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INTRODUCTION 
 
This collection of essays is an offshoot of the educational work of 
Friends of Plan Nanaimo (FPN) Society. It consists of chapters 
written by members of the society as well as two external experts 
who made important contributions to our public speakers’ series 
in the spring of 2005.  The book is a response to the New 
Nanaimo Centre (NNC) referendum, the politics of development 
and the never-ending quest to revitalize the downtown.  It also 
contains chapters on the broader context of development and 
the revitalization problem – considered both locally and 
internationally. It has three main purposes and one ancillary 
purpose.  

The first purpose is to provide information and critical 
perspectives on the NNC and related issues for the voting public 
to consider in advance of the fall 2005 municipal election. The 
NNC referendum result and other development issues will almost 
certainly be the most prominent issues of the campaign, just as 
they have been the central issues in Nanaimo ever since the 
referendum was announced in September of 2004. 

The second purpose is to establish both an historical and a 
contemporary context for understanding the politics of 
development in downtown Nanaimo. Why is downtown 
revitalization an issue?  How long has it been an issue and what 
happened in the past to make it one?  Why have various 
proposed solutions to the problem proven to be either ineffective 
or elusive?  What else can we learn from history about public 
endeavours to provide public amenities, such as parks and 
recreation facilities? 

The third purpose is to establish a record for posterity on some 
of the important development issues of the past year. What were 
the issues surrounding the NNC project that prompted an 
opposition movement?  Exactly what was and is at stake?  What 
happened and why?  No matter what the eventual outcome of 
the NNC question is – and at the time of writing it is not entirely 
clear what it will be – in future years this record of the major 
events surrounding the NNC referendum process, viewed from 
the standpoint of those who opposed the NNC project, will be 
available and it will be valuable.  
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An additional word about the book’s value in this latter respect is 
in order. As well as being of interest to future historians, this 
book will be of interest to future citizens’ groups who lock horns 
with City Hall.  Had members of the Concerned Citizens 
Committee (CCC) of the1970s and 1980s documented their 
successful battles to save parkland, the waterfront and the 
Nanaimo River estuary, it would have been of great benefit to 
our organization and to the community at large. The past always 
holds valuable lessons for the present and the greatly successful 
CCC had lessons to teach. No matter what the eventual outcome 
of the current civic debate over the NNC is, then, the story of 
FPN’s involvement will make an important contribution to a 
proper understanding of civic politics at this point in time. 

The ancillary purpose of this book is to provide a collection of 
documents and records that provide further information on key 
developments during the past year.  These are contained in the 
appendixes. 

The book is organized into four sections following Eric Ricker’s 
critical overview, “Friends of Plan Nanaimo, The New Nanaimo 
Centre Referendum and the Run-up to the 2005 Municipal 
Election” (Chapter 1), which provides a context for considering 
the events of the past year as well as some of the chapters that 
elucidate particular issues and themes.  

Part I, “Historical Perspectives on Downtown Revitalization and 
the Development of Nanaimo’s Major Parks and Recreation 
Facilities,” commences with Bill Juby’s “Saving the Downtown: 
Spare Us, O Lord, These Tendered Mercies” (Chapter 2), a 
comparative study of two earlier efforts to revitalize the 
downtown, the first based on the apparent need for a luxury 
waterfront hotel, the second on the apparent need for a parking 
lot and extra roadway, with today’s approach, based on a 
conference centre.  It is followed by Lawrence Rieper’s “Of Ice 
and Men: The Politics of Procuring Ice Surfaces in Nanaimo,” a 
complex tale of sacrifice, devotion to community and the 
forgetfulness that often accompanies the rush to do something 
new (Chapter 3). Part I concludes with Eric Ricker’s “Nanaimo’s 
Parks and Public Spaces: To Whom Do We Owe So Much?” 
(Chapter 4), which explores the fascinating politics underlying 
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the acquisition and development of Nanaimo’s most prominent 
parks. 

Part II, “The Official Community Plan: Problems and 
Perspectives,” begins with FPN President Don Stone’s, “Politics 
and Planning in Nanaimo, 2004 – 2005” (Chapter 5), an 
examination of OCP issues that came to the forefront over the 
past year and the reasons underlying the abandonment of key 
elements of the Official Community Plan.  Two commentaries 
then follow on subjects the OCP is meant to address but in 
practice somehow does not, namely, urban design and 
neighbourhood planning: Charles Christopherson’s “Urban 
Design in Nanaimo: One Citizen’s View” (Chapter 6), and his 
“Nanaimo’s Neighbourhoods: A Commentary” (Chapter 7). 

Part III, “Issues Surrounding the New Nanaimo Centre Project,” 
contains chapters on various aspects of the NNC controversy. 
Included are: Naava Smolash’s “Nanaimo’s News: Summary of 
Referendum Coverage in Nanaimo’s Newspapers” (Chapter 8), a 
quantitative study of print media bias during the NNC referendum 
campaign; Wendy Potter’s “Conflict of Interest and the New 
Nanaimo Centre Campaign” (Chapter 9), a probe into the 
meaning of conflict of interest, the City’s conflict of interest policy 
and the behaviour of two prominent officials – one elected and 
one hired public servant; Gordon Fuller’s “Politics of Exclusion: 
Social Impacts of the New Nanaimo Centre” (Chapter 10), a far-
ranging assessment and critique of social problems, social policy 
and the impact of the NNC on Nanaimo’s less fortunate 
downtown residents.  Part III concludes with Ron Bolin’s 
“Assessing, Taxing and Attacking Your Castle in Nanaimo” 
(Chapter 11), a review of Nanaimo’s residential tax burden – 
among the highest for communities of its size in the province – 
and the issues involved in crafting and implementing a fair 
property tax system. 

Part IV,  “The New Nanaimo Centre in Broader Perspective,” 
contains contributions of two of FPN’s external expert 
consultants. The first is a transcript of urban design critic Trevor 
Boddy’s interview on radio station CHLY, which we have entitled, 
“Convention Centre Realities and Urban Design Issues” (Chapter 
12).  Mr. Boddy’s interview ranged across issues associated with 
downtown revitalization, urban design and the rationale for 
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convention centres. The second is Heywood Sanders’ “The 
Canadian Convention Centre Market: A Preliminary Assessment” 
(Chapter 13). An original contribution to the sparse Canadian 
literature on this subject and one that permits readers to consider 
the NNC project in the much broader context of the supply and 
demand for convention centre facilities in Canada, Dr. Sanders’ 
work is a fitting final chapter for this collection. 

FPN is pleased to present the views contained in this collection 
for the public’s consideration. The opinions stated and 
conclusions reached are, of course, those of the individual 
authors alone and do not necessarily reflect the views or policies 
of Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society. 
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Friends of Plan Nanaimo, the New Nanaimo  
Centre Referendum and the Run-up  

to the 2005 Municipal Election 
 

Eric William Ricker 
 
Friends of Plan Nanaimo (FPN) is a citizens’ group formed to 
protect the integrity of Nanaimo’s Official Community Plan (OCP) 
and to advance sound planning and urban design principles. It was 
initially formed in August of 2004 to protest the gutting of two key 
provisions of the OCP, one that had prevented the construction of 
buildings in excess of fifteen stories and one that had prevented 
high-rise buildings on the waterfront.  In the autumn FPN helped 
define the key issues in the referendum campaign for the New 
Nanaimo Centre (NNC).  

The NNC project, as most residents now realize, includes a publicly 
owned conference centre and privately owned hotel and 
condominium towers on what has until now been public land at 
two different downtown sites. This project is entirely unrelated to 
the redevelopment of the old Malaspina Hotel site although many 
supporters of the NNC project somehow believe that it is.  The 
NNC is not contingent upon the Cape Developments project 
proceeding at that site.  In fact, the latter was already approved with 
preliminary work underway before the NNC proposal was 
announced to the public.  What the project does involve is the 
demolition of three significant heritage buildings as well as a block-
long cluster of buildings in the heart of the city’s historic 
Commercial Street.  Construction of the conference centre itself and 
a hotel/condominium tower on the Commercial Street-Gordon 
Street site also requires punching a new street into Commercial 
Street along its eastern flank, apparently to ensure that traffic can 
circulate around the NNC to enter the parking garage. Construction 
of the two additional condominium towers requires the demolition 
of the greater part of the last remaining heritage industrial building 
in the city, the Nanaimo Foundry, and demolition of the 
historically significant and still functioning Civic Arena.  
Demolition work is now virtually complete, save for the Civic 
Arena, which is scheduled to come down next year. 
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The Foundry, the first parts of which date from the late nineteenth 
century, is listed on a national registry of historic buildings.  This 
registry affords no protection for such buildings but indicates that 
they have significant heritage value in their communities. The Civic 
Arena, equally or perhaps even more historically significant, but not 
nationally registered, was constructed at the end of the Depression 
after residents voted in two separate referendums to acquire the 
property and then construct the facility.  The compelling stories of 
the Arena and the Foundry are told in this volume in Chapter 3, 
Lawrence Rieper’s  “Of Ice and Men: The Politics of Procuring Ice 
Surfaces in Nanaimo.”  Mr. Rieper shows that the NNC project 
comes with a high price tag in terms of heritage values lost as well 
as loss of our collective memory of the city’s past.  

The NNC is also the most costly and arguably the most 
controversial development in the city’s history. Its public 
components required referendum approval of a construction loan of 
$30 million from the Province. Once approved by voters, these 
funds combined with $19.5 million from City reserves and small 
government grants produced a total budget capped at $52.5 million 
by the terms of the referendum question.  The referendum also 
required approval of a public-private-partnership agreement with 
the developer, Triarc International Inc., a Connecticut-based 
company that has never before done business in Canada.  

The agreement with Triarc was negotiated secretly and announced 
shortly after the public hearing was held in early September of 2004 
for the controversial downtown waterfront condominium tower 
development at 10 – 20 Front Street. Neither the agreement with 
Triarc nor a digest of it was circulated to residents during the 
referendum campaign.  Instead, the referendum announcement was 
followed quickly by a blizzard of highly favourable publicity – some 
would even say propaganda – most of which was paid for by city 
taxpayers, whether they thought the idea good or bad. The 
announcement was also followed by the striking revelation that 
Triarc was not interested in a “bidding war” to secure the contract. 
This was followed by the equally striking revelation, after the initial 
agreement was announced, that the City had been out-negotiated 
and would now be forced to accept responsibility for millions of 
dollars worth of site preparation costs. (A chronology of 
developments before and after the referendum is set forth in 
Appendix A.)  
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During this time the City also published the results of a public 
opinion poll it had commissioned.  The poll indicated that 80 
percent of the public supported the conference centre project and 
even more supported downtown revitalization. Some reduction in 
support was expressed when respondents were asked whether the 
City should borrow money for the NNC.  

In Chapter 5, Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society President, Dr. Don 
Stone, describes and analyzes the ways in which City Council 
abandoned key parts of Nanaimo’s Official Community Plan (OCP) 
and endorsed – indeed, promoted – both the removal of building 
height restrictions and the construction of waterfront residential 
towers, as well as the NNC itself.  He also shows how key elements 
of the OCP had been weakened by the failure of the plan’s guardian 
body, the Plan Nanaimo Advisory Committee (PNAC), to uphold 
the values expressed in the OCP.  Over the years PNAC had 
sponsored well over 50 ad hoc amendments to the OCP without 
ever once counseling the need for broader public consultation or 
even local area consultation to determine if particular 
neighbourhoods were in agreement with significant, 
neighbourhood-altering, departures from the plan.  

At the outset of the referendum campaign FPN was composed of a 
small working group of eight persons.  This group, under the 
leadership of Don Stone, set about finding experts to analyze the 
NNC plan.  Its first order of business was to request that the City 
conduct the referendum campaign fairly by providing funding 
support for an external assessment of the project.  At this stage FPN 
had not adopted a stance on the NNC: it simply believed that an 
independent assessment was needed.  FPN asked the City to set 
aside $10,000 of the referendum campaign’s $100,000 publicity 
budget for an independent appraisal of the deal.  Council refused.  
One member of council went so far as to say he did not want the 
public to become confused by additional sources of information. 

FPN also quickly discovered that it would have great difficulty 
getting its message into local newspapers.  The editors’ line was that 
space provided in the letters columns was sufficient to provide news 
balance – that they had no greater responsibility to the public. 

The media’s posture soon became a major part of the referendum 
controversy. Many voters objected to the newspapers’ extensive 
promotional efforts for the NNC. Simon Fraser University doctoral 



6 Eric W. Ricker 

 

student Naava Smolash has since analyzed the print news media’s 
role in the referendum campaign.  In Chapter 8, “Nanaimo’s News: 
Summary of Nanaimo Referendum Coverage in Nanaimo’s 
Newspapers,” Ms. Smolash provides a quantitative assessment of 
the nature of media bias during the campaign.  Ms. Smolash’s study 
and conclusions, as she recognizes herself, actually understate the 
problem.  Local media sources treated the release of her study as an 
event unworthy of significant press coverage, thereby 
unintentionally reinforcing her message. A qualitative account 
would be a useful supplement to her investigation. The news 
media’s role was in many respects astonishing and some aspects of 
it are worth mentioning here. 

All print media sources were committed to the NNC project before 
the referendum campaign even started.  The editor of Nanaimo’s 
one daily paper, the Daily News, declared himself a supporter of the 
NNC project at the outset of the referendum campaign and further 
declared that the public had access to all the information it required 
on the City’s website. As is discussed below, the inaccuracy of that 
comment became evident as the campaign progressed and expert 
opinion was brought to bear on the City’s claims.  In the meantime, 
however, the editor joined the euphemistically entitled “Invest in 
Yes” campaign, without acknowledging his status as Daily News 
editor in the “yes” campaign’s publicity material.  As the campaign 
progressed and the “yes”-side forces became increasingly dismayed 
by the number of letters in local newspapers opposing the NNC 
project, the Daily News upped the ante.  Full-page coverage, 
complete with large personal photographs, was provided to 
important “Invest in Yes” spokespersons.  Among these was 
George Hanson, manager of the Downtown Nanaimo Partnership 
(DNP), a City-funded organization established to promote 
downtown revitalization. A downtown florist who was actively 
involved in NNC planning committees was another “yes”-side 
supporter provided with an inordinate amount of coverage. 

The free mass circulation community newspaper that is part of the 
Daily News family of publications, the Harbour City Star, by and large 
avoided excessive bias but nevertheless could not be said to have 
adopted an independent stance on the referendum question.  Its free 
mass circulation rival, the News Bulletin, tracked a course similar to 
the Daily News, but without quite the same overt bias on display.  
The Bulletin did, however, provide generous space to “Invest in 
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Yes” enthusiasts – often masked as regular columns – and only 
once provided column space to opponents of the project.  Late in 
the campaign the Bulletin also conducted an unscientific poll of 100 
residents and made it a front-page news story. The poll’s reported 
strong show of support for the NNC was subsequently belied by the 
referendum result. The Bulletin also permitted the sitting Nanaimo 
South MLA, Mike Hunter, to publish a column in support of the 
project on voting day.  

Local radio and television coverage, with the exception of radio 
station CHLY, was uniformly supportive of the NNC.  Shaw 
Cablevision televised a council forum on the project and in the 
midst of the broadcast, without explanation, flashed  “80 percent 
approval” on viewers’ screens. Even informed members of the 
public could not have known that this factoid was taken from the 
City’s pre-referendum campaign poll. If anything, it appeared as 
though a new poll had been released, providing an up-to-date 
reading of the public pulse. One Vancouver radio station offered the 
mayor and FPN President Don Stone an opportunity to debate the 
question, something no local media outlet of any kind would do 
despite being asked. During this on-air discussion late in the 
campaign the mayor accused Dr. Stone of “pissing all over” the 
City’s plans. No apology was offered for this unwarranted outburst, 
nor did the mayor subsequently retract the comment. 

The behaviour of other key City officials – in particular, Councillor 
Ron Cantelon, who chaired the all-important New Nanaimo Centre 
Advisory Committee (NNCAC) and George Hanson, the above-
mentioned manager of the DNP, was another important and 
controversial aspect of the NNC referendum campaign process. 

Before joining City Council, Councillor Cantelon had been a real 
estate agent.  At some point during his tenure as chair of the 
NNCAC, he decided to re-enter the real estate business, forming a 
company called Vicondos with another local realtor.  Mr. Cantelon 
did not disclose this partnership information to the public.  It took 
an interested citizen to discover his intentions by consulting the real 
estate industry’s licensing body. At a City Council meeting that 
citizen then asked Mr. Cantelon whether he considered himself to 
be in a conflict of interest position because he was championing and 
voting for the construction of several hundred condominium units 
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and at the same time helping to establish a specialty firm to list and 
sell such units.  His reply was an unequivocal no.    

Mr. Hanson, whose post-graduate academic credentials lie in areas 
other than management, and whose salary is paid entirely by the 
public – half from City coffers and half from a downtown business 
improvement area assessment – was an enthusiastic booster of a 
rezoning decision to permit the construction of the waterfront 
condominium tower at 10-20 Front Street.  He also championed the 
“yes” position on the NNC referendum question.  As noted above, 
the press devoted a great deal of space to his views during the 
referendum campaign. City officials, however, are explicitly barred 
from taking sides in a referendum, thus raising the question of 
whether Mr. Hanson was conflicted by his stance on the NNC.   In 
Chapter 9,  “Conflict of Interest and the New Nanaimo Centre 
Referendum Campaign,” Dr. Wendy Potter explores the issue of 
conflict of interest with respect to Mr. Cantelon’s and Mr. Hanson’s 
conduct and in the process raises several pertinent public policy 
questions. 

Despite the media bias and despite the questionable, partisan 
behaviour of City-paid employees such as Mr. Hanson, FPN 
focused upon bringing informed expertise to bear on the NNC plan.  
This was an obvious course of action because the City had relied 
heavily upon a consulting firm, Grant Thornton, which by its own 
admission had never advised a community not to build a conference 
centre.  Even so, Grant Thornton had been cautious about 
prospects for a conference centre’s success and was on record 
favouring a different site. The City had also ignored a key 
recommendation of the Main Street Report, a consultant’s study 
strongly recommending an incremental approach to downtown 
revitalization rather than a big fix. (Interested readers should be able 
to obtain these reports from the City.) 

Although the City provided no financial assistance, FPN was able 
to bring in three distinguished experts, each of whom provided 
services on a pro bono basis.  The first of these experts, urban design 
specialist Lewis Villegas, trained as an architect, had wide 
experience as a consultant in both the United States and Canada.  
He volunteered to host a process known as a charrette and to report 
the results to the Nanaimo community.  The charrette involved Mr. 
Villegas working with a select group of local residents over an 
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intensive weekend of activity to explore options for growth, design 
and development in the downtown area.  This group, which 
included local architects and planners as well as other residents, 
produced a preliminary report for a small community audience. An 
expanded version was then developed by Mr. Villegas and 
presented to a large overflow audience at the Coast Bastion Inn at 
about the mid-way point of the referendum campaign. (Mr. 
Villegas’ report, which comprises a set of detailed drawings, plans 
and sketches is too lengthy to reproduce in this volume but is 
available for viewing in the archives section of the Friends of Plan 
Nanaimo Society website, www.friendsofplannanaimo.net).    

Mr. Villegas’s central finding was that it is unnecessary to construct 
apartment towers to achieve the City’s target density levels in the 
downtown area.  This analysis demolished one of the City’s 
mainstay arguments for the NNC project, namely, that apartment 
towers are necessary to achieve density improvements and 
downtown revitalization.   

The second expert, Dr. Robert Bish, focused on the presumed 
economic benefits of the Triarc deal.  Dr. Bish examined the case 
made for these benefits on the City’s website – the same source of 
information that the editor of the Daily News had found so 
compelling and therefore sufficient to warrant the public’s support 
of the agreement.  Dr. Bish, who is listed in Who’s Who in Economics 
and is Professor Emeritus at the University of Victoria, presented 
FPN with a short report stating that the City’s claims were 
unsubstantiated. No cost-benefit analysis of the NNC deal had been 
undertaken and the City had confused economic impacts with 
economic benefits.  Dr. Bish concluded that the City’s case was 
worse than weakly argued: it either reflected incompetence or was 
designed, in his words, to be “purposefully distorting.”  Dr. Bish’s 
report is included in this volume as Appendix B. 

The third expert, Robert de Leeuw, examined the risks the City had 
assumed under the terms of its agreement with Triarc.  Mr. de 
Leeuw, a consulting engineer of nearly forty years’ experience 
assessing risk factors associated with major construction projects, 
advised FPN that the City’s website lacked information about the 
cost of potential risks to taxpayers. Among these were the costs of 
removing contaminants and providing soil remediation at both 
sites. For the main conference centre site itself, the City had also not 
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assessed the additional costs of foundation work in an area that was 
once an ocean inlet and had been filled in over the years with rocks 
and assorted debris.  At the Foundry/Civic Arena site, where two 
condominium towers are to be built, the mayor had suggested 
during the referendum campaign that site contamination could be 
dealt with by means of a concrete seal over the Foundry’s footprint. 
He failed to mention – or perhaps failed to realize at the time – that 
other areas of the site were also once occupied by heavy industries, 
including a gas works, a sawmill, a battery plant and a car service 
garage.  Mr. de Leeuw was alarmed to discover that proper 
assessments of both sites had not been made before the City entered 
into its agreement with Triarc. Mr. de Leeuw’s report is included 
here as Appendix C. 

Although the reports of Mr. Villegas, Dr. Bish and Mr. de Leeuw 
were placed on FPN’s website and circulated to the press, scant 
attention was given to the last two.  In fact, the one newspaper 
report that was filed on Dr. Bish’s analysis posed the views of a 
conference enthusiast not trained in economics against Dr. Bish’s 
report and concluded that the public would have to decide which 
“expert” it wanted to believe.  Mr. de Leeuw’s report, which was 
submitted late in the referendum campaign, did not generate media 
interest despite its alarming news.  These three reports remain 
important background documents for those in search of a better 
understanding of the several flaws in the Triarc deal, as well as the 
availability of alternatives.   

Debate did not end when the referendum campaign concluded.  
Quite apart from the exceedingly narrow margin of approval for 
such an important bylaw there were other good reasons.  To begin 
with, the referendum was itself illegal.  Provincial government 
permission to hold it had not been sought nor granted as required 
by law. FPN presented two briefs to the Inspector of Municipalities, 
both on this subject and related legal and/or procedural violations, 
and through him to the provincial government. The briefs outlined 
ways in which the Community Charter as well as the City’s own 
election bylaw had been violated.  Importantly, by not seeking the 
government’s approval to hold the referendum, the City avoided 
advance notice to electors and therefore the opportunity to submit a 
counter-petition opposing the referendum application. The two 
submissions to the Inspector are included here as Appendix D and 
Appendix E. 
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As events took their course, the provincial government was 
prepared to forgive the City its transgressions. Enabling legislation 
was passed.  Before this happened, however, both the minister in 
charge of municipal affairs and the premier had refused to see a 
delegation from FPN. (Scheduling difficulties were constantly 
offered as excuses but it soon became obvious that such excuses 
would be advanced indefinitely.) The Province was simply not 
interested in intervening in the situation although it was in a strong 
position to insist that the City find more community support for the 
project as well as comply with the spirit and substance of the 
Community Charter and related legislation. 

At this point FPN elected to carry on – to “keep City Council’s feet 
to the fire,” as Don Stone so memorably put it. Why? Too much 
was at stake for taxpayers and the City’s approach, as Mr. Villegas, 
Dr. Bish and Robert de Leeuw had all shown very clearly, was 
devoid of a convincing rationale or even the expert analysis that 
should have been undertaken before any deal was struck.  

Some members investigated the possibility of a legal challenge and 
were advised by several lawyers that there were reasonable grounds 
for proceeding. They also consulted citizens in other communities 
who in similar situations had been successful in the courts.  
Ultimately, however, this option was not followed, due to the very 
large costs involved and because all lawyers counseled finding a 
political rather than a legal solution. 

Public education activity then became the main focus.  FPN 
realized that its principal referendum campaign speaker, Mr. 
Villegas, and its two commissioned expert reports had provided the 
public with much needed information – or at least that element of 
the public that looked beyond the newspapers for serious analysis of 
the NNC issue.  A decision was made to carry on with this sort of 
work.  In the spring of 2005 three additional experts were brought 
to Nanaimo for community speaking engagements. The first was 
Trevor Boddy. Mr. Boddy is a distinguished architecture and urban 
design critic for the Vancouver Sun.  He was followed one month 
later by Dr. Heywood Sanders. Dr. Sanders is Professor of Public 
Administration at the University of Texas (San Antonio) and 
arguably the continent’s foremost scholar of the convention centre 
industry. Dr. Sanders was in turn followed by John Stuart, who 
visited Nanaimo while the City was in the midst of considering 
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various reports on the future of the Foundry.  Mr. Stuart is Curator 
of the North Vancouver Museum and an expert on industrial 
heritage. 

In a lecture delivered to an audience at John Barsby School, Mr. 
Boddy discussed developing trends in urban design – in Canada and 
elsewhere – and the prospects of conference centres forming a 
satisfactory element of revitalization plans. Prior to his lecture, Mr. 
Boddy was interviewed on these themes by radio station CHLY.  
An edited transcript of this interview, in which Mr. Boddy 
considers, among other things, the question of whether the NNC 
threatens to tip the balance against a revitalization process that 
respects the downtown’s heritage values, is included in this 
collection as Chapter 12. 

Dr. Sanders made two presentations, one at Malaspina University 
College and one at the Dorchester Hotel.  A detailed press release 
on his two talks was issued following a spectacular effort by the 
local media to first ignore his message and then later misrepresent 
it.  That press release is included here as Appendix F.  For this 
volume, Dr. Sanders has contributed a new study of the convention 
centre industry in Canada.  Following upon his authoritative and 
widely cited Brookings Institution report released in January of this 
year – in which Dr. Sanders demonstrated that the billion-dollar 
American convention centre industry is over-built and now faces 
the prospect of a prolonged market slump – this new study shows 
that the Canadian convention centre market is following the 
American trend, albeit on a lesser scale. Because it serves to put 
Nanaimo’s conference centre plan in a much broader perspective, 
Dr. Sanders’ new study serves as an appropriate concluding 
commentary (Chapter 13) for this volume. 

Mr. Stuart presented a Dorchester Hotel audience with a fascinating 
slide show on industrial heritage conservation in various foreign 
countries, including England and West Germany, as well as British 
Columbia.  Noting that surveys show that 30 percent of all tourists 
now seek heritage destinations, Mr. Stuart illustrated how many 
industrial heritage properties include activities that generate a 
healthy cash flow in support of their basic public education goals.  
As a local illustration, Mr. Stuart cited the case of the historic 
Steveston Cannery, a Canadian National Historic Site.  The 
McLean Steam Mill in the Alberni Valley, also a National Historic 
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Site, is another example of an industrial property converted into a 
tourist attraction.  

Mr. Stuart concluded his talk by focusing upon the potential of the 
Nanaimo Foundry as an important possible link in a multi-sited 
“coal mining trail,” dedicated to Vancouver Island’s once dominant 
industry. Unfortunately, as these words are being written, the 
greater part of the Foundry has been prematurely demolished to 
make way for the NNC project’s condominium towers – 
prematurely, that is, because there is no need to destroy this 
heritage structure this fall when it could be taken down next year 
along with the Civic Arena. And that of course assumes that the 
NNC project, now wildly over budget, will actually be permitted to 
proceed. The objective of City Council quite obviously was 
political: to bury the issue quickly so as to prevent the deal with 
Triarc from being re-negotiated by a new council following the 
upcoming November 2005 election.   

One strange aspect of the Foundry’s fate is that the City destroyed 
the building without ever holding title and the Port Authority 
permitted it to do so without ever having Ottawa’s permission to 
transfer the property to the City, as is required by federal law. No 
satisfactory explanation for this series of events has been offered 
despite the fact that the federal Minister of Transport declared the 
matter an “important issue” in a letter to the author on the eve of 
the Foundry’s demolition.1 

Apart from its educational work through public lectures and regular 
speakers at its monthly meetings, FPN has actively lobbied the 
federal government on the NNC project and commissioned a public 
opinion poll.  The purpose of the lobbying has been to ask the 
federal government either to: (1) work with the community to 
achieve a much greater consensus in favour of the project; or (2) 
reserve any decision about assisting the NNC project through its 
infrastructure programme until such time as the political will of 
voters is determined in November.   

With respect to the first option, FPN asked the federal government 
to encourage the City to suspend its heritage-destructive approach 
to the downtown and work with it to re-locate the NNC project to 

 
1 Note on page 16. 
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the greatly under-utilized Assembly Wharf area, where every aspect 
of it could be improved and integrated with modern bus, ferry and 
rail transportation infrastructure.  This alternative plan was outlined 
in an FPN press release of May 2005.  That press release and two 
conceptual renditions of facilities that could be placed at the 
Assembly Wharf site – a plan view and an oblique view – are 
included in this volume as Appendixes G, H and I, respectively.  

With respect to the second option, FPN was informed directly by 
Senator Jack Austin – a key political official reviewing 
infrastructure progamme requests from British Columbia – that the 
national government is concerned to know that a community 
broadly supports any proposal put forward for funding. FPN 
representatives advised the Senator that an approval rate of 52 
percent after a deeply flawed referendum campaign could scarcely 
be considered evidence of broad community support.  If the first 
option could not be pursued, the proper thing to do, FPN 
submitted, would be to wait until the community elected a new 
council. During the course of his conversation with FPN 
representatives last spring, the Senator recognized that in all 
likelihood the NNC issue would dominate the local election 
campaign this fall. By most everyone’s reckoning, that has now 
turned out to be the case.  

The opinion poll was conducted during the month of June under 
the auspices of McAllister Opinion Research of Vancouver. The 
results were dramatic. Despite the absence of any significant shifts 
in editorial opinion, public opinion had turned against the NNC 
project.  Clearly the vigorous and informative letters of scores of 
Nanaimo residents appearing in local newspapers, as well as FPN’s 
public speakers’ series, had made an impact. The poll of some 400-
odd randomly chosen Nanaimo residents – a sample considered 
accurate to within roughly 5 percent, nineteen times out of twenty – 
revealed that 55 percent of those asked now opposed the NNC with 
only 43 percent indicating support.  Of those supporting the project, 
only 18 percent, or fewer than one in five residents, said they were 
strongly in favour.  Importantly, nearly 70 percent expressed 
approval of FPN’s ongoing work and nearly 75 percent indicated 
there should be more community involvement in planning.  These 
results indicate that even some of those who support the NNC also 
support FPN’s watchdog role.  A summary report of McAllister’s 
findings is included as Appendix J. 
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With the election season about to begin, the real impact of FPN on 
local politics will soon be realized.  But even before voters go to the 
polls, arguably, there have been some noticeable effects.  Mr. 
Cantelon, the council member who spearheaded the NNC project 
and referendum campaign over a period of many months and who 
was dogged by allegations of conflict, chose to seek election to the 
provincial legislature in a safe Liberal seat rather than remain on 
City Council.  He succeeded, but with a much-reduced majority in a 
riding that extends far beyond city boundaries. Mr.Cantelon had 
even more trouble securing his party’s nomination, winning only 
after the fourth round of balloting.  Mr. Krall, more or less council’s 
second in command on the NNC file and together with Mr. 
Cantelon, an advocate of the controversial Commercial Street – 
Gordon Street site, has decided to retire from municipal politics at a 
time when many expected him to take a run at the mayor’s chair.  
Rookie councillor Dawn Tyndal has decided to challenge long-
serving Mayor Gary Korpan, whose consistently belligerent attitude 
towards opponents of the NNC has made him vulnerable to a 
challenge. A local businessman is also challenging Mr. Korpan and 
others have followed, including FPN member Jolyon Brown, an 
architect with a solid background in managing federal government 
construction projects. It is hard to imagine that most of these 
developments would have occurred in the absence of the FPN’s 
vigorous efforts to protect and advance the public interest. 

As this volume goes to press, nominations have been filed and the 
campaign is underway.  There are forty-seven candidates for City 
Council positions, including eight for mayor.  FPN has endorsed six 
of its members for councillor positions and Jolyon Brown for 
mayor. The names of these members, their occupations and their 
community experiences are listed in Appendix K.  

This collection is neither the complete nor the final word on the 
politics of development in Nanaimo and the various issues 
associated with the NNC project. It is, however, more than a basic 
starting point for understanding the context of the downtown 
revitalization problem and the issues at stake in the forthcoming 
municipal election. 

This in itself is important, because in the 2005 election nothing less 
that the long-term future of the heart of Nanaimo is at stake. 
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Endnote 
1 Hon. Jean Lapierre, Minister of Transport – Dr. Eric W. Ricker, Director, 

Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society, August 24, 2005. 
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Saving the Downtown: 
Spare Us, O Lord, These Tendered Mercies 

 
Bill Juby 

 
Saving the Downtown has long been a preoccupation of Nanaimo’s 
privileged class, that is to say, those who own businesses or 
property in the downtown, or those elected officials who serve 
them.  Typically, however, the process of the downtown’s salvation 
(or revitalization) entails some large-scale project in the city’s core, 
too costly or risky for the privileged to undertake themselves. The 
lesser orders are thus called upon to assume the privilege of 
bankrolling it.  Whatever the project du jour, its commercial interests 
unerringly coincide with the hope of urban redemption, and the 
public at large is exhorted to perform its civic duty in that particular 
project’s support.  

Mercifully, most of these efforts fall prey to apathy or common 
sense, leaving the downtown intact, if unredeemed.  In truth, news 
of the downtown’s demise has always been greatly exaggerated. 
Over the years, the city centre has suffered little more than benign 
neglect, and has much more to fear from recurring cures than from 
anything that ails it.  This essay will review two (of the many) 
historical efforts to save the downtown, noting resemblances to the 
city’s current model of salvation, the New Nanaimo Centre, and 
will then critique the NNC proposal itself, suggesting less drastic, 
but ultimately more effective, remedies for a hundred-fifty-year old 
patient whose condition is surprisingly robust. 

 

Hotel Malaspina: the NNC of the Roaring Twenties 
“In 1926,” writes one local historian, “Nanaimo was a bustling little 
city which had grown on coal mining, logging and fishing.... 

The Canadian Pacific Railway ship Princess Patricia 
provided daily foot passenger service to and from 
Vancouver.  The E&N Railway connected Nanaimo to 
Victoria and Comox.  More and more cars were traveling 
the Island Highway.  According to one report at least 51 
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cars, often filled with American tourists, traveled the 
highway in a single summer” (Leduc 1996). 

The C.P.R. investment in rail and shipping infrastructure would 
itself guarantee Nanaimo’s future as the “Hub City” of Vancouver 
Island.  Sound like a city in need of salvation?  Perhaps not, but the 
privileged were concerned: at least 51 cars had apparently slipped 
into the clutches of some up-island destination, which might have 
pretensions of replacing Nanaimo as “gateway to Vancouver 
Island.”  The threat was too much to ignore. To save the city, there 
was only one solution: a “modern” hotel “for the better class of 
traveling people” (Leduc).  

The “Yes” committee of its day was quickly struck; it included 
Frank Cunliffe, a lawyer and president of the local Rotary Club; 
John Dakin, a merchant on Commercial Street; Oliver Eby, the 
manager of a local clothing store; Norman Corfield, a car dealer 
and garage owner on Front Street, next to the proposed hotel site; 
Archibald Van Houten, a pharmacist on Commercial Street; and 
many other public-spirited members of the privileged class.  Next, 
an American firm, The Hockenbury System Inc. of Harrisburg, 
Pennsylvania, which specialized in the brokering and financing of 
community hotels, but undertook no risk itself, was engaged to 
assist in a campaign to allow the lower orders to underwrite the 
initial $125,000 cost, through the sale of $100 shares; the remaining 
$95,000 projected cost would be mortgaged (Leduc). 

The promotion campaign that followed, a series of quarter-page ads 
that ran for over a month in spring 1926 issues of the Nanaimo Daily 
Free Press, left little doubt about whose interests the proposed hotel 
might serve.  One ad, under the heading “Let’s Get What We Pay 
For: Any City Which Needs A New Hotel Pays For It Whether It 
Gets It or Not,” stressed the time-honoured theme of the money 
that got away, but made no bones about who it got away from:   

A live city in Old Ontario reports that during the first three 
years operation of their modern hotel enough new business, 
aside from hotel bills, was brought to their business men to pay 
for their hotel. The business came from tourists, 
commercial men, convention delegates and others who had 
been passing them by and spending their money in other 
cities…How many hotels has Nanaimo built in other cities 
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during the past ten years? ... hotels built with money that 
logically belonged to our business-men….[my emphasis] 

The ads, of course, were “Sponsored by the Business Men of 
Nanaimo and endorsed by the Board of Trade,” but the hotel itself, 
it seems, was everyone’s responsibility, no matter whose needs it 
would really serve. 

The boosterism in the ads was unrelenting.  It’s “Your Civic Duty 
To Supply A Civic Need” uttered one salvo; another, headlined 
“The Test of Public Spirit: Are you for Nanaimo or Against Her?,” 
made clearer yet one’s moral obligation: “Your duty is to see that 
you are on the side of the progressive residents who are boosting for 
Nanaimo’s New Hotel…All public spirited citizens who can WILL 
subscribe in Nanaimo’s New Community project.”   “A City Is 
Known by the Hotels It Keeps,” quipped one ad, while another, 
appealing further to civic pride, made plain the gravity of the 
situation: 

[U]nless we want to be advertised all over Western Canada 
as a community without public spirit, without a desire to 
advance, without realization of our own possibilities as the 
gateway to Vancouver Island, we must have this New Hotel. 
Our duty is plain. Nanaimo faces today the most vital issue of all 
its community history.  Upon your answer in the next few days will 
depend the future of your city…. [emphasis not mine]  

The hype proved amazingly successful; “the sale of stock started on 
Monday, May 10, 1926, and within ten days the goal of $125,000 
was reached” (Leduc). The lower orders had come through.  By 
July of the following year, Hotel Malaspina (its name selected 
through a local contest) was in operation. 

How does one judge its success?  As a private enterprise, and for all 
the public clamour, that’s what it remained, it enjoyed sporadic 
prosperity, falling on hard times during the Great Depression, but 
picking up again in the post-war years, after the original 
shareholders had sold out their interests to a new investor (Foster 
1998). By the time I arrived in Nanaimo (1979), it was a seedy 
establishment, its better days long behind it. 

For the past twenty years, the derelict building has been the subject 
of developers’ dreams and local citizens’ nightmares.  Gutted in 
1997 as part of the aborted Landmark Tower business complex that 
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left “more than 100 contractors and suppliers on the hook for $3.4 
million in unpaid bills” (“Landmark’s future” 2001), its ugly 
concrete remnants have since disgraced Nanaimo’s waterfront.  In 
August 2004, at a public hearing on the Cape Development project, 
proposed for the old Malaspina site, Councillor Diane Brennan 
announced that this lingering eyesore easily topped a survey of local 
complaints. Hotel Malaspina had come full circle, from the 
downtown’s saviour to that from which the downtown needed to be 
saved.  

Is this cycle inevitable, or is it something from which we can learn?  
Time has certainly toppled other old buildings, but much of 
Nanaimo’s downtown has withstood over a century of change.  
Many local hotels of much earlier vintage have adapted well and 
continued to thrive: the Occidental (1886), Globe (1887), Palace 
(1889), Dorchester (ca 1889), Queen’s (1892), Cambie (1912), 
[New] Commercial (1913), and others, though sometimes under 
different names, have all remained in continuous operation up to 
the present day.  Indeed, most of the buildings of the Commercial 
Street merchants who helped to deliver a “modern” hotel have 
outlived their progeny. 

It’s largely a matter of scale. Smaller buildings are far more 
adaptable.  Former public buildings like the old firehall can convert 
quite beautifully into a fine dining room; an erstwhile bank easily 
translates into a centre for the arts; older commercial buildings 
become dance studios or art lofts or new-age emporia; houses 
transform sveltely into legal or medical offices or funky restaurants; 
even the old Eaton’s building managed a relatively smooth 
transition into a condo complex – all leaving our city’s beautiful 
heritage values intact.  Hotel Malaspina, however, relatively small 
by today’s standards, was nevertheless out of scale with other 
downtown properties, and like the dinosaurs from a previous era, 
failed to adapt.  

 

The Gordon Street Project: Paving Paradise to put up a 
Parking Lot 
By the 1960’s, the downtown was again in need of salvation, this 
time less from the clutches of other competing Island communities 
than from the threat of its own suburban expansion: there was no 
longer a shortage of cars in the heart of the city, but a shortage of 
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arterial routes through which to funnel them and the necessary 
ventricles in which to park them for the time it took the privileged 
burghers to bleed the drivers of their weekly wages. With no way to 
move them and no place to hold them, these cars, like the 51 
observed in 1926, were spilling northward and taking the money 
with them. The Commercial Street business elite literally had their 
backs against a wall of water.  The answer was inspired: fill in the 
downtown waterfront and put up a parking lot.  

In what must have been one of the first “public/private 
partnerships,” the Gordon Street and Commercial Inlet 
Development Committee, co-chaired by Alderman Bus MacDonald 
and Commercial Street businessman Allan Fletcher, and 
representing “a large number of downtown merchants” (“Major 
Developments” 1964) developed a made-for-the-60’s plan to save 
the downtown. The Gordon Street Project, as it came to be known, 
would involve the infilling of a large segment of Commercial Inlet 
to connect Gordon Street to Front Street, creating room for 211 
parking spaces directly behind the Commercial Street business 
district.  In addition, this project called for “construction of a road 
link across…the seaward side of the inlet to conduct Terminal 
avenue [along] Front street to provide a second major traffic artery 
for the downtown area and to relieve present congestion at rush 
hours.”  

But the real purpose of the plan was: 

to preserve the downtown area as a retail business area and 
stem the trend to the suburbs where shopping centres have 
been constructed on the outer limits of cities…in so many 
other parts of North America to the detriment of the city 
centres....The parking problem in many Canadian and U.S. 
cities has resulted in driving business to the suburbs and 
causing a depreciation in downtown property values.... 
(“Major Developments”).  

The project would also, of course, pave the way for the Harbour 
Park Mall, soon to be constructed on adjacent C.P.R. land.  Mayor 
Peter Maffeo referred to the proposal as “one of the most important 
in the history of Nanaimo” (“Important Meeting” 1964). 

The project caused surprisingly little public stir, partly because 
roughly half of the $410,000 projected costs were to be paid by the 
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businesses in an “assessment area [which extended] from the 
Malaspina and Globe hotels on the north to the fire hall on the 
south and include[d] almost all business establishments in the 
downtown area” (“Downtown Merchants” 1964).  Still, the public 
portion of the tax burden was not inconsiderable when one 
compares the costs of other large-scale proposals at the time. 

For example, the (1968) Marine Gardens Association’s proposal for 
a cultural/recreational complex at the mouth of the Millstone 
River, which promised to make “this region a year round rather 
than a seasonal playground,” would have seen the construction of a 
900-seat theatre, a 25-metre Olympic standard swimming pool, a 
1400-seat auditorium, and parking space for 1300 cars for a total 
cost of $2,608,000. (This proposed “multiplex” is just one of this 
era’s numerous mega-schemes for downtown salvation that failed to 
materialize.) But the Gordon Street Project’s costs cannot be 
measured strictly in economic terms. 

The primary opposition to the project came from the Nanaimo 
Council of Women, whose objections to the scheme bear a striking 
resemblance to those voiced today by the Friends of Plan Nanaimo. 
“Nancy Heath [later Senator Nancy Heath Bell], chairman [sic] of 
the council’s beautification committee…said that Nanaimo was in 
danger of losing its greatest asset, its waterfront.”  In an interview 
with the Nanaimo Times, Ms. Heath explained:  

My main objection to the scheme is that it is a piecemeal 
project and not part of an overall plan for the development 
of the whole waterfront…What Nanaimo needs is proper 
city planning on a long term basis with all present and 
future projects co-ordinated as a whole (“Objections to 
Garden Street Project” 1963). 

But the emphasis of the “joint committee of city council and 
downtown area businessmen [that approved the project] by a 
unanimous vote of the well attended meeting” (“Downtown 
Merchants”), was not on beautification or the waterfront or long 
term planning; the project was driven by shortsighted commercial 
interests in an attempt to provide a quick boost to downtown 
business profits.  

It’s hard to imagine today how Nanaimo’s harbour might have 
evolved without the infilling of Commercial Inlet. With thoughtful 
planning it might have rivalled that of Halifax.  But that’s all water 
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under the pavement. History will certainly attest that the project 
didn’t save the downtown from suburban expansion; nor was it very 
successful on its own more limited terms.1  From day one, the 
Gordon Street parking lot remained largely vacant. One newspaper 
article entitled “Is Spacious Parking Lot Just a White Elephant?” 
shows an aerial photo of the nearly empty lot, under which the 
caption reads: “Parked cars, and still space to play football.”  

Regarding the Front Street arterial route, city council just recently 
authorized $50,000 funding for a traffic study designed to slow 
down traffic on Front Street, to render the street more “pedestrian 
friendly.” Harbour Park Mall (now Port Place) has lost most of its 
anchor chains to the north end, and may be usurped by casino 
expansion.   And worst of all, that big hole surrounding Gordon 
Street has become a sort of ground zero, a vacuum whose vortex 
continues to draw further (and increasingly malignant) mega-
dreams to save the downtown. 

 

The New Nanaimo Centre: Sinkhole for a New Century 
The great shopping mall rush of the early 1980’s really did cause the 
downtown to suffer, although in retrospect, it may have had the 
benign effect of staving off, at least temporarily, the “progress” that 
has ruined other similar-sized city centres.  Nevertheless, the 
evacuation from the city core of businesses such as Eaton’s, Sears, 
three major banks (CIBC, TD, BMO), Fletcher’s, Nash Hardware, 
and others, and the bankruptcy of many more, unquestionably 
sucked hard on the marrow of downtown vitality. 

Despite, however, the wholesale evacuation of much of the retail 
and banking sectors, since the 1990’s, Nanaimo’s downtown has 
seen a remarkable resurgence.  A 1996 front-page article in the 
Nanaimo News Bulletin entitled “Downtown Boom” catalogues some 
of this development. Construction of the Nanaimo and District 
Harbourfront Centre (now the Port Theatre) began in 1996, as did 
that of the Gordon Street parkade, City Centre Square (the small 
shopping complex on Terminal Avenue), and a new Wesley Street 
retail and condominium development. Groundbreaking for the 
Vancouver Island Regional Library, the new Nanaimo Community 

 
1 Notes on page 29. 
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Credit Union (now Coastal Community Credit Union) building, 
and phase two of the Fitzwilliam Gate development (part of a much 
broader regeneration of the Old City Quarter) was scheduled for the 
following year.  The article notes that in “three months, about 30 
downtown business licences were applied for.”  

The caption under an accompanying photo of a smiling Jim Turley 
reads: 

Good business.  Jim Turley, president of the Nanaimo City 
Centre Association, has reason to smile these days when he 
walks downtown. Business is booming again in   the 
downtown and it’s expected to continue for at least five 
years [emphasis not mine]. 2 

Much of this building boom was driven by momentum, each new 
construction instrumental in the development of the next.  But the 
basis for this downtown renaissance was not a larger parking area, 
nor a mega-project of the kind envisioned from the late 60’s through 
the mid 80’s, resuscitated in the New Nanaimo Centre. What 
primarily attracted new business to the downtown in the 90’s was 
what had begun to attract everyone else: the steady beautification 
and responsible development of the waterfront, envisioned by 
citizens like Nancy Heath. 

Unquestionably, the unsung hero in downtown revitalization has 
been the Nanaimo Port Authority (formerly Nanaimo Harbour 
Commission).  The impetus behind the construction of Swy-a-Lana 
Lagoon (1984), the Port Authority has since been responsible for 
the development of the 4 km. Harbourside Walkway (1987), the 600 
foot fishing and walking pier (1993), a 700 foot floating vessel pier 
(designed to attract “pocket” cruise ships and other larger vessels), 
the Port of Nanaimo Seaplane Terminal (410 sq. m. of retail and 
office space, including an upscale restaurant and pub), the Cameron 
Island Condominium Development (1990-1993), and the Pioneer 
Waterfront Plaza (1993).  This latter development, described on the 
Port Authority’s website as the “jewel in the harbour’s crown,” 
includes 465 sq.m. of retail space (tenants include gift shops, coffee 
shops, restaurants, and an art gallery), covered public parking, and 
an open air plaza, on which a weekly farmers’ market and various 
summer festivals take place. The Port’s $1 million donation was 
also the largest corporate contribution to the 800-seat downtown 
performing arts centre that now bears its name. 
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The Port Authority’s steady, incremental, high-quality, well-
planned development of the waterfront could be a model for the 
city’s own downtown policies, but, in fact, the city is not wanting 
for good development models.  In 2000, city council “contracted 
with the National Main Street Center...in Washington, DC to 
conduct an assessment of Downtown Nanaimo and to identify 
opportunities and barriers to its revitalization” (Main Street 2000). 
The “Main Street” recommendations offer sound advice.  The first 
of “eight principles” is clearly spelled out: “The Main Street 
programme is incremental.  Older commercial districts deteriorate 
over time and the Main Street Center has discovered that they are 
revitalized the same way: slowly, through a series of small, well-
planned steps.” 

Indeed, the necessity of long-term, incremental development and 
careful planning is repeatedly emphasized: 

The City of Nanaimo needs a clearly stated vision for 
downtown.  That vision will be implemented in a phased, 
long-term fashion recognizing that systemic downtown 
revitalization is an incremental process that integrates 
several strategies.  No single project alone can “save” downtown 
[my emphasis].  

Among the report’s findings is that “the key to the future 
revitalization of Downtown Nanaimo is getting people to live 
there,” but recommendations on housing development are very 
specific: 

• Develop policies on the scale of downtown housing.  While 
high-rise, waterfront condominiums are popular, the view of 
the harbour is one of Nanaimo’s greatest assets.  Avoid 
allowing the construction of a “wall” of high-rise buildings 
in the harbour basin. 

• Introduce new projects in smaller numbers and rehabilitate 
heritage housing first rather than to over-produce new, large 
developments that will weaken market values. Be careful not 
to overwhelm the market for downtown residential 
properties by flooding the market in a short time frame.  

With regard to a conference centre, the report is non-committal, but 
suggests that this project be postponed pending other necessary 
development: 
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• Conference attendees will need “something to do” besides 
meet. 

• The centre should be phased to open after some 
development and business recruitment is successful in the 
Commercial Street area.  Right now, downtown hasn’t 
enough attractions and shopping to offer conference 
visitors.  

How did city council respond to the report that it presumably 
adopted as a major planning document?  Much as it has responded 
to other expert advice and to other city planning documents: by 
largely ignoring it.  Against the recommendations of the Main 
Street Report, the tenets of Plan Nanaimo, and the overwhelming 
sentiment of a standing-room-only public hearing, council approved 
rezoning applications for two high-rise condominium developments 
on the waterside of Front Street, even removing height restrictions 
from the Official Community Plan to accommodate the developers’ 
schemes.3 

The following week, after months of secret negotiations and no 
community consultation, council announced with great fanfare 
plans for the New Nanaimo Centre, thus “flooding the market in a 
short time frame” by providing its new American partner, Triarc, 
with city-owned parkland for two more major waterfront high-rise 
condo projects, as well as other property “in the harbour basin” to 
house 48 more condo units above the proposed Marriott Hotel.  
Disregarding the Main Street Report’s warning that “no single 
project alone can ‘save’ the downtown” and ignoring vital research 
on the convention centre industry (see comments by Dr. Heywood 
Sanders elsewhere in this volume), council decided to throw all its 
eggs into one sinkhole, and call once again on the lower orders, this 
time to choke on the sulphurous odor of 20 years’ debt. 

The privileged, led by eight of nine council members, flanked now 
by a grimmer Jim Turley (and legions of downtown property 
owners and opportunistic developers) set out a booster campaign to 
rival the crusade for Hotel Malaspina 80 years prior.  In support of a 
“yes” vote in an illegal referendum,4 they enlisted the city’s entire 
print media (see Naava Smolash, also in this volume) to belch out 
their message: “what’s good for the privileged will trickle down to 
the peasants!” However, despite the well-orchestrated and well-
funded “yes” campaign (the city spent $100,000 on its propaganda 



Bill Juby 29 

 

campaign and the “Invest in Yes” committee, a similar amount) 
and the inordinately short period leading up to the referendum, 
many among the lower orders were not duped.  The referendum 
passed by a mere 4% margin.  There is little question that, if held 
today, it would go down to resounding defeat. 

The parallels between historical attempts to “save the downtown” 
and the current NNC proposal are obvious.  Large-scale, quick-fix 
projects have always been the order of the day; careful planning has 
repeatedly given way to ad hoc schemes designed, at the expense of 
the many, to benefit the few.  Ironically, today, when the 
downtown has never been in better shape, it is in real peril at the 
hands of those who claim to want to save it.  What the “City of 
Nanaimo needs,” as the Main Street Report recognizes, is “a clearly 
stated vision for the downtown” and for the city as a whole: the 
kind of long-term, broader vision originally incorporated in Plan 
Nanaimo.  And, of course, a city council that does not feel bound to 
serve the short-term, narrower interests of the privileged. 

 

Endnotes 
1 See Appendix L for a detailed chronology of when various businesses 

vanished from the downtown area. Some closed their doors forever, others 
reappeared in the northern suburbs. 

2 An economic recession in the late 1990’s and the development of the 
Nanaimo Parkway (1997), which siphoned downtown shoppers directly out to 
Woodgrove Mall, took some of the blush off the bloom.  Not surprisingly, the 
location of the “inner route” was heavily influenced by Woodgrove developer, 
Deane Finlayson. (See Donna Dash’s biography of Deane Finlayson, Chief 
Straight Tongue, 2004, ch. 23). 

3 One of the few recommendations of the Main Street Report that council did 
implement was a moratorium on development cost charges (DCC’s) for 
residential development.  This measure, intended to offset some of the costs 
of reconfiguring heritage properties to include small-scale residents, such as 
upper-level lofts for artist “live-work space,” has been exploited for a free ride 
by the Insight and Cape Front Street condo developments.  

4 The City of Nanaimo failed to obtain the prior approval from the Inspector of  
Municipalities necessary to hold the referendum.  Among the questions that 
the Inspector oversees are the length of time between the announcement of 
the referendum and the date on which it occurs, the wording of the question 
on the referendum, and the percentage of the vote required for the 
referendum to pass. 
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Of Ice and Men:  The Politics of  
Procuring Ice Surfaces in Nanaimo 

 
Lawrence Rieper 

 
Introduction 
Building ice surfaces and acquiring the land they stand on usually 
involve large sums of money. Municipalities are normally required 
to hold referenda to authorize the borrowing of the funds needed. If 
referendum questions are kept simple and honest, the populace feels 
free to accept or reject them at will. Politicians and their well-
connected lobbyists can become over zealous in pursuit of their 
objectives. If issues are complicated, and the media unabashedly on 
side, then the voting public is hard pressed to obtain all the facts. 
When opposition is marginalized, and there is any question 
regarding the transparency of procedures, especially in a close-run 
race, the community may remain divided and unhappy with the 
process.  

