
  

� � � � � � � � 	 
 � � � 
 � � �� � � � � � � � 	 
 � � � 
 � � �� � � � � � � � 	 
 � � � 
 � � �� � � � � � � � 	 
 � � � 
 � � � ����
 

 

 


�����������	�������������
�����������	�������������
�����������	�������������
�����������	�������������� ���


���������������������� ��!�����
���������������������� ��!�����
���������������������� ��!�����
���������������������� ��!������ ���
 

 

Background Report 

Prepared by 

Beverly Suderman 

May 2008 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 




 � 
 � " � � # � 	 $ � � � % # 	 �
 � 
 � " � � # � 	 $ � � � % # 	 �
 � 
 � " � � # � 	 $ � � � % # 	 �
 � 
 � " � � # � 	 $ � � � % # 	 � ����
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table of Contents 
 

Introduction........................................................................................................................................1 
Population Growth.............................................................................................................................1 

A Look at the Past: 1986-2006 ......................................................................................................1 
Into the Future: 2006-2021 ............................................................................................................2 

The Population Age Structure ...........................................................................................................4 
A Look at the Past: 1996-2006 ......................................................................................................4 
Into the Future: 2006 to 2021.........................................................................................................7 
Table 1. North Cowichan Projected Population Growth by Age 2006 to 2021...............................8 

Housing .............................................................................................................................................9 
North Cowichan Housing Issues....................................................................................................9 
A Look at the Past: 1986-2006 ....................................................................................................12 
Into the Future: 2006-2021 ..........................................................................................................15 
Table 2. North Cowichan Projected Housing Demand 2006 to 2021...........................................16 

Conclusion.......................................................................................................................................18 
Appendix 1: Population Growth 1976-2006.....................................................................................20 
Appendix 2: Population Projections Scenarios ................................................................................21 
Appendix 3: Population Projections – Components of Change .......................................................22 
Appendix 4: 2002 & 2008 North Cowichan Population Projections Comparison.............................24 
Appendix 5: Housing .......................................................................................................................25 

 




 � 
 � " � � # � 	 $ � � � % # 	 �
 � 
 � " � � # � 	 $ � � � % # 	 �
 � 
 � " � � # � 	 $ � � � % # 	 �
 � 
 � " � � # � 	 $ � � � % # 	 � ����
 

 

Executive Summary 
This study tested the projections made in the 2000 population study for the 2002 North Cowichan Official 
Community Plan against population change in the intervening interval. Actual population growth rates since 
2000 are approximately 1.07%, or about 60% of the moderate growth rate projection of 1.8%. 

The original study forecast two trends: 1) slowing growth and 2) aging population. This study has confirmed 
those trends, and indicates that: 

1. Population growth is slowing even more than originally projected, and 
2. The North Cowichan population is aging faster than projected. 

The original study forecast a very low rate of growth for the family formation age group (ages 25-44), as well 
as for children. Census data shows us actual declines in these groups. It is these declines which have kept 
the overall rate of population growth lower than anticipated. 

An aging population presents the municipality with new challenges for housing diversity, as well as 
affordability. Older populations require more housing units on a per person basis than do younger 
populations, which is another challenge. A third housing challenge relates to housing affordability, in light of 
both dramatic housing price increases over the past five years, and given the rise of homelessness within 
the region over the same time period. Given the overall lower incomes and higher dependencies on income 
assistance in North Cowichan, as compared with BC as a whole, segments of the North Cowichan 
population may be at increased risk of homelessness, as compared with the provincial norm. 

New population and housing demand forecasts were prepared for this report, with projections to 2021. The 
population of North Cowichan is expected to grow at the rate of approximately 1.09% annually over the next 
15 years, reaching approximately 33,291. This implies a population increase of approximately 405 people 
annually; 56% of these people will be aged 65+. 

This rate of population growth will require an additional 4,719 housing units to be built by 2021, implying the 
need for approximately 315 new housing units each year. This represents a 42% increase over the number 
of 2006 occupied housing units. More than half of these new housing units (55%) are projected to be single 
detached homes, with the remaining 45% made up of apartments, townhomes, and other types of housing. 
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Introduction 

The following demographic and housing projections for the District of North Cowichan are for information 
only and do not form part of the Official Community Plan (OCP). They update the projections that were 
made for the OCP 2002. Major data sources include Census Canada, Statistics Canada, and BC 
Statistics. Population projection calculations are based on the forecasts prepared for the Province of 
British Columbia (BC), and for the Cowichan Valley Regional District (CVRD) by BC Statistics.  

Population Growth 

The original 2000 report considered three possible population growth rate scenarios: low, moderate, and 
high. At that time, the moderate growth rate of 1.8% was selected, and projections were prepared to 
2016.  However, when compared to the actual population growth published in the 2006 Census, the 
moderate growth rate has proven to be very high.  Actual growth rates from 2000 are approximately 
1.07%, or about 60% of the moderate growth rate projections. 

The rate of population growth in North Cowichan is definitely slowing. For the twenty-year period of 1976-
1996, it increased by 60%, as compared with 48% for the period from1986-2006. The total population 
growth in the period from 1976-2006 is 73%. 

