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Executive Summary
ADVANCING METRO 2040 GOALS
Actions to encourage office development in Urban
Centres and areas well served by transit are key elements
of Metro Vancouver’s regional growth strategy – Metro
Vancouver 2040: Shaping Our Future (Metro 2040). Regional
policy direction in Metro 2040 responds to the significant
number of office projects historically developed outside
of Urban Centre locations, such as in suburban office
parks. These locations can have negative impacts on land
use and transportation patterns for the region. Focusing
office development in Urban Centres benefits the regional
transportation system and livability in a number of ways:
by supporting the development of complete communities,
reducing vehicle commutes and employee transportation
costs, protecting lands for other uses, complementing
commercial and residential land uses, and increasing the
vibrancy and success of Urban Centres.
Planning policy and market forces are partially aligned.
The market and office tenants increasingly appreciate
locations that are well served by transit and urban
amenities, while still in some cases highway access
and suburban sites are desired. Although major office
developments at SkyTrain station locations outside of
Urban Centres can increase transit ridership, development
in these locations can take away from the potential
growth and success of Urban Centres by not providing
for the critical mass and mix of density and activity to
support other complementary uses and associated urban
amenities in Urban Centres.

PURPOSE AND PROCESS
This report encourages and advances the location of office
development in Metro Vancouver’s Urban Centres by
exploring the factors that influence regional-scale office
development and occupancy decisions, and identifies
challenges and opportunities for office potential in Urban
Centres. The report identifies key issues and trends
affecting office space to better inform government plans
and policies.
The report was informed through an investigation of the
market and planning factors that influence the location,
type, and amount of office development and occupancy
in Metro Vancouver. Information about the office market
and the office development process was gathered
through a review of relevant publications, compilation of
a comprehensive inventory database of office buildings
in the region, and in-depth interviews with experienced
industry participants, including major office investors,
developers, tenants, and brokers, and municipal planning
and economic development staff.
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REPORT UPDATE
The report is an update and enhancement of an earlier
version released in February 2013. The associated
office building inventory database has been updated
to the end of 2014 and supplemented with additional
information. The database also includes buildings with
office components that are 10,000 sq. ft. and larger (the
previous database used a 20,000 sq. ft. threshold). The
analysis of the inventory (Chapter 2) includes reporting in
terms of distribution of the inventory by location – subregion, relative to Urban Centres, and relative to Frequent
Transit Network (FTN). The report also includes historic
reporting of the pattern of office building development in
the region over time.
Other sections of the report have been updated,
specifically the section about office space trends (Chapter
3), including information on changing office needs and
the growing importance of proximity to rapid transit.
The report also includes results from in-depth interviews
completed between November 2011 and January 2013
(Chapter 4). Various update edits have been made
throughout the document.
Along with a summary of the office building inventory
in the region and key findings, the report includes
areas for further exploration and opportunities for
Metro Vancouver, municipalities, developers and
other organizations to work together to advance office
development in Urban Centres.
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Office Development in Metro Vancouver’s Urban Centres
KEY FINDINGS: OFFICE INVENTORY AND GROWTH
•

The Metro Vancouver region has a total of
approximately 74 million sq. ft. of office space in 1,332
buildings 10,000 sq. ft. or larger.

•

45% of the office space in the region is located in the
Metro Core (downtown Vancouver and the Broadway
Corridor); 51% is located in Vancouver. Other notable,
although much smaller, markets include Burnaby,
Surrey, and Richmond.

•

•

Most office buildings in the region are under 100,000
sq. ft. in size; the average building size is 55,000 sq. ft.
and the median building size is 31,000 sq. ft.

•

Much of the office inventory in the region was
constructed during the 1980s and 1990s. There were
relatively few new large office buildings developed in
the late 2000s and early 2010s.

•

Despite some recent years with a higher proportion
of development in Urban Centre and Frequent Transit
Network locations, there is not yet a clearly consistent
long-term trend towards a substantially higher
proportion of development occurring within Urban
Centres or near frequent transit service.

•

A series of new major office developments are
currently underway, mostly in downtown Vancouver,
with completions in 2014-2016.

In terms of regional land use designations, 76% of the
office inventory was located on General Urban, 20%
on Mixed Employment, and 4% on Industrial.
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34%
34% Urban Centres
Office Development in Metro Vancouver’s
34%
34% Of the office space built between 1990 and 2014
Of the office space in the 2014 inventory
(74 million square feet in 1,332 buildings with
34% (48 million square feet in 670 new buildings with
10,000 sq. ft. area or more):

10,000 sq. ft. area or more):

66% is located in Urban Centres

(45% in Metro Core, 15% in RCCs, 6% in MTCs)

34%
34%
34%
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34%

37%
34% is located outside of Urban Centres 37%
(21% within walking distance of transit)
37%
60% is located near rapid transit service 		37%
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Inventory by Year Built
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Summary
A large proportion of existing and new office
space in the region is located in the Metro
Core, centered in downtown Vancouver,
and at other locations with rapid transit
service. Smaller Urban Centres are generally
attracting only limited office development
activity.
During the late 2000s to early 2010s period,
there were relatively few large office building
developments. However, since then, a
number of major projects have advanced,
with completions in 2014-2016. Most of
these new buildings are in downtown
Vancouver, but there are major projects
at locations with rapid transit service, such
as Metrotower III in Metrotown, Broadway
Tech at Renfrew station, the Brewery District
at Sapperton station, and Anvil Centre in
downtown New Westminster.
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Distribution by Subregion
2014
Oﬃce Inventory
Office Development in Metro Vancouver’s Urban Centres
KEY FINDINGS: OFFICE TENANT TRENDS
•

•

•

Few large corporate headquarter offices are located in
the Metro Vancouver region compared to other major
centres, such as Calgary and Toronto.
For downtown Vancouver, the average office tenant
size is relatively small at 7,200 sq. ft.; 54% of all office
space in downtown Vancouver is occupied by tenants
under 20,000 sq. ft. in size.
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•
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parks is declining, however some new office projects
are still being developed at locations that are
predominately highway oriented.
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Inventory Distribution by Subregion (2014)
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A map of the Metro Vancouver subregions is
available on page 13.
A table with the square feet of office space by
subregion is also available on page 58.

page

13

Major office development and demand is focused
in certain geographic areas, such as Vancouver and
Burnaby, because of good accessibility, with weaker
growth in other, more remote, markets.
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Distribution by Transit Service Area
Distribution byinCentre
2014 Oﬃce Inventory
Office Development
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Inventory Distribution by Urban Centre Type (2014)
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Centre is available in Appendix C on page 59.
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A map of the inventory distribution by transit
service is available on page 17.
A table with the square feet of space by transit
service type is available in Appendix C on page 60.

page

17

Summary
The region has relatively few large office
tenants and many smaller ones, which
challenges the development of new large scale
office buildings. Part of the significant new
office supply in certain markets (near rapid
transit) is due to the lack of development
in the preceding period. In the short-term,
the significant new supply in these markets
causes vacancy rates to increase; major new
office developments will likely wait until after
this office space has been absorbed by the
market.
Although there are a number of large highprofile office projects coming to market, there
are also a significant number of smaller or
mid-sized office buildings. These buildings
serve local markets and may be located
throughout the region, not necessarily in
Urban Centres or near transit. Demand is
limited in smaller Urban Centres with less
accessibility and lower levels of transit service.
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KEY FINDINGS: MARKET INFLUENCE
•

Office market characteristics, scale, and development
potential vary greatly by sub-market.

•

Different types of office tenants have different needs
and priorities. The type of business, location of their
employees, customers, and suppliers, as well as other
factors such as business operations and budgets all
impact potential office locations.

•

Only certain types of office tenants are attracted
to locate in Urban Centres; office tenants with the
greatest propensity to be in Urban Centres include
accounting and law firms, medical offices, and subregional financial offices.

•

Leasing office space requires significant lead time
and consideration by the tenant, and pre-leasing is
typically required by developers to secure financing
for projects.

•

Developing large office buildings, particularly in Urban
Centres, is complex and challenging in terms of land
assembly, design, and approvals, and also involves
market and financial risks when trying to lease and
absorb significant new office space.

•

Mixed use development can add building design and
occupant interaction challenges.

Summary
A variety of types of office buildings
in diverse locations is required for
different types of tenants. Office tenants
increasingly prioritize accessibility to
rapid transit service, and developers
are responding accordingly, which is an
improvement on the more suburban
development patterns of the past.
However, not all tenants wish to locate
in Urban Centres. With relatively modest
office employment growth and tepid office
space demand in some locations, limited
office development can be expected in
many of the outer Urban Centres.
Office development is impacted by many
factors, primarily market demand. The
office development process (approvals,
design, financing, marketing, permitting,
construction, and occupancy) is complex
and lengthy (2-5 years), and cannot
always be completed fully within a single
economic / market cycle. Office is viewed
as a higher risk form of development and
is usually not the most profitable use for
many sites. Accordingly, other uses, often
multi-family residential or retail, are built
before office uses.
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AREAS FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION

APPRECIATION

The Office Development in Metro Vancouver’s Urban
Centres report identifies potential areas for further
exploration by Metro Vancouver, municipalities,
developers and other organizations. Metro Vancouver can
support sound land use planning and policy development,
continue technical research, data analysis and information
sharing, and continue to develop partnerships to advance
communications. These initiatives require a combination
of technical solutions and political and industry support
coordinated between the public and private sectors.
Through further discussion with stakeholders, such
actions can be prioritized and advanced.

Metro Vancouver appreciates assistance from industry
representatives and member municipal staff in providing
inputs for the preparation of this report. Metro Vancouver
would like to specifically thank the following firms for
sharing parts of their building databases with Metro
Vancouver for planning research purposes and insights
about the office market issues and development trends:

Office developers and tenants indicate that governments
can encourage and support office in Urban Centres by
directing development through appropriate land use
plans and policies, easing the approval process, lowering
the costs to develop, investing in infrastructure and
amenities, supporting tenants, providing appropriate
incentives to encourage investment by office developers
and tenants, supporting economic development, and
creating a business friendly climate. The development
community has expressed concerns about municipalities
imposing costs, such as community amenity contribution
requirements or other charges on office development,
as office development is price sensitive while providing
accommodations for significant business employment and
economic activity.
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Altus Group
Avison Young
CB Richard Ellis
Colliers International
Cushman Wakefield
Jones Lang Lasalle

Links & References
The full report is available at www.metrovancouver.org.
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1.0 Introduction and Purpose
1.1

Report Purpose

The purpose of this report is to encourage and advance office development in Metro Vancouver’s Urban
Centres. Specifically, the report explores the factors that influence regional-scale office development and
occupancy decisions, and identifies challenges and opportunities for office potential in Urban Centres.
The report is informed through an investigation of the market and planning factors, as well as by ongoing
trends, which influence the location, type, and amount of office development and occupancy in Metro
Vancouver. This research includes detailed analysis of office building development patterns in the region
over the past century, and particularly since 1990.
Actions to encourage office development to Urban Centres and areas well served by transit are key
elements of the Metro Vancouver regional growth strategy – Metro 2040. While residential development
in the region has been relatively robust, with a significant amount of this development occurring in Urban
Centres, office development has been limited primarily to certain locations. This report includes areas for
further exploration and opportunities for Metro Vancouver, municipalities, developers and other
organizations to work together to advance office development in Urban Centres.

1.2

Report Structure

This report includes individual parts that together support the overall intent of exploring office
development issues and ways to encourage further office development in Urban Centres. The following
is an outline of the report1:


Chapter 1: Introduction and Purpose
o Methodology
o Research Questions
o Metro Vancouver 2040: Shaping Our Future Context
Chapter 2: Metro Vancouver Office Characteristics and Inventory
o Metro Vancouver and Sub-Regional Office Market Characteristics
o Office Building Inventory and Development Location Patterns
Chapter 3: Office Space Trends
o Changing Office Space Need and Space per Employee
o Rapid Transit Proximity
Chapter 4: Findings from Interviews with Industry Participants
Chapter 5: Areas for Further Exploration








1.3

Methodology and Information Sources

There were three main methods used in preparing this report: 1) information about the office market and
the office development process was gathered through a review of relevant publications; 2) a compilation
of a comprehensive inventory database of office buildings in the region, and; 3) in-depth interviews with
experienced industry participants, including major office investors, developers, tenants, and brokers, and
municipal planning and economic development staff. This investigation focused on larger office
developers and tenants, recognizing that these types of companies are the major drivers for new office
development and occupation. However, smaller office developers and tenants are also important
contributors to office growth.
1

The report update includes more current inventory data and commentary reflecting the most recent office development data and trends.
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1.4

Research Questions

The following section addresses questions about the state of the office market in Metro Vancouver,
planning considerations, office development and tenancy issues and trends, as well as possible actions by
the public and private sectors. These five key research questions are further explored and answered in
the balance of the report.
1) What are the regional directions and trends for office development location?
Metro 2040, adopted in 2011, directs office development to Urban Centres, continuing the direction
established in past regional plans. Focusing office development in Urban Centres benefits the regional
transportation system and livability in a number of ways: by reducing vehicle commutes and employee
transportation costs, protecting lands for other uses, complementing commercial and residential land
uses, and increasing the vibrancy and success of Urban Centres. Smaller local serving office tenants can
be located outside of Urban Centres in Frequent Transit Development Areas and local centres.
Planning policy and market forces are partially aligned. The market appreciates locations that are well
served by rapid transit and urban amenities, while still in some cases want highway access with ample
parking and suburban sites. In the past, access to highway interchanges was a priority for many office
tenants, and office developers built accordingly. Now, office tenants increasingly recognize the benefits
to their businesses and employees of being located near transit (particularly rapid transit stations) and
urban amenities. However, some of this office development is occurring at SkyTrain rapid transit stations
in areas that do not offer the full benefits of an Urban Centre location.
Specifically, ongoing market trends include:





Urban Centre locations, other than the Metro Core (downtown Vancouver and Broadway Corridor)
and other select locations, are not generally attracting significant office development activity in the
short term;
Rapid transit station locations may increasingly be developed over Urban Centre locations;
Office park developments in urban areas (e.g., Canada Way and Willingdon) continue to be
developed; and
Office parks outside of Urban Centres that have poor transit service continue to be built, although to
a lesser extent than in the past decades.

While rapid transit station accessibility is becoming increasingly desirable, not all transit locations are
equal. Adjacency to a rapid transit station (i.e. SkyTrain) is an improvement over a highway location with
limited transit service, but those rapid transit station locations alone do not provide a mix of supporting
land uses and presence of urban amenities. Urban Centres offer the full range of functions and amenities
that stand-alone transit station locations may not provide.
2) What are the benefits of locating office space within Urban Centres?
As stated in Metro 2040, Urban Centres are intended to be the region’s focal points for concentrated
growth and transit service, and priority locations for employment and services, higher density housing,
commercial, cultural, entertainment, institutional, and mixed uses. Metro 2040 identifies 26 Urban
Centres of varying scale, distributed throughout the region.
By locating office space and associated employment in Urban Centres, a number of benefits can be
achieved, including:






Improve access and use of public transit
Reduce reliance of vehicle use for commuting and less congestion
Complement surrounding retail, residential, and institutional uses
Improve access to various amenities for office workers, such as area shops and services
Support workforce attraction and retention
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Contribute to surrounding businesses through locating additional employees in the immediate area
Contribute to the general vibrancy and success of Urban Centres
Support the development of complete communities

3) What are the problems with locating office space outside of Urban Centres?
Despite longstanding regional policy to direct office growth to Urban Centres, the market pattern during
the 1990s was defined by significant new office development locating in suburban office parks outside of
Urban Centres.
Typically, office parks are located in areas that are far from transit services and are difficult to serve
efficiently, so they have a much higher proportion of employees who drive to work (90% of employees in
office parks drive to work, compared to 40% in downtown Vancouver). This dispersed location pattern is
challenging from a regional perspective for a number of reasons, particularly with regards to being able
to provide an efficient transportation system. Secondly, more driving means more congestion and makes
it difficult to meet the region’s greenhouse gas emission reduction targets. Thirdly, the creation of office
parks has come at the expense of the region’s limited industrial land supply. Most of the office
development located outside of Urban Centres is in office parks, often built on land that was once used
or designated for industrial purposes. Finally, locating office jobs and activity in office parks hampers the
growth of the region’s Urban Centres. Urban Centres need all types of activities in order to thrive, with
employment activities contributing to their vibrancy and success. For employees, too, being in an Urban
Centre is preferable to working in an office park, in terms of both the greater amenities and transportation
options.
4) How are office market trends evolving?
The Metro Vancouver office market is diverse and segmented, and represents a variety of regional
locations and different tenant needs. Office development occurs at different types of locations, ranging
from the Metro Core to other Regional City Centres, Municipal Town Centres, rapid transit stations, areas
with highway access, and elsewhere.
There are indications that the trend for office development locations may be changing. Reports suggest
that office tenants increasingly prefer transit-accessible locations, and that transit accessible locations
have lower vacancies and command higher rents2. Also, numerous major new office developments are
currently underway in downtown Vancouver.
Market reports indicate downtown Vancouver, Metrotown, SkyTrain stations, urban office parks (e.g.
Willingdon Park), and highway-oriented office parks will all continue to be developed and serve different
types of office markets. However, there is an overall trend towards an increasing share of major
developments located near SkyTrain stations (e.g. Broadway Tech in Vancouver, the Brewery District in
New Westminster), which fill an important need in the office market.
Despite ongoing and proposed development activity in many markets indicating that transit-accessible
locations are increasingly in demand, some office parks outside of Urban Centres and poorly connected
to the transit system continue to be built. This pattern will likely continue to a certain degree, reflecting
the varied location and building preferences for different types of office tenants and because of existing
zoning. Also, while Urban Centres offer a richer variety of features and amenities, non-Urban Centre
locations can offer larger sites, which allow for greater development options, lower costs, better access
to the highway network with ample parking, and other features desired by certain types of office
developers and tenants.
Furthermore, office design occupants continue to strive for increased efficiencies in terms of reduced
space per worker, which may have transportation impacts in terms of increasing the amount of required
onsite parking for the office space (although not increasing parking per worker), transit demand, and
building design and provision of onsite amenities.
2

Jones Lang LaSalle. Rapid Transit Office Index – Vancouver Research. 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014.
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5) What tools do governments have to support office development in Urban Centres?
Metro 2040 requires municipalities to prepare Regional Context Statements identifying how local plans
will direct office development to Urban Centres. Through Official Community Plans, area plans, zoning
and other policies, and as the local approving authority, municipalities can advance this objective.
Specifically, municipalities can approve office development proposals in Urban Centres, and not approve
major office development projects in locations outside of Urban Centres.
Additionally, in order to encourage office development in desired locations, municipalities can explore
reducing barriers and advancing certain tools such as: pre-zoning land for office use, expediting the
development application review process, financial and regulatory incentives, and other possible means
appropriate for local circumstances.
Beyond land use plans and tools, governments at all levels can provide signals to the market about
appropriate locations for office development. Providing transportation and other infrastructure at the
right locations to support Urban Centre development is important. Businesses want office
accommodations which best meet their needs in terms of location, accessibility, facilities, design,
amenities, costs, and other criteria. By improving the transit service, urban amenities, and infrastructure
offerings of Urban Centres, these locations will become more attractive to office developers and tenants
as locations for investment. Also, decisions by government agencies to situate their office facilities in
Urban Centres can spur further development interest.

