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The meeting was called to order at 9:01 a.m. The Chair acknowledged that the meeting
was being held on unceded Indigenous territory.
1.0

ADDITIONS / DELETIONS TO THE AGENDA
MOVED and SECONDED
THAT the agenda of the June 11, 2021 Economic Development Advisory Committee
be adopted with the following addition:
6.3
Appointment of New Alternate Chair for EDAC
CARRIED.
All members present voted in favour of the motion.

2.0

ADOPTION OF MINUTES

2.1

Adoption of the Minutes of April 9, 2021
MOVED AND SECONDED
THAT the Minutes of the April 9, 2021 Economic Development Advisory Committee
meeting be adopted.
CARRIED.
All members of the Committee present voted in favor of the motion.

3.0

PRESENTATIONS

3.1

Tax Discussion
Harji Varn, Director of Finance, provided a PowerPoint Presentation on the topic of
business taxes, tax rate drivers, and tax dollar breakdown.
In response to a question from the Committee, Ms. Varn noted that the timing of the
tax rate analysis and any associated changes within the City would be dependent on
resources and, depending on how discussions transpire at the Provincial level and
with BC Assessment, would likely be prioritized for the 2023 budget process.
Committee members made the following comments:
• Appreciation was expressed for the City’s efforts to look at this review of tax
rates, as it seems that tax rates increase yearly and place a large burden on
businesses;
• It would be helpful for EDAC to remain informed during the discovery and
analysis process, and to ensure that the Committee is given the opportunity
to provide feedback;
• It would be ideal to prioritize the analysis and bring it forward earlier than
2023.
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Ms. Varn noted that as a first step, the City could investigate the tax splits of
neighbouring municipalities and analyze if there are large discrepancies in the
residential and business tax split percentages.
4.0

UNFINISHED BUSINESS

4.1

Retail Strategy – Urban Systems & Happy City
Carolyn Armanini, Economic Development Planner, gave a brief background on the
City’s Retail Strategy and introduced the consultant team from Urban Systems and
Happy City.
David Bell and Justin Barer, Urban Systems, provided a PowerPoint presentation
on the City’s planned Retail Strategy, including the following information:
• Project purpose and components, including a planned audit of current retail
conditions, coded by area and category; mobility data analysis, and trade area
and demand analysis
• Primary research methods, including surveys and input from a broad array of
residents, business owners and property owners; and,
• Desired project outcomes.
Mitchell Reardon and Cheri Hessami, Happy City, shared information and case
studies on the Rapid Placemaking Toolkit, which aims to foster engagement for the
overall retail strategy, using five stages of inspiration, ideation, implementation,
engagement and iteration, and assessment.
In response to questions from the Committee, Ms. Armanini, Mr. Bell and Mr.
Reardon provided the following information:
• The data for the study would be compiled through mobility analysis and
through asking demographic questions in order to cross-tabulate, and this
would be compiled in several key retail areas and sub-areas in the City;
• The intention is for the strategy to provide the following outcomes:
o A municipal scan of what works in other municipalities;
o An inventory of current conditions, which in turn would quantify the
retail dollars spent in the City and how this influences floor space, growth
of local demand, realistic market support, and outflow of retail spend to
online platforms and neighbouring cities;
o An analysis of how the retail market may influence potential changes to
City land use policy and planning;
• The City has budgeted one year for the project, and therefore expect that the
work would be complete by spring or early summer 2022;
• It is planned that the engagement would be split into two areas, as follows:
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o Surveys targeted at business owners, which would provide them with the
opportunity for input into the issues from their point-of-view;
o Door-to-door engagement, in order to meet retailers in their own locations
and languages, and to determine a representation sample of stakeholders,
which would be influenced by established criteria, such as business type,
length of time in business, owner vs. manager, and newcomers, among
others; and,
• In order to ensure that all types and communities of businesses in the City
would be included, Happy City is establishing a database of languages
spoken within the team and developing a toolkit of practical ways to increase
engagement.
Committee members made the following comments:
• This study has been long-awaited in the City and the measures being
proposed, such as the health and vitality report, mobility tracking and
application of an equity lens, sound comprehensive and ambitious;
• It would be very important to ensure that the health and vitality of all retail
areas in the City are analyzed;
• It would be important to approach the analysis with an accessibility lens, as
the steep hills in many parts of the City pose mobility challenges for certain
demographics of residents in the City to access retail areas;
• It will be interesting to see the results of the study, particularly in terms of
maintaining areas such as Twelfth Street, where there are many small
businesses because of affordability;
• It will be interesting to see how the study proposes to resolve considerable
disconnects that have been observable in the retail sphere over several years
due to changes in consumer patterns, including demand vs supply of retail
space, quality of retail offerings vs affordability, and demand for location vs
availability;
• It would be crucial to ensure that the study takes into account the perspectives
of both the landowners and the retail business owners, as their concerns can
often be very different; and,
• It would be important to consider how to tailor the study to address cultural
barriers and encourage involvement from as many cultural groups as
possible.
Committee members noted a willingness to participate in the study and to
disseminate relevant survey links and information to their networks. There was also
an interest in having the project return to the Committee at a future meeting, once
tangible results are available.
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5.0

