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Executive Summary 
 
The mission of the Comox Valley Economic Development Society (CVEDS) is:  
 

Encourage responsible expansion of the economic base of the Comox Valley 
with the intent of enhancing wealth and employment opportunities. 

 
Like many arms-length organizations of government departments in communities throughout 
North America and around the world, CVEDS pursues its mission through a variety of programs 
and initiatives. The two priority outcomes of CVEDS activities are employment and investment. 
 
Employment is a targeted outcome, not just in terms of an increased number of jobs, but also  
improving the range and quality of employment opportunities for all Comox Valley residents, 
including through higher wages. Investment is a targeted outcome because it supports 
employment, both directly through development related activity (such as new business start-up, 
investment, or expansion) and indirectly by improving the region's productive capacity.  
 
Regional Approach and Alignment 
 
The Comox Valley functions as a single economic unit. The individual communities within the 
Valley are highly integrated and from a strictly economic perspective, the internal political 
boundaries are largely meaningless. Integrated communities like the Comox Valley often see 
residents live in one municipality or rural area, work in another, shop in a third and enjoy 
recreational activities in a fourth. The integrated nature of the Comox Valley economy is the 
rationale for having the Comox Valley Economic Development Society operate on a regional 
basis.  
 
Yet economic development activities do occur in a political context and it is vital for the Regional 
Economic Development Strategic Plan to be in alignment with other key regional initiatives, 
including the Comox Valley Sustainability Strategy, the Regional Growth Strategy, and the Official 
Community Plans of the individual municipalities. A key component in the development and 
update of this Plan was to identify and create linkages between economic development programs 
and these broader regional plans. 
 
Outcome-based Approach 
 
The Plan utilizes an outcome-based approach, meaning that each program has a clearly-identified 
goal that the program is intended to achieve. It also has a series of detailed actions that will be 
implemented by CVEDS and its partners through annual work plans, as well as a set of concrete 
performance measures that will help to track progress and success in achieving the intended 
outcomes.  
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There are three key Strategic Focus Areas that organize the plan: (i) Business Retention and 
Expansion, (ii) Investment Attraction and Promotion, and (iii) Economic Development  
Coordination, Facilitation and Communication. Each Focus Area contains multiple Programs, 
some defined as ócore servicesô, which denotes CVEDS as the primary lead, while other Programs 
are defined as ósupport servicesô, recognizing the importance of the Program to the regional 
economy, with CVEDS undertaking a supportive role. A further analysis was done to prioritize 
and rank the Programs as óPrimaryô, óSecondaryô, and óTertiaryó, reflecting the Programs ability to 
impact on the regions economy. It should be noted that these rankings do not correspond to 
resource allocations. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Process 
 
The updated Comox Valley Regional Economic Development Strategic Plan was developed over 
the period from September 2012 to March 2013. It included extensive consultation with 
community groups, industry sector representatives, local governments and the CVEDS Board 
through workshops, focus groups, online surveys and a public open house. It also included 
statistical analysis of the regional economy and a literature review of past research, studies, 
strategic plans, regional and provincial level plans. 
 
 
 
 

Core Service Programs Business 
Development 

Marketing & 
Communications 

Rank 

4.1 Labour Force Readiness X  Primary 

4.4 Business Visitation and Entrepreneurship  X  Primary 

5.1 Agrifood Investment and Land Utilization X  Primary 

5.2 Destination Marketing   X Primary 

6.2 Communications and Media Relations   X Primary 

4.2 Food Security Enhancement  X  Secondary 

4.5 Export Development  X  Secondary 

5.3 Sustainability-Related Business Opportunities  X  Secondary 

5.7 Visitor Services Opportunities  X Secondary 

6.3 Land and Development Impact Analysis X  Secondary 

4.3 Tourism, Arts, Culture and Heritage  X Tertiary 

4.6 Downtown, Waterfront and Local Area 
Enhancement 

X  Tertiary 

5.5 Resident and Entrepreneur Relocation   X Tertiary 
6.4 Economic Profile and Information X  Tertiary 

Support Service Programs Business 
Development 

Marketing & 
Communications 

Rank 

5.4 Air Service Support  X Primary 

6.1 Kôomoks First Nation Liaison X  Primary 

5.6 Health Services X  Secondary 

6.6 19 Wing Program  X Secondary 

6.5 Regional Business Development 
Collaboration 

X  Tertiary 
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1. Introduction 
 
The Comox Valley Regional Economic Development Strategic Plan Update has been prepared 
to guide economic development activities in the Comox Valley over the five-year period from 2013 
to 2017.  
 
It was prepared as part of the 5 Year Agreement between Comox Valley Economic Development 
Society and the Comox Valley Regional District (CVRD), as the contracted agency responsible 
for economic development services in the CVRD. The strategy will be successfully implemented 
with the continued participation and joint efforts of the region's municipalities (Courtenay, Comox 
and Cumberland) and Regional District, Kôomoks First Nation and many other partners in the 
public and private sectors. 
 
The plan is the result of an intensive period of community consultation, research and analysis 
through the fall of 2012. It reflects the community's interests, combined with strategic analysis of 
regional assets and competitive advantages, in order to establish priorities for the highest-impact 
economic development initiatives. It is also recognized that conditions evolve and new 
opportunities will emerge over the five-year timeframe; CVEDS and partners will be flexible in 
adapting annual work plans to reflect these new realities. 
 

1.1. Defining Economic Development 
 
Arms-length organizations or government departments are working in support of economic 
development in nearly every community or region of any size throughout North America and in 
many locales around the world. The strategic approach to economic development varies 
significantly from place to place; while the objectives of the economic development function are 
similarly wide-ranging. Creating jobs, raising incomes and growing the local tax base are common 
objectives, but other goals like helping local industries, revitalizing specific geographic areas, 
developing local resources, increasing exports, encouraging new business start-ups, raising the 
level of innovation, increasing the financial return on public assets, increasing the number of 
visitors, preserving environmental values, improving local public and commercial services, and 
assisting disadvantaged social groups are just some of these alternative goals. 
 