1.5

Stakeholder Perspectives

There are a number of different public and private sector stakeholders who are involved or influence the
development of office space in the region. These groups have different interests and priorities. In some
cases, their objectives are largely aligned, and in other cases, less so. Increasingly, stakeholders prefer
office locations near rapid transit service – this trend is a change from the past where market forces
indicated a preference for highway oriented locations. Government agencies and plans can guide the
market and reinforce the benefits of locating office development and jobs in Urban Centres while market
trends evolve.
Metro Vancouver, as the regional government, implements the regional growth strategy so that lands are
used efficiently and employment is distributed appropriately throughout the region, reflecting
investments made in transit and road networks and centres. This regional goal means encouraging office
development in regionally designated Urban Centres to encourage transit usage, coordinate with other
agencies and plans, support complementary land uses, and focus amenities and facilities in the Urban
Centres. This regional development pattern will help support a prosperous and growing economy with
office-based employment as an integral part of the functioning of the larger overall economy.
TransLink provides regional transportation services, including transit service and, in conjunction with
municipalities, is responsible for the Major Road Network (MRN). Transit service supports commuting
workers, while the Major Road Network is needed for people and goods movement. TransLink too
supports office development in Urban Centres because these areas can be more effectively serviced by
transit as well as more readily accessed by walking and cycling, compared to other locations.
Municipalities wish to attract high quality development to their communities and are the approving
authority for office development projects. From a municipal perspective, office development offers
employment opportunities for the resident workforce and taxation revenues for the municipality.
Provincial and Federal Governments advance gateway objectives through the Metro Vancouver region’s
transportation system supporting provincial and national economic and trade interests, and invest in
transportation infrastructure. These senior levels of government also encourage and benefit from
economic growth through increased taxation revenue and employment levels. Also, government agencies
and crown corporations are office space tenants.
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Office tenants need space that is functional and affordable. This demand is for building space with
efficient designs in terms of size and shape, at locations that meet their needs, and access/proximity to
desired features. Office tenants balance their location preferences and building needs, along with
workforce retention and recruitment issues, with financial considerations.
Office developers want to build projects that are efficient, profitable, have manageable risk, are
acceptable to office tenants, and readily absorbed by the market. Viable projects necessitate balancing
the costs and revenues of the project, including land and building construction cost, with land uses,
building designs, market demand, and rent levels. Developers want to maximize the potential of the site,
such as leasable space, while achieving a reasonable project schedule, approval requirements, and
expectations of office tenants.

1.6

Metro Vancouver Regional Planning Context

Regional Land Use Designations
The Metro Vancouver region is forecast to grow by over a million people and six hundred thousand jobs
by 2041. To protect the region’s ability to attract investment and jobs, Metro 2040 establishes regional
land use designations and overlays. An Urban Containment Boundary limits encroachment into
Agricultural, Rural, and Conservation & Recreation lands. The Metro 2040 Industrial and Mixed
Employment designations protect lands for industrial and employment uses. Office and retail
developments are directed to Urban Centres and Frequent Transit Development Areas (FTDA).
Urban Centres
Reflecting continuing population, employment, and economic growth on Metro Vancouver’s limited land
base, focusing development in Urban Centres is an important element of the regional growth strategy. To
build vibrant and livable communities, Metro 2040 Strategy 1.2 includes specific policies about office
space, including guidelines for the land use and transportation characteristics of Urban Centres and
Frequent Transit Development Areas.
The 26 Urban Centres are intended as priority locations for employment and services, higher density
housing, commercial, cultural, entertainment, institutional, and mixed uses. Urban Centres are intended
to emphasize place-making, an enriched public realm, and promote transit-oriented communities, where
transit, cycling, and walking are the preferred modes of transportation. Orienting growth and
development in this way helps to:






Support an efficient land use pattern and transportation network;
Protect natural areas, agricultural and industrial land by focusing growth in urban areas;
Provide jobs close to where people live;
Create complete communities that are accessible, promote transit, walking and cycling, provide
access to a range of housing choices, employment, social and cultural opportunities, parks,
greenways and recreational opportunities, and promote healthy living; and
Expand the opportunities for transit, multiple-occupancy vehicles, cycling and walking, reduce
expenditure on transportation, energy use, and greenhouse gas emissions, and improve air quality.

As reference, Figure 1.1 shows the locations of Urban Centres as well as the Frequent Transit Network
(rail and bus) in the region.
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Figure 1.1: Metro Vancouver Urban Centres and Frequent Transit Network

Growth targets for jobs in the region for 2041 are as follows (with the percentage of the regional total in
brackets). Fully 55% of all new jobs are directed to Urban Centres, with different Urban Centres
anticipated to grow at different rates, plus growth in Frequent Transit Development Areas.
Figure 1.2: Metro Vancouver Employment Targets for Urban Centres
Area
Metro Centres
Vancouver Metro Core
Surrey Metro Centre
Regional City Centres
Municipal Town Centres
Urban Centres Total

2011 Jobs

2041 Jobs

Growth

283,000

23%

362,000

21%

79,000

261,000

22%

313,000

18%

52,000

22,000

2%

49,000

3%

27,000

132,000

11%

237,000

14%

105,000

74,000

6%

163,000

10%

89,000

489,000

40%

762,000

45%

273,000

Frequent Transit Development Areas

TBD

412,000

24%

TBD

All other areas

TBD

579,000

34%

TBD

1,209,000

1,700,000

Metro Vancouver Region

491,000

Source: Metro Vancouver
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2.0 Metro Vancouver Office Characteristics and Inventory
2.1

Regional Office Market Characteristics

According to industry publications at the end of 2014, the total inventory of market office space was
estimated to be approximately 55 million square feet (sq ft). Note that this is the market inventory as
tracked by brokerage firms, which excludes some smaller buildings and some non-market buildings such
as government / institutional offices, which were included in the Metro Vancouver inventory, as explained
in subsequent sections.
Scale of Regional Office Market
As the inventory indicates, the Metro Core (downtown Vancouver and the Broadway Corridor) dominates
the region in terms of office space. According to market reports, nearly half (24.5 million sq ft, or 45%) of
the 54.7 million sq ft total market office inventory in the region is located in downtown Vancouver. The
Broadway Corridor represents an additional 6.5 million sq ft (12% of regional total). The next largest
market is Burnaby, with approximately 10.7 million sq ft or 20% of the regional total. The other submarkets in the region are relatively small (i.e. each 7% or under of the regional total).3
Vacancy and Rental Rates
The average vacancy rate for market office space in the Metro Vancouver region at the end of 2014 was
9.0%, up from past periods. Downtown Vancouver and the Broadway Corridor had relatively low vacancy
rates (6.0% and 3.3%, respectively), with other areas experienced notably higher vacancy rates. Richmond
and Surrey had overall vacancy rate in the 17-21% range.4
Average annual office rental rates per sq ft are highest in downtown Vancouver and the Broadway
Corridor, and lower in the other sub-markets. Typically, building operations, maintenance, and property
taxes represent an extra 50-60% of accommodation costs for tenants in addition to net rents.
Figure 2.1 Metro Vancouver Office Market Inventory by Sub-Market (Year End 2014)
Buildings
Surveyed
224

Office
Inventory
(sq ft)
24,474,251

Space % of
Regional
Total
45%

Vacant
Space (sq
ft)
1,457,614

Vacancy
Rate
6.0%

Broadway Corridor
Burnaby
Richmond
New Westminster
North Shore
Surrey
Langley

127
138
78
40
63
69
22

6,470,981
10,728,288
3,903,020
1,739,373
2,406,690
3,834,227
1,104,769

12%
20%
7%
3%
4%
7%
2%

214,630
1,155,630
692,540
285,641
143,144
805,765
158,449

Suburb Total

537

30,187,348

55%

Metro Vancouver Total

761

54,661,599

100%

Downtown Vancouver

Wgt. Avg.
Asking Net
Rents
$
27.13

Wgt. Avg.
Asking Gross
Rents
$
44.27

3.3%
10.8%
17.7%
16.4%
5.9%
21.0%
14.3%

$
$
$
$
$
$
$

21.62
22.64
14.90
22.80
18.68
19.24
18.29

$
$
$
$
$
$
$

36.71
35.98
24.12
35.86
29.17
29.42
26.77

3,455,799

11.4%

$

20.16

$

31.84

4,913,413

9.0%

$

22.57

$

36.13

Source: Colliers International. Office Statistics Q4 2014, Metro Vancouver. 2015

As for the class (a function of the quality and location of the accommodations) of office space in the region,
approximately 77% is Class A and B (average quality). Only 8% is Class AAA (top quality), of which three-

3
4

Colliers International. Office Statistics Q4 2014, Metro Vancouver. 2015
Colliers International. Office Statistics Q4 2014, Metro Vancouver. 2015
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quarters is located in downtown Vancouver. Much of the office space in Burnaby is Class A. Rents for
different classes and locations of office space vary accordingly.5
Figure 2.2: Metro Vancouver Office Market Inventory by Class (Year End 2014)

Class
AAA
A
B
C
All

Buildings
Surveyed
8
32
87
97
224

Office
Inventory
(sq ft)
3,293,194
6,801,803
9,448,110
4,931,144
24,474,251

Space % of
Regional
Total
6%
12%
17%
9%
45%

Vacant
Space (sq
ft)
167,878
305,533
657,083
327,120
1,457,614

Vacancy
Rate
5.1%
4.5%
7.0%
6.6%
6.0%

Suburb
Total

AAA
A
B
C
All

4
170
247
116
537

1,183,064
14,621,079
11,407,720
2,975,485
30,187,348

2%
27%
21%
5%
55%

365,423
1,649,678
1,192,473
248,225
3,455,799

Metro
Vancouver
Total

AAA
A
B
C
All

12
202
334
213
761

4,476,258
21,422,882
20,855,830
7,906,629
54,661,599

8%
39%
38%
14%
100%

533,301
1,955,211
1,849,556
575,345
4,913,413

Downtown
Vancouver

Wgt. Avg.
Asking Net
Rents
$
34.47
$
34.96
$
25.64
$
17.71
$
27.13

Wgt. Avg.
Asking
Gross Rents
$
55.49
$
55.28
$
42.35
$
30.44
$
44.27

30.9%
11.3%
10.5%
8.3%
11.4%

$
$
$
$
$

32.84
21.93
15.67
11.03
20.16

$
$
$
$
$

46.49
34.22
26.49
19.73
31.84

11.9%
9.1%
8.9%
7.3%
9.0%

$
$
$
$
$

33.35
25.08
19.23
15.43
22.57

$
$
$
$
$

49.32
39.31
32.16
26.78
36.13

Source: Colliers International. Office Statistics Q4 2014, Metro Vancouver. 2015

2.2

Urban Centre Employment Levels

There are three different types of Urban Centres identified in Metro 2040: Metro Core, Regional City
Centres (RCC), and Municipal Town Centres (MTC). Employment levels vary greatly between the 26 Urban
Centres in Metro Vancouver. The following table shows the estimated number of jobs in 2011 in the
centres. Note that these are estimates, and exclude adjustments for both the 2011 National Household
Survey (NHS) undercount and ‘no fixed workplace’. As can be seen, Metro Core by far dominates in terms
of scale, with 230,000 jobs, while Richmond City Centre, Burnaby’s Metrotown, and Surrey Metro Centre
are the next largest employment centres.

5

Source: Colliers International. Office Statistics Q4 2014, Metro Vancouver. 2015
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Figure 2.3: Employment in Urban Centres (2011)
Urban Centre
Aldergrove MTC
Ambleside MTC
Brentwood MTC
Cloverdale MTC
Coquitlam Town Centre
Edmonds MTC
Fleetwood MTC
Guildford MTC
Inlet Centre MTC
Ladner MTC
Langley Town Centre (in Langley City)
Langley Town Centre (in Langley Township)
Lonsdale
Lougheed Burnaby MTC
Lougheed Coquitlam MTC
Lynn Valley MTC
Maple Ridge Town Centre
Metro Core
Metrotown
New Westminster Downtown
Newton MTC
Oakridge MTC draft concept
Pitt Meadows MTC
Port Coquitlam MTC
Richmond City Centre
South Surrey MTC (Semiahmoo)
Surrey Metro Centre
White Rock MTC
Willoughby MTC

Employment (rounded)
1,200
3,100
8,400
2,000
10,100
7,000
3,400
7,600
2,900
1,900
14,100
7,500
16,000
3,800
1,700
1,400
6,200
229,900
20,800
6,500
5,300
2,700
1,200
2,000
34,000
2,300
18,900
1,000
100

Source: Place of Work Employed Labour Force, 2011 National Household Survey
Note: Numbers exclude adjustments for both the 2011 National Household Survey (NHS) undercount and ‘no fixed workplace’.

2.3

Sub-Regional Office Market Characteristics

Each of the Metro Vancouver office sub-markets have different characteristics.
Vancouver, and specifically the Central Business District in Downtown, is the business centre for the
region and the province, with significant numbers of businesses also located along the Broadway Corridor.
Other than Broadway Tech (located at the Renfrew SkyTrain Station in East Vancouver), the office market
in other parts of the City of Vancouver is relatively small and tends to serve local needs.
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A 2006 survey by the City of Vancouver of businesses in downtown Vancouver showed6:




While most businesses occupy small office spaces, the majority of total downtown office space is
held by businesses in large spaces. 83% of businesses occupy less than 5,000 sq ft. However, these
businesses occupy only about one-third of total downtown office space.
The financial and Investment sectors hold the largest share of downtown office space at 18%,
followed by Legal Services at 12%, and Information Technology and Consulting Professionals at 9%
each.
Distributed by geography (Central Business District, Downtown – Outside of CBD, Broadway
Corridor), the business sizes in sq ft of office space were generally larger in the CBD and smaller in
the Broadway Corridor.

Many of the types of businesses located in the Metro Core serve regional and provincial markets. The
Metro Core has a much higher percentage of jobs in professional and commercial services and a lower
percentage of jobs in retail, in comparison to the rest of the city and the region, and almost all regional
town centres.7 In terms of business headquarters, of the relatively few major headquarters in the region,
most are located in downtown Vancouver. This distribution illustrates how very different the Metro Core
is from the other sub-markets in the region.
Burnaby is the next largest office market in the region, with a considerable amount of office space located
in the Metrotown area. This includes a cluster of office towers around the Metrotown shopping centre.
Burnaby also includes a significant amount of office park development located in various parts of the city
outside of Burnaby’s four Urban Centres (Metrotown, Brentwood, Lougheed, and Edmonds).
New Westminster is experiencing significant new office supply at the Sapperton SkyTrain station (‘The
Brewery District’), the new Anvil Centre Office Tower in downtown, and future office development is
anticipated at Braid Station.
Surrey has a relatively small office market, with a variety of office building types distributed throughout
the city. The Surrey City Centre area currently contains few large modern office buildings, however the
2014 relocation of City Hall to this area is intended to spur additional development.
Richmond has a relatively small office market, much of which is located outside of its downtown core.
This includes Crestwood office park and other areas to the east of the Richmond city centre. Many of
these office parks have experienced high vacancy rates because of difficulties in attracting office tenants
to areas with poor access to amenities and transit.
The North Shore is a very small office market, with a fragmented supply located in many different
buildings. Major office tenants tend to locate in other parts of the region which are more accessible to
the workforce and other desired features, particularly downtown Vancouver with a much larger office
market.
The rest of the region, including the Langleys, Delta, Maple Ridge / Pitt Meadows, and the Tri-cities have
very small office markets with few major office buildings. Most of these office tenants serve the local
population, with the exception of some government and institutional offices.

2.4

Office Building Inventory

In 2012, Metro Vancouver compiled an office building inventory database from multiple sources, including
propriety databases from Avison Young, CBRE, Colliers International, Cushman & Wakefield, as well as the
Altus Group and Business in Vancouver Magazine. These databases were consolidated and supplemental
building data was added from other sources, including BC Assessment Authority and local municipalities.
6

City of Vancouver. Business Space Needs in the Metro Core Today, Land Use and Development – Profile Step 1: Understanding Yesterday and
Today. 2006.
7 City of Vancouver. Employment Make up of Core vs Rest of City and Region, Economy – Structure Step 1: Understanding Yesterday and Today.
2005.
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Data was consolidated as best as possible given the multiple data sources to provide for a comprehensive
inventory of the office buildings in the region, although some data gaps, inconsistencies, and limitations
may exist. In early 2015, the database was enhanced and updated to the end of year 2014. (See Appendix
C for supplemental data tables.)
The database includes all buildings in the Metro Vancouver region with at least 10,000 sq ft of office space
(the previous published inventory was for buildings 20,000+ sq ft). The database includes some mixed use
buildings with office components over this size threshold. In total, the inventory is larger than most of the
published brokerage firm reports because it includes some smaller buildings that are in the brokerage
‘master lists’ but not in their published market summaries, and also includes buildings from other sources
that are not typically considered ‘market’ office buildings (such as government or institutional buildings).
Urban Centre locations are identified in Metro 2040; boundaries are defined by member municipalities.
The 2013 report used Urban Centre boundaries available at the time. In some cases, these boundaries
have changed through the subsequent acceptance of Regional Context Statements. To provide for
consistency, all numbers in this report have been generated using the confirmed Urban Centre boundaries
for all reporting.
The Frequent Transit Network (FTN), maintained by TransLink, current as of late 2014, was used for
establishing transit service levels. The Frequent Transit Network comprises bus and rapid transit corridors
that provide users with reliable service at least every 15 minutes throughout the day and over the entire
week. The Frequent Transit Network provides a network of routes around which municipalities can focus
population and job growth. Transit service can be in the form of bus or rapid transit (SkyTrain). The
distance for access to FTN is 800 metres (a 10 minute walk) for rapid transit, and 400 metres (a 5 minute
walk) for bus, which are considered acceptable walking distances to access these forms of transit.
Office Inventory Results
Based on the comprehensive inventory prepared by Metro Vancouver, at the end of 2014, there were
approximately 74 million sq ft of office space in the region located within 1,332 buildings with more than
10,000 sq ft of office space. Note that this inventory is larger than the amount tracked by brokerage firms,
which excludes some smaller buildings and some non-market buildings such as government / institutional
offices.
(In terms of smaller office spaces, according to the City of Vancouver, for their municipality, in 2012 there
were an estimated 278 buildings that contained office space under 20,000 sq ft. In total, this represents
approximately 2.5 million sq ft of office space. However, it is important to note that this total omits some
small spaces, particularly those located over retail uses.8)
The following map shows the distribution of office buildings throughout the Metro Vancouver region. The
larger the symbol and the greater the number of symbols indicate office building grouping.