NEW BUSINESS

5.1

Transitioning New West’s Economy to Adjust to a Post-COVID Reality
Blair Fryer, Manager of Communications and Economic Development, referred to
a letter included in the agenda package, which was brought forward by a Committee
member, on the discussion topic of how the City’s economy would be affected by
the long-term effects of the pandemic, and what the City could be doing to prepare
itself for a different economic environment in the coming years.
Committee members made the following comments:
• There are tangible concerns that the post-pandemic world will see significant
impacts on the global, national and local economy, and underlying trends that
were underway prior to the pandemic are accelerating;
• It would be important to examine and discuss what the City could be
proactively doing, from a policy perspective, to prepare itself for a different
economic environment and avoid becoming a bedroom community;
• It may be important to consider looking 5-10 years down the road and be
prepared for long-term effects; and,
• There seems to be a disconnect between what is available in terms of lowrisk opportunity and exciting, attractive developments that appeal to
entrepreneurs.
Mr. Fryer noted that these observations are quite common in neighbouring cities
and is a conversation that is ongoing at the regional level. He noted that the Regional
Prosperity Service (RPS) has recently been set up and aims to conduct research and
analysis on sectors within the context of a regional economy, and provide
information on which sectors to pursue and support with Municipal and Provincial
policies and training. Mr. Fryer noted that the City would be developing a new
Economic Development Plan in the future, which would incorporate the retail
strategy, and the RPS research would be analyzed to ensure that the City is set up to
maintain a growing economy and one that has some built-in resilience to overcome
ebbs and flows.
Committee members agreed that this is an important topic that could be brought
forward at a future EDAC meeting.
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6.0

REPORTS

6.1

Standing Reports
a) Downtown New Westminster Business Improvement Association (BIA)
Kendra Johnston, Representative, Downtown New Westminster Business
Improvement Association (DBIA), provided the following report:
• On May 24, the Downtown suffered another fire and four businesses were
lost, causing shock and sadness for the business owners and the wider
community. The Downtown BIA is trying to support the affected businesses,
and the community has also shown overwhelming support;
• There has been an increase in optimism with BC’s Restart Plan, and the
DBIA has observed that business owners are looking forward to next steps;
• The DBIA and several partners have been supporting the second leg of the
Rediscover New West campaign, which is supporting the retail sector; and,
• The DBIA is looking at small scale pop-ups, activations for Canada Day, and
is also launching Quest New West, which is a scavenger-style project.
b) Uptown Business Association
Bart Slotman, Representative, Uptown Business Association, provided the
following report:
• The Uptown Business Association community has also been showing
support of the BC Restart Plan, mixed with caution and concern about
financial grants and support from higher levels of Government coming to an
end, which may lead to an increase in business failures over the next few
months; and,
• There are five large parcels of land for sale in Uptown, and with four being
likely for redevelopment, more density and related effects on businesses are
to be expected.
c) New Westminster Chamber of Commerce
No report was given.

6.2

Economic Development Workplan 2021 Status
The updated 2021 Economic Development workplan was appended to the agenda
for the Committee’s reference.
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6.3

Appointment of New Alternate Chair for EDAC
The Chair noted that Rnold Smith had recently stepped down as the Committee’s
Alternate Chair due to other commitments, and invited Committee members to
volunteer or nominate a replacement.
MOVED and SECONDED
That Catherine Williams be appointed as the Alternate Chair for the Economic
Development Advisory Committee for the remainder of the 2021-2022 year.
CARRIED.
All members of the Committee present voted in favor of the motion.

7.0

CORRESPONDENCE

8.0

NEXT MEETING
The next EDAC meeting will take place on Friday, September 10, 2021 at 9:00 a.m.,
location to be confirmed.

9.0

ADJOURNMENT
ON MOTION, the meeting was adjourned at 10:42 a.m.
Certified Correct,

Councillor Mary Trentadue
Chair
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EDAC Meeting
September 10, 2021
Item 3.1
OUR GOAL:

Position our region and
residents for success in a
rapidly evolving global economy.
Working collaboratively to lay the foundation for
sustained prosperity for generations to come, and
fostering greater regional collaboration on
economic development issues of significance

REPS Governance & Business Plan
Metro Vancouver Regional
District Board of Directors

Chief Administrative
Officer

Regional Economic Prosperity
Management Board

Three key
service functions
(REPS Business Plan, 2019)

President

1

Foster Collaboration

2

Research, Policy & Strategy

3

Attract Strategic Investment

Regional Economic
Prosperity Advisory
Committee

4

Metro Vancouver at a glance
21 Municipalities, One Treaty First Nation, One Electoral Area

$149 billion

1.5 million

2.7 million

GDP (2019)

Workers

People

City of New Westminster Snapshot
KEY FACTS

70,996 residents
based on 2016 census data 1

Projected 46,030
jobs by 2040
an 85% increase from 2013 2

Diverse office space
from heritage office and retail, to Class A
commercial space that is cost-effective and
close to transit and amenities

RESIDENTS’ INDUSTRIES FOR EMPLOYMENT 4
Health care and social
assistance (11.7%)