While each of these objectives may be worthwhile at a particular time and place, they are really 
only a means to an end. Increasing exports, for example, may be a desirable goal but only 
because it is associated with job growth, greater innovation and higher incomes, not because 
having more exports is inherently better. Even the most basic objectives of well-paying jobs and 
a healthy local tax base are desired not as the end goal, but because they provide the means for 
individuals and communities to achieve a higher quality of life.  
 
Any myriad of potential economic development objectives can ultimately be boiled down to the 
essential goal of making people's lives better; however, that might be defined by each person. 
This is similar to the focus of the United Nationsô Human Development Index, which has three key 
dimensions - health (long and healthy lives), access to knowledge (schooling) and standard of 
living (incomes). Human development is defined very well by Mahbub ul Haq (1934-1998), the 
founder of the Human Development Report (emphasis added): 
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The basic purpose of development is to enlarge people's choicesé. People 
often value achievements that do not show up at all, or not immediately, in 
income or growth figures: greater access to knowledge, better nutrition and 
health services, more secure livelihoods, security against crime and physical 
violence, satisfying leisure hours, political and cultural freedoms and sense of 
participation in community activities. 

 

1.2. Mission of Comox Valley Economic Development Society 
(CVEDS) 

 
The CVEDS mission statement is: 
 

Encourage responsible expansion of the economic base of the Comox Valley 
with the intent of enhancing wealth and employment opportunities. 

 
The Society's constitution defines five core purposes: 
 

a) To promote, market and generally facilitate economic development in the Comox 
Valley;  

b) To develop and implement economic strategies for the Comox Valley;  
c) To develop and assist in the development of properties and facilities for the purpose of 

creating new economic activities and expanding existing economic activities in the 
Comox Valley;  

d) To develop information on the economic activity in the Comox Valley;  
e) To promote business information services for the Comox Valley.  

 
The fundamental purpose of CVEDS was discussed through several meetings with the Societyôs 
Board during the process of updating the strategic plan. The two priority outcomes that emerged 
from the discussion are employment and investment. 
 
Employment is a targeted outcome, not just in terms of an increased number of jobs, but also 
improving the range and quality of employment opportunities for all Comox Valley residents, 
including through higher wages. Higher incomes are desirable both as an end goal and because 
they are often associated with other quality employment attributes, including greater personal 
autonomy, quality benefits, and safe working conditions. 
 
Investment is a targeted outcome because it supports employment, both directly through 
development related activity (such as new business start-up, investment or expansion) and 
indirectly by improving the region's productive capacity. The range of desirable investments 
includes: 
 

¶ Investments in infrastructure that make both private and public sector organizations 
more efficient and expand their trading opportunities.  

¶ Investments in buildings, machinery, equipment, and technology that make companies 
and workers more innovative and productive and lead to higher-value production and 
increased incomes.  

¶ Investments in public goods that enhance the region's quality of life for residents and 
make it more attractive for visitors and migrants.  
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¶ Investments by new residents in making the Comox Valley their home, which includes 
direct investment in housing and possible business-related investments, with the further 
benefit of expanding the region's human capital and entrepreneurial capacity.  

¶ A diversity of investment across industry sectors, helping to cushion the Comox Valley 
economy from downturns in any single sector. 

 

1.3. Alignment with Regional Plans 
 
In recent years the Comox Valley Regional District (CVRD) has completed a Sustainability 
Strategy and the Regional Growth Strategy, which together help to establish the regional policy 
framework for managing future growth. Each municipality also has an Official Community Plan 
(OCP) to govern growth within its boundaries.   
 
High-level references to economic development in the Regional Growth Strategy, Sustainability 
Strategy and two of the three municipalityôs Official Community Plans (Cumberland is undergoing 
an update to their OCP during the completion of this plan) are summarized below and are 
consistent with the existing focus of CVEDS. As the economic "department" for the regional 
government as well as the individual municipalities, CVEDS can use its expertise and track record 
to determine the specific programs and actions that are most likely to achieve these regional 
objectives, in the areas over which CVEDS has influence.  
 
Regional Growth Strategy 
 
More specifically, the Regional Growth Strategy (RGS) vision makes explicit mention of the 
importance of a vibrant local economy: 
 

The Comox Valley will continue to evolve as a region of distinct, well-connected 
and well-designed urban and rural communities. As stewards of the environment, 
local governments, the Kô·moks First Nation, public agencies, residents, 
businesses and community and non-governmental organizations will work 
collaboratively to conserve and enhance land, water and energy resources and 
ensure a vibrant local economy and productive working landscape. 

 
The RGS has eight inter-related policy goals, two of which are particularly relevant for the 
Comox Valley Regional Economic Development Strategic Plan: 
 

¶ Goal 3 for Local Economic Development: Achieve a sustainable, resilient, and 
dynamic local economy that supports Comox Valley businesses and the regionôs 
entrepreneurial spirit. 

¶ Goal 6 for Food Systems: Support and enhance the agricultural and 
aquaculture sectors and increase local food security. 

 
Other RGS goals for housing, transportation, and infrastructure also relate to some of the 
programs in this Strategic Plan and are referenced in the discussion of each program where 
appropriate. 
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Comox Valley Sustainability Strategy  
 
The Sustainability Strategy was completed in 2010 during the update process for the Regional 
Growth Strategy. It expresses global and Comox Valley visions for sustainability, as well as vision, 
goals and actions in eight topic areas, including: 
 

¶ Vision for local economic development: The Comox Valley has a diverse and 
sustainable economy and is a leader in innovation, cooperation, and a managed 
response to growth. 

¶ Food system vision: The Comox Valley has a prosperous local food economy 
that provides for a significant amount of local food needs, celebrates a rich 
culture of local food, keeps natural ecosystems healthy, and includes a high 
degree of food security and accessibility to food. 

 
Integration with Economic Development Strategic Plan 
 
The Regional Economic Development Strategic Plan is intended to integrate with these regional 
growth and sustainability visions. Each of the programs outlined in chapters 4-6 contains a 
specific reference to a regional objective or strategy, if relevant. This helps the reader understand 
the many linkages and complementary initiatives contained in this plan and the other regional 
documents. 
 
A more detailed section-by-section commentary on the regional plans with respect to economic 
development can be found in Appendix A. Even though the Regional Economic Development 
Strategic Plan is supportive of the high-level vision and objectives of the regional plans, the 
appendix outlines some specific strategies and measurements assigned to CVEDS that could be 
altered, either because the recommended measurement is impractical or because an alternative 
strategy is believed to be more effective.   
 

