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Letter from the President

Dear Reader,

May 1, 2014

The Comox Valley Social Planning Society (CVSPS) was formed in the early 1990’s
to foster awareness of existing service networks, to increase public awareness of
important local issues, and to identify community needs.					
							
At least once a year the CVSPS hosts an Inter-Agency Brown Bag Lunch Roundtable
where groups, individuals, service providers and some elected officials come together
to share the “state of the union” from their organizations’ perspective: their successes
and their challenges.
Every few years the Society produces a Quality of Life Report for the Comox Valley.
This is the fourth Quality of Life Report. The previous Reports were released in 2002,
2004, and 2009.

This Report was put together almost entirely by volunteers: the lead volunteers being
Roger Albert, a recently retired, long-time North Island College (NIC) instructor, now
Faculty Emeritus at NIC, and by Carolyn Kirk-Albert. We cannot thank them enough.
		
Special thanks also go to Comox Valley Rural Regional Directors Edwin Grieve, Area
C, Jim Gillespie, Area B, and Bruce Jolliffe, Area A. Their support through the CVRD’s
Grants-In-Aid has been invaluable to our organization. It has allowed us to give a
small honorarium to Roger, and has enabled us to print a small run of hard copies
for those of us who prefer the printed copy to the electronic one. As we have said
in previous Q of L Reports introductions: Our Hope is that decision-makers and
citizens will use this Report to create meaningful strategies, and to plan for a future
that supports and improves the quality of life in the Comox Valley. As David Ross of
the Canadian Council on Social Development said: “We want to see policymakers’
adrenaline react to social indicators the same way it now responds to economic
indicators. Our future prosperity depends on it.”		
Sincerely,

EM (Bunny) Shannon, President, CVSPS
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Maps
This report examines the Comox Valley Regional District that, since 2008, stands apart from the former
Comox-Strathcona Regional District. The CVRD, SD 71 and LHA 71 overlap. The Courtenay Census
Agglomeration is also a jurisdiction used to organize demographic statistics. Care should be taken in
comparing statistics across these jurisdictions.
Figure 1: Comox Valley Regional District

Source: BC Stats http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/StatisticsBySubject/Geography/ReferenceMaps/Census.aspx

Figure 2: Comox Valley Regional District – Electoral Areas

Source: CVRD: http://www.comoxvalleyrd.ca/EN/main/community/about-the-cvrd/area-map.html

Comox Valley 2014 Quality of Life Report

Figure 3: Local Health Area 71 - Courtenay

Source: BC Stats
http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/StatisticsBySubject/Geography/ReferenceMaps/Health.aspx

Figure 4: School District 71

Source: BC Stats http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/StatisticsBySubject/Geography/ReferenceMaps/Schools.aspx
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Executive Summary
We provide an executive summary here with some trepidation because it’s difficult
to summarize this type of report but we’ll give it a try hoping we don’t miss anything
important. Of course, it will be up to you to check the full content of the report and
tell us if we’ve missed anything. We do want to emphasize that although there are
11 domains and 83 indicators in this report, it still hangs together as a ‘state of the
community’ document. In some ways we as a community do better than others; in
some ways not as well. Still, in overall terms, comparing ourselves to other places
on this planet we have to consider ourselves fortunate to live in such a beautiful and
temperate part of the world. We hope this report contributes to every (and all) actions
and initiatives that contribute to keeping it that way.

Population

The Comox Valley grew 6.8 percent in population between the last two censuses (2006
to 2011). Cumberland is growing the fastest at 23% with a median age of 38, 10 years
less than Comox. You won’t be surprised to know that we’re getting older faster than
most of us would like. Two person families (no children) are most common (62.2%).
Families with 2 children account for only 14% of the total number of families. However,
there is also a dramatic decrease in the number of children in the Valley of 15.4%
between the 2006 and 2011 censuses. You’ll also not be surprised to know that this
is not a very ethnically diverse place and over 90% of people speak English only on a
daily basis. There are over 4000 residents of aboriginal ancestry.

Housing

Housing prices have been on a roller-coaster ride over the last few years but median
house prices have risen an average of 7% year-over-year. Most houses that are selling
are in the $250,000 to $350,000 range. Home sales have declined if you consider
both single and multiple family units. Rental accommodation is expensive and not
as available in the Valley as compared to the Cowichan Valley and Campbell River.
There are many dwellings in the Valley that need repair or that are not suitable for
habitation but not as many as the provincial average. We may get some more rental
accommodations in the Valley soon. Question is how affordable it will be. There is also
a great need for supportive housing in the Valley and there appears to be some political
will to have that happen within the next year.