Retail trade (10.2%)

Professional, scientific and
technical services (9.7%)

Educational services (7.6%)

TOP INDUSTRIES FOR WORKERS IN NEW WESTMINSTER 5

Health care and social
assistance (23.1%)

Retail trade (11.7%)

Accommodation and food
services (8.9%)

Professional, scientific and
technical services (7.1%)

For list of sources, see slide 21
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REPS Key Regional Industries
International Trade
and Transportation

Agritech

Apparel

REGIONAL KEY
SECTORS

Digital Media &
Entertainment

as identified by REPS

Life Sciences

Green
Economy

Hi-tech Manufacturing,
Telecoms, and Software
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REPS Key Regional Industries
International Trade
and Transportation

Agritech

NEW WESTMINSTER KEY SECTORS
Future-Forward Economic Development Plan, 2018

Health Care

Apparel

REGIONAL KEY
SECTORS

Digital Media &
Entertainment

•
•
•

Tech & Creative
•
•
•
•

as identified by REPS

Largest sector with major locational advantage
RCH development
Good wages and low unemployment

Strong growth potential
Well-paying jobs
Bridgenet and Intelligent New West
Community attributes for young tech workers

Education
Life Sciences

Green
Economy

•
•
•
•

Strong competitive advantage
Douglas College, Justice Institute, private colleges
Draws young talent & workforce
Well-paying, stable employment

Hi-tech Manufacturing,
Telecoms, and Software
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REPS Key Regional Industries
International Trade
and Transportation

Agritech

NEW WESTMINSTER KEY SECTORS
Future-Forward Economic Development Plan, 2018

Health Care

Apparel

REGIONAL KEY
SECTORS

Digital Media &
Entertainment

•
•
•

Tech & Creative
•
•
•
•

as identified by REPS

Largest sector with major locational advantage
RCH development
Good wages and low unemployment

Strong growth potential
Well-paying jobs
Bridgenet and Intelligent New West
Community attributes for young tech workers

Education
Life Sciences

Green
Economy

• Strong competitive advantage
• Douglas
College,between
Justice Institute,
private
Strong
alignment
REPS
and colleges
• Draws
talent & workforce
New young
Westminster
analyses
• Well-paying, stable employment

Hi-tech Manufacturing,
Telecoms, and Software

9

REPS Key Regional Industries
International Trade
and Transportation

Agritech

NEW WESTMINSTER KEY SECTORS
Future-Forward Economic Development Plan, 2018

Health Care

Apparel

REGIONAL KEY
SECTORS

Digital Media &
Entertainment

•
•
•

Tech & Creative
•
•
•
•

as identified by REPS

Largest sector with major locational advantage
RCH development
Good wages and low unemployment

Strong growth potential
Well-paying jobs
Bridgenet and Intelligent New West
Community attributes for young tech workers

Education
New
West has a
Green
Economy
specific
regional
advantage in Education

Life Sciences

•
•
•
•

Strong competitive advantage
Douglas College, Justice Institute, private colleges
Draws young talent & workforce
Well-paying, stable employment

Hi-tech Manufacturing,
Telecoms, and Software
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Why… The Fast-Transitioning Economy

Agricultural
Economy

ProductionBased Economy

Digital Economy

Over 250+ Years…

In fewer than 50 years…

Agrarian to Production-Based:

Production-Based to Digital:

• Labour Supply = Labour Demand
• Opportunity Costs Low
• Labour Transferable

• Labour Supply ≠ Labour Demand
• Opportunity Costs High
• Labour Non-Transferable
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Why… The Fast-Transitioning Economy
“Job displacement is coming too
fast for the economy to absorb.”
- Bill Gates

11%

Canadian workers are at a high-risk
of job transformation due to
automation (2020)6

27%

Canadian workers in manufacturing are
at a high-risk of job transformation due
to automation (2020)7

8%

Canadians work in the unstable
“gig economy” (2019)8
Photo: Steve Jurvetson, Creative Commons License
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What the region can do

1

INVEST
in our people
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What the region can do
INVEST

1

in our people

2

CATALYZE
innovation capacities
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What the region can do
INVEST

1

in our people

2
3

CATALYZE
innovation capacities

BUILD
demand-side capacity
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What the region can do
INVEST

1

in our people

2

CATALYZE
innovation capacities

BUILD

3

demand-side capacity

4

INCREASE
global connectedness
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Our role as a regional service:
Thought leadership
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Our role as a regional service:
Thought leadership

Regional Convener
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Our role as a regional service:
One voice on regional
strategic priorities

Thought leadership

Regional Convener
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More from REPS
Technical Paper: Preparing Metro
Vancouver for the Digital Economy
Summary of the opportunities and challenges presented
to our region by the digital economy

20

Thank You
21

Sources
Slide 5 & 8 – New Westminster Snapshot
1

Population: Census Profile, 2016 Census - New Westminster, City [Census subdivision], British
Columbia and British Columbia [Province] (statcan.gc.ca)
2,3,4 Future Forward: An Economic Development Plan for New Westminster, 2018-2023
5 Key sectors: Updated Summary of EDP (July 2019) (newwestcity.ca)