1.4. Previous Economic Development Plans 
 
Economic development activities in the Comox Valley since 2005 have been guided by the Comox 
Valley Economic Development Strategy and Implementation Plan, completed in 2005, and, more 
recently, the Comox Valley Economic Development 2011 Work Plan. 
 
The 2005 Plan had four principal components: 
 

1. Business facilitation: enhancing economic development potential 
2. Business retention and expansion (BRE) 
3. Strategic sectors/opportunities action plan 
4. Effectively branding/marketing the Comox Valley 

 
This initial division into four areas evolved over time into the three strategic focus areas that were 
used in the 2011 Work Plan and are maintained in this plan (see section 2.2 for an explanation). 
A detailed review of the individual strategies in the 2005 Plan is contained in Appendix C. 
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Status of 2005 Plan 
 
Nearly all of the initiatives recommended in the 2005 plan are either ongoing or have been fully 
completed, while a small number were not implemented for various reasons. 
 
The ongoing initiatives include; the business visitation program, several initiatives relating to the 
development of the agrifood sector (such as the annual Growers Guide, working toward a 
permanent farmers market, partnering with North Island College on agriculture training and 
attracting external investment into agricultural land), liaison and support of K'ómoks First Nation 
(formalizing the relationship with KFN having representation on the CVEDS Board), continuing to 
focus on tourism and cultural product development, and continuing to work toward waterfront and 
harbour development (including the addition of floatplane service). 
 
Some of the completed initiatives include development new sector based branding, developing 
the Visitor Centre, activities related to the 2010 Winter Olympic Games, and attracting resort 
investment. 
 
The initiatives that were not implemented include: 
 

¶ Development of a conference centre, which has not proceeded due to lack of resources 
and a shift to other priorities. It is also not included in this Plan, although a renewed 
focus is possible in the future as the Comox Valley's limitations in attracting meetings 
and events are recognized. 
 

¶ Attracting port of call pocket cruise ships, which was not pursued based on further 
assessment of the market opportunity and recognition of the challenges experienced by 
Campbell River and Nanaimo in pursuing this industry. 

 
Status of 2011 Work Plan 
 
The 2011 Work Plan is organized into the same three strategic focus areas that are used in this 
Plan (see section 2.2), with five programs under each focus area. The most recent progress report 
summarizing the implementation status of the plan is in Appendix C. 
 
Of the 15 programs in the 2011 Work Plan, 14 are continued to some degree in this Plan, with 
updated rational, strategic actions and performance measures. The Sister City and International 
Dignitary Coordination and Support Program activities will still occur as part of CVEDS 
administrative activities and can be supported through other programs on an as-needed basis. 
 
The 2011 Work Plan established a series of performance measures based on program outputs. 
This approach has been expanded upon with the updated Strategic Plan via a higher-level 
strategic focus on measurable economic outcomes for each program, while maintaining the 
performance measures for individual actions under each program. The transition to an outcome-
based approach provides a superior lens to evaluate the success of economic development 
initiatives over time. 
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1.5. Update Process 
 
An update of the Comox Valley Regional Economic Development Strategic Plan was initiated in 
August 2012. It builds on the completed 2005 Economic Development Strategy and retains much 
of the structure of CVEDS' 2011 Work Plan. Elements of the update process include: 
 

¶ Updated statistical analysis of the regional economy, labour market and demographics 

¶ Extensive literature review of previous documents from the Comox Valley and   

¶  Vancouver Island 

¶ Workshops with the CVEDS Board in September and October 2012 and January  

¶  2013 (and an update presentation at the December 2012 Board meeting) 

¶ Consultation meetings with industry groups and local government representatives in 
October and November 2012 

¶ Additional meetings with Town of Comox staff, a presentation at a Comox Committee of 
the Whole meeting and one-on-one meetings with Council members (in support of the 
Town of Comox Economic Development Plan that is part of the overall regional plan) 

¶ Online business survey completed in November and December 2012 

¶ Initial draft report distributed to the Board and local government Chief Administrative 
Officers in January 2013 

¶ Final draft report distributed in February 2013 

¶ Presentation of final draft report to CVEDS Board on March 7, 2013 

¶ Public open house on March 18, 2013 

¶ Completion of final project report 
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2. Strategic Framework 

2.1. Overview 
 
In general terms, employment and investment are pursued either by (a) building on the Comox 
Valley's competitive advantages and capitalizing on the employment-generating and/or 
investment opportunities they create, or (b) removing or minimizing barriers that are restricting 
employment and investment opportunities. 
 
Each of the programs in this plan can be traced back to one of these two concepts - either building 
on advantages and opportunities or removing/minimizing barriers. 
 
Employment 
 
While there is a desire to increase a wide range of employment opportunities, special focus is 
required on supporting higher-value employment. As subsequent analysis in this report show, the 
Comox Valley has among the lowest average employment incomes of any region in British 
Columbia. 
 
The only means to achieve sustained long-run increases in wages is to increase the value of the 
work being completed on a per-person basis (that is, increase labour productivity). Productivity 
can be improved by working harder (more hours, greater intensity) or smarter (more educated or 
skilled workforce, superior workflow organization). However, the greatest improvements in 
productivity are typically achieved through access to machinery and equipment, including 
advanced technology, which has the potential to dramatically increase the volume or quality of 
the good or service being produced. 
 
This is the rationale for programs relating to workforce development, as well as business 
counselling or education, that increases management knowledge about effective business 
practices and productivity-enhancing technologies. For example, export development programs 
are an indirect way to encourage higher productivity, as research shows that exporting firms 
(including those that export across provincial borders) are consistently more productive than 
similar non-exporting firms.1 This is consistent with the idea that increasing exposure to more and 
different competition forces firms to become more productive in order to succeed. 
 
