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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
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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.
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Introduction
This update to the 2009 Quality of Life report was launched with a public event in
March of 2013 in which community members were encouraged to come and give their
opinions about quality of life in the Comox Valley and submit ideas on what we should
include in the report. The intention was to complete the report in 2013 but a number
of factors intervened to prevent this from happening, the most important of which
is a systematic underestimation of how much time it takes to create a document like
this by volunteers! Another very important consideration was the fact that Statistics
Canada kept putting off the release dates for much of the statistical information we
required from the 2011 Census and National Housing Survey. First it was June, then
it was September, then it was later in September. Most data are now available from
the 2011 census, but bits and pieces are still trickling in, especially analytical reports.
The fact that we didn’t have a mandatory long form census questionnaire this past
census (2011) is making the data from the National Housing Survey, the voluntary
replacement for the mandatory questionnaire, not quite as reliable. In some cases
taxfiler information can fill in some of the blanks.

We’ve tried to follow the 2009 report as much as possible but inevitably organizations
change, like the split of the Comox/Strathcona Regional District into the Strathcona
Regional District and the Comox Valley Regional District. That change is turning out to
be a positive one, and now it should be easier to log changes in some of our indicators
over time. Still, some organizations, including BC Stats, insist on using geography
from the 2006 census for its community profiles. They don’t separate out the two new
regional districts. That can be frustrating. The Ministry of Justice has changed the way
it collects crime and policing statistics over the years making it hard to compare them
over time. None of this is particularly unusual in the field of community research so we
adapt.
We’ve included in this report the same set of 11 ‘domains’ that we had in the 2009
report but some indicators have been added and some removed. For example in the
education domain we removed the francophone programs indicator and replaced it
with an aboriginal education report card and added another indicator about student
satisfaction with their school experience. Mostly we’ve tried to keep some consistency
going from report to report in terms of the indicators we use. That way we can register
changes in them that are important to us. That’s not always easy but for indicators like
a falling crime rate, it’s not a problem. Is population growth always positive? Some
would say yes, others no.
We believe that this report reflects the values of the Social Planning Society and its
commitment to improving the quality of life for all people in the Comox Valley, not just
for the people who can afford it.

The following symbols next to the indicators represent changes between the 2009 and
2014 reports. Increase (+), Decrease (-), No change (=), not comparable or insufficient
data (id), and new indicator (n). A question mark (?) added to any of these symbols
means that there is some confusion or disagreement in the statistics reported.
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Methods
As you begin reading this report you will see right away how important Statistics
Canada is to us. We mention it at length in the introduction and it is the backbone of
our data collection efforts. That’s because a great deal of the information contained in
this report is gleaned from Statistics Canada census profiles and the National Housing
Survey. The 2006 Census of Canada required some Canadians to fill out the ‘long form.’
Canadians are always required to fill out a ‘short form’ questionnaire but a certain
percentage of Canadians in 2006 were required to provide a lot more information
to Statistics Canada using a much more detailed questionnaire. In the summer of
2010, the federal government announced that it would abolish the long form census
questionnaire citing privacy concerns. As part of the Conservative government’s
omnibus Bill C-38, the long form census questionnaire was abolished and would not
be a part of the 2011 Census. This was and still is a highly controversial decision.
(Grant, 2013) As a result, the data from the 2011 Canadian Census’ National Housing
Survey, the voluntary survey that replaced the mandatory long form, are not strictly
comparable to the 2006 data. And not all people fill out the questionnaire. The ‘nonresponse’ rate runs as high as 37% in Cumberland and as low as 21% in other parts
of the Comox Valley for specific responses. We still have confidence in the reported
numbers because they are in a range of expectation given earlier census data. That
said, we have taxfiler information which is highly accurate and data from other sources
such as BC government ministries and local organizations, so that Stats Can data can
sometimes be confirmed by reference to statistics gathered from other sources.
As noted above, much of the information gathered for this report comes from Statistics
Canada, a number of federal government ministries, BC Stats and some provincial
ministries, local governments, organizations and individuals. The information from
government sources is supplemented by data gathered from the annual reports of a
number of organizations, interviews with key members of the community and local
newspapers. Many people have contributed to this report as you can see from the
Acknowledgments page. We spoke to dozens of people in preparing this report, some
casually, some more formally. Everybody was interested in, and had opinions about,
what we were doing.

Means, Medians and Modes

Just to be clear, in this report we use 3 ways to summarize numbers in a series
or distribution (population, for example): mean, median and mode. The mean
(or average) is calculated by adding up all the numbers in a distribution
(1,2,3,4,5,6,6,6,10,12,13) and dividing the total (113) by the number of units in the
distribution (11) to get 10.27 as the average of the numbers in the distribution. The
median is the point in the distribution where half the units are below and half above.
For the distribution above the mean is 6. The middle 6 to be precise. If the distribution
has an even number of units, the middle two numbers are located then the mid-point
between those two numbers is the median. The mode is the number (or range of
numbers - age group, for example) that occurs most frequently in a distribution. In the
above distribution it’s also 6.
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1. Population
People. We come in all shapes and sizes, male and female, young and old. We live alone, we live together,
mostly in families and often with children, albeit nowhere near as many children as in the past. We live in
villages, towns, cities, and in the countryside. We speak various languages although as Table 1.6 notes, the
Comox Valley like many other communities on Vancouver Island is predominantly English speaking. We
think that a population with diversity enhances the quality of life for all. We feel that the vitality and quality
of life in a community are not necessarily predicated on population growth. A stable population can be just
as dynamic as a growing population through natural increase (births) but immigrants to a community can
enrich it as well.

1.1 Population Growth (+/-)

From the census years of 2006 to 2011, the population growth in the Comox Valley of 6.8% was slightly
less than the provincial growth rate of 7.0%. It was, however, significantly more growth than similar,
neighbouring communities such as Campbell River (4.0% growth) and the Cowichan Valley (4.4% growth).
This trend has continued into 2012. Although Table 1 below shows population differences between 2006
and 2011, the period between the two last censuses), in 2011 and 2012 the Comox Valley population grew
by 0.3%, almost entirely in Courtenay and Cumberland. For the same period, population growth in BC was
1.0%. (Source: BC Stats, 2012 Sub-Provincial Population Estimates)
Table 1: Population Change in the Comox Valley and in BC
Location

2006

2011

% Change

Comox

12,136

13,627

10.0%

Courtenay

22,021

24,099

9.4%

Comox I.R.
Cumberland
Reg. Dist. A
Reg. Dist. B
Reg. Dist. C

Comox Valley
BC

272

2,762
6,973
6,970
8,099

59,482

4,113,487

Source: 2011 Census of Canada: Census Profiles

251

3,398
6,899
6,939
8,325

63,538

4,400,057

-7.7%

23.0%
-1.1%
-0.4%
2.8%
6.8%
7.0%

Significantly, a review of the above table will show that the growth was almost entirely within the municipal
boundaries of Cumberland (23%), Comox (10%) and Courtenay (9.4%). Most of the Regional District
electoral areas showed small population declines. This seems to be a trend that is reflected throughout not
only Canada but also worldwide, as shown in Table 1.1, but we need to be cautious about that observation.
As a ‘developed’ country, Canada is already well ahead of the world in terms of the proportion of people
living in its cities at 81%. In 1951 only 51% of the Canadian population lived in urban areas1. (Stats Can,
2011a) Canada has seen a steady population movement from rural to urban areas. In the Comox Valley in
2011, 65% of the population lived in Courtenay, Comox and Cumberland, our ‘population centres’. Residents
of the rural areas in the Comox Valley may move into population centres for different reasons than people
do elsewhere in the world. For instance they may not be moving ‘into town’ for work or because their land
was flooded to make way for a dam. They are more likely to move into town because they want to be closer
to their doctors and medical facilities. Transportation is not as much of an issue here as it is in India, for

1

As of the 2011 Census of Canada, urban areas are now referred to as population centres.
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example. Driving from Merville to Courtenay takes 15 minutes. So here
rural and urban areas tend to blend into each other. We don’t know if
people will continue to leave the rural areas. Time will tell.
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Table1.1: Proportion of World
Population Living in Cities
Year

% in Cities

1800
3%
BC Stats projects a slowing of population growth starting in 2022 and
a projected average yearly increase of .7%. (BC Stats, 2013). Based on
1900
14%
those projections we estimate that the population of the Valley will be
2010
50%
around 75,864 in 2025. Earlier estimates by the provincial government
2050
75% est.
projected even higher population growth. It strikes us that an estimate of
over 81,000 residents for 2025 is unreasonable given the declining rate of Source: (The Economist, 2013)
increase. (BC Stats, 2013a) We conclude that population projections for
the Valley are unduly optimistic.

Cumberland is the fastest growing jurisdiction in the Valley as young people come in search of less
expensive housing than can be found in the rest of the Valley and its proximity to mountain biking trails
and Mount Washington. However, looking back even further we know that Cumberland’s population was
well over 10,000 when the coal mines and logging were in full swing prior to 1920. Figure 1 makes it look
as though the populations of our three population centres are growing at a high rate. However, the average
annual rate of increase in the population of Courtenay from 1921 until 2011 is 1.1%. Is there any reason to
think this growth rate will slow down? BC Stats thinks so. (BC Stats, 2013a)
Figure 1: Population Growth in Comox, Courtenay and Cumberland, 1921 to 2011

Source: (BC Stats, 2013)

Varying trends in population change are likely to continue and will have significant impact on land-use
planning, transportation, the delivery of municipal services and the size and location of health, educational
and recreational facilities. In considering population growth, we need to think about natural increase (the
birth rate minus the death rate) and growth in employment possibilities. Many young people leave the
Valley because there are no job opportunities here for the work they’ve been trained or educated to do.
These are considerations for other sections of this report.
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1.2 Marital Status (-slowly)
The marital status of the population aged 15 and over in the Comox Valley is roughly similar to that of the
Province as a whole with about 60% of the population married or living in a common law relationship. That
hasn’t changed much over the past 20 years. In 2009 we reported that 62.2% of residents over the age of 15
were married or living common law. That’s not much different than the 61.1% we report below in Table 1.3.
Still, the trend we see going back to 1996 is for slowly declining numbers of people getting legally married.
Table1.3: Marital Status, by Sex and Location			

Total Pop.
age 15+

Married/
Common Law

Not
Married

Total

Comox Valley
Male

Female

16,575
49.8%

16710
50.2%

54,455
100%

26,055
48%

21,170
38.9%

9,485
44.8%

33,285
61.1%

Source: 2011 Census of Canada: Census Profiles.

1.3 The Aging Population (+)

Total

Province of BC
Male

Female

28,400
52%

3,722,695
100%

1,809,045
48.6%

1,913,650
51.4%

11,690
55.2%

1,568,120
42.1%

734,075
46.8%

834,040
53.2%

2,154,575
57.9%

1,074,965
49.9%

1,079,610
50.1%

The age profile of the Comox Valley population is significantly different from that of the province as a whole.
Both the Province and the Valley have about 85% of their populations over age 15 (Table 1.3); however, for
the Province, the population is relatively evenly distributed between the ages of 25 and 60. Figure 2 below
provides a comparison between the Comox Valley and BC in relation to the distribution of age and sex.
Table 1.3: Age and Sex of the Comox Valley and BC Residents Compared

Population
% over 15

Median Age

Comox Valley

Total

63,540
100%
85.7%

48.3 yrs

Male

Female

84.9%

86.5%

30,700
48.3%

47.7 yrs

Source: 2011 Census of Canada: Census Profiles.

32,835
51.7%

48.8 yrs

Total

4,400,055
100%
84.6%

41.9 yrs

Province of BC
Male

2,156,600
49.1%
83.9%

41.1 yrs

Female

2,243,455
50.9%
85.3%

42.7 yrs

In the Valley there is a population bulge between the ages of 45 and 65, representing post-war ‘baby
boomers’. Figure 2 shows graphically how pronounced the bulge is for baby boomers in the Valley,
essentially people born between 1946 and 1960. There is a bulge for the province as a whole, but nowhere
near as pronounced as it is for the Valley. There are proportionately fewer young people in the Valley than
in the province as a whole. This isn’t entirely surprising. The population is aging meaning that the median2
age is rising and young people often need to leave the Valley for work leaving a ‘dip’ in the graph. There is
no such dip in the population as a whole, but as we well know, most people in the province live in larger
urban areas where many young will find themselves.

A similar bulge exists in both Campbell River and the Cowichan Valley. One only has to look at the median
age of the Comox Valley population at 48.3 years, compared to 41.9 years for the Province, to see the
difference (see Table 1.3). Comparable figures for Campbell River (median age 45.8 yrs) and the Cowichan
Valley (median age 47.2 yrs) show that all three Vancouver Island communities have older populations than

2

See the explanation of mean, median and mode in the Methods section of this report.
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the provincial average and proportionately fewer young people. That said, the population of Cumberland
has a median age of 38.2, 10 years lower than Comox’s median age and 3 years or so lower than BC’s
median age. (Stats Can, 2012)

We noted in 2009 that there were 15,270 children in the Valley based on the 2006 census. (CVSPS, 2009,
p. 3) That number includes all children regardless of age who live with their parent(s) in a household. For
this report we think that looking at children under 15 years of age is more meaningful a measure of the
changing age distribution. Using this measure we find that the number of children under 15 declined by
1% in the Valley from 9,915 in 2006 to 9,830 in 2011. That’s while the population of the Valley increased
overall by 6.8%. That’s 525 fewer children in 2011 than in 2006. That’s a dramatic change that needs to be
considered in conjunction with the rise of two person families during the same period of time, as we note
below, of 18.4%. The family landscape is rapidly changing in the Valley along with the age distribution.
(Stats Can, 2012a) We should not be surprised then to read that there is a projected drop of 240 students in
the district for the 2014 fall school year and a drop in staff too. (Andor R. , 2014a)
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In 2009 we included a table in our report that listed the population over the age of 65 in the Comox Valley
including projections to 2021. We note elsewhere in this report that BC government population projections
are generally optimistic. Well, in 2006, there were 10,665 residents over the age of 65 in the Valley. We
projected a population in this age group of 11,754 for 2011, 13,832 for 2016 and 16,318 for 2021 based on
BC Stats projections. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 5) In fact, the actual population in this age group was already 13,585
in 2011. (Stats Can, 2012a) That’s a 13.5% increase between the 2006 to 2011 census years. Part of this
growth in the over
Figure 2: Comox Valley and British Columbia Population by Age and Sex, 2011
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Related Indicators:
health, affordable
housing, education

18

Comox Valley 2014 Quality of Life Report

1.4 Number of Families (+ slightly) and Children (-)
The majority of families in the Comox Valley are two person families although governments reckon families
in different ways. A census family refers to a married couple (with or without children), a common-law
couple (with or without children) or a lone parent family. The census dictionary provides a more complex
definition. (Stats Can, 2012). From Table 1.4 it’s clear that most residents of the Valley live in a two-person
family. What we used to consider the family norm in Canada, mom and dad with 2 children, now accounts
for only 14.1% of families in the Valley, 19.3% of families in BC.
Table 1.4: Census Families in the Comox Valley and British Columbia
Family Type

Total Census
Families

19,145

Comox Valley

2 person families 11,915
3 person families 3,470
4 person families 2,705
5+ person family

1,055

Total Not In Census Families

11,765

Census Family
Persons

50,695

100%

1,238,155

18.1%

263,910

62.2%

Province of BC
100%

645,245

14.1%
5.5%

79.8% of total
population
18.5% of total
population

Source: 2011 Census of Canada: Census Profiles.

52.1%
21.3%

238,525

19.3%

90,470

7.3%

3,516,850

79.9% of total
population

807,660

18.4% of total
population

The 2006 Census counted 51% of two person families. The 2011 Census saw that percentage rise to 62.2%.
This may partially be because of the higher numbers of retired people living here with no children living
at home. There is approximately the same percentage of census families in the Comox Valley as in BC as
a whole. Lone parent families account for 39% of families that have children (calculated using the data in
Table 1.5). In 2009 that number was 29%. So it seems that the number of single parent families is on the
rise by about 25.7% over the 5 years between the last two censuses.
Table 1.5: Comox Valley Families by Family Structure and Number of Children
Family Structure

Married Parents

Common Law

Lone Parent

1 Child

2,110

565

1,765

No children
2 Children

3+ Children

Total Families

8,330
2,145
835

13,430

Source: 2011 Census of Canada: Census Profiles.

1,815
360
165

2,905

n/a

790
255

2,815

Related Indicators: housing, food security, incomes, education

1.5 Diversity and Language (id)

As can be seen from Table 1.6, 91.6% of Comox Valley residents, like the residents in neighbouring
Vancouver Island communities, claim English as their primary language. For the Province as a whole,
only 71.6% of residents indicate English as their primary language. The difference is accounted for by a
preponderance of new Canadians from Southeast Asia moving to BC and settling in the Lower Mainland.
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Table 1.6: Language Profiles of Selected BC Communities % of Total Population (Top 5 Indicated)
Language Spoken

BC

Comox
Valley

Campbell
River

Cowichan
Valley

English

71.6%

91.6%

92.5%

92.2%

German

1.7%

1.8%

1.4%

1.4%

French
Dutch

Punjabi

1.3%
4.3%

2.3%
0.6%

1.5%
0.5%
0.5%

1.3%
0.9%
0.8%

The Immigrant Welcome Centre
opened its doors in Courtenay
in 2011. It is affiliated with
the Immigrant Welcome
Centre in Campbell River and
as the Multicultural Society
has roots that go back in that
community to the 1990s. It
provides services, contacts and
courses for immigrants from all
over the world. The Welcome

Chinese/Mandarin/
8.1%
Cantonese
Source: 2011 Census of Canada: Census Profiles.
Centre worked with 330 new immigrants from 62 different countries in the Courtenay office last year
and helped 150 others here on work visas, international students or residents interested in sponsoring
immigrants. Immigrants have varied experiences when they come to the Valley. Most hope to settle here
but some leave in search of work. (Blaney, 2014) The Immigrant Welcome Centre’s website is: http://www.
immigrantwelcome.ca/

1.6. First Nations Identity and Aboriginal Ancestry (-/+?)

For two reasons we are unable to compare the numbers of First Nations residents or residents of aboriginal
ancestry with earlier data. For one, the Long Form census questionnaire was replaced in 2011 with the
National Housing Survey. It has a 22% global non-response rate making the data on this indicator less
reliable. The second reason is that the Comox-Strathcona Regional District was split in 2008 making it
difficult to compare 2011 numbers with 2006 numbers. In 2009 we reported that the aboriginal population
of the Comox-Strathcona Regional District was 7.2% of the total population. In 2011, in the Comox Valley
Regional District Statistics Canada reported an aboriginal population of 2,910 or 4.6% of the entire Valley
population if identity is considered and 4,010 or 6.4% when residents are asked about their ancestry rather
than their identity. (Stats Can, 2011b) There are many aboriginal people living here who originate in places
as far away as the Maritime provinces with many originally from the prairie provinces.
In 2006, the population of the Comox 1 reserve was determined by Statistics Canada to be 272. The 2011
Census reports that there are 251 reserve residents. (Stats Can, 2012a) The K’òmoks band office reports
that there are 118 reserve residents and 324 band members meaning that 36% of band members live on
reserve. (K’òmoks, 2014) We trust the band to know what the real numbers are. In 2009, BC Stats produced
a series of reports called the Aboriginal Community Data Initiative (ACDI). There is a fairly detailed analysis
in the K’òmoks band based on the 2006 census. At that time the median age of the band members was 39.1,
closer to the median age of the residents of Cumberland than of Comox (48 years of age). (Stats Can, 2009)
The ACDI reports on a wide range of indicators and compares the population of the reserve (Comox 1)
with all other reserves in BC. The K’òmoks band is unlike other bands in that the population is older, better
educated and has a much higher employment participation rate. We don’t have a similar study based on the
2011 census, but we surmise that the band retains the same population profile now as it did in 2006.
According to Statistics Canada, in 2006 the aboriginal population of BC was 4.8% of the population, up
from 4.4% in 2001. In 2011 it was 5.4% for another significant increase. The aboriginal population is
increasing at a more rapid pace than the Canadian and BC populations as a whole. The way Statistics
Canada categories work, the First Nations population is a sub-category of people with aboriginal identity. In
BC there were 155,020 First Nations members, 112,400 with registered status with 44.2% living on reserve
and 55.8% living off reserve. In the Comox Valley, there is a much higher percentage of First Nations people
living off reserve than on. (Stats Can, 2011b)
Related indicators: Food Security, education, employment
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2. Housing
Housing is a key indicator of quality of life. Adequate and affordable housing is necessary for our general
well-being. The provision of housing is mainly left to the private sector in Canada although the federal
and provincial governments have and are still contributing funds for the construction and operation of
supportive housing for the mentally and physically ill, seniors and other special populations. That said, the
federal government does not have a national housing policy much to the consternation of many people in
the business of trying to house marginalized people in our country and communities, the homeless and low
income working people. This section of the report considers housing tenure and the ratio between home
owners and renters, housing costs, housing starts, vacancy rates and rents, affordable and non-market
housing as well as homelessness and emergency shelter use.

2.1 Housing Tenure (=)

Statistics Canada reports that the total number of dwellings in the Comox Valley Regional District as
indicated from the National Housing Survey, part of the 2011 Canadian census, is 30,156, up from 25,585
in 2006. (Stats Can, 2011b) This amounts to an 8.4% increase since 2006. As Table 2.1 shows there is
a significant difference between the number of renters in the rural and urban areas. Not surprisingly,
Courtenay has the highest number and percentage of renters because that’s where we find concentrations
of multi-family rental accommodations. The Comox Valley by and large is in step with the rest of Canada
where 69.5% of households are owned, 30% rented.
Table 2.1: Housing Tenure in the Comox Valley in 2011
Area

Owners

%

Renters

%

Totals

RDA

2760

85.7

460

14.3

3225

Comox

4655

77.9

1320

22.1

5975

81.35

6210

RDB
RDC

Courtenay

Cumberland
Totals

2555
2890
7570
1150

21580

87.4
85.8
69.5
81.8

370
485

3320
255

12.6
14.4
30.5
18.2

18.68

2925
3370

10890
1405

277901

Source: Stats Can, National Housing Survey Geography Series, released 2013.

There is a discrepancy between the number of households (27,790) and dwellings (30,156) in the Valley.
This means that 2316 dwellings are not occupied by the principle occupants most of the time. They may be
occupied by temporary or foreign residents or are unoccupied. In Regional District Electoral Area A (RDA),
for example, there were over 800 dwellings in this category.

2.2 Housing Costs (+?)

The average price of a house in Canada is $378, 369. (CREA, 2013) That’s an 8.1% rise from the previous
year. In Vancouver the average price of a house was $784,567 in 2013. To compare over time, the average
price of a house in Canada in 2004 was $204,467. (CVSPS, 2004) So housing prices vary over time and
place in Canada. Of course, housing prices considered in isolation don’t mean much. To be a significant
indicator of affordability they need to be considered in the context of inflation, interest rates, the cost of
living and incomes over time. Table 2.2 shows that the median sale price in the Comox Valley has fluctuated
a lot in the last 10 years with a peak in 2008 when the median house sale price was $340,000. The median
is calculated by adding up the unit sales and finding the value that is in the middle, that is where 50% of
the units sold are above this value and 50% below. The average price of $347, 298 in 2012 is calculated by
adding up all the sales prices of all units sold and dividing that dollar amount by the number of units sold.
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Averages are not as reliable a measure of relative price as
medians because they can be skewed by extremes when very
expensive houses are sold. It may take four or five ‘cheaper’
homes to equal the value of one ‘mansion.’ (CVSPS, 2009)
Another statistical measure that is never used but would
give us a truer picture of the actual situation in the housing
market and that is the mode. The mode is the number that
occurs most frequently in a distribution and is arrived at by
looking at a large number of home sales then asking which
sale price is most common, in increments, say, of $30,000.
But there is no such calculation available at this time.

Table 2.2 MLS® Unit Sales, Average and Median Prices for the Comox Valley, 2001 to 2012
Vancouver Island Real Estate Board
Single Family Residential Unit Sales, Averages and Median Prices
in the Comox Valley in the Multiple Listing Service
Year
Unit Sales
Average Sale Price in $
Median Sale Price in $
2012

699

347,298

2009

770

336,541

2011
2010
2008

699
724
734

2007

1,054

2004

983

2006
2005
2003
2002
2001

972

1,012
969
776
694

350,509
342,481
354,307
329,271
278,803
236,325
211,308
169,153
156,962
142,903

335,000
330,000
340,000
273,000
192,000
151,500

Source: Vancouver Island Real Estate Board. (VIREB, 2013) Compiled by editor.

The Vancouver Island Real Estate Board (VIREB) has realized the problems associated with using medians
and averages to give a picture of what’s going on in the housing market. It’s come up with the Home Price
Index (HPI) or ‘benchmark’ price. The VIREB reports that the HPI “mirrored after the Consumer Price
Index… calculates the value for a typical ‘benchmark home’, which is a notional dwelling that shares a
specific set of qualitative and quantitative attributes that are typical for the type of residential dwelling
in question.” (VIREB, 2013) If you’re interested in this sort of thing, it’s worth a visit to the VIREB site to
check out the press release accompanying the adoption of this new measure of calculating market sales
activity: http://www.vireb.com/assets/uploads/10oct_13_sales_summary_news_release_6640.pdf. The
press release goes on to report the situation here in the Valley in comparison with Campbell River and
Duncan for October 2013:
“Benchmark prices tend to be slightly lower than corresponding medians and averages. MLS® HPI
estimates the values of our typical homes, whereas medians and averages reflect the overall selling
prices of the unique mix of homes that sold in a given month.

The benchmark price for a single-family home in the Campbell River area was $260,000, up 1.1 per
cent over last year; in the Comox Valley the benchmark price was $312,300, down 0.8 per cent over
last year; Duncan reports a benchmark price of $281,600, dropping 4.3 per cent from last year;
Nanaimo’s benchmark price was $325,600.”
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As you can see, the benchmark price is well below the reported average and median prices for the Comox
Valley of $347,298 and $335, respectively that are evident in Table 2.2.

The Vancouver Island Real Estate Board collects data in an ongoing way to provide comprehensive up-todate information for people working in the business, but also for buyers and sellers of real estate. On this
website you get numbers of properties listed, sold, average and median sale prices, reported sales dollars,
days to sell and active listings for lots, single family homes and condos (apartment, townhouse and patio).
Average sales are broken down into neighbourhoods so we know that from January 1st 2014 until March
31st, there were 130 single family sales in the Valley, 38 of those in Comox, 16 in Courtenay City and 18 in
Courtenay East. There were 10 sales in Crown Isle and a smattering of sales elsewhere in the Valley. See this
website: http://comox-valley-realty.com/assets/files/ComoxValleyGraphstats.pdf.
It’s interesting to note, too, that 43% of single family homes sold were between $250,000 and $350,000,
and 32% between $350,000 and $500,000. Only 8.5% sold for over $500,000.
Related Indicators: food security, incomes, health

2.3 Housing Starts (-)

The Comox Valley Economic Development Society (CVEDS), on its website states:

There has been a wealth of construction activity occurring in the Comox Valley over the past
five years. Housing starts, average price, unit sales, and permit value activity has all more than
doubled and these indicators are available on our Statistics and Reports. With large project such
as Raven Ridge, Kensington Coastal Pointe, Hospital, and Trilogy on the horizon the development
opportunities in the area are a plenty. (CVEDS, 2010)

It’s understandable that CVEDS would put a positive spin on the housing construction situation in the Valley,
but the evidence is clear that housing starts in the Valley have declined significantly in the past 5 years from
657 in 2007 to 265 in 2011 and there’s been a marked decline in the CVRD from a high of 1, 471 units in
1993 to 265 in 2011.
Table 2.3: Housing Starts in the Comox Valley 2005 to 2011
Year

Comox

Area A

Area B

Courtenay

Cumberland

Other

2005

114

nd

nd

475

33

173

2008

189

nd

nd

115

135

58

120

18

2006
2007
2009
2010
2011

87

210
98

132
57

nd
nd
14
30
0

nd
nd
19
38
27

471
324
89

130

62
58
25
31

94
65
78
0

43

Source: BC Stats. Compiled from a table you can find at: http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca/StatisticsBySubject/Economy/
BuildingPermitsHousingStartsandSales.aspx. The table looks at housing starts starting in 1983 comparing many BC
communities. Worth a look.

Compare the Comox Valley with other Island locations with regard to housing starts and this is what you
get. Figure 2.1 shows that from high numbers in the mid-1990s, there’s been a steady decline in housing
starts in the Valley with the exception of an upward blip in 2007/8. By the way, big, grand housing projects
have not gotten off the ground yet in the Valley. Sage Hills, one of the mega developments slated to build over
3000 housing units and a university south of Cumberland went bankrupt in 2012. Trilogy has not produced
a single unit of housing as of yet. John Evans, the president of Trilogy, reported in Western Investor that

Comox Valley 2014 Quality of Life Report

23

building would start in early 2012 for the development now called CAYET. (O’Brian, 2011) It seems that
was optimistic. Kensington has yet to break ground. The hospital is going ahead, though, on a site adjacent to
North Island College. It should be completed in 2017 or 2018.
Figure 2.1: Housing Starts in Courtenay, Campbell River and Duncan 1993 to 2011
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Source: (BC Stats, 2013b). Chart created from tabular data.

Turning to apartment construction for a moment, we find that the numbers are not particularly high since
2003. Table 2.4 below shows that residential permits for apartment unit construction peaked in 2005 as
they did for single-family dwellings. Since then, there has been some activity in building apartment units,
but not enough according to some people if the current demand is to be met. A new project across Cliffe
Avenue from the Anfield shopping area is supposed to add 94 market rental units (mostly 2 bedroom
apartments) by 2014 or so, but that has yet to be built. The mayor was quoted at the time as saying that
this would be the first major apartment development in the Valley in 25-30 years. The mayor also added
that at $900 per month on average these units would seem very reasonably priced to someone looking to
rent equivalent accommodations in Vancouver or Victoria. (Round, Rezoning will pave the way for big new
rental housing project, 2013) There were very few affordable housing or supportive housing units built in
the Valley in the last couple of decades, but we return to that shortly.
Table 2.4: Residential Building Permits (apartment units) in the Comox Valley, 2003 to 2012
Year

Comox, T

Courtenay, C

CVRDR*

Cumberland, VL

Total for CVRD

2003

18

48

nd

0

66

264

nd

2

2004

56

80

2005

191

197

20082

24

8

2006
2007
2009
2010
2011
2012

117
36
15
33
9

33

149
47
56
67
26

nd
nd
nd

0

136

0

185

0

nd

24

1

6

10
3

15

22
11
10

Source: (BC Stats, 2013b). Table compiled from BC Stats tabular data.
*Refers to Comox Valley Regional District Rural Electoral Areas. nd means no data

Related Indicators: employment, incomes

388
383
56
94

103
83
84
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2.4 Vacancy Rates (-), Rents (+) and Numbers of Rental Units (+ projected)
In our 2009 Quality of Life report (CVSPS, 2009, p. 12) we noted that the vacancy rates in BC remained
low in 2008, however the average rent for a two-bedroom apartment increased 5.3%, about double the
rate of inflation. The vacancy rates still remain low in 2013 holding steady at 3.5% across the spectrum of
apartment types reflecting the situation in British Columbia as a whole although there is broad variation
from community to community. (CMHC, 2013) This section compares the Courtenay Census Agglomeration
(CA) with Campbell River and Duncan on Vancouver Island. When townhouses are added to the mix, the
numbers go up slightly. The total vacancy rate then is 4.2% when townhouses are added to apartment units;
and when availability of rental units is considered, the rates are higher yet. Availability rates are measured
differently from vacancy rates.3 Again, when townhouses are added to the mix, average rents are $753/
month meaning only that townhouses generally rent for more money than apartment units. A weakness of
this statistical profile is that basement suites are not taken into consideration, especially illegal ones. There
is no way of determining exactly how many illegal suites and other marginal rental accommodations there
are in the Valley.
Table 2.5 below clearly shows that the Comox Valley has the lowest vacancy rates when compared to
Campbell River and Duncan. As a result, the rents are higher here on average at $744 per month as
compared to $681 in Campbell River and $675 in Duncan.

t’s also interesting to note in Table 2.5 that there has been a reported decline in the number of rental
units from April 2012 to April 2013 from 1737 to 1720. There was also a decline in the number of units
in Duncan, but a slight increase in Campbell River. The only type of unit that didn’t decline in numbers is
bachelor apartments but they account for only 8.08% of total units in any case at 139. The most common
unit on the market is the two-bedroom apartment. We would have expected that to be also true in Campbell
River and Duncan. Interestingly enough, Duncan has a greater number of one-bedroom units than two
bedroom ones. We find it a little odd that a two-bedroom apartment would rent on average for more money
than a three-bedroom unit. We attribute that to the fact that two bedroom units are in greater demand than
three bedroom ones despite the fact that they both have the same vacancy rates. Looking at the numbers in
Table 2.5 for average rents and it’s clear that the best rental option of the three communities considered on
this table is Campbell River where the vacancy rate for two bedroom units was 9.8% in April, 2013 and a
two bedroom apartment was $84 per month cheaper than in the Comox Valley. The vacancy rate was higher
yet in Duncan at 11.8%. As noted above, an additional 94 rental units are to be built in Courtenay in 2014,
but that won’t change the rental picture in Courtenay substantially.

