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Abstract  

This dissertation examines sustainability and economic vitality in the downtowns of three 

transitioning resource towns in northwest British Columbia (BC), from the perspective of 

path dependency. With unique origins and influences during historic waves of 

investment, Prince Rupert, Terrace and Kitimat each followed their own planning and 

development path prior to entering a difficult and lengthy period of regional economic 

transition. Despite new economic activities and the emergence of relative population 

stability in the past decade, each core is constrained by its historic legacy of planning 

and development. This is embedded within the temporal accretion, depreciation and 

attrition of physical investments, and the associated entrenchment of local routines of 

life. Legacies are rooted in various policies and sub-policies, generating a system of 

opportunities, constraints and expectations that are not easily dislodged.     

Recent industrial expansion has not resulted in significant population growth, thus 

restraining new development, and limiting the reversal of long-standing imbalances in 

commercial leasing. Expectations of downtown revitalization, in line with current 

normative planning and development frameworks, are often not realized as inertia and 

lock-ins restrict the limited impetus for change. Growth may be a ónecessaryô condition to 

attract substantive investment that could facilitate paradigmatic change, but it may not 

be ósufficientô, as multiple types of path dependency can steer new development towards 

predictable outcomes. While dominant core areas may be better positioned to capture 

investment, well-capitalized exogenous developers may be willing to risk capital on path-

breaking region-serving developments in the periphery. 

Recent evidence suggests that permanent population growth interacts with prevailing 

sectoral dynamics to influence the amount of new non-industrial development. Municipal 

policies offer varying levels of directive to promote and structure downtown investment, 

but existing transport and land use dynamics ultimately engage with political, industrial, 

socio-cultural and institutional forces to affect the location and form of development. To 

realize path breaking change, places must prepare at a policy, sub-policy and decision-

making level, to establish readiness and avoid the friction of path dependent forces. 

Keywords :  Path Dependency; Transitioning Resource Towns; Core Obsolescence; 

Downtown Revitalization; Smart Growth; Place-Based Development 



iv 

Dedication  

To my parents, Hermann and Gertrud: 

You followed your dreams to this country and made a difference here - and encouraged 

me to do the same.  

To Dad - May this work assist the community (Terrace) you helped build in the 1960s. 

To Mom - Heeding your advice to always finish the important things that you start. 

 

To Susan, 

Thank you for your love and encouragement on this long and difficult, but rewarding, 

journey. 

 



v 

Acknowledgements  

I am grateful for the early assistance provided by Dr. Roger Hayter, and the ongoing 

mentorship and encouragement offered by Dr. Peter Hall, Dr. Greg Halseth and Dr. 

Sean Markey. My appreciation is also extended to Chris Humphries for his technical 

advice and role as a ósounding boardô in the analysis of my empirical findings. 

Many thanks to all those who welcomed me during my stays in northwest British 

Columbia, and those who provided me with advice during my field research, including 

planners and economic development officers in each town. In particular, I wish to 

express gratitude to my old friend Patrick Witwicki, whose passion for Prince Rupert and 

knowledge of the region is unparalleled (particularly for a transplant from the Big City!)   



vi 

Table of Contents  

Declaration of Committee ................................................................................................ ii 
Abstract .......................................................................................................................... iii 
Dedication ...................................................................................................................... iv 
Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................... v 
Table of Contents ........................................................................................................... vi 
List of Figures.................................................................................................................. x 

Chapter 1.  Introduction  ............................................................................................ 1 
1.1. Overview of Dissertation ........................................................................................ 4 

1.1.1. Importance of Downtowns ........................................................................ 6 
1.1.2. Analyzing Smaller Downtowns ................................................................. 8 

1.2. Local Context and Downtown Study Areas ............................................................ 9 
1.3. Path Dependency and Downtown Revitalization .................................................. 10 

1.3.1. Planning Institutions and Processes ....................................................... 13 
1.3.2. The Link Between Planning and Development ....................................... 14 
1.3.3. Core Obsolescence ................................................................................ 15 

1.4. Key Questions ..................................................................................................... 17 
1.5. Structure of Dissertation ...................................................................................... 19 

Chapter 2.  Theoretical Framework  ........................................................................ 21 
2.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................... 21 

2.1.1 Growth and the Limitations of Change Amidst Evolving Paradigms........ 22 
2.1.2 The Role of Path Dependency ............................................................... 24 

2.2 Path Dependency and Resource Town Evolution ................................................ 25 
2.2.1 Models of Resource Town Evolution ...................................................... 25 
2.2.2 The Transitioning Process ...................................................................... 26 
2.2.3 Path Dependencies Influencing Urban Form in Resource Towns ........... 28 

2.3 The Role of Downtown in Evolving Paradigms .................................................... 32 
2.4 Path Dependencies Associated with Prevailing Downtown Legacies ................... 35 
2.5 The Dilemma of Core Obsolescence ................................................................... 37 

2.5.1 The Legacy of Downtown Malls .............................................................. 38 
2.5.2 The Impact of Industrial Restructuring and New Forms of Retail ............ 39 
2.5.3 A Difficult Recovery ................................................................................ 40 
2.5.4 Strategies for Core Revitalization ........................................................... 42 

2.6 Conclusion........................................................................................................... 45 

Chapter 3.  Research Design and Methodology  .................................................... 47 
3.1 Measuring the Urban Composition of Small Downtowns ...................................... 47 
3.2 Methodological Approach .................................................................................... 50 

3.2.1 Study Community Selection and Methodological Considerations ........... 51 
3.2.2 Selection and Definition of Downtown Areas .......................................... 52 
3.2.3 Data Collection ....................................................................................... 53 



vii 

3.2.4 Primary Data .......................................................................................... 54 
3.2.5 Secondary Data ..................................................................................... 55 
3.2.6 Database Design .................................................................................... 56 
3.2.7 Business and Institutional Characteristics .............................................. 60 
3.2.8 Documentation of 2020 Closures Potentially Related to Pandemic ........ 61 

3.3 Local Perspectives .............................................................................................. 61 
3.4 Conclusion........................................................................................................... 62 

Chapter 4.  Prince Rupert  ....................................................................................... 64 
4.1 The Historic Legacy of Planning and Development in Prince Rupert ................... 64 

4.1.1 The Accretion of Decisions Over Time ................................................... 65 
4.1.2 Initial Conditions and the Wartime Spurt (1906 to 1940s) ....................... 66 
4.1.3 The Long Boom (1950s to 1980s) .......................................................... 67 
4.1.4 The Long Bust (1980s to 2010s) ............................................................ 68 
4.1.5 An Emerging Era of Stabilization and Renewal (2010s to present) ......... 72 

4.2 Prince Rupert:  Population and Economy ............................................................ 74 
4.2.1 Population Dynamics ............................................................................. 74 
4.2.2 Resources and Economy ....................................................................... 76 
4.2.3 Downtown Built Form ............................................................................. 78 
4.2.4 Discussion .............................................................................................. 79 

4.3 Downtown Prince Rupert Land Use ..................................................................... 81 
4.3.1 Overview ................................................................................................ 81 
4.3.2 Underutilized Land in Downtown Zones ................................................. 83 
4.3.3 New Development During the Study Period ........................................... 87 
4.3.4 Analysis and Recent Trends .................................................................. 88 

4.4 Shaping Elements ............................................................................................... 89 
4.5 Policy Framework ï Prince Rupert....................................................................... 93 

4.5.1 Official Community Plan ......................................................................... 93 
4.5.2 Economic Development Strategy ........................................................... 97 
4.5.3 Downtown Plan .................................................................................... 100 

4.6 Conclusion......................................................................................................... 102 

Chapter 5.  Terrace  ................................................................................................ 105 
5.1 The Historic Legacy of Planning and Development in Terrace ........................... 105 

5.1.1 The Accretion of Decisions Over Time ................................................. 106 
5.1.2 The Early Years and 1st Wave of Postwar Boom (1906-late 1960s) .... 106 
5.1.3 2nd Wave of Boom: Shift to Dispersed Suburbanism (1970s to 1990s) 108 
5.1.4 Economic Decline and Regionalization of Retail Activities .................... 110 
5.1.5 Recent Stabilization (mid-2010s to present) ......................................... 111 

5.2 Terrace ï Population and Economy ................................................................... 112 
5.2.1 Population Dynamics ........................................................................... 112 
5.2.2 Resources and Economy ..................................................................... 114 

5.3    Current Land Use Dynamics ............................................................................... 116 
5.3.1  Overview ................................................................................................. 117 
5.3.2 Downtown Built Form ........................................................................... 119 



viii 

5.3.3  Underutilized Land in Downtown Zones ................................................... 119 
5.3.4 New Development and the Influence of Peripheral Areas ..................... 122 
5.3.5 Land Use Inventory of Downtown Structures ........................................ 125 
5.3.6     Analysis ................................................................................................ 126 

5.4 Shaping Elements ............................................................................................. 127 
5.5 Policy Framework .............................................................................................. 130 

5.5.1 Official Community Plan - Terrace ........................................................ 131 
5.5.2 Economic Development Strategy ......................................................... 136 
5.5.3 Terrace Downtown Plan ....................................................................... 140 

5.6 Conclusion......................................................................................................... 144 

Chapter 6.  Kitimat  ................................................................................................. 145 
6.1 The Historic Legacy of Planning and Development in Kitimat ............................ 145 

6.1.1 The Legacy of a Master Planned Instant Town .................................... 145 
6.1.2 The Accretion of Decisions Over Time ................................................. 148 
6.1.3 Downtown Impacts of the Recent Economic Revival ............................ 149 

6.2 Population and Economy ................................................................................... 150 
6.2.1 Population Dynamics ........................................................................... 150 
6.2.2 Resources, Economy and Municipal Finance ....................................... 152 

6.3 Downtown Kitimat Land Use .............................................................................. 155 
6.3.1 Overview .............................................................................................. 156 
6.3.2 Underutilized Land in Downtown Zones ............................................... 157 
6.3.3 Analysis and Recent Trends ................................................................ 160 

6.4 Shaping Elements ............................................................................................. 162 
6.5 Policy Framework .............................................................................................. 166 

6.5.1 Official Community Plan - Kitimat ......................................................... 166 
6.5.2 Economic Development Strategy ......................................................... 169 
6.5.3 Downtown Plan (Not Adopted) ............................................................. 170 

6.6  Conclusion......................................................................................................... 174 

Chapter 7.  Downtown Land Use, Buildings and Establishments Comparison  176 
7.1 Downtown Land Use Comparison ..................................................................... 177 

7.1.1 Downtown Land Area: A Comparison ................................................... 178 
7.1.2 A Comparison of Downtown Vacant Land and Surface Parking ........... 179 
7.1.3 Measuring the Area of Roads and Net Developable Downtown Land ... 180 
7.1.4 Underutilized Land as a Proportion of Developable Downtown Land.... 182 
7.1.5 Land Area of New Downtown and Peripheral Development (2015-20) . 184 
7.1.6 Analysis ............................................................................................... 185 

7.2 Comparative Analysis of Downtown Building Composition in Study Areas ........ 186 
7.2.1 Downtown Building Uses ...................................................................... 187 
7.2.2 Number and Size of Buildings and Uses .............................................. 188 
7.2.3 Downtown Building Age ....................................................................... 191 
7.2.4 Prominent Buildings ............................................................................. 194 
7.2.5 Downtown Building Occupancy ............................................................ 195 
7.2.6 Downtown Vacant Buildings ................................................................. 198 



ix 

7.2.7 Summary Analysis ............................................................................... 199 
7.3 Establishment Composition and Diversity Comparison ...................................... 202 

7.3.1 Number of Establishments ................................................................... 203 
7.3.2 Independent and Chain Businesses ..................................................... 204 
7.3.3 Non-Commercial Establishments ......................................................... 206 
7.3.4 Business Diversity ................................................................................ 207 
7.3.4.1    Quantity and Diversity of Establishments in the Downtowns ............... 207 
7.3.4.2  Analysis .............................................................................................. 210 

7.4 Conclusion......................................................................................................... 213 

Chapter 8.  Conclusion  ......................................................................................... 216 
8.1 Overview ........................................................................................................... 216 
8.2 Key Objectives .................................................................................................. 219 
8.3 Key Theoretical Elements .................................................................................. 219 
8.4 Key Findings ...................................................................................................... 221 
8.5 Analysis of Findings in Relation to Path Dependency ........................................ 223 
8.6 Discussion ......................................................................................................... 227 

8.6.1 Path Dependency and Limiting Factors Influencing Core Revitalization227 
8.6.2 Conclusions ......................................................................................... 235 

8.7 Contributions to Academic Literature and Planning Practice .............................. 237 
8.8 Limitations of the Study and Opportunities for Future Research ........................ 238 

References  ................................................................................................................. 240 

Appendix A.  Additional Methodological Considerations  ................................. 256 

Appendix B.  Additional Chapter 4 Figures  ........................................................ 264 

Appendix C.  Additional Chapter 5 Figures  ........................................................ 274 

Appendix D.  Additional Chapter 6 Figures  ........................................................ 285 

Appendix E.  Additional Chapter 7 figures  ......................................................... 292 

Appendix F.  Path dependency and downtown development outcomes in 
Prince Rupert, Terrace and Kitimat  ................................................................ 332 

 



x 

List of Figures  

Figure 1.1. Hypothetical Leasing Supply (Actual vs Balanced) based on Population 
Change in Prince Rupert .......................................................................... 6 

Figure 1.2. Study Communities Relative to Major Centres and Transport 
Infrastructure in BC .................................................................................. 9 

Figure 2.1.  Eight Types of Path Dependency Influencing Development (adapted from 
Grant et al 2019) .................................................................................... 31 

Figure 3.1. Empirical Findings ï Variables and Attributes (2020) ............................. 58 

Figure 3.2 Business Diversity Index (BDI) Codes .................................................... 60 

Figure 4.1. Prince Rupert City and Agglomeration Population (1981-2021) .............. 75 

Figure 4.2. Economic Drivers ï Prince Rupert.......................................................... 76 

Figure 4.3. Prince Rupert: 2030 Vision City Core Land Use Framework ï Downtown 
Districts .................................................................................................. 79 

Figure 4.4. Prince Rupert: Downtown within Main Built-Up Area (2020) ................... 81 

Figure 4.5. Prince Rupert: Downtown and Zone Boundaries (2020) ......................... 82 

Figure 4.6. Prince Rupert: Non-Utilized Sites in Downtown (2020) ........................... 83 

Figure 4.7. Prince Rupert: Downtown Underutilized Land Area & Distribution (2020)
 ............................................................................................................... 85 

Figure 4.8. Prince Rupert: Under-Utilized Land Area, by Zone and Type (2020) ...... 86 

Figure 4.9. Transportation & Geography - Factors Influencing Outcomes in Prince 
Rupert .................................................................................................... 90 

Figure 4.10. Planning and Downtown ï Key Decisions in Prince Rupert .................... 92 

Figure 4.11. Prince Rupert: Central Core Area ï Multi-District Development Concept 
(2030) .................................................................................................. 101 

Figure 5.1. Terrace: City and Agglomeration Population 1981-2021 ...................... 113 

Figure 5.2. Terrace ï Key Economic Drivers Influencing Outcomes ....................... 114 

Figure 5.3. Terrace: Downtown within Main Built-Up Area (2020) .......................... 117 

Figure 5.4. Terrace: Downtown and Zone Boundaries (2020) ................................ 118 