Slide 12 - The Fast-Transitioning Economy
6,7 Automation

and Job Transformation in Canada: Who’s at Risk? (statcan.gc.ca)
8 The Daily — Study: Measuring the gig economy in Canada using administrative data (statcan.gc.ca)
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Technical Paper:

Preparing Metro Vancouver
for the Digital Economy
Metro Vancouver Regional Economic Prosperity Service
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Technical Paper: Preparing Metro Vancouver for the Digital Economy

Metro Vancouver’s Regional Economic Prosperity Service
Metro Vancouver’s Regional Economic Prosperity Service is the region’s economic development service
with the mission of collaborating to advance economic opportunity, more broadly shared prosperity,
improved quality of life, and environmental sustainability for all the communities and residents in
Canada’s Pacific Gateway.
Collaborating with a cross-section of regional leaders from industry, First Nations, labour, government,
non-profit organizations, and education, the Regional Economic Prosperity Service exists to foster greater
regional collaboration on economic development issues of significance, to advise leaders on sound
economic policy and strategy, to brand the region and its key industries to a global audience, and to
attract strategic investment into the region.
A core component of the service’s work is to undertake economic research and applied policy analysis to
inform economic development decision-making that can attract strategic investment in the region. This
technical paper is intended to advance informed economic development decision-making.

Technical Paper: Preparing Metro Vancouver for the Digital Economy
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Message from the Chair
I am pleased to present the inaugural technical paper from Metro Vancouver’s Regional
Economic Prosperity Service, titled: Preparing Metro Vancouver for the Digital Economy.
This past year has truly been historic, and the disruptions wrought by the COVID-19
pandemic have revealed much. On the positive side, we learned that many of our systems
are indeed resilient, that courage and compassion are endemic, and that bold changes
are possible if we pull together.
However, the pandemic also exposed and exacerbated many divides, such as the uneven
playing fields people experience in the health care and justice systems, in job and income
security, and in feeling safe and respected.
The transition to an innovation-driven digital economy, where ideas and intellectual property are more valuable
than physical assets, is already underway. At Metro Vancouver, we have always planned and prepared for the
future and worked to ensure the resilience of our systems and essential services in the face of great change, both
expected and unexpected. And now it is clear our commitment must go even deeper – to ensure the resilience of
our economy, institutions and communities in the face of even faster changes.
Despite the challenges we have all faced, I am optimistic about our collective ability to navigate this transition and
the opportunities that lie ahead, and I am confident that through our willingness to work together, we can build
on our strong foundations and achieve a shared vision of a livable, prosperous, and sustainable region for all.
If we make the right moves today, play to our region’s unique industrial strengths and remove systemic barriers
to investment relative to other global regions, we can ensure our region is a key player in the 21st century global
economy, for the benefit of all who are fortunate to call this region, “home.”

Sav Dhaliwal,
Chair, Metro Vancouver Board of Directors
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Technical Paper: Preparing Metro Vancouver for the Digital Economy

I. Executive Summary
The ongoing rapid transition to the digital economy,
with its accompanying shifts and dislocations in the
labour market, will require workers and governments
alike to adapt to the changing demand for labour.
The number of well-paid, full-time jobs is falling in
production-based industries due to mechanization,
automation, outsourcing, and the use of temporary and
contract workers. Employment growth in extractionbased industries such as forestry and mining is
constrained by environmental concerns and climate
change. And while there will be many opportunities
for firms to innovate and thrive in the digital economy,
job seekers must overcome barriers to specialized
education and training pathways, or risk
being further left behind.

To contend with the challenges and take advantage of
the opportunities presented by the digital economy,
the region’s leaders should focus on the following four
economic development strategies:

This paper lays out the challenges presented by the
current transition to a digital economy and presents
four economic development strategies to help the
Metro Vancouver region meet them.

3. Build capacity in our key industries
Align and deploy assets and fill gaps along the
product / service value chains within our region’s
export-oriented industries

Digital Economy
The digital economy is driven by innovation.
Increasingly, ideas and intellectual property are
more valuable than physical assets. Digitization,
automation, robotics, artificial intelligence (AI),
and improvements to information technologies
enable faster and more efficient processes, but
also have large implications on the nature of
work and allocation of labour.

1. Invest in our people
Reinforce a regional talent development structure
that is more connected, industry-responsive,
“future-proof”, and adaptive to the rapidly changing
labour market needs of industry
2. Catalyze innovation
Develop the region’s innovation capabilities to
diversify and strengthen the productive advantages
of established industries and to create entirely new
ones that drive solutions to societal challenges

4. Increase our global connectedness
Open up new markets for the region through
trade facilitation, export assistance programs to
increase the number of export-ready firms, and
the attraction of foreign investment into the region
within key industries
Prioritizing these areas will drive the region’s economic
recovery, further its resiliency, and power the region’s
next economic renaissance in a way that advances
equitable opportunity and more broadly shared
prosperity for all of Metro Vancouver’s residents.

