethnoburbs and contrib-
ute to Canada’s project of multiculturalism.

Canada’s immigration policies have 
created an ethnically and linguistically di-
verse country (Boyd and Vickers, 2000).  
Under the Canadian Multiculturalism Act 
(1988), immigrants were encouraged to 
maintain their ethnocultural traditions, in 

34



ETHNIC COMMERCIAL SPACES

contrast to assimilationist policies demand-
ing that immigrants replace their ethnocul-
tural identity with that of the host society 
(Teixeira, Li, & Kobayashi, 2012).  Estab-
lished to facilitate long-term integration 
of first-generation Canadians, the effects 
of Canada’s multicultural policies can be 
discerned in the presence and vitality of 
ethnic communities throughout the country. 

Richmond reflects a specific type of eth-
nic community that has emerged in North 
America in recent decades, the “ethno-
burb”.  An ethnoburb is defined as a “sub-
urban ethnic [cluster] of residential areas 
and business districts in large metropolitan 
areas” (Li, 1998, p. 482-83) and devel-
ops as a “desired and chosen residential 
destination of prosperous immigrants and 
cultural minorities wishing to live among 
others from the same group” (Bunting, 
2010, p. 82).  Ethnoburbs foster a vibrant 
and conducive environment for immigrants 
to live and do business with their co-eth-
nics, enabling them to speak their own lan-
guage, eat their own food, and shop at 
ethnic stores (Li, 1998).  The formation of 
ethnoburbs, however, often leads to social 
tensions between newly settled ethnic immi-
grants and the original residents of a neigh-

bourhood (Rose, 2001; Wang S., 1999).  
These tensions often revolve around pro-
tection of local identities, use of community 
services, educational opportunities, and 
access to commercial spaces (Rose, 2001).

When ethnoburbs formed on the fringes 
of major Canadian cities, ethnic business-
es began spreading outward from their tra-
ditional spaces within older inner city en-
clave economies to the suburbs (Wang S., 
1999).  In addition to their spatial diffusion, 
ethnic businesses have diversified to pro-
vide more specialized products and servic-
es such as legal, medical, and immigration 
consultation services (Li, 1998; Wang S., 
1999).  The appearance of these special-
ized products and services in Canadian 
ethnoburbs is a reflection of a globalizing 
consumer landscape, where commercial 
developers aim to cater to both niche ethnic 
markets in light of increased immigration 
and neighbourhood diversification, as well 
as the desires of people of other ethnicities 
to consume an “authentic” ethnic experi-
ence (Dressler-Hawke & Mansvelt, 2009).  

The expansion of immigrant commercial 
activities in the suburbs has been linked to 
a new wave of urban development and 

Figure 1: Aberdeen Centre Exterior (left) and Interior (right) (Cherie-Nicole Leo)
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a sharp transformation of the built envi-
ronment (Preston & Lo, 2000; Wang S., 
1999).  Proposals to build Asian theme 
malls, like Aberdeen Centre and Parker 
Place, attracted much public debate, with 
municipal planning authorities rejecting 
them by citing breaches in established 
planning regulations (Preston & Lo, 2000; 
Wang S., 1999).  While some residents 
have argued that these malls would dis-
rupt their quiet suburban lifestyle, others 
have described the issue as part of an 
“ethnic invasion” of the neighbourhood 
(Preston and Lo, 2000; Wang S., 1999, 
p. 31).   Within public discourse, Asian 
theme malls are often framed as “specialty 
shopping centres” that serve only a spe-
cific segment of the population (Wang 
S., 1999, p. 32).  In Richmond, residents 
from non-Chinese ethnic backgrounds of-
ten interpret Asian theme malls as exclu-
sive and unwelcoming places due to their 
prominent Chinese signage and the pri-
marily ethnic products and services that 
they offer (Edgington, 2003; Rose, 2001).  

Asian theme malls are distinct from typi-
cal suburban malls as they usually contain 

a large number of small retail units, have 
a high proportion of eateries, are more 
likely to be enclosed, and lack anchor 
stores (Preston & Lo, 2000).   Moreover, 
in Asian theme malls, retail units tend to 
be individually owned rather than leased 
from a single property manager (Preston 
& Lo, 2000; Wang S., 1999).  These 
characteristics are strongly influenced by 
the consumers they cater to. Yet, previous 
studies on Asian theme malls have cen-
tred, to a greater extent, on their develop-
ment rather than on the consumption that 
drives them.  Therefore, our study will en-
hance current knowledge on Asian theme 
malls by studying consumer experiences.

Since the 1990s, studies of consump-
tion have paid increasing attention to cul-
tural dimensions (Barnes, 2003; Blomley, 
2009).  These studies have contributed to 
the understanding of a “new retail geogra-
phy” which takes into account cultural val-
ues and meanings embedded in consumer 
experiences, and so is particularly relevant 
to understanding how consumers’ ethnic-
ity and preferred language influence their 
experience of ethnic commercial spaces 

Figure 2: Parker Place exterior (left) and interior (right) (Cherie-Nicole Leo)
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(Wrigley & Lowe, 1996).  Wang and Lo 
(2007) note that cultural variables, includ-
ing store layout, service languages, and 
interaction with co-ethnics, have a stron-
ger influence on consumer choice than 
does economic rationality.  Thus, ethnic 
commercial spaces function not only as 
venues where economic exchange takes 
place, but also as sociocultural sites where 
an immigrant’s sense of ethnic identity 
can be expressed, preserved, and negoti-
ated (Blomley, 2009; Wang & Lo, 2007). 

Our study aligns with previous literature 
which suggests that the experience of com-
mercial spaces involves “complex social 
interaction[s] between people, places and 
commodities” (Williams, Hubbard, Clark, 
& Berkeley, 2001, p. 204).  Consumers’ 
perceptions of these malls as spaces of 
inclusion or exclusion are produced and 
reproduced through the emotions that con-
sumers experience as they interact with the 
people, products, and layout of commercial 
spaces (Williams et al., 2001).  However, 
in their focus on socioeconomic factors, 
Williams et al. (2001) fail to recognize 
the significance of ethnocultural dimen-
sions to the consumer experience, which 
are integral to achieving an understand-
ing of the unique spaces of ethnic malls.

Our research also complements studies 
that have used the “new retail geography” 
perspective, by highlighting ethnocultural 
aspects of consumption.  Asian theme 
malls, with their distinctive characteristics, 
represent a unique cultural landscape.  
Thus, our research follows Wrigley and 
Lowe’s recommendation to “move beyond 
a homogenous view of shopping malls and 
to focus instead on the various ways in 
which they strive to establish their unique 
identity” (Wrigley & Lowe, 1996, p. 26).  

The unique identity of Asian theme malls is 
produced through the interaction between 
the consumers and the space.  As Crang 
et al. (2003) state, “consumers bring their 
own transnational imaginaries and geo-
graphical knowledges to the practices of 
consumption” (p. 450-451).   It is this dy-
namic relationship of mutual influence be-
tween people and space that makes the 
study of consumer experience significant 
to the discipline of human geography.

METHODOLOGY

Our area of study is Richmond, B.C., 
an ethnoburb in Greater Vancouver, which 
has one of the highest concentrations of 
immigrants in Canada, including a sig-
nificant Chinese population accounting 
for 45% of Richmond residents (City of 
Richmond, 2008).  A previous study iden-
tified 49 Asian theme malls in Richmond 
(Lai, 2001), from which we chose to fo-
cus on consumer experiences of Aberdeen 
Centre and Parker Place.  Aberdeen Cen-
tre was the first major Asian theme mall 
in Richmond and it was soon followed by 
Parker Place (Ley, 2010).  Both malls were 
built in the 1990s, and in 2009, a light 
-rail station was constructed nearby, thus 
increasing accessibility.  Both malls were 
developed, with the idea of providing a 
“multicultural retail experience,” by Fair-
child Group, a company with strong roots 
in Hong Kong (Aberdeen Centre, 2013).  
Our research provides evidence to evalu-
ate whether they have fulfilled this ideal.

Consumer experiences were studied 
through participant observation, sound-
scapes, surveys, and interviews.  We 
conducted one-hour participant obser-
vation sessions at both malls, recording 
sights, smells, and sounds in field notes.  
To complement this, we conducted five-
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minute soundscape recordings, allowing 
us to investigate audio components such 
as language and background music.

The survey contained fifteen close-end-
ed questions that investigated whether con-
sumers had an enjoyable experience while 
visiting Aberdeen Centre and/or Parker 
Place, whether they preferred them to non-
Asian theme malls, factors influencing them 
to visit the malls, purpose and frequency 
of visit, and languages used.  These data 
were analyzed against demographic vari-
ables of language fluency, ethnicity, and 
length of residence in Canada.  The sur-
vey also contained two open-ended ques-
tions that asked respondents to describe a 
positive and negative experience they had 
at the malls, allowing for more detailed 
and subjective responses from different 
consumers.  Sixteen printed surveys were 
distributed to passersby outside Aberdeen 
Centre and Parker Place.  131 online sur-
veys were collected via advertisement on 
Reddit, Craigslist, and Facebook.1  The 
survey was made available in English, sim-
plified Chinese, and traditional Chinese.  

Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with nine volunteers who had 
completed the survey.  Open-ended ques-
tions gauged what participants liked/
disliked about the mall, their impression 
of the mall, and how they felt while vis-

1 While allowing for a larger sample size, online 
distribution may have resulted in inauthentic or 
inappropriate responses due to the anonymous 
nature of the Internet. Distribution through 
Craigslist, Facebook, and Reddit biased our 
sample toward users of these websites, specifically 
a younger demographic. Online distribution may 
also account for a larger proportion of non-
Richmond residents in the sample, which may 
have skewed results on the “frequency of visit” 
survey question.

iting the mall.   Each interviewee was as-
signed a numeric alias (Persons 1 to 9). 

LANGUAGE 

Of 147 respondents, 44% were fluent 
in English and 39% were fluent in Chi-
nese.  However, English language usage 
in the malls rose to 68%, suggesting that 
consumers fluent in languages other than 
English, mainly French and bilingual Chi-
nese speakers, chose to speak English 
in the malls over those other languages.

For Mandarin-English and Cantonese-
English speakers, 33% of each group 
spoke only English in the malls.  Follow-
ing this, for Mandarin-English speakers, 
27% spoke both English and Mandarin 
and 27% Mandarin only, while for Can-
tonese-English speakers, 28% spoke both 
English and Cantonese and 29% Canton-
ese only.  Since Chinese-English bilingual 
speakers use both English and Chinese in 
these malls, it appears that these spaces 
do not conform to the perception that they 
are exclusively Chinese linguistic environ-
ments. They are nonetheless unique lin-
guistic environments in Canada since the 
predominant languages spoken there are 
English and Chinese rather than Canada’s 
official languages, English and French. 

ETHNICITY

53 of 147 respondents (36%) self-
identified their ethnicity as Chinese and 32 
respondents self-identified as White (22%), 
making them the two largest groups.  
Respondents were asked to identify all 
the factors that influenced their decision 
to visit Aberdeen Centre and/or Parker 
Place (Figure 3).  For both Chinese and 
White consumers, “they have products/
services not available elsewhere” was 
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the most influential factor, accounting for 
almost 40% of total responses for each 
group.  For the Chinese group, the second 
and third highest responses (tied at 14%) 
were price affordability and convenience, 
while for the White group, “I want a 
unique ethnic experience” ranked second 
(21%), followed by price affordability 
(15%).  In addition, the factor, “they speak 
my preferred language” was influential for 
only Chinese respondents (7%), indicating 
that the linguistic environment of these 
malls is conducive to Chinese speakers.

In terms of frequency, the Chinese group 
tended to visit more often than the White 
group, as the majority of Chinese consumers 
(40%) visited the malls once a month while 
the majority of White consumers visited 
every 2-3 months (41%), once a year 
(22%) or only once (31%) (see Figure 4).  

Only Chinese respondents reported visiting 
the mall at least once a week (13%).  This 
finding indicates that, because of their 
ethnic background, Chinese consumers 
may be more inclined to visit Asian theme 
malls, while White consumers may see 
these malls as tourist attractions, reporting 
“wanting a unique ethnic experience” as a 
key factor influencing their decision to visit 
Aberdeen Centre and/or Parker Place.

From this analysis, it becomes evident 
that the variables of language and ethnicity 
do indeed influence consumers’ experience 
of Asian theme malls.  English and Chinese 
were the predominant languages spoken 
in the malls.  Most consumers, including 
the majority of Chinese-English bilingual 
respondents (60%), spoke English in the 
malls.  This contrasts with many respondents’ 
perception that only Chinese is spoken in 
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these malls.  For both Chinese and White 
consumers, these Asian theme malls offered 
products and services that they could not 
find elsewhere.  This contributed to their 
general enjoyment of the mall but did not 
seem to lead to a preference for Asian 
theme malls over non-Asian theme malls.2  

 
GEOGRAPHIES OF INCLUSION AND 
EXCLUSION

The geography of these malls involves 
dynamic forces of social inclusion and 
exclusion.   These forces are closely 
linked to the languages used in the 

2 This is a shorter version of the paper that does not   
feature data on enjoyment or preference.

malls, as well as consumers’ ethnic 
identity.   Chinese-speaking consumers 
reported feeling a sense of belonging:

“The shopkeepers... speak only 
Chinese and to some people this 
may be kind of [an] exclusion 
tactic, a negative thing. But, 
for people like myself, it has 
the positive byproduct of being 
an environment which happens 
to be very homogenous [and] 
welcoming.” (Person 6)

Conversely, consumers who did not 
speak Cantonese or Mandarin complained 
about the lack of English usage in 
signage and service, which contributed 
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to a sense of exclusion from the space:

“The majority of people aren’t 
speaking English, and the 
majority of the products aren’t in 
English and I really don’t know 
what I’m doing.” (Person 3)

“You know, as an English 
speaking person born and raised 
in this country, should I be locked 
out?” (Person 5)

Similarly, many consumers perceived 
that the malls catered primarily to ethnic 
Chinese consumers, at the expense of 
consumers from other ethnic groups:

“I noticed a strong Chinese 
presence as many of the 
shops had Chinese signage 
with some English mixed in, 
some were Chinese only and 
some…were only in English 
but operated by Chinese.” 
(Participant Observation) 

“I feel many of the shopkeepers 
don’t even keep a pretense of 
wanting to appeal to anyone but 
Chinese people.” (Person 6)
 
“It was like I shouldn’t be there 
because I’m White. They exclude 
people.” (Survey)

 When discussing their views on these 
malls, most respondents linked them to 
broader discourse surrounding immigrant 
integration into Canada.  For some, these 
malls represented assaults on Canadian 
values and were seen as negative 
spaces that made it convenient for 
immigrants to ignore Canadian customs:

“Aberdeen Centre allows non-

Canadians to form a cultural and 
[linguistic] ghetto that does not 
reflect the values of Canada.” 
(Survey)

For at least one Chinese immigrant, 
however, the languages and products 
made available in these malls created a 
positive transnational space that connected 
him to his homeland.  For instance, while 
the food choices at the malls represented 
an exotic dining experience for some, 
for immigrant consumers, the enduring 
cultural linkages that these malls foster 
allow them to maintain, celebrate, 
and reinforce their cultural identity:

“Whereas… other people 
[would] say ‘this place is ugly, 
this place is garish’ but... I’m like 
‘that might be true, but it was like 
that when I was a kid too, so it 
has a different value for me’.” 
(Person 6)
“I get my weekly dose of 
Asianess.   I get to eat food that 
I don’t normally get to eat. Even 
though I was raised in a Chinese 
family I go to the cafeteria at 
UBC, so we don’t get many 
things that I grew up eating.” 
(Person 6)

An investigation of consumers’ 
perceptions reveals that the geography 
of these malls is one of inclusion and 
exclusion.   For some consumers who 
identified as ethnic Chinese and spoke 
Chinese, these malls were spaces of 
inclusion where they felt a sense of 
belonging and connection to their 
homeland.  In contrast, for other consumers 
who did not identify as ethnic Chinese and 
did not speak Chinese, these malls were 
spaces of exclusion largely due to the 
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perceived absence of a shared language.  
Therefore, these Asian theme malls function 
as multicultural spaces by allowing 
certain consumers, particularly Chinese 
immigrants, to maintain and celebrate 
their cultural identity.  However, they are 
simultaneously non-multicultural spaces 
due to their exclusion of certain groups, 
in this case, non-Chinese or non-Chinese 
speaking groups, leading to discourses of 
ghettoization and calls for assimilation.

CONCLUSION

Through our analysis, we arrive at three 
conclusions.   First, we have found that 
the ethnic dimensions of consumption, 
specifically the ethnicity of consumers 
and the cultural landscape of Asian 
theme malls, have a significant impact 
on the experiences of consumers.   This 
finding is in line with previous studies 
on consumption, which highlight how 
shopping spaces, and in particular 
Asian theme malls, function as cultural 
sites of exchange and social interaction.

Second, we have discovered that 
consumers’ experiences in Asian theme 
malls dynamically interact with their 
perceptions of these spaces, leading to 
the formation of a particular geography 
of inclusion and exclusion based on 
consumers’ ethnic background and 
preferred language.   In return, these 
perceptions influence the consumers’ 
experience, producing and reproducing 
this dynamic of inclusion and exclusion 
each time consumers visit these spaces. 

Third, there is a discrepancy between 
the perceptions of some consumers 
who see these malls as exclusively 
Chinese linguistic environments and the 

actual linguistic geographies of these 
spaces where our data shows that there 
is, on the contrary, a high degree of 
English language usage in these malls.  