Investment 
 
All else being equal, lowering the barriers to investment will increase the amount of investment 
that occurs. Barriers may include: 
 

¶ Regulatory barriers - there is no suggestion that necessary environmental or land use 
regulations should be relaxed, but simply that the investment process be improved; 

 

¶ Information barriers - potential investors in the Comox Valley may be unaware of the 
possible opportunities, or may not have sufficient information to proceed; 

 

                                                
1 John R. Baldwin and Beiling Yan (March 2012), Market Expansion and Productivity Growth: Do New 
Domestic Markets Matter as Much as New International Markets?, Statistics Canada, Economic Analysis 
(EA) Research Paper Series. 
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¶ Physical or infrastructure barriers - there may be insufficient land or leasable space 
available, or a deficiency in infrastructure or transportation connections that, if resolved, 
would allow investment to proceed. 

 
Programs that result in the lowering or removing of these barriers will encourage additional capital 
investment in the Comox Valley, leading to employment creation, higher business revenue and 
labour income, and more tax revenue to support public services. 
 
Other programs are focused on leveraging the Valley's unique advantages and pursuing 
investment in targeted areas (these include the programs focusing on agrifood, tourism, 
sustainability-related industries, health services and residential attraction). CVEDS and partner 
organizations have limited financial and human resources, so there is a need to prioritize among 
possible opportunities and targets. This prioritization should be based on a) the potential payoff 
in terms of investment and jobs if the opportunity is fully realized, and b) the probability of success. 
Opportunities with lower potential payoffs may be better targets if there is a significantly higher 
probability of success. 
 
This is one of the reasons business retention and expansion (BRE) programs might be prioritized 
over investment attraction programs. Encouraging additional investment from companies that are 
already operating in the Comox Valley will often have a greater chance of success than attracting 
investment from outside the region. However, other than the probability of success, there is no 
need to make a distinction between local and external sources of investment. If there is an 
economic development opportunity in the Comox Valley, the necessary investment to capitalize 
on it could come from anywhere and will have similar impacts in terms of expanding productive 
capacity, supporting more employment and income, and expanding the tax base. 
 
The Comox Valleyôs specific competitive advantages also needs to be taken into consideration. 
This was the approach taken in 2004 during the first phase of the Comox Valleyôs previous 
Economic Development Strategy. An extensive evaluation process was undertaken to determine 
the sectors that were the best targets for attracting investment. Ship and boat building, for 
example, was a sector that could reasonably operate in the Comox Valley, but there was no 
compelling advantage for the Comox Valley over other Vancouver Island locations, so it was 
dropped from the final list of possible targets. 
 

2.2. Strategic Focus Areas 
 
The targeted outcomes of employment and investment are pursued via three strategic focus areas 
described below, covering; 
(i) an internal focus on strengthening businesses and growth conditions within the Comox 

Valley;  
(ii) an outward focus on selling the Comox Valley to the world and attracting external 

investment, visitors and new residents; and  
(iii) a liaison focus that ties together partners and stakeholders, dedicates resources to joint 

pursuit of economic development objectives, and communicates both achievements and 
messages in support of economic development goals. 

 
These focus areas are complementary in that they are ultimately working toward the same ends 
and there is some overlap between the areas on given projects and initiatives. But they also 
provide a useful functional division for CVEDS staffing and budgeting purposes and for 
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communicating to the public and stakeholders, what CVEDS does. Each of the programs in the 
economic development strategic plan are contained within one of the three focus areas, as shown 
in Chapters 4 to 6. 
 
Strategic Focus Area One: Business Retention and Expansion (Chapter 4) 
 
Business retention and expansion (BRE) is a core focus of many economic development 
organizations. Analogous to the clear benefit of supporting existing businesses is the notion 
where, for a given business,  the costs of retaining an existing customer are far lower than the 
costs of acquiring a new customer. The share of employment growth from BRE is estimated in 
various places from 60% to 90% (a recent estimates reported by the University of Minnesota is 
86%). 
 
Programs within Focus Area One are directed toward supporting existing companies and 
industries and helping them expand. It also includes programs that provide the building blocks for 
economic growth, including workforce development. 
 
Strategic Focus Area Two: Investment Attraction and Promotion (Chapter 5) 
 
The investment attraction and promotion programs all have an element of generating awareness 
about the Comox Valley outside the local area. This takes multiple forms, including the proactive 
attraction of investment in priority areas (agrifood, air services, health services, sustainability-
related) where there is believed to be a strong competitive advantage with significant potential 
benefits. This includes the attraction of new residents, who bring many benefits to the region as 
workers, entrepreneurs and consumers. 
 
Destination marketing of the Comox Valley to tourists is also included (where there are also 
significant benefits and a strong product to sell), along with a program for the Vancouver Island 
Visitor Centre, which focuses on maximizing the value of those visitors by showing all the 
possibilities of the region and providing on-site bookings. 
 
Strategic Focus Area Three: Economic Development Coordination, Facilitation and 
Communication (Chapter 6) 
 
CVEDS is regularly engaged in partnerships with other organizations in the Comox Valley in order 
to successfully implement most of the programs in the Strategic Plan. As a publicly-funded agency 
there is also a certain degree of interest from the public and the local media about CVEDS 
activities.  
 
Communicating the Societyôs activities and successes is an important activity both to keep 
partners and stakeholders informed but also to raise the profile of economic development in the 
region. There are also programs under this focus area relating to specific partnerships (K'ómoks 
First Nation, 19 Wing Comox, regional partners across Vancouver Island) as well as a program 
involving partnering with land owners, possible developers and local governments to facilitate 
land development. 
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2.3. Core Versus Support Programs 
 
The programs outlined in Chapters 4-6 can be described as either ñcoreò or ñsupportò programs. 
Core programs are those where CVEDS has lead responsibility and applies significant focus. 
The majority of the programs fall into this category, as shown in the table below.  
 
Support programs address issues of significant importance for the regionôs economic 
development, but the CVEDS role is to provide support to one or more other lead agencies or 
organizations. The time and resource commitment by CVEDS is typically smaller for these 
programs. 
 