The trends of slowing growth and aging population were forecast in the 2000 Population Update 
completed as part of the OCP review. Key messages from this study are that population growth is slowing 
even more than originally projected, and that the population is aging faster than projected. It was also 
anticipated an influx of new residents would further add to population growth, bolstering the growth rate.  
While the number of new residents coming to the District of North Cowichan each year remains fairly 
constant, the rate of natural increase is declining, with more deaths than births, and a falling birth rate. 
(See Appendix 1 for detailed table.) 

A Look at the Past: 1986-2006 
North Cowichan’s population increased from 18,674 in 1986 to 29,436 in 2007 (Census Canada 
population estimate data).1 The average annual rate of growth from 1996-2007, based on population 
estimate data, has been 1.06%. Although overall growth rates are significantly reduced from earlier 
periods in North Cowichan history, growth rates have been trending up since 2000, from a low of 0.34% 
in 1999, to a high of 2.13% in 2006. 
 
BC’s average rate of growth for the period 1986-2006 is 1.84%. CVRD’s average rate of growth for 1986-
2006 is 1.99%. North Cowichan’s average rate of growth 1986-2006 is 2.04%.2 See chart for year-to-year 
change in rate of growth. 

                                                 
1 Census Canada releases two types of census data for each census period. The first is the raw data, i.e. the 
numbers that correspond to the population survey results. The second is based on a postcensual coverage study, 
which determines the level of “undercount” in the original survey. Revised and corrected population figures are then 
published as “population estimates.” These are the figures represented here. (E-mail correspondence with Stats 
Canada, Jan 15, 2008.) The level of undercount for North Cowichan for the 2006 Census was approx. 5%. 
2 Average rate of growth calculated by identifying population percent change on a year by year basis, adding up the 
percentages and dividing by the number of years. 
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Since 1986, North Cowichan’s population has hovered between 35-36% of the total Cowichan Valley 
Regional District (CVRD) population. In most census periods, North Cowichan has grown somewhat 
faster than the CVRD. However, in the period from 2001-2006, the total CVRD population increased by 
6.8%, as compared with North Cowichan’s population, which increased by only 5.4%. With the exception 
of the years 1999-2002, both areas have grown at a faster rate than the province as a whole, due largely 
to migration from urban centres in Canada and British Columbia. 

Rather than invalidating the overall trends, these figures show that the populations of smaller 
municipalities and regions are more volatile than those of larger areas, a factor to be taken into 
consideration when preparing and reviewing population growth projections. That is, a percent change in a 
small population can appear to have great significance, although only a very small number of residents 
are actually represented by that percent change.  Any population projection should be considered as a 
possible scenario, based on current trends, rather than as a guaranteed forecast of the future.  

Into the Future: 2006-2021 

Population projections describe what the future is likely to be if a given set of assumptions proves to be 
true. The population projections developed for North Cowichan are based on those developed for the 
Cowichan Valley Regional District and for the Province of British Columbia by BC Statistics. 
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Overall, it is anticipated that the province as a whole, and Vancouver Island, will experience reduced 
rates of population growth compared to the past twenty years.3 

The District of North Cowichan can expect an increase of 405 persons per year over the next 15 years (to 
2021, for a total of 6,073 people), growing at a rate of about 1.09% per year.   

For purposes of comparison: 

o Anticipated growth for the province is 1.16%4 per year from 2006-2021. 
o Anticipated growth for the CVRD is 1.02% per year from 2006-2021.5 

These are considerably slower rates of growth than have been seen in the past twenty years. They will 
translate into a total population of approximately 32,524 by the year 2016, as compared with the originally 
projected total population of 37,100 in 2016. 

 

Projected Population Growth Rates 2008 - 2021

0.00%

0.50%

1.00%

1.50%

2.00%

2.50%

2006
2007

2008
2009

2010
2011

2012
201

3
201

4
2015

2016
2017

2018
2019

2020
2021

Year

G
ro

w
th

 R
at

e

British Columbia

CVRD

North Cowichan

 

                                                 
3 To calculate population projections, I took population projection data available on-line from BC Statistics for the 
Province of BC and the Cowichan Valley Regional District, and then extrapolated for North Cowichan. This is the 
recommended method for small populations, which are more open to migration flows, and generally less stable than 
larger area populations. (Gabbour article on “Small Area Population Projection” in Klosterman, Brail, & Bossard (eds) 
(1993) Spreadsheet Models for Urban and Regional Analysis.) I prepared the projections based both on total 
population and on population cohorts. See Appendix 2 for details. 
4 This figure is the average of the projected annual growth rates for the total population only. 
5 This figure is the average of the projected annual growth rates for the total population only.  
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The Population Age Structure 
The District of North Cowichan, like most jurisdictions in North America, demonstrates the typical baby 
boom generation age structure characterized by an aging of the population along with a small “echo-
boom” in the cohort aged 15-20. 
 

