Coping with Growth

in the Regional District of Nanaimo, B.C.

by Sharon Fletcher
and Christina Thomas, MCIP

THE REGIONAL DISTRICT of Nanaimo
(RDN), an area of 202,000 hectares on the east coast
of Vancouver Island, has consistently experienced
high rates of growth. Between 1981 and 2000 the
population of the region increased to 136,400
residents, a 57 per cent increase. By 2026 the

population may reach 220,000, an increase of

another 62 per cenl, as people continue to settle in
Nanaimo, Parksville, Qualicum Beach, and the
surrounding areas.

People come to the RDN because it's a
great place to live. With its moderate cli-
mate, the region offers many amenities to
people interested in a wide range of out-
door activities, such as sailing, diving, hik-
ing, fishing, golfing, cycling and skiing.

Growth management techniques
Prior to British Columbia's Growth
Strategies Act, communities were able to
plan for growth only within their own
boundaries. This approach did not recog-
nize that the impacts of growth do not
stop at city limits; growth follows geo-

s ol the

graphical, not political, boundaries. The
province enacted the legislation in 1995
to provide a cooperative, coordinated,
and interactive approach to growth man-
agement. The act establishes an interac-
tive framework for growth management.
It enables local governments to use three
new tools to deal with growth-related
challenges: a regional growth strategy,
regional context statements, and imple-
mentation agreements, all of which the
RDN and its partners are now using to
manage growth,

The RDN Growth Management Plan
(1997) outlines the regional growth strat-
egy. It directs urban development into
defined, mixed-use "nodal" or "growth
centre” areas, and protects surrounding
rural areas from encroachment by desig-
nating an “urban containment boundary”
(UCB) that limits growth to areas desig-
nated for urban development. Community
services are provided outside the UCB
only to address environmental or heath
problems, but not to accommodate addi-
tional development.
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Official community plans (OCP) will now
reflect the direction and philosophy of the
growth management plan. Regional con-
text statements, which specify the consis-
tencies between the regional growth
strategy and the OCP, now appear in offi-
cial community plans.

Implementation agreements are used to
manage particular aspects of growth in
the region. The Master Implementation
Agreement sets out the priorities for work
required to support and implement the
growth management plan. The Urban
Containment and Fringe-Area
Management Implementation Agreement
establishes how decisions regarding land
incorporations and adjustments to the
urban containment boundary can respect
the growth management plan. Finally, the
Vancouver Island Highway Implementa-
tion Agreement determines how decisions
can protect the rural character of the
region’s new provincial highway.

The urban containment boundaries desig-
nated in OCPs can prevent sprawl by
including policies to control services and
limit development potential outside the
boundary. While the city of Nanaimo
appears to have been successful, the lim-
ited number of requests to move the
boundary is due more to a surplus of
vacant zoned land inside the UCB than to
a commitment to reducing sprawl.

Currently, Nanaimo has enough vacant
zoned land to accommodate an additional
50,000 people, primarily in single-family
subdivisions. As the vacant land is devel-
oped, concerns about sprawl will become
important again. Decisions to reduce
sprawl will need to respond to residents’
fears that multifamily projects will have
negative impacts on quality of life, the
character of single-family neighbour-
hoods, and investment in property. While
planners are promoting compact commu-
nities as a way of dealing with serious
issues related to sprawl, the existing multi-
family housing form is not meeting the
market's housing needs; poorly designed
examples are fuelling public fears,

We hope that when land supply is limited,
the UCB will encourage creative develop-
ment on the more challenging properties,
instead of encouraging developer-initiated
amendments to move the boundary. As
mixed-use nodes become denser, reduc-
ing land availability may also give munici-
palities some ability to negotiate commu-
nity amenities in order to ensure more
livable environments. Applications to
move the UCB will only be considered as
part of the review process of RDN's
growth management strategy, set to take
place every five years. In the city of
Nanaimo, applications to move the UCB
are accepted once every three years, giv-
ing each term of council an opportunity to
weigh requests for UCB adjustments
against the criteria set out in the Urban
Containment and Fringe-Area
Management Implementation Agreement.

Currently we have a limited market for
multiple-family housing products.
Consequently, developers have little
incentive to invest in creative multifamily
product and mixed-use alternatives.
Single-family homes are inexpensive and
abundant. With a few exceptions, devel-
opers have resisted the concept of mixed-
use, compact-growth centres. The public
fears mixed use, and the development
community claims it is not feasible. In a
tough economic environment, developers
prefer to stay with the strip-mall-based
commercial forms and traditional single-
family subdivisions that have worked in
the past. Public objections to multifamily
development have discouraged develop-
ers with good projects. A change in public
and political attitudes is essential if com-
munities are going to reduce sprawl
through densification.

