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2  Office Development 

Encouraging offices to locate in Urban Centres, areas intended to 
be the region’s focal points for concentrated growth and locations 
well served by transit, is a key element of Metro Vancouver’s 
regional growth strategy – Metro Vancouver 2040: Shaping Our 
Future (Metro 2040). In 2014, the region had 74 million sq. ft. 
of office space in 1,332 buildings that were 10,000 sq. ft. or 
larger. Regional policy direction in Metro 2040, adopted in 2011, 
responds to the significant number of office projects that were 
historically developed outside of Urban Centre locations, such as 
in suburban office parks.

Benefits of well-located office development 

Office development can include office components in stand-alone 
office buildings or within larger mixed-use buildings. Locating 
office development in Urban Centres provides a critical mass and 
mix of urban activities to support other complementary uses and 
amenities, including locating housing and employment in proximity 
to one another. Focusing office development in Urban Centres 
benefits livability and the regional transportation system in a  
number of ways: 

• enhancing accessibility of services and amenities 
• supporting the development of complete communities 
• reducing vehicle commutes and employee transportation costs 
• protecting land for other uses 
• complementing commercial and residential land uses 
• increasing the vibrancy and success of Urban Centres

Exploring the factors that influence  
where offices locate
This Facts in Focus Policy Backgrounder explores the factors that 
influence decisions about where to locate office development of 
different types. It describes how office development patterns vary 
by the type of office space and by the type of location across the 
region, specifically exploring the needs of office tenants and the 
kinds of office accommodations that are offered.

The Metro Vancouver Facts in Focus series is designed 
to promote a broad understanding of the key issues and 
opportunities that frame Metro Vancouver’s implementation 
of the regional growth strategy and its mandate for delivering 
services and solutions for a livable region.

Metro Vancouver is a political body and corporate entity 
operating under provincial legislation as a ‘regional district’ 
and ‘greater boards’ that deliver regional services, policy and 
political leadership on behalf of 23 local authorities. These 
local authorities comprise 21 municipalities, one electoral 
area, and one Treaty First Nation. Providing timely research 
and analysis of regional issues is an important service offered 
by Metro Vancouver.

Importance of encouraging offices to locate in urban centres
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4  Office Development 

A.  Regional planning context and goals 
Metro 2040: Shaping Our Future, (Metro 2040), the 
regional growth strategy, advocates for commercial 
and employment growth, including office development, 
to be located in Urban Centres and Frequent Transit 
Development Areas (FTDAs). 

Urban Centres are intended to be the region’s primary 
focal points for concentrated growth, employment and 
services, higher density housing, commercial, cultural, 
entertainment, institutional and mixed uses, supported 
by frequent transit service. Metro 2040 identifies 26 
Urban Centres of varying scales and characteristics, 
distributed throughout the region, including the 
Metro Core (downtown Vancouver and the Broadway 
Corridor), Surrey Metro Core, 7 Regional City Centres, 
and 17 Municipal Town Centres.

Frequent Transit Development Areas (FTDAs) 
are additional priority locations to accommodate 
concentrated growth, designed to complement the 
network of Urban Centres. FTDAs are located along 
TransLink’s Frequent Transit Network (FTN), where 
transit service runs at least every 15 minutes in both 
directions most of the day, every day of the week. 

There are a number of benefits to locating office 
space and associated employment in these locations, 
including:

• Better access to, and use of, transit
•  Less reliance on vehicles for commuting, resulting 

in less congestion
•  Support for surrounding retail, residential, and 

institutional uses
•  Better access to a range of amenities for office 

workers, such as area shops and services
• Improved ability to attract and retain workers 
•  Improved vibrancy and success of Urban Centres
• Contribution to complete communities

These benefits can be grouped into three categories:

Environmental, through reduced land, resource and 
energy consumption, and lower greenhouse gas 
emissions associated with higher density development 
located in transit accessible places;

 Social, by providing accommodations for office 
employment in Urban Centres at locations accessible 
to the region’s workforce; and

 Economic, by facilitating business growth in 
office accommodations that reflect the economic 
shift towards a growing office employment profile 
(professional, commercial, services). 
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B. Factors that influence office development 
Office development has a number of qualitative 
characteristics related to both tenant needs and 
different locations, including: building features, 
proximity to amenities and transit, and urban form 
and density. These attributes influence where tenants 
choose to locate, and the kind of office development 
different locations can attract. 