Technical Paper: Preparing Metro Vancouver for the Digital Economy
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II. T
 he Past: Transition from an
Agricultural to a Production-Based
Economy
The transition to a digital economy has been striking in its level of labour market disruption due to its speed, the
rapid pace of skills transformation, and the high levels of potential job loss.

Agricultural Economy

Production-Based
Economy

18th– 20th centuries

Digital Economy

Mid-20th century to present

The transition from an agricultural economy to a production-centric one, which was driven by the introduction,
adoption, and deployment of new time-saving equipment in both agriculture- and production-based industries,
occurred over more than 250 years. Due to the long timeframe, growing production-oriented industries had time
to reabsorb and redeploy the workers leaving the agricultural-based economy. This was due, in large part, to the
low opportunity costs associated with this transition and the transferability of skills between field work and factory
work. Specifically, the process of reabsorbing the excess supply of labour leaving farms was aided by the similar
physical labour requirements between the two different economies during most of this transition. Additionally, the
productivity gains achieved through new factory machinery and technology helped to grow the overall size of the
production-based economy.
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Efficient Reabsorption of Excess Labour due to:
Low opportunity costs: a worker could leave a farm
and transition to employment on the floor of a factory,
especially in commoditized / routine manufacturing
where new skills or higher levels of education were not
required.
Transferrable skills: the skills that were required for a
worker in an agricultural-based economy adapted well
to the production-oriented one.

Productivity gains: labour, on a unit basis, is much
more productive in a manufacturing-based economy
than in an agriculture-centric one. The rapid adoption
and deployment of new machinery and technology
(including within the agricultural sector) meant that
efficiency gains could be reinvested, resulting in larger,
more labour-dense, and concentrated manufacturing
sectors that could accommodate more labour leaving
the agricultural economy. (See Figure 1)

Figure 1: The Lewis Model of Economic Development1

PRODUCTION-BASED

AGRICULTURAL ECONOMY

ECONOMY

Capital Growth

Productivity Savings

Reinvested

Surplus Labour

Productivity Savings

Reinvested

Capital Growth

1 The Lewis Model of Economic Development, the core of which is: the transfer of labour resources from the agricultural sector, where the
work is menial and routine without sophisticated technology and where there is much labour that is underemployed, to the more modern
industrial sector, where labour that can be deployed more productively without large wage increases will create a surplus (i.e. profits) that may
be used for further growth and development, such as building more factories and expanding businesses.
Technical Paper: Preparing Metro Vancouver for the Digital Economy
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III. Transition from a Production-Based
to a Digital Economy
Unlike the 250-year transition from an agricultural
economy to the industrialized one, the transition to
the digital economy has occurred in fewer than 50
years. In a production-based economy, labour was
the driving force of value creation. In today’s digital
economy, intellectual property, technology, capital,
and knowledge are driving value creation and capture.
Two important factors that allowed for labour to be
efficiently absorbed and deployed during the previous
transition: low opportunity costs and transferrable
skills, are not present in the transition to the digital
economy. In addition, the excess of labour leaving the
production-based economy exceeds the amount of
labour needed in the digital economy.

Percentage of workers at a high risk of
seeing their jobs transformed through
automation in Canada2:
•

•

•

•

11% of all Canadian workers
33% of workers without a certificate, degree,
or diploma
27% of workers in the bottom decile of
income distribution
27% of workers in manufacturing

2

2 Frenette, Marc, and Kristyn Frank. 2020. The Demographics of Automation in Canada: Who Is at Risk? IRPP Study 77. Montreal: Institute for
Research on Public Policy. Retrieved from https://irpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/The-Demographics-of-Automation-in-Canada-Who-Isat-Risk.pdf
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Difficult to Reabsorb Labour due to:
Lower demand: the digital economy is not labourintensive, and due to rapid efficiency gains and other
factors, the quantity of workers needed today is far
lower than the production-based economy.

Skills not transferrable: the skills and competencies
that were required for success in the production-based
economy do not easily translate to the innovationintensive industries of the digital age.

High opportunity cost: large investments are required
to upskill, better educate, and retrain workers to enter
the digital economy.
Figure 2: Extension of the Lewis Model of Economic Development

PRODUCTION-BASED

DIGITAL ECONOMY

ECONOMY
Surplus Labour

Productivity Savings

Reinvested

Capital Growth
Productivity Savings

Reinvested

Capital Growth

Capital Growth

Productivity Savings

Reinvested

Productivity Savings

Reinvested

Capital Growth

As the economy shifts, policy makers should focus on growing the region’s competitive advanced industries,
as opposed to putting in place policies meant solely to protect contracting sectors of the economy. By not
also focusing on growing and preparing more residents for the economy of the future, the negative social and
economic impacts of this transition will be amplified.
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Negative Social and Economic Impacts:
Underemployment, precarious work, and the “gig”
economy: the changing nature of work has given rise
to precarious employment that lacks the benefits and
protections available to previous generations.3

More people are becoming disconnected
from traditional pathways into the
middle class.

