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“We have never considered ourselves the type of firm that dic-
tates a presumed design outcome or is satisfied with the surface of 
things, be it with respect to the design functionality or the physical 
building itself. From this point of view, the building surface, or 
skin, is intrinsically connected to the structure or spatial aspects of 
the volumes beyond. It is this connectedness in both the physical 
and conceptual; of language and function, that is important to us 
and our work.”

DGBK Architects built its own foundation in designing for 
health, education and public safety, but considers these specialties 
non-restrictive. 

“We live in a time of design extremes. Although the public at-
large are being exposed to more incredible and adventurous proj-
ects as never seen before, they are, at the same time, continuing to 
spend much of their daily lives living and shopping in banal, unin-
spiring shells of enclosure, built under the anthem of cheaper and 
faster,” says Lange. “At the apex of this dichotomy, the current 
appetite is to build higher than ever before; to surprise and to shock. 
Although this explosion of creativity doesn’t always result in what 
one would consider as good design, there is without a doubt, a 
renewed search for originality and this is creating a level of excite-
ment that is understood not only by design professionals but by the 
public as well.”

Lange says that philosophically, the company’s approach to 
selected projects has been to develop and maintain a consistent 
level of quality, thought and expression in every project – and that 
starts and ends with understanding the client’s needs completely, 
and then ensuring those needs are tracked through all phases of 
the work. 

To serve& harmonize
DGBK ARCHITECTS EXTENDS A WARM COLLABORATIVE STYLE 
TO BRING ALL-EMBRACING RESULTS FROM CANADA TO CHINA

By Corey Van’t Haaff

tHE SCALE AND SCOPE OF PROJECTS MAY BE AS DIS-
similar as the BC Wildlife Park Discovery Centre is from the 
Vancouver Police Department’s new Tactical Training Centre; 

and the location of developments could be Kitimat, Vancouver or even 
Beijing, but one thing is consistent with DGBK Architects: its total 
commitment to functionality, innovation and quality.

DGBK is an architectural firm that focuses its practice in chosen 
sectors of the market while striving for a consistent level of design 
quality throughout all its work, no matter what the project scale or 
type. Both client service and experience guide DGBK Architects.

“We have purposely distinguished ourselves as a client-service-
oriented firm, working very closely with those that are direct stake-
holders in the project’s development and use,” says partner Robert 
Lange. “Though this is a time-consuming and more costly approach 
for us, we feel that it results in design solutions that more closely 
reflect the true nature of its function, while at the same time provid-
ing us the opportunity to gain a deeper insight into the specific field 
we are designing for. This increases our knowledge, allowing us to 
bring a new perspective to the user and to the design.” 

From this, he says, the design evolves and integrates functional-
ity or future adaptability. 

From top to bottom: The BC Wildlife Park Discovery Centre in 
Kamloops; Jiangjiang Harbour Tower; the interior of the new 
Vancouver Police Tactical Training Centre.
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The interior and exterior of a beautiful private residence on 
Granville Island in Vancouver.
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ACCESS

www.accesslaw.ca

We listen, we care, we act.
DGBK Architects have enjoyed working 

with Peter Mogan and Access Law for 
many years. In addition to his legal 
expertise, Peter brings energy and 

creativity in addressing our needs. We 
consider Peter both a valued colleague 

and a friend.

-Greg Dowling, DGBK Architects
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Proud to collaborate 
with DGBK
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Proud to have supported 
DGBK on over 75 projects

Acoustical Design of:

• Schools & Universities
• Courts & Secure Facilities
• Multifamily Dwellings
• Sports Facilities
• Hospitals
• Churches
• Theatres
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“On the creative side,” says Lange, “we push ourselves to ques-
tion solutions, standard practices and accepted ways of doing 
things. This allows us to test better ideas that will benefit the proj-
ect and client, with respect to program, staffing costs or any other 
element that might be considered. We also push ourselves to pro-
vide better buildings.”