3

CMHC:“A rental unit is considered available if the existing tenant has given, or has received, notice to move,
and a new tenant has not signed a lease; or the unit is vacant.” “Vacancy: A unit is considered vacant if, at the time of
the survey, it is physically unoccupied and available for immediate rental.” (CMHC 2013)
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So, renting in the Comox Valley is costlier than comparable places on the island and on average there are
fewer units available on the market.
Table 2.5: Apartment Vacancy Rates, Average Rents and Numbers of Units

Private Apartment Vacancy Rates, Rents and Numbers of Units
Vacancy Rates by Bedroom Type
Bachelor

Courtenay
(CA)
Campbell
River

1 Bedroom

2 Bedroom

3 Bedroom

Total

April
2012

April
2013

April
2012

April
2013

April
2012

April
2013

April
2012

April
2013

April
2012

April
2013

3.8

5

2.2

2.9

3.8

3.6

2.9

3.6

3.3

3.5

1.6

7.3

7.4

7.9

11.8

2.9

10.4

7.2

8.9

5.7

5.6

Courtenay
(CA)

549

582

649

671

790

809

735

749

725

744

Duncan

529

532

631

639

733

736

832

837

670

675

Duncan

Campbell
River

3

512

530

5.6

9.1

9.7

9.8

Average Rents by Bedroom Type

608

616

701

725

2.4

826

Number of Units by Bedroom Type  

2.8

821

7.8

666

9.1

681

Courtenay
(CA)

139

139

493

489

990

981

115

111

1737

1720

Duncan

66

67

658

650

495

495

34

29

1253

1241

Campbell
River

35

36

364

356

593

617

40

37

Source: Adapted from CMHC, Rental Market Report: British Columbia Highlights, 2013, Spring 2013

1032

1046

Related Indicators: families, incomes, food security

2.5 Affordable Housing (+ and -)

In the 1980s the Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) determined that housing affordability
exists when people pay 30% or less of their generated income on shelter. Shelter costs include:
For renters: rent and any payments for electricity, fuel, water and other municipal services;

For owners: mortgage payments (principal and interest), property taxes, and any condominium
fees, along with payments for electricity, fuel, water and other municipal services. (CMHC, 2010)

From the data presented in Table 2.6 it’s obvious that most renters in the Valley are spending on average
a big percentage of their earned income on shelter costs. With half the population of renters in the Valley
living in Courtenay (3300 out of 6210 in the regional district) it’s clear that renters on average are spending
more than 50% of their before-tax incomes on shelter costs. In Cumberland, the 255 renters identified in
Table 2.1 above are spending on average close to 57% of their incomes on shelter costs. Given that their
incomes are comparatively lower than those of homeowners, that leaves little money left for other expenses
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like food and transportation. So, if my before tax income is $30,000 per year and I spend 50% of that on
shelter costs leaving just over $1000 per month for other expenses, I’m in a very different situation than
someone who makes $100,000 per year who for the sake of argument also pays 50% of their income on
shelter costs. They still have $50,000 to spend on other expenses. The percentages are the same for these
two scenarios, but the reality is very different. The squeeze on families on limited incomes, who have to
spend more and more on housing while their incomes stagnate, is getting tighter and tighter. Of course
we are all facing higher shelter costs with rapidly rising Hydro rates and few of our incomes are moving
upward. Exceptions exist of course but they don’t disprove the rule. That’s why the CMHC has adopted the
concept of Core Housing Need, which considers more than affordability alone. “A household is said to
be in core housing need if its housing falls below at least one of the adequacy, affordability or suitability,
standards and it would have to spend 30% or more of its total before-tax income to pay the median rent of
alternative local housing that is acceptable (meets all three housing standards).” (CMHC, 2010)4
A household is not in core housing need if its housing meets all of the adequacy, suitability and
affordability standards OR, if its housing does not meet one or more of these standards, but it has
sufficient income to obtain alternative local housing that is acceptable (meets all three standards).
They add: NOTE: Regardless of their circumstances, non-family households led by maintainers 15
to 29 years of age attending school full-time are considered to be in a transitional stage of life and
therefore not in core housing need. (CMHC, 2010)

We consider housing suitability and adequacy in section 2.6 of this report.

As we noted in our 2009 report (CVSPS, 2009, p. 15), the City of Courtenay (in 2007), the Village of
Cumberland and the Town of Comox and the CVRD have all adopted affordable housing policies and/or
strategies. Courtenay’s and Comox’s are available online:
http://www.courtenay.ca/media/99451/affordable%20housing%20policy.pdf
http://comox.ca/online/documents/planning-documents/housing-affordability-strategy/

The Town of Comox’s affordable housing planning strategy includes many provisions such as the
legalization of secondary suites and permission to build coach houses. It (wisely) echoes the comment
above about the importance of considering income levels in discussions of affordable housing. It doesn’t
matter what it is, housing is always affordable for someone:

Market home ownership is “affordable” for some households. For other households, particularly
households of low to moderate income (households having incomes less than 80% of the average
household income in the Town), affordable housing may be limited to market rental housing and
below-market subsidized housing. This household segment includes a broad cross section of the
community, including persons with disabilities, the elderly, single-parent families, students, and
young workers. (Town of Comox, 2013).

Average before tax household income in 2010 was $80,384 in Comox. (Stats Can, 2011b) Eighty percent of
that is $64,307. Because approximately 48% of households in Comox in 2010 had average incomes less than
$60,000 it follows that many households, including homeowners can’t really afford to live in the dwellings
they occupy if we use the 30% affordability rate outlined above. It may seem that all is well out there. A
person would be hard pressed to drive the streets of Comox and see overt poverty, but it’s there. Poverty

4

CMHC provides definitions for the terms adequate, affordable and suitable:

••
••

Adequate: housing are reported by their residents as not requiring any major repairs.

Affordable: dwellings costs less than 30% of total before-tax household income.

••
Suitable: housing has enough bedrooms for the size and make-up of resident households, according
to National Occupancy Standard (NOS) requirements.
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is generally something people are ashamed of so they don’t broadcast the fact and tend to try to hide it but
the stress involved in trying to ‘keep up with the Joneses’ can be psychologically devastating and physically
unhealthy. It’s also very hard on relationships although effective training on how to deal with the stress can
have a positive effect. (Conger, Rueter, & Elder Jr., 1999)

Looking at table 2.6 one can see that renters in BC spend 45.3% of their before-tax income on shelter costs.
That’s higher than in Canada as a whole but lower than in Courtenay where renters spend 52.9% of their
incomes on shelter costs and renters in Cumberland 56.9%. As we pointed out earlier, renters are generally
in lower income categories than homeowners so the more they spend on shelter, the more they are
‘squeezed’ when needing to buy gas for the car or groceries for the children. The situation is different for
homeowners who not only make more money on average than renters but also spend a smaller percentage
of their incomes on shelter although the actual dollar amounts are greater than for renters except in Area
B of the Regional District for reasons we would only be able to speculate on at this point. Marika Albert
includes in her report on affordable housing in the Capital Region a figure (Figure 8: Housing Affordability
Thresholds for Economic Family Unit in the Victoria CMA, 2010) that shows a calculation for how much
money a household can spend on housing (shelter costs) at various income levels. For example, someone
earning $35,000 per year will be able to afford shelter costs of $875 per month if the affordability threshold
of 30% or less of income is considered. (Albert M. , 2012, p. 21)5
Table 2.6 Affordable Housing in Canada, BC and the Comox Valley

Shelter Costs in BC, Canada and the Comox Valley as a % of income
Housing
Tenure

Jurisdiction
B.C.

Total %
Owner
Renter

Total %

Owner
Renter

30.3
23.8
45.3

1156
1228
989

Canada

25.2
18.5
40.1

1050
1141
848

Courtenay

28.1
17.2
52.9

Comox

20.3
13.3
45.2

Cumberland

36

31.4
56.9

Average Monthly Expenses
887
897
864

915
923
889

n.d.

1064

935

Area A

18.8
16.1
33.7

933
818
645

Area B

21.6
17

52.1

920
897

1074

Area C

20.2
16.7
41.1

918
939
796

Source: Compiled from NHS Profiles for Canada, BC, Courtenay, Comox, Cumberland and RD electoral areas A, B and C.
(Stats Can, 2011b)

2.6 Housing Suitability and Dwellings in Need of Repair (n)
Statistics Canada’s National Housing Survey reports on their website (Stats Can, 2011a) that “In Courtenay,
3.2% of households lived in dwellings that were not suitable; that is, the dwelling was crowded because
there were not enough bedrooms to meet the National Occupancy Standard.” In a footnote the NHS notes
that “This was lower than the British Columbia proportion of 6.8%. The proportion of households living in
dwellings that were not suitable was lower for owners than renters (1.7% for owner households and 6.6%
for renter households).” (Stats Can, 2011a)
So, both renters and homeowners can be in core housing need although it’s clear from reading table 2.7
that renters are at much greater risk of being in core housing need with homes that are either unsuitable

5

Albert’s full report is available at: http://www.communitycouncil.ca/sites/default/files/CSPC_Report_Tools_
for_the_Future_FINAL_NOV15.pdf
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(without enough bedrooms or space) or in need of major repairs than homeowners. A study reported in
the Community Social Planning Council’s report Affordable Housing for BC’s Capital Region: Tools for the
Future concludes that lone parent families in the Capital Region are the most likely (44%) to be in core
housing need, living in unsuitable, inadequate and unaffordable housing according to the CMHC. We cannot
imagine that the situation is any better in the Comox Valley. (Albert M. , 2012, p. 20) A recent First Call
report covered by Mark Hume in the Globe and Mail concludes that BC has the highest child poverty rates
in Canada. (Hume, 2013) Hume cites the Minister of Families and Social Development, Stephanie Cadieux,
as saying that the government is dealing with the issue of child poverty by: “growing the economy, creating
jobs and providing supports where they are most needed.” Adrienne Montani of First Call6 disagrees
completely with the minister noting (using Statistics Canada data) that there were 153,000 children living
in poverty in BC in 2011, up from 119,000 the year before.
Table 2.7: Adequate and Suitable Housing

Percentage of Households in Unsuitable Dwellings and Dwellings in Need of Repair
Characteristic

Percentage of
households living
in dwellings that
were not suitable

Jurisdiction

Total

Owners
Renters

B.C.

Canada

Area
A

Area
B

Area
C

Courtenay

Comox

12.6

10.6

0

6.8

12.5

6.6

3.4

6.8
4.3

6

3.8

3.3
3.6

2.6
2

Percentage of
Total
7.2
7.4
7.3
5.5
households reOwners
6.5
6.4
6.1
5.5
porting that their
dwelling was in
need of
major repairs
Renters
8.8
9.1
13
6.8
Source: Compiled from Statistics Canada NHS Profiles, 2011

6.8
4.3
9.3
4.3

12.5

3.2
1.7
5.4
4.9
6.3

1.9
1.6
4.6
4.3

Cumberland CVRD

2.9

6.1

6.1

Many of the children Montani refers to are in lone parent families. Echoing the conclusions of a Smart
Growth BC study, 7 Albert argues that there is a need in the Capital Region for affordable, adequate and
suitable housing responding to the full spectrum of the population at all income levels and household types
including lone parent families. (Albert M. , 2012, p. 17) Those conclusions apply equally well to the Comox
Valley where according to a study8 commissioned by the CVRD there is a dearth of affordable housing in
the Valley ‘on the dependency side of the housing continuum.” (Butler Associates Consulting and Bazink
Solutions. Inc., 2011b, p. 4)
This section of the report would be incomplete without a mention of the work done by Habitat for
Humanity9 and its efforts to construct low cost homes for people of low income. It is currently completing a
third duplex on a Piercy Road property having already completed two others on the same site. That adds to

6
7

Access the First Call website: http://www.firstcallbc.org/
Curran, D., & Wake, T. 2008. Creating Market and Non-Market Affordable Housing: A Smart Growth toolkit for
Municipalities. SmartGrowthBC. Available at:
http://www.smartgrowth.bc.ca/portals/0/downloads/sgbc_affordable_housing_toolkit.pdf
8
This report entitled BUILDING COMMUNITY CAPACITY TO ADDRESS HOUSING AFFORDABILITY AND HOMELESSNESS IN THE COMOX VALLEY was produced by Butler Associates Consulting and Bazink Solutions in 2011. It can
be acceessed at: http://www.comoxvalleyrd.ca/assets/Governance/Documents/Building%20Capacity%20in%20
the%20Comox%20Valley%20final.pdf
9
Habitat’s website: http://www.habitatnorthisland.com/default.aspx
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the already existing 6 units in the Valley making a total of six duplexes and twelve homes. The low-income
working people who buy these homes get them free of a down payment and with an interest-free mortgage
held by Habitat for Humanity.
Related indicators: Incomes, health, education, population

2.7. Non-market Housing (- slightly)

Our 2009 Quality of life report notes that “Non-market housing is generally owned by government or
registered societies that provide housing for those who cannot afford to pay market rents.” (CVSPS, 2009,
p. 15) Non-market housing targets specific groups such as people with disabilities, low-income families
and seniors. Our 2009 report lists a number of housing projects that accommodate people who qualify for
subsidized housing. Not much has changed since 2009 it seems. In 2011 Butler and Bazink conducted an
inventory of housing and housing related services in the Comox Valley. (Butler Associates Consulting and
Bazink Solutions Inc., 2011) In this inventory they list virtually all the housing projects we report on in
2009.

Our 2009 report identifies 149 units of non-market housing for seniors and people with disabilities
including units in 6 projects: D’Esterre Gardens (16 units) and Quadra Gardens (28 units) in Comox,
Kiwanis Village with 62 units and Laketrail in Courtenay with 5 units. Cumberland has 2 facilities,
Centennial Place (15 units) and Union Square (28 units). The Butler/Bazink reports that Kiwanis Village
in fact has 64 units twenty of which are subsidized by BC Housing. (Butler Associates Consulting and
Bazink Solutions. Inc., 2011b, p. 4) This was confirmed by a telephone call to Kiwanis Village. Low-income
families have only two options in the Valley, Lions Valley View Estates with 32 townhouse units but there’s
a long waitlist there. Some families, Butler/Bazink report, are on the waiting list for up to 5 years. (p.6) The
other facility for families is Ma’Kola Housing with 42 townhouse units and 19 single detached units, 14 in
Courtenay and 5 in Cumberland. (Butler Associates Consulting and Bazink Solutions. Inc., 2011b, p. 6)

The Comox Valley Seniors Village opened in 2009 and has 60 rent subsidized assisted living units, 60
independent/assisted living units and 146 residential care units. (Butler Associates Consulting and Bazink
Solutions. Inc., 2011b, p. 7) Ninety of the units are subsidized by Island Health (formerly Vancouver
Island Health Authority). (CVSPS, 2009, p. 17) (CBC, 2012) There is a smattering of other facilities not
mentioned here yet. We won’t list them all but we should note that two of those facilities no longer operate
as supported housing. They are My House and Lake Trail House (Comox Valley Understanding Men Society)
with its 11 beds and the Washington Inn, which is no longer subsidized by Island Health. The best listing
of social housing facilities in the Valley is by Butler and Bazink in their inventory.10 There is no need to
duplicate that resource here. Aside from a listing of facilities in all the various types of housing supporting
people on the lower end of the income scale or on the dependency end of the housing continuum, Butler
and Bazink also include other tidbits of relevant information as well as contact information for all the
organizations listed. Aside from their excellent studies of housing in the Valley, Butler and Bazink also offer
up a diagram (Appendix 1) that explores where improvements in the housing stock might be accomplished
particularly in terms of the number of units.
The figure in Appendix 1 should be considered in conjunction with an inventory of housing and housing
related services already mentioned above. As you can see from figure 1 in Appendix 1 it seems there are
possibilities all over the place for improvements in the provision of social housing.

10

Access the inventory here:
http://www.comoxvalleyrd.ca/assets/Governance/Documents/Future%20Housing%20Development%20Capacity%20Diagram%20March2011.pdf
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To use a cliché, the bottom line is that there is a net decrease of supportive housing units in the Comox
Valley since the publication of our last report in 2009. There is hope for an increase in social housing units
soon as the City of Courtenay has hired a consultant to recommend to council what type of housing should
be built on the recently purchased Braidwood Avenue property. It’s important to note here that when Butler
and Bazink submitted their report in early 2011 they mentioned a potential new site for social housing
and maybe a shelter and drop-in centre on a site purchased on Cliffe Avenue across from City Hall. Hopes
were high at the time that something would at last happen in the Valley with regard to social housing. Well,
that deal fell through because of opposition to establishing housing and services for the homeless on that
site from various quarters in the city. NIMBY11 strikes again. Sometime later the City purchased a lot on
Braidwood Avenue for a social housing development.

2.8 Homelessness and Emergency Shelter Usage (+)

Unlike all the other G8 countries, Canada does not have a national housing policy. (CWP, 2012) A bill
(originally Bill C-340 but re-incarnated as C-400) was introduced in the House of Commons by NDP
MP Marie-Claude Morin in 2012 Called An act to secure adequate, accessible and affordable housing for
Canadians but it was defeated in a February 2013 vote. There isn’t much hope that the present government
will pass any kind of legislation to implement any kind of national housing strategy. However, the CMHC has
a Homelessness Partnering Program and the government
has created the Canadian Mental Health Commission
to conduct research on homelessness in Canada mainly
In the 1996 federal budget,
through five experimental projects in Canada.12 Still, the
a complete break was made
Federal Government has basically washed its hands of
signaling an end to the
social housing.
That leaves the provinces and local governments with
responsibility to deal with housing crises in local
communities. The situation is particularly dire on many
First Nations reserves but it’s not getting any better
anywhere else either except in places where the will has
been strong and there has been government support.
The Alberta government has a Secretariat for Action on
Homelessness. Calgary, Red Deer and other communities
have made great strides in moving to end homelessness
although they are not without their challenges too.

construction and subsidization
of social housing although the
process had been a fact for 10
years. Virtually all federally
funded social housing construction
happened in the 1970s and the
federal government will cease to
provide subsidies to those social
housing projects completely in the
coming years as their mortgages
come to term. Additionally, the
federal government entered into
agreements with the provinces (BC
in the early 90s) to divest itself of
the management of all social and
public housing projects. (Albert R. ,
2013, p. 2)

The Wellesley Institute in its report called Precarious
Housing in Canada (Wellesley Institute, 2010) echoed
the National Housing Secretariat’s conclusion that there
are between 150 and 300 thousand homeless people
in Canada but many more people living in substandard,
unaffordable and unsafe housing. They conclude that 1.5
million Canadians are in core housing need. (Wellesley
Institute, 2010, p. 4) Whether we agree with those
numbers or not it’s clear to us that homeless individuals
and families and those living in inadequate, crowded
housing in need of major repair experience poorer
health than the rest of us. Some people think that people become homeless because of moral weakness,

11
12

NIMBY: Not in my back yard.
The CMHC submitted the results of its five-year study in April, 2014. See the Commission’s website: http://
www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/
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addiction, mental health issues or cognitive impairments of some sort. That may be true in some cases, but
a surprising number of homeless and precariously housed individuals and families do not become homeless
for those reasons. Many become homeless running away from terrible family situations, poor foster care,
abuse of all kinds; and the sad reality is that if they weren’t physically ill or experiencing symptoms of
mental illness when they became homeless, homelessness will soon make them sick, confused, ‘mentally-ill,
addicted or unable to ‘cope’ in a number of other ways. This is all very clearly documented not only in the
Wellesley study but in dozens of other publications too. It’s clear: homelessness makes one sick in a myriad
of ways.
So what can we say about homelessness in the Comox Valley? How many people are homeless or
precariously housed in the Valley? What can we do about it?

In our 2009 Quality of Life report we paint a picture of the ‘history of concern’ for homelessness in the
Valley. Homelessness has been a concern for a long time in Canada and in the Valley our 2002 Quality of Life
report noted that there were two shelters in operation: the Comox Valley Transition Society’s Lili House
shelter and the Salvation Army’s emergency shelter. Both are still offering emergency shelter services with
about the same capacity as they had 10 years ago but we’ll get to that. First, a bit of (recent) history. In 2006
AHERO (Ad Hoc Emergency Resources Organization) conducted the first homelessness and housing survey
in the Valley. They surveyed 173 people. Forty two percent were ‘couch surfing’ and 19 % were absolutely
homeless. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 18) In 2008, a Mayor’s Task Force (all the rage in those days) on Breaking the
Cycle of Mental Illness, Addictions and Homelessness in the Comox Valley, called Homeless!, concluded that
250 people were absolutely homeless in the Valley and over
3000 people were at risk of becoming homeless including
children.
Gaetz writes: A more recent study
Counts of homeless people are very difficult to carry out. They
more often than not count on untrained volunteers to do the
interviews and actual counts. Still, evidence from frontline
workers is clear albeit not very well documented statistically.
They deal with the homeless and their issues every day.
They know that there is a real problem in the Valley, one that
could be helped substantially by the provision of adequate,
safe, affordable housing with medical and other support
services in place. Stephen Gaetz a very well-known Canadian
researcher and activist on housing issues claims that dealing
with homelessness using emergency services is much more
costly than creating affordable, clean and safe housing for
the homeless. (Gaetz, The Real Cost of Homelessness: Can We
Save Money by Doing Things Right?, 2012)

of homeless people with substance
abuse and mental health issues in
British Columbia argues that one
homeless person costs the public
system in excess of $55,000 per
year (Patterson et al., 2008). Alternately, if this same population
was provided with adequate housing and supports, it is estimated
that the cost per person would
drop to $37,000 per year, which
would save the province approximately $211 million annually.

What Gaetz is driving at is that emergency shelters, soup
kitchens, food banks, paramedics, hospitals and all other
(Gaetz, The Real Cost of Homelessness:
emergency services are an expensive way to deal with the
Can We Save Money by Doing Things
homeless. A cheaper and much more effective way is to
Right?, 2012, p. 5)
implement a Housing First model of housing provision,
an approach now advocated by the federal government in
Canada and by BC Housing. At this time there is no Housing First practice in the Comox Valley but it is
possible and we believe it can happen. You can read about Housing First in many publications. Just “Google”
Housing First and you will be swamped with links but you might want to start with the 2013 e-book by
Gaetz, Scott and Gulliver called Housing First in Canada: Supporting Communities to End Homelessness.13
Housing First gets people off the street and into housing using a harm reduction approach. Treatment for
addiction, mental and physical health can then happen with supported services and follow-up.

13

Access the book here: http://www.homelesshub.ca/ResourceFiles/Documents/HousingFirstInCanada.pdf
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So how are we doing in the Comox Valley with regard to emergency shelter? Nothing much has changed
since 2002, actually. There are basically 2 shelters, Lilli House and the Salvation Army’s Pidcock House. Lilli
House is a “safe, comfortable shelter for women fleeing abuse, and for their children.” (Butler Associates
Consulting and Bazink Solutions Inc., 2011) (Butler Associates Consulting and Bazink Solutions Inc.,
2011, p. 2) In its annual report for March 2012 to April 2013 the Comox Valley Transition Society, the
organization that runs Lilli House reports that with its 11 beds in 6 bedrooms, in this period,
••
••
••
••

149 women and 58 children accessed the Transition House Program for a total of 2754 bed nights.
44 women stayed in the Social Detox program for a total of 420 nights.
31 women stayed in the Supportive Recovery Program for a total of 414 nights.
Lilli House program was full for 215 nights in the fiscal year. (Island Health, 2013, p. 9)

The CVTS’s Annual Report also notes that ”Lilli House went from being full for 49 nights in 2011 to being
full for 181 nights in the 2012 calendar year.” (Island Health, 2013, p. 11) When the house is full, there
are times when women and their children are put up in motel rooms. Jan Adams, Chair of the CVTS Board
of Directors writes in her introductory note in the Annual Report that “Second stage housing for women
leaving Lilli House continues as a focus for the CVTS Board.” (Island Health, 2013, p. 7) The lack of
secondary or transitional housing is a problem for all populations in the Comox Valley who are low income
or who have a need for housing. This is also the conclusion we’ve reached after discussions we’ve had with
The Salvation Army.

The John Howard Society has hopes of building housing for youth in the Valley. It currently has a staff
person charged with housing as does Mental Health Services in the Valley. The John Howard Society
currently has two beds available for youth who need them. Not long ago (2011) the Vancouver Island Health
Authority put out a request for proposals (RFP) for a supportive housing complex in the Comox Valley.
(Comox Valley Record, 2011) No one took them up on the possibility so no supportive housing was built in
the Valley at that time.
The Salvation Army’s Pidcock House is an emergency shelter with 12 beds for men and 6 for women. It’s
within easy walking distance of downtown Courtenay. The shelter has showers and a laundry facility. The
kitchen serves breakfast and dinner. Serving nutritious foods can be an issue because of the poor dental
health of many of the shelter clients. The shelter is ‘dry’ meaning that clients must not be using drugs or
alcohol during their stay. From the Salvation Army’s website:

The mandate of the Emergency Shelter is to provide both men and women with up to 3 days of
emergency accommodation, due to unforeseen circumstances. A person’s stay with us is designed
to allow that person time to seek help from other community agencies or government sources.
Ultimately a person’s stay at the Shelter is designed to help them achieve a more stable/long
term housing solution. The Emergency Shelter is not a ‘hostel’ in the common sense of that term.
(Salvation Army, 2010)

The problem is that there is precious little secondary and supportive housing in the Comox Valley so there
are few places where clients of the shelter can find more permanent accommodation. Because of that,
Pidcock House becomes somewhat of a ‘revolving door’ where people come and go with no real resolution
to their housing needs. Thirty days is the maximum shelter stay. The shelter staff tells us that there has
been full occupancy at the shelter since last summer (2013) even over the Christmas season when in the
past clients would find their way home to family. They’ve had to turn people away some nights. With a
doctor’s note clients can stay in their rooms during the day. Getting a good night’s sleep can be difficult in
the shelter because, with 4 bunks to a room, there is plenty of potential for disruption of sleep. Many clients
suffer from some of mental illness compounded by drug and alcohol issues. Staff tells us that there is an
immediate need for at least four more emergency beds for men. Still, a few homeless Valley residents get
housing beyond their shelter stays.
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Over the last few years, Dawn to Dawn14 has housed approximately 80 people and is currently housing
24 people in a scattered housing model, meaning that Dawn to Dawn secures apartments in the rental
housing market and places individuals in these apartments, generally requiring people to share their
accommodation with another tenant.
Dawn to Dawn Action on Homelessness Society is, according to their website:

…the only provider of transitional housing in the Comox Valley. Transitional housing is temporary
housing – typically short-term, with limits on the length of stay - intended to get homeless
individuals and families off the streets and into a safe living environment. Once housed, clients are
provided with the services they need to gain their independence and move into long-term housing.
This could be jobs or skills training, or mental and physical health treatment.
Transitional housing is a crucial component in the strategy to address homelessness in any
community. It is the mid-point between emergency shelter (or the streets) and independent living,
and provides the tools and opportunities for social and skills development. For many homeless
individuals, transitional housing is the difference between successfully growing into independent
living or falling back into the cycle of housing crisis. (Dawn to Dawn, 2014)

All the evidence from The Transition Society, Island Health, the Salvation Army, Dawn to Dawn and other
organizations is that there is a pressing need for supportive housing in the Valley and for low-cost rental
housing for the many residents of the Valley struggling to make ends meet living on disability pensions,
income assistance or have low-wage jobs. Certainly, the housing problem for the most disadvantages among
us will not be solved by itself. It will need a strong commitment from all of us.

So, housing is a complex issue. All of us need to have a safe, suitable place to live. Those of us who can afford
it generally buy homes but there are exceptions to that rule. Some people simply prefer to rent. Whatever
their reasons, about 30% of Valley residents rent their accommodations and they spend, on average, a much
larger proportion of their incomes on housing than homeowners do. There has been steady but modest
construction activity in the single-family housing market and there is now some movement too in the rental
market. We don’t see where the market exists yet for grandiose housing projects that promise construction
of thousands of housing units. More modest projects have been built and some are in the works.
Affordable housing is an issue in the Valley as is homelessness. Shelters are now inadequate to respond
fully to demand and there is precious little transitional or secondary housing. Still, there is promise of relief
on the horizon for some homeless residents. Much more effort is needed to respond to the needs of the
precariously housed.
Related Indicators: health, income security, public safety, education

14

Dawn to Dawn website: http://dawntodawn.org/
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3. Transportation
The ability to get around is essential to a good quality of life. In our culture generally we equate mobility
with life and immobility with illness and death. That’s not so surprising really but when we combine
issues of wealth and mobility we soon realize that getting around is made a whole lot easier with money.
People with money can buy any mode of transportation they wish. They are not likely to ride the bus or
bike to work. If they do ride bicycles it’s for exercise or sport rather than as basic transportation. There are
exceptions to this rule, of course.

It’s obvious, however, that the favoured mode of personal transportation in Canada, including the Comox
Valley, is the private automobile (or truck). Seventy percent or so of people in Metro Vancouver use private
vehicles for getting to work but that percentage goes up to over 92% in the Langley/Abbotsford area. In the
Comox Valley, we do love our cars and trucks. About 80% of us use our cars or trucks to get to work and we
use them for our other transportation needs like shopping or recreation. We are still a very car oriented
society and our zoning bylaws and urban plans reflect that. Still, Courtenay has recently approved a bicycle
lane for Fitzgerald Avenue and Comox has done a lot to make its roads more bicycle-friendly.
People who are physically disabled can find it very difficult
to get around but for some, scooters and motorized
wheelchairs, while relatively expensive, increase mobility.
However, accessibility remains a constant problem for the
disabled. There are good news stories (see adjacent photo),
but people with physical mobility issues also experience a
lot of frustration trying to get around. A short video by Alex
Carey shows how difficult it is, for example, to access stores
along Fifth Avenue in Courtenay. (Carey, Push to Open Video,
2013) The Courtenay Heritage Riverway is a wonderful
paved pathway extending from 6th Street to 31st Street
providing a safe, comfortable ‘highway’ for scooters and
wheelchairs travelling from one end of the city to the other.

3.1 Commuting (n)

As noted elsewhere in this report, most residents of the
The photo, taken by Ross Hunt, is of Judy
Comox Valley work and most work away from home. This
Norbury on the 2 kilometre Centennial Loop
is true of Canadians as a whole. Commuting times vary a
Trail on Mount Washington which is fully
lot in the major cities in Canada. Still, it’s safe to say that
commuting times in Canada’s cities are significantly higher accessible for all mobility devices. For more
information on accessibility in the Comox
than in the Comox Valley. A report in The Surrey Leader
Valley go to the Comox Valley Accessibility
quotes statistics from the 2011 Statistics Canada National
Committee’s website: http://www.cvaccess.ca/
Housing Survey. They conclude that commuters in Metro
Vancouver spend an average of 28.4 minutes commuting.
Maple Ridge commuters use on average 35.2 minutes on their commutes. Commutes by transit are
generally longer in duration. (Surrey Leader, 2013) This article also reports that 8% of British Columbians
work at home.
Table 3 notes that the Comox Valley median commuting duration is 15.2 minutes. We spend significantly
fewer minutes commuting to work than residents of Metro Vancouver. Median commuting time means
that half of all commuters have longer commuting times and half have shorter commuting times but it
doesn’t tell us anything about the range of commuting times. The range is the distance in a distribution of
commuting times between the fastest commute time and the longest one.15 Median commuting times are

15

We think that commute times in the Valley tend to cluster around the median and aren’t spread out too much.
A tight range might be between 10 minutes and 20 minutes when the median is 15.2. A wide range might be between
5 minutes and 45 minutes.
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longer in electoral area C at 20.5 minutes than anywhere else in the Valley. Comox and Courtenay residents
have median commutes of around 10 minutes. It’s not surprising that people in the rural areas take longer
to get to work. If they had to cover the same distance in Metro Vancouver that they do on their way to work
here it’s obvious that it would take a whole lot longer. The added aggravation alone would raise blood
pressure and mental distress. There really is no comparing driving in the Comox Valley with driving in
Metro Vancouver or the Capital Regional District. We don’t have the traffic tie-ups and the congestion that
exist in large cities and hence, for drivers, the quality of life here is much better than in Metro Vancouver.
Table 3 shows that most commuters leave home for work between 7 and 9 AM. If we have a morning rush
hour at all it’s between 7:30 and 8:30 AM.
Table 3: Mode of Transportation, commuting durations and times leaving for work in the Comox
Valley Regional District.
Mode of transportation
Total*

Car, truck or van - as a driver

Car, truck or van - as a passenger
Public transit
Walked
Bicycle

Other methods

Median commuting duration
Median commuting duration
Time leaving for work

Between 5 and 6:59 a.m.
Between 7 and 9:00 a.m.
Anytime after 9:00 a.m.

CVRD
Total

25975

Male

15.2

5,755

14,730
5,495

54.83

210

48.13

255

930

10,665

710

465
890

48.56

49.10

10,065

1,485

Female

12755

20,725
1,475

%

630
525
565

15.4

3,645
6,755
2,355

42.42
58.98
60.75

63.33
45.85
42.85

%

13225

50.90

765

51.86

855
365
365

12.9

2,110
7,980
3,140

51.45
45.16
57.57
41.01
39.24

36.66
54.17
57.14

% of Total

by Mode of
Transportation
79.8
5.7
1.8
5.7
3.4
3.6

22.15
56.70
21.14

*employed population aged 15 and over with a usual place of work or no fixed workplace address

Source: Compiled from Stats Can National Housing Survey Profiles, 2011. (Stats Can, 2011b)

3.2 Public Transit
Ridership on the Comox Valley Transit system has risen consistently over the years and is currently at
around 600,000 rides per year. Students are the largest users of the system, followed by adults, people with
disabilities and seniors.
Buses run every half hour to hour for routes within the core and less frequently in the rural areas and on
weekends. The system operates 7 days a week from approximately 6 am to 11 pm and provides service
to Courtenay, Comox, Cumberland and the rural electoral areas as far south as Fanny Bay and north to the
Oyster River where it connects to the Campbell River transit system. For commuters who enjoy biking,
there are bike racks on the front of every bus. BC Transit recently put out a press release highlighting the
use of a smartphone ‘app’, Google Transit that uses Google Maps for determining transit travel times and
destinations. (BC Transit, 2014) We’ve tested it and it works like a charm. As well as giving bus transit
commuting times, schedules and detailed directions, it does the same for walking and automobile travel.
Vey handy.
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3.2 Accessibility Services (+)
Comox Valley Transit also provides services to patrons who have mobility difficulties, or use wheelchairs
or scooters. The Comox Valley offers two types of accessible services: handyDART and the conventional bus
service. All conventional buses are low floor buses with the ability to kneel and extend a ramp. Each bus has
spaces that can accommodate two wheelchairs.
HandyDART is a direct pick-up and drop-off service that operates Monday through Friday with a fleet of six
vehicles and two spares. HandyDART allows people who are disabled the ability to travel in the community
and can accommodate up to 20 passengers or 12 passengers plus 4 wheelchairs or 2 scooters. On average
the length of time for pick up/drop off is an hour.

3.3 Mobility Impairment Permits (-)

As reported in our 2009 report, mobility impairment permits allow special access to parking close to many
community facilities including public buildings, stores and parks. There were 1,101 permit holders in 2007,
mostly in Courtenay, Comox and a few in Cumberland, Royston and Merville. In 2013, the Social Planning
and Research Council of BC reported the following numbers for Comox, Courtenay and Cumberland for a
total of 887. The numbers are not comparable to 2007 although there seems to be a decreasing number of
permits issued.
Table 3.1: Mobility Impairment Permit Holders in the Valley
Comox

Courtenay

Cumberland

295
539
53

Source: SPARC BC (email correspondence)

3.4 Comox Valley Airport Usage (+)
The Comox Valley Airport (YQQ) experienced its highest passenger volumes ever in 2012 with 327,827
passengers moving through the gates. Previously, it had hit a high of 310,450 in 2007 before dipping slightly
to 289,978 in 2009. Since then the numbers have increased every year but 2012 was a banner year.
Air Canada via its affiliate Central Mountain Air flies out of YQQ to Vancouver’s (YVR) main terminal. Pacific
Mountain Air flies to YVR’s south terminal, but there is a shuttle from there to the main terminal. WestJet
also flies directly to Edmonton and Calgary as well as to Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, some months of the year
starting in October. (Comox Valley Airport, 2013)

3.5 Cycling in the Valley (n)

The City of Courtenay website has information about the Cycling Task Force:
Cycling Task Force

The Cycling Task Force is made up of members of all local governments, working together to
develop a comprehensive cycling strategy. Our goal is to improve cycling access in the Comox Valley,
both recreationally and for commuting, and to improve safe travel for all members of the public and
safe access to regional bikeways.
The Task Force will focus on education, recreation, and transportation. Making cycling safe,
enjoyable and efficient in the Comox Valley will lead to more people getting on their bikes improving their health and creating a clean environment and community! (Courtenay, 2014a)
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There is some commitment to improving the lot of
cyclists in the Valley. Comox installed bike lanes on Comox
Avenue and Courtenay, after some debate, is doing the
same on Fitzgerald Avenue. The bridges are hazardous
for cyclists at the best of times. Courtenay has recognized
the problems on the Fifth Street Bridge and has modified
the rules of the road for it. Biking is big in Cumberland
with mountain bikes all over the place and the BMX track
is full speed ahead, but it’s still dangerous to ride a bike
to get out of the village along Cumberland road. The new
Cumberland Official Community Plan has provisions
for improving bicycle safety and accessibility from the
Highway 19 interchange to 4th Street.
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So, we still love our cars and trucks. We couldn’t get along without them, at least not now or in the
foreseeable future. Few people take transit because of the spotty service, but BC Transit is doing its best
with the resources it has and has educational programs to let people know about their work. Accessibility is
always an issue for many people who have mobility issues. There have been improvements but there’s still a
long way to go to bring equity to our transportation systems.
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4. Food Security
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations defines food security as: “a condition in which
all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to meet
their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy lifestyle.” The food security perspective
highlights a nutritious diet as an intrinsic human right essential for good health. At the household level,
food insecurity occurs when access to either appropriate food quality or
quantity are limited, often because of financial constraints. Roughly four
“Food security exists
million Canadians, and over 500,000 British Columbians, experienced
when all people, at all
some level of household food insecurity in 2012 (Tarasuk et. al., 2013).

times, have physical

Food security definitions have been further expanded to account for
and economic access
production systems. This requires food to be produced and obtained in
to sufficient, safe, and
ways that are environmentally sustainable and respect the dignity and
human rights of both producers and consumers. Further, it means food
nutritious food.”
sovereignty is crucial to food access, particularly in island and isolated
~Food & Agriculture
communities. Most food is produced under corporate control and shipped Organization
to Vancouver Island from elsewhere in Canada or the world. This weakens
local food production and produces dependence on trucked-in sources
of food produced under dubious conditions. Food sovereignty asserts the right of people who produce,
distribute, and consume food to control food systems at the local level for their own benefit. It further
requires that policies and processes be put into place to achieve food security everywhere.