These generalities are well known. How they play out at specific 
times and places may be less obvious. It is difficult to piece together 
the truth, both in the present and in the past. What follows is part of 
Nanaimo’s history of the past seventy years. 

At one time, only nature in winter provided ice surfaces. In 
Nanaimo that usually meant ice-skating was at Beaven Swamp, 
now known as Buttertubs Marsh. Access was allowed by the owner, 
a coal company, and by a dairy farmer who later acquired the 
property. 

 

Civic Arena: from the 1930s to 2004 
Origins  

In December 1937, the City of Nanaimo was offered an option to 
purchase about an acre of land on the east-side of Bridge Street 
(now known as Arena Street), running north from the Nanaimo 
Foundry. Since 1876 the property had been owned by a succession 
of lumber companies which had sash and door factories and 
sawmills on it. It came with a nine-acre federally deeded water lease 
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and was offered by the Bank of Montreal for $6000. They wanted 
repayment at $1000 per annum, at 3 percent interest. By then, it was 
the last available piece of seafront in the downtown area, and the 
City’s last chance to own any. Assessed at over $8000, it was a good 
deal. 

Deciding that they could pay for the land out of general tax 
revenue, the City nevertheless was obliged to hold a referendum, 
which required a 60 per cent majority to pass. In the lead-up to 
voting day, council members offered numerous reasons why the 
land should be acquired. These included, the City having its own 
wharf for landing goods and taking out garbage, the need for a 
small boat harbour for touring yachts and pleasure boats, and the 
provision of a landing place for commercial and military seaplanes. 
The mayor and councillors made the following statements: “the 
property in question would make a fine waterfront park with sports 
grounds”; “the property would be used for the benefit of the 
residents of Nanaimo”; and,  “in the event of the city being 
authorized to purchase the land in question, as long as he (mayor 
Victor Harrison) could prevent it, no private company would be 
able to purchase this land for private enterprise.” A newspaper 
editorial observed that the city required a civic sports centre and 
more sports grounds, besides an auditorium for music, drama and 
dancing. Only one, anonymous, person suggested other than public 
use of the site. On February 26th, 1938, city ratepayers voted three 
to one in favour of the purchase. 

Around this time, the Nanaimo Gyro Club proposed the 
construction of a new civic auditorium, instead of enlarging the 
existing school gymnasium (built nearly twenty years before). Not 
much happened until February 1939, when the club approached 
Council with plans for a $65,000 civic auditorium and sports centre 
(at that time envisaged for lacrosse, ice skating, curling and 
basketball) on the newly acquired waterfront property. Originally a 
$10,000 swimming pool was also considered for the site. Council, 
initially skeptical, was persuaded to come onside by a gift of 
$10,000 towards the project from the Gyro Club. Dominion and 
provincial governments promised $21,800 for labour costs. City 
council needed approval from taxpayers to raise $60,000 for 
construction. Gyro member and vice-president of the Nanaimo 
Athletic Association, Pete Maffeo, aided by members of every 
service club, lodge and other organizations in town, known as the 
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Service Club Council, managed the fund raising campaign. He later 
became mayor, and is honoured in the naming of Maffeo Sutton 
Park, which adjoins the Civic Arena. 

 The project was designed to be self-supporting and self-liquidating. 
However, another referendum was needed, which again required a 
60 percent majority to pass. Just prior to it, a newspaper editorial 
emphasized the simplicity and straightforwardness of the choice, 
and that there was no catch to the proposal.  The money would not 
add to the City debt, but instead be raised by the sale of bonds 
bearing 3 percent interest, to be fully subscribed before the start of 
the new year. Otherwise the deal was off and all moneys would be 
returned to bond subscribers.  

Late in October 1939, citizens voted almost five to one in favour of 
the project. After ten years of depression, this represented the very 
peak of community effort in Nanaimo, and is a truly astonishing 
record of commitment. By late December, the bond issue was fully 
sold (the last 500 shares having been bought by the architects, 
McCarter and Nairne of Vancouver), and tenders were called. In 
the new year, piles of hubris, abandoned machinery, unkempt trees, 
wood slabs, old vehicles and scattered debris were bulldozed flat. 
Turley Brothers Construction of Nanaimo became the general 
contractors for the project on January 8th 1940. The next day, 
Mayor Harrison turned the first sod. 

Construction and Use 

The building itself cost $65,468.  Seat backs cost $550 and hot air 
heating ventilation for the concession and skating areas, $875. The 
ice-maker, installed in the machine room by Canadian Ice Machine 
Company, cost $23,000. It consisted of two 31-ton ammonia 
compressors, each driven by a 40-horsepower motor, and an 800 
gallon per minute brine pump, driven by a 20-horsepower motor.  

Mostly, local people did the work. Jack Rathlef was the electrical 
contractor and installed the lighting. P. Robinson painted inside and 
out. G.A. Fletcher Music Service Department supplied and 
installed the cutting edge sound system. R.H. Ormond installed the 
ventilation system – huge Airco fans that moved up to 32,000 cubic 
feet of air per minute. Cliff Cusworth Construction executed roofing 
– duroid shingles (supplied by Sidney Roof and Paper Company of 
Victoria), heating – including a 520-gallon hot water heater, and 
plumbing work – 4 showers and basins and seven toilets. Inlaid 
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Floor installed and finished the flooring. The removable fir floor, 
one and a quarter inches thick, in ten feet by three and a half feet 
sections (over 400 of them) was paid with $1500 raised by the Gyro 
Club. The Gyros also raised $1000 by public subscription for loud 
speakers. There were many other volunteer works too. 

The concrete walls had tons of steel reinforcing, and rested on a 
foundation of rock and gravel. Reinforced concrete columns, 
twenty-two inches wide supported ten steel roof trusses (specially 
fabricated by Hamilton Bridge Western Company of Vancouver) 
each weighing nine tons, with a 116.5 feet span. These in turn 
carried the 300 ton, 32,000 square feet roof. The Civic Arena was 
built to last.  

On May 15th 1940, the Honourable A. Wells Gray, Minister of 
Municipalities, officially opened the $90,000 building on behalf of 
the lieutenant governor and premier. Two other cabinet ministers 
were present, including Nanaimo’s representative, the Honourable 
George S. Pearson, Minister of Labour. 

Two weeks later, along with other buildings, the City offered the 
Civic Arena to the army for a camp, but in August Wakesiah Farm 
was selected instead. The new Civic Arena and Auditorium was 
available, not only to the youth who wanted to establish hockey in 
Nanaimo, but as an entertainment and sports venue for the 
thousands of troops stationed in the city during the war. Often, over 
3000 people, military and civilian, would attend events there. The 
original seating was designed for 2,900 to watch hockey and 
lacrosse; an additional 1,600 could be accommodated on the main 
floor when the facility was used as an auditorium. 

Since that time, skating and hockey in winter and lacrosse and 
basketball in summer have made it a busy place. As well, it has 
hosted auctions, bands, circuses, dances, fall fairs, ice fantasies, 
magicians, major entertainment stars, theatrical productions and the 
annual crowning of the May Queen. The arena has even had royal 
visitors - (then) Princess Elizabeth and her husband in the fall of 
1951. Three or four generations have learned to skate at the Civic 
Arena, children can still learn to skate there, and there is 
recreational skating for the whole family too. Nanaimo Clippers 
games are no longer at the Civic Arena, and it’s almost fifty years 
since the Timbermen won the Mann Cup, but hockey and lacrosse 
practices and games continue there. 
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The Nanaimo Curling Club was formed in 1946 and used the arena 
until1950, when it constructed a private facility with four ice sheets 
on a site leased from the city in Bowen Park. This was replaced on 
the same site in 1970 by a new building with eight ice sheets. 

The Civic Arena’s ice surface is 180 feet by 80 feet, and can now 
seat 1671 in the stands and 1000 on the floor. In the fall of 1964, the 
City considered selling the Civic Arena because it needed more 
space. It was noted that both a new floor and refrigeration plant 
were needed. In 1965, the estimated cost of a new floor was 
$55,000. In retrospect, it might have been a good idea to pursue that 
option. In July 1976, it was reported that $15,300 was to be spent 
on a public address system and $18,000 on improved seating. An 
additional refrigeration plant was also considered at this time. Over 
the years, the Civic Arena has received several new roofs, usually 
done one side at a time, and amounting to almost 12,000 shingles. 
In 1983 roofing cost $12,000. The latest roofing replacement was in 
2002. 

Improvements to the Civic Arena from 1975 to 1980 were as 
follows: 

1975 Concession equipment: $2,952; dressing room renovations: 
$5,411; office renovations: $1,167; New risers and slats: 
$36,139; cristaplex perimeter boards: $5,002; building 
improvements: $2,000. Total: $52, 672. 

1976 Equipment: $10,987; door, risers: $8,273. Total:  $19,260. 

1977 Acoustics: $16,165; new seating: $17,088. Total: $33,253. 

1978 Office improvements: $3,792; lighting: $433; sound system: 
$13,145. Total: $17,370. 

1979 Dressing room: $7,000; ice plant: $2,500. Total:  $9,500. 

1980 Dressing room: $8,736; facelift exterior: $1,034; lighting 
improvements: $26, 406, equipment and skates: $2,015. 
Total: $38,191. 

 

Beban Park Ice Surfaces 
Origins and Development of Frank Crane Arena 

Early in 1953, the City was offered the 163-acre Beban Estate in 
Northfield, once the site of Hamilton Powder Works, for $50,000.  
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The estate was acquired after a referendum vote on May 14th 1953; 
well over three-quarters of the voters were in favour. 

The city continued to grow and by 1970 there was a need for more 
recreation facilities. About April 1972, the Nanaimo Regional 
District (NRD), the City of Nanaimo and various service clubs 
agreed that a new arena with seating for 3,500, a pool and social 
centre were needed at one site.  

The best site was Exhibition Park (as Beban Park was called until 
1975). In March 1973, the estimated cost of the whole complex was 
$3.5-million: ice arena and pool under one roof for $1,895,000; a 
social-recreation centre for $630,000; plus land, utilities, common 
grounds, fees and equipment. Over one million dollars and 
assistance was expected from senior governments.  

And complex it was, in more ways than one. Plans called for the 
City to sell 116 acres of the Exhibition Park for $260,000 to the 
NRD, since the City could not afford to develop it itself. The City 
was to be compensated $50,000 per annum for the loss of income to 
the existing Kin Pool and Civic Arena, but only city residents voted 
on that part of the issue. At least three aldermen had serious 
reservations about building more than a pool or selling the land to 
the NRD nor were some members of the Nanaimo Parks and 
Recreation Commission happy about the operating costs.  

Mayor Frank Ney was concerned about the tax burden. Instead of 
the social-recreation auditorium at Beban, he favoured a convention 
centre for 1000 people next to the Civic Arena, along with new 
hotels. Frank Crane, chairman of the Joint Service Clubs 
Committee, who had spent a year honing the plans, rejected Ney’s 
idea. 

A referendum was necessary, still requiring 60 percent majority to 
pass. The issue was defined by a tax levy increase of 3 mills to pay 
for the complex. The greater Nanaimo area participated in the vote. 
It included the City, Lantzville, Wellington, Extension, Departure 
Bay, Northfield, Harewood, Chase River, Cedar, South Wellington 
and Gabriola Island. Starting in April 1973, the NRD began an 
information campaign for affected households in the region. 
Newspaper editorials were clearly in favour of the complex, and 
derided the opposition as: “The critics, the doubting Thomases, the 
vocal lobby that begrudges any suggestion that it should have to 
hand over additional tax dollars for the overall good of the 
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community.” The fact that the Civic Arena was the second oldest in 
the province was also cited as an argument in favour. Frank Crane 
claimed that the Civic Arena had only fifteen years of useful life 
left. Early in May Premier Dave Barrett also threw in his support 
for the complex. 

On voting day in May of 1973, the average of votes in the various 
districts in favour was nearly three to one. However, in Extension, 
two voters who wanted to vote ‘yes’ were prevented from casting 
ballots. Some other voting areas recorded a number of similar 
instances but they weren’t crucial. Those two lost votes in 
Extension meant failure to reach the required 60 percent majority in 
all areas. It looked like the game was over, but additional provincial 
grants were suddenly made available. Theoretically they covered 
the loss of Extension’s tax revenue. The Regional District asked the 
Minister of Municipal Affairs to issue supplementary letters patent 
empowering it to purchase the site and build the complex. By early 
December D. Robinson Construction had been granted the contact.  
Extension held another vote at the end of December, which this 
time passed by over 80 percent. 

By way of contrast, also in 1973, Parksville and Qualicum Beach 
held a successful referendum (67 percent approval) to build an ice-
arena complex costing $1.25 million. Since 1974 this complex has 
relieved some of the strain on Nanaimo’s facilities. It is known as 
District 69 Arena. Some years later at Qualicum Beach, Ravensong 
Aquatic Centre was built, comprising a pool and social recreation 
centre.  

The complex was built at Beban, and opened on January 2nd, 1976 
by Bill Phillips, the original manager of the Civic Arena. Over 3,000 
people were in attendance. The final cost was $6.8-million. All costs 
had increased during the preceding three years. Delays had reduced 
the federal winter works programme monies by about half a million 
dollars and the anticipated provincial grant failed to materialize for 
the amount civic officials had counted on. Overall, however, the 
original estimate was simply flawed. 

Operational Problems at Frank Crane Arena 

By March 1977 operating costs of over $1.5-million were over three 
times higher than estimated in 1973. By November it was decided 
that construction and operating costs required another tax levy of 
two mills, and another referendum became necessary. 
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Two things were different this time: First, in 1975 the city had 
amalgamated, leaving only South Wellington, Cedar, Gabriola 
Island, Extension and Lantzville outside its boundaries, and 
secondly, referenda now required a 50 percent plus one majority to 
pass. On November 19th a poor turnout in the city and a huge 
turnout on Gabriola Island combined to produce a ‘no’ vote. People 
were shocked to realize that the facility would close but they would 
still have to make good on their original tax commitment. Another 
referendum was called for February 4th 1978. By January, a “Vote 
Yes Committee” had appeared. The committee held an open house 
at Beban Park Complex two days before the vote. There was no 
organized opposition, and letters to the editor and “open mike” 
radio comments were about equally split. This time the ‘yes’ vote 
carried the day with 57 percent. 

A final part of the Beban Park saga occurred late in April 1978, 
when a writ of summons was served on the Province stating it had 
acted illegally in issuing letters patent in 1977. Out-of-city residents 
had never been asked to vote on the $50,000 compensation package 
to the City. As a result, the money the City expected for loss of 
business at Kin Pool and Civic Arena was never paid. According to 
newspaper reports, the whole legal issue was finally resolved three 
years later by the Province. 

In June 1979, Frank Crane Arena (FCA) was officially dedicated, 
honouring the man who was instrumental in getting it built. The ice 
surface is 200 feet by 85 feet. It seats 2,508 in the stands and 1,200 
on the floor. 

Nanaimo Parks and Recreation Commission took over operations 
of the complex under contract from the NRD and managed it until 
1980. The Regional District then managed the complex between 
1980 and 1990, when it was turned over to the City of Nanaimo. I 
have been unable to ascertain from either the City or the NRD if 
property actually changed hands between the partners, but both 
parties agree that the City now owns and operates the complex. An 
agreement between NRD and the City dated 28th December 1990 
was confirmed and validated as binding on the parties effective to 
the date by the provincial government under the Municipalities 
Enabling and Validation Act in 1993. It mentions the Beban Park 
Master Agreement Bylaw 2828 of 1991. 



Lawrence Rieper 39 

 

Origins and Development of Cliff McNabb Arena 

A proposal was made to construct an additional ice surface at 
Beban Park in a separate building, to be funded on the basis of a 
$400,000 provincial government facilities grant and $98,968 
appropriated annually from City funds over twenty years, 
commencing in 1985.  The projected total cost:  $1.2 million. A 
1982 report by the Nanaimo Parks and Recreation Department 
stated that an additional ice surface might be required by 1985. The 
City took no action on these submissions. 

In mid-February of 1994 a city budget survey suggested that 
residents preferred that Bowen Road upgrading be completed rather 
than allocating funds to a new ice surface. However, at the same 
time, the City quietly issued a development permit for a second ice 
surface at Beban Park.  

Nanaimo Arena Society was the catalyst for the new ice surface’s 
construction, and again, Robinson Construction got the contract. It 
was built for about $2.2-million and opened on October 1, 1994. A 
bare-bones facility, there is no concession area, skate shop or warm-
up area. Maintenance operations are run from FCA, including staff 
and zamboni. Named for Cliff McNabb, and principally used for 
practice hockey and figure skating, it contains bleachers for only 
100 spectators. The ice surface is 200 feet by 85 feet.  

In 2000, by prior agreement, the City acquired 66 acres of parkland 
between Jingle Pot Road and Third Streets. It had been bought in 
July 1973, along with another 100 acres, by the provincial 
government from the federal government, as it was surplus to the 
requirements of the Department of National Defence. It was to be a 
future site of recreational facilities. 

Again by way of contrast, in October 2003, Oceanside Place 
multiplex next to Wembly Mall in Parksville was opened by NRD. 
It has three ice surfaces, two of  NHL dimensions and one for 
leisure skating, as well as multi-purpose rooms, a skate shop, a 
concession and a management office. Since then, the older District 
69 Arena by the seafront seems to have come under the control of 
the  Parksville Curling Club. More recently, the local authority has 
encouraged private enterprise to develop a resort and convention 
centre on the waterfront on the site of the old Island Hall. 
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Demolition and Replacement Plans for the Civic Arena 
In more recent years, some thought had been given to a 
replacement for the Civic Arena, and even the possibility of a 
multiplex arena/entertainment centre. Nothing had come of this 
idea, except a commitment from the city to add yet another ice 
surface sooner or later.  

In the City’s Budget at the start of 2004, capital expenditure plans 
for arena services and upgrades from 2004 to 2008 amounted to just 
$374,000 ($74,137 in 2004, $50.000 in 2005, $50,000 in 2006, 
$100,000 in 2007 and $100,000 in 2008). This reinforced an 
understanding that the Civic Arena could provide at least another 
six years of service, thus defining a time frame for its replacement or 
renovation at about 2010.  

Staff Study of the Civic Arena 

Late in June of 2004, staff conducted a study to consider the 
following two scenarios: phasing the Civic Arena out over five years 
or keeping it functioning for another twenty years. The report 
offered the following analysis of the situation. The brine pipes 
embedded in the five-inch thick concrete ice surface floor had no 
heating underneath. This caused frost to build up underneath which 
regularly damaged the floor and the brine pipes, and frequently had 
to be repaired. The wooden (dasher) boards surrounding the ice 
surface were found to be rotten. As for the refrigeration unit, the 
chiller was deemed original, the condenser replaced in 1990, and 
the two compressors and the brine pump replaced in 1993.  No 
insulation was in the roof or walls. There was no dehumidifier, 
which made it difficult to produce good ice sheets in warmer 
weather. There was also no central heating or ventilation system for 
the dressing rooms and washrooms. The rubber floors in these areas 
needed replacing too. Also, the ice surface was smaller than the 
NHL standard. Lighting, sound and electrical upgrades had all been 
completed within the past decade. 

Estimated repair and upgrading costs in 2004 were as follows: floor 
- $450,000; dasher boards - $250,000; roof insulation - $100,000; 
larger capacity compressor, chiller and condenser - $300,000; 
dehumidifier - $50,000; rubber flooring - $80,000 for a total of  
$1,230,000. A new roof at $100,000 and painting, inside and 
outside at $100,000, plus a boiler replacement at  $30,000 yielded a 
grand total of $1,460,000 in estimated improvements.  In addition, 
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it was stated that as much as $535,000 could be required to bring 
the Civic Arena up to seismic standards. The report painted a worst-
case scenario of about $2-million for the twenty-year upgrade.  

The conclusion was Civic should be replaced by 2009, by a new $4-
million arena funded from reserves, with limited capital repair costs 
in between. The timing of the report was a bit surprising in view of 
what followed. This report (and its existence) was only made 
known to the public at the start of September 2005. 

Origin and Development of Nanaimo Ice Centre Proposal 

In September 2004, despite considerable opposition, the City 
removed the height restrictions on downtown buildings, and also 
announced the New Nanaimo Centre project (NNC). Initially, it 
was defined as a 900-delegate conference centre, auditorium, 
parkade and retail and commercial space with a 
hotel/condominium tower on top. Also for twenty dollars, the 
chosen NNC developer (Triarc) was to be provided with over two 
acres of land currently occupied by the Civic Arena and the 
Nanaimo Foundry. In exchange, the City would receive 10 percent 
of the net proceeds realized from the sales of condominium units in 
the residential towers to be constructed at this site.  

The Foundry is a registered heritage building on which the City 
held an option to purchase from the Port Authority. As well as 
tearing down the buildings in order to build condominiums, citizens 
later discovered the City was responsible for cleaning up this highly 
polluted site. The City claimed that the net sales proceeds of the 
condominiums would pay for new twin ice surfaces (no mention of 
a $4-million arena) across from the Nanaimo Aquatic Centre on 3rd 
Street.  A 20 percent increase in park (green) space was promised 
too, despite an actual loss of about 2.5 acres of public space, 
whether or not called a park. Only one city councillor voted against 
these motions. 

In an information sheet distributed to residents, this project was 
later divided into three components. A new museum was included 
in the first part and the new ice surfaces were included in the third 
part together with new out-door sports fields and enhanced 
parkland on Third Street. All of these items were already in the 
works before the NNC came along but were included to sell the 
idea. The City had $19.5-million in reserve and expected $3 million 
from senior levels of government (a good portion of this fell 
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through), so needed to borrow $30-million. Also in reserve was $6.3 
million for the arena but a further $3.7-million was needed in short-
term borrowing to fund it. A referendum was required, the date set 
for November 20th.  

Friends of Plan Nanaimo (FPN) had formed in August in 
opposition to the high-rise development of the waterfront. It 
expanded to become the principal opposition to the NNC, and 
raised about $11,000 for this purpose. The City budgeted $100,000 
to promote the NNC project, and business interests also formed an 
“Invest In Yes” Committee, with similar funding. There was heated 
comment from both sides in the letters to the editor, although 
newspaper editorials and articles were heavily biased in favour of 
the project. In spite of the unequal playing field the ‘yes’ vote 
managed to win by only a very narrow margin – 52 percent to 48 
percent. Half of all eligible voters exercised the franchise. 

Authorities in the City denied that the referendum involved new ice 
sheets. Darrell Bellaart, a reporter for the News Bulletin stated “An 
arena was a carrot dangled by council to encourage a yes vote on 
the referendum to borrow up to $30 million for the downtown 
revitalization project.” Letters to the editor indicated many others 
were of the same opinion. One avid sportsman voted yes because he 
thought it was simply a vote for a new arena and was aghast when 
he realized what it was really about. Printed publicity sheets 
distributed to every household before the referendum by the City 
confirm Bellaart’s stated view. Naming the ice surfaces the new 
Nanaimo Ice Centre (NIC) was also somewhat confusing.  

The City failed to gain the permission of the Inspector of 
Municipalities before the referendum, which also had the effect of 
shortening the public notice period before the vote. The mistake was 
eventually legally rectified under the Province’s Municipalities 
Enabling & Validation Act. Other election irregularities were 
discovered but the City and province ignored them all. 

Building costs have effectively increased by 40 percent since the 
project was announced. Originally the twin-rink facility was 85,000 
square feet. With projected costs increased to about $13-million it 
was reduced to 62,000 square feet. Compared to the approximately 
37,000 square feet Civic Arena building with its projected upgrading 
costs of only $2-million, it seems like Parks and Recreation may 
have made the wrong choice. Furthermore, parking has been 
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reduced at the proposed facility from 433 spaces specified before the 
referendum, to 198. 

The NIC, with two NHL-regulation 200 feet by 85 feet ice surfaces, 
will seat 200 and 400 people. This will not replace the seating 
capacity of the Civic Arena. In April 2005, in the run-up to a 
provincial election, the provincial government donated $8.35-
million to the NIC. TASK Construction Management of Vancouver 
was chosen by the City to build the arena, and the site was cleared.  

In May, it was announced that the NIC would form part of the 
Nanaimo Recreation Campus. The Coalition for Nanaimo Arenas 
supported the twin arena proposal before the referendum, but 
afterwards still pressed for more ice surfaces, since the net gain was 
only one. This coalition represents Nanaimo Minor Hockey, the 
Oldtimers and Nanaimo Recreational Hockey Leagues, Nanaimo 
Female Hockey, Nanaimo Ringette, Nanaimo Skating Club, and 
senior and minor lacrosse. The City rejected a proposal from the 
Nanaimo Clippers ownership to make changes in the new arena 
plans. This public private partnership also favours a multipurpose 
arena/entertainment centre with a 4,500-seat rink, at a cost of 
$28million. More recently, there has been talk of the need for a 
9,000-seat facility within three years. There are still no ice sheets of 
international size (200 feet by 100 feet) in Nanaimo, nor are any 
planned. 

The budget presented to Council on 10th January 2005 for its 2005 
to 2009 Capital Plan shows entries as follows for arena services 
(upgrades): 2005 - $50,000; 2006 - $40,000; 2007 -150,000; 2008 - 
$160,000; 2009 - $50,000, for a total of - $450,000. Compared with 
the 2004 budget, it shows a change of about $75,000. What wasn’t 
shown anywhere in the 2004 budget was $9,905,000 in 2005 and 
$600,000 in 2006 for Nanaimo Ice Centre. 

If construction of the NIC had started in July 2005 (as scheduled), 
completion would have been expected by June 30th, 2006, at which 
time the Civic Arena could be demolished. The City has already 
given the developer permission to do so, and close Arena Street too. 
Whether or not the Gyro Club, or any other service club, regrets the 
pending loss of the Civic Arena is unclear. Newspaper editor Walter 
Cordery has mused that City Council ran its plan to demolish the 
Civic Arena by current Rotary Club members and asked them for 
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input into the decision before entering into the agreement with 
Triarc to put condominiums there.  

 

Conclusion 
By September 2005 much of Commercial Street was rubble, and 
work had started on demolishing the Foundry, in spite of its 
continued ownership by the federal government. Also at that time, 
Council asked the Inspector of Municipalities to approve an 
amended NNC loan authorization bylaw because the 
hotel/condominium was no longer to be built in air space above the 
conference centre as prescribed in the agreement with Triarc and 
stated clearly to the public during the referendum campaign, but on 
nearby fee simple land. The City subsequently offered this land to 
Triarc’s Canadian subsidiary, Suro, for ten dollars. The City further 
indicated that it had spent about $10-million to date on the project. 
And at the start of October they advised the public that the NNC 
project was estimated to be as much as $20 million over budget. 

No engineering study has been done, but it is generally accepted 
that the Civic Arena’s structural condition is fine. Perhaps it is now 
the oldest arena in the province, and that alone is reason to preserve 
it. Promises made by members of a municipal council 67 years ago 
aren’t of course, legally binding on their present day counterparts, 
but morally, perhaps they should be.  

As identified in the preceding discussion, there appears to have been 
more transparency in the past, and greater public involvement. 
Certainly a greater public resolve was required to commit the City’s 
finances to large-scale projects. Along the way to the present, many 
concerns have been marginalized, and many are left feeling 
dismayed by the various changes in the way the public’s business 
gets done.  

History and heritage have become readily disposable – as this tale of 
ice and men in Nanaimo reveals. 
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Nanaimo’s Parks and Public Spaces: 
To Whom Do We Owe So Much? 

 
Eric William Ricker 

 
News item, 200l:   City Council has again refused to let a 
former city councillor address council because of an old 
debt.  Pat Barron tried to speak to council Monday to ask 
the city to put up a plaque commemorating the efforts of 
citizens who helped create Maffeo-Sutton Park....It was the 
second time in recent years council refused to hear from 
Barron, on the basis that an organization he belongs to – the 
Concerned Citizens Committee – cost taxpayers thousands 
of dollars when the committee launched a failed battle over 
the Nanaimo Parkway. 

‘I found the judgement was petty, pathetic and indeed 
vindictive,’ Barron said Monday. 

Ken Gogo, who is not a member of the committee, spoke 
on Barron’s behalf. He said he regrets having supported a 
marina proposal for the waterfront instead of a park. He 
expressed gratitude to those who fought for its creation.  
‘They are responsible for us having that beautiful piece of 
property,’ he said. 

Mayor Korpan said there were many residents responsible 
for the creation of Maffeo-Sutton Park, and said it would 
not be right to single out just a few for recognition.1 

************ 

Introduction 
Each year the Nanaimo News Bulletin publishes a special issue 
entitled “The Best of the City.” In it community leaders and local 
politicians describe what it is that they like best about Nanaimo.  
Almost invariably, they identify natural features and public spaces 
as the things that make our city attractive, or even distinguish it 

 
1 Notes begin on page 68. 
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from all others. Pipers’ Lagoon, Neck Point, Newcastle Island, 
Maffeo Sutton Park, Swy-a-lana Lagoon, Bowen Park, Linley 
Valley, Mt. Benson, Jack Point, the squares, plazas and waterfront 
walkways:  these are the crown jewels so frequently mentioned, and 
justifiably so.   

When one considers these and other community treasures, a 
question occurs: To whom do we owe so much?  Is it our city 
council which, with remarkable foresight and the public interest in 
mind, set about saving these areas for all to enjoy?  Is it senior levels 
of government or their agencies? Is it citizens’ groups who fought 
the good fight and prevailed on behalf of us all?  Is it private 
benefactors?  Park administrators?  Or is it some blend of all of 
these?  And how much do we owe to sheer, blind luck? 

A definitive history of Nanaimo’s park system has yet to be written 
but when it is it will reveal a complex – even troubled – story of 
political wisdom and political neglect as well as of private 
generosity and private greed.  It will recount the extraordinary 
tenacity of both established community organizations and ad hoc 
citizens’ groups, both of which have played a major role in the 
development and protection of the parks system we now enjoy.  
Additionally, it will document the efforts of individual citizens, all 
too often the unsung heroes of the past, who have done much to 
ensure that the long-term interests of our community have been 
advanced and protected.  Yesterday’s heavily criticized or even 
mocked citizen’s initiative is often today’s much touted municipal 
accomplishment. Conversely, yesterday’s sacrifices are sometimes 
forgotten and abandoned in the rush to build something new.   

There is only one history of the local parks system. Written nearly 
forty years ago by John Cass, a local columnist and broadcaster, it 
is both brief and sketchy.  There have been precious few histories of 
the city itself.  Despite some fine descriptive accounts, the gaps in 
our knowledge about the place in which we live remain enormous.  

Through the neglect of history some of Nanaimo’s most important 
buildings and public spaces have been lost.  That the city is the 
poorer for this neglect, both aesthetically and economically, cannot 
be doubted.  Cities that attend to their pasts are enormously 
successful.  They are popular tourist and convention destinations.  
Their attention to history is a major reason – in some cases, the 
exclusive reason – for their prosperity. 
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In this chapter the struggles and sacrifices that preceded the 
establishment of some of our finest parks and public spaces are 
briefly described.  What follows must be considered a preliminary 
foray into a complex area.  The objective is to show that much that 
we value did not come easily and remains open to assault by private 
interests and even those stewards of the public interest who have a 
mistaken notion of what that interest entails.  

The discussion proceeds chronologically for each park or natural 
area selected for review and is based on newspaper reports, 
interviews and secondary sources. Some of the parks and areas are 
discussed under one heading, such as “Waterfront Parks.”  Others 
are treated singly. On some points the record is not clear. On some 
points one account stands alone or appears to be at odds with 
another.  These discrepancies are noted where they arise.  They 
underscore the need for a more detailed study by someone with a 
scholarly interest both in the parks system and in the commercial 
development of the city.   

Nanaimo’s first period of park development, from the 1850s to the 
1920s, depended upon and was guided by private benefactors.  This 
was followed by a period, through to the1950s, in which service 
clubs came to prominence and accepted the challenge of outfitting 
and developing public parkland.  It was not until the 1950s, over a 
hundred years after Nanaimo was first founded, that a properly 
staffed parks and recreation commission (later department) was 
formed and the City assumed the greater amount of responsibility 
for parks development.   

Capably led for over 30 years by Harry Wipper, the commission 
greatly expanded and developed Nanaimo’s system of parks, often 
acting in co-operation with service clubs and other groups. Leading 
up to that mid-1950s reorganization, a modestly funded parks board 
together with separate recreation and arena commissions had, in 
collaboration with community groups, maintained and developed 
most of the City’s park and recreation facilities. 
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The First Parks and Squares:  Private Benefactors  
and the Development of Bowen Park and other  
Public Spaces 
Two names stand out in the initial growth of a parks system for 
Nanaimo: Samuel Robins and George Bowen.  Both were 
managers of coal companies.  Both bequeathed a legacy of parks 
and public spaces that are much loved and utilized to this day.   

Today, Mr. Robins is virtually a forgotten man. In his day he was a 
community stalwart who made many contributions to the town’s 
well being while his company flourished and came to rival the 
better-known Dunsmuir interests. Before retiring to England at the 
turn of the last century, Samuel Robins had bequeathed to the city 
several parks, including the famous squares (Dallas, Lubbock, and 
Deverill), the cricket grounds (now Robins Park) and the future 
Bowen Park. Through oversight, the deeds for some of these 
properties were not transferred at the time they were donated, 
resulting in a period of uncertainty early in the twentieth century 
that is described below.   

Mr. Robins was instrumental in other aspects of recreation and 
beautification. He arranged to have the first trails and picnic areas 
developed on Newcastle Island, which his company owned.  He 
imported and planted many unusual species of trees, some of which 
survive to this day. He pioneered the development of Harewood 
into five-acre lots, which were sold on beneficial terms to his 
workers.  The famous Black Locust trees on Third Street were 
almost certainly another of Mr. Robins’ gifts to the community.  
One hundred years after they were planted, eighty-eight of these 
trees were destroyed in order to construct the controversial Third 
Street connector.  

George Bowen was the corporate heir to Samuel Robins.  During 
the First World War he and his brother purchased a successor 
company to the one Mr. Robins had managed. Upon taking over 
the company he was made aware of the anomaly of the failed deed 
transfer for the upper Millstone River land that Robins’ company 
had donated to the City.   This land lay west of the E&N Railroad 
right of way, extending from mid-river to what are now Comox and 
Bowen Roads and ending at Quarterway. The company that had 
bought out Robins’ company and in turn sold to the Bowen 
brothers, refused to exercise the deed transfer.  Indeed, it even 
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banned residents from the area, though it had been used informally 
as a park from Nanaimo’s earliest days. 

Mr. Bowen’s company ended the uncertainty about the future of the 
upper Millstone property by transferring the deed to city authorities.  
A letter in the Land Registry office in Victoria attached to the deed 
provides that the Millstone property is to be “held for public park 
purposes, and for no other use whatsoever, and further provides 
that the City has no right to sell the lands....but are to use the land 
for a public park.” However, according to John Cass, the property 
was not registered in Victoria until 1931.  In the meantime, the City 
attempted to subdivide part of the park along Comox Road for a 
housing project. The court disallowed this plan.2 

Mr. Bowen also attended to the status of the downtown squares, 
which although long considered public spaces, had come to be used 
as storage depots for mining equipment.  The squares, too, were 
acknowledged by Mr. Bowen to be gifts Mr. Robins had intended to 
make to the people of Nanaimo.  The titles were transferred to the 
City.3 

In the early 1950s, the City considered building a sports ground and 
grandstand at the Quarterway end of Bowen Park and later leased 
part of the park to the Nanaimo Curling Club. Another part of the 
park was eventually set aside for administrative offices and 
recreational facilities.  Whether some of these later uses conform to 
the legal requirement of the deed is perhaps open to question, but 
none was legally challenged.4 

Bowen Park developed gradually from the 1950s through to the 
1980s. Aside from the under-utilized Newcastle Island, it was, in 
these years, Nanaimo’s premier park.  Park development initiatives 
came largely from within the community of service clubs.  Initially 
the Rotarians spearheaded brush clearing and the construction of 
basic picnic facilities in the area close to Wall Street (known as 
Heart Rock by old-timers).  But the Rotary Club called for broader 
community involvement and a Bowen Park Development Society 
was formed to raise funds and plan future facilities. Through the 
make-up of its executive committee, the society represented a 
consortium of service club interests, including the Lions Club, 
Rotary, Business and Professional Women, and the Associated 
Commercial Travelers.  The Parks Board was also represented on 
the Society’s directorate.  The public facilities in Bowen Park today 
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represent the combined efforts of these and other service clubs and 
the City.  Without the service clubs taking the lead, Bowen Park 
almost certainly would have awaited development for another 
generation. 

Simultaneously with the transfer of the upper Millstone land that 
would eventually form the park to be named in his honour, George 
Bowen donated 35 acres of prime downtown land for the 
development of the Central Sports Grounds. This extraordinarily 
valuable land, according to John Cass, was intended only for use as 
a park or another public purpose. It was in public use for only a 
quarter of a century.  In 1951 City Council sold it to developers for 
$100,000 for the construction of what were, for the times, two large 
commercial retail outlets – Safeway and Simpsons-Sears.  Each 
store was provided with generous parking the downtown otherwise 
lacked. (Reports of the day make no mention of an appraisal, but 
the City did spurn an initial offer of $80,000 for the property.)  A 
few years later the area was converted into Harbour Park Mall, now 
known as Port Place.   

The commercial re-development of the Central Sports Grounds 
might be considered an early effort at downtown revitalization, but 
one that proved to be a short-term panacea. The future unfolded in 
an entirely different way. Only a few years later, one of the two 
major stores that had acquired the sports grounds led the parade 
away from the downtown by becoming the anchor store in the first 
shopping centre at the north end of the city.    

The saving grace of the sell-off of the sports grounds, if there is one, 
is that funds realized from the sale were reserved for park 
acquisition.  Among other properties, in due course the Caledonian 
Grounds and what is now known as Beban Park were thus 
acquired.  

 

Beban Park 
The Beban family made the bulk of its 168-acre estate (reports vary 
as to its exact size) available to the City in the early 1950s at what 
was considered by many to be a most reasonable price of $50,000.  
However, a formal appraisal of the property is not mentioned in 
press reports of the time. Bordering Bowen Road (then the 
provincial highway) and over twice the size of Bowen Park, the 
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Beban property presented many fine opportunities for recreational 
and park development. It lay just outside what were then the city’s 
boundaries. 

The process of acquiring the property was not without controversy.  
An organization known as the Recreation Survey Group opposed 
the purchase, arguing that the youth of Nanaimo would not be well 
served by constructing replacement sports facilities on what was 
then the periphery of the city. In the run-up to the referendum 
required for approval, however, the Chamber of Commerce, other 
interested parties and editorial opinion backed the acquisition. Since 
the purchase required only half of the proceeds realized from the 
sale of the old Central Sports Grounds, for most voters it seemed an 
irresistible deal – especially since no additional tax levy would be 
needed. The referendum, held in 1953, passed by a margin that 
comfortably exceeded the 60 percent requirement.  

According to one newspaper account, before being purchased by 
the City, the Beban family had sold off part of the estate to a 
Nanaimo alderman. There was evidently an understanding that 
except for the house and the surrounding two acres, the property 
would be maintained as a park. But according to this account, the 
alderman welshed on the bargain and parts of the estate fell into 
private hands.  Many of the landscaping features and landmarks on 
the property were also reportedly destroyed.  Perhaps this was a 
sign of things to come, because Beban Park has been dogged by a 
series of controversies ever since.   

The first and most important of these concerned the uses to which 
the property could or should be put. No matter what the Beban 
family’s intentions might have been, after acquiring the property the 
City severed for development about 35 acres bordering what is now 
Labieux Road, extending through to the E&N Railway. The City 
also considered putting a cemetery on the property, but the 
Province, whose approval was required, rejected this idea.  
According to one press report, at the Province’s insistence, 100 
acres of the estate was to be reserved for park use, allowing 74 acres 
for exhibition space (total acreage by this account thus exceeding 
other reports).   

The part severed eventually became home to provincial government 
offices, a City works yard, and fire department training facilities.  At 
least some of these later uses were anticipated and accepted prior to 
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the property’s acquisition, even by opponents of the deal.  The 
conventional wisdom appeared to be that the entire estate was not 
needed for the primary purposes most everyone considered 
important, namely recreation, park and agricultural exhibition 
space – that sections could be set aside for more prosaic uses 
without diminishing the property’s value as a park. 

Another controversy arose when the City sold the non-exhibition 
part of the property (128 acres) to the Regional District of Nanaimo 
for one dollar in the mid-1970s, attaching a restrictive covenant 
stipulating that it could only be used as a park.  The City eventually 
reacquired the property in 1990 but in the intervening period a 
recreation complex was constructed that was slated to cost  $3.5 
million, but ballooned to nearly $7 million by the time it was 
finished. At least one city councillor accused the Regional District 
of bungling and demanded an investigation. The complex faced 
closure following the failure of a plebiscite to raise taxes to deal 
with the cost overruns and higher than expected operating expenses.  
A second referendum a few months later – which drew a much 
larger turnout – narrowly reversed the result of the first.  Re-
acquisition by the City also required mediation with the Regional 
District. That process alone took three years to complete.  

After the Beban property was returned to the City, yet another 
controversy developed when it was noticed that the restrictive 
covenant had been removed.  Exactly who was responsible for this 
remained unclear, but at various stages additional 
commercialization proposals were advanced. According to a press 
report, at one point former mayor Frank Ney, representing an 
organization called the Jockey Club, proposed leasing 27 acres of 
the park for a racetrack.  Still later, council was about to lease over 
six acres to a mini-golf course operator when a concerned citizen 
learned of the plan. That citizen, Annie Clark, gathered 3100 names 
on a petition opposing the further privatization of the park. The 
lease applicant withdrew in the face of this protest.  Eventually, 
however, land was set aside for a City-operated par three golf 
course. 

Today Beban Park remains a mixed-used facility, still beset by 
controversy from time to time.  The size of the arena complex, the 
adequacy and usage of exhibition facilities, the question of playing 
fields versus track space – these and other issues arise as needs 
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change, park users become better organized into pressure groups, 
the community grows and new, competing interests develop for the 
space available. 

 

Newcastle Island 
Newcastle Island, which shelters the harbour and is separated from 
the city by a narrow channel, was made into a day-use resort facility 
by the Canadian Pacific Railway after it was acquired from the 
Western Fuel Company in 193l.  As noted above, Samuel Robins 
had already established both a trail system and picnic areas on the 
south end of this 746-acre island. The CPR constructed a large 
dock, a pavilion, a caretaker’s home, picnic shelters, playing fields, 
change houses and a children’s pool.  It upgraded some of the trails 
and introduced beaver and muskrats to the island’s artificial lake.  
Apart from the original dock, the CPR-constructed facilities remain 
in place today. 

Most noteworthy is the pavilion with its famous dance floor. 
During the 1980s, community volunteers restored this magnificent 
landmark structure. The Pavilion Society was formed for this 
purpose after a Harbour Commission study prepared by historian 
Richard Mackie recommended such action. The Commission then 
funded the restoration, thus preserving the island’s most important 
man-made feature.  

During the 1930s Newcastle Island was an excursion destination 
from Vancouver and occasionally from other ports as well.  The 
CPR’s princess ships sailed directly to the island with or without 
also putting into Nanaimo.  At various times one or two ships were 
docked for extended periods at the island’s wharf, providing hostel-
style accommodation for visitors. 

Newcastle Island ceased operations as a resort at the beginning of 
the Second World War.  After the war the CPR made a brief, 
unsuccessful effort to revive operations, following which the island’s 
facilities fell into disuse and disrepair.  The City inquired of the 
situation early in the 1950s and the CPR gave it the first right to 
purchase the island. At the same time, however, the company 
advised City Council that the island would be sold to commercial 
interests if action were not taken promptly. 
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An appraised value of $150,000 was established and the question 
put to a referendum vote in 1955, passing by a narrow 2.4 percent 
margin over the required 60 percent. Debentures were issued to 
cover the purchase price.  Within two years, however, City Council 
had determined that the long-term financial obligation ($225,920 
including interest over 20 years) was greater than it thought prudent 
to maintain, given the level of usage and the additional funding 
required for further park development.  After negotiations with the 
Province, in which the City asked for assurances of future 
improvements, including consideration of a bridge to the city, 
residents voted in a second referendum.  The referendum question 
proposed selling Newcastle Island to the Province for one dollar 
plus the outstanding balance owed on the debentures. It was 
approved by nearly 87 percent of those casting ballots. A few years 
later Newcastle Island became the Province’s second marine park. 

That remains its status today. Very little has been done to alter the 
make-up of facilities on the island.  Save for a limited number of 
campsites and the Gyro-constructed Giovando Lookout, which is 
dedicated to the memory of a prominent local doctor and Member 
of the Legislative Assembly, the island appears much the same as it 
did in 1955. It has been managed by the Snuneymuxw First Nation 
for the past few years and remains readily accessible only during the 
summer months, when a foot passenger ferry service operates from 
Maffeo Sutton Park. The story of real interest is what has not 
happened to the island. 

When it was still under the control of the City, future mayor Frank 
Ney promoted the idea of selling the north half to a Vancouver-
based company for residential development.  In exchange, the 
southern half would remain a park area with a bridge constructed 
over Newcastle Channel for all to use.  An ad hoc citizens’ group, 
headed up by the same Annie Clark referred to above, spearheaded 
opposition to this idea and the council of the day spurned the offer.  
It likely would have failed anyway.  Newcastle Channel was and is 
a shipping channel. Only a lift bridge or suspension bridge would 
have been acceptable to the federal government, which has 
jurisdiction in this area.  Such an undertaking would have been 
vastly more costly than the island was worth in those days. 

However, the bridge idea did not die then and for some the idea has 
never really died.  A few years later when the same future mayor 
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developed nearby Protection Island, he dreamed of a causeway 
linking the two and a bridge from Newcastle to the city. But this 
idea also didn’t fly.5 By this time a Newcastle Island advisory 
committee was on record opposing a bridge in order to protect the 
island’s environmental integrity. That policy remains in place 
today. 

 

The Waterfront Parks: Maffeo Sutton and  
Swy-a-Lana Lagoon, Pipers’ Lagoon, Neck Point 
These jewels of the park system all exist because of the 
extraordinary commitment of a small number of individuals and the 
volunteer groups they established to lobby government authorities. 
Had developers and some municipal councillors had their way, 
where there are now parks there would instead be condominiums 
and marinas.  In each case it was not the pro-active work of 
politicians or park administrators that saved the day, but the 
vigilance of citizens who were determined that the public interest 
would prevail over private interests. 

Maffeo Sutton Park and Swy-a-lana Lagoon 

The first of the areas to be saved, the Millstone River estuary, is 
where Maffeo Sutton Park is located today – joined by Swy-a-lana 
Lagoon immediately to the south. Back in 1971, much of the fill 
upon which the park is built was not yet in place.  Instead, an 
ambitious plan was afoot to convert at least 11 and possibly as 
many as 14 acres of the estuary into a large marina project known 
as the Clamshell development. Mayor Frank Ney championed the 
project. 

Following the announcement of Clamshell, letters of protest 
appeared in the local daily newspaper. One of the enterprising letter 
writers, Mr. Pat Barron, contacted the others and soon the 
Concerned Citizens Committee (CCC) was formed under his 
leadership.  The CCC, branded a “bunch of wide-eyed radicals and 
irresponsible fanatics” at the time by Mayor Ney, organized a 
petition protesting the proposed development.  They gathered over 
4000 signatures, which was about two-thirds of the voting 
population of the city at the time.  In the face of this protest, the 
mayor withdrew his support for the project and the opportunity 
opened up to proceed with a park proposal. 
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Perhaps unknown to Mayor Ney, and to the CCC, an earlier 
council had viewed a waterfront park in the area as a long-term 
goal.  The land that eventually became Georgia Park, which lies 
south of the Millstone River estuary on the highest point of land 
overlooking the harbour, was acquired in the 1940s by the Gyro 
Club in order to “hold [it] against industrial speculation.”  The City 
then purchased the property, described as “four fine waterfront lots” 
to the north of Nanaimo Motors. In the words of then alderman, 
later mayor and cabinet minister, Earle Westwood, the acquisition 
was a first “bit-at-a-time” step towards developing a waterfront 
park. But no other action followed.6  

The failure of the Clamshell project inspired the movement to 
reclaim the waterfront land between Georgia Park and the 
Millstone estuary.  In 1975 city residents voted in a referendum to 
proceed with the development of what would become Maffeo 
Sutton Park.  Still later, the Harbour Commission (now Port 
Authority) commissioned the development of Swy-a-lana Lagoon, 
which joins Maffeo Sutton Park to the base of Georgia Park, thus 
fulfilling the vision first set forth by City Council in the 1940s. 

Pipers’ Lagoon  

The second of the waterfront areas to be saved, Pipers’ Lagoon, is a 
short distance north of Departure Bay.  It was outside city limits 
when development was proposed in the early 1970s.  A well-known 
local developer, Deane Finlayson, had patiently assembled 
properties in the area belonging to the pioneer Piper and Place 
families. After befriending the residents who squatted there, he also 
attempted to acquire nearby Shack Island (actually three separate 
small islands), staking a claim and applying to purchase the land 
from the Crown.  His purpose, he stated at the time, was not to 
evict the residents but to preserve the area as a “campsite.”  The 
islanders made a counter-claim and ultimately the Crown decided 
not to let anyone purchase the property.7 

What Mr. Finlayson had in mind was an ambitious project of 99 
apartment units divided among three buildings at the Pipers’ 
Lagoon headland – plus a marina, a yacht club and a restaurant.  
He proposed dredging the lagoon in order to keep it filled with 
water at all times.  He had plans to use the dredged material as fill 
for a parking lot.  He also proposed bridging the opening of the 
lagoon to provide ready access to the headland property.  The 
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marina was to extend outward to the three Shack Islands; hence his 
obvious interest in acquiring them. 

It was school children who spearheaded the public protest against 
this development, encouraged by parents, some of whom belonged 
to the CCC.  Nearby resident Annie Clark, who had led the protest 
against privatizing part of Newcastle Island, also became involved, 
as did local biologists concerned about the rare and fragile ecology 
of the area.  The Nanaimo Teachers’ Association also opposed the 
development, noting that the lagoon was invaluable for nature 
education programmes. To encourage Mr. Finlayson to withdraw, 
the CCC pushed for provincial park status and a land swap.  
Initially Mr. Finlayson demurred, arguing that residential 
development was the “highest and best use of the land” while 
scolding local area residents for letting “sentimentalism” stand in 
the way of progress. 

The Regional District turned down the rezoning application in the 
face of the concerted protest of local area residents and school 
children. Mr. Finlayson was soon involved in horse-trading for the 
property. In 1975 the Province dipped into its Green Belt Fund to 
purchase 10 acres of the lagoon spit for $200,000 and acquired the 9 
acre wooded headland, valued at $145,000, from Mr. Finlayson in 
exchange for 36¼ acres of Crown land in nearby District Lot 56. 
The latter adjoins the Linley Valley and is of considerable interest 
today as a possible addition to the park recently established there.  
During the interval before negotiations came to a successful 
conclusion, Mr. Finlayson maintained the lagoon property and kept 
it open to the public.  After acquiring it, the Province turned it over 
to the City, which by this time had absorbed the lagoon area and 
beyond through amalgamation. 

Pipers’ Lagoon has remained a largely undeveloped and immensely 
popular recreational haven. In 1983, a policy was adopted to 
maintain the park in its natural state. The trail system remains 
rough and rocky.  Even a well-intentioned effort by a local service 
club to spend $5,000 to improve access to the headland for the 
elderly and disabled was refused on the grounds that it would lead 
to demands for paved trails and other changes. The idea of 
constructing a fishing pier also did not find favour. People want the 
park to remain as it is. 
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Neck Point 

Neck Point is the most recent of the waterfront jewels to be saved.  
Like nearby Pipers’ Lagoon, the 64-acre Neck Point property had 
been assembled for residential development in the 1970s by Deane 
Finlayson. His plan was for a fifteen-phase development with 
projected spending of $100 million. But by his own account, before 
he could proceed, the bank called the loan on the property and he 
was obliged to sell, having sunk well over one million dollars into 
the project at that stage.8 

Thereafter a Vancouver developer, Allan Johnson, acquired the 
property for $3 million from Mr. Finlayson. In the early 1990s Mr. 
Johnson proposed a development involving a mixture of 20 single 
family and eight multi-family complexes, for a total of 400 units. 
Once again Annie Clark assumed a leadership role. She formed the 
Neck Point Park Society to protest the development plan.  The 
society soon had 2,000 members and quickly raised over $20,000 – 
including a donation of $5,000 from the Real Estate Foundation of 
British Columbia – for its campaign to protect the waterfront half of 
the property. At one stage the society commissioned a study to 
show how the upland part of the property could accommodate 275 
units of housing, leaving the foreshore area in its natural state. 

Mr. Johnson nevertheless proceeded with his application to rezone 
the entire property.  When City Council turned it down, he 
announced plans for a development of 900 units of multi-family 
housing, as the zoning in place permitted, and withdrew an earlier 
offer to set aside 5 acres at Sunset Beach for a park.   

At this stage the Province became actively involved and after a 
period of negotiations, the Province and the City jointly acquired 
the property for its appraised value of $8.5 million, the cost to be 
shared equally.  Amidst celebrations over the deal, many failed to 
notice that the City offered to sell a large section of May Richards 
Bennett Pioneer Park to the Education Ministry for a school site in 
order to raise part of its share of Neck Point’s cost. This angered 
residents in the immediate area of the park, who argued that the 
proposed school site was on the wrong side of a major arterial road, 
thus exposing young school children to unnecessary traffic dangers.  
No school has ever been built on the site. 
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Largely unnoticed, too, a large section of the Neck Point property 
was sold to developers to help finance the purchase. At 33 acres, the 
park takes up about half the land area that was acquired. 

Nevertheless, Neck Point was hailed by Ms. Clark and others as a 
great triumph of governmental and community cooperation.  As the 
community wanted and the Neck Point Park plan provides, apart 
from trails and viewing platforms, the area remains largely 
undeveloped as a “quiet” waterfront park. 

 

Special Areas that Hang in the Balance:  Nanaimo  
River Estuary, Mt. Benson and the Linley Valley 
The fate of these three of Nanaimo’s most special places is yet to be 
determined, although one of them, the Linley Valley, has already 
been acquired for park development.  The struggle to preserve these 
areas is a remarkable story in itself. The Nanaimo River estuary has 
to a greater or lesser extent been threatened by three different 
industrialization proposals, all of which generated widespread and 
successful public opposition. The fate of Mt. Benson, which lies 
outside city boundaries, and even that of the Linley Valley, has yet 
to be determined. Behind the efforts to preserve both is the modern, 
more organized face of public pressure to preserve potential 
parkland, the Nanaimo Area Land Trust (NALT), and in particular, 
its board, its legion of energetic volunteers, and its dedicated 
executive officer, Ms. Gail Adrienne. 