Although the Metro Vancouver office market functions 
as one regional economy, and is impacted by 
macro-level factors, there are distinct geographic 
sub-regions. Each one has its own characteristics and 
unique offerings. This diversity of types and locations 
of office development addresses the space needs 
of a variety of office tenants in the region. Although 
the office market is dominated by Vancouver, other 
smaller markets serve other roles and needs, with 
each market offering its own set of opportunities and 
challenges.

There is a wide range of office tenants with different 
needs who situate themselves in the region in ways 
to best meet their needs. This variety ranges from 
corporate headquarters or legal offices that want 
premium space in downtown Vancouver, to regional 
serving branch offices in Regional City Centres,  
to local servicing businesses, such as medical,  
dental, and accounting that need to be readily 
accessible to the public. 

Demand in the Metro Vancouver office market is 
generally due to the growth of existing tenants, not 
due to an economic boom or because the region is 
able to attract head offices from elsewhere. Law firms, 
financial, and professional offices have the greatest 
propensity to locate in larger Urban Centres. 

Different types of office tenants have 
different needs and priorities

The size, design, features, price, and location of 
offices vary throughout the region to meet the variety 
of tenant needs. Conversely, decisions about where 
to situate offices varies by the type of office tenant 
and by location features. Compared to other North 
American markets, Metro Vancouver has fewer large 
head offices, and many smaller sized office tenants. 

Tenants seek different types of office accommodations 
to meet their particular business needs. Some of the 
criteria considered by tenants when selecting office 
accommodations include:

•  Cost (e.g. lease rate, building management, 
property taxes) and tenant inducements

• Accessibility of transit, roads, and parking
•  Current space needs and the potential for  

future expansion
• Space availability and timing 
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•  Office space and building design features – 
efficient and large floorplate design

•  Requirement for non-office components (e.g. 
warehouse, storage, flex space)

• Surrounding land uses
• Area features and amenities
•  Desire for prestigious locations and client 

accessibility
• Proximity to an airport
•  Proximity to employees, customers, suppliers, 

competitors, and other corporate operations
• quality of property management service
•  Green building design features/LEED Certification
• Visibility and prominence

while developers construct office buildings that they 
believe will be well-received by the office tenant 
market, they also have their own set of investment 
criteria, which include land price and availability, land 
use plans and policies, cost and time of development 
approval processes, and risk levels. 

Tenants are increasingly prioritizing office 
space located near rapid transit 

Office tenants are increasingly prioritizing accessibility 
of rapid transit and developers are responding 
accordingly. Between 1990 and 2014, approximately 
61% of new office space was located within 800 
metres (10 minute walk) of rapid transit, and an 

additional 22% was located within 400 metres (5 
minute walk) of bus service on the Frequent Transit 
Network (FTN). Most of the new office buildings 
in downtown Vancouver have direct access to a 
number of rapid transit lines, with other major office 
projects in the region locating adjacent to rapid 
transit (some in Urban Centres, some not), such 
as Metrotower III in Metrotown, Broadway Tech 
at Renfrew Skytrain station, the Brewery District 
at Sapperton Skytrain station, and Anvil Centre in 
downtown New westminster. 

Between 1990 and 2014, 3.8 million sq. ft. of 
office space was built within 800 metres of rapid 
transit stations, but outside of Urban Centres, with 
notable areas being willingdon Park in Burnaby, 
Broadway Tech in Vancouver, and the Brewery 
District in New westminster. Although the locations 
at SkyTrain stations offer the benefit of access to 
rapid transit, they may not yet have the full range of 
complementary urban amenities offered by Urban 
Centres. It is as yet unclear how offices locating in 
these locations are impacting the regional goal of 
creating complete communities. 

The implications of office buildings being developed 
outside of Urban Centres include a potential increase 
in car dependency, resulting in increased congestion 
and GHG emissions, and the potential reduction in 
the vibrancy of Urban Centres by dispersing jobs and 
other amenities.
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However, despite some years with a higher 
proportion of office development along the FTN, there 
is not yet a clear trend towards consistent preference 
for locating near frequent transit. Some office 
parks outside of Urban Centres with poor transit 
connectivity continue to be built. This mixed pattern 
will likely continue, reflecting the varied location 
and building preferences for different types of office 
tenants and existing zoning. 

while most Urban Centres offer a richer variety of 
features and amenities, non-Urban Centre locations

can offer larger sites, allowing for more development 
options, lower costs, better access to the highway 
network, ample parking, and other features desired 
by certain types of office developers and tenants.