Employment growth concentrated in low-wage
service-sector positions: some of the fastest
growing occupational categories pre-pandemic in
the Metro Vancouver region have been occupations
such as restaurant servers, retail salespeople,
cashiers, healthcare aides, and food preparation.4
These occupations provide limited opportunity for
advancement and are at a greater risk of automation.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic:

Growth does not equal prosperity: headline
economic measures, such as unemployment rates and
gross domestic product (GDP), do not tell the full story
in terms of the growing numbers of underemployed,
working poor, and contract workers barely getting by
during the “full employment” economy that preceded
the global pandemic. This has been recognized by
initiatives such as the Community Well-Being Index.5

Both of these numbers are likely to rise.

•

•

13% of British Columbians were employed
on a contract or temporary basis, making
on average $6/hour less than a permanent
employee.6
8.2% of Canadians were participants in the
unstable “gig economy”.7

Despite the rising growth rates seen in the economy
over the last 50 years, many workers have fallen
further behind as productive gains have been
achieved through the rapid and mass adoption
of new technologies at the expense of labour.

3 Statistics Canada (2019). Temporary Employment in Canada, 2018. Catalogue no. 11-627-M. Ottawa, ON: Statistics Canada. Retrieved from
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-627-m/11-627-m2019034-eng.htm#moreinfo
4 British Columbia WorkBC (2019). British Columbia Labour Market Outlook: 2019 Edition. Victoria, BC: British Columbia WorkBC. Retried
from https://www.workbc.ca/getmedia/18214b5d-b338-4bbd-80bf-b04e48a11386/BC_Labour_Market_Outlook_2019.pdf.aspx
5 Indigenous Services Canada (2019). Community Wellbeing Index. [Website]. Retrieved from https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/
eng/1100100016579/1557319653695
6 Statistics Canada (2019). Measuring the Gig Economy in Canada Using Administrative Data, 2019. Catalogue no. 11F0019M. Ottawa, ON:
Statistics Canada. Retrieved from https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11f0019m/11f0019m2019025-eng.htm#moreinfo
7 Statistics Canada (2019). Temporary Employment in Canada, 2018. Catalogue no. 11-627-M. Ottawa, ON: Statistics Canada. Retrieved from
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-627-m/11-627-m2019034-eng.htm#moreinfo
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“ At YVR, innovation is central to who we are and how we operate. For many
years, we have taken steps to adapt to the shift toward a digital economy. As
we move through the pandemic, this shift is accelerating and we see a real
opportunity for YVR to lead the exchange of learning and ideas that will drive
B.C.’s economic recovery. This is our role as the Gateway to the New Economy.
Operating our airport and safely moving people, planes and goods will remain
at our core. At the same time, we are broadening our focus to also advance
innovation, support the region and set the bar for sustainability, both in and
outside of aviation. We are excited about the potential for partnership and
collaboration and ensuring B.C. is ready to thrive in the future.”
— Tamara Vrooman, President and CEO at the Vancouver Airport Authority
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IV. Strategic Economic Development
Priorities for the Region
To contend with the challenges and take advantage of the opportunities presented by the digital economy, the
region’s public, private, economic development, education, non-profit, labour, and philanthropic leaders should
focus on the following four economic development strategies:

1. Invest in our people
2. Catalyze innovation
3. Build capacity in our key industries
4. Increase our global connectedness

Image Credit: Scott McAlpine/BCIT
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1.

Invest in Our People

Prepare the region’s workforce
for the digital economy

A regional education and talent
development system for the digital
age must be:

In a digital economy, specialized training and
educational attainment are critical to economic
success. The fastest growing sectors within the
advanced economy are technology-centric,
knowledge-based industries. This include sectors
such as enterprise software, internet technology,
biopharmaceuticals, clean technology, and digital
media. These sectors offer well-paying jobs and career
ladders, but require highly specialized education at
all levels along the product / service value chain, from
skilled machinists, to technicians, to engineers and
scientists.

1. Adaptive and responsive to industry and fastchanging labour market needs in real-time, with
industry representatives “at the table” in the
development of stackable industry-recognized
certificates, short-term talent development
programs, and longer-term curricula to train
students, job seekers, incumbent workers, and
dislocated workers for occupations at low-risk of
automation and in high demand by the industries of
tomorrow

In order for the Metro Vancouver region to produce the
right type of labour for the advanced digital economy,
the region needs to ensure talent development
systems are re-configured and linked across all
educational systems, from kindergarten through
high school to adult schools, technical colleges, and
universities. In addition to ensuring that necessary
programs are increasing their capacity, the system
needs to be more industry-responsive, demand driven,
future-forward, and equity-centred, providing greater
opportunity for those that have faced historic barriers
to participation, such as the region’s Indigenous
communities.

2. Demand-driven and linked between all talent
development systems and institutions to provide
education and talent development pathways and
quick “pain point” identification to ensure training
and educational advancement
3. “Future-proof” in preparing job seekers,
incumbent workers, students, and dislocated
workers for jobs that are at low-risk of redundancy
and in high-demand by the industries that represent
the drivers of tomorrow’s economy
4. Equity-centred, focused on removing barriers to
education for equity-denied groups and Indigenous
communities, and developing comprehensive skills
transfer programs for newly-arrived immigrants with
professional licences in their former countries

“ People are the key to unlocking our region’s innovation potential.
An education system that is dynamic, undertaking cutting-edge research and
engaging with industries, governments, and communities, is essential for
creating a more prosperous society.”
— Joanne Curry, Vice President, External Relations, Simon Fraser University
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2.