Figure 5.5. Terrace: Underutilized Sites in Downtown (2020) ................................. 120 

Figure 5.6. Downtown Terrace: Distribution of Underutilized Land, By Type and Zone 
(2020) .................................................................................................. 121 

Figure 5.7. Terrace: Nodes of Peripheral Commercial and Institutional Development 
(2020) .................................................................................................. 123 

Figure 5.8. Terrace: Location of New Downtown Developments (2015-2020) ........ 124 

Figure 5.9. Terrace: Downtown Building Inventory and Land Uses (2020) ............. 125 

Figure 5.10. Transportation & Geography ï Factors Influencing Outcomes in Terrace
 ............................................................................................................. 128 

Figure 5.11. Planning and Downtown ï Key Decisions in Terrace ........................... 129 

Figure 5.12. Measuring Downtown Performance in Terrace ..................................... 138 

Figure 5.13. Ten Downtown Terrace Precincts: Terrace Downtown Action Plan ...... 142 



xi 

Figure 6.1. Kitimat Population (1956-2021) ............................................................ 150 

Figure 6.2. Key Economic Drivers Influencing Study Outcomes in Kitimat ............. 152 

Figure 6.3. Major Industries Lost in Kitimat (2006-2010) ........................................ 153 

Figure 6.4. Kitimat: Downtown and Zone Boundaries (2020).................................. 157 

Figure 6.5. Kitimat: Underutilized Sites in Downtown (2020) .................................. 158 

Figure 6.6. Downtown Kitimat: Distribution of Underutilized Land, By Type and Zone 
(2020) .................................................................................................. 159 

Figure 6.7. Kitimat: Location of New Downtown Developments (2013-2020) ......... 161 

Figure 6.8. Key Transport Factors Influencing Outcomes in Kitimat ....................... 163 

Figure 6.9. Key Planning and Downtown Decisions in Kitimat ................................ 164 

Figure 6.10. Kitimat Downtown Main Street Concept ............................................... 172 

Figure 6.11. Seven óBig Movesô and Modified Downtown Land Uses ....................... 172 

Figure 7.1. Metrics of Analysis ï Downtown Land Use ........................................... 178 

Figure 7.2. Findings Associated with Downtown Land Use Metrics (2020) ............. 178 

Figure 7.3. Area of Underutilized Downtown Land, by Community ......................... 179 

Figure 7.4. Land Area of Downtown Roads, by Community ................................... 181 

Figure 7.5. Non-Built-Up Area as % of Total Downtown Area, by Community ........ 181 

Figure 7.6. Total Buildings and Gross Floor Area of All Buildings, by Downtown 
(2020) .................................................................................................. 188 

Figure 7.7. Total Floor Area of Downtown Building Uses, by Community (2020) .... 190 

Figure 7.8. Average Age Range of Downtown Buildings (2020) ............................. 192 

Figure 7.9. Distribution of Occupancy Range, All Downtown Buildings, by Community 
(2020) .................................................................................................. 196 

Figure 7.10. Number and Distribution of Establishments, by Downtown ................... 203 

Figure 7.11. Total Downtown Commercial Businesses, by Type .............................. 204 

Figure 7.12. Diversity of all Downtown Establishments, by Category and Community
 ............................................................................................................. 208 



1 

Chapter 1.  Introduction  

Change in transitioning resource towns is influenced by the legacy of planning decisions 

that shaped built form, economic activities, and routines of life. Discussing challenges 

associated with the adoption of sustainable planning, Rotmans and Loorbach (2009: 

p186) suggest that complex adaptive systems like towns and cities are constrained in 

their ability to attain desired outcomes: ñComplex systems have a history; prior states 

have an influence on present states, which have an influence on future statesò. This 

creates path dependency (also known as path dependence), whereby a placeôs 

trajectory is tied to what was done before and what is left behind. As such, the quest to 

attract sustainable and resilient development can encounter a level of friction, even as 

planning paradigms evolve, and some places restore growth (or even stability) and new 

investment following lengthy periods of decline. This dilemma will be examined in the 

context of downtown land use, built form and establishment characteristics by 

highlighting eight forms of path dependency (adapted from Grant et al 2019) that can 

influence planning and development outcomes.  

Path dependencies are formed incrementally over time as planning decisions are 

rendered by local officials, investments are made by private and public actors, and 

development accumulates (Innis 1933). In the context of regional economic 

development, Martin (2010: p4) describes path dependency as a ñprocess in which initial 

small órandomô or óchanceô events, or óhistorical accidentsô, have significant long-run 

effectsò. Traditionally, early competition between multiple local areas or between 

competing landowners eventually results in defining decisions and investments that 

create a dominant centre. Over time, these existing trajectories may become further 

entrenched as periodic investments (public or private) re-affirm the established pattern. 

This can generate agglomeration economies, eventually leading to ólock inô, as the 

effects of increasing returns reinforce the dominance of that location and its activities 

(Arthur 1988; Arthur 1994; Martin 2010). However, a communityôs trajectory may also be 

shifted because of an exogenous shock (Martin 2010; Ryser et al 2019). For example, 

this could be a result of industrial change, or infrastructure investments led by senior 

government that directly or indirectly alter local (or even regional) óroutines of lifeô (Hayter 

2004). For example, a bypass highway which re-orients accessibility may facilitate land 
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use change for big box retail at the periphery, contributing to downtown decline in 

multiple towns. 

In smaller and less diversified places this presents a dilemma, as growth across a 

variety of economic sectors cannot be assumed. Decisions made during brief periods of 

growth in the dominant sector(s) become ever more critical to the long-term resilience 

and sustainability of a community. Once growth subsides, or outright decline takes hold, 

the community is forced to live with the built form that has been left behind from the 

previous era. In the case of downtown, the original economic and civic focal point of the 

community may have become less relevant when, for example, defining investments 

shift the centre of gravity to the (suburban) edge, or from the high street to the mall 

(Filion & Hammond 2008). The impact of these changes may not be easily reversible, 

even when economic growth and population recovery resumes. Although planning and 

development paradigms have evolved over time (and sometimes the plans and policies 

that support them), the inefficient development patterns of a previous era are entrenched 

on the urban landscape of many small towns. A form of political and cognitive lock-in can 

also form, whereby some local actors have an interest restricting the ability of a place to 

attract new opportunities or alter the way it plans and functions (through policies and 

regulations), thus entrenching an ineffective, but familiar system (Powe et al 2022).       

With the transitioning of resource economies since the 1980s, dominant development 

and planning frameworks failed to deliver economic resilience and sustainability in many 

small communities. This is highlighted in recent literature which endorses alternative 

strategies promoting the unique place-based assets of communities to stimulate 

endogenous development, generate greater stability and improve local quality of life 

(Halseth et al 2010; Bristow 2010; Bosworth 2010; Lewis & Donald 2010; Markey et al 

2012; Mitchell 2013; Van Assche et al 2016; Chan & Dixon 2016; Hayter & Nieweler 

2018; Grant et al 2019; Ryser et al 2019; Powe et al 2022). In contrast, space-based 

development, the dominant paradigm through Fordism (and selectively utilized today), 

seeks to attract exogenous investment to achieve value in relation to global economic 

forces, with local planning rendered as merely a means of achieving this in the most 

efficient manner.  

Downtowns, however, represent a potentially important building-block for an alternative 

approach, as unique local assets capable of absorbing development sustainably in a 

compact and walkable area, while generating economic and socio-cultural synergies and 
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spinoffs related to clustering, entrepreneurialism, networks and bridging capital (Hanna 

2008). Likewise, the evolution of the planning profession to adopt smart growth as the 

normative planning framework creates opportunities for enhanced sustainability through 

land use tools and downtown revitalization (Van Assche et al 2020; Filion et al 2015; 

Hayter & Nieweler 2018; Grant et al 2019; Graham et al 2019). Yet, impediments 

remain, and development decisions do not always reflect current academic thought, or 

even accepted professional practice (Filion 2015). While core areas seem to be logical 

places for new investment in a stabilizing or growing environment, actual outcomes can 

be impacted by various path dependencies that often put them, and keep them, at a 

disadvantage.    

An additional dilemma relates to the impetus for change in declining or long-stagnant 

places. Growth acts as a key driver of change, yet it is not certain to occur. Furthermore, 

growth does not guarantee that change will be sustainable, as new development often 

accretes in a similar manner upon pre-existing investments and patterns, driven by 

policies and sub-policies that may not be sustainable or resilient. Growth, with few 

exceptions, is a ónecessaryô condition to generate substantive infrastructure and 

development investment that can dislodge inertia by altering pre-existing patterns and 

routines of life. Growth on its own, however, is not a ósufficientô condition to produce a 

sustainable built form and travel patterns, as the gravity of pre-existing policies and 

political inertia influenced by ómultiple publicsô can limit significant deviation from the 

status quo (Hodge 2003). Normative planning and development frameworks espouse to 

attract more sustainable forms of development, while generating endogenous 

investment and entrepreneurial activity, synonymous with traditional downtowns. 

Although many larger (growing) urban centres have successfully pivoted towards new 

planning paradigms, smaller transitioning resource towns (particularly those located in 

remote locations), have struggled to alter pre-existing built form patterns, even when 

economic growth has resumed.  

This study examines and builds on eight elements of path dependency, identified by 

Grant et al (2019), that may limit the potential for change in the downtown areas of 

transitioning resource towns. The empirical component examines recent land use, built 

form and business composition in the downtowns of three isolated transitioning resource 

towns (Prince Rupert, Terrace and Kitimat) in northwest British Columbia, a recipient 

region of significant industrial and port-related investments, leading to the stabilization of 
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local populations following a multi-decade decline. The (downtown) cores were 

assessed in relation to eight forms of path dependency, within the context of external 

influences on the composition and quantity of activities, limitations associated with policy 

dynamics and previous investments, and the evolution of planning and development 

principles and practice since the transition associated with the end of Fordism.   

Each town has recently experienced a pulse of modest growth, amidst new large-scale 

industrial investment, following a decades-long restructuring process associated with 

globalization and technological change, and in conjunction with shifting power structures 

and values related to natural resources and indigenous land rights. Each has re-

emerged from a lengthy cycle of stagnation and decline, in the aftermath of their peak 

levels of economic activity and population in the 1980s and early 1990s. The towns each 

have a unique planning, policy and economic context that has interacted with regional 

dynamics and global capital to contribute to their recent stabilization. These dynamics 

include several large regional infrastructure projects, new or modernized capital-

intensive exogenous industries, incremental port expansion and smaller endogenous 

investments. The communities have forged their own path, based on unique starting 

points and development trajectories, with differing economic drivers and population 

dynamics, distinctive built forms, and the influence of diverse local actors and contiguous 

jurisdictions. 

The outset of this chapter provides an initial overview of the research, offering a broad 

context for the study and briefly identifying the parameters of the theoretical and 

empirical analysis and overall research goals. This is followed by an overview of the 

conceptual framework, and a review of key terms that are utilized throughout the 

dissertation. Next, a summary of the major research objectives is presented, followed by 

a brief overview of the methodologies employed in the study. Finally, the purpose of 

upcoming chapters is identified, including their relevance to the overall dissertation.  

1.1. Overview of Dissertation  

The objective of this dissertation is to understand the factors influencing recent dynamics 

of land use, built form and establishment diversity in the downtowns of several isolated 

transitioning resource towns recently experiencing renewed economic growth following 

lengthy periods of decline. Although planning and development paradigms have evolved 

since the postwar booms that generated much of their built form, path dependency 
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perspectives will frame the discussion by identifying potential limitations on recent 

changes in each place. Core areas were long neglected during an era of exogenous 

space-based development and dispersed suburbanism, when big industry drove the 

local economy and identity, and functionally-separated urban sprawl was the planning 

norm. As the vulnerability and inefficiency of this system was exposed over time, many 

communities have faced the spectre of having to replace industries lost or in demise, 

compliment remaining (downsized) industries, and offset reliance on speculative 

megaprojects that could entrench a similar pattern with far fewer permanent workers 

than in the past (Van Assche et al 2018; Markey et al 2012).  

The restoration of downtownôs traditional role as a pivotal community asset is reflected in 

recent efforts to generate resilient renewal, centred on place-based development and 

entrepreneurialism, and guided by sustainable planning principles associated with smart 

growth (Hayter and Nieweler 2018; Mitchell 2013). Notwithstanding these aspirations, 

downtown revitalization is often constrained by the consequences of historic legacies of 

economic swings and associated planning decisions that locked-in the current built form. 

Even as economies begin to grow and populations stabilize, communities addressing the 

legacy of planning in their downtowns likely have limited financial tools to stimulate 

change in the absence of a significant economic impetus for new development. With a 

diminished population and reduced economic activity (from their peak), the legacy of a 

built form that once served a much larger community weighs on every planning and 

investment decision. Furthermore, if growth returns and tax revenues recover, the 

deferral of upkeep on community-wide infrastructure networks and the burden of 

contaminated site remediation often represent deficits that are prioritized over downtown 

revitalization (Millar 2022).  

Private sector investment is also constrained by a legacy of oversupply. Even when 

places experience a renewal of industrial growth and some attrition of structures since 

the last peak, there is often little reason to invest in new supply until population growth 

restores a balance between supply and demand among various non-industrial uses. This 

is exemplified by a simple hypothetical model of assumed actual and optimal core 

leasable supply, utilizing population changes in Prince Rupert since its peak. (Figure 1.1  

below).  
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Figure 1.1. Hypothetical Leasing Supply (Actual vs Balanced) based on 
Population Change in Prince Rupert  

The assumed relative supply of leasable space (as a % of peak supply in 1981) is 

displayed in consideration of assumed net building attrition (1 building per year) over 

time (in blue), while the optimal (balanced) supply (in orange) considers proportionate 

assumed demand fluctuations (for leasable space) based on population change over 

time. This unrefined analysis indicates how a relative oversupply of leasable space can 

form a legacy that impedes new development once stability (or growth) is restored. 

1.1.1. Importance of Downtowns  

Many downtowns in North America represent the only part of a communityôs built form 

that is unique - embodying history, culture and public aspirations in a compact, walkable 

area of mixed uses that may still hold key civic and commercial functions, and the 

potential for heritage preservation, diverse urban spaces and meeting places coveted by 

lifestyle entrepreneurs (Hanna et al 2009; Teitelbaum et al 2018; Van Assche et al 2017; 

Hayter & Nieweler 2018). Core revitalization serves many sustainable planning 

objectives embodied in smart growth. By directing growth to the core, peripheral land 

consumption can be curtailed, existing infrastructure maximized, and car travel and 

emissions reduced, while the prevalence of mixed uses and higher densities increases 

walkability, spontaneous human interactions and visits to local shops and services 

(Litman 2018; Filion 2015; Edwards & Haines 2007; Campbell 2003; Hanna et al 2009). 

As attractive places to live, stay, consume and do business, vibrant cores can also 

attract skilled urban refugees, lifestyle entrepreneurs, retirees, students and tourists, as 
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well as the industries and services that attract and follow them (Teitelbaum et al 2018; 

Mitchell & Madden 2014).  

Multifunctional downtowns can be of strategic economic importance to a communityôs 

development strategy and have the potential to foster resilience by promoting 

entrepreneurship through the dynamic interactions produced by the unique diversity of 

public and private spaces in a compact, mixed use urban setting (Robertson 1999). 