 

A Look at the Past: 1996-2006 

In 2002, it was confidently stated that “All age groups in the District's population have grown in absolute 
terms, but some have grown faster than others.” This statement no longer holds true. In the Census 
period from 2001-2006, there was a slight but significant decrease in the age group aged 25-44 of just 
over 7%. In 2001 there were 6,445 people aged 25-44, but in 2006 there were only 5,980. This means 
that there was not just a reduced rate of growth, but an actual decline in population numbers for this 
cohort.  

Municipality of North Cowichan
2006 Population Profile
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With the decline in the population aged 25-44, we have had parallel declines in the proportional 
population of youth under the age of 20.6 The decrease in the proportion of youth has happened faster in 
North Cowichan than in the province as a whole. In 1996 approximately 28.2% of the North Cowichan 
population was under the age of 20, as compared to 26.3% of the province’s total population.  In 2006, 
only 15.9% of our population was under 20, compared with 16.2% of the province’s. 

Along with fewer young people, more of us are considered old enough to obtain a senior’s discount.    
The percentage of the population age 55+ in 1996 was 13% for North Cowichan, but 21% for the province 
as a whole. By 2006, the percentage of the North Cowichan population 55+ was 33% of the total, as 
compared with 26% for British Columbia.7  That is, 1/3 of North Cowichan’s population are seniors.  

Median age can also be used as an indicator of an aging population.8  In 1996, the median age was 37.3 
years; in 2001, it was 41.2 years; and in 2006, it was 44.4 years.9 In contrast, for the province as a whole, 
in 1996 the median age was 36.3; in 2001, it was 38.4; and in 2006, it was 40.8. 

Between 2001 and 2006, North Cowichan experienced large increases in the size of the age cohorts 55-
64 and 85+ of almost 36% in both cases, as well as smaller, but still significant increases in the cohorts 
aged 65-74 and 75-84, by 9.5% and 14% respectively. 

The North Cowichan OCP projected that by 2016 the 65+ population would comprise 18% of the total 
population. This percentage has been reached by 2006.  At the other end of the age spectrum, the North 
Cowichan OCP projected that by 2016 the 0-19 age group would comprise only 22% of the total 
population, reduced from 28% in 1996. By 2006, it had fallen to 16.5%.  

The proportion of residents in the family formation stages of life (20 to 44 years of age) is declining within 
North Cowichan (from 30%10 to 22%11). In 1996, this percentage was about 5% below the provincial 
average; and in 2006, it was about 7% below. 

In short: as a District, we are getting older at a much faster rate than expected in 2002.  

 

                                                 
6 Because available information re population cohorts are grouped differently for the 1996 Census data, than for 2001 
and 2006, it is difficult to sort the precise level of decline in the 25-44 population between 1996 and 2001. However, 
age cohorts 0-4 declined by 12.21% between 1996-2001, and a further 6.02% between 2001-2006 (N=1515, 1330, 
and 1250 respectively), and age cohort 5-14 declined by 2.65% and 10.49% for the same periods (N=3770, 3670, 
and 3285 respectively), indicating that there was also a decline in the 25-44 cohort for the 1996-2001 period. 
7 See my file: NorthCowichanPopProfileData_2001+2006. 
8 Half the population is younger, and half older, than this age. 
9 See my file: North Cowichan Pop Change Calcs 
10 1991 – from Demographics & Housing Background Report, p. 13 
11 2006 
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NORTH COWICHAN DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE 1996 - 2006
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NORTH COWICHAN DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE 2001-2006
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Into the Future: 2006 to 2021 

As shown in Table 1, the trends of the past 15 years are expected to continue and even to increase in 
rate in the future. This applies particularly to the aging of the population. 

Growth in the older age groups of the CVRD and North Cowichan populations is projected to continue 
increasing considerably faster than for the province as a whole, as the Island remains a migration magnet 
for seniors from Canada and the US and as the local baby boom population ages. 

The 2000 forecast was that the number of North Cowichan seniors aged 65+ would double between 1996 
and 2016, from 3,645 to 6,840. It was also forecast that as a group, seniors aged 65+ would make up 
18% of the population by 2016. 

The 2006 Census shows that the population of seniors aged 65+ increased from 3,600 in 1996 to 4,920 in 
2006, but because of unanticipated declines in the population of North Cowichan residents in the family 
formation stages, with corresponding declines in the number of children, seniors already make up 18% of 
the North Cowichan population. 

Although the 40 to 64 age group will not increase as quickly as forecast in the original report, it will be the 
most rapidly growing group until 2016, after which this title will transfer to the 65+ age group. The original 
forecast was that this demographic would increase by almost 5,000 persons by 2016 at which time they 
would represent 35% of the District's population. However, the revised projection shows that this 
demographic will increase by 3,391. Under the revised forecast, they will represent 38% of the District’s 
population in 2016, and 37% in 2021. 

In the original report, the 20 to 39 year old age group in the District was projected to grow more slowly 
than the average rate for the total population. What was not anticipated was an actual decline of 16%, or 
1,020 people, in this age cohort from 1996-2006. Under the revised projections, the North Cowichan 
population in this age group is expected to increase by approximately 611 persons between 2006-2016, 
and add a further 347 persons between 2016-2021. Their proportion of total population is forecast to 
decrease from 25% in 1996 to 19% in 2016, where it will stay until 2021. 