Transportation

People still love their cars and trucks and won’t be abandoning them anytime soon. The
price of gas may discourage some automobile and truck use, but people will give up
other necessities to keep their vehicles on the road particularly since the vast majority
of residents commute to work by vehicle because other modes of transportation are
impractical. It would be better for the quality of our air if we all drove hybrid or electric
vehicles, but they are not currently within the financial reach of most people. Cycling is
gaining in popularity all the time but not for commuting, mostly for recreation. Still, the
City of Courtenay and the Town of Comox are establishing dedicated bike lanes and the
CVRD is putting artistically designed, very attractive bike racks in strategic locations in
the rural areas.
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Food
This part of the report was written by the team of Cynthia Fitton, Megan Muller and
Jen Wrye. It’s a very comprehensive report on the state of food production, distribution
and affordability in the region. The Agricultural Land Reserve seems to constantly be
under siege and there has been a net loss of agricultural land in the Valley over the past
few years. The cattle industry is the largest local producer of food in the Valley and it’s
true that most of the food produced in the Valley is exported while most of the food we
eat here is imported. That’s the perversity of the free market! Only 3% of local farms
are certified organic. The Farmer’s Market is going strong, but so are the Food Bank and
soup kitchens. Food is expensive for low-income people so it’s no wonder that some
people shop where it’s cheapest, regardless of quality. However, food is not expensive
relative to what the producers get for their efforts. The more unprocessed food people
eat the cheaper it becomes to prepare nutritious meals. Gardening is becoming popular
in local schools. The Comox Valley Round Table, organized in 2013 is now monitoring
the food situation in the Valley and coordinating activities around food production and
distribution.

Health

The big news here is that we’re getting a new hospital. We expect that St. Joseph’s
Hospital will be revising its strategic plan soon to think less in terms of acute care and
more in terms of long-term and end-of-life care as the new hospital will be focused on
acute care. Certainly there is a growing need in the Valley for long-term and end-of-life
care. We are fortunate in the Valley to have many organizations, both governmental
and non-profit, looking after our health care needs, both emergency and chronic. Valley
physicians have banded together to form their own local association and we’re pleased
to report that some doctors are taking new patients. The hospital emergency room is
busy but many health indicators are quite positive, including lower infant deaths, lower
suicide rates and decreased rates of sexually-transmitted infections.

Education

There is a close connection between education and incomes. Women are generally
more ‘credentialed’ than their male counterparts, but men are more likely to have
studied engineering and other fields that are relatively high paying. The local school
district seems to be in a bit of the doldrums. Class sizes largely mirror provincial
averages, but graduation rates aren’t keeping up with provincial averages and
foundation skills are lagging behind the province as well. Post-secondary education
is the key to greater income and job security but it’s less accessible than it once was.
Tuition fees go up every year and student debt is at an all-time high, especially in BC.
Libraries seem to be as popular as ever but now much more emphasis is on electronic
media and the internet as library resources. Literacy is still a challenge for many
people. This part of the report was written by Danielle Hoogland and is the a great
summary of what is offered in the Valley for those in need of greater literacy skills,
including computer use. The section of this report that outlines the use of the Early
Development Instrument to determine the vulnerability of kindergarten children on
5 indices is a must read. It seems that our children are more vulnerable than ever
emotionally and socially.
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Arts and Culture, Sports and Recreation
Generally, arts and culture are the crown jewel of life in the Valley. There is a lot of
artistic and cultural activity that goes on all the time. Sports and recreation facilities,
both municipal and private, offer a wide range of programs. Facilities have been
upgraded and sports fields and parks are busy. Parks and greenways could be expanded
in some parts of the Valley, but overall the Valley is well served. The Official Community
Plans of all local governments all promise close attention to parks and greenways.

Public Safety

Crime rates are down, the R.C.M.P. has lower case loads per member (around 60 at the
moment), and 911 calls are decreasing. All good news. Ambulances are at the ready
as are the fire departments and the police. Of course the farther you live from service
centres the more difficult it will be to get to you in a timely manner, but even on Hornby
Island there is high quality emergency service available locally and quick transfer to
a hospital when necessary. When the 7 fire departments in the Valley are not busy
responding to calls, they are engaged in numerous educational and training activities.

Environment

Water use is always a major concern for governments and water purveyors. It’s also
a concern for each and every one of us. Metering is now in force in Cumberland and
the Regional District, but voluntary in Courtenay except for commercial, multi-family
units and new construction. Comox has a voluntary program but has about 1800
connections. Our water comes from various sources, Comox Lake being the principal
one. Generally our water quality has been (and is) excellent. We could be putting more
effort into air quality but there are promises of improvement. Slash burns and wood
burning are sometimes an issue in Cumberland in the fall and winter. Recycling is a
big concern and there will be major changes soon with the landfill coming to its end
and the Campbell River facility closing. E-waste is expanding and quite a number of
facilities accept items for recycling, including the Return-it centres.

Community Involvement

We are a strong bunch of donors and volunteers in the Valley but we don’t vote like we
used to.

Employment, Incomes and the Economy

Most people in the Valley work in the service sector of the economy, in sales, health
care and public administration. Employment in the primary sector (resource
extraction) is low and trending even lower. This is a government town if we consider
the organizations with the biggest payrolls in the Valley. Most people work full time but
women are 3 times more likely to work part-time than men. Median incomes are flat
and have been for decades. Most residents make between 20 and 40 thousand dollars
a year. The government has made it more difficult to quality for income assistance over
the past 12 years or so and the numbers receiving benefits is shrinking. Half the people
on welfare in the Valley are children. We know that many families aren’t making ends
meet or are barely doing so.

11