Nanaimo River Estuary 

The Nanaimo River estuary is an extraordinary gift of nature 
largely hidden from view and therefore little known to most 
residents. It has been much abused by log booming practices over 
the past half-century or so. However, it remains an asset in reserve 
that future generations will come to know and appreciate. That 
would not have been the case had plans to industrialize the area 
been implemented. 

The first of these was an ill-considered and secretly conceived 
Harbour Commission scheme to construct a 180-acre container port 
facility on the estuary. The plan, which first came to light in the 
spring of 1972, was very nearly a reality before the CCC and other 
groups learned of it and called for a proper environmental impact 
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study. Eventually the CCC proposed an alternative site, Duke 
Point.  As is the case with today’s conference centre critics, local 
authorities stood their ground and the CCC’s alternative concept 
was ridiculed.   

The persistent protest campaign of the CCC, however, led to direct 
federal government intervention.  A unique, precedent-setting, 
federal inquiry under the auspices of the Canadian Ports and 
Harbour Planning Committee was convened and testimony was 
gathered from interested parties and experts. The Harbour 
Commission, it turned out, had proceeded with its plan without 
notifying the federal government’s environment minister. Its main 
expert was a retired oceanographer, who offered support for the 
project, but lacked credentials in the disciplines necessary to be a 
convincing witness.  At that point Harbour Commission authorities 
and City Council members back-pedaled, claiming environmental 
concerns were a top priority of theirs as well.  Ottawa then ordered 
a halt to the project.  Eventually Duke Point was chosen as the site 
for further port development, as the CCC had recommended. 
Twenty-five years later, it opened for business.9 

Threats to the estuary continued. The Duke Point area was on a 
provincial list of sites for an aluminum smelter during the late 1990s 
and more recently there has been active planning by BC Hydro for a 
gas generating plant in the same area. The latter has only recently 
been set aside. In the late 1980s, plans for a ferrochromium smelter 
on nearby Jack Point were also put forward and made considerable 
progress before being quashed. 

Picturesque Jack Point helps frame the Nanaimo outer harbour and 
lies adjacent to the Nanaimo River estuary. The ferrochromium 
smelter was approved by City Council, even though it would have 
meant constructing the facility on public parkland. The New Jersey- 
based company seeking to build the plant was almost cleared to 
proceed, lacking only one required provincial permit. But at this 
stage City Council was confronted by massive citizen protest, 
operating under the banner of the Nanaimo District 
Ferrochromium Blockade. The protest was capped off by a march 
of 1500 residents on City Hall.  Although the would-be plant owner, 
Jay Wooding, labelled the protesters a “bunch of nuts,” Council 
back-pedaled once again.  There had been no independent 
environmental assessment. Moreover, the south island community 
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of Brentwood Bay had previously rejected the same proposal.  
Faced with stiff resistance, Mr. Wooding then shifted his attention 
to Port Hardy.  The plant was never built on Vancouver Island, 
however. 

The Duke Point gas-fired power plant proposal has had a chequered 
history. It was only by a process of elimination that Duke Point 
came to be thought of as an appropriate site. In the early 1990s co-
generation proposals involving up-island pulp mills were advanced 
to meet Vancouver Island’s anticipated power needs.  Only after 
Port Alberni was rejected as unsuitable for environmental reasons 
and Cowichan Valley residents balked at a proposal to locate a free-
standing gas plant in their midst did BC Hydro focus its attention 
on Duke Point.  As was the case with the other proposals discussed 
above, prominent local business and civic leaders welcomed the 
idea.  

There were widespread protests against the Duke Point proposal 
prior to the 2002 municipal election. These protests called into 
question BC Hydro’s rationale for the project and pointed out the 
environmental dangers.  But the protest campaign leader flopped as 
a mayoralty candidate while Mayor Korpan hedged his support for 
the project.  Following the municipal campaign, which handily 
returned Mr. Korpan to office, he became an enthusiastic booster – 
especially once provincial authorities provided environmental 
clearance. 

During this period council was on record as approving the project. 
But just as regulatory officials were about to hear evidence for a 
second time, council withdrew its support. It did not, however, 
flatly oppose the project. The letter conveying this carefully 
nuanced stance to the regulators was delayed – inexplicably – and 
failed to make the deadline set for the submission of evidence. As a 
result, the City’s official position remained one of support for the 
plant. 

Whether this might have mattered to the regulatory body, the 
British Columbia Utilities Commission is, of course, a moot point. 
The major industrial users and environmentalists were rebuked at 
this stage but refused to accept the outcome.  They took the 
regulatory body’s decision to the Appeal Court of British Columbia, 
where they prevailed after a second hearing. BC Hydro then opted 
to cancel the project rather than itself launch an appeal. 
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The outcome enraged Mayor Korpan, who mounted a vitriolic 
attack on BC Hydro and demanded a provincial inquiry.  The 
government refused and the mayor subsequently apologized for his 
splenetic outburst.  BC Hydro is now pursuing other alternatives 
and has indicated that it has plans to prevent any threats to power 
supply shortages, a position quite contrary to the pronouncements 
of its local representative during the environmental review and 
regulatory hearing stages. 

Mount Benson 

Mt. Benson, which lies due west of and serves as a dramatic 
backdrop to the city, has always been taken for granted.  Although 
logged extensively in the past and the victim of a major forest fire in 
the middle of the twentieth century, the forest cover has regenerated 
to the point where it presents the pleasing appearance most 
residents see today. The appearance, however, is an illusion.  The 
face of the mountain has been logged extensively behind ridges that 
conceal most of the damage.  Its condition is anything but pristine.  

A plan, already partly implemented, to log the summit area and 
open it up for cottage lot development would, however, alter the 
mountain’s appearance forever.  For the past year or so, NALT has 
been involved in sporadic negotiations to acquire this property for a 
park. These negotiations have yet to bear fruit, but in the past few 
months seem to have taken a turn for the better. The negotiations 
were inspired by the manifest desire of Nanaimo’s residents to 
secure the mountain face for the public’s enjoyment. Well over 
12,000 residents signed a NALT-sponsored petition calling for the 
acquisition of the summit property. The price will be high and if 
negotiations succeed, NALT will then have to mount the largest 
fund-raising campaign of its short life to make the summit park a 
reality.   

Near the top of Mt. Benson is a large area where Nanaimo’s 
pioneers chiselled their initials into the rocks, mute testimony to the 
longstanding popularity of the summit as a hiking destination and 
day-use park. A successful negotiation and fund-raising campaign 
by NALT will make official what has long been established 
practice. 
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Linley Valley 

The Linley Valley cuts through the backlands between Departure 
Bay and the Hammond Bay area.  A pristine pocket wilderness of 
mixed forest, wetlands and rocky bluffs, it also embraces a small 
lake and a stream. Part of the valley (145 acres known as Section 
13) was held off the housing market to enable NALT to gauge 
public support for its acquisition as a park.  In a public campaign 
spanning many months, NALT succeeded in raising half a million 
dollars. The City pledged an additional $2 million to complete the 
purchase.10 

The City is now in the process of formulating a plan for the park.  
To the consternation of many, however, a proposal to build a 
connector road, skirting or even bisecting the park, from the 
Hammond Bay side to Rock City Road near the Departure Bay 
side, has not been withdrawn. The City’s planning process also 
entertains the possibility that this idyllic setting could be further 
disrupted by multi-use park facilities.  The Linley Valley, although 
now a park, is certainly not yet protected from the sort of 
encroachments and uses that could spoil it. The same sort of 
vigilance that has safeguarded the future of Pipers’ Lagoon and 
Neck Point will be required to protect the valley’s most important 
quality – its remarkable tranquility. 

 

Conclusion 
Some of Nanaimo’s finest parks and natural spaces would not exist 
were it not for the determination of individual citizens, ad hoc 
citizens’ groups, service clubs, long forgotten benefactors and senior 
levels of government and their agencies. Equally true, some of these 
cherished places might not have remained what they are today had 
private interests or even public authorities succeeded with plans to 
convert them to other purposes.  

What has been constant throughout Nanaimo’s history is the 
dedication and faithful vigilance of individual citizens and the 
organizations and clubs they represent to protect and further the 
public interest.  Apart from the largely silent but steadfast role of the 
service clubs, in recent years the ad hoc initiative of the determined 
volunteer citizen has given way to the formal, ongoing approach 
taken through NALT.  This evolution has had some advantages, 
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but there is a significant downside. NALT is beholden to City 
Council for financial support and must shape its activities 
accordingly. If City Council is indifferent to a project NALT 
champions, or is otherwise unhappy with its activities, its financial 
well-being can be placed in jeopardy.  

Councils themselves have been fickle, sometimes acting with 
foresight, but sometimes willing to betray the public interest.  There 
is nothing new about this.  As heritage columnist Tom Paterson 
informs us, one early twentieth century council was even prepared 
to let Nanaimo’s most important emblematic structure, the Bastion, 
be sold for unpaid taxes.  It took the intervention of a voluntary 
organization, the Imperial Order of the Daughters of the Empire, to 
save the day.  

For one reason or another, councils also sometimes fail to follow 
through with an established objective. Another early twentieth 
century council envisaged a waterfront park and took measures to 
acquire property for it.  Georgia Park was thereby established, but 
the remainder of the project was left unfinished.  Now the City has 
approved a condominium tower for the contiguous properties at 10 
and 20 Front Street. If constructed, the tower will diminish 
considerably Georgia Park’s commanding position on the 
waterfront.  

But past councils have also, on occasion, held the line.  In the face 
of community protest both Neck Point and Pipers’ Lagoon were not 
rezoned for private development and, after much community 
agitation, in each case the Province came to the rescue. It was an 
NDP government that intervened both times to secure the future of 
these two priceless parks, just as the Social Credit government 
rescued Newcastle Island from possible commercial development 
half a century ago. The outcomes would likely have been quite 
different had provincial leaders, in each situation, adopted a 
different stance. 

While it was under city control, council also rejected a proposal to 
turn a large part of Newcastle Island over to a private developer for 
residential development. In the face of vigorous public protest, it 
also did an about face on the Clamshell Marina development 
proposal for what is now Maffeo Sutton Park. Under pressure, it 
also withdrew its support for industrial development plans for the 
Nanaimo River estuary – as well as for Duke and Jack Points. 
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The Port Authority and its predecessor, the Harbour Commission, 
have likewise performed inconsistently. Without the Harbour 
Commission and Port Authority there would likely not have been a 
waterfront walkway, Swy-a-lana Lagoon and Pioneer Waterfront 
Plaza. Cameron Island would likely not be ringed by a walkway 
and the pier located there might not have been constructed.  Even 
the Newcastle Island pavilion would likely have vanished. On the 
other hand, the Harbour Commission would have converted the 
estuary into a large container port. The Port Authority also 
currently sits on its own proposal to develop invaluable land at the 
Assembly Wharf for cruise ship berths while offering its approval 
for a project, the New Nanaimo Centre, that has nothing to do with 
its mandate. It also surrendered a nationally registered heritage 
building, the Foundry, to the city so a private developer can 
construct condominiums on what is now public property – 
something it said it would not do just a few years ago.  

Interventions by senior levels of government have been crucial to a 
number of successful outcomes.  The federal government blocked 
the Harbour Commission’s planned container port facility for the 
estuary; the Province came through with timely assistance to save 
Newcastle Island, Neck Point and Pipers’ Lagoon.  The Province, 
however, has as yet to contribute to the campaign to save Mt. 
Benson and it has shown no inclination to help save what remains 
of the Linley Valley by adding parts of adjoining Crown land in 
District Lot 56 to the recently established park. 

The fundamentals of park design and development established by 
Samuel Robins and George Bowen lie in the distant past.  But lest 
one wax overly sentimental about their important acts of generosity, 
the redoubtable Annie Clark wrote a column some ten years ago 
reminding everyone that the early parks were but a small tribute to 
the men who worked and died in the coal mines. It was their toil 
and sacrifice, Ms. Clark observed, that provided the prosperity that 
enabled Messrs. Robins and Bowen to be so generous. 

One must conclude, then, that it is the people of Nanaimo who 
have inspired the parks we enjoy and it is the people who will 
ultimately determine their fate.  If, as the old saying goes, eternal 
vigilance is the price of freedom, an eternally watchful citizenry is 
the price of quality parkland. It is undeniably true that many hands 
have contributed to the development of what is now a system of 588 
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parks. But it is to the voluntary efforts of service clubs, and to the 
voluntary efforts of ad hoc citizens’ groups – especially their 
dedicated and often courageous leaders – that so much is owed.   

Finally, the luck factor:  No one paid any of these stalwart 
community volunteers – both those with a strong public presence, 
such as Annie Clark and Pat Barron, and those who remained in 
the shadows, such as Chuck Wong and other service club leaders – 
so much as a red cent for the thousands of hours they dedicated to 
saving and/or developing the truly wondrous parklands and 
potential parklands all may enjoy today. A very lucky Nanaimo is 
the beneficiary of their extraordinary dedication to the common 
good. 

************ 

Mr. Mayor, that plaque at Maffeo Sutton Park is long overdue.  
Let’s also put up additional plaques in other parks to commemorate 
the efforts of those who made them possible. A prominent plaque in 
a prominent place dedicated to Samuel Robins and George Bowen 
– truly the founders of Nanaimo’s park system – should be the first 
order of business. 

 

The author wishes to acknowledge the valuable assistance of Frances 
Christopherson and Lawrence Rieper. Both shared with him the results of 
their own investigations into this complex topic. Only a selected few of the 
sources they supplied are mentioned in the endnotes and list of references. 

 

Endnotes 
1 “Ex-Councillor not Allowed to Address City,” Nanaimo Daily News, July 10, 

2001, p. A4. 
2  John Cass, “The History of Nanaimo City Parks,” (typescript, 1967), p. 5 ff. 

Citizen activist and council watcher sans pareil, Mr. Fred Taylor, informed the 
writer about the court-overturned attempt to sever part of the park for 
residential development in the 1920s. 

3  Cass, p. 7. Ms. Christine Meutzner of the Nanaimo Community Archives 
provided information on the use of the squares.  By an act of the Legislature 
in 1946, Lubbock Square was made available for a new public library and 
other public facilities; Deverill Square eventually became the Haliburton 
Street Gyro Park.  Only Dallas Square, where the Cenotaph is located, 
remains identified as a public square. 
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4  Regrettably, the deed was for many years apparently mis-filed at the 
provincial Land Registry office. After being assured by Registry officials that 
the deed was lost, Mr. Fred Taylor re-discovered it in the wrong file at the 
Registry office. Due to Mr. Taylor’s diligence the park is now protected from 
additional questionable uses not allowed by the deed. 

5  Paul Gogo, Frank Ney: A Canadian Legend (1995), p. 85.  Despite Mr. Ney’s 
record of supporting development within parks and on public waterfront land, 
he could be and often was a supporter of public parks. When he developed 
Protection Island, a park-like ambience was maintained by avoiding clear-
cuts and a generous amount of foreshore parkland was set aside for the 
public’s use.  As MLA, Mr. Ney also pressed for park protection and 
additional park space. The seawall at Departure Bay that protects Departure 
Bay Centennial Park has been attributed directly to his lobbying skills within 
government.  On these points see Gogo, pp. 88-91, 160-61, 171. 

6  See “City to Acquire Basic Lots for Marine Park,” Nanaimo Daily Free Press, 
November 27, 1945. The four-lot description perhaps indicates that more 
land than was used for Georgia Park was actually acquired at the time for the 
reported purchase price of $2000.  If the properties included any or all 
buildings or lots that were then located north of Nanaimo Motors, at some 
point the City must have sold them back to the private sector.  If so, the 
significance of that decision today is profound. In September 2004 City 
Council ignored both the Official Community Plan and the downtown 
reference document to rezone the property contiguous with Georgia Park for 
a 24-story condominium tower. 

7  For some reason Mr. Finlayson’s biographer, Donna Dash, and others who 
have written about Pipers’ Lagoon care not to mention these points.  They 
instead focus upon Mr. Finlayson’s willingness to surrender the lagoon for 
park development.  The reality is Mr. Finlayson had little choice: he had been 
refused rezoning and it was clear that the regional district was persuaded 
that Pipers’ Lagoon should become a park. The account provided here is 
based upon Ruth Matson, Shack Island (2004), pp. 87-92.  Ms. Matson 
provides photocopies of several documents and news articles in support of 
her description of events. Mr. Pat Barron also provided information on the 
regional district’s response to the rezoning proposal. 

8  Donna Dash, Chief Straight-Tongue: The Story of Deane Finlayson (1994). 
pp. 144-45. 

9  The writer wishes to acknowledge the contribution of Mr. Pat Barron to this 
part of the discussion. Mr. Barron contributed a file of newspaper clippings 
and documents upon which this account is largely based. In the course of 
four conversations he also patiently dealt with several questions that arose in 
connection with this material and provided insights into the many actions 
taken by the CCC to conserve parkland and natural habitat. 

10 These are the commonly reported amounts in newspaper articles.  NALT’s 
website, however, lists the City’s contribution as $l.563 million, for a total 
purchase price of just over $2 million. 
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Politics and Planning in Nanaimo, 2004 - 2005 
 

Don Stone 
 
Introduction 
Planning cities is a challenge.  The political aspirations of civic 
officials often force city planners into uncharted territory, 
particularly when attempting to adhere to principles and policies 
outlined in a community’s official community plan.  Despite years 
of academic study and practical experience, professional planners 
are, at the end of the day, subservient to their elected officials.  
Along the way, city managers, investors, developers, property 
owners, individuals, and special interest groups, including business, 
labor, and citizen-based community groups, attempt to thwart, 
change, modify, or alter official community plans.  In most 
Canadian cities, planners no longer prepare long-term strategic 
plans in splendid isolation.  Representatives from various civic-
based interest groups are active participants and contributors to the 
planning process.  Individuals arrive with differing values and 
perspectives on how a site, neighbourhood or city should be 
planned for future development.   

A complex process involving these various elements was played out 
in the City of Nanaimo between 1994 and 1996 when a citizen-
based group, called the Plan Nanaimo Steering Committee, directed 
the preparation of a new Official Community Plan (OCP).  It was 
painstakingly prepared by a group of volunteers, city staff and 
community participants, and approved by City Council. By the 
summer of 2004, Plan Nanaimo’s OCP faced a direct assault; 
Council was suddenly endorsing major amendments to the OCP 
and zoning bylaws; nowhere were these to have greater impact than 
on Nanaimo’s historic downtown.  Most notable among the OCP 
amendments was the removal of the 15-storey height restriction cap 
on buildings in the downtown core, as well as in the city’s 
designated town centres (e.g., the Woodgrove Mall area). 

What initiated such radical changes to the OCP?  Why were city 
planners, senior city staff, and council in favour of these 
amendments?  Why wasn’t there broad public consultation on a 
major amendment to the OCP that would permit further high-rise 
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development along Nanaimo’s waterfront?  Why did the Plan 
Nanaimo Advisory Committee (PNAC), stewards of the OCP, so 
readily recommend that high-rise construction now be allowed on 
the waterfront when throughout the Plan Nanaimo exercise of the 
mid-1990s citizens had strongly objected to further encroachments 
of this kind?  At that time, the refrain had been “Cameron Island is 
to be the first and last high-rise development on the waterfront!”    

Some historical context is needed before describing and assessing 
the politics of planning and development in downtown Nanaimo in 
2004-05. 

 

Plan Nanaimo: Planning Context 
Nanaimo’s City Council adopted Plan Nanaimo: Official Community 
Plan 1996 Bylaw 6000 on September 22, 1997, following a 
comprehensive community consultative process that extended over 
four years.  The goals, objectives, and policies contained in 
Nanaimo’s OCP represented the views and recommendations of the 
community.  This long-term planning strategy not only addressed 
future growth and development in the city, it marked a major 
achievement in community consultation. Incorporated into the 
OCP were fundamental community values, aspirations, and goals 
as the city was about to move into the twenty-first century.     

Imagine Nanaimo: A Visioning Process 

The process of preparing the OCP began in 1992 when City Council 
initiated a community visioning process called “Imagine 
Nanaimo.”  The fundamental question posed to the community at 
that time was:  “What would you like Nanaimo to be in the 
future?”  The community vision that emerged from that exercise 
identified the following: 

1. Respect people. 

2. Respect and protect our natural environment. 

3. Recognize neighbourhoods as the building blocks of the 
city. 

4. Provide a safe and supportive environment for people of all 
ages and incomes. 

5. Create attractive and pleasing environments within the city. 
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6. Become a pedestrian-friendly city with less reliance on the 
automobile. 

7. Foster social and economic development opportunities. 

8. Foster a range of social, cultural, recreational, and artistic 
amenities and services. 

9. Recognize the historic downtown as the “heart” of the city. 

10. Ensure the community is allowed to participate in planning 
decisions. 

All are admirable and respected goals and ones that were to find 
expression in Plan Nanaimo – the Official Community Plan that was 
meant to set the course for the city’s future for the next twenty to 
twenty-five years.    

Plan Nanaimo: A Community Planning Process 

In 1994, Council inaugurated the Plan Nanaimo planning process – 
one that would implement the visionary elements of “Imagine 
Nanaimo.” This planning process involved four stages in which the 
following questions were addressed, with a methodological 
approach outlined for each: 

1. “What issues do we have to address to become the kind of 
community ‘Imagine Nanaimo’ said we wanted to be?”  
Background information on the natural environment, 
current land use, population characteristics, economic 
activity, transportation systems, and the city’s form and 
structure were prepared and discussed throughout the 
community.  

2. “What growth management strategies do we want to use to 
address the issues of Stage One?”  A workbook, completed 
by 1275 residents in schools, workshops and homes, was 
used to address this question.  The results were carefully 
evaluated and then drawn upon for the next stage in the 
planning process. 

3. The community was then presented with four “Future Land 
Use Scenarios” and asked “Which Scenario do you prefer?”  
As the OCP states:  “Over a thousand detailed responses, 
including 200 telephone interviews of random respondents, 
were evaluated.”  
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4. Following intensive analysis of the community’s feedback, a 
draft plan was prepared  and the following question was 
posed to the community: Have we got it right?” 

Plan Nanaimo - Official Community Plan: Preparation 

The preparation of the new OCP was directed by a large volunteer 
stakeholder group of Nanaimo residents, appropriately named the 
Plan Nanaimo Steering Committee.  City planners and planning 
technicians, either employed or seconded by the City, provided this 
30-member plus committee with professional and technical 
expertise throughout the preparation of the OCP.  At the time, this 
was the most comprehensive, transparent, and participatory 
planning exercise ever undertaken in the province of British 
Columbia – an achievement recognized by the Planning Institute of 
British Columbia in 1997 when the City of Nanaimo received a 
special award recognizing its outstanding community-based 
planning process.   

Plan Nanaimo - Official Community Plan: Product 

At the end of this two-year community planning exercise, a “Plan 
Nanaimo” document was released that took the form of the Official 
Community Plan.  The document outlined the following five goals 
for the community to follow in implementing the plan:  

1. Build complete, viable communities by creating town centres, 
neighbourhood villages, and neighbourhoods capable of 
supporting varied lifestyle choices and businesses in a 
convenient and pleasant environment.  

2. Protect the environment by recognizing the value of natural 
features and unique ecosystems and finding ways of 
incorporating these values into an urban environment.  

3. Manage urban growth by focusing new developments within 
the city rather than seeking new lands in rural areas for 
development. 

4. Improve mobility and servicing efficiency by providing more 
opportunities for transit, bicycle and pedestrian use, less 
reliance on the automobile, more effective use of existing 
infrastructure and municipal services.  
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5. Ensure ongoing planning and community involvement in 
proposed changes to the OCP and establish procedures for 
neighbourhoods to prepare their own neighbourhood plans. 

Some of the OCP’s major strengths included: 

1. Delineation of an urban containment boundary – a measure 
designed to contain urban growth within the developed and 
partially developed neighbourhoods. 

2. Identification of urban growth centres – sites of more 
intensive use, including a mix of housing forms, office, 
institutional, commercial, community services and 
recreational facilities – ranging in size from town centres 
(largest) to neighbourhood villages (smallest). 

3. Restriction of buildings in town centres to no more than 15 
storeys in height, as provided for in current zoning bylaws.  
There was to be no blockage of existing views or negative 
impacts on adjacent land uses.  

4. Preparation of “a comprehensive heritage management 
plan” in which the City would “work with neighbourhoods, 
non-residential areas, and First Nations through the local 
area planning process to identify areas of heritage 
significance” and to protect “sites of high historical or 
archeological value.” The City also would “provide long-
term protection for the Downtown/Fitzwilliam Street 
Corridor through a Heritage Conservation Area” in 
recognition that this area has “the greatest concentration of 
historic resources” within the city.  

 

OCP Amendments and Rezoning Bylaws that Ignited 
Public Protest in 2004 
The assault on the goals and objectives of the OCP really began in 
the spring of 2004 when the City approved a highly controversial 
rezoning application for a property on the Departure Bay waterfront 
– an application that violated several OCP requirements and was 
opposed by several hundred local area residents as well as three 
neighbourhood associations.  This controversy was followed by 
other questionable rezoning applications in other neighbourhoods 
and three applications to rezone downtown waterfront properties.  
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The prospective downtown investors were Cape Developments 
(Richmond, B.C.), Insight Holdings (Nanaimo, B.C.), and Triarc 
International (Stamford, Connecticut).   

Cape Developments had purchased the old Malaspina Hotel on 
Front Street and requested the right to increase the height of this 
abandoned 10-storey concrete shell.  Insight Holdings had acquired 
the property at 10-20 Front Street with an eye towards developing 
luxury waterfront condominiums, preferably in a high-rise structure 
commanding spectacular views of the waterfront.  And Triarc was 
negotiating with the City to develop an integrated 
hotel/condominium and conference centre structure on Gordon 
Street as well as a residential complex on the Civic Arena/Foundry 
lands.   

After years of encouraging and approving commercial rezoning 
outside the downtown core, council, city staff and various 
downtown business associations and economic development groups 
were attempting to attract investment to downtown Nanaimo.  By 
2004, the Downtown Nanaimo Partnership (DNP), an organization 
funded by the City and downtown property owners, was actively 
engaged in promoting downtown businesses and assisting investors 
in overcoming local bureaucratic hurdles. Its managing director is 
George Hanson, who was appointed in 2000.   

Before 2004 the DNP had been successful in attracting investment 
to the downtown core.  Investors had purchased and converted 
valued historic buildings and created thriving new businesses.  The 
Modern Café, Gallery 223, Flying Fish, and the Painted Turtle 
Guest House on upper Commercial Street provided renewed 
resident and visitor interest in the downtown area.  It is fair to say 
that the downtown was on the cusp of renewal.   

However, throughout 2004 it became apparent that Council now 
supported a more developer-driven planning process – one where 
City managers and staff were encouraged to respond positively to 
investment proposals anywhere downtown.  Amendments to the 
OCP, and any requisite rezoning necessary to accommodate 
developers’ needs, would be given special attention.  Downtown 
planning and development was to become developer-driven rather 
than community-directed.   

Of course the City held public hearings for redevelopment 
applications as is required by provincial legislation. During 2004-05 
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it was obvious that these hearings were simply perfunctory.  On 
many occasions, some councillors looked completely bored and/or 
often displayed outright contempt for the positions presented by 
citizens. Their lack of interest and impatience was obvious.  Why 
was council suddenly so anxious to accede to the demands of 
prospective downtown developers? 

Despite decades of facilitating and approving commercial sprawl, in 
the form of mall developments that drew business out of the historic 
central business district, council was now attempting to draw 
businesses back into the core.  Over the years an enormous amount 
of public money had been spent on attempts to revitalize and 
rehabilitate the downtown.  Virtually everyone in the community 
wished to see more private investment downtown.  However, the 
form of investment that council was about to approve was not 
exactly what most citizens of Nanaimo had in mind.  

In September 2004, senior city staff recommended that the 15-storey 
cap on buildings be lifted.  This recommendation was tied to an 
application by Insight Holdings to up-zone its recently acquired 
property at 10-20 Front Street.  Insight wished to construct a 24-
storey, luxury, high-rise condominium.  Both initiatives raised 
considerable interest and concern among those who had opposed 
additional high-rises on the waterfront.  The City’s Development 
Services staff rushed both proposals through the Plan Nanaimo 
Advisory Committee (PNAC) in the summer of 2004, and 
proceeded to take both amendment bylaws to council and to a 
public hearing on September 9, 2004.  Many questioned: why so 
quickly?  Why had Council chosen to rush the application through 
without broad community consultation on such a major 
amendment to the OCP?   The answer to these questions was to 
become clear once the City announced it had entered a public- 
private-partnership (P3) with Triarc International, an U.S.-based 
development company, to construct the New Nanaimo Centre 
(NNC). The NNC project included two high-rise condominium 
towers on the waterfront (at the Arena/Foundry site) and a 20-
storey plus combined hotel/condominium tower in the city’s 
historic core (the so-called Gordon Street site).   

The partnership the City had initialed with Triarc International in 
the spring of 2004 suddenly shifted the City’s interest from defender 
of the public interest to promoter of its own development deal with 
Triarc.  If the City agreed to the NNC, how could it deny other 
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developers the right to build towers in the downtown area?  It 
couldn’t.  Council had rendered itself vulnerable to special interest 
demands, most notably from those who wanted high-density 
developments on some of downtown Nanaimo’s most valuable 
waterfront land.  This heralded a great victory for the development 
community.  Developers, real estate agents and downtown property 
owners were now able to prod City Hall for OCP amendments and 
then file applications to up-zone properties for large-scale residential 
and mixed residential/commercial developments.   

From the beginning, many in the pro-development group had 
regarded the community-generated OCP as problematic. Indeed, 
one downtown property owner, a promoter of the NNC and a 
champion of high-rise developments, charged that the “OCP was 
the root of all evil” in Nanaimo.  When defending council’s 
decision to approve OCP amendments, one councillor stated that 
the OCP was a “living, breathing document” and always subject to 
change.  Had provisions in the community-based, long-term 
strategic plan, so laboriously prepared in the mid-1990s by a large 
stakeholders’ group, become obsolete?  Was the document no 
longer to be taken seriously?  Did no one care about wholesale 
amendments?  Were additional high-rises on the waterfront now 
acceptable to the community?   

In August of 2004 I issued the following challenge through the local 
press to the residents of Nanaimo: “Do the citizens of Nanaimo 
now support additional high-rise development along the 
waterfront?”   Within days of issuing this public challenge and 
arranging a public meeting to discuss this concern, a new 
organization was founded – Friends of Plan Nanaimo (FPN) – a 
non-partisan, citizens’ group organized to protect the intent, 
integrity, principles and policies contained in Nanaimo’s OCP.  
This group wanted to know: Why were fundamental elements of 
the OCP now being gutted? Why was Council approving such 
amendments?   

The City Joins the Developers’ Club 

Over the years a number of convention/conference centre ideas had 
been proposed for downtown Nanaimo.  At various times between 
2000 and 2003 the City was reported to be on the brink of 
negotiating a deal with at least two developers to reconstruct the 
derelict Malaspina Hotel as a hotel/conference centre.  For any 
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number of reasons, yet to be fully researched and analyzed, the last 
attempt at a deal fell through in late October of 2003.   

By the spring of 2004, rumors were circulating that the City planned 
to purchase properties along the east side of Commercial Street 
between the new Vancouver Island Public Library, Terminal 
Avenue and Gordon Street to make way for the conference centre.  
The most enthusiastic and visible supporter of yet another attempt 
to land a conference centre was Councillor Ron Cantelon, a former 
realtor and chairman of the New Nanaimo Centre Advisory 
Committee (NNCAC). He had taken over the leadership role from 
Councillor Doug Rispin, who had previously championed a 
waterfront conference centre on the old Malaspina Hotel site. 
Council, with the support of the NNCAC, agreed to bypass an open 
tendering process for any new public-privately funded conference 
centre project.  What would prompt this decision?  Historically, all 
large-scale City projects were tendered. This was the normal 
procedure, the “due diligence” one expected council to observe to 
protect the public purse.  Why an exemption for this project?  

In mid-January 2004, Councillor Ron Cantelon and Al Kenning, 
Deputy City Manager, attended a conference on convention centres 
in St. Petersburg, Florida, entitled: “If You Build It They Will 
Come.”  The conference was held at the Marriott Renaissance 
Vinoy Resort and Golf Club.  Upon their return, Jim Stevenson, a 
Nanaimo resident, introduced Cantelon and company to Triarc 
International, a family-based development company registered in 
Stamford, Connecticut.  Melvin Katz, President of Triarc 
International, was reported to have had experience in building 
hotel/convention centre complexes in the United States.  For some 
of these developments Triarc’s major partner had been the Marriott 
Hotel chain. About the same time Triarc appeared on the scene, 
negotiations with the second developer group on the old Malaspina 
Hotel site collapsed.  Within weeks an Agreement in Principle was 
signed between the City and Triarc International. The parties 
agreed to move forward on the construction of what would become 
known as the New Nanaimo Centre (NNC) project.  What was the 
deal?   

Under the $200 million NNC agreement, the City would purchase 
or, if necessary expropriate, private properties on Commercial 
Street and Terminal Avenue (the Gordon Street site) to make way 
for the construction of the NNC, a 20-storey Marriott Courtyard 
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Hotel (140 rooms) and condominium tower, a larger Nanaimo and 
District Museum, a new 225-seat civic auditorium, a parking garage 
(400 parking spaces), and a set of commercial and retail storefronts 
facing Commercial Street.  On the Foundry/Arena site the City 
would deliver, for $20, nearly 2.5 acres of public land to Triarc to 
construct two condo towers (16 to 20 storeys) and a public parking 
garage for users of Maffeo- Sutton Park. Provisions for commercial 
development would also be considered on public lands delivered to 
Triarc.  The City’s contribution to the project was estimated to be 
$49.5 million ($30 million from borrowing; $19.5 million from city 
reserves).  

On the Foundry/Arena lands, at least one of Triarc’s proposed 
towers would exceed the established 15-storey building cap 
restriction. The proposed hotel/condominium tower on the Gordon 
Street site would also exceed the building cap. This 
hotel/condominium tower was to occupy air space above the 
conference centre and underground parking garage.  It was all to be 
internally integrated – one massive, modern complex inserted into 
the heart of Nanaimo’s historic downtown.  The complex was also 
to be built largely on landfill over what had once been the seabed. It 
would also be located on top of an old coal mine. On the Gordon 
Street development site the City would retain ownership of the land 
and would sell air space rights to Triarc for its hotel/condominium 
tower.   

By signing the partnering agreement with Triarc, the City now 
played the role of private developer in addition to being the public 
regulator of land use in the downtown area. Despite fervent pleas 
from an informed and passionate public at the September 9, 2004 
public hearing on an amendment to the OCP to lift the 15-storey 
building cap, council not only gave first, second, and third readings 
to the amendment that night – a rarely used procedure following a 
public hearing – it also approved, on the same evening, Insight’s 
rezoning application for the construction of a 24-storey, luxury 
waterfront condominium tower at 10–20 Front Street.  

The reason for removing the 15-storey building cap was to become 
clear four days later when Mayor Gary Korpan announced that a 
public-private-partnership, or P3 agreement, had been reached with 
Triarc International.  Sketches of the project were released on 
September 13, 2004, four days after the approval of Insight’s tower.  
There had been no public consultation and no public debate.  The 
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public was informed that the deal was fait accompli.  By means of a 
referendum the City would be asking taxpayers’ permission to 
borrow $30 million from the Province of British Columbia to 
partially finance its portion of the NNC project.  An additional 
$19.5 million would be taken from City reserves.    

Downtown Nanaimo was suddenly open to high-rise development 
on a grand scale.  The OCP already permitted high-rises in the 
Chapel Street and Front Street precinct. Now additional towers 
were permissible along the waterfront side of Front Street.  Property 
owners and developers were free to submit proposals for high-rise 
towers anywhere in this area.  There would be no height 
restrictions.  Rezoning applications would be entertained on a first-
come, first-served basis.  Urban design guidelines would provide the 
basis for assessing each developer’s proposal.  City bureaucrats and 
an advisory urban design panel would provide the assessments.  
With only a modicum of public control, high-rise towers could 
randomly cover Nanaimo’s most visually prominent peninsular 
area.  This form of downtown revitalization was anathema to both 
old timers and newcomers alike.  How could Council support such 
applications?  Why would it? 

On the NNC front, City Council was now asking taxpayers to 
commit to a $49.5 million liability without any prior discussion or 
debate on the merits of the NNC project. There was no business 
plan, no risk analysis, no cost-benefit analysis and no 
environmental assessment.  Indeed, it wasn’t until October 25, 
2004, less than a month before the referendum, that the City 
revealed its formal agreement with Triarc.  In this final form of the 
agreement taxpayers were now responsible for assuming all costs 
associated with site preparation at both the Gordon Street and 
Arena/Foundry sites.  This included environmental cleanup and 
remediation of at least one highly toxic site, the Arena/Foundry 
properties. What would these costs be?  The City had no idea.  
Citizens were simply to trust their elected officials – they knew what 
they were doing.   

Triarc made it clear to the City at the beginning of the NNCAC 
negotiating process that it was not interested in participating in a 
competitive bidding process.  What Triarc did do, according to a 
member of the NNCAC, was to offer to pay for a feasibility study 
on the business prospects for a new hotel in downtown Nanaimo.  
In exchange, according to this source, it asked that no rival bids be 
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considered for the three-month period it would take to complete the 
study. The City apparently agreed to this request and more.  It 
agreed to pay for the study itself and wave any competitive bidding 
process.  When the findings of the study were positive, particularly 
with reference to a tie-in between the proposed hotel and the 
adjacent casino, the City proceeded to complete the deal with 
Triarc.  In doing so, the City ended up signing one of worst P3 
agreements imaginable – one party (the City) assuming the major 
risks (unknown) and the other (Triarc), the major benefits.   

Under the terms of the deal the City would be responsible for 
delivering approximately 2.5 acres of publicly owned waterfront 
property on the Arena/Foundry site to Triarc as well as “air 
parcels” on top of the NNC for the construction of a hotel/condo 
building.  Triarc was to pay nominal amounts for these concessions.  
The City would assume all site preparation costs, including 
environmental cleanup and mitigation, on the Gordon Street and 
Arena/Foundry sites.  Estimated site preparation costs were 
unknown because the City had not investigated environmental 
contamination at the two sites.  Yet Mayor Korpan proclaimed that 
the P3 agreement signed on October 25, 2004 was “a no-brainer” – 
that it was an absolutely fabulous deal for the citizens of Nanaimo.  
Indeed, it was a “no-brainer” but not in the sense suggested by 
Korpan.  Professional construction risk analyst Robert de Leeuw, 
who examined the deal for FPN, declared the City would proceed 
with the project “at its peril.”   His report is included in this volume 
as Appendix C.  It is a report that ought to have had a sobering 
effect on City Hall.  Instead, the City and the local media either 
downplayed or ignored it.   

Between announcing the project on September 13 and releasing the 
full partnering agreement on October 25 the City launched an 
aggressive media campaign in support of the project.  Securing 
political support from local, regional and provincial politicians, City 
Council, with the exception of Councillor Loyd Sherry, provided 
unqualified support for the NNC.  An “Invest in Yes” committee, 
under the leadership of local developers, real estate agents, tourism 
promoters, and local business people, also launched an aggressive, 
well-financed campaign in support of the NNC.  The City and the 
“Invest in Yes” committee were confident that the new banker – the 
taxpayers of Nanaimo – would supply much of the necessary 
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venture capital for the NNC project. The referendum was to be held 
on November 20, 2004. 

FPN, originally formed to oppose additional waterfront high-rises 
downtown, were drawn into opposing the NNC project.  FPN’s 
belief was that the project would contribute to more high-rise 
development on the waterfront, spoil the heritage character of the 
streetscape along the east side of Commercial Street, and level some 
of our most highly cherished heritage buildings - specifically the van 
Houten Block, the Nanaimo Foundry, and the Civic Arena.   

The van Houten Block (built in 1909) on Commercial Street and the 
Nanaimo Foundry (the oldest part dating from 1888) were 
registered heritage buildings. The van Houten Block stood in the 
way of the conference centre site. Council approved its demolition, 
the demolition of two-thirds of the Foundry and the demolition of 
the Civic Arena to make way for the conference centre, Triarc’s two 
high-rise condos and a parking garage.  FPN opposed this 
destruction of heritage. The leveling of the Civic Arena, a beloved 
and still structurally sound local gathering place for over 60 years, 
was also strongly opposed by FPN. Demolition of the Arena is 
scheduled for the spring of 2006, once new ice sheets are 
constructed near the Nanaimo Aquatic Centre on Third Street. 

A concrete, steel and glass complex, intrusive in its scale and 
design, was slated to replace a row of low-rise wooden and brick 
buildings along Commercial Street, the historic business street of 
Nanaimo.  The destruction of this streetscape was approved even 
though the general area was in the process of being rehabilitated 
and revitalized. New business operators, in response to property tax 
exemptions and other incentives generated by City Hall, had been 
gradually moving in.  As noted previously, downtown 
revitalization, on a small and sensitive scale, was already well 
underway. The historic core was showing a potential for a lively 
mix of residential, retail and office use. It did not need a massive 
megaproject inserted into its very heart, one that might well become 
“dead institutional space” in the core of the city.  Such a 
development was at odds with a major consultant's report the City 
had commissioned only a few years before.  That report had 
recommended the small, incremental changes the City had been 
following.  
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Non-planning issues, such as the cost of the NNC to residential 
property owners and the questionable economic benefits and 
impacts of a conference centre, were debated throughout the 
referendum campaign.  What started as a modest public investment 
($5 million) in a hotel/conference centre had turned into a huge 
public investment ($49.5 million) in a few short years.  (Appendix A 
provides a detailed chronology on how the City’s ambitions grew 
and suddenly became so enormous.)  Voters did not readily grasp 
the consequences of the suddenly expanded scope and size of the 
project. Controversy soon emerged.  

Nanaimo’s taxpayers were not only bankrolling a substantial 
proportion of the total cost of the project, more importantly, in the 
final agreement with Triarc, the City had agreed to assume all site 
preparation costs. Throughout the city’s history the Arena/Foundry 
site had been home to a host of industries (the foundry, a gas works, 
a sawmill, a shipyard, a battery plant and a gas station). 
Environmental assessment of these sites had not been undertaken 
before the deal with Triarc was signed.  A post-referendum, city-
commissioned, soil test-drilling survey of the Arena/Foundry site 
found several highly toxic concentrations near the old Foundry 
building itself. The results of this testing have not been made 
available to the general public. One citizen, under a Freedom of 
Information request, received a summary report in late September 
2005, after demolition work was well advanced.  He had been 
refused this information earlier in the year.      

Despite a rather one-sided referendum campaign where the “yes” 
side, including Nanaimo taxpayers, outspent the “no” side by a 
ratio of about 20 to 1, the margin of victory was very close (Yes – 
52% to No - 48%).  Upon hearing the result, Mayor Gary Korpan 
declared:  “A win is a win is a win.”  Despite a highly divided 
community, council marched forward, undeterred by the slim 
margin of victory. It failed to make any attempt to heal obvious 
divisions within the community. One would expect the mayor of a 
city the size of Nanaimo to address such division.  Not so.  It was 
full steam ahead, as if council had won the 80 percent approval it 
had anticipated at the start of the campaign, when a City-
commissioned opinion poll appeared to suggest broad public 
support for fixing up the downtown with a conference centre.   

Further amendments to the OCP and rezoning would be needed to 
prepare properties for Triarc’s development.  Council had taken the 
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City, as a corporate entity, into the development arena. It was now 
open season on the OCP.  Developers, supported by City Hall, were 
participating in the transformation of downtown Nanaimo – 
without broad community consultation. The OCP (Official 
Community Plan) was fast becoming the ODP (Official Developers 
Plan).  Where had this pressure come from?  Why now?   

Conference Centre: Catalyst for Downtown Revitalization?  

The desire to land a conference centre was doggedly pursued by the 
present council and the DNP, on the grounds that it would be a 
catalyst for downtown revitalization.  The irony was that the 
downtown was already showing encouraging signs of coming back 
to life.  As noted above, small-scale, incremental revitalization was 
what the National Main Street consultants had recommended in 
2000.   Council, however, had suddenly developed much grander 
plans. Downtown was about to be “transformed” and “cleaned up.”  
Old buildings would be leveled and bright new shiny ones 
constructed, despite a warning in the Main Street report that no one 
project would revitalize the downtown – a reference made to 
previous attempts to activate the old Malaspina Hotel site as a 
combined hotel-conference centre.   

So, was it because council had tried so hard previously and had 
failed that by the end of 2003 it was desperate to show the 
community that it was receiving something for all the time and 
taxpayers dollars spent trying “to land” a conference centre?  
Presumably, councillors could go to the polls in November of 2005 
hailing the success of the NNC. They could demonstrate that they 
had “got something going downtown.”   

Few councillors championed the conference centre as a catalyst for 
downtown renewal during the 2002 civic election campaign.  Yet, 
by 2004, a conference centre was declared “this Council’s number 
one priority” by Mayor Gary Korpan.  For many in the 
community, this was news.  Most Nanaimoites were aware that the 
City had spent hundreds of thousands of taxpayers’ dollars on the 
failed Malaspina Hotel proposals and tens of thousands more 
supporting various downtown revitalization groups, such as the 
DNP. Those on council and in the business community who 
supported the conference centre needed to move quickly on their 
newly declared number one pet project. They had just one year 
before the next civic election to show taxpayers that all the money 
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they had been spending trying to acquire a conference centre was 
about to bear fruit.    

Proponents of the NNC project argued that it would bring more 
people to live, work and play downtown.  They argued that if the 
City wanted to increase residential densities in the downtown area, 
high-rises were the only way to go.  The twin condominium towers 
on the Arena/Foundry site and the part-condominium tower on the 
Gordon Street property would serve to increase significantly the 
residential density of the downtown.  The higher the towers, the 
more people could be accommodated.  When FPN produced a 
downtown urban design plan in November of 2004 demonstrating 
that the same number of people could be accommodated in low-rise 
buildings with greater levels of efficiency, compatibility, and 
affordability, tower enthusiasts rejected the idea outright.  

Apart from eight out of nine council members, two of three local 
newspaper editors, and the leadership of the Greater Nanaimo 
Chamber of Commerce, perhaps the most vocal group to cheerlead 
the NNC project was the publicly funded DNP.  Led by its 
manager, George Hanson, this organization assumed an active role 
in planning the future of the downtown.  Hanson, a musician and 
psychologist by training, had no obvious background or experience 
in urban planning or urban design.  His major responsibilities were 
to find new investment, support established downtown businesses 
and to arrange cultural events.  As a paid public official, he took an 
active role in supporting OCP amendments and rezoning bylaws at 
public hearings, with council’s apparent support.  

Broad community consultation and input was not part of DNP’s 
mandate. Nevertheless it took a significant role in downtown 
planning.  For example, the 10-20 Front Street rezoning application 
by Insight was actively supported by the DNP.  DNP manager 
George Hanson openly supported the application at the public 
hearing in early September of 2004.  Where the proposed tower 
would be sited and the impact it would have on adjacent property 
owners and other land uses, such as the parkland it bordered, was 
apparently of little concern.   

Nor was it a concern to the developer, Insight Holdings. At the 
open house for its 24-storey luxury waterfront condominium 
proposal, the company’s representative was asked directly, in the 
presence of witnesses, was he not concerned about any possible 
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negative impacts this structure would have on neighbouring 
properties?  His response was simply:  “No.  Why should I?  I’m in 
the business of making money.”  Fair enough.  But who, then, 
would protect the public interest?  One couldn’t call on City Hall; it 
was now deeply involved in the downtown development game.  
What about the Plan Nanaimo Advisory Committee?  What role 
was it playing in this emerging scenario?  

Role of Plan Nanaimo Advisory Committee in OCP 
Amendments 

Formed in 1997 following the adoption of the OCP, the Plan 
Nanaimo Advisory Committee (PNAC) was established to ensure 
that the basic provisions of the plan were protected.  Over the years 
the committee has approved a number of changes to the OCP: 
between 1997 and 2005, nearly 50 amendments had been approved 
by council following preliminary screening by PNAC.  However, 
the radical change of lifting the 15-storey building cap, which was 
hastily brought to PNAC for consideration in June of 2004, divided 
PNAC members and eventually divided the community.  The 
building cap at first had a narrow focus, but was later changed to 
permit additional areas for high-rise development.  One of those 
was the Chapel/Front Street vicinity across from Georgia Park, 
arguably downtown Nanaimo’s most visually prominent site from 
land and sea.  After the removal of the building cap in 2004, this 
area was opened up for towers of any height.     

The minutes of the June 15, 2004 PNAC meeting that considered 
the proposed OCP amendment to remove the building height cap 
do not provide detailed information about the views of individual 
members. However, it soon became known that the vote was close. 
Be that as it may, PNAC did go along with senior staff’s 
recommendation: it voted to lift the 15-storey cap. 

When the rezoning application for 10-20 Front Street came to the 
Rezoning Advisory Committee (RAC) on May 27, 2004, four 
PNAC members, including Councillor Brennan, were present.  
Councillor Larry McNabb chaired the committee that day. (The 
committee was usually chaired by Councillor Ron Cantelon.)  It 
was at this meeting that Insight Holdings presented its plan to 
construct a 24-storey condo on the waterfront side of Front Street.  
Doug Bromage, representing Insight Holdings at the meeting, 
advised that the proposed project would be a slim tower of high 
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quality.  It would leave a small footprint, he stated, covering about 
one-half of the property, leaving the remainder as open space with 
harbour views. He noted that there was strong market demand for 
waterfront condominiums. RAC approved the up-zoning proposal.  
This recommendation was then forwarded to council and a public 
hearing was set for September 9, 2004.     

Given the visual sensitivity of this site, why did RAC even consider 
this up-zoning proposal?  Why did it not consider the broader 
implications for OCP goals and principles and recommend down-
zoning to protect harbour views and unwelcome late afternoon 
shadow effects that a waterfront tower would have on park and 
waterfront walkway users?   Why did the RAC not encourage the 
construction of terraced, two or three-storey townhouses? Was it 
because high-rises are preferred since they generate more tax 
revenues for the City and more profits for the developer?  After all, 
the higher the building, the less cost per square foot to construct and 
the greater the profit margin for the developer.  This is conventional 
wisdom in the development industry and it seems to inspire tower 
proposals.  It is a policy that produces immediate gains but has a 
significant long-term downside.  Every waterfront property owner 
in Nanaimo’s downtown now believes that the lifting of the 
building cap restriction will make him or her a future millionaire. 
The waterfront as a wall of apartment towers is the expectation now 
generated by the ill-considered and ad hoc decisions associated with 
the redevelopment of 10-20 Front Street.  

So during 2004-05, PNAC, the designated guardians of Plan 
Nanaimo– encouraged and aided by City staff – abandoned their 
stewardship role and succumbed to the wishes of developers.  
Removal of the building height restrictions for the downtown and 
elsewhere steered redevelopment into an entirely new and 
fundamentally different direction: one that would see more 
rezoning amendments for towers on sites in the visually sensitive 
Chapel/Front Street area, other areas of the downtown and in 
north-end Nanaimo.   

The fundamental principles and policies of the OCP had been 
gutted without so much as a nod towards proper public 
consultation.  
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Conclusion:  Correcting Downtown Nanaimo Planning 
Mistakes of 2004-05 
Rescuing fundamental principles and policies contained in the OCP 
will be a community challenge as voters consider the candidates for 
mayor and council in November of 2005.  Candidates for office 
should demand that the community’s OCP, drawn up in the mid-
1990s, be opened up for public review, discussion and debate.  If 
there are elements in the plan that are no longer supported by the 
community, then amendments should be made. This requires broad 
public consultation and cooperation.  It is simply unacceptable to 
continue to turf substantive elements of the OCP into the trash bin 
to accommodate the whims of the development community – and 
to accommodate the new role of the City as developer.  There is an 
immediate need for a more refined, open and transparent 
community planning process.  Slipping away from the basic 
principles of the OCP into a developer-driven approach to change 
that betrays the broader public interest is unacceptable.  Before 
anything else is done the community should be asked: what would 
you like to see changed in the OCP?  And,  why?   

The time has come to restore a proper balance between the interests 
of the community and the interests of developers. Innovative ways 
of addressing the challenges of revitalizing and rehabilitating 
downtown Nanaimo are urgently needed.  One way of meeting this 
challenge is to once again hold an “Imagine Nanaimo” and Plan 
Nanaimo-type planning process – this time with the goal of 
producing a long-range urban design plan for the downtown.  Such 
a plan would cover the Commercial Street–Front Street core area, 
the Old City Quarter, the Assembly Wharf lands, and the 
Arena/Foundry lands. A downtown urban design plan would 
provide a blueprint for future development that everyone – 
developers, property owners, Council, planners, and citizens – 
could buy into.  There should be no more ad hoc amendments to the 
OCP; no more profiteering through up-zoning; and no more P3 
agreements in which the City initiates OCP amendments and 
rezoning applications on behalf of private-sector partners.   

Reforms along these lines would reconcile the various interests of 
this now deeply divided community.  Nanaimo is ready for a 
twenty-first century approach to urban planning and development.  
Our citizens deserve no less.  There is no better time to start than 
now.  
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Urban Design in Nanaimo:  One Citizen’s View 
 

Charles Christopherson 
 

Diversity.... A town, a landscape are when seen from afar a 
town and a landscape; but as one gets nearer, there are 
houses, trees, tiles, leaves, grasses, ants, legs of ants, and so 
on to infinity.  All this is contained under the name of 
landscape.   

Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), “The Pensees” 

People move and settle, seek livelihoods and establish communities.  
They try to create order, comfort and beauty, and a certain amount 
of drama in their lives.  An essential aspect of a struggle for a better 
quality of life is the process of planning and design.  In fully mature 
communities  – towns and cities – there is, or should be, a 
consciously pursued effort in their political and social life to create 
quality in the urban environment through “urban design”: “the 
discipline concerned with and the process of giving form to 
ensembles of structure, to whole neighborhoods, or to the city at 
large.” 

In this short essay, I look at overall “urban design” of the City of 
Nanaimo from the standpoint of a citizen.  I begin with an overview 
of Nanaimo’s site and situation, briefly summarize what has been 
attempted in the past to develop “quality in the urban 
environment,” and consider what might be initiated in the future. 

I share with all other Nanaimo citizens a “mental climate” that 
comes with residing here, and like every other citizen I develop a 
“mental map” of the city, with my own home as a main point of 
reference.  I have a sense of appreciation of what’s good, and what’s 
not so good, about our city.  I believe that improvement to “urban 
design” is too important an issue to be left exclusively in the hands 
and minds of “professionals.”   It requires input from all concerned 
citizens. 

Harry Lash points out in Planning in a Human Way, that there is no 
particularly correct way to begin looking at a city; one can begin 
anywhere. One can approach Nanaimo from the sea, observing its 
landmarks, as Ray Spaxman does in his 1993 study of the city.   Or 
one can observe from above in Blaise Pascal’s manner, inspecting 
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the city as a sort of infinitely complex ecosystem.  Both approaches 
have their particular advantages. 