In the original report, the 0 to 19 age group was projected to grow quite slowly to 2016 adding only 1,140 
new young people or 10% of total population growth. This forecast would have resulted in a 2016 
population for this age group of 8,240 representing 22% of the District's total population as compared to 
28% in 1996. However, as with the 20 to 39 age group, this population declined in the period 1996-2006 
by 490 individuals, representing a loss of 7% over that 10 year period. Under the revised projections, the 
0-19 age group is anticipated to continue to decline into the foreseeable future, with an anticipated 
population of 6,447 in 2016 and 6,369 in 2021. Proportionately, this demographic will decline from 28% of 
the total population of North Cowichan in 1996 to 19% of the population in 2021. 
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Table 1. North Cowichan Projected Population Growth  by Age 2006 to 2021  

Age Group 
Growth Ratio  

2006- 2021 
2006 Population  

(% of total) 
2021 Projected 

Population 
Absolute Growth  

2006- 2021 
Average Annual 

Growth 

Total 
Population 

1.09% 27,550 
  

100% 

33,291 
  

100% 

6,073 
  

100% 

405 

65+ yrs.  3.64% 4,910 
  

18% 

8,287 
  

25% 

3,377 
  

56% 

225 

40 - 64 
yrs.  

1.25% 10,595 
  

38% 

12,602 
  

37% 

2,007 
  

33% 

134 

20 - 39 
yrs.  

1.17% 5,405 
  

20% 

6,353 
  

19% 

948 
  

16% 

63 

0 - 19 yrs. -0.18% 6,635 
  

24% 

6,376 
  

19% 

-259 
  

-4% 

-17 
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Housing  
In the past, North Cowichan has concerned itself with ensuring that there was adequate housing for the 
population.  This has meant increasing the variety in housing types to meet the needs of different sectors 
of the population, and to find ways to increase housing affordability. Today, in light of the rapidly rising 
cost of housing, affordable housing remains a concern. Meeting the specific housing needs of seniors is 
also of concern, particularly given the rapid aging of the North Cowichan population. 
 
This section of the report will look first at the issues of housing affordability and homelessness, and at the 
specific issues surrounding seniors housing. Then the report will address changes in housing demand 
over the past 20 years, and projections for housing into the future. 

North Cowichan Housing Issues 

An excellent 2007 report by Social Planning Cowichan identifies issues related to Inadequate Shelter in 
the Cowichan Valley. Of specific concern to North Cowichan are the issues of affordable housing, 
homelessness and the risk of homelessness, and housing for people with special needs, particularly 
seniors, given the dramatic aging of the population. 

Affordable housing & homelessness 

The Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) defines affordable housing as that which 
requires that no more than 30% of gross household income is spent on shelter. Other jurisdictions expand 
on this definition, incorporating concerns that affordable housing also be safe, appropriate and 
accessible, or that the 30% figure applies only to low or moderate income households, rather than high 
income households, where great choices are available in the market place.12 

Most of the Cowichan Valley’s lower cost housing is centrally located in Duncan and parts of North 
Cowichan. While rental rates and house prices are lower in these areas than other parts of the region, 
income levels are also significantly lower. Affordability is a key issue for many renters: 50% of renters 
spend more than 30% of their income on shelter. Meanwhile, vacancy rates are declining. According to 
the Social Planning Cowichan report, the Duncan-North Cowichan vacancy rate for October 2005 was 
1.6%,13 down from 8.4% two years earlier. Average apartment rents increased from $546/month in 
October 2006 to $586 in October 2007, an increase of $40 or 7%. In the same period, townhome rental 
costs increased from an average of $639 to $678, an increase of $39 or 6%.14 In the primary rental 
market, the total number of rental apartments in the area is 1,352, while the total number of townhomes 
available for rent is 204.15 It is much more difficult to track the availability of condo units, duplexes or 
houses available for rent in the secondary rental market. Thus the total availability of rental housing is 
understated for the purposes of this report, based on data limitations. 

The Cowichan Valley’s situation with regard to affordable housing is not unique in BC. Increased job 
opportunities and the rising cost of homeownership are responsible for boosting rental demand, while at 

                                                 
12 Social Planning Cowichan, p. 12. 
13 According to the CMHC’s Rental Market Report: BC Highlights, vacancy rates in Duncan-North Cowichan had 
stabilized at approx 2% by Oct 2007, i.e. had been at approx that rate since the previous year. 
14 The increase in rents may be partially explained by the increase in the shelter portion of income 
assistance payments in Spring 2007, together with the introduction of the provincial Rental Assistance 
Program. 
15 CMHC Rental Market Report, BC Highlights, 2007. 
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the same time very few new rental projects are being built. Average rents are not increasing at the same 
pace as construction and land costs, making the financing of new rental projects challenging. Developers 
often find the strata or fee simple markets more attractive as they provide a rapid return on investment. To 
meet their needs, renters are turning to the secondary rental market, which includes secondary suites.16 

Increased pressure on affordable housing in North Cowichan suggests an increased risk of 
homelessness. The results of a survey conducted in November 2007 indicate that approximately 190 
people are currently homeless or at severe risk of homelessness, in the Duncan-North Cowichan area.17 
The Cowichan Extreme Weather Response Homeless Shelter reported that 77 different people had used 
their facility in an 84 day period over the course of the 2007-08 winter.18  