Through our research, we conclude 
that Asian theme malls are not only 
significant cultural-commercial spaces, 
but important indicators of the ethno-
linguistic landscapes of the ethnoburb 
which supports them.  By understanding 
consumers’ experiences of inclusion and 
exclusion in Asian theme malls, we hope 
to contribute to a greater understanding 
of how multiculturalism is played out in 
Canadian ethnoburbs.  Our study of two 
Asian theme malls in Richmond has shown 
that Asian theme malls may allow certain 
ethnicities (i.e. Chinese) to preserve their 
cultural identity but they do so at the cost 
of excluding other ethnic identities.  Further 
studies can expand on our work to achieve 
a greater understanding of the role that 
ethnic malls such as Aberdeen Centre 
and Parker Place play in promoting or 
subverting cross-cultural communication 
and understanding in a multicultural context
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The Lights at Night: Strategies for 
Further Mitigation 
by Rachel Schott

The excessive use of  night-time artificial lighting in modern cities impacts human health, 
wildlife behaviour, resource consumption, and celestial visibility. Although this form of  pollution 
is largely associated with developed urban areas, it has produced negative consequences that 
are not confined to its sources. Light pollution is a global phenomenon that affects nearly every 
country in the world. Moreover, as the world’s urban population continues to increase, more 
individuals will contribute to and be affected by light pollution. This paper examines the social, 
health, and environmental impacts of  light pollution, defines light pollution, and explains how it 
has emerged as a global issue. It then follows with an assessment of  light pollution impacts, and 
an overview of  Canada’s current governmental approaches to mitigation.

INTRODUCTION

 In 1879, Thomas Edison placed a car-
bonized cotton thread inside a glass bulb 
leading to one of the most influential dis-
coveries in human history - the electric light 
bulb. Nearly 150 years later human societ-
ies continue to use this invention to dramat-
ically transform landscapes in ways that 
would be unimaginable to Edison. From 
shifting labour patterns to public safety, 
electric lighting was prescribed for several 
urban issues, although it created many un-
expected consequences. It has allowed cit-
ies to lengthen working hours by extending 
the day's light, increase 'around the clock' 
economic activity , and encourage night-
time use of public areas by creating visible 
spaces. Despite its long list of perceived 
benefits, this technology is accompanied 
by a distinct set of negative externalities 
- mainly in the form of light pollution. The 
over-illumination of modern cities impacts 
human health, wildlife behaviour, resource 
consumption, and celestial visibility. While 

approaches to mitigating light pollution 
are becoming common in urban areas, 
these issues continue to persist and - if left 
unchecked - may worsen in the near future. 
 In 2009, worldwide, the total number of 
people living in urban areas exceeded the 
total number in rural areas  - a first in hu-
man history (UN, 2009). This is important 
because the rapid growth of urban areas 
exposes a larger population to light pollu-
tion hazards, while  also exacerbating the 
issue by increasing the demand for artificial 
lighting. In order to reduce the vulnerability 
of urban populations and ecosystems, miti-
gation strategies must be explored and im-
plemented. This essay will first define light 
pollution and explain how it emerged as 
a global issue. This will be followed by an 
assessment of light pollution impacts, and 
then by an overview of Canada's govern-
mental approaches to mitigation. In doing 
so, this paper will argue that current Cana-
dian legislative strategies inadequately ad-
dress key issues relating to light pollution.

46



THE LIGHTS AT NIGHT

DEFINING LIGHT POLLUTION

 Light pollution is defined as the "exces-
sive" or "inappropriate" use of artificial 
lighting caused by highly illuminated urban 
areas and poorly designed infrastructure. 
As such, light becomes excessive or inap-
propriate once it enters into areas where it 
is not desired. Light pollution has several 
forms, including 'sky glow', 'light intrusion', 
and 'over-brightness'. Sky glow is caused 
by the reflection and refraction of light from 
the atmosphere and is commonly seen as 
dull grayish glow. Light intrusion refers to 
the entry of light in an area where it is not 
wanted, such as a bedroom window dur-
ing the night. Over-brightness is frequently 
seen in urban areas where buildings or 
signs appear over-illuminated (Berg, 2009; 
Morgan-Taylor, 2012). Although it is im-
portant to note these differences, this es-
say will focus on light pollution in general.

RISE OF THE 24-HOUR CITY

 As global markets became increasingly 
inter-connected, cities were more likely to 
consider alternative approaches to eco-
nomic development. In Jane Jacobs' The 
Death and Life of Great American Cities 
(1961), she argues that mixed-use spaces, 
dense neighbourhoods, and safe public 
spaces create vibrant urban communi-
ties that encourage high levels of activity 
and development. Her insights shaped the 
economic development of many urban 
centers during the slow economic period 
of the late 1960s (Tan & Klaasen, 2007). 
With the emergence of Western neoliberal 
ideologies in the 1970s and 1980s, the 
rates of urban consumption, globalization, 
deindustrialization, economic growth, 
and market competitiveness began to rise 
quickly (Lovatt, 1995). And during the 

early 1990s recession, the 24-hour city 
emerged as a solution to economic de-
cline since it collected the benefits from 
both day- and night-time activity (Roberts 
& Turner, 2005). Moreover, the deindus-
trialization of major global cities - such 
as New York and London - re-shaped 
economic activities by shifting focus to fi-
nance, service and leisure industries rather 
than the manufacturing sector. This shift 
in the global industrial profile increased 
'around the clock' productivity to accom-
modate to international demands. As 
the tourism industry grew, so too did the 
night-time economy. Cities began develop-
ing night-time activities in order to attract 
tourists and accommodate their spending 
power and irregular sleep patterns (Tan & 
Klaasen, 2007). Fluorescent lighting be-
came increasingly prominent, often used 
instead of incandescent and fire lighting 
to illuminate and attract people to the 
goods and services provided by 24-hour 
cities (Lovatt, 1995). Not only did this in-
crease the quantity of night lighting but it 
also changed the quality and type of light, 
to ones which may prove more harmful. 
 Although this phenomenon emerged 
primarily in developed urban settings, 
it has produced negative consequenc-
es that are not confined to its source. In 
reality, light pollution is a global prob-
lem that affects nearly every country in 
the world (Cinzano, Falchi, & Elvidge, 
2001). In order to reduce light pollution 
impacts, it is important to understand the 
various ways that artificial lighting inter-
acts with society and the environment. 

ASSESSING IMPACTS

Public safety

 While poorly lit or dark areas are 
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commonly associated with high crime 
rates, there is little significant evidence 
or research that validates this assump-
tion (Morgan-Taylor, 2012; Public Build-
ings Law, 2013; Riegel, 1973; Rozell, 
2009). Research regarding public safety 
and night lighting is so contradictory and 
there have been cases where a reduction 
in public lighting resulted in the decrease 
of criminal activity.  It is also argued that 
night lighting creates a sharp contrast be-
tween light and dark areas, producing 
darker shadows that may attract criminal 
activity (IDA, 2013). Further, bright lights 
may reduce the safety of motorists through 
disability glares  or distracting illuminated 
signs (Berg, 2009; Morgan-Taylor, 2012). 
 I recognize that the struggle to control 
the night is the driving force behind light 
pollution in public spaces. This need for 
control is understandable that illuminat-
ing public areas is crucial for upholding 
at least a perceived sense of public safety. 
For example, roads and transportation 
conduits require night-time lights in or-
der to avoid collisions. Since light is only 
problematic in excess or intrusion, install-
ing fixtures that control and redirect ex-
cess light will provide adequate lighting 
for safe public areas while reducing un-
wanted light pollution (Chepesiuk, 2009). 

 Human health

 Night-time exposure to artificial lights 
disrupts human circadian rhythms, a pro-
cess that is otherwise known as the '24-
hour biological clock'. The circadian 
rhythm is responsible for regulating human 
physiological processes and preventing 
performance, sleep, and metabolic dis-
orders (Falchi et al., 2011). Weakening 
of these rhythms due to light exposure at 
night is strongly associated with increased 

risks of cancer and tumor growth, obesity, 
diabetes, depression and other mental ill-
nesses (Chepesiuk, 2009; IDA, 2013). In 
particular, the risk of breast and prostate 
cancer significantly increases with higher 
levels of exposure to night-time lighting. 
A study conducted in Israel found that 
women who live in brightly lit neighbour-
hoods have a 73 percent higher chance 
of developing breast cancer (Kloog et al., 
2008). Additionally, night shift workers 
are highly vulnerable to these health risks 
since they experience constant disruptions 
to their circadian cycles (Cheney, 2011; 
Morgan-Taylor, 2012). The ongoing eco-
nomic pressures have forced many low in-
come families to work multiple jobs, often 
working night shifts in 24-hour cities (Otto, 
2000; Tan & Klaasen, 2007). As such,  24-
hour cities exacerbate the vulnerability of 
low income families - who are less likely to 
have access to adequate health care - by 
exploiting their need to earn an income.

Ecological behaviours

 Not only does artificial lighting disrupt 
human circadian cycles, but it also disturbs 
the circadian rhythm of wildlife. Light pol-
lution disrupts animal circadian cycles and 
negatively impacts the reproduction, feed-
ing, nesting, and migration behaviours of 
many species, including insects, reptiles, 
amphibians, mammals, and birds (IDA, 
2013; Holker, Wolter, Perkin, Tockner, 
2010). For example, artificial lighting in-
fluences female frogs to be less selective 
about their mating partners - often result-
ing in rapid reproduction. For rodents, 
bats, fish and invertebrates, high levels 
of lighting reduce foraging and disrupt 
predator-prey relationships (Rich & Long-
core, 2004). Illuminated areas also often 
deter many species from nesting and force 
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females to abandon their nests (Morgan-
Taylor, 2012; Rich & Longcore, 2005). 
However, the negative impacts of light 
pollution have been most recognized in 
wildlife migration patterns. Artificial light 
has been proven to disorient the naviga-
tion of reptile, bird, and insect species 
(Rich & Longcore, 2004). The result of 
these accumulated effects is the decline 
in species populations and together pos-
ing a threat to biodiversity (Cheney, 2011; 
Holker et al., 2010). Despite the amount 
of strong evidence that proves the nega-
tive ecological impacts of light pollution, 
addressing environmental consequences 
has been absent from political approach-
es to mitigation (Morgan-Taylor, 2012).