4.1 Local Food Production

The capacity to produce foods locally is central to a secure food system. Moreover, agriculture and food
production are core sectors in many Canadian communities. Food production in the region has considerable
economic impact. Agriculture is a key industry in the Comox Valley, which holds the greatest concentration
of Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) parcels on Vancouver Island. The Comox Valley is known to produce
many delicacies, including seafood, dairy products, high quality meat, organic produce, and even wine,
for both local and export consumption. At the same time, wild foods and other supportive subsistence
activities, including foods that are hunted, fished, and gathered, contribute to local food production.

4.2 Availability of Agricultural Land (-)

Much of the productive agricultural land on Vancouver Island is designated under the Agricultural Land
Reserve. The ALR was established in 1974 by provincial and local governments in British Columbia to
protect against further declines in agricultural land, largely caused by pressures to expand commercial and
residential development. During this process, five percent of British Columbia land was designated as ALR.
On these lands, farming is encouraged and non-agricultural uses are controlled in perpetuity.
On Vancouver Island, only two percent of the total land base was incorporated into the ALR. In the Comox
Valley Regional District, this translated to 24,249 hectares designated for agriculture. Between 1974
and 2009, 4,778 hectares have been included and 5,613 hectares have been excluded from the ALR. The
total net change has been an overall reduction of 835 hectares of agricultural land in the Comox Valley,
resulting in 23,045 hectares in 2010. Figure 4.1 illustrates that the ALR actually experienced a net gain of
252.3 hectares in the Comox Valley between 2005 and 2009.16 While this implies a positive trend toward
increasing ALR-designated lands, it does not reflect the potential quality of farm lands converted to other
uses through exclusions. It also obscures long-term trends toward ALR reduction. Declines in agricultural
land vary by region, but overall Vancouver Island lost 12,462 hectares from the ALR between 1973 and
2009 (Agricultural Land Commission, 2009).

16

Figures for net changes in ALR before 2009 include the Strathcona Region, adding approximately 19,000 hectares to the
inclusion/exclusion statistics.
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Currently, there is public concern
Figure 4.1: ALR Areas Included and Excluded, Comox Valley, 2005that the Agricultural Land
2009
Commission may disintegrate
under pressure to make more lands
accessible to housing or various
energy development projects.
The ALR is crucial to supporting
farm businesses by keeping the
price of farmland more affordable.
For instance, agricultural land in
provinces without a land reserve in
place has greatly increased in price
compared to ALR land in British
Columbia (Steves, 2014). Farmers
of all scales place faith in the ALR
Source: BC Agricultural Land Commission, ALR Statistics by Year and Regional District
to protect land for farm. They fear
recent funding cuts or legislative initiatives to change the ALR weaken Commission’s ability to inspect and
enforce proper land use. Grassroots organizations such as the Farmland Protection Coalition are currently
tracking changes to the ALR and advocating on behalf of the Commission.
Coinciding with this commitment amongst farmers to preserve agricultural land is concern for the quality
of land parcelled for agricultural use. Furthermore, farms on ALR land in the Comox Valley produce $1,354
per hectare compared to $2,714 in the Cowichan Valley or over $15,000 per hectare in the Fraser Valley.
Explanations for this lower level of productivity can be linked to uncleared land, lack of management
capacity, and poor quality soils. Importantly, a lack of access to irrigation in the Comox Valley greatly
inhibits the productivity of even prime ALR land.
Farm Operation Characteristics

Table 4.1: Number of Registered Farms
The farm industry across Canada has changed considerably and Farm Operators, 2001-2011
in the past several decades. Combined with increasing
2001 2006 2011
urbanization, farm operations have become fewer but also
Number of Reg- 445
497
432
larger and more intensified. For instance, between 1991
istered Farms
and 2011, the number of farm operators nation-wide has
Number of Farm 670
760
670
dropped by 24.8% (Beaulieu, 2011). At the same time the
average age of Canadian farmers has increased from 47.5 to Operators
Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 Census of Agriculture,
54 years of age since Farm and Farm Operator Data
Figure 4.2: Average Age of Farm 1991 (Beaulieu, 2011).
Operators, Comox Valley, 2011 Analysts worry that
decreasing numbers of young farmers could lead to continued declines
in independent farm operators as aging farmers turn over their assets
to existing companies.
Under 35
4%

55 and Older
52%

35-54
44%

Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 Census of
Agriculture, Farm and Farm Operator Data

The number of farms and farm operators in the Comox Valley
has fluctuated since 2001, but has been in steady decline since as
illustrated in Table 4.1. The age of farmers in the Comox Valley reflects
the national trend as the vast majority of farmers in the region are
55 years of age or older (Statistics Canada, 2011a: see Figure 4.2).
The dearth of young farmers threatens regional food security. As the
majority of the current farmer population nears retirement, new
farmers are required to sustain a growing farm industry. Trends in
Production
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Trends in Production
The Comox Valley has ideal climate conditions to produce a variety of crops, seafood and farm products. Yet
there is significant potential to increase production in most agricultural industries. According to the Comox
Valley Economic Development Society, only one third of productive land is currently in use. The total ‘farm
gate’ value of local agri-food products (including seafood and food processing) is estimated at $43.2 million
per year (CVEDS, 2008). The primary farm types, by number of farms, are cattle (52 farms), fruit and nuts
(52 farms), and greenhouse products (62 farms). Figure 4.3 illustrates the number of farms per industry
group.
Figure 4.3: Farm Industry Types in the Comox Valley by Number of Farms

	
  

Source:	
  Statistics	
  Canada,	
  2011	
  Census	
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  Agriculture,	
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  Classified	
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Table 4.2: Livestock Type, Total Number
of Animals and Number of Farms Raising
Livestock
Livestock Type
Beef Cows

Dairy Cows

Sheep & Lambs
Pigs

Goats

Hens & Chickens

Number of
Animals

Number of
Farms

1,483

58

812

2,601
774
206

19,025

81
23
31
27

171

Livestock, Dairy and Forage
The cattle industry (including forage production and dairy)
contributes the greatest amount of agricultural revenue to the
local economy; $20.3 million per year, or 47% of total farm gate
receipts (CVEDS, 2008: 17). Although dairy production accounts
for two thirds of this amount, there are also many smaller-scale
and diversified farm operations raising a variety of livestock.
Table 4.2 lists the number of animals and farms raising livestock,
showing a divergence in farm scale. Dairy and hen farms tend
to be concentrated, often with more than 100 animals per farm.
Other varieties of livestock tend to be farmed on a smaller scale,
with typically less than 25 animals of the same type per farm.

The livestock and forage industries are crucial to
supporting food security and the local food economy
Honey Bees &
600 colonies 40
as forage can be produced for grazing animals for nine
Pollinators
months of the year. These animals can in turn provide a
food resource throughout the year. The same cannot be
said of horticultural crops, which are generally more perishable and limited to a shorter seasonal growing
period.
Other Poultry

2,585
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Farm Crops
Of the 432 farms registered in the 2011 census, there are 325 farms
reported to be in crop, with a total of 4,279 hectares in production.17 Of
this, only 343 hectares are producing edible crops such as fruit, nuts,
and vegetables. The rest of the acreage is dedicated to hay, feed and
silage corn for livestock consumption, Christmas tree farms, tree and
flower nurseries, and sod production. Excluding animal feed, nonedible crops account for 10% of the total value of local agricultural
production; about $4.23 million per year.
Edible crops account for 23% of local agricultural ‘farm gate’ value,
about $10 million per year (CVEDS, 2008:16). The Comox Valley
produces over 120 different edible crop products. Many of the crops,
which account for the greatest amount of acreage, greatly exceed local
consumption needs. These include cranberries, blueberries, potatoes,
sweet corn, pumpkin and sprouts (CVEDS, 2008). Table 4.3 highlights
edible crops grown in the region.
Fish and Shellfish

The seafood industry makes substantial economic contribution to
the total farm gate value generated in the Comox Valley. This industry
accounts for over 20% of the total primary agricultural production,
earning $8.8 million yearly. It has been speculated that less than 5%
of the product harvested is sold to the local market as producers fetch
higher prices outside this jurisdiction (CVEDS, 2008).
Producer Markets
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Table 4.3: Crops Grown in The
Comox Valley by Area in Hectares
Crop Type

Field Crops
Potatoes

Hectares
95

Fruits, Berries and Nuts
Cranberries 32
Grapes
Apples

25
22

Blueberries 21
Raspberries 12
Other

73

Sweet Corn

19

Total

Vegetables

Pumpkins
and Squash
Lettuce

Califlower
& Broccoli
Carrots

185
6
4
4
3

Onions &
3
In recent years, the Valley has experienced increasing investment
Shallot
in small scale processing and diversified farm operations, targeting
Beets
2
‘niche’ markets for specialty, health, or high quality foods. However it
Other
22
is difficult to determine the long-term impact of these types of farm
Total
63
ventures as statistics show that larger farms are increasing by number
and volume of food produced, while the number of farmers producing
less than $10,000 per year in farm gate sales has remained stagnant (Statistics Canada, 2011a). The
tendency toward export markets is common in the largest food commodities in the Comox Valley (including
dairy, potatoes and cranberries). The Comox Valley Economic Development Society has estimated that the
total value of local production aimed at markets outside the Valley is $24.5 million yearly, or 57% of total
local production (CVEDS, 2008:26). This creates a tension of scale between larger operations oriented
to high volume export and smaller, diverse and more localized production. An important concern for the
coming years will be to balance increasing self-sufficiency of local agriculture between different scales of
food production with different priorities
Organic Farming

British Columbia is a leader of organic growing in Canada; in 2006, 16.3 percent of all farms in BC were
certified organic compared to an average of 6.8 percent nation-wide. In the Comox Valley only 12 farms were
registered as certified organic in 2011 (Statistics Canada, 2011). The fact that only three percent of farms in
the Comox Valley are organic likely reflects the fact that the majority of crop farm operations are producing
non-edible products. Many farmers also utilize organic farming methods, but may not have the time or
capital to acquire organic certification.

17

This number accounts for the farms that are both accounted for by Statistics Canada and registered with the
Agricultural Land Commission.
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Food Processing
The main food items processed in the Comox Valley are dairy and cheese, shellfish and seafood, meat
products, pet food, baked goods, wine and beverages. Local processing is crucial to food sovereignty in
that it helps to sustain a connection between local food production and the local consumer base. Food
processing earns approximately $17.7 million, representing 29% of the total value of local agri-food sector
(CVEDS, 2008:25). At the same time, food processing facilities represent another area of considerable
agricultural growth.
Farm Employment

Farm employment in Canada has dropped 26% between 1998 and 2001 (Bowlby, 2002). This trend is likely
due to the retirement of aging farm operators, and the orientation of the industry towards automation and
larger farm conglomerations. Sagging farm incomes amidst increasing costs are making it more difficult for
individuals to farm as a primary or sole occupation. Many farm families rely on off-farm income; in 2007,
“seventy-one percent of BC farmers’ total income was from off-farm sources” (Miewald et al. 2007:23). In
the Comox Valley, 70% of farm operators also work an off-farm job, the majority of these consuming 20-29
hours per week (Statistics Canada, 2011). While this number likely includes dual-income families and hobby
farms, it likely has much to do with farm incomes. As Figure 4.4 indicates, the majority (272 farms, or 63%)
of farmers in the Comox Valley earn less than $10,000 per year on the farm alone.
Figure 4.4: Number of Farms by Total Gross Farm Receipts
300
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$10,000
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50,00099,999
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500,000999,999
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and over

Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 Census of Agriculture, Farm and Farm Operator Data, Farm Business Characteristics

The large-scale farms earning over $100,000 per year account for less than 10% of the number of farms
in the Valley, yet they generate over 85% of total agri-food revenue (CVEDS, 2008:25). These large-scale
farms are generally specialized in a single commodity for export, while smaller farms are typically more
diversified and likely to sell directly to the local market.

Operating costs vary by farm. Since 2005, they have increased for crop-specific production while livestock
production has seen declines (Statistics Canada, 2011f). This is mainly due to the predominance of
floriculture, and fruit and nut orchards, which require expensive inputs and labour to maintain. These
changes become particularly significant in BC, which has the highest expense-to-receipts ratio in Canada. At
the same time, the Farm Product Price Index reports that prices for crops have been on the rise since 2005,
by 33.8%. Livestock prices have only increased by 5.7% (although dairy has risen by 12.6%) (Statistics
Canada, 2011e). As food prices at the consumer level continually rise, it becomes greatly advantageous for
local farmers to increase their production and for new farmers to join the industry to meet the increasing
demand. It will be important in the next years to address some of the difficulties new farmers have in
starting or increasing their business, such as connecting to markets, obtaining certification, and accessing
affordable land.
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Farms are an important source of local employment. Approximately 561 people are employed on 118 farms
in the Comox Valley. Slightly less than half of this number includes permanent, year-round employment
(Statistics Canada, 2011f). The Comox Valley has a greater proportion of year-round farm employment in
comparison to the rest of BC (only 29% of farm jobs are year-round provincially) (Statistics Canada, 2011e).
Impact of the Farmers’ Market (+)

The Comox Valley has hosted a farmers’ market from May to October since 1992. The market season was
later extended to include an indoor fall market in 2001 hosted at the Native Sons Hall; in 2008 that market
was extended into the winter. In 2013, the farmers’ market included eighty-two members including: 48
farmers, fishers and ranchers, 8 bakers, 16 food processors, 3 herbalists, and 7 concessions. Tables 4.4 and
4.5 display the average number of vendors, estimated visitors and estimated total sales of the two farmers’
market sessions by season in 2013.
Tables 4.4 & 4.5: Comox Valley Farmers’ Market Number of Vendors, Visitors and Sales, 2013
SATURDAY MARKET

Summer

Fall

Winter

Number of Sessions

28

9

13

Number of Visitors

1500-2000

800-900

500-700

Number of Vendors

Estimated Total Sales3

55

WEDNESDAY MARKET

$826,991

Number of Sessions

9

Number of Visitors

300-600

Number of Vendors

Estimated Total Sales

Estimated Total Yearly Sales

40

35

$193,232 $214,215

23

$62,350

$1,296,788

Source: Interview with Vickey Brown, General Manager at Comox Valley Farmers’ Market, Feb. 6, 2013

The benefits of farmers’ markets extend well beyond the participating vendors and attendees. Farmers
Markets Canada (2009) has highlighted the significant social and economic impact of farmers’ markets
across the country. Their study shows that farmers’ markets bring together community members, support
nearby businesses and contribute to the local economy. Farmers’ markets generate $1.03 billion dollars in
sales, and add $3.09 billion to economies nationally. Their research indicated that farmers’ markets are vital
to vendors’ livelihoods, but also to nearby retail businesses. While shoppers spent an average of $32.04 per
visit at farmers’ markets, they reported spending an average of $18.44 per visit at other retailers.

4.2 Food Distribution and Access (n)

A key indicator of food security is the extent to which healthy foods are accessible to the population. Most
of the food consumed in the Comox Valley is produced within a global food system - grown and processed
elsewhere in Canada or abroad by large food conglomerates and shipped into the region. This arrangement
can be detrimental to some members of the community as food access is tied to the cost of foods found in
commercial retailers. While an array of nutritious foods are imported throughout the year, many residents
face barriers obtaining them.
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The Cost of Nutritious Food
The Dietitians of Canada Association has been tracking the cost of healthy food for decades based on a
‘nutritious food basket’ indicator. The nutritious food basket represents an inventory of approximately 60
basic grocery items such as bread, eggs and apples, based on Health Canada dietary guidelines for a full
and balanced diet. They found the average monthly cost of the nutritious food basket was $868.43 in 2011
for a family comprised of two adults and two school-aged children (Dietitians of Canada, 2011). Moreover,
a random sampling of grocery stores on Vancouver Island found that the cost of healthy food here was
$873.08, slightly above the provincial average.
While food costs vary depending on the age and number of people within a family, there has been a sharp
increase in the cost of eating nutritiously over the past decade. In 2005,
“Families on income
the same measure indicated that food costs for a family sat at $654.46.
Within six years, food costs have increased by $213.97, or 32% (Dietitians assistance spend 34of Canada, 2005). This indicates that it is becoming increasingly difficult
49% of their disposfor low-income individuals and families to access adequate amounts of
able income on food,
healthy foods. Those earning minimum wage, receiving income assistance,
compared to median
or facing other challenges (such as high rents, lone parent child care, or
income families who
disability) struggle to find ways to purchase food while also meeting their
other basic needs.
spend about 15% of

their income on food.”
Based on the nutritious food basket measurement, “families on income
~Dietitians of Canada
assistance spend 34-49% of their disposable income on food,” compared
to median income families who spend about 15% of their income on food
(Dietitians of Canada, 2011:6). Table 4.6 below indicates several common family income scenarios and the
relative cost of food. As noted in the Comox Valley Planning for Plenty Report, “the young, aged, mothers
and teens that are most at risk from (in)adequate nutrition are the same segments of the population most
often in need of health, educational or employment assistance” (LUSH Valley, 2006:24).
Table 4.6: Cost of food as a proportion of monthly disposable income
Monthly Income
and Costs

Single Parent,
2 children,
income
assistance

Young, pregnant Single man,
woman, income disability
assistance
assistance

Family of 4,
low-earned
income

Family of
4, median
income

Income

$1,786

$663

$959

$2,530

$5,621

Cost of Housing

$1,107

$732

$732

$732

$1,491

Percentage of
62%
income required
for housing

110%

76%

31%

27%

Cost of Food

$689

$273

$322

$868

$868

Percentage of
39%
income required
for food

39%

34%

34%

15%

What’s left after
housing and
food

-$297

-$95

$867

$3,262

-$10

Source: Dietitians of Canada, Cost of Eating in BC 2011

The nutritional food basket provides only a partial picture of the challenges associated with increasing food
costs. It does not include the travel costs involved in trips to supermarkets or the cost of cooking utensils
and food storage. The majority of the food items listed in the nutritious basket (such as ground beef, pasta
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and frozen fish, for example) require cooking skills and equipment to be edible. Unfortunately, the skills,
space, and resources needed to prepare meals from scratch are not available to everyone. In the case of the
homeless or those experiencing poverty, access to refrigeration and ovens can be difficult. Many individuals
are inexperienced cooks. These individuals will opt for fast or ready-made dinner options instead. However,
the nutritional food basket does not include frozen dinners, take-out, or trips to restaurants in its cost
overview. According to the Restaurant and Foodservices Association, “the average Canadian family visits a
restaurant for a meal or snacks approximately 500 times per year” (Miewald et. al., 2007:27). While this fact
indicates that the amount of income spent on food is higher than suggested by the Dietitians of Canada, it
also means that those without access to kitchen appliances must pay considerably more for cooked meals.
Based on these additions, it is clear that the average monthly food bill could be significantly higher than
suggested by the Dietitians’ calculation. Finally, the Dietitians’ measure assumes that all families have the
same dietary requirements and needs. Many individuals have special dietary needs inadequately accounted
by this measure.
Comox Valley Food Cost Survey

To better understand the uneven nature of food access and affordability in the Comox Valley, two
researchers with the Comox Valley Food Round Table investigated the prices of select food items in various
retail outlets. In the winter of 2014, they visited ten businesses representing three types of retailers to
study the cost of common food items. They investigated four national supermarkets, two local grocers, and
four local convenience stores. The survey included items that could be found at each type of retail outlet,
would fit a variety of dietary preferences, occupy all food groups, and are relatively low-cost foods. They
recorded the cheapest price for (fifteen) food items at specified small weights or sizes.

The cheapest prices for organic food items were also recorded at comparable weights or sizes as well as
dietary substitutes for items on the list to which some individuals might have restrictions (i.e. soy instead of
dairy milk).
To complete the comparison, the price of each food item was recorded and the average calculated for each
type of retailer (supermarket, local grocer, and corner store). This method was also used to compare the costs
for conventional, organic, local, and gluten/lactose free dietary options. Table 4.7 below indicates the list of
items surveyed and the average cost for the entire shopping list for each type of retailer or dietary pattern.
Table 4.7: Price survey shopping list and average total costs type
of retail and type of product
Chain Supermarket

$36.04

Price Increase

Corner Store4

$56.41

57%

$41.71

16%

Independent Grocer
Lactose and/or Gluten Free
Locally Sourced
Organic

$49.02
$43.56
$72.13

36%

21%
100%

Shopping List
1 lb apples
1 lb potatoes
1 lb tomatoes
1 lb carrots
1 lb bananas
2L milk
200g cheese
Whole wheat bread loaf
900g white rice
100g mixed nuts
500ml olive oil
340ml chickpeas
680ml canned tomato sauce
500g dried spaghetti noodles
500g fresh ground beef

The total average cost for the shopping list, when purchasing the lowestpriced items at nationalsupermarket chains was $36.04.18 The same list,
when purchased exclusively at local independent grocers was $49.02. The increased cost at local grocers
can be attributed to their smaller volume and margins, likely absence of discount brands, and a focus on
local, regional, organic, and specialty products, which are generally higher in price.

18

All figures exclude taxes.
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The total average cost when shopping at neighbourhood convenience stores cost $56.41 on average,
although the comparison was difficult because fresh tomatoes were excluded and fresh ground beef was
replaced with frozen. Despite the overall increase in cost, the price for pantry foods like canned goods,
pasta and bread was not substantially different. What was significantly more expensive in corner stores,
and rarely available, was fresh produce. For example, apples typically cost a dollar each, more than twice
the average price in a supermarket. Convenience stores may provide residents with pantry foods in
neighbourhoods lacking a supermarket. They are distributed throughout the region. Unfortunately, they do
not provide sufficient affordable fresh foods to make them a good support of healthful diets.
Substituting products for gluten- and lactose-free versions (while still including the lowest possible
priced foods where applicable), resulted in overall spending of $43.56, a 31% increase. However, the cost
difference between regular items and their specialized gluten/lactose free equivalents was $7.62, which
represents a 60% increase for just a few items. This means that families with dietary limitations regularly
spend more to purchase these items. This is particularly so since gluten- and lactose-free products were
much less likely to be offered at discounted prices than their conventional counterparts, and when placed
on sale, the reductions were typically modest.

Finding local products can be difficult in supermarket chains, especially during the winter months. For this
reason, a broader definition of ‘local’ was used to include any products originating from British Columbia.19
The cost of buying local for our grocery list (when possible) was on average $41.71. Local products were
available in about 35% of the stores at the time of the survey. Currently, the best way to access a wide
variety of local products is to shop at independent grocers, the farmers’ markets, or directly at the farms.
Some chain supermarkets offered BC and Island products, while corner stores very rarely offered any
local products. It is important to note that the price and availability of local products has much to do with
seasonal availability. At the time of the survey, apples and milk from BC as well as potatoes, bread and
beef from the Island were all found to be about equal in price to imported discount brands. However, local
tomatoes and cheese were significantly more expensive.

When priced for the lowest cost organic foods, the average total cost for the shopping list was $72.13.
Every item on the list was available as organic, and these were available at 40-60% of the stores visited,
depending on the item. Almost all chain supermarkets carried a range of organic foods, as do many
independent grocers in the Valley. However, the considerable increase in price for organic indicates that the
choice to consume such foods is available only for more affluent segments of the population.
Table 4.8: A closer look at pricing for eight grocery items
Grocery Item
Apples

Lowest Average Cost at Average LowChain Supermarkets
est Cost Local
Grocers

Average
Average
Average Cost
Lowest Cost Cost Locally Organic
Corner Stores Sourced

$1.11

$1.99

$1.29

$1.94

Dried Spaghetti $1.75
Noodles

$2.34

Tomatoes
Carrots

$1.91

Ground Beef

$3.79

Cheese

$4.51

Canned Tomato $1.99
Sauce
Milk

19

$3.30

$2.94
$2.89
$4.22
$2.64
$4.42
$3.64

$3.44
$2.94

$1.32
$4.99
$1.49

$5.39

$3.99

$6.32

$6.03

$3.37
$5.52

$3.84

$2.24
$4.11
$3.11
$3.19
$7.78
$4.43
$6.56
$5.60

Food security organizations define local as those foods grown, raised, and/or processed within a small geographic scope (typically up to about 150km, but ideally as close to one’s home as possible).
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While the average cost to purchase all the items on our list totalled $36.04, the lowest possible price to do
so was $26.05 when bargain shopping at multiple supermarkets. This implies that nutritionally dense foods
can be found at competitive prices in the Comox Valley, even in modest quantities or sizes. However, this
does not necessarily translate into improved household food security. Poverty remains a significant barrier
to consuming a wholesome diet, and even competitively priced foods may not be affordable to families for
several reasons.
The findings demonstrate that access to a variety of retail options is vital to obtaining healthy food. This is
not available evenly across the Comox Valley. The smaller outlying communities are likelier to have higher
priced groceries as retailers in these areas have lower sales volumes. Moreover, variation in cost is an
obstacle for individuals with limited economic means. Although such price reductions seemingly make food
more affordable, they do not decrease long term base pricing. Food affordability becomes tied to the varying
discounting practices of grocery stores. Unfortunately, this means individuals must have both sufficient
time and transportation to access the cheapest foods.
The elevated prices of specialized products further diminish both family and societal food security. The
higher costs of organic or local foods ties food access to the conventional, intensive agricultural production
system that requires cheap farm labour and significant use of insecticides, herbicides, fungicides, and other
chemical inputs derived from fossil fuels. At the same time, food environmental pressures combined with
food commodification can make it difficult for members of some communities to obtain their own local
foods. For example, declining fish stocks has resulted in limited numbers of food fish for First Nations
communities, while shrinking forested lands has resulted in decreased access and availability of wild plant
foods. Food security and sovereignty suggest that accessible food is not just about low costs at grocery
stores. It is equally about food systems that provide enough good food for all people in socially just ways. It
is clear that individuals and families with limited economic resources or special dietary needs are less likely
to meet their nutritional needs.
Related indicators: health, income security,

Food Deserts (n)

Public health researchers often use the concept ‘food deserts’ as a way of measuring geographic access to
food retail. Food deserts are “areas of relative exclusion where people experience physical and economic
barriers to accessing healthy food” (Sparks et. al. 2009:7). Most often, food deserts are designated to
neighbourhoods with a combination of high rates of poverty and few or no nearby food retail options.
The types of retail available are crucial indicators of the level of access. For instance, food secure
neighbourhoods feature retailers with competitively priced foods from all food groups, especially fresh
produce. Understanding that not all residents have access to vehicles, food deserts are measured based on
a ‘reasonable walking distance’. A recent study conducted by Comox Valley Food Round Table researchers
examined food deserts in the region using a 500 metre walking distance measure.20 This was used to
accommodate families with young children, the elderly and individuals with mobility difficulties.

To complete this study, a list was compiled of food retailers in the region using the Reference Canada
database. The locations of supermarkets, independently owner grocery stores and corner stores were
geo-coded into ArcGIS Explorer and analysed using a buffer-zone method. Based on the findings from the
Comox Valley Food Cost Survey, corner stores were excluded from food access measurements because of
the higher costs and lesser variety found at these retailers. While the ‘buffer zone’ method does not closely
reflect how pedestrians travel through the city, it is sufficient in displaying which areas of the Comox Valley
are within service reach of grocers. Measurements of population within walking distance and variety were
applied as the most applicable indicators due the small population and number of retailers. Figure 4.5 is
provided as an example of the desert maps, displaying food retail access in Courtenay and Comox.
20
tion.

Researchers varyingly use benchmarks of ½ mile, 1 km, or 1 mile and/or access to direct, public transporta-
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Figure 4.5: Food Retail Access in Courtenay and Comox

Based on the area
of the buffer zones
(0.78km) compared
with population
data (adjusted
for overlap), the
approximate
percentage of the
population within
walking distance
to supermarkets
and grocers was
determined. Figure
4.5 outlines these
results.

Table 4.9: Percent of the Population within Walking Distance to Grocers in the Comox Valley
Community

Population

Population
Density (per
km2)

Approx. # of
Percent of
Residents within Population
Walking Distance within Walking
Distance

City of Courtenay

24,099

820.2

3,840

16%

Other Areas

22,163

48

150

0.6%

Town of Comox
Village of Cumberland
Totals

13,267
3,398

63,287

814.3
117.2
-

1270
91

5,351

Source for Population Statistics: Statistics Canada, 2011, Focus on Geography Series

9%
3%
8%

There is a significantly low percentage of the population within walking distance to supermarkets. While
these numbers in some cases reflect the rural character of the Comox Valley, we can also note that few of
the residents within areas with high population live within walking distance.

In the Comox Valley, variety is limited in comparison to larger metropolitan areas. Many of the townships
do not have a supermarket. Courtenay is the only community with more than two. On average, the shortest
distance between two supermarkets in Courtenay and Comox is 1.6 kilometres (ranging from 0.5 to 2.7
kilometres). Aside from downtown Courtenay, there are no areas in the Valley where shoppers can access
more than one large grocer within a reasonable walking distance. This creates challenges for individuals
with limited mobility, looking to shop bargains or for anyone with dietary restrictions.

Mapping the location of BC Housing subsidized and seniors’ accommodations gives a clear indication of
gaps in retail access for members of our community with limited mobility and income. The food desert
maps indicated that subsidized and seniors’ apartments located in Comox and Cumberland have adequate
access, while none in Courtenay are within walking distance. Returning to Figure 4.5, all of the subsidized
housing in Courtenay (indicated with a red box) is outside of food access buffer zones; in most cases well
over a kilometre away. Six of the thirteen seniors’ apartments across the Comox Valley (indicated with
purple squares) are located outside of food access zones. This means there is great socio-geographic
disparity in access to healthy and affordable food retail for some elderly and low-income people in the City
of Courtenay. These, as well as some areas in the Comox Valley with particularly limited access to affordable
and health food could be considered food deserts.

Comox Valley 2014 Quality of Life Report

49

Unlike other communities in Canada, the food sector in the Comox Valley is dominated by large
supermarkets. While supermarkets are an important component of most food systems, they are not the
only solution to increasing food access. Smaller and independent grocers play a crucial role in minimizing
food deserts and supporting balanced food systems. It is also important to acknowledge the other ways
in which people can access fresh and affordable foods. These include the Comox Valley Farmer’s Market,
specialty stores, CSA boxes and farm gate sales, gleaning and gardening projects, and even emergency
food providers. Shortcomings in the food systems force individuals and families, especially those who are
struggling economically, into assistance programs. Some are designed to provide short-term emergency
relief while others are intended to develop skills and food independence through educational and capacity
building programs.
4.3 Short Term Food Relief

In food security, short-term relief solves only immediate hunger issues while ignoring the systemic nature
of hunger. Short-term relief includes soup kitchens, food banks and emergency food hampers. These
services provide support for people experiencing crises that are typically rooted in unemployment, poverty,
mental health, or family problems. The Comox Valley fosters a climate of service. This can be observed
in the high number of free foods and meals provided at multiple sites each day throughout the region. At
the same time, several emergency hampers, some with eligibility requirements, are also available to the
community.
Unfortunately, food programs are not simply a reflection of altruism. They also show increasing hunger
in the area. Typically people who are accessing short-term relief are those most in need; they report their
income as Disability Assistance, Social Assistance or part-time and/or minimum wage income. The long
time users of short-term relief food services are mostly people with mental or physical disabilities who
have an income too low to subsist and require extra support to have enough calories in their diet. Some
have been accessing these services for decades. Use of these programs fluctuates with the seasons, and
depending on the program, has incrementally increased or remained stable over the years.
Soup Kitchens

Figure 4.6: Number of meals provided by
‘Soup kitchens’ provide free prepared
soup kitchens and community meals in 2013
meals that are available to everyone and
can be accessed daily in the Comox
Valley. Almost completely volunteer
run, each of these programs can be
found through the Ad Hoc Emergency
Resource Organization network. This
group distributes a monthly updated
pocket Resource Guide that lists the
organizations providing meals for anyone
who shows up to ‘eat’ each day. Meals
typically consist of sandwiches and/or
soup, desserts, coffee and juice, with an
emphasis on higher calorie provision.
The food for these programs comes
from a variety of donated sources; large
grocery store and restaurant chains, local
farms and restaurants, food non-profit organizations and individual community members. Local churches
have pooled their resources to host most soup kitchens, but one group, Food Not Bombs, is a completely
volunteer-based group that receives its funding from community members and non-profits.
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Sunday
There are two groups that provide free meals on Sundays. The Sunday Pancake Breakfast Club, a program of
the Seventh Day Adventist Church, serves a free pancake breakfast. Food Not Bombs serves a late afternoon
meal. For the last year, the number of people served through FNB has remained stable at 20-30.

Monday – Friday
The Sonshine Lunch Club provides a lunch-time meal Monday to Friday in downtown Courtenay at St.
Georges Church. Its mandate is to provide free lunches for the needy. Different church groups prepare the
food on different days, so the meals vary. Approximately 100 people attend per day, typically single men and
single mothers with young children. HOPE Kitchen on Hornby Island provides meals on a weekly basis and
an opportunity to build connections between all ages and socioeconomic groups.
Saturday
The Good Samaritan Kitchen offers a soup and sandwich lunch on Saturdays; they have about one hundred
people attend.
Meals for Specific Populations

Many organizations that provide social and health assistance understand that access to good food is integral
to mental and physical wellbeing. Therefore, food is integrated into many counseling, emergency, or health
services in the Comox Valley. These meals consist of a variety of dishes and are typically more balanced
and nutrient dense to meet the nutritional health needs of the organization’s clients. Similar to Soup
Kitchens, the food comes from a variety of sources; large grocery store and restaurant chains, local farms
and restaurants, food non-profits (community gardens and harvest redistribution programs) and individual
community members. These meal programs may also be funded by private foundations or the provincial
government as they are attached to service program.
Health

AIDs Vancouver Island is a non-profit that provides health, counseling and education services to people
living with HIV and/or Hepatitis C. They provide meals to forty-six people through the Outreach Program
and during a health focused workshop.
Comox Valley Head Injury Society provides programs and services to brain injury survivors. Their weekly
luncheon provides a nutritional meal at low cost to 35-45 survivors of head injury, their families and
or caregivers. The luncheon also provides a social outlet for clients, and a way to meet others in similar
circumstances. On average the majority of clients are survivors. CVHIS also offers a Christmas Dinner to 150
clients every year.
Comox Valley Nursing Center is an Island Health initiative that amongst many health services also offers a
once a month ‘one stop drop-in’ connecting 20-30 people in need with food, shelter, advocacy and health care.

