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Located in the heart of Vancouver, the VanDusen Botanical Garden’s new 
Visitor Centre is designed to create a harmonious balance between 
architecture and landscape, from a visual and ecological perspective. 
Inspired by the organic forms of a native orchid, the Visitor Centre is 
organized into undulating green roof ‘petals’ that appear to float above 
curving rammed earth and concrete walls. 

Situated on the Garden’s prominent southeast corner, the dynamic 
single-storey structure transforms the site’s entrance to heighten public 
awareness of the Garden and the importance of nature. With solid walls 
that protect visitors from the busy street and transparent walls that 
open the building toward the Garden, the 1,765 sq.m Visitor Centre 
houses a café, library, volunteer facilities, garden shop, offices, and 
flexible classroom/rental spaces. 

The Garden’s mission is one of conservation, and the new building was 
designed with the same philosophy in mind. Designed to go beyond 
LEED Platinum status, the Visitor Centre is the first building in Canada to 
register for the Living Building Challenge (LBC), the most stringent 
measurement of sustainability in the built environment. Placing 
enormous constraints on projects, only three projects worldwide have 
earned full certification. The most difficult LBC requirement to achieve is 
the Materials Imperative, which calls for avoiding items on the Red List, 
such as PVC and other common construction materials. To this end, and 
to provide a beautiful and warm environment, the Visitor Centre uses 

wood products extensively, from the panelized roof structure to the 
cladding, furnishings, millwork and wall finishes. 

Five types of wood were used in the project, including FSC-certified wood 
as the main structural element; on-site salvaged wood, reclaimed from 
previous structures in the garden; off-site salvaged wood for a variety of 
millwork items; reclaimed wood that was milled from trees cut down on 
site during the construction of the project for a variety of elements; and 
fallen wood from yew trees for the feature door handles, by artist Brent 
Comber. 

As the primary building material, the wood also provided an added 
environmental benefit: it sequesters enough carbon for the project to 
achieve carbon neutrality. Comprised entirely of FSC-certified Douglas 
fir, the panelized roof structure is composed of more than 71 different 
pre-fabricated roof panels, each made of over 100 unique curved glulam 
beams, that were pre-installed with thermal insulation, sprinkler pipes, 
lighting conduits, acoustic liner, and wood ceiling slats. The design 
team also collaborated to produce a novel, universal ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
panel-to-column connection to accommodate unique geometric 
conditions at every support location. Advancements in computer 
modeling, machine-factory production, and wood fasteners allowed for 
a project of this complexity to be built, particularly given its fast-tracked 
schedule.

The level of 
prefabrication and 
precision that was 
required to put all of 
these panels together 
was innovative for North 
America, observed the 
jury. The manufacturing 
of the wood products is 
amazing and the pure 
structural expression 
of the roof is highly 
dramatic and very 
innovative. 


