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The City of Nanaimo has prepared this report to track the implementation of Plan Nanaimo.  The following 
summarizes the results of the first Progress Nanaimo report.   
 
 
1.  GROWTH CENTRES:  Are vibrant, mixed use Town Centres being created?  

There is some mix of land uses, but more residential development and public open space are required in these 
Centres. 

 
 
2.  HERITAGE:  Are Nanaimo’s heritage resources being identified and protected?  

An inventory of Nanaimo’s significant heritage buildings and sites has been created, which will provide the 
focus for future protection.  

 
 
3.  NEIGHBOURHOODS:  Is a variety of housing choices being developed while still preserving 

existing neighbourhood character? 
While almost 90% of housing in Neighbourhood areas is single detached homes, there is space to build other 
housing forms to meet the diverse needs of Nanaimo’s population. 
 

 
4.  PARKS AND OPEN SPACE:  Is there sufficient, readily accessible public open space 

throughout the City? 
Although the amount of parkland per capita has decreased slightly in the last two years, more than 80% of 
Nanaimo’s residents appear to live within 500 metres (or walking distance) of a park or trailway. 
 

 
5.  THE WATERFRONT:  Is public access along the marine waterfront improving?  

Continuing development of the Waterfront Walkway offers more opportunities to enjoy Nanaimo’s 
waterfront.   
 

 
6.  ENTERPRISE AREAS:  Is the existing inventory of industrial lands adequate for supporting a 

diversifying economy?  
Most Industrial areas are being used for the purpose intended under the Plan, but vacant land available for 
these purposes is limited.   
 

 
7.  AIR QUALITY:  Does Nanaimo have good air quality?  

Based on levels of fine particulates, air quality is generally good, but appears to drop during hot weather and 
during the backyard burning periods. 

SUMMARY 
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8.  WATERCOURSES:  Are Nanaimo’s aquatic ecosystems healthy?  

Many Nanaimo streams continue to support fish and other aquatic life, but programs to monitor their 
health on an ongoing basis are not in place.   
 

 
9.  ENVIRONMENTALLY SENSITIVE AREAS:   Are these areas being protected from 

development? 
One third of Nanaimo’s currently identified ESAs are protected in parks and reserves.  These may still 
be susceptible to damage by recreational uses.  An additional third are partly protected, with the 
balance having no form of protection. 
 

 
10. URBAN CONTAINMENT BOUNDARY (UCB):   Is the UCB being maintained, so that new 

development can be focused in serviced urban areas? 
Since being set in 1996, the UCB has been altered slightly to encompass an additional 1% of Nanaimo’s 
land area deemed to have already been in urban use.   
 

 
11. RURAL RESOURCE LANDS:  Are farm, forest and rural lands being maintained? 

Total area of Rural Resource lands designated under the Plan decreased by about 5% between 1996 and 
1998, as a result of redefining existing land uses as “urban” rather than rural.   
 

 
12. NANAIMO PARKWAY:   Is the park-like character of the Parkway being maintained?  

In 1996, 82% of the Parkway had an undeveloped buffer along it.  Future aerial photography will allow 
this baseline to be reassessed.   
 

 
13. TRANSPORTATION:  Is car use being reduced and other forms of transportation 

increasing in Nanaimo?  
While Nanaimo is a car dependent community, gradual improvements to transit, cycle paths, and 
sidewalks, along with more compact development, should provide more alternatives to the car over time. 
 

 
14. SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT:  Is less refuse being generated in Nanaimo?  

Nanaimo has significantly reduced per capita refuse and increased the amount of recycling over the last 
eight years. 
 

 
15. PLAN IMPLEMENTATION:   Are the major components of Plan Nanaimo being completed?  

Nanaimo has made good progress on some Plan actions, but others still require attention.  Public 
participation is being encouraged. 
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THE GOALS OF PLAN NANAIMO ARE... 

 
1.   Build complete, viable communities. 
 

2.   Protect the environment. 
 

3.   Manage urban growth. 
 

4.   Improve mobility and servicing efficiency. 
 

5.   Provide ongoing planning and community 
involvement. 

INTRODUCTION 

A fter a four-year public program that began with 
“Imagine Nanaimo,” Plan Nanaimo, the city’s 

new Official Community Plan, was adopted in 1996.  
 
