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Former B.C. premier Mike Harcourt, pictured at Coal Harbour in

downtown Vancouver, has just been named director of a new

sustainability program at the University of B.C.

Photograph by: Jon Murray, The Province, The Province

When Mike Harcourt first started talking about sustainable cities, he was trying to stop a bulldozer. At 66, he's a little more cautious around
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heavy equipment, but he's just as passionate about sustainability. Formerly mayor of Vancouver and premier of B.C., Harcourt has just been named associate

director of the University of B.C.'s new Continuing Studies Centre for Sustainability

A freeway (almost) ran through it

Harcourt was just out of law school, running a storefront office in the Downtown Eastside in 1968, when Vancouver's city council unveiled plans to build an

elevated freeway along the waterfront, from Burrard Inlet to Carrall Street, to link the downtown core with Highway 1. The project meant demolishing homes

along the route, not to mention destroying the Strathcona and Chinatown communities.

"It was a nutty idea," Harcourt says. "I was just a storefront lawyer fresh out of school, but I worked with the citizen's groups and we put the kibosh to that

plan.

"We stood in front of bulldozers, basically, and I bailed protesters out of jail."

At the time, the idea was to turn downtown Vancouver into a place where people worked -- and the freeway would get them home to the suburbs faster.

"It was the crazy idea of the day, making a nine-to-five downtown," he says. "We succeeded in persuading the city and the provincial and federal

governments not to build the freeway, and it was the start of a different way of looking at the city."

The beginnings of a city to live in

It seems impossible now, with thriving neighbourhoods in Yaletown, Coal Harbour and along the north side of False Creek, but from 1932 until 1975, city hall

did not allow housing to be built in downtown Vancouver. Being part of the city council that abolished that rule is something Harcourt is proud of.

"We started down the road to a 24-hour downtown, where people can live and work," he says. "We called it the Livable City."

Harcourt was on city council from 1972 to 1980, then mayor of Vancouver from 1980 to 1986. He was involved in shaping policies that had a lasting effect on

the city, which is now regularly cited as one of the most livable urban centres in the world.

"It's a livable city; now we have to move to sustainable," he says.

From Vancouver to the bigger picture

After serving as mayor, Harcourt moved into provincial politics. He was premier from 1991 to 1996, and his interest in sustainability continued. Under his

NDP government, the Growth Strategies Act was passed to get municipalities to work with the province to manage growth while considering quality-of-life

issues. A similar act was later passed in Toronto.

The province also more than doubled park and wilderness areas and a few days before resigning as premier in 1996, Harcourt made a last-minute deal that

saved the old Woodward's property for a mix of market and social housing.

While a government scandal convinced Harcourt to leave politics, it didn't affect his professional reputation and left him more time to pursue his passion for

developing sustainable cities. He was appointed by the prime minister to several national committees and advisory panels and the work took him across

Canada and around the world talking about livable, sustainable cities.

An unscheduled break in the program

In the midst of all his work trying to improve the health of cities and their citizens, Harcourt was forced to spend a few months sustaining his own life.

"You mean my swan dive at low tide?" he says.

In November 2002, Harcourt slipped off the deck on his North Pender Island cottage and cart-wheeled down a six-metre cliff into the ocean. If his wife

Becky hadn't gone looking for him a few minutes later, he would likely have drowned. Harcourt suffered a serious spinal injury, but his determination to get

back home to his wife and son, Justen, his work and the golf course, had him out of GF Strong rehabilitation centre months before everyone expected.

"I'm 80-per-cent fixed, and now there's a big railing around the deck that even I can't go through," he says.

Taking it to the streets

Now that he's done politics and academics, Harcourt is ready to move sustainability from concept to the concrete. The new UBC centre will teach businesses

and individuals what they can do to reduce their carbon footprints and improve the environment and community.

Working with director William Koty, the program will focus on practical knowledge of how to tackle climate change and sustainability issues at the

community, business and individual levels.

"We sensed there was a real appetite for information on how to bring more sustainability into the world -- not the 'what,' but the 'how.'

"'What's my role? What can I do as an organization? What can I do personally?' The issue of sustainability is really catching on -- now we want to help teach

people how to do it."
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