Further, office occupants continue to seek increased 
efficiencies of reduced floor space per worker, 
which may have transportation impacts in terms of 
increasing the amount of required on-site parking for 
the office building, transit demand, building floorplate 
design and the provision of on-site amenities.
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C.  Metro Vancouver’s  
office building inventory

In 2014, the region had 74 million sq. ft. of office space in 
1,332 buildings that were 10,000 sq. ft. or larger.1   

Office building distribution throughout the region

To give a sense of relative size and scale, the following figures 
show the distribution of the office space within each sub-
region. Half of the office space is located in Vancouver  
(37.7 million sq. ft.), with the Burnaby/New westminster  
(14.5 million sq. ft.), Surrey (7.2 million sq. ft.), and  
Richmond (6.6 million sq. ft.) subregions also having a 
significant amount of office space. 

The following map illustrates where office buildings are 
clustered in the region, particularly in the Metro Core and 
other Urban Centres. Larger and greater numbers of symbols 
indicate office building groupings. 

1 Brokerage firm publications typically use the higher threshold size, and only track 
market office buildings, excluding non-market / institutional type space from their 
inventories. The result is a more comprehensive inventory for Metro Vancouver’s 
report, which better illustrates the diverse office supply and demand in the region, 
particularly outside of large Urban Centres.
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METRO VANCOUVER OFFICE INVENTORy 2014 
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Of the total office building inventory in the region, 
66%, or 49 million sq. ft., is located in Urban Centres. 
Most of this inventory (60%) is located in the Metro 
Core and other Regional City Centres. Only 6% is 
located in Municipal Town Centres; the 17 Municipal 
Town Centres contain an average of 250,000 sq. ft. of 
office space each. 

About 44 million sq. ft. (60%) of office space is 
located within 800 metres (about a ten minute walk) 
of a rapid transit station, and 18 million sq. ft. (24%) is 
located within 400 metres (about a five minute walk) 
of frequent bus service. The vast majority (84%) of the 
inventory in the Metro Core and the other Regional 

City Centres is within 800 metres of SkyTrain stations. 
In contrast, in Municipal Town Centres only 40% of 
the office space is near rapid transit.  

Of the office space that is not located in Urban 
Centres (about 25 million sq. ft.), 61% is close to  
the Frequent Transit Network. Only about 13% of  
the region’s total office inventory is neither in an  
Urban Centre nor near the FTN, and is typically 
represented by suburban-type business parks that 
are auto-oriented, or smaller office buildings serving 
local areas.
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Inventory focused in larger Urban Centres and at rapid transit stations
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But not all growth is in Urban Centres

Although there are a 
number of large, high-
profile office projects 
coming to market 
in the larger Urban 
Centres, there are also 
a significant number 
of small and mid-sized 
office buildings under 
development.2 These 
smaller buildings serve 
local markets, are 
scattered throughout 
the region, and are not 
necessarily in Urban 
Centres or near the Frequent Transit Network. Although, demand is limited in smaller Urban 
Centres with lower accessibility and levels of transit service, there is still demand for local 
office space. These spaces are generally occupied by businesses that serve local needs. 

2  During the 1990-2014 period, 52% of new buildings were under 50,000 sq ft, however these represented only  
19% of the new office stock. 
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Significant new supply of large office buildings
Between 1990 and 2014, there was a total of 48 million sq. ft. 
of office space developed in 670 buildings in the region, which 
is an average of about 2 million sq. ft. added per year. Additions 
to the inventory can vary greatly from year-to-year in terms of 
size, location, and proximity to transit. The region experienced 
significant office development in the 1990s to the early 2000s, 
much of which was in the City of Vancouver, and to a lesser  
extent in Burnaby / New westminster. This period was followed 
by a lower level of development in the late 2000s and early 2010s, 
which has resulted in declining vacancy rates and increasing  
lease rates. 

In response, a number of major office development projects  
have advanced more recently, with completions between  
2014 and 2016. 

Much of this new supply of large office buildings is in downtown 
Vancouver or near rapid transit stations, (e.g. Metrotower III in 
Metrotown, Broadway Tech at Renfrew station, the Brewery 
District at Sapperton station, and the Anvil Centre in downtown 
New westminster). 