8

City of Vancouver Planning Department (2012).
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Figure 2.4: Office Building Inventory in Metro Vancouver Map (2014)

Office Inventory by Sub-Region
The following figures show the amount of office space within each sub-region, as well as the distribution
within the region. Half of the office space inventory was located in Vancouver, with other notable subregions being Burnaby / New Westminster, Surrey, and Richmond.
Figure 2.5: Inventory Distribution by Sub-Region Table (2014)
Sub-Area

Number

Distribution

Sq Ft

Distribution

Vancouver/UBC

582

44%

37,724,231

51%

Burnaby/New West

240

18%

14,513,896

20%

Surrey/White Rock

159

12%

7,231,727

10%

Richmond

138

10%

6,575,912

9%

North Shore

109

8%

4,051,708

5%

Langleys

53

4%

1,887,503

3%

Northeast Sector

36

3%

1,150,602

2%

Delta

12

1%

460,112

1%

Ridge - Meadows

3

0%

131,044

0%

1332

100%

73,726,735

100%

Grand Total
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Figure 2.6: Inventory Distribution by Sub-Region Chart (2014)

Office Inventory Relative to Regional Land Use Designations
The regional growth strategy – Metro 2040 – was adopted in 2011 and established regional land use
designations, including General Urban, Mixed Employment, and Industrial. The following figure shows that
three-quarters of all the office inventory is located on lands designated General Urban, which are intended
to accommodate a wide variety of land uses including Urban Centres. Of the balance, most (20%) is located
on Mixed Employment which can accommodated various commercial uses. A relatively small amount (4%)
is located on Industrial lands, which are primarily intended for industrial related activities.
Figure 2.7: Inventory Distribution by Regional Land Use Designation (2014)

Office Inventory by Regional Land Use Designation, 2014

Industrial, 2,773,985
, 4%

Mixed Emp,
14,669,953 ,
20%
General Urban,
56,242,877 , 76%

General Urban
Industrial
Mixed Emp
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Office Inventory Relative to Urban Centres
The following figures show the distribution of office space by sub‐region relative to Urban Centre types.
Of the total inventory in the region (74 million sq ft), 66% or 49 million sq ft was located in Urban Centres.
Most of this inventory (60%) was located in Metro and Regional City Centres (of which two‐thirds was
located within the Metro Core), and only a small amount (6%) was located in Municipal Town Centres.
The balance, 34% or 25 million sq ft, was not located in Urban Centres.
The 49 million sq ft of office space located in the 26 Urban Centres was distributed as following: the Metro
Core (downtown Vancouver and the Broadway Corridor) dominates with a total of 33 million sq ft or 68%
of the total office space in Urban Centres in the region. The next largest centres (at less than one‐tenth
the size) are Metrotown at 3.0 million sq ft, and Richmond City Centre and Surrey Metro Centre both at
2.1 million sq ft. The 17 Municipal Town Centres contain relatively limited amounts of office space (6% of
the region’s total), with an average of 250,000 sq ft of office space each.
The following figures show that for Vancouver, the great majority of space was within Urban Centres,
whereas for Burnaby/New Westminster, North Shore, Richmond, and Surrey, a significant proportion of
office space was not located in Urban Centres.
Figure 2.8: Inventory by Urban Centre Type (2014)

Inventory by Urban Centre Type (2014)
33,345,449 ,
45%
Metro Core
25,071,375 ,
34%

Regional City Centre
Municipal Town Centre
Surrey Metro Centre

2,142,760 , 3%
4,185,507 , 6%

Not in Urban Centre
8,981,643 ,
12%

Figure 2.9: Inventory by Sub‐Region and by Urban Centre Type (2014)

Inventory by Sub‐Region and by Urban Centre Types (2014)
40,000,000
35,000,000
30,000,000
25,000,000
20,000,000
15,000,000
10,000,000
5,000,000
‐
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Figure 2.10: Inventory by Urban Centre Map

Office Inventory Relative to Transit Service
Relative to the Frequent Transit Network (FTN), some 44 million sq ft (60%) of office space was located
within 800 metres (ten minute walk) of a rapid transit station, and 18 million sq ft (24%) located within
400 metres (five minute walk) of FTN bus. The balance, 12 million sq ft (16%) of office space, was located
beyond the Frequent Transit Network service area. The amount of office space located near West Coast
Express Stations was negligible.
The following figures show the distribution of office space by sub-region relative to transit service. Most
of the office space in the City of Vancouver is near rapid transit, and the balance is served by FTN bus. For
other sub-regions, the proportional amount of office space by rapid transit is lower, and the amount
served by FTN bus is higher, as well as the amount of inventory not near FTN service.

March 2015

Page 15

Office Development in Metro Vancouver’s Urban Centres

Figure 2.11: Inventory by Transit Service (2014)

Inventory by Transit Service (2014)
Not Near FTN
Service,
11,527,219 ,
16%

Within 800m
of Rapid
Transit
Station,
43,964,649 ,
60%

Within 400m of
FTN Bus Service
Only,
18,031,838 ,
24%

Not Near FTN Service

Within 400m of FTN Bus
Service Only
Within 800m of Rapid
Transit Station

Figure 2.12: Inventory by Sub-Region and Transit Service (2014)

Inventory by Sub-Region and Transit Service (2014)
40,000,000
35,000,000
30,000,000
25,000,000
20,000,000
15,000,000
10,000,000

Floor Area
Sq Ft

5,000,000
0

Within 800m of Rapid Transit Station

Within 400m of FTN Bus Service Only

Not Near FTN Service
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Figure 2.13: Inventory by Transit Service Map

Office Inventory Relative to Both Urban Centres and Transit Service
The following figure shows the distribution of the office space inventory relative to both Urban Centres
and frequent transit service. Most (87%) office space is located within either Urban Centres or within 400
metres of FTN bus / 800 metres of rapid transit service.
Most of the inventory in the Metro Core and the Regional City Centres (88% and 71%, respectively) is
within 800 metres of Skytrain stations, whereas less than half (40%) of the office space in Municipal Town
Centres is near rapid transit. Of the inventory not in Urban Centres (25 million sq ft), 61% (15 million sq
ft) is proximate to FTN transit service (bus or rapid transit). Approximately 10 million sq ft (13%) of the
total 74 million sq ft inventory is both not in an Urban Centre and not near FTN transit.
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Figure 2.14: Inventory by Urban Centres and Transit Service (2014)

Inventory by Urban Centres and Transit Service (2014)
40,000,000
35,000,000
30,000,000
25,000,000
20,000,000
15,000,000
10,000,000
5,000,000

Floor Area
Sq Ft

-

2.5

Metro Core

Regional City Centre

Municipal Town
Centre

Not in Urban Centre

Within 800m of Rapid Transit Station
Within 400m of FTN Bus Service Only
Not Near FTN Service

Office Building Development Location Patterns

Office Building Inventory Year Built
Based on the available records, the age of the building by year built has been compiled (in the form of
completions). Note that in some cases buildings have been substantially renovated. Where building data
is available for substantial renovations, the year renovated has replaced the initial year built. For the 74
million sq ft office space inventory, all but approximately 1.3 million sq ft (1.8% of the inventory) has
known building year built data. Note that the completion of individual large office projects can have a
significant impact on the results during periods of relatively lower activity and in small markets.
Figure 2.15: Inventory by Period Built

Inventory by Period Built
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-
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Development rates vary considerably from year to year. Figure 2.15 show the building age distribution,
with significant office development in the 1990s to the early 2000s. For the 2004-2013 period, the
development of new office projects has been considerably lower. Much of the growth occurred in the
Vancouver and Burnaby markets in the 1990s.
Office Building Inventory Year Built by Location
The following figures show the distribution of growth by sub-region as well as location of the new office
development by period. There was a total of 48 million sq ft of office space developed in 670 buildings
during the 1990-2014 period, which provides for an average of approximately 2 million sq ft per year.
Much of the development in the 1990s and 2000s was within the City of Vancouver, and to a lesser extent
Burnaby / New Westminster. Since then, growth rates have been lower, with a higher proportion of
development in Burnaby, New Westminster, and Surrey.
Figure 2.16: New Inventory by Sub-Region (1990-2014)

New Inventory by Sub-Region (1990-2014)
4,000,000
3,500,000
3,000,000
2,500,000
2,000,000
1,500,000
1,000,000
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Sq Ft

500,000
0

Vancouver/UBC

Burnaby/New West

Richmond

Surrey/White Rock

Delta

Ridge - Meadows

Northeast Sector

Langleys

North Shore

New Inventory in Urban Centres
Of the total growth for the 1990-2014 period, 63% was within Urban Centres (46% in Metro Core). The
balance, 37% of new office development was located outside of Urban Centres, with a range of transit
service access.
The distribution of office development by Urban Centre type has varied from year to year over the past
two-and-half decades. Despite some years with a higher proportion of development in Urban Centre
locations, there is not yet a clear long-term trend towards a consistently larger proportion of development
occurring in Urban Centres.
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Figure 2.17: Growth of Inventory in Urban Centres (1990-2014)

Growth of Inventory in Urban Centres
(1990-2014)

Municipal
Town Centre,
2,202,924 , 5%

Regional City
Centre (inc
Surrey),
5,978,838 ,
12%
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22,303,731 ,
46%

Figure 2.18: Inventory by Period Built by Urban Centre Type
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Figure 2.19 Inventory by Year Built and Urban Centre Type (1990-2014)
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New Inventory near FTN Transit
The following figures show the office space growth in the region between 1990 and 2014 relative to the
Frequent Transit Network (rapid transit stations and FTN bus). As can be seen, results vary greatly by year,
in some cases reflecting the impact of only a few new buildings completed per period. Of the total growth
for the 1990-2014 period, approximately 61% of new office space development was located within 800
metres of rapid transit, and 22% within 400 metres of FTN bus. The balance, 17% of new office
development was located in areas not accessible to the Frequent Transit Network.
The distribution of office development by FTN type has varied from year to year. Over the past two-andhalf decades, various major projects have been completed which impacted the annual results. Despite
some years with a higher proportion of development in FTN locations, there is not yet a clear trend
towards a consistently larger proportion of development occurring near frequent transit.
Figure 2.20: Growth of Inventory by Transit Service (1990-2014)
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Figure 2.21: Inventory Period Built by Transit Service
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Figure 2.22: Inventory by Year Built and Transit Service (1990-2014)
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New Inventory in Urban Centres and Near FTN Transit
The following figures show the growth in office space between 1990-2014 relative to Urban Centres, and
relative to the Frequent Transit Network.
Most (61%) of the 48 million sq ft of new inventory was located within 800 metres of rapid transit stations,
with 46% located within the Metro Core (all of which having access to FTN transit). Of the inventory not
in Urban Centres (17.8 million sq ft), 10.1 million sq ft (57% of total) was proximate to FTN transit service,
and 7.7 million sq ft (43%) was both not in an Urban Centre and not near FTN transit.
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Figure 2.23: Growth in Inventory in Urban Centres and by Transit Service (1990-2014)
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Figure 2.24: Growth in Inventory in Urban Centres and by Transit Service
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Office Building Sizes
The following figures show the distribution of buildings by office component size (for buildings over 10,000
sq ft). As can be seen, most office buildings are under 100,000 sq ft in size, with the majority of the balance
in the 100,000 to 400,000 sq ft range. There are very few buildings over 400,000 sq ft. Of the entire
inventory, the average building size is 55,000 sq ft and the median building size is 31,000 sq ft.
In terms of distribution since 1950, there was a pattern of the larger buildings (over 300,000 sq ft) being
completed between the late 1980s and the early 2000s.
Over the 1990-2014 period, 670 office buildings were constructed with 48 million sq ft. Approximately
half (52%) were under 50,000 sq ft, and another 41% were between 50,000 sq ft and 200,000 sq ft.
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However, smaller buildings under 50,000 sq ft only represented 19% of the total new office space. Only
18 buildings were over 300,000 sq ft. The buildings over 200,000 sq ft are fewer but larger, and thus
comprise 30% of the total new office space for the period.
For the inventory of buildings 10,000 sq ft in size and larger built during 1990-2014, the average building
size was 72,000 sq ft and the median building size was 46,000 sq ft. For only the inventory of buildings
20,000+ sq ft in size, the average building size was 82,000 sq ft and the median building size was 55,000
sq ft.
Figure 2.25: Building Year Built by Office Component Size (1950-2014)
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Figure 2.26: Building Year Built by Period

2.6

Major New Office Development Projects

A number of major office development projects are currently underway or proposed in the region.
Appendix D includes a summary of these developments. Significant development activity includes new,
large office buildings in downtown Vancouver, following limited office construction in the prior decade.
Many of the other major office developments in the region are located in Urban Centres or near rapid
transit stations.
The following market report excerpt explains the ongoing changes9:
Metro Vancouver’s office market is in a state of flux unseen in decades as millions of square feet of new
product is delivered throughout the region after years of limited new construction. With all this change
comes opportunity as tenants re-evaluate their space requirements now and in the future and consider the
changing nature and needs of their employees and office environment in 2015 and beyond.
The changing demographics of the workforce, new technologies and building systems, and the evolution of
office design and efficiencies that integrate concepts such as “hot desking”, collaboration spaces, and
“hotelling” are all factors employers consider when it comes to deciding to renew or relocate. But before all
that is taken into consideration, the basics such as location, accessibility, amenities and square footage need
to be weighed and considered.

9

Avison Young. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Year End 2014. 2015.
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The projects underway will bring approximately 2 million sq ft of new office space to the downtown
Vancouver area in 2015-2016. This significant new supply may have a short-term impact on vacancy and
rental rates, however is being built to satisfy a growing long-term demand for new office space at prime
locations. At the same time, a significant amount of new office space has also been recently completed
and is proposed in other areas in the region, much of this at locations with SkyTrain access. In some cases,
these buildings were delivered to the market without being fully occupied, thus driving up the local
vacancy rates in these markets. Nevertheless, these development patterns support strengthening
demand for office within Urban Centres and near rapid transit stations.
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3.0 Office Tenant Trends
3.1

Office Space per Employee

According to numerous sources,10 there is an ongoing trend towards less office space per employee.
Increasingly, workers do not have private enclosed offices, but instead have cubicles or open offices. Also,
more companies are adopting open floor plans in which employees do not have permanently designated
space; through hotelling and remote working they use unassigned office space as needed and sometimes
also short term overflow space. With reduced private office space, usually more and larger meeting areas
and rooms are required (‘collaborative space’). This arrangement, along with more efficient office space
planning / design, modern furniture, equipment, technology and other features, allow for less average
office space per worker. However, some academics note that stated targets by office space planners are
often overly ambitious or assume a stable workforce, which is not always the case.11
Office space per worker differs by industry sector as well as occupation. Businesses with higher levels of
staff turnover can be harder to plan for, while businesses with a more homogeneous workforce are easier
to plan. Further, office space planning can be challenged by the growth rate of businesses, and can have
‘shadow space’ – space leased but not occupied to accommodate changes in space needs for the business
as the number of employees change. Optimal office space decisions are harder for longer term leases in
which the amount of office space is fixed while business demands can vary reflecting changing economic
and business cycles. Longer term leases prevent businesses from readily downsizing until the lease
expiries, and thus are generally more likely to have excess capacity and lower utilization rates than other
spaces. This is further challenged by the fact that workforces are not homogeneous and not all office space
is the same and substitutable.12 The risk of having too little office space must be weighed against the cost
of having too much.
Newer modern office space built to suit is more efficient than older space that has changed tenants
(second generation tenants), and larger buildings tend to be more efficient than smaller ones. Thus when
businesses move from an older accommodation to a new one, they typically require less total space,
especially when operations are consolidated.
Generally, more expensive office real estate markets are likely to press businesses to use space more
efficiently, compared to lower cost markets. It is estimated that in the USA, office rent as a percentage of
total business operating costs is approximately 2-3%.13 Additionally, in some cases, companies are moving
from larger suburban offices to smaller urban offices, which may have less space per worker but are
efficiently designed and near many amenities that employees value.
According to CBRE for Canada in 201214, the average amount of office space (net leasable floor area) per
employee by sub-sector was as follows:









Call Centers
Tech
Architecture & Engineering
Finance
Law Enforcement
Social Services
Biotech & Science
Legal

100 sq ft
120 sq ft
170 sq ft
170 sq ft
200 sq ft
200 sq ft
220 sq ft
340 sq ft

10

CoreNet Global Research. Office Space per worker to drop to 100 sq. ft or below for many companies within five years. Facilities Management
News. March 2, 2012.
11
Miller, Norm. Estimating Office Space per Worker. Burnham-Moores Centre for Real Estate, University of San Diego. Draft. May 1, 2012.
12 Miller, Norm. Estimating Office Space per Worker. Burnham-Moores Centre for Real Estate, University of San Diego. Draft. May 1, 2012.
13 Miller, Norm. Estimating Office Space per Worker. Burnham-Moores Centre for Real Estate, University of San Diego. Draft. May 1, 2012.
14 Source: CBRE Research Department – Vancouver (2012)
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The information for the Metro Vancouver market indicates increased efficiencies through desk sharing
and telecommuting, resulting in a downward trend in average space per employee from 200 to 150 sq
ft.15
For North America, Colliers International16 projects that by 2018, square feet per employee benchmarks
will fall as low as 145 square feet, compared to 2013’s average of 172 square feet per person. This
continued trend is down from an estimated 215 sq ft in 2005 and 255 sq ft in 2000. Despite a decrease in
individual space allocation, the need for additional meeting rooms and common areas has kept the total
amount of space required from plummeting.
Overall reduced office space requirements per person may have an impact on office space demand. Also
impacting office demand are changes in the workforce composition and proportional size of sub-sectors.
Nevertheless, no matter the amount of office space required, the type and location of the space is also
evolving.