Catalyze Innovation

Through entrepreneurship, innovation
and technological development,
accelerate the region’s development
and commercialization of solutions for
the world’s great global challenges
Innovation will be vitally important for meeting
the current economic, environmental, health,
and social challenges facing the region and globe.
Traditional 20th century economic development
strategies tend to focus on the attraction of outside
industries through incentives or other tactics to lure
single businesses or companies to a region. Economic
development for the digital age, however, must focus
more on growth drivers, such as entrepreneurship,
innovation, and technology development from
within. Reframing the region’s strategic economic
development approach to prioritize innovation and
entrepreneurship will boost the productive advantages
of established and emerging industries while also
creating entirely new industries, especially as the region
addresses some of its strengths and weaknesses in a
post-pandemic economy.
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Productive Advantage
Many factors can contribute to a region’s
productive advantages in an industry, such as:
•

Firm and employment concentrations

•

Supplier specializations

•

Research and development expertise

•

Knowledge spillovers

•

Deep pools of skilled labour

•

Education and skills training

•

Competitive cost environment

•

Industry incentives

•

Access to international markets

Metro Vancouver’s innovation landscape benefits from
three key features:

By levering these regional differentiating features,
the Metro Vancouver region can ensure that it is
not simply consuming the products and services
designed to solve these global challenges. Instead,
the region can become a leading researcher,
engineer, manufacturer, and exporter of these
solutions. The starting point is investment in applied
and translational research and talent, and the
capitalization and commercialization of that research
and innovation.

1. The diversity and multidisciplinary nature of its
established and emerging industrial base
Metro Vancouver is not dominated by a single
industry. Instead, innovation is driven by its
established industries, such as transportation
and film production, as well as fast-emerging
sectors in digital media, clean technology, and
advanced transportation, and the connections and
convergence between these industries.

Catalyzing Innovation at Canada’s
Digital Technology Supercluster

2. Leading research universities
The region’s research universities are global leaders
in applied and translational research, aiming to
solve societal, environmental, health, industrial,
and economic challenges through applied science,
technology transfer, and the propagation of
entrepreneurship.

The Digital Technology Supercluster, based in
B.C., is proud to accelerate innovation to solve
some of industry and society’s biggest problems
and help Canadian companies build job-ready,
world-class, digital talent and teams.

3. Regional commitment to address global
challenges
The region is committed to addressing major
global challenges locally, such as climate change,
water and food security, and health pandemics.
This commitment to research, develop, and
commercialize solutions to these global challenges
has the potential to become a significant driver of
economic development in the region, positioning
an increasing number of Metro Vancouver-based
firms and institutions to become some of the world’s
leading exporters of these solutions.

The Supercluster does this by co-investing in
Canadian-made technologies and rapid skilling
systems. Along with funding, they bring together
private and public sector organizations of all sizes
to address challenges facing Canada’s economic
sectors including healthcare, natural resources,
manufacturing, and other important industries.

“ Through a collaborative innovation approach, the Supercluster helps to drive
solutions better than any single organization could on its own.”
— Gina Arsens, CFO, Digital Technology Supercluster
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3.

Build Capacity in Our Key Industries

Play to the region’s established
and emerging industrial strengths
as an economic development
differentiator, in a globally
competitive, digital economy
As the transition to the digital economy will outpace
our ability to retrain and reabsorb workers, the region
must prioritize strategies to build labour demand
capacity within key industries in the region. Target
industries should include those in which the region
demonstrates productive advantages over other
economic regions, such as deep talent pools, supplier
concentration and specialization, research and
development expertise, and knowledge spillovers.
Nine industry clusters have been identified as
established and emerging industries that should be
targeted here in the Metro Vancouver region (Figure 3).

These industry clusters have the following features,
which make them important industrial targets on which
to focus the region’s capacity-building strategies and
activities:
•

•

•

High concentrations of interconnected businesses
producing a reinforcing cycle of job creation
and wage growth, accelerating innovation and
complementary linkages among industry members,
and increasing the productivity of firms, suppliers,
and workers
Export-oriented, selling goods and services outside
as well as within the region
Drive the local service economy triggering ripple
effects, in the form of job, wage, and tax revenue
growth, which are felt by more locally-serving
businesses, workers, and communities

Figure 3: Metro Vancouver Established Sectors and Niche and/or Emerging Clusters (Deloitte,
Metro Vancouver SWOT and Scenario Analysis, dated: October 2020)