Homelessness is, in part a function of income, in relation to cost of housing. According to data available 
from BC Statistics,19 3.8% of North Cowichan residents receive Income Assistance or Employment 
Insurance benefits, as compared with 3.3% for the province.  This figure does not include continuous 
assistance or Old Age Security. Of particular concern is the 3.2% of children (N=~212) under the age of 
19 in North Cowichan who are dependent on BC’s Basic Income Assistance Program, as compared with 
2.0% provincially. While these figures are not as severe as those for Duncan, with 4.0% of Duncan 
residents dependent on BC’s Basic Income Assistance and Employment Insurance, and a shocking 
12.9% of Duncan children under the age of 19 dependent on BC’s Basic Assistance Program, they do 
point to a community with higher levels of poverty than the provincial norm. 
 
Another indicator is average incomes, which are significantly lower in North Cowichan than for the 
province. According to tax return data from 2005, the average income in North Cowichan is $30,596, as 
compared with a provincial average of $35,834, a difference of 15%. Incomes in North Cowichan are 
rising considerably slower than for the province as well. Surprisingly, the average income in Duncan is 
higher than in North Cowichan, at $31,811, and Duncan is not lagging as far behind as North Cowichan in 
terms of change in income. 

Less obvious are the problems of widespread poverty and risks of homelessness in the case of the 
working poor, single women living in poverty, seniors and single parent families. In the North Cowichan 
James-Alexander neighbourhoods, for example, 59% of renters spend more than 30% of their income on 
housing. Almost half of the 900 households are headed by women and two-thirds have young children 
living at home. The average income in this area is half of the average income for North Cowichan as a 
whole. 20 

Given the relatively higher percentages of North Cowichan residents receiving income assistance, as 
compared with the BC average, combined with significantly lower average incomes, the risks of 
homelessness, whether absolute or relative, are potentially higher in North Cowichan than in BC as a 
whole.21 Duncan is in a similar situation, with a more concentrated population of poor children. Therefore, 
the increased risk of homelessness due to low incomes and the high cost of housing can be seen more 

                                                 
16 CMHC’s Rental Market Report: BC Highlights, p. 2. 
17 http://www.bclocalnews.com/vancouver_island_central/cowichannewsleader/news/15570437.html  
18 Cowichan Valley Citizen, Friday, March 7, 2008, p. 11 
19 Based on 2006 Census Data. 
20 BC Stats, North Cowichan Community Facts, based on 2001 Census data; Social Planning Cowichan, p. 49-51. 
21 Relative risk data re safety net dependence and average incomes from BC Stats, North Cowichan 
Community Facts, 2008. High risk of homelessness also applies to the neighbouring City of Duncan, 
which has a dramatically higher number of children dependent on BC Income Assistance programs than 
does North Cowichan. See also Social Planning Cowichan’s “Inadequate Shelter in the Cowichan Valley” 
report, 2007. 
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as a regional problem, rather than specifically a municipal problem, although still a problem requiring a 
direct, pro-active response from the Municipality. 

North Cowichan’s Council has directed the Planning Department to look into policy options for housing 
affordability. There are currently no policies or bylaws in place to address homelessness in North 
Cowichan. The OCP Review process is a good opportunity to develop such policies. 

Seniors housing 

According to the 2006 Census data, seniors aged 65+ make up 18% of the population of North Cowichan. 
It is projected that the population of seniors in North Cowichan will continue to grow dramatically, and that 
women will continue to outnumber men in this age group. 

The majority of seniors live independently, and are financially better off than was the case 25 years ago. 
With "old age" now spanning a period of 20 years or more, the characteristics and experiences of seniors 
are varied and will become even more so as the baby boom generation starts turning 65 in 2011. The 
aging of the population will accelerate over the next two decades, particularly as baby boomers begin 
turning 65.22 

Seniors as a population exhibit great diversity, so it is difficult to make predictions about what they may 
need in terms of housing. A recent study of seniors’ housing transitions concluded that seniors are less 
likely to move than other groups in Canadian society. Seniors who rent their homes are more likely to 
move than seniors who own their homes. Primary reasons for moving included the desire to live in a 
smaller home, wanting to be close to family, relocating to a better neighbourhood, a decline in health, and 
access to more recreation and leisure activities. Approx 43% of seniors who move are downsizing, while 
approx. 20% of seniors who move are upsizing to a larger home. Seniors who are downsizing tend to 
move from a house into an apartment or a smaller house, likely motivated to reduce their workload and/or 
reduce their financial burden by downsizing. However, it is not clear why seniors who are upsizing are 
doing so. Researchers speculate it could be to accommodate a live-in caregiver, or that these seniors are 
moving in with extended family. Most moved from one house to another, or from an apartment into a 
house. Older seniors (85+) are more likely than younger seniors to prefer apartments over houses. Many 
seniors who downsize sell their homes in favour of renting. 