3.2

Corporate Headquarters in Metro Vancouver

Large office tenants are usually needed in order to warrant major office development and pre-lease space
to finance new office buildings. Other major Canadian cities/regions have many major corporate
headquarters consuming large blocks of office space that are able to commit to pre-leases in new office
buildings; this is not generally the case in Metro Vancouver, which has more small and mid-sized corporate
offices. Information about head offices is provided in the following sections.
The Importance of Head Offices
The role of head offices and their associated benefits are described in this section, copied from a report
focusing on trends in office headquarters and particularly in Vancouver17:
While head offices only employ a few hundred workers, they generate indirect benefits to the local economy.
Their employees are highly-skilled, contribute more to the tax base, and support innovative activities. There
is also likely to be additional employment generated by related businesses in the business service industry.
The majority of head offices outsource accounting, legal, and advertising services. Expenditures on
outsourcing for these three services amount to 65% of the wage bill of head offices, mostly on advertising.
Jobs related to head office activities tend to require high skills, pay high wages and contribute strongly to
tax revenues. Head office activities are innovative and innovation may generate knowledge spillovers and
above-normal profits. Head offices of major corporations can be philanthropic, funding arts, education, and
other community programs.

Furthermore, the following text is taken from a report on office headquarters in British Columbia and
Vancouver by Business Council of British Columbia:18
The choice of head office location carries significance for the company and host jurisdiction alike. Of course,
the presence of head offices also matters in a substantive way, not just symbolically. ‘Head offices function
as centres of command and control for corporations; they are often where key decision-makers are
located.’19 There are sound economic reasons why cities, states and provinces are keen to host the
headquarters of large firms. To begin with, head offices bring high paying jobs, both directly but also
indirectly because they are an important source of demand for locally provided producer services – e.g., law,

15

Source: CBRE Research Department – Vancouver (2012)
Colliers International - SPARK publication. The Changing Work Environment: Why today’s real estate choices will affect your future business.
2013.
17 Head, Keith and John Ries. Head Office Location: Implications for Canada. Competition Policy Review Panel, Research Paper Summary. Sauder
School of Business, University of British Columbia. 2008.
18
Finlayson, Jock and Karen Graham. Corporate Headquarters and Head Office Employment in British Columbia: 2006 Update. Business Council
of British Columbia. 2006.
19 Baldwin, John, and W. Mark Brown. Foreign Multinationals and Head Office Employment in Canadian Manufacturing Firms. Statistics Canada,
catalogue 11F0022MIE-No.035. June 2005.
16
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accounting, engineering, executive search, etc.20 An analysis done for the BC government estimated that a
$1 million increase in the output of the ‘head office sector’ translates into 12 new jobs. Head offices act as
anchors to the surrounding community by utilizing local suppliers, providing leadership and sponsorship of
charitable organizations and the arts, and helping to establish business clusters of expertise and ideas.21
Indeed, the evidence suggests that the concentration of numerous head offices in a particular city or region
often has a “cluster” effect, as corporate networks are formed, supplier industries develop tight linkages
with headquarters operations, and ideas and best practices are shared among business leaders. These kinds
of business clusters contribute to the development of vibrant communities.

This is reiterated in a 2013 publication22, which states that the presence of a corporate headquarter can
have numerous direct and indirect effects on a local economy. Corporate headquarters tend to have more
higher-paying jobs, and can attract other businesses that serve the corporation’s needs and those of its
well-paid employees. From the corporation’s perspective there are efficiency gains to be had from sharing
services and having a concentration of knowledge.
Headquarter Location Decision Factors
Researchers have identified the main determinants of head office location as23:









international accessibility;
a skilled workforce;
high quality of life to attract international staff;
low corporate and personal taxes;
excellent information and communication technology infrastructure;
well-developed business support services (legal, accounting, public relations);
low risk (in terms of crime, exchange rates, regulatory and tax changes); and,
proximity to customers.

Proximity to production units and the cost and availability of office space are also key considerations.
The probability of receiving a new headquarters increases with the number of same-industry
headquarters in a region. The presence of specialized intermediate service providers including business
services (such as advertising, employment agencies, computer services, legal services, engineering, and
management services), and financial services (such as commercial banks, security and commodity
brokers) exerts a positive and significant influence on the probability of receiving headquarters
investment. However, higher head office wages in a location and higher wages in the intermediate service
input sectors deter investment, as do high corporate taxes.24
To encourage further headquarter development, the best policy response is to continue to promote
policies aimed at fostering a knowledge-based economy and a competitive business environment, such
as investment in education and basic research, R&D promotion, and low corporate taxes. This will benefit
the economy as a whole and have the bonus benefit of attracting head offices.25
Corporate Mergers and Acquisitions - Changes to Head Offices
Data indicates that head office units are subject to significant entry, exit, and relocation. A potential
implication of corporate mergers with, and acquisitions by, foreign companies is a loss of head offices in

20

Klier, T. and W. Testa. Location Trends of Large Company Headquarters During the 1990s. Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, Economic
Perspectives. Second Quarter 2002.
21
Heine, Ian. The Loss of Head Offices in BC. International Financial Centre, British Columbia Newsletter. June 2006.
22 MacIntyre, Hugh, Jason Clemens, and Nadeem Esmail. Corporate headquarters in Canada. Fraser Forum. January/February 2013.
23 Head, Keith and John Ries. Head Office Location: Implications for Canada. Competition Policy Review Panel, Research Paper Summary. Sauder
School of Business, University of British Columbia. 2008.
24
Head, Keith and John Ries. Head Office Location: Implications for Canada. Competition Policy Review Panel, Research Paper Summary. Sauder
School of Business, University of British Columbia. 2008.
25 Beckstead, Desmond and Mark Brown. Insights on the Canadian Economy: Head Office Employment in Canada, 1999 to 2005. Statistics
Canada. 2006.
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Canada, or a loss of the higher-value, strategic planning functions within head offices – this is referred to
as a ‘hollowing out’ of corporate Canada.26
However, Canadian losses in control due to sales of Canadian assets were largely offset by gains in control
of foreign assets. Mergers and acquisitions flow in both directions – it is a two-way street. Over an
extended period, Canada’s purchases of foreign assets largely offset sales of Canadian assets.27
Acquisition by a foreign company does not necessarily result in the loss of head offices. After an
acquisition, it may be the case that only the corporate headquarters are consolidated while separate head
offices are maintained, or several or all regional head offices are combined. The decision to consolidate
or abandon a head office depends on economies of scale, costs of travel, communications, and the
shipment of goods. The location of each head office after an acquisition will typically remain or move close
to the majority of production and sales units, either in Canada or abroad.28
Corporate Headquarters in Canada
Canada’s head office employment is concentrated in four major metropolitan areas: Toronto, Montréal,
Calgary, and Vancouver. Despite Metro Vancouver’s relatively strong economy, head office employment
continues a relative decline. In 1999, Vancouver was Western Canada’s most important head office
centre, with employment levels well above Calgary’s. Since then, Vancouver’s head office employment
has declined, while Calgary has experienced strong growth.29
There is a fundamental fact about the Metro Vancouver office market – there are few (and declining) large
corporate headquarters and associated office employees. Over the past few decades, mainly due to
changes in the resource sectors, which represent a significant number of the headquarter offices in the
region, these businesses have closed, consolidated or relocated.
Further, many new and foreign corporations are attracted to Toronto as a national office or Calgary as a
Western Canada regional office, rather than Metro Vancouver. There are a number of factors that
challenge Metro Vancouver as a location for office headquarters compared to other Canadian centres,
namely higher real estate costs, high costs of doing business, and high housing prices which can impose
challenges in relocating and attracting staff.
The following figure contains data from 1990, 2000, and 2011, showing the number of corporate
headquarters located in Canada’s five main corporate centres. Toronto has by far the greatest
concentration of corporate headquarters with 32.6% of Canada’s top 500 corporations. Calgary ranked
second, Montreal third, and Vancouver fourth. According to this source, over the 1990-2011 period,
Calgary gained head offices, while Toronto and Montreal lost head offices. Vancouver gained a slight
number of head offices during this period. There has been a general decline in the number of centralCanadian corporate centres at the same time as Calgary has seen an increase in the headquarters. The
relocation rate over five years was 6.1%.30

26

Head, Keith and John Ries. Head Office Location: Implications for Canada. Competition Policy Review Panel, Research Paper Summary. Sauder
School of Business, University of British Columbia. 2008.
27 Head, Keith and John Ries. Head Office Location: Implications for Canada. Competition Policy Review Panel, Research Paper Summary. Sauder
School of Business, University of British Columbia. 2008.
28 Head, Keith and John Ries. Head Office Location: Implications for Canada. Competition Policy Review Panel, Research Paper Summary. Sauder
School of Business, University of British Columbia. 2008.
29 Beckstead, Desmond and Mark Brown. Insights on the Canadian Economy: Head Office Employment in Canada, 1999 to 2005. Statistics
Canada. 2006.
30 MacIntyre, Hugh, Jason Clemens, and Nadeem Esmail. Corporate headquarters in Canada. Fraser Forum. January/February 2013.
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Figure 3.1: Corporate Headquarter Overview (1990, 2000, 2011)
1990

2000

# of top
500 HQs

% of top
500 HQs

Montreal

96

Toronto

186

Winnipeg

2011

# of top
500 HQs

% of top
500 HQs

19.2%

92

37.2%

190

18

3.6%

Calgary

44

Vancouver

45

City

# of top
500 HQs

% of top
500 HQs

18.4%

75

15.0%

38.0%

163

32.6%

18

3.6%

14

2.8%

8.8%

50

10.0%

81

16.2%

9.0%

41

8.2%

52

10.4%

Source: FP Magazine, 1991, 2001, and 2012.

Simply counting the number of corporate head offices without adjusting for the size of the city ignores
the real effect that the concentration of corporate headquarters can have on an economy. This
concentration is important because of the associated spinoff effects. Support professionals such as
lawyers, consultants, and accountants tend to establish themselves near headquarters and create a larger
professional community, a greater concentration of knowledge, and easier access to high-quality services
for other companies nearby.31
The following table contains the per capita measures for corporate headquarters. By this measure, Calgary
is by far the Canadian leader in the concentration of corporate headquarters, with 6.7 corporate head
offices per 100,000 people in 2011. Calgary’s concentration was more than double that of Toronto, which
had 2.9 corporate head offices per 100,000 people. Vancouver had only 2.2 corporate head offices per
100,000 people, down from 2.8 in 1990.32
Figure 3.2: Canadian Corporate Headquarters per 100,000 Population (1990, 2000, 2011)

Region

1990

2000

2011

Montreal

2.9

2.6

2.0

Toronto

4.7

4.0

2.9

Winnipeg

2.7

2.6

1.9

Calgary

5.9

5.3

6.7

Vancouver

2.8

2.0

2.2

Source: FP Magazine, 1991, 2001, and 2012

Calculating the amount of market office space per population in the Vancouver, Calgary, Toronto, and
Seattle regions, according to brokerage publications, indicates that Metro Vancouver has about 23 sq ft
of office space per resident, which is lower than Toronto at 28 sq ft, and considerably lower than Seattle
at 36 sq ft, and Calgary at 56 sq ft33. The lower number of office related jobs indicates that Metro
Vancouver has a relatively more limited economic profile than other cities, even those with similar
populations. The low office space ratios are part of the reason demand for office space in Metro
Vancouver is weaker compared to other regions.

31

MacIntyre, Hugh, Jason Clemens, and Nadeem Esmail. Corporate headquarters in Canada. Fraser Forum. January/February 2013.
MacIntyre, Hugh, Jason Clemens, and Nadeem Esmail. Corporate headquarters in Canada. Fraser Forum. January/February 2013.
33 Comparison of office market inventories according to brokerage report publications divided by regional populations.
32
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Vancouver Headquarters
In the 1990s there was a relative decline in the number of corporate headquarters in British Columbia.
The Business Council of British Columbia provided the below possible explanation for this phenomenon34:
BC Business Council can only speculate as to the reasons for BC’s and Greater Vancouver’s disappointing
performance in head office employment. Undoubtedly, one contributing factor has been consolidation in
the forestry and mining industries, which have long been prominent parts of British Columbia’s corporate
base. A second negative factor is the high cost of land and office space, and the paucity of available industrial
land, in Greater Vancouver. This problem is becoming more serious due to the conversion of commercial to
residential space in parts of the region (especially the City of Vancouver), and a related trend that has seen
the encroachment of residential development into areas that traditionally have served as a base for
industrial and other types business activity. Finally, the failure of the plethora of municipalities that make
up Greater Vancouver to engage in any form of region-wide collaboration in the areas of economic
development, business/investment attraction, marketing, or regulatory coordination and streamlining is
another glaring weakness of the Vancouver region that, arguably, has hindered the development of a robust
head office sector.

According to a more recent publication35 using different study methodology and dates, 95 of Canada’s top
500 companies are headquartered in Vancouver. Vancouver, though viewed as Canada’s Asian Gateway,
continues to be behind the financial and resource hubs of Toronto and Calgary, which had 254 and 132,
respectively.
Figure 3.3: Head Office Count in Canada (2004, 2014)
Region

2004

2014

Increase

Toronto

175

254

45.1%

Calgary

89

132

49.3%

Vancouver

49

95

93.9%

Montreal

71

79

11.3%

Edmonton

14

24

71.4%

Ottawa

15

14

-6.7%

Source: Financial Post FP500, 2014 Database

According to this data, Vancouver has led Canada in increasing (in percentage terms) its head office count
between 2004 and 2014, but Vancouver’s rising head-office count illustrates that quantity is not the same
as size, as few of the largest of the top Canadian companies are located in Vancouver.36
Vancouver’s apparent recent impressive growth in attracting head offices could be a trend, building on
the region’s strengths such as intellectual capital, technological know-how and access to the expanding
Asian economy, and Vancouver’s location, climate and beauty.37

3.3

Downtown Vancouver Office Tenant Sectors

According to brokerage reports, the following sectors make up the bulk of office tenants: Financial
Services & Accounting (FS&A), Tech and Digital Media (T&DM), and Architecture, Engineering &
Construction (AE&C), and Legal Firms. Avison Young found that more than 70% of all downtown

34

Finlayson, Jock and Karen Graham. Corporate Headquarters and Head Office Employment in British Columbia: 2006 Update. Business Council
of British Columbia. 2006.
35 O’Brien, Frank. Vancouver leads nation in head-office growth. Business in Vancouver. October 20, 2014.
36 O’Brien, Frank. Vancouver leads nation in head-office growth. Business in Vancouver. October 20, 2014.
37 O’Brien, Frank. Vancouver leads nation in head-office growth. Business in Vancouver. October 20, 2014.
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Vancouver leasing activity (by square footage) occurred in these four industries, and they generated
approximately 62% of the total number of lease transactions for the 2011-2014 period.38
Financial Services and Accounting firms have been responsible for more than 25% of all leasing activity in
terms of total square footage in the Downtown core since 2011. Tech and Digital Media firms became the
second largest source of demand, with approximately 16% of Downtown office leasing activity.
Architecture, Engineering and Construction firms also leased about 16% since 2011, but were more active
in 2011 and 2012 and have since faded.39
The last of the four primary drivers of Downtown Vancouver office leasing activity since 2011 are legal
firms. Law firms represent almost 14% of the total square footage leased in that time period. Though their
activity peaked in 2012, they have remained consistently active into 2014.40
Three other tenants – political and government-related organizations, real estate firms, and natural
resources & energy companies – were responsible for between 5% and 10% each of the total square
footage leased Downtown since 2011. Education, professional services, and others comprised less than
5% each of the total square footage leased, and, when combined, were involved in approximately 9% of
total deals.41
Figure 3.4: Downtown Vancouver Leasing Activity

Source: Avison Young. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Mid-Year 2014. 2014.

The traditional corporate drivers of leasing activity in Vancouver have virtually all expanded, moved or
renewed since 2011 and are unlikely to contribute much more growth in the current cycle, according to
the market report. Future leasing demand will need to be generated by industries and companies that are
not currently in the market, according to a market report.42
Colliers reported that technology and digital media firms continue to be the most dominant in the search
for space followed by professional services and insurance firms.43

38

Avison Young. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Mid-Year 2014. 2014.
Avison Young. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Mid-Year 2014. 2014.
40
Avison Young. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Mid-Year 2014. 2014.
41 Avison Young. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Mid-Year 2014. 2014.
42 Avison Young. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Mid-Year 2014. 2014.
43 Colliers International. Office Report Q4 2014, Metro Vancouver. 2015.
39
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Figure 3.5: Office Tenant Requirements

Source: Colliers International. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Q4 2014. 2015

3.4

Average Size of Metro Vancouver Office Tenants

Compared to other North American markets, the Metro Vancouver market has relatively few large head
offices, and is made up of many small and mid-size tenants. It was estimated that just over 1% of all jobs
in Metro Vancouver were in head offices, with an average 36 employees per head office.44
According to Colliers International, the average tenant size in downtown Vancouver is 4,500 sq ft, and
11,500 sq ft in suburban areas.45 Reported in a 2012 Western Investor article, the typical Vancouver office
tenant takes up between 3,000 and 3,500 square feet, and the major demand in the city is being seen for
such smaller offices.46
For downtown Vancouver, according to CBRE, the average office tenant size was 7,400 sq ft in 2012 and
7,200 sq ft in 2014, with 54% of all office space occupied by tenants under 20,000 sq ft in size.47

44

City of Vancouver. Head Offices in Vancouver, Economy – Structure Step 1: Understanding Yesterday and Today. 2006.
Source: Colliers International – Vancouver (2012)
46 Mitham, Peter and Frank O’Brian. Class AAA Battle: Ivanhoe Cambridge speculates on Burnaby highrise beating downtown developers to the
punch. Western Investors Newspaper, January 2012. 2012.
47 Source: CBRE Research Department – Vancouver (2012)
45
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Figure 3.6: Distribution of Office Tenant Sizes in Downtown Vancouver (2012)
Size Category (sq ft)

Total Floor Area (sq ft)

Percentage of Market

0 - 1,999

1,268,821

5.4%

2,000 - 4,999

3,462,762

14.7%

5,000 - 9,999

4,300,629

18.3%

10,000 - 19,999

3,623,708

15.4%

20,000 - 39,999

2,216,191

9.4%

30,000 - 49,999

2,856,467

12.2%

50,000 - 74,999

2,176,555

9.3%

75,000 - 99,999

1,535,275

6.5%

100,000 - 199,999

1,283,576

5.5%

760,550

3.2%

23,484,534

100%

200,000 +
Total

Source: CBRE Research Department - Vancouver

In 2005, the City of Vancouver conducted a survey of businesses in downtown Vancouver48. Survey results
show that while most businesses occupy small office spaces, the majority of total downtown office space
is held by businesses in large spaces. As shown in the following figures, 83% of businesses occupy less
than 5,000 sq ft. However, these businesses occupy only about one-third of total downtown office space,
with 64% of all office space occupied by businesses with over 5,000 sq ft.
Figure 3.7: City of Vancouver Office Tenant Sizes (2005)

Source: City of Vancouver Survey of Metro Core Businesses, 2005. Business Lease Sizes.