Can regional planning control
sprawl and manage growth?
Although the growth management plan
can control sprawl and manage growth-
related issues, success requires the under-
standing and support of politicians,
municipal staff, interest groups and the
general public. We also need a commit-
ment to stick to the strategy over the long
term. With a shared vision, politicians will
have an easier time weathering the oppo-
sition that accompanies change.

Many in the area agree that sprawl puts
important elements of the environment at
risk. This agreement, however, does not
consistently translate into site-by-site
decisions that reduce sprawl. Instead, we
see a gradual erosion of the character of
the region that drew people here. We
need to educate decision-makers, imple-
menters of policy, and the general public
about the benefits of managing growth.
We have to compare the real cost of
sprawl with the economic and environ-
mental benefits, and with the lifestyle
opportunities possible under “smart
growth" development initiatives.

Four critical growth issues
facins planners on Vancouver
Islan

It will always be difficult to maintain sup-
port for long-range land-use planning
that proposes efficient land use in a coun-
try where land is considered an unlimited
resource, and where development for
development's sake is seen as good for
the region. We are at a point now where
“environmentally sensitive areas" like sec-
ond-growth forests and meadows with
rare and endangered species, as well as
opportunities for community parks, trails
and accessible shorelines, are disappear-
ing. Once these resources are gone, they
can never be recovered.

While OCP policies propose to protect
environmentally sensitive areas, and while
the public expects that these amenities are
to be safe from destruction, we do not
have policies in place to implement such
goals. Implementation requires difficult
political decisions, since the mechanisms
for protecting the environment and qual-
ity of life often affect real and perceived
individual rights to develop land to its
maximum potential, and may entail
changes in the form and density of devel-
opment. The link between residential den-
sification and environmental amenity pro-
tection is not strong enough to offset
fears that multi family development will
lead to decreased land values,

The economy of eastern Vancouver Island
has been slow in recent years. Commercial
development has led to a surplus of com-
mercial floor space and resulted in many
empty old buildings. The numerous
growth centres created by past land- use
decisions continue to provide opportuni-
ties for still more commercial growth,
feeding the imbalance between commer-
cial floor space and market size. The city
of Nanaimo has a regional shopping area
for “big box" development.
Unfortunately, it is draining the life out of
other commercial areas, especially in the
downtown. Even if
large-scale commercial
development stops, it
will be years before
the imbalance is cor-
rected.

Satisfying the public's
increasing desire to
participate is a grow-
ing requirement that
takes huge and often
unpredictable
amounts of time and
money, and does not
always produce reso-
lution. Planners
expend considerable
energy facilitating
public discussion
about growth, leaving
little time for generat-
ing possible solutions.
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When asked to recommend methods for
managing growth, planners may find that
the approaches they suggest do not
reflect the full range of public concerns,
since so many interests must be consid-
ered in all policy decisions. Finding the
middle ground means a compromise by
all, and more often than not, the sug-
gested options are less than perfect
growth management solutions for the
region.

The built environment in the RDN has a
deep impact on the eastern shore of
Vancouver Island. The Growth manage-
ment plan offer policies to channel growth
into areas where it can be serviced effi-
ciently, and where negative effects can be
mitigated. We hope that the policies now
in place to control sprawl will have a last-
ing impact on the landscape. If this
approach works, the future population of
the RDN will live amidst the unique natu-
ral setting that blesses the island.

Web references
www.rdn.bc.ca
www.city.nanaimo.bc.ca
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Summary

In the early 1990s, residents in the
Regional District of Nanaimo (RDN)
became concerned about the effects
that growth was having on quality of
life. A new tool, the regional growth
strategy. was developed to manage the
impact of growth by the RDN, in part-
nership with the City of Nanaimo, the
City of Parksville and the Town of
Qualicum Beach. Since adopting the
regional growth strategy, the communi-
ties in the region have created and
amended official plans that reflect the
regional growth strategy, developed
agreements regarding how to imple-
ment the regional growth strategy, and
undertaken special studies on particular
growth management issues.

Sommaire

Au début des années 1990, les rési-
dents du district régional de Nanaimo
(RDN) s'inquiéterent des effets de la
croissance urbaine sur leur qualité de
vie. En partenariat avec les villes de
Nanaimo, Parksville et Qualicum Beach,
les autorités mirent sur pied un pro-
gramme de croissance régionale que les
régions ont depuis adopté. Les commu-
nautés se sont engagées a mettre le
programme en ceuvre et ont mis sur
pied divers projets d'analyse en rapport
avec la croissance en matiére d'ame-
nagement.
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