Comox Valley Family Services promotes the health and wellbeing of families. This organization offers
several programs and initiatives that teach nutrition and healthy lifestyle choices for people of various ages.
Healthy meals are served to forty-five adults and forty children per week. They also provide healthy snacks
to a Moms and Tots group in Fanny Bay forty weeks a year. In addition to these meals, CVFS also provides
meal bags eight times a year (240 bags per year) and distributes commercial food coupons worth up to
$6000 a year to participants. Finally, CVFSA also operates the Farmers Market Nutrition Coupon Program in
which $1650 worth of coupons are distributed to families and seniors.
The K’òmoks Health Centre of Kwakiutl District Council (KDC) Health, provides weekly elders’ lunches to
members of the K’òmoks First Nation, as well as healthy foods and grocery store gift cards at their regular
Precious Beginnings program. The K’òmoks Health Centre has a community garden and their programs are
regularly supported by the KDC Health Community Nutritionist. In addition to their standard programs,
the K’òmoks Health Centre offers seasonal community kitchens, food preserving workshops and programs
which encourage sharing and celebration of traditional foods knowledge and practices.
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Women
Comox Valley Transition Society hosts a weekly two-hour drop-in for women who are homeless, at risk
of homelessness, and/or living in deep poverty. They provide lunch and a number of services including
free income tax returns, legal information, free toiletries, and vouchers for a thrift shop. The population
attending drop-in includes young single mothers, women in various stages of addiction or recovery or older
women with mental health issues. Some of the women don’t access other soup kitchens or the Food Bank
because of fear they will encounter abusive ex-partners, drug dealers or people to whom they may owe
money. The goal of the program is to build respectful and helpful relationships with women who experience
multiple barriers to services.
Shelters
Comox Valley Transition Society operates a fourteen-bed transition house for women and their children
who are fleeing from abusive relationships or situations, as well as women who are in our Detoxification
and Supportive Recovery programs. CVTS provides all food for residents. Residents prepare their own
breakfast and lunch and take turns cooking dinner, on their own or in pairs, depending on preference. In
addition to providing food from typical donors, Conservation Officers donate confiscate fish and venison to
support this program.

The Salvation Army operates a shelter on Pidcock Ave. In 2007 they provided 5,000 breakfasts and dinners
to 200 individuals.

Food Banks, Emergency Hampers, Food Pantries
Food banks provide free food to individuals and families to take home and prepare. In BC during March
2013, 94,002 people accessed a food bank. In Canada, over the past 30 years there has been a steady decline
in blue collar jobs or wages, increasing the necessity of such emergency food services (Food Banks Canada,
2013). In March 2013, 833,098 people were helped by food banks in Canada; over a third were children.
While food banks provide an essential service in helping to curb hunger, their scope doesn’t address the
systemic causes of food shortage. Years after the recession’s end, food bank use remains at near record
levels, and is 23% higher than in 2008, before the recession began. Like soup kitchens and community meal
programs, the food for these programs is donated and provided from a variety of sources. The food ranges
from calorie dense processed foods to nutrient dense fresh produce.
Comox Valley Food Bank, Salvation Army and St. George’s Pantry each offer monthly food hampers that
cumulatively provide enough basic food for an individual for five days of the month. All offer monthly food
hampers that consist of enough basic food for an individual for five days. The Comox Valley Food Bank also
has fresh produce that people can access weekly while bread can be accessed daily. In 2012 the Salvation
Army distributed 544 Christmas Hampers and Coast Realty helped top that up with 600 more Christmas
Hampers.
LUSH Valley Food Action Society distributes food to those in need
through its Fruit Tree Program and accepts donated food from farmers,
restaurants, and gardeners. People living in poverty with chronic health
problems or specific diet requirements come to LUSH Valley seeking
nutrient dense foods. LUSH Valley often has available frozen meals
prepared during their cooking programs, fresh fruit and produce or
canned preserves. On average LUSH shares food with approximately
500 people per year in addition to allocating over 10,000 lbs of produce
yearly to other organizations, such as Food Not Bombs, to use in their
programs.

The Wachiay Friendship Center is an indigenous community organization. Its “Our Helping Hands” program
is an emergency assistance program that dispenses food and health items to people and families in need.
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They do not advertise, but this program operates at capacity. Their program is unique in that the amount
and type of food provided depends upon personal needs, allergies, storage capacity, fridge, stove, or freezer
access, and ability to transport bags (weight).
Emergency Hampers for Specific Populations
The Comox Valley Family Services, Comox Valley
Transition Society and Comox Valley Head Injury
Society provide emergency food hampers
to their clients. Minimal food is distributed;
usually enough for one or two days and this
service is not widely advertised as it is only
for those most in need. The Comox Valley
Transition Society works with a lot of hungry
women and children and often their food pantry
is empty as it is supplied solely by donations.
Each of these organizations makes access
flexible based on the needs of the individual
who asks for assistance.

Figure 4.7: Bags of food distributed in the Comox
Valley in 2013

4.4 Capacity Building Food Programs

Capacity building initiatives offer education and
resources that empower community members
to have more control over their health and diet.
These kinds of food initiatives include programs like community kitchens and community gardens. There
are several capacity-building food programs available in the Comox Valley through non-profit organizations
and at community schools. Many of these resources aim to address the various issues identified earlier on
in the food section in a constructive, education-based manner. These programs are usually funded through
private and public grants.
Gardening Programs
Community gardens provide fresh produce, physical activity, and promote a sense of community and
connection to the environment. Dawn to Dawn Community Garden began in 2012 and is located on
Harmston Ave in downtown Courtenay. This garden was initially created to provide food for the most
vulnerable community members experiencing housing issues, but is open to the whole community. The
garden operates on a minimal budget plus donations of plants, soil, equipment, and other supplies from
multiple sources. They share their donations with other organizations and community members who will
use them in their gardens. On a regular basis they have ten or more volunteers who maintain the gardens,
plus one honorarium-based coordinator. Several educational groups from non-profit organizations and
schools come to learn and tend the garden.

As the garden is open to the community and people harvest food as desired or needed, the amount of food
and food value produced is difficult to measure. The first harvest in 2013 generated about $2000 worth of
produce while other harvests have yield considerable amounts including 25lbs of peas, 12lbs of radishes,
and 35lbs of garlic. Salad and basil were constantly available and there is a bed of well over 100 strawberry
plants.
LUSH Valley Food Action Society offers a garden matching service and grows produce for their cooking
programs through the Garden Share program. People list a garden that they have available and others
looking for gardens contact them directly. There is a plot of land in Comox that LUSH Valley uses to produce
food for their cooking programs and the land is also available for people to have their own plots. In 2013
LUSH Valley harvested 100lbs of garlic from this garden. LUSH Valley also maintains its own raised bed
gardens.
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Early in 2013, the Comox Valley Growers and Seed Savers purchased a hand-powered seed winnower to
make seed cleaning easier for its members and for local farmers. CVGSS puts on seed saving workshops
and hosts Seedy Saturday every year. The Seed Bank is a project of CVGSS, its purpose is to preserve and
maintain a collection of viable, open-pollinated, non-GMO, organically grown food seeds that are welladapted to the growing conditions of the Comox Valley.

School Gardens & School Food Security
There are eleven school gardens in the Comox Valley’s school district. Most of these gardens are fenced
with raised beds, have a composter and a shed for holding supplies. Each of these schools has a garden
coordinator who promotes garden care to students. Families volunteer through the summer to care for
the gardens and harvest what they need. In the fall students get to do the final harvest and cook various
dishes to celebrate. The Green Sprout School Garden Program is also available in six of these schools, which
accounts for 1800 students. This program provides lessons on composting, crop rotation, soil pH, weather,
bug identification and others. There are over 1800 students enrolled in these schools who participate in the
garden activities at various times throughout the year.
Some issues experienced in establishing and maintaining the school gardens include installing the gardens
in a timely manner, water infrastructure, and garden work scheduling around classes, holidays, and
extended breaks during planting times.
In addition to growing food, schools also provide cooking skills education and connections programs
that transform neighbourhood schools into community centres. Cumberland Community School Society
at Cumberland Elementary School has a ‘Garden Club’ that offers cooking classes in and after school. In
partnership with the North Vancouver Island Chefs Association, and with a policy to source food locally
when possible, the “Growing Chef” program introduces children to growing and cooking food. CCSS also
provides a healthy food program which includes daily low cost or free lunches and snacks.

Lake Trail Neighborhood Connections offers a variety of programming related to food including gardening
and cooking workshops. They have a community garden and fruit trees on the Lake Trail Middle School
property. In addition to the 250 students with access, including a 10-15 student Garden Club, the garden
is also open to the public. Elective classes integrate cooking into the curriculum, while Lake Trail offers
community cooking classes and meals that take place through out the year. Many of these teach basic
culinary preparation skills for cuisines throughout the world.
Cooking Programs & Community Kitchens
Cooking programs and community kitchens are designed to help individuals access healthful food at
affordable prices by teaching individuals to cook basic healthy meals from scratch. As such, programs
integrate culinary skills with lessons about nutrition, grocery shopping and budgeting. Beyond the
health benefits, these programs provide social integration and connection. Moreover, participants report
experiencing a sense of empowerment by building their abilities. Food for the cooking programs comes
from a variety of sources, primarily local farmers and grocery stores.

LUSH Valley hosts a number of cooking programs and community kitchens in which its commercial kitchen
is made available for community groups to work on culinary skills with clients. AIDS Vancouver Island
offers a community kitchen monthly to their clients living with Hepatitis C. Their goal is to help clients and
their families to cook healthy meals on a low budget. They typically have 6-10 participants.

Many of the other community kitchen groups hosted at LUSH Valley come and go as interests change.
“Because We Can” is an open weekly canning group operating in early 2014. It has had up to six participants
each session. Participants take home some canned goods while the remainder is donated to LUSH Valley to
raise funds for programming. A “Raw Lunch” group focuses on the benefits of eating raw and shows how
fun and delicious raw meals can be made. Another example is the “LUSH’Us” Lunch, a community kitchen
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project by North Island College Nursing Students who worked to build community through food. Their
Friday lunches have been very successful with 10-12 attendees. The flexibility of the community kitchen
design allows for a dynamic environment to bring together different interests in the community through
food and sharing.

Food Skills for Families is a six week cooking program developed by the Canadian Diabetes Association.
Their curriculum focuses on promoting healthy lifestyles through food to prevent chronic disease. Two
organizations offer this cooking program up to three times a year each; Comox Valley Family Services and
LUSH Valley Food Action Society. Each session has up to twelve participants who learn how to cook low cost
nutritious meals.

Comox Valley Life Long Learning Association offers the “Family Literacy Outreach Program” weekly. This
program addresses three literacy areas, including food and health literacy in which families are introduced
to healthy food through a shared lunch. Ten parents and up to fifteen children attend this program per week
and the program runs for eight weeks up to three times a year.
Young Cooks is a food skills program for at-risk youth (10-14 years old). This group meets weekly at LUSH
Valley to learn cooking, gardening, and basic budgeting skills while developing peer and community
relationships. Five month long sessions run twice a year with five to eight participants. This program
connects youth to the community through field trips to farms, bakeries, and markets.
The Peppermill Program is a vocational program for people with mental health or substance use issues
supported by the Canadian Mental Health Association in partnership with Island Health. Its mandate is
to help students learn safe food and cooking skills to increase their employability while also providing
low cost frozen meals to clients with mental health issues and extreme difficulties with their ailments.
Peppermill is composed of 11 participants and serves 40 clients under the care of the Ministry for Mental
Health and Substance Use, who may purchase up to 15 meals per month.

LUSH Valley provides access to its ‘incubator’ kitchen for small-scale food entrepreneurs to develop food
products. This shared cooking space reduces their costs of operating and provides an avenue for them
to advertise their products. As of April 2014 five food businesses were operating out of LUSH Valley’s
incubator kitchen. There are several other commercial kitchens in Comox Valley that are available to rent.

Comox Valley Food Round Table
The Comox Valley Food Round Table (CVFRT), an initiative of LUSH Valley Food Action Society, was formed
in 2013. The CVFRT is a coalition of over twenty non-profit sector, private business and local government
representatives who work to improve food security in the Comox Valley. This group is concerned with all
areas of the food system and works to build, celebrate, improve, and expand community-related food work
already under way in the Valley. These efforts typically involve research projects, community events, and
advocacy work.
Vancouver Island and Coastal Communities Indigenous Foods Network
The VICCIFN is a grassroots network of community members from across Vancouver Island and
surrounding communities with a shared vision of to create a healthy future based on reconnecting with
First Nations cultural teachings and practices. The VICCIFN has approximately 200 members, hosts yearly
Traditional Foods Conferences at rotating locations on Vancouver Island, and also supports regional foodrelated activities. It is the vision of the VICCIFN that Indigenous food systems on Vancouver Island are
recognized, protected, maintained, enhanced and celebrated in a holistic way.
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Comox Valley Economic Development Society (CVEDS)
CVEDS was formed in 1988 as a non-profit organization and is funded by the regional district and municipal
governments within the Comox Valley. Their mission is to “encourage responsible expansion of the
economic base of the Comox Valley with the intent of enhancing wealth and employment opportunities”
(CVEDS, 2010). An important component of their work includes supporting the growth of the local agrifood sector, such as through improving management ability in food production. CVEDS also support
the local agri-food industry through research and supporting projects such as the annual Comox Valley
Grower’s Guide (an extensive directory of local producers and agri-food tourism).
Conclusion
The Comox Valley is an agriculturally rich area with abundant food production opportunities. Despite
this base many residents experience difficulty obtaining nutritious food on a regular basis. A variety of
organizations offering numerous programs are working to tackle the underlying causes of hunger and food
insecurity: poverty and economic limitations, food costs, food desserts, food literacy and skills shortages,
and gaps in local food production and processing, to name a few. Creating an equitable, secure, and socially
just food system can be reached but only through continued efforts within the community, as well as sound
government and economic policies. Until that time, there will be work toward increasing food security and
food sovereignty in the Comox Valley.
Related indicators: all other indicators in one way or another, but especially health and income security.
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5. Health
Before getting into the core of this section of the report, it is important to mention a major development in
health services provision in the Comox Valley with this announcement: “On April 26, 2012 Premier Christy
Clark gave the green light for the North Island Hospitals Project [NIHP] at an estimated cost of up to $600
million, which includes two new hospitals to benefit Vancouver Island patients living in the Comox Valley,
Campbell River and surrounding communities.” (Island Health NIHP, 2013) The new hospital in the Comox
Valley, according to the NIHP website, will be ready for occupancy in the fall of 2017.
“The services currently available at Campbell River and St. Joseph’s will continue to be provided in the
region with some potential modifications arising from technological advances, efficiencies in service
delivery and innovation in healthcare delivery. They are:
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••
••

Emergency
Maternity services
Psychiatry
Orthopedic clinic
Ambulatory procedures
Cardio-pulmonary diagnostic services
Operating rooms
Surgical daycare
Telemetry
Pediatric care
Outpatient clinics
Chemotherapy and Medical Daycare
Medical Imaging (including MRI)
Rehab
Pharmacy
Laboratory Services” (Island Health NIHP, 2013)

The construction of the new hospital will require St. Joseph’s Hospital to re-think it’s strategic plan. After
the fall of 2017 it will be not be an acute care facility. That said, there is plenty of room in the Valley,
especially given an aging population, for more geriatric, hospice and palliative care beds and related
services. In the coming years, the new hospital and changes at St. Joe’s will dominate the talk in the Valley
around health issues. For now, we need to address the health indicators in our 2009 report and track
changes in them where appropriate.

We started our 2009 Quality of Life report section on health with a note on how much money is spent
on health care in Canada. The Canadian Institute for Health Information (CIHI) reported that in 2008
Canadians spent $160 billion or a cost of $4,867 per capita. (CVSPS, 2009) The CIHI reports in 2013 in
a very comprehensive report on health care spending in Canada that as expenditures reach $211 billion
($5,988 per capita) cuts are upon us. The report notes: “The rate of growth in health spending, however, is
slowing and has not kept pace with inflation and population growth for the first time in nearly 15 years.”
(CIHI, 2013, p. xi) This is a very comprehensive report and well worth reading. One surprising observation
we noted in this report is that population aging has not contributed much to the rise of health care costs,
at least not yet. The rise in spending on physicians has contributed significantly through increases in
physician fee schedules. It seems we also are getting more medical procedures and using more drugs (legal,
of course). All this isn’t too surprising to most of you we would guess. As our 2009 report notes,

…health is influenced by many factors including access to health care professionals, to health
resources, and to educational information. Individual health and wellness are strongly influenced by
age, sex, location of residence and socio-economic status. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 41)
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We address a number of these indicators of individual health below, but we also need to consider
community health. For instance, suicide rates are high quality indicators of the health of a community
and how it is able to balance people’s needs for self-expression with a community’s need to maintain
integration and order. A high suicide rate can indicate that members of the community in question are not
integrated; don’t feel part of a group and don’t feel supported. For example: “First Nations youth commit
suicide about five to six times more often than non-Aboriginal youth…[and] The suicide rate for First
Nations males is 126 per 100,000 compared to 24 per 100,000 for non-Aboriginal males…[while] For First
Nations females, the suicide rate is 35 per 100,000 compared to only 5 per 100,000 for non-Aboriginal
females. (Canadian Institute of Child Health, 2000) (Health Canada, 2013) These numbers don’t indicate
a problem with the individual psychological make-up of individual First Nations youth. Rather they tell a
story of the devastation caused by colonialism, the lack of opportunity and alienation. Where people have
a strong sense of belonging, while still being allowed to express themselves as individuals, there is strong
community. We also know that in children, neglect leads to higher early mortality rates. (Spitz, 1945)
We need the love and support of others to thrive. We know what the solution is: create strong inclusive
communities.

Probably the most important indicator in this section is the one on crisis support services, especially for
low-income residents of the Valley. The number and quality of crisis support services strongly suggests how
a community feels about and acts towards the poor and more marginalized members of the community.
Fortunately, the Comox Valley qualifies, in large measure, as a strong community with a large number of
government services and non-profit service provision societies that are accessible to people ‘in trouble’ for
whatever reason. Of course, like any community, the Comox Valley is not immune to elements of racism,
sexism and other ‘isms’, but overall, especially in terms of health, the Comox Valley has comparatively good
community supports for individuals. That is not to say there is no room for improvement.
In the following pages we consider a number of indicators like live births to teenage mothers, infant deaths,
breastfeeding rates, sexually transmitted infections, premature deaths and working days lost due to injury.
The trends in these indicators are all pointed in the right direction and are improving. Many of the other
indicators addressed below involve services that people may access if they get into ‘trouble.’ First, let’s turn
to teenage moms.

5.1 Live Births to Teenage Mothers (15-19 years old)

As we note in our 2009 report, “The focus on teenage fertility is due to the potentially disruptive effects of
pregnancy and birth on young women, and the possible adverse outcomes to their babies.” (CVSPS, 2009, p.
41) That still stands. But high teen pregnancy rates can also strain health services and communities.

Again, our 2009 report noted that there were 157 live births for mothers between the ages of 15 to 19. That
is an Age Specific Fertility Rate (ASFR) of 14.27. The ASFR is live births per 1000 women. The report notes
that in 2006 the Comox Valley ASFR dropped to 12.89. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 42) The latest annual report from
BC’s Vital Statistics Agency notes (p41) that 96 live births were to mothers between the ages of 15 to 19,
from 2006 to 2010, for an ASFR or 10.21, which is a substantial reduction from the 14.27 rate from 2001 to
2006. The 2011 ASFR is 10.46, slightly higher than for 2006 to 2010 (BC Vital Statistics, 2011). To compare,
the ASFR for the Cowichan Valley from 2006 to 2010 was 18.93 at 197 live births. For Campbell River, there
were 119 live births for the same period for an ASFR of 18.71. For the province as a whole, the ASFR for
2006 to 2010 was 10.21 and 8.52 for 2011. (BC Vital Statistics, 2011, p. 41)
Yes, this is a bunch of numbers just to say that over time teenagers in the Comox Valley are having fewer
babies than in the past but we suspect that this trend will even out around the provincial average. Dropping
fertility rates for teens is true all across Canada since the 1970s. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 42) However, Comox
Valley teens have a much lower ASFR than in the Cowichan Valley and Campbell River. It seems that,
provincially, as a general rule, rural teens have more babies than their urban counterparts.
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5.2 Low Birth Weights (=)
The 2011 BC Vital Statistics Agency’s annual report states:

Birth weight is recognized as a primary indicator of newborn health not only in BC and Canada
but worldwide. It is also an important predictor of subsequent health and wellbeing, as well as
disability and death, among newborn infants. In BC, a baby is weighed (in grams) immediately after
birth, and that weight is used as one of the diagnostic indicators of fetal growth. (BC Vital Statistics,
2011, p. 47)

Well, that’s a good place to start. In our 2009 report we noted based on 2006 data that 18 babies were born
weighing less than 2500 grams (that’s 5.1 pounds American), a level below which a baby is considered of
low birth weight. That’s 3.9% of low-birth-weight live births to total live births. That compares to 5.6% for
the province as a whole. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 43)
In 2011 the percentage of low-weight births in Courtenay (Local Health Area 71) was 3.6% at 19 lowweight births observed. So the numbers are remaining fairly stable. For BC as a whole, it was 5.6% so we
compare favourably with the province.
In the same year, Cowichan (LHA 65) had 33 low-weight births equaling 6.2% of live births. In Campbell
River (LHA 72), 4.3% low-weight births is still higher than in the Comox Valley, but lower than in the
Cowichan Valley. Comparatively in the US, in 2002 the percentage of low weight birth babies to normal
weight babies was 8%. Some countries in Africa and Asia were up to 30% low weight babies in the early
2000s. (Unicef, 2004) We don’t have more recent statistics. So the Comox Valley is doing very well on this
indicator.

5.3 Infant Deaths (=)

The BC 2011 Vital Statistics Annual Report indicates that there has been little change in infant mortality
rates in the province in the last decade. (BC Vital Statistics, 2011, p. 72). In Courtenay (LHA 71) there were
2 infant deaths in 2011, Cowichan had 2, Campbell River 1 and there were 167 infant deaths in total in the
province. This compares to 166 in 2006. Obviously every infant death is a tragedy. We are very fortunate
in this province and in the Comox Valley in that we experience so few infant deaths in comparison to other
places in the world.

“The infant mortality rate (number of deaths less than 1 year old per 1,000 live births) is commonly used as
an international indicator of a country’s general standard of living and health status.” (CVSPS, 2009, p. 43).
The World Bank reported that Canada’s infant mortality rate was 5 per 1000 live births. Thirty-six countries
had a lower rate but many had higher ones. For instance, Sierra Leone has an infant mortality rate of 125
deaths per 1000 live births. It is the worst country on the list, but rates over 50 are common all over Africa.
(World Bank, 2014).

5.4 Breastfeeding Rates (=)

As we noted in our 2009 report,

Breastfeeding provides the essential nutrients for healthy infant development and provides
antibodies to protect against infection and allergies. Experts agree that human breast milk contains
the optimal balance of nutrients needed for brain and body growth. In addition, it also allows
emotional bonding between mother and child, fostering positive child development. (CVSPS, 2009,
p. 44)

Nothing has changed in this regard since 2009. As we reported then, in 2003/04 Vancouver Island held the
highest rates of breastfeeding at discharge (from the hospital) in all of BC. The rates have been over 90% for
a decade.
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Health Canada reports that in Canada as a whole the rate is 87.3%. British Columbia mothers breastfeed at
a 93.1% rate, the highest in the country. For some reason in the Atlantic provinces the rate falls just below
75%. It’s interesting to note the reasons mothers give for not wanting to breastfeed their babies. Health
Canada reports:
The top three reasons cited by mothers for not breastfeeding or trying to breastfeed their last child were
•• mother has a medical condition (20.5%);
•• bottle feeding is easier (19.8%); and,

•• breastfeeding is unappealing (19.0%). (Health Canada, 2012)

Related indicators: Food security, affordable housing

5.5 Sexually Transmitted Infection Rates (-)

The BC Centre for Disease Control tracks the incidence and rates of sexually transmitted infections (STI)
in the province. Tracking occurs at the level of Health Service Delivery Area (HSDA). In the province there
are 16 HSDAs in 5 regions, Interior, Fraser, Vancouver Coastal, Vancouver Island and Northern. Vancouver
Island is divided into 3 HSDAs, South Vancouver Island, Central Vancouver Island and North Vancouver
Island. The Comox Valley is within the North Vancouver Island HSDA. All rates below are calculated per
100,000 people. In our 2009 report we considered a number of STIs, gonorrhea, infectious syphilis,
chlamydia, HIV and hepatitis C or HCV.

As far as HIV is concerned, there has been a steady decrease in reported infections. In 2004 the provincial
rate of 10.6 has dropped to 5.1 in 2012. In Canada as a whole the rate in 2004 was 7.9 and 6.4 in 2011. The
rates are comparable between Central and North Vancouver Island. The rate of infection is highest among
males between the ages of 25 and 29. It was 2.5 for women in the same age bracket.

AIDS has much lower rates than HIV and those suffering from this disease are on average older than those
with HIV. The rates were 5.5 for both male age groups of 30-39 and 40-59. That’s a tribute to the availability
of new HIV treatments and a lot of hard work on the part of AIDS Vancouver Island (AVI) (BCCDC, 2012)
AIDS Vancouver Island operates both a fixed site and mobile needle exchange service in Courtenay.
The mobile 21needle exchange team does strolls through the town and also travels to the camps to
provide harm reduction services. AIDS Vancouver Island in Courtenay maintains a database of 245
registered users. (VIHA and PHAC, 2010, p. 8)

The genital chlamydia rate has been steadily rising in all of BC in the last 10 years but it’s by far highest in
the Northwest of the province than it is here. In 2003 the provincial rate was 195.9. Since then it’s steadily
risen to 267.5 in 2012. It was 284.1 in the North Island and 278.7 in Central Vancouver Island. (264.7 in
the North Island and 176.2 in the Central Island 10 years earlier). Women in the 20-24 age group are the
most susceptible to this STI. In the province their rate was 1840.8 in 2012 while for males in the same age
category the rate was 797.4. (BCCDC, 2012)

The rate of genital gonorrhea for BC as a whole was 15.9 in 2003 rising slowly year by year to 34.4, more
than double what it was in 2003. In 2012, the latest year for which we have numbers, the rate had dropped
to 28.0. The rate in the North Island HSDA was 11.5 compared to 12.7 in the Central Island HSDA. To
compare, the rate in the Northern Interior HSDA was 37.2 in 2012. For the province as a whole, females
aged 20-24 are the most highly infected of all women with a rate of 81.8 while for men the highest rate
(109.3) is for men in the 25-29 age category. (BCCDC, 2012)

21

A note from AVI: Cold Weather Outreach at the moment only runs from November to March. Otherwise, our
mobile exchange services are at request for mobility challenged folks. We are working on a plan for a 12 month outreach that should start this summer but is not a sure thing yet.
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5.6 Crisis Support Services (+)
We consider the availability of crisis support services to be fundamental to a healthy community and to the
overall quality of life for all of us. Aside from the emergency services provided by paramedics, the R.C.M.P.,
fire departments and St. Joseph’s hospital, other organizations in the Valley provide ongoing crisis support.
The Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation provides emergency financial support in a
limited way to individuals and families and VIHA (now Island Health) is actively involved in funding its own
and other numerous crisis and mental health services.22

The non-profit sector is heavily involved in providing crisis services in the Valley. There is a 27/7/365 crisis
line headquartered in Nanaimo but serving the whole of Vancouver Island, the Comox Valley Women’s
Transition Society, the Salvation Army’s Pidcock House, The Comox Valley Recovery Centre, AIDS Vancouver
Island, the John Howard Society, the Wachiay Friendship Centre, Dawn to Dawn, and the Comox Bay Care
Society, which operates the Care-A-Van.
The landscape of crisis and mental health services has changed a little since we published the 2009 Quality
of Life Report. For example, the Crossroads Crisis Centre had provided a 24/7 crisis line for many years in
the Comox Valley until the Vancouver Island Health Authority (VIHA) decided in 2010 to consolidate its
funding for crisis lines on Vancouver Island to the Nanaimo-based Central Vancouver Island Crisis Society
(CVICS). The CVICS launched the Vancouver Island Crisis Line in March 2010. In April the name of the
society was changed to the Vancouver Island Crisis Society (VICS). The society’s new motto is “Helping
people find their way.” Last fiscal year it received 25,704 calls. (VICS, 2013)
Dawn To Dawn Action on Homelessness Society has operated a residential
program since 2009 but it also launched the Care-A-Van in April 2009. Since
2012 the Care-A-Van has found a new home under the direction of the Comox Bay
The Care-A-Van
Care Society. However it still offers a range of critical services to the homeless or
is a critical crisis
near-homeless in the Comox Valley using a whole crew of volunteers including
14 nurses, 4 doctors in general practice, an optometrist, 2 pharmacists, 3 dentists care service for
and 8 drivers/outreach workers. (CBCS, n.d.) The Care-A-Van goes to where the
the Valley.
homeless are on a regular schedule of visits. Its dental program is always fully
subscribed…and for anyone who’s had a nasty toothache, a visit to a qualified
dentist in a dental office can be a major quality of life event. A pair of glasses too
can be a lifesaver (literally) and the clients of the Care-A-Van who need them
get a new pair of prescription glasses free of charge. The Care-A-Van is a critical crisis care service for the
Valley.

The Comox Valley Transition Society is a key component of crisis service provision in the Valley focused
specifically on women. It provides a number of counseling and support services for women and for
children. The CVTS’s Children Who Witness Abuse Program had 97 children referred for counseling. (CVTS,
2013) One of its most important programs is Lilli House, a safe shelter for women fleeing abusive domestic
situations. Unfortunately, Lilli House has been busy. The Transition Society’s 2012 Annual Report provides
the following numbers:

22

•• 149 women and 58 children accessed the Transition House program for a total of 2,754 bed
nights.
•• 44 women stayed in the Social Detox program for a total of 420 nights.
•• 31 women stayed in the Supportive Recovery program for a total of 414 nights.
•• Lilli House was full for 215 nights this fiscal year. (CVTS, 2013)

Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services website: http://www.viha.ca/mhas/services/
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For 2013, the Transition Society sheltered 324 women and children in the Transition House program at Lilli
House. Lilli House was full or overfull on 243 nights, or almost exactly 2/3 of the time. (In 2012 we were full
on 181 nights and in 2011 we were full on 49 nights.) The average length of stay
in Lilli House in 2013 was 14 nights, up from 12.5 nights in 2012 and 10.5 nights
Lilli House was
in 2011. The Transition Society received 1567 crisis calls in 2013. (1446 crisis
calls in 2012 and 1122 calls in 2011.) The situation doesn’t seem to be improving full or overfull
for women facing violence and assault. Of course, the tension and stress caused
on 243 nights, or
by precarious employment, low incomes, poor housing, low educational status,
absent or undeveloped parenting skills and other vulnerabilities take their toll on almost exactly
everyone, men included. That is no excuse for violence, but the complexity of the 2/3 of the time.
situation must also be recognized and it does no one any good to demonize men
in this situation. The Respectful Relationships program offered by the Probation
office is there for men who need to learn to face life’s many challenges and not take out their frustration and
anger on their spouses and families.
A major concern for the Transition Society is securing housing for women and their children leaving Lilli
House. The Society has recently voiced its concerns to elected officials over the need for secondary housing
for women and their families who are generally low-income and suffering from abuse and/or addictions
and are trying to build a life with some security. Safe and adequate housing would be an important part of
such a life.
The Comox Valley Recovery Centre has not changed much since it was mentioned in our 2009 report.
Located in Courtenay the Centre provides detox services for adult males who are chemically dependent.
The Centre has 4 stabilization beds and 20 support beds. There are programs ranging from 28 to 60 days
with some follow-up in the form of an alumni support group. Waitlists are not uncommon. (CV Recovery
Centre, n.d.)

The John Howard Society of North Island has served the Valley for 45 years providing prevention and
addiction programs for youth. It operates a youth forensic psychiatric service. The 2013 Annual Report
notes that thirty-two youths and their families received support through this program. (John Howard
Society, 2013) It also provides 2 youth detox beds in the Valley. Eight youths benefitted from this program.
The Society has many programs, too numerous to mention all here, but we know that the Society is a
strong advocate of housing with supports for youth in the Valley. The Society provides ongoing support for
offenders leaving the correctional system and receives referrals from local probation officers. (John Howard
Society, 2013)
The Wachiay Friendship Centre offers many support programs for aboriginal members of our community,
as well as non-aboriginals, including a homelessness outreach program, a Helping Hands project which
provides one time emergency support in the form of medical supplies, baby car seats, food and money for
Hydro bills. It also provides legal help where appropriate and assistance with filling out government forms.
Youth are a major focus of the Centre. (Wachiay Friendship Centre, 2011)
Related indicators: housing, homelessness, health, public safety.
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5.7 Mental Health and Substance Use Programs
Comox Valley Adult Mental Health and Substance Use (MHSU) programs are part of a continuum of
Mental Health and Substance Use related services. MHSU programs are delivered by Island Health (VIHA)
in the community for those 19+. Due to lack of space the local MHSU has been divided into short and longterm services and is offered through two separate sites. It is useful to be aware of the two types of services
so individuals in need can be given the information most useful to them. For more information call the main
MHSU Centre at 250 331-8524.
One site contains short-term services including:

•• Central Intake for those seeking adult Mental Health and/or Substance Use services;

•• Adult Short-Term Treatment and Therapy (ASTAT) for adults with serious short-term mental
health conditions. Services provided by this team Include individual and group counseling,
psychiatric assessment for clinic clients, and education for clients and families;

•• Adult Substance Use Services for adults who are concerned about their own or someone else’s
misuse of alcohol or other drugs. This team provides assessment, treatment planning, individual
treatment and group education and counseling, and referrals to other relevant recovery services as
indicated by a jointly developed treatment plan by the client and their Substance Use clinician.

The other or satellite site, offers longer-term support and rehabilitation services including:

•• Adult Community Support Services (ACSS). This team provides outreach case management
services for adults with severe and persistent mental illness, including: individual and group
counseling; psychiatric assessment for clinic clients; education for clients and families; and
connection with/advocacy for community resources.

•• Rehabilitation Services provides psychosocial rehabilitation to adults who are registered clients of
CVMHAS programs. This team provides: Occupational Therapy, a Vocational Rehabilitation Program,
Supported Independent Living, and housing support for eligible Center clients. There are a small
number of family care homes for clients of the service, but there are no specialized Mental Health
second stage housing units attached to the CVMHSU at this time. This is seen as a serious concern.