3.5

Increasing Importance of Rapid Transit Proximity

Since the 2010 Winter Olympics, there has been a marked increase in interest and acceptance of SkyTrain
use for commuting. Office tenants have increasingly prioritized proximity to SkyTrain stations as an
important criteria in selecting office accommodations. Office locations with poor transit access are
difficult to lease, while locations close to rapid transit have lower vacancy rates and higher rental rates.
A number of sources illustrate the increasing preference of office tenants to locate near rapid transit
stations. Office developers are aware of the trend towards increased tenant appreciation of rapid transit
access and are responding accordingly. Office developers are active at locations near SkyTrain stations,
48

City of Vancouver. Business Space Needs in the Metro Core Today, Land Use and Development – Profile Step 1: Understanding Yesterday and
Today. 2006.
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and some property managers are offering shuttle bus service for employees from SkyTrain stations to
existing office park locations to attract tenants.
Jones Lang LaSalle has published a series of reports titled “Rapid Transit Office Index”49 investigating office
market conditions in the Metro Vancouver region relative to rapid transit station locations. For this
research, rapid transit access is defined as office space within 500 metres of a rapid transit station (i.e.
SkyTrain) in markets outside of the Vancouver downtown core. For the Vancouver region, the reports
offer an in-depth analysis of rapid transit oriented office vacancy, absorption and rental rate trends in
markets served by rapid transit. Proximity to bus service or West Coast Express was not considered.
The report notes the following benefits of access to rapid transit stations as a viable commuting option
for office tenants50:




Financial incentives include the ability for employees to save money on costs associated with driving
to and from work, as well as the option of residing in a more affordable suburban neighbourhood.
The convenience of having a reliable transportation schedule that is not affected by traffic patterns.
Increased rapid transit usage has positive environmental implications, directly correlating to fewer
cars making daily commutes.

Accordingly, tenants are willing to pay higher rents and vacancy rates are lower in areas with rapid transit.
The report noted that for buildings within 0.5-1.0 km of a SkyTrain station the vacancy rates are typically
much higher than buildings within 0.5 km. This finding illustrates the value that tenants place on
immediate access to rapid transit. (Note that the vacancy and rent values and differentials change over
time, and that some smaller markets can be substantially impacted by changes in individual buildings.)
As for specific rapid transit lines, in 2012, office buildings near Canada Line stations had the lowest vacancy
rate at 3.2%, followed by the Expo Line (5.8%), and the Millennium Line (10.7%)51. In late 2014, the vacancy
rates had increased for two of the lines, and were as follows: Canada Line 4.7%, Expo Line 16.3%, and
Millennium Line 8.3%52.
In terms of rents, average asking rents are approximately 30% higher near rapid transit vs not near rapid
transit. Office tenants are willing to pay a premium for access to rapid transit stations, or alternatively,
may accept lower quality office accommodations if located near rapid transit versus higher quality
accommodations without such rapid transit access.
In late 201453, the Jones Lang LaSalle report estimated that 85% of new office supply added to suburban
inventory during the prior 12 months was situated within 500 metres of a rapid transit station. Further,
the report noted that the “abundance of new supply in office buildings within 500 metres of rapid transit
stations is in response to the increasing demand for such product, however the prevalence of speculative
developments has resulted in a significant amount of un-leased space coming to market and a
corresponding increase in overall vacancy.” The recent increase in vacancy rates of buildings near transit
is due to two significant transit-oriented speculative developments that were recently completed with
few initial tenants (Metrotower III in Burnaby and the Anvil Centre in New Westminster), not due to
weakening tenant demand for such types of transit locations.

49

Jones Lang LaSalle. Rapid Transit Office Index – Vancouver Research. 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014.
Jones Lang LaSalle. Rapid Transit Office Index – Vancouver Research. 2011.
51 Jones Lang LaSalle. Rapid Transit Office Index – Vancouver Research. 2012.
52 Jones Lang LaSalle. Vancouver Research Department (2015)
53 Jones Lang LaSalle. Rapid Transit Office Index – Vancouver Research. 2014.
50
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Figure 3.8: Rapid Transit Lines and Stations in Metro Vancouver

Taken from the Jones Lang LaSalle report54, the following figure shows the vacancy rates and average
asking rents for buildings within 500 metres of rapid transit (RTI) and for buildings outside of rapid transit
(ORTI). In 2014, the total vacancy rate for buildings near rapid transit station was 11.2%, compared to
12.7% for the rest of the market55. The difference between the two categories was much greater in 2012,
having since deceased due to the supply of new vacant office space near transit stations, rather than an
indication of weakening tenant demand for locations by rapid transit. If these new buildings were
excluded from the calculations, the difference in vacancy rates between transit and non-transit locations
would be much greater.
Figure 3.9: Office Building Vacancy and Rental Rates Relative to Rapid Transit Station Locations
Within Rapid Transit Index

Q3 2014

Q3 2013

Change

Total Vacancy

11.2%

8.4%

2.8%

Direct Vacancy

10.4%

7.3%

3.1%

Sublease Vacancy

0.8%

1.1%

-0.3%

Average Asking Net Rent

$23.53

$22.97

$0.56

Average Additional Rent

$13.62

$13.04

$0.58

Q3 2014

Q3 2013

Change

Total Vacancy

12.7%

10.2%

2.5%

Direct Vacancy

12.0%

8.8%

3.2%

Sublease Vacancy

0.7%

1.4%

-0.7%

Average Asking Net Rent

$17.77

$17.62

$0.15

Average Additional Rent

$12.24

$12.02

$0.22

Outside of Rapid Transit Index

Source: JJL Rapid Transit Office Index, Vancouver Research RTI, Q3 2014
*RTI (Rapid Transit Index) is defined as office space within 500 metres of a rapid transit station in markets outside of the Downtown Core that
are serviced by rapid transit
**ORTI (Outside Rapid Transit Index) is defined as office space more than 500 metres from a rapid transit station in markets outside of the
Downtown Core that are serviced by rapid transit
Note: Buildings with less than 10,000 square feet of office space are not included in the study
54
55

Jones Lang LaSalle. Rapid Transit Office Index – Vancouver Research. 2014.
Jones Lang LaSalle. Rapid Transit Office Index – Vancouver Research. 2014.
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Further, the results of the comparisons by building locations varies considerably by municipality, where
for example, in Surrey and Richmond the vacancy rate for non-transit buildings (vacancy rates of 22.2%
and 17.1%, respectively) are roughly three times that of building by transit (7.9%, 4.6%)56.
Rental rates can vary due to a number of factors, not just proximity to transit, as example building class,
age, and other features / amenities.

56

Jones Lang LaSalle. Rapid Transit Office Index – Vancouver Research. 2014.
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4.0 Findings from Interviews with Industry Participants
Metro Vancouver planning staff interviewed major office developers, commercial brokers, office tenants,
and municipal planning and economic development staff to learn about Metro Vancouver’s office market.
The objective was to gain insight about the nature of the Metro Vancouver office market and sub-markets,
location preferences, and the criteria and decision-making process for selecting office locations and
developing and occupying office space (see Appendix A for a list of interviewees). The initial interviews
were conducted between November 2011 and January 2012, with additional interviews in December 2012
and January 2013. Discussion questions were sent to the interviewees in advance of the meetings (see
Appendix B for the questions).
The office developers and commercial brokers interviewed had significant experience developing or
leasing large-scale, region-serving office projects in the Metro Vancouver region. Office tenants and
municipal staff provided additional perspectives. There were four different groups of interviewees:


The four office development companies interviewed had experience both in the downtown
Vancouver market and markets outside of the downtown as well as in other North American cities.



The office brokers from the three firms interviewed had extensive knowledge of the downtown
Vancouver office market, and some had specialized knowledge of Metro Vancouver’s sub-markets.
The brokers provided a unique perspective because they knew both the developer and tenant needs
thoroughly, and could speak about evolving changes over time.



Five office tenants were interviewed for this report. The focus of the tenant interviews was to learn
about the process and criteria tenants use to select an office location. The tenant interviewees were
located in an office park, an Urban Centre, Broadway Tech (near the Renfrew SkyTrain station), an
office park near Gilmore SkyTrain station, and one tenant was undergoing a site selection process.
None of the tenants were located in downtown Vancouver, although one tenant discussed their
rationale for moving from a downtown location to Broadway Tech.



Economic development and planning staff from seven municipalities were interviewed. They
provided the municipal perspective, outlining their role in the process of attracting investment and
development to their communities and what they have been hearing from investors and developers.
They also provided insight on the feasibility of policy and fiscal tools that might be used to
encourage office development, and outlined their experience with the tools that they had used, or
the reasons that certain tools were not feasible in their jurisdiction.

The following sections summarize by topic the comments provided by the interviewees.

4.1

Perspectives on the Metro Vancouver Market and Sub-Markets

Compared to other North American markets, the Metro Vancouver market has fewer large head offices,
and has many smaller office sized tenants. Demand in the Metro Vancouver office market is generally due
to growth of existing tenants, not due to an economic boom or because Metro Vancouver is able to attract
head offices from other regions.
From a North American perspective, Metro Vancouver has some attractive features for US businesses,
such as the Pacific Time Zone, and a multilingual workforce, but generally Metro Vancouver is not
considered cost competitive (rents, wages) compared to other regions, and is seen as having a lot of
regulatory red tape, high business costs, and high housing costs for employees.
The Metro Vancouver market has a number of branch offices for different industries, and having a
diversified market is considered healthy and beneficial if one sector experiences market declines. The
resource sector (forestry, mining, energy) drives a lot of the office growth in the Vancouver market
through both head offices and supporting services such as accounting, finance, and legal firms.
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The Downtown Vancouver market experienced a low vacancy rate, although the steady supply of new
office buildings coming on-stream in the downtown over a multi-year period may cause vacancy rates to
increase. Tenants of the new buildings are expected to be those already in downtown Vancouver that
want to expand or want better and newer office premises. This new supply may lead to some increases in
vacancies in older buildings in the downtown, and may also impact suburban markets, because tenants
that are in suburban locations will have increased opportunity to move to downtown Vancouver.
Outside of Downtown Vancouver but still 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). Broadway Tech meets the needs of tenants that want to be
accessible to downtown Vancouver; it has both good transit service and is accessible to Highway 1.
Broadway Tech is also attractive to tenants in need of larger building floorplates.
In the Burnaby market, Brentwood is seen as a desirable area due to its good transit and road access.
Metrotown is also viewed as a good office location due to its centrality in the region and its transit service.
Although, some interviewees said Metrotown is perceived to have traffic congestion, which is a drawback
for tenants that need to travel frequently to visit sites or clients. There is also a large office component at
Canada Way and Willingdon. More office park development located beyond SkyTrain stations is not
predicted in Burnaby, because office tenants want the amenities and transit service found in Urban Centre
and SkyTrain locations.
New Westminster’s downtown has historically been a centre for office location. There is also a supply of
office space in the “Uptown” neighbourhood which provides space for both local and some regional
tenants. Generally, the downtown offers different types of office development potential (or upgrade of
historic buildings) compared to other locations (i.e. Braid, Sapperton) which offer large sites that can
accommodate comprehensive development plans.
Surrey Metro Centre will be a good location for office development in the future, but the area is perceived
as lacking amenities, and not having good access for many of the region’s employees because it is
considered to be “on the other side” of the Fraser River and at the end of the SkyTrain line. Also, the
supply of good office space there is limited. Brokers felt that the Surrey City Centre office market will
grow, but it will take time. Growth is expected to come from engineering, law, and accounting firms, and
perhaps some government offices. A positive feature for this market is that the City of Surrey is perceived
as being proactive and business-friendly, and supportive of the Surrey City Centre, as demonstrated by
the decision to relocate their city hall offices to the area.
Richmond is considered a ‘gateway to the region’ by some industry participants, given its proximity to the
YVR airport, and has some good tenants located in its office parks. Most of those interviewed consider
the Richmond market to be too far west for employees who live in the eastern parts of the region such as
Coquitlam, Surrey and Langley. The interviewees noted some drawbacks to locating in downtown
Richmond: it is considered congested for driving; there are not many choices for office tenants; the area
is mainly zoned for retail use and therefore land prices are too high to justify redevelopment into office;
and floorplates in downtown Richmond are typically small. Therefore, downtown Richmond was
considered a local market by some of the interviewees. Office space along the Knight Street
corridor/Crestwood area in Richmond attract tenants that have a regional focus.
The North Shore is a very small office market, with few major office tenants other than some government
agencies (such as ICBC). The office space supply is limited and fragmented in many different buildings,
some of which are smaller and older. There is limited demand for office space in the North Shore, as major
office tenants will tend to locate in other parts of the region which are more accessible to the regional
workforce and other desired features. The North Shore, and especially Lonsdale Regional City Centre, is
located very close to Vancouver’s CBD, so regional-serving office tenants have more location choice in
downtown Vancouver compared to the North Shore.
Coquitlam, even with completion of the Evergreen Rapid Transit Line in 2016, the area is viewed as being
located on the edge of the region. It is expected that it will take a long time before any significant regional
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office development occurs in this area, which will be supported by the ongoing growth in population and
residential and retail development.
Future of Office Parks
The brokers interviewed did not predict much growth in office parks with poor transit service, although
noted that some office tenants still desire locations with good access to highways. Office parks suffered
in the 2008-2009 economic slowdown, and vacancies are higher in office parks compared to rapid transit
locations. Some tenants report having difficulties hiring talent when their office is housed at office park
locations. In the future, there may still be some office parks developed in the region, in places where rapid
transit is not viable or at locations with good highway access.

4.2

Getting to Work: Transit Accessibility and Parking

All interviewees stressed the importance of transit accessibility, particularly SkyTrain. Tenants indicated
that access to transit is a top criteria that improves employee access to work. Rail is preferred over bus,
as bus service is seen as less permanent and not as reliable and comfortable as SkyTrain.
In addition to access to transit, developers are cognizant that many employees also walk and bike to work,
and are providing more facilities to support cyclists (e.g. locker facilities, secured bike parking).
Transit accessible locations mean there is less need for on-site parking. However, developers caution that
because of the greater space efficiencies in new buildings, parking requirements do not necessarily need
to be reduced, as there are more workers per square foot (e.g. some offices accommodate 1 employee
per 100-150 sq ft, compared to the previous standards of 1 employee per 200-250 sq ft). Even if an office
building is well-served by transit, tenants still expect some level of parking because some employees will
continue to drive to work, or use a vehicle during the day for work purposes.