According to the 2001 Census, 93% of seniors in Canada live in private homes, and the rest in collective 
dwellings, including hospitals, nursing homes, and seniors residences. Certain health conditions are 
strongly linked to the likelihood of a senior living in a long-term health facility, as are advanced age, lack 
of a spouse, and few sources of income. Transitions of seniors from private homes to institutions tend to 
be few in number. One study noted only 1% of seniors moved into an institution in a 2-year period (1999-
2001), while another study noted 1.7% of seniors moved into an institution over a 2-year period from 
1994/95 to 1996/97.23  

In 2008, CMHC released a Seniors’ Housing Market Survey: British Columbia, which looks at 
independent living and complex care facilities in the province. In British Columbia, the number of 
independent living residences jumped by almost 30% in 2007, increasing the range of housing choice for 
seniors. In general on Vancouver Island, there are very low vacancy rates for independent living units; 
Duncan/Cowichan reported no vacancies at all in 2007. The outlook for Vancouver Island indicates 
continuing growth in the number of independent living units and continued low vacancies, because the 
Island continues to draw retirees from other areas of the province and Canada.  

                                                 
22 Statistics Canada, The Daily, February 27, 2007,  http://www.statcan.ca/Daily/English/070227/d070227b.htm  
23 Lin (2005) “The Housing Transitions of Seniors,” in Canadian Social Trends, published by Statistics Canada. 
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The Duncan/Cowichan area has 175 independent living suites, with average rents of $2,871/month, an 
increase of $57/month, or 2%, over 2006. These suites house approximately 3.8% of the local population 
aged 75+. CMHC anticipates that by 2012 there will be demand for an additional 194 independent living 
suites for this area. 

The Duncan/Cowichan area also has 24 non-profit and 16 for-profit assisted living units, as well as 269 
non-profit and 91 for-profit beds in complex care centres. Of the for-profit beds, 4 are private pay, while 
the rest are government funded. CMHC forecasts demand of an additional 399 complex care beds by 
2012.  

In 2007, 50 independent and assisted living units and 160 complex care beds were under construction in 
the Duncan/Cowichan area. 

Another response to the demand for seniors housing is the emergence of private small scale seniors 
housing facilities, many of which are private, unlicensed, and unregulated. The Municipality of North 
Cowichan identified 32 seniors housing facilities within municipal boundaries in the research phase of 
preparing the seniors housing bylaw, in 2007. These facilities are not all represented in the CMHC 
Seniors’ Housing Market Survey, which only identifies 9 facilities in the Duncan/Cowichan region. 

North Cowichan’s OCP and Community Development Guidelines/Policies address specific concerns 
related to the development of additional seniors housing, or facilitating the ability of seniors to remain in 
their homes as long as possible. It may be that, at some point in the future, the municipality will need to 
get more actively involved in the provision of seniors housing.  

The Municipality of North Cowichan may also wish to investigate the potential for mandating or 
encouraging universal design in the development approvals process. Universal design is a relatively new 
paradigm that emerged from "barrier-free" or "accessible design" and "assistive technology." While barrier 
free design and assistive technology provide a level of accessibility for people with disabilities, they also 
often result in separate and stigmatizing solutions, for example, a ramp that leads to a different entry to a 
building than a main stairway. Universal design strives to be a broad-spectrum solution that helps 
everyone, not just people with disabilities. Moreover, it recognizes the importance of how things look. 
Examples of universal design include cabinets with pull-out shelves, kitchen counters at several heights 
to accommodate different tasks and postures, and low-floor buses that kneel and are equipped with 
ramps rather than lifts. 

 

A Look at the Past: 1986-2006 

From 1986-2006, the number of private dwellings in North Cowichan increased from 6,860 to 11,290, an 
increase of 65%. In 1986, 75% of the homes in North Cowichan were single detached homes, and 20% 
were semi-detached, i.e. duplexes, with a further 5% comprised of moveable or manufactured homes. In 
2006, there is considerably more variety of housing types. Single detached homes continue to dominate 
the housing market, but their share is reduced to 65.6%. Although there are twice as many semi-
detached homes, their market share has fallen to 6.3%. There were no row houses in 1986, but now they 
make up 7% of the housing market. There were also no apartments in 1986, but in 2006, there are 418 
apartment units within municipal boundaries, making up 3.7% of the market. The number of manufactured 
homes has remained stable. They currently make up approximately 3.3% of the housing market in North 
Cowichan. Multi-family housing options (including moveable homes) have increased as a percentage of 
total housing from 25% in 1986 to 34% in 2006. See Appendix 5 for full details. 
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The majority of housing in North Cowichan is privately owned. In 1986, 73% of homes were privately 
owned; by 2006, this ratio had increased to 78%. Correspondingly, in 1986 27% of homes were rented, 
while in 2006 the ratio had dropped to only 22%. This may have implications for the availability of 
affordable housing in North Cowichan. 

Detailed data about housing affordability is not readily available, but information from the Census24 on 
average value can be compared across the time period showing: 

                                                 
24 Census Canada 2001. Statistics Canada 1996 North Cowichan Community Profile. North Cowichan, Demographics 
& Housing Background Report (2000). 1986 and 1991 data are from Statistics Canada for the CVRD as a whole, 
rather than for North Cowichan specifically. 