Energy consumption

It is intuitive that increased use of arti-
ficial lighting will create higher levels of 
energy consumption with past and present 
technology. In the context of global climate 
change, mitigating light pollution is an ef-
fective way to lessen greenhouse gas emis-
sions while reducing urban dependence 
on fossil fuel energy. Although alternative 
energy resources are often considered the 
ideal approach to sustainable develop-
ment, controlled lighting fixtures capture 
wasted light and use it in a more efficient 
manner that reduces energy consumption. 
According to the Mont-Mégantic Reserve 
in Quebec, Canada - the first Dark Sky Re-
serve designated by the International Dark 
Sky Association - the energy costs of wast-
ed light in North America amount to nearly 
one billion dollars annually (Mont-Mégan-
tic ASTROLab, 2007). It has also been esti-
mated that the typical lighting fixture wastes 
50 percent of light by shining into areas 
where it is not needed (Chepesiuk, 2009). 
Moreover, it has been estimated that in the 

United States, over-illumination wastes two 
million barrels of oil per day (Law Reform 
Commission of Saskatchewan, 2007). 
Controlled lighting and improved design 
will redirect this wasted light and reduce 
consumption of fossil fuels (Chepesiuk, 
2009; IDA, 2013; Falchi et al., 2011).

Stellar visibility

 In 1994, a 6.7-magnitude earthquake 
occurred in Los Angeles, California and 
resulted in high amounts of injuries, fa-
talities, and infrastructural damage. While 
the electricity was out, residents had the 
chance to experience something they 
were long missing - a true night sky. The 
darkness invoked public fear and curios-
ity as residents overwhelmed emergency 
phone lines with reports of UFO sightings. 
A similar situation (but without the earth-
quake) happened in Ontario during the 
Northeast blackout of 2003. What these 
people were actually seeing was the Milky 
Way (Chepesiuk, 2009). Unfortunately, as 
urban populations continue to grow and 
develop, this reaction to the night sky will 
become increasingly common. According 
to "The First World Atlas of the Artificial 
Night Sky Brightness", over two-thirds of 
the world's population live in areas where 
the night sky is above the threshold for pol-
luted status, with Europe and the United 
States having the highest concentration 
of people living in the world's worst light-
polluted cities (Cinzano et al., 2001). As 
a result, current and future generations will 
lose the opportunity to become inspired 
by their night skies (Cheney, 2011). More-
over astronomers are hindered in their 
ability to make observations and discov-
eries, limiting their contribution to scien-
tific research (Cinzano et al., 2001; Pub-
lic Buildings Law, 2013; Riegel, 1973).
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POLITICAL APPROACHES

 The mounting evidence illustrating the 
negative consequences of light pollution is 
influencing governments to consider mitiga-
tion policies and development. In Canada, 
municipal bylaws and local governments 
deal with light pollution mitigation (Law 
Reform Commission of Saskatchewan, 
2007). While the Royal Astronomical So-
ciety of Canada (RASC) - a non-profit or-
ganization that is dedicated to preserving 
dark skies and advancing astronomical 
research - is largely responsible for imple-
menting bylaws for developing strategies 
for further mitigation. Through initiatives 
like the Dark-Sky Preserve program and 
the "Sample Bylaw', RASC works with na-
tional, provincial, and regional parks, as 
well as municipal governments to establish 
lighting development agreements to miti-
gate light pollution. The Sample Bylaw is 
one of RASC's most effective tools, which 
places restrictions on certain outdoor light-
ing fixtures (RASC, 2013b). This is similar 
to the International Dark-Sky Association's 
(IDA's) model lighting codes and ordinanc-
es, which provide several sample lighting 
regulations for various applications. How-
ever, one weakness of the RASC and IDA 
is that both of these organizations neglect 
non-outdoor sources of light pollution and 
are inadequate for reducing environmen-
tal impacts. The following sections will 
examine each of these criticisms in detail.

LEGISLATIVE CRITICISMS

Indoor Sources and Fluorescences

 Although outdoor lighting is a major 
source of light pollution, commercial and 
industrial buildings produce a significant 
amount of light pollution hazards indoors. 

The largest sector for 24-hour operations 
are multinational corporations that are in-
volved in transportation, trading, finance, 
hospitality, and services (Otto, 2000). 
Along with the employees of these firms, 
these buildings often have security, cleaners 
and other night staff who require the use of 
artificial night lights. It is this constant and 
direct exposure to night-time lights that pos-
es a high risk to human health, especially 
to those who work night shifts  (Cheney, 
2011; Chepesiuk, 2009; Falchi et al., 
2011; IDA, 2013; Morgan-Taylor, 2012). 

 In Canada, compact fluorescent lighting 
(CFL) is commonly used for indoor spaces 
such as offices, public areas, hospitals, 
and homes (Environment Canada, 2012). 
And many of these spaces employ night 
time workers such as cleaners or staff. Of 
particular concern are hospital staff and 
patients with weakened immune systems, 
who are repeatedly exposed to white-blue 
lights by CFLs. Fluorescent lighting has 
a high composition of light at white-blue 
wavelengths, which significantly reduces 
the production of melatonin and increas-
es the human risk of cancer (Falchi et 
al., 2011; Morgan-Taylor, 2012; Riegel, 
1973). On January 1st, 2014, the Ca-
nadian Conservative government imple-
mented an aggressive ban on non-halogen 
incandescent light bulbs as an initiative 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. This 
ban will remove the majority of incandes-
cent light bulbs from retail stores in ex-
change for costlier CFL and halogen light 
bulbs (Beeby, 2013) - both of which emit 
spectrums towards the blue wavelengths. 
While it is necessary to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, the removal of these light 
bulbs may create harmful health effects. 
 Light pollution regulation must extend 
beyond its outdoor sources and include 
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indoor lighting fixtures. The increased risk 
to night shift workers is recognized by 
some governments , but is mostly absent 
from Canadian politics. Legislation must 
reconsider the use of indoor CFL lighting, 
as well as equip night shift workers with 
stronger protection from artificial night 
lights. This may include the reconsidera-
tion of the use of indoor CFL lighting in 
facilities with night shift workers or reduc-
ing the ban on incandescence lighting.

Inadequate environmental service

 Considerations for the natural environ-
ment have been mostly unaddressed by 
legislative approaches (Morgan-Taylor, 
2012). This omission may be due to a lack 
of research regarding the larger environ-
mental consequences of light pollution. 
However, there is extensive research on in-
dividual ecological impacts, where count-
less studies show that light pollution affects 
multiple species in various ways. Mean-
while, a knowledge gap exists at the larger 
scale, as studies on macro ecosystem func-
tions are largely absent from academic re-
search. Light pollution remains unexplored 
as a cause of changes in population dy-
namics and ecosystem services (Lyytimaki, 
2013; Lyytimaki, Tapio, & Assmuth, 2012; 
Rich & Longcore, 2004; Rich & Longcore, 
2005). Without understanding the broader 
ecological effects of light pollution, current 
legislative approaches do not offer an ad-
equate solution to environmental impacts.

IN SUM

 The rise of the 24-hour city has produced 
several unintended consequences, includ-
ing the rapid development of urban econo-
mies and infrastructure. Since the 1970s, 
light pollution has become  a major dis-

turbance to human health, wildlife behav-
iour, and star-gazers while also causing in-
creasing levels of fossil fuel consumption, 
contributing to climate change. Although 
light pollution is well researched by scien-
tists and academic researchers, there are 
many aspects of this phenomenon that re-
main unknown and absent from mitigation 
strategies. Macro-scale analysis is neces-
sary for fully understanding the impacts 
on broader ecosystem functions and pro-
viding guidance for lighting regulations. 
Bylaws must include prevention of excess 
artificial indoor lighting, especially in the 
form of fluorescent bulbs, and provide 
protection for night-shift workers and other 
vulnerable groups of people. Once these 
gaps are filled, political legislation can 
begin to adequately mitigate and reduce 
the far-reaching effects of light pollution. 
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A Spatial Analysis of  Traffic Accidents 
in Vancouver, 2007-2011
by Conor McLellan & Thomas Meisner

This study examines the spatial distribution of  traffic accidents in Vancouver, British Columbia 
using Insurance Corporation of  British Columbia (ICBC) data regarding traffic accidents 
in the Metro Vancouver area as the primary data set. Additional data included the British 
Columbia road network, red light camera locations and census tract information. We performed 
several spatial analyses including Local Morans I Cluster/Outlier, Gi* Hotspot, and Kernel 
Density to identify variations in crash count and cartographically illustrate density, clusters, 
and hotspots. We then performed regression analyses including exploratory regression, Ordinary 
Least Squares and Geographically Weighted Regression to determine what characteristics of  the 
built and social environments influence crash count the most.  We applied this analysis to identify 
intersections in Vancouver that would likely benefit from the installation of  red light cameras.