4.3

Understanding Office Tenant Considerations for Site Selection Process

Office tenants are not all the same; the types and characteristics of businesses and sub-sectors vary
greatly, as do their accommodation needs. Some tenants need to be located in downtown Vancouver or
Central Broadway, some tenants serve their local community, and others prefer business park campus
type environments. The following sections summarize the factors that tenants consider when selecting
office space accommodations.
Workforce Demographics and Residential Location
Workforce demographics and where employees live have a bearing on office site selection. For example,
age may influence employee preferences for commuting to work. Interviewees reported that older and/or
higher paid employees are more likely to own and want to use their cars to commute, whereas younger
and/or lower paid employees may prefer transit and biking.
Place of residence of the employees may impact business location decisions as well. Higher income
employees may tend to live on the North Shore and west side of Vancouver and thus prefer a downtown
Vancouver office location, whereas lower income employees may live in the eastern parts of the region
where housing is more affordable, and prefer an office location in Burnaby or Surrey. Companies
sometimes use a postal code mapping analysis to determine where employees live, and within the Metro
Vancouver region the most geographically central place tends to be in Burnaby, and more specifically, the
Metrotown area.
Common concerns of employees when faced with an office move are whether their commute will change,
design of the new office space, and the amenities available near the new workplace. Businesses that are
new to the region also consider locations that are convenient to good neighbourhoods, housing and
schools for their workers.
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Space Needs, Size of Space and Other Space Functions
The amount and type of office space per employee can vary greatly. For example, senior employees may
require larger offices that include private meeting space compared to junior employees who work in
cubicles or open concept space. There is an overall industry trend towards using office space more
efficiently and increasing the density of employees. Space efficiencies may be through smaller office sizes,
more cubicles, open concept design, fewer enclosed offices, and more efficient office design with modern
furniture and equipment. Usually associated with this reduction in private office space per employee are
larger shared common / meeting areas.
Larger businesses generally prefer office buildings with larger floorplates which allow their employees to
be spread over fewer numbers of floors. Larger floorplates allow for a more efficient design, such as the
need for fewer reception areas, meeting rooms, and common facilities.
Some businesses have quasi-industrial or non-office components, such as a supporting manufacturing,
storage or warehouse functions, which they want in proximity to their office function. These types of
businesses may also be satisfied with Class B or C office space, rather than Class A. Such types of
office/light industrial flex spaces are less likely to be found in Urban Centres. Therefore, these businesses
may favour an office park type building (i.e. flex space) and location (i.e. proximity to highways) to fulfil
this need.
Employee Trips and Visitor Traffic
Some businesses have employees who spend their entire day at their office desk, whereas other
businesses have employees who often travel out of the office for meetings or site visits. The number of
visitors to the business also varies depending on the sector. Accordingly, the importance of accessibility
and proximity to customers, suppliers, branch offices/stores, and other related functions varies greatly.
This impacts whether the business needs a location in an Urban Centre, near transit, or whether they may
choose a suburban office park location with highway access. Accordingly, some companies are more likely
to pay a premium for a more accessible location than others.
The Value of Prestige Locations
Some businesses want a high prestige central business district office location (i.e. downtown Vancouver)
and are able and willing to pay a premium. For example, a large law firm may want a downtown location
close to their clients and other businesses. This proximity benefits the company and employees in terms
of meeting time, availability to a larger number of other businesses and provides more opportunities for
face-to-face interactions. Other businesses do not value such characteristics nor have the ability to pay as
much. For example, a call centre may be less able to afford higher rents, and does not have clients who
visit the office, so a downtown location is not necessary.
Customer Market
Some businesses serve local markets (e.g. medical or dental offices) and wish to be situated near their
customers. These businesses tend to be smaller, and will likely grow at a rate similar to the population
growth rate of the immediately surrounding areas (their customer base). Other businesses serve the
regional market and need a location more central in the region (either downtown Vancouver, near major
highways, or by the airport), and may grow at faster rates. Some Metro Vancouver businesses deal beyond
the region, so airport proximity is important to them.
Surrounding Land Uses
Some office tenants are very sensitive to the uses in the surrounding area, and may prefer to locate in a
new and clean office-only building or district, rather than having to share a building and facilities (elevator,
lobby, parking) with non-office users such as residents and retail shoppers. Requiring mixed use
development in these cases can impose challenges for some office tenants, and may deter some types of
businesses.
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Tenure and Leases
The nature of tenure itself impacts office markets. It is important to note that most businesses lease rather
than own their office accommodations, reflecting the fact that businesses prefer to invest their capital in
their business operations rather than in a building. There are relatively few examples of strata office space
in the region. A lease provides for lower operating costs and less commitment than ownership.
Businesses often need to make decisions about office relocations 12-18 months before the lease expiry
because typical lease agreements require 12 months’ notice by the tenant to the landlord before the end
of the lease. These office tenants must then be able to find a new office accommodation that matches
their needs and that is available at the appropriate time. Relocating offices can be a significant decision
for tenants as it represents a major disruption in operations, a different location, and potentially higher
costs.
Office space is usually leased for terms of five to ten year periods. The tenant must have a reasonable
understanding of their office space needs, which reflect their business and staffing needs, over this longer
term, and then commit to leasing the space for this period. This can be a challenge for businesses,
especially those that expand and contract significantly in response to changes in business or economic
cycles. Some businesses may be very sensitive to accommodation costs or may be less established or
financially stable, which reduces their ability to incur significant costs or make a commitment to a longterm lease.
For a new office building or complex, there may be concerns by the tenants about being the first tenant
in the building. By ‘pioneering’ a new building or area, initial tenants may be located alone in a building
for some time surrounded by temporary vacancies, construction activity, or lacking full amenities.
Business Costs
Tenants are sensitive to costs, and this is especially true for branch offices, where the head office is located
in another city and makes the final decision about a branch office location. According to rough estimates
by interviewees, office accommodation costs (rent, property management and property taxes) generally
are approximately 5-8% of a business’ total operating cost. Although this varies, staffing costs are usually
by far the largest single business cost. However, cost is not the sole deciding factor, and if space is not in
a good location, low rent will not justify it. As office space in Urban Centres is usually more expensive
(both rent and operating costs) compared to other locations, business tenants are only willing to pay a
premium if there is a value or benefit to them. For some businesses, even removing the issue of cost, an
Urban Centre location may not meet their needs as well as an alternative location.
Depending on the tenant needs and the office space, usually tenant improvements (renovation /
customization) of the space must be made. This can represent a notable cost to the tenant, sometimes
part of which may be reimbursed by the landlord as a tenant improvement inducement.
In some cases cost savings can be generated for a business by consolidating operations into a single site
and utilizing a more efficient building design. In these cases, even if the rent is higher per sq ft, if they
require less space the extra cost may not be as significant. Also, building operation/maintenance costs
can be lower for newer, modern buildings.
Accessibility and the Value of Locating in Urban Centres or Near Transit
Location is very important to tenants; if the location is poor, it can lead to operating inefficiencies and
high staff turnovers. Tenants increasingly value SkyTrain locations and urban amenities. In the past few
years, especially since the 2010 Olympics, the importance of accessibility to transit service has moved up
most tenant priority lists. Also, the availability of amenities for employees, such as proximity to shops,
restaurants, gyms and recreational facilities are of increasing importance for businesses and workers.
Tenants report that they generally prefer an Urban Centre location because transit accessibility and urban
amenities are very important to employees. From the tenant perspective, this means rapid transit, with
one interviewee stating that “bus service was not comparable to SkyTrain.” However, if cost is an
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important criteria, then sometimes they cannot afford the premium to be in an Urban Centre compared
to being in an office park. Tenants also noted that there is not an abundance of office space for large
businesses in Urban Centres, so finding desired large spaces can be a challenge.
Tenants want employees to be able to commute to work with ease, and increasingly want to be located
near frequent transit. They note that younger employees have a greater propensity to take transit, and
that older employees who are accustomed to driving are not as likely to switch to transit if the employer
moves to a location with good transit service. If the location is not near frequent transit service, employers
or property managers may invest in a shuttle bus service to transport workers to the nearest transit station
or Urban Centre.
Summary of Selection Criteria
In summary, different businesses with different needs are looking for different types of office
accommodations, and office space criteria and priorities vary accordingly. Below is a list of some of the
criteria considered by tenants when selecting office accommodations:















4.4

Cost (lease rate, building management, property taxes) and tenant inducements
Accessibility – transit, roads, parking, congestion
Current space needs and potential for future expansion
Space availability and timing
Potential for efficiencies through consolidating multiple office spaces
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 prestige locations and client accessibility
Proximity to airport
Proximity to employees, customers, suppliers, competitors, other corporate operations
Quality of property management service
Green building design features / LEED Certification

Understanding Office Developer Considerations in the Development Process

The office development process is complex, capital intensive and high risk. There are many different
factors which impact the development viability of sites and the potential for an office component. The
decision making process may be gradual and iterative as the project investigation and feasibility is
completed. Preliminary positive signs may encourage the investor / developer to purchase the land and
advance a development application, however this can change with market conditions, development costs,
and municipal reviews. If conditions become too challenging, the project may be deferred, cancelled or
an alternative use or design for the site may be considered.
Developer Objectives
There are many aspects specific to the developer and office development investor which are relevant to
the nature of the office project. This includes the type and amount of funds available for investment
(equity vs. debt), the corporate structure of the company (whether they are solely the developer, investor,
property manager, or all), risk tolerance, investment profile and objectives, and outlook (long term v.
short term). Some developers may prefer to develop and sell the project, whereas others prefer to
develop and hold a project as a long-term investment. The time and price at which the property was
purchased impacts the financial viability of a project; if the land was acquired a long time ago at a low
price, office development may be feasible, but not if the land were acquired at current (higher) market
prices.
Market and Financial Conditions
Market conditions, specifically the demand for new office space, are the main driver for the construction
of office buildings. Where and when the demand for office space is weak, there will be limited new office
space developed. Local government plans that direct office space to specific locations will not be realized
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if the market demand is not in place in order to support a new office building. The market reflects both
the macro factors influencing supply and demand in the region, and local area factors dictating supply and
demand for specific sites. Demand is heavily influenced by factors such as the proximity to centres,
business areas, highways, and rapid transit, surrounding uses and amenities, and land availability.
Market demand also affects the amount of building pre-leasing which is possible. Pre-leasing is usually
necessary to obtain project financing in order to proceed with construction. Generally, lenders will not
finance a project until an adequate proportion of the building has been pre-leased. Typically, it is
challenging for office developers to secure pre-lease commitments, because tenants may not want to
commit to a new location in advance of it being built, they have other location choices available, and the
relocation process is complex, thus tenants may prefer to remain in their current location or move to an
existing building. A slow office space absorption period for a new building can mean a financial loss for
the investor / developer. In a market such as Metro Vancouver, which has few large corporations, it is
difficult to attract new tenants to a yet-constructed building. Instead, developers will want to bring to
market a reasonable amount of office space at a time which is pre-leased or can be absorbed in a short
period.
Large office buildings (towers) are constructed all at once (with only very few exceptions), making the
supply of new office space very ‘lumpy’. Whereas, low rise buildings can be built and leased in phases to
match market demand. Also, concrete high rises are more complex and expensive to design and build,
compared to low rise tilt up buildings.
Additionally, the cost of construction materials and labour may change during the development process.
As example, the cost of raw materials reflects national or global economic cycles, with substantial price
fluctuations. All these different costs challenge developers when evaluating the financial viability of a
project.
Due to these financial challenges, investors in major office projects are typically pension funds, which can
buy sites and hold them for long periods until the market supports their development. Pension funds are
well financed, diversified, and interested in long-term investments and can wait longer for returns
compared to other investors.
Land Availability and Cost
The challenge most cited by the interviewees was the difficulty in acquiring sites for office development
generally. Land costs are very high in the Metro Vancouver region and office development is usually the
least profitable form of development and values cannot compete against residential and retail uses. If the
municipal plans allow for a mixture of different land uses on the site, the property will be priced by the
landowner vendor for the highest and best use which may preclude the potential to develop office space.
For some mixed use projects the office component is the lost leader and adds little value for the developer.
In Urban Centres the properties are often smaller, thus necessitating land assembly to create a viable
development site. These properties usually have existing uses and businesses which may be difficult to
move and expensive to assemble. The effort to purchase and assemble the properties from multiple
owners (sometimes with individual properties each having multiple owners on title) can be very time
consuming, challenging, and expensive. Instead, developers prefer a single larger property – these types
of sites are usually found in out of centre locations, such as industrial areas and greenfield sites.
Municipal Approvals and Costs
The municipal approval requirements are also a consideration in the development process. The municipal
review and design process for a major project often lasts two or more years. The construction period is
typically an additional two or more years. Together, the approval and construction process represents a
significant period during which the investor is not receiving returns. Further, risks during this period in the
form of higher construction costs, difficulty in obtaining municipal approvals, changing economic cycles,
or dampening market demand may cause the project to be suspended.
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The municipal fees and charges can be significant (application fees, development cost charges, community
amenity contributions, etc). Municipal processes, fees and regulations impact the total development
approval time requirements and costs and add uncertainty and risks to a project. Jurisdictions in which
the development costs are not known at the outset are more challenging, because the costs are not
predictable and are negotiated at the time of development. These municipal processes and costs are a
consideration for developers, who will shift investments to jurisdictions that have a more “businessfriendly” environment.
Developers suggested that development costs could be lower around target locations, such as in Urban
Centres and at rapid transit stations to encourage development. They also suggested that in municipalities
that charge “community amenity contributions”, those be applied only for residential components,
because residential uses generate the need for more community amenities and the profitability to fund
these amenities.
Mixed-Use vs. Stand-Alone Projects
Mixed use development can be perceived to have some benefits because it accommodates a wider range
of uses with greater activities. In mixed use projects, residential uses can help offset the costs and reduce
the risk of building office space. However, mixed-use development can also have some drawbacks.
Residential and office users have different needs, due to the design requirements for the different users,
preferences for floorplate sizes, and separate access facilities (lobby, elevator, parkade) for residents and
businesses. Mixed use projects can impose extra design complications, costs, and inefficiencies which may
not be of interest to all developers. Additionally, in some cases requiring an office component where
market demand is weak may lead to the office space being vacant and underused for an extended period.
Tenure can also be complex in mixed use projects, with some parts of the building owned by occupants
(condominium apartments) and other parts occupied by rental tenants (retail and office), with different
tenures and interests.
Mixed use development should be considered at appropriate locations, reflecting site characteristics and
market demand, and not forced into unsuitable locations. In some cases, multi-use development, with
different uses in separate proximate buildings may better serve the objective.
Development Risks
Compared to developing other types of projects including office parks, office towers are complex, in terms
of design, approval, and construction processes. This lengthy process brings risks, because as time passes,
the developer faces greater uncertainty; for example, the economy can change, the office market can
soften, or construction costs can increase. Urban Centre locations are considered by developers to
magnify these challenges because there is more government approval, design review, and public
consultation for large projects in these locations.
All of these parts of the development process impose risk for the investor / developer. As with any
investment, if risks are high investors will require a commensurate high return. Thus for projects to
advance which are perceived as higher risk, they will need to offer a significant profit to attract major
investors and developers. This may attract only a very small number of interested parties, which limits
competition and development activity.

4.5

Office Development from the Municipal Perspective

Municipal governments, through their economic development and planning functions, can encourage and
regulate development in their communities. This includes promoting the community as a location for
investment and directing office development to Urban Centres. Municipal economic development staff
may increase the profile of the community, promote economic opportunities, and share information to
attract investment, while the planning staff may establish the necessary land use plans and review
development applications. In practice, municipal economic development offices may be more interested
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in attracting development to their municipality rather than to specific locations within Urban Centres,
while planning staff are more interested in land use planning and integration.
Ideally, government departments are working in concert to facilitate desired investment and
development, recognizing that there are different types of business tenants requiring different types of
office premises. However, the ability of municipal governments to attract business activity is limited, as
developers and tenants invest in locations which are desirable from a market perspective and government
policies and tools have a minor impact on influencing these decisions. All of those interviewed recognize
that the regional office market is limited and grows incrementally, making the attraction of office
development to Urban Centres challenging when the total amount of office demand and development is
not large.
Some of the planning, regulatory and fiscal tools noted in this report have been used by various municipal
governments at different times. As for policy, as example, Richmond’s Centre Plan requires one-third of
floor space to be reserved for office, but there has been little uptake in developing the office component.
Other municipalities have policies that encourage office development, and provide for bonus density for
office space. Another common policy lever is to permit or require office (and retail) space as part of a
mixed use project, but municipal representatives suggest that the office component is sometimes resisted
by the developer as office space is not in demand or profitable.
Fiscal incentives have been tried as well. Lowering permitting fees seems to be the easiest tool, compared
to the challenges of lowering municipal charges or property taxes. Municipal representatives noted that
lowering Development Cost Charges (DCCs) is no easy matter given the legislative requirements of DCC
bylaws. Lowering property taxes for office space or providing “tax holidays” are rarely considered as a tool
because provincial legislation would need to be changed to permit this and office is not seen as a use that
needs financial assistance in this way. One municipal interviewee noted that overall tax rates in the region
are generally competitive compared to other North American jurisdictions, and that businesses rarely
request property tax reductions or mention that property tax rates are hindering their location decisions.
The City of North Vancouver noted that they are gradually shifting the amount of taxes paid by the
commercial sector to the residential sector to provide a fairer tax distribution, as has been done in the
City of Vancouver.
Municipal staff cited a number of challenges with growing more businesses that occupy office space.
These challenges include: high employee housing costs and other costs of living in Metro Vancouver; high
business costs; numerous building, development and permitting regulations; lack of supply of local talent;
and difficulty in accessing venture capital to grow businesses. In some cases, businesses find it challenging
to remain in a municipality as they grow the number of employees or begin manufacturing operations,
because they cannot find adequate space.

4.6

Actions for Consideration by Governments to Advance Office in Urban Centres

Below are various actions suggested by the interviewees for consideration by different levels of
government to support office space in Urban Centres. These are organized by topic matter.
Municipal Plans and Policies
Municipal government plans need to prioritize office development at Urban Centre and Frequent Transit
Development Area (rapid transit stations) and make it clear through a consistent policy. There is a need
to prioritize development at select locations and stations only, and not allow significant office at non
centre locations, because the Metro Vancouver market is not large enough to support office development
at every location. One interviewee felt that regional policy allowed for too many Urban Centre and
Frequent Transit Development Area locations and there should be clearer signals as to where the region’s
development priorities lie. In this regard, the interviewees felt that government policy has impacts. Said
one developer, “if you want office to happen in Urban Centres, then planners have to make it happen.”
Plans that clearly designate “CBDs” in their Urban Centres help provide direction on where office
development should go.
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Municipalities could assist office development in Urban Centres by assembling lands in key areas and
selling these to developers as prepared sites ready for office development. Also, granting increased
development rights for larger sites may encourage land assembly for office development.
Municipalities can invest in initiatives that improve downtowns, such as facade clean-up programs, crime
reduction programs, business improvement area associations, downtown promotional events, etc.
Additionally, municipalities can help to provide the infrastructure, amenities and facilities desired by office
businesses and workers. This can also include encouraging complementary uses in the area, like shops,
services and restaurants that support office tenants. As Urban Centres mature with improved transit and
amenities, it is expected that their appeal as locations for office space will increase.
Municipal Zoning and Approvals
The developers stressed the importance of municipalities establishing zoning for office uses in the
locations that they wish to have office development. There should be clear local government policy on
where office should be located, and alternatively, policy should not allow nor require office space
components everywhere. As land values are very high in the region, if municipalities allow multiple uses
on a site, it is very difficult to develop an office project which is a lower value use. However, if sites are
zoned for office use only, and this is not consistent with the market, the site may remain undeveloped for
a significant time before the market is ready to proceed with the development.
By providing a streamlined development application review process and reducing regulatory barriers, the
approval process will benefit from less risk, time and expense for developers. This will encourage
developers to invest in municipalities with established approval processes that are clear, consistent,
predictable, and fair.
Municipal Incentives
Municipalities could offer incentives for office development in Urban Centres, such as bonus density,
reduce development fees, expedite development review processes, as well as property tax relief for a
specific time period. In some cases, a municipality may want to further reduce costs for development in
select target areas. Reducing property taxes, or providing a temporary ‘property tax holiday’ would attract
investment and act as an inducement for tenants to move to the area. As example, as an incentive to
achieve public benefits or amenities, the City of North Vancouver allows bonus density, floor area
exclusion or density transfer for employment generating office uses beyond that normally expected under
existing zoning.
Regional Land Use Plans and Transportation Initiatives
As for regional comments, the private sector interviewees considered Metro 2040 as another layer of
regulation. In general, they suggested that governments could do a better job contemplating the future
of job types and locations, and think long-term about the employment market rather than be reactive to
trends. Governments could also better communicate the importance of jobs and the economy to the
region, and how these are parts of complete communities.
Other suggestions for government actions included the need to invest more in rapid transit, because a
more robust transit network will spur more office development. It was felt that more could be done to
encourage development around the Expo Line and Millennium Line SkyTrain stations. In terms of planning,
municipalities should allow greater densities at transit stations, and possibly also reserve land for office
development only. Having the proper plans in place would encourage desired office development.
Development in Urban Centres is promoted as a sustainable option because of increased potential for
transit use, amongst other benefits. Municipalities, working with TransLink, should help to ensure that
superior transit service is in fact provided in these areas and meets the needs of the businesses and
workers. By offering reliable and frequent transit service, employers and employees can depend on transit
to plan their trips. This will encourage more workers to switch from private vehicles to transit and attract
them to Urban Centre locations which have frequent transit service.
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Economic Development
There are a variety of approaches to economic development at the municipal scale. The City of Vancouver,
with the establishment of the Vancouver Economic Commission, provides a comprehensive model, with
a complete strategy, sustainable funding, research function and partnerships on economic development
activities with senior levels of government. Other municipalities do not have the same resources as
Vancouver, providing economic development functions at a smaller scale. Municipalities recognize that
growing the economy helps support demand for office space and development. Municipalities, through
their economic development functions, can support incubator business development and expansion
which drives office growth.
There was interest in more coordination on economic issues at the regional level. Activities such as data
collection, research, information sharing, and networking were noted by the interviewees and would be
of benefit to supplement municipal efforts.
Government Investments
Interviewees suggested that governments themselves can be leaders by locating their facilities in Urban
Centres. Some office tenants noted the City of Surrey’s relocation of city hall to Surrey City Centre as a
positive example. Also as example, the City of New Westminster invested in developing a new civic centre
and office tower in their downtown.
The Provincial government is seen as being progressive in locating their offices at transit-accessible
locations. This meets government policy and also supports employees in terms of shorter commutes and
lower transportation costs. The Federal government appears to favour downtown locations for office
accommodations; however a focus on downtown Vancouver may not benefit employees who live in the
outer areas of the region. The Federal government could consider other Urban Centre locations outside
of Vancouver’s Central Business District.
Finally, interviewees noted the important role that governments play in funding transit and road
infrastructure which support the regional economy.
Tenant Support
The tenant representatives who were interviewed had a number of suggestions for government actions.
They suggested flexibility for office zones to allow other ancillary activities. They requested consultation
on government initiatives that could impact their business (e.g. infrastructure projects that affect access
to their business). Tenant interviewees asked that governments keep business costs down, have
reasonable property tax rates, and improve processes for obtaining business licences.
For tenants new to the region, governments could consider ways to welcome them and provide initiation
services, such as information for new employees on housing, amenities, community services, schools, and
for the employers, introductions to other business people in the region.
Business Friendly Climate
Governments can encourage and support office development in Urban Centres through appropriate land
use plans and policies, easing the approval process, lowering the costs to develop, investing in
infrastructure and amenities, supporting tenants, offering appropriate incentives to encourage
investment by office developers and tenants, supporting economic development, and creating a business
friendly climate.
Governments can foster a general friendly-business climate to attract more businesses to the region. A
municipality conveying a positive attitude and actions towards investment and development in their
community is greatly appreciated by developers and businesses. This can include an ‘open for business’
attitude towards the development application review process. A positive and responsive council and staff
that look for solutions rather than problems can help make office development projects possible and
attract private sector interest.
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Governments can explore different ways to support the development of more office space in Urban
Centres. Governments need to understand the market and various factors in order to attract businesses.
Tenants agreed with developers that municipalities should address the perceived lengthy and challenging
development review process, and also reduce costs for developers, and property taxes for tenants.
Additionally, municipalities could shift property taxes, other fees and charges to later in the development
process to defer costs and reduce risks for the developer. Another benefit for tenants and developers
would be a streamlined process for business licences and development processes. Interviewees also
wondered if there could be similar and consistent review processes across municipal jurisdictions in the
region.
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5.0 Areas for Further Exploration
The following are potential areas and actions that could be further explored by Metro Vancouver,
municipalities, developers, and other organizations to encourage and facilitate office development in
Urban Centres. Generally, these initiatives support sound land use planning and policy development,
increase in technical research and information sharing, and continuing to develop partnerships to advance
communications. Through further discussion with stakeholders, these actions can be prioritized and
advanced.
Participation by all stakeholders is required to achieve success. Some of these actions are shorter term
while others are longer term, and plans to encourage office development in Urban Centres must recognize
market realities and office tenant and developer needs, while advancing regional goals. These actions are
organized by the responsible level of government and can be advanced through inter-agency and industry
collaboration.
In 2014, Metro Vancouver completed an Action Plan that prioritized actions to encourage office
development in Metro Vancouver’s Urban Centres. The actions that could be led by Metro Vancouver
related to policy work, expanded research and publication program, and increased information sharing.
Metro Vancouver
 Share and promote the findings in this report.