Hanna et al (2009), describes differences between ñbondingò and ñbridgingò capital, as 

their level of reinforcement is impacted by changing spatial dynamics. Bridging capital, 

associated with human activities in vibrant cores, connects more diverse and distant 

groups of people, by facilitating access to resources and opportunities among a number 

of networks. Bonding capital, which can be associated with suburban sprawl and 

externally controlled chain businesses, has the potential to hinder innovation and 

resilience in resource-dependent communities by focusing interactions within a much 

smaller group of individuals (Hanna et al 2009). The presence of national chains in 

peripheral developments may lead to an abrupt shift in a communityôs routines of life, 

while severing the forms of bridging capital that may have taken generations to develop. 

Downtown business owners can be forced to move, retire or close, and possibly become 

big box employees (according to a local account in a study community), or else they may 

remain in a diminished downtown with fewer patrons and a weakened business 

community. Undoubtedly, relationships are altered as new routines take people to new, 

private commercial areas based on price and efficiency rather than social connections 

and loyalty. 

Many core areas have been neglected and experienced the loss of buildings due to fires 

and demolition, resulting in an abundance of vacant sites, both in declining towns and 

growing centres (Keough 2015). In other places, malls were developed downtown to 

compete with peripheral retail, or to pre-empt its development, thus resulting in large 

box-like structures with little character, often disconnected from surrounding grid-

oriented businesses (Filion & Hammond 2008). This development form also demands 

high levels of surface parking (embedded in policies of the era), which can result in the 

elimination of parts of the downtown grid, while deteriorating its unique features and 

character. The disruption was detrimental to many existing small businesses, due to 

competition from national retailers, reduced pedestrian connectivity and the loss of older 

mixed-use structures (ibid). After years of neglect, some of these spaces represent 
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opportunities for future development. They can be shackled by their size, fractured 

ownership, policy restrictions on use, parking requirements, and negative perceptions 

associated with downtownôs overall physical condition and social issues.  

1.1.2. Analyzing Smaller Downtowns  

The establishment, conceptually, of downtowns as valuable assets, sets the context for 

this study. This value is expressed within contemporary frameworks associated with 

sustainable planning and resilient communities, and in research identifying the pivotal 

role of downtowns in a communityôs social life through the routines of life of its residents. 

Planning research on smaller (resource town) cores is scarce, however several studies 

considering mid-sized downtowns have some relevance. Randall et al (2017) developed 

metrics of urban sustainability associated with a temporal analysis of residential and 

business composition in downtown Thunder Bay (ON). Although overall changes were 

modest, the authors associated new development and business activity with local 

planning initiatives and investments intended to revitalize the core. Some methodological 

elements employed in the study were applied to this research, but modified to account 

for the comparison of 3 smaller downtowns with unique legacies and policy dynamics. 

In contrast with the low growth setting of Thunder Bay, the growth-fuelled demise of 

numerous (remote) boomtown cores like that of Fort McMurray (AB), can occur because 

of rampant suburban sprawl, resulting in the displacement of existing commercial uses 

and general disinvestment (Keough 2015). These examples provide evidence that path 

dependencies can lead to the replication of predominantly suburban development forms 

if growth has been restored, despite the acceptance of more sustainable practices within 

the planning profession. While aspiring to restore former levels of economic activity and 

population, the northwest BC study communities face the prospect of stabilization, as 

long-term decline finally reversed in each place by the end of the decade. Even with the 

resumption of modest growth, this simply represents the recovery of past losses, only 

beginning to address the imbalance of built form supply and demand.  

The work of Grant et al (2019) on development-related path dependencies offers a 

relevant theoretical contribution that has been adopted as an evaluation tool in this 

study. The authors identified eight types of path dependencies in urban development 

outcomes that contribute to replicating suburban form and co-evolve with planning 

practices, policies and values: (1) geography and spatial configuration; (2) political 
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culture; (3) transport technologies; (4) institutional legacies; (5) population growth and 

characteristics; (6) economic conditions; (7) the development industry, and; (8) cultural 

and lifestyle preferences. In consideration of their application to a low- to moderate-

growth mid-sized city (Halifax, NS) in the mid-2010s, these forms of path dependency 

were adapted to remote transitioning resource towns for the purpose of this study, thus 

filling a gap in the research literature.  

1.2. Local Context and Downtown Study Areas  

The three isolated study communities of Terrace, Kitimat and Prince Rupert are located 

in the adjacent North Coast and Kitimat-Stikine regions of northwest British Columbia, 

approximately 650-750km northwest of Vancouver, but 1400-1500km distant by highway 

(via Prince George, the northern regional hub) due to the lack of a direct link through a 

mountainous coastal region (Figure 1.2  below). Each of the towns has a local population 

ranging between roughly 8,500-12,000, or 9,000-14,600 in their agglomerations (16,000 

in Terraceôs extended agglomeration) and restored modest growth by the most recent 

census period (2016-21) (Statistics Canada 2021 a/b). Kitimat and Prince Rupert 

reached peak agglomeration populations of roughly 13,000 and 18,000 respectively in 

the 1980s, while Terrace peaked at 20,900 in the 1990s in its extended agglomeration. 

   

Figure 1.2. Study Communities Relative to Major Centres and Transport 
Infrastructure in BC  

  Created by author in 2020 

All three communities experienced substantial growth and development during the 

heyday of Fordism between the 1950s and early 1980s, the result of an interventionist 

provincial government that sought to open the province to large-scale resource 
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exploitation by way of major infrastructure investments throughout the region and 

connections to hub cities. The 1958 óroads to resourcesô programme of the federal 

government, enthusiastically supported by the WAC Bennett-led provincial government, 

was based on the premise that significant accessibility improvements, financial benefits 

and employment opportunities could be derived for labour, big industry and government 

by developing infrastructure to reduce the relative isolation of space in regions like 

northwest BC (Bradbury 1979). As there were few settlements in the region aside from 

Indigenous communities (disempowered at the time, in terms of provincial resource 

policy and decision-making) and a small number of trading centres, this policy was 

implemented in spaces that were mostly not governed by regionally-organized residents, 

industries and interest groups. Therefore, communities were established and new 

institutions put in place to facilitate the extraction, processing and shipment of resources. 

The Lucas (1971) life cycle model of resource towns explains how such communities 

expanded and matured over time, achieving some degree of stability prior to the óturning 

pointô recession of the 1980s. In response to the severe downturn, subsequent 

processes of industrial restructuring unevenly impacted resource towns, resulting in 

decades of decline and transition that form a legacy influencing recent built form and 

routines of life in resource towns (Halseth 2016; Hayter & Nieweler 2018).  

1.3. Path Dependency and Downtown Revitalization  

In the context of evolving planning and development frameworks, there is a desire in 

many smaller towns and cities for more sustainable and resilient futures led by the 

revitalization of downtown areas (Keough 2015; Powe 2018; Hayter & Nieweler 2018; 

Powe 2020; Powe et al 2022). Yet historic legacies of development from past periods of 

growth left behind a built form that could not be adequately supported (by commercial 

demand, revenue generation and upkeep costs) through subsequent periods of declining 

population. The level of development that took place during the latter portion of the 

postwar boom was based on assumptions of growth in economic activity and population 

that did not materialize or were not sustained over the long term. Subsequently, policies 

adopted during the car-dominant era of dispersed suburbanism (most still active) have 

entrenched and reproduced related development forms despite a desire to achieve new 

pathways of more sustainable planning and development (as stated in many official plan 

visions) (Filion 2023). Yet, in the context of modest economic growth and mere 
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population stabilization, there is little impetus for change, and many towns, and their 

cores, appear óstuck in the pastô. Although ostensibly desiring productive change, places 

are tied to their past investments in built form and infrastructure, policies that facilitated 

this entrenched system, and inertia associated with the óroutines of lifeô of local residents 

and businesses (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). There is often little justification for new 

development in the core, or public revenue available to make significant path altering 

infrastructure investments.  

The absence of aggregate growth in a community, as opposed to outright decline, can 

still imply some dynamic physical change in its downtown. This condition may represent 

a greater balance between built form attrition and addition, thus facilitating a potential 

modest incremental shift towards more sustainable planning outcomes over the long 

term. However, the difference between ónecessaryô and ósufficientô conditions becomes 

highly relevant when contemplating the potential for paradigmatic change in transitioning 

resource towns.  

With few exceptions, some growth is a ónecessaryô condition to justify investment in 

physical elements (built form, infrastructure) that may substantially reinforce or challenge 

existing path dependencies, even if only in one area of the core. However, where the 

pre-existing form is not already conducive to sustainable planning, economic growth is 

not a ósufficientô condition to achieve sustainability. In less sustainable places, the 

community and its leaders have an opportunity to facilitate path-breaking dynamics 

through policy change, by generating the political will to create new expectations for 

development. These efforts interact with other forms of path dependency, previously 

identified, to produce change or reinforce existing patterns. Likewise, in places with 

dominant cores, the likelihood of downtown investment may be greater, but the potential 

for dispersed commercial development exists, depending on local policies and their 

interaction with these path dependencies.    

Without the impetus for change (growth and investment), the influence of development-

shaping planning policies is limited, as current dynamics remain ólocked inô and existing 

path dependencies and routines are not challenged by the effects of new infrastructure 

or built form. The best planning policies wonôt change a poor urban form in the absence 

of investment. Yet growth itself can make the execution of good policies and path-

breaking dynamics more difficult. Therefore, inconsistent policies (e.g. encouraging 

density in theory but allowing sprawl in practice), fractured leadership, and inadequate or 
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misdirected public investment, can result in the reinforcement of existing patterns when 

growth resumes, a common occurrence in óboom and bustô communities that have not 

transitioned towards a more resilient approach (Saxinger et al 2016).    

This dilemma can be viewed from several theoretical angles. Firstly, theories of path 

dependency are discussed at a general level as well as more specifically in relation to 

planning and development. The following question arises: Is the current built form and 

composition of establishments downtown a coincidence, or is it somehow linked to 

forces associated with historic investments and policies? Secondly, the evolution of 

planning and development frameworks is assessed, particularly in relation to the 

acknowledged shortcomings of space-based development and dispersed suburbanism, 

and their inability to adequately respond to the transitioning needs of resource towns 

since widespread industrial restructuring took hold in the 1980s. More recent academic 

and community-based perspectives have advocated for greater attention to resilience 

and sustainability, key principles of emerging place-based development and smart 

growth planning frameworks (Markey et al 2012; Deacon et al 2018; Deacon & Lamanes 

2015). The tension between planning and development forms a nexus, influenced by 

these evolving ideologies, but outcomes are constrained by path dependent processes 

of inertia and lock-in that limit aberration from particular trajectories (Hayter and Nieweler 

2018). Thirdly, the gap between aspiration and reality will be touched on at a theoretical 

level, in terms of the institutional barriers to change, and also the structural limitations for 

change in the absence of growth. Without renewed demand and investment in new 

buildings and infrastructure, it is improbable that any renewal of the apparatus of 

planning policies and engineering standards will lead to differing results in terms of built 

form. Likewise, it is unlikely that the form of new development would transform in the 

absence of policy changes and consumer preferences (affecting their routines of life). 

Although economic and population growth might drive new development in the 

community or region, entrenched policies that facilitate peripheral growth continue to 

leave cores at a disadvantage because of various challenges, including, according to a 

local official in 2018, dilapidation, social and security issues, site contamination, market 

readiness for denser built form and challenges related to the accommodation of 

contemporary development models, such as site constraints, fractured ownership and 

parking requirements. 
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The empirical research examined the policy framework in each community, by analyzing 

changes that occurred over a 10-15 year period in relation to official plans, economic 

development strategies and downtown plans. As the timing and frequency of plan 

development and amendments varied in each community, the duration of analysis 

differed slightly in each community. Plans and policies that either preceded, or coincided 

with, the study period had the potential to influence outcomes observed during the study. 

Interviews with local officials augmented the research by providing deeper context in 

relation to key decisions made prior to the study period. Attention was given not only to 

the evolution of vision statements, but whether the more specific policy and land use 

directives actually support more sustainable and resilient outcomes. 

Surveys conducted in the three downtowns between 2015 and 2020 measure land use 

sustainability, building characteristics and establishment composition and diversity, 

including the prevalence of local entrepreneurs. Meanwhile, new development was 

tracked in the downtowns, and throughout each town, over a multi-year period of 

renewed economic growth (and very modest population growth) in the region. Current 

conditions represent the physical legacy of past growth periods degraded by attrition and 

disrepair associated with ensuing periods of decline, acting to sustain, reinforce or erode 

path dependencies. 

1.3.1. Planning Institutions and Processes  

A key mechanism by which path-dependent development trajectories are shaped and 

reinforced is the mandated official community plan (OCP), a formal institution that is 

intended to reflect the consensus developed by legitimate stakeholders, respecting and 

prioritizing all of the communityôs interests (BC Ministry of Municipal Affairs 2021). This 

all-encompassing community vision usually includes or is supported by an independent 

economic development strategy (EDS), more focused on development, labor needs and 

supportive infrastructure. The documents are periodically updated to adapt to evolving 

local and global conditions, and as a point of evaluation and self-reflection in determining 

why previous objectives were achieved or remain elusive. This process is an opportunity 

to build institutional capacity by learning from historical community experience reflected 

in previous plans, while assessing outcomes and applying knowledge to current practice. 

The fate of downtown starts with determinations made in the OCP, and supporting policy 

documents like the EDS, as it sets the tone for future public investment and engagement 
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with private capital. Any significant deviation from these institutional documents, and 

various sub-policies, requires public debate and a certain degree of justification. 

Land acts as a critical common commodity for all community stakeholders, and óneutralô 

planners theoretically act as the guardians of these places and spaces within 

municipalities ï registered professionals bound by the guiding principles of their 

profession, seemingly not to be prejudiced by election cycles, or the influence of any one 

stakeholder (Hodge 2003). Planning, however, lies at the heart of community tensions, 

as competing interests seek a setting in which to make their arguments regarding the 

best use of lands that hold both economic and non-economic values. Professional 

planners are trained to look out for the greater public good, favouring no particular 

interest, but seeking to identify solutions and outcomes that reflect the long-term vision 

of the OCP, while recognizing opportunities and limitations pertaining to the current 

context (Hodge & Gordon 2014). Planning is intimately linked to the local environment 

and past development decisions, which constrain, facilitate and influence present and 

future development opportunities, in a form of path dependency.  

The planning process is challenging and not always entirely predictable. The collection 

of objective data and assessment of related current practice (good or bad) are essential 

tools for planners to gain an overall understanding of community dynamics and capacity, 

and potential development impacts, with or without planning and infrastructure 

interventions that could mitigate overall effects. Even with this in place, planners 

sometimes face pressures from their own masters (Council) to conveniently ótweakô the 

plan on a case-by-case basis (through OCP amendments and óspot rezoningô) to adhere 

to their personal views, those of lobbyists and campaign funding sources, or defenders 

of path dependent óroutines of lifeô, such as resident or business preference for abundant 

parking (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). This is an institutional dilemma linked to multi-level 

funding challenges, municipal culture, institutional capacity, job security and the power of 

development over planning (Filion et al 2015). Such influences can lock places into 

trajectories based on short-term needs and not conducive to long term sustainability and 

resilience (Ryser et al 2019). This legacy can limit the options of future leaders. 