INTRODUCTION

When it comes to road safety, identifying 
and monitoring problem intersections and 
roadways with abnormally high accident 
rates is integral to developing strategies 
to increase public safety. The purpose of 
our study is to visually display the intersec-
tions where accident occurrences are high, 
to display hot and cold spots of accident 
events, and produce a density map show-
ing a relative measure of magnitude by 
implementing various spatial distribution 
tools in ESRI’s ArcGIS 10.1. From these 
visual outputs the next step of our analysis 
aims to identify physical and social char-
acteristics that might help explain why cer-
tain intersections and areas of the city are 
more prone to traffic accidents than others.

There is extensive academic literature 
that attempts to explain spatial distribu-
tions of traffic accidents, and scholars 
have used many different methods to dis-
play these distributions. Before the more 
sophisticated software for visually repre-

senting data were developed, simple vi-
sual maps showing the locations of acci-
dent events juxtaposed with a map of the 
road network were the most widely used 
methods of displaying accident distribu-
tions (Nicholson, 1997). However, with 
the technological advances that have been 
made in Geographic Information Science 
(GIS) software, more sophisticated meth-
ods have been developed. ESRI’s Spatial 
Analyst and Spatial Statistics tool packs al-
low the user to explore and then visually 
display spatial distributions using several 
techniques. It is now possible to calculate 
and visually display spatial auto-correla-
tion using Moran’s I and hotspots using 
Getis-Ord Gi* statistical techniques, two 
methods that are used in this study. An-
other method is the kernel density function 
that “aims to produce a smooth density 
surface of spatial point events over a 2-D 
geographic space” (Xie & Yan, 2008, p. 
396).

Simple visual maps can be effective 
methods for displaying traffic accident 
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sity, but attempting to explain why these 
areas experience such high numbers is 
perhaps the most effective way to identi-
fy strategies to reduce the number of ac-
cidents. There are a number of variables 
that can be used in a regression model to 
predict traffic accidents. For the purpose 
of this study, we have adopted simplified 
bivariate models for social and physical 
characteristics. Our social models use age 
and recent immigrants (as percentages of 
the total population) as indicators of acci-
dent events. We chose recent immigrants 
as a variable because studies in the United 
States (Outcalt et al., 2003), Israel (Na-
tional Road Safety Authority, 2004) and 
Australia (Dobson et al.,  1999), all found 
that accident events among recent im-
migrant groups occurred at higher rates 
per person than long-term residents and 
native citizens (Factor, Mahalel & Yair, 
2007). Age was chosen as a variable be-
cause studies in Canada and the United 
States conducted by Stewart & Sander-
son (1984) and Massie et al. (1995) sug-
gest that “crashes are three to four times 
higher for 16-19 year old drivers than for 
driver’s in their 40s (as cited in  Doherty, 
Andrey, & MacGregor, 1998, p. 45).

There has also been extensive research 
looking at the physical characteristics 
of the road network and how they play 
a role in predicting traffic accidents. Of 
these, speed is perhaps the most important 
variable to include and almost all exist-
ing studies can confirm that speed has a 
positive relationship with traffic accidents 
(Taylor et al., 2002; Quddus, 2013) and 
that risk of involvement in an accident 
more than doubled for every ten kilome-
tres an hour faster one drives (Kloeden 
et al., (2001). Another study by Thomas 
(1996) examined to what extent the length 

of road segments influence the number of 
accidents. It is upon these two variables 
(average speed of the road segments in 
the road network as well as the sum of 
the length of the road segments) that we 
base our physical characteristics models.

The purpose of these analyses is not 
only to visually represent the spatial distri-
butions of traffic accidents in Vancouver, 
but to compare the areas and intersec-
tions we have identified as highly prone 
to accidents to areas with traffic cameras. 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Our study focuses on the city of Van-
couver where, according to available 
data from ICBC, a total of 109,386 indi-
vidual accident events occurred between 
2007 and 2011. Table 1 provides an 
overview of the data used in our study.

In an effort to perform the hotspot, den-
sity and regression analyses we needed to 
summarize our data by census tract, and 
this included calculating a total crash count 
(per year) for each census tract which 
would act as our dependent variable in the 
regression analyses.  In order to summa-
rize the crash count (and the explanatory 
variables) by census tract we performed 
multiple table joins to ensure that all the re-
quired data was organized into one table 
for each year, from 2007 to 2011.  Before 
we attempted any table joins we experi-
mented with several Spatial Analyst tools 
in ArcMap (including Hotspot, Kernel Den-
sity and Morans’ I) and then performed 
preliminary regression analyses to see if 
we could visualize any spatial distributions 
or patterns based on  the crash counts and 
the physical and social variables that we 
have hypothesized influence crash count.
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All of the car accidents were geo-coded 
to the nearest intersection and because 
many roads fall directly on the boundary 
of a census tract, there is no way to tell 
which census tract the accident occurred 
in. To get around this problem, we ran-
domly moved each accident event by up 
to five metres by generating random num-
bers within ArcMap and adding them to 
the original coordinates, thus relocating 
each accident location into a census tract. 
Since each accident was now displayed 
separately from other accidents at the 
same location, we could easily calculate 
the crash count at each of these points 
and summarize the crash count for each 
census tract. We then divided the crash 
counts for each census tract by year 
in order to analyze temporal changes.

Using the crash count data, we were 
able to cartographically illustrate various 
spatial distributions of car accident oc-
currences in Vancouver using a variety of 
methods in ArcMap.  To further prepare 
our data for the regression analyses we 
standardized the census variables into 
percentages of total population (age 15-
24, recent immigrants) and summarized 
these variables per census tract.  Average 
speed of all road segments in each cen-
sus tract was calculated as well as total 
road length of all road segments in each 
census tract.  Once the variables were cal-
culated and standardized appropriately 
and joined to the census tract table, we 
conducted an exploratory regression in 
ArcMap to find the best model to use for 
the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) analy-
ses.  Model design errors were found so 

Table 1: Summary of the data used in our study.
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we decided to separate the physical and 
the social characteristics into two sepa-
rate models.  We then conducted an OLS 
analysis with physical characteristics for 
each year, and an OLS with social char-
acteristics for each year. This was followed 
by Geographically Weighted Regression 
(GWR) analysis again using physical 
and social characteristics for each year. 

DISCUSSION/RESULTS

To begin our analysis, we experimented 
with several methods for displaying acci-
dent hotspots in order to visualize problem 
intersections throughout Vancouver. We first 
created a simple graduated symbol map for 
all crash counts from 2007 to 2011 to get 
a preliminary sense of the general pattern 
of traffic accidents throughout Vancouver. 

We then conducted a Local Morans 
I (LMI) Cluster/Outlier analysis to iden-
tify statistically significant clusters of crash 
count values. The results from this analysis 
identify clusters of similar values by measur-
ing the similarity between nearby features. 
The output feature class only generates fea-
tures where there is a measure of statistical 
significance indicating cluster outlier type 
(COType).  COType is characterized as 
HH (high,high values), HL (high, low val-
ues), LH (low, high values), LL (low, low val-
ues) and is categorized based on z-scores 
and p-values that indicate statistically sig-
nificant clusters of similar values (HH or LL) 
or outliers of dissimilar values (HL or LH). It 
is important to note that the LMI tool does 
not include the value of the individual fea-
ture being analyzed, therefore it measure 
values within the threshold distance (de-
fault in this case was 822 m) and looks for 
statistically significant similarity between 
the values within this distance.  Instead 
of characterizing every feature, the LMI 

method eliminates the features whose val-
ues are not statistically significant in terms 
of similarity. The highest concentration 
of HH clusters are in the downtown area 
and areas surrounding False Creek. Only 
a few areas with LL clusters were found, 
mainly in the Kitsilano area and even less 
LH outliers scattered throughout the city.

Next, we employed the Getis-Ord Gi* 
method. This method measures the concen-
tration of high or low values, indicating 
hot and cold spots with the output feature 
class illustrating the deviation of all values 
from the average. Hotspots are determined 
using accident points characterized by z-
scores greater than 1.96 within the prede-
termined search threshold distance of 822 
metres, conversely, cold spots are points 
with z-scores less than -1.96 within the 
same distance.  A z-score between -1.96 
and 1.96 is not significant to the hot and 
cold clusters because it does not satisfy 
our confidence level of 95%. These results 
are consistent with the LMI analysis with 
the downtown area being a hotspot and 
the Kitsilano area designated as a cold 
spot. Other hotspot areas include the south 
Granville/Oak Street area right before the 
Oak Street Bridge as well as the South East 
Marine Drive at Knight Street intersection.

Our next step was to perform a Kernel 
Density analysis which generates a raster 
output that indicates a magnitude measure 
of crash counts (see Map 1). The output 
values represent a measure of magnitude 
of crash counts per unit area, which was 
set to 406 m. In order to improve carto-
graphic visualization, the lowest density 
classes were eliminated from the output. 
The resulting map shows density patterns 
that closely follow highway and major 
road corridors and that the downtown 
area is denser in terms of crash counts 
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than other areas of Vancouver. Another 
interesting pattern is that the Kernel Den-
sity method shows dense areas radiating 
out from nearly all intersections where 
major roads intersect other major roads.

