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An artist’s drawing of Westminster Pier Park after remediation 
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Westminster Pier Park 
 

Summary 
 
As part of a plan to revitalize its downtown core, the City of New Westminster has created a waterfront gem on the shores 
of the Fraser River. Westminster Pier Park is a 3.6 hectare site that had once been a hub for shipping, commercial, and 
heavy industrial uses. 
 
The city completed site remediation and was ready to open the park within three years of buying the land. About 1,800 
tonnes of GHG emissions will be avoided annually due to the parkland zoning. The planting of almost 160 trees will 
sequester 1,600 tonnes of CO2 per year. 
 
Westminster Pier Park cost about $25 million. Designed to reflect the city’s cultural and heritage values, it will host festivals, 
concerts, and celebrations; allows for walking, cycling, or sitting along the shoreline; and provides citizens with much-
needed green space in the heart of the city. 
 
  

Background 
 
As the oldest city in British Columbia — and the province’s first capital— New Westminster has a proud history. Located in 
the middle of metropolitan Vancouver, the city’s unique character has always been linked to its riverfront location.  Only 10 
kilometres from the Pacific Ocean, the city’s intertidal shoreline sees millions of salmon begin their annual spawning ritual 
along one of the world’s most important salmon rivers.  
 
A public market and ferry landing, along with four railway companies, made this downtown location a cornerstone of city 
life for most of the 20

th
 century. In recent years, as port activities and commerce moved elsewhere, the waterfront became 

derelict. 
 
The city-wide low ratio of public park space (2.04 hectares per 1,000 people), combined with an even lower ratio of 0.62 
hectares per 1,000 people in its downtown core compared poorly with the provincial average of 2.5 hectares per 1,000 
people. With the downtown core expected to attract 10,000 new residents by 2031, it was time to clean up the waterfront 
for the 21

st
 century. 
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Project development and implementation 
 
In December 2007, New Westminster launched a consultation process to help it develop a Downtown Community Plan. 
Meetings to generate ideas and hear comments from citizens led to a draft plan in 2008. 
 
At the same time, the city was also working on a Parks, Culture and Recreation Comprehensive Plan. Both of these planning 
exercises shared common goals: to acquire waterfront land, to create park space near the Fraser River shoreline, and to 
create places where citizens could interact with the river. In early 2009, New Westminster’s 150

th
 anniversary, the city 

purchased a 3.6 hectare site along the central downtown shoreline, where industrial and commercial activity had once 
flourished. 
In May 2009, the city held an open house and workshop to discuss the draft Downtown Community Plan. As part of raising 
awareness during its anniversary year, the city issued a four-page backgrounder, 150 Years in the History of Downtown. 
Complete with photos, this story showcased the once vibrant waterfront that had been at the heart of New Westminster’s 
success. The city decided that it would remediate and redevelop Westminster Pier Park as part of its plan to renew the 
downtown core. 
 
The long narrow piece of shoreline acquired in 2009 had suffered from a century of soil and groundwater contamination. 
The 600-metre long site on which the park was to be built had been created by infill. The soil was not only tainted; it was 
also unstable. A grant from the Canada-British Columbia Building Canada Fund (Communities Agreement) was approved in 
mid-2009. It gave the city the funds it needed to begin remediation studies and then to complete the clean-up and first 
phase of park construction.  
 
The first Westminster Pier Park open house and workshop was held in November 2009, followed by a second workshop in 
March 2010. More than 200 people attended these public events. In the early stages of planning for the site, the project 
team consulted extensively with city organizations such as:  
 

 Parks and Recreation Committee 

 Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory Committee 

 Special Services and Access Committee 

 Heritage Advisory Committee 

 Multi-cultural Committee 

 Tourism New Westminster 
 
The open houses and workshops informed citizens, solicited visions to guide overall design of the site, and discussed ways 
to integrate sustainability into the project. Web-based and mail-in surveys welcomed input from citizens who could not 
attend the open houses. Newspaper advertisements, city website notices, and meetings with stakeholders such as the 
Qayqayt First Nation, the Downtown Residents’ Association, and the Downtown Business Improvement Association 
rounded out the consultation phase.  
 
By early 2010, public input had set three main priorities for the park’s design and development: healthy individuals and 
community, environmental restoration and economic opportunity. By the end of March 2010, city council had approved the 
park’s master plan. 
 
Meanwhile, grants from British Columbia’s Brownfields Renewal Program and FCM’s Green Municipal Fund had been 
secured and helped the project team complete site investigations.  Chlorinated solvents, a class of contaminant that is 
heavier than water, were found in groundwater at one location on the site at a depth of 15 to 20 metres —equivalent to 
the height of a five or six-storey building.  
 