Large high-rise office buildings tend to be constructed and leased 
all at once, as compared to smaller, low-rise buildings that can be 
phased to meet demand over time. As a result, it is expected that 
vacancy rates will increase in the short term, and lease rates will 
flatten or decline. Given that 2 million sq. ft. of new office space 
is anticipated, there may be another gap in the development of 
large office buildings, thereby providing the necessary time for the 
significant new supply to be absorbed. 

New office development over the past five years is shown on the 
following map. 
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Each of the Metro Vancouver office development 
sub-regions is characterized by distinct features and 
industry perceptions as described below:  

Vancouver Metro Core and Central  
Business District 

Vancouver, and specifically the Central Business 
District in the downtown area, holds 51% of the 
regional office market. It is the business centre for the 
region and the province. This area is known as the 
Metro Core in Metro 2040, and contains about 33 
million sq. ft., or 68% of the total office space in Urban 
Centres in the region. High-rise office buildings offer 
high-quality accommodations for tenants that demand 
premium space at prime locations. 

Although the downtown Vancouver market 
experienced a low vacancy rate over the past decade, 
the steady supply of major new office buildings is 
causing vacancy rates to rise. Tenants of the new 
buildings are largely expected to be those already in 
downtown Vancouver that either want to expand or 
desire newer office premises. 

Many of the businesses located in the Metro Core 
serve national and provincial markets. As such, 
the competition for this market is often Calgary, 
Toronto, or Seattle, not other Urban Centres in Metro 
Vancouver. Most of the few corporate headquarters 
in the region are located in the downtown Vancouver 
Central Business District. The Metro Core has a much 
higher percentage of jobs in the professional and 
commercial service sectors, and a lower percentage 
of jobs in retail, in comparison to the rest of the City of 
Vancouver and the region. 

Outside of downtown Vancouver, but within the City 
of Vancouver, there is a strong office market along 
the Broadway corridor, both in the central Broadway 
area, and at Broadway Tech (located at the Renfrew 
SkyTrain station in east Vancouver). The new 
Broadway Tech campus meets the needs of tenants 
that want large building floorplates and accessibility;  
it has both rapid transit service to downtown 
Vancouver and is easily accessible to Highway 1.

Office development by municipality and by type of Urban Centre
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The Regional City Centres (Surrey Metro Centre, 
Burnaby’s Metrotown, Richmond City Centre, 
Langley, Coquitlam, New westminster, North 
Vancouver’s Lonsdale, and Maple Ridge) offer a 
variety of accommodation types. These areas include 
some larger office buildings of different ages and 
qualities, along with a significant inventory of smaller 
and older buildings. These types of locations and 
accommodations may attract tenants that want a well-
located space with access to surrounding features/
amenities, but not necessarily at the higher prices of a 
downtown Vancouver location. 

Burnaby/New westminster is the second largest sub-
regional office market, with 20% of the regional market. 
A considerable amount of office space is located in the 
Metrotown area (about 3 million sq. ft.). Tenants value 
Burnaby because of its central location, accessibility of 
amenities and transit service. Metrotown is viewed as a 
good office location due to its rapid transit service.  

New westminster Regional City Centre is a relatively 
small market, although it is experiencing significant new 
office supply including the new Anvil Centre. Generally, 
the established New westminster downtown offers 
potential for different types of office development 
(e.g. upgrade of historic buildings) compared to other 
locations in the municipality (i.e. Braid and Sapperton 
SkyTrain stations), which offer large sites that can 
accommodate comprehensive development plans.

Surrey has 10% of the regional office market, with a 
variety of office building types distributed throughout 
the municipality. The Surrey City Centre area has 
about 2.1 million sq. ft. of office space, but contains 
few large, modern office buildings. However, the 2014 
relocation of City Hall to this area is expected to spur 
further development. 

Richmond City Centre also has 2.1 million sq. ft. of 
office space, much of which is located outside of its 
downtown core. Richmond is considered a ‘gateway 
to the region’, given its proximity to the yVR airport. 
Suburban office space along the knight Street corridor/
Crestwood area accommodates tenants that have a 
regional or intra-regional focus.

Regional City Centres: well-located with access to nearby features/amenities
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Municipal Town Centres typically have a smaller scale of 
development with more local-serving office functions. Collectively, 
they house about 6% of the regional office development. The 
characteristics of Municipal Town Centres vary considerably, 
with only some located on the rapid transit network, which plays 
a significant role in the type of office development they attract. 
For example, in Burnaby, Brentwood is viewed as a good office 
location due in part to its rapid transit service.  