The next step in our analysis of Vancou-
ver car accidents was to investigate poten-
tial social and physical characteristics that 
might explain why accidents are occurring 
in these areas. Our model design included 
social variables (percentage of population 
aged 15-24, percentage of population 
designated as recent immigrant) as well 
as physical variables, (the average speed 
limit and sum of all road length segments). 

We then conducted an OLS analysis for 
each year using both the physical and so-
cial models followed by a GWR analysis 
in order to explore local variations in the 
models. The results for both models for 
2007 and 2011 can be seen in Table 2.

By showing the results for these two 
years, we get a sense of the trend over a 
five year period.   The results of the OLS 
and GWR analyses for 2008, 2009 and 
2010 also show similar patterns in terms 
of GWR model improvement upon the 
OLS models; indeed, the GWR for both 
models for each year resulted in a higher 
R2 value, indicating that more accidents 

Map 1: Kernel density surface indicating magnitude measures of crash counts.
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are explained at a more local level than 
the entire study area as a whole. Map 2 
shows the spatial distribution of the stan-
dard residuals1 for the physical and so-
cial models for 2009, representing areas 
where there are higher/lower-than-expect-
ed crash counts. In both cases, the GWR 
analysis improved upon the OLS method 
by reducing spatial autocorrelation2.

Overall in 2007, it was found that the 
physical variables are better indicators of 
crash count as seen by the larger area of 
darker values (Map 3), explaining up to 
81% of crash count, while the social model 
only explains up to a maximum of 53%.

In 2011, we had similar results when 
comparing the local R2 values for both the 
physical and social model (Map 4).  Once 
again the physical variables were better at 
predicting crash counts which is illustrated 
by areas with a higher concentration of 
darker values. In the physical model, up to 
89% of crash counts are explained by the 
physical variables and in the social model 

1 Standard residuals refers to “the difference be-
tween an observed value and its estimated value 
that is returned by the GWR model” (Esri help 
files)

2 Spatial autocorrelation is “a measure of the  
degree to which a set of spatial features and 
their associated data values tend to be clustered 
together (positive spatial autocorrelation) or dis-
persed (negative spatial autocorrelation)” (Esri 
help files) 

Table 2: Results of both models for 2007 and 2011.

only 39% of crash counts are explained 
by the social variables.  What is interest-
ing from these results is that from 2007 to 
2011, the physical variables have become 
stronger indicators of crash counts while so-
cial factors over the same time period have 
become less influential on crash counts.

Moreover, ICBC is a crown corpora-
tion in British Columbia that provides ve-
hicular insurance across British Columbia, 
and has a strong interest in collecting road 
safety information including the car acci-
dent data used for this project.  This data 
also includes locations of all red-light cam-
eras installed by ICBC at the “highest-risk 
intersections” to “reduce crashes, injuries 
and deaths” (ICBC).  We have identified 
several intersections based on the results 
of the Kernel Density Analysis that we feel 
could potentially benefit from red light 
cameras. Specific intersections that could 
potentially benefit from the installation 
of red light cameras include: South East 
Marine Drive at Knight Street, Kingsway 
at Boundary Road, West Broadway at 
Granville Street, West Broadway at Cam-
bie Street and Hornby Street between 
Dunsmuir Street and Smithe Street. Map 
5 displays the same kernel density surface 
with existing red light cameras overlaid 
on top. As seen on the map, there are 
several major intersections as well as a 
large area in the downtown core where 
intersections could potentially benefit 
from the installation of red light cameras.
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UNCERTAINTY

Some level of uncertainty is inevitable 
in any spatial analysis and should be con-
sidered when interpreting results.  In our 
analysis we have attributed all variables, 
both physical and social, to census tracts, 
including the crash count calculation, and 
while this does not pose a problem for 
our physical models, it does for our social 
models. The social variables, percentage 
of people age 15-24 and recent immi-
grants, are linked to a specific census tract; 
however, in reality, we know these people 
could potentially get into an accident 
somewhere other than their home census 
tract, possibly in an area that is dominated 

by an older age group or longer term resi-
dents. Thus, in cases where the accident 
occurs outside the home census tract, the 
underlying social characteristics no lon-
ger correlate with the crash according to 
our models. However, studies suggest that 
the majority of car accidents occur within 
eight kilometres of the home. The inherent 
problem associated with assigning crash 
points to census tracts is due to the use of a 
random number generator to scatter crash 
points. Some points may have moved more 
than others and once the new coordinates 
were displayed it was clear some points 
may have moved to census tracts that they 
may not have actually occurred in. The 
Kernel Density parameters were gener-

Map 2: Comparison of OLS and GWR results for 2009.
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ated by ArcMap but these numbers are 
arbitrary and different values could yield 
different results. We also eliminated the 
lowest class for the sake of cartographic 
visualization and to highlight the areas of 
highest density creating the impression that 
there are no accidents in the white space. 

Furthermore, we were unable access in-
formation regarding traffic volume which 
would have been an important variable to 
include in our analyses. Additionally, spa-
tial aggregation of the data, as with any 
type of spatial analysis, is another area 
of uncertainty. We aggregated our data 
to census tracts, but could have used dis-

semination areas or Vancouver neighbour-
hoods; potentially yielding different results. 
This type of uncertainty is a product of the 
Modifiable Areal Unit problem (MAUP) 
that is inherent in most spatial analyses.

CONCLUSION

Through the use of several different 
methods, we have been successful in dis-
playing the spatial distributions of traffic 
accidents in Vancouver. As we have illus-
trated and described, there are many dif-
ferent methods to cartographically display 
density, clusters and hotspots of traffic ac-
cidents in Vancouver. Although we have 
adopted simplified regression models us-

Map 3: Comparison of social and physical GWR models for 2007.
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ing both physical and social variables, we 
have been able to explain some of the vari-
ations in crash counts throughout the study 
area. As expected, the physical character-
istics of the built environment are stronger 
indicators of crash counts in all areas. We 
have been able to identify some of the 
most dangerous intersections in Vancouver 
which is consistent with ICBC’s findings; 
however we have also been able to sug-
gest some intersections that would benefit 
from the installation of red light cameras. 
As a result of the constraints of this project, 
inevitably there are several areas for fur-
ther research. In our analysis, we identify 
several physical/social factors that were 

continually identified as being significant 
variables when predicting car accidents. 
However, further research using data such 
as traffic volume, road condition at time of 
accident, vehicle ownership and road cur-
vature would likely yield more accurate re-
sults and stronger regression models lead-
ing to more accurate visual representations 
of traffic accident density and hotspots.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We would like to thank our Instructor 
Brian Klinkenberg for valuable guidance 
throughout the project as well as the help 
of Alejandro Cervantes and Jose Aparicio 
for helpful insight with ArcGIS applica-

Map 4: Comparison of social and physical GWR models for 2011.



SPATIAL ANALYSIS OF TRAFFIC ACCIDENTS 63

tions. And a special thanks to Chester Hitz 
for his invaluable guidance during the edit-
ing process for this publication.

REFERENCES

Dobson, A., Brown, W., Ball, J., Powers, 
J., & McFadden, M. (1999). Women 
drivers’ behavior socio-demographic 
characteristics and accidents. Accident 
Analysis and Prevention, 31, 525-535.

Doherty, S. T., Andrey, J. C., & Mac-
Gregor, C. (1998). The situational risks 
of young drivers: The influence of pas-
sengers, time of day and day of week 
on accident rates. Accident Analysis 

and Prevention, 30 (1), 45-52

Factor, R., Mahalel, D., & Yair, G. (2007). 
The social accident: A theoretical mod-
el and a research agenda for study-
ing the influence of social and cultural 
characteristics on motor vehicle acci-
dents. Accident Analysis and Preven-
tion, 39, 914-921. doi: 10.1016/j.
aap.2006.12.015 Google Images.

Kloeden, C.N, Ponte, G., & McLean, A. 
J. (2001). Travelling speed and the rate 
of crash involvement on rural roads (Re-
port No. CR 204). Australian Transport 
Safety Bureau, Retrieved from http://
raru.adelaide.edu.au/ruralspeed

Map 5: Current Locations of red light cameras and potential sites for future 
cameras.



MCLELLAN & MEISNER64

Massie, D. L., Campbell, K. L. & Williams, 
A. F. (1995). Traffic accident involve-
ment rates by driver age and gender. 
Accident Analysis and Prevention 27, 
13-78.

National Road Safety Authority. (2004). 
The Characteristics and Causes of Road 
Accidents in the Non-Jewish Sector. Na-
tional Road Safety Authority, Jerusalem.

Nicholson, A. (1999). Analysis of spatial 
distributions of accidents. Safety Sci-
ence, 31, 71-91.

Outcalt, D.C., Bay, C., Dellapena, A., & 
Cota, M. K. (2003.) Motor vehicle crash 
fatalities by race/ethnicity in Arizona, 
1990–1996. Injury Prevention, 9 (3), 
251-256. doi: 10.1136/ip.9.3.251

Quddus, M. (2013). Exploring the rela-
tionship between average speed varia-
tion, and accident rates using spatial 
statistical models and GIS. Journal of 
Transportation Safety and Security, 5 
(27), 27-45.

Stewart, D. E., & Sanderson, R. W. (1984) 
The measurement of risk on Canada’s 
roads and highways. In S. Yagar (Ed.), 
Transport Risk Assessment (pp. l-22). 
Waterloo, ON: University of Waterloo 
Press.