Table 1. Core and Support Programs in Comox Valley Regional Economic 

Development Strategic Plan Update 
 

Core Programs Support Programs 

4.1 Labour Force Readiness 5.4 Air Service Support 

4.2 Food Security Enhancement 5.6 Health Services 

4.3 Tourism, Arts, Culture and Heritage 6.1 Kôomoks First Nation Liaison 

4.4 Business Visitation and Entrepreneurship 6.5 Regional Business Development 
Collaboration 

4.5 Export Development 6.6 19 Wing Support 

4.6 Downtown, Waterfront and Local Area 
Enhancement 

 

5.1 Agrifood Investment and Land Utilization  

5.2 Destination Marketing  

5.3 Sustainability-Related Business Opportunities  

5.5 Resident and Entrepreneur Relocation  

5.7 Visitor Services Opportunities  

6.2 Communications and Media Relations  

6.3 Land and Development Impact Analysis  

6.4 Economic Profile and Information  

 

2.4. Regional Approach to Economic Development 
 
The most relevant geographic unit for regional economic analysis is the local labour market area 
or commutershed. This is an area where most people living in the area also work in the area and 
it usually consists of a central urban area and surrounding rural areas, often covering multiple 
individual municipalities and/or unincorporated areas. The Comox Valley functions as a separate 
economic unit in exactly this way. 
 
From a strictly economic perspective, the political boundaries within the region are largely 
meaningless, other than a few differences in local policies. Integrated communities like the Comox 
Valley often see residents live in one municipality or rural area, work in another, shop in a third 
and enjoy recreational activities in a fourth. Metropolitan areas are the same, whether they are 
politically fragmented (e.g., Metro Vancouver, Greater Victoria) or mostly a single political entity 
(e.g., City of Calgary, City of Winnipeg).  
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The integrated nature of the Comox Valley economy is the rationale for having the Comox 
Valley Economic Development Society operate on a regional basis. The table below shows 
commuting data from the 2006 Census that helps to illustrate the degree of economic integration 
between the separate communities in the region. Note that Area K (Denman and Hornby Islands) 
of the old Comox-Strathcona Regional District still existed at that time. 
 
Table 2. Place of Work of Employed Residents, Comox Valley Communities, 2006 
 

 
Work in Home Municipality/  

Electoral Area 
Work Elsewhere 
in Comox Valley 

Work Outside 
Comox Valley 

No Fixed Place of 
Work 

Courtenay 54% 26% 4% 16% 

Comox 42% 40% 4% 14% 

Cumberland 26% 50% 5% 19% 

Area A 28% 48% 5% 19% 

Area B 23% 59% 6% 12% 

Area C 23% 53% 5% 19% 

Area K 61% 6% 10% 24% 

Total 40% 39% 5% 16% 
Source: BC Ministry of Community, Sport and Cultural Development 

 
Only 40% of employed residents of the 
Comox Valley had a regular place of 
work in their home community while 
almost as many (39%) went to work in a 
different part of the Valley. A further 16% 
of employed residents with no fixed 
place of work (which is common in 
sectors like construction) also regularly 
work across municipal boundaries within 
the Comox Valley and potentially 
beyond. 
 
 

Work in Home 
Community

40%

Work Elsewhere 
in Comox Valley

39%

Work Outside 
Comox Valley

5%

No Fixed Place of 
Work
16%

Place of Work of Comox Valley Residents, 2006
(Source: Statistics Canada Census)
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3. Competitive Analysis of Comox Valley Economy 
 
The competitive analysis of the Comox Valley economy provides the factual underpinning of the 
rest of the strategic plan. It is based on several components that are summarized in this chapter 
of the report, including an economic analysis of key trends and regional characteristics, a literature 
review of previous studies completed in the Comox Valley or throughout Vancouver Island, a 
series of consultation meetings and workshops with industry groups and key stakeholders in the 
region, and lastly, an online survey of Comox Valley businesses. 
 

3.1. Economic Analysis 
 
Statistical and economic analysis in support of this Strategic Plan update was completed and 
presented at several Board workshops and industry consultation meetings during the study 
process. This detailed material is contained in Appendix C: Economic Analysis. Also as part of 
the process the Comox Valley Investor Profile, which includes significant statistical benchmarking 
against BC regions and similar-sized communities across Canada, has been updated. 
 
The key outcomes of this analysis that are particularly informative for the Strategic Plan update 
include the following: 
 

¶ The Comox Valley has been one of the faster-growing regional districts in BC. With 
population growth of 6.8% from 2006 to 2011, it ranks 5th fastest in growth rate among the 
29 regional districts. 

 

¶ Population growth is projected by BC Stats to remain strong, averaging 1.3% per year 
through 2036, the 2nd fastest rate among comparable BC regional districts. 

 

¶ Strong growth averaging 1.2% per year is also projected in the prime working-age 
population of 25 to 54-year-olds. An increasing supply of working-age residents is a critical 
asset for growing the regional economy and will help to mitigate labour shortages that are 
expected to be a growing problem nationwide. 

 

¶ Average and median incomes in the Comox Valley are lower than in BC. The average of 
all types of income is lower than average except pension income.  

 

¶ Pension income in 2009 averaged $23,000 per person (among those who had pension 
income), ranking 2nd highest in BC among the 29  regional districts (only the Capital RD is 
higher). Employment income averaged $30,500 per person (among those who had 
employment income), ranking 21st in BC. 

 

¶ Employment and self-employment accounted for just over half (53%) of total reported 
income in the Comox Valley in 2009. Only two other regional districts had a lower share 
of income from employment, emphasizing the Comox Valleyôs increasing role as a 
retirement location.  

 

¶ The three sectors with lowest average weekly wages in BC are accommodation and food 
services, agriculture and retail & wholesale trade, each of which is more concentrated in 
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the Comox Valley than in the BC economy overall. This helps to explain the regionôs lower 
employment incomes.  

 

¶ Resource-based industries (forestry, fishing, mining) tend to pay the highest wages but 
have been in decline in the Comox Valley. Public administration also pays well and is a 
strength in the Comox Valley with presence of 19 Wing Comox. Professional, scientific 
and technical services are also well-paying but less present in the Comox Valley than BC 
overall. 

 

¶ Post-secondary educational attainment among the Comox Valley working-age population 
compares quite favourably to similar-sized areas across BC and Canada, suggesting there 
is potential for more higher-value services production. 