1.3.2. The Link Between Planning and Development  

In the past, community development was seen to encompass a narrow, more economic 

focus (Van Assche et al 2018). As such, many cores have been harmed by development 
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that failed to respect the areaôs context but proceeded because of a development-

centred approach. Without adequate (or empowered) planning capacity appreciative of 

current best practice, design flaws or contributions can slip through the cracks without 

civic demands for interventions that might improve outcomes. This can be exacerbated 

by lengthy economic downturns, when eager boosters proclaim any development as 

good for the community, and budget cuts can reduce planning oversight, according to a 

local official in 2015.  

In contrast, a purely planning-centred development approach might be deemed overly 

idealistic and out of touch with financial and practical realities, infamously described by a 

local official in 2019 as óplanning pornographyô upon the release of a consultantsô new 

downtown plan (in a study community). Thus, planning and development go hand in 

hand ï two sides of the same coin. When this nexus acts in harmony, it may be possible 

to generate positive-sum outcomes that facilitate a better quality of life for residents, 

investments supporting a desired local identity, and overall economic resilience for 

businesses and municipalities seeking stable revenues (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). 

Recent community-centred literature suggests building local resilience and satisfaction 

through spatial efficiencies, revitalization and public amenity improvements. This may 

lead to the attraction of lifestyle migrants, endogenous entrepreneurial clustering and 

new employment, eventually resulting in reduced economic leakage and subsequent 

economic diversification and municipal revenue stabilization (Mitchell & Madden 2014). 

Such outcomes are often not the case, as external actors can exert significant power 

over planning and development processes, while directly and indirectly influencing local 

stakeholders and decision makers, and often challenging the local vision enshrined in 

the OCP (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). Planners may be seen as a ólast line of defenceô 

against such intrusions, acting theoretically as guardians of the OCP, and related active 

policies, while central to processes required for their amendment, yet insufficiently 

secure to remain fully neutral (Filion et al 2015).  

1.3.3. Core Obsolescence  

The decline of the urban core is a major problem in many resource towns. There are 

several common themes among these places, and similar prevailing economic and 

planning factors are widespread in many cases (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). In particular, 

disinvestment is a reflection of long-term economic (and population) challenges in a 
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town or region, where growth acts as an impetus for investment in new and existing 

buildings and infrastructure. In the context of limited tax revenues and development 

demand, public and private sector investment may be reduced, and influenced by 

political directives, including the diversion of capital reserves for operations (KPMG 

2015). In circumstances when little or no growth is likely under prevailing economic 

conditions, some politicians feel pressure to allow greenfield development if complexities 

downtown threaten overall investment in the community. In other cases, core areas are 

caught in a case of ócollateral damageô, as regional communities compete in battles over 

the size of their trade areas. In the case of Port Alberni, also a small resource town in 

BC, downtown was compromised on two occasions as malls (and later big box outlets) 

were developed to stem the flow of local retail spending occurring in the nearby regional 

city of Nanaimo, but without regard for the impacts on existing businesses in a stagnant 

economic setting (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). The town now has three commercial nodes 

outside of downtown, for a modest population of 18,000. Peripheral development was 

incentivized by the municipality through the provision of new infrastructure, as the 

repatriation of spending leakage was considered of greater importance than impacts on 

existing downtown businesses and older malls (and vacant spaces created as a result).  

In other cases, there is evidence of deteriorating core areas in communities that have 

seen rapid growth, such as those in Alberta resource towns like Cold Lake and Peace 

River, or cities like Fort McMurray and Grande Prairie. The creation of excess 

commercial supply at the periphery (mostly exogenous chain businesses), and the 

relocation of public functions away from downtown (Fort McMurray), led to disinvestment 

in core areas, fueling negative perceptions that create a vicious cycle (Keough 2015). As 

population and industry grew at the edge, these cities facilitated the development of 

large-scale power centres (multiple big box and medium box national retailers) that are 

intended to consolidate regional spending. Nanaimo (BC) engaged in similar practices 

since the 1990s, and its core remains disproportionately small for a city of its size, with 

limited commerce, significant underutilized spaces and negative perceptions of security.  

There are also circumstances in which the relative health of downtowns in stable or 

modestly growing small towns is quite good, particularly in places that did not experience 

a major decline, and are not reliant on a single resource activity, such as Smithers, 

Revelstoke and Nelson in BC, or engineered a recovery from industrial decline 

(Chemainus) (Van Assche et al 2018; Barnes & Hayter 1992). In other cases, the core 
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may outperform or underperform in relation to the relative size of the town they serve, 

depending on the size of their trade area, the extent of leakage to/from a neighbouring 

trade area, the prevalence of core area mixed uses, and the degree to which malls and 

office parks have undermined their primary commercial and civic functions. Nelsonôs 

downtown attracts consumers from a regional market due to its high-quality public realm 

and abundance of independent retail and restaurants. In contrast, downtown Port Alberni 

mostly serves low-income residents with minimal business diversity, abundant social 

service agencies, and perception challenges that hinder investment (Hayter & Nieweler 

2018).  

Cycles of boom, bust and stagnation are manifest in the current physical state of 

downtowns in remote resource towns, including the age and condition of buildings and 

the amount of vacant land. The built form of smaller centres is mostly a product of short 

and rapid spurts of growth, followed by long periods of stagnation and/or decline. This 

results in lengthy periods with little new investment, widespread deferred maintenance, 

and a growing number of vacant, underutilized or contaminated properties, caused by 

fires, abandonment or insufficient commercial demand. As a result, cores often appear 

dated, poorly maintained, disjointed and undesirable places to live, work, shop or meet 

others. In contrast, many larger centres assume regular cycles of development based on 

relatively stable population growth associated with institutional thickness, clustering and 

an organically diverse economy, as per Marshallian or Jacobôs hypotheses (Amin & 

Thrift 1994). Transitioning resource towns, meanwhile, are ñthreatened by ongoing 

population decline and out-migration, and the need to ósomehowô brainstorm initiatives 

and generate institutional capacity, often simply to maintain the status quo or slow the 

rate of declineò (Hayter and Nieweler 2018 - p86). In the quest to attract any growth, the 

redevelopment of complicated downtown sites may not be prioritized. 

1.4. Key Questions  

In the context of vigorous academic debates regarding community resilience, smart 

growth and downtown revitalization, and due to the disparity between normative 

planning frameworks, and actual development outcomes, one might pose the existential 

question: ñDo downtowns still matter?ò. Despite numerous references in the literature, 

and countless plans and strategies that extoll the virtues of maintaining a vibrant core as 

part of a sustainable development framework, the reality is that most North American 
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towns do not live up to the aspirations for their downtown (Robertson 1999). There are 

multiple reasons for this, some of which are linked to consumer demand and developer 

preference, and others associated with entrenched órules of the gameô which leads to 

inertia and path dependency (Lorch 2005). Why then have contemporary development 

systems often produced undesirable outcomes in the cores of small towns, despite the 

importance placed on them in academic literature and within the planning profession?  

Why are they so difficult to change, whether during stagnant times or amidst booms?  

Ultimately, this leads to the main research question, which ties the dilemma of core 

obsolescence and the prospects for downtown revitalization together with path 

dependency, and the limitations associated with its various forms:  

ñHow do the various manifestations of path dependency influence planning and 

development outcomes in the downtowns of transitioning resource towns that have 

recently experienced renewed economic growth and population stabilization?ò. 

A five-stage model is introduced as a proposition, to be tested as a means of responding 

to these questions and to structure this research contribution:  

1) Community change órequiresô some kind of impulse;  

2) An impulse alone doesnôt ónecessarilyô mean downtown growth and investment occurs 

3) Each of the eight path dependent forces influencing planning and development 

creates varying levels of friction as distinct places seek to shift their trajectory  

4) Despite stated intentions to transform, some communities may circle back to their old 

ways of planning because the frictions are too great for the impulse to change downtown 

5) If the impulse is to result in sustainable change, then communities require readiness 

not only at a policy level (official plan), but also at a sub-policy and regulatory level 

In the context of the overall theme of path dependency, a number of issues are 

addressed in the empirical research, including: (1) the degree to which the cores 

displayed characteristics aligned with sustainable planning and resilient development in 

the 2020 baseline analysis; (2) whether recent regional economic growth has led to 

differing levels of relative temporal change among core (and peripheral) developments 

between 2015-2020; (3) whether that change resulted in favorable results relative to 

metrics of sustainable planning and resilient development; (4) the degree to which 

current plans, policies, strategies and public investments may have contributed to, or 
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limited the potential for change during the study period, and; (5) the degree to which 

factors related to the prevailing physical and economic conditions (the legacy) may have 

contributed to, or limited the potential for change during the study period. The 8 forms of 

path dependency previously identified (Grant et al 2019) tie into the overall analysis. 

1.5. Structure of Dissertation  

This dissertation is organized in three thematic sections: a conceptual framework, the 

formulation of major research questions, and a methodological review (Chapters 2 and 

3), the story of local policies and an empirical assessment of internal dynamics in each 

downtown case study (Chapters 4, 5 and 6), and a comparative review of land use, built 

form and establishment composition among the cores, interpreted in relation to the 

conceptual framework (Chapter 7), and connected in a concluding analysis (Chapter 8).  

Given that this dissertation delves into a significant area of under-researched material, 

the conceptual framework (Chapter 2) seeks to contextualize this gap by linking key 

concepts in planning and development within a broader framework associated with path 

dependency. This lays the groundwork for a more detailed conversation regarding the 

influence of path dependency, and its various manifestations and legacies, on the 

prevailing built form and recent outcomes. To varying degrees, historically dominant 

planning and development frameworks associated with dispersed suburbanism and 

space-based development shaped the growth of each study town. Current normative 

frameworks (professionally) gained prominence during an era of decline and stabilization 

(after 2000), thus having less influence over current conditions, but reflecting the rise of 

societal concerns in sustainability and resilience, leading to the conceptualization of 

alternative futures through smart growth and place-based development. The chapter will 

articulate the relevance of these concepts and processes to the physical and economic 

health of cores in transitioning resource towns, while linking them to path dependency 

and the objectives of the empirical analysis. The gap between planning aspirations and 

development outcomes is complex, and requires conceptual insight on the influence of 

path dependency on what was possible in each place during the study. As the research 

involved significant field work and data analysis, Chapter 3 presents a comprehensive 

research design, with an overview of methodologies and methods that were considered, 

the justification of a selected approach, and assumptions utilized to undertake the 

analysis.  
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Chapters 4-6 detail historic planning legacies, economic changes and downtown land 

use dynamics in each community, while reviewing the main thrust of the OCPôs and 

economic development and downtown strategies. An historical assessment of the 

physical and economic condition of downtown will provide some context for this 

research. Chapter 7 provides a comparative review of outcomes among the three 

downtowns, presenting primary baseline data associated with field surveys of downtown 

land use, building characteristics and business and institutional occupancy. Chapter 8 

concludes the dissertation, providing a discussion of the key research findings in relation 

to the framework, identifying prevailing theoretical and empirical gaps, and formulating 

potential areas of further study to advance the overall literature.  
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Chapter 2.  Theoretical Framework   

2.1 Introduction  

The focus of this dissertation is on path dependency, and its influence on development 

and planning outcomes in the downtowns of stabilizing remote transitioning resource 

towns that recently experienced pulses of new economic activity after lengthy declines. 

According to local planning officials in each community in 2014 and 2015, normative 

planning and development paradigms (within professional bodies) have evolved to 

become more oriented to sustainability and resilience since these places last 

experienced growth, aspirations for downtown revitalization are prevalent, with hopes of 

renewed development and new businesses in the core. Although many remote 

communities in North America continue to experience economic stagnation and decline 

that limit opportunities for change, a small number have restored economic growth and 

either stabilized, or re-established permanent growth in their populations after decades 

of contraction (Saxinger et al 2016; Ryser et al 2020). Expectations subsequently 

emerge that growth will generate new investment and the delivery of alternative 

outcomes, based on principles of smart growth and place-based (endogenous) 

development, rather than dispersed suburbanism and space-based (exogenous) 

development (Graham et al 2019). In reality, recent capital-intensive industrial growth in 

remote places has resulted in far fewer permanent jobs than in the past (Keough 2015). 

Therefore, infrastructure and non-industrial investment is constrained, and path 

dependencies limit the potential for path-breaking change. 

This study fills a gap in the literature associated with resource towns by building on 

previous research examining planning, development and path dependency in the 

downtowns of mid-sized Canadian cities (Filion 2023; Grant et al 2019; Graham et al 

2019; Randall et al 2017), and the impacts of peripheral commercial developments on 

small town cores (Hanna et al 2009). The research findings offer a new contribution by 

examining the dilemmas faced by many smaller towns and cities that are growing at a 

slow pace (Simmons and Bourne 2013) or continue to decline (Powe 2018), are more 

highly dispersed (Bunting et al 2007) and hence lack a sufficient intensity of mixed uses 

and densities in their dilapidated cores (Hayter and Nieweler 2018). Downtowns often 

represent the only part of resource towns reflecting sustainable planning values 

(particularly when growth mostly occurred during an era of dispersed suburbanism), yet 
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their revitalization remains problematic. Furthermore, path dependencies limit what is 

possible even as they stabilize, or growth is restored. Change requires an impulse 

(growth), but an impulse doesnôt necessarily guarantee sustainable change (e.g. core 

development), in line with normative professional frameworks, as it is moderated by 8 

main forms of path dependency influencing development outcomes. Friction can result in 

the absence of pro-active interventions that might facilitate sustainable outcomes. 

Communities must prepare for an impulse by getting ready at a policy and sub-policy 

level to identify potential barriers to change, and identifying public investments that can 

reduce frictions or harness private interventions that will facilitate desired change.    

2.1.1 Growth and the Limitations of Change Amidst Evolving 
Paradigm s 

Although greenfield development has been predominant since the early settlement of 

North America, a rapid shift in the urban form of towns and cities took place after the 

Second World War, driven by new technologies (cars, industrial processes, etc.) and 

substantial population and economic growth. Many new and existing resource towns 

experienced their dominant growth periods during the first several decades (1950s-80s) 

of this era, as population growth and increasing demand for labour in resource 

extraction, and industrial facilities, necessitated the creation or expansion of towns to 

service these activities (Jackson & Illsley 2006; Halseth & Sullivan 2003; Gill 2002; 

Lucas 1971). While older resource towns were centred on mixed-use cores surrounded 

by compact and walkable residential and industrial areas, the sweeping transition 

towards dispersed, car-oriented, and functionally-separated suburban planning rendered 

downtowns an outlier in the urban system, even in small towns (Filion 2003). As this new 

form of planning, known as ñdispersed suburbanismò, became dominant, ólock-insô were 

established through directives in official plans and supporting policies (e.g. parking 

standards, building setbacks, single uses and density limits), cumulative investments in 

car-oriented buildings and infrastructure, and the entrenchment of local óroutines of lifeô, 

thus forming a political and socio-cultural barrier to change (Hayter 2004; Filion 2015).   

In contrast, recent transformations in planning ideology towards sustainability are limited 

in practice by the general ónecessityô of growth to induce physical change that can 

revitalize dilapidated core areas. Unlike many larger, diversified centres, where growth is 

the norm rather than the exception, transitioning resource towns often struggle to attract 
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any new development. They focus on ending decline rather than managing growth 

(Hayter & Nieweler 2018). Furthermore, the óinsufficiencyô of growth as a means of 

delivering sustainable and resilient change is highlighted by the growth-fueled demise of 

downtowns in recent boomtowns associated with investments in large-scale energy 

extraction projects (Keough 2015). The allure of developing outward has always been 

prevalent in a North American context (even if in a denser form prior to suburbanization). 