Taylor, M. C., Bruya, A., & Kennedy, J. 
V. (2002). The relationship between 
speed and accidents on rural single-
carriageway roads. (TRL Report 511). 
Crowthorne, UK: Transport Research 
Laboratory.

Thomas, I. (1996). Spatial data aggrega-
tion: Exploratory analysis of road ac-
cidents. Accident Analysis and Preven-

tion, 28 (2), 251-264.

Where Accidents Happen. (n.d). Retrieved 
from http://www.calculateme.com/
car-insurance-articles/where-accidents-
happen.htm

Xie, Z., & Yan, J. (2008). Kernel Density 
Estimation of traffic accidents in a net-
work space. Computers, Environment 
and Urban Systems, 32, 296-406.



URBAN ENTREPRENEURIALISM 65

Urban Entrepreneurialism and 
Gentrification in San Francisco
by Chester Hitz

This paper examines San Francisco’s use of  its advantageous proximity to Silicon Valley 
and unique cultural assets to attract tech workers and firms to the city since the late 1980s. 
This strategy was largely successful and led to two periods of  distinct economic growth in the 
technology and internet sector in the late 1990s and late 2000s. While this did bring growth and 
development to the city, the investment also caused gentrification and unaffordability in certain 
neighbourhoods. It is argued that this transformation is a piece of  a larger trend toward civic 
entrepreneurialism and diminished urban democracy in the neoliberal regime.

If there is one city that became the un-
disputed epicenter of the “New Economy” 
hype of the late 1990s, it was San Francis-
co. Bolstered by their proximity to Silicon 
Valley’s high-technology industry, certain 
neighbourhoods in eastern San Francisco 
became outposts for tech companies and 
“live-work” playgrounds for young, hip, 
and very rich tech workers1. Over time, 
San Francisco became more reliant on the 
technology sector’s ability to attract invest-
ment and drive the housing market, setting 
the industry at the heart of its economy. 
In order to grow and retain these tech 
companies, the city provided a number 
of economic incentives and policy excep-
tions to tech companies and workers.

This process of urban transformation has 
not been without contention. Profits made 
in the technology industry have been rein-
vested in housing in working-class neigh-
bourhoods, spurring evictions and gen-
trification. While developers, politicians, 

1 The usage of the word “tech” throughout this 
paper is analogous to “high-technology industry” 
in all cases.

and tech workers have benefitted from the 
waves of investment and economic revi-
talization that transformed certain neigh-
bourhoods, a more homogenous and un-
affordable city has emerged.  Today the 
tech industry is enjoying a second wave of 
growth, and the city government continues 
to provide handouts and incentives to tech 
companies to keep them in the city in light 
of increased regional and national compe-
tition from other cities looking to capture a 
share of the technology industry that has 
flourished so mightily in San Francisco. Fur-
thermore, the city government has offered 
tax breaks to companies for locating in spe-
cific neighbourhoods deemed “blighted” 
or in need of “revitalization,” effectively 
utilizing the tech sector’s demand for de-
velopment to address social problems that 
the government itself is unable to address.

In supporting and conceding to the 
needs of the tech industry, the government 
of San Francisco is responding to its own 
increased role in fostering investment and 
development, and therefore government 
revenue. This makes San Francisco an ex-
cellent case study of what David Harvey 
has identified as the shift from manageri
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alism to entrepreneurialism in urban gov-
ernance in the neoliberal era (Harvey, 
1989).

This case study has three parts. The first 
will discuss the transformation of San Fran-
cisco spurred by the technology industry 
during the “New Economy” phase, from 
the early 1990s to the dot-com crash of 
2001, and the impact on the political econ-
omy and various neighbourhoods of the 
city. The second part will examine emerg-
ing development in light of increased com-
petition, beginning in 2002 with the “Web 
2.0” phase until present, in addition to 
further ways in which the city government 
has facilitated tech industry development. 
In the concluding portion, I will relate the 
observed trends to broader ideas of urban 
entrepreneurialism in the neoliberal era.

WEB 1.0: DEVELOPMENT AND GEN-
TRIFICATION IN SAN FRANCISCO 
DURING THE “NEW ECONOMY” 
PERIOD

By the late 1980s, San Francisco had 
emerged as a center of international bank-
ing and corporate administration, linking 
the west coast of the United States to the 
booming economies of the Pacific Rim 
(Godfrey, 1997, p. 316). This was cou-
pled with a unique countercultural “tradi-
tion of nontradition” in the city, beginning 
in the 1950s with the Beatniks and continu-
ing through the 1970s as the city became 
a bastion of distinctly liberal and occasion-
ally radical city politics (Godfrey, 1997, 
p. 331). This gave rise to a number of dis-
tinctive neighbourhoods and “an active co-
alition of anti-development communities” 
dedicated to protecting the city from “Man-
hattanization” and battling a “powerful 
and pro-development mayoralty” (Graham 
& Guy, 2002, p. 372). These anti-devel-

opment groups had voted in growth-re-
stricting legislation that stood in contrast to 
other regions of the Bay Area where job 
and housing growth were booming.  Due 
to these restrictions on growth and other 
processes, San Francisco had, by the late 
1980s, lost its importance as a regional 
economic headquarters. The city was 
facing economic decline and increased 
competition, particularly from the boom-
ing suburban tech region of Silicon Valley 
(Glaeser, Kolko, & Saiz, 2001, p. 34).

After the Second World War, Silicon Val-
ley, particularly the area surrounding Stan-
ford University, was transformed from an 
agricultural hinterland into an international 
center of high tech innovation. Multiple key 
technologies, including the microprocessor 
and Internet, were pioneered in the region, 
bringing prosperity and further investment. 
What suburban Silicon Valley had in pros-
perity however, it lacked in culture and 
nightlife for the young, skilled workers who 
were making their fortunes there. San Fran-
cisco, only an hour’s drive away, became 
an attractive option for housing the tech 
worker population. This gave rise to the 
reverse commuting phenomenon, where 
Silicon Valley tech workers would live in 
San Francisco to enjoy its cultural ameni-
ties, but commute south every day to work 
in Silicon Valley (Glaeser, Kolko, & Saiz, 
2001, p. 33-35; Casique, 2013, p. 31).

By the mid-1990s, this model had shift-
ed and resident tech workers developed 
agglomerations of small tech firms in San 
Francisco itself, primarily in the South of 
Market area commonly known as SoMA. 
Many of these firms were related to the 
booming internet economy and attracted 
large amounts of venture capital. Due to 
this, the city’s total work force grew 12% 
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and average household income grew 15% 
during this period from 1996 to 2000 
(Centner, 2008, p. 201). This growth at-
tracted attention to San Francisco as an 
urban capital of the booming internet busi-
ness and other cities began to compete for 
a share of the activity, offering incentives 
to lure in the lucrative and hip industry 
(Temple, 2013).

On the ground in San Francisco, neigh-
bourhood transformations, rooted in the 
growing demand for housing and office 
space by tech workers, had occurred most 
visibly in the South of Market (SoMA) and 
Mission neighbourhoods (see Figure 1), 
which were both located on the outer edg-
es of the downtown core. These changes 
were both very visible in terms of new de-
velopments, but also less visible with rents 
in San Francisco surging 175% from 1990 
to 2000, causing evictions and shortages 
of affordable and social housing (Casique, 
2013, p. 44). Much of this was a result 
of a limited supply of housing mandated 
by the strict anti-growth legislation that had 
been voted in prior to the tech boom (Hart-
man, 2002).

SoMA underwent the most radical phys-
ical transformation, transitioning from an 
area of industry and transient worker hous-
ing to an area of “live-work” mixed use 
development attractive to tech firms and 
workers nicknamed “Multimedia Gulch” 
(Godfrey, 1997, p. 325). Ironically, the 
planning policy that preferred live-work 
type housing was originally intended to 
provide flexible housing for low-income 
artists, but the vague laws were seized 
upon by developers to build housing and 
office space en masse that was attrac-
tive to the incoming tech class, furthering 
gentrification in SoMA (Casique, 2013, 

p. 46). Due to strong pressure from devel-
oper’s associations and the economic ben-
efit that tech was providing to the city, the 
city did nothing to strengthen its original 
policy. In addition, this transformation was 
further aided by the city government who 
facilitated the development of a conven-
tion center and arts complex in the neigh-
bourhood despite heated anti-displace-
ment battles (Godfrey, 1997, p. 323).  

Transformations in the Mission in this 
period were less physically transformative 
in terms of new developments but more 
violent in the quickness and severity of 
the sweeping waves of evictions. Tradi-
tionally a bastion of working class Latino 
immigrants, the Mission bordered on the 
south of Mission and became a key site of 
consumption and recreation for the emerg-
ing tech class in San Francisco (Centner, 
2008, p. 207). Tech workers moved into 
subdivided Victorian homes in the neigh-
bourhood, and due to their ability to sig-
nificantly outbid the previous working class 
residents for housing, displaced many of 
the long-term residents of the neighbour-
hood (Casique, 2013). Casique notes 
that “while the mythology of the economic 
boom was likened to the Gold Rush, the 
displacing effects of the ensuing gentrifi-
cation were more akin to frontier reloca-
tion” (Casique, 2013, p. 49). He further 
notes that the “presence of uniformed 
police officers intensified as gentrification 
ramped up through the mid-1990s” in 
the Mission neighbourhood. Specifically, 
police officers patrolling the streets late 
at night targeted Latino males while ig-
noring white males, suggesting an institu-
tional preference for who belonged in the 
neighbourhood (Casique, 2013, p. 452).