B.C. Mental Health Association (BCMHA) administers the New Horizons housing complex which is funded
by BC Housing. CV Mental Health and Substance Health services have some contracted services through
Lilli House and Comox Valley Recovery Centre. Detox services come under the mandate of the Substance
Use Intervention Program. There are local Child and Youth Mental Health Services through the Ministry
of Children and Family Development (MCFD) and local Youth Substance Use Services with John Howard
Society North Island.

5.8 Suicides (+/-)

As we note in the introduction to this section, suicide rates are a great, albeit sad, indicator of the health
of a community and social values more broadly considered. The reality is that suicide rates vary by
sex, age, religious affiliation, nationality, economic situation, and other factors. Suicide does not occur
randomly in a population. Social pressure on individuals to conform or perform contributes to varying
rates of suicide. Again, as we note in the introduction, suicide by First Nations and Inuit youth is 11 times
higher than for other youth and the rate of suicide for First Nations and Inuit adults is over 30% higher
than for the population of Canada as a whole. (Health Canada, 2013) The same magnitude of rates is
evident in Australia’s aboriginal population and around the world. (Georgatos, 2013) Social exclusion or
marginalization, racism, despair and a sense of hopelessness are all contributing factors. Too often we
blame the individual’s lack of ‘mental health’ for suicide; after all one must be crazy to choose suicide.
There is no evidence to suggest that this is true. In fact, efforts to turn things around on some reserves in
Canada have been very successful in curbing high suicide rates by increasing social cohesion and a sense of
belonging especially in the youth. (Turtle Island, 2011)
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Table 15 in our 2009 report notes that there were 11 suicides in Courtenay (LHA 71) in 2008, up from 8
in 2006. By adding a row to our 2009 report table we see that in the Comox Valley (LHA 71) the number
of suicides is down but it’s up on Vancouver Island as a whole. As if to prove the point we make in the
introduction to this section, Chief Medical Health Officer Dr. Paul Hasselback of Island Health declared in
2012 that there was a suicide epidemic on Vancouver Island particularly in the regions with the greatest
economic hardships. He notes that Vancouver Island had the highest suicide rate in BC, with the Cowichan
Valley suffering the highest rate on the island. (Riebe, 2012).
Table 5: Suicides in Courtenay, VIHA and BC
Year

2006
2007
2008
2011

Jurisdiction

LHA 71

Island Health

11

77

8
7
9

BC

74

346

89

426

72

Source: Compiled from BC Ministry of Health, Vital Statistics Agency Annual Reports

337
386

Canada’s suicide rate has hovered around the 9 to 11/100,000 rate for decades (17or 18 for men and
around 5 for women) while for other countries the rates can go as high as 53/100,000, as for men in the
Russian federation. (WHO, 2014)

“Potential Years of Life Lost” is an indicator of socio-economic wellbeing on the Local Health Area’s SocioEconomic Profile. We reported in 2009 that the rate of potential years of life lost (per 1000 population,
average 2003 to 2007) was 3.7 compared with 3.8 for BC. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 50). In the latest socio-economic
profile for Local Health Area 71, the rate was 4.1 and 4.0 for BC as a whole. (BC Vital Statistics, 2011) There
is a bit of a rising trend here that we need to keep an eye on for future quality of life reports.

5.9 Premature Mortality Rate (+)

The total number of deaths attributable to external causes (motor vehicle accidents, accidental poisonings,
drownings and falls, suicides and homicides, etc.) was 2,007 in 1992, 1,654 in 2005 and 1,769 in 2011.
It’s not surprising that the rate would rise in 2011 given the rising average age of the population and the
inevitable higher mortality rate. Twenty-four percent of deaths by external causes were from suicide, 2.3%
from homicides meaning that 74% or so of deaths caused by external factors were from unintentional
injuries. That’s up a bit from 2005 when two in three externally caused deaths among those under the age
of 75 were from unintentional injuries. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 50) (BC Vital Statistics, 2011)

5.10 Obesity (+)

We reported in 2009 that there is ample evidence that obesity is linked to a number of chronic illnesses,
among them diabetes and cardiovascular disease. That certainly hasn’t changed. The BC Pediatric Society
is still warning about the dangers of childhood obesity and its links to adult obesity and makes suggestions
on how to deal with it in families. (BC Pediatric Society, 2014) Health Canada also provides warnings
about obesity and suggests changing personal habits to avoid overeating and to get more exercise. (Health
Canada, 2006) In some ways, we are reluctant to give this indicator too much importance because it’s so
complex and controversial. One of the most controversial aspects surrounding this indicator is just how
to measure it and whether or not we should be looking at it as an individual or social issue. The Body
Mass Index measure (BMI) is at the centre of the discourse. According to Statistics Canada the BMI has
never been higher in Canada. Self-reports from the Canadian Community Health Survey show that 52.5%
of people in Canada over 18 years of age (59.9% of men and 45% of women) have a BMI over 27, which
makes them overweight or obese. (Stats Can, 2013f) The survey also found that residents of BC had the
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lowest BMI rates in the country at 44.5% although it’s slowly trending upward. It’s interesting to note that
Richmond, BC has the lowest BMI rating in Canada and the highest percentage of residents of Asian ethnic
origins. We don’t have figures for the Comox Valley.

However, at 52% the North Island is higher than both BC and Canada in terms of percentage of overweight
or obese people (BMI over 25) but we are nowhere near as high as the Northwest where the number of
overweight or obese people is at 64.1% of the adult population. (PHSA, 2010)
According to Wikipedia, the BMI was never designed as a measure for individual assessment. It was
designed as a population level health indicator. (Wikipedia, 2014) Still, it’s
been used to assess individuals and inevitably pass judgment on them. We
We find particularly
find particularly disturbing the notion that obesity is somehow a personal
disturbing the
moral failure and a consequence of a lack of self-control. For over 100 years
sociologists have looked at human actions and conditions like suicide, cancer, notion that obesity is
morbidity (ill health) and mortality. They argue that there are certain ‘normal’ somehow a personal
rates of suicide, morbidity, infant mortality, etc. They suggest that when
moral failure and
these rates change drastically what we are faced with is a social problem,
a consequence of a
not a problem of individual moral choice. Obesity rates have risen rapidly in
many countries over the past few years. (WHO, 2014) Obviously people fall
lack of self-control.
outside ‘normal’ weights (too little or too much) by eating too much and by not
exercising enough. However, there are huge moral pressures that drive us to
the couch with processed foods in hand or to a fast food restaurant for burgers
and fries. A very significant value in our culture is dining out, going out to eat.
Because not everyone can afford to go to fancy, expensive restaurants where they might have a broader
choice of (often leaner) menu items they end up at a fast food restaurant. Our culture is killing us. At least
that’s the conclusion to which many researchers have come.

In the Harvard Health Policy Review, David Katz, MD, in an article entitled Obesity…Be Damned!: What it
will take to turn the tide outlines all the problems with the personal struggles people face with obesity
especially in the US. (Katz, 2006) He argues that the problem is that we have an epidemic of obesity, a social
crisis, but no one is prepared to take preventive measures to deal with it. Closer to home, a report prepared
in 2001 by Ronald Colman of UBC concludes after a close look at the substantial economic and personal
costs of obesity and its relationship with 10 related illnesses and diseases:
…the five-fold global increase in adult-onset diabetes in just 13 short years, from 30 million in
1985 to 143 million in 1998, is good for the economy. It provides jobs and spurs economic growth.
With the global incidence of diabetes expected to double to 300 million by the year 2025, insulin is
clearly a “growth market” for the pharmaceutical industry. Like war, crime and pollution, illness can
make the economy grow more rapidly than peace, health and a clean environment.

So long as the spread of obesity is good news for the GDP, and so long as we continue to measure
our prosperity, progress and well being almost exclusively by that measure, we are not likely to
elevate population health measures to the status they clearly deserve. Correspondingly, the policy
arena will remain fixated on short-term economic stimulus rather than long-term health promotion,
which will continue to be seen as a “cost” in our health budgets, rather than as the “investment” it
really is. (Colman, 2001, p. 24)

In an interview with a personal trainer, we expected to get an earful about the medical consequences of
obesity. Instead, we got “To be honest with you, I believe the most important aspect of this topic to consider
is the mental component. How it affects people’s motivation, self-esteem, relationships, sleep, ability to love
themselves and then others. People always key in on the medical aspect of obesity but the mental aspect
is equally as important and devastating.” (Jerritt, 2014) It affects people’s mental health because of the
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stress caused by contradictory cultural expectations such as “Eat a lot, but don’t get fat.” Or “Watch all of our
fabulous TV shows but get out there and exercise!”
In the education section of this report we consider the EDI, Early Development Instrument, and the work
of a unit at UBC that works on child development research in partnership with school districts all over
BC. One of the indicators they use to determine how vulnerable kindergarten children will be as they
got older is physical activity. They note that children on average are just not physically active enough.
In Cumberland/South Courtenay, for instance, they consider that about 25% of children are vulnerable
on the physical scale. (HELP, 2014) As we note in our 2009 report, most BC adolescents are at a healthy
weight, a significant percentage (22% of males and 12% of females) are overweight or obese and 5% are
underweight. This is not good news.
Related indicators: Food security

5.11 Number of Health Professionals (+)
A new development in the regulation of health professionals in British Columbia was announced recently.
It notes that: “British Columbia’s 26 regulated health professions, governed by 22 colleges under the Health
Professions Act, and one under the Social Workers Act, have incorporated under the Society Act to become
the Health Profession Regulators of BC Society.” ( BC Health Regulators, 2014) On the Health Professionals
of BC Society’s website one can find a list of all the regulatory colleges in the province. On each of their
individual webpages are lists of all registered members in the province, where they live and what they
practice. This is a great new resource for anyone looking for a health professional in their community. We
counted up the numbers and this is what we found. The Comox Valley has at least 109 general and family
practicing physicians, 9 psychiatrists, 3 urologists, 3 ophthalmologists, 8 internal specialists, 8 emergency
doctors, 1 paediatrician. St. Joseph’s hospital reports that there are 150 doctors working there some only on
site and others with privileges.
From what we can tell from looking at the BC Health Regulators website, there are 3 practicing dentists in
Cumberland, 16 in Comox and 18 in Courtenay. There seems to be only 1 orthodontist but there is also a
specialist in oral and maxillofacial surgery. There are 34 dental hygienists in the Valley and 2 denturists.
If you are on the lookout for the services of any health professional this new website is invaluable: http://
www.bchealthregulators.ca/.

Nine midwives practice in the Valley according to the College of Midwives of British Columbia website
working out of two clinics, one in Courtenay, Comox Valley Midwifery with 5 midwives and another in
Comox, Plum Midwifery, with 4 midwives. In our 2009 Quality of Life report we noted that there were 334
nurses employed at St. Joseph’s Hospital. The hospital’s strategic plan for 2011 notes that 314 registered
nurses worked at the hospital. According to the Hospital’s 2013 annual report, 1078 people work at St.
Joseph’s Hospital including doctors, registered nurses, licensed practical nurses and student nurses. A
number of nurses (over 200 according to our last report) also work at clinics in the Valley including the
Comox Valley Nursing Centre. (St. Joseph’s Hospital, 2013) See more on St. Joseph’s Hospital below in 5.14.

5.12 Number of Physicians Accepting New Patients (+)

The BC Health Professionals Regulators website noted above provides information on which family and
general practitioners are accepting new patients, but Comox Valley physicians have come together to form
the Comox Valley Division of Family Practice. (CV Family Practice, 2013) On the Division’s website23 you
will find an up-to-date list of physicians accepting new patients. According to the website, at this moment
there are 5 physicians accepting new patients in the Valley. (CV Family Practice, 2013)

23

https://www.divisionsbc.ca/comox/home
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5.13 Number of Walk-in Clinics (+)
Our 2009 report noted that there were 2 ‘walk-in’ clinics in the Comox Valley, one on Cliffe Avenue in the
Safeway Plaza and the other in the Washington Plaza over the Superstore. It seems that there are now 3
walk-in clinics24 in the Valley and 13 overall. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 54) The Crown Isle Medical Clinic is now
open at the new Crown Isle Shopping Centre in East
Courtenay.

5.14 Hospital Use (=/+)

In our 2009 report (CVSPS, 2009, p. 55) we noted that
St. Joseph’s Hospital is autonomous and is owned by the
Bishop of Victoria. It is affiliated with Island Health (VIHA)
and is contracted to provide regional acute care services,
complex care and a number of day and outreach programs.
The hospital was accredited in 2007 and again in 2013.
(St. Joseph’s Hospital, 2013). The hospital has an open
(24/7) emergency department with 8 physicians on staff
with a range of diagnostic imaging tools. As noted earlier,
St. Joseph’s Hospital’s 2013 annual report states that the
hospital has a staff of 1078 people. The staff includes
150 doctors and, from the 2011 strategic plan, 314 registered nurses, 564 support staff (HEU) and 166
paramedical staff. (St. Joseph’s Hospital, 2011) That’s 20 fewer nurses than we reported in 2009, 19 fewer
support staff and about the same number of paramedical staff. Operating with fewer staff has not meant a
reduction in services. Table 5.1 outlines the more significant parts of the hospital’s operational profile taken
from the 2011 strategic plan.
Table 5.1 St. Joseph’s General Hospital Operational Profile
Inpatient Activity

06/07

07/08

08/09

09/10

10/11 Projected

Inpatient days acute

34,094

35,806

35,523

35,671

37,658

Admissions Total

6,214

6,266

5,947

5,918

6,229

Residential
Total

Births Newborn

Ambulatory Activity

Emergency Room Visits
Visits/Day

45,341
79,435
562

22,990
63

45,599
81,405
666

24,018
66

45,409
80,932
592

23,919
66

Source: Modified Table from Appendix 4: St. Joseph’s Hospital 2011 Strategic Plan

45,150
80,821
636

24,484
67

45,288
82,946
624

24,582
67

The numbers are quite consistent over time. Our 2009 report contained the same table but only from
2004/05 to 2008/09 (projected). The actual numbers in 08/09 are slightly lower than the projected
numbers for the same fiscal year, but the difference is not statistically significant. In 05/06 there were only
60 ER visits a day on average, the lowest number on the 2009 table. The 2012/2013 operating budget was
$82.2 million. (St. Joseph’s Hospital, 2013) In 2007/08 it was $65.3 million and that was a record at the
time. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 55)
The Cumberland Health Centre is attached to the Cumberland Lodge, a subsidized senior’s residence with
66 units and features an Adult Day Program, retail Pharmacy, Renal Dialysis Unit, Library, Hair salon,
Meeting room, Laboratory, and a Private Surgical Day Care Suite. See the Island Health website for more
information: http://www.viha.ca/hcc/residential/locations/cumberland_lodge.htm

24

The Comox Valley Medical Clinic at 3199 Cliffe Avenue at the entrance to Walmart has an advertisement in
the Echo’s Health and Wellness Directory 2013 advertizing urgent and walk in care.
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5.15 Community and Family Care (=)
In 2009 we reported that Community Care was a part of the Health Protection Division of the Ministry
of Health. From its website, it seems that Home and Community Care (as it’s now called) is part of Island
Health. (Island Health, 2014) It offers many services including an acquired brain injury program, adult day
services, case management, choice of supports for independent living, community nutrition, convalescent
care, equipment and supplies, health services for community living, home care nursing, home health
monitoring, home support, hospice, palliative and end-of-life care, physiotherapy and occupational therapy,
respite care, seniors at risk integrated health network and social work. It also refers people to other Island
Health services especially related to housing. Except for administers and support personnel, the staff works
mainly out in the community.

5.16 Loss of Work Days Due to Injury (-/+)

April 28th has been designated as a day of mourning for the workers who have lost their lives on the job in
the past year. In 2013, 128 workers lost their lives on the job in BC. (Work Safe BC, 2014) In BC there were
29 million days lost from injury. There were 1,320 claims in the Comox-Strathcona Regional District (Work
Safe BC, 2013), down from the 1,620 reported in 2007.25 (CVSPS, 2009, p. 56) However, the $40,819,000
paid in short-term, long-term and fatal claims is substantially higher than the $30,020,000 we reported
in 2009 for 2006. Injuries and deaths on the job, often preventable, cause a lot of personal hardship and
negatively impact the quality of life for all of us.

5.17 Hospice and Palliative Care – End-of-Life Care (n)

With the aging population in the Comox Valley, hospice and palliative care are becoming more and
more important. It’s not true that hospice and palliative care are reserved for the elderly but the greater
number of elderly will put added pressure on the health care system, particularly on end-of life-care. The
construction of a new hospital in Courtenay scheduled for completion by the fall of 2017 will create the
possibility of re-focusing St. Joseph’s Hospital partly for hospice and palliative care. Hopes are high. The
Comox Valley Hospice Society has been in existence for 25 years and offers many end-of-life services.26 They
include assistance with care co-ordination, one-to-one companioning, respite, vigil services, after-hours
support, a bed-loan program, support groups and counseling, among others. (Comox Valley Hospice Society,
no date) “Over 1,000 local residents use the Comox Valley’s Hospice services every year and the society
relies on the generosity of local businesses and individuals to fund those services.” (Comox Valley Record,
2014)
To summarize this section of the report, it’s important to note that on most indicators the Comox Valley has
excellent health services. There’s always room for improvement, but we have low infant mortality rates,
very low incidences of infant death, lower than average suicide rates, healthy birth weights, high breast
feeding rates, a great hospital, good mental health and addictions services, and crisis support services.
People are getting heavier on average, but as long as that’s good for the GDP there is little likelihood that
anything will change on that front. We would have to radically change our eating habits, and in the process
put a number of corporations out of business, to effect meaningful change in our diets.
Related indicators: Food security, education, population

25

Work Safe BC is still using the 2006 census divisions in its calculations. There are no data specific to the Comox Valley Regional District.
26
Comox Valley Hospice Society: http://comoxhospice.com/

68

Comox Valley 2014 Quality of Life Report

6. Education
Broadly speaking, an educated and trained population is essential to community well-being. When the type
and level of education matches a person’s capabilities and capacities quality of life for that person is high.
When the population is educated and trained for the needs of the community that has a positive impact
on all of us. Public school education is mandatory in this province but not post-secondary education. It’s
not free either. If the appropriate post-secondary education is denied a person for reasons of poverty,
discrimination or a combination of social disadvantages the end result is an unfulfilled, possibly resentful,
individual and a community collectively poorer for it.

Not unlike the health section of this report, this section
could go in so many ways. Measuring the effects of
education on the quality of life is not always easy.
Organizations measure things in various ways, using
different indicators, but hope for the same results. The
Federation of Canadian Municipalities, for example, uses
5 indicators in its education section of its quality of life
report: student/educator ratio, high school graduation
rates, level of educational achieved, literacy and public
library usage. (FCM, 2013) These indicators are not hard
to measure and they are readily available. In fact, we
use them in this report. The Canadian Index of Wellness
uses education in its calculation of its quality of life index
but it uses 8 indicators including childcare spaces, child
development (using scales in 5 domains), the ratio of students and educators, an average of 5 emotional
competency scores for 12 and 13 year olds, basic knowledge and skills index for 13 to 15 year olds,
percentages on Programme International Students Assessment, percent of 20-24 year olds completing high
school and the percentage of 25-64 year olds with a university degree. Other indices of wellness of quality
of life use roughly the same indicators, but there are variations.

In this report we make a number of changes from our 2009 report by reporting on class sizes rather than
on student/educator ratios, eliminating the section on francophone programs in the province but we
do assess the success of local programs, and add a number of performance indicators. An article called
Measuring Quality of Life tackles the issue of how to use various indicators to measure quality of life for
Europeans in particular but the measurement scheme is globally applicable. It includes only 2 indicators: “…
for education…only the lack of a diploma and recent vocational training were measured, whereas we could
envisage, if this work were extended in future, including a measure of people’s competencies (in written
and oral comprehension and numeracy).” (Albouy, 2010, p. 6) The assumption in this article is that if a
person does not have a diploma, degree or vocational training of some sort, their quality of life must be
diminished. That may or may not be so in all cases. However, we do know that there is a close connection
between income and education. As Statistics Canada notes:
High-income Canadians tended to be highly educated. Over two thirds (67.1%) of the top 1% had
attained a university degree compared to 54.6% of the top 5%, 50.3% of the top 10% and 20.9% of
all Canadians aged 15 and over. (Stats Can, 2011c)

We also know that Canadians in general who don’t have a high school diploma have a 55% employment
rate, while individuals with some post-secondary credential have an 82% employment rate. (Stats Can,
2013b) So, there is a close connection between education and personal economic wellbeing, however we
look at it.
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To start, we address the educational attainment of residents of the Comox Valley compared to the Cowichan
Valley and the rest of British Columbia but also place our local performance in the context of Canada as a
whole and OECD countries.

6.1 Educational Attainment (id)

In January 2014, Statistics Canada released a study: Education Indicators in Canada: An international
perspective, 2013. It notes that about 90% of Canadians 25-64 had completed high school in 2011. That’s
higher than most OECD countries. BC, it reports, had a 92% completion rate. The Comox Valley is definitely
in this range too although a bit lower than BC’s average. BC and the Comox Valley also reflect the OECD and
Canadian picture when it comes to residents (25 to 65 years of age) completing a post-secondary education
in 2011 at 64%. Unlike most OECD countries Canada has an extensive college system so there will be more
people with college credentials, including university level AA (Associate Arts) 2 year degrees, as well as
technology, fine arts, business and science degrees. (Stats Can, 2013b) As an aside, BC’s college system is
actually modeled on California’s and is different than Saskatchewan’s for example with more university
level academic courses on offer. The Comox Valley is pretty much in line with BC, Canada and the OECD
countries on the major education indicators.
Table 6 below is complex and contains a great deal of information. It contains data for the Comox Valley
Regional District alone. The data for the Cowichan Valley and the province of BC as a whole are in Appendix
2 for your reference. The top part of the table considers residents of the Valley 25 to 64 years of age, the
working years.
The totals in the first column and their accompanying percentages in the next column show that 63.3 %
of the residents of the Valley 25 to 64 years old have some kind of post-secondary credential. That leaves
37.7% with grade 12 or less. Some 3,525 residents have no credential at all. Of the residents with some
post-secondary education or training, 15.3% have an apprenticeship or trade certificate or diploma. These
are mostly men (68.8%). Just 6.8% have a Master’s degree or doctorate of some kind.
Comparing males and females, men and women, on this table it’s clear that women are much more
likely to get some form of education and training than men. That’s not just the case for the Comox Valley,
that’s true for the whole province (see appendix 2) and in the Cowichan Valley. In every category except
apprenticeships and vocational training, women in the Comox Valley are better educated than their male
counterparts. That doesn’t mean they make more money as we shall see in section 11 of this report.

In the bottom half of this table, we consider what people have studied in their post-secondary experience.
This is for the total population of the Valley 15 years and over so the top and bottom part of this table are
not comparable. Considering this population, it seems that women outnumber men in the Valley by about
2,000 individuals. About 45% of people aged 15 and over don’t have any post-secondary credential at
all, but we shouldn’t expect 15 year olds to have gone to university or college. Still, the data in this table
are relevant because it may be that people who are retired still use their credentials and expertise in
volunteer work. To start with, the table considers broad areas of employment rather than specific jobs.
So, for example, in the health and related fields, only 15.1% of the 5,175 individuals in category are men,
and 84.9% women. Without looking at the data more closely, it seems likely that the men in this category
trained more frequently as doctors and the women as nurses. There are a few other glaring comparisons
to be made looking at this table. What is it about architecture, engineering and related fields that attract so
few women whereas over 70% or teachers are women? The only category with any kind of gender balance
seems to be in the physical and life sciences and technologies but there’s no indication from this table just
what jobs fit into this category. If you are curious about that information, check this source: (Stats Can,
2011d) or use the link in the footnote below.27

27

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/12-590-x/12-590-x2012001-eng.pdf
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Table 6: Educational Attainment in the Comox Valley Regional District, 2011
Total

♂*

#

%

Total population aged 25 to 64 years by highest
certificate, diploma or degree

34,055
3,525

10.4

Post-secondary certificate, diploma or degree

8,965

21,560
5,225

26.3

8,325

24.4

No certificate, diploma or degree
High school diploma or equivalent

Apprenticeship or trades certificate or diploma
College, CEGEP or other non-university certificate of diploma

University certificate or diploma below Bachelor
level
University certificate at Bachelor level or above
Bachelor’s degree

University certificate, diploma or degree above
Bachelor level

Total population aged 15 years and over by major field of study
No postsecondary certificate, diploma or
degree

1,685

#

%

2,065

58.6

1,460

63.3

9,925

46.0

11,635

3,595

37.0

1,630

55.9

3,080

68.8

5,010

54.0

15.3

44.1

18,100

41.4

3,955

46.9

5,240

31.2
62.9

4.9

550

18.6

2,700

2,315

6.8

1,020

53,430

#

15,950

6,325
4,010

%

♀*5

11.8

1,685

25,665

32.6
42.7
42.0
44.1
48

1,135
3,625
2,330
1,300
27,765

53

67.4
57.3
58.1
56.2
52

24,050

45.0

11,475

47.7

12,580

52.3

Education

2,795

5.2

835

29.9

1,960

70.1

Humanities

1,280

2.4

460

35.9

820

64.1

Visual and performing arts, communications
technology
Social and behavioural sciences and law

Business management and public admin.

Physical and life sciences and technologies

Mathematic, computer and information services

1,030
2,335
4,895
1,075
480

1.9
4.4

380
770

9.2

1,400

2.0
0.9

545
280

Architecture, engineering and related technologies

6,790

12.7

6,500

Agriculture, natural resources and conservation

1,040

1.9

680

Health and related fields

5,175

9.7

780

36.9

650

33.0

1,565

58.3

200

28.6
50.7
95.7
65.4
15.1

Personal, protective and transportation services
2,490
4.7
1,555
62.4
Source: Statistics Canada, National Housing Survey Community Profiles (Stats Can, 2011b)

3,495
530
290
360

4,395
930

63.1
67.0
71.4
49.3
41.7
4.3

34.6
84.9
37.3

In summary, it seems that the Comox Valley pretty much mirrors the province in the broad distribution of
credentials in the labour force and in the categories of employment. Looking at the table above and those in
appendix 2 and it seems that the labour force in the Comox Valley is more ‘gendered’ than in the province as
a whole in terms of education. Women are certainly better educated than their male counterparts, but how
this affects their quality of life is uncertain. Now, let’s consider public education.
Related indicators: Incomes, income security
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6.1 Class sizes (n)
It’s generally agreed that the number of students in a classroom per teacher will have an impact on the
quality of schooling. The ratio of educators to students is often used as an indicator of the quality of
learning in the classroom. For this report we move away from the broadly based student/educator ratio
to class size as one indicator of quality of education in the kindergarten to grade 12 system. It also has
its drawbacks as an indicator of quality of learning given that some students in a class may have special
needs and the presence or not of an educational assistant will make a significant difference to the quality
of learning in the classroom. There is also the issue of the quantity and quality of classroom resources and
ancillary support services. That said, there are ‘objective’ indicators of how well students are doing and we
discuss those below. But, first, class sizes.
Table 6.1:Class Sizes Comox Valley School District 71 and BC Averages
Kindergarten

School Year

SD 71

2009-2010

18.5

2007-2008
2008-2009
2010-2011
2011-2012
2012-2013

BC

SD 71

17.8

20.7

17.6

17.4

18.8

18.3

17.7
18.8
19.8

Grade 1-3

17.7
18.5
19

BC

SD 71

20.7

26.6

20.9

20.4

20.8

20.7

20.4
20.9
21.4

Grade 4-7

20.6
20.6
21.1

BC

SD 71

26

25.6

25.4

25.8

24.5

25.9

26.2
25.9
26.1

Grade 8-12

25.8
25.9
25.4

2013-2014
19
19.3
21.6
21.5
24.1
25.7
Source: BC Ministry of Education, Provincial Reports, Class Size Summaries

BC

25.7

24.4

25.3

25.1

24.2
25.2
24.7
24.2

24.4
24.8
25

23.3
23

Across the board, School District 71 is very close to the provincial average for class sizes. That’s not true for
all school districts in the province. For example, in 2013-2014, the range is from 11.3 on the Central Coast
for grades 8-12 and 26.1 in Nanaimo-Ladysmith for all 60 reporting school districts (public schools only).
Class sizes seem to be increasing for kindergarten and grades 1-3 but decreasing moderately for the other
grades. The Ministry of Education considers all but 5 school districts in the province to be under capacity,
including SD 71 at 10% under capacity. Some of the remote, sparsely populated districts are as much as
60% under capacity. The Conseil Scolaire Francophone (SD 93) is considered to be 20% over utilized as are
some of the fastest growing districts in the province like Surrey (+1%) and Sooke (+5%) (BC Ministry of
Education, 2013c)

6.2 High School Graduation Rates (=)

Table 6.2 addresses graduation rates (as a percentages of those enrolled) in 6 BC school districts, including
the Comox Valley. The BC Ministry of Education collects a lot of data from the school districts. The key
summary report runs to over 100 pages. Obviously graduation rates are important to any school district
but looking at the provincial statistics overall it’s difficult to escape the conclusion that social factors have
a great deal to do with how successful students are and how many manage to graduate. The provincial
graduation rate is around 80%. Cowichan, Qualicum and Campbell River are close to that. Alberni and the
Comox Valley are below by 16% and 10% respectively. There is no obvious reason why this is the case in
the Comox Valley. Fort Nelson is an aberration; it has few graduates, but reports huge improvements in the
last 4 years or so.
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Table 6.2: Graduation Rates in Various School Districts
District

2008/2009
♂

♀

069 Qualicum

70

78

072 Campbell River

70

79

070 Alberni

071 Comox Valley

079 Cowichan Valley

60
64
66

66
71
74

2009/2010
♂

♀

74

76

78

75

75

84

Total
63
67
70

60
71
71

69

♂

♀

77

78

79

79

78

86

Total

71
79

2010/2011

64
71
75

57
67
74

71
72
81

Total

*6

79

430

82

551

64
70
78

081 Fort Nelson
63
79
71
48
74
61
91
99
95
Source: BC Ministry of Education, Provincial Reports, 2008 to 2011 (BC Ministry of Education, 2014)

361
954
704
77

Table 6.3 shows that graduation rates for aboriginal students are lower than for other grads, but we’ll
come to those again in a special section of this report called the Aboriginal Report Card. French Immersion
Students generally graduate at a higher rate than their fellow students although at 75% in the Comox Valley
that’s substantially lower than the provincial rate of 93% and the lowest of the districts in the table. English
as a Second Language Students (ESL) lag behind their fellow students in terms of graduation rates.
Table 6.3: Six-year Completion Rates7 for Aboriginal, ESL, and French Immersion Students, 2010/11
District

069 Qualicum
070 Alberni

071 Comox Valley

072 Campbell River
079 Cowichan
Valley

081 Fort Nelson

Aboriginal Students
♂
♀
Total

French Immersion
Total

Total

75

61

63

70

66

54

46

50

100

100

msk*

32
54
57

100

37
57
52
99

34
56
55

ESL

91
78
87

Source: BC Ministry of Education, Key Summary Reports (BC Ministry of Education, 2014)
*msk means ‘masked’ because the numbers are too small to report.

68
25
57
43

msk*

6.3 Foundation Skills Assessment (n)
The BC Ministry of Education monitors the skills of students on the basics of reading, writing and numeracy.
According to the FSA website: “The assessment is administered annually to Grade 4 and 7 students in public
and provincially funded independent schools.” (BC Ministry of Education, 2014).
Table 6.4 takes a broad picture of the skills of students in the Comox Valley 28 compared to other school
districts on the island, and BC. SD 71 is consistently behind the provincial average when it comes to
reading comprehension, writing and numeracy. We haven’t determined if these differences are statistically
significant, but they are consistent. When looking at the province as a whole, patterns emerge. West
Vancouver comes ahead or at the top in all categories whereas small, rural areas like the Stikine, Nisga’a,
and Central Coast always score the lowest. Across the table, it seems that the scores drop slightly from
grade 4 to grade 7.

28

For more FSA details for SD 71 see: http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/reports/pdfs/fsa/071.pdf
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Table 6.4: Foundation Skills Assessment, SDs 69, 70, 71, 72, BC, High and Low Scores
Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) 2010/11 (out of 100)
District

069 Qualicum
070 Alberni

071 Comox Valley

072 Campbell River
BC Average
High
Low

Reading
63
66
63
59
69
90
14

Grade 4

Grade 7

Writing

Numeracy

Reading

Writing

Numeracy

62

62

61

67

50

62
67
59
73
91
23

Source: BC Ministry of Education, Provincial Reports.

66
59
56
67
90
9

60
67
48
66
85
39

61
64
48
72
92
37

60
59
43
62
89
4

6.4 Access to Post-Secondary Education (id)
We know that access to post-secondary education is just a dream for many people. As we just observed
in 6.2, high school completion rates are a real barrier, although it’s true that colleges offer high school
equivalency courses to prepare people to enter the trades
even though they don’t have a Dogwood Certificate (what you
get when you complete grade 12 in this province). Upgrading
will be necessary for many young people hoping to get into
a college trade or vocational program. Colleges, of course,
offer a ‘bridge’ from high school to university. The point of
the BC college system is to provide open access to anyone
interested in learning and improving their credentials. North
Island College (NIC) offers two year programs that are part
of a university education but without the high fees incurred
by going to one of the ‘big’ universities in BC, or even one
of the new ones like Vancouver Island University, formerly
Malaspina College.

Still, a significant barrier to entering college is the cost.
Tuition fees at NIC are among the lowest in the province yet they go up every year by 2%, which is the
maximum the province allows. Part-time work is always an option to help pay for tuition, books and other
living expenses, but work interferes with study time and can lead to lower grades overall. Getting student
loans is also possible and more people in Canada are getting student loans than ever before. The Bank of
Montreal, in a recent survey reported that more than half of Canadian students are taking out student loans
to pay for their education, expecting to graduate with a $34,886 debt load in BC (BMO, 2013) which they
expect will take some 10 years to pay off. In BC, worry over their financial situation topped all other sources
of stress for students. Women were more stressed out than men partly because they incur more debt and
will take longer to pay it off.
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6.5 Literacy
Almost 600,000 working British Columbians — over one quarter of those currently employed — do not
have the literacy skills required to fully participate in a knowledge economy. Forty percent of youth aged 15
have insufficient reading skills and one student in five does not complete high school in the expected time.
Thirteen percent of people aged 25 to 64 have not completed high school. In order to build our workforce,
adults who may not have finished high school or who need to upgrade their skills must be given a second
chance at learning.29

Literacy means something very different in today’s digital world than it did in the resource-based economy
of British Columbia fifty years ago. Different skills and knowledge beyond print literacy are now required,
including oral communication, problem solving, analysis, computer use, working with others and numeracy.
Continuous learning is necessary to keep up with a rapidly changing world.
Literacy work extends beyond school and college classrooms. Community-based literacy organizations,
such as the public libraries, the Adult Learning Centre (ALC), Comox Valley Lifelong Learning Association
(CVLLA) etc. offer free and accessible programs and services that formal organizations do not. These nonformal learning programs are often gateways to more formalized learning and training opportunities.