Aspirations for the revitalization of existing urban areas went against traditional planning 

norms, which created compact grid-based settlement patterns, and those of dispersed 

suburbanism, which accelerated outward expansion based on space maximization and 

car travel (Cullingworth 2015; Hodge & Gordon 2008). Even when growth is present, 

path dependencies can lock in a trajectory of expansion that lies at the core of societal 

expectations to look outward rather than inward. In effect, densification, revitalization 

and reinvestment in core areas has represented an exception rather than a norm in 

small towns, even prior to the onset of dispersed suburbanism, thus the realization of 

current normative planning ideals (originating in larger cities) faces exceptional path 

dependent friction on two fronts.   

Previous growth and decline can produce lingering effects in resource towns. Economic 

growth might imply renewed urban development, but contemporary exogenous industrial 

growth may not result in significant population growth, as capital-intensive operations 

only require significant labour during construction phases. Both construction and 

permanent employment increasingly involves fly-in/fly-out (FIFO) workers not tied to the 

community (Storey 2010; Ryser et al 2019). New projects may produce a modest 

number of permanent jobs and new residents over time, but renewed demand for 

various uses only begins to address imbalances of leasable space linked to a decades-

long legacy of oversupply caused by decline in a previous era. According to a local 

official in 2015, unless building attrition notably reduces supply, the deteriorating quality 

of existing inventory renders it unusable, or its form and location are no longer relevant, 

there is usually little impetus to create new space until existing supply is absorbed. A 

notable recent exception in some stagnant or declining regions involves exogenous 

capital developing big box retail at the edge of a central town, based on a strategy of 

trade area expansion achieved by the destruction of commercial primacy in multiple 

downtowns through the cannibalization of retail spending (Hanna et al 2009). 



24 

2.1.2 The Role of Path Dependency  

Path dependency is generally described as the link between initial decisions and 

subsequent ones, resulting in current conditions shaping future opportunities (Hayter & 

Patchell 2016). In this dissertation, the central theme connects path dependency with the 

nature of built form and business activities in the downtowns of stabilizing transitioning 

resource towns. A crucial aspect of path dependency in this context involves an 

understanding of the actors tasked with decision making at each juncture of a townôs 

development, as they were faced with a range of investment possibilities based on 

opportunities and constraints associated with the conditions of the day. What is feasible 

at different points in time is influenced by economic opportunities, planning policies, 

advantages and disadvantages associated with prevailing built form, the supply-demand 

equilibrium of rentable space and infrastructure, political dynamics, technology and the 

evolving óroutines of lifeô of individuals and businesses (Hayter 2004).    

External forces influencing community development are continually shifting, but the 

overall trajectory of downtown is highly path dependent. Once locked into a trajectory, 

the perceived cost of shifting directions can outweigh superior alternatives, particularly 

when growth is limited. However, outright decline and the attrition of businesses and 

structures can also lead to the loosening of ólock-insô over time as the gravity of past 

investments weakens (Grabher et al 2005; Martin and Sunley 2011). This can reduce 

path dependencies favouring a once-dominant core, potentially resulting in competing 

investments at the periphery when growth resumes, or amidst stagnation or decline, as 

exogenous capital seeks to regionalize the retail market (Hanna 2009). 

This chapter examines path dependency in relation to three main objectives in 

transitioning resource towns: (1) their physical and economic evolution; (2) their adoption 

of emerging planning and development frameworks, and; (3) the ongoing dilemma of 

core obsolescence and revitalization. These themes form a conceptual framework by 

providing critical perspectives on the sources and role of development legacies in 

transitioning resource towns (the past), the interaction of these legacies with current 

normative approaches emphasizing sustainability and resilience (the present), and the 

implications for downtowns (the future). The subsequent empirical analysis is informed 

by an understanding of eight main forms of path dependency that influence the potential 

for change and shape planning and development outcomes in each study community.  
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2.2 Path Dependency and Resource Town Evolution  

This section lays out the context of resource towns, including their original design and 

purpose, the effects of postwar growth, and the onset of transitioning as industrial 

restructuring, decline and stagnation persisted over several decades. The dilemma of 

ótransitioningô was forced upon such towns. Many still struggle to create a new trajectory 

away from path dependent legacies of truncated development and unsustainable land 

use patterns that were exposed following the 1980s recession (Markey et al 2012). As 

history matters, and these places are invested in their past decisions, policies, assets 

and ways of doing things, it can be difficult to chart a new course without a significant 

amount of resistance among institutions and actors. These path dependencies limit what 

is possible today, as the burden of maintaining cumulative investments can preclude 

initiatives that might foster a new pathway for downtown revitalization.  

2.2.1 Models of Resource Town Evolution  

Planning and development are intricately related in the evolution of resource towns, as 

land use outcomes are tied to initial infrastructure investments, economic activities, and 

policy directives, and are modified with new investments over time (Gill 2002). Lucasô 

(1971) pioneering contribution to community development examined the evolution of 

new resource towns in an era of master planning and modern (suburban) design 

standards. Lucasô life cycle model of growth traced how óinstant townsô moved through 

multiple stages of development (construction, recruitment and transition) and 

demographic change over time, before reaching a state of maturity and stability. The 

routines and patterns of the community are then entrenched, labour is less mobile and 

an emerging civil society supports community stability (Bradbury 1988). The addition of a 

ówinding downô and óclosureô stage to the model, by Bradbury & St-Martin (1983), implied 

that maturity was a temporary state, and the depletion of a resource, or changing market 

conditions could lead to the demise or end of a townôs economic purpose. Throughout 

the life cycle, it was assumed that the economic and functional interests of industry were 

paramount, thus local development and planning decisions would serve them ahead of 

other community interests - a lasting legacy in many resource towns today (Lucas 1971).    

Halseth (1999) proposed a conceptual revision to this model, whereby ómaturityô or 

ówinding downô were not the only end points. His idea of óalternate futuresô, suggests that 
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a catastrophic ending is not inevitable, and that restructuring or stable continuity of 

existing sectors, or new alternative opportunities, may lead to a new cycle of growth, 

stability or a more modest decline. A considerable amount of recent academic thought 

associated with community development is linked to this idea of multiple potential 

outcomes, and the ability of communities to influence their trajectory through a process 

of transition that places local unique assets (including downtown) at the forefront of 

efforts to establish a new trajectory through endogenous development (Bristow 2010; 

Bosworth 2010; Markey et al 2012; Mitchell 2013; Hayter and Nieweler 2018; Van 

Assche et al 2021). Van Assche et al (2021) elaborate by indicating four possible 

iterative outcomes for transitioning resource towns, including resilience, adaptation, 

collapse and reinvention. These are not end states, but rather can be fluid over time, as 

circumstances change and the cumulative effect of past decisions influences outcomes. 

The idea of multiple potential outcomes has implications for path dependency. While 

Lucas (1971) and Bradbury & St-Martin (1983) imply outcomes that are highly connected 

to path dependency, more recent perspectives suggest that trajectory shifts are possible 

over time, whether only a partial break shaped by forces of path dependency, or a 

complete break from the past.    

2.2.2 The Transitioning Process  

Small communities must react quickly to positive or negative economic changes, as they 

are inherently more vulnerable than diversified cities. Transitions can be lengthy, messy 

and iterative, reflecting the condition of most Canadian resource towns whose dominant 

industries have either permanently closed, permanently downsized or are mired in a 

perpetual state of instability (Halseth et al 2017; Hayter & Patchell 2015). Fluctuating 

market prices have generated continual uncertainty, resulting in periodic cycles of 

temporary closure, job reduction and/or rehiring, and occasionally in new investments 

that require the mobilization of dormant assets (Ryser et al 2018). To stem the outflow of 

workers and their families, and to support local infrastructure and services, communities 

are forced to adapt and seek alternative sources of business and industrial tax revenue 

(Hayter & Nieweler 2018). They can avoid the onset of óhollowing outô by maintaining 

robust formal and informal institutions, retaining critical community experience and 

human capacity relevant for community planning, participation and management (Ryser 

& Halseth 2013). This process differs in each community, in part a function of the same 
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forces which create path dependency: institutional capacity, local competitive 

advantages, the quality of local infrastructure, the ability to access funding programs and 

the degree to which leadership is willing to invest in an alternative path.  

Transitioning can mean different things in different places, ranging from the loss of a 

dominant industry and replacement with another (remaining an industry town), to the 

augmentation of a vulnerable dominant industry with a significant new industry, or 

reinvention based on a new identity associated with multiple economic drivers, including 

lifestyle and small-scale entrepreneurship less prone to wild economic swings (Halseth & 

Sullivan 2003; Markey et al 2012; Van Assche et al 2021). It may also involve radical 

changes to create an entirely new identity to stave off collapse. Van Assche et al (2021) 

suggest that long term sustainability can be achieved in such places by changing their 

size, infrastructure, boundaries or governance forms, and embarking on new economic 

activities through a process of community reinvention.  

Without senior government intervention to facilitate new industries, resource 

communities need to develop their own initiatives to identify the unique strengths 

associated with their community, environment and people (local empowerment). 

According to Halseth & Sullivan (2003), this óflexible development futureô requires a 

vision which identifies investments in capacity and infrastructure that might unleash new 

endogenous opportunities associated with local strengths. This can attract talented 

individuals, families and small and medium-sized businesses to the community because 

of its attractiveness as a place to live, work and invest (Markey 2010). This place-based 

development approach varies among communities: one may seek to add more value to 

an existing resource prior to export, and another may seek tourism or entrepreneurial 

opportunities because of natural and quality of life amenities, or an attractive downtown 

(Markey et al 2012). 

Path dependencies linked to physical form have limited the transition of many 

communities towards a more resilient future. In particular, the urban form of many places 

is not conducive to diversification efforts, such as tourism and lifestyle entrepreneurship, 

as weak or non-existent core areas offer few opportunities to develop or build on an 

identity, attract endogenous investment and foster the types of bridging capital 

(connecting diverse groups of people) that are created in denser mixed-use areas 

(Hanna et al 2009). The original development of western Canadian resource towns did 

not inspire numerous landmark buildings or irreplaceable historic commercial districts, as 
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in many European towns, and some North American market towns less reliant on 

resources (Hayter and Nieweler 2018). As industry was the prime focus of resource 

towns, most buildings were functional and constructed with cheap materials and little 

architectural elegance, but collectively resulted in a unique urban character. Older parts 

of town were usually located close to heavy industrial activities and were meant to serve 

the needs of industry and residents within close walking distance. Relph (1976) 

emphasized that towns are more than just buildings, physical objects and spaces, as 

their character is defined by their design and orientation, and the activities that take 

place around them, whether or not they are beautiful, useful or enjoyable. Hanna et al 

(2009) describe downtownôs identity in terms of where a community has come from and 

where it is going, which is a reflection of the path dependencies that influence this 

journey. The state of the core can reflect the overall health of the communityôs economy, 

social capital and business networks, as seen through the quality and upkeep of 

buildings, commercial spaces and cultural institutions (ibid).  

2.2.3 Path Dependencies Influencing Urban Form  in Resource Towns  

The original urban structure exerts a significant influence on subsequent developments, 

particularly when it represents a large proportion of the communityôs overall inventory of 

structures and infrastructure. Although varying in their degree of public intervention in 

the built environment, town planning schemes of the early twentieth century, based on 

the City Beautiful movement, and the more simplistic railway town model, were compact 

and structured on a walkable grid. They included industrial, residential, commercial and 

administrative functions within close proximity of each other. As development and 

planning paradigms evolved after the 1950s, many existing places adopted a hybrid 

urban/ suburban realm, while some newly developed towns had no traditional core and 

implemented a strict functional separation of uses with abundant parking, reflecting 

Radburn and Garden City models (Hayter & Nieweler 2018; Cross 2016; Filion 2003).  

The evolution of communities during this era is therefore linked to levels of overall 

growth and the subsequent accretion of decisions that reinforced urban or suburban 

values. Path dependencies remained impactful, but technological and societal changes 

combined with broadly distributed growth to generate varying degrees of path breaking 

over time, as cumulative investment influenced overall development patterns in unique 

ways. With the onset of transitioning in the 1980s, and subsequent decline in many 
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remote places over the following decades, many businesses faced closure. This resulted 

in the abandonment of retail spaces and entire buildings (often anchor stores) in 

downtown areas, and rising vacancies in postwar malls (Robertson 1999). The condition 

became chronic as disinvestment and building attrition were dominant sources of 

change in many cores for decades. The absence of growth locked in a legacy of a 

decaying urban structure, making downtowns feel like they are óstuck in the pastô.  

Where recent growth has taken place (particularly in oil and gas-producing regions), 

path dependencies have limited paradigmatic change, as existing patterns of behaviour 

cause structural obstructions involving multiple stakeholders (Keough 2015; Saxinger et 

al 2016; Filion 2010). While many planners ascribe to sustainable urbanism principles, 

they operate within systems that constrain development options (Filion et al 2015). This 

is exemplified by the long-term entrenchment of social and market values in land uses 

through regulatory mechanisms like zoning and related policy levers, or car-oriented 

driving and parking values through road engineering design standards (Perin 1977; 

Grant et al 2019; Hayter & Nieweler 2018). Although seeking to maintain predictability in 

terms of density, land use and development form, such policies entrench the replication 

of unsustainable development forms, or hinder attempts to retrofit suburban areas (by 

adding costs and limiting uses and densities required to bring meaningful sustainable 

change). Road standards meant to facilitate efficient car movements fail to consider the 

interactions of other users, and those inhabiting adjacent structures. In cases where pre-

existing downtowns remain commercially dominant, path dependencies may hinder a 

total shift to dispersed suburbanism, but the commercial formulas of national developers 

(capable of disrupting existing systems) are often geared to the replicating standardized 

forms of peripheral residential, commercial or industrial development, observed all over 

the country, irrespective of place-based uniqueness. Finally, growth in North America 

has traditionally been accommodated in a greenfield setting, whether in a mixed-use 

compact form in older towns, or sprawling, functionally-separated malls, office parks and 

subdivisions in places adopting dispersed suburbanism (Filion et al 1999). Shifting to a 

system of predominantly inward-oriented development represents a massive paradigm 

shift that can trigger significant friction in relation to multiple forms of path dependency. 

A focal point of this research study is the identification and application of path dependent 

factors that play a role in downtown outcomes in stabilizing transitioning resource towns. 

It is an opportunity to better understand why places exhibit distinct development forms 
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and how recent change is limited by unique influences in different places. Grant et al 

(2019) analyze planning influences in a mid-sized Canadian city (Halifax, NS), identifying 

eight forms of path dependency that can influence urban development outcomes 

contributing to the replication of suburban form (Figure 2.1 below ).  

As the weighting of the influence of these path dependencies can vary among 

communities with diverse profiles, the application to transitioning resource towns reflects 

their unique features, including economic vulnerabilities, planning practices, community 

values, remoteness and physical conditions, to be assessed in this research. In some 

places, land constraints have influenced urban spatial form from the outset of 

development. In other places, free market political leanings may create resistance to 

development impediments. The co-evolution of these relationships reinforces prevailing 

lock-ins or leads to incremental change over time, to be discussed in more detail in 

Section 2.4. 
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TYPES OF PATH DEPENDENCY INFLUENCING PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT 
 
(1)    Geography and Spatial Configuration  

Refers to the natural and man-made physical features of the place, including its topography, proximity to 
water bodies and land use systems, including compactness of form, density and prevalence of mixed 
uses (e.g. size of downtown). 