Plan Nanaimo provides a blueprint for future land use, 
development and servicing decisions in Nanaimo.  The 
Plan is built around five main goals, each with a series 
of objectives and policies.  Together, they strive to 
ensure that Nanaimo is becoming a sustainable 
community with well-managed growth, attractive 
neighbourhoods and urban centres, a diverse social and 
cultural background, a healthy natural environment, and 
a strong and vibrant economy. 
 

achieving Plan Nanaimo’s goals and objectives.  
Indicators are particular features of each goal that are 
representative, measurable, sensitive to change, easy to 
collect data for, and readily understood.  Indicators were 
developed for 15 key topics based on how well they 
represented the Plan’s five goals and the availability of 
reliable data. Targets were identified for many of the 
indicators, either as measurable endpoints or as trends 
that show that the city is moving in the right direction to 
meet each intended goal. 
 
The information gathered in this first progress report 
provides a baseline or benchmark against which future 
results can be compared. The baselines were set at 1996, 
the year of the Plan’s adoption as well as a census year 
for Statistics Canada.  Where 1996 data were not 
available, data from the closest year were used.  
Comparisons to 1998 were made where possible.  
 
This 1998 Progress Nanaimo report covers 27 
indicators.  A variety of other indicators were identified 
as part of the project.  A separate “Progress Nanaimo 
Technical Report” summarizes the data on all indicators 
for which data collection was started, and copies are 
available for viewing at Nanaimo’s  Strategic Planning 
Department at 200 Franklyn Street.  Future Progress 
reports will be able to update existing indicators and use 
new ones as community interests and concerns change 
or as new data become available. 
 
Plan Nanaimo was adopted just 3 years ago, so it is 
early to tell whether the Plan’s goals are being achieved. 
However, measuring all the indicators should paint a 
picture of the general direction that the city is heading 
and whether decisions are in tune with Plan Nanaimo.  
 
How will the Report be used?  
 

The City will use this Report to continue to improve its 
planning and management decisions.  The City also 
encourages residents, businesses, schools, and 
community groups to use the Report to learn more about 
condition and trends in our community, and develop 
strategies to help achieve the community vision for a 
sustainable Nanaimo. 

 
Why assess progress? 
 
Progress Nanaimo is a review or audit of progress 
toward  Plan Nanaimo goals and objectives. There are 
two basic reasons for conducting this review:  
 

• to report  to City Council, staff and the public on 
overall success in achieving the goals and objectives 
of the Plan; and  

• to assess the effectiveness of specific policies in 
achieving  the Plan’s goals and objectives.  Some 
policies may need to be adjusted, or new policies 
added to reflect new municipal powers or changes 
in environmental, social, and economic 
circumstances since the Plan’s adoption. 

 
How was Progress Nanaimo p repared? 
 
Progress Nanaimo was compiled by City staff and 
consultants under the guidance of the Plan Nanaimo 
Advisory Committee. 
Progress Nanaimo uses indicators to track progress in 
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THE COMMUNITY STORY: Economic and Social Profile  

Before examining the indicators themselves, it is useful 
to provide some historical, economic and social context 
about Nanaimo.  
 
• Nanaimo was first settled thousands of years ago by 

Coast Salish natives who named the area 
“Snuneymuxw,” which means “meeting place”.   

• The first settlers arrived in the early 1800’s and set 
up a trading post that established Nanaimo as an 
important hub of commerce, first for coal and then 
for forest products.  

• Between 1991 and 1996 Nanaimo was one of the 
fastest growing communities in Canada, with 
population increasing 17% from 60,000 to 70,000 
people (Figure 1).  Forty percent of that growth has 
been through migration from other provinces.  As 
the economy improved elsewhere in Canada, the 
rate of in-migration has declined. 

• Most newcomers to the Nanaimo area are working-
age families with children.  Opportunities for 
employment, therefore, are important. 

• The 1996 Census showed that Nanaimo’s median 
household income of  $19,804 was below the 
provincial median of $21,451.  

• In 1996, more than 12% of the Nanaimo workforce 
was unemployed. This proportion was higher than 
the average for Vancouver Island (9.2%), British 
Columbia (8.8%) and Canada (9.7%). 
Unemployment rates for 15-24 year olds exceeded 
19% in 1996. 

• Almost 56% of Nanaimo’s population had 
completed some post-secondary education or 
training (i.e., beyond high school) in 1996, which 
was above the national average of 40%. 

Figure 1:  Population Growth Trends, City of Nanaimo 



             Progress Nanaimo 1998  3 

• Housing starts have fallen over the last six years 
(Figure 3), reflecting an oversupply of housing 
stock and the slow economy that draws fewer 
people to the island. 

• In terms of housing affordability, a common 
indicator is the proportion of households that spend 
30% or more of their income on housing.  In 1996, 
11% of homeowners and 47% of renters spent more 
than 30% of their annual income on housing, which 
is similar to the provincial percentages. 
 

Having provided some background on the past and 
current status of Nanaimo, we now turn to assessing 
progress in meeting the goals and objectives of Plan 
Nanaimo. 