In 2010 CVLLA assessed the need for increased literacy support for hard-to-reach families and for young
adults transitioning into the workplace, post-secondary education and into adulthood. The Family Literacy
Outreach Advisory Committee and the Essential Skills Partnership were created in response to this
identified need and they continue to advocate, support and create literacy programs and resources for
hard-to-reach families and young adults. The Adult Learning Centre continues to support adults in their
learning pursuits through one-to-one tutoring. The following is a description of the three recognized groups
(families, young adults, and adults) in our community that need support.30

Family Literacy Outreach Programs:
Investing in a parent’s or guardian’s learning is a direct investment in their children’s literacy abilities.
Family literacy outreach (FLO) programs focus on a child’s early learning development, parent-child
learning together, and adult education. A series of four FLO programs were offered in 2012-13 and were
supported by multiple community partners including Comox Valley Family Services, School District 71,
LUSH Valley, Creative Employment Access Society, North Island College, CVLLA and ALC.
Family literacy outreach also includes distributing books to families. In 2012/3, CVLLA distributed
over 1700 free books to families through family programs or through events such as Books for Treats
(Hallowe’en), Family Literacy Day (January 27th), and Aboriginal Day (June 21st). Access to books is of vital
importance for the development of children’s reading behaviour; hence our commitment to getting books in
the homes and hands of families.

29

in-bc/

30

Decoda Literacy Solutions http://decoda.ca/communities/how-you-can-help-support-community-literacy-

To read the SD#71 District Literacy Plans, the Comox Valley Community Literacy Plan, or for more information about Comox Valley Lifelong Learning Association, go to www.cvlifelonglearning.ca.
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Young Adults and Essential Skills
Young adults (aged 15-25) who have left the school system and who are un/underemployed require
community support and service in their educational and employment pursuits. The Young Adult Essential
Skills program connects young adults to employers, educational opportunities, and community supports.
Participants also work on their essential skills which include literacy and employability skills. The
Comox Valley Essential Skills Partnership successfully ran three programs between 2012 and 2013 with
resounding success. Most participants either became employed or enrolled in an educational program.

Adult Literacy
The Adult Learning Centre has been serving adults for 20 years to improve their literacy. The ALC offers
free one to one tutoring and mentoring for adults in need of assistance, from 19 years old to seniors. The
ALC offers specialized tutoring in a variety of subjects including math, reading, ESL, computer, basic skills
and support for students taking college courses. The ALC is also home to the English as a Second Language
Settlement Assistance Program.

6.6 Public Library Usage (+)
For many of us a good quality of life is dependent on the ability to access reading materials in the form of
books of all kinds, periodicals, reports and newspapers. However, public access to the internet in 1992 with
the first internet browser, Netscape, released a flood of possibilities for access to information. Libraries
have had to adapt to the new reality of the digital world and they have done so in admirable fashion.
Librarians have had to learn how to use computers for research and for access to audio-visual materials and
have had to learn how to teach people how to use computers too! The Vancouver Island Regional Library
continues to grow and much of that growth is in the provision of computer access to the internet and other
resources.
As we reported in 2009, there are 5 branches of the Vancouver Island Regional Library (VIRL) in the Comox
Valley: Comox, Courtenay, Cumberland, Hornby Island and Union Bay. The Cumberland branch celebrated
its move into a new facility in 2013. (VIRL, 2013) Libraries, it seems are more popular than ever. Systemwide, VIRL offers 3,760 programs attended by 73,502 people and 4,586 stories were read. People are
still attracted to print materials like books and periodicals, but there’s more and more use of computers
in library branches to the point where in 2013 there were 340,053 public computer sessions VIRL wide.
The 2012 VIRL Annual Report notes that there was a 73% rise in eBooks downloaded and a 42% rise in
connections to the library’s high-speed wireless service. (VIRL, 2013a) (See Table 6.5)
Given the greater use of computers in our libraries, we have modified our approach for this report. We
still report 2013 numbers on circulation (but break it down to physical items and eLibrary items). The
library no longer reports numbers of reference items, at least not in the profiles we have access to, but it
does report the number of public computer sessions, the number of eLibrary downloads and the number
of hours public computers are used. We also report on literacy station sessions and the number of library
visitors. VIRL has 188 public access computers in all of its branches.

According to the VIRL in 2013 its members downloaded 996,668 books from the eLibrary (a 15% increase
from 2012) but physical circulation also remained high at 4,320,637. (VIRL, 2014)
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Table 6.5: Profile of Comox Valley Branches of the Vancouver Island Regional Library 2014

Comox

Courtenay

Cumberland

Collection
Size

Physical
Circulation

11,534

36,297

35,697
72,988

Hornby Island 8,173

199,881
411,694
40,283

Union Bay
4,347
10,101
Source: Vancouver Island Regional Library

eLibrary

Total Circulation

Computer
Sessions

Literacy
Station
Sessions

Internet
Stations Library
Hours Used Visitors

8,373

44,670

2,492

773

841

46,108
94,968
9,292
2,330

245,989
506,662
49,575
12,431

9,474

39,122
951
156

1,669
4,706
n/a
n/a

3,851

101,894

352

16,498

16,064
47

266,502
25,353
5,315

Libraries provide an invaluable service for people in all communities, but they are especially important for
people who cannot afford a home computer or buy books. We feel that the libraries in our region contribute
greatly to the quality of life for all of us.

6.8 Early Development Instrument (EDI) (+)

We included a section on EDI in our 2009 report even though it had not been part of our 2004 or 2002
reports. The use of the EDI as a tool to accumulate evidence for policy development is unprecedented
so we felt we had to include it in our report. The Early Development Instrument (EDI) is an assessment
tool produced and administered by a research team at UBC called the Human Early Learning Partnership
(HELP). It “measures the developmental health of five-year olds as they enter kindergarten.” (CVSPS, 2009,
p. 66) This team has data on 2000 Canadian neighbourhoods many of them in British Columbia. “Research
on early child development confirms that children with little or no access to environments that nurture
their development will face more lifelong challenges in their health and wellbeing.” (CVSPS, 2009, p. 66)
The EDI measures a child’s development in five areas or domains:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Physical health and wellbeing
Social competence
Emotional maturity
Language and cognitive skills
Communication skills and general knowledge. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 66)

In our last report we provided information on Waves 1 and 2 of the administration of the EDI. The EDI has
now been administered in a fifth Wave. EDI Wave 5 happened in the 2011/12 and 2012/13 school years. It
included data on 1005 children. Kindergarten teachers fill out the questionnaire (104 questions) on each of
their students in February. The results, however, are not used to evaluate individual students, but to assess
population-based vulnerabilities. (HELP, 2014)
We included in our 2009 report data from the SES (Socio-Economic Status) Mapping Package for SD 71
which was also put together by HELP. Based on data from Statistics Canada taxfiler data and available on
a neighbourhood basis, this information tells us a lot about where poor families and lone parent families
live, parental education, access to good quality child care, etc. In fact, our report focused mainly on these
data in 2009. This report focuses more in the results from Waves 2, 3, 4 and 5 of the EDI for the Comox
Valley. This is not to say that socio-economic status is not important, but the EDI results can tell us a lot
about the social conditions in which children grow up. The results for the Comox Valley tell us a lot about
the distribution of wealth and resources in the Valley. There seems to be a ‘geography of opportunity’ in the
province as a whole but also in the Comox Valley. This is not unexpected of course. It’s clear on the basis of
simple observation that there are concentrations of large homes with relatively wealthy people inhabiting
them in some areas (especially in Comox and Area B), and other areas with concentrations of relatively
cheaper homes with lower income people in them. The old cliché about living on the ‘wrong side of the
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tracks’ is almost virtually true in the Valley. What’s less obvious is that over 38% of children are considered
vulnerable according to the research by HELP. (HELP, 2014) That’s significantly higher than the provincial
average of 32.5. The vulnerability rate has risen slowly in the Valley since the first Wave of research 10
years ago. We conclude in 2009 that there have been some fairly significant movements of lone parent
and low-income families in the Valley over the years. The lack of affordable housing has to be a major
push factor in figuring out why people move but there are pull factors too like access to services, schools,
daycare, work, etc. Given that we live in a society that prides itself on equal opportunity, it seems that some
neighbourhoods are more equal than others in preparing children for the future.

6.9 Aboriginal Report Card (n)

The BC Ministry of Education collects numerous statistics on schools, children and teachers,
administrations, special educational programs and aboriginal children among others. Performance on
Ministry-driven tests is front and centre in many of these reports while districts are made to report
extensively on finances, resources, class sizes and many other indicators. Graduation rates, exam
performance rates and participation rates are all included. A special Aboriginal Report Card for the province
as a whole and for each district is released for every school year. (BC Ministry of Education, 2013a). The
following compares School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) (BC Ministry of Education, 2013b) with School
District 71 (Comox Valley). (BC Ministry of Education, 2013a)
Students are measured on foundation skills, exam completion,
high school completion rates, scholarships and awards and the
...results show conclusively
education experience of children in care. The report also contains
the results of a satisfaction survey. In 2002-3, both of these districts that aboriginal children do
had a total student population of just over 10,000. By 2012-13
not perform as well as nonthere were 7906 students in SD 79 and 9877 in SD 71 meaning that
aboriginal children across
SD 79 lost over a thousand more students in that period than SD
the board except that in
71. SD 79 in 2012-13 had 1602 aboriginal students, 20.3% of the
student body whereas SD 71 had 1320 aboriginal students, 13.4% SD 71 they do not lag as
of the student body. Strangely enough, aboriginal female students
far behind as in SD 79 and
outnumber male students in SD 79 by about 100 whereas the
we can report that in some
reverse is true in SD 71 where male students outnumber females
significant ways things are
by about 40 students. In 2012-13, many aboriginal students in
SD 79 lived on reserve, 691 to 951 off reserve. In SD71 only a tiny
improving or the trend is in
number of students (16) lived on reserve of the 1304 aboriginal
the right direction...
students in the district. That’s a very significant difference between
the two regional districts. It’s worth checking out the aboriginal
report cards for school districts in the province and comparing
them. We won’t compare aboriginal and non-aboriginal students in each district on all indicators, but we
can say that there are generally more aboriginal students in special needs classes than aboriginal students
except in the case of gifted students. In terms of foundational skills in reading, in grade 4, about 60% of
aboriginal and non-aboriginal students in both districts are meeting expectations except in SD 79 where
only 42% of students are meeting expectations. Very few aboriginal students exceed expectations in
either district. In terms of writing skills in grade 4, aboriginal students lag behind their non-aboriginal
counterparts although all students in SD 71 do significantly better than the students in SD 79. In SD 79 only
34% of aboriginal students in grade 4 in 2012-13 met expectations as far as numeracy skills are concerned.
In SD 71 it was 53%. For non-aboriginal students it was 58% and 63% respectively. So aboriginal students
in SD71 weren’t that far behind their non-aboriginal counterparts in SD 79 and 10 percentage points
behind non-aboriginal students in SD 71.
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Unfortunately, when they get to grade 7 we see a serious drop in reading skills for aboriginal students in
SD 79 where only 24% of them are meeting expectations. Aboriginal children in SD 71 are holding their
own. In terms of writing skills, the situation is not much different than for reading skills with aboriginal
students in SD 71 performing close to their non-aboriginal counterparts in SD 79 although significantly
behind their peers in SD 71. Nobody does well in grade 7 on average on numeracy skills although
aboriginal children in SD 79 drop down to 21% meeting expectations. All non-aboriginal students and
aboriginal students in SD 71 hover around 50% meeting expectations. Only 3% exceed expectations in SD
71 and 79 for non-aboriginal students and no aboriginal students do.
We could go on, but results show conclusively that aboriginal children do not perform as well as nonaboriginal children across the board except that in SD 71 they do not lag as far behind as in SD 79 and we
can report that in some significant ways things are improving or the trend is in the right direction as is
evident in Table 6.6.
Table 6.6 High School Completion Rates in SD 71

Six-Year Completion Rate* (Aboriginal Status And Gender)
Aboriginal

School Year

All

Students
%

Non-Aboriginal

♀

♂

%

%

All

Students
%

♀

♂

%

%

2008/09

42

47

35

71

75

67

2011/12

73

78

68

77

77

78

2009/10
2010/11
2012/13

56
56
67

63
57
62

50
54
72

Source: BC Ministry of Education, District Reports.

73
72
76

73
74
79

74
69
72

Females, both aboriginal and non-aboriginal outperform their brothers on many measures since 2008 but
in terms of the six-year completion rate in the 2012/13 school year aboriginal male students outperformed
their female counterparts.
As students complete grade 12 and contemplate post-secondary education, many choose to attend a
community college. In SD 71, for those students who graduated in 2007-08, more aboriginal students
than non-aboriginal decided to attend college over the next 6 years starting with 31.9% in 2008-09 when
27.8% of non-aboriginals chose college. It was our bet that many more non-aboriginal grads end up at
university than aboriginal grads. The numbers bear us out. (BC Ministry of Education, 2013a) (BC Ministry
of Education, 2013b)

The last thing we want to consider in this section of the report is the satisfaction survey. Not surprisingly,
children in grades 3 and 4 are much more satisfied with their school experience than their older
counterparts. This holds true for both SD 71 and 79. There seems to be a consistent downward curve in
satisfaction measures as students get older. One question that got our attention is the one in Table 6.7. It
seems that grade 10 students are not confident that school is preparing them for a job in the future, nor
are they satisfied that school is preparing them adequately for post-secondary education. (Table 6.8) Many
factors may go into this dissatisfaction but it’s worth exploring further. On the satisfaction survey, aboriginal
students are marginally less satisfied across the board on both SD 71 and 79 although they are less satisfied
in SD 79 than in SD 71. Their sense of satisfaction on these two questions does not improve as they get to
grade 12.
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Table 6.7: SD 71 Grade 10 student survey about preparation for future job
Are you satisfied that
school is preparing you
for a job in the future?

School
Year

Aboriginal
Respondents
#

All of the time
or many times
#

%

Non-aboriginal
Respondents
#

All of the time or many
times
#

%

2008/09

89

30

34

508

251

49

2011/12

56

19

34

362

131

36

2009/10

75

2010/11

64

2012/13

Source: BC Ministry of Education, Reports

67

23
28
22

31

544

44

447

33

385

215
160
133

40
36
35

Table 6.8: SD 71 Grade 10 student survey about preparation for post-secondary education
Are you satisfied that
school is preparing
you for post-secondary
education (for example, college, university,
trade school)?

School
Year

Aboriginal
Respondents
#

All of the time
or many times
#

%

Non-aboriginal
Respondents
#

All of the time or many
times
#

%

2008/09

89

40

45

503

261

52

2011/12

58

26

45

359

165

46

2009/10
2010/11
2012/13

Source: BC Ministry of Education, Reports

74
64
65

33
24
29

45
38
45

Related indicators: income, income security, population, health

539
446
388

261
202
187

48
45
48

So, educational attainment hasn’t changed much in the province or the Valley in recent years. The
educational system is still ‘gendered’ and the distribution of credentials still reflects that. The EDI data are
disturbing but not surprising given that we live in a world with unequal distribution of wealth and privilege.
The fact remains that many kindergarten children, otherwise very capable children, are disadvantaged
for reasons beyond their control or the control of their parents for that matter. Many will carry their
disadvantage into their later years. That is true for First Nations students in general. Of course there will
always be exceptions to the rule but that doesn’t negate the rule. Students don’t seem particularly confident
that the school system is preparing them for work or for future study. That may be just a question of youth
angst, but the percentages are disturbing. School district 71 students are not performing to provincial
averages even though they may be performing better than in other areas of the island. Food for thought.
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7. Arts, Culture, Sports and Recreation
In our 2009 Quality of Life report we did not include sports as a quality of life indicator. We could use
physical activity in this section as an indicator or in the health section and that might be even more
appropriate but difficult to measure. We do peek into the physical activity of kindergarten children in the
Education domain under the EDI indicator. However we think about it or classify it, it’s really important for
a good quality of life.
We believe that a rich variety of arts, cultural, sports and recreational activities happen in the Valley all
the time and that our facilities are excellent with some exceptions. For instance, the Curling Club would
like a new facility because the existing one is old and structurally inadequate. Still, local governments have
worked hard to provide recreational and sports facilities for everyone and their programming is striving to
be inclusive.

7.1 Arts and Culture (=)

In our 2009 report we published a one-off report by Hill Strategies Research (2009) tabulating the number
of artists in BC and their average earnings. Those data were taken from the 2006 census. They found that
there were 25,890 artists in BC in 2006 with average annual earnings of $21,069. We cannot update those
numbers. However, we can report, based on the 2011 National Housing Survey that there were 78,568
people occupied in the arts, culture, sports and recreation in BC in 2011, that’s 3.2% of the labour force. At
1,085 individuals, that’s 3.5% of the labour force in the Comox Valley. (Stats Can, 2011b)
In terms of organizations and facilities, things have not changed much since our last report. It’s inevitable
that non-profit organizations in the arts come and go, but in the Valley they seem to hang on with a few
exceptions.

We have five museums in the Valley, the Courtenay & District Museum and Paleontology Centre with
its famous elasmosaurus exhibit, the Comox Air Force Museum and Heritage Park, the Cumberland
Museum and Archives, the Comox Archives and Museum and the Nim-Nim Interpretive Centre close to the
Condensory Bridge on the Puntledge River.

The Comox Valley Community Arts Council promotes and supports arts in the Valley and for years operated
the Muir Gallery on Anderton Avenue in Courtenay. Over the years many wonderful (juried) shows have
taken place at the Muir featuring many local artists and North Island College art students have often
exhibited their work there. The Muir Gallery is no more, but there is optimism that a new home will be
found for the Arts Council.
The Comox Valley Centre for the Arts is a city owned
property. It rose from the reconstructed old fire hall on
Duncan Avenue in Courtenay in 2005. The main floor
houses the Comox Valley Art Gallery with its three
exhibition spaces and the shop. The ‘basement’ of the
Gallery houses the new video and audio production facility
where the Youth Media Project is located. A number of
community organizations have offices on the second floor.
The Comox Valley Economic Development Society is the
latest tenant to occupy the building.

Other visual arts exhibition venues include the Pearl Ellis
Gallery in Comox, the Corre Alice Gallery in Cumberland
and Art Alchemy in Courtenay. Potters have their own retail
outlet on the corner of Cliffe Avenue and Fifth Street called the Potters Place Gallery Shop and the I-hos
Gallery on Comox Road in Comox has a great selection of contemporary native art.
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The Sid Williams Theatre as the anchor for the performing arts in the Valley is operated by a non-profit
society but is owned by the City of Courtenay. Every year the North Island Festival of the Performing Arts is
held at ‘The Sid’ and the Old Church Theatre, another popular live production venue in Courtenay. A number
of performing arts organizations make their home in the Comox Valley. The Courtenay Little Theatre,
Cantiamo Chamber Ensemble, Co-Val Choristers, The North Island Choral Society and others we may have
missed. There are also dance studios in the Valley such as Pantuso Dance, Laurie Tinkler School of Dance,
Valley Dance Centre and Triple Heat Dance Academy of Performing Arts (formerly Gemini Dance Studio).
North Island College also offers a performance space in its 200 seat Stanley B. Hagen Theatre. All of these
organizations have either websites, blogs or Facebook pages that can be accessed by ‘googling’ them on any
internet browser.
Aside from the live theatre venues in the Valley there is the Rialto with 4 different theatres. Aside from
the regular fare of Hollywood movies, every year the Comox Valley Art Gallery (CVAG) holds its Toronto
International Film Festival series of films, films that would not otherwise be available in the Valley. The
CVAG offers season’s passes to the 6 films in the winter series.

A number of cultural events dot the calendar in any given year in the Valley. The most prominent ones are
the Vancouver Island Music Fest which attracts thousands of people to the Valley in July of every year, the
Filberg Festival in Comox in August is a big draw as is the World Community Film Festival usually held in
February. The Taiwanese Lantern Festival is held in February during the Chinese New Year celebrations
and for the third year now, Elevate the Arts has brought new life to downtown Courtenay with a series of
performances, shows and other activities in June. We cannot forget the always-popular Fall Fair, Nautical
Days, Heritage Fair, Cumberland Empire Days and the National Aboriginal Day celebrations. Add to that all
the live music offered in many venues in the Valley like the Waverly and Cumberland Hotels in Cumberland,
the Flying Canoe, and the Whistle Stop Pub and you’ll know there’s never a dull moment in the Valley.
Local governments, particularly the City of Courtenay and the Comox Valley Regional District are making
concerted efforts to stabilize funding for many arts and culture organizations in the Valley. The BC Arts
Council has also been active in funding organizations and programs in the Valley. The federal government
is also involved to some extent. It’s never easy to run an arts and culture non-profit organization, but we, in
the Valley, are doing as well or better than most other communities in BC of a similar size.

7.2 Sports and Recreation (id)

Both the Lewis Centre in Courtenay and the Comox
Recreation Centre have seen major renovations in the
last two or three years. Squash courts, gyms and fitness
centres in both facilities are excellent as is the range of
programs offered. Playing fields, tennis courts, outdoor
fitness areas and lots of urban walking opportunities
make this Valley a great place to stay fit. It’s true that not
all facilities are affordable for low-income people, but
enough are. It may be that for some people, a good pair of
walking shoes or hiking boots is all that they need to get
into more physical activity. That said, the City of Courtenay
offers Recreation Access coupon books for residents
who fall below Statistics Canada’s low-income threshold.
The CVRD has a similar program. There are recreation
programs designed specifically for people with special
needs. There’s even an indoor skate park at the Linc Centre opposite the Lewis Centre in Courtenay with
very affordable usage rates. The Evergreen Club provides all kinds of programs and services for elders in
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our community. Many organizations are involved in organized sports in the Valley using many playing fields
for baseball, soccer (and other field-based sports), hockey rinks, swimming pools, the curling rink and
recreation centres. CFB Comox has its own recreational facilities (19 Wing Comox Fitness and Community
Centre) including an arena, a pool, gyms and fitness centre.
Every year more and more information is available on the Internet about all the various sports and
recreation facilities and programs in the Valley, and yet most of the information is also still available in
print. Copies of the Comox Valley Recreation Reporter are available at recreation centres in the valley and
elsewhere too. They’re making it easier and easier to access information.31 Of course we would be remiss if
we failed to mention the great skiing in the Valley (most years) along with the growing interest in mountain
biking in Cumberland. Sailing has long been a summer activity in the Valley and there’s always a beach to
lounge on if it’s relaxation you’re looking for.

7.3 Parks and Public Spaces (+)

The Comox Valley Regional District adopted the Parks and Greenways Strategic Plan 2011-2030. (CVRD,
2013) As part of the strategic plan, the CVRD proposed to purchase a 27.8 hectare ribbon of land along
the old Wellington Collieries rail bed to establish a trail linking Cumberland to Royston just south of (and
paralleling) Royston Road. That trail is now secured and available for the public to enjoy. The CVRD also has
a great map available online of all the parks32 in the district. A very important park in the regional district is
Seal Bay Park.

Courtenay also has a great interactive map of its parks and greenways.33 The Courtenay Riverway is the
city’s most popular greenway and a major attraction for walkers, joggers, runners, cyclists and wheelchair
or ‘scooter’ bound residents. Lewis Park is a major sports facility and Simms Millenium Park across the
street invites people to stroll and gather for special events, like the recent Idle No More rallies and Winter
Bites Festival. The Rotary Clubs in the Valley have been busy. They funded and built the Sky Park on the
Courtenay Riverway for kids as well as a new children’s playground in the Cumberland Village Park (which
also has an off leash dog park, by the way). A great advantage of the Sky Park is that it’s accessible to
wheelchairs and scooters. Rotary has also built a great walking/cycling trail beside the railroad tracks in
Courtenay going from 5th Street to 21st Street with a planned extension to the Courtenay Parkway over the
next few years and they have built public amenities in Simms Park and in Comox, the Waterfront Walkway
and the Breakwater Walkway. The Courtenay Official Community Plan (OCP) updated and passed by Council
in January 2014, reports that:
The City has a significant role in the provision of parks and recreational services for the entire
Comox Valley. The City has direct ownership of 112.8 hectares of parkland including 62 parks and
12 greenways. This amounts to 5.6 hectares of parkland per 1000 people as compared to 1.97
hectares per 1000 in 1994. (Courtenay, 2014, p. 42)

There are plans in the Courtenay OCP for parkland and greenway expansion.

31

See especially: Courtenay: http://www.courtenay.ca/recreation.aspx, Comox: http://comox.ca/recreation/
rec-programs http://comox.ca/recreation/facilities
and Cumberland: http://www.cumberlandri.org/Parksandrec.htm
32
http://www.comoxvalleyrd.ca/assets/Community/Documents/ActiveParks_11x17.pdf
33
http://www.courtenay.ca/parks/index.html
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Cumberland also has a parks and greenways master plan.34 It’s worth noting here that the Cumberland
Community Forest Society has already purchased 71 hectares of forest from the logging company that
owned it to preserve it as parkland in perpetuity. It’s now in the process of accumulating money to buy a
further 50 hectares of forest in imminent danger of being logged. (Cumberland Forest Society, 2014) The
Cumberland OCP, finalized in April 2014, has plans for park and greenway expansion with suggested ratios
of park and greenway space to 1000 residents. (Village of Cumberland, 2014)
The Town of Comox is well endowed with parks and green spaces. It also has a parks and greenways
strategy. It currently has 9.9 hectares of open space per 1000 residents:

The National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) recommends 4 hectares of
parkland be provided per 1,000 people. Based upon the current population of 13,444 (2009 BC
Stats), the existing 133.5 hectares of designated park works out to
approximately 9.9 hectares of open space per 1,000 people. The Town of Comox is
expected to grow by 4,400 to 5,600 persons over the next 20 years to reach a total of
approximately 19,000 by 2031. Based on the projected population growth by 2031, this ratio would
be 7 hectares of open space per 1,000 people if no additional parkland is acquired. (Town of Comox,
2013, p. 47)

The Comox Valley is home to 10 provincial parks. Hornby Island is the home of 3 provincial parks including
the beautiful Helliwell, Tribune Bay and Mount Geoffrey Escarpment parks. Denman has Fillongley and
Boyle Point parks while on the ‘big’ island there is Kin Beach, Miracle Beach and Rosewall Creek Provincial
parks. The Comox Valley is also gateway to Strathcona Provincial Park, BC’s oldest provincial park.

The Comox Valley can be truly proud of its arts and cultural facilities and programs, organized sports, parks
and public spaces. Not only are there great facilities and programs, but sports and recreation organizations
are quite good at getting the news out about their programs and activities. (see footnote #40)

34

pdf

https://cumberland.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Bylaw-923-Map-Parks-Greenways-Master-Plan-Map.
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8. Public Safety
One of the major concerns for people after their economic well being, physical and mental health, is security
and safety. People want to know that they can generally count on the police, fire fighters, paramedics and
other emergency services like search and rescue if they get ‘into trouble.’ They want to know that help will
be on the way in a timely fashion if and when they call 911. In our 2009 report we included only policing
in our public safety section. This time, following a public consultation in March 2013 we decided to include
fire, ambulance and emergency services to the public safety section.

8.1 Police (-)

North Island 911 Service Call Volume (-)
“There were 8,856 police officers in British Columbia as of May 15, 2013, a rate of 193 per 100,000
population.” [BC Stats, 2014] Because of changes to reporting systems, it’s not always possible to carry over
trends in particular indicators over time. In our 2009 report we noted that in 2007 the Valley had 62 active
regular RCMP members, 21 support staff, guards, casual employees, reservists, and numerous volunteers.
[CVSPS, 2009, p. 73] In 2011 there were 61 RCMP members, 42 for the City of Courtenay and the Town of
Comox and 19 for the rest of the CVRD. [BC Ministry of Justice, 2013a] Member workload was reported to
be 107 criminal code offences in [CCOs] 2007 but in 2011 it 69, 12% lower than the previous year. In 2012
the caseload in Courtenay was 76 but in Comox only 36. [BC Ministry of Justice, 2013a]
In 2007 the Courtenay Detachment handled 90,150 files and there were 67,279 911 calls. In 2013 the file
count dropped to 73,360 and the number of 911 calls was down to 62,244. So, it seems that the RCMP are
handling a lot fewer files and that’s reasonable given the drop in crime rates. What this means is the RCMP
can respond more fully and carefully to complaints and reports of criminality from the public. The number
of 911 calls aimed at the ambulance or fire services are included in the overall number [62, 244]. [North
Island 911, 2014]

8.2 Crime Rates (-)

Overall crime rates in Canada for virtually all offence categories have declined in Canada over the past
20 years or so and are at a 40-year low in the case of homicide rates. (Perreault, 2013) The same trends
occurred in British Columbia for the same time period. As you can see from Figure 8, the crime rate has
been declining in the Valley too. There is a table in Appendix 4 with the same data for those who are reading
this in print form. If you are reading this on a computer you can wave your cursor over the trend lines
on the figure to get the actual rates. Courtenay has historically had a much higher crime rate than Comox
and the Comox Valley Provincial area, which includes regional district electoral areas and Cumberland.
For instance, in 2003 Courtenay had a crime rate of 234.7, close to twice the provincial average whereas
in Comox, the rate of 70.5 is much lower than the provincial average. (BC Ministry of Justice, 2013) It’s
important to point out here that the high crime rate reported for Courtenay could be misleading. In
Appendix 2 we include a statement by Samuel Perreault, from the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics who
cautions us about how to read policing statistics. The four points below should give us reason to be cautious
in the case of Courtenay’s crime rates:
•• It may be that Courtenay is a magnet for people who undertake criminal activity because of the
density of activity there.
•• The statistics indicate only where the offence happened and not where the offender lived at the
time.
•• Higher crime rates do not always mean unsafe communities. Often crimes are targeted or are
restricted to a specific group of people. Violence around drug offences is usually contained in the
‘drug community.’
•• Estimates are that only about 30% of crimes are actually reported to police.
Crime rates are one of two ways of measuring the incidence of crime. The crime rate does not tell us
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everything about the severity of criminal offences. Obviously homicide is extremely severe, but homicides
represent a very small proportion of violent offences in Canada. The Crime Severity Index (CSI) measures
the severity of crime as well as the incidences and rates of crime. (Perreault, 2013) It was developed
in 2009 by the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics. It uses a system whereby offences are ‘weighted’
according to their severity. Homicide has a high rating whereas the very common level 1 assault crime has
a low severity. There are 4 severity indexes: The Overall CSI, the Violent CSI, the Non-Violent CSI and the
Youth CSI. The Ministry of Justice Police Services Division reports that crime in BC is declining in severity as
well as in numbers. (BC Ministry of Justice, 2013)
Figure 8: Police-reported Crime Rates in BC and the Comox Valley 2003-2012
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8.3 Violent Crime [-]
According to the BC Ministry of Justice:

Violent crimes include the offences of homicide, attempted murder, sexual and non-sexual assault,
sexual offences against children, abduction, forcible confinement or kidnapping, robbery, criminal
harassment, extortion, uttering threats, and threatening or harassing phone calls. (BC Ministry of
Justice, 2013)

It’s clear from Figure 8.1 below that the rate of violent crime is decreasing in British Columbia and the
Comox Valley. In fact it’s decreasing in all of Canada. (Perreault, 2013) . There is a lot of speculation about
why this is so, but one probable reason in the change in the distribution of the population. There are fewer
males (and females) in the 19 to 30 age group than ever before as a percentage of the total population.
Because this age group is the most likely to be involved in street crime and drug offences, it’s not surprising
that there is a decrease in the overall numbers of police-reported offences. As Figure 8.1 clearly shows,
aside from the odd blip here and there, the rate of violent crime is down very substantially in the last 10
years. It’s especially evident in Courtenay where the rate has dropped by over 35%. In the Valley as a whole
(regional) the rate dropped by 26% over the same time period. There is also the possibility that increased
targeted enforcement is having an effect. The Comox Valley RCMP Detachment has seen a reduction in
caseload per member.35

35

“A caseload of 69 Criminal Code offences per member was recorded for the CVRD in 2011. This was almost
12% lower than the caseload of 78 recorded in 2010. “ (BC Ministry of Justice 2011)
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Figure 8.1: Police-reported Violent Crime Rate in BC and the Comox Valley 2003-2012.
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8.4 Property Crime [-]
Property crimes include motor vehicle theft, break and enter, fraud and possession of stolen property.
Figure 8.2 shows that the property crime rate is following the same trend as for violent crime. The most
obvious reduction of reported property crime was in Courtenay where it dropped over 53% in 10 years. It
dropped 37% in the Valley (regional) as a whole. Keep in mind that this is reported crime. The ‘real’ number
is much higher because people fail to report crimes for a number of reasons.
Figure 8.2: Police-reported Property Crime Rate in BC and the
Comox Valley 2003-2012.
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8.5 Youth Crime (12-17 years of age) (id)
The problem with deriving statistics from various geographical areas is that they aren’t always comparable.
The Local Hospital Area (LHA 71) is pretty much equivalent to the CVRD in area. As you will read below
in 8.1.8, 2008 marked the creation of the CVRD when the Comox-Strathcona Regional District (CSRD) was
divided in two. To give you a sense of how different the numbers can be, Table 8 below can be contrasted
with Table 8.1 in terms of juvenile non-cannabis charges. For the whole of the CSRD the rate was 38.6. For
the Comox Valley, the rate was 21.7. This suggests that a lot of the non-cannabis youth drug charges are
happening north of the Oyster River. The Comox Valley rate is about half of the BC rate. However for serious
violent crimes, the youth rate in the Comox Valley is slightly higher than the provincial average, but much
lower than in Vancouver City Centre at 7.9.
Table 8: Youth Crime (12-17 years) Rates. Average 2009-2011
Serious Violent crime

Serious Property crime
Total

Non-Cannabis drug charges (per 100k aged 12-17)

Source: BC Stats, Socio-Economic Profiles. (BC Stats, 2012)

LHA 71

BC

2.6

2.3

21.7

40.4

1.7
4.3

1.2
3.5

8.6 Restorative Justice (-)
The Comox Valley Community Justice Centre Society (CVCJCS) has been in operation since 1998. Our last
quality of life report in 2009 used information from the CVCJCS’s 10th Annual Report. This year we find
ourselves reporting on their 14th Annual Report. The Centre’s role is to provide an alternative way of
resolving the harm done during criminal activity and to divert offenders from the courts to a restorative
system. Half of the files referred to the Centre are for property theft. Eighteen percent are for breaking and
entering and 14% for mischief.