 

¶ Housing prices have increased significantly in the Comox Valley over the last decade, 
rising from below-average on Vancouver Island to about average (they are still lower than 
average prices in the Parksville / Qualicum and Nanaimo areas), but higher than other 
Vancouver Island locations. All Island housing prices are high relative to typical prices in 
larger cities elsewhere in Canada, such as Edmonton, Winnipeg, and Montreal and can 
therefore be a deterrent to attracting new residents from locations with lower housing 
costs. 
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3.2. Business Survey Summary 
 
An online survey was prepared and publicized among the Comox Valley business community in 
order to collect additional feedback on key business issues in the region. A total of 143 responses 
were received and the full results are shown in Appendix D.  
 
Some of the key survey results that provide insight into key competitive issues facing the business 
community are summarized below. 
 
Question: Economic Development activities, within a given region, are undertaken to influence 
and/or create economic outcomes. Please choose the top three outcomes you see as the most 
important to the future health of the Comox Valleyôs economy. 
 
Supporting growth in 
new and existing 
businesses is by far the 
most the most popular 
outcome among the 
business community 
respondents. Several 
tourism-related 
outcomes were also 
popular, including 
increasing visitor 
spending and enhancing 
community branding and 
awareness. The desire 
for more value-added 
manufacturing and for 
local area revitalization 
also received support 
from just over one-
quarter of respondents, 
as well as the more general outcomes of new investment and quality of employment. 
 
  

56%

32%

29%

27%

26%

25%

24%

20%

18%

18%

8%

7%

9%

Growth in new and existing businesses

Increased visitors, visitor spending, occupancy

New investment

More value-added production/manufacturing

Local area revitalization

Quality of employment

Enhanced  community branding & awareness

Improved income

Skilled workforce

Increased real estate & land development

Increased exporting by local firms

Increased tax base

Other

Top Three Outcomes
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Question: The following public and/or private sector major infrastructure projects have been 
discussed as being important for the future growth of the Comox Valley economy. Select the top 
5 projects you feel would have the most positive economic impact to the region. 
 
A variety of possible 
projects received 
support, but the clear 
top three are downtown 

redevelopment/enhancements, airport expansion and a conference centre. 
 
 
 
Question: Is your business growth limited by any of the following factors? 
 
Lack of skilled labour 
was identified as a 
barrier to growth by 
about one-third of 
respondents, ranking 
just ahead of two local 
government-related 
challenges (zoning 
regulations and approval 
processes/ inspections). 
Availability of affordable 
land and/or real estate 
was also identified by 
more than one-quarter 
of respondents. 
 
 
 
 

  

50%

49%

44%

34%

34%

29%

27%

24%

21%

20%

19%

16%

15%

15%

13%

12%

12%

19%

Downtown redevelopment/enhancements

Airport expansion (new route connections)

Conference centre

Permanent Farmers Market

Business incubator centres (ie. High tech)

Rail freight/passenger improvements

Third major vehicle bridge crossing

Marina Enhancements (e.g., ramps, docking)

Cultural amenities (e.g., event space)

Serviced industrial park

Sewer and water extensions

Bike/walking bridge

Post-secondary school expansion (facilities)

Sport tourism facilities (ice rinks, soccer fields)

Barge loading/deep water facility

Parkades (downtown cores)

Community signage (gateway, way-finding)

Other

Top Infrastructure Projects

34%

31%

29%

28%

25%

25%

22%

19%

16%

12%

25%

Lack of skilled labour

Zoning regulations (e.g., permitted uses, 
parking)

Local gov't approval processes/inspections

Availability of affordable land/real estate

Transportation/shipping costs

Community Image

Local government property taxes

Access to capital

Provincial government regulation

Federal government regulation

Other

Business Growth Limitations
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3.3. Strategic Advantages and Disadvantages 
 
This summary of strategic advantages and disadvantages for the Comox Valley is not intended 
to be a lengthy list of all possible issues, but rather a focused and strategic summary of the most 
important issues as they relate to the Comox Valley's future economic development prospects.  
The issues are taken from all of the background work, including the economic analysis, the 
business survey, the literature review, and the extensive consultation (which included several 
workshops with the CVEDS Board, meetings with local and regional government staff, interviews 
with local politicians, particularly from the Town of Comox, and multiple industry focus groups and 
one-on-one meetings). 
 
Key Strategic Advantages 
 

¶ Fast-growing population (and growing working age population) 

¶ Available and under-utilized land (although not as affordable as some businesses 
would prefer) 

¶ Attractive tourism/recreational market 

¶ Airport (connections & runway) as well as complementary floatplane and Courtenay 
Airport services 

¶ Baynes Sound conditions for shellfish 

¶ High quality but under-utilized agricultural land 

¶ Stable economic generator of 19 Wing Comox and related economic benefits of 
retired military personnel 

¶ Education sector, including growing international connections at both secondary and 
post-secondary level 

¶ Health services expansion with new Comox Valley Hospital and possible repurposing 
of St. Joseph's Hospital 

 
Key Strategic Disadvantages 
 

¶ Island location, which increases transportation costs and time for moving goods by  
road 

¶ High reliance on public sector (generating about 30% of regional income(potential 
threat) 

¶ Lack of serviced, available industrial land 

¶ Multiple governmental jurisdictions and varied developmental regulations of the region 

¶ Shortage of labour for some businesses  

¶ Relatively high housing costs in Vancouver Island context and relative to relatively low 
employment incomes 
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4. Strategic Focus Area: Business Retention and Expansion 

4.1. Labour Force Readiness Program (Core) 
 
Population aging throughout most of the developed world will lead to increased competition for 
labour and the possibility that growth in some locations and some industries will be hampered by 
the lack of available workers. A BC Stats forecast for the Vancouver Island/Coast region 
suggested there would be about 150,000 job openings in the region from 2010 to 2020, 80% of 
which would be caused by retirement or death (and the remaining 20% caused by growth). Utilities 
and health care & social assistance are expected to have the fastest employment growth, but 
worker shortages are predicted to be most severe in the lowest-skill positions, including retail and 
tourism-related fields (sales clerks, food counter attendants, kitchen helpers). Technical and 
professional positions in health care will be the fastest-growing occupations, but at least according 
to BC Stats, there will be fewer shortages in these fields. At a provincial level an estimated 78% 
of job openings through 2010 will require some type of post-secondary training. 
 