(2)    Political Culture  

This refers to traditional voting patterns among constituents, including variations over time and among 
levels of government. The dominant political actors may favour decisions tied to free market or 
interventionist policies related to land use frameworks and development, which can influence outcomes 
in downtown areas, over time. 

(3)    Transport Technologies  

Transport infrastructure investments have a symbiotic relationship with land use structures, which 
ultimately impacts the dominant mode of travel in a community. Downtowns tend to be more accessible 
when transport infrastructure and services favour non-car modes, prioritizing public space over parking.  

(4)    Institutional Legacies  

Institutional legacies refer to the influence of formal and informal institutions in planning processes. This 
can include institutions like the official plan, supporting sub-policies and interest groups that may impact 
development processes. In downtowns, institutions might include a business improvement area or 
neighbourhood group, if housing is prevalent. 

(5)    Population Growth and Characteristics  

Recent histories of population growth or decline can have a significant impact on current outcomes. 
Although growth may be necessary for path-breaking change to occur, it is not a sufficient factor (on its 
own) to ensure that existing patterns will not be replicated. Downtowns are often locked into patterns of 
decline and dilapidation in periods of growth and decline, as path dependencies limit opportunities. The 
de-coupling of population growth (and non-industrial development) from large-scale industrial 
development has also influenced path dependencies. 

(6)    Economic Conditions  

The state of the national and provincial economy can influence the overall investment climate in 
resource-dependent regions, while specific local factors can affect the potential for exogenous and 
endogenous development in transitioning resource towns.  

(7)    The Development Industry  

The development industry is influenced by path dependency in a number of ways in transitioning 
resource towns. The general conservative nature of the industry results in a desire for predictable 
outcomes, in line with the expectations of lenders, bureaucrats, politicians, business leasees and typical 
consumers (even at the expense of innovative, desired or more diverse outcomes). As the investment 
climate in resource towns tends to be more volatile and unpredictable than in larger centres, developers 
can be even more risk averse, and are unlikely to proceed with speculative development, if industrial 
investments are uncommitted. 

(8)    Cultural and Lifestyle Preferences  

Local culture and lifestyle influences planning outcomes. Communities that have embraced their history 
(typically downtown) tend to consider urban character and public spaces as being valued features of their 
community, worthy of protection and augmentation. Where lifestyle embraces environmental and social 
values, rather than just industrial values, there is also a likelihood that locals will support planning 
processes that value sustainability and resilience. 

Figure 2.1.  Eight  Types of Path Dependency Influencing Development ( adapted 
from Grant et al 2019)  

In this study, the influence of these path dependencies will be assessed in relation to 

recent conditions of downtown land use, built form and establishment characteristics. 

The results will inform the degree to which conditions reflect principles of current 

normative planning and development paradigms, and factors facilitating or limiting 

sustainable and resilient outcomes in each core. 
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2.3 The Role of Downtown in Evolving Paradigms  

When assessing recent planning debate and prospects for development in the towns 

and cores, present dynamics (of economic growth) collide with path dependent gravity 

associated with previously adopted policies and investments (and the built form they left 

behind). Both weigh heavily on opportunities and constraints guiding current 

development decisions. This section will highlight the key principles of smart growth and 

describe the relationship with place-based development, while further discussing 

lingering path dependencies associated with previously dominant paradigms.  

In the context of small towns in the United States, Van Leuven (2022) suggests that a 

healthy core can help to maintain economic, social and cultural relevance by fostering a 

differentiated consumption environment amidst historic preservation and walkability. Van 

Leuven describes downtown revitalization as ññthe process of bringing blighted and 

underserved urban districts back into full useò (2022, p2). It is a central tenet of smart 

growth, an alternative planning framework that emerged in North America in the 1990s 

through the collaboration of planners, developers and various public and private entities 

(APA 2002). By acknowledging the inefficiencies of dispersed suburbanism, its intention 

is to produce more sustainable development outcomes, while supporting overall 

economic resilience. The key principles of smart growth are as follows: (1) developing a 

vibrant core; (2) mixed uses; (3) mixed densities; (4) a compact urban form; (5) 

sustainable transport options; (6) high quality public and natural realm; (7) maximize 

existing infrastructure for efficiency; (8) facilitate efficient and sustainable development 

that meets market demand (Filion 2003; Litman 2018). The resulting development form 

enhances the quality of growth rather than attempting to slow it down, while generating 

unique localities and economic opportunities. There are costs associated with smart 

growth, including increased coordination and up-front infrastructure, but efficiencies 

derived from improved outcomes offer long term financial or non-financial values (Filion 

& McSpurren 2007). Downtown investments support these goals in light of their usual 

central location, their access to a walkable grid and superior transit connections, and 

ability to absorb more complex forms of mixed use development with less reliance on the 

accommodation of vehicles.  

While smart growth principles have been adopted in relation to broader sustainability 

goals by the planning profession, and are generally considered the normative framework 
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in urban Canada, their widespread implementation has been uneven geographically, and 

problematic at a broader institutional level (Graham et al 2019; Filion et al 2015). Some 

larger cities have been ready to embrace change, while many others, mostly small and 

mid-sized places (and outer suburbs of larger centres), have either resisted change in 

response to vested interests, or had little reason to embrace it due to a lack of growth, 

scarce resources and fewer urgent problems (e.g. infrastructure constraints, traffic 

congestion, housing supply, etc.) (Filion 2024). In many transitioning resource towns, 

there are nearby contiguous jurisdictions (e.g. rural districts or Indigenous lands) that lie 

adjacent to incorporated areas, offering alternative locations for commercial and 

residential development, while siphoning tax revenue from core municipalities that host 

most local consumers and community services (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). The 

subsequent lack of coordination leads to poor development outcomes in both areas, as 

competition trumps principled planning.  

There is some alignment between the principles of smart growth and place-based 

development, with downtown revitalization acting as a critical nexus connecting these 

frameworks. Both planning and development paradigms have evolved (in recent 

decades) to embrace a more community-centred approach that emphasizes long-term 

sustainability and resilience through the promotion of endogenous development and 

investments in local capacity and the uniqueness of place (Markey et al 2012; Chan & 

Dixon 2016). A vibrant core with mixed uses and densities, quality amenities and 

sustainable travel offers a unique place-based setting that can attract such investment 

and creative entrepreneurs seeking collaborative meeting places and a sense of place 

(Tomalty and Alexander 2005; Hanna et al 2009). As the most sustainable built 

environment in most cities, and often the only area that has the potential to absorb 

additional density without significant infrastructure investments, downtowns are also 

frequently the starting point for efforts to reduce urban sprawl and begin the process of 

introducing smart growth (Robertson 1999).  

The known history and heritage of downtown creates an identity, and revitalization 

efforts can seek to restore built form, amenities and signage to generate a narrative for 

visitors and create a sense of pride among locals (Robertson 1995; Leblanc 2011). 

Within a place-based framework, the uniqueness of downtown is of importance to 

community development efforts and branding exercises that seek to differentiate place to 

generate competitive advantages (Mitchell 2013; Stern & Hall 2010). In an era in which 
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sustainability considerations are paramount and advocated for within the smart growth 

planning framework, the rejuvenation of downtowns is a means of generating lower 

impact development on the existing urban base, where mixed uses flourish, non-car 

travel is effective and existing infrastructure can be maximized to improve overall 

efficiencies. Hayter and Nieweler (2018) suggest that ñrejuvenated cores can stimulate 

localized external economies with respect to public or private sector services in 

administration, transportation, professional and consumer servicesò. Meanwhile, new 

residential uses geared to a range of incomes can generate a captive market for diverse 

local retail, reducing dependence on those travelling to the core by car (Beasley 2019).  

While smart growth and place-based development frameworks are increasingly 

considered mainstream, the previously dominant paradigms of space-based 

development and dispersed suburbanism remain prevalent in many smaller places 

(Filion et al 2015; Ryser et al 2020). These frameworks, based on the exploitation of 

space through resource extraction, extensive infrastructure networks and standardized 

and placeless development forms, are entrenched because of path dependencies 

locking in existing systems, a lack of growth to alter the trajectory, policies restricting 

change where growth is present. In the context of lengthy economic and population 

declines over decades, many of these places have seen little investment that might have 

generated momentum for alternative pathways to take hold. Subsequently, they are 

beholden to lingering top-down economic policies of multiple levels of government, 

which are supported by a legacy of aging built form and transportation infrastructure that 

still influences economic activities and citizensô óroutines of lifeô (Hayter 2004). Policy 

reforms have been resisted because of unwanted disruption associated with widespread 

dependence on the system, but change has occurred in some places, according to a 

local official in 2019, exemplified by the protection of the core against peripheral retail 

developments, or the rejection of disruptive megaprojects that might have been rubber 

stamped in the past.  

Place-based development and smart growth offer communities the potential to become 

more resilient and sustainable. However, in the context of long-term economic decline 

and a current trend towards stabilization rather than growth, path dependent forces have 

limited the transition of many communities away from systems associated with older 

paradigms that no longer serve their interests. Although the desire for a modified urban 

form and greater endogenous investment exists within many transitioning resource 
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towns, the ónecessaryô condition of growth has been elusive in most places, while in 

other places growth has not been ósufficientô to alter planning and development norms 

that are tied to path dependencies associated with existing infrastructure, planning 

policies, business relationships and consumer preferences. 

2.4 Path Dependencies Associated with Prevailing 
Downtown Legacies  

Although many official plans prioritize the importance of revitalizing downtowns, path 

dependencies can inhibit positive change. The effects of ólock-inô can hinder the best 

efforts of planners to alter the form and location of new growth to revitalize downtown 

(Filion et al 2015). As aberrations from the contemporary (suburban) norm, core area 

investments often fail to deliver the results promised by planners when they are next to, 

and dependent upon, large areas of dispersed suburbanism (Filion 2015). Transport 

mode choice is linked to mobility options and land use conditions at both the origin and 

destination, thus sustainable travel is not easily facilitated, imposing an ongoing reliance 

on car trips and parking (Belzer & Autler 2002). Cores are subsequently viewed as an 

outlier in relation to the dominant built form, and perceived as a place to avoid when 

driving (Grant et al 2019; Filion & McSpurren 2007). Despite good intentions from 

downtown boosters in the 1970s and 80s, market pressures often resulted in difficult 

compromises to make the core more like the suburbs, including one way street systems 

with synchronized signals (car efficiency) and heritage demolition (for malls and 

parking), thus degrading traditional aesthetic value associated with a walkable core 

(Filion & Hammond 2006).  

In the absence of a critical mass of existing residents supporting small óhigh streetô 

businesses, and taking ownership of the core as a neighbourhood, downtown can 

become the dumping ground for all of the problems of the community (Binny 2022). Over 

time, a form of psychological ólock-inô sets in, as negative perceptions of dilapidation and 

social problems become difficult to overcome, even in a new boom. This may cause 

avoidance among óurbanô developers, who deem the core impractical for significant 

investment in traditional mixed-use buildings. Likewise, commercial developers, may see 

competitive disadvantages locating amidst óinefficientô downtown conditions, proximity to 

existing mall competitors, and fractured land ownership, which complicates and limits the 

imposition of national ósuburbanô development models. On the demand side, many cores 
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are not highly marketable, and will remain so without significant public interventions or 

public-private partnerships, and restrictions on peripheral growth. In Canada, the limited 

number of successful smaller downtowns generally have sizable residential populations, 

limited mall development and less peripheral competition (Filion et al 2004). 

Core revitalization can also be hindered by conflicting policies, insufficient local growth, 

and zoning restrictions or developer fees on higher densities and mixed uses, 

representing a set of conditions that can stall downtown development proposals (Grant 

et al 2019). As there are often few recent precedents, higher density buildings are 

difficult to finance in smaller places without the support of skeptical lenders, who are 

more familiar with modest, single use and lower density projects, which represent less 

risk in vulnerable low growth markets (Filion et al 2015). In smaller towns and cities, 

convincing residents to embrace a centralized higher density lifestyle is often not 

culturally and financially acceptable when abundant and affordable low density housing 

options are available within a relatively short driving distance of employment and 

shopping areas (Grant et al 2019; Graham et al 2019; Hayter & Nieweler 2018). If cities 

attempt to curtail urban sprawl in the absence of unified agglomeration governance, then 

low-density development might leapfrog into neighbouring jurisdictions that allow it, thus 

generating larger issues related to the taxation and servicing of exurbs (Brown 2015).  

Embracing the principles of smart growth in policy documents does not automatically 

result in sustainable development occurring on the ground, as detailed regulations and 

standards (e.g. parking) cannot be easily altered in the absence of transformative 

changes (e.g. how people get downtown) (Filion et al 2015). This dilemma relates to 

deficiencies in infrastructure and service provision, and entrenched routines of life. As 

such, resistance is faced when contemplating innovative projects, as planning processes 

often favour investments sticking to a known (path dependent) formula of incremental 

suburban expansion that is marketable and predictable for developers, lenders, 

engineers and approval entities (Filion 2003). These institutional barriers act as an 

impediment by reinforcing highly imperfect implementation patterns, akin to ómuddling 

throughô, even if visionary policies seek better outcomes (Lindblom 1959).  

Filion et al (2015) examine the ways in which path dependency permeates the state and 

its institutions in relation to planning. Inertia associated with past decisions can impact 

current circumstances, thereby highlighting the importance of key junctures when major 

decisions had enduring impacts, and outcomes are subject to ólock-inô (Pierson 2004). 
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Filion (2015) suggests that a mutual dependence forms among local government, 

developers and consumers to reproduce a recognizable development formula that is 

highlighted by low-density, car-oriented development on single, large sites (e.g. 

residential subdivisions and commercial big box). This avoids the discomfort of complex 

land acquisition, the expertise required for denser mixed uses and related requirements 

(e.g. shared parking), and coordination to implement projects in existing neighbourhoods 

less oriented to cars. Severing this mutually adaptive cycle would require a costly 

transformation that could agitate those with a vested interest in the system, including 

suburban voters whose dominance (in North America) often results in the prioritization of 

road infrastructure (Shaw 2018; Filion 2015; Gordon & Herteg 2023; Gordon et al 2018).  

Although difficult in many places, it is possible to overcome inertia caused by cumulative 

constraints imposed by past decisions, and this can lead to modified development 

patterns (David 2007). Despite a significant resistance to change caused by ólock-inô, 

Grant et al (2019) identify systemic modifications implying that ñtrend is not necessarily 

destiny, and inertia can be overcomeò. Underlying demographic, cultural and economic 

trends can alter path dependency because of modifications to market and planning 

conditions (affecting the location and form of demand), and the embrace of modified 

planning and development principles by new institutional actors (affecting the location 

and form of supply). Just as urban change was driven by the postwar car revolution, 

recent innovations like electric mobility devices (e-bikes and scooters) and smartphone 

capabilities (car share and rideshare) indicate the power of new technologies to create 

consumer opportunities that place pressure on the system to adapt (Nicoll & Armstrong 

2016). The recent pandemic also re-oriented work practices and consumer housing 

preferences, benefitting some smaller cities and rural regions that are well-connected 

technologically and within a reasonable distance of a larger centre (Sands et al 2022).       