In addition to its work in Restorative Justice, the Community Justice Centre also is active working in the areas
of countering racism, hate crime, and homophobia. It led the creation of the Comox Valley Critical Incident
Response Protocol, signed in 2009, and has partnered with over fifty local organizations and agencies in
presenting over 22 community dialogues, arts projects, and inter-faith events all focused on enhancing
cross-cultural understanding and reducing racism and hate. In 2013, the Community Justice Centre’s 150
volunteers were recognized by the Government of BC with the Nesika Award for Excellence in Diversity.
From the CVCJCS 2011/12 Annual Report:

Mission & Purpose of the Comox Valley Community Justice Centre
1) to promote, advance and implement the principles of restorative justice in the Comox Valley
2) to educate, engage and involve residents in activities and processes that seek non-violent solutions to criminal
and other hurtful conduct.
3) to develop safe, neutral and contextually sensitive environments and processes in which all parties to disputes
can meet to:
i) discuss the unacceptable behaviour and understand its real impacts on the individuals, their families
and supporters, and the community as a whole
ii) respond to the emotional, physical, financial and other needs experienced by those hurt
iii) assist those causing the hurt to accept responsibility and accountability for their behaviour and to
undertake those actions which may prevent a recurrence
iv) assist those involved to participate in healing themselves and the divisions between them.
v) promote, support and encourage harmonious living together throughout the Comox Valley. (CVCJCS,
2013)
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Table 8.1: Community Justice Centre Annual Statistical Report by Results
Results

Unsuccessful resolution conferences
Files partially successful

Files successfully completed

Cases carrying forward to following year
Total

Source: CVCJCS Annual Report 2011/2012. (CVCJCS, 2013)

2009/10

#
1
3

120
15

139

2010/11

%

#

86.3

97

.7

2.2

10.8

2
4
7

121

%

2011/12
#

%

1.7

13

14.3

5.8

14

15.4

3.3

80.1

1

62
91

1.1
68

Although there are widely fluctuating numbers of files from year to year (85 in 2005/6, 82 in 2006/7, 70
in 2007/8) there is a decrease overall in the files going to the Justice Centre. We surmise that this is as
much to do with the downward trend in crime generally as anything else, but that’s speculation. There is no
evidence to provide a definitive reason for the drop in referrals to the Centre. We can say that the success
of the Centre seems to remain steady at around 80% of the files. It’s worth a look at the CVCJCS’s website to
see what other projects and activities in which the organization is engaged.36

8.7 Sexual Assaults (id)

In our 2009 report we included a table (#24) that outlined the number of sexual assaults reported to the
police from 2004 to 2007. The numbers declined from 70 in 2004 to 30 in 2007. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 79)
However we also noted that there had been changes in the reporting system that prevented comparisons to
earlier counts. Well, that’s true again. Currently, sexual assaults are included in violent assaults and are not
‘broken out’ of the broader category. See section 8.1.3 above, Violent Crime.
We know that in British Columbia in 2011 there were 3,449 sexual assaults37 and 3,278 in 2012 for a
decrease of 5.5%. (BC Ministry of Justice, 2013a)

8.8 Spousal Assaults (id)

In 2009 we reported that there was a 2.5 per 100,000 population crime rate in the Comox Valley, 3.3 in
Campbell River and 1.7 in Vancouver averaged over the 2003 to 2005 period. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 80). That’s
not easy to figure out in actual numbers of assaults. According to the RCMP, in 2013 in the Comox Valley
there were 146 assaults resulting in 90 charges, 494 domestic conflict resulting in 11 charges and 289 other
domestic offences (mischief, breaches, etc.) resulting in 87 charges for a total of 929 cases and 188 charges.
The Comox Valley is fortunate to have a very strong commitment from the RCMP to respond to spousal
assaults and domestic violence. The Domestic Violence Unit is very busy and its enforcement efforts may
actually make the numbers of domestic assaults seem higher here than in other places. People may feel
more comfortable reporting incidents if they sense that they will be heard and their issues dealt with. The
incidence of reported domestic assaults varies widely depending on several factors including enforcement
efforts. It’s hard to pinpoint the exact number of assaults that occur in the Valley, but we know that there
are enough in the Valley to keep a number of people busy at the RCMP detachment, Community Based
Victims Services (administered by the Comox Valley Family Services Society), the Transition Society, and the
Probation office.

36
37

http://www.cjc-comoxvalley.com/index.html

“Sexual offences include sexual assault level 3 (aggravated), sexual assault level 2 (weapon or causing bodily
harm), sexual assault level 1 (common sexual assault), and sexual violations against children.” (BC Ministry of Justice
2013a)
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8.9 Drug Trends (-)
In our 2009 Quality of Life report we published a table exactly like Table 8.2 below but for 2004/2006
averages. It’s unfortunate that BC Stats has not yet recognized the division of the Comox/Strathcona
Regional District into the Comox Valley Regional District and the Strathcona Regional District. That said, it
does permit the comparison of data from our 2009 report to data in this 2014 report. In 2009 we reported
a rate of 169.4 Non-Cannabis drug offences. The rate of 125.8 is substantially lower (-25.7%). This rate is
also about 25% lower than the BC rate. The Juvenile rate of 32.6 in our last report is closer to the rate for
the 2009/2010 average but only by 15.5%. The death rate is of concern. Our last report indicated a 0% rate
as compared to a 9.9% rate, 22.2% higher than the BC rate.
Table 8.2 Indicators of Serious Drug Crime – Average 2009-2011
Non-Cannabis Drug Offences (per 100,000 pop.)
Juvenile Non-Cannabis Charges (per 100,000
pop. Age 12-17)
Illicit Drug Deaths - Average 2008-2010 (per
100,000 pop. Age 19-64

Comox-Strathcona

BC

125.8

170.3

9.9

7.7

38.6

Source: BC Stats: Regional Social and Economic Profiles (BC Stats, 2012)

40.4

As noted, the problem with these numbers is that they cover most of the North Island and not just the
Comox Valley. A more detailed review of drug offence 38 statistics is offered in Table 8.3. From the table
you can see that the Town of Comox has the lowest rates now and since 2003. Its rate in 2012 is half the
provincial rate. The City of Courtenay’s 2012 rate of 8.11 is lower than Campbell River’s 8.56 rate but that’s
marginal and still lower than the rate for the City of Duncan with its 10.05 rate. These rates are all higher
than the BC rate of 5.5 for 2012. The rates of drug offences are fairly stable over time while other criminal
code offences are generally down. This may be due to a number of factors and does not necessarily reflect
real drug use ‘out there.’ It’s worth remembering here that these rates are for police-reported crimes and
not for all crimes, most of which are never reported. It’s probably safe to say that drug use in the Valley is
not out of hand, but is worth serious concern especially when it leads to personal tragedy. Drug and alcohol
frontline workers as well as the police and paramedics will tell you that the effects of substance abuse are
underreported and severely affect the quality of life for many families and communities in the Valley.

38
According to the Ministry of Justice, drug offences include possession, trafficking, production, and distribution of cannabis, cocaine, heroin and other drug offences. These are not included in the Total Criminal Code offences. (BC Ministry of Justice
2013)
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Table 8.3: Number of Drug Offences (CDSA) for BC, the Comox Valley, Campbell River and Duncan,
2003 to 2012

BC Number

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

24611

26904

25878

25630

28472

Rate

3.08

3.27

2.62

2.72

Rate

5.08

5.48

4.24

Rate

11.04

13.23

Rate

6.78

Rate

6.87

Rate

Comox Mun.
Number

Comox Valley
Prov. Number

Courtenay Mun.
Number
CV Total Number
Campbell R.
Number

Duncan Number
Rate

5.92
37

132
229
398
205
77

5.57

Year

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

27032

23948

26980

27167

25415

2.58

2.34

2.01

1.10

2.00

2.15

7.02

5.13

4.71

4.31

5.08

5.77

5.11

10.10

15.05

11.88

9.63

7.47

5.09

7.49

8.16

7.80

6.03

9.13

7.17

6.08

5.02

4.24

5.64

5.67

6.64

7.25

7.95

7.49

8.10

6.89

7.38

7.77

8.56

6.40
40

143
282
465
199
97

6.94

4.92
33

112
223
368
221
84

5.91

6.04
34

178
340
552
239
86

6.11

Source: BC Ministry of Justice. (BC Ministry of Justice, 2013)

6.61
33

131
279
443
228
104

7.35

6.17
31

123
231
385
251
121

8.43

5.37
27

114
181
322
216
171

11.82

5.96
15

134
125
274
233
193

13.20

5.94
27

152
187
366
247
208

14.25

5.50
29

135
205
369
273
147

10.05

Related indicators: health, mental health services

8.9 Crime Prevention Programs

Many communities have crime prevention programs. They usually use volunteers in the community to keep
an eye out in the hope of reducing crime or lessening its negative effects.
The crime prevention ‘landscape’ hasn’t changed much since our 2009 report was released. A number of
organizations and programs occupy this landscape including Comox Valley Crime Stoppers, Block Watch,
Citizens on Patrol Society (COPS), and Police-based Victim Services (since 2010 under the auspices of the
Comox Valley Transition Society).

Comox Valley Crime Stoppers, as we reported in 2009, is a program that encourages people to submit
anonymous tips about any kind of criminal activity. Cash rewards are available for tips that lead to an arrest
or conviction. They have a website with lots of information about people wanted by the police at any given
time, there is a crime map on the site that documents what kinds of crimes are being committed in the
Valley and where:
http://www.comoxvalleycrimestoppers.bc.ca
Block Watch

Formerly Neighbourhood Watch, Block Watch is a program that encourages neighbours to look out for each
other. The program now involves 11 Captains/co-captains and about 180 residents throughout the Valley
from Courtenay to Comox and to the Municipal Marina.
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Block Watch is also developing interesting ties with the Citizens on Patrol Society (COPS). Some insurance
companies will honour a discount on the premium in a BlockWatch area. (Turo, 2014)
Citizens on Patrol
From their website, the Comox Valley Citizens on Patrol state that

•• They are extra eyes & ears for the local RCMP department in their effort to combat crime.
•• They are a group of citizens concerned about your area.
•• They patrol from Fanny Bay to Oyster River documenting vehicles and watching for suspicious
activity. (C.O.P.S., 2014)

Our 2009 report says that COPS had 66 volunteers in 2008 and clocked 61,670 kilometres. In 2013 COPS
reports a contingent of 40 volunteers who spent 13,456 hours clocking 53,246 kilometres on their patrols.

8.10 Ambulance (n)		

The Comox Valley has two major ambulance stations, one
in Courtenay on Cliffe Avenue and another in Cumberland
on Dunsmuir Avenue while a third service, the Denman
Island BCAS got a new building in 2013 with crew
quarters and a Quonset hut for vehicles. A ribbon cutting
ceremony was featured in the Comox Valley Echo in a
press release from the BC Ambulance Service (BCAS) on
August 21st, 2013. (BC Ambulance Service, 2013) The
article reported that the 10 local paramedics responded to
119 calls in 2012, 71 of which required emergency lights
and siren response. The Hornby Island fire department
has a 2000 Crestline ambulance as one of its 4 vehicles
and publishes its callout numbers yearly. (Hornby Island
Fire Department, 2014) Since 2011 there has also been a
satellite station (an annex) in Comox that operates 4 days
a week. An article in the Comox Valley Echo reported that according to Bob Gallaher, director of operations
for the BCAS: “From 2012 to 2013, the call volume of the ambulance service has increased by 20 per cent,
equating to 1,177 emergency calls that they’ve attended.” (Briones, 2014) These are both good news
stories. They’re not all like that.

Writing these reports we don’t often get a sense of what interpersonal or corporate relations exist within
the organizations on which we report. That’s not the case with the BC Ambulance Service. On March 5th
2014 Peter Thorpe, the interim Chief Operating Officer of the BC Ambulance Service published a letter
in response to an earlier letter to the editor by an anonymous paramedic very unhappy with the BCAS.
(Thorpe, 2014) Virtually every point Mr. Thorpe makes is contradicted in the 29 subsequent comments to
the online article by paramedics or friends of paramedics. The only comment Mr. Thorpe makes that is not
contradicted is the one where he states: “In Courtenay, the volume of 911 calls rose seven per cent between
2010/11 and 2012/13, but our response times improved by four per cent. Similarly, in Comox, there was
a 20-per-cent increase in 911 calls, but our response times have improved by 10 per cent over the same
period.” The Ambulance Paramedics Union is Canadian Union of Public Employees local 873. For sometime
now it has called for an overhaul of the BC Ambulance Service. Its contract with the BCAS expired on March
31st, 2014. That said, there is no doubt that paramedics will always respond in a professional manner to all
emergencies and we can all feel secure in the knowledge that if we get into ‘trouble’ with our health that
first responders from the fire department and an ambulance will be on the scene in very short order.
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8.11 Fire (n)
The Comox Valley has fire departments in Comox,
Courtenay and Cumberland and the CVRD has fire halls on
Denman and Hornby Islands, in the Black Creek/Oyster
Bay areas and in Fanny Bay. These are all volunteer or
paid-on-call departments although there is paid staff at the
administrative level. There’s a new model for fire services
delivery in the CVRD which took effect in 2013. The fire
chiefs on Hornby and Denman islands, in Fanny Bay and
Black Creek/Oyster Bay are now employees of the CVRD. In
2009, a report noted that there were 36 firefighters in the
Black Creek/Oyster Bay department, 16 in Fanny Bay, 18 on
Denman Island and 22 on Hornby Island. (CVRD, 2009, p. 5)

All fire departments report to the elected councils in each
municipality they serve but there is not necessarily any
This photograph depicts the statue of a fireconsistency in what their various councils expect them to
fighter in full uniform erected on the grounds
report. On the Village website we find: “The Cumberland
of the Legislature in Victoria in February of
Fire Department provides fire prevention and protection
2013. The statue is a memorial to all fireservices to the residents of Cumberland. It is a volunteer
fighters lost in the line of duty in BC.
department with 22 active members and 4 junior members. photo credit: Jim Lariviere.
The Fire Department also issues outdoor burning permits
for yard waste fires, campfires, and industrial fires.” (Village
of Cumberland, 2014) According to Chief Mike Williamson, the Cumberland Fire Department was called
out 208 times in 2013. The City of Courtenay has a contingent of 42 career and paid-on-call members. It
reports monthly on its activities. For instance in May 2013 the department responded to 52 incidents, 13
of them vehicle related. Comox has approximately 30 career and volunteer firefighters. It offers a number
of services and specializes in training, when it’s not responding to emergency calls, of course. Many of its
courses are accredited with the Justice Institute of BC.
Firefighters can often be seen in our communities not only putting out fires and attending to emergency
calls of all kinds, they also:
•
•
•
•
•
•

conduct fire inspections of various types of buildings to help prevent fires from happening;
engage in fire safety education to a wide cross section of people from pre-school to Seniors;
put up fire safety displays at many public events throughout the Valley;
conduct fire safety house visitations for all the grade three students in the Valley;
put on a Fire and Life Safety Expo for all the grade seven students in the Valley;
have the Comox Valley Fire Chiefs Association which meets regularly to discuss issues common to
the Valley on how to better help our citizens;
• conduct Fire Camp Boot Camp every two years for grades 10-12 students in the Valley;
• offer Smoke alarm programs where Fire Departments will inspect, test, and replace smoke alarms
if needed in homes throughout the Valley; and
• provide first aid support to various events in the Valley such as the Snow to Surf, YANA Bike Ride,
etc.

The BC Fire Commissioner’s office produces an annual report detailing the numbers of fires in BC, where
they were located, the extent of the damage, etc.
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In the 2012 Annual Report, the Commissioner reported that there were no fires in Comox or Cumberland in
2012 but 13 in Courtenay. (Office of the Fire Commissioner, 2013) It’s clear from the above that putting out
fires is just a part of what fire departments do. Catastrophic, out of control fires have nearly disappeared
in recent decades in Canada thanks to a commitment we have to strong firefighting capacity. Big fires still
happen like at Lac Mégantic in Québec following the massive train derailment, but we can be confident that
firefighters will be there to deal with them if and when they happen but they will also be there to provide
education to students and the general public to help prevent fires and ongoing training for firefighters.

8.12 Emergency Services (n)

Residents of the Comox Valley are well served when it comes to emergency services. A fire truck, ambulance
or police cruiser are never too far away in an emergency. But other services are also on guard to assist when
we get into trouble in the back country, on the ski slopes, on the water or in case of natural disasters. From
the CVRD website: There are currently five different community organizations that provide valuable public
safety services to residents and visitors in the Comox Valley. On average in a given year, these organizations
are deployed close to 300 times to incidents that include water safety, missing persons and vehicle
accidents.” (CVRD 2013) Aside from the 3 municipal fire departments that each have rescue units, there is
the Comox Valley Ground Search and Rescue[1] organization and Comox Valley Marine Rescue.[2]
The Comox Valley Emergency Program has a number of training activities available for volunteers who
would be called to set up an Emergency Reception Centre. Their website includes a lot of material including
what’s necessary to draw up your own emergency plans: http://www.comoxvalleyemergencyprogram.
com/index.html

In summary, we find that the Valley is well served in terms of police, fire, ambulance and emergency
services although it’s obvious that the farther you live from a police detachment, fire hall or ambulance
station, the longer it will take crews to get to you in times of emergency. We are fortunate to have great
search and rescue services here. Crime rates are generally down, but the people who have to see to
domestic and sexual assaults are busy and that’s not good. Restorative justice is working well here diverting
people away from prison life.
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9. Environment
A high quality of life is as heavily dependent upon having clean air to breathe, clean water to drink, an
environment that respects sensitive ecosystems and effective waste management as having an adequate
income, health, social activity and meaningful work. For centuries we’ve convinced ourselves that we
are somehow separate from our ‘environment.’ The reality is that we are our environment and our
environment is us. We cannot unplug ourselves from the world that sustains us and upon which we
fundamentally depend. If we abuse we only harm ourselves. Sooner rather than later we need to get to a
place that McDonough and Braungart suggest where waste is food. In their video called The Next Industrial
Revolution (available on Vimeo39) they argue that we can no longer afford to think in terms of ‘externalities’
in our economic equations. Any ‘waste’ that is a ‘by-product’ of an industrial process must be food for some
other process and they argue that what goes on in the industrial cycle must not impinge on the biological
cycle. (McDonough, 1998)

We are fortunate in the Comox Valley that we have not, as yet, allowed real estate, industrial or commercial
development (or individuals for that matter) to irreparably damage our environment. Economic
development is important, but it must not contribute to a lower quality of life for the residents of the Comox
Valley and de-grade the environment to the point where tourists and potential residents would not be
interested in coming here or living here. Having said that, the Comox Valley Conservation Strategy’s lead
document Nature Without Borders has identified a number of serious losses and fragmentation of sensitive
ecosystems in the Valley between 1991 and 2002 along with near total loss of second growth forests and
seasonally-flooded agricultural lands which were fragmented or reduced. Our watersheds, our estuary and
all of our natural areas are under siege (CVCS, 2014)
That said, there have been a number of positive developments to report to you that have arisen since our
last report. For one thing, the Comox Valley Conservation Strategy (CVCS), an initiative of the Comox Valley
Land Trust that we noted in our 2009 report has steadily grown to include 20 partner organizations. It
released its second edition of Nature Without Borders in 2013, essentially the CVCS manifesto. From its
website, this optimistic statement:

THE GOOD NEWS: The CVCS has a plan to stop the loss of priority conservation areas through
protection, restoration and in preparation for continued changes in population growth and climate
change. We have 9 Priority Recommendations which guide our activities; as well as developing tools
to assist these activities and have recently embarked on updating the Provincial Sensitive Ecosystem
database for the Comox Valley – the first time this has been done in BC! (CVCS, 2014)

In another positive step, the City of Courtenay hired an environmental planner in 2012 and soon
after produced a report card called The State of the Environment 2013. (Courtenay, 2013) The CVRD
Sustainability Strategy was introduced in February 2010. It informed the Regional Growth Strategy (RGS),
also released in 2010. In a strong endorsement of the Comox Valley Conservation Strategy you can read this
in the RGS:

39
40

Although local governments have a number of initiatives underway to protect the environment,
there is a strong need for a regional and coordinated approach to
environmental protection and enhancement that emphasizes protection, enhancement and
connectivity. In recognition of this, the CVRD board endorsed the concept of regional conservation
put forward in the Nature Without Borders Regional Conservation Strategy (July 2008)40. (CVRD,
2011)
To watch The Next Industrial Revolution: http://vimeo.com/20372160

The original Nature Without Borders was released in 2008. The second edition was released in 2013.
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The RGS in turn informs the Official Community Plans of our local governments. These documents were, in
fact, designed to inform local government policy decisions. However, the proof of good intentions always
lies in the implementation of policy and strategic decisions.

One example of good intentions revolves around one of the important goals of the Conservation Strategy
and that is a rainwater management system that is watershed based as opposed to jurisdiction based. Most
of the watersheds on the Comox Valley are cross-jurisdictional making management difficult. Convening
for Action on Vancouver Island (CAVI) is a partnership dedicated to pursuing a plan-with-nature approach
to water sustainability. The Comox Valley regional team of CAVI is composed of representatives from
the Town of Comox, the City of Courtenay, the Village of Cumberland, the CVRD and the CV Land Trust,
with participating agencies and organizations including TimberWest, the Ministry of Transportation
and Infrastructure and the Partnership for Water Sustainability in BC. This group is collaborating on
a coordinated approach to watershed-based rainwater management in the Comox Valley and across
boundaries, including the identification of tools and initiatives to achieve watershed goals.

Watersheds in the Comox Valley are facing challenges such as pollution (intentional and unintentional),
water level instability (low water in the summer and flooding in the winter) and water temperature issues.
The Morrison Creek watershed is the only one with a more or less intact headwater (Jack Minard, 2014).
Needless to say, private ownership of land can complicate protection (FCM & NRC, 2003) in watersheds, but
it’s also an opportunity to get property owners involved in conservation efforts. The OCPs of all of the local
governments require property owners to participate in greenway initiatives and in protection of sensitive
habitats and ecosystems.
There is a lot more we could write about in terms of the efforts made by many non-profit organizations
and local governments in protecting and enhancing our environment and our quality of life. For a
comprehensive appreciation of what the issues are around conservation in the Valley visit the Comox Valley
Conservation Strategy website: http://www.cvconservationstrategy.org/strategy/
For the remainder of this section we focus on water use and quality, recycling, invasive species and
endangered species.

9.1 Water Use (-)

“You can’t manage what you don’t measure,” is a common statement that illustrates the importance of
water metering as a key sustainable water management practice. The implementation of water metering
programs typically results in a reduction of consumption by 15-30% (FCM & NRC 2003). Water meters
have now been installed in Cumberland and in the water local service areas of the CVRD. The Village and
the CVRD were careful, as they implemented their new water conservation strategies, to bring residents
on board. They sent reports of water usage and mock bills in 2012 and 2013 in order for residents to
understand their water use before being required to pay based on their consumption. A number of
objectives underlie the installation of water meters. The first is the detection of leaks in the water delivery
systems on the resident’s side of the meter. Many leaks have been detected and more frequent monitoring
should protect residents from having to pay for costly water losses due to leaks on their properties.
Reduced consumption is a second important objective as volume-based pricing tends to encourage water
conservation. The Town of Comox and the City of Courtenay have installed water meters on a voluntary
basis for residential properties, and as a requirement for commercial properties. As of April 16, 2014, there
were approximately 1800 water meters installed in Comox and 900 in Courtenay (mostly commercial).
The CVRD’s role in providing reliable, safe and high-quality drinking water includes acquiring and
maintaining the water supply, water treatment, ensuring water quality meets the required standards, and
water distribution. Water quality must meet standards set by the BC Ministry of Health’s Drinking Water
Protection Act (Ministry of Health, 2013) and the Canadian Drinking Water Guidelines (Ministry of Health,
2012) no matter how big or small the water system is.
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CVRD operates and manages several water systems serving over 45,000 people. The Comox Valley Water
System includes the Arden, Greaves Crescent, England Road, Marsden/Camco, and Comox Valley Water
Local Service Areas, as well as the City of Courtenay and the Town of Comox. The Black Creek/Oyster Bay
System has about 1200 connections and is about to install an ultraviolet treatment system. The water for
that system comes from a well 65% of the time, and is taken from the Oyster River when the water table is
low, about 35% of the time. The Royston System gets its water from the Village of Cumberland. The water is
held in a reservoir on Royston Road and is re-treated with chlorine before entering the Royston distribution
system. Denman Island mainly gets its water from private wells but there are also two water service areas:
The privately managed Graham Lake Improvement District and the CVRD-managed Denman Island Water
Local Service Area, together totaling approximately 100 connections, both get their water from Graham
Lake.
The Comox Valley Water System gets its water from Comox Lake but the water is withdrawn via the BC
Hydro penstock from an intake on the Puntledge River close to the BC Hydro diversion dam. BC Hydro
owns the water rights to Comox Lake for power generation, so the CVRD purchases water for general use
by residents and businesses. The CVRD plans to develop a deep water intake in Comox Lake in order to
improve water quality and achieve independence from BC Hydro infrastructure. However, even with the
deep water intake in place, the CVRD will still be required to pay BC Hydro for water use. The Vancouver
Island Health Authority has mandated that changes to the system be in place by September 2017.

The Union Bay Improvement District operates its own water system getting water from Langley Lake.
Having installed water meters (not without some controversy) has reduced water consumption from
513,000 m3 to 147,000 m3 in 2008 even with an increase in connections from 613 to 640 in 2008. The Union
Bay website contains a very interesting history of the water system and makes great reading: http://www.
union-bay.ca/History%20of%20the%20System.html?0.20696382480673492.
The Village of Cumberland also has its own water system which draws water from 5 lakes in the area,
the main one being Allan Lake, and, since 2013, a new well at the Coal Creek Historical Park site. Water is
currently chlorinated but a UV system is scheduled for installation in 2016 or 2017.
Related indicators: parks, incomes,

9.2 Water Quality (=)

As noted earlier, water quality must meet standards set by the BC Ministry of Health’s Drinking Water
Protection Act (Ministry of Health, 2013) and the Canadian Drinking Water Guidelines (Ministry of Health,
2012) no matter how big or small the water system is.

The water in Union Bay suffers from high levels of organics, turbidity and low ph. The Vancouver Island
Health Authority will require improvements by 2017 in all probability as for all other parts of the province.
Improved water quality is one of the main reasons that the CVRD is moving the intake of water for
residential and other uses from the Puntledge River to a deep water location in Comox Lake itself. Comox
Lake is an unprotected watershed which supports a lot of human activity including habitation. That creates
numerous challenges for the CVRD as it balances the need for clean drinking water for residents of the
Valley and the interests of private landowners on the lake as well as recreational users of the lake.
Historically, water quality in the Comox Valley has been very good. A watershed protection plan is being
developed and the CVRD now has a remote monitoring system for its various stations that sends alarms to
the water system operators if any of the measured parameters goes outside predetermined set points.
Related indicators: health, incomes
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9.3 Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas Reduction. (-)
In our last report we told you that no data are collected to evaluate the air quality in the Comox Valley.
That’s changed since our last report. There is now a monitoring station at Courtenay Elementary School
that collects data on air quality. The City of Courtenay’s 2013 State of the Environment report notes that the
City has a goal of reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 20% by 2020. That may be difficult because
GHG emissions increased in the City by 10.16% from 2007 to 2010 while the population increased by
4.97% during the same period. The 2012 measurements taken in Courtenay range from 1 to 39 micrograms
per cubic meter (daily average mean). The World Health Organization guideline is 25 micrograms.
(Courtenay, 2013) However, the City has an Action Plan to reduce GHG emissions embedded in the Official
Community Plan in 2010. (Courtenay, 2014) It’s not a particularly aggressive program as it’s based mostly
on voluntary individual action, but it’s a start. Other parts of the Valley have their own air quality issues.
Anecdotally, air quality in Cumberland can turn eye-watering bad when there is an air pressure inversion
in the fall and winter seasons and the wood burning stoves and slash burns are at their peak smoke
production. Generally, though, most people would say that most of the time air quality in the Valley is good.

Figure 9 shows Ontario and Alberta account for 60% of greenhouse gas emissions in Canada. Alberta (47% since 1990) and Saskatchewan (5.1%) have both seen an
increase in emissions while all the other jurisdictions in Canada have seen reductions. BC reduced
its emissions by 3.5%. (Environment Canada, 2014) BC may join Alberta and Saskatchewan, however, if it pursues its LNG initiative. (Lee, 2012)
Figure 9: Greenhouse gas emissions by province and territory, Canada, 1990, 2005 and 2012

Source: Environment Canada (2014) National Inventory Report 1990–2012: Greenhouse Gas Sources and Sinks in
Canada.

So, the jury is out on whether the Comox Valley can help meet Courtenay’s target of a 20% reduction in GHG
emissions by 2020.
Related indicators: health, incomes
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9.4 Recycling (+)
People now generally agree that recycling is a good idea and must be
done. Putting ‘waste’ material into a landfill is expensive and, frankly,
wasteful. There has been some progress in recent times with regard to
waste management but we’ve got a long way to go where ‘waste is food’.
(McDonough, 1998) The CVRD has a website called The Solution to Zero
Waste41 that encourages organizations and residents to sign a pledge to
reduce their waste to zero.

In the Comox Valley, waste management is a service of the Comox Valley
Regional District but is still controlled by a board that has members from
all the jurisdictions that used to make up the Comox/Strathcona Regional
District. It’s a 21 member board (with 2 additional alternates) made up of
elected officials with a complicated division of 75 overall votes, with some
members getting as many as 5 votes, others only 1. At the March 14, 2014
board meeting, the board voted to spend over 3 million dollars to begin
the closure of the waste management facility in Campbell River. (CVRD
Waste Management Board, 2014) The Board is considering a number
of options since the Comox Valley Waste Management Centre will be full
probably by 2017. One of the options is to build a new site close to the
existing one in Cumberland. The reality is that, as the CVRD, points out,
“less than 10% of our landfill is real garbage!” So we could save ourselves
a lot of money by diverting ‘waste’ away from the landfill. However, we
know that glass and now wood are no longer diverted from the landfill
because it’s too expensive to process them and there is no market for
processed goods. This situation will need to change to make any diversion
strategy a success.
Since our last report came out in 2009 a number of new initiatives have
been put in place including curbside pickup of recyclable and household
organic materials. Comox (using Emterra as contractor as do the other
jurisdictions in the Valley) has been picking up yard waste since 2012 and
is now picking up kitchen waste (since June 2013) and it has a blue box
program. Courtenay has a modified blue box program and a scheduled
yard waste pickup. Cumberland has a garbage, recycling and organics
program and is planning on an expansion of the program in May, 2014.

In fact the provincial government has created a new program known as
extended producer responsibility42 (EPR), a concept that originated in
Germany in the early 1990s, for many places in the province. It will be
managed under Multi-Material BC, a non-profit industry-led organization
(MMBC)43 MMBC has selected a new company called Green by Nature EPR

41
42

http://www.cswm.ca/zerowaste/zeropledgehome.html

In British Columbia, Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) (formerly referred to as Industry Product
Stewardship) is an environmental policy approach in which the producer’s responsibility for reducing environmental
impact and managing the product is extended across the whole life cycle of the product, from selection of materials
and design to its end-of-life. (Ministry of Environment).

43

http://multimaterialbc.ca
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(GBN) to manage the post-collection system for packaging materials and printed paper. GBN is a consortium
of companies including Cascade Recovery, Emterra and Merlin Plastics. According to the MMBC website,
GBN will hire 570 people and handle 185,000 tons of recyclables from curbside collection. (MMBC, 2014)
In our 2009 report we highlighted the recycling and waste management work being done on Hornby Island
by the Hornby Island Residents’ and Ratepayers’ Association. Well, it’s still doing a great job. See their
website.44

9.5 E-Waste (and other) Recycling (+)

We reported in 2009 that province-wide e-waste recycling was launched on August 1, 2007. (CVSPS, 2009,
p. 91) We also noted that the program was overseen by the Electronic Stewardship Association of BC,
now the Stewardship Agencies of British Columbia (SABC). SABC handles a lot of materials and products
including beverage containers, beer containers, electronics, cell phones, electronic toys, small appliances
and power tools, outdoor power equipment, lighting products, batteries, lead-acid batteries, paints, solvent,
pesticides, gasoline, smoke and CO2 alarms, used oil and antifreeze, tires, thermostats, and medication.
(SABC, no date) The SABC website is a great resource for finding where articles can be recycled :http://
www.bcstewards.com/ Most electronics can be dropped off at the Return-It location on Puntledge Road
in Courtenay. We wondered where we could recycle cell phones in the Comox Valley. There are actually 8
sites including phone sales companies, Bell, Telus, Rogers as well as Pure Wireless, FutureShop and London
Drugs. Check out the website. You might be surprised at where you can take articles for recycling.

9.6 Invasive Species

Most people would be amazed at how many of the plants and animals they see every day in the Comox
Valley are invasive species. Historically, individuals brought over from Europe and Asia plants and animals
for various reasons including nostalgia, profit or for getting rid of local ‘pests.’ Of course, many invasive
species just hopped aboard a ship with no one noticing or caring. I guess we could say, in a joking way,
that Europeans are somewhat of an invasive human species. For now, though, we’ll discuss those invasive
species we are more commonly familiar with.

The early European settlers brought with them rats and mice, but later people brought over fish, clams,
oysters, frogs, slugs, pheasant, quail, doves, house sparrows, starlings and others. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 93)
Bullfrogs are now common on Vancouver Island as are grey squirrels, both were introduced to the island by
people and both are invasive. The fire ant is a fairly recent invasive species. (Coastal ISC, 2013) The Coastal
Invasive Species Committee is hard at work all over the coast dealing with invasive species. The list of
species seems to be getting longer by the day. The CVRD publishes a pamphlet on Toxic invasive plants such
as giant hogweed, spurge laurel, tansy ragwort, yellow flag iris and English holly. Why are these plants a
threat? Hogweed for example can cause severe burns, spurge laurel is poisonous to humans, cats and dogs
and yellow flag iris is toxic if ingested by livestock and so on.45 The best source of information on invasive
and noxious plants in BC is the E-Flora BC website: http://www.geog.ubc.ca/biodiversity/eflora/Invasive_
species_list.htm
We have lots of reasons to be concerned about invasive species according to Coastal ISC. They attack
biodiversity, can cause rashes, skin burns or even death. They can damage crops and forests and severely
impact pollination patterns. (Coastal ISC, 2013)

44
45

http://hirra.ca/

Fron the CVRD pamphlet: Toxic Invasive Plants in the Comox Valley
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A particularly visible invasive species in the Valley is Scotch broom. There is an organization called
Broombusters46 dedicated to controlling this species. Last year Broombusters spent many hours of
volunteer time cutting down Scotch broom along Ryan Road. The organization has also been active
around the airpark in Courtenay and on the new Rotary trail along the railroad line. A new strategy for the
organization is not just cutting down broom, but replanting areas where broom has been removed with
native species that hopefully will discourage its spread. Purple loosestrife has also been the target of special
eradication efforts in the estuary, efforts that have largely been successful although constant vigilance is
required to keep it at bay.
Coastal ISC has put together a list of priority species for eradication, contain and control. The list is long.
Visit their website: http://www.coastalisc.com. Another very cool thing you can do is download an app to
report sightings of invasive species, also available by visiting the website.

9.7 Endangered Species

Since June 2004, the Canadian Species at Risk Act became fully operational. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 95) Canada
and British Columbia signed an agreement in 2005 to deal with endangered species. A public registry is
available at: http://www.registrelep-sararegistry.gc.ca courtesy the Canadian Government. There you can
look at all the species on the list. There are many.

We have two high profile endangered species of animal in the Valley. One, the Vancouver Island Marmot, has
its own Foundation to help it out. The Foundation’s website reports good news for 2013. Twenty-six litters
were born in the wild totaling 75 to 80 pups. (Marmot Recovery Foundation, 2014) Unfortunately, all these
pups were born on a very small area within their historic range.