Advance and implement Metro 2040 and Regional Context Statements with supportive municipal
plans and policies that direct investment to Urban Centres and prevent significant office
development in out-of-centre locations.



Work with municipalities, the development community, and others to consider possible refinements
to regional land use policy to best support the goal of attracting office development to Urban
Centres.



Promote the importance of office space in the region as part of a healthy economy supporting
prosperity in the form of investment, employment, and taxation. This can be through advancing and
implementing Metro 2040 and ensuring that municipal plans, including regional context statements,
official community plans, area plans, and economic strategies, highlight the value of office space to
the economy and community.



Explore regional economic issues and explore advancing initiatives that support economic and
employment growth, including office based businesses, and promote the region as a destination for
investment. This can include encouraging efforts by municipalities and the province to retain and
attract businesses to the region and office space to Urban Centres through establishing an
environment which is conducive to business investment and growth.



Collect and promote case studies and best practices about ways municipalities and developers can
direct office growth to Urban Centres.



Consider prioritizing which Urban Centres should best be the focus for office growth.



Maintain and share data, statistics, and other information resources about Urban Centres which
may be of use for municipalities, business investors, developers, and tenants. Specifically, update
the inventory of office buildings in the region and publish annual summaries of results.



Support annual office market updates for planners and others outside the development sector.



Facilitate discussion and improve relationships between public and private sectors about office
development issues through increasing links, sharing information, working together on specific
initiatives, hosting special events, potential for public-private partnerships, etc.



With municipalities and other partners, investigate other building forms for office in Urban Centres
(e.g. larger floorplates).
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Encourage, as appropriate, municipalities to:
o

o

o

Streamline the development application process – review, costs, time, risk – in general and
specifically for office development in Urban Centres. This may include developing guidelines to
facilitate a clear and timely review process.
Develop incentive programs for office development in Urban Centres. This may include
conducting technical research about possible incentives and sharing materials with
municipalities to inform them about available tools.
Prepare development and design plan/policy guidelines to support office development in Urban
Centres. This could include guidelines or templates benefiting municipalities, or hosting
education / information sharing events.



Work with the province and municipalities to review property tax rates for office space to support
competitive business costs.



Encourage TransLink to provide improved transit service to Urban Centres, and where appropriate,
improved local transit service to connect existing office parks located in urban areas to the Frequent
Transit Network.



Work with TransLink to develop appropriate transportation and land use policies that support the
development of office space in Urban Centre locations.



Work with the provincial and federal governments to encourage them to locate their office
accommodations and appropriate facilities in Urban Centres.
Continue to study office and employment lands development and related economic issues.
Specifically, research planning and development issues which support office development in Urban
Centres and share results with municipalities, developers, and others.



Municipal Governments
 Promote the importance of office space as part of a healthy economy supporting prosperity in the
form of employment and taxation. This can be done through municipal official community plans and
area plans as well as economic strategies which outline the needs for business, specifically office
space, and best ways to accommodate this form of development within the community.


Promote Urban Centres through municipal plans and policies as opportunities for developers and
businesses to invest.



Through Official Community Plan or other council policy, not support significant office developments
proposed in locations outside of Urban Centres.



Consider municipal plans and policies from a market perspective. For example, when preparing land
use plans, establish viable designations and densities through consultation with the development
community and test pro formas, etc.



Ensure that Official Community Plan policies and zoning clearly identify and promote the Central
Business District (CBD) in each Urban Centre. Consider which areas can accommodate large scale
region servicing office uses, and which are local servicing office designations.



Consider reviewing office zoning bylaws to:
o
o

o

Ensure that they do not unduly limit office development potential on Urban Centre lands.
Pre-zone lands for office uses, or not allow other uses, in select appropriate locations. This
would send clear direction to landowners and developers about the desired long-term use for
these lands. This could also include establishing higher density zoning or bonus density
provisions for office space use or a density transfer program.
Allow different forms of office building designs, such as larger floorplate low rise office spaces
which may be more in demand and more efficient than smaller floorplates.
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o
o
o

Ensure requirements for mixed use buildings with an office component only apply where
appropriate.
Allow only office uses that are accessory to industrial uses in designated industrial areas.
Not allow significant office developments in locations outside of Urban Centres.



Consider specific economic development initiatives to attract office investment; an ‘open for
business’ approach for office development will encourage developers and businesses to consider
investments in these communities.



Explore the potential to streamline the application process – review, costs, time, risk – for office
development in Urban Centres, including establish appropriate standards, design requirements and
public consultation processes. As an example, simplify review steps, and develop design guidelines
that clearly specify the municipality’s objectives while still allowing for reasonable flexibility.



Invest in infrastructure and facilities/amenities in Urban Centres to attract private sector
investments. This could include investments in transportation and other infrastructure and
community facilities/amenities that benefit businesses and workers.



Assist with assembling lands for office development and make sites available to office developers.



Consider offering greater development rights for larger sites to encourage land assembly for office
development.



Investigate implementing a program that fast tracks building and occupancy permits for tenants
(modeled on the City of Vancouver’s “TIPS” program (Tenant Improvement Permit Services)).



Review and consider reducing, where appropriate, municipal costs, such as application fees,
development cost charges, community amenity contributions, and infrastructure upgrade
requirements for developing office in Urban Centres. Such efforts would help to reduce the cost of
developing in Urban Centres to attract investment.



Explore pre-servicing areas to be ‘building-permit ready’ for office buildings.



Develop specific incentive programs directed to landowners and developers to encourage
development, rather than lands remaining undeveloped / vacant or held by speculators.



Review property tax rates for office space to support competitive business costs, and consider
possible ‘property tax holiday’ or Tax Increment Financing for new office buildings.



Encourage TransLink to provide improved transit service to Urban Centres, and where appropriate,
improved transit service to connect existing urban office parks in urban areas to the FTN.
Support Business Improvement Associations which may assist with promoting and improving
business districts to make Urban Centres more attractive for office tenants.



Provincial / Federal Governments
 Share available data about office and employment lands development and related economic
matters, through BC Assessment Authority and BC Stats and other applicable agencies.


Locate provincial, federal and government agency offices as well as major institutional facilities such
as universities and hospitals in Urban Centres.



Province – assist with review of property tax rates for office space to support competitive business
costs. This may include leading a task group of stakeholders to review possible adjustments to
property tax rates and policies.



Province – support economic development initiatives which retain and attract businesses to the
region. This may be through working with stakeholders to explore preparing a regional economic
strategy and advancing initiatives that support economic and employment growth in the region,
including efforts to retain large businesses and grow smaller businesses, and promote the region as
a destination for investment.
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Explore capital gains tax exemption / deferral relating to land sales if proceeds are reinvested, in
order to encourage sale by landowners.



Invest in necessary infrastructure and facilities/amenities in Urban Centres to attract private sector
investments. This could include investments in transportation and other infrastructure and
community facilities/amenities which benefit businesses and workers.



Develop implementation agreements or memorandums of understanding consistent with Metro
2040 directing government investments to Urban Centres as well as other supportive actions.

Development Community
 Share information and research with local governments to foster a better understanding of the
development process. This may include periodic meetings to exchange information and ideas
between the public and private sectors or other types of special events.


Development groups, such as NAIOP, ULI, UDI, and BOMA, could work with local governments to
prepare municipal plans and policies that are supportive of office development in Urban Centres.
This could include sharing expertise about the office development financial and market
requirements for land use plans to include viable office space components.



Work with municipalities and Metro Vancouver to identify and address regulatory barriers and
challenges for office development in Urban Centres.



Explore the potential for mixed use developments including office components, where appropriate.



Consider the commuting needs of employees and access via different transportation modes for
office development, including the potential for coordinated transportation management strategies.



Further explore financial and market viability of development opportunities at Urban Centre
locations rather than non Urban Centre locations for office projects.



Apply lessons from other jurisdictions about office development in Urban Centres to the Metro
Vancouver region.



Promote the benefits of locating in Urban Centres to office developers, office tenants, and workers.

Summary
All of these areas for further exploration require a combination of technical solutions and political and
industry support coordinated between the public and private sectors. Building on the potential actions
identified in this report, and through further discussion by municipal staff, elected officials, and industry
representatives, efforts to support office development in Urban Centres can be advanced.
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Appendix A: List of Interviewees
NAME(S)
Tony Astles, Jeff Rank

TITLE(S)
Executive Vice President - Real Estate Services;
Vice President - Project Development Marketing
and Leasing

ORGANIZATION
Bentall Kennedy (Canada)
LP

Gordon Wylie

Senior Director, Development - Western Canada

Ivanhoe Cambridge

Chuck We

Director of Leasing

Oxford Properties

John Conicella

Vice President - Development Strategy & Business
Development

Wesgroup Properties

Darrell Hurst, Bill Elliott

Principal - Office Broker; Principal - Office Broker

Avison Young

Rob Chasmar

Senior Vice President - Office

Colliers International

Hendrik Zessel, Mark
Chambers, Edgar Buksevics,
Anne-Marie Carey

Senior Managing Director; Senior Vice President Office Leasing; Senior Market Analyst; Sales
Assistant

Cushman Wakefield

Graham J Canvin

Head of Commercial Real Estate

HSBC / AVP Corporate Real
Estate

Tako van Popta

Business Lawyer

McQuarrie Hunter

Pierre Gallant, Jane Lawton

Principal and Vice-President; Administrative
Manager

Morrison Hershfield

Peter Conlon

Corporate Real Estate Manager

Target

Kevin Layden, Derek Read

President & CEO; Development Manager

Wesbild Holdings Ltd (Best
Buy / Future Shop)

Neonila Lilova

Economic Development Manager

City of Richmond

David Clutton

Long Range Planner

City of Burnaby

Blair Fryer, Beverly Grieve,
Andrea Parkerson

Manager of Communications & Economic
Development; Manager of Planning; Economic
Development Assistant

City of New Westminster

Larry Orr, Ian Stewart,
Suzanne Smith

Manager of Lands and Business Services;
Supervisor of Lands & Cemetery and Property
Valuator-Negotiator; Senior Planner

City of North Vancouver

David Hawkins

Policy Planner

District of North
Vancouver

Michael McGreer

Economic Development Analyst

City of Surrey

Bryan Buggey, Juvarya
Warsi, James Raymond

Director - Economic & Business Development;
Economic Strategist; Research Analyst

City of Vancouver
Economic Commission

Metro Vancouver planning staff involved in conducting the interviews between November 2011 and January 2013:
Eric Aderneck, Senior Regional Planner; Lee-Ann Garnett, Senior Regional Planner
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Appendix B: Interview Discussion Questions
Discussion Questions for Office Developers:












What percentage (a range) of total development costs are land costs?
What is the process for selecting a site for an office development, and what are the major considerations?
How do these considerations compare to other locations such as office parks and at SkyTrain stations?
What are features of a site that are absolute requirements, vs desirable vs not necessary?
What evaluation criteria do you use when selecting locations?
What do you perceive to be some of the positive or negative qualities associated with Urban Centres?
Do you differentiate between Urban Centres, SkyTrain stations, or proximity to frequent bus routes?
Is the development and design process notably more complicated for certain types of locations (centres vs
non-centres)?
What are barriers to developing in Urban Centres?
Do you consider municipal and regional plans when selecting a site? If the plans do not support the proposed
project, is that a barrier or simply a plan amendment?
Could efforts by municipalities to reduce development costs (such as reduced DCCs, application fees, approval
processes, etc) have a significant impact on development location decisions?
What could municipalities do to encourage office buildings in Urban Centres?

Discussion Questions for Office Tenants:














What percentage (a range) of total business operating costs are premise costs (lease, building operating costs,
property taxes, etc)?
What is the process for selecting an office premise / location for your business, and what are the major
considerations? How do these compare to other locations such as office parks, proximity to SkyTrain stations,
proximity to frequent bus routes, proximity to highways, availability of parking?
What are features in a site that are absolute requirements, vs desirable vs not necessary?
What evaluation criteria do you use when selecting locations?
What do you perceive to be some of the positive or negative qualities associated with Urban Centres?
Do you differentiate between Urban Centres, SkyTrain stations, or proximity to frequent bus routes?
How important is access to transit, amenities, other features, etc for your business and your employees
relative to other site location considerations? Is staff turn-over / recruitment impacted by office location?
How do you engage with your employees when examining potential sites? Do you ask for their preferences?
Do you conduct analysis of employee origin/destination distances/commute times?
How much more in rent might you be willing to pay to be in Urban Centres to near transit and other urban
amenities vs other locations without these features?
What are barriers to locating in Urban Centres?
Could efforts by municipalities to reduce operating costs (such as taxes, etc), or enhance services / amenities
have a significant impact on development location decisions?
What could the municipality do to encourage office businesses locating in Urban Centres?

Discussion Questions for Municipal Planning and Economic Development Staff:






What is the business process for selecting a site for an office development or a premise for office occupancy,
and what are the major considerations?
How are transportation issues considered in the site selection process, such as: proximity to Urban Centres,
SkyTrain stations, frequent bus routes, or highways, and availability of parking?
How important is access to transit, amenities, other features, etc for businesses and employees relative to
other site location considerations?
What are features of a site that are absolute requirements, vs desirable vs not necessary?
What evaluation criteria do businesses use when selecting locations?
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How are market forces relative to office space evolving?
What attracts developers and tenants to urban centres? What attracts developers and tenants to non urban
centre locations?
What are perceived positive or negative qualities associated with Urban Centres?
How does the development and design process impact office development and location decisions (ie centres
vs non-centres)?
What are barriers to developing in Urban Centres?
How do developers consider municipal and regional plans/regulations when selecting a site?
Could efforts by municipalities to reduce development costs (such as reduced DCCs, application fees, approval
processes, taxes, etc) have a significant impact on development location decisions?
What could municipalities do to encourage office buildings in Urban Centres?