The failure of the city government to 
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ameliorate the displacing effects of the 
housing boom during this period shows 
how comfortable city elites had become 
with the tech industry as a center of San 
Francisco’s economy. In addition to a re-
luctance to solve the housing crisis (Hart-
man, 2002, p. 325), by 1995, San 
Francisco’s civic leaders chose to further 
attract the tech industry by planning for 
increased telecommunications infrastruc-
ture, increased parking, and publicly-
funded multimedia centers in SoMA and 
surrounding neighbourhoods (Marshall, 
1995). This was largely a response to in-

creased incentives for high tech industrial 
development in other American metropoli-
tan regions, many of whom were offering 
tax breaks and other policy initiatives. In 
order to stay competitive, the city govern-
ment perceived that it was necessary to let 
the tech class run roughshod over the hous-
ing market or risk losing them all together. 

WAVE 2.0: RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 
2002 – 2013

After the collapse of the technology in-
dustry shortly after the turn of the millen-

Figure 1. Map of San Francisco with approximate areas of discussed neighbourhoods , 
SoMA (1), the Tenderloin (2) and The Mission (3). Basemap from ESRI. Modified by author.
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nium, there was a substantial exodus of 
tech firms from San Francisco, leading to 
record commercial vacancy rates. The par-
ty funded by wild speculation and venture 
capital came to a close as overinflated in-
ternet companies’ stocks crashed upon the 
realization that few, if any, of these new-
fangled companies were at all profitable 
(Casique, 2013, p. 100) (Mann & Nunes, 
2009). By 2004 however, Silicon Valley 
was showing signs of recovery from the 
recession and by 2008, employment was 
17% below pre-collapse levels and grow-
ing, with 69% higher wages being paid 
to employees of internet companies (Mann 
& Nunes, 2009). Investment was once 
again pouring into the region and San 
Francisco’s tech employment started to rise 
(Mann & Nunes, 2009). Though the aca-
demic literature on the most recent of these 
developments is sparse, several significant 
moves by the San Francisco city govern-
ment to retain tech companies, especially 
in certain ‘blighted’ neighbourhoods, can 
be connected to similar turn of the millen-
nium policies to increase investment and 
the overall competitiveness of the city.

As SoMA and the Mission became 
gentrified and rents rose, fledgling tech 
firms began to seek out more afford-
able areas to locate. One such firm, the 
now infamous Twitter, launched in 2006 
out of its headquarters in the Tenderloin, 
a district adjacent to SoMA described 
by Robinson as a “low-income slum in 
the heart of San Francisco” (Robinson, 
1995, p. 486) (see Figure 1). As Twitter 
grew and expanded, city officials wrung 
their hands, worried that San Francisco’s 
high taxes and unique payroll tax would 
make the growing company flee the city, 
a sentiment explicitly stated by both Twit-
ter executives and city officials. In 2011, 

San Francisco gave Twitter a substantial 
tax break in exchange for staying in the 
city, along with Twitter agreeing to pursue 
a number of loosely defined goals to allevi-
ate the effects of gentrification in the area 
(Temple, 2013). Despite this apparent suc-
cess in convincing Twitter to stay, the San 
Francisco Chronicle reported that the city 
government lost an estimated $22 million 
in revenue as a result of the deal, prior 
even to the initial public offering of Twit-
ter in 2013, which they estimated would 
have brought an additional $34 million to 
the city (Temple, 2013). The city has ex-
tended similar tax breaks to other compa-
nies willing to locate in the Tenderloin, de-
spite rising rents and evictions in the area. 

It is clear that San Francisco has come 
to rely on technology and internet busi-
nesses for its overall economic health. In 
this second wave of development however, 
the city government is taking a more ac-
tive role in guiding the growth of the tech 
sector into certain neighbourhoods with 
tax incentives and other means. Despite 
token gestures by the tech companies, 
they continue to have displacing effects on 
these previously working class, low-income 
neighbourhoods. By ignoring the plight of 
these low-income neighbourhoods, the lo-
cal state follows the ideologies of ‘roll-back’ 
neoliberalism and develops a new form of 
public-private partnership that allows the 
market to ‘fix’ the social problems of the 
inner-city neighbourhood. David Harvey 
writes that in the traditional late capital-
ist version of a private-public partnership 
“the public sector assumes the risk and the 
private sector takes the benefits” such as 
in sporting arena, waterfront, or neigh-
bourhood improvement projects (Harvey, 
1989). I would argue that the Twitter case 
in San Francisco represents a new kind of 
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public-private partnership where municipal 
governments, rather than fix the structural 
problems that underpin inner-city poverty 
and homelessness, offer policy incentives 
to attract companies to neighbourhoods in 
hopes of improving them. While in some 
ways these neighbourhoods may be revi-
talized when companies move in, this is 
mainly the result of the displacement of 
the former residents and the masking of 
social problems rather than actual prog-
ress for the neighbourhood. This embrace 
of market means to solve urban problems 
is familiar not only in San Francisco, but 
in neoliberal urban regimes as a whole.

COMPETITIVE SAN FRANCISCO: HOS-
TAGE TO ITS OWN SUCCESS?

David Harvey traces the formal roots 
of urban entrepreneurialism to a confer-
ence he attended in 1985 and describes 
the consensus of the conference as such: 
“urban governments [have] to be much 
more innovative and entrepreneurial, will-
ing to explore all kinds of avenues through 
which to alleviate their distressed condi-
tion and thereby secure a better future for 
their populations” (Harvey, 1989, p. 4). 
San Francisco has also had to respond 
to this “distressed condition” of abandon-
ment of city by retail, business, and resi-
dents, though this effect was not as strong 
in San Francisco as in other municipali-
ties thanks to its mature banking sector 
(Godfrey, 1997, p. 316). Furthermore, 
federal funding rollbacks further strained 
the ability of municipal governments to 
provide social services and encouraged 
cities to act as entrepreneurial agents in 
attracting investment (Harvey, 1989).

Using Harvey’s paper as analytical lens, 
it can be argued that San Francisco used 
its cultural capital and proximity to Silicon 

Valley as a competitive strategy to become 
a key center of both consumption and pro-
duction in a growing regional economy. 
Consumption in this case refers primarily to 
the use of capital to transform and gentrify 
neighbourhoods such as the Mission and 
the Tenderloin, as Harvey notes that gentri-
fication is a key aspect of consumption in a 
city (Harvey, 1989, p. 9). While it started 
and continues to be a key site of consump-
tion, San Francisco’s use of its competitive 
strategy to attract firms and other elements 
of tech production has put it in competition 
with its southern neighbor, as there is the 
constant threat of tech firms moving opera-
tions to a breezier suburban Silicon Valley 
campus. Faced with such stiff competition, 
the city has been forced to provide further 
incentives, as was apparent in the city’s 
dealings with Twitter.

The changes occurring in San Francisco 
cannot be explained by economics alone, 
and it is necessary to also look at how the 
city and its population have framed its ur-
ban problems. Neil Smith’s ideas on the 
‘revanchist city’ can make some sense of 
the cultural changes occurring in San Fran-
cisco at this time. Smith’s proposal is that 
cities in the late 1980s were adopting a 
kind of “ruthless urbanism” as middle-class 
residents in gentrifying neighbourhoods 
struggled with the daily urban realities 
such as homelessness. Smith predicted that 
“deepening vilification of working-class, 
minority, homeless and many immigrant 
residents of the city, through interlock-
ing scripts of violence, drugs and crime” 
would become common (Smith, p. 288). 
While this occurred somewhat in the first 
wave of tech gentrification, it is much more 
obvious in the more recent wave, partly 
due to social media which has allowed 
both wealthy and poor residents to have 
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a public voice on local issues. Some state-
ments by tech workers have nearly fulfilled 
Smith’s predictions of the vilification of mar-
ginalized urban residents, with one promi-
nent figurehead publicly posting about the 
“grotesque” nature of downtown and the 
need for the homeless to “stay out of your 
way” and “realize it’s a privilege to be in 
the civilized part of town and view them-
selves as guests” (Lamb, 2013). While it 
is dangerous to extrapolate from this, this 
posting and many others show growing re-
sentment in the tech industry for those in 
San Francisco who are perceived as a hin-
drance to the flow of innovation and capi-
tal that the tech industry brings to the city.

This reliance on the tech sector for both 
consumption and production shapes the 
city. As San Francisco seeks to use its com-
petitive advantage to attract even more 
investment to the city, concerns are aris-
ing over the question of who is benefitting 
from the economic growth and whether 
the rising tide in the bay really does lift 
all the boats. Though San Francisco has 
an enviable economic position, it must 
contend with the pitfalls of what it means 
to be a ‘successful’ city where who gets 
to participate and benefit from success is 
determined by what is contributed to the 
local economy. At the end of this pro-
cess, a distorted picture of urban democ-
racy and a dangerous precedent emerge.
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