From either point of view, it is clear that the natural scene and the 
natural geological formations are prime sources of the city’s charm 
and interest: Mount Benson as the city’s western backdrop; the 
harbour sheltered by Newcastle and Protection Islands; the 
expanses of the Nanaimo River Estuary; several salmon-bearing 
creeks that still run “day-lighted” through the city; several marshes 
and lakes; and thousands of acres of surrounding farmlands and 
working forests. Creeks, streams and rivers, such as Departure 
Creek, Millstone River, Cat Stream, Chase River, and Beck and 
Richards Creek, are particularly interesting and beautifully form-
giving features of the landscape. 

Looking down on Nanaimo, the physical geological shape of the 
pioneer core of the town remains unmistakable.  Essentially, it has 
the appearance of an island buttressed by sandstone escarpments, 
and one has the feeling that it was at one time surrounded by the 
sea and inlets. We note that the historic core area of Nanaimo is 
marked by the original Hudson’s Bay Company fort, the “Bastion,” 
built in the early 1850s to protect a small settlement of coal miners. 

The question of the shape of the city and its public amenities has 
been more or less, in an absent-minded sort of way, in the minds of 
Nanaimo’s citizens and leaders from the city’s beginnings in the 
early 1850s, when it was an isolated industrial-age, coal-mining 
settlement.  In 1863, Nanaimo received its first overall professional 
civic “design” treatment when the engineer/architect George 
Deverill back in London, England, drew the first layout for a 
planned city here.  

Deverill gave the city a unique “crescent” shape, centered on the 
original waterfront settlement, but in subsequent decades 
Nanaimo’s urban development tended to be an “ad hoc” sort of 
thing.  In general, one might say that, following the trends of the 
times, “...town building [in this city] has seldom gone beyond what 
was expedient and what was ordained.” 

One of the legacies of these decades of “expediency” is sprawl.  If 
our approach is “from above,” we can observe how large a linear 
area the City of Nanaimo occupies for its small population. We see 
the transportation network that serves it, and very clearly, the 
phenomenon known as “urban sprawl”: commercial development 
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and malls spread out seemingly endlessly along the “Island 
Highway,” with subdivision developments flowering around them. 

Nanaimo, like many other cities, is a victim of “automobilization,” 
a concern of North American cities everywhere.  It has been 
seriously blighted by a reckless form of sprawl, which has drained 
its pioneer business core of economic life and placed great strains on 
its financial capacity to supply services to wide-spreading new 
commercial centres  (shopping malls)  and indiscriminate, land-
gobbling residential neighbourhoods.  The late Dr. Hugh 
Keenleyside referred to the effects of sprawl as “the gross injuries 
imposed on nature’s philanthropy by the tastelessness, rapacity, and 
plain stupidity of in-rushing humanity....”  

In the last few years, since international attention has been directed 
to the question of civic design and the environmental impact of 
urbanization, the problem of urban form in Nanaimo has come 
under increasing scrutiny.  It was an issue of much concern during 
the public process known as “Imagine Nanaimo” in 1991.   Since 
that time, several citizens, as well as consultants hired by the city, 
have presented their views on aspects of urban design in Nanaimo, 
including Ray Spaxman, National Main Street Centre, Roger 
Kemble, Lewis Villegas, and Debra Bodner.  But there has been 
little focus on overall urban design for the city as a whole, even 
though Plan Nanaimo: Official Community Plan Bylaw 1996 (OCP), 
presents general principles for development of growth centres, 
transportation, and greenways. 

In contrast, much effort has gone into analyzing what should be 
done with the pioneer core, after its disastrous economic decline 
due to loss of investment to outlying new business and shopping 
centres.  In a November 2001 report, Ray Spaxman commented:  

It is...disappointing that such a unique and historically 
important place, in what can be accurately described as a 
fantastic natural setting, is in danger of losing its 
attractiveness to residents and visitors. 

In May 2002, Nanaimo City Council adopted as part of the OCP a 
Nanaimo Downtown plan reference document, which in its 
introduction states: “In presenting a broad range of policies and an 
optimistic future vision, the Plan seeks to raise expectations about 
the Downtown’s potential.”  It is encouraging that it contains a 
Section 4.8 on Urban Design, which states as its objective:  
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To strive for excellence in the built environment of 
Downtown, enhancing its unique topographical and historic 
features and ensuring an attractive, comfortable and 
convenient place for those who live and work there and to 
attract tourists, shoppers and those seeking recreation and 
entertainment. 

Since that time, new development activities downtown have begun 
to take place, with plans for a $200-million “New Nanaimo Centre” 
and the reconstruction of a long-standing eyesore, the ruins of the 
Malaspina Hotel, abandoned in 1984.  Notwithstanding the 
magnitude of these new investments, in particular sectors of the old 
downtown, an over-all vision for its revitalization is still lacking. 
The mentality of Nanaimo’s downtown leadership remains 
essentially the same as it was in 2000 when the National Main 
Street report advised: “.... despite having many components and 
tools useful to a downtown management and revitalization 
program, a clear, shared [sic] vision was missing.  Although many 
people in Nanaimo have an idea for reviving downtown, the public 
has accepted no single vision.”  

The most recent city-commissioned report which may be 
interpreted as leading towards a downtown vision, New Nanaimo 
Centre - Design Principles, was prepared for the City of Nanaimo by 
Wensley Architecture and Easton Planning and Development in 
February of 2005.  Its publication followed a bitter division among 
citizens on height exceptions to the OCP ratified by city council in 
early September 2004, allowing for development of high-rises on the 
Front Street waterfront and surrounding area. Those who presented 
an alternative way - densification through terraced housing, not 
high-rises, allowing for view preservation - called for a 
comprehensive downtown urban design study to be completed 
before any major changes were made to Nanaimo’s waterfront 
landscape.   

Lewis Villegas, an independent urban design specialist from 
Vancouver, responded with his own design plan for downtown 
Nanaimo, created after input from a charrette attended by some 
interested residents.  However, the debate remains on appropriate 
urban form for downtown Nanaimo.   
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Wensley Architecture and Easton Planning’s introduction states:  

The purpose of this study is to establish a series of Design 
Principles for the City of Nanaimo to utilize in the 
evaluation and review of the New Nanaimo Centre project 
located in downtown Nanaimo.... While specific to the 
New Nanaimo Centre project, the Design Principles are set 
out as design objectives or goals.  They are not intended to 
dictate a single design response, but rather, to establish the 
parameters under which the design team can respond 
creatively to the challenges inherent in the project.... The 
primary intent... is to conserve the authentic heritage, 
character and fabric of the old downtown area and to ensure 
that the new development is supportive of and harmonious 
with the heritage character. 

These design principles appear to reflect, at least to some extent, the 
“raised expectations” sought in the Downtown Plan Reference 
Document. One hopes that similar or enhanced design principles will 
soon apply to the whole downtown core of the city, and that all 
main actors and stakeholders will be committed to their realization 
throughout the downtown scene.  

Concurrently, and importantly, there is an immediate need for more 
detailed articulation of, and commitment to, appropriate urban 
form for the city as a whole: forceful measures to restrict urban 
sprawl, to preserve existing natural landscapes, to encourage 
creative, practical solutions such as greenways, to present a detailed 
transportation plan for enhancement of transit services, pedestrian 
and bikeway facilities, the latter more important than ever with 
recent global increases in oil and gas prices.  

Nanaimo’s sprawl is an accomplished fact.  Now widely perceived 
as a mistake in city-building policy, it is a condition that must be 
lived with while being ameliorated over time.  The problem of 
sprawl has received some attention in Nanaimo’s OCP, which 
shows that the city now has “Urban Containment Boundaries.” The 
OCP has also tried to formulate a response to “developer-led” 
growth, with its policy of developing “Growth Centres,” intended 
to be the “focus [of] future urban development,” shifting 
development “from suburban locations to Growth Centres.”  The 
OCP describes growth centres as “Neighbourhood Villages,” 
“Town Centres” and “Regional Shopping Town Centres.”  
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But the dream of shifting development to growth centres currently 
looks like wishful thinking. The reality of this goal, as well as the 
viability of much else in the OCP, is somewhat different.  As an 
example, the OCP describes the downtown core not only as a 
growth centre, but “as the regional and local government centre.”  
However, the offices of the Regional District of Nanaimo are 
located on Hammond Bay Road.  The new offices of the Greater 
Nanaimo Chamber of Commerce were built outside “downtown” 
several miles west on Bowen Road, a branch of a downtown major 
bank recently moved up “north”: not signs that the “regional and 
local government centre” concept is working. 

Nevertheless, the policy of getting growth under control by rational 
neighbourhood and growth-centre design is “shooting in the right 
direction.”  Logically, it leads to a new sort of common vision. If 
truly accepted by the city’s citizens, and staunchly supported by its 
political and business leadership, commitment must be reaffirmed 
in the city’s long-term goals. 

One of the priority “goals” of the city and its urban form must be 
the conservation and consistent enhancement of its landscape 
resources.  All sensitive and beautifying natural resources, including 
views, trees, and other vegetation, as well as steep slopes and other 
natural landscapes hazardous for development, must be clearly 
mapped, defined, and brought under careful supervision.  
Waterways that run through the City of Nanaimo are unique 
“urban creeks.”  They too should be the subject of careful urban 
design. 

It is encouraging that Nanaimo’s OCP devotes a Section 2.5 to 
greenways, those linear systems of open spaces that serve several 
purposes: conservation of ecological resources, facilities for 
recreation, cycling and walking, measures to preserve aesthetic 
appeal. The OCP presents objectives for the implementation of a 
“Millstone River Greenway,” the creation of “other greenways” 
and “a greenway network” in the future.  It promises to “Extend the 
application of the greenway concept to other natural corridors such 
as the Chase River, Beck, Richards, and Cottle Creeks; [and a] plan 
for linking these greenways as an integrated network of natural 
corridors throughout the city.” One assumes that the Cat Stream 
and Departure Creek are also to be included in the "network.” 
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Unfortunately, it seems clear that the OCP’s greenway objectives 
are low in the city’s priorities.  And in the eyes of the city’s 
leadership, greenways may be perceived as idealistic dreams, too 
difficult and too expensive to pursue.  It is imperative, therefore, 
that the dream of a greenway network be revisited, and raised to an 
active vision, a newly established priority with practical tactics and 
annual targets for achievement.  Pursuit of the greenway network as 
a “goal” has to be carried out incrementally in a gradual way over 
many years. 

A superb example of how this sort of thing is done is that of Boulder 
and Bear Creeks in the City of Boulder, Colorado.  How buildings 
can be effectively and beautifully conjoined with urban waterways 
can be seen in the example of the City of Boulder’s Library, which 
spans a wing over Boulder Creek.  Another excellent example is 
that of Har El Synagogue which gracefully spans a salmon-bearing 
creek alongside of Taylor Way in North Vancouver.  There is much 
room for the study of urban design treatments of buildings related to 
waterways. 

We are left with two major unfulfilled urban design essentials for 
making Nanaimo a truly “livable” city: articulation of a desirable 
urban form for the city as whole, as well as for the downtown core. 

To be practical this “new sort of common vision” must come to 
terms with the phenomenon of “automobilization” and its 
associated mentality and behaviour.  The convenience of the private 
automobile is a powerful force in the creation of urban sprawl.  It 
enables each automobile owner to become destination-oriented in a 
broad regional way – residing in a downtown high-rise, meeting for 
lunch at the Crow and Gate Pub in Cedar, shopping at Woodgrove 
Centre in North Nanaimo.  

It will take a powerful new commitment on the part of citizens and 
leadership to work towards an urban environment served more 
intensively by public transit; urban form that leads, rather than 
follows, developer’s plans; urban design reflecting citizens’ needs; 
commitment to sustainable development in a new awareness of 
diminishing resources. 

A common “vision” is necessary in any process of design and 
commitment. In the case of urban design, an appropriate vision 
must be maintained and reaffirmed as the years go by.  English 
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Partnership’s Urban Design Compendium states that this vision, if it is 
to be taken seriously at all, should have a pragmatic side. 

The vision is an amalgamation of hard physical and 
financial facts and a series of aspirations.  The synergy 
between these is crucial – to say this is what we want, this is 
how we will get there, this is who needs to be included and 
take responsibility, this is where the money comes from, this 
is who will champion the vision, and these are the 
mechanisms for delivery. 
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Nanaimo’s Neighbourhoods:  A Commentary 
 

Charles Christopherson 
 

Plan Nanaimo sets out five basic goals, one of which, “Ongoing 
Planning and Community Involvement,” section 5.2, describes the 
role of neighbourhood planning: 

Neighbourhood planning is to play a key role in achieving 
the goals and objectives of this Plan. Local community 
involvement is the cornerstone of neighbourhood 
planning.... Neighbourhood planning brings together the 
broader needs of the community with the local interests of 
the neighbourhood.  Successful neighbourhood plans 
incorporate land use strategies that respond to the broader 
issues of the community in a way that contributes to 
creating more livable neighbourhoods.  

These principles were first adopted in Plan Nanaimo, 1996.   Have 
they been realized?  An objective analysis of what has and what 
hasn’t been achieved is contained in the January 25, 2005 report of 
NeighbourWorks, Planning Nanaimo: An Examination of Recent 
Neighbourhood Planning Practices in Nanaimo, British Columbia. The 
report is a result of a partnership between the School of Community 
and Regional Planning, University of British Columbia, and the 
City of Nanaimo. 

What is apparent from the NeighbourWorks report and from 
comments of citizens concerned about their neighbourhoods’ future 
is that little has been done in the last decade to encourage creation 
of neighbourhood plans. 

Andrew Tucker, Manager of Community Planning, City of 
Nanaimo, states:  

To date there have been three neighbourhood plans adopted 
in whole or in part in the City.  The Downtown Plan is well 
entrenched with ongoing financial and administrative 
support from the City through the Downtown Nanaimo 
Partnership  (DNP).  The Chase River Plan, which covers a 
semi-rural area to the south of the City, was adopted almost 
entirely by City Council but has recently been under attack 
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from residents who state it doesn’t reflect their interests.  
The third plan covers an affluent low density 
neighbourhood in the northern part of the City.  After a four 
year process, only three pages of the fifty plus page 
document was adopted by City Council. And what about 
the other 16 neighbourhoods? 

Mr. Tucker paints a depressing picture of the state of Nanaimo’s 
neighbourhood planning. We realize that only three 
neighbourhoods have undergone authorized planning activity, the 
product of one of which, the Old City Plan, was adopted in 1992, 
prior to Plan Nanaimo. Each of the two other plans, prepared by 
Chase River and Rocky Point/Hammond Bay/Stephenson Point 
neighbourhoods, have been subjects of controversy about procedure 
and lack of consensus in community involvement.  If we engage in 
a bit of light-headed calculation, we can extrapolate from the four 
year process devoted to the incomplete plan of one neighbourhood, 
and we can indeed ask, as Mr. Tucker does, about servicing “the 
other 16 neighbourhoods.”  We end up supposing the last one will 
be dealt with around 2050 – if then.  Our calculation may be a bit 
“over the top,” but we think it sufficiently reflects the kind of inertia 
and official disinterestedness in regard to neighbourhoods that 
exists in what the students refer to as “the City’s institutional 
culture.”   “The City’s lack of resources, support, implementation, 
and monitoring for neighbourhood plans is considered to stem out 
from the overall attitude towards the neighbourhood planning 
process.” 

People interviewed by NeighbourWorks raised concerns that 
“political will” is lacking “to support neighbourhood planning, 
particularly neighbourhood planning with active neighbourhood 
participation.” And there was a feeling among them that City 
Council does not support the philosophy of community 
involvement in general.  NeighbourWorks points out that if Council 
does indeed fail to support community involvement it is pursuing a 
course of action which is contrary to the prescriptions of Goal Five 
of Plan Nanaimo’s five broad goals for Nanaimo’s future 
development.  Goal Five specifies that the City should “promote 
ongoing planning and community involvement.”  NeighbourWorks 
says, “Council has allowed a confusing contradiction to emerge.” 
Mr. Tucker has it right when he says:  “...neighbourhoods are 
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identified as the building blocks of the City but where does 
neighbourhood planning fit in the scheme of things?”   

His question is re-emphasized in NeighbourWorks’ conclusion: 

In piecing together this story, numerous problems were 
revealed.  Many of these problems overlap and reflect a 
fundamental problem with neighbourhood planning in 
Nanaimo.  This problem may be summarized as, first, a 
lack of agreement about the purpose of neighbourhood 
planning and, secondly, a lack of commitment by the City 
to a citizen-involved process in the first place.  Without a 
mutually agreed-upon understanding as to the purpose of 
neighbourhood planning, it is unlikely that a  consensus 
between neighbourhood desires and City needs will be 
reached.  More importantly, a widely perceived lack of 
political support for neighbourhood planning has ultimately 
fostered a climate of mistrust by the community toward the 
City. 

These remarks can be interpreted as an indictment against the City’s 
leadership. It seems clear that there is a fundamental breakdown 
and malfunctioning of the city’s neighbourhood program, and that 
the fault for this situation must be laid at the foot of the “City’s 
institutional culture.” Despite the work and recommendations of 
NeighbourWorks, and of the efforts of many citizens, it appears 
unlikely that the city’s existing “culture,” its present attitudes, will 
change without substantial, consistent, and coordinated pressure 
from existing neighbourhood associations and all citizens 
concerned about their neighbourhoods’ future. 

By default, “the ball” has landed in the courts of neighbourhoods 
and citizenry. Despite NeighbourWorks’ observation that “City 
Council has the final decision,” the first moves towards change 
must arise at the grass roots level, with an assertion of 
neighbourhood “power” and a demand for what “Getting Started” 
refers to as “a strategic approach to meeting neighbourhood needs 
on a city-wide basis.”  

Neighbourhoods have as much “right” to a strategic approach as 
any other sector of the civic environment, and there is a possibility 
of initiating neighbourhood reform from the standpoint of the grass 
roots.  The “neighbourhood revolution” of Portland, Oregon, began 
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with community organizing efforts in one, predominantly black, 
neighbourhood.  It ultimately resulted in expansion of Portland’s 
neighbourhood system from 25 existing recognized areas to around 
100 citizen-defined, officially recognized areas. 

Getting Started opens the door to some rethinking.  But it perhaps 
overstates the actual powers of city council and the city bureaucracy 
as having all the real power of initiative and control: 

The institutional culture of City Hall is extremely 
influential. And since all planning activity in Nanaimo 
typically begins and ends with Council (Staff follow the 
directions of Council and all final decisions are made by 
Council) Council is a player that has important impact on 
how neighbourhood plans are initiated and received. 

Our standpoint is a little different: we don’t argue about where “the 
real institutional power” lies; on the contrary, we want to 
investigate what can be done with the potential “power of the 
powerless.”  

We believe there is an opportunity for the development of strategic 
advances in neighbourhood organization on the basis of action by 
the so-called  “powerless.”  We start from a continuing history of 
neglect of and inaction in Nanaimo’s neighbourhoods, a deep-
rooted failure in neighbourhood policy.  That failure of official 
“institutional culture” lays the basis for grass-roots authority, and 
grass roots “rights” to pursue a response to the neglect of 
neighbourhood organization. 

This initiative could begin with an ad hoc organizing initiative, the 
collaboration of a few, perhaps five or six, existing key 
neighbourhood “players,” whose first objective would focus on an 
overview of neighbourhood potential for the whole City of 
Nanaimo.  The group might call itself “The Conference of 
Neighbourhoods,” in anticipation of the time when the City’s 
neighbourhoods become fully defined and organized and hold a 
regular annual conference. 

In this way, the “powerless” might decide to rise to the challenge of 
“Conducting a city-wide needs assessment...the major work in 
Getting Started.”  Or they might rephrase that commitment to fit a 
new agenda of simple neighbourhood organization across the City. 
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Necessarily, any new action must proceed on the basis of conviction 
and volunteer participation.  

The work of new organization begins with the discovery of 
additional people to represent the city’s neighbourhoods: people 
with dedicated interests in their neighbourhoods, and a capacity for 
such involvement.  A bit later, the work of new organization might 
proceed with discussion of neighbourhood areas and boundaries. 

Neighbourhoods are the building blocks for any city, and 
this is true for Nanaimo, a city made up of five mining 
villages....The existing system of neighbourhood planning 
boundaries in Nanaimo is insufficient for guiding future 
neighbourhood plans in the City.  Two problems arise with 
relying on Neighbourhood Association boundaries when a 
consistent, city-wide neighbourhood planning strategy is 
necessary: some of the boundaries overlap one another, and 
only 50 percent of the city is represented by Neighbourhood 
Associations. 

Such an objective, if agreed on as desirable by existing 
neighbourhood groups, requires good communication between all 
groups. Is there an existing association that might lead this initiative 
of “the powerless?”  

Listed in “Advisory Groups” by NeighbourWorks is something 
called “Nanaimo Neighbourhood Network” (NNN).  Is this a 
group that could act as sponsor of an annual conference of 
neighbourhoods?  It has a ring of importance and authority about it, 
ranged as it is alongside of City Hall’s official “Plan Nanaimo 
Advisory Committee” (PNAC).  But there is no sign of a telephone 
number, of a place where NNN does business, or any indication 
that it plays any active role at all in organizing neighbourhoods. Is 
there time to waste on shaking the invisible NNN out of the city’s 
bureaucratic bushes, only to discover that it looks like a straw figure 
with no intentions of doing anything?  

Looking further, we discover an official city hall map that illustrates 
a curious combination of (a) official planning areas and 2001 census 
tracts, (b) nineteen coloured areas “that have local neighbourhood 
association/groups, with approximate boundaries as identified by 
that group,” and (c) notation of the names of the nineteen groups 
associated with those areas.  
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Since they are prominently displayed on this official  “map” 
document, a “newcomer” assumes that these groups are currently 
active in the city, or at least available for consultation.  But in 
conversation with “old hands” we are told that many of these 
groups are “defunct,” corresponding to NeighbourWorks findings. 

That’s likely so, but surely among the residents of the many 
“natural neighbourhoods” of Nanaimo there are citizens willing 
and eager to activate these other areas?  Where are they?  How can 
they be encouraged?  Is it really such a difficult task for the city to 
cultivate that grass roots representation, and to publicize it? 

Perhaps we didn’t look carefully enough, but we found nothing on 
either the city’s website, or in the telephone directory, that led us to 
“Neighbourhood Associations,” or to individual names and phone 
numbers of existing associations. By chance, “Googling,” we 
discovered the “Community Resources Directory” of Nanaimo 
Family Life Association, which lists two neighbourhoods with 
contact telephone numbers.  

In contrast, we check out the website of the City of Boulder, 
Colorado – roughly the same size as Nanaimo – and we discover a 
full list of “Boulder’s [38] Registered Neighbourhood Associations. 
Each Boulder neighborhood is given a single web page which 
contains the names of “neighborhood leaders,” their telephone 
numbers, and a brief description of their activities: 

www.ci.boulder.co.us/neighborhood/nhlistofneighborhoods.htm. 

When we look at what might be considered to be “the many natural 
neighbourhoods” of Nanaimo, supposedly the building blocks of 
the city’s plan, we suggest that the true number yet to be identified 
would come closer to that of Boulder’s thirty-eight. 

Nanaimo needs to do justice to its neighbourhoods. Surely, the city 
can fund the few hundred dollars necessary to include current 
information on neighbourhood associations on its website? That 
simple action alone would provide encouragement for new life and 
increased involvement in neighbourhood organization. 

Beyond that, the city might go on to provide minimal financial 
support to pay for advertising to invite local area associations and 
citizens to a forum on how neighbourhoods can become more 
effective participants in the decision-making process. The ball is 
bouncing.  NeighbourWorks has made an excellent contribution to 
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discussion on neighbourhood planning. Can we let what they’ve 
contributed slowly roll “out of court?” Existing neighbourhood 
associations, and other citizens dedicated to their local areas, must 
coordinate and organize “points of pressure” on City Council on 
these issues and others. 
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Nanaimo’s News:  Summary of Referendum 
Coverage in Nanaimo’s Newspapers 

 
Naava Smolash 

 
 

Citizens expressing their views, and deliberating the 
options, makes for a healthy society, a healthy democracy. 

Peter Godfrey, Nanaimo Daily News 

 

Arguments which seek to change the terms of reference are 
read as ‘straying from the point’. So part of the struggle is 
over the way the problem is formulated: the terms of the 
debate, and the ‘logic’ it entails. 

Teun van Dijk, The Rediscovery of Ideology 

 

Introduction 
Despite the increasing popularity of newer technologies for news 
delivery, such as the proliferation of internet news sites and 
television news channels, newspapers continue to play a central role 
in defining current events for many members of the public, and still 
set the agenda for much of the debate that occupies other media. 
Notions of journalistic integrity and media balance provide a 
framework within which Canadian newspaper content can be 
scrutinized; media analysts, as well as the public, expect 
newspapers to live up to standards of balance and fairness.  

With these important ideas in mind, this study, sponsored by the 
Department of Media Studies at Malaspina University-College, 
explores the question of whether local newspapers in Nanaimo gave 
equal voice to both sides of the debate in their coverage of issues 
relating to the November 20, 2004 municipal referendum on 
downtown development.1 My hope is that the following summary 
of the Media Studies project results will encourage Nanaimo 

 
1 Endnotes begin on page 119. 
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citizens to continue to explore issues of news content, and that this 
debate will continue in public forums as well as in the newspapers 
analyzed here. Newspapers in Nanaimo, as elsewhere, form a vital 
space within a democratic system for letting the community speak 
to itself and build consensus. 

The quantitative information discussed below is summarized in the 
chart at the end of this chapter. 

 

Summary  
Nanaimo Daily News 

Nanaimo’s daily paper, the Nanaimo Daily News, ran 156 news items 
dealing with the referendum between September 13 and November 
20, 2005. The Nanaimo Daily News contained 220 Pro-Yes news 
sources and 61 Pro-No news sources in the period analyzed, a 
difference of 159 sources out of 281 in news coverage. Increases in 
Pro-Yes sources are matched with smaller increases in Pro-No 
sources throughout the campaign. However, Pro-Yes content 
remains higher than Pro-No sources in the news section throughout 
the period, peaking at the start and end of the campaign as well as 
in weeks 4 and 7. 

With regard to editorial and guest content, The Nanaimo Daily News 
contained 14 Pro-Yes, 5 Mixed, and 0 Pro-No Editorial/Op-Ed 
pieces. 7 Pro-Yes guest columns, 3 Mixed columns, and 0 Pro-No 
columns appeared in the Nanaimo Daily News during the period 
analyzed. The letters section in the Nanaimo Daily News, when 
examined for the period as a whole, came close to a “balanced” 
content: 112 Pro-Yes letters, 103 Pro-No letters, and 10 Mixed 
letters appeared in total during the campaign period. However, an 
examination of the letters’ breakdown over the period indicates that 
initially a higher number of Pro-No letters appears, while at the end 
of the campaign the Nanaimo Daily News contains a much higher 
number of Pro-Yes letters. Although expressing an official editorial 
stance does not always, or necessarily, impact upon a newspaper’s 
ability to offer balanced news coverage, in the case of the Nanaimo 
Daily News, as the above data indicates, the editorial stance 
correlates with patterns of coverage in guest, letters, and news 
content. 
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Overall, this data indicates that, despite a stated commitment to 
balance,1 the Nanaimo Daily News did not give equal space to both 
perspectives during the referendum campaign; the editorial and 
guest columns contained little to no balancing content, while the 
news content contained a higher instance of Pro-Yes sources than 
Pro-No sources. The letters section came closest to offering balance 
overall but contained significantly higher Pro-Yes content in the 
important weeks just prior to the referendum.   

Harbour City Star  

The Harbour City Star is published twice weekly. It shares an office, 
an owner, and a managing editor with the Nanaimo Daily News. 
Much of the news and editorial content appearing in the Harbour 
City Star had Nanaimo Daily News bylines, indicating shared copy: 
Terry Denomme, the editor of the Harbour City Star, also wrote 
editorial content that appeared on a regular basis. Despite their 
shared features, the results for the two papers are quite different, 
especially when the content is disaggregated and examined by week 
over the 10 weeks of the campaign. The Harbour City Star ran 47 
news items dealing with the referendum between September 13 and 
November 20, 2005. 64 Pro-Yes sources and 13 Pro-No sources 
appeared in the period analyzed, a difference of 51 sources out of 
77. 

However, these totals indicate an early reliance on Pro-Yes sources 
rather than a consistent higher weighting of Pro-Yes sources 
throughout the campaign. While content from Pro-Yes sources 
remains higher than content from Pro-No sources in the Harbour 
City Star from weeks 1 through 7, with the same sharp peak 
observed in the Nanaimo Daily News at week 1, in week 8 the 
coverage of Pro-Yes and Pro-No sources was equal, and in week 9 
more Pro-No sources than Pro-Yes sources appeared in the paper. 
Week 10 saw another reversal and the newspaper finished the 
campaign period with more Pro-Yes than Pro-No sources. 
Comparing news and letters content over the period indicates that 
the letters section in the Harbour City Star contained a higher 
instance of Pro-No content than the news section in the early part of 
the campaign, as well as in week 10; Pro-Yes content appeared in 
greater quantity in weeks 8 and 9, the same weeks the news content 
reversed and contained higher Pro-No sources. 
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The news content pattern in the Harbour City Star, then, correlates 
with the Harbour City Star’s editorial content. The Harbour City Star 
was the most successfully “balanced” paper in terms of offering an 
equal number of Pro-Yes and Pro-No editorials. However, only one 
guest column appeared in the Harbour City Star dealing with the 
referendum. A Chamber of Commerce column appeared in the very 
first paper after the referendum announcement. The piece, entitled 
“Development Plan is Visionary:  Chamber,” was not balanced 
with any other guest columns. The letters section in the Harbour City 
Star contained a higher number of Pro-No than Pro-Yes letters 
during the campaign, again in contrast to the news content, 
especially at the campaign’s start: 46 Pro-No letters, 35 Pro-Yes 
letters, and 1 Mixed letter. 

In comparison, the Harbour City Star’s news content exhibited higher 
Pro-Yes content but was more balanced* than the news coverage of 
the Nanaimo Daily News, and demonstrated a correlation with the 
editorial stance of the paper, also more balanced than the Nanaimo 
Daily News in terms of the number of editorials supporting each 
side. Harbour City Star Editor Denomme expressed a mixed 
perspective early in the campaign, shifting to a Pro-No position in 
editorials by the end of the period; Pro-Yes editorials by the 
managing editor of the Harbour City Star and the Nanaimo Daily 
News, Peter Godfrey, also appeared in the Harbour City Star.  The 
News section in the Harbour City Star contained more Pro-Yes than 
Pro-No sources overall, with the heaviest Pro-Yes weighting in the 
first week of the campaign and a noticeable reversal of Pro-Yes and 
Pro-No content in week 9, while the letters section contained more 
Pro-No content overall. 

Nanaimo News Bulletin 

The Nanaimo News Bulletin is published three times per week. The 
Nanaimo News Bulletin ran 47 news items dealing with the 
referendum between September 13 and November 20, 2005. 113 
Pro-Yes sources and 18 Pro-No sources appear in the period 
analyzed, a difference of 95 sources out of 131, the largest difference 
between Pro-Yes and Pro-No content in the three papers studied. 
Pro-Yes sources remain consistently higher than Pro-No sources in 
the Nanaimo News Bulletin throughout the referendum campaign 
period. The sharp peak in Pro-Yes content observed in the other 
two papers at week 1 is more pronounced in the News Bulletin, 
which contained 1 Pro-No source and 23 Pro-Yes sources in week 
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1. Week 5, the lowest point for Pro-Yes sources, contains 1 Pro-Yes 
source and 0 Pro-No sources. 

On the whole, the Nanaimo News Bulletin contained higher Pro-Yes 
news content consistently, throughout the campaign. Unlike the 
Harbour City Star or the Nanaimo Daily News, increases in Pro-Yes 
coverage were not matched with smaller increases in Pro-No 
content in the Nanaimo News Bulletin. Once again, the data indicates 
a correlation between the editorial stance of the newspaper and 
news content sourcing: the Nanaimo News Bulletin ran 5 Pro-Yes, 4 
Mixed, and 0 Pro-No editorials. This Pro-Yes editorial stance was 
not balanced in guest column content: 6 Pro-Yes, 2 Pro-No, and 1 
Mixed guest columns appear during the period analyzed. This Pro-
Yes stance in editorials correlates with news content sourcing in the 
Nanaimo News Bulletin, as in the other two papers.  

The letters section, in contrast, contained higher Pro-Yes content in 
weeks 1 and 2, followed by higher Pro-No content in weeks 3 to 7. 
As in the other papers, the latter weeks of the campaign saw a peak 
in Pro-Yes letters. The Nanaimo News Bulletin finished the campaign 
with higher Pro-No letters content, and contained more Pro-No 
letters in total during the campaign: 96 Pro-No, 73 Pro-Yes, and 10 
Mixed letters appeared during the period studied. Compared to the 
news and guest content, the letters section exhibited significantly 
higher Pro-No material; this pattern is evident across all three 
newspapers studied. 

 

Conclusion 
As the above analysis indicates, Nanaimo newspapers did not give 
equal space to the Pro-Yes and Pro-No sides during the referendum 
campaign. The extent to which each paper exhibited higher Pro-Yes 
news content demonstrates a correlation with the stated stance of 
the editorials for each paper. The Harbour City Star, which contained 
the most balanced editorial content, also contained the most 
balanced news content when examined over the 10 weeks of the 
campaign. The Nanaimo Daily News and the Nanaimo News Bulletin 
news sections both contained significantly higher Pro-Yes content 
than Pro-No content; both papers contained zero Pro-No editorials. 
The letters sections for all three papers on the whole contained 
more Pro-No content than the news sections; the Nanaimo Daily 
News came close to balance in the Letters section, exhibiting higher 



118 Naava Smolash 

 

Pro-Yes content in the final weeks of the campaign, while the 
Harbour City Star and the Nanaimo News Bulletin contained 
significantly higher Pro-No letters content overall.  

However, as Teun van Dijk argues (as cited in Greenberg 2000), 
letters to the editor are not given the same credibility or weight by 
readers as editorial or guest opinion content, since letters are more 
likely to be taken as the subjective position of the individual writer, 
while editorial and guest opinion is more likely to be viewed as 
informed institutional or specialized expert opinion. As a result, the 
heavier weighting of Pro-No content in the Letters section may well 
have reinforced the marginality of the Pro-No perspective, by 
positioning it in contrast to the more official news, editorial, and 
guest content, which (with the exception of the Harbour City Star 
editorials) contained a higher instance of Pro-Yes content on the 
whole. 

Furthermore, the privileging of “official” Pro-Yes sources served to 
set the terms of the debate as a question of whether or not 
downtown Nanaimo needed revitalization. As van Dijk states: 

The terms define the ‘rationality’ of the argument, and 
constrain how the discourse will  ‘freely’ develop. A counter 
argument… makes an opposite case: but inevitably, it also 
reproduces the given terms of the argument…Changing the 
terms of an argument is exceedingly difficult, since the 
dominant definition of the problem acquires, by repetition, 
and by the weight and credibility of those who propose or 
subscribe it, the warrant of ‘common sense.’ Arguments 
which hold to this definition of the problem are counted as 
following ‘logically’. Arguments which seek to change the 
terms of reference are read as ‘straying from the point’. So 
part of the struggle is over the way the problem is 
formulated: the terms of the debate, and the ‘logic’ it entails.     

As this quote suggests, the higher Pro-Yes content in Nanaimo 
referendum coverage did more than privilege the perspective that 
voting Yes was a good idea. More importantly, it set the terms of 
the debate over a question of whether or not to revitalize the 
downtown, thus ensuring that No arguments, which fell almost 
entirely outside of this framework, could not be readily understood 
by readers who relied on the newspapers for information about their 
vote. No one, on either side, argued that the downtown core does 
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not need revitalization. Despite this fact, “no” perspectives were 
successfully positioned as “negative” or oppositional. Due to this 
framing, their perspectives did not receive equal play even where 
they did appear. Those in support of a “no” vote who attempted to 
set other terms for the debate, such as the architect who offered a 
revitalization plan showcasing options other than the conference 
centre and high rises, were successfully positioned as outside the 
recognizable terms of reference of the debate. 

It is not the place of this study to examine the process by which this 
newspaper content came to be what it was. Many media theorists 
offer models for understanding how news content is shaped with or 
without overt or intentional “control” by media producers, and 
those questions may well form the basis for further study of the 
Nanaimo referendum. It is also beyond the scope of this project to 
examine the relationship between referendum news content and the 
outcome of the referendum itself. A separate study might ask such 
questions about audience response, and the results would certainly 
be interesting to everyone concerned. 

The project instead simply offers one quantifiable measure of 
Nanaimo newspaper content during the referendum campaign. As 
discussed in the full text of the study, available online, readers count 
on newspapers to provide balanced information about important 
public issues. Indeed, the newspapers themselves stated that 
“fairness” (Godfrey 2004) was a priority. Taking that intent as 
genuine, I offer this research as a tool for the community to 
consider as it works towards resolving the issues of how to 
rejuvenate the downtown, and how to address the divisions that 
occupied the city of Nanaimo in the fall of 2004.  

For the full text of the study, including methodology, context, and 
graphical representations of the data, please visit the Media Studies 
department at www.media-studies.ca/nanaimo/ for a printable 
version, or contact the author at smolashn@mala.bc.ca if you 
require access to a hard copy.  

 

Endnotes 
1 Special thanks to Joshua Greenberg at Carleton University for assistance in 

designing the methodology for this study.   



120 Naava Smolash 

 

2 On November 17, 2004, the Editor of the Nanaimo Daily News writes: 
Citizens expressing their views, and deliberating the options, makes 
for a healthy society, a healthy democracy.…Once we noticed, about 
a week into the referendum period, that the energy in the community 
to express opinion was so high, we began an exercise to do our best 
to ensure fairness in what letters were published, and at what length. 
Especially through recent editions, we have strived to publish an equal 
number of ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ letters, with consideration to length. As the 
referendum period draws closer, the above approach will continue to 
be our goal, daily.  We believe most readers will agree with the 
objective – to be as fair as possible, to both sides, in the letters 
section. 

 Another article indicates that the paper aims for balance:   
Our City Hall reporter Robert Barron has interviewed all the principle 
[sic] parties, on both sides of the issue. 

 Also on November 17 the Editor writes:  
We feel it important not to extend this coverage to the day prior, or day 
of the referendum vote so as not to carry content which we cannot 
guarantee providing an opposing view [sic], be that for or against. 
This, we feel, will be fair to both the Yes and No camps.  
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Conflict of Interest and the New Nanaimo Centre 
Referendum Campaign 

 
Wendy Potter 

 
November 29, 2004 was a regular meeting of the Nanaimo City 
Council.  Citizen Janet Irvine stood during question period to 
address one particular councillor, stating that she’d uncovered 
records showing he had recently renewed his real estate licence and 
joined another broker to create a new real estate company.  Then 
she asked whether he saw this as a conflict of interest.  His answer 
was brief.  “No,” he replied.   

“I must have caught him totally off-guard,” says Janet, “He 
slammed off his microphone.”1 

 

What Is a Conflict of Interest? 
What is a conflict of interest?  Dr. Michael McDonald, Maurice 
Young Chair of Applied Ethics at U.B.C., offers this definition: “a 
situation in which a person, such as a public official, an employee, 
or a professional, has a private or personal interest sufficient to 
appear to influence the objective exercise of his or her official 
duties.”2  The conflict, then, is between private interest and official 
duties, and operates through the private interest biasing or warping 
the judgements needed in performing the official duties.  The 
conflict exists whether or not any improper action has occurred, or 
any money has changed hands. Note also Dr. McDonald’s use of 
the phrase “appear to” before “influence the objective exercise of 
his or her official duties.”  He means there is no difference between 
“apparent or potential” conflict of interest and “real” conflict of 
interest.  Both are equally damaging. 

The key is trust.  Conflict of interest, no matter what kind, abuses 
the trust people have in public officials or professionals, that they 
put their public duties ahead of their private interests. 

 
1 Notes on page 133. 
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Two Common Forms of Conflict of Interest 

Two of the most common forms of conflict of interest are self-
dealing and close relationships.  In self-dealing, people manipulate 
their official actions and decisions so as to benefit their private 
interests, often concealed.  For example, a senior employee taking 
part in discussions and decisions about renting space in a building 
of which he is part-owner is engaged in self-dealing.  So is a public 
official debating her municipality’s snow clearance contract, if a 
company in which she has an interest has submitted a bid.  Close 
relationship conflicts are similar.  Official actions and decisions are 
manipulated so as to benefit family members or close friends.  The 
Ministry of Community, Aboriginal and Women’s Services website 
provides these examples: a rezoning application by a relative or 
close personal friend or a business licence decision involving a 
competitor business to one operated by a close friend.3 

Conflict of Interest in B.C. Governments Generally 

In B.C., governments at all levels clearly recognize the potential for 
conflict of interest and attempt to mitigate with a variety of policies 
and statutes.  The provincial government’s Members Conflict of 
Interest Act stipulates “that a Member of the Legislative Assembly 
must not be involved in a decision during the course of public duties 
with the knowledge that there is an opportunity to further the 
Member’s private interests.”4 This definition highlights the same 
collision between public duties and private interests as described 
above.  

In Nanaimo Specifically 

Conflict of interest for all elected local government officials in B.C. 
is governed by the Community Charter, in force since January 2004.5  
Nanaimo also has its own Conflict of Interest Policy, dating back to 
June 1988.6 Comparing these two is interesting. Both focus on 
private interests influencing judgement in public duties.  But they 
differ in scope, with the Policy extending to matters well beyond the 
Charter.  They also differ in recommended standards of conduct, 
with the Policy appearing to hold council members to a much higher 
standard than the Charter. 

More specifically, the Policy deals in detail with non-pecuniary as 
well as pecuniary interests, and also includes a section on when it is 
and is not ethically acceptable for councillors to seek or accept 
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membership and chairmanship of council committees and 
subcommittees.  The Charter makes a mention of non-pecuniary 
interest, using the phrase “another interest” just once in section 100, 
seeming almost to downplay this in contrast to its detailed 
treatment of pecuniary interest.  The Charter makes no mention at 
all of conflict of interest relative to councillors as members or chairs 
of committees and subcommittees. 

With respect to standards of conduct, the Policy instructs council 
members to disclose conflicts of interest, refrain from attempts to 
influence decisions on these matters, and remove themselves from 
any meetings, discussions, or votes on these matters. The Charter 
also covers these.  The Policy, however, goes further, beginning with 
the following statement: 

The proper operation of democratic local government 
requires that elected officials be independent, impartial and 
duly responsible to the people.  To this end it is imperative 
that the following three principles be followed: 

1. Government decisions and policy be made through 
the proper and lawful channels of government 
structure. 

2. Public office not be used for personal gain. 

3. The public have confidence in the integrity of its 
government. 

The Policy also includes statements such as the following: 

Your overriding duty as a Councillor is to all of the 
residents of Nanaimo.  

Do nothing as a Councillor which you could not justify to 
the public. 

It is not enough to avoid actual impropriety; you should at 
all times avoid any occasion for suspicion or the appearance 
of improper conduct.7 

All this seems to mandate a much higher standard of conduct in the 
Policy than is required by the Charter. 

 



128 Wendy Potter 

 

Conflict of Interest and the New Nanaimo Centre 
Referendum 
For two of the most fervent promoters of the New Nanaimo Centre 
(NNC), there arises a strong and widespread public perception of 
conflict of interest, or something closely resembling conflict of 
interest.  These two are Ron Cantelon, then councillor and now 
MLA for Nanaimo-Parksville, and George Hanson, Managing 
Director of the Downtown Nanaimo Partnership.  Here are their 
stories. 

Ron Cantelon’s Story 

Before being elected to Council in 1999, Cantelon was a real estate 
broker with the Nanaimo office of ReMax.  He took the chair of the 
New Nanaimo Centre Advisory Committee from its inception.  
Then, when the project was announced on September 13, 2004, he 
emerged as its chief guide and cheerleader.  The referendum, held 
on November 20, 2004, approved the NNC by the narrow margin 
of 52 percent ‘yes,’ 48 percent ‘no.’  Janet Irvine challenged 
Cantelon on his possible conflict of interest at the November 29 
Council meeting, stating that his new company, VIcondos, was 
incorporated on November 10, and that his real estate licence was 
reinstated on November 24. For reinstatement to happen on 
November 24, application must have been made as much as three 
weeks before, according to the Real Estate Council of B.C.8 So 
Cantelon’s applications to incorporate his new company and to 
reinstate his licence must have been submitted well before the 
referendum.  Presumably his intention, to create the new company 
and reinstate his licence, took shape even earlier.  

Both the Community Charter and Nanaimo’s own Conflict of Interest 
Policy prohibit self-dealing.  Hence this crucial question: does 
Cantelon’s promoting the NNC and a ‘yes’ vote in the referendum 
while at the same time incorporating a company and reinstating a 
real estate licence constitute self-dealing? 

Cantelon was again challenged on his possible conflict of interest at 
a public hearing on January 13, 2005.  He again denied.  Nanaimo 
citizens paid attention.  Eighteen signed a report titled Councillor 
Cantelon and the Question of Conflict of Interest: a Report with 
Recommendations.9  The report used Nanaimo’s own Conflict of 
Interest Policy as a lens to focus on Cantelon’s behaviour, and set out 
the self-dealing conflict of interest possibility described above.  The 
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report also dealt with another section of the Policy on 
seeking/accepting membership/chairmanship of council 
committees and subcommittees.  Here is part of what the Policy 
says: 

You, or a firm or body with which you are personally 
connected, may have professional business or personal 
interests within an area for which the Council is responsible; 
such interests may be substantial and closely related to the 
work of one or more of the Council’s Committees or Sub-
Committees, concerned with (say) planning or developing 
land....Before seeking or accepting membership of any such 
Committee or Sub-Committee, you should seriously 
consider whether your membership would involve you.…in 
weakening public confidence in the impartiality of the 
Committee or Sub-Committee....You should not seek or 
accept the Chairmanship of a Committee or Sub-Committee 
whose business is closely related to a substantial interest or 
range of interests of yourself or of any body with which you 
are associated.10 

This appears to say that councillors whose personal interests 
“closely relate” to committee/subcommittee business should not 
chair these groups, and probably shouldn’t even be members.  
Again a crucial question: does Cantelon’s taking the chair of the 
NNC Advisory Committee violate this part of the Policy?    

Councillor Cantelon and the Question of Conflict of Interest: a Report with 
Recommendations set out both of these crucial questions and asked 
Council to appoint a qualified third party to examine Cantelon’s 
conduct. 

This seems a reasonable request.  Our newspapers and TV stations 
explode regularly with mega-dollar conflict of interest stories.  
Governments at all levels recognize conflict of interest as a complex 
topic and seek the opinion of experts. In fact, the provincial 
government includes an Office of the Conflict of Interest 
Commissioner.  Increasingly, guidelines which leave 
implementation to the very people the guidelines are meant to 
govern are seen as ineffective. In fact, guidelines have become laws, 
which elected officials of just 20 years ago could not have imagined.  
Perhaps most important of all, voters are more and more angry.   
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Council refused the request of the citizens who signed Councillor 
Cantelon and the Question of Conflict of Interest  “.... to appoint a 
qualified third party.” Instead, Council advised the citizens who 
signed the report to take the issue to court under the Community 
Charter.11 This is strange advice, as the report dealt not at all with 
the Charter, but with Nanaimo’s own Conflict of Interest Policy, which 
is Council’s responsibility to enforce.  The advice is stranger still, 
since Council had already acted at least once to enforce its own 
Policy.   

In 2003, when Council-watcher Janet Irvine confronted Councillor 
Jeet Manhas on a family relationship conflict of interest, council 
was forced to, and did, act.  Councillor Manhas, council decided, 
had to write a few letters of apology.  Janet Irvine seemed to 
actually goad council into action, yet the sanction handed out to 
Manhas was minor.  This seems to be an excellent illustration of 
why councils should not police themselves.  Regardless, one still 
wonders why council acted in the Manhas case, yet refused to 
consider Cantelon’s possible conflict of interest. 

Cantelon’s election as MLA for Nanaimo-Parksville, in May 2005, 
permitted a neat sidestep away from the conflict of interest issue.  
But the question of whether Councillor Cantelon’s actions were in 
compliance with the City’s Conflict of Interest Policy still has not been 
answered. 

George Hanson’s story 

George Hanson became the first Managing Director of the 
Downtown Nanaimo Partnership (DNP) shortly after its creation in 
2001.  The crucial question here: could this story be construed as a 
conflict of interest situation?  

From the moment the NNC was announced on September 13, 
2004, Hanson voiced his enthusiastic support.  Here are just a few 
citations from the local press: 

In what he described as a ‘bold move by the City,’ George 
Hanson said the Downtown Nanaimo Partnership 
‘thoroughly endorses’ the City’s new plans for downtown 
revitalization. 

With the public/private proposal for a conference centre 
and hotel complex on a block on Commercial Street, as well 
as twin condo high-rises at the Civic Arena/Foundry site, 
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Hanson said the DNP’s goals [for downtown revitalization] 
are on the way to being realized. 

‘I believe that New Nanaimo Centre proposal will increase 
property values downtown and that will make it more 
financially viable for the property owners to invest in the 
rehabilitation and improvements to their heritage 
buildings.’12  

And here is a quote from the 2004 Annual Report of the DNP:  
“The DNP played a key role initiating the Nanaimo Vote YES 
Campaign in support of the New Nanaimo Centre.”13  

A closer look at the DNP shows that it was created by combining 
the Old City Quarter Association and the Nanaimo City Centre 
Association – and their budgets, about $150,000 in 2003 – and 
adding the City as the third partner.  Both associations are funded 
under section 215 of the Community Charter, which allows council to 
pass bylaws to create Business Improvement Areas (BIAs) and raise 
money through taxation of property owners within these areas.  The 
City collects these taxes, called levies, then hands them over to the 
two associations.14 A downtown businessman who wishes not to be 
named points out that the levies are not voluntary, saying, “The 
only way to get rid of a BIA is to organize the majority of 
merchants and property owners in the BIA to vote against renewing 
it next time around.  The BIAs come up for renewal every five 
years.”15 

When the DNP was formed, to the $150,000 raised from the BIAs 
the City added a further $150,000 from general tax revenues.  So 
$300,000 of the approximately $359,000 2003 total revenue of the 
DNP comes from levies and general taxes, making council the 
holder of DNP’s purse strings.    

Also, examining both the DNP website and the partnering 
agreement16 that created the DNP in 2001 shows that: DNP is a 
committee of council; DNP membership is ratified by council; 
DNP’s budget must be approved by council.   

The relationship seems very intimate indeed, with council exerting 
control over DNP in many aspects of its operation.  Hanson too?  It 
would seem so.  City staff confirmed that Hanson’s compensation 
of $6,124.33 per month is included in the Net Administration figure 
shown in DNP’s 2004 Annual Report.17 Together with the 
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information above showing that DNP’s funds come from and are 
controlled by Council, this means that Hanson is essentially a City 
employee.  One final detail: chair of the DNP at this time was none 
other than Councillor Cantelon, so he was in effect Hanson’s boss. 

Returning to Dr. McDonald’s definition of conflict of interest, 
Hanson’s “private or personal interest” seems clear: to please his 
boss Cantelon, his employer the City, and so to keep his job.  “The 
objective exercise of his or her official duties” is less clear.  The two 
pages of the City’s Conflict of Interest Policy pertaining to municipal 
employees are not very explicit, saying only: “An employee shall 
carry out his/her duties with integrity, impartiality, and equality of 
service to the general public.”18  Told Hanson’s story, a conflict of 
interest expert would likely focus on what behaviour was ethically 
appropriate.  Offering an impartial assessment of the NNC?  
Remaining silent?  Supporting the NNC and the ‘yes’ side as the 
voice of the DNP?   

The Nanaimo Daily News, October 27, 2004, appears to recognize 
some ethical impropriety in the City taking sides in the referendum: 
“The City of Nanaimo, both staff and Council, support the project.  
However, provincial law precludes the City of Nanaimo from 
promoting a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ vote.”  Yet, Hanson and the DNP, 
together with the ‘Invest in Yes’ Committee, shouldered the lion’s 
share of the cheerleading for the NNC. 

 

Conclusion 
Here are the still-unanswered questions: 

• Was Ron Cantelon in a self-dealing conflict of interest 
during and after the referendum campaign, according to 
the Community Charter and the City’s Conflict of Interest 
Policy? 

• And, under the Policy, did his holding of the Chair of the 
NNC Advisory Committee also constitute a conflict of 
interest? 

• Did George Hanson’s active promotion of the NNC and 
a ‘yes’ vote constitute a conflict of interest? 
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They deserve answers from a qualified conflict of interest expert 
who is completely independent of either man, of Council and of the 
DNP. 

The referendum was very close: 52 percent ‘yes,’ 48 percent ‘no.’  
One wonders if the result might have been different if the situations 
described in Cantelon’s and Hanson’s stories had been avoided, or 
if these possible conflicts of interest had been widely aired and 
discussed during the referendum campaign. 
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1  Irvine, Janet.  Personal communication, June 15, 2005. 
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4  www.gov.bc.ca/oci 
5 www.mcaws.gov.bc.ca/charter 
6  City of Nanaimo.  Council Policy Manual. Conflict of Interest Guidelines.  

Approval date June 27, 1988. 
7  Conflict of Interest Guidelines, p. 2. 
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11 E-mail correspondence between Mayor and Council (and Karen Burley, on 
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12 Harbour City Star, September 15, 2004; Nanaimo Daily News, September 23 
and November 5, 2004.   

13 www.nanaimodowntown.com/aboutus 
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Politics of Exclusion:  Social Impacts of the  
New Nanaimo Centre 

 
Gordon Fuller 

 
“When we believe that we know something for sure, we 
realize we do not know it at all.” 

[author’s quote] 
 
Introduction 
During my twenty-five years in Nanaimo, most spent in the 
downtown area, I have come to love our city, its character, its 
people, and its unique chance to avoid mistakes other cities have 
made in the past.  Sadly, the past few years have seen the city move 
towards implementing measures that have proven detrimental to 
city centres elsewhere.  Initiatives such as the New Nanaimo Centre 
(NNC), while professing to help alleviate crime and social issues, 
will instead contribute through changes to the Official Community 
Plan (OCP) and zoning to the erasure of the special character of 
Nanaimo and its heritage. Such initiatives promote the 
gentrification of the downtown core and are a response to the 
desires of businesses that wish to have their own needs satisfied 
rather than those of the greater community.  

My comments in this paper speak to a number of community social 
issues, conditions and policies. I examine the situation prior to the 
NNC referendum as well as the current situation in the downtown 
area. I include “snapshots” of current poverty, unemployment, 
income, housing, gambling, crime and homelessness in Nanaimo, 
as well as address the direct social impacts of the NNC through 
rezoning.  

 

Nanaimo, a Social Snapshot 
Poverty in Nanaimo  

The scope of poverty has a direct impact on the social fabric of a 
community:  19.6 percent of children in BC live in poverty, the third 
highest rate in Canada, significantly higher than the 15.6 percent for 
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Canada as a whole (CBC 2004).  Contrary to what most people 
think, 49 percent of poor children live in two-parent households 
(First Call 2004).  