March 2015

Page 57

Office Development in Metro Vancouver’s Urban Centres

Appendix C: Supplemental Office Inventory Data Tables
Figure C1: Inventory Building and Space Distribution by Municipality (2014)
Municipality

Number

Distribution

Sq Ft

Distribution

Burnaby

187

14%

12,490,555

17%

Coquitlam

27

2%

860,758

1%

Delta

12

1%

460,112

1%

Langley City

9

1%

215,727

0%

Langley Township

44

3%

1,671,776

2%

Maple Ridge

2

0%

119,702

0%

New Westminster

53

4%

2,023,341

3%

North Vancouver City

69

5%

2,742,694

4%

North Vancouver District

18

1%

632,451

1%

Pitt Meadows

1

0%

11,342

0%

Port Coquitlam

6

0%

144,730

0%

Port Moody

3

0%

145,114

0%

Richmond

138

10%

6,575,912

9%

Surrey

157

12%

7,191,727

10%

UBC

5

0%

145,718

0%

UEL

2

0%

146,000

0%

Vancouver

575

43%

37,432,513

51%

West Vancouver

22

2%

676,563

1%

White Rock

2

0%

40,000

0%

Grand Total

1332

100%

73,726,735

100%

Figure C2: Inventory by Sub-Region and by Urban Centre Type (2014)
Row Labels

Metro Core

Vancouver/UBC

33,345,449

Surrey Metro
Centre

Burnaby/New West

Regional
City Centre
3,901,016

Surrey/White Rock

2,142,760

Richmond

2,156,521

North Shore

1,655,794

Langleys

629,805

Northeast Sector

528,805

Municipal
Town Centre

Not in Urban
Centre

Grand Total

183,191

4,195,591

37,724,231

1,517,006

9,095,874

14,513,896

1,863,630

3,225,337

7,231,727

4,419,391

6,575,912

2,013,071

4,051,708

1,257,698

1,887,503

394,302

1,150,602

460,112

460,112

382,843
227,495

Delta
Ridge - Meadows
Grand Total
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2,142,760

109,702

11,342

10,000

131,044

8,981,643

4,185,507

25,071,375

73,726,735
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Figure C3: Inventory by Urban Centre Type (2014)
Centre Type

Number

Distribution

Sq Ft

Distribution

Metro Core
Regional City Centre
Municipal Town Centre
Surrey Metro Centre
Not in Urban Centre

474
187
107
34
530

36%
14%
8%
3%
40%

33,345,449
8,981,643
4,185,507
2,142,760
25,071,375

45%
12%
6%
3%
34%

Grand Total

1332

100%

73,726,735

100%

Figure C4: Inventory by Urban Centres (2014)
Urban Centre

Sq Ft

Metro Core

33,345,449

Vancouver/UBC
Surrey Metro Centre

33,345,449
2,142,760

Surrey/White Rock
Regional City Centre

2,142,760
8,981,643

Langleys
North Shore
Northeast Sector
Richmond
Ridge ‐ Meadows
Burnaby/New West
Municipal Town Centre

629,805
1,655,794
528,805
2,156,521
109,702
3,901,016
4,185,507

North Shore
Northeast Sector
Ridge ‐ Meadows
Surrey/White Rock
Vancouver/UBC
Burnaby/New West
Not in Urban Centre

382,843
227,495
11,342
1,863,630
183,191
1,517,006
25,071,375

Delta
Langleys
North Shore
Northeast Sector
Richmond
Ridge ‐ Meadows
Surrey/White Rock
Vancouver/UBC
Burnaby/New West

460,112
1,257,698
2,013,071
394,302
4,419,391
10,000
3,225,337
4,195,591
9,095,874

Grand Total
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Urban Centre

Sq Ft

Ambleside MTC
Brentwood MTC
Cloverdale MTC
Coquitlam City Centre
Edmonds MTC
Fleetwood MTC
Guildford MTC
Inlet Centre MTC
Langley City Centre (Langley City)
Langley City Centre (Langley Township)
Lonsdale City Centre
Lougheed MTC (Burnaby)
Lougheed MTC (Coquitlam)
Lynn Valley MTC
Maple Ridge City Centre
Metro Core
Metrotown City Centre
New Westminster City Centre
Newton MTC
Oakridge MTC
Pitt Meadows MTC
Port Coquitlam MTC
Richmond City Centre
Semiahmoo MTC (Surrey)
Semiahmoo MTC (White Rock)
Surrey Metro Centre
Not in Urban Centre

332,843
909,423
30,956
503,287
497,550
117,000
1,060,944
145,114
215,727
414,078
1,655,794
110,033
25,500
50,000
109,702
33,345,449
2,968,749
932,267
404,879
183,191
11,342
56,881
2,156,521
209,851
40,000
2,142,760
25,096,893

Grand Total

73,726,735

73,726,735
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Figure C5: Inventory by Transit Service (2014)
Row Labels

Sq Ft

Distribution

Not Near FTN Service

11,527,219

16%

Within 400m of FTN Bus Service Only

18,031,838

24%

203,029

0%

Within 800m of Rapid Transit Station

43,964,649

60%

Grand Total

73,726,735

100%

Within 800m of Westcoast Express Station

Figure C6: Inventory by Sub-Region and Transit Service (2014)
Within 800m of
Rapid Transit
Station

Within 400m
of FTN Bus
Service Only

Vancouver/UBC

31,194,559

Burnaby/New West

Within 800m of
Westcoast
Express Station

Not Near FTN
Service

Grand Total

5,997,029

532,643

37,724,231

8,222,521

4,122,591

2,168,784

14,513,896

Surrey/White Rock

2,263,947

2,596,920

2,370,860

7,231,727

Richmond

1,275,528

2,295,597

3,004,787

6,575,912

982,594

1,843,920

1,225,194

4,051,708

215,727

1,671,776

1,887,503

203,352

1,150,602

349,823

460,112

Row Labels

North Shore
Langleys
Northeast Sector

25,500

730,063

191,687

Delta

110,289

Ridge - Meadows

119,702

11,342

18,031,838

203,029

Grand Total

43,964,649

131,044
11,527,219

73,726,735

Figure C7: Inventory by Urban Centres and Transit Service (2014)
Row Labels

Metro Core

Surrey Metro
Centre

Regional City
Centre

Municipal
Town Centre

Not in Urban
Centre

Grand
Total

32,000

1,690,937

132,100

9,672,182

11,527,219

123,046

68,223

11,760

203,029

Not Near FTN Service
Within 800m of Westcoast
Express Station
Within 400m of FTN Bus
Service Only
Within 800m of Rapid
Transit Station

3,983,621

46,113

1,378,870

2,310,631

10,312,603

18,031,838

29,361,828

2,064,647

5,788,790

1,674,553

5,074,831

43,964,649

Grand Total

33,345,449

2,142,760

8,981,643

4,185,507

25,071,375

73,726,735

Figure C8: Inventory by Urban Centre and Regional Land Use Designation (2014)
Row Labels

Conservation
& Recreation

Metro Core
Municipal Town Centre

Industrial

Mixed Emp

Grand Total

31,589,364

823,880

932,205

33,345,449

4,036,261

91,326

18,000

4,185,507

Not in Urban Centre

9,492,848

1,858,779

13,719,748

25,071,375

Regional City Centre

8,981,643

8,981,643

Surrey Metro Centre

2,142,760

2,142,760

Grand Total
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39,920

General Urban

39,920

56,242,877

2,773,985

14,669,953

73,726,735
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Figure C9: Inventory by Sub-Region and Regional Land Use Designation (2014)
Conservation &
Recreation

General Urban

Industrial

Mixed Emp

Grand Total

39,920

8,080,021

428,113

5,965,842

14,513,896

190,085

270,027

Langleys

1,035,183

149,559

North Shore

3,523,122

Northeast Sector

1,150,602

Richmond

2,628,614

Row Labels
Burnaby/New West
Delta

Ridge - Meadows

460,112
702,761

1,887,503

528,586

4,051,708
1,150,602

338,310

3,608,988

131,044

Surrey/White Rock

131,044

5,484,922

Vancouver/UBC
Grand Total

39,920

6,575,912

486,899

1,259,906

7,231,727

34,019,284

1,101,077

2,603,870

37,724,231

56,242,877

2,773,985

14,669,953

73,726,735

Figure C10: New Inventory by Period Built by Urban Centres and Transit Service (1990-2014)
1990-2014

Surrey
Centre

Regional
City Centre

Municipal
Town Centre

Not in Urban
Centre

Total

-

555,641

104,629

7,686,539

8,346,810

850,676

1,127,924

6,318,076

10,680,598

Metro Core

Not Near FTN Service
Within 400m of FTN
Bus Service Only
Within 800m of Rapid
Transit Station

2,362,422

21,500

19,941,309

1,499,496

3,051,525

970,371

3,785,916

29,248,617

Total

22,303,731

1,520,996

4,457,842

2,202,924

17,790,532

48,276,025

Figure C11: Distribution of New Office Building Inventory by Number and Space (1990-2014)

10,000 - 19,999

Building
Count (#)
99

15%

Building Floor
Space (Sq Ft)
1,436,960

3%

20,000 - 49,999

250

37%

7,834,794

16%

50,000 - 99,999

194

29%

13,340,240

28%

100,000 - 199,999

82

12%

11,229,262

23%

200,000 - 299,999

27

4%

6,506,433

13%

300,000 - 399,999

9

1%

3,102,017

6%

Building Size (sq ft)

400,000+
Total
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%

%

9

1%

4,826,319

10%

670

100%

48,276,025

100%
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Appendix D: Major Office Developments
Developer

Building / Address

Sq Ft (office)

Anticipated
Completion

Vancouver Core
Westbank Projects / Telus

Telus Garden, 510 West Georgia Street

477,185

2015

Oxford Properties

MNP Tower, 1021 West Hastings Street

270,000

2015

Aquilini Development and
Construction
Cadillac Fairview

89 West Georgia Street

106,580

2015

725 Granville Street (redevelopment)

290,000

2015

Bentall Kennedy

745 Thurlow Street

368,080

2015

Manulife Financial

980 Howe Street

250,000

2015

Century Group

Ormidale Block, 151 West Hastings Street

35,610

2015

Westbank Projects / Telus

Telus Garden (podium)

48,050

2015

Serracan Properties

FiveTen Seymour, 510 Seymour Street

71,247

2016

Aquilini Development and
Construction
Credit Suisse AG / SwissReal
Group Canada
Jim Pattison Developments /
Reliance Properties

800 Griffiths Way

70,000

2017

360,000

2017

230,000

2017

Bosa Properties

1575 West Georgia & 620 Cardero Street

45,346

Proposed

Carrera Management Corp.

320 Granville Street

350,000

Proposed

Morguard

601 West Hastings Street

215,000

Proposed

GWL Realty Advisors

753 Seymour Street

336,000

Proposed

Bentall Kennedy

1090 West Pender Street

415,000

Proposed

Oxford Properties

1133 Melville Street

500,000

Proposed

Cadillac Fairview

555 West Cordova Street

408,523

Proposed

Canadian Metropolitan
Properties Corp
Vancouver Broadway

750 Pacific Boulevard

TBD

Proposed

PCI Group

Marine Gateway

250,000

2015

Blackwood Partners / AIMCo

161,610

2016

Rize Alliance

Renfew Business Centre Phase II, 2665
Renfrew Street
Containers Phase II, 468 Terminal Avenue

143,000

2016

BlueSky Properties

Broadway Commercial, 988 West Broadway
78,380

Awaiting
prelease
commitment

60,358

Awaiting
prelease
commitment

49,050

Awaiting
prelease
commitment

GNW Trust

Cressey Development Group

The Exchange, 475 Howe Street
Burrard Gateway, 1290 Burrard Street

Centre for Digital Media, 1933 Fraser Street

Fifth, 380 West 5th Avenue

Bentall Kennedy

3030 East Broadway (five buildings)

973,350

Proposed

Discovery Parks Canada

1980 Foley Avenue (807 Great Northern Way)

393,500

Proposed
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Port Capital Group

Origami Place, 328 West 2nd Avenue

37,800

Proposed

PC Urban Properties Corp

22 East 5th Avenue

45,000

Proposed

Porte Development Corp /
Reliance Properties

339 East 1st Avenue

144,000

Proposed

TBD

601 Terminal Avenue

108,000

Proposed

Yuanheng Holdings Ltd

1395 West Broadway

200,000

Proposed

Westbank Development /
Ivanhoe Cambridge

Oakridge Centre Redevelopment

424,260

Proposed

230,000

2015

50,000
Two office
towers

Proposed

Burnaby
Appia Group

Solo District Phase II

Kingswood Capital

Discovery Place Business Park Phase III

Sears Canada

4750 Kingsway

Shape Properties

Brentwood Town Centre

Proposed

One/two
office towers

Proposed

Richmond
Ampar Ventures Ltd

Ampri International Gateway Centre

105,000

Proposed

New Continental Properties Inc

Global Education City, 8320, 8340 & 8440
Bridge Way, 8311 & 8351 Sea Island Way

100,000

Proposed

Westmark Development Group

4100, 4120, 4126, 4140, 4180 & 4220 Garden
City Road, 9131, 9151 & 9191 Odlin Road

71,770

Proposed

Bene Development Ltd

4700 No. 3 Road

One office
tower

Proposed

Surrey
PCI Group

9900 King George Boulevard

164,000

2015

Bosa Properties

Gateway Place, 13479 108 Avenue

60,000

2016

Century Group

3 Civic Plaza

50,000

2017

Landview Construction

GTC Professional Building, 10189 153rd Street
100,550

Awaiting
prelease
commitment

9677/9681 King George Boulevard

178,000

Proposed

Braid Street SkyTrain Station Location

400,000

Proposed

Onni Group

1308 Lonsdale Avenue

78,720

2017

Polygon Group

255 West 1st Street and 260 West Esplanade

38,000

2017

Concert Properties

801 Harbourside Drive

210,000

Proposed

Circadian Projects
New Westminster
Bentall Kennedy
North Vancouver

Source: Avison Young. Metro Vancouver Office Market Report, Year-End 2014. 2015.
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Appendix E: Urban Centres Strengths and Weaknesses
The following strengths and weaknesses of Urban Centres along with a recommended action plan were identified
in a 2001 report57, and are copied here for reference.
Town Centres’ Weaknesses:
Office tenants and developers listed several problems with the regional town centres including:


High land costs and high rent levels. This is often due to competition from alternative potential projects such
as residential and retail land uses. Business parks have a much lower land cost.



In town centres there are few large vacant sites wherein a developer can generate a master planned, phased
project, which enjoys economies of scale. In business parks most projects are large scale and master planned
and thus efficient and cost effective.



The regional town centres tend to be in older urban areas, which have been sub-divided extensively. This has
resulted in numerous small, expensive, and inefficient properties often with outdated improvements, such as
an old one or two level retail building on site.



Limited demand for high-rise, multi-tenant buildings by large tenants. The GVRD and the province of B.C.
simply do not have many very large-scale business tenants, compared to similar and larger cities in North
America. Without huge anchor office tenants, who will take five or more floors of an office tower, a high rise
project typical of a regional town centre cannot proceed.



Congested parking, with only 1 or 2 stalls per 1,000 sq ft of space, compared to 3 in business parks.



Traffic congestion on local arterial roads reduces the regional accessibility of the regional town centres. This is
in part due to the locations, which are not on major highways. It is expected that eventually congestion will
reduce the convenience of the business parks also and thus make town centres transit connections a more
attractive factor when making a location decision.



Higher property taxes due to the higher land values in some of the regional town centres. This is largely due to
the small sized sites and the alternate uses (residential and retail), which are possible on town centre land.



Undesirable businesses or persons or other bad neighbourhood effects are evident in several town centres. In
business parks tenants are proximate to other similar businesses and do not need to deal with issues related
to urban decay or social problems.



The town centre locations are not ideal for office tenants who serve the entire region, due to the lack of
highway access.



The provision of good transit and the close proximity of retail and services are not as important to major office
businesses, as would be expected.



Proximity to major high-density residential areas is not deemed to be an important locational factor for most
office tenants.



Many of the larger international, high tech businesses have similar single tenant, build to suit, office buildings
in every major city in the world. Most of these firms will not compromise their module building design or the
need for a highway location and 30 minute access to the international airport. A new, single tenant, build to
suit building, within a regional town centre, would be very difficult to develop at a reasonable cost or within a
reasonable time frame, or with a flexible ownership plan.



With the notable exception of the central area, the town centres offer few measurable benefits to high tech
businesses except transit and proximity to services.

Town Centres’ Strengths:
Office tenants and developers see several positive characteristics:


Transit services.



Residential nearby.



Convenient services and retail.

57

Royal LePage Advisors Inc. The GVRD Office Market Supply: Demand and Spatial Distribution. 2001.
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A town centre location tends to be more suitable for local area serving businesses such as accountants and
lawyers. The town centres have service areas, which are very similar to the retail trade areas of the regional
shopping centres, which anchor the commercial district.



The longer-term potential to offer a more attractive and unique urban environment with an ambiance that
employees will enjoy and request of the office employer. This already exists in the central area, where
locational factors can outweigh the additional costs for some tenants.

Recommended Action Plan
The following measures could be implemented by provincial, regional and local levels of governments, in order to
make existing regional town centre locations more attractive. Many of these measures come at a cost (in some
cases significant) that would have to be assessed in terms of the benefits that would accrue.


Provide larger development sites by encouraging site assembly and high-density zoning. In some instances
government owned sites are available or for some areas selective road closures could be facilitated, creating
large new sites.



Reduce red tape and speed approvals, in order to reduce developer costs and uncertainty. This would be a
critical step in attracting developers as enthusiastic partners in new projects.



Lower land costs by creating office and employment zoning. Control mixed-use zoning, whereby some sites
can only be used for office (rather than high-rise residential). Restricting residential uses would depress land
values and make low-rise, build to suit, single tenant, owner occupied buildings possible.



Reduce the cost of parking by providing municipal parkades, which can be shared by surrounding projects.



Take actions to lower property taxes in town centres. The most direct course would be to stabilize land values.



Ensure that the town centres have multiple fibre-optic cable providers. This is a critical locational issue for
many high tech firms.



Major electrical service for high-energy consumption is also important. Some high tech businesses require
many times the industry average of 10 watts of electrical power per sq ft.



Emphasize town centre’s traffic links with major highways. This can be done via marketing and by lobbying to
ensure that links to the highway network are improved at every opportunity.



Encourage greater diversity in terms of retail service, recreational opportunities and cultural amenities.



A high-rise, multi-tenant building, typical of town centres, can cost 40% more per square foot to build than a
low-rise business park building. Any actions which reduce the need for large scale, concrete construction
would make development more flexible and cost effective.



The development of large new facilities, such as a hospital, university, library, art or sports complex should be
focused in the town centres. This will act to encourage office tenants to locate nearby and make the town
centres more attractive.



Maintain high standards for infrastructure and cleanliness, orderliness, etc. in town centres. It is important
that the town centres not be associated with crime or undesirable social problems. Large business tends to
locate in areas, which are safe and clean and have a pleasant and consistent appearance.



Improve urban design to reflect a more attractive, pedestrian-oriented, environment. This is critical to efforts
which model the town centres as smaller scale versions of the central business district.



Co-ordinate lobbying efforts by developers, municipalities and various levels of government. This would be
focussed on infrastructure issues such as transit and road improvements and also on the location decision for
major institutions. If government incentives are being provided to attract certain businesses into the GVRD
then perhaps the leverage of this benefit can extend to requesting that the business locate in a town centre.



Any increase to the cost of automobile travel makes transit more attractive, which in turn makes office
development in some of the town centres more attractive. Over the longer term traffic congestion will
decrease the advantages of business parks and make the town centres a more attractive location option for
office tenants.



Encourage rapid town centre growth, so that they can be large enough to have some of the attractions of the
central area and thus become self-sustaining.



As the supply of vacant business park lands diminishes and costs go up, the virtues of the centrally located
town centre development sites will become more apparent.
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