North Cowichan Housing Supply

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

1986 1991 1996 2001 2006

Year

H
o

us
in

g
 U

ni
ts

Single detached

Semi-detached

Row  houses

Apts & Duplexs

Low  Rise Apts (<= 5 Floors)

Other (Incl Mobile)

Ow ned Dw ellings

Rented Dw ellings

NOTE: Data about 
housing type not 
available for 2001 



 

North Cowichan Population & Housing Forecasts (2008)                                                 Page 14 

Average Housing Unit Values
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BC Assessment data indicates that residential property values have increased by approx. 15% from 
2006-2007,25 with average assessed values of single family dwellings increasing from $324,000 on July 
1, 2006 to $387,000 on July 1, 2007. Strata apartment assessments also increased dramatically, from 
$123,400 in 2006 to $146,000 in 2007.2627 

According to MLS data, the average sale price of a home in the Cowichan Valley in 2007 was $350,008, 
up 14% from 2006. The median price was $339,400, indicating that the market in 2007 was dominated by 
higher priced homes. In contrast, the 1996 average sale price of a home in the Cowichan Valley (formerly 
called Duncan by the MLS) was $156,910, with a median price of $151,000. In 2001, the average sale 
price was $154,495, with a median price of $150,000. By 2006, the average sale price in the Cowichan 
Valley was $284,238, with a median price of $282,000.28  

                                                 
25 http://www.bcassessment.bc.ca/news/estimated_mm.asp  
26 http://www.bcassessment.bc.ca/pdf/offices/nanaimo/04_2008_Duncan_North_Cowichan.pdf  
27 Requested historical data from Mark Frame at North Cowichan’s offices, 3-6-08. He will send it via e-mail. 
28 Vancouver Island Real Estate Board Annual MLS Sales Summaries for 1996, 2001, & 2006. In this case, Duncan 
does not represent the city of Duncan, but rather the Vancouver Island Real Estate Board Zone, encompassing the 
entire Cowichan Valley. It is not possible to disaggregate the data to have exact figures for North Cowichan alone. 
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North Cowichan Housing Values Over Time
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Into the Future: 2006-2021 

The changes in population growth rates and in the age structure of residents will lead to changes in 
housing supply requirements - both in the total number of additional housing units required to house the 
inhabitants of the area, and in the types of new housing that residents will prefer. 

Table 2 describes the housing baseline in 2006 and projected increases in housing supply requirements 
over the next 15 years. The projections were developed based on anticipated population changes, and 
the amount of housing required as a consequence – not as anticipated market demand. Builders and 
developers may not necessarily be constructing the type of housing needed by the population from a 
socio-demographic perspective. Rather, they will respond to the traditional concerns related to ability to 
pay, rather than need for housing. 

As with any forecast, these housing projections are only going to be accurate if the population grows at 
the projected rates and the housing occupancy patterns used in the forecast remain relatively stable. 
Short term variations are to be expected.  

NOTE: MLS & BC Assessment 
data not available for 1986 & 1991.  
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Table 2. North Cowichan Projected Housing Supply Re quirements 2006 to 
2021  
 

Housing 
Baseline 

Projected Housing Needs  

(New @ 1.09% pop growth) 

2006 (2006 to 2021) 

Type of Housing  

  

Occupied 
Units 

No. of Additional 
Units (% of total) 

% Increase over 2006 
occupied units 

Av. Annual 
Increase 

(2006-2021) 

Total Requirements 
(all types) 

11,290 
 100% 

4,719 
 100% 

42% 315 

Total Ground 
Oriented Units 

9,709 
 86% 

3,822 
 81% 

39% 255 

Single Family 
Detached 

7,790 
 69% 

2,595 
 55% 

33% 173 

Ground Oriented 
Multiple 

1,919 
 17% 

1,227 
 26% 

64% 82 

Total Apartment 
Units 

1,581 
 14% 

708 
 15% 

45% 47 

Owner Occupied 
Units 

8,780 
 78% 

3,633 
 77% 

41% 242 

Rental Units* 2,515 
 22% 

1,132 
 24% 

45% 75 

*Rental unit projections are probably understated. Market forces are making the construction 
of rental housing less desirable for developers, given high construction costs and slow 
returns on investment for rental properties. The need for rental housing continues to be high, but this  
need is not being met by the market. 

Total Projected Housing Supply Requirements (all Ty pes) 

Overall requirements for housing will increase over historic averages, but are not forecast to reach the 
growth levels experienced during the 1991 to 1996 boom years. Total required supply for the fifteen year 
period from 2006 to 2021 is forecast to increase by 42% - a total increase of 4,700 units in addition to the 
11,290 units occupied in 2006. 

On average this would result in the need for 315 newly occupied dwelling units per year - well above the 
historic annual average of 225 units, but still below the 345 units per year average experienced in the 
boom period from 1991 to 1996. 
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Ground Oriented Units 

Ground oriented housing is housing where the front door opens directly to the outside at ground level. 
This can include single detached houses, as well as duplexes, townhomes, and other housing that 
directly connects to ground level. 