 

• Service and retail/wholesale industries accounted 
for the lion’s share of the labour market, reflecting 
the city’s role as a commercial hub for central 
Vancouver Island (Figure 2).  

• Nanaimo’s population growth has driven demand 
for new goods and services, and created 
opportunities to start new businesses. More than 
80% of businesses describe themselves as locally 
owned and operated.  In 1997, more than 2,700 
home-based businesses operated in the city, 
contributing $188 million dollars to the local 
economy in wages and purchases, and providing 
2,644 full-time and 2,347 part-time jobs (City 
Spaces Consulting Group 1997). 

• The vacancy rate for residential rental housing has 
risen from 0.2% in  1988 to a high of 15.6% in 
1998. 

 

Source:  1996 Census, Statistics Canada 
Note:  The total labour force, aged 15 and older, was 35,650 at the 
time of the 1996 Census 

Figure 3: Nanaimo Housing Starts 

Source: CMHC Housing Market Report 

Figure 2: Labour Market, by Industry Sector, City of 
Nanaimo, 1996 
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GOAL 1:  BUILD COMPLETE, VIABLE COMMUNITIES 

1. GROWTH CENTRES:  Are vibrant, mixed -use Growth Centres being created?  

 Plan Nanaimo defines Growth Centres as high-
density nodes characterized by a mix of land uses 
(residential, office, retail), a diversity of services, 
and presence of public spaces.  The Plan 
identifies two scales of Growth Centres: Town 
Centres  and Neighbourhood Villages.  This 
indicator focuses on Town Centres.   
 
Town Centres are focused around downtown, 
malls, and other commercial centres (Figure 4). 
Higher density residential development is 
encouraged in the Centres to provide the “critical 

mass” needed to support retail, transit and social 
services, and to create efficiencies in fire, 
police, sewer, water and garbage services.  
Town Centres should have a variety of housing 
types, public open space, and a range of services 
within walking, cycling or easy transit distance 
from homes.  Access to parks, plazas, and trails 
should improve livability in Town Centres.   
 
What was measured?  
 

Indicators measuring the development of 
Growth Centres are: 
 
a) Number of residential units per hectare 

(uph) in Town Centres, to determine if 
densities to support services in the Town 
Centres are being achieved and 

b) Proportion of land in different uses to 
determine if Town Centres contain a mix of 
uses. 

Town Centres 
should have a 
variety of  
housing types, 
public open 
space, and a 
range of  
services within 
walking, cycling 
or easy transit 
distance from 
homes.  

Figure 4:  The  6 Town Centres 

Source: Plan Nanaimo 
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 Chase 
River 

Country 
Club 

Downtown Hospital Rutherford Woodgrove AVERAGE 

Commercial 29% 39% 28% 16% 32% 37% 30% 
Institutional 4% 15% 8% 24% 3% 6% 10% 
Park/ Open 

Space 
4% 1% 3% 6% 6% 2% 4% 

Residential 23% 22% 24% 22% 23% 8% 20% 
*Vacant 14% 4% 5% 21% 27% 26% 16% 
**Other 26% 19% 32% 11% 9% 21% 20% 

What was found? 
 

a) Residential density averaged 5.8 units per 
hectare (uph) among the six Town Centres 
in 1996 (Table 1), well below the target 
density for Town Centres of 100-150 units 
per hectare set in Plan Nanaimo. This low 
density reflects the fact that most Town 
Centres are currently single-storey 
shopping malls, and little housing has been 
integrated into the developments.  Some 
housing exists on the margins of the Town 
Centres.   

 
b) Most of the Town Centres had some 

mix of uses in 1996 and 1998 (Table 2 
and Figure 5).  Most of the land is 
devoted to commercial and residential 
land uses, which is appropriate for 
Town Centres.  The target for public 
open space in Town Centres is 20% of 
the land area, but in 1998, public open 
space averaged only 4% in all the 
Town Centres. 

Source: Statistics Canada Census 1996; City of Nanaimo 
GIS data 

Residential 
densities in 
Town Centres 
are well below  
the target den-
sities needed 
to support vi-
able commu-
nities. 

Table 1: Residential Densities in Town Centers 

Table 2: Mix of land uses (actual) in Town Centres, 1998 (percent of total area) 

*Vacant land includes undeveloped and agricultural lands. 
**Other includes uncoded land area, roads and industrial lands. 
Source: B.C. Assessment Authority 

Town Centre 1996 Residential 
Density (units/ha) 

Woodgrove  4.1 
Rutherford  3.5 
Country Club 8.5 
Hospital  6.6 
Downtown  8.9 
Chase River 3.2 

Average  5.80 