Another self-generated push is the company’s foray into China 
in 1994, and its continued growth there today. The attraction for 
DGBK Architects is the history and culture of ancient and tradi-
tional China coming head to head with China’s rapid emergence 
as a modern society, reinventing itself culturally, politically and 
economically as a major world player. Although China’s redevelop-
ment pace is staggering, DGBK Architects brings a sense of order 
and a degree of clarity among the chaos that can appear when 
fuelled by such an incredible pace of change. 

 “Like many western architects working in China, we are 
limited to providing concept design and master-planning ser-
vices,” says Greg Dowling, partner and lead for DGBK’s offices 
in Shanghai and Beijing. “This is also the case for most local 
architects as only a limited number of specialized firms can pro-
vide full services, including construction documents and super-
vision services. This focuses our attention on the critical issues 
of design and urban planning. But given our presence in China 
with our offices in Shanghai and Beijing, we can play a larger 
role on behalf of our clients in the full scope of the project by 
reviewing the work of other local consultants as the project pro-
gresses beyond the design stage. This is very important to 
achieving a proper level of quality, which can be more variable 
in China.”

P r o m o t i o n a l  F e a t u r e

Dowling says that the cultural differences between China and Canada produce both 
challenges and opportunities. This has less to do with architectural expression, and more to 
do with the functionality of buildings and the development of business relationships. 

“On the functional side of the equation, there are some traditions that one needs to 
become familiar with that are not common in our experience. For example, in many parts 
of China there are requirements that certain rooms in residential buildings must have a 
southern exposure, or that certain facades must enjoy solar exposure for not less than a 
specified number of hours per day at different times of the year. These factors can have a 
significant bearing on design and if not understood, can be of disastrous consequences for 
a design proposal.”

He also says that building personal relationships with clients is of much greater impor-
tance in China than in the West. 

“We tend to separate our business and personal lives here more. Although that separa-
tion also exists in China, business relationships there are infused with a need to trust and feel 
comfortable with each other before embarking on a business relationship. Chinese people 
are wonderfully hospitable and are always anxious to share their culture, their food and their 
traditional drinks. This is most often one of the first steps in a business relationship – enjoy-
ing a meal together and getting to know each other.”

Of course, he says, the sheer scale of projects in China is huge, ten times larger than 
projects here in Canada.  

“Everything there is bigger, given the huge population and the need for rapid change in 
response to emerging wealth and expectations at all levels of society. In China, we have 
successfully explored building types that go well beyond the perception of our repertoire 
here. Projects of cultural significance such as museums, cultural centres and performing arts 
centres are among our work there. We have also been very successful in large-scale com-
mercial office and mixed-use developments, with some very exciting projects.”

Those include the Wuxi Arts, Culture and Sports Centre which is a large multi-use civic 
campus; the Tianzhu Hotel and Retail Complex in Beijing, the Jingjiang Harbour Tower 
government office building in Jiangsu province and the iconic Yanhui Group Tower in 
Wuxi, a large commercial office, retail, hotel and residential building.

“Among our larger urban design projects are the China Medicine City, a large new town 
formed for the health-care and medical-research industries, and the City Balcony Master 
Plan, expanding a community and developing a new heart for an urban centre along the 
banks of the Yangtze River,” he adds.

Which isn’t to say that the company’s attention has shifted from B.C., says Dowling. In 
fact, DGBK Architects is continuing its work on the waterfront at the Westminster Quay 
residential development, developing the heart of New Westminster.

“It will be an exciting project to see come to fruition,” says Dowling, underscoring the 
totality of which architecture influences a neighbourhood. “At one million square feet of 
residential use, this project has the potential to dramatically change an entire community 
for the better.” n

This promotional feature was written for DGBK Architects by BCBusiness magazine’s Special 
Advertising Features Dept. Writer: Corey Van’t Haaff. For information contact VP of corporate 
features John Cochrane at 604-299-7311. Email: jcochrance@canadawide.com

DgbK architects

Top: The exterior of the Vancouver Police Tactical Training Centre. 
Bottom: The Yanhui Group Office Tower in Wuxi, China.

An artist’s rendering of the Wuxi Arts, Culture and Sports Centre in China’s Jiangsu 
province.
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