BC Statistics in 2003 ranked the Nanaimo Local Health Area tenth 
out of 78 Local Health Areas on its Composite Index of Human 
Economic Hardship: 11.6 percent of the employable population of 
Nanaimo was in receipt of federal and provincial income assistance 
in 2004.  The percentage of those receiving assistance accounted for 
9 percent of children less than 19 years of age, twice the provincial 
average.  Of these children, 7 percent were living with a single 
parent, again twice the BC average (32 percent of families with 
children in Nanaimo are single parent). In 2001, 28.6 percent of 
households were paying more than 30 percent of their incomes for 
housing.  In the case of families receiving income assistance, over 
50 percent of their income was allocated to housing.  Teen 
pregnancies in Nanaimo average 27.3 per thousand compared to 
the BC average of 20.5. The number of employable youth 19–24 
years of age receiving income assistance is three times higher than 
the average for BC and the fifth highest of those communities 
surveyed. 

Despite assurances from our provincial and municipal governments 
that we live in an era of prosperity for all and a local housing and 
construction boom, poverty in Nanaimo is on the increase. Long 
term dependency on income assistance and persistent 
unemployment, especially among youth, leads to despair and 
hopelessness, which contribute to crime, substance misuse, suicide, 
violence and other social issues (Talbot 2004).  It is reasonable to 
assume that the following statements apply to Nanaimo: “incomes 
have been declining in Vancouver, relative to the rest of Canada, 
while rents and real-estate prices have kept pace with Toronto and 
other expensive cities” and, “a troubled natural-resources-and-
manufacturing sector offers fewer good jobs” (Laird 2004).  

Nanaimo’s economy has been heavily resource-based as well as 
more recently service and tourist oriented, the latter gaining 
momentum over the past few years.   We have seen house prices 
more than double over the last few years in Nanaimo.  The 
introduction of the six dollars per hour training wage by the BC 
government in 2001, compared to the minimum wage of eight 
dollars per hour, has reduced income earned by those entering the 
workforce. Nanaimo is in the top third of BC communities with 12 
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percent of the working population employed in the forestry and 
fishing sectors.  Heavy dependence on these sectors increases 
vulnerability to swings in the economic cycle, resulting in economic 
hardship (BC Housing 1999).  

Since 2001, with drastic cuts to social service funding by the 
provincial government, 38 percent of non-profit service providers to 
children and families in Nanaimo reported elimination of programs 
while 76 percent reported increased staff workloads. Additionally, 
Carol Matthew’s report in 2003 noted that decreasing funding is 
contributing to increased competition and reduced collaboration in 
program implementation.  

In October 2002, Loaves and Fishes Community Food Bank 
reported a 40 percent increase in demand from 2001.  The latest 
figures reported to me, in 2005, by the executive director of the 
agency, are that in excess of 2000 adults as well as 800 children 
utilize the food bank each month.  The 7-10 Soup Kitchen serves 
10,000 meals (oatmeal or soup and a bag lunch) each month, 500 of 
which are to children (Talbot 2003).  Since this report, recent 
coverage by the local news media has indicated that demand for 
both services has more than doubled.   

Some community programs, such as the Teen Learning Centre, a 
service for pregnant and parenting teens, have had to cease 
operating due to provincial funding cutbacks. But there is little 
mention in most of the research about massive funding cutbacks by 
the provincial Liberals since 2001.  This is partly due to the “don’t 
rock the boat“ mentality and partly to fear of sanctions by 
government funding agencies.  

Unemployment  

Despite the boom in construction and the economic upturn in 
Nanaimo, an analysis of the numbers of unemployed provides a 
sense of the poverty that exists.  Of Nanaimo’s working population 
in 2004, 7.9 percent were receiving income assistance compared to 
an average of 4.2 percent in British Columbia as a whole.  Of these, 
29.2 percent were single parent families.  Nine percent of the 
children 18 years and younger in Nanaimo are either directly or 
indirectly in receipt of benefits, compared to an average of 4.5 
percent in BC.  Add to this the most recent fourth quarter average of 
3.7 percent receiving federal employment insurance and you have 
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over 11.6 percent of the population unemployed in 2004 (BC 
Statistics 2004). 

Income  

In Nanaimo, reported household income for 2001 had 8 percent of 
families making under $10,000 annually with another 16 percent 
making under $20,000. The average personal income of Nanaimo 
residents in 2002 was 10.3 percent lower than the BC average. In 
2001,14.9 percent of families in Nanaimo lived below the low-
income cut-off, a federal measurement of poverty. There  is a 
distinct disparity of incomes in Nanaimo. The median individual 
income in central and south Nanaimo in 2001 was under $18,000 
while that in North Nanaimo was above $24,000 (Community Profile 
2005). 

Most poor children in British Columbia come from families with 
working parents. They are poor because there is only one wage 
earner in the family, or parents are stuck in low-wage jobs, or they 
cannot get enough hours of work to support their families.  A higher 
percentage of single parent families (32.2 percent in 2001) in 
Nanaimo compared to the province as a whole, has certain 
implications for both employment and income (BC Statistics 2004).  
Twenty-two percent of those receiving income assistance in 2004 
were single parent families and 8.6 percent of Nanaimo’s children 
are members of families that rely solely on income assistance 
(Talbot 2004).  

Given that social assistance rates have not increased significantly 
and that the cost of rental accommodation and the cost of living in 
Nanaimo have both risen, most people relying on government 
assistance will have to spend much of their time trying to meet their 
basic needs of food, clothing and shelter.  With the cost of decent 
shelter being more than the amount available for income assistance, 
more single people as well as families now have to rely on soup 
kitchens and food banks to meet their needs. As noted above, in 
2001 the provincial Liberals introduced a "training wage" of six 
dollars per hour for new workers, allowing employers to undercut 
by two dollars the regular minimum wage. There is no doubt that 
this has put additional pressure on BC’s growing population of 
working poor.  

Many advocates in the social service field think that the Province 
should increase the shelter allowance so that those on assistance can 
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access better accommodation.  While this might help, there is also 
the likelihood that landlords would simply raise rents to swallow 
the increase.  Other simple measures that might produce positive 
results include issuing bus passes to the employable so that they can 
look for work and re-instituting full day-care assistance for low-
income families.  Municipal government, in conjunction with social 
services agencies, could and should take an active role in lobbying 
the provincial and federal governments for social programs to help 
those in need move towards employment.  

Housing 

Section 7.0.3 of the OCP speaks to housing in Nanaimo. With little 
housing having been constructed in the downtown area and the 
need for a “strong stable population base” for the economic well-
being of the city centre, City Council has endorsed certain policies, 
such as the removal of development cost charges. The envisioned 
housing would include high-rise development, converted heritage 
buildings, medium-rise apartments, townhouses, and live/work 
studios, with the goal of providing a variety of housing to meet the 
“diverse social and economic needs of the area.” The idea is to 
increase the residential population of downtown and “develop a 
sense of community amongst all Downtown residents” (OCP 2004) 
[my emphasis]. First adopted in 1996, several versions of the OCP 
have since emerged. 

Interestingly, the Main Street report prepared for the City in 2000 
proposed a radical shift from this variety of housing. It advocated 
that the City “concentrate downtown residential development on 
‘market-rate’ housing for middle and upper-income households.” 
The rationale was that Nanaimo’s downtown was dominated by 
low-income housing, projecting a negative image of the area and 
thereby affecting the area’s potential for revitalization.  I have no 
doubt it was this view that spurred City Council towards many of 
their decisions involving the New Nanaimo Centre and the 
subsequent rezoning of the area. 

Housing rentals have dropped sharply in Nanaimo from a high of 
16.5 percent in 1998 to 1.2 percent in 2004 (Community Profile 2004). 
This drop in availability of rental accommodation – in large part 
due to the strong real estate market – has corresponded to an 
increase in rents: 52.6 percent of renters in Nanaimo were paying 
more than 30 percent of their income to rent in 2001 (Talbot 2004), 
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a percentage that has undoubtedly increased and which includes 
many lower income homeowners.  Apartments, a traditional means 
of housing for low-income families, comprised just 2.6 percent of 
Nanaimo’s housing stock in 2001.  And with the boom in the real 
estate market many former apartment blocks are now being turned 
into condominiums.  Other than 30 units of supportive housing 
geared towards a specific clientele and one apartment complex, 
currently being built, no other forms of affordable housing have 
been constructed in downtown Nanaimo for years.  This leaves 
rooming houses, many of which are substandard, and shared 
accommodation, as two of the dwindling housing options for low-
income people in the downtown core.  

We are now seeing, as one of the consequences of the economic 
upturn and boom in the housing market, what is for all intents and 
purposes a move towards the gentrification of the downtown core.  
Proposed high-rise developments by Triarc International (hyped by 
Council as measures to increase population density), Cape 
Developments (the old Malaspina Hotel site) and Insight Holdings 
(10-20 Front St.) all occupy waterfront property and are geared 
specifically for the wealthy.  Even the new four-storey live/work 
complex, ‘VIVO,’ has prices ranging from $150,000 to over 
$250,000 for a relatively small single or loft unit, well above the 
means of the average citizen.   

The recently approved addition of secondary suites to the City’s 
zoning bylaw 4000.366 (2005-Feb-07) has the potential to 
contribute to increased population density.  It was also seen by 
many social service providers as contributing towards the stock of 
affordable rental units in the downtown core.  Sadly, the reality is 
that the severe lack of rental accommodation in Nanaimo has seen 
rents skyrocket, making accommodation for low-income families 
even harder to come by.  With real estate prices having gone up as 
much as 100 percent people have taken out larger mortgages and 
this means higher payments.  So even with secondary suite 
availability, the likelihood is that rents will be more than lower 
income people can afford.  

Another growing reality is that even with the economic upturn in 
the downtown core most of the employment created is service-based 
with low wages.  Rising rents, the lack of affordable 
accommodation, as well as low wages, all have the effect of pushing 
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those with marginal or low incomes out of the immediate 
downtown area. 

Gambling  

With the addition of Casino gaming to Nanaimo in 1986, we 
moved from the relative obscurity enjoyed by communities with 
simply a Bingo Hall or two to a destination for those desiring the 
greater excitement of a casino atmosphere.  The Great Canadian 
Casino brought with it a few associated benefits, including 
additional funds to City of Nanaimo coffers. But it also came with 
the many downsides that relate to gambling in general.   

Many charity and community groups in Nanaimo share over $5.2 
million from the $160,412,848.87 the province collected from 
gaming revenues throughout the province in 2004.  Such monies are 
distributed to all B.C. communities, whether they have a casino or 
not.  A full breakdown of communities and the various charities 
receiving gaming funds for 2004/05 can be found on the British 
Columbia Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General web site, 
http://www.pssg.gov.bc.ca/gaming. Many community charities 
are at odds – whether because of the negative impacts of gambling 
or for philosophical reasons – with the fact that they must rely 
heavily on gaming revenues. With cutbacks to social program 
funding by the provincial government, or in the case, for example, 
of the Women’s Resource Centre in Nanaimo, where all provincial 
funding was cut, many non-profit charities now rely heavily on 
gaming funds to survive.  

The Westland report states that in addition to the $5,000,000 from 
provincial gaming revenues, Nanaimo received 10 percent of the net 
revenue from its casino ($2,400,000) during its first year of 
operations in 1998, as well as municipal taxes from the property of 
$97,128.  These revenues were then allocated to many sources such 
as the RCMP and the Downtown Nanaimo Partnership (DNP), 
funding downtown infrastructure, offsetting tax increases, and 
supporting social programs (Casino Revenue Sharing 2001).  In 2004, 
$924,725, of the $2.6 million received, went to the NNC project as 
part of Council’s commitment of $18.5 million to the project from 
city reserve funds. Nanaimo’s city budget assumes that the City will 
continue to receive a share of gaming revenue from the casino. 
However, there is no long-term agreement in place with the 
Province to ensure that this will happen. 
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Research has shown that approximately 1 to 1.5 percent of the adult 
population are "chronic" gamblers, approximately 2.5 percent are 
"problem" gamblers, and 3.5 percent are at risk.  When it comes to 
youth the rates are approximately twice as high (Westland 2001).  
Applying these percentages to Nanaimo’s adult population 
(inclusive of Cedar, Yellow Point and the Jinglepot areas), a total of 
76,749 in 2004, this equates to 6,140 adults.  The August 23, 2005 
issue of the Nanaimo Daily News published a story about a recently 
completed study reported in the August issue of Alcoholism: Clinical 
& Experimental Research. This study found that gamblers have a 
stronger craving for their addiction than do alcoholics.  

Problem gambling has many adverse social impacts on individuals 
and families as well as the community.  It can damage 
relationships, lead to financial hardship, bankruptcy, depression and 
even suicide.  Gambling’s impact on a community can include 
crime, homelessness, domestic violence, prostitution and increased 
poverty.  The National Council on Problem Gambling found that 
problem gamblers would frequently turn to crimes such as cheque 
forgery, embezzlement, insurance fraud and tax evasion in order to 
support their addiction.  It also found that two out of three problem 
gamblers commit crimes in order to pay off debts or to continue 
gambling. While most crimes are non-violent they occasionally 
escalate to armed robbery and violence.  In many cases, clients are 
suicidal when they first seek help.  The services available in the 
community to deal with the problem are negligible, consisting 
mainly of Gamblers Anonymous as well as one provincially funded 
gambling counsellor for central Vancouver Island.  

In late February of this year, Great Canadian Casino looked at the 
possibility of acquiring a portion of Port Place Mall for future 
expansion.  Since the initial newspaper reports nothing further has 
been stated for public consumption.  One assumes the plan has now 
been put aside until some future date.  

Crime 

The S.A.F.E.R. Downtown Nanaimo Project report states:  “With 
respect to crime, the Nanaimo Regional District ranks about 
average in BC.”   However, it appears from other sources that 
statistics may not be so average in Nanaimo.  

The average crime rate for municipalities in British Columbia in 
2003 was 129 crimes per 1,000 people.  Nanaimo’s crime rate in 
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2003 stood at 170 crimes per 1,000.  It is interesting to note that of 
the 232 communities listed in Police and Crime Summary Statistics for 
that year, only 42 had a higher crime rate than Nanaimo.  Of the 16 
municipalities with a population equal to or greater than Nanaimo, 
only three had higher crime rates: Kamloops, Prince George and 
Victoria.  Of those same 16 municipalities only two, Victoria and 
Prince George, had a higher incidence of violent crime per capita 
than Nanaimo (B.C. Ministry of Safety 2005).  Not a pretty picture 
and certainly not what one would expect.   

Drug offence statistics in Nanaimo are another story.   With all the 
news coverage in Nanaimo related to drug problems we would 
expect statistics to be discouraging and they are.  Only Victoria and 
Kelowna surpass Nanaimo in per capita drug offences according to 
the latest information available (2003).  Before we all flee for more 
peaceful climes, I should state that while Nanaimo has a higher 
crime rate – including the incidence of violent crimes and drug 
charges – than almost all cities of equal or greater population size, 
there are a number of smaller communities with even higher crime 
rates. Bella Bella, Mackenzie, Smithers and Takla Landing are all 
much worse off than Nanaimo in this respect. 

Unfortunately, Nanaimo youth have a much higher serious crime 
incident rate, 9.5 per 1000 individuals, than the provincial average 
of 6.4 per 1000 individuals. They also rank higher than the 
provincial average for juvenile involvement in non-cannabis drug 
charges: 76.0 per 100,000 individuals as compared to the provincial 
average of 58.7 (Boulevard Consulting 2005).   

The S.A.F.E.R. project report was concerned with safety, 
perception of the downtown and downtown revitalization. It found 
that Nanaimo residents are no more likely to be a victim of a crime 
downtown than they are in other areas of the city.   The report also 
pointed out that while the levels of crime are similar in most parts of 
the city, the incidence of crime in the south end, which is mostly 
property related, is somewhat higher. 

The report suggests that this situation correlates with  the closing of 
bars in the downtown at 2 a.m.  Most criminal incidents occur 
around 3 a.m. According to the S.A.F.E.R. report, police statistics 
show crimes committed appear to be related to the drug trade. 
Because of these factors youth who frequent bars are at risk in 
downtown Nanaimo.   



144 Gordon Fuller 

 

Many people will not come to Nanaimo’s downtown because their 
perception is that it is unsafe.  The primary deterrent cited is the 
possibility of encountering open drug/alcohol use.  During the 
survey of downtown for the S.A.F.E.R. project many people were 
observed leaving the bars and clubs visibly intoxicated, some even 
getting into vehicles and driving away.  Aggressive behaviour was 
also observed. Strangely enough, given these findings, the report’s 
general impression was of a vibrant downtown nightlife that should 
be encouraged.  

While the level of crime in downtown Nanaimo may not be more 
significant than elsewhere in the city, the downtown’s low 
population and greater late night activity may create an 
environment where crime is more obvious.  The local news media 
has recently focused on escalating and open drug trafficking (and 
use) during the daytime hours in the downtown, specifically the 
Victoria Crescent area.  Apparently the problems in that area are so 
bad that the City, at the request of local merchants, hired a 
consultant to carry out a security assessment. This and other 
initiatives around drugs, graffiti and vandalism are part of a broader 
approach by the City that will eventually encompass the whole of 
the downtown (Barron August 6, 2005).    

The security assessment of the Victoria Crescent area will be based 
on principles of Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design 
(CPTED).  The premise is that proper design and effective use of 
the urban environment can lead to a reduction in both criminal 
opportunities and the fear of crime.   

This approach relies upon resident interaction and vigilance. It 
promotes the analysis of the intended uses of public space.  It also 
encourages the use of controls such as fencing, security systems and 
tamper-proof materials to restrict entrance to private spaces.  
CPTED also focuses upon the design and location of buildings and 
services, taking into account the surrounding environment. The 
goal is to minimize the use of space by conflicting groups and 
ensure that areas are well maintained and clean (CMHC 1998).   

From 1998 to 2003 I was a member of the Nanaimo Alcohol and 
Drug Action Committee (NADAC).  During this time I also served 
as manager of Samaritan House Emergency Shelter. I noticed the 
growing impact of addiction on the community during these years. 
Lack of services, crime, health and liveability conditions: all are part 
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of the addiction picture.  The city’s social development strategy, 
with input from many of the NADAC members, mentions that in 
2003 the Clearview Detox Centre was unable to assist with over 
1,700 requests for a bed (Boulevard Consulting 2005).  While this 
may include the same person calling twice a day or more, as is 
required to maintain a place on the wait list for a bed, it is still a 
large number and highlights the lack of resources available.  
Connections to organized crime involving the drug and sex trade 
are also mentioned.  It seems apparent that drug dealers are 
targeting youth and that most drugs, including crystal meth, crack 
cocaine and ecstasy, are easily found in most areas of Nanaimo. At 
the time the RCMP estimated that as many as 150 women and 
youth were working the streets and involved in the sex trade. In 
2003 there were seven deaths due to drug use in Nanaimo, which 
was slightly higher than the per capita average in BC.   

A much-touted benefit of the NNC has been how it will help to 
improve safety in Nanaimo.  If one looks at the physical design of 
the conference centre on Commercial Street and the now detached 
hotel-condominium complex on Gordon Street, one must wonder 
how this is to be accomplished. 

The design itself flies in the face of the criteria specified by CPTED. 
When one looks at the NNC’s design principles and draft plans it is 
obvious that most of the attention to detail is on Commercial Street, 
with little on Gordon Street.  The walkways extending across the 
proposed new street, Museum Way, and from the conference centre 
to the hotel, contribute to the unfriendly nature of the structure.  
The design will essentially make alleys of Gordon Street and 
Museum Way.  As it stands now, these areas will be primarily 
devoid of anything that could make them pedestrian-friendly.  They 
will, however, be user-friendly for those wishing to conduct 
criminal activity. 

 

Social Impacts of the New Nanaimo Centre 
The literature put out by the City and the “Invest in Yes” 
Committee prior to the November 2004 NNC referendum 
purported to address both safety and social concerns in the 
downtown core.  Over the previous few years there had been a 
resurgence of new and renovated businesses, an increase in tourism, 
more events and a focus on the arts. Yet, the NNC was touted as a 
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needed economic generator to spearhead the revitalization of 
Nanaimo’s downtown – an initiative that would effectively combat 
the continued spread of urban decay.   

While most of those living in the area could see revitalization 
already happening, the perception of the downtown by residents of 
other areas of Nanaimo was one of crime, drugs and deterioration.  
Playing on this perception, City Council and a group of business 
interests, the “Invest in Yes” committee, spread propaganda that 
the NNC project was needed for downtown revitalization.  But of 
course it is not condominiums and a conference centre that will 
revitalize the city centre.  It is sound urban planning, environmental 
and social design, the essential primary components of 
comprehensive community planning and continued downtown 
revitalization. 

Homelessness 

The United Nations defines “absolute homelessness” as no physical 
shelter and “relative homelessness” as living spaces that do not 
meet basic health and safety standards, security of tenure, personal 
safety and affordability. For example, relative homelessness would 
include many substandard single room occupancy hotels and 
rooming houses (BC Housing 1999).   

Research reveals that Nanaimo’s greater concern is relative 
homelessness. Extensive research reveals that the nature of that 
homelessness problem is generational poverty combined with 
structural and transitional problems in the local and regional 
economy. 

People without safe and affordable shelter are more likely to use 
health care services, be involved in criminal activity as a survival 
tactic and to more frequently access social service agencies. 
However, a study undertaken in Toronto in 1998 found shelters 
inappropriate places for chronically homeless people. It also found 
supportive housing more cost-effective than housing people in 
shelters (Pomeroy 1998). This finding is reiterated in a study 
conducted for the former BC Ministry of Social Development and 
Economic Security in 2001. The latter showed that it costs more to 
provide government services to the homeless, including shelters, 
than to those who are housed. This study found costs for the 
homeless ranged from $30,000 to $40,000 per year compared to 
$22,000 to $28,000 per year for individuals in social housing.  
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Lastly, a study of 15 individuals in Vancouver’s Downtown 
Eastside concluded that, excluding housing, the cost of providing 
health care, criminal justice and social services to homeless people 
is 33 percent more than it is for those who are housed (Eberle 2001).  

Since 1998 the number of homeless in Nanaimo has skyrocketed.  
Reducing Homelessness: a Community Plan for Nanaimo, estimated a 
visible street population ranging from 20 to 25 in 2001. The updated 
2003 document listed 25 to 75, the number varying throughout the 
year.  On April 21, 2005, a homeless count discovered 149 
individuals on downtown streets. One-third were women, with a 
large proportion stating they had no place to stay. Others were in 
substandard accommodation or were “couch surfing” (Bellaart 
2005).  While working at Samaritan House Emergency Shelter, I 
saw the average number of bed nights increase from nine in 1998 to 
24 in 2003 – an increase of 260 percent – as the result of restrictive 
measures implemented by the provincial Liberal Government in 
2001. 

Those entering Samaritan House during the late 90’s and the early 
part of this decade were primarily transients. The situation appears 
to have changed. The Nanaimo News Bulletin article of June 16, 2005 
suggests that a majority of those on the streets have been in the 
community for a year or more. Many are stuck in a revolving door 
between having a place to live and living on the streets.  Much of 
this can be attributed to the high incidence of mental illness in the 
homeless population (10 to 15 percent), addiction to drugs and 
alcohol (Bubla and Skelton 2004), as well as to the lack of 
affordable housing. Substandard rooming houses, supported mainly 
by minimal provincial assistance ($510.00 per month for a single 
person, of which $325.00 is allocated to housing) help to sustain the 
vicious cycle of on-again, off-again street life. In the same April 21, 
2005 newspaper report on the homeless, affordable housing 
supported by adequate funding topped the list of what the authors 
felt might help to help combat homelessness. Of the 149 surveyed, 
32 percent had lived in Nanaimo for an average of 8.6 years, cycling 
in and out of homelessness because of mental illness, addiction and 
living conditions.  

Although affordable housing is the obvious solution to 
homelessness, in Nanaimo rental vacancy rates have dropped from 
16.5 percent in 1998 to 1.2 percent in 2004 (Community Profile 2005) 
– with no end in sight.  As noted previously, our improved 
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economy is contributing to the decline in rental units by driving 
house prices up, with many apartments now being sold as 
condominiums. As demand exceeds supply, the scarcity of available 
units drives rents higher.  Since the only means of support of many 
of the homeless is through provincial income assistance, which 
hasn’t increased significantly in years, many poor people no longer 
can afford a place to stay. Tougher criteria for obtaining social 
assistance, as well as for maintaining assistance, has produced a 
dramatic rise in homelessness among youth, women and families.   

While manager of Samaritan House I saw the average age of 
residents drop from between 35 and 45 to between 18 and 30 as well 
as an increase of over 50 percent in the number of women accessing 
the shelter.   

With approximately $4,836,177 put towards addressing 
homelessness in Nanaimo since 2001 ($3,136,777 from the federal 
Supporting Community Partnership Initiative in 2001 and 2003,  
$300,000 in municipal grants in 2003, $1,400,000 in provincial 
funding in December 2004) one would think homelessness would 
be less prevalent than it is.   Unfortunately, the programs created 
through these initiatives are not self-sustaining and will require even 
more funding if they are to be continued in the future.  

Only now, as the minutes of the Working Group on Homelessness 
meeting held March 17, 2005 indicate, is this group focusing on 
community rather than organizational issues and recognizing that 
the program’s sustainability must be a standing agenda item.  
Strangely, this comes after six years of attention to the homelessness 
problem.  Both the 2001 and 2003 Nanaimo Reducing Homelessness 
documents talk extensively about community partnerships and 
sustainability.  However, additional funding through the National 
Homelessness Initiatives and Supporting Community Partnership 
Initiatives may not be forthcoming after 2006. 

Hulchanski criticizes the current federal program, stating that “even 
though the initiative funds some prevention programs, such a 
program can only be truly effective if more affordable housing is 
available, so that homeless people have somewhere to go.”   

It must be asked: With upwards of $2.5 million from all levels of 
government since 2002 allocated to the Salvation Army for its 
proposed shelter complex – in addition to the initial federal 
Supporting Community Partnership funding of $808,000 provided 
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for the original shelter complex – why is it that all that has been 
accomplished amounts to, essentially, an upgrade of the Army’s 
offices and dining facilities? This funding, along with $300,000 of 
City of Nanaimo funding, had been targeted for a 20-bed adult only 
shelter, five transitional single units, one family unit and a drop in-
centre. These facilities were to have been constructed in 2004. They 
have yet to be built. 

It is also important to mention that the Salvation Army will receive 
operational funds from the Ministry of Employment and Income 
Assistance that are currently allocated to Samaritan House. This 
means Samaritan House, a 20-plus bed adult and youth shelter, will 
be closed.  With the closure of that shelter the net gain to the 
community will simply be six transitional units and it will result in 
the loss of youth services. When the initial federal funding was 
allocated in 2002, one could easily have purchased eight houses for 
the price of the proposed Salvation Army shelter. This equates to 40 
transitional units because under City of Nanaimo zoning bylaws up 
to five unrelated individuals are permitted to reside in one single-
family residence.  

In December of 2004 the province arbitrarily handed the Salvation 
Army another $1.4 million to add to their already funded but non-
existent shelter complex. In a March 2005 article in the Nanaimo 
Daily News the Salvation Army informed us that its funding will be 
used to add two more stories to its building, thus expanding the 
number of shelter beds to 45 as well as adding 16 longer-term 
transitional units. This would, in my opinion and the opinion of 
others, make dependency upon the Salvation Army by those using 
the facility a virtual certainty.  

On July 21, 2005, the new design of the shelter was presented to the 
City of Nanaimo Development Services Design Advisory Panel.  
The proposal is now to have 23 shelter beds (far less than the earlier 
stated 45), five emergency detox beds, 16 transitional units and 
drop-in space.  As of October 2005 a projected completion date has 
still not been stated.   

The scale of funding provided to the Salvation Army could easily 
have been used to assist over 200 people.  Simply making a 15 to 20 
percent down payment on the purchase of 30 to 40 homes for 
supportive social housing, located throughout the community, 
would have benefited 20 to 30 families and 125 to 150 individuals. 
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The rental income alone, based on social assistance shelter rates, 
would provide for mortgage, insurance, and maintenance as well as 
ongoing funding for at least 10 support workers. This could be a 
self-sustaining project to meet a variety of housing needs.   

Perhaps the greatest benefit of such a project would be a sense of 
belonging – as opposed to being segregated into a special facility. 
After running an emergency shelter for a number of years, I came to 
realize that smaller shelters of up to 15 beds can be easily integrated 
within residential communities surrounding the downtown core and 
provide a sense of belonging to the community.  Samaritan House, 
originally 18 beds and located just outside the downtown core, was 
an example.  Most residents of the area never even realized that an 
emergency shelter was there.   

When a shelter is combined with a large drop-in centre, meal 
program and transitional housing it is more difficult for it to fit into 
the community.  In other respects large “all in one” services for the 
homeless are also not as good as they may seem.  Besides fostering 
dependency, such shelters have other negative characteristics.  For 
one thing, those using the housing component, as well as those 
accessing shelter beds – many of whom are contemplating, or 
already are in, recovery for addictions – can be detrimentally 
affected by a drop-in centre and open meal program on the same 
premises. Many of those using the drop-in or meal program may 
have no interest in changing their lifestyles but want only to warm 
up and grab a bite to eat.  Others may take advantage of the shelter 
to sell drugs or to exploit those accessing other programs. Homeless 
women who have escaped abuse or prostitution, for example, are 
better served if they do not risk the possibility of being in the same 
building as their abusers.  Finally, even a cursory review of 
available research supports the view that the institutional nature of 
shelters can perpetuate homelessness: in such quarters people often 
simply lose the ability to manage on their own.  

City Council has been fully in support of the Salvation Army 
Shelter proposal since early 2003, prior to the NNC initiative.  Since 
no definition existed at the time, Samaritan House was zoned multi-
family.  A definition for “emergency shelter” was finally added to 
the City of Nanaimo’s Zoning Bylaw In January of 2004, paving 
the way for the Salvation Army’s proposed shelter drop-in complex.  
Further changes to the zoning by-law in conjunction with the 
rezoning of the downtown, to legitimize the NNC, consolidated the 
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Salvation Army as the only downtown service to receive site-
specific zoning as a social service resource centre. Only the Army 
can now legitimately provide a drop-in centre as well as other 
services under the new zoning designation.  

Despite these developments, an attempt has been made to open a 
temporary drop-in centre at the corner of Victoria Road and Milton 
Street. Responding to the growing population of homeless as well as 
to open drug use in the downtown, and perhaps, too, recognizing 
the detrimental impact of a drop-in centre on the image for the 
downtown now being promoted by City Hall, Nanaimo’s social 
planner, the Social Planning Advisory Committee (SPAC), and the 
Vancouver Island Health Authority (VIHA), joined together to 
propose the temporary facility. The proposal asked that the City 
contribute $17,000 to the $100,000 of taxpayer money available 
from the VIHA.  These monies would not be taken from the $2.5 
million already allocated to the Salvation Army.  

In its report to council, dated July 5, 2005, Nanaimo’s social 
planner and the SPAC committee mistakenly stated that there had 
been consultations with the neighbourhood, and that the 
neighbourhood supported the proposed drop-in centre. Fortunately, 
some of the neighbours became aware of this and we all notified the 
appropriate people about the mistake.  The presentation was then 
pulled from the agenda of the July 11th 2005 council meeting. 
However, Councillor Holdom, council’ s representative on the 
SPAC committee, managed to find time to read the proposal during 
the meeting and accused the neighbourhood of being NIMBY’s 
(Not in My Backyard).  There is little doubt in my mind that had 
council accepted this plan, it would not have been temporary. Since 
it would remove a certain social element from the downtown, the 
temptation would have been to make the arrangement permanent. 

Interestingly, the proposal is still in the works with a new location 
suggested nearby the Salvation Army and other intensive services. 
This further concentration of such services, according to much 
research, would contribute to the ghettoization of that part of the 
city.  

Transit Exchange: On the Move 

Was the move of the transit exchange from downtown a means of 
also removing a certain segment of the population from the area?  
Despite recent Official Community Plan policies that emphasize 
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increasing public transit use as an alternative as well as more 
convenient and practical means to travel to and within the 
downtown (OCP 2002), City Council decided to relocate the transit 
exchange. 

In the spring of 2005, in order to make way for the construction of 
the NNC, council approved relocating the Gordon Street transit 
exchange to vacant property at Fitzwilliam and Prideaux Streets, 
opposite a residential neighbourhood.  In the typical procedural 
style associated with the NNC project, input from affected citizens 
was ignored. The committee(s) set up to make the relocation 
decision were composed of members of City Council, city staff and 
the DNP – representing business interests, the Regional District, 
and BC Transit.  Transit users and local residents were not 
represented. 

Although council members and the DNP were well aware of 
statistics revealing that significant social problems are associated 
with open transit exchanges, they proceeded anyway.  A site at the 
corner of Wentworth and Wallace Streets, with large vacant areas 
surrounding it, had been considered by the DNP.  In fact, the 
DNP’s Committee of the Whole minutes of January 11, 2005 show 
that this location was recommended to City Council.  It would have 
been ideal but it never made it onto the agenda.    

DNP minutes further confirm a statement made by George Hanson, 
the DNP’s Managing Director, which espoused concerns about the 
“highest and best land use in our geographically constrained 
downtown and social and behavioural issues related to such 
developments in most cities.”  There is little doubt this reasoning 
was a crucial consideration in the final choice of a location.  In the 
minutes (November 2004 through March 2005) of both the 
Downtown Partnership and the Regional District Transit Bus Plan: 
Transit Exchange Review Committee, numerous comments are 
made about social aspects, noise and pollution as justifications for 
removing the transit exchange from the heart of the downtown.   

City Council’s final approval for the move was given in March of 
2005. Council must have been aware of the two condominium 
complexes across from the proposed exchange site and of the 
numerous single-family dwellings in the area.  It must have been 
aware of the potentially detrimental effect that such a move might 
create in the Prideaux Street area.  One can conclude that the 
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potential for developing the “highest and best use” of the 
Wallace/Wentworth site meant more than the impact of the bus 
exchange on an established residential neighbourhood.  

From the moment the exchange’s relocation was completed on May 
29, 2005 its negative impact on the neighbourhood became 
apparent.  Residents complained about safety, noise and exhaust 
fumes entering dwellings. Social problems associated with the new 
exchange have also been brought to the attention of City Council 
and the Regional District.  These complaints have been largely 
ignored.  Moreover, there is no indication of any plan to move the 
exchange to a more appropriate area in the near future.   

On September 22, 2005 the first accident at the exchange, between a 
bus and motor vehicle, was recorded.  

 

Rezoning the Downtown: Towards Revitalization or 
Exclusion? 
The seeds of rezoning for exclusion were germinating prior to the 
NNC project and can be found in the following statements from the 
Main Street report published in 2000:  

Concentrate early downtown residential development on 
‘market-rate’ housing for middle and upper-income 
households rather than subsidized housing. Justified or not, 
the domination of lower-income housing options in 
downtown has skewed the image of downtown as a ‘low-
rent’ district.... Limit the concentration of social housing in 
downtown.... Limit transitional housing in in the primary 
core area. Downtown core residential units shape public 
perceptions about the value of downtown. Transitional 
housing can increase security concerns about living 
downtown. Although there is a need for transitional 
housing, downtown is in a transitional state itself and 
cannot absorb  negative images as well as other, more 
economically stable areas (Main Street Report 2000).   

These seeds would flower with the conception and inception of the 
NNC project, starting with the public hearing of September 9, 2004 
to eliminate the 15-storey cap on high-rise structures. This in turn 
paved the way for council to allow a 20-storey hotel/condominium 
and two 20-storey plus condominium towers associated with the 
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then unannounced NNC project. The same public hearing would 
also result in a site-specific amendment allowing another high-rise 
condominium tower to be built at 10-20 Front Street.  With these 
proposed structures added to the proposed Cape Development of 
the old Malaspina Hotel site, there would now be close to 500 units 
of high- priced housing on the waterfront. Subsequent amendments 
to the Official Community Plan and Zoning By-laws in February of 
2005 presage more gentrification and therefore more social 
exclusion in the downtown core. 

Not since the early days of Nanaimo when the Chinese population 
was allocated an area outside the existing downtown (Victoria 
Crescent), has Nanaimo seen a more blatant attempt to exclude a 
segment of its population from the city centre.  The changes to the 
social service centre designation implemented in Bylaw 4000.365; 
2005-Feb-07 are NIMBYism at its finest.   

Prior to February 2005, Nanaimo’s zoning by-laws defined a Social 
Service Centre as, “a building used for administrative purposes and 
to provide information, referral, counselling and advocacy 
services,” allowable only in C-11, C-23 and P-2 zoned properties.  
These centres were generally considered to include food banks, 
drop-in centres, needle exchanges, addiction treatment and so forth, 
in addition to the above-mentioned services.  In addition to 
implementing new comprehensive core zones in the downtown, 
Zoning Bylaw Amendment 4000.365 proposed that a new definition of 
Social Service Resource Centre be added.  For this purpose the 
former definition was divided into two separate categories.  A 
Social Service Resource Centre encompasses the same uses as a 
Social Service Centre but also includes dispensing aid in the nature 
of food or clothing, or providing drop-in or activity space.  These 
more intensive uses are to be separate and not included in any 
existing zone except for the Salvation Army’s site-specific zoning. 

The road to this new definition is paved with comments such as, 
“certain commercial and social service uses are at odds with 
neighbourhood development,” and, “making sure an opportunity 
for less intense services be allowed throughout the downtown and 
that rezoning applications would be required for more intense 
services” (Public Hearing January 13, 2005).   City staff, as well as 
council, knew that many existing services in the core would not 
conform to the permitted uses in the new downtown zones (Lindsay 
2004).   
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The new definition effectively makes all current providers of such 
activities in the C-11, C-23, P-2, as well as the downtown zones 
lawful non-conforming services, until such time that a particular use 
is discontinued for a period of six months or more.  If these existing 
services see such an increase in need that they must seek larger 
facilities, they would, upon finding a location, have to go through a 
lengthy site-specific rezoning process, including a public hearing. 
Such a process could take up to a year to complete.  Despite others 
providing drop-in services as part of their programs, the Salvation 
Army is the only service in the downtown to arbitrarily receive site-
specific zoning as a Social Service Resource Centre (City of Nanaimo 
Bylaw 4000.365 2005-Feb-07).   

Brief mention should also be made of another definition added 
through zoning bylaw amendment 4000.365; 2005-Feb-07. “Drug 
Addiction Treatment Facility” means the use of a building to treat 
persons with substance abuse problems, and includes needle 
exchange facilities, safe injection sites, methadone clinics, and the 
like.  Although the definition has been added to the bylaw, such 
facilities are not listed as a permitted use in any zone.  One can only 
guess at the implications of this for the future. 

Local newspapers have publicized the increased need and use of 
these so-called more intense services.  Loaves and Fishes Food 
Bank has seen the number of people needing to acquire a survival 
food bag, including families with children, expand by close to 100 
percent.  The 7-10 Club Soup Kitchen, which provides breakfast 
and bag lunches, has seen its numbers, especially children, 
skyrocket.  While homelessness has increased by over 100 percent 
since 2001, emergency shelter capacity is actually less now than it 
was in December of 2003.  Public drug and alcohol use has become 
more visible in the downtown core.  The numbers of people trying 
to access drug and alcohol treatment facilities have outstripped the 
means to deal with the problem.  The same is happening 
throughout the social service sector.    

When these developments are considered in the context of the 
whole NNC project it seems apparent that there is a move to 
cleanse the downtown of as many of its social problems as is 
possible.  However, because of zoning support for the Salvation 
Army shelter, these problems won’t vanish completely.  What I 
don’t believe was examined in the process is the fact that the new 
definition applies to the whole of Nanaimo and will affect all such 
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service providers in the city under the old C-11, C-23 and P2 
zonings. 

 

Conclusion 
The enemy is not poverty, sickness and disease.  The enemy is a set 
of institutions and interests that are advantaged by clienthood, that 
need dependency, masked by service.  We are in a struggle against 
clienthood. We must reallocate the power, authority, and 
legitimacy that have been stolen by the great institutions of society.  
We must commit ourselves to the reallocation of power to the 
people we serve so that we no longer will need to serve (McKnight 
1995). 

Not only is the financial cost of the NNC project suspect, but the 
social costs are as well. One cannot look at the NNC simply in 
relation to its impact on the downtown area alone.  It is necessary 
to view it in relation to the community as a whole.  Revisions to the 
OCP, zoning bylaw amendments, changes to the definition of social 
service resource centre, and the removal of public transit from the 
downtown – all these changes have a direct impact on areas outside 
the downtown core.    

Whether or not it was City Council’s and the DNP’s intention to 
concentrate the delivery of some of the more intensive social 
services in one location is a matter of conjecture.  The fact is they 
are doing so. By removing a negatively perceived population group, 
a cosmetic make-over the downtown will be achieved.  

The ideal way to approach urban poverty is to look at it in a 
comprehensive manner and to assist the poor throughout the 
community.  Centralizing services can cause those in need to move 
to a particular area and contribute towards its ghettoization.  The 
challenge is to move away from the institutional mentality that 
contributes to this problem.  

Using the principles of urban planning and environmental design, 
social services should be placed with a neighbourhood area’s 
makeup in mind.  Employment services work well in the downtown 
as well as services providing information, referral, counselling and 
advocacy.  Placing drop-in centres, soup kitchens, food banks and 
small-scale shelters in outlying areas with easy access to downtown 
services – provided they are not grouped together and provided also 
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that they take into account environmental constraints – will work 
well and in the process contribute neither to ghettoization nor to 
urban decay.  Unfortunately, the NNC project is at odds with such 
principles. 
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Assessing, Taxing and Attacking your  
Castle in Nanaimo 

 
Ron Bolin 

 
When the Stranger says: “What is the meaning of this city?” 

Do you huddle close together because you love each other? 

What will you answer? 

“We all dwell together to make money from each other?” 

or “This is a community?” 

T.S. Eliot, Choruses from “The Rock”  

 

Introduction 
A man’s home is his castle, or so the saying goes. Certainly for most 
of us our home represents a major portion of our net worth.  What 
conditions affect the value of our modern day castle?  What major 
processes impact on our ownership and control of property?  Are 
there factors that affect our castles that we do not understand?  Can 
our ignorance be dangerous? 

Control over identified units of land has been the hallmark of 
"civilization" since the time of the pharaohs.  And it appears, then 
as now, that one of the primary purposes of identifying and 
recording land units was for the purpose of taxation.  The City of 
Nanaimo collects the majority of the money that it spends from the 
property owners of this city.  This is how it is done. 

There are five major steps in the process between land and owner 
and land use: 

• Land Survey, the demarcation upon the ground of the 
bounds of a property; 

• Land Registry, the filing of ownership; 

• Property Assessment, setting the value of a land parcel and 
the improvements upon it; 
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• Property Taxation, the extraction of a payment to 
government based on a property's assessment; and 

• Property Zoning, the rules governing the kinds of things that 
can be done on a parcel of land. 

In this paper I will concentrate on the latter three processes. Both 
Land Survey and Land Registry remain inviolate to the owner 
under most circumstances and precede one's title to the property.  
But one's property assessment, taxation and zoning are all factors 
that can be severely impacted by what is happening outside the 
castle walls. 

 

Assessment of Real Property in BC - The Good? 
Once a property has been surveyed and title has been conveyed to 
our name, the relation of us and our castle to the lords of our 
province and our city become, under the best circumstances, 
annualized. (Under less than the best circumstances we may find 
ourselves caught up for long periods struggling with the external 
changes that a municipal council can bring to our doorstep.)  Each 
year, in January, B.C. Assessment sends out a notice of the assessed 
value of our property as of July 1 in the previous year.  We open 
our assessment notices with some interest.  Has our home, and, for 
many of us, the largest part of our net worth, increased or decreased 
in the past year? 

The more our property value has increased, the better we like it.  
With increase we pride ourselves on our perspicacity in our 
property purchase and our efforts spent on maintenance and home 
improvements.  Rising assessments make us feel more prosperous 
and comfortable with rising taxes, though we will see that this 
feeling is misplaced.  Rising assessments mean nothing unless we 
change places, since any gain in the assessment of our own property 
will most likely be offset by rises in acquiring another in the same 
city.  And it severely hampers the ability of our children to acquire a 
home.  Still, it does sound good…. 

How does BC Assessment decide whether we have had a good year 
or a bad year?  The following statements taken from BC 
Assessment's web site succinctly outline the principles of the BC 
assessment process: 
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When establishing the market value for a particular 
property, BC Assessment considers each property's unique 
characteristics. These are the same characteristics that a 
home purchaser would consider, including size, layout, 
shape, age, finish, quality, number of carports, garages, 
sundecks and condition of buildings. Services in the area, 
location, views and neighbourhood may also influence a 
property's market value. Changes in assessment reflect 
changes in market value.  

Market value can change for the following reasons: 

• a property may have improved (e.g., a renovation or 
addition);  

• demand for property in the neighbourhood may have 
caused  prices and market values to rise or fall; and  

• a change in zoning may have affected the value of the land.  

Similar properties may have different values because: 

• the properties may be located in different neighbourhoods;  

• the zoning for each property may be different; or an 
adjoining use may affect one property and not another (e.g., 
one property is located next to an industrial plant). 

To assess the values of real property, BC Assessment uses a 
methodology called market valuation.  In essence it keeps a data 
base of information about each property which includes the factors 
mentioned above.  In addition it records the arms’s length sale price 
of each property as it is sold.  This is done via the registration of 
title to the property as it changes.  It  then uses a comparison of 
sales data to neighbouring properties with similar characteristics 
and attaches an imputed increase (or decrease) in value. 

One may draw many implications from these seemingly simple 
points, not the least being that the same factors that increase 
property assessments or taxes can reduce them as well. It can also 
be noted that many of the exogenous factors that affect the value of 
one's home such as zoning, adjoining uses, and services in the area 
are at the command of a municipal council and out of the hands of 
the taxpayer.  The significance of this situation will be dealt with 
later in this essay. 
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Municipal Property Taxes - The Bad 
While we may revel in increases to our assessment (i.e., increases in 
our imputed property value), we are much less enthusiastic when 
opening our property tax notices.  BC Assessment explains property 
tax increases as follows:  

Property taxes increase for three reasons: 

• the tax authority raises the property tax rate to raise more 
revenue;  

• improvements increase the property's value; 

• improvements raise the value of a property in relation to 
most other properties in the jurisdiction. 

Notice that BC Assessment disclaims the negative consequences of 
externally caused tax increases, such as changes in the value of 
surrounding properties.  For example, a single family home with 
suite(s) can impact neighbouring residences upon sale as the price 
paid for what is in effect a residence and a business is likely greater 
than that for a residence alone.  

Neither does it wish to take responsibility for a municipal tax 
authority (city council) which wants to raise more money by raising 
property taxes.  One assumes that it does not discuss property tax 
decreases since this happens so seldom. Municipal taxes tend to rise 
continuously whether assessment values rise or fall. 

In establishing assessments, BC Assessment recognizes eight 
assessment classes (there were nine, but one [Class 3] was repealed).  
These categories are uniform in B.C. and are shown in the Table 1.  
This table combines information about assessments, mil rates and 
taxes, by class in Nanaimo. 

To get from assessments to taxes it is necessary to understand the 
concept of the "mil rate."  The "mil" (Latin for thousand) rate 
represents the tax dollars to be collected from a taxpayer on each 
thousand dollars of assessment on property which he or she may 
own.  While the province prepares assessments, municipal councils 
set mil rates for each of the eight assessment classes. 

Table 1 shows the total property assessment, property tax taken by 
the City of Nanaimo and the total property taxes paid by Nanaimo 
property owners. The total assessment of property in Nanaimo in 
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2004 was approximately $5.5 billion. About 81 percent of this 
assessed value was derived from residential property. In 2004 the 
city took in approximately $57 million in property taxes and 
Nanaimo property owners paid about $97 million in total property 
taxes including school taxes, regional levies, and so forth. 
Residential property owners paid about $34.5 million in property 
taxes in Nanaimo. This works out to be a payment to the 
municipality of approximately 1.033 percent of the value of a piece 
of property per year, with a total regional and municipal payment of 
1.759 percent of value. 
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The 2004 mil rates for residential assessment in Nanaimo were: 

Nanaimo City  Mil Rate 
City General      7.4083 
VI Regional Library       .3088 
Mil rate for city coffers     7.7171 

 
Regional District and Other 
School     4.1125 
BC Assessment       .1057 
Municipal Financing Authority     .0003 
Regional District General     .4330 
Regional District Parks      .0247 
Regional District Sewer Benefiting Area   .6102 
Regional Hospital District     .3411 
Total RDN/other     5.6275 

 Grand Total mil rate    13.3446 
 
As can be seen from Table 1, mil rates can be varied between 
classes.  The total 2004 Nanaimo mil rate indicates the number of 
dollars per thousand of assessment which is to be paid to the city in 
taxes, i.e., a utility pays $71.1196 per thousand dollars of assessed 
value while a single family residence pays $13.3446 per thousand of 
assessed value, of which the City of Nanaimo will take $7.7171. 

The "value" of an assessment class to City Council is represented by 
the mil rates set for that class.  That is to say, mil rates can be used 
to "even out the field" – or to make holes in it.  If council wishes to 
increase the amount of industry in our city, one method is to reduce 
the mil rate and thus the tax for that class of property.  Of course, 
reducing the rate in one class involves raising it in another if the 
amount of taxes to be raised stays constant. In theory, variable mil 
rates represent the imputed economic costs to the municipality of 
providing services to a class of land.  It is reasoned that utilities, 
industries and business generate greater costs per unit of property in 
roads, policing, fire control, etc. than do residential, forest or 
farmland and therefore should pay a greater rate in taxes.  Looked 
at in this light, while residential property is assessed at being 81 
percent of the value of all property in Nanaimo, it only bears 60.5 
percent of the tax burden, with business/other representing 30 
percent and utilities 7 percent. These three categories represent 
about 98 percent of all the property taxes raised in Nanaimo. 
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The ability to manipulate mil rates is crucial to a municipality.  For 
example, if a sudden change in market forces should happen to 
increase assessments in a given year by some greatly changed 
amount, say 25 percent (which, by the way is not far off from what 
happened in Nanaimo last year) should the city automatically take 
in 25 percent more in property taxes?  Should the cost of city 
services go up by 25 percent? Has the City taken on 25 percent more 
staff or spent 25 percent more on goods and services? 

And if it has spent more, what will happen next year if assessments 
decline by 25 percent? Will property taxes decrease by 25 percent?  
When property values fell, as they did just a few years ago in 
Nanaimo, did you notice your property taxes decreasing?  The 
machinery of municipal government marches on with minimal 
reductions and taxes increase via increased mil rates under property 
value decreases just as they do under value increases.  And this is 
reasonable – up to a point.  Mil rates can serve as a governor on 
municipal tax fluctuations and keep them from dramatic increases 
or decreases in assessments from year to year. 

Table 2 gives a brief comparison of 2004 residential mil rates in 
some comparable cities in B.C. 

Table 2 
Residential Mil Rates: Selected B.C. Cities 

 
 City Mil Rate Total Mil Rate 
Chilliwack 5.8043 11.0398 
Coquitlam 3.8833 7.4159 
Kamloops 8.83 14.4296 
Kelowna 5.6364 10.2531 
Nanaimo 7.7171 13.3446 
Prince George 10.8974 18.0256 
Victoria 5.0380 9.2059 
Source: BC Statistics 

It can be additionally observed that the tax burden in Nanaimo 
went from $647 per capita in 2001 to $785 per capita in 2005 (B.C. 
Statistics), an increase of over 21 percent.  Did your income 
increase at this rate?  Why is the tax burden per capita rising with 
growth?  Will it rise even faster with the kind of planning that the 
city is currently implementing?  
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The Possibly Ugly - Dealing with Change and 
Manipulating Assessment Variables 
The nine assessment categories created by the province augmented 
at the municipal level by zoning categories are meant to control 
land use in the city more closely.  In Nanaimo there are 68 "zones" 
which control development.  For example there are 6 Single Family 
Residential zones, 14 Multiple Family Residential zones, 4 Rural 
Agricultural/ Residential zones, 30 Commercial zones, 3 Marine 
zones, 5 Industrial zones and 6 Public Institution zones.  While 
these zones, to a large extent, set the "value” of a property by setting 
the parameters of its kind and intensity of use, they  do not have 
varied mil rates.  Rather mil rates remain set by classes, even 
though there may be many zones within a class.  

"Zones" control the kinds and intensities of activity that can occur 
on a given piece of property.  Intensity of use, for example high-rise 
condominium apartment development, rather than single family 
development, affects the economic value of a property even though 
they are both in the "residential" class.  Other factors which affect 
the value of a piece of land include such factors as its size, location 
and accessibility, the utility services available to the parcel, any 
existing structures on the parcel, the type and condition of 
neighbouring parcels and economic activities, and so forth. All 
these factors affect the imputed (assessed) value of a piece of 
property, the true "market value" of which will not really be known 
until it is sold. 

The characteristics of a piece of property are of three sorts.  The first 
are its "absolute" characteristics such as its geography, geology, 
location and elevation.  The existence and condition of any 
structures on the property may also be given.  These factors affect 
the market value of a piece of land. 

A property's "relative" characteristics such as its location (next to a 
road more or less well traveled), "view,” neighbourhood, nearby 
structures and land uses, are known or at least knowable at the time 
of purchase.  These factors greatly impact the market value of a 
piece of land.  Both these absolute and relative sets of properties are 
recognized by BC Assessment.  

But another, less obvious, variable in the value of a property is an 
estimate of its future value.  While the absolute characteristics of a 
property may not change, its relative characteristics can change – or 
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be changed – in an instant.  A road may be built or an old one 
closed.  A high-rise may be built which cuts off a scenic view.  An 
inappropriate use may be developed next door.  The zoning on a 
property may be "upgraded" or "downgraded.”  A property may be 
expropriated.  There are many changes in neighbourhood character 
that can and do impact the value of a landowner's property over 
which he or she has no direct control.  

It is the purpose of an Official Community Plan (OCP) and its 
companion document, a "zoning" bylaw, to mitigate changes in 
relative property characteristics by regulating the kinds of changes 
that can take place on or near a property.  This protection is 
manifested in Nanaimo by the OCP Bylaw 6000 and its 
implementing companion, the Zoning bylaw, Bylaw 4000.  While I 
understand that one of our noted Nanaimo worthies (not a council 
member, nor on city staff) has been heard to refer to the OCP as the 
"root of all evil,” it, along with bylaw 4000, provides a kind of 
magna carta to protect citizens from the introduction of noxious or 
incompatible land uses.  The OCP (also known as Plan Nanaimo) 
along with its related zoning regulations, are a citizen’s only 
bulwark against unreasonable incursions. 

The power to control land use and the power to tax provide the 
most powerful of tools for control.  We have briefly introduced 
those external factors which impact property value and the ways in 
which land use and taxation tools can be used to promote or 
discourage the value of particular properties.  Shaping property 
values is shaping the future.  The future, in a municipality, is not 
something that just happens.  It is something that can be - and in 
large part is - managed.   