The prognosis for the Comox Valley is mixed. BC Stats is projecting the Valley will continue to 
have strong population growth, including growth in the number of adults of prime working age (25 
to 54). But with an advanced age profile, the Comox Valley is already experience negative natural 
increase, meaning there are more deaths than births each year. All of the projected population 
growth is therefore due to migration, which is much more volatile in response to economic 
conditions. On the other hand, the business survey completed for this Strategic Plan identified 
ñlack of skilled labourò as the most common factor limiting business growth (cited by 34% of 
respondents). 
 
The Comox Valley attracts relatively few international immigrants but large numbers of 
interprovincial and intraprovincial migrants. Ensuring a continuing supply of new workers is 
covered by the Resident and Entrepreneur Relocation Program (5.5) but improving access to 
education and skills training for existing residents is a priority. This includes programs for older 
workers to upgrade or learn new skills. The baby boom generation is expected to have a higher 
labour force participation rate in retirement than previous generations, which will also help to offset 
labour shortages. 
 
With respect to skills attainment, the Comox Valley has post-secondary educational attainment 
levels that are generally higher than most similarly-sized communities across Canada, but lower 
than major metropolitan areas. The regionôs skills shortages are especially acute for advanced 
university degrees, which over the long run might limit the regionôs competitiveness in some 
advanced service industries. 
 
North Island College is a key partner in labour force readiness for the Comox Valley. In addition 
to a growing list of post-secondary educational programs, the College also provides contract 
training services to large companies or industry groups with a defined need. If the College does 
not have the training expertise on staff, they will bring in subject matter experts to help deliver the 
training that is required. The College and School District 71 also help to boost international 
immigration and investment through their international student programs.  
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Alignment with Regional Plans 
RGS Objective 3-B: Increase regional job base. 
 
Program Goal 
The Comox Valleyôs skilled and unskilled labour meets the needs of existing and emerging 
high growth potential industries. 
 
Measurable Outcome 
Surveys of the business community and other major employers show a decreasing percentage 
of respondents citing labour shortages as an operating challenge or barrier to growth. 
 
Actions and Performance Measures 
#1      Develop labour force readiness communication and feedback tool.  
 
           Performance Measure:  

¶ Implementation of a survey tool to obtain ongoing feedback from local employers. 
 
#2 Maintain an ongoing and effective labour force readiness communication and feedback 

tool that provides detailed information on recruitment opportunities, labour market trends, 
local needs and opportunities for addressing skills gaps.   

 
 Performance Measure:  

¶ Tools, information and resources provided are specific to shortening the recruitment 
time of employees for local employers. 

¶ Completion of annual labour force survey to collect information on labour market 
needs. 

 
#3 Develop and provide local delivery of training and explore labour force needs related to 

emerging or future growth areas.    
 

 Performance Measure:  

¶ Training opportunities are provided that fit current and anticipated needs of local 
employers.  

 
Economic Indicators (for ongoing tracking) 

¶ Percentage of working-age population with post-secondary credentials 

¶ Percentage of working-age population with post-secondary credentials in mathematics, 
science and computer science 

¶ Number of post-secondary students in the Comox Valley each year (at North Island 
College and other post-secondary institutions) 

¶ Number of post-secondary graduates in the Comox Valley each year (at North Island 
College and other post-secondary institutions) 

¶ Percentage increase in Comox Valley working age population 
 

Priority Ranking 
Primary 
 
Partnerships 
North Island College, School District 71, Local Workforce Organizations 
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4.2. Food Security Enhancement Program (Core) 
 
Increasing local food production and enhancing food security have been identified as priorities in 
several Vancouver Island studies in the past five years and they are specific priorities in the 
Comox Valley Regional Growth Strategy and Sustainability Strategy.  
 
The agrifood sector has shifted, expanded and diversified in the Comox Valley and on Vancouver 
Island over the past decade. Dairy, shellfish, and cranberries are still the main commodities 
produced locally but there has been a sharp increase in value-added, niche market and direct 
market operations, especially those linked to local cuisine and agritourism. Distribution and 
market access for this wide range of products is extremely variable. 
 
Globally, the impact of climate change, access to irrigation water, and increases in demand for 
quality food in emerging economies suggests that there is an opportunity (possibly a need) for 
increased food production. The Comox Valley has the climate, soils, and water to produce a wide 
range of agriculture, aquaculture, and beverage products; and the potential to significantly 
increase the economic value of production. The sector is diverse but there are many common 
issues and opportunities. 
 
This program will focus on developing the resource capacity needed to increase food production. 
This includes expanding capital and infrastructure, improving overall management capacity, 
improving access to markets, and increasing the intensity and efficiency of production in local 
agrifood businesses. This is not about limiting trade in food and eating only what we produce. It 
is about developing a vibrant, diverse and economically sustainable agrifood sector that has the 
capability to efficiently produce to the full potential of the land and water. 
 
Alignment with Regional Plans 
RGS Policy 3B-2: Protect and enhance ALR lands with the intent to grow and diversify the 
base of agricultural activities. 
RGS Policy 3B-4: Explore initiatives that support value-added, community-based business 
development, including, but not limited to, local food processing, specialty forest products and 
other value-added production manufacturing. 
RGS Policy 3C-1: Work with the Ministry of Agriculture and Lands and the Agricultural Land 
Commission to develop strategies and actions to increase the amount of actively farmed 
agricultural lands, and reduce barriers to agricultural viability in Agricultural Areas. 
RGS Policy 3C-2: Encourage the development of infrastructure to help increase agricultural 
production such as irrigation water and regional drainage improvements. 
RGS Policy 3C-3 Work to develop policy that limits country estate residential impact but 
supports small-scale agricultural operations to enable new farmers to enter the industry. 
RGS Policy 3C-7: Support regional aquaculture industries and collaborate with them on 
developing foreshore land use and water management policies that protect and steward on-
shore and off-shore shellfish beds and marine water quality. 
Sustainability Strategy Goal 6.1: Support a diverse and thriving local agriculture system. 
City of Courtenay OCP Goal 4.5.2, #2: To promote the expansion of the agriculture industry in 
the Comox Valley. 
City of Courtenay OCP Policy 4.5.3, #2: The City supports expanding the processing of locally 
produced agricultural products. 
Town of Comox OCP Objective 2.1.9.2: To protect the agricultural land base and marine  
foreshore for food production and encourage future growth that is environmentally sustainable 
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Program Goal 
Local food production companies will have the resources to increase capacity through   
expanded capital, infrastructure, management expertise, access to markets, or productivity 
enhancements. 
 