2.5 The Dilemma of Core Obsolescence  

This section will examine factors contributing to the decline of downtowns in remote 

transitioning resource towns, based on an acknowledged gap in the literature that will be 

partially addressed through this research. Impacted by three waves of new competitive 

activities in the local periphery, regionally and online over the past several decades, and 

the long-term effects of the 1980s recession, many small cores have faced a large 

permanent shrinkage of their captive markets. These downtowns often endured internal 
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retrofitting that degraded elements of their character and functionality. In contrast with 

the diversity of goods and services offered by numerous competing small retailers and 

anchors in traditional core areas (amidst a significant walk-up population), current 

competitive dynamics and car dependence often limits overall potential in these 

dilapidated cores.  

The issue of obsolescent cores in transitioning resource towns has been decades in the 

making. The unravelling of early path dependencies that made downtown the centre of 

economic gravity and community life occurred as the relative importance and condition 

of infrastructure, buildings, institutions and economic activity diminished in the absence 

of reinvestment, and in relation to growing suburban investments (Powe 2020; Martin & 

Sunley 2011). These processes began as suburbanization accelerated during the 

postwar boom and continued through periods of community-wide decline in recent 

decades. Although some towns maintained the dominance of the core through this 

period, the overall vitality of their high streets has been affected by long-term economic 

decline and the impact of new downtown malls, peripheral malls and online shopping. 

2.5.1 The Legacy of Downtown Malls  

Early 1st wave malls in the 1960s and 70s brought new competition (national retailers) to 

the edge of many towns and cities. In response to the negative commercial effects on 

the core, community leaders and developers unveiled numerous ill-conceived attempts 

to develop downtowns malls in smaller Canadian centres in the 1970s and 80s. Filion & 

Hammond (2008) argue that this failure of planning is based on an incorrect assumption 

that smaller urban areas can maintain hybrid urban structures that are both dispersed 

and centralized as in larger cities. Downtown malls were developed to directly compete 

with peripheral mall developments that had attracted consumers and retailers away from 

the core, or to pre-empt their development. The impact of these malls on downtown (and 

their interaction with the rest of town) has been linked to their physical placement within 

the traditional core (central or edge-of-centre), or their role as the core, in some newer 

towns without traditional mixed uses and densities. Land assemblies associated with 

each of these locations resulted in varying impacts to the existing fabric of the core, and 

either augmented or limited walkable interaction between the mall and surrounding 

(mostly independent) businesses and other land uses. Due to the limited size of small 

markets and the cannibalizing effects of large mall competitors, there is little hope for 
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downtown to assume a dominant commercial role in smaller centres without the 

restriction of peripheral activities (Filion et al 2004). Absent such constraints, smaller 

cores can only carve out a limited niche role in the commercial structure of the trade 

area. This can involve a combination of activities that have a competitive advantage over 

malls and big box outlets, serving downtown residents and workers, and drawing unique 

discretionary spending from locals and visitors (Lorch 2005; Brooks 2019).  

According to Fillion and Hammond (2008), many downtown mall experiments have 

resulted in negative outcomes on two fronts: (1) the hollowing out of downtown retail 

(with frequent conversion of these malls into offices and low-end retail and institutional 

spaces after early leases expired, and (2) the destruction of downtownôs urban fabric, as 

unattractive box-like structures (and parking) meant for the suburbs now inhabit the 

heart of what were once a collection of attractive heritage buildings. This inhibits the 

downtown from engaging in more successful revitalization strategies that are focused on 

streetscape improvements, historical preservation and the insertion of new structures 

that are smaller and more context sensitive (Robertson 1999; Leblanc 2011).  

2.5.2 The Impact of Industrial Restructuring  and New Forms of Retail  

The transition period over the past several decades has been uneven and uncertain, 

with many resource towns (and downtowns) unable to adjust to evolving economic and 

competitive circumstances. In many communities, industrial restructuring after the 1980s 

óturning pointô recession resulted in the downsizing and closure of industrial facilities, and 

negative community spinoffs associated with the loss of jobs, contracts and overall 

income (Hayter 2004). The resulting decline in population drove a contraction of the 

commercial sector in many places, leading to store closures and the partial or full 

abandonment of downtown structures where many independent retailers were located 

(Robertson 1999). Although malls faced high vacancy rates, the presence of national 

retailers often brought about a greater of degree of stability, particularly in the short to 

mid-term period following the onset of an economic crisis (Filion & Hammond 2006). The 

overall magnitude of economic decline instigated by the 1980s recession persisted for 

several decades in many resource towns. The ensuing trend towards regionalized trade 

areas in the 1990s and 2000s, and the subsequent development of big box stores to 

serve multiple communities, resulted in significant impacts to already-weakened core 

areas (and older malls) in host towns and neighbouring communities (Hayter & Nieweler 
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2018). The decline of downtowns and older malls has been further exacerbated by the 

accelerating trend towards online shopping since the 2010s, which opens small centres 

to placeless global competition, impacting all retailers as physical retail trips are no 

longer required for many items (Buliung and Hernandez 2009). In many smaller towns 

and cities, there are few high-quality retailers, as big box (and e-commerce) can 

eliminate most competition in the places they serve, along with those in neighbouring 

communities that form part of their extended trade area (Lorch 2005).  

2.5.3 A Difficult Recovery  

The decline of dominant resource activities, the aging of urban infrastructure, and 

reduced levels of accessibility in a polycentric and dispersed urban structure, have 

contributed to decline and disinvestment in core areas (Keough 2015). In many places, 

exogenous industries and absentee ownership restricts the impetus for change, as 

limited entrepreneurialism and unattractive environments hinder the potential for 

endogenous development and the attraction of new human capacity. As part of an 

ongoing vicious cycle, depressed communities with a derelict urban core have limited 

potential to attract new industries and generate a good quality of life, while offering little 

to visitors who might spend time and money in local businesses.  

Changing the built form of communities is never an easy process, even in larger centres 

with continual growth. Forces of inertia are in place, as original roads and property 

divisions have legal title and require acquisition, consultation and approvals to allow for 

change (Conzen 1966). Despite the presence of derelict industrial operations and 

dilapidated structures, the street grid of older resource towns usually remains intact, as 

major infrastructure runs beneath, and lot lines remain as they have been for decades. 

With few exceptions (controversial downtown malls in the 1970s), most transitioning 

resource towns have seen little comprehensive core revitalization since the 1950s, and 

change is usually represented by small incremental modifications, as building uses 

evolve or vacancies emerge, fires destroy one or several adjacent structures, or a new 

building or renovation occurs on a single site (Filion & Hammond 2006). The largest core 

investments are often publicly funded municipal offices, libraries or arts and recreation 

centres, although these facilities can be dispersed in some towns due to pressure from 

the driving public (Robertson 1999; Shields & Farrigan 2001; Hayter & Nieweler 2018). 
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Core obsolescence is a function of downtownôs reduced competitiveness and loss of 

activities, as well as a lack of new investment over time. These issues are linked to path 

dependency, as negative perceptions build when key activities vacate the downtown, 

thus harming the core as a destination and reducing its attractiveness for new 

investment. This vicious cycle can be most pronounced following the opening of a 

competitive retail or office complex in the periphery, as new businesses (often well-

capitalized chains) attempt to gain market share from the core, sometimes in the context 

of overall stagnant retail spending (Hanna 2009). The excess commercial supply can de-

stabilize the equilibrium between supply and demand, thus exposing the vulnerabilities 

of less-capitalized small businesses in the core (ibid). In response, some business 

owners may move to malls, while others may retire or become big box employees. 

Those that remain will operate in a diminished core with fewer patrons, a weaker 

business community and amplified social problems (Hanna 2009).  

Dispersed development is often justified by residents pursuing easier car access to jobs 

and shopping, and better selection, or by retailers looking for improved facilities, cheaper 

rent and easier car access (particularly if the core loses a critical mass of activities). 

Likewise, economic development officers often seek to promote their success at 

generating investment and creating jobs (while failing to mention the loss of businesses 

downtown). In many cases local entrepreneurship suffers, and social relations built over 

generations among numerous establishments downtown are severed as new routines of 

life lead consumers to private malls, based on price and efficiency rather than social 

connection and loyalty (Hayter 2004).  

This issue often has regional connotations, as some local municipalities have deemed it 

acceptable to expand their trade area at the expense of neighbouring communities or 

attempt to repatriate local retail spending that they feel was óstolenô from them due to the 

presence of large format retail in neighbouring communities (Hayter and Nieweler 2018). 

Unfortunately, this órace to the bottomô mentality harms multiple communities and their 

downtowns, as retail profits are funneled to external organizations, the competitive 

overbuild of peripheral retail suffocates cores and older malls, and entrepreneurship is 

stifled by the dominance of chain corporations over limited retail dollars (Hanna et al 

2009; Hayter and Nieweler 2018). In Fort McMurray, Keough (2015) highlights the 

disconnect between strong commitments to support a vibrant core in the Official Plan, 
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and the actual demise of downtown during a recent decade of boom, as existing and 

new commercial and administrative (planning office) functions located in the periphery.  

In the recent context of megaproject speculation in some BC resource towns, the 

purchase of óholdsô on properties can tie up land for years, as speculators pay nominal 

amounts to delay the need to close deals until a final investment decision is announced, 

or they decide to abandon it (Hayter and Nieweler 2018). These arrangements can 

preclude other opportunities involving legitimate local developers or external groups 

incapable of assembling adequately-sized parcels and can be an impetus for 

development to locate at the periphery, where complications are reduced and other 

relative advantages may be present. Speculation can also lead to higher real estate 

costs and increasing rents for small business, as taxes and building costs increase with 

higher property assessments. Yet the presence of speculators also means uncertainty, 

as their commitment to the community and the downtown is fleeting, and their potential 

mass exit (if megaprojects donôt materialize) can also cause significant harm.       

2.5.4 Strategies for Core Revitalization  

The multi-functionality of downtowns differentiates them from other parts of a community 

(Powe 2020). They are complex and adaptive, exhibiting a level of unpredictability 

regarding emergent opportunities. While recovery from a tectonic shift in a townôs 

landscape (e.g. peripheralization of major retail activities) might take decades to 

materialize, there are many smaller intervention strategies that can be implemented to 

slowly rebuild the downtown into its own unique neighbourhood (compared to mono-use 

areas of town). In the absence of growth, this can be supported initially by existing and 

new (relocated) downtown residents, and retail and institutional activities serving their 

needs. Revitalization can eventually lead to the expansion or relocation of civic facilities 

and broader commercial functions, including tourism. Over time, if growth resumes, 

diverse endogenous industries can be fostered and peripheral developments will age, 

thus leading to competitive opportunities (Van Assche et al 2017). According to Beasley 

(2019), the stabilization of downtown begins with the establishment of mixed income 

residential uses that generate a vested neighbourhood interest and residents that 

occupy the area outside of business hours and spend money there. Powe (2020) 

differentiates between strategies tied to property-led master planned development 

(deliberate) and learning as enabling self-reorientation (emergent). A balance is required 
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between ódeliberateô strategies that facilitate processes of revival and an óemergentô 

policy orientation that allows reflective strategic synergies of activity to arise (ibid). 

Revitalizing downtown cores can be a difficult proposition in any town or city, as path 

dependent forces impede the processes required to assemble sites, attract investment 

and create beneficial developments. In smaller places, downtowns face a unique set of 

challenges in relation to their assets and dynamics, thus necessitating alternative 

solutions and scales of intervention that are tailored to their overall conditions and needs 

(Buryaidi 2018). According to a local official in 2015, several factors create resistance 

against change, including fractured land ownership, awkwardly shaped parcels not 

easily suitable for comprehensive redevelopment, and absentee landlords (without a 

vested interest in the community), some of whom include speculators, who only invest 

when megaprojects are proposed. Additional challenges may include tax policies 

incentivizing vacant lots and surface parking, or the presence of environmental 

contamination and remediation requirements (ibid). This legacy of past decisions can 

make downtown development more complicated than greenfield sites. Despite the many 

challenges associated with dilapidated cores, downtowns are generally acknowledged 

as priorities for revitalization in most official plans, and planning efforts (whether 

successful or not) continually seek to generate investment, often stimulated by publicly-

funded enhancements (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). There have been successful 

interventions in many smaller downtowns, often by organizing passionate interests to 

unlock human capital, and addressing issues in a coordinated manner, exemplified by 

the óMain Street approachô of organization, design, promotion & marketing and 

diversification (Leblanc 2011).  

The facilitation of downtown revitalization can be complicated and involves numerous 

stakeholders and mechanisms (Hayter and Nieweler 2018). Land consolidation, zoning 

changes and tax incentives can occur through the actions and funding of local and 

senior governments. Public benefits might also accrue from private investments, 

therefore partnerships with the public sector can allow for development synergies that 

would otherwise not be possible if either party were to engage in the development 

independently, including mixed uses like housing or civic/cultural space in commercial 

projects. Downtowns can benefit from such synergies associated with innovative 

trajectories of growth that extend beyond the sum of individual new businesses. Powe 

(2020: 249) suggests that ñby treasuring town centre complexity, multi-functionality and, 
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ultimately, helping to enable their self-reorientation, perhaps towns centres can maintain 

their core function as central visitor/community attractionsò. 

Generally, downtowns evolved over a much longer period than the rest of town, and 

were influenced by many more individuals, small and large businesses, and a variety of 

politicians, as change occurred amidst the distinct fabric of tighter spaces, multiple travel 

modes, unique structures and public places, mixed uses and diverse users (Relph 

1976). These path dependent changes give each place an identity which, over time, can 

be influenced by coding, de-coding and re-coding of imagery and perceptions (of place) 

associated with built form and design when existing form is reinforced, degraded or 

altered (Kortelainen and Albrecht 2021). As a result, downtown makes an impression not 

only on visitors and investors, and those they share their experience with, but they also 

instill a sense of pride on those who work and reside there (Beasley 2019). These 

perceptions are important, as they affect where people choose to live and invest. 

According to Kortelainen and Albrecht (2021), identities in transitioning resource towns 

are ñcreated by a hybrid mixture of people, buildings, infrastructure, moving objects, 

natural environment and numerous other elements which are both typical for industrial 

towns and specific to a particular placeò (p408).  

While many smaller downtowns possess a limited diversity of uses and activities, and 

require less sophisticated regulatory systems, they may still play an important role, not 

only in terms of agglomeration economies, but also in relation to the efficiency and 

sustainability of travel and consumption among the mix of uses, and the preservation of 

community history, culture and meeting places (Hodge et al 2017). Without 

diversification, however, these downtowns are more vulnerable than those in larger 

centres, as competition from a single new mall or office park, or a local economic 

downturn, can severely impact existing merchants, while reducing office employment 

and undermining the interconnected vitality of the business community, and especially 

those services that rely on key anchor employers.  

The importance of downtowns within current planning and development frameworks has 

been broadly acknowledged in research literature and accepted, in principle, in official 

plans throughout Canada. Significant attempts have been made to identify policy 

requirements and civic investments that facilitate their revitalization, yet a gap exists 

between concept and implementation (Filion 2015). Various path dependencies 

contribute to this blockage, including significant declines in population and economic 
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activity in many communities over a multi-decade period, the inconsistency of policies 

that support official plans and economic strategies, the dependence of residents and 

businesses on a car-oriented development pattern, and the entrenchment of a 

predictable system relied on by key players (lenders, developers, city staff, consumer, 

etc.) (Filion et al 2015).    