Change will take place.  The question we must deal with is how it 
takes place.  It can take place by accident or happen willy-nilly, or it 
can be to a large extent planned.  And if it is planned, the criteria to 
be used in that planning should be transparent. 

At nearly every meeting of City Council decisions are made about 
land use, zoning, or the urban containment boundary which 
separates urban and rural land uses.  These decisions can generate 
tens to hundreds of thousands – potentially millions – of dollars to 
the benefit or detriment of specific landowners.  The hallmark of an 
administration that is seen to represent all its citizen landowners 
equally is that these decisions are, insofar as possible, made on the 
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basis of known rules of procedure.  For example, before a piece of 
land is brought across the urban containment boundary into the 
city, there should be a demonstrated need for it to be brought in.   
Policies should exist regarding the amount of vacant land which 
should be maintained in the city, where growth is to be encouraged 
or discouraged and what kind of growth is desired.  Decisions about 
adding more parcels to a zoning category should take place on the 
basis of need.  Not on whether a committee, staff, or the Council of 
the day may be sympathetic to an applicant. 

As it happens some months ago I attended a meeting of a 
committee considering whether to recommend to council that a 
particular piece of land should be brought across the urban 
containment boundary so as to permit urban development.  I was 
flabbergasted to hear the discussion on this matter.  The applicant 
seemed a pleasant enough chap and he had a problem.  The city 
had grown to his doorstep and he was no longer comfortable plying 
his agriculturally related business on the edge of the city.  At the 
same time, his agricultural land would not fetch a good enough 
price to allow him to buy a suitable new acreage unless its value 
were raised by bringing his land across the urban containment 
boundary.   

There was no discussion of how much vacant land already existed 
in the city, of how many other owners might be in a similar 
situation and want their land brought in, of how bringing in the 
additional land might affect owners of such land who were already 
in the city.  In other words the decision to recommend the move 
appeared to be based on sympathy for the owner.  I cannot say that 
I was unsympathetic, but the possible toll on others was not 
considered.  Perhaps others were even more deserving of sympathy 
or a possible improvement in the selling price of their land.  At any 
rate I do not hold such practices to be conducive to the good health 
of a just municipality. 

The above is just one example.  Each and every such decision made 
by any city council has consequences, not only for the individual 
involved, but also for other citizen taxpayers in similar situations 
and for the community at large.  To overlook these consequences is, 
at best, negligent.  Municipal government is supposed to serve all 
citizens, not to promote a sympathetic few, nor to punish the 
unsympathetic.  At the extreme, negligence can devolve into 
something even less pleasant. 
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It has been said that there are more millionaires made in real estate 
than in any economic endeavour.  One may wonder if this is 
accidental.  An old friend recently sent an article from a local paper 
that included the following: 

ROSELAND – David Snyder says he has shown his wife 
and fellow Town Council member Dorothy Snyder just how 
profitable real estate can be. But her investments and her 
husband's role as town zoning commissioner are leaving 
some wondering if there may be a conflict of interest.  

South Bend Tribune, July 17, 2005 

It should be noted that in B.C. land ownership is, in a practical 
sense, secret.  While in some other jurisdictions in the world it is 
possible to make a simple free internet inquiry by owner or 
company name to determine all the land which that person or 
company may own, here land ownership is veiled by fees and red 
tape.  It is also possible, for a fee, to find out who owns a particular 
piece of land – that is to search by property – but again, fees and red 
tape make this process more difficult and expensive than need be for 
the average citizen.  This makes it difficult for the ordinary citizen 
to determine who owns properties that are impacted by various 
municipal changes in zoning, utility developments, and so forth. 

 

Conclusion 
We have traveled the road from the imputed values of market based 
assessment, to the hard fact of property taxation, to the place where 
the future of both these factors is born.  We can decide the basis on 
which decisions affecting our future assessments and property taxes 
will be made: by rule, by personality, by thoughtless accident, or 
worse.  We make a choice when we elect those who will represent 
us in such matters and in the demands that we make on city staff.  
As things change there will always be winners and there will be 
losers. Both need to be recognized.   

Our decisions in guiding change should be unbiased and fair and 
furthermore be seen to be unbiased and fair, i.e., guided by rules 
which are transparent and based on the sustainable health of our 
entire community.  Transparency in land ownership records and 
pre-assessments of the value created or lost in zoning or similar 
modification to the planned environment during the hearing process 
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would help the public to understand the nature of the process, how 
it will affect the taxes levied on one’s castle and to ensure that 
"Caesar's wife" is not only above reproach, but is seen to be above 
it. 
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Convention Centre Realities and  
Urban Design Issues 

 
Trevor Boddy 

 
A telephone interview with Trevor Boddy conducted by Julie 

Chadwick (Interviewer) and James Booker (Second Interviewer), 
co-hosts of radio station CHLY’s  ‘Elephant Talk.’ 

Date:  March 19, 2005 
 

Interviewer:   
With me is Trevor Boddy.  He’s a noted author, lecturer and 
Vancouver Sun architecture critic.  Hello Trevor.   

Boddy:   
Hi.  Well I’m an architecture critic; I write about new buildings, I 
write about how the city is changing.  I’m not a great expert about 
Nanaimo but what you’ve asked me to do is come and talk about 
how cities in western Canada are changing.  What are the forces on 
our downtowns?  How are the ways we are living in our cities 
changing? So, I’m going to show lots of pictures.  

We must look and we must look carefully. I used to think that 
places like Nanaimo and Courtenay-Comox were completely 
different and had nothing to do with what was happening in cities 
like Vancouver.  I’ve changed my opinion about that.  What I have 
been seeing in the last few years is that a lot of the same forces that 
are changing Vancouver are also changing your city. In fact, what I 
have been looking at in the amazing transformation of my town, 
Vancouver, may indicate where Nanaimo is going and may lead 
Nanaimo to want to do something different. 

Interviewer: 
Certainly in towns like Nanaimo there is a bit of idolization of 
bigger towns like Victoria and Vancouver.  Especially with this 
conference centre that we’re putting in, there is much talk about 
moving in the direction that those larger cities have taken.  I’m sure 
what you’re saying is true. 
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Boddy: 
As you know, we’re doing the same thing in Vancouver, where 
we’re building a huge half-billion dollar extension to our convention 
centre.  It’s on a very prime piece of waterfront land, just like yours, 
right in the heart of things.  Frankly, there has never been a 
thorough debate about whether we really need this.  

The figures – the statistics – on conventions all over the continent 
have shown that there has been a trend towards fewer conventions 
and fewer attendees. There’s no guarantee that the trend is going to 
go up.  Despite the statistical evidence, all cities on the continent are 
in a kind of cold war where they are trying to out-do each other in 
building conference facilities.  I think they’re not necessarily the 
best investment of public money.  Maybe, we should take a long 
hard look at that kind of direction for downtown development.   

Interviewer: 
Let’s go back to something you just said about fewer conference-
centre attendees.  That’s since 2001? 

Boddy: 
Exactly.  Remember the cold war, back and forth between Russia 
and the Americans?  Ronald Reagan upped the spending on 
weapons, with the Soviets trying to keep up, and so on.  Basically 
the poor Soviets spent themselves into ruin.  Well, it’s a sort of cold 
war up there when it comes to convention centres.  Every city’s got 
to have one, and its got to be a bigger and bigger one. And now 
cities the size of Nanaimo are very much into the game. So 
everybody’s building them.   

The reality is, there isn’t the business to keep them all functioning.  
None of them make money.  They are always heavily subsidized by 
the taxpayer.  Nevertheless, they are always trotted out to be the 
savior for tourism, business, spin-off factors and so on.  A lot of that 
stuff can be questioned – whether conference centres really do make 
all that big a difference. 

In Nanaimo, for example, you have a wonderful remains of a 
downtown.  In the old city, you have a very, very distinctive pattern 
of streets and old buildings.  Bit by bit it’s been whittled away.  I 
think Nanaimo is at that kind of tipping point where you can take 
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one direction for preserving and keeping the character that exists 
there.  You can have one sort of future in that direction, or you can 
haul off on another way.  So, I sense that Nanaimo’s at a kind of 
turning point about its future.   

In Vancouver we are at a very similar kind of choice point.  We’re 
having a big debate in Vancouver about whether we want to have a 
future as a resort.  Vancouver’s downtown has basically stopped 
making office buildings.  There hasn’t been one built there for a few 
years and none are planned.  A lot of our existing downtown office 
buildings are being converted into housing.  So Vancouver’s 
downtown is on the verge of not being a downtown.  It’s turning 
into a high-end residential neighbourhood. 

We have this RAV line – transit line – planned to connect 
downtown Vancouver to the airport in Richmond.  When they did 
the studies on that, they predicted that more people would leave 
downtown Vancouver every day, going out to work in the suburbs, 
than coming back in.  That was a bit of a shock because one would 
think that downtown was where you go to work.  So those business 
and employment functions for our downtown are disappearing 
rapidly.  It’s turning into a resort area – a place for conventions, 
casinos, hotels, bars and so on, and some very lovely condos. 

It makes you wonder if our long-term economic interests might be 
better served by having a balance, which is what good planning is: if 
you have a balance, you have places to work and live, you have a 
range of people with different incomes in the downtown, you hang 
on to the character that’s there and you enforce it. That’s what good 
planning is, and I think both Nanaimo and Vancouver haven’t had 
enough of a public debate about what good planning is.  In other 
words, what is the city we want to have?  I think people do have 
choices. 

Interviewer: 
That’s a good point.  It seems to me that there are two divergent 
ideologies.  One is a little bit like saying let’s keep going in the 
direction taken by all these other big cities; let’s make our town 
bigger and better.  On the other hand, a lot of people are now saying 
wait a minute, why don’t we focus on maintaining what we have, 
keeping people who are here happy, looking at a different way, a 
different direction.  Like looking at a different way of living, really.   
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Boddy: 
I think there is something there.  But an interesting way it breaks for 
me is that planning doesn’t  break down on old-fashioned ideology 
lines.  Its not like there is some leftie solution that would make 
everyone happy.  Here I am talking about trying to preserve office 
buildings in downtown Vancouver.  If you told me ten years ago 
that I’d be interested in that issue, I would have thought you were 
nuts.   

But, my concern is for a balanced city: a place to live and work 
together – to cut back on energy use – to have jobs concentrated 
where public transit is.  That’s the sort of downtown that makes a 
lot of sense. 

We’re looking at a new urban era where we have to move away 
from the old kind of breakdown – right or left – or if the business 
community wants it, it’s bad – and if the neighbours want it down 
the block somewhere else it’s good.  We have to see beyond that 
kind of analysis.  In my opinion, the city is changing so quickly that 
the old rules have broken down, and the most enlightened 
developers and planners understand that we need to be a lot more 
flexible about how we think about cities. 

We have to be very, very careful when we trade away things.  For 
example, in Vancouver, way back in the early 90s, our council, 
advised by the city planners, basically rezoned – changed the land 
use – for a huge chunk of downtown.  Everyone wanted downtown 
housing and they thought more people on the streets would be good 
– and I support all that.  What they did, though, is use very ham-
handed, too sweeping, rezoning.  Basically, nearly all the 
downtown peninsula of Vancouver was turned into housing 
optional.  Now what’s happened is that every single one of the 
resulting new buildings have developed as housing.  It didn’t turn 
out to be housing optional. In other words, they gave developers the 
choice: do you want to do an office building? Go ahead.  If you 
want to do housing – you can do housing.   

What happened is that the market spoke.  Everyone wanted to live 
in downtown Vancouver.  Why not?  You’ve got Stanley Park, 
you’ve got theatres, you’ve got lots of interesting things going on.  
It’s a great place to live!  But, they didn’t sit down and think:  by 
rezoning the whole downtown, we just might end up killing 
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downtown Vancouver as a place to do business, for corporate 
headquarters and so on. 

Planning is a very, very subtle art.  The ham-handed, sweeping, 
simple answers usually don’t work.  Those big ham-handed, 
sweeping answers usually come from ideologies – be it “no growth” 
or “super growth.”  We need to find a way between those poles of 
ideology to do more careful city building.   

Interviewer: 
It’s quite interesting to see what happens when you have, as 
nowadays, a very centralized system for planning a city. 

I was reading a fascinating book called Emergence, which is about 
how the lives of ants can relate to cities and how cities are 
organized, and also how they relate to the biological functioning of 
the brain. The author talks about how certain cities, historically, 
were just designed by the people, not by any centralized agency; 
how they just, in some way, organically happened; and how those 
cities function.  It’s interesting to know about such cities, because 
people nowadays find it really hard to imagine how something with 
the complexity of a city could be organized without a central 
organizing committee overlooking it all.  But despite the controls, 
you sometimes have problems if that central organizing committee 
doesn’t have a very broad overview of what’s going on and what 
may happen.  Then you get these situations where massive projects 
are planned and then, what they thought was going to happen, 
doesn’t happen. 

Boddy: 
I agree. Years ago, they used to call it a kind of master planning era.  
We gave the technocrats these huge, sweeping powers and they 
would just declare where the bridges would go and the shape of 
every street and all that sort of thing.  I think we’re past that period 
of master planning, partly because, I think, in some ways, we don’t 
trust the state to do many things as much as we did before. 

At the same time, you’re right; we can’t just kind of improvise 
things.  In many ways, that horrid strip that goes for miles and miles 
and miles north out of Nanaimo is the result of that kind of 
improvisation.  One mall would get approved; and then someone 
else would come up with a hunk of land further out, and another 
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one would get approved.  Bit by bit, through the 70s, 80s, and 90s 
that stretch of development was elaborated, improvised, and I think 
the net result is a pretty gruesome urban environment. 

It’s a really tough place if you’re a woman with a baby stroller 
wanting to go from one side of that big-box landscape to the other, 
through extensive areas of parking lots, and so on – unsoftened 
often enough by even the little things like greenery, like a little bit of 
planting, and so on.  You’d hardly know you were in Nanaimo; 
you’re in this other land.  And I think that shows the downside 
when you just improvise a city without a scheme.  For example, 
that strip could have been half as long, a little more intense, in other 
words, build it a little more tight on.  You’d have all the same 
parking whatever, but as you know, there are lots of gaps.  You 
have this strip of retail, then there’s a gap, and then some more here 
and there.  What’s happening there is a kind of warning back to the 
city.  God knows we all use the big mall facilities – I mean every 
franchise operation in the universe is out there and it’s really the 
retail concentration.  In some ways, I don’t think that even planners 
can tell people in your town:  “Don’t go and use the big box stores.”  
I think there should be a place for them.  They should be planned to 
fit into the landscape in some logical manner and dealt with.   

Interviewer: 
Do you think that the big box strip is the result of the trust in what’s 
called the inherent wisdom of the market and just letting the market 
decide where things go in a rather haphazard way? 

Boddy: 
Well, I don’t even know whether it was that ideologically-driven.  
Again, I think that it was an improvised and literally unplanned 
process, and one decision after another was made incrementally, 
one little decision at a time.  Project by project.  Mall by mall.  No 
one, it seems, sat down and thought out how things would fit 
together.  There was a need for someone, back in 1970, to draw up 
a picture to show residents of Nanaimo how it would be: “OK.... 
here’s what your ten-mile long strip will look like from here.  
Right... this will be what it’s like to go from one side to the other.  
This is what Saturday shopping will be like when you have to drive 
four blocks here, eight blocks there, a mile back that way.  This will 
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be how long you wait at the lights.”  Someone should actually have 
put a little package together and said, “Hey, this is what’s coming.” 

I think we could have done it better.  I think that with every shop 
there, we could have done it better.  And the irony, of course, is that 
sometimes these incremental decisions are in the long-term 
disinterest of business itself.  In other words, inefficient, sprawling, 
poorly-conceived strip doesn’t even serve the interests of business 
well. So, again, in a lot of cities people are often surprised that the 
business community is very involved with planning.  And you 
would think in straight “free market” ideological terms, “Why 
would they bother?”  As people often opposed to government 
intervention, they should be against all forms of planning, taking 
the position that the marketplace should rule. 

But you’ll find that nearly all businesses, especially here in Canada, 
are creatures created by some form of government control and 
policy.  And those controls and policies create niches, possibilities 
into which businesses deliver our needs.  So, I think, in some ways, 
how the development industry runs is predicated on planning 
regulations. 

The trouble is, there isn’t enough public debate. Everybody seems 
to think planning and regulations are too difficult or obtuse – and 
sometimes they are.  And everyone assumes that there are people in 
government service taking care of us.  You know, people accept that 
there are planners out there somewhere who will be figuring out the 
best future for Nanaimo.  Unfortunately, it’s not always true. 

As a writer, I often think that it is better if you have a black hat and 
a white hat – a bad guy and a good guy – and some evil person out 
there doing the bad plans and the good people doing the good 
plans.  But, I can tell you, it’s a little more complicated.  Often it is 
just the prevailing spirit of improvisation, incrementalism, creeping 
incrementalism – which is one of those phrases that planners use 
about how you can get into real trouble one little decision at a time.   

Interviewer: 
By standing back, though, and looking at the big picture and the 
direction in which we’re going, you can see what is not necessarily 
a good path in terms of sustainability and social happiness, and 
possible renewable energy and things like this. 
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Something I’m interested in that I was telling you about earlier is 
how architecture affects us socially.  I was thinking the other day 
about how a lot of our public space, our free public space, has 
basically been converted into private malls.  Of course, we still have 
parks and smaller public spaces, but many malls tend to serve the 
purpose of gathering places for a lot of people, especially the 
elderly.  Those are becoming the only places where they can still get 
together socially in a public way.  I wonder about how, first of all, 
how the architecture of a mall and the way that it looks affects the 
way we feel about things, and whether that contributes to levels of 
depression and things like that.   

Boddy: 
When citizens don’t have choices, when they don’t have options, 
and they don’t have rich lives with lots of different kinds of 
stimulation, the research out there tells us that’s when communities 
get into trouble.  The best cities give a lot of choice, give a lot of 
possibilities.  That’s why I think so much of the future of Nanaimo 
hangs on what is done in your downtown area in the very near 
future.  It’s fascinating to me that the future of downtown Nanaimo 
is coming together there now in the form of a kind of “high noon” 
confrontation.  I think decisions are being made almost cruelly – 
cruelly early and wrong. 

You’ve now got a walk-on ferry to downtown Vancouver, right?  
That service will probably increase in frequency as time goes on.  If 
you look at the difference in housing prices between my town, 
Vancouver, and your town, people could be motivated to buy a 
house at lower cost near downtown Nanaimo.  They could walk on 
the ferry, walk off in downtown Vancouver and pay for everyday 
ferry use, 5 days a week, for 30 years, and still come out ahead 
financially.  In other words, it now makes sense for us to look into 
commuting that way.  Connections will be even more attractive 
when you have faster service, hovercraft or whatever – some new 
transportation technology, some new linkages or routes.  Then all of 
a sudden Nanaimo is really right there, more closely knit into the 
mainland urban complex. 

Now, to make a rich community, yes you need public space, you 
need a variety of housing types, you need different ways for people 
to live.  There’s a place for single family houses, there’s a place for 
high-rise apartments, and there’s a place for everything in between. 
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It strikes me, that if you start to think of it as a very special place on 
Vancouver Island, I think you need to think of downtown Nanaimo 
as being the only place, other than Victoria, where a real urban 
experience can happen.  Nanaimo can provide an urban experience 
where different kinds of people are living together; a rich 
streetscape; a rich variety of activities there; people living 
downtown. I believe some planners and architects have looked at 
the streetscape of downtown Nanaimo and shown how you can put 
thousands of new apartments, condos and other sorts of housing 
down there without going high-rise and without swamping the 
character that’s there.  It can be done.  You know, it’s not that hard.   

The advantage for Nanaimo would be that it would then have 
something that’s unique. It would have an urban environment full 
of life, but one which is very close to a larger metropolitan area, if 
you need it.  It would provide choices for other Nanaimoites; 
people who live in suburban areas could come in and walk and 
have a different experience there.  The bones for such an interesting 
city are there. 

As an urban designer, I look at Nanaimo and I am amazed.  I love 
the kind of English high street feel of your downtown core, which 
has a kind of a character there that is missing in most of the other 
parts of this town, where we have redeveloped and overdeveloped. I 
think Nanaimo is at a kind of crux point where it has to ask, “What 
do we do with this place?”  I think the simple solutions of “go 
casino,” “go resort,” should be avoided. I don’t think the future as a 
“resort” is what we need in downtown Vancouver even though 
that’s happening, and I don’t think that the future as a “resort” is 
the best thing for downtown Nanaimo either. 

Interviewer:   
Well, if becoming a resort city is not even what’s best for Vancouver 
and I think Vancouver can do it much bigger and better than we 
can, then it seems ridiculous that Nanaimo is going in that same 
direction.  And in terms of having a healthy urban experience, I 
think it is good as well to have people from all walks of life and 
income levels living as neighbours.  It’s also beneficial if the 
downtown is a place where local people who are making local 
products have a chance to be able to sell what they are making.  For 
example, there might be a local bookstore where someone who has 
published and written his or her own book can go and sell it.  There 
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might be a place where someone makes a certain type of food which 
can be sold in a local restaurant.  Or someone who’s roasting coffee 
over on Gabriola can sell it at a restaurant.  Those activities seem to 
be really important as well.   

Boddy:   
Those are really good points.  In economic terms, that’s what the 
competitive advantage could be for downtown Nanaimo.  In other 
words, there’s already a place for highway strip businesses with 
franchise operations: they are out there – they are available.  Why 
not have downtown Nanaimo try to deliver something different? 

Now, it’s hard to deal with the whole supply chain and to make a 
place for the locals exclusively but let’s see what we can do.  The 
crucial thing is first to get more people living in and around the 
downtown.  More people living there will make the streets safer, 
more active, and more lively.  Once there are more people living 
there, there’s also a natural tendency for people to set up new 
businesses, and so on. 

Baby boomers from all over the continent, all over this country, are 
dying to get out of the rat race and go set up a small business.  They 
are all there looking at Nanaimo, and the possibilities of running 
bookshops, tea shops, you name it.  Lots of people want to do that; 
they want to have a different mode of life.  If there’s no urban space, 
streets, locations planned for this in Nanaimo, your city will get 
overlooked and those people will go to Ucluelet or who knows 
where else.  It is in everyone’s interest to provide those kinds of 
possibilities. 

Your point earlier about mixing incomes and people is interesting.  
You know, of course, that there is that sort of mix in Europe, in 
Paris and London. Often, for example, in Paris you’d have the 
wealthy living in lower floors of the building and up higher, in the 
very same building, would be the servants and the poor – they live 
together.  One reason why streets in European cities are lively is 
that you get all mixes together.  They have a place where they 
interact.   

Interviewer: 
Still a lot of public markets there as well? 
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Boddy: 
Yes, in Europe public markets are commonplace.  You do your 
shopping every day, you walk around, you have a sense of urban 
community, and so on.  Now, there is a great potential for urban 
community in Nanaimo’s downtown and in your older 
neighbourhoods.  They are not that far apart.   

We can learn from many of both eastern Canadian and American 
cities that it is wise to invest in, for example, heritage preservation, 
hanging onto your best buildings; to actively encourage people to 
live in the centres; to actively encourage bikeways and other green 
solutions.  All of that sort of basic urban improvement ends up in 
their cities becoming attractive to new investment, with money 
entering the scene in a different way and working in a different 
fashion.   

Probably the most optimistic and interesting potential future for 
Nanaimo is to say, “Well damn it, we’re not a strip city, we’re not 
just a generic beach town, we’re not just a retirement community.  
On the contrary, we have this ace in the hole called downtown, 
with its special character and variety of buildings, and its gruff 
improvised nature.”  I really like downtown Nanaimo – because it 
is so different – it doesn’t look like a “generic town.” If you marshal 
that resource well, you have what could be the real economic 
engine of the whole region.  There will come a time, you know, 
when downtown Nanaimo will be thought of as a great place to do 
business but it will be the centre of better, more interesting, greener 
types of business – knowledge business – creative design industries – 
that sort of thing.   

Interviewer: 
And provide leadership to others from small towns on the Island as 
well. 

Second Interviewer: 
Hi Trevor, this is James here.  I’ve been listening, and I wonder if 
you could comment on this.  If we do have these conference centre 
packages, conference centre/hotel/casino packages, being built all 
over North America, and indeed, I understand, all over the world – 
I hear they are really going up in China now and places like that.  
And there’s a lot of information out there telling us that conference 
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centres are really hit and miss, and that they are a gamble.  Why do 
we see city councils signing onto this so often, when there is public 
outcry? 

Boddy:   
Well, one suggestion I’ll give to your listeners is that there’s a 
wonderful study on convention centres from something called the 
Brookings Institute, and you can Google that.  They did a very 
thorough statistical analysis of convention centres, how much 
business there is, etc.  Basically, the surmise that they came up with 
was that conference centres are an enormous sinkhole.  They turn 
out to be ways to support the local development and construction 
industries.  They don’t yield a lot of new tax revenues and they 
don’t really serve unfulfilled functions.  The impression held by the 
Brookings study is that convention centres are sitting emptier and 
emptier as years go on.  Now what tends to happen in the local 
scene is that town boosters put forward the counter-argument: “Oh 
well we gotta do it, because if we don’t do it, Courtenay-Comox 
will steal all of our convention industry.”  

Right?  Well, again, I think that those kind of arguments are very, 
very suspicious.  In a lot of ways the convention centre-building 
business is a lot like the sports stadium-building business.  If you 
watch major league teams, you’ll often see them threaten to leave a 
town unless the city government pony’s up and gives them tax 
breaks to build expensive stadiums.  And often these are huge 
investments of public money.  Here in Vancouver we have BC 
Place Stadium which now is home to, I think ten Lions home 
games a year.  There’s a handful of trade shows and otherwise the 
stadium is empty most of the time.  The public subsidy per football 
game is $1 million. If you take the cost of that building and 
amortize it over time, you’ll find that means every time the Lions 
play, there is an effective public subsidy of $1 million.  
Astonishingly, there’s now actually a proposal, getting some 
hearing, to tear the thing down.  In other words, accommodate the 
Lions elsewhere...because the land is too valuable; it’s too 
important a part of the central city to waste for so little use.  

So that’s ...very interesting...We’re at the point where stadiums are 
coming down and going up.  You have to think the same way about 
convention centres.  Again, there’s all sorts of very, very creative 
accounting that goes on – suggesting these spin-offs – spin-off 



Trevor Boddy 187 

 

factors that are promised to be huge, right?  Spin-offs in stadiums 
that supposedly accrue from having convention floors, etc.  Those 
things, I suggest, tend to be exaggerated.  Also, I think the one area 
of the convention business that has held up the best is, ironically, 
the small ones – the small ones of one, two or three hundred people, 
which are often used by professional groups or academic groups. 

Interviewer:   
Which we can already accommodate.   

Boddy: 
Exactly.  My advice to Nanaimo would be this: get off this big huge 
honking 500 to 1,000 person convention trajectory that the town 
booster group wants to get on, and say, instead, well, we aren’t 
scrambling after that kind of business, we want the smart groups 
who will be attracted to the unique character of our town. These are 
groups that will want an experience of small hotels, bed and 
breakfasts, and other special things to be found when they circulate 
around our inner city.  There could be bicycle conventions, for 
instance, and their delegates would be lent a bike to explore 
Nanaimo’s landscape.  Or delegates could take jitneys that would 
take them around town and offer Nanaimo’s different kind of 
experience; they could go to Newcastle Island for a banquet or a 
barbeque; they could ferry across the harbour to the Dingy Dock 
Pub on Protection Island. 

Nanaimo could say we’re not going to play the big-time convention-
centre game; we don’t necessarily want the kind of business that 
everyone else does.  We’re going to create a niche business; we 
want these smaller kinds of gatherings, which often are the ones 
paying the highest daily rates.  So, I’m saying that I don’t want to 
write off convention centres altogether – I think they are important 
when they are suitably located and appropriately designed.  And 
tourism, too, is a really crucial industry in your town; it’s a good 
industry; it’s a clean one; its one that builds on your character, and 
so on.  There is a place for it.  It’s just that careful attention must be 
paid to the scale of these things and the nature of choice.     
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Second Interviewer: 
I think as well, from what I understand of this big one that’s coming 
in – the Marriott one – a lot of the tourist and conference-delegate 
money will be spent at the Marriott Hotel because people are going 
to be staying at that hotel, and they’ll be attracted to all the 
franchise businesses in the lobby of the hotel.  As well, from what I 
understand, a lot of the rest of the business area that is now being 
bought up or expropriated by the city, is going to be nationally 
marketed from Toronto. Local small independent businesses won’t 
get a look in.  Those spaces will be sold off to franchises.  So, this 
money is not really going to go to Nanaimo except in the form of 
minimum wage jobs to people such as the ones who are lucky 
enough to work at Starbucks.   

Boddy:   
That’s an interesting observation.  But again, I’m a Vancouverite 
who doesn’t know a lot about the micro-scale details of the current 
proposal.  All I’m saying is that the pattern of what is happening in 
Nanaimo’s downtown is consistent with what I’ve seen in other 
cities when they do this sort of thing.  It’s not just the physical 
addition of the convention centre and the attached hotel that 
worries one.  The grouping becomes a kind of thin edge of a wedge 
of redevelopment of the city, which by its rather disproportionate 
nature and by the rent it charges, etc., will exclude local businesses 
that have served the community well.  It’s hard to do too much 
when the new development is in place; you know, we can’t in this 
country make laws that say only local businesses can rent the space.   

But what we don’t need to do is to use public money as subsidies 
that create a kind of economic trap into which only large national 
operations can afford to jump.  You know what I mean?  I think, I’d 
be the last to say, and I’d argue against anyone who would say that 
no national companies need apply.  I don’t think we need that sort 
of thinking.  But, what we do need to be careful about is how we 
marshal our public investment.  You know, public investment is a 
pretty powerful thing.  Frankly, business in this country and most 
other countries runs on it.  It’s very, very important.  For all their 
talk about not wanting public involvement in the marketplace, most 
businesses are very, very interested in getting whatever subsidies 
they can.  So, I think we have to be very careful about the kind of 
subsidies that go into supposed downtown renewal. 
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I can see that it has been hard for downtown Nanaimo to have the 
Malaspina Hotel sitting there half-built and rather derelict-looking 
for all these years.  It has been a depressing symbol, there’s no 
question about that.  But to me the Malaspina building is also a 
symbol of the failed development ethos. I just wonder if it might be 
the kind of symbol that may come to be a portent.  It may be not 
just one deal that went wrong; it may be a symbol of a kind of deal 
that is going wrong repeatedly. 

Interviewer:   
Another bad direction? 

Boddy: 
Exactly.  And with just a few of those false moves you have 
corrupted your downtown and removed choices for Nanaimoites 
who want to do things differently.  The point about the power of the 
national chain stores pushing aside smaller local businesses and the 
captured dollars of the convention market is a very good one.  In 
some ways you can look at that situation as taking the same ethos 
and lifestyle of the strip and now moving it into downtown.  I think 
that would really be unfortunate because it will remove a choice for 
people.   

Interviewer:   
Well, thank you very much for all of your thoughts.  For those who 
would like to hear more and also see a slide show concerning all 
this, Trevor will be making a presentation at an advertised venue.  

Boddy:   
A lot of what I’ll show will be of other places.  I’m not a great 
expert on Nanaimo, and I must speak more generally.  I’m going to 
show other towns and other cities; I’m even going to leave Canada 
because you asked me about “very False Creek” – well this is a 
strange thing I encountered.  I was in the Middle East; I was in the 
Persian Gulf, in a country called the United Arab Emirates a couple 
of years ago.  There I bumped into an ex-Vancouverite – a guy who 
used to work here.  He asked me what I was doing and I said I was 
giving a talk, and then he asked me, “Trevor, do you know what 
we’re doing here?”  And, I said “No.”  He says well wait until next 
day, I’ll send you a car and we’ll take you out to see something.  
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Well he took me outside Dubai, into the Arabian Desert, so hot that 
not even cactus was growing.  And, we stopped at this huge 
construction site, got out of the car, and he said, “Look down 
there.”  And I looked down and there was this huge excavation, 
and water was filling into a big pond – whatever.  I took a careful 
look at it and I couldn’t believe it.  They had built False Creek, full 
scale, in the Arabian Desert.  They had done a version of False 
Creek and around it they are now building, Vancouver-style, skinny 
high-rise towers and townhouse bases.  And, it’s no accident: the 
Sultan used to come to Vancouver, liked the look of False Creek, 
plotted it, and told his ministers to make one just like it.  So, this is 
the kind of world we’re in, we have a little fake Vancouver being 
built in the Middle East.  In other words, a lot of these forces are 
global and the exchange of ideas is universal.  So come and hear the 
story of “Very False Creek.”   

Interviewer:   
Thank you very much. 

Boddy:   
Pleasure talking to you.    

 

This interview was transcribed by Don Stone and edited by 
Charles Christopherson.  It is used with the permission of 
radio station CHLY and Trevor Boddy.
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The Canadian Convention Centre Market: 
 A Preliminary Assessment  

 
  Heywood Sanders 

 
Introduction 
American cities currently face a significant imbalance between the 
supply of and demand for convention centre space.  The impact of 
this supply-demand imbalance, or space “glut,” can be seen in 
national figures on the demand for convention centre exhibit space, 
decreased annual attendance at major existing centres, and a highly 
competitive marketplace.  This chapter  seeks to provide an initial 
assessment of the Canadian convention and tradeshow market 
environment, and the implications for future convention centre 
development. 

 

Supply Side: The Stock of Convention Centre Exhibit 
Space 
Tradeshow Week’s annual Major Exhibit Hall Directory provides an 
annual measure of the total exhibit hall space in Canada.  In 2004, 
the Directory counted 38 Canadian exhibit facilities ranging from the 
National Trade Centre in Toronto and the Metro Toronto 
Convention Centre (MTCC) down to the Hamilton Convention 
Centre and the Confederation Centre of the Arts.  In total these 
venues offered 8.11 million square feet of exhibit space. 

From a starting point in 1990 of 6.8 million square feet, the stock of 
Canadian exhibit hall space has increased by some 19 percent. The 
increase reflects the construction of new venues such as the London 
Convention Centre, the Calgary Convention Centre, and the 
Quebec Convention Centre, as well as major expansions of the 
Metro Toronto Convention Centre and Montreal’s Palais des 
Congres.  Expansion projects are currently underway at the 
Vancouver Convention and Exhibition Centre (VCEC) and the 
Shaw Conference Centre in Edmonton.  Plans are also under 
consideration for expansion at the Toronto Congress Centre, the 
Centre de foires in Quebec, and the Ottawa Congress Centre. 
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While the growth in Canadian convention centre supply has been 
more modest than the growth rate in the United States, both 
countries have seen a consistent pattern of centre development, 
commonly based on the assumption of consistent and predictable 
growth in demand.  Indeed, the business plan for the expansion of 
the Vancouver Convention and Exhibition Centre was largely based 
on the assumption that demand growth from the United States 
would fill the increased space: “KPMG [Vancouver’s consultants] 
estimated that 90% of the convention delegates to the expanded 
convention centre will be attending North American and 
international conventions and, for this reason, expansion is geared 
to the U.S. and international markets.” 

A reliance upon the U.S. market goes well beyond the Vancouver 
case.  The VCEC Business Plan also notes: “Toronto’s recent 
addition of 250,000 square feet (1997) and Montreal’s proposed 
100,000 square feet expansion (2001) were justified based on 
anticipated demand from U.S. groups for Canadian 
convention/exposition destinations.” 

 

Demand Side:  Aggregate Data 
The best available measure of the overall performance of the 
Canadian convention and tradeshow industry is the annual 
summary of the “Canadian 50” published by Tradeshow Week.  The 
Canadian “50” covers the 50 largest, in terms of exhibit space use, 
Canadian events each year.  The cast of events is thus subject to 
change annually, as events that fail to grow are replaced by newer 
large events.  The “50” includes such events as the Canadian Home 
Furnishings Market in Toronto, the twice-yearly Alberta Gift 
Shows, Grocery Innovations Canada, and the Ontario Dental 
Association annual meeting, in locations ranging from Moncton to 
Vancouver. 

The overall history of exhibit space use by the Canadian “50” is 
shown in Figure 1, in terms of total exhibit hall space utilized each 
year from 1998.  (All figures follow the list of references at the end 
of the chapter.)  From a total of 6.28 million square feet in 1998, the 
space use figure dropped to 5.91 million in 2001, 5.77 million in 
2002, and 5.46 million in 2003.  For 2004, a slight increase brought 
exhibit space use to 5.76 million in 2004 – a total about equal to 
2002, and 11 percent down from 1998. 
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A more relevant and striking measure of convention and tradeshow 
performance is the annual attendance at the “50” events.  While 
exhibit space use is relevant to the finances of an individual centre, 
the economic impact and benefits of a convention venue are derived 
from its attendance, as those attendees stay overnight in local hotel 
rooms and patronize local restaurants and retail shops. 

In 1998, the Canadian “50” saw total attendance of 624,991, 
followed by about 609,000 in 2000.  The attendance total has 
dropped each year since to 428,348 in 2004.  That amounts to a 
drop of 31.5 percent from 1998 to 2004.  More importantly, the 
attendance total continued to decline from 2003 to 2004, even as 
exhibit space use was beginning to rebound (see Figure 2). 

Thus over a period when Canadian convention centre space was 
steadily increasing, demand (measured in terms of attendance) has 
fallen.  This is largely parallel to the case in the U.S., where exhibit 
space grew by 25.3 percent from 1998 to 2004 while attendance fell 
by 8.5 percent.   

 

Individual Facility Performance 
The aggregate trends of the Canadian “50” may not necessarily be 
mirrored by the performance of individual convention centres 
which serve a mix of U.S., Canadian national, regional, and local 
events.  This section will examine the performance of some 
individual communities and venues over the last few years for 
evidence of the actual results of the larger market dynamics. 

Vancouver Convention and Exhibition Centre 

The VCEC is currently engaged in a large-scale expansion effort 
that will more than triple its available exhibit hall space.  As the 
expansion Business Plan noted in October 2000, “Convention 
centres are catalysts for generating net economic benefit from the 
spending of overnight visitors… the VCEC has a proven track 
record of meeting this objective since opening in 1987.” 

VCEC management reported that the number of convention 
delegates at the centre reached a peak number of 314,553 in fiscal 
year 1997-98, according to an article in Georgia Straight.  Since that 
year, convention attendance has fallen, reaching 180,466 for fiscal 
2003-04 – a decline of 43 percent.  A broader measure of total 
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attendance at the VCEC, including a large number of local meetings 
and events such as the Canada Day celebration, shows the attendee 
count falling from 750,599 in fiscal year 1999 to 690,258 in fiscal 
2001 and 588,165 in fiscal 2003 (the most recent year reported).  
The PavCo fiscal 2003 annual report goes on to note that “event 
attendance fell short of historical levels.” 

A parallel set of data on non-resident attendance indicates 146,484 
attendees in fiscal 2004-05, declining to 131,050 for fiscal 2005-06 
based on bookings through March 2005.  The estimated non-
resident attendance for fiscal 2006-07 (again based on bookings) 
comes to 142,999.  There is thus little evidence of an immediate 
future turnaround. 

A complementary measure of convention activity at the VCEC, 
delegate spending economic impact, was estimated at $245 million 
for 2000, with the projection from the KPMG consulting firm that 
impact would increase to $474 million in 2009 with the expanded 
centre.  Recent news releases from the VCEC and Tourism 
Vancouver estimate the Centre’s economic impact at $148 million 
for fiscal 2004 – a drop of 40 percent. 

The most recent annual report of BC PavCo, the VCEC’s owner, 
states that “Benefits derived from activity at Vancouver Convention 
& Exhibition Centre reduced from the Fiscal 2004/05 budget and 
from Fiscal 2003/04 results…. many delegates were from national 
and local markets rather than the high spending international 
sector….”  The economic benefit discussion in the March 31, 2005 
report concludes, “it will take some time for a complete recovery of 
the long-term convention market.” 

Metro Toronto Convention Centre 

The Metro Toronto Convention Centre’s 2003-04 annual report 
refers to it as “Canada’s number one convention and trade show 
facility.”  The MTCC offers 460,000 square feet of exhibit hall 
space, and was expanded most recently in 1997.  In terms of a 
broad array of indices, the MTCC has seen a notable decline in 
performance in recent years.  Direct delegate spending is estimated 
to have dropped from $95.8 million in 2000-01 to $72.8 million in 
2002-03 and more recently $68.9 million in 2003-04.  The total 
number of convention and tradeshow events hosted by  
the centre fell from 86 in 2000-01 to 60 in 2002-03 and 44  
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in 2003-04.  In parallel, the centre’s occupancy fell from 56 percent 
in 2000-01 to 55.7 percent in 2002-03 and 45.7 percent in 2003-04.   

The decline in the occupancy rate of the MTCC probably 
understates the larger shifts in the centre’s business.  The centre 
actually increased its count of public shows (which draw from the 
local region), from 23 in 2000-01 to 54 in 2001-02 and 46 in 2003-
04.  Thus like the VCEC, it appears to have substituted local events 
for conventions. While the declining convention and tradeshow 
performance of the centre was no doubt affected by the Sudden 
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) scare in 2003, it should be 
evident that declines in the volume of convention events and centre 
occupancy were proceeding downward prior to the impact of 
SARS.  

Quebec City 

The Quebec City and Area Tourism and Convention Bureau 
regularly publishes its ECHOtourism Statistics report including 
information on convention activity in greater Quebec.  As Figure 3 
shows, convention delegate attendance rose through the latter half 
of the 1990s, reaching a peak of 142,813 in 1999.  The volume of 
annual overnight stays by convention delegates generally rose in 
parallel, to a peak of 175,375 in 2001.  Both delegate attendance 
and overnight stays have declined sharply since.  The 2004 delegate 
total of 85,966 represents a drop of 39.8 percent from the 1999 peak.  
For overnight stays, the 2004 total of 109,014 amounts to a drop of 
37.8 percent from 2001. 

A part of the clear shift in Quebec’s performance is suggested by 
data on the origin of convention attendees.  In 2001, the Quebec 
City area saw only 35.7 percent of its convention delegates from 
within the province, with another 17.1 percent from the U.S.  In 
contrast, the Quebec proportion had risen to 45.9 percent in 2004, 
with just 15 percent from the U.S. 

Montreal and the Palais des Congres 

As Marc Levine has stated, “few cities in North America have more 
energetically pursued tourism as an urban revitalization strategy 
than Montreal.”  He further notes that the city, provincial, and 
national governments have invested nearly $7 billion [Canadian] 
since the 1960s in tourism infrastructure.  A significant portion of 
that investment has gone into the pursuit of conventions and 
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meeting events.  The last few years have seen a major expansion of 
the Palais des Congress which doubled exhibit hall space from 
100,000 to 200,000 square feet, and the renovation and expansion 
of Place Bonaventure. 

The expansion of the Palais (it opened in mid-2002) was predicated 
on the assumption that a major increase in exhibit and meeting 
space would significantly increase the city’s competitive position in 
the national and international convention market.  It does not 
appear to have done so. 

In 2000, the Palais des Congres accommodated 239,273 convention 
participants, followed by 179,288 the following year.  Post 
expansion, the Palais saw 248,146 attendees in 2003 and 244,674 
for 2004.  With double the space, the Palais has accommodated 
effectively the same volume of convention attendees as in 2000.  It 
also appears, based on convention data from Tourisme Montreal, 
that the convention attendance base of the Palais and the city has 
shifted in geographic terms.  In 1999, 60 percent of Montreal 
convention attendees came from within Canada (including 24.5 
percent from Quebec), with 34 percent from the U.S.  The 
comparable figures for 2003 (the most recent available) indicate that 
59 percent of attendees were from Canada (including 33 percent 
from Quebec) and 21 percent from the U.S. Thus Montreal is 
increasingly drawing convention attendees from within the 
province, while losing U.S. attendees.  The consequent increase in 
international attendance (from 6.5 to 20 percent) is commendable.  
But the apparent decrease in U.S. attendance bodes poorly for both 
Montreal and Canada as a whole, as it is suggestive of the increased 
competitiveness and decreased attendance observed in the broad 
U.S. convention and tradeshow market. 

Montreal is currently continuing its commitment to large-scale 
public investment in tourism. Its strategic plan calls for a response 
to the investment in tourism by such cities as Pittsburgh, 
Milwaukee, and Boston.  The city’s Tourism Development Plan 2003-
2010 calls for “numerous projects,” including “providing Montreal 
with a trade show centre of international calibre” in an expanded 
downtown.  A May 2005 press release from Tourisme Montreal 
announced a $100 million target for tourism investment over the 
next five years. 
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Victoria Conference Centre 

The Victoria Conference Centre (VCC) opened in 1989 after some 
20 years of effort to provide a convention and meetings facility in 
the city.  The centre’s completion involved a $7.3 million grant from 
the provincial government, with further matching funds from the 
federal government.  As built, the centre offers 14,000 square feet of 
exhibit hall space, a lecture hall seating 400, and additional meeting 
rooms, all adjacent to the 477-room Fairmont Empress hotel. 

The Victoria Centre has performed quite consistently in recent 
years, in contrast to a number of other Canadian venues.  Victoria 
attracted 27 “citywide” events with more than 400 attendees in 
2001, followed by 32 in 2002 and 31 each for both 2003 and 2004.  
The 2005 total should come to about 30.  But with a relatively stable 
demand, local interests have pressed for an expansion of the centre, 
with the argument that a larger facility would inevitably draw more 
business to Victoria.  In a January 2004 statement, Doug Potenier 
of the Greater Victoria Chamber of Commerce noted that “It is no 
secret that the existing conference centre is limited in scope and 
scale, continues to lose events, and is being increasingly passed over 
for venues that have expanded to meet market demand for 
exhibition space.”  He went on to call for an expanded facility with 
an exhibition hall:  “An expanded facility, which would hold both a 
convention hall and exhibition space, would catapult the VCC into 
the forefront, draw new visitors and markets to the area, and add 
economic value to the region.”  As with many other cities, local 
leaders regularly argue that ever larger events demand a bigger 
venue, and that a growing market can only be served with more 
space, at increased public expense.  

 

North American Linkage 
In Vancouver, Toronto, and Montreal, the development of new 
and/or expanded centres was predicated in large part on expansion 
of convention business demand from the United States.  As that 
demand has now greatly diminished, two parallel forces have 
increasingly impacted the present and future performance of 
Canadian venues. 

First, as U.S. demand is diminished, centres like the VCEC are 
forced to shift their marketing and activity to “national and local 
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markets.”  This naturally results in lessened economic impact and 
delegates who have shorter stays on average.  But it also means that 
smaller Canadian venues that would normally serve that “national 
and local” market are obliged to compete directly with Vancouver.  
In essence, a large centre like Vancouver’s will increasingly pursue 
business it would once have disdained, exerting competitive 
pressure on smaller venues in the province and beyond. 

This pattern is of course what has been stated for Montreal and the 
Palais des Congres. 

Second, as the competitive pressures rise across North America, 
centres and local convention and visitors’ bureaus are increasingly 
obliged to offer an array of incentives in order to attract events.  The 
most common such incentive is a discount or elimination of 
convention centre rental cost.  A recent report on the competitive 
situation of the Baltimore Convention Center noted how one 
Canadian city was responding to the discount war: 

ABC group was considering Baltimore for their Biennial 
Convention for December, 2009. Throughout the entire bid 
process our major competition was Washington, DC.  Our 
pricing package was very similar to DC's.  At the final hour 
Toronto came in and made an offer that included 
complimentary rental in their convention center, our rental 
was $67,450. This group represented a total of 10,495 room 
nights and 6,000 attendees. Direct spending would have 
been $5.7 million. 

The discounting and giveaways of convention centre space has 
become particularly common among U.S. west coast cities.  This is 
of immediate relevance to Vancouver and the entire province, as the 
KPMG study that supported the VCEC expansion noted that 
Vancouver’s direct competitors included San Diego, Seattle, 
Portland, and Denver.  A February 2005 article in Forbes magazine 
described the fortunes of Portland’s Oregon Convention Center in 
the wake of its 2003 expansion:  

By the end of 2004, the center’s finances were in bad shape.  
To get 34 decent-size shows, the center had to indirectly 
waive rental fees for 10 of them.  The building would have 
lost $15,000 a day if not for $6 million [U.S.] in tax 
subsidies.  Hotels are 60% occupied, as fewer than 30% of 
convention-goers last year came from outside Portland. 
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The Seattle Convention and Visitor Bureau’s 2005 marketing plan 
provides further evidence of the competitive market environment, 
noting that: “For the foreseeable future, market conditions will be 
highly competitive and a buyer’s market will prevail in many 
destinations.  Various incentives and concessions may be necessary 
in order to secure targeted customers.” 

The marketing plan goes on to note that Portland “frequently offers 
[convention centre] space on a complimentary basis,” that “Denver 
frequently offers complimentary or discounted convention centre 
rent,” that Salt Lake City “is an extremely viable market for rate-
conscious groups,” and the Los Angeles Convention Center “is 
often offered rent-free.”  Seattle has also employed hotel rebates and 
reduced or free centre rental.  And San Diego Convention Center 
officials recently requested an increase in the $3 million [U.S.] 
incentive fund used to lure conventions to that city. 

The increasing use of incentives and giveaways is a clear measure of 
the competitiveness of the North American market, and suggests 
the uncertainties inherent in the investment in any new or expanded 
convention and meeting facility.  At the same time, it also makes 
clear that the cost of competing for convention events goes well 
beyond simply paying for the construction of a centre.  Rental 
discounts and incentives are reflected in increasing operating losses 
for a centre, the need for direct support from city governments and 
ratepayers, and calls for increased public funding for marketing and 
new local attractions.  This dynamic of growing convention centre 
losses and calls for added financial support is currently occurring in 
Denver, Los Angeles, San Diego, Portland, Minneapolis, 
Baltimore, Washington, Dallas, Atlanta, and Portland. 

 

The Will to Build 
The clear evidence of convention centre overbuilding in the U.S. 
has not stopped more than 40 cities from pursuing their own plans 
for new or expanded convention centres.  The list of such cities 
includes New York, Philadelphia, Cleveland, Nashville, 
Jacksonville, Raleigh, and Phoenix.  And convention centre 
development plans are moving forward in Canadian cities as well.  
The case of the Ottawa Congress Centre is particularly instructive. 



200 Heywood Sanders 

 

Reacting to the January 2005 Brookings Institution study that 
described a “slumping” convention market in the U.S., Ottawa 
officials argued that their city was thoroughly unaffected by larger 
competitive pressures and could clearly succeed as a convention 
destination.  According to Paul Akehurst of the Ottawa Tourism 
and Convention Authority, “What's happening in the U.S. is not 
what is happening in Canada.”  Akehurst’s assessment was 
supported  by Ottawa Congress Centre president, David Hamilton: 
“Everybody wants to have their convention here.” 

An August 24, 2005 story in the Ottawa Citizen quoted Congress 
Centre board chair Phil Downey as saying of a larger facility: “it's 
important to the city's future that it have decent space for national 
meetings.”  He then went on to state: “If we can get this thing built, 
we're going to have one of the best facilities in almost all of the 
world.” 

Convention centre boosterism is also fully shared by the editorial 
board of the Ottawa Sun.  In the paper’s August 25, 2005 issue, the 
editorialists called on the city’s business community to step in and 
resolve the host of political and financial disputes surrounding the 
centre plan: 

So why should the business community care? Well, ask any 
tourism official and they'll tell you our town sorely lacks 
large convention facilities that would allow us to host major 
conferences and events. We're passing up millions of dollars 
in revenue that could be pouring into our economy. 

Of course, Ottawa has yet to fully secure the funds it needs for its 
best in the world centre, although the city expects that the Ontario 
and federal governments will be providing $30 million each, with 
the City providing $25 million. 

The optimism of Ottawa local officials is perhaps commendable, 
sustained as it is by having to bear less than a third of the cost of a 
new centre at the local level.  And in other Canadian cities like 
Vancouver, where much of the cost has similarly been shifted to 
provincial and national governments, new or expanded centres 
represent both a financial bargain and a triumph of distributive 
politics.   
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Conclusion 
For a community like Nanaimo, B.C., the image of “successful” 
convention centre investment in places such as Victoria and 
Vancouver, coupled with a genuine hope that convention and 
meeting visitors will spur new retail and downtown activity and 
boost the city’s fortunes, sustains public investment even in the face 
of competing market realities.  But similar optimism and 
enthusiasm from Newfoundland through Quebec and Ontario to 
British Columbia is likely to result in a host of new convention and 
conference centre projects largely financed by provincial and federal 
governments, and precisely what has occurred in the U.S. – a vastly 
overbuilt market of costly, under-performing public facilities, 
followed by further calls to support the future of this community, 
and that, and another. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

From 5 to 52.5 in 4 – and More   
 

Ron Bolin 
 
This is a brief chronology of how taxpayer funding for a 
conference centre in Nanaimo escalated from $5 million to $52.5 
million in just 4 years.  And up to $72.5 million in 5. 

March 2000 –  Mayor’s Task Force suggests that the city set 
aside $5 million for capital expenditure on a 
conference centre. 

December 2000 – Egon Kuhn proposes turning the old Malaspina 
Hotel into a convention centre and hotel. 

August 2001 –  “Convention centre plan hits milestone.”  City 
agrees to provide $10 million to build the 
convention centre, Mr. Kuhn to put up $12 
million to build 150 rooms in the old Malaspina 
Hotel. 

January 2002 –  City Council lifts the limit on what taxpayers 
would spend from $10 million to $12.4 million. 

October 2002 – Mr. Kuhn said unable to find financing for the 
convention centre without an additional $4 
million equity investment from the City: the City 
balked. 

November 2002 –  Builders file a lien against the hotel company. 

December 2002 –  “City to appeal for grants.”  

Early 2003 –  Vancouver Island Conference Centre call for 
proposals indicates capital authorization from 
the City of $12 million, offers one of two city 
sites at “acceptable terms,” requires completion 
guarantees and a $50,000 cash deposit with the 
proposal, puts the onus on the proponent to 
clearly articulate the economic benefits to both 
parties. 

April 2003 –  City receives one bid, from Insight Holdings, 
requiring the City to put up $18.5 million for the 
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conference centre: Insight Holdings to own 51 
percent of the project. 

October 30, 2003 –  “Conference centre alliance collapses.”  

November 30, 2003 – Reported that “Tenders not needed: Cantelon.” 
Developers are keenly interested in building a 
conference centre for the city, and the project’s 
committee chairman now thinks the city should 
skip the tendering process. 

January 15, 2004 –  “Conference centre strategy to be honed in 
Florida.” Councillor Ron Cantelon and City 
official Al Kenning are to attend the “If You Build 
It Will They Come” conference at the Marriott 
Renaissance Vinoy Resort and Golf Club in St. 
Petersburg, Florida.  As he leaves for Florida, 
Councillor Cantelon informs the News Bulletin 
that the City should be ready to issue a request 
for proposals upon their return. 

January 22, 2004 –  “Buyer found for Malaspina.”  Property was 
rejected as a possible conference centre site 
when the owners refused to budge on the $7 
million selling price, giving their partners cold 
feet on the deal.  Asked if the owners will get 
their $7 million, Bill Wright, a principal in the 
Cape Group which proposes to develop the site 
as condominiums and townhouses, says “That’s 
ballpark.” 