The other is the Morrison Creek Lamprey which grows to 15-18 centimetres long and and lives exclusively
in the Morrison Creek watershed. Morrison Creek is the only Valley creek with an intact headwater. Very
little is known about this species. It can live in larval form for seven years or so. Nobody knows what it
feeds on. Questions remain about why this species lives only in this particular watershed, but that fact alone
makes it highly vulnerable to human development and disturbance. (Penner, 2014)
To end this section we can say that there is a heightened environmental awareness on the part of many
residents of the Valley. Most people take drinking water for granted and complain when they have to pay
more for it because of metering or enhanced purification requirements, but, like for most other change in
our lives, we get used to it and we eventually stop complaining. We generally understand the concept of
water conservation but many people can still be seen power-washing their driveways. That behaviour may
change with the advent of metering. That’s been the story in other places. We recycle because there is more
information about how to do it and our school age children badger us into it because they learn about it
at school. Now we are more inclined to use blue boxes and to put household organics in the right bucket
for pickup on the right day, but it’s a struggle for many people. People are aware of the concept of invasive
species but being able to recognize one and report it is another story. Still, many people work as volunteers
for many environmental organizations in the Valley, all determined to make our environment a more
biodiverse, more enriching place for us but also for other species of animals and plants. We applaud their
efforts and their tenacity.
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Good News Story! Abandoned Mount
Washington copper mine restoration
leads to Tsolum River revival
Copper (and other heavy metals) leaching into the
Tsolum River from a copper mine on Mount Washington that operated for only two years from 1964
to 1966 virtually killed the river’s production of life.
Decades of hard work by a number of people lead to a
partnership in 2003 between the provincial Ministry
of the Environment, Environment Canada, the Department of Fisheries, the Tsolum River Restoration Society, the Pacific Salmon Foundation and TimberWest
and the start of the river restoration project.
After a lot of detective work figuring out why the river
had died, and finding the cause to be leachate from
the mine, work began on a series of measures the last
of which was capping the mine site with a membrane
topped with organic matter. The photos show the mine
site before, during and after site restoration. Visit the
Tsolum River Restoration website at:
http://tsolumriver.org/
Thanks to Jack Minard, Comox Valley Land Trust, for
this information and photos.
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10. Community Involvement
10.1 Voting behaviour (-)
In the 2013 provincial general election, there were 50,456 eligible voters in the Comox Valley. When all was
said and done, 32,285 residents chose to vote giving a 64% turnout. That’s lower than the 69.8% turnout
for the 2005 general election, but higher than the 2009 election turnout, which was 58.77% of the eligible
voters. (Elections BC, 2013) Finding a way to vote on election day is not terribly difficult but it seems that
36% of eligible voters couldn’t quite do it. Voter turnouts continue to decline across the board in the Comox
Valley.

Municipal elections, it turns out, seem to be of even less interest to voters than provincial elections. During
the last municipal elections, the three electoral area directors, Bruce Jolliffe (Area A, Jim Gillis (Area B) and
Edwin Grieve (Area C) were all elected by acclamation. In Courtenay there was just a little over 28% turnout
with Larry Jangula winning the mayor’s chair by 79 votes. The situation in Campbell River was not much
different with a 31.5% turnout and the mayor, Walter Jakeway, being elected with a margin of 39 votes over
his nearest rival candidate. In Cumberland, there was a 41% turnout with the mayor, Leslie Baird, elected by
acclamation. In the Town of Comox, voter turnout was also 41%. (UBCM, 2012)
A study conducted by the provincial government in January of 2010 just after the 2009 provincial election
found that voter turnout is affected by a number of factors and changes over time. Most voters cite personal
circumstances and engagement as reasons they failed to vote. (BC Stats, 2010)

10.2 Charitable Donations (+?)

People in British Columbia donated on average $543 to a charitable or non-profit organization in 2010.
(Stats Can, 2013d) In Canada the average donation in 2010 was $446. In 2009 we reported that the
average donation in BC in 2007 was $507 and in 2004 it was $467. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 99) This indicates
that donations have been going up over the years. However this is misleading. The median donation went
from $125 in 2007 to $123 in 2010. This means that in 2010 half the donors gave less than $125 and half
gave more. Still, in 2007 total donations in BC were $1,462,000,000 while in 2010 it was $1,687,000,000.
(Stats Can, 2013e) That’s an increase of 13%. Given that there was a recession in that time period this is
impressive.

It’s very difficult to get figures on donations specific to the Comox Valley without donating money to
Statistics Canada, so instead of doing that we’ll make some assumptions and do some creative figuring. The
population of BC in 2010 was 4,400,057. The population of the Comox Valley Regional District was 63,538,
which is 1.44% of the provincial population. If we take the $1,687,000,000 British Columbians donated to
charities in 2010 and if we assume that residents of the Comox Valley donate at the same rate as people
in the rest of the province, we find that the residents of the Valley donated $24,292,800 to charitable
organizations in 2010. That’s a believable figure in our estimation. It doesn’t hurt the bottom line either
when $1 million bequests come to organizations in the Valley. In January of 2014 the Woodrow family
announced a donation totaling $1,000,000 to The Hospice Society ($500,000), the Mountainaire Avian
Rescue Society ($300,000) and to a local animal welfare society ($200,000) from the estate of Michele
Woodrow who died in June 2013. (Comox Valley Record, 2014) That level of kindness is appreciated by all.

In 2009 we reported that online donations increased from 6 to 32% in 2009. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 101) That’s
not surprising, but there is no indication that donations are going to different organizations than previously.
Online donations are more convenient for many people and likely encourage giving.
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10.3 Volunteerism (+?)
Volunteer Comox Valley (VCV)47 supports volunteers and volunteer organizations in the Valley by providing
community information resources, services and programs. Member organizations can post their volunteer
opportunities at VCV where people can access and connect with agencies in need of their skills and talents.
In addition, volunteers can meet staff and receive support in
finding a compatible volunteer opportunity.
VCV supports 133 member organizations within the
voluntary sector, down from the 184 we reported in 2009.
(CVSPS, 2009, p. 102) Services include the Volunteer referral
program, training and education on volunteer management,
a resource library, and promotion of members: special
events, fundraisers, services, programs and volunteer needs.
VCV also holds annual volunteer recruitment events and
provides professional development opportunities.

“Volunteer involvement is fundamental to a healthy and
democratic society in Canada”. (Volunteer Canada, 2012)
Volunteerism promotes community engagement, fundamentally shaping the society in which we live.
Volunteer involvement can be personally tailored to your interests: promoting a sense of belonging and
wellbeing. Volunteering can improve your lifestyle, enhance your skills, and encourage connectedness.

Volunteer Comox Valley has assisted approximately 297 individuals in finding volunteer positions during
2013 or, approximately 1.14 volunteers per working day. It is noteworthy to mention that these statistics do
not include the Volunteer Connector Column sponsored by the Comox Valley Record, which prints 572,000
copies of the column each year. In 2010, Statistics Canada reported an increase of 3% of the population
engaged in volunteerism in British Columbia since 2007. Fifty percent of the population in British Columbia
is reported to be engaged in volunteerism. (Stats Can, 2013e) In the Comox Valley, it is reported that the
most common activities are fundraising, and organizing events; 27% of non-profit organizations in the
valley directly support seniors, and an estimated 75% support seniors indirectly. Hundreds of people
volunteer on the boards of non-profit societies, the hospital, airport commission, North Island College and
many other organizations. Every year the City of Courtenay hosts a volunteer appreciation dinner at the
Filberg Centre.

10.4 Non-profits (+?)

There is an estimated 170,000 non-profit organizations in Canada (Imagine Canada, 2014) including
colleges, universities, foundations, art galleries, museums, sports and recreation, community social work,
environment, health, law and advocacy, aboriginal, animal rescue and care, immigrant, religious and service
organizations of all kinds. Thrive, an Initiative of the BC Non-Profit Sector Labour Market Partnership
Project reports on its website that:

47

BC’s non-profit sector (NPS) comprises approximately 29,000 organizations, 66,000 full-time
employees, 48,000 part-time employees and 1.5 million volunteers. The NPS is integrated into the
province’s social fabric, delivering programs, services and outreach that contribute to connecting
citizens, strengthening communities and shaping public policy. Grassroots reach and expertise make
non-profit organizations trusted partners for the BC government in building and developing the
province. The NPS delivers vital programs, services and support with the assistance of $6.1 billion
in annual public funding. (thrive, 2014)
http://www.valleylinks.net/volunteer_directory/index.php?r=site/index
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We reported in 2009 that in 2003 there were 20,000 non-profits in BC. We’ve increased that 33% in the
intervening years. If thrive’s numbers are correct the BC Non Profit sector represents 17% of the Canadian
total. Thrive notes that the NPS accounts for 6.9% of BC’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).

We can’t list all the non-profits in the Comox Valley, as it would require another full report. However, we will
mention some so that you can get a sense of their scope and importance in the community. Suffice it to say
that they are a very important part of the local economy and serve large sections of the population. Virtually
every resident of the Valley is served by a non-profit organization several times a year if not daily. Some
are big, North Island College, St. Joseph’s Hospital, along with their respective foundations and unions,
others are small like the Comox Valley Social Planning Society. They dominate the arts and culture scene:
Comox Valley Art Gallery, Courtenay and Cumberland Museums, The Sid Williams Theatre, the Vancouver
Island Music Fest and others. They serve the emergency social needs of the community, for example, the
Food Bank, Salvation Army, Transition Society, Comox Valley Family Services Association, Dawn to Dawn
Action on Homelessness Society, the Care-A-Van and AIDS Vancouver Island. They tend to a number of
health related needs of Valley residents as in Y.A.N.A. (You Are Not Alone) Society, The Comox Valley
Hospice Society, Comox Valley Child Development Association and others like LUSH Valley and the Food
Bank. Organized sports activities would grind to a halt in the Valley without the NPS. Service clubs provide
a myriad of community support functions including housing, amenities and social activities. Have we
mentioned animal rescue and care as in the SPCA and MARS? What about environmental organizations like
Project Watershed, Comox Valley Land Trust, Cumberland Community Forest Society? There are literally
hundreds of them. Some are finding it difficult to recruit good, reliable volunteers. Find one today. Volunteer
and make your life all the richer for it.
It seems we are a Valley of givers and volunteers but we don’t vote like we used to.
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11. Employment, Income and Economy
Because we live in a market based society where most of us sell our labour-power to make a living,
employment and incomes are very important to us. There is no way the Comox Valley can provide a
full range of employment opportunities because there are certain kinds of specialized jobs like medical
research that require the resources of a large metropolitan centre. Still, regular steady employment is
essential for most of us in order that we may have a decent quality of life. We know what kinds of stresses
are caused to individuals, families and relationships when we don’t know if we’ll have a job tomorrow or
not. (Wayne Lewchuk, 2005) (Ahmed, 2005) (Christopher
G. Davis, 2004). We doubt the situation is any different
for residents of the Valley than it is for other Canadians.
For this report, we look at employment by sector,
unemployment rates, income levels, income security, and
low incomes. Obviously many other indicators could
be used, but the ones noted above appeared in previous
reports and we include those data for comparison where
appropriate. This report leaves out incorporations and
bankruptcies because those indicators are very unreliable
measures of economic activity. That said, there was one
high profile bankruptcy in the Valley in recent times. We’re
thinking of Torry and Sons who declared bankruptcy
in October, 2013. This plumbing and heating company
had offices in Victoria, Nanaimo and Courtenay. A TimeColonist news report suggested that a severe downturn in business in 2013 accounted for a large part of the
company’s problems. (Times Colonist, 2013) Over 130 people lost their jobs on account of this bankruptcy.

11.1 Employment by Sector

It’s certainly true that a decent income is essential for
the quality of life for most people. It’s also true that most
people are employed and that’s their sole source of income.
We’ll get to incomes in a bit, but now let’s revisit our 2009
report which noted a strong shift in the local economy
away from the primary sector (resource extraction) of the
economy. According to Table 11, 5.9% of the labour force
was occupied in agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting
with another 1.3% in mining, quarrying, oil and gas
extraction (n.b., they may not be employed in the Comox
Valley but they are employed in those industries). That’s
for a total of 7.2%. Our 2009 report noted that 9.7% of
firms in the Comox-Sthatcona Regional District were in the primary sector (fishing, mining, etc.). (CVSPS,
2009, p. 105) The numbers aren’t directly comparable, but the trend is clear. To anyone living in this area,
it’s not a surprise that the local primary sector is not as strong as it used to be. Provincially, the numbers
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are similar although there is some variance. It’s clear from Table 11 that the labour force is highly gendered
with some industries employing mainly males and others females.
Table 11: Total Labour Force Population Aged 15 and Over by Industry in the Comox Valley in 2010
Total

%

Total labour force population aged
15 years and over by industry*

32115

Agriculture; forestry; fishing and
hunting

1845

5.9

150

0.5

Industry - not applicable

All industries

Mining; quarrying; and oil and gas
extraction
Utilities

675

31440
405

Construction

2725

Retail trade

Finance and insurance

Manufacturing

Wholesale trade

Transportation and warehousing

Information and cultural industries

Real estate and rental and leasing

1330

8.5

140

0.9

375

2.4

15745
515

3.3

0

0.0

30

0.2

14.6

2040

13.0

2540

16.1

660

2.1

175

1.1

490

3.1

655

1260
410
665

885

Public administration

325

4580

790

Arts, entertainment and recreation

Other services (except public administration)

1.3

15690

16065

%

295

1375

Accommodation and food services

355

Female

15.5

Administrative and support; waste
management and remediation services
Health care and social assistance

16050

%

2430

1790

Educational services

Male

8.7

Professional; scientific and technical
services
Management of companies and
enterprises

Comox Valley

0

2510

2.5
2.1
4.0
1.3
2.1
5.7
0.0

880
240
345
895
0

2.9
5.6
1.5
2.2
5.7
0.0

760

4.8

2.8

465

3.0

8.0

13.1

1370

4.4

3085

460

3.5

4.4

4120
2155

550

6.9
9.8

750
600
790
590

1880

*North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) 2007
Source: Compiled using NHS Community Profile Data (Stats Can, 2011b)

240
195
385
170
315
895
0

610

1.9
1.5
1.2
2.4
1.1
2.0
5.7
0.0
3.9

4.8

1760

11.2

5.0

1365

8.7

3.8
3.8

12.0

3525
420
780

1205

22.4
2.7
5.0
7.7

Figure 11 shows clearly that the trend on Vancouver Island is that the primary sector does not employ a
lot of people to start with and those numbers are declining. The tertiary sector (service) is increasing as
a percentage of the labour force. Using the data in Figure 11 we calculate that in 1995, 6.8% of the labour
force was in the primary sector while 77.1% was in the service sector. In 2012, 3.2% of the labour force is
in the primary sector and now 84.3% is in the service sector. The secondary sector of the economy, valueadded manufacturing, has also declined a little over the almost 2 decades since 1995.
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Figure 11: Vancouver Island Employment by Sector of the Economy, 1995 to 2012
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Table 11 tells you where most people are working: retail trade, health care and social assistance and
public administration (37.5% of the labour force when you add them up). All of those ‘industries’ are in
the tertiary sector of the economy, the one that’s growing. It would be ‘nice’ to know how many people in
each sector are employed full time and how many part time or temporary. Statistics Canada reports on how
much time people spend at work in a general sense as you can see in Table 11.1, but we don’t know exactly
in what industries they worked. We know that about 70.3% of the labour force worked full time and 30%
part time. We also know that males and females are very close to even when it comes to participation in the
workforce (16,045 and 16,065 respectively).
Table 11.1: Full or Part Time Weeks Worked – Comox Valley 2010
Total

Total labour force population aged 15 years
and over by full-time or part-time weeks
worked in 2010

32,115

Worked full-time in 2010

21,340

Did not work in 2010
Worked in 2010

Worked part-time in 2010

Source: (Statistics Canada, 2013d)

1,760

30,355
9,010

%

Male

%

16,045
70.3
29.7

845

15,200
12,225
2,970

Female

%

16,065
40.3
9.8

910

15,155
9,115
6,040

30.0
19.9

However, males and females have very different experiences with work. From Table 11 we note that in
health care and social services, women outnumber men by 7 to 1 (22.4% women and 3.8% men). By
contrast, in construction the opposite ratio applies, 7 to 1 men to women. Women are much more likely to
work part time than men. We don’t know how many women who work part time choose to and how many
work part time because that’s all the information that is available at this time.

Our 2009 report cautioned about looking at sectors of the economy to assess the employment in the Comox
Valley. However, trends over time in the various sectors of the economy do tell a tale.
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In our 2009 report we inserted a table from the Comox Valley Economic Development Society in 2007
that lists the major employees in the Valley. It looks like Table 11.2 except that we’ve added a third column
for payroll. As we noted in our 2009 report, it hardly makes sense to list the major employers without
considering whether their employees are full time, part time or temporary or a mix of the three. If the
table considered FTEs (that is, full time equivalent employees48) that would help clarify the real impact
of employment on the local economy and on Valley residents. Counting heads is just one way of assessing
an employer’s impact on the economy. We’re quite certain that Mt. Washington does not have a payroll
anywhere near that of the school district.
Table 11.2: Comox Valley Major Employers
Employer

Number of Employees

Payroll

CFB Comox

1430 approx. for all below

$61.5 million

St. Joseph’s Hospital

1250

$55 million & $7 million in
physician’s fees

School District 71

Mt. Washington Resort
Superstore
Wal-Mart

8

Home Depot

Crown Isle Golf Resort
North Island College
RCMP

Kingfisher Resort & Spa
City of Courtenay

Zeller’s (now Target)

900
850
300
218
200
150
140
125
120
110

103?

$70 million
?
?
?
?
?

$38 million (overall budget)
?
?

$52 million
?

Sources: (CVSPS, 2009, p. 106) (SD 71, 2013) (St. Joseph’s Hospital, 2013) (City of Courtenay, 2013) (Reid, 2014) (Andor R.
, 2012).

If it were possible to get the payroll numbers from the private corporations listed in Table 11.2, the list
would look very different than it does from the perspective of impact on the local economy. What’s clear is
that the Comox Valley economy is driven by all three levels of government spending on education, health,
public safety, infrastructure and any number of other activities and projects.
Related indicators: housing, health, population

48

A full time equivalent is what a regular, full time employee receives in income and how many hours a week
they work. So, two employees working half-time each count as 1 FTE, four employees working quarter-time are equivalent to 1 FTE.

Comox Valley 2014 Quality of Life Report

109

11.2 Unemployment Rates (=)
The number of people receiving EI payments varies over time, place, age and gender. Our 2009 report notes
that there were 3,260 people in the Valley receiving benefits without reporting earnings. (CVSPS, 2009, p.
106) Figure 11.1 shows what the unemployment picture looked like on Vancouver Island and the Coast
from 1995 to 2012.
Figure 11.1: Unemployment in the Vancouver Island/Coast Economic Region.
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11.3 Income Levels (+ slightly)
As we write in our 2009 report

“High incomes permit home ownership, travel and other sought-after values in life. Consistent
and relatively good incomes permit communities to thrive, local businesses to flourish and public
amenities to better serve the people.” (CVSPS, 2009, p. 108)

We also mentioned that there are various ways in which incomes are reported by governments. Statisticians
use means (averages), medians (mid point) and modes (most frequent) to report incomes and they do
so for all geographical levels, levels that sometimes overlap. Governments report incomes for taxfilers,
households, economic families, all families including single parent families and individuals (before and after
taxes). The source of income is also considered. It’s not always easy to get a grip on what the true income
picture is unless you spend a lot of time in intimate contact with Statistics Canada tables and spend as much
time making sense of all the data. That said, if you know where to look there is a wealth of information to
tap into. Certainly, over the last 40 or so years, incomes have not kept up with the cost of living, particularly
in terms of housing, transportation and food costs.
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Figure 11.2: Comox Valley median after tax incomes from 1976 until 2010 (in 2010 dollars)
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Source: Statistics Canada. Median after-tax income, by economic family type,
2010 constant dollars, annual (CANSIM Table 202-0605). Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 2012.

From Figure 11.2 it’s plain to see that Canadian family incomes have remained fairly ‘flat’ over the last 40
years. Actually, there is an average .5% gain in income per year from 1976 until 2010 (in 2010 dollars).
Table 11.3 is the equivalent of Table 32 in our 2009 report. The number of taxfilers is up from 47,880 in
2007 to 49,020 in 2009. (BC Stats, 2014) Comparing the 2007 and 2010 data we note that there isn’t a
lot of change although it is clear that males in Comox are doing very well compared to everyone else over
time. Something to watch in coming years as data become available is the slight decrease in the number of
taxfilers in the 25 to 44 age group in Courtenay and Comox while there is an increase in the same category
in Cumberland. (BC Stats, 2014)

It’s interesting to note that the median income for females in Comox has dropped from $25,489 in 2007 to
$24,436 in 2010 whereas in Cumberland, female median incomes have increased from $18,745 to $22,122
in 2010. That’s an increase of 15.3%. In Area A, the median income has gone down from 2007 to 2010
whereas in Area C it’s risen slightly.
Table 11.3: Canada, BC and Comox Valley Median Taxfiler Incomes in 2010
Comox Valley Taxfiler Median Incomes ($)

Male

Female

44,029

24,436

Canada

35,990

Courtenay

33,577

BC

Comox

Cumberland

Comox Valley A (Comox Valley South and Islands)
Comox Valley B (Lazo North)

Comox Valley C (Puntledge - Black Creek)

Average Taxfiler Median Income Comox Valley

35,360
32,883
30,366
34,895
37,217
35,495

Source: Stats Can CANSIM tables 111-0024 and 99-004-XWE2011001-301_CSV

Total

24,100

29,250

21,927

26,383

23,230
22,122
22,943
23,956
23,610
23,166

28,190
32,193
27,130
26,107
28,347
29,966
28,354
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Just to change things up a bit from our 2009 report, this time we compare Courtenay with Duncan and
Campbell River using average median taxfiler total incomes and indices.49 As you can see in Table 11.4,
Courtenay has a lower median income than Campbell River, but a substantially higher one than Duncan. The
provincial and Canadian median incomes are set at 100 for comparative purposes. So an index, say, of 97.6
for Courtenay in 2009 as compared to Canada as a whole means that in 2009 the Courtenay median income
was 2.4% less than the Canadian median income or 97.6% of the Canadian median income. Looking at
Table 11.4 broadly we see that Courtenay has consistently done better than the provincial median income
but has not done as well compared to Canada as a whole. It’s obvious too that Duncan is the poor neighbour
here. It’s also interesting to note the dip in median incomes across the board in 2009. We will be very
interested to see the numbers for 2013 and 2014 when they come out.
Table 11.4: Comparison of Courtenay, Duncan and Campbell River using taxfiler median incomes
and indices
Taxfiler median incomes and indices

2008

2009

Courtenay median taxfiler total income ($)

28580

28150

Duncan median taxfiler total income ($)

26970

Campbell River median taxfiler total income ($)

28930

Provincial Index

100.1

Canadian Index

98.8

Provincial Index
Canadian Index

Provincial Index
Canadian Index

94.4
93.3

101.3
100

Year

2010

2011

28710

29650

26590

27050

27710

28100

28710

29620

100.6
97.6
95.1
92.2

100.5
97.4

101.8
98.2
96

92.5

101.8
98.2

102.5
98.2
95.8
91.8

102.4
98.1

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 111-0024 - Labour income profile of taxfilers, by sex, annual (dollars unless otherwise
noted)

Again, to add a little to our 2009 report, we can see that the income category with the modal income (the one
that occurs most often) is the one from $20,000 to $39,999 accounting for 6845 households in the Valley. At
the same time, 6480 households brought in over $100,000 in after-tax income in 2010. We haven’t done a
living wage analysis on the Valley yet, but we are assuming at the moment that a living wage for a family of 4
for the Valley will be over $70,000 per year. Most people in the Valley don’t make anywhere near that.
Figure 11.3: After-tax household incomes in 2010 in the CVRD
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Indices is the plural form of index.
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Turning to median economic family incomes across the CVRD we see from Figure 11.4 that Comox and
Area B win the prize for the highest median incomes for economic families in the Valley. Couples with
children there earn average after-tax incomes approaching or slightly over $100,000. The same group in
Cumberland has an average after-tax income of $71,386. Lone parent families everywhere have a rough go
of it, but in Cumberland their after-tax income is barely $30,000.
Figure 11.4: Median economic family incomes in the CVRD, 2010
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Now we turn to income security looking at those residents of the Valley who need income assistance and
community support to try to make ends meet.

11.4 Income Security (-)

As we say in our 2009 report there will always be people who need social assistance and community
support of various kinds such as the food bank or soup kitchens but if the numbers fluctuate significantly
we can be assured that something is wrong and that support for social assistance recipients has declined
to levels that force people to seek out the food bank of soup kitchen. We note that, in fact, such a fluctuation
did occur after 2002 when the provincial government cut welfare rates and made it very hard to qualify
for income assistance. In 2001, 7.6% of the residents of the Valley received social assistance benefits. In
2003 the percentages were lower for all age groups. In 2003, 9% of Courtenay residents were on income
assistance. In 2006, it was 5.2%. (CVSPS, 2009, p. 112) So what’s the situation now? BC Stats reports that in
2012, 1.6% of the population received income assistance. Looking at it over a period of time we can see that
the numbers of people in the Valley receiving assistance are very low. (see Figure 11.5)
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Figure 11.5: Income assistance recipients in Courtenay, 2005 to 2012
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In 2012, 3.3% of children aged 0 to 14 received social assistance and 2.6% of youth 15 to 24. (BC Stats,
2012) The most comprehensive accounting of the changing patterns of income assistance recipients in
BC is by the Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation in their monthly statistical updates.
These reports contain the latest possible information, but they also provide statistics going back to 1995.
It’s worth a look at the website to get a comprehensive picture of the statistics around social assistance.50
(Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation, 2014) Of course the numbers must always be
considered in light of changes to governmental policies and procedures over the years making it much more
difficult to qualify for income assistance benefits.
As Figure 11.6 shows, there is a very small proportion of the population receiving EI benefits at any time
although the numbers fluctuate month to month.
Figure 11.6: Employment Insurance Beneficiaries, Comox and Courtenay, 2012
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50

http://www.eia.gov.bc.ca/research/index.htm
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11.5. Low Income Cut Off (=)
Statistics Canada finds that “for 2011, the 1992 based after-tax LICO for a family of four living in an
community with a population between 30,000 and 99,999 is $30,487, expressed in current dollars.” (Stats Can,
2013e) That’s not significantly different from what we reported in 2009. The Low Income Cut-off (LICO) is
a measure of poverty. It’s calculated using a complicated set of indicators including family expenditures on
shelter, food, clothing and transportation. “The low income cut-offs (LICOs) are income thresholds below
which a family will likely devote a larger share of its income on the necessities of food, shelter and clothing
than the average family.” (Stats Can, 2013e) Statistics Canada has published a document containing tables
of LICOs for 2009 and 2010 for various family and community sizes. Table 11.5 (their table 1) is on page 18
of that document. (Stats Can, 2011)
Table 11.5: Low income cut-offs for 2010

Source: Statistics Canada, Catalogue Number 75F0002M
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So, Courtenay is a Census Agglomeration that includes Courtenay, Comox, Cumberland, Regional Electoral
Areas B and C as well as Comox 1 and Puntledge 2 Indian Reserves and that has a population between
30,000 and 99,999 inhabitants. According to this table for Courtenay CA, a single person making less that
$15,666 a year is living below the LICO. Stats Can doesn’t like to use the words ‘poor’ and ‘poverty’, but
that’s what this means. A person in a full time job (35 hours as week) making the minimum wage of $10.25
per hour will make about $18,600 per year, or about $17,045 after-taxes. It’s difficult to know exactly how
many individuals and families in the Comox Valley fall below the LICO. The Vancouver Island Economic
Alliance reports that for 2010, 88.8 families on the North Island were above the LICO. (VIEA, 2011) That
means that 18.2% were below. The LICO calculation works with economic families as Statistics Canada
defines them, not with census families or households. Information on economic families is limited, but there
is no doubt that a significant number of Comox Valley residents are living below the LICO not unlike the
number for the North Island as a whole. You don’t have to look too far. Just consider the number of single
parents on income assistance and that’s a good place to start. LICO is really of limited use for understanding
the reality of living in poverty.
Related indicators: affordable housing, homelessness, health, food security

In summary, we can say that the economy of the Valley is slowly changing in terms of structure with fewer
and fewer jobs in the primary job market, that is in mining, fishing, forestry, etc., and many more in the
service sector, primarily in retail sales and service. It seems, however, that the labour force is still gendered
in substantial ways. Incomes are flat, particularly wages, and some families and individuals are struggling to
get by often as they deal with personal crises, mental and other health issues. There are fewer people than
ever on income assistance but that’s more a function of government cutbacks than of improvements in the
economy and job market.
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Appendices
Appendix 1
Figure 1: Future Potential Government-Assisted Housing Development Diagram

Source: CVRD (with permission). Available by clicking the link in the footnote below or by visiting the CVRD website:
http://www.comoxvalleyrd.ca/
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Table 10: Educational Achievement in the Cowichan Valley
Cowichan Valley RD

Total
#

%

Male
#

20,430

%

3,015

56.6

5,615

47.9

Female
#

22,120

%

2,315

41.4

6,105

55.9

Total population aged 25 to 64 years by
highest certificate, diploma or degree

42550
5330

12.5

Post-secondary certificate, diploma or
degree

11720

25505

27.5

59.9

11,805

46.3

13,700

54.0

Apprenticeship or trades certificate or
diploma

6595

15.5

4,625

70.1

1,965

31.2

University certificate or diploma below
Bachelor level

2300

5.4

755

32.8

1,540

67.4

No certificate, diploma or degree
High school diploma or equivalent

College, CEGEP or other non-university certificate of diploma
University certificate at Bachelor level or
above
Bachelor’s degree

University certificate, diploma or degree
above Bachelor level

Total population aged 15 years and over by
major field of study

No postsecondary certificate, diploma or
degree

9330

21.9

3,605

7290

17.1

2,815

2450

5.8

1,050

4835

66515

11.4

1,765

32,295

38.6
38.6
36.5
42.9

5,720
4,470
3,070
1,400
34,220

62.9
57.3
58.1
56.2

31955

48.0

15,725

49.2

16,225

52.3

Education

3185

4.8

780

24.5

2,400

70.1

Humanities

1380

2.1

550

39.9

835

64.1

Viaual and performing arts, communications
technology
Social and behavioural sciences and law

Business management and public administration
Physical and life sciences and technologies
Mathematic, computer and information
services

1255
2700
5520
915
610

1.9
4.1

605
890

8.3

1,630

0.9

365

1.4

505

48.2

650

33.0

1,815

55.2

415

29.5
59.8

3,895
240

Architecture, engineering and related
technologies

8525

12.8

8,185

96.0

345

Agriculture, natural resources and conservation

1355

2.0

860

63.5

495

Health and related fields

6705

10.1

970

14.5

63.1
67.0
71.4
49.3
41.7
4.3

34.6

5,740

84.9

Personal, protective and transportation
services
2410
3.6
1,240
51.5
1,175
Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 NHS Community Profiles, Cowichan Valley Regional District.
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Table 10.2: Educational Achievement in British Columbia
Educational Achievement in British Columbia
Total population aged 25 to 64 years by highest
certificate, diploma or degree
No certificate, diploma or degree
High school diploma or equivalent

Post-secondary certificate, diploma or degree

British Columbia
Total
#

2,451,615

Male

%

#

247,390

10.1

614,585

25.1

1,189,460

Female

%

#

132,000

53.4

293,735

47.8

1,262,155

%

115,395

46.6

320,850

52.2

1,589,635

64.8

763,725

48.0

825,905

52.0

Apprenticeship or trades certificate or diploma

277,125

11.3

186,985

67.5

90,140

32.5

University certificate or diploma below Bachelor level

155,475

6.3

65,045

41.8

90,435

58.2

College, CEGEP or other non-university certificate of diploma

University certificate at Bachelor level or above
Bachelor’s degree

University certificate, diploma or degree above
Bachelor level
Total population aged 15 years and over by
major field of study

No postsecondary certificate, diploma or
degree

488,900

19.9

668,130

27.3

309,530

243,405

9.9

117,095

424,725

3,646,840

17.3

1,617,055

44.3

Education

149,980

Humanities

120,340

Viaual and performing arts, communications
technology
Social and behavioural sciences and law

Business management and public administration
Physical and life sciences and technologies

Mathematic, computer and information services
Architecture, engineering and related technologies

Agriculture, natural resources and conservation
Health and related fields

202,165

89,230

209,655

192,435

1,775,445

41.4

286,735

46.3

358,600

48.1

126,310

45.3

780,705

48.3

4.1

38,300

3.3

48,435

2.4
5.7

41,545
76,455

232,290

1,871,400
111,680

74.5

40.2

71,900

59.7

46.6

47,690

36.5

133,195

54.2

36,625

421,115

11.5

387,355

92.0

33,760

49,275

1.4

32,450

65.9

16,820

72,705

308,880

2.0

45,270

51.9

25.5

159,065
43,360

54.7

51.7

11.3
2.2

53.7

836,350

412,335
79,980

58.6

38.6
62.3

253,270
27,430

53.4
63.5
61.4
45.8
37.7
8.0

34.1

8.5

60,985

19.7

247,895

80.3

Personal, protective and transportation services
116,025
3.2
Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 NHS Community Profiles, British Columbia.

61,445

53.0

54,575

47.0
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Appendix 3
Factors affecting police-reported crime statistics
Several factors may have a cumulative impact on police-reported crime statistics. To be included in the UCR
Survey, crimes first have to be reported to police. Hence, the number of crimes recorded by police depends
largely on Canadians’ willingness to report incidents for which they are victims or witnesses. According
to the 2009 General Social Survey on Victimization, 31% of crimes in the year preceding the survey were
reported to police (see Text box 3 for more information about the General Social Survey and reporting to
police).
Differences in police services’ priorities, policies, procedures and enforcement practices will also have an
effect, as will the availability of resources. For example, statistics for crimes such as impaired driving, prostitution and drug offences can be notably affected by police service priorities and operations. Some police
services may also make greater use of municipal bylaws or provincial statutes for minor offences such as
mischief and disturbing the peace.

In addition, social and economic factors can have an impact on the volume of crime in a society or a particular sector. In particular, crime rates can be affected by age demographics (Stevens et al. 2013; Carrington
2001), economic conditions (Andresen 2012; Phillips 2012; Pottie-Bunge et al. 2005), neighbourhood characteristics (Quick 2013; Charron 2011; Savoie 2008), the emergence of new technologies (Wall 2010; Nuth
2008) and Canadians’ attitudes toward crime and risky behaviour (Mishra 2009; Ouimet 2002).
(Perreault, 2013, p. 10)

Appendix 4
Table 10.3: Data for Figure 8.1.
Trends in Crime Rates in British Columbia and the Comox Valley
BC

Comox Municipal
Comox Valley
Provincial

2003

2004

2005

2006

Year

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

51.6

46.3

43.1

37.8

37.5

121.4

120.5

115.4

111.8

104.6

81.5

81.7

68.7

57.8

56.1

70.5

66.2

56.8

45.1

63.2

Courtenay
Municipal
234.7
202.5
180.8
150.5
157
Compiled from BC Ministry of Justice. See: (BC Ministry of Justice, 2013)

95.8
59.1

133.3

89.9
49.3

133.3

84.5
42.2

118.3

79

40.6

106.2

77.3
32

91.1
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