Smaller office accommodations vary considerably in Municipal 
Town Centres, ranging from small, two-level office buildings,  
(some on sites with redevelopment potential), to office 
components in larger mixed-use projects in newer areas (with 
buildings ranging in age and value). Although these buildings may 

be smaller than the large office buildings in the Metro Core and 
Regional City Centres, they are an important part of the local and 
regional markets. 

Smaller Urban Centres accommodate tenants such as health, 
education, financial, and government offices that serve local 
businesses and residents, and that complement, rather than 
compete, with office space in larger Urban Centres. Local-serving 
office space growth typically mirrors local population growth 
rates, and provides increased opportunity for employment closer 
to where the population lives. Again, this variety of office space 
illustrates the diversity of office development forms, market 
characteristics, and tenant needs.

Municipal Town Centres: smaller, local-serving office development
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Locating office development in appropriate locations in the region requires efforts by all stakeholders, including 
Metro Vancouver, municipalities, developers and other organizations. Plans to encourage office development 
in Urban Centres must recognize market realities and office tenant and developer needs, but also must help 
advance regional goals. 

Issue #1: Ensuring linkages

D. Towards a regional dialogue

The ongoing integration of land use and transportation 
planning provides a greater ability to spur the desired 
form of office development at the optimum locations. 

Metro Vancouver, the regional district, is working on 
a number of regional planning initiatives that have a 
strong relationship to office development, including 
a review of Urban Centres and Frequent Transit 
Development Areas (FTDAs), the development of 
Regional City Centre profiles (including commercial 
and employment data), and a preliminary exploration 
of regional economic initiatives that are supportive of 
economic and employment growth (in turn helping to 
drive office space demand). The ongoing integration 
of land use and transportation planning provides 
a greater ability to spur the desired form of office 
development at the optimum locations. 

In addition to Metro Vancouver’s efforts, the ‘Hq 
Vancouver’ initiative was established in 2015 through 
a partnership and funding agreement between the 
Business Council of British Columbia, the Government 
of Canada, and the Province of British Columbia. 

There are various other provincial and federal 
initiatives that relate to the economy, directly and 
indirectly. Municipalities also have their own economic 
development plans and initiatives. The key question 
is how can these efforts and initiatives be strategically 
linked: 

1.  How best to coordinate Metro Vancouver office 
development policies with provincial and federal 
initiatives?

2.  How best to coordinate Metro Vancouver office 
development policies with municipal economic 
development plans and initiatives?

3.  How can public sector objectives and private 
sector interests be best integrated?

4.  How can public and private sector relationships be 
enhanced to advance common office objectives? 
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More work is required to explore the implications 
of office development occurring in Frequent Transit 
Development Areas (FTDAs) and at rapid transit 
stations outside of Urban Centres: 

1.  what is the relationship between location, built 
form, and tenant types when it comes to office 
development?

2.  what is the implication of offices locating in 
Frequent Transit Development Areas and at rapid 
transit stations outside of Urban Centres?

3.  what are the positive and negative implications/
outcomes of promoting major office developments 
at rapid transit stations outside of Urban Centres 
and FTDAs? 

4.  what policy work could be undertaken to explore 
the relationship amongst office development, 
policy levers, market trends, and locational 
considerations (such as Urban Centre type, FTDA, 
or rapid transit station areas)?

5.  How can Metro Vancouver support municipalities 
in attracting appropriate types of office activities 
that the sub-markets can best serve?

6.  How can local governments collaborate with 
the development industry to explore options 
for integrated office space in mixed-use 
developments?

Issue #2: Exploring implications
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Metro 2040 seeks to minimize or prevent non-residential  
major trip-generating uses from locating outside of Urban  
Centres and FTDAs: 

1.  How is a major trip generator defined, particularly for office 
development (i.e. number of employees, floor area,  
number of trips)?

2.  How can Metro Vancouver and member municipalities more 
forcefully prevent / limit office development outside of Urban 
Centres and FTDAs?

Issue #3: Minimizing major trip generators outside of Urban Centres 



 

Although Metro 2040, the regional growth strategy, includes policies  
directing office growth to Urban Centres, there are areas that could be  
clarified and enhanced: 

1.  How can Metro 2040 recognize or describe different office types and how 
they relate to different Urban Centres? 

2.  How can regional policies better reflect changing and evolving office 
development trends? 

3.  How can existing regional office policies be made more effective? 

4.  what sort of new regional office policies may be appropriate or should be 
further explored? 

 

Issue #4: Clarifying and enhancing office development policies
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