With two railway lines located along the edge of the site, deep excavation would require the railways to stop operating and 
was not practical. It was clear that the usual dig-and-dump approach to removing contaminated soils and water would not 
work.  
 
To meet this challenge, the city’s environmental consultants recommended installing an underground containment system 
using jet-grout technology. This involved sourcing a contractor with the right machinery to create concrete where 
contaminated rocks and soil once existed. The machines consist of long tubes inserted into the soil and use high pressure to 
inject grout slurry horizontally into the earth. This on-site alternative to dig-and-dump helped pioneer the use of jet 
grouting in remediation work.  



3 

 
Reclaiming the land and shoreline was a massive effort that involved: 
 

 removing and recycling 1,400 m
3
 of old timber wharves 

 treating contaminated soils (using jet grouting) 

 removing and recycling 500 tonnes of metal debris from old machine shops 

 reclaiming 4,000 square metres of intertidal shore 

 installing 3,000 underground timber pilings to hold unstable soil in place   

 constructing walking paths and bicycle corridors 
 
In early 2011, a live video feed was posted to the city’s website so citizens could watch as work progressed on the site. The 
construction of outdoor spaces continued as a small complex housing a concession stand and washrooms was built. By the 
fall of 2011, work on the park was 80 per cent complete and the city looked forward to an official opening in March 2012. 

 

Results 
 
 Just three years after the city bought the land, Westminster Pier Park is slated to open for public use.  

 Almost 160 trees were planted, with each tree removing about 10 kg of CO2 annually from the atmosphere. 

 By remediating the waterfront site and rezoning the area from high-density residential to park/open space, the city 
estimates it will avoid approximately 1,800 tonnes of GHG emissions annually. 

 The park’s 1400 square foot concession building was built following LEED principles and used the city’s sustainability 
checklist.  

 The park’s infrastructure was designed to provide 75 years of service and will require minimal maintenance. 

 Westminster Pier Park is making the downtown core more desirable for development. The value of downtown building 
permits increased from $27.1 million in 2009 to $33.9 million in 2010. 

 Property values in the city’s downtown core increased by 10.23 per cent in 2010 and 2011. This compares to an 
average increase of 8.31 per cent city-wide for similar types of properties. 

 
 

Lessons Learned 
 
 SET UP A DEDICATED INTERNAL TEAM. “We established a dedicated, interdepartmental project team. This allowed for 

collaboration in project planning and implementation,” said Jim Lowrie, director of engineering services. For such a 
team to work well, “the group needs to be representative of the departments that play key roles, and small enough to 
make quick decisions.” He suggests that five to seven people is best.  The team needs to be committed to meeting 
often during the planning and design stages. 
 

 PRINCIPLES COME FIRST. “As with so many communities, we had turned our backs on the waterfront. We learned in 
this project that the public has a very strong desire to reconnect with the river. We also learned how important public 
investment in derelict areas is to spurring private investment.” The city adopted a “principles first” and a triple-bottom-
line approach (people, planet, and profit) that worked extremely well. 

 

 BE PREPARED FOR LONG APPROVAL PROCESSES. Regulatory and granting agencies take a long time to approve 
applications. “I’d suggest that people add a bit more time for approvals,” says Lowrie. The city was anxious to buy 
materials that had long delivery dates but could not commit to suppliers until it obtained grants and other approvals. 
Delays always cause frustration, and he advises other municipalities to plan for them.  
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Related and Future Initiatives 
 
The city’s planning process for the construction of a multi-use facility with a theatre, museum and conference centre in the 
downtown followed the same approach that had worked so well with Westminster Pier Park. This involved public 
engagement and setting up an interdepartmental steering committee. The theatre, museum and conference centre plan 
was finalized in six months and will be another important factor in revitalizing the downtown core. 
 
New Westminster will use a similar approach as it develops its Sustainable Master Transportation Plan.  
 
 

Partners and Collaboration 
 
The city received project funding from the Canada-British Columbia Building Canada Fund (Communities Component), the 
Province of British Columbia’s Brownfield Renewal Fund, and FCM’s Green Municipal Fund.  
 
The Qayquat First Nation helped to complete an archeological survey of the site.  
The federal Department of Fisheries and Oceans advised on ways to preserve and enhance the shore waters to improve 
diversity of both plants and animals.  
 
The non-profit Fraser River Discovery Centre contributed to the park’s design and will use the park for its educational 
programs.  
 
 

Contact 
Jim Lowrie 
Director of Engineering Services 
City of New Westminster, BC 
604-527-4589 
jlowrie@newwestcity.ca 
http://www.newwestcity.ca/business/planning_development/projects_on_the_go/articles213 
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