The vast majority of new housing will continue to be ground oriented with a requirement for as many as 
255 additional dwelling units per year - more than the 195 newly occupied units per year from 1981 to 
1996, but less than the 285 units average from 1991 to 1996. 

The required ground oriented housing supply in the District is forecast to increase by 3,822 units between 
2006 and 2021 - a 39% increase over the 9,709 occupied, ground oriented units in 2006. 

Single Detached Housing 

Single detached housing has been (and will continue to be) the most common type of housing in the 
District. Requirements for this housing form will however continue to decline relative to other types. 

The supply requirements for additional single dwellings is estimated to be 2,595 or 173 per year average 
over the 15 years 2006 to 2021. 

The proportion of single dwellings has declined from 75% of North Cowichan's total housing stock in 1986 
to 69% in 2006 because of the increasing demand for other multiple, ground oriented housing forms. This 
proportion is forecast to further decline as only 33% of the total demand for additional housing units over 
the next 15 years will be for detached housing. 

Ground Oriented Multiple Housing 

The demand for ground oriented multiple housing such as duplexes and row or attached housing has 
increased rapidly over the past 10 years, a trend that is expected to continue. This is due to the increased 
need for affordable housing alternatives combined with the fact that the District has larger amounts of 
serviced land than other portions of the CVRD to meet this demand. 

The requirement for ground oriented multiple housing is forecast to increase to 1,227 additional units 
between 2006 and 2021 (82 per year) - a 64% increase over the number of occupied units in 2006. 

This represents a 32% share of total ground oriented housing (26% of total) as compared to a 14% share 
in 1996, and a 17% share in 2006. 

Apartment Units 

The requirement for apartment dwelling units will increase although their proportion of total additional 
housing supply is not expected to exceed 15%. 

Anticipated need for apartment dwellings in the District is estimated to increase by 708 units by 2021 - a 
45% growth over occupied apartments in 2006. 
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This represents an average requirement for 47 additional apartment units per year over the 15 year 
forecast period - compared to an average of 30 units per year from 1981 to 1996, and 58 units per year 
from 1991 to 1996. 

Owner Occupied Units 

It is projected that the trend for owner occupied dwelling units will increase relative to rental units over the 
15 years from 2006 to 2021 - and will constitute 77% of all new housing as compared to historic averages 
of 73%. This may have more to do with the rapid return on investment for developers building for the 
strata or fee simple markets, than a decreased demand for rental housing. 

It is anticipated that the requirement for owner occupied dwellings will increase by 3,633 units - a 41% 
increase over 8,780 owner occupied dwellings in 2006. 

Rental Units 

Although the number of units of rental housing is forecast to decline relative to owner occupied units, this 
trend seems to be driven by market forces which provide disincentives for building rental housing, and not 
by reduced demand by potential renters.  

Rental units are anticipated to constitute only 24% of total additional housing constructed over the 15 
years from 2006 to 2021 - compared to historic averages of 27%. Construction of units for rental 
dwellings in the District is estimated to increase by 1,132 units by 2021 - a 45% growth over renter 
occupied dwellings in 2006. This represents an average increase of approximately 75 additional rental 
units per year over 15 years. 

Conclusion  

The population trends identified in the original population and housing report (2000) have been confirmed 
by the 2001 and 2006 Census data. However, the population of North Cowichan is aging faster than 
anticipated, while the population as a whole is growing more slowly than anticipated. New opportunities 
are available in the District of North Cowichan to plan for and support the needs of an aging population, 
including their housing needs. 

Declines in the family formation segment of the North Cowichan population, with parallel declines in the 
numbers of children and youth in our community, were not anticipated in the original report, although a 
very low rate of growth for these groups was forecast. This change challenges the municipality to address 
the implications of a quickly aging population, to maintain community vitality through age diversity. 

An aging population presents the municipality with new challenges for housing diversity, as well as 
providing an adequate number of new housing units, because younger populations require less housing 
than older ones. The household size ratio used to calculate new housing requirements is 2.1, implying a 
smaller household size than what has been used in the past when household size ratios of 2.4 or 2.6 
were common. It may be that this ratio is too conservative, and that calculations using a ratio of 1.7 or 1.9 
should have been used. Appendix 5 of this report compares the implications of each of these ratios for 
estimating the number of housing units required to meet future housing needs. 

The dramatic increase in housing prices over the past five years presents the municipality with sharper 
challenges related to housing affordability, particularly given the rise in homelessness within the region. 
Wages and social assistance amounts are not keeping pace with increases in housing costs; limited 
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rental housing is available, and vacancy rates are at an all-time low. North Cowichan may wish to take a 
more pro-active stance with regard to affordable housing than is currently represented by the policy 
guidance contained in the OCP. 
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Appendix 1: Population Growth 1976-2006 
 

Year 
North Cowichan 

Population 
% Change from 

Previous Census 
Total Number Change 
from Previous Census 

1976 15,956 31.1%  

1981 18,210 14.1% 2,254 

1986 18,674 2.5% 464 

1991 21,373 14.4% 2,699 

1996 25,305 18.4% 3,932 

2001 26,148 3.3% 843 

2006 27,557 5.4% 1,409 
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