May 2004 –  City Council decides in camera to buy 
Commercial St. and Terminal Ave. properties 
that will be needed for the still unannounced 
conference centre project. 

September 13, 2004 – New Nanaimo Centre (NNC) project is 
announced to the public, as is November 20, 
2004 referendum to seek voter approval of the 
agreement with the private partner and 
authorization of $30 million in borrowing. 

September 30, 2004 – James D. Stevenson, a representative of Triarc 
International, is reported in the News Bulletin as 
saying that Triarc was not interested in a 
“bidding war” for the project. 
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October 25, 2004 – The partnering agreement with Triarc 
International, Inc. is signed.  Less than 30 days 
are provided for the public to study the very 
complex deal before the referendum vote. 

November 20, 2004 – The referendum edges to YES by a 52 percent 
(12,310) to 48 percent  (11,335) vote. 

November 29, 2004 – The City recognizes a major procedural error in 
the NNC referendum:  the City failed to gain 
approval from the B.C. Inspector of 
Municipalities for the $30 million in long term 
borrowing for the NNC prior to the referendum. 

February 17, 2005 – The Miscellaneous Statutes Amendment Act, 
2005, dealing with the Nanaimo Centre loan 
authorization bylaw receives third reading in the 
provincial legislature.  This finally legitimizes the 
November 20, 2004, referendum. 

March 22, 2005 – Council asked to allocate $2.8 million additional 
dollars to the $10 million originally budgeted for 
the development of the ice sheets, which the 
City has associated with the NNC.  Staff notes 
that the full increase in the estimated budget is 
about 40 percent as features of the ice sheet 
development have also been reduced.  

June 21, 2005 – Demolition of the Commercial St./ Terminal 
Avenue properties begins. 

August 15, 2005 – City concurs with Triarc’s assignment of all its 
rights, title and interest in and to the Partnering 
Agreement to Suro Development Company. 

September 12, 2005 – City passes the New Nanaimo Centre Loan 
Authorization Bylaw 2005 No. 5750.01.  This 
bylaw, which in essence recognizes the 
movement of the hotel to an independent site 
and the change in the parcel from “air rights” to 
fee simple, is to be forwarded, on legal advice, 
to the Inspector of Municipalities for approval.  
Approval from the citizens of Nanaimo is not 
sought. 

September 17, 2005 – Demolition of the Nanaimo Foundry begins.  
Title for the property has not yet been 
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transferred to the City from the Port Authority.  
The Port Authority issued a licence to the City 
to demolish the building.  The Foundry is a 
nationally registered historic building. 

September 29, 2005 – The City Manager and his Deputy forward the 
New Nanaimo Centre – Progress Report for 
presentation at the October 3 Council meeting.  
This document indicates that the NNC will be up 
to $20 million over its budget as presented in 
the November 2004 referendum, and that final 
budget figures will not be known until after the 
November 20, 2005 municipal election.  It notes 
that neither the amount of borrowing, the total 
expenditure, nor the scale of the project can be 
altered, though other sources of funding can be 
sought.  

It recognizes that the City has the option of 
withdrawing from its partnership with Suro (a 
separately incorporated Canadian company, 
wholly owned by Triarc, registered in Nova 
Scotia) but does not recommend this action at 
this time.  It notes official expenditures to date 
on the NNC of approximately $12 million and 
recommends authorization of an additional $3.8 
million in interim expenditures to handle 
immediate land cleanup and remediation 
expenses in the areas where demolition has 
taken place. It provides no firm date for the 
release of the final cost estimates which are 
required before major construction contracts 
can be undertaken, other than to note that this 
will take place after the election. 

October 3, 2005 – The NNC Progress Report is received and its 
recommendations are accepted by City Council. 

The future history of the New Nanaimo Centre and its costs 
remains to be written. 



 

 

APPENDIX  B 
 

Observations on the Nanaimo Convention Centre-
Hotel Proposal 

 
Robert L. Bish 

  
I have reviewed all of the documents on the City of Nanaimo's 
web site with special focus on the Grant Thornton feasibility 
study, the PKF study of the hotel itself, and the City of Nanaimo’s 
“New Nanaimo Centre Question and Answer Guide” of October 
21, 2004.  Both the Grant Thornton and PKF reports appear to 
be competent studies and it would take a large amount of work 
to check their sources and the comparability of the Nanaimo 
situation to the data they provide from elsewhere.  I do not see 
any reason not to accept them as reasonable pieces of work 
done by competent firms.  

In reading the City of Nanaimo report I note that there are 
serious errors in the section on "What is the Direct Economic 
Benefit of the Project?" on pp. 7 and 8. This section is also of 
most interest to me as I spent time in Washington DC reviewing 
both economic impact and benefit cost studies for the US 
Department of Commerce and taught both topics for many years 
at several universities. 

First, the study treats "economic impacts" and "economic 
benefits" as the same thing.  They are not.  Economic impacts 
are simply the total amount of spending on a project.  Hopefully 
when expenditures are made (costs) they result in benefits but 
that does not necessarily happen and both benefits and costs 
must be measured separately.  That was not done in any of the 
background studies. 

Most important is that net benefits are always much less than 
impacts.  A simple way to understand this is an analogy to gross 
sales of a business compared to its costs, where if the business 
is efficient the gross sales revenues (economic impacts) exceed 
costs and there is a net benefit we call profits (economic 
benefits).  However, even large economic impacts may result in 
net economic losses instead of benefits.  For example, even 
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during bankruptcy Eaton's had large gross sales but costs were 
greater than revenues so its net benefits (economic benefits) 
were negative. 

We know that it will cost a lot to construct the Nanaimo 
convention centre and hotel so there will be large economic 
impacts.  No study, however, compares benefits with those costs 
to determine if the project benefits exceed costs so that 
"economic benefits" are positive.  The City report is simply 
fundamentally flawed in this regard. 

Second, there is also a simple problem with the City's calculation 
of the economic impacts.  They base their calculation on 100,000 
delegate days with an impact ($250) that assumes an overnight 
stay.  However, neither Grant Thornton nor the PKF studies 
predict usage of the conference centre by anywhere near that 
many overnight delegates.  Grant Thornton specifically notes 
that most conference usage is by one-day delegates from 
Vancouver Island and the PKF hotel study indicates that total 
hotel room demand in all of Nanaimo from all sources (including 
tourism and the attraction of the casino) is only an increase of 
53,000 room nights by 2011.  The studies also note that less 
than 30 percent of all use of the conference centre would be for 
2-day or more activities. 

Without going through all of the details of both studies it would 
appear that the convention centre alone will probably not result 
in more than 33,000 overnight convention delegate days instead 
of the 100,000 the City based its calculations on.  With this 
adjustment the City would estimate an "impact of $8.33 million" 
but it must be remembered that this is an impact, not a benefit as 
so labelled in the City report. 

Can one get from "economic impacts" to "economic benefits" 
without a benefit-cost analysis?  There is one condition where 
one can calculate net benefits from an impact analysis.  It is if 
one assumes that the project is a profitable one (benefits will 
exceed costs) similar to investments made by private businesses 
which expect a normal profit on their activities if they are to 
remain in business.  One should note that this is not a very good 
assumption for government projects that require large subsidies, 
but if we make the assumption we should expect net benefits of 
10 to 15% of gross expenditures (a normal rate of investment 
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return).  Under this assumption an $8.33 gross impact would 
generate a net benefit of from $833,000 to $1.25 million.  

One may also note that the City report refers to "ripple effects" 
from the expenditure impacts but does not propose a multiplier 
or make a calculation.  Given the small size of the city economy 
an appropriate multiplier would be 1.1 to 1.2, meaning that the 
ripple effect is 10 to 20% added to the impact. Remembering that 
the net benefits from those are only 10 and 15% of the ripple 
effect just as they may be for other economic impacts means 
they are pretty small. 

In summary, the "Economic Benefits" part of the City report is as 
best, simply incompetent, or at worst, purposefully distorting. The 
Grant Thornton study is a good financial feasibility study; the 
PKF a good study from the perspective of the investor in a hotel.  
Neither, however, provides voters with a summary of the benefits 
and costs of the entire project.  Such a study would list the costs 
and benefits regardless as to who they accrued to; quantify 
those benefits and costs where reasonable data were possible; 
and list the others as important but unquantifiable benefits and 
costs.  This would then provide voters with the relevant 
information to make an informed vote as to whether the project 
was worth it to them.  It is the responsibility of the City to provide 
such information.  While its information covers elements of what 
would go into a proper benefit-cost study, the City report is not 
comprehensive, systematically presented, or accurate.  It is also 
best if such a study also provides a comparison with what 
happens if the project is not undertaken or an alternative project. 

As an urban-regional economist who has also taught urban 
history and observed the trends within cities over time I would 
recommend that citizens and officials who are really concerned 
about the future of downtown Nanaimo do a proper study 
comparing the benefits and costs of a convention centre with 
those of non-subsidized residential development.  The major 
characteristic of emerging vibrant downtowns is not trying to 
reestablish them as business centres–which is not going to 
happen–but to capitalize on the desire for couples to live in an 
attractive environment where they can walk to local services and 
amenities such as downtown Nanaimo's parks and waterfront.  
These residents then spend their income locally, every day, 
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which in turn results in an economic base for local stores.  This is 
the pattern that is reviving those smaller cities that have the kind 
of location and amenities that exist in Nanaimo.  It may also be a 
more attractive scenario for many citizens who do not see 
significant benefits from a large number of one-day users of a 
convention centre whose economic impact is paying for parking, 
buying lunch and paying a conference fee while congesting the 
local streets. 

While this review is quite limited, given the documents available 
it is impossible to sort out exact numbers for overnight delegates, 
for example, or distil a comprehensive list of benefits and costs 
of the proposed project let alone make any comparisons with 
alternative policies to promote the kind of downtown revival for 
Nanaimo that would be most successful.  Such information 
should be provided to voters on such an important decision. 

November 3, 2004 

 

Dr. Bish taught courses in urban regional economics, benefit-
cost analysis, local government finance, and local government 
organization, operation and finance at the University of Victoria 
from 1981-1998, and at the University of Washington, University 
of Southern California and University of Maryland before moving 
to Victoria.  He is listed in the “Whose Who in Economics” and 
his resume and publications are available at www.rbish.ca 

 



 

 

APPENDIX  C 
 

New Nanaimo Centre Project: Risk Assessment 
 

R.E. de Leeuw 
 

General 
The comments in this report are in response to a request to 
advise whether a risk assessment would be appropriate for the 
project described as the New Nanaimo Centre on the Internet 
web site of the City of Nanaimo. The New Nanaimo Centre will 
consist of the following major components: 

• a conference centre 

• commercial and retail space 

• an auditorium 

• a hotel with 140 guest rooms, a spa and restaurant facilities 

• a condominium complex 

• a museum 

The City of Nanaimo will own the conference centre, museum, 
parking facility and auditorium. 

The comments in this report are based on an examination of the 
documents available at that web site. It is assumed that these 
documents adequately describe the main activities on the project 
to date. The report also provides a brief description of risk 
assessment and some examples of the application of standard 
risk assessment methods. 

 

Comments 
The estimated cost to the City of Nanaimo for the New Nanaimo 
Centre is $52.5 million, of which $30 million will be obtained 
through debt financing. Prudence, if not professional due 
diligence, dictates a risk assessment of a project of this size. The 
need for a risk assessment is particularly compelling for the 
following reasons: 
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• The body of the report prepared by Grant Thornton contains 
numerous unfavourable observations regarding the market 
available to the proposed conference centre. For example, 
the five year projection in the report shows a significant 
operating loss in each year. 

• There is no evidence of a financial model, let alone a 
sensitivity analysis. 

• There is no evidence of a plan to mitigate any risks. 

• There is no evidence of a geotechnical survey. 

• There are no reports of feasibility studies of the project as a 
whole. 

• Incomes in Nanaimo are below average, so Nanaimo 
taxpayers are less able to assume risk. 

• Professional risk analysts have noted that the public are 
generally more risk averse than private investors (and 
appropriately so). 

• The City of Nanaimo has significant liabilities in the project. 

• The project apparently violates most of the developmental 
criteria that have evolved over the past 25 years. 

• The provincial government has just announced a plan to 
construct a large convention centre in Vancouver and there 
are indications that Victoria plans to expand its facility. Both 
of these will significantly increase the regional market supply 
beyond the projection in the report by Grant Thornton. 

The City of Nanaimo will proceed with the project at their peril. 

 

Description of risk assessment 
Risk is the combination of a consequence and the associated 
probability. Risk is the mathematical product of probability and 
consequence when the probability is accurately known and the 
consequence is in units such as dollars (e.g. in gambling). 
However, this is seldom the case for engineering projects, so 
other methods must be applied to estimate and evaluate risks. 
The estimation and evaluation of risks in these cases is usually 
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collectively called risk assessment. These methods are widely 
used and are described in numerous standards and in text books 
published by standards organizations. 

There are two kinds of risk. Adverse risk addresses only 
unfavourable consequences. Speculative risk addresses 
consequences that can be favourable or unfavourable. Risk 
assessment of engineering projects is mostly the assessment of 
adverse risks. This is because proponents of engineering 
projects are usually quick to emphasize only the favourable 
outcomes (without recognizing unfavourable possibilities). For 
example, the “New Nanaimo Centre” Information Bulletin dated 
October 25, 2004 provides a point estimate of the annual cost to 
taxpayers and a number of factors that could reduce that 
estimate, but does not describe any factors that could increase 
the cost to the taxpayer. 

Risk assessment is a formal method for providing answers to the 
following questions. 

1. What can go wrong? 

2. How likely is it? 

3. What are the consequences? 

4. How severe are the consequences? 

5. What is the risk? 

Answers to the first question can be obtained by reference to 
assessments of previous similar projects and by surveys of those 
knowledgeable about the project. The term “hazard” is often 
used to represent what can go wrong. 

Answers to the second question can be obtained by methods 
described in the various standards, by reference to relevant 
databases and by surveys of those knowledgeable about the 
project.  

Consequences are usually categorized as financial, 
environmental, or safety related. Project delay is also sometimes 
identified separately as a consequence. The severity of a 
consequence is measured by methods described in the various 
standards. (Note that severity is specific to the situation. For 
example a $5,000 loss to someone with an annual income of 
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$15,000 is much more severe than the same loss to a large 
corporation.)  

Risk is a combination of the measures of likelihood and severity 
respectively. When the risk assessment is qualitative, risks are 
classified according to how critical they are (usually called 
“criticality”). 

Once risks are assessed, plans are developed to mitigate the 
more serious ones. Typical methods of mitigation are as follows: 

• Reduce or eliminate the likelihood. 

• Reduce or eliminate the consequence. 

• Transfer the risk to another party (e.g. insurer). 

The following organizations and individuals can do professional 
risk assessments: 

• some insurance companies 

• some engineering firms 

• some accounting firms 

• individual experts. 

I can provide the City of Nanaimo with names of individual 
experts if requested. The cost of a risk assessment is a small 
fraction of the cost of the project and would provide assurances 
that the public are not exposed to excessive risks. 
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Example 
The table below is a typical means of presenting a risk 
assessment. A few examples of risks in the New Nanaimo 
Centre project are tabulated. The risks are from the perspective 
of the City of Nanaimo (and therefore the taxpayers). A risk 
assessment would assign values for severity, likelihood and 
criticality. The next step would be to develop a plan of mitigation 
for the risks with high criticality.  

 
Hazard  Consequences Severity Likelihood Criticality 

Revenues lower 
than anticipated 

financial losses ???? ???? ???? 

Site 
contaminated 

financial losses 
delays 

???? ???? ???? 

Condominium 
project 
abandoned 

financial losses ???? ???? ???? 

Site structural 
integrity poor  

financial losses 
delays 

???? ???? ???? 

 
Following are some explanatory notes on the tabulated risks. 

“Revenues lower than anticipated”: There is a significant 
probability that revenues will be less than anticipated. This is 
based on the following observations. 

• The report by Grant Thornton identifies a number of 
unfavourable conditions associated with the conference 
centre (e.g., the location of Nanaimo, the availability of hotel 
units, and the type of retail merchandise available).  

• The five year revenue and expense projection shows a 
significant loss for each year. Note that the projection 
excludes debt servicing and interest during construction, 
which will be significant. 

• The estimate of economic benefits by the City of Nanaimo 
appears to be incorrect, as reported by Dr. Bish. 

“Site contaminated”: The foundry was constructed in 1888 so 
there is a significant probability that the soil in the vicinity will be 
contaminated. Remedial work is usually quite expensive and will 
be the responsibility of the City of Nanaimo. 
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“Condominium project abandoned”: The developer appears to be 
under no obligation to build the condominium complex. If the 
condominium complex is not built there will be no opportunity for 
the City of Nanaimo to obtain revenues from the sale of the units. 

“Site structural integrity poor”: Nanaimo was formerly a coal 
mining area. Mine shafts still exist throughout the city and not all 
of them are mapped. Therefore, one cannot dismiss the 
probability that mine shafts will be encountered at any of the 
sites during construction. Similarly one cannot dismiss the 
probability that soil conditions will be inadequate. Remedial work 
can be quite expensive and will be the responsibility of the City 
of Nanaimo. Note that the current buildings on the sites are quite 
small compared to the proposed buildings. It is therefore 
inappropriate to assume that the site conditions are adequate 
based on the current buildings.  

A formal risk assessment is appropriate because of the size of 
the project and for the other reasons described in the report. 

A formal risk assessment would identify significant risks and 
provide the opportunity for the City of Nanaimo to mitigate them 
on behalf of the taxpayers of Nanaimo.  

November 11, 2004  

 
Robert de Leeuw, P. Eng., is an independent risk analyst based 
in the Lower Mainland. He has nearly 40 years of experience 
assessing the financial risks associated with large construction 
projects in regional, national and international settings. He 
frequently instructs classes in project risk analysis and related 
topics.
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Submission to the Inspector of Municipalities  
in the Matter of the New Nanaimo Centre 

Referendum Held November 20, 2004 
 

Friends of Plan Nanaimo 
December 16, 2004 

 
Section 1. Introduction 

Friends of Plan Nanaimo (FPN) is a citizens’ group formed in the 
summer of 2004 for the explicit purpose of championing and 
defending Nanaimo’s Official Community Plan (OCP), or Plan 
Nanaimo as it commonly known.  FPN believes in proper 
community planning with full community participation, which is 
the expressed purpose of the OCP. 

FPN believes that the recent referendum for the New Nanaimo 
Centre project was not preceded by proper community 
consultation, that it was conceived without adequate 
consideration of the public interest and important provisions of 
provincial legislation, and that the campaign to rush it through to 
approval was unfairly (perhaps even unlawfully) short. It further 
believes that the referendum campaign was characterized by 
unfair rules, unfair use of taxpayers’ money to promote 
acceptance of the referendum question, biased reporting and 
unbalanced coverage of campaign issues by two important 
community newspapers, and the inappropriate conduct of City 
employees and City agency employees whose salaries are paid 
out of the public purse. 

For what is arguably the most important project in the history of 
the city, one must ask: why would Nanaimo’s City Council not 
consult the community properly instead of employing tactics that 
are offensive to basic principles of democratic government?   
Why did it rush forward with its proposal, quickly commission a 
public opinion poll (the methodological details of which were 
never released) and attempt with the full support of certain media 
sources to persuade the citizens of Nanaimo that there was 
overwhelming support for the project before the campaign even 
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began?  Why did it deny even a very modest amount of funding 
to our group to research independently the various claims it was 
anxious to make about the soundness and validity of its plan? 
(One Council member stated that such a study would only 
“muddy the waters and confuse the taxpayer.”) Why did the 
City’s level of support drop from a claimed 80% at the outset of 
the campaign to 52% when the ballots were finally counted? 
These are fundamental questions, we submit, that the 
government must consider when assessing this narrowly 
approved referendum and its outcome.   

Since the outcome, the public has become further disillusioned 
by the revelation of basic incompetence at the senior 
administrative level of the City’s staff and the realization that the 
chief political proponent of this and other controversial condo 
project rezonings over the past year plans to cash in on his 
efforts by joining a company that specializes in condo sales.  
There has been a flood of letters to the editor on the first of these 
concerns and one of three managing editors plus a leading 
columnist in the city’s only daily newspaper have voiced their 
displeasure with the City Manager’s lame excuses over the City’s 
failure to comply with an important provision of the law.  The 
second is not yet widely realized by the public because the print 
media did not cover the Council meeting where an interested 
citizen brought this information to light. 

Many errors in the City’s campaign are a direct consequence of 
its decision to rush this project through to judgement, even 
though our understanding is that upwards of five years are 
permitted to hold a referendum once approval has been granted.  
The arguments the City presented to justify this decision, which 
are contained in one of its information guides, are and remain 
completely unpersuasive. Council’s rush to hold a vote is in fact 
indicative of a regime that was afraid that its proposal could not 
withstand critical analysis.  The one-sided campaign that it set in 
motion featured so-called public information materials that were 
little more than propaganda – paid for by all taxpayers – and as 
is noted below, completely devoid of information the public 
required in order to make an informed decision. 

In these troubled days internationally, when fledgling 
democracies such as the Ukraine are struggling with issues 



Appendix D 223 

 

related to basic democratic legitimacy, we are reminded that we 
should be at pains to portray ourselves as a model to the world. 
We are also reminded that we must always remain vigilant and 
be prepared to take remedial action when abuses of the public 
interest occur and legislative requirements are not met. We 
should not be tolerant of important procedural illegalities and 
municipally-orchestrated steamroller tactics that undermine the 
very fabric of the democratic process.  

The provincial government, much to its credit, recently 
authorized a very significant process to re-examine the nature of 
representation in our Legislature.  This praiseworthy initiative is a 
reminder that we should be concerned to find and use the best 
possible ways to assess and further improve democratic 
processes at all levels of government – including the local level.  
We welcome the Premier’s further musings on the subject of 
greater citizen involvement in policy questions, as were reported 
in the press this week. 

Each of the criticisms mentioned above will be elaborated and 
supported with references as necessary to documents and 
media accounts that will be forwarded under separate cover next 
week in a supplementary submission.  Of necessity, this 
submission is not as detailed as we would like it to be.  Time 
restrictions prevented that. But each and every point made 
above and below can be and will be supported by appropriate 
documentation. For this occasion, we have supplied only 
references by way of appendix material to elucidate further 
certain key points. 

FPN understands that this is the first Public-Private Partnership 
involving a conference centre that has been put to the electorate 
for approval. As such it is in the spotlight. If Nanaimo’s 
referendum result is not nullified despite a clear breach of the 
law, an unacceptable precedent will be established.  In effect, all 
Community Charter requirements will be diminished in 
importance and the message delivered to municipalities will be:  
compliance with the law is negotiable and merely an after the 
fact requirement.   

We submit that this would be an offence to the integrity of the 
legislative process as well as to the rule of law. 
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Section 2. Objectives of Friends of Plan Nanaimo with respect to 
the Inspector of Municipalities, the Minister and Government   

1. We request that the referendum outcome be set aside 
because of one admitted flagrant violation of provincial 
law and several others that we believe occurred, as are 
detailed below. 

2. We request that a referendum on the same or a similar 
question not be permitted to proceed again until the City 
fully complies with all provincial legislative requirements 
and agrees to abide by fair campaign rules, which the 
Province should specify by amendments to legislation or 
regulations, whichever is appropriate. 

3. We request that any future referendum proposal meet the 
test of due diligence – which must include an adequate 
assessment of important financial and environmental 
risks by disinterested experts – and that this assessment 
be presented to the electorate along with any other 
campaign materials offered by the City by way of public 
information.  

4. We request that any future referendum proposal respect 
the City’s stewardship responsibilities by making sure the 
proposal meets the fundamental test of the marketplace, 
namely, that it is the best possible deal for the public to 
consider after a proper call for proposals – based on a 
level playing field for all developers who inquire – 
followed by public as well as expert evaluation of such 
proposals to determine the most acceptable one to place 
before voters for consideration and approval.  (Although 
the Docklands project in Victoria does not require 
referendum approval, it serves as an example of one that 
meets both public involvement and market place tests. 
Nanaimo and indeed other municipalities should be 
required to proceed in a like manner for major capital 
projects with long-term borrowing commitments.) 

5. Finally, we request that the government consider the 
broader context of conference/convention centre 
establishments and proposals that are in the works for 
more, both private and public, with a view towards 
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Legal counsel has advised us that by any reasonable standard of 
stewardship, the City is in breach of Section 7 of the Community 
Charter.   

No tests of due diligence were performed with respect to 
environmental and financial risks or even the viability of 
convention centres in today’s marketplace. Voters were therefore 
unable to know even what the rough costs for the project will be 
– both capital and operating – the City’s claims to the contrary 
notwithstanding. They were unable to assess whether they had 
received the best value for money, because Triarc’s approach 
precluded a call for proposals that would permit its pitch to be 
considered against other bids based on the same set of 
conditions.   

As Triarc’s intermediary later informed the Nanaimo News 
Bulletin, the company was not interested in a “bidding” war.  But 
residents of Nanaimo were not informed of that until negotiations 
were over and then only in the Bulletin, not in the City’s 
referendum promotional literature.  What Nanaimo residents 
expected was a call for tenders, as Councillor Ron Cantelon 
advised the Bulletin would happen upon his return from a trip to 
a Florida earlier this year – a trip where presumably he was to 
learn something about the convention centre business. 
Councillor Cantelon never released a public report on that trip. A 
few months later Triarc entered the scene and began secret 
negotiations with City officials. 

Significance:  FPN managed to commission two studies on these 
matters on a pro bono basis by recognized experts. The first 
study, which examined the City’s claimed economic benefits for 
the project, was provided by Dr. Robert Bish, Professor Emeritus 
in the School of Public Administration at the University of 
Victoria.  Dr. Bish, who is a recognized authority on municipal 
government and finance, including public-private partnerships, 
found that the City’s claims were at best evidence of 
incompetence, at worst, “purposefully distorting.”  He 
recommends that the City go back to the drawing board and 
conduct proper cost-benefit studies. His report is attached as 
Appendix ‘B.’  

The second study, on financial and environmental risks posed by 
the project, was provided by Mr. Robert de Leeuw, a 
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professional engineer with 38 years of experience, much of it in 
the fields of reliability engineering and risk assessment.  After 
examining the official description of the project, Mr. de Leeuw 
advised that the City would proceed with this project “at their 
peril.”  His report is attached as Appendix ‘C.’  

Finally, the City did not consult conference/convention centre 
experts – as opposed to consultants who form part of the 
convention centre industry.  Even making allowance for that, the 
City’s consultants, Grant Thornton, were cautious about the 
economic prospects for a conference centre, noting that it would 
lose money for several years.  It is important to note, however, 
that when asked by a member of Friends of Plan Nanaimo 
whether it had ever counselled a municipal client not to build a 
conference centre, Grant Thornton refused to answer the 
question but instead replied:  “In the current climate most cities 
are finding that there is an identifiable need for more meeting 
space and conference facilities...”   

Convention centre experts disagree. Convention centres are 
widespread in North America and the experts who study them 
counsel against public ownership and operation, noting there is a 
glut in the marketplace and that most publicly-funded centres 
lose money.  One expert notes that study methodologies for 
determining whether a conference centre has any real prospect 
for success do not exist, and even if they did, it would take years 
before they informed the policy-making process.  Such expert 
advice was available to the City had it decided to do its 
homework properly rather than simply work with convention 
centre consultants and one American developer. 

Legal counsel has advised us that the City is not in compliance 
with Sections 24 and 25 of the Community Charter.   

Section 25 (1) states:  “Unless expressly authorized by or under 
this or any other Act, a council must not provide a grant, benefit, 
advantage...to a business including (a) any form of assistance 
referred to in Section 24 (1).  Section 24 (1) specifies (a) 
“disposing of land of improvements, or any interest or right in or 
with respect to them, for less than market value” and (d)  
“assistance under a partnering agreement”  (emphasis supplied). 
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Significance:  The City’s agreement with Triarc International, 
Inc., the developer for the New Nanaimo Centre project, provides 
for the sale of “airspace parcels” over the conference centre and 
at the Foundry/Civic Arena site for nominal amounts – ten dollars 
($10) in each case.  No test of market place value was 
undertaken because, as noted above, no other developer was 
allowed to compete on the same basis.  In other words, there 
was no level playing field.  But manifestly, the amounts are 
nominal, even trivial, when one considers the waterfront location 
of the Foundry/Arena properties, adjacent to one of Nanaimo’s 
most popular parks, and the location of the hotel property on top 
of the conference centre, which will provide the operators with a 
clear advantage over any other hotel for whatever overnight 
business the centre will be able to attract. 

The “Partnering Agreement” with Triarc provides for a hotel (at 
the Gordon St. site) and a residential complex (at the Civic 
Arena/Foundry site) as well as other facilities related to the 
conference centre.  The hotel and residential complex are 
businesses that will clearly benefit from the agreement, contrary 
to the prohibition in Section 25 (1). Because the Arena and 
Foundry buildings are to be demolished, the residential complex 
does not qualify for the “conserving” exception provided in 
Section 25 (2).  Indeed, it is questionable whether the demolition 
and the sale of the Foundry and Civic Arena properties have 
been properly authorized, bearing in mind the City’s heritage, 
harbour, highway and parkland responsibilities and the special 
requirements attached to the disposition of lands so designated.  
This is partly so because Sections 27 (relating to parkland) and 
30 (relating to heritage conservation) provide special disposition 
requirements.  Some city maps show all or almost all of the Civic 
Arena and Foundry sites as parkland while others show parts of 
these sites as parkland; it is not readily apparent which parts of 
the area are officially designated as park space. The Foundry is 
a registered heritage site.  

It is important to note that Nanaimo’s City Council cannot claim 
lack of awareness with respect to several of these matters.  
Councillor Loyd Sherry made a point of advising Council that 
parts of the agreement with Triarc were in conflict with provisions 
of the Community Charter. He was ignored. 
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The City did not reveal all pertinent information to the public, as 
has been required by the courts, at least with respect to 
significant environmental concerns.  

Environmental risks at both sites were not assessed and no 
costs were projected for clean-up and remediation work.  The 
content of discussions and possible future deals with First 
Nations groups were also not revealed.  The cost of acquiring 
Commercial Street and Terminal Avenue properties was not 
revealed.  Estimated costs for subsidiary agreements yet to be 
negotiated were not revealed. Whether other proposals had 
been submitted and discussed with City officials was not 
revealed. Neither the partnership agreement with Triarc nor a 
useful digest of it was circulated to the public – even though the 
referendum question centred on the voter’s understanding of that 
agreement (see point 5, below). And Councillor Cantelon, the 
City’s chief spokesperson and advocate for this project (and 
earlier controversial condominium projects where there was 
widespread public opposition to the rezoning required) did not 
reveal that he intended to return to the real estate business as a 
specialist in condo sales promptly following approval of the 
referendum question.  All such information, we submit, was 
pertinent to a proper evaluation of the proposal by voters.   

Significance: Almost ten years ago in a case involving the City of 
Port Moody, the Supreme Court ruled that an amendment to the 
Official Community Plan was null and void because of the City’s 
failure to disclose all relevant information to the public, especially 
with respect to environmental concerns. This decision was later 
upheld by the Court of Appeal. The agreement with Triarc 
potentially has significant environmental consequences and the 
City has agreed to accept responsibility for these consequences 
without informing the public of the possible costs involved.  The 
City did not even inform the electorate of these risks in its two 
most important pieces of public information, New Nanaimo 
Centre: Question and Answer Guide (October 4, 2004) and the 
flyer distributed to all households, New Nanaimo Centre:  
Nanaimo Centre Referendum. 

The Referendum Question asked:  “Are you in favour of adopting 
‘NEW NANAIMO CENTRE LOAN AUTHORIZATION BYLAW 
NO. 2004 NO. 5750” to permit the City to borrow up to 30 million 
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dollars and carry out the terms of a partnering agreement with 
Triarc International Inc., for the development of the New 
Nanaimo Centre project?”  It did not contain the required 
information specified under Section 179 of the Community 
Charter, namely, 2 (b) “in brief and general terms, each of the 
purposes for which the debt is to be incurred”; and 2 (c) “the 
amount allocated by the bylaw to each of the purposes for which 
the debt is to be incurred.” 

Significance:  Voters were not properly informed about the costs 
involved in purchasing the Commercial Street and Terminal 
Avenue properties that were essential to the New Nanaimo 
Centre project and also the costs for the various components of 
the project for which the City assumed responsibility under its 
agreement with Triarc.  In other words, there was no way in 
which voters could question whether the cost of the museum 
component, to take one example, represented good value when 
the City already has a museum in a reasonably modern building 
and only a modest increase in space was contemplated.  Or, to 
consider another example, voters could not tell whether the cost 
of the small auditorium component seemed justifiable by 
comparison to rental arrangements that could be made for 
similar space in a nearby hotel. By avoiding the requirements of 
this section, the City failed to provide essential information voters 
needed to make an informed choice. The reality is that Council 
chose not to inform the public about essential information it 
needed in order to make an informed choice – information 
required by the explicit provisions of the Community Charter. 

Summary of Actions Requested and Actions Possible 

Our main recommendation: set aside the referendum result for 
the legal (and political) reasons outlined above. 

1. If prudent and practical, call an inquiry as provided for by 
the Community Charter.  We will support and contribute 
to such an inquiry if it is designed to probe the truth and 
make recommendations consistent with sound public 
policy and improvements in the referendum process. 

2. Accept points 2, 3, 4 in Section II above before permitting 
another referendum to be held on the New Nanaimo 
Centre project. 
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3. Accept point 5 in Section II above and hold a separate 
inquiry into publicly-funded convention and conference 
centres. Such an inquiry would determine the future 
prospects of such centres in the post-9/11 world, where 
security concerns, increased costs, and alternative 
technologies have had an influence on convention 
attendance and made it clear to governments that there 
is a limit to the number of such centres that can operate 
both efficiently and effectively. 

We thank you for giving this submission proper consideration 
and hearing our delegation address the various points that have 
been made herein. 

 



 

 



 

 

APPENDIX E 
 

Voting Procedure Violations and Irregularities:  
New Nanaimo Centre Referendum  

Held November 20, 2004,  
Second Submission to the Inspector of 

Municipalities, January 24, 2005 
 

Friends of Plan Nanaimo 
 
Introduction  

Friends of Plan Nanaimo (FPN) is a citizens’ group formed in the 
summer of 2004 for the explicit purpose of championing and 
defending Nanaimo’s Official Community Plan (OCP), or Plan 
Nanaimo as it is commonly known.  FPN believes in proper 
community planning with full community participation, which is 
the expressed purpose of the OCP. 

This submission complements and follows upon our first 
submission of December 16th, 2004.  In this submission we deal 
with a number of procedural violations and anomalies, many of 
which are violations of municipal and provincial law.  We submit 
that the nature of these violations can be explained only by 
carelessness and the unnecessary – indeed, inexplicable – 
haste with which the New Nanaimo Centre (NNC) referendum 
was held.   

FPN believes the flaws that we have identified are, in and of 
themselves, sufficient reason to set aside the referendum result.  
Combined with the breaches of provincial law identified in our 
previous submission, the case for nullifying the referendum result 
is, we submit, conclusive.  Simply stated, the referendum 
process violated the rule of law and therefore the most basic of 
principles upon which our liberal democratic form of government 
is based.  

The referendum dealt with a project that has the potential to be 
one of the largest projects in the city’s history and certainly one 
of the most expensive.  In the rush to obtain approval City staff 
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neglected to ensure that even the most basic of accepted 
democratic procedures and safeguards were in place.  As we will 
show, such procedures are required by the Local Government 
Act, the Community Charter, and the City’s own bylaw on 
elections. 

The public has the right to know – even to assume – that all 
voting procedures are followed in accordance with the law. After 
all, elected officials and City staff take oaths to preserve the 
integrity of the voting process. When the process fails due to lack 
of diligence on the part of City officials, public confidence is 
betrayed and the outcome of the vote is unacceptably tainted – 
and therefore invalidated.  

It is simply not acceptable to excuse the City for its many 
mistakes. The City deliberately conducted a hasty campaign 
despite the sound advice of one member of Council. In 
consequence, it committed not one but many unacceptable 
errors. 

Since the outcome of the referendum was announced citizens 
have taken the City to task for an ever-increasing number of 
misdeeds connected to the NNC project. First was the reluctant 
admission of the City Manager that approval had not been 
sought from the Inspector of Municipalities to even hold the 
referendum.  Failure to proceed in the legally required manner 
deprived citizens of timely information and an opportunity both to 
object to the question and to prepare for the referendum 
campaign. It also deprived the Inspector of Municipalities of an 
opportunity to review the referendum question itself in order to 
make sure it complied with the requirements of the Community 
Charter – a matter we commented on in our first submission. 

Most recently, the City has started raiding its bank accounts for 
other projects to find needed cash for the NNC.  The long-
awaited Departure Bay Walkway account has been collapsed 
and the project removed from budget planning for the next five 
years.   This decision puts the lie to the City’s promise that other 
planned projects would not be sacrificed for the sake of the NNC.  
The Departure Bay Neighbourhood Association, the prominent 
local architect who designed one of Nanaimo’s most important 
waterfront amenities, the Swy-a-lana Lagoon and walkway, and 
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the editor of the Daily News have spoken out against the City’s 
decision to scrap this important project for the sake of the NNC.  

Gambling revenue has also been touted by the City as an 
additional source of funds for the NNC project.  

Earlier on, the City was forced to admit it had been out-
negotiated by Triarc International, and that approximately $4.5 
million dollars that it claimed would be available to help pay for 
new ice sheets would be spent instead on site preparation work 
Triarc demanded before it signed the final agreement.  The City 
also counted on receiving an extra $1 million dollars from the 
federal government. It was subsequently forced to admit that this 
money, too, would not be made available.  

It is now becoming clear that the $30 million dollar borrowing 
authorized by the referendum will not be sufficient.  We seem 
only to be at the beginning of a process of shovelling large 
amounts of additional cash into the NNC project.   

FPN submits that the City failed to level with the citizens of 
Nanaimo about the financial consequences of the referendum.  It 
failed to follow provincial law and its own bylaw in conceiving the 
NNC deal and in pursuing voter ratification of the deal.  It is only 
now admitting that other projects will fall by the wayside in order 
to pay for the NNC. 

Objectives of This Report  

a. FPN requests that the results of the November 20, 2004 
referendum to approve the “NEW NANAIMO CENTRE 
LOAN AUTHORIZATION BYLAW 2004 NO. 5750” be 
declared invalid based on violations of the Local 
Government Act, Community Charter and City of Nanaimo 
Bylaw 5160. 

b. To provide detailed information on violations of the laws 
governing the administration of referendums. 

c. To provide detailed information on these violations to 
interested parties – including City Council and staff – to 
prevent these same legal transgressions in the future. 

Procedural Violations and Irregularities  
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Our study of voting procedures began with a list of questions 
submitted to City staff (Appendix A).  This was followed by an 
examination of voting day registrations and voting books for the 
McGirr School Poll and for the Advance Polls (including the 
mobile poll).  This material was reviewed by Mr. Bill Woldnik at 
City Hall under the supervision of City employee Ms. Dilbar 
Rupa. Finally, a sample of voters was questioned about their 
experience at the polls. 

a) Secrecy sleeves:  noncompliance with the law 

I. The Local Government Act (LGA) 41 (8) (c) states 
before assuming duties an election official must make a 
solemn declaration that the person  “will preserve the 
secrecy of the ballot in accordance with section 113.” 

II. The LGA 153 (2) (d) states, “in relation to voting a 
person must not do any of the following (d) contravene 
section 113 (2) regarding the secrecy of the ballot.” 

III. City of Nanaimo Bylaw 5160 defines “SECRECY 
SLEEVE” as “an open-ended envelope used to cover 
ballots to conceal the electors marks.” 

IV. City of Nanaimo Bylaw 5160 7.3 (c) states “an election 
official responsible for issuing ballots will:   (c) Provide a 
ballot to the elector along with a secrecy sleeve.” 

V. City of Nanaimo Bylaw 5160 7.6 states, “once an 
elector has finished marking the ballot, he or she must 
place the ballot into the secrecy sleeve and insert the 
ballot into the vote tabulator.” 

VI. City of Nanaimo Bylaw 5160 7.7 states “the election 
official at the ballot box must ensure that the ballot 
moves directly from the secrecy sleeve to the vote 
tabulator ensuring that the ballot is not exposed.” 

During the gathering of information for this report none of the 
voters sampled said that he or she had been provided with a 
secrecy sleeve. Sworn affidavits signed by voters have been 
included with this report to substantiate this claim (Appendix F). 
FPN found no evidence that secrecy sleeves were in use at any 
of the polls we studied.  
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The Chief Election Officer [LGA 42 (2) (b)] and the presiding 
election officials [LGA 43 (2) (a)] involved in the referendum 
swore an oath to preserve the secrecy of the ballot. A person 
taking an oath becomes liable if the terms of the oath are not 
followed.  

In response to our Questions 12 and 17 (Appendix A) the City 
claims referendum officials and staff were trained and were 
provided with all necessary resource materials to properly 
administer the referendum.  

The City’s claim is wrong.  Poll workers were not properly trained 
and the lack of training resulted in some serious errors, as is 
indicated in subsection b) below.   

Additionally, secrecy sleeves were required but not provided. 
This was, we submit, a major blunder on the City’s part. 
Anecdotal evidence provided by FPN members indicates that 
election officials were able to see how a person voted while 
assisting at the voting machine. This is, of course, an offence to 
one of the most fundamental of our democratic rights – the right 
to a secret ballot.  

How serious is this violation?   Section 154 of the LGA covers 
oaths and declarations; Sections 153 and 154 (2) deal with 
election offences and penalties. Under these sections guilty 
parties could face one or more of the following penalties: 

• a fine of not more than $ 5000 

• imprisonment for up to one year 

• up to 6 year prohibition from holding elected local 
government office and voting in a local election 

Open, transparent and free elections are one of the cornerstones 
of liberal democracy. A secret ballot is fundamental to this 
process. The secrecy of the ballot was unacceptably 
compromised during the November 20, 2004 NNC referendum.  
For this reason alone, we submit, the referendum should be 
declared invalid. 
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b) Voter identification: noncompliance with the law 

During examination of the voting books for the McGirr School 
Poll and the Advance Polls numerous examples of improper 
identification were found. 

Local Government Elections Regulation B.C. Reg 380/93 lists 
acceptable identification under “Documents Identifying Electors 
(3) (see appendix).”  

Invalid identification discovered included a student card, an 
Alberta driver’s license, an Ontario driver’s license, an HBC 
credit card, a Legion card, a Costco card, a birth certificate, a 
CNIB card, a Block Buster video card, a public library card and 
others. In some instances no identification was noted.  While 
Section 57(3) of the LGA implies that an election official may 
exercise discretion, the acceptance of invalid identification and 
the failure to record identification violates both the letter and the 
spirit of the law: 

Out-of-province drivers’ licenses are of special concern. One 
must reside in the province six months in order to qualify to vote 
in municipal elections [LGA 50 (1) (c)]. A new resident has only 
90 days to apply for a valid B.C. driver’s license [Motor Vehicle 
Act section 20].  Anyone using an out-of-province driver’s license 
was therefore almost certainly ineligible to vote.  

The Mobile Voting Place lists lacked proper identification for 
almost every voter. Further, almost half of the pieces of identity 
noted in the Mobile Voting Place lists were improperly recorded.  
The Voters’ Day Registration Book was not completed as 
required by the Local Government Act and its regulations. 

Some polls such as Protection Island were not linked to the 
City’s computer network. The evidence of sloppy identification 
procedures found for the two polls examined by Mr. Woldnik 
indicates that it was well within the realm of possibility for 
someone to cast a vote on Protection Island and then take the 
10 minute ferry ride to the City and vote again. 

No follow-up checks were undertaken by the City to ensure that 
new registrants (who numbered nearly 5,000) did not vote more 
than once.  Given the large number of new registrants and the 
slowness with which information about them was entered into the 
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computer system, a check was both warranted and necessary – 
especially given the closeness of the vote. 

c) Legal notices prior to referendum:  noncompliance 

I. The Local Government Act (164) (2) states that notices 
must be posted 30 days before the referendum. In reply 
to our question 9 (Appendix A) the City states that 
notices were placed on notice boards at City Hall on 
October 28, 2004. This was only 23 days before the 
referendum, not the 30 days required by law. 

II. The City posted two notices with four pages of 
information including details related to the NNC and the 
impact the adoption of the Borrowing Bylaw would have 
on residents. The City also provided notices of the 
bylaw in print and on its website (Appendix D). Those 
reading the notices on the City’s website prior to the 
November 20, 2004 referendum would have been hard 
pressed to draw any distinction between referendum 
information and the City’s interpretation of the bylaw as 
it was shown in a variety of areas on the site. The same 
held true for a number of articles in the newspaper and 
for the one “information” brochure the City distributed to 
all citizens via a postal drop. It is clear the City 
presented an interpretation of – not simply information 
about – the bylaw. The LGA (164) (4) (b) states any 
synopsis of a bylaw must contain a disclaimer that it is 
not an interpretation of the bylaw.  The synopses, 
manifestly, were interpretations. No disclaimers were 
provided. 

III. The LGA (153) (6) (a) & (b) deals with penalties for 
false or misleading information and statements. 
Penalties [LGA 154 (1)] include a fine of $10,000 and/or 
two years imprisonment. 

The City presented a biased version of the bylaw without a 
disclaimer.  FPN submits that this was an offence under the 
LGA.   
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d) Out-of-town property owners: failure to notify 

Section 94 of the Community Charter specifies an obligation to 
notify out- of-town voters. In reply to our Question 18 (Appendix 
A), the City states: “no notice was mailed to out-of-town voters 
(non-resident property electors.”  

This begs the question: How many non-resident voters are there 
and why were they not notified?  Non-resident property owners 
who otherwise qualify to vote have a right to vote.  By not 
notifying them of the referendum the City effectively denied 
perhaps hundreds of non-resident property owners of the right to 
vote. Had they voted, this pool of potential voters might well have 
altered the outcome. 

e) Irregularities associated with voting machine breakdowns 

Two voting machines experienced failure during the referendum. 
They were located at the McGirr School Poll and the Frank J. 
Ney School Poll. In response to our Question 13 (Appendix A) 
the City states:  “ballots cast up to that point were taken from the 
ballot box and were run through the machine.”  

I. City of Nanaimo Bylaw 5160 7.12 states “if the vote 
tabulator stops functioning, the election official at the 
ballot box must insert all ballots delivered by the 
electors while the vote tabulator is not working into the 
auxiliary ballot box bin for counting at a later time.”  The 
City did not follow this procedure.  

In addition the City’s response indicates “there was no 
scrutineer at Frank J. Ney to witness this” (running the 
ballots through the machine). Given the general 
obligation of election officials noted below, FPN submits 
that the transfer of ballots under such circumstances 
should only have taken place in the presence of a 
scrutineer and “at a later time,” as the bylaw required. 

II. Automated voting machine problems, including 
counting irregularities and serious breaches of security, 
have been documented worldwide but especially in the 
United States. FPN has compiled reference material on 
this subject.  In light of the many criticisms raised in the 
literature on automated machines, it is necessary to 
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ask:  How secure was the City’s website for the 
transmission of sensitive voting information?   If 
machines malfunction, how reliably can they count 
ballots?  Should not hand counts be required at any 
polling station where a voting machine malfunction has 
occurred? 

f) Election officials and staff:  lack of proper training 

I. The Local Government Act (41) (8) covers appointment 
of election officials. In part it reads an official 

(a) will faithfully and impartially fulfill the duties of the 
position to which the election official is appointed. 

(b) has not received and will not accept any 
inducement to perform the duties of the position 
otherwise than impartially and in accordance with 
this Act or to otherwise subvert the election. 

The City’s answer to our Question 16 (Appendix A) 
states:  “selection of employees for the referendum was 
primarily based upon experience.” The answer also 
indicates the City always has more people applying for 
jobs than there are positions. Anecdotal evidence 
collected from our members indicates that at least 
some election staff were friends or relatives of full-time 
City staff and as a result were able to acquire these 
well paid, one-day jobs at salary levels of $250 and 
$350.  

It goes without saying that the officials responsible for 
administering a referendum must be beyond reproach. 
Any possibility of nepotism or cronyism in the selection 
of officials and staff is not acceptable.  FPN submits 
that all polling staff positions must be openly and widely 
advertised and that the City must demonstrate the 
appearance as well as the reality of staffing these 
positions with the most suitably qualified candidates 
based on selection criteria that are clearly stated, 
approved by City Council and incorporated into the 
appropriate bylaw.  
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II. The City’s answer to our Question 17 (Appendix A) 
states in part:  “no training was provided to scrutineers.” 
Scrutineers are vital to any referendum or election and 
are so important they rate an entire Division [Division 4 
(169-172)] within the Local Government Act. The 
position is a volunteer position.  

The Local Government Act 42 (1) (d) stipulates that the 
duties of the Chief Election Officer are in part to “do all 
other things necessary for the conduct of an election in 
accordance with this Part and any regulations and 
bylaws under this Part.”  

FPN submits that training of scrutineers must be 
included to ensure that a referendum or election is 
conducted impartially. Had scrutineers been properly 
recruited and trained for the New Nanaimo Centre 
referendum, many of the breaches of the law identified 
in this submission – including, importantly, the absence 
of secrecy sleeves and the acceptance of invalid 
identification  – would not have occurred.  

Additional Questions to be Answered  

This examination of voting procedures and irregularities 
surrounding the November 20, 2004 referendum leads to 
additional questions: 

• Were scrutineers present when the ballots from the 
mobile voting booths were counted?  

• How was secrecy safeguarded for the mobile voting? 

• What measures were in place to secure these ballots 
before counting? 

• Were the memory cards retained after the November 20, 
2004 referendum and if so, for how long? 

Summary of Actions Requested  

Our elected officials are charged with the responsibility of 
preserving the integrity of our democratic processes and 
institutions. Open, transparent and free elections are one of the 
cornerstones of our democracy. The secret ballot is an essential 



Appendix E 243 

 

requirement of any vote or election in a democracy – and at any 
level of government. 

Not one polling station of those we examined in the November 
20, 2004 referendum was found to have used secrecy sleeves 
as required by City Bylaw 5160. The Local Government Act 
(113) (1) states:  “voting at an election must be by secret ballot.” 
This section goes on to state that each person present and 
responsible through the entire referendum process, up to and 
including the counting of the ballots, must preserve the secrecy 
of the vote. This did not happen.  As a result of this violation of 
referendum procedures and others described above, Friends of 
Plan Nanaimo asks the Province to: 

a. Declare the November 20, 2004 referendum results invalid. 

b. Call an inquiry to determine the extent of voting irregularities 
and breaches of procedure, protocol and various laws during 
the November 20, 2004 referendum and make changes to 
the Local Government Act and the Community Charter to 
insure that such errors are not repeated in the future in 
Nanaimo or in any other municipality. 

c. Amend the appropriate legislation and regulations to require 
both mandatory training and the fair selection of municipal 
election officials, based on qualifications and experience. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, we would like to quote from our first submission to 
the Inspector of Municipalities of December 16, 2004.  This 
passage puts into a much broader perspective the significance of 
the error-plagued New Nanaimo Centre referendum and City 
Council’s irresponsible rush to judgement that was the cause of 
the many violations of the law FPN has documented: 

“Many errors in the City’s (referendum) campaign are a 
direct consequence of its decision to rush this project 
through to judgement, even though our understanding is 
that upwards of five years are permitted to hold a 
referendum once approval has been granted.  The 
arguments the City presented to justify this decision, 
which are contained in one of its information guides are 
and remain completely unpersuasive. Council’s rush to 
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hold a vote is in fact indicative of a regime that was afraid 
that its proposal could not withstand critical analysis.  The 
one-sided campaign that it set in motion featured so-
called public information materials that were little more 
than propaganda – paid for by all taxpayers – and as is 
noted below, completely devoid of information the public 
required in order to make an informed decision. 

In these troubled days internationally, when fledgling 
democracies such as the Ukraine are struggling with 
issues related to basic democratic legitimacy, we are 
reminded that we should be at pains to portray ourselves 
as a model to the world. We are also reminded that we 
must always remain vigilant and be prepared to take 
remedial action when abuses of the public interest occur 
and legislative requirements are not met. We should not 
be tolerant of important procedural illegalities and 
municipally orchestrated steamroller tactics that 
undermine the very fabric of the democratic process.  

The provincial government, much to its credit, recently 
authorized a very significant process to re-examine the 
nature of representation in our Legislature.  This 
praiseworthy initiative is a reminder that we should be 
concerned to find and use the best possible ways to 
assess and further improve democratic processes at all 
levels of government – including the local level.  We 
welcome the Premier’s further musings on the subject of 
greater citizen involvement in policy questions.” 

Thank you for reviewing our many objections to this unlawfully 
held referendum and taking the necessary measures to return 
the question to the voters of Nanaimo. Nanaimo’s voters are, we 
feel certain you will appreciate, entitled to nothing less than a 
referendum process that is in full compliance with all applicable 
provincial and local laws. 
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Friends of Plan Nanaimo Press Release,  
May 2, 2005 

 
In a front page news story in the April 23rd edition of the Daily 
News, it is claimed that Dr. Sanders was in town to present his 
recent Brookings Institution report to a meeting sponsored by 
Friends of Plan Nanaimo.  On page 4 of the same edition Robert 
Barron introduces his story by stating he knew what Sanders 
said to a packed crowd at the Dorchester and then goes on to 
review the Brookings Institution Report, as though that 
constituted entirely what was said. Of course reporter Barron 
would not know first hand what was said because he did not 
attend the event.  Candour on this point was not only warranted, 
journalistic ethics require it. 

Friends of Plan Nanaimo would like to set the record straight.  
Although the Daily News was invited to cover the event, no 
reporter from it or any other newspaper was in attendance.  As 
this press release demonstrates, in his two talks Dr. Sanders 
covered material ranging far beyond the contents of his 
important Brookings Institution study. Neither Robert Barron nor 
any other reporter covered the afternoon event at MUC.   

Friends of Plan Nanaimo regrets that the Daily News has seen fit 
to mislead the public on the basic facts surrounding Dr. Sanders’ 
visit, just as it provided perfunctory advance coverage to his 
important talks. As a community organization and as an 
advertiser in the Daily News, Friends of Plan Nanaimo expected 
much better.  We believe that both Dr. Sanders’ visit and his 
report were and continue to be important news and warrant 
accurate and comprehensive coverage. 

Friends of Plan Nanaimo regrets that the Editor of the Daily 
News failed to identify his manifest bias – namely his vigorous 
pro-Yes position – in the front page story of the April 23rd edition.  
We also regret that his idea of balanced coverage is to 
summarize Dr. Sanders’ important, fact-filled, 35 page report in 
less than 500 words while giving twice the coverage to the 
unsubstantiated opinions of those with a vested interest in the 
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industry. To suggest that industry representatives giving off the 
cuff opinions over the telephone – or, as in the case of Mr. 
Hacker of the International Association for Exhibition 
Management, an opinion that smacks of the industry’s 
established propensity for wishful thinking and the irrational 
denial of hard evidence – are “experts” on the same level as a 
well recognized scholar, is simply to confuse vested interest with 
disciplined, detached and disinterested study.  