2.6 Conclusion  

Downtowns, while long neglected, are representations of local history and character, 

retain key functions, are more sustainable than dispersed development, and capable of 

attracting financial and human capital in support of endogenous development and local 

resilience. They are constrained, however, by the legacy of past planning decisions and 

the built form and infrastructure that was created during previous booms, the permanent 

loss of demand because of a decades-long economic decline, and inertia associated 

with entrenched policies and a reliance on past investments. Ongoing economic 

uncertainty and population stagnation limit the potential for new ventures that might 

begin to challenge past policy directives entrenching a planning system designed to 

protect car-oriented travel and development patterns. Growth is generally a necessary 

condition, but insufficient on its own, to shift the trajectory of planning in a community. 

The absence of systemic change among developers, lenders, local policymakers and 

the populace will generally lead to the incremental expansion of existing development 

norms. 

I propose in this study, that what actually happens today is as much a result of historic 

legacies as the current dynamics at play. Furthermore, in the absence of growth and 

investment over the long term, many places have simply not been able to shift their 

trajectory, as their built form, policies and routines of life have been ólocked inô to a 

system that is not advantageous towards the core. Just as ógrowthô facilitated the 

paradigm shift that led to a move away from a downtown-centred grid system to 

dispersed suburbanism in many places after the 1950s, an impetus (growth) is required 

to jolt these places out of patterns associated with the status quo.   

This framework brings together several key themes discussed in the literature review 

and applies their main elements to form a research question guiding the forthcoming 

empirical analysis. In the context of path dependency, this dissertation examines 

limitations associated with evolving planning and development paradigms that promote 
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the sustainable and resilient revitalization of downtowns in transitioning resource towns. 

Although renewed economic growth might imply renewed development, there are 

numerous factors limiting or shaping eventual outcomes, including the eight forms of 

path dependency identified at the outset of this chapter, and elaborated on throughout.  
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Chapter 3.  Research Design and Methodology  

The research literature on downtowns in transitioning resource towns will be enriched by 

the findings obtained through this comprehensive mixed method and comparative case 

study approach (Yin 2003). A quantitative analysis of recent physical and economic 

conditions is augmented by qualitative interpretations of historic legacies in each local 

context, influenced by eight forms of path dependency, as identified in the conceptual 

framework (Grant et al 2019). This study explores how pre-existing conditions and 

prevailing local policies, processes, politics and trends generate varying outcomes in 

several cores within the same region. 

3.1 Measuring the Urban Composition of Small Downtowns  

Recent empirical research related to planning in smaller transitioning downtowns is 

scarce. Randall et al (2017) developed metrics of urban sustainability associated with a 

temporal analysis of residential and business composition in a quantitative study of 

downtown Thunder Bay (ON). Although overall changes were modest, in the context of a 

relatively stable population (over several decades), the authors geographically 

associated new development and business activity with targeted (local) sustainable 

planning initiatives and investments intended to revitalize the core. Hanna et al (2009) 

qualitatively examined the downtown impacts of new peripheral large format retail 

development in Merritt (BC), focusing mostly on the depletion of social capital as core 

area businesses closed or relocated to the periphery. Both of the comparison studies 

offered useful methodological considerations and relevant findings that were taken into 

consideration in the design of this research project, although the case study 

communities in this study are much smaller and less diversified than Thunder Bay, far 

more remote than Merritt, and they experienced a much larger economic and population 

decline over several decades leading up to the study period (in contrast with the mostly 

stable comparison cities).  

This research is adapted to the local context, utilizes mixed methods, offers a direct 

cross-comparison, and establishes path dependency as the lens through which to 

observe built form, and interpret the influence of past legacies on current outcomes. The 

adaptation (to transitioning resource towns) of Grant et alôs (2019) identification of eight 

forms of path dependency influencing development outcomes, represents an important 
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contribution of this work. In conjunction with the evaluation of these path dependencies, 

the empirical findings will inform several associated research questions, namely: (1) the 

degree to which the three downtown areas displayed characteristics associated with 

sustainable planning and resilient development in the 2020 baseline analysis; (2) 

whether recent regional economic renewal has led to differing levels of relative temporal 

change among core (and peripheral) developments between 2015-2020 (to assess 

recent impacts since each community saw renewed economic growth and population 

stabilization); (3) whether that change resulted in favourable outcomes relative to metrics 

of sustainable planning and resilient development; (4) the degree to which the eight main 

forms of path dependency may have contributed to, or limited the potential for change 

during the study period, including prevailing physical and economic conditions (the 

legacy), as well as entrenched policies and sub-policies. The findings suggest that 

recent land use and business conditions, and any developments that occurred during the 

study period were influenced by path dependencies associated with the factors identified 

in (4) despite the aspirations highlighted in (3).   

In this chapter, the design of the research study is unveiled, including a linkage of major 

research goals with methods of data collection and analysis, and the establishment of 

metrics to evaluate land use, built form and establishment composition and development 

change, as part of a case study approach examining the downtowns of Prince Rupert, 

Terrace and Kitimat. The desire to measure the economic and physical dynamics within 

the downtowns is buttressed by criteria identified within sustainable planning and place-

based development frameworks that identify positive attributes of successful core areas, 

including mixed land uses, mixed densities, the minimization of underutilized land, high 

levels of business and institutional diversity and entrepreneurship, and low vacancy 

rates in buildings. The collection of primary data is therefore designed to support a 

database, augmented by relevant secondary data, that facilitates the measurement of 

these criteria in an objective manner within the multiple zones that comprise each of the 

three downtowns. The results are then assessed in relation to contextual insights 

derived from qualitative sources and analyzed in relation to the eight types of path 

dependency, determining the degree to which trend remained destiny, or whether path 

breaking took place anywhere. A quantitative observation study was emphasized, as 

significant downtown impacts were expected in the context of regional megaprojects. In 

light of the actual modest levels of observed change, a more inductive, qualitative 

element was included, as part of a multi-method comparative case study approach. 
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This study involves several stages, including a review of current policy directives 

pertaining to each core, the establishment of key metrics of evaluation, relevant data 

collection in the three downtown study areas, an assessment of baseline land use, built 

form and business composition conditions in relation to economic and planning 

performance measures, the measurement of new development over a multi-year period, 

and the examination of these changes with respect to pertinent evaluation frameworks 

associated with sustainability and resilience. Several key outputs allow for comparisons 

among the downtowns and between specific downtown zones, including the 

measurement of land use sustainability (built-up lands vs underutilized lands), building 

use diversity (of 6 usage categories) and establishment composition (of 10 commercial 

and institutional sectors) to capture economic dynamics in each core. Ultimately, the 

empirical analysis examines the legacy of built form in each core, and the degree to 

which they benefitted from recent economic growth, through the development of new 

structures, the absorption of existing space and creation and retention of diverse 

businesses and institutions, and whether these outcomes provided evidence of a 

paradigm shift towards sustainable planning and resilient development principles.  

The empirical work represents a comprehensive analysis of the physical and economic 

conditions of the three downtowns. Data collection was conducted between 2015 and 

2020 amidst the speculative backdrop of multiple ómegaprojectô proposals throughout the 

region, two actual megaproject developments in Kitimat (with spinoffs in Terrace) and 

multiple ómajor projectsô in Prince Rupert, cumulatively resulting in impacts comparable 

to a megaproject, over a decade. Several approved regional megaprojects were 

subsequently withdrawn and did not proceed to construction despite backing from major 

international players. The cumulative impacts of these projects are regional in nature, 

with several direct and indirect industrial and commercial developments occurring in a 

number of locations, and labour being sourced from each of the three communities, and 

by way of FIFO through the regional airports. As the initial construction impacts of these 

projects come and go, and more permanent impacts unfold, an assessment of 

downtownôs evolving condition becomes an essential bellwether for the overall long-term 

health of the towns. 

In light of the recent pulse of new economic activity, each community undertook a 

downtown revitalization strategy, in support of official plans that promote growth in the 

core, and varying degrees of revitalization and mixed uses. With these plans in place, 
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the measurement of actual outcomes helps to determine whether policy factors are 

influencing the location of renewed non-industrial development. As each town had a 

much larger population and employment base several decades ago, and a built form 

reflecting those conditions, another consideration will be the degree to which excess 

capacity still exists (reduced by attrition associated with fires and demolitions over time), 

the quality of this capacity, and whether this supply is being utilized again, or if new 

development has taken place where the standard of older structures is inadequate. 

Finally, the nature of business change will be analyzed through an assessment of 

entrepreneurship and the geographical dynamics of chain businesses in each core. The 

eight path dependencies adapted from Grant et al (2019) will be applied in the 

examination of outcomes in each downtown.    

3.2 Methodological Approach  

This study employs a comparative case study approach, utilizing mixed methods to 

understand how context influences change over time. Goodrick (2014) describes the 

comparative case study approach as an ñanalysis and synthesis of the similarities, 

differences and patterns across two or more cases that share a common focus or goal in 

a way that produces knowledge that is easier to generalize about causal questionsò (p1). 

Simultaneously examining multiple related, but unique, communities as separate cases 

provide an empirical inquiry investigating complex evolving relationships within their real-

life context (Yin 2003). The findings of comparative studies can offer public officials 

alternative approaches when dealing with similar policy issues (Krehl and Weck 2019). 

Meanwhile, the utilization of both descriptive statistics and qualitative methods allows for 

the exploration of diverse perspectives that exist within complex layers of 

multidimensional research questions (Shorten & Smith 2017; Creswell & Plano 2011). In 

contrast with a ómultiple methodsô approach, whereby solely multiple qualitative 

approaches or solely multiple quantitative approaches are combined, a ómixed methodsô 

design is characterized by the combination of qualitative and descriptive statistics 

components (Schoonenboom and Johnson 2017). Flyvbjerg (2011) suggests that 

research can be viewed as problem-driven rather than methodology-driven, thus the 

methods utilized should be best positioned to answer the question, and ñmore often than 

not, a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods will do the taskò (p. 313). 

While this study is driven by primary data collection associated with a descriptive 
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statistics approach, the inclusion of qualitative elements offers multiple perspectives on 

change involving complex phenomena being measured over time, influenced by human 

processes and actions.  

3.2.1 Study Community Selection and Methodological 
Considerations  

In this study, the application of mixed methods in three related, but unique case study 

communities combines iterative processes of policy analysis, reviews of relevant 

academic and media articles, and semi-structured interviews with public officials 

(qualitative) and data collection (surveys) and analysis (quantitative). The examination of 

multiple downtowns provides a rich empirical analysis of change in an inter-connected 

region, influenced by unique local legacies. The downtowns were selected because of 

their similarities and differences. Tied together by geography, history, transport linkages 

and a shared regional economy, the three towns have similar population levels, but very 

different topography, built form and economic drivers. They once shared a common 

economic driver in forestry, but its decline resulted in more divergent paths today, with 

big export industries dominating Kitimat, port activities dominating Prince Rupert and 

service functions prevailing in Terrace. These histories have influenced built form, and 

make for a valuable study of downtown planning legacies within (and among) each town.        

The case study communities were selected based on their similar sizes (8000-14,000) 

and location in northwest British Columbia, forming an economic sub-region in British 

Columbia. As small and remote resource-dependent towns, geographically disconnected 

from major regional (600-700km to Prince George) and metropolitan centres (1400-1500 

road km to Vancouver), yet sufficiently large to possess a range of goods and services, 

each place provides a distinct, but transferable case study, that is of relevance to similar 

transitioning resource towns in other regions. Terrace, despite being landlocked, acts as 

a relative central point in the region and is more closely associated with the port of 

Kitimat (60km south), whereas Prince Rupert and its port are relatively more distant 

(140km west of Terrace), with no direct connection to Kitimat. The relative distances 

allow for some degree of comprehensive regional impacts in relation to the loss or gain 

of economic activity in one of the communities at a given time, while ensuring a degree 

of independence pertaining to unique local outcomes based on individual geographic 

and policy contexts. These distinct local histories have led to diverse outcomes in terms 
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of the built form and relevance of the downtowns, thus offering a variety of baseline 

conditions. Undoubtedly, despite sharing a region and its resources, each town is 

unique, which is reflected in the recent conditions of each core area.     

Policies create and sustain development trajectories by limiting what can and cannot be 

developed in particular places, and by directing infrastructure investments towards a 

chosen path. Thus, the nature of path dependency is explored in relation to the evolution 

of official plans and supporting policies, such as downtown plans, infrastructure plans, 

parking regulations and zoning by-laws. Perspectives from various academic and non-

academic sources also provide context for the overall analysis, both in terms of the 

theoretical framework of path dependency and the local context of historical decision 

making in the case study communities. Semi-structured interviews with government 

officials and planners served to ensure that unique contextual elements were not 

overlooked in the data collection phase, and helped to inform several aspects of path 

dependency that may have influenced the findings. Secondary data analysis 

subsequently supports the analysis of population, economic activity and building 

characteristics. A major original research contribution is offered through standardized 

primary survey data collection examining critical measures of land use sustainability, 

building characteristics and establishment composition. By utilizing mixed methods in 

several case study communities experiencing regional economic renewal and population 

stabilization, it is possible to identify whether the local context affected outcomes in each 

of the downtowns.    

3.2.2 Selection and Definition of Downtown Areas  

Downtown areas were selected as the geographical focal point of this empirical study 

because of their practicality and functionality. In remote transitioning resource towns, 

they are most often relatively compact spaces with diverse activities and forms, that 

allow for the manageable completion of annual walking surveys, and the assessment of 

micro-level changes at the scale of small structures and land parcels. Symbolically, they 

carry an importance of local and regional significance as meeting places of historic, 

cultural and civic value, in a way that exceeds any other neighbourhood or area. 

Downtowns are also central to research literature pertaining to core obsolescence and 

revitalization in larger communities.  
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Core areas in the case study towns were generally demarcated in accordance with the 

definition of downtown geographic areas established by official plans and more recent 

downtown plans (City of Terrace 2018a; City of Terrace 2018b; District of Kitimat 2008; 

District of Kitimat 2020; City of Prince Rupert 2019; City of Prince Rupert 2021b). Minor 

geographic modifications to the downtown boundaries were adopted in consideration of 

discrepancies between official plans and supporting plans and policies, or in the case of 

logical extensions and omissions based on actual conditions. For example, the most 

recent Prince Rupert downtown plan extended the core area by 30% as compared to the 

most recent OCP, but then broke it into 3 zones. As the expansion area (one of the 

zones) was aspirational, in anticipation of assumed mid to long-term growth, and did not 

presently display any downtown characteristics, it was omitted for the purposes of this 

study. No measurable change took place in the area through the study period. In the 

case of Kitimat, the acquisition of a strategic downtown-adjacent site by the Haisla 

Nation, and its subsequent approval for a major mixed-use development (now partially 

completed), necessitated inclusion of this area in the downtown (it was included in the 

recent downtown plan, despite its exclusion in the earlier OCP). In Terrace, a major hotel 

was built behind City Hall, directly bordering the western edge of downtown. This 

resulted in a small shift of this boundary to include the development, as it functionally 

interacts with the core, even if accessed from Highway 16 outside of downtown. 

3.2.3 Data Collection  

Data collection was conducted in the three downtowns on a yearly basis, in the late-

summer/early autumn, over a five-year time frame (