Measurable Outcome 
80% of known local companies with food production facilities are approached under the business 
visitation program and information is shared on steps needed to increase production capacity 
and the tools and resources available.  
 
Actions and Performance Measures 
#1       Develop improved monitoring local food production. 
 

     Performance Measure:  

¶ Database improvements made that measures and monitor the number of primary 
agriculture, primary aquaculture and value added enterprises.  

 
#2     Develop a system that ensures effective and timely flow of relevant information between          

CVEDS and agrifood producers.  
 
    Performance Measure:  

¶ Number of producer contacts, or connections to the office, and producer participation 
in initiatives. 

 
#3     Organize specific focus groups and opportunities for engaging experts to explore private 

or industry-wide capital investment projects.  
  

    Performance Measure:  

¶ Number of focus groups, or opportunities provided. 
 

#4  Prepare background materials, tools and resources specific to highlighting and 
communicating key regulatory requirements.  

 
    Performance Measure:  

¶ Number of issues and magnitude of issues responded to.  
 

Economic Indicators (for ongoing tracking) 

¶ Percent change in value of agrifood revenue (based on Census of Agriculture every 5 
years and production statistics compiled by the Province, where relevant)  

¶ Intensity of land use within the ALR 

¶ Farm gate revenue per ha in the ALR 
 
Priority Ranking 
Secondary 
 
Partnerships 
Comox Valley Farmers Institute, Comox Valley Farmers Market, Ministry of Agriculture, Food 
and Beverage Canada 
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4.3. Tourism, Arts, Culture and Heritage Development Program (Core) 
 
An outcome of the 2007 Cultural Capitals of Canada funding for the Comox Valley was the 
creation of a Cultural Development Plan. It defined the sector's opportunities, challenges and 
economic impact for the region, which was estimated to be $75 million in total economic output 
per year. The plan includes a range of strategies and actions to address cultural capacity issues 
that may otherwise limit the region's ability to attract and retain investment, skilled labour, and a 
creative economic class.  
 
Event attraction and expansion has been identified as a strategic tourism development 
opportunity in numerous previous studies, including the Cultural Development Plan, but also the 
Visitor Services Strategy, Comox Valley Tourism Plan, Sport Tourism Marketplace Workshop, 
and the Comox Valley Additional Hotel Room Tax Business Plan. It has been identified again 
through sector meetings and the online business survey undertaken for this Strategic Plan update 
(a conference centre was the third most popular response to a question about major infrastructure 
projects that would help support economic growth).  
 
Past events like the BC Seniors Summer Games, or existing destination-level events like the 
Filberg Festival and MusicFest, are consistently used as examples for the region to expand upon. 
Yet despite favourable accessibility to major markets, an expanded accommodation sector, and 
improving attractions, the region is hindered in its ability to attract many conferences and sporting 
events by a lack of meeting, conference and sports infrastructure. The Comox Valley is at a 
competitive disadvantage relative to BC communities that have prioritized infrastructure 
improvements and event attraction, including Prince George and Nanaimo. The multiple political 
jurisdictions and corresponding variances in regulations in the Comox Valley has been identified 
as a challenge; any new region-serving infrastructure that might be built in one of the 
municipalities is unlikely to be financially supported by the other local governments. 
 
Alignment with Regional Plans 
RGS Policy 3B-9: Encourage tourism, including cultural and eco-tourism opportunities, within 
the Comox Valley. 
Sustainability Strategy Objective 5.4.2: Enhance sports and recreation infrastructure 
Sustainability Strategy Objective 7.5.1: Promote arts and culture capacity in the Comox Valley 
City of Courtenay, OCP, Bylaw No. 2387, 4.1 Downtown 
Town of Comox OCP Bylaw 1685, 2.1.5 Commercial Neighbourhood and Tourist 
Town of Comox OCP Bylaw 1685, 2.1.8 Parks, Trails, and Open Space 
City of Courtenay, OCP, Bylaw No. 2387, 4.1 Downtown #6 
City of Courtenay, OCP, Bylaw No. 2387, 4.8 Culture 
City of Courtenay, OCP, Bylaw No. 2387, 4.9 Heritage 
 
Program Goal 
The region has successfully attracted new destination level events, and expanded existing 
ones, while tourism products are being developed/enhanced that reflect and leverage key 
attributes and assets of the region thereby supporting the attraction of more visitors. 
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Measurable Outcome 
a) Event hosting infrastructure barriers are removed or reduced, supporting increased or 

expanded events.  
b) New or expanded tourism products, including the Comox Valley Heritage Experience, 

support increased length of stay and expenditures. 
 
Actions and Performance Measures 
#1 Barriers to event attraction are identified and integrated into community planning and 

long term infrastructure priorities are defined. 
 
 Performance Measure:  

¶   Summary of identified infrastructure issues completed, referencing current and past 
studies, research and surveys; summary updated as they are addressed. 

 
#2 Develop and implement strategies to secure potential events/conferences. 
 

Performance Measure: 

¶ Create database of potential events/conferences that would drive economic benefit 
to the region in the form of overnight stays and are a reasonable target for the 
Comox Valley market, and determine regional interest and resources to pursue or 
support. 

 
#3 Provide or support annual professional and/or product development opportunities to the 

sector to enable increased capacity and market ready product experiences to be 
marketed and sold. 

 
 Performance Measure:  

¶   Opportunities for professional and product development are evaluated and where 
there is a fit with the industry and local companies, are hosted or supported, with 
goal of 1-2 sessions annually. 

 
 
Economic Indicators (for ongoing tracking) 

¶ Visitation counts 

¶ Sales volume at Vancouver Island Visitor Centre 

¶ Number of overnight stays 

¶ Revenue per available room (RevPAR) 

¶ Visitation at key tourism attractions (where publicly available) 

¶ Passenger counts at Comox Valley Airport 
 

Priority Ranking 
Tertiary 
 
Partnerships 
Regional tourism, arts, heritage and cultural stakeholders and attractions 
Destination Level Events  
Public and Private Sector Event Facilities 
Local Governments 
Kô·moks First Nation 

 








































