Dr. Sanders is not enjoying a lucrative income by pointing out the 
failures of the convention centre industry.  He is informed by the 
industry’s own data and dedicated to letting the public know how 
its money has been squandered.  Dr. Sanders’ is also not the 
sole voice of reason in the hyped-up convention centre business.  
A check of internet sources reveals that there are several others, 
including the Inter-American Bank and researchers for a number 
of think tanks. Had the Daily News been genuinely interested in 
balanced coverage instead of the distortion it has so frequently 
exhibited on this topic, it would have located these experts 
instead of attempting to imply that Dr. Sanders’ views stand 
alone. 

Friends of Plan Nanaimo is not the only source to criticize the 
Daily News.  A recent study of press coverage during the 
referendum campaign last fall, undertaken by a University of 
Victoria PhD student, reveals that the Daily News provided the 
most unbalanced coverage of all print media sources for what 
was arguably the most important decision local residents have 
ever been asked to make. In keeping with its policy of carefully 
managing the news that it doesn’t want the public to know very 
much about, the Daily News gave this report scant coverage in 
the back pages. During the same week, however, a story about a 
local dating service was given half the front page. 

The Editor of the Daily News has a long way to go to convince 
anyone that he is the slightest bit interested in providing fair and 
balanced coverage to the convention centre issue.  It is an issue 
that won’t go away because the very assumptions upon which 
the decision to build it rest are fundamentally unsound, as Dr. 
Sanders so clearly and cogently argued in his two presentations 
in Nanaimo earlier this month. 
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One would expect that an issue that split voters almost evenly in 
a record turnout for a stand-alone referendum would command 
proper respect from the city’s only daily newspaper, no matter 
what its editorial stance.  Regrettably, despite much prodding 
that it do better – and despite what should be the cold reality of 
the news business – the Daily News carries on with its fiercely 
partisan ways. This has unnecessarily restricted its readership 
and opened the way for its rival, the News Bulletin, to capture 
much more market share. 

What follows below is an accurate summary of what Dr. Sanders 
actually said at his two appearances in Nanaimo. 

WHAT DR. HEYWOOD SANDERS SAID WHEN HE WAS IN 
NANAIMO (AS OPPOSED TO WHAT ROBERT BARRON OF 
THE DAILY NEWS, WHO DID NOT ATTEND EITHER 
MEETING DR. SANDERS ADDRESSED, CLAIMS HE SAID). 

The belief that new or expanded convention centres will reap 
economic benefits or revitalize decaying downtown areas is 
nothing more than a pipe dream.  That was the message, based 
on many years of carefully documented research, that one of 
North America’s leading experts on convention centres delivered 
to an overflow crowd in the Opera Room of the Dorchester Hotel 
on April 14th and earlier that day to a gathering of students and 
professors at Malaspina University College. That expert, Dr. 
Heywood Sanders, is a distinguished graduate of Harvard 
University and Professor of Public Administration at the 
University of Texas (San Antonio). He is the author of a recent 
report on convention centres published by the prestigious 
Brookings Institution and several additional articles and reports 
on the convention centre industry.  He has been studying the 
industry for over 20 years. 

In his two appearances in Nanaimo, Dr. Sanders presented 
detailed information on the experience of numerous cities that 
have spent millions of dollars on convention centres in the vain 
hope that they would pay for themselves and produce lasting 
economic benefits. Instead, in just about every case, the legacy 
has been deficits and escalating debt. 

Small cities are not aware of the problems they face when they 
venture into the highly competitive convention centre business, 
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Dr. Sanders observed.  For well over a decade attendance at 
conventions and trade fairs has plummeted, with no relief in 
sight.  The response from the consultants, who are the 
handmaidens of the convention centre industry, is to recommend 
bigger and better centres to capture the diminishing business 
available. The huge expansion Vancouver is currently 
undertaking and the large expansion recently announced by 
Victoria should be viewed in this light, he suggested.  The result 
is oversupply – a huge glut in the marketplace. 

Dr. Sanders also indicated that refuge cannot be found by 
pursuing the idea of a niche market, which many small cities 
think will protect them from the forces buffeting the convention 
centre industry. Instead, he argued, as the market shrinks large 
centres go after all the business.  Some even have small 
convention facilities built within increasingly larger premises.  
Some offer deep discounts or even free space to lure business.  
In this business “one does not get to choose one’s competitors,” 
Dr. Sanders observed. “That’s the very hard reality.” 

Being a new or a recently expanded centre also counts for very 
little, he stated.  In numerous cities Dr. Sanders discovered that 
attendance spikes shortly after an expansion has been 
completed or a new centre built.  The long-run trend of declining 
attendance then resumes.  Vancouver, with its $500 million 
dollar expansion that will quadruple its exhibit space, is likely 
only to recover the business it had at its peak, some 10 years 
ago.  That’s how far attendance has fallen in the past decade in 
Vancouver and elsewhere, he indicated.   

The same lessons are there for all newcomers to the business, 
Dr. Sanders observed.  As soon as a centre is up and running 
the pressure begins to expand, or to lure customers through 
deep discounts or free space, or discounted hotel rooms – or 
even public ownership of hotels.   He argued that Nanaimo City 
Council’s belief that niche market status will insulate it from 
general industry trends must be evaluated against the reality 
experienced by other cities, both large and small.  Though 
making it clear that he was not an expert on the City’s proposal, 
Dr. Sanders suggested that there is no reason to think Nanaimo 
will be an exception to the rule.  The trends are universal 
because the underlying conditions are the same. 
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Dr. Sanders also explained how the convention centre industry 
managed to sustain itself and even expand in the face of a sharp 
downward trend in demand over the past decade. Booster 
groups associated with the development industry and 
consultants operating without hard data or an acceptable, 
standardized research methodology, together with politicians and 
the media, have mobilized to push through convention centre 
projects in city after city.   

But when hopeful projections of the past upon which many multi-
million dollar decisions were made are matched against 
performance data, the discrepancy between boosterism and 
reality is revealed.  Dr. Sanders’ analysis showed that in city 
after city the consultants’ projections have been wildly 
inaccurate. The legacy is massive debt with very little 
revitalization to show for it. 

The idea that a convention centre – even one that does a 
respectable amount of business – will revitalize a downtown is a 
“chimera,” Dr. Sanders stated.  Convention centres by their 
nature are “inward-looking” because those who operate them 
wish to capture business not let it escape into nearby 
neighbourhoods. That’s why such centres are often attached to 
hotels and that’s why they provide catering and other services to 
satisfy virtually all the needs of convention-goers. The idea that 
properties close to a centre will enjoy a vast increase in business 
is not supported by experience, Dr. Sanders noted. He cited as 
examples several American cities where neither the physical nor 
the economic condition of a neighbourhood adjacent to a 
convention centre changed markedly as a result of its presence. 

******************** 

Despite their manifest failure to deliver on promise, why do 
convention centres continue to be viewed as the downtown fix – 
or panacea – of our times? 

Dr. Sanders presented and discussed three major reasons: 

First, what he referred to as “limited knowledge and performance 
information”:  The industry is built on hope, not reality, and those 
who push hope are those who will experience short-run personal 
benefits at the long-term expense of the public. The information 
from consultants is consistently and often spectacularly wrong. 
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But in the United States the information from bond-rating 
agencies, which must assess the financial well-being of 
convention centres, tells the true tale of deficits and mounting 
debt. 

Second, what he called the “overestimation of benefits”:  The 
record shows that benefits are overstated by a factor of 2, 3 or 
even more, Dr. Sanders said.  There is no rigorous methodology 
to project usage accurately and in its absence, consultants 
“accommodate the client’s wishes” and “rule of thumb” 
calculations – such as “doubling the capacity will mean doubling 
the business” – prevail. The result is overestimated visit “stays” 
per delegate and overestimated delegate spending. 

Third, what he referred to as “information asymmetry”: Projected 
usage has been a guessing game, uninformed by knowledge of 
the vagaries of the travel industry, of the fundamental changes in 
the way business and public institutions now operate and of 
changes in family lifestyles:  

• As airlines switch to smaller, less comfortable aircraft, the 
convention business suffers.  Many people will not fly long 
distances in discomfort to attend conventions.  They also do 
not like the time-consuming security checks that are a part of 
the post-9/11 world. 

• As patterns of communication change and competition 
increases for scarce dollars within business and institutional 
environments, conference attendance does not remain a 
priority. Other ways are found to interact with colleagues and 
customers through new communication technologies.  

• As two-income families struggle to manage their affairs, the 
absence of one spouse at a convention is a significant 
inconvenience and a powerful deterrent to travel.  
Convention centres pay an unknown price. 

Despite these fundamental changes, Dr. Sanders stated, the 
industry has continued to expand in the vain hope that business 
will be restored through newer, bigger and better facilities. This 
strategy, devoid as it is of any real analysis of the underlying 
conditions affecting convention attendance, has been a 
spectacular failure and had led to the large glut of convention 
centre space. 

***************************** 
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Why don’t municipal and other government authorities get on top 
of this situation and stop throwing good money after bad?   

By referring to particular American examples, Dr. Sanders 
offered these reasons: 

First, in the United States private capital is no longer available to 
finance hotel construction.  Consultants therefore urge 
municipalities to take an ownership position in hotels because, 
they argue, it is necessary to locate a hotel next to, or make it a 
part of, a convention centre to compete successfully for 
business.  But the strategy doesn’t work and such hotels are 
facing hard times, even bankruptcy.  Nearby hotels also feel the 
brunt as publicly-owned hotels offer deep discounts in an effort 
to fill rooms.  

Second, property owners in the downtown put pressure on 
municipal authorities to build convention centres in an attempt to 
stop the “erosion” of property values.  In some cases multiple 
public spending projects are promoted for this purpose. This 
strategy too has failed.  Downtown areas remain immune to the 
preferred revitalization treatment.  

Third, municipal authorities are sold on the idea that convention 
centres trigger additional development.  But the notion that a 
convention centre will be an economic driver is not supported by 
evidence. (In his recent Brookings Institution report Dr. Sanders 
comments as follows:  “The prospects of real economic 
development and opportunity based on the convention strategy 
appear nil.... it is abundantly clear that a new or bigger 
convention centre cannot in and of itself revitalize or redeem a 
downtown core.”) 

Not only has none of these three strategies worked, Dr. Sanders 
noted, for the whole of the United States there are only two 
bright lights in the convention centre business – Las Vegas and 
Orlando.  Both have succeeded by expanding and increasing 
market share.  But the convention attendance pie continues to 
shrink. Their increases are someone else’s losses.  Even for 
these stars of the business, attendance has not nearly matched 
expectations, Dr. Sanders observed.  In both cases, doubling 
capacity was followed by quite modest increases in attendance. 

***************************** 
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In response to his critics, whom he characterizes as industry 
stalwarts who want the public to be kept in the dark, Dr. Sanders 
pointed out that the data he uses are supplied by the industry 
itself and the bond-rating agencies that rule on the financial 
health of many publicly owned and financed convention centres.  
In response to the criticism that part of his analysis is based on 
the top 200 events in the United States, Dr. Sanders said that 
the top 200 are the “cream of the crop” – if they aren’t doing well, 
it’s indicative of the overall poor health of the industry. 

What the experience of his hometown, San Antonio, and other 
cities with successful downtown areas shows, Dr. Sanders said, 
is that incremental growth based on numerous businesses trying 
various sorts of enterprises – some succeeding, some failing – is 
what eventually works. Big fix solutions do not.  Hence, San 
Antonio’s famous riverside walk is the result of decades of 
experiment, characterized by gradual changes. But San 
Antonio’s effort to engage in the big fix by building a large 
football stadium, based on the misplaced belief that it would 
attract a NFL franchise and other major events, was a flop. 

Most importantly, Dr. Sanders argued for local solutions for local 
problems and creating downtown areas that local communities 
want. That is the proven road to success, Dr. Sanders 
suggested, and he strongly recommends it as the most 
appropriate strategy.  “Money that is spent on convention centres 
is money that is not available for some more appropriate purpose 
to stimulate economic activity,” he stated.  “Only properly 
constructed cost-benefit studies can inform municipal authorities 
about appropriate investment choices to stimulate revitalization 
and economic development.” 

****************************
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Friends of Plan Nanaimo Press Release, May 2, 
2005 

 
FPN FOLLOW-UP TO A RECENT MEETING WITH 
SENATOR JACK AUSTIN: 
Re-locate. Re-conceptualize. Re-design. Re-finance.   

These words capture the essence of a new proposal for the New 
Nanaimo Centre (NNC) submitted to Senator Austin by Friends 
of Plan Nanaimo (FPN). 

If senior levels of government insist upon pouring money into the 
NNC project, major changes should be made to make it 
acceptable to a much broader cross-section of the community, 
FPN submits. 

Two major developments in the past few weeks add further 
support to our view: 

First, news that test drill core samples indicate that the City will 
be unable to construct the Marriott Hotel as an integral part of 
the NNC means that the NNC will not have the structural 
configuration deemed necessary by Councillors Cantelon and 
Krall at the outset of the referendum campaign and therefore 
calls into question the Gordon Street site, which was selected 
because it offered the important advantage of adequate space 
for an integrated structure. 

Second, news that costs for the new ice rinks have increased by 
nearly 30% indicate clearly that this entire project will be vastly 
over budget without even considering the unforeseen costs 
involved in building the NNC on the contaminated fill of what was 
once Commercial Inlet. 

FPN is calling upon Senator Austin and the federal government 
to assume a leadership role because the federal government is 
sponsor of the infrastructure programme from which the City 
hopes to extract 25 million dollars (half of which will be federal 
money).  That the City needs this money is increasingly obvious.  
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But FPN does not think it should be handed over without some 
very large strings attached.   

The NNC project is now way over the $52.5 million figure 
promised last fall and construction activity is still months away.  
The rationale for a successful project, so painstakingly 
elaborated by Councillors Krall and Cantelon at the beginning of 
the referendum campaign, was that a hotel must be included as 
an integral part of the conference centre structure.  But there is 
no longer any prospect for an integrated structure just as there is 
no prospect for a 52.5 million-dollar project.  

During the referendum campaign last fall, the City’s failure to 
undertake due diligence tests was identified as a key failing by 
FPN’s consulting engineer and risk analysis specialist Robert de 
Leeuw. But it was given almost no publicity by the NNC-friendly 
press. Test drilling results have now revealed the folly of not 
doing these tests in advance of making a deal with Triarc. 

What senior levels of government should do, FPN submits, is 
take careful measure of this questionably managed project 
before contributing so much as a dime.  If the City remains 
determined to proceed even though costs are skyrocketing and 
the basic rationale for the combined NNC-hotel structure cannot 
be realized, thereby exposing taxpayers to even greater risk, 
then the federal government should provide assistance only 
under strict conditions. 

To achieve what the City both promised and deemed essential, 
FPN proposes that the federal government insist upon certain 
conditions in exchange for major assistance – namely, that the 
project be: 

1. Re-located to a site between the Seaspan property and 
the northern end of the Assembly Wharf.  (This property 
is under the control of the Port Authority, which is a 
creature of the federal government.  We believe that the 
federal government is in a position to direct that land at 
this site be transferred to the City for the NNC project.)  

2. Re-conceptualized as a combined hotel, conference 
centre and casino, with the hotel assuming a low profile 
on the waterfront, along the lines of the Laurel Point Inn 
in Victoria, and the conference centre and casino placed 
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at the rear of the property. The museum component can 
be enhanced to include maritime and floating harbour 
exhibits, as is the case in Halifax, Nova Scotia. (As 
distinguished architect and architecture and design critic 
Trevor Boddy has pointed out, casinos and conference 
facilities need not be located directly on the waterfront.) 

3. Re-financed as a pay-as-you-go facility, supported by 
users and casino revenues.  (As much as possible, 
capital costs should be re-financed along the lines of the 
Vancouver Convention Centre, namely a minimum 20 
percent from the local private sector with the balance co-
equally shared by senior levels of government. The 
burden on local ratepayers for this non-essential facility 
should be reduced to a bare minimum.) 

4. Re-designed as part of a general design plan for the 
properties south of Port Place Mall, which in turn should 
be integrated with a design plan for the old downtown.  
This integrated design plan should be commissioned 
following an urban charrette – we suggest the latter be 
under the joint leadership of urban design specialist 
Lewis Villegas and local architect Ian Niamath. 

Advantages:  

1. Re-location will remove this out-of-scale project from the 
old downtown, thus retaining that area for the incremental 
redevelopment processes advocated in the Main Street 
Report – a report commissioned by the City just a few 
short years ago – and by the respected architect, critic 
and columnist Trevor Boddy, the noted convention centre 
expert Dr. Heywood Sanders, and urban design specialist 
Lewis Villegas. 

2. Re-location will kick-start the long overdue process of 
rehabilitating the Assembly Wharf lands and the under-
utilized railway lands for redevelopment (as has been 
done elsewhere in Canada). 

3. Re-location will give Triarc a superior site for the hotel, 
allowing a marina and other amenities, including a casino 
as an integral part of the complex.  
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4. Re-conceptualizing the project as a casino-hotel-
conference centre complex will provide for better 
financing and user arrangements as well as surface-level 
parking. 

5. Re-conceptualizing the project will remove any need to 
provide Triarc with the added inducement of the 
Arena/Foundry properties, which should remain under 
public control for recreational and park usage in 
perpetuity.  Should Triarc not be interested, the 
agreement should be cancelled and new proposals called 
for in a competitive/consultative process along the lines 
followed for the Docklands Project in Victoria. 

6. Re-financing the project will remove an unnecessary 
burden from residential taxpayers and place responsibility 
where it properly belongs:  with senior levels of 
government which are better able to provide assistance 
for projects of this nature, with the business community 
that expects to use the facility and reap benefits from it 
during the construction stages and afterwards, and with 
other groups that will make use of the centre once it is up 
and running. 

7. Re-financing will also enable various levels of 
government to plan infrastructure spending for the next 
10 to l5 years to rehabilitate and provide services for 
development of the Assembly Wharf properties and the 
railway lands. 

8. Re-financing and re-conceptualizing the project will 
provide opportunities to involve the SFN in financing and 
operating the casino and conference centre as well as 
provide employment opportunities for their people. 

9. Re-designing the project will set the stage for a design 
plan for the entire downtown, based on the outcome of a 
competition and preceded by community charrettes and 
other forms of consultation to generate ideas and criteria 
for the competition. 

10. Re-designing the Assembly Wharf and railway land areas 
will lead to new, clean industries of the kind that are 
needed for the downtown area as well as additional 
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residential complexes that are needed and wanted in this 
area.  The redesign can and should include provision for 
cruise ship berthing and other transportation needs, 
including a new berth for the Gabriola Island ferry, a berth 
for foot passenger ferries to Vancouver and a future LRT  
(passenger rail) connection to Victoria.  The availability of 
parking space commends the relocation of the two ferry 
services and rail passenger service to this site. Rail and 
foot ferry transit would also be conveniently 
interconnected at this site. 

And finally, and most importantly, 

11. A re-located, re-conceptualized, re-designed and re-
financed project will lead to a brighter future for the entire 
downtown and a much stronger consensus in favour of 
the conference centre initiative which, as leading 
convention centre expert Heywood Sanders has shown in 
his investigations of numerous cities, will not in and of 
itself achieve the underlying objective important to 
everyone in Nanaimo – revitalizing our downtown. 

At this point not so much as a shovel full of dirt has been turned 
for this project.  It is not too late to re-think it.  It is the 50 to 100-
year outlook that is important and the need to find an agreeable 
community consensus on reshaping the downtown.  In that 
context a few months of delay to rethink the project is 
unimportant. 

The alternative is the sort of unending acrimony and political 
upheaval that is characteristic of communities where ill-
conceived and costly projects are pushed through over the 
objections of a large element of the population.  That is a recipe 
for failure, not success. 

Nanaimo’s civic leaders must do a better job of finding common 
ground with the citizens they are supposed to represent.  We 
believe that the federal and provincial governments can greatly 
assist that effort. 
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ASSEMBLY WHARF ALTERNATIVE,  
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ASSEMBLY WHARF ALTERNATIVE,  
OBLIQUE VIEW 
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The New Nanaimo Centre: 
A public opinion survey of residents of 

the City of Nanaimo 

 

 
Commissioned by the Friends of Plan 

Nanaimo  
 

 

Conducted by  
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METHODOLOGY 
 
• The findings of this research are based on a random 

sample of 407 adults, aged 18 and over, who reside in 
the City of Nanaimo.  

• All respondents were interviewed by telephone between 
May 28 and June 27, 2005.  

• The final database is weighted by age and gender 
breakdown.  

• A random sample of 407 has a margin of error of ± 4.8 
percent, out of a population of 100,000, nineteen times 
out of twenty.  

• This research was conducted by McAllister Opinion 
Research, a professional opinion research firm based in 
Vancouver.  The main research contact is Angus 
McAllister, 604.601.2111 who can be reached by email at 
angus@mcallister-research.com  

 
SUPPORT FOR THE NEW NANAIMO CENTRE  
 

• Over nine in ten (94%) Nanaimo residents have heard of 
the City of Nanaimo’s proposal to construct a conference 
complex known as the New Nanaimo Centre (NNC).  

• A majority (55%) now OPPOSE the City of Nanaimo’s 
plan to borrow up to $30 million dollars to build a 
conference complex in downtown Nanaimo; of these 
people 32% are STRONGLY opposed to the 
development.  

• Just over four in ten (43%) residents SUPPORT the City 
of Nanaimo’s plan to borrow up to $30 million dollars to 
build a conference complex in downtown Nanaimo; of 
these people 18% STRONGLY support the proposed 
development.  Two percent of our sample were neutral or 
had no opinion. 
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BENEFITS  
 

• When supporters are asked for their MAIN reasons for 
supporting the New Nanaimo Centre project (NNC), they 
mention the following, without prompting:  revitalization / 
improvement of the downtown (47%), good for the local 
economy (27%), progress / development of the city 
(19%), promotion of tourism (9%) and job creation (6%).  
Three percent say that Nanaimo needs a conference 
centre and one percent mention property values and trust 
of the city to make the right decisions.   

• Nearly six in ten (59%) Nanaimo residents say that a 
cleanup of the old Malaspina hotel will be a major 
BENEFIT of the NNC, while another one in two (52%) 
say that revitalization of the downtown area will be a 
major BENEFIT.  

• Nearly half (46%) say that more investment will be a 
major benefit, however, on balance, 48 percent say that it 
will be either a minor benefit (26%) or not likely to happen 
(22%).  

• Just under half (45%) feel that more jobs in Nanaimo will 
be a major BENEFIT of the NNC while 37 percent say 
that this is going to be a minor benefit and 14 percent 
think that this is not likely to happen. 

 
CONCERNS  

• When residents opposed to the development are asked 
their top reasons for opposing the development, the top 
three unprompted are: debt/cost overruns/taxburden 
(46%), American developer (20%) and the belief that a 
conference centre is not needed (13%).  Another one in 
ten cited lack of consultation.  

• When supporters are asked if they have any outstanding 
concerns, the top three that emerged unprompted are: 
debt/cost overruns/taxburden (15%), American developer 
(7%) and the fact that the progress in moving forward 
with the project has been too slow (3%). Another 2 
percent cited lack of consultation.  

• Seven in ten (70%) residents have major CONCERNS 
that the City is offering an untendered $52 million 
contract to a private American developer.  Another 17 
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percent say it is a minor concern, 11 percent say it is not 
a concern.  

• Just over half (54%) say they have major CONCERNS 
about the $30 million dollar debt that the City of Nanaimo 
may incur. Three in ten (29%) say it is a minor concern 
and 15 percent say it is not a concern. 

• Three in four (76%) of residents AGREE that the City 
needs to consult more with residents about what the 
design of the new downtown core should look like. Of 
these 61 percent strongly agree, while 15% somewhat 
agree. 

• Just over one quarter (28%) of residents AGREE that 
local citizen’s groups should give up in their attempts to 
stop the City’s deal with Triarc International and 15% 
strongly agree that the local citizens’ group should call it 
quits. Two thirds of respondents (68%) DISAGREE with 
this assessment, and 48% percent strongly disagree. 

• A majority (58%) of residents AGREE that a new 
referendum should be held on whether to proceed with 
the $30 million dollar loan. This number exceeds the 
number of residents who oppose the development, 
suggesting that at some of those who supported it are 
ambivalent. 

 
REFERENDUM 

• Nearly two in three (64%) participants voted in the 
November 2004 referendum on the New Nanaimo Centre 
loan. Another 31% said they did not vote, and nine 
percent refuse to say or do not remember. 
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FPN ENDORSED CANDIDATES FOR CITY 
COUNCIL, NOVEMBER 2005 AND 
A BRIEF MESSAGE TO VOTERS 

 
FOR MAYOR:  
 
JOLYON BROWN, architect 

Jolyon brings to his candidacy a wealth of 
experience in the practice of architecture and 
in construction management with the federal 
government.  Jolyon has been actively 
involved in city committees and was a 
participant in FPN’s visioning “charrette” 
process on the downtown during the autumn 
of 2004.  Jolyon has the wider breadth of 
experience that will serve Nanaimo well in 
assessing what to do about the runaway costs 
of the NNC project as well as in the 
consideration of options for the future. Jolyon 
will protect the taxpayers’ interests and make 
certain the public interest is first and foremost 
the focus of City Hall.  

 
FOR COUNCIL: 
 
RON BOLIN, consultant 

Ron is a former professor at the University of 
Calgary, a former planner and manager with 
the City of Edmonton, and for several years a 
GIS consultant for municipal, provincial and 
international agencies.  Ron is a member of 
the City’s Advisory Committee on the 
Environment and has been active in several 
community organizations. He is a founding 
director of Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society.  
On behalf of the public interest he has tracked 
and monitored carefully City Hall’s assorted 
financial claims for the NNC project and 
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written frequently about these matters in local 
newspapers.  He will bring a wealth of 
professional, community and international 
experience to bear on local issues. 

 
GORDON FULLER, community worker 

Gordon managed Samaritan House 
Emergency Shelter from 1998 – 2003 and is 
currently employed by Nanaimo Youth 
Services Society.  He holds a BA in Child and 
Youth Care from Malaspina University College 
and is a director with a number of social and 
neighbourhood community organizations.  
Gordon is noted for bringing his concerns for 
the less fortunate residents in our midst to the 
attention of decision-makers.  His will be a 
voice of advocacy and reason for a very large 
element of our population that is seldom 
represented at City Hall. 

 
SHARON KOFOED, teacher 

Sharon is a Teacher-on-Call (TOC) in 
Nanaimo schools and also teaches English as 
a Second Language (ESL) at Malaspina 
University College. She has long been  
active in community and neighbourhood 
organizations.  She was a member of the 
steering committee for the Imagine Nanaimo 
process, a member of the Plan Nanaimo 
Steering Committee and the Plan Nanaimo 
Advisory Committee. She is a past Vice-Chair 
and Chair of the City’s Advisory Planning 
Committee. She has served on the City’s 
Advisory Committee on the Environment and 
the City’s Economic Development Committee. 
Sharon was co-host of Shaw Cablevision’s 
program, “Currents.”  A founding director of 
Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society, Sharon will 
bring to City Hall her record as a no-nonsense 
protector of neighbourhood values and 
interests. 
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PAUL MANLY, producer and director 

Paul produces and directs documentaries and 
has worked in the television industry in 
various capacities for 15 years.  He has 5 
years of management experience with non-
profit societies and is actively involved in the 
community in several capacities. He’s a co-
founder of Rights and Democracy Nanaimo 
and volunteers with Building Bridges as a 
human rights observer, recruiter and trainer.  
Paul is a fourth-generation member of a well 
known Nanaimo family who has demonstrated 
by action his commitment to our community’s 
future development through consultation and 
co-operation. 

 
FRED PATTJE, retired airlines employee 

Fred spent his career at Canadian Airlines, 
moving to Nanaimo when he retired.  He has 
since been active in the Departure Bay 
Neighbourhood Association, serving terms as 
Treasurer and Vice-President.  He has been a 
member of the City’s Task Force on 
Secondary Suites and is a founding director 
and Treasurer of Friends of Plan Nanaimo 
Society.  Everyone in Departure Bay knows 
Fred has boundless energy to devote to his 
chosen hometown and will harness it on your 
behalf at City Hall. 

 
DON STONE, professor and administrator 

Don is Chair of the Geography Department of 
Malaspina University College and founding 
President of Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society. 
Before moving to Nanaimo in 1990, Don was 
a private consultant in regional planning and 
resource management, providing services to 
all levels of government and to First Nations 
communities in the Yukon. Earlier in his 
career he taught at the University of Winnipeg 
and the University of Victoria.  Don presents a 
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clear and steady view of a more desirable 
approach to our future, one based on the 
community’s right to be involved in the major 
decisions that affect our future well being. 

 
 
 
A BRIEF MESSAGE FROM FRIENDS OF PLAN 
NANAIMO TO VOTERS  
 

The Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society team will restore planning 
to the community, respect the taxpayers’ interests and work co-
operatively with all sectors in Nanaimo to bring a new vision to 
City Hall – one that respects the integrity of the Official 
Community Plan and the zoning laws that are meant to protect 
everyone’s interests. 

The FPN team will work with the community to establish a new 
vision for the downtown that respects its greatest assets – our 
heritage streetscape and our remaining heritage architecture. 

The FPN team will get on top of the out-of-control New Nanaimo 
Centre project by seeking independent expert advice on how to 
proceed.  We will place all relevant information and all options 
before the public for consideration before any further steps are 
taken. 

The FPN team will make certain that the most pressing civic 
priorities get the attention they require. 

The FPN team will work hard to present the citizens of this 
community with a consensus vision for our future that everyone 
can take pride in.  

These are our commitments.  We will at all times be accountable 
for our policies. 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION : 
 
 
 
VISIT OUR WEBSITE: www.friendsofplannanaimo.net 

 
 

 E-MAIL US: info@friendsofplannanaimo.net 
 

 
 CALL US: 250-618-1722  

 
 
 WRITE US: Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society 

  P. O. Box 404, Station ‘A’ 
  Nanaimo, B. C. 
  V9R 5L3 
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Nanaimo Businesses: The Exodus from  
Downtown and the March to the North 

  
Lawrence Rieper 

 
On January 1, 1976, Nanaimo amalgamated Chase River/ 
Cinnabar, Harewood, Departure Bay/Morningside, Northfield/ 
East Wellington and North Wellington into present day 
boundaries, transforming the former city of 3.7 square miles and 
15,000 people into one of 48.5 square miles (including 13.5 
square miles of water) and 40,000 people. In June 1978, 
downtown business space was 2 million square feet, and 
employed 4,882 people. There were some 44 acres of under-
utilized properties in the downtown ripe for development. Three 
new malls were being proposed: Woodgrove, Rutherford and 
Country Club, with a total approved floor space of almost 1.2 
million square feet. Terminal Park had just expanded, and 
Harewood and Northbrook Malls were planning expansions too. 
At this time, Mayor Frank Ney said, ”We want to make Nanaimo 
a great mercantile centre, but we want to do it responsibly...and 
we don’t want to hurt the downtown.”  
 
Department Stores and Other Businesses 

Date Moved from Downtown, or Closed  

1980 – Eaton’s, 13-23 Victoria Crescent. Since 1948. Previously 
David Spenser Ltd 1890 – 1948. Moved to Woodgrove Mall 
1980. 

1984 – Anderson’s (Clothing Store), 4 Victoria Crescent. Downtown 
since 1928. Closed. 

1984 – Metropolitan Store, Commercial Street. Since 1934. Closed 
1984. 5000 sq. ft. Became Saan Store 1985 to 1992, then 
Red Apple Clearance Centre 1993 to 1996. Vacant until 
2003 when Flying Fish moved in.  

1988 – H.B.C. (Wholesale) 575 Fitzwilliam Street. Since 1979. 
Closed 1988.  

1989 – Simpsons-Sears, 620 Terminal Avenue/Terminal Park Mall. 
Since 1953. Moved to Rutherford Mall 1990. 
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1994 – Woolworth’s, 16, 26, 40 & 44 Commercial Street. Since 
about 1918. Closed. 

1995 – Lindsay’s Confectionery/Office Supplies & Furnishings, 575 
Fitzwilliam Street Downtown since 1945. Sold to Monk’s 
Office Supply, which left downtown in 1999. 

1995 – Fletcher Brothers (Music/Home Furnishings), 22 
Commercial Street. Since 1931. Downtown since 1894. 
Moved to 4300 Wellington Road 1996. Closed 1999. 

1996 – Goodwill Enterprises For The Handicapped, 890 Crace 
Street. Since 1966. Closed after Value Village opened in 
1995 at Harewood Mall with 20,000 sq. ft.  

1999 – Scotch Bakery, 87 Commercial Street. Downtown since 
1892. Closed and moved retail and manufacturing business 
to 5107 Somerset Drive and 2030 Boxwood Road. 

1999 – Diners’ Rendezvous, 489 Wallace Street. Since 1956. 
Closed. 

Date Opened: North  

1980 – Woodward’s, Woodgrove Mall. Closed 1993. 110,000 sq. ft. 
Replaced by Bay. 

1980 – Woolco, Country Club Mall, 3200 N. Island Highway. 
Became Walmart 1994. 

1980 – Eaton’s. Woodgrove Mall, 6631 N. Island Highway. 120,000 
sq. ft. Closed and became Bay 1990. 

1980 – Bay, Rutherford Mall, 4750 Rutherford Road. Moved to 
Woodgrove Mall 1993. Moved within mall 1999. 

1981 – Canadian Tire Store, Northbrook Centre, 2159 Departure 
Bay Road. 24,000 sq. ft. Moved to Dickinson Crossing 
1994.  Big Box Store. 

1988 – Zellers, Rutherford Mall, 5000 N. Island Highway. 

1990 – Sears, Rutherford Mall. Replaced Bay Store. 

1993 – Bay, Woodgrove Mall, 6631 N. Island Highway. Replaced 
Woodward’s 1993. Moved within Mall and replaced Eaton’s 
1999. 

1994 – Walmart Canada Inc, Country Club Mall. 3200 N. Island 
Highway. Moved to Woodgrove Mall 2003: Big Box Store.  

1996 – Winners, Country Club Mall. 22,000 sq. ft. Moved to 
Woodgrove Mall 2000. 
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1996 – Fletcher Brothers, (Home Furnishing), 4300 Wellington 
Road. Closed 1999. 

1998 – Staples, Brooks Landing, 2000 N. Island Highway. 

2000 – Winners, Woodgrove Mall, 6531 N. Island Highway. 

 
Big Box Stores  

Date Opened 

1992 – The Brick, 6361 Hammond Bay Road. 

1993 – Costco Wholesale Canada Store, 6700 N. Island Highway. 
117,000 sq. ft. 

1994 – Canadian Tire Associates Store, 6900 N. Island Highway 
55,000 sq. ft. plus 40,000 sq. ft. warehouse. 

1994 – Future Shop, 6904 N. Island Highway. 

1997 – Home Depot, 6555 Metral Drive 105,000 sq. ft.  

1997 – Staples Office Superstore, Metral Place, 6581 Aulds Road.  

2000 – Real Canadian Wholesale Club, 4900 Wellington Road. 

2000 – Chapters Bookstore, 6650 Mary Ellen Drive. 20,000 sq. ft. 

2003 – Real Canadian Wholesale Superstore, 6435 Metral Drive. 
142,000 sq. ft. 

2003 – Walmart Canada Inc, Woodgrove Mall, 6631 N. Island 
Highway. Moved from Country Club Mall 2003. 

 
Building Supply Stores (South End) 

Date Closed 

1938 – Central Wharf & Building Supplies, Foot of Wharf Street. 
Since 1929. Became Central Lumber and Kneens.   

1961 – Turley Brothers Cement Products, 90 Campbell Street at 
Terminal Avenue. Became Garden Supplies then Florists. 

1963 –  Evans, Coleman & Evans, Gordon Street. Since 1958. 
Kneens from 1934; bought out by Ocean Cement 
Products/Construction Supplies 1963. Building and wharf 
destroyed when inner harbour filled 1964.  

1967 – Wall & Bradshaw Hardware, Commercial Street. Since 
1930. Closed 1967. Building razed. 

1973 – Moore Whittington Lumber (VI) Ltd, 1 Prideaux Street. Since 
1965. 1973 moved to 2555 Bowen Road and closed 1974.  
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Until 1931 was location of Nanaimo Lumber.  From then 
until 1934: Nanaimo Wood Products. From 1934 to 1941: 
Inkster & Thompson. From 1942 to 1964: Thompson 
Lumber.  From 1975 to 1990, 2555 Bowen was home to 
West Fraser Building Materials, and from 1990 to 2002 
Revelstoke Lumber. 

1977 – Stewart & Hudson, Ravine/160-180 Terminal Avenue. Since 
1946. Previously Valley Lumber Yards Ltd. Since 1937. 
Closed 1977. Building burnt down. 

1980 – Canfor Building Products, 640 Pine Street. Since 1954. 
Moved to 4801 Wellington Road 1980. 

1992 – Capt. Cooks Clearance Centre, 1809 Bowen Road near 
Townsite. Since 1970. Closed 1992. 

1999 – Nash Paint/Hardware, 19 & 163 Commercial Street. 
Downtown since 1891. Moved to Brooks Landing 2000 (as 
Home Hardware). 

2000 – Cedar Works/Harvest Building Products, 140 Tenth Street. 
Since 1997. Moved to 1441 E. Island Highway, Nanoose 
2001. 

2001 – Beaver Lumber, 540 Milton Street. Since 1998. Closed 
2001. Site was previously Sun Glo Lumber since 1969, and 
Inkster & Roberts Supplies from 1952 to 1968.  Before that, 
Central Lumber from 1939 to 1951. 

 
Movie Theatres  

Date Closed: Downtown 

1957 – Strand, 20 Commercial Street. Since 1935.  Previously Bijou 
since 1914, and Orpheum since 1912. 1957 building 
became Fletcher’s furniture store with 28,000 sq. ft. 

1971 – Capital, 200/210/220 Bastion Street. Since 1924. Previously 
Dominion since 1915.  Site became municipal car park 
1973. 

2000 – Bay, 91 Chapel Street. Since 1994. Previously Capital 1972 
to 1973 at  #91.  Fiesta Square at #99 Chapel from 1974 to 
1978; Fiesta Twin at #91 from 1978 to 1991, and closed 
until 1994. Closed 2000.  Since then has been a stage 
theatre with the occasional movie show. 

2001 – Criterion Cinesave, 40/46 Nicol Street.  Since 2000. 
Previously Caprice from 1983 to 2000. Closed. 



Appendix L 277 

 

Date Opened: North End 

1983 – Roxy, Long Lake Plaza, 4890 Rutherford Road. Closed 
1999. 

1985 – Woodgrove Triple, Woodgrove Mall. Became Avalon 1994. 

1989 – Rutherford Playhouse, Rutherford Mall 4750 Rutherford 
Road. Closed 1996. 

2000 – Caprice Showcase Grand Eight, Rutherford Mall.  Became 
Galaxy 2003. 

 

Banks (1956 – 6 banks, 1993 – 9 banks, 2005 – 3 banks) 

Date Closed: Downtown 

1998 – Bank of Montreal, 588 Terminal Avenue. Closed. 

1998 – CIBC, 150 Commercial Street. Closed. 

1998 – Royal Bank, 155 Skinner Street. Closed. 

2001 – TD Bank, 140 Commercial Street. Closed. 

2002 – Business Development Bank of Canada/FBDB, 235 Bastion 
Street. Moved to 6581 Aulds Road. 

2004 – HSBC/HK Bank of Canada/Bank of BC, 70 Commercial 
Street. Moved to 6551 Aulds Road. 

2005 – Bank of Montreal, Harewood Mall. Closed. 

 

Office Buildings: Multi-Floor 3+ Only  

Date Completed and Number of Storeys 

1938 – Kelly Douglas (3), 238 Franklyn Street at Wallace. Until 
about 1960. Johnston Drug Wholesale and others from 
1964 on. Since 1978 City of Nanaimo – purchased 2000. 

1956 – Federal Building (4), 60 Front Street at Dallas Square. 

1957 – Nanaimo Court House Addition (4), 35 Front Street and 
Chapel. 

1967 – (3) 321 Wallace Street, by Cappy Yates Park.   

1974 – Bastion House (4), 235 Bastion Street at Skinner. 

1975 – Nanaimo Centre One (5), 65 Front Street and Chapel. 
50,000 sq. ft.. 

1976 – Frontier Building Addition (6), 17 Church Street and Chapel. 
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1976 – Cliff Centre (3), Skinner Street, near Bastion, next to parking 
lot. 

1979 – (3) 190 Wallace Street at Wentworth).  

1980 – Commonwealth Centre (5), 495 Dunsmuir Street at Albert. 
Until about 1985. Now known as Dunsmuir Place. Site of 
Addison Building from 1959.  

1990 – (4) 256 Wallace Street at Fitzwilliam.   

1992 – Ministry of Transport & Highways (3), 6475 Metral Drive at 
Aulds. 

1992 – Workers Compensation Board (2/3), 4980 Wills Road at 
Rutherford. 21,000 sq. ft. $3M. 

1995 – Ministry of Forests (4), 2100 Labieux Road opposite Beban 
Park 45,000 sq. ft. $9M. 

1996 – Ministry of Environment (3), 2080 Labieux Road opposite 
Beban Park.  57,000 sq. ft. $9M. 

2000 – Treesea Place (4), 345 Wallace Street ($6.5M). 

 
Historically and until quite recent times, office buildings were one or two 
storeys, hotels no more than five storeys and apartment blocks usually 
two or three, and no more than four, storeys. In 1979 the Cumberland 
study on downtown growth recommended that the City commit to focus 
future office, hotel, entertainment, transport and high-density residential 
buildings in the downtown area. Since then, four provincial government 
office buildings, see three listed above, plus WCB, 4980 Wills Road, 
built 1992, 21,000 sq. ft. $3M; 3 hotels/motels: Northgate Inn, 1985, 
Long Lake Inn, 1992, Four Points Sheraton, 2000; 5 retirement/care 
homes; and about 20 apartments/condominiums have been built in the 
north end of Nanaimo. 

 
Highrise Buildings: Hotels, Apartments and Condominiums: 7+ Floors  

Date Opened and Number of Storeys 

1927 – Malaspina Hotel (7), 38 Front Street. 

1964 – Sea Crest Towers (18), 1 Chapel Street at Front Street. 

1964 – Royal Vista Apartments (7), 375 Newcastle Avenue.  

1980 – Harbour City Apartments (8), 33 Mount Benson Street. 

1984 – Coast Bastion Inn (15), 11 Bastion Street at Front Street. 
$15M. 
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1992 – Harbour City One (10), 220 Townsite Road at Vancouver 
Street. 

1994 – Newcastle (7), 150 Promenade Drive. 

1994 – Gabriola (7), 158 Promenade Drive. 

1997 – Beacon (26), 154 Promenade Drive. 

2006? – Marine Vista (8), 375 Vancouver Street at Rosehill Street. 

2007? – Pacifica (20), 38 Front Street. $52M. 

2007? – Marriott Hotel (23), Gordon Street at Museum Way. $47M. 

2007? – Insight Tower (26), 10-20 Front Street at Chapel. $20M. 

2009? – Triarc Towers 2 x (20+), Arena Street at Maffeo Sutton Park 
$100M. 

 
Malls 

Date Completed 

1957 – Terminal Park Shopping Centre, 1533 Estevan. 40,000 sq. 
ft. 

1958 – Harewood Shopping Centre, 530 5th Street and Bruce 
Avenue. 

1967 – Harbour Park Mall, 620/650 Terminal Avenue at Gordon. 
$1M. 

1968 – Northbrook Mall/Brooks Landing, 2159 Departure Bay 
Road/2000 N. Island Highway. 

1977 – Harbour Park Mall Expansion. 45,000 sq. ft. added to total 
160,000 sq. ft. $4M. 

1977 – Northbrook Mall Improvements. 

1978 – Terminal Park Expansion. 

1980 – Country Club Mall, 3200 N. Island Highway at Norwell Drive. 
24 acres, 250,000 sq. ft. $16M. 

1980 – Rutherford Village Shopping Centre/Mall, 4750 Rutherford 
Road. 36 acres, 320,000 sq. ft.  $29M. 

1981 – Woodgrove Centre Mall, 6631 N. Island Highway. 62 acres, 
470,000 sq. ft. $73M. 

1995 – Woodgrove Mall Expansion. 
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1997 – Rutherford Mall Extension.  11,250 sq. m.  $10M. 

 
Plazas  

Date Completed 

1968 – Townsite Plaza, Townsite Road and Millstone Avenue. 

1976 – Wellington Shopping Plaza, 6404 Metral Drive. 

1976 – Vics Country Club Centre/Country Club Plaza, 3200 Island 
Highway North at Norwell Drive. 62 acres. 

1977 – Beban Plaza Shopping Centre, 2220 Bowen Road. 

1977 – Beaufort Centre, 1588 Boundary Crescent. 

1977 – Pine Tree Square, 1708 Bowen Road. 

1977 – Shopping Centre, 2220 Bowen Road. 

1977 – Terminal Park Plaza, 1150 Terminal Avenue North. 

1981 – previously unnamed/Bowen Centre Shopping Centre, 1925 
Bowen Road. 

1982 – previously unnamed/ Long Lake Plaza, 4890 Rutherford 
Road. 

1983 – Fiesta Square Shopping Centre, 91 Chapel Street. 

1983 – previously unnamed/Northpark Plaza, 1559 Estevan Road. 

1986 – Nanaimo Public Market/ Sealand Market, 1840 Stewart 
Avenue. 

1987 – Shopping Plaza, 1451 Estevan Road. 

1990 – previously unnamed/Rock City Plaza, 2980 N. Island 
Highway. 

1992 – previously unnamed/Summerset Centre, 3179 Barons 
Road. 

1992 – Heritage Mews, 321 Wesley Street. 

1992 – Applecross Home Centre, 6421 Applecross Road. 

1994 – Fitzwilliam Gate, 427 Fitzwilliam Street. 

1994 – Lake Side Centre, 4800 N. Island Highway. 

1996 – Metral Place Mall, 6581 Aulds Road. 4950 sq. m. $4M. 
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1996 – Dover Bay Centre, 6330 Dover Road. 

1996 – Southgate Shopping Centre, 50 Tenth Street. 

1996 – Nored Plaza, 6750 N. Island Highway. 

1996 – Dickinson Crossing Shopping Plaza, 6800 N. Island 
Highway. From 1994 – previously unnamed. 

1997 – Central Square, 2575 McCullough Road. 4500 sq. m. $1M. 
Formerly Kelly Douglas building. 

1997 – Meredith Business Centre, 2025 Bowen Road. 

1997 – Northridge Village Plaza, 5800 Turner Road. 

1997 – Wellington Place, 4166 Departure Bay Road. 

1997 – Westhill Centre, 1800 Bowen Road. 

1998 – City Centre Square Plaza, 140 Terminal Avenue.2028 sq. 
m. $2M. 

1998 – Longwood Station, 5771 Turner Road. 

1998 – Old Quarter Square, 335 Wesley Street. 

1998 – South Parkway Plaza, 1275 S. Island Highway. 

2000 – Woodgrove Crossing Shopping Centre, 6681 Mary Ellen 
Drive. 

This is not a complete account, and accuracy is not guaranteed. 
Some dates are approximate but should be accurate to within 12 
months. 

Sources 

BC Directories. 
Nanaimo Telephone Directories. 
Nanaimo Community Archives. 
Nanaimo (Daily) Free Press. 
Nanaimo Daily News. 
Harbour City Star. 
Nanaimo Times. 
Nanaimo News Bulletin. 
(Victoria) Times/Colonist. 
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 
 

Trevor Boddy  
Trevor is architecture critic for the Vancouver Sun.  A native of 
Edmonton, he has taught architecture and urban design at the 
University of Oregon, the University of Toronto, the University of 
Manitoba, and U. B. C. He has lectured and served as a design 
juror throughout the world.  His critical monograph, The Architecture 
of Douglas Cardinal, was named Alberta Book of the year and short-
listed for the International Union of Architects prize for best book 
of architectural criticism.  He continues to be a vocal and 
independent voice in Vancouver happenings.  

 

Ron Bolin 
Ron was born in Mishawaka, Indiana, taking degrees in 
government and in geography at Indiana University.  He came to 
Canada to teach at the University of Calgary in 1969.  He also 
worked for the City of Edmonton’s Planning Department, its 
Management Systems and Budgets Department, and as Branch 
Manager for Land Systems, before leaving public service in the 
early 1980’s for private industry. He has since done consulting work 
on GIS management for municipal, provincial and international 
agencies. Ron has lived in Nanaimo with his wife, Inge, since 1989, 
when she joined the faculty of Malaspina University-College.  He is 
actively involved in many community organizations, serves on the 
City’s Advisory Committee on the Environment, and is a director 
of Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society. 

 

Charles Christopherson 
Charlie was born in Vancouver, B. C., but lived in the South 
Wellington mining community with his grandmother and uncle 
until he was sixteen.  He moved to Vancouver to attend Kitsilano 
High School and afterwards, U. B. C.’s School of Architecture. He 
served on the Vancouver City Planning Commission during the 
"Goals for Vancouver" program. Between 1974 and 1997, he was 
active in Mount Pleasant neighbourhood affairs. He campaigned for 
a program of "local area planning,” and was a co-founder of the 
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Brewery Creek Historical Society. He returned to Nanaimo in 
December 1997: a welcome reunion for him.  

 

Gordon Fuller 
Gordon received a B. A. in Child and Youth Care from Malaspina 
University College in 2002.  A third generation Nanaimoite, he has 
spent the last ten years working in the local social service field, five 
years of which have been devoted to managing Samaritan House 
Emergency Shelter. He is currently employed by Nanaimo Youth 
Services Society. Earlier in life he gained subjective experience of 
social issues through family experiences as well as from the school 
of hard knocks. Gordon is currently involved with many local 
community groups, serving on several committees and boards of 
directors.   

 

Bill Juby 
Bill received his B. A. and M. A. degrees from Simon Fraser 
University and his Ph.D. from Sunderland University in the United 
Kingdom.  He taught at Simon Fraser University in the early 1980’s 
and was a member of the English Department at Malaspina 
University-College from 1987 until his retirement in 2004.  He has 
published a number of articles in scholarly journals.  He has long 
been active in various community and social justice groups and was 
arrested at Clayoquot Sound in 1993.  In the summer of 2004, Bill 
led the opposition to the first high-rise development proposal for 
Nanaimo’s Front Street.  He later joined with Don Stone to set up a 
meeting of citizens to examine the merits of a second, even higher 
tower proposal for Front Street waterfront land.  That in turn led to 
the formation of Friends of Plan Nanaimo. Bill serves on the Board 
of Directors of the Nanaimo Old City Association. 

 

Wendy Potter  
Wendy holds M. A. and Ph.D. degrees in Neuropsychology from 
McMaster University.  She has worked as a management consultant 
and she has also instructed in both universities and the business 
world in various North American locations. In recent years she 
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moved to Nanaimo, became involved in NALT and other 
organizations, and has become a chef.  She has had many 
interesting experiences as a result of residing in several Canadian 
provinces and four U.S. states: one of which was as a neighbour of 
Jane Jacobs, the noted urban affairs critic, with whom she “talked, 
talked and talked.”  Wendy is secretary of Friends of Plan Nanaimo 
Society. 

 

Eric Ricker 
Eric is a retired Professor of Educational Policy and Public 
Administration.  He was born in Bloomington, Indiana of 
Canadian parents and was raised there and in Nanaimo.  He 
studied at U.B.C., worked in the forestry business in Vancouver and 
taught school in northern British Columbia before returning to 
university to earn a master’s degree at U.B.C. and a Ph.D. at the 
University of Toronto. After a career in research, consulting and 
academic life, he retired from Dalhousie University, taking up 
residence in Sidney initially but returning to Nanaimo in 2001 to 
look after his ailing father. He joined with his neighbours and 
hundreds of local area residents to protest the spot rezoning of the 
property next door to his family’s longstanding home on Hammond 
Bay Road.  He later joined with Don Stone and others to establish 
Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society. Eric has authored several 
research reports and scholarly articles; he has also edited three 
books, among them Historical Perspectives on Educational Policy in 
Canada and Education and Development in Atlantic Canada.  He has 
been president of two national scholarly societies, served on the 
faculty association executive of Dalhousie University and was a 
member of the board of governors of a private school.  He is a 
director of Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society.  

 

Lawrence Rieper 
Lawrence was born and educated in Britain, but has spent the 
majority of his life in Canada.  Since the early 1980’s he has lived 
on Vancouver Island.  He moved to Nanaimo in 1994.  For many 
years he was a policemen, and was later involved in helping and 
housing former offenders, wayward youth, the mentally ill, and 
street people. Researching local history is now one of his 
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predominant interests. He is currently writing a military history of 
Vancouver Island.  His meticulous and prolific research provides 
what seems to be an unending resource for those wanting details on 
Nanaimo’s historical development.  

 

Heywood Sanders  
Heywood is Professor of Public Administration at the University of 
Texas (San Antonio). He is known as the best-informed 
independent critic of publicly financed convention centres in North 
America today. Heywood earned his A.B. degree at Johns Hopkins 
University and received his Ph.D. degree from Harvard University. 
He has held several prestigious academic positions and been 
engaged as a consultant on convention centres by the Inter-
American Bank. Despite his busy schedule, he gives freely of his 
time to community groups embroiled in convention centre politics. 
When not writing authoritative reports on the convention centre 
industry, such as his celebrated Brookings Institution study 
published earlier this year, Heywood has found time to publish 40 
scholarly articles and to co-edit two important books on American 
urban politics and planning.  

 

Naava Smolash 
Naava studied for her B. A. at Trent University and her M. A. at 
Guelph University. She teaches Mass Media and Popular Culture at 
Malaspina University-College. She also teaches at the Victoria Free 
School. Naava is currently enrolled in Simon Fraser University’s 
Ph.D. programme in English.  Her research focuses on the 
racialization of “enemies within” Canada’s national newspapers, as 
well as on Freirian pedagogy and grassroots media as powerful 
sources of “agency.” She is currently involved in the campaign to 
end secret trials in Canada. Naava’s publications include poetry, 
fiction, journalistic and opinion pieces, as well as photography and 
occasionally, performance art.  
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Don Stone 
Don earned his B. A. and M. A. degrees from the University of 
Alberta and received his Ph.D. from the University of 
Saskatchewan. He is Chair of the Geography Department at 
Malaspina University-College.  He lectured in geography for several 
years at the University of Winnipeg and the University of Victoria 
before becoming a regional planning and resource management 
consultant in Vancouver, where his clients included local, 
provincial and federal governments as well as First Nations 
communities in the Yukon. Don joined Malaspina in 1990 and 
almost immediately became involved as the college’s representative 
on the Plan Nanaimo Steering Committee. Don is the founding 
president of Friends of Plan Nanaimo Society. 
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