Established Sectors/Key Traded Clusters
Gateway and Transportation
Port of Vancouver, YVR, Air, Truck and other
Transportation, Storage and Courier Services
Tourism
Tourism-related Accommodation,
Transportation, Attractions, Entertainment,
Food and Beverage
Information / Cultural
Publishing, Motion picture, Sound Recording,
Radio and TV Broadcasting
High-Tech
Telecommunications, Computer and
Electronic Manufacturing, System Design,
Data processing, Agritech
Finance, Insurance, Real Estate
Financial Services, Insurance Carriers,
Real Estate, Rental and Leasing services
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Niche and/or Emerging Clusters
Technical Apparel
Athletic and technical apparel
manufacturing, Design and development,
Retail and corporate support
Green Economy
Local food, Green building, Clean
technology, Green infrastructure and
transportation, Sustainability services, Land
and water remediation and environmental
consulting, Materials management
Medical Technologies
Biotechnology, Artificial Intelligence, Medical
Devices, Information Technology

Video Games and Interactive Media
Video Games, Animation, Special Effects

In order to maximize the clustering benefits of these
industries, an “idea” to “export” capacity building
approach must be adopted (Figure 4). This involves
assessing the entire product or service value chains
associated with the region’s key industries, from
research, to design, to create, to build, to market,
to export. Based on that assessment, economic
development-related assets or inputs, such as
physical spaces, talent, education institutions,
capital, networking organizations, and research and
development, can be better aligned and deployed
to strengthen and grow these key industry clusters.
Importantly, the region must also implement strategies
to fill any gaps along the value chain, such as limited
access to capital or the lack of industrial space.

Finally, the region’s leaders must institute strategies to
reduce barriers to entry to these key sectors to enable
a more diverse and inclusive workforce. Providing
better pathways into these industries for people in
under-represented groups must be a top priority as the
region looks to ensure greater access to the rewards
of this digital economy and its emerging industries.
This will help build more ethnic, cultural, gender, and
racial diversity within these industries and advance
more inclusive and shared prosperity across the Metro
Vancouver region going forward.

FIGURE 4: “IDEA” TO “EXPORT” VALUE CHAIN:

Research

Design

Create

Build

Market

Export

“ The resilience of our economy depends, in part, on understanding the
determinants of competitive success in an era of accelerating technological
change. A forward-looking economy must take advantage of opportunities
afforded by emerging technologies, particularly in the export-oriented
industries that do so much to underpin regional prosperity.”
— Jock Finlayson, Senior Policy Advisor, Business Council of British Columbia
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4.

Increase Our Global Connectedness

Build global connections to open
up new markets and attract more
investment into the region
Metro Vancouver’s economy is highly reliant on its
interactions with the global economy. Exports from the
region, and foreign investments made into the region,
drive business and job creation, along with generating
tax revenues. Transactions such as tourists reserving
hotels, international students studying at universities,
businesses moving goods through Metro Vancouver’s
ports, and international firms opening North American
headquarters in the region increase productivity,
create jobs, and foster wage growth. These global
connections need to be further developed as a key
differentiator and lure for investment into Metro
Vancouver going forward, strengthening the region’s
reputation as an attractive and safe market for
international investors.
The region can increase its global connectedness
through a targeted branding strategy to enhance the
attractiveness, profile, and reputation of the region on
a global stage.

Increase Global Connectedness:
1. Market the region as a place for businesses to
succeed, capital to be invested, and skilled talent to
be found in target industries
2. Facilitate deeper trade relations to open up new
foreign markets for key industries
3. Focus on export assistance and “readiness”
strategies, programs, and services to increase the
number of export-ready firms
4. Collaborate to attract foreign direct investment
in target industries
In a connected global economy, organizations have a
wide variety of choices on where to invest. By investing
in our people, catalyzing our innovation capacities,
building capacity in our key industries, and increasing
our global connectedness the Metro Vancouver region
will be better positioned to attract foreign capital
and investment into the region, targeted into our key
industries. In turn, this foreign investment will produce
ripple effects in our economy.

Diversity is our strength
In addition to the global connectedness of the
region, Metro Vancouver is recognized for its
diversity and multiculturalism. According to the
2016 census:
•

•

48% of the region’s population is made up of
immigrants
50% speak a language other than French or
English8

8 Statistics Canada (2017). Focus on Geography Series, 2016 Census. Catalogue no. 98-404-X2016001. Ottawa, Ontario. Data products, 2016
Census. Retrieved from https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/as-sa/fogs-spg/Facts-cma-eng.cfm?LANG=Eng&GK=CMA&G
C=933&TOPIC=7#sec-geo-dq
18

Technical Paper: Preparing Metro Vancouver for the Digital Economy

“ As we work to create more capacity to accommodate growth in trade, the
digital programs we have in place aim to increase visibility and operating
efficiencies across the supply chain. Programs like these increase the region’s
reputation of having a reliable and efficient supply chain while attracting
investment and connecting Canadian businesses to global markets, which is
critical for the long-term economic viability of this gateway and of Canada.”
— Robin Silvester, President and Chief Executive Officer, Vancouver Fraser Port Authority
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V. Conclusion
The rapid pace of the transition to a digital
economy presents many global challenges, but also
opportunities for the Metro Vancouver region. As
the region contends with the economic impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic, public, private, economic
development, education, non-profit, labour, and
philanthropic leaders must re-think their approaches
to economic development. By retooling our systems
and processes for the digital age, Metro Vancouver can
seize the opportunity presented by the transitioning
economy and build more inclusive and shared
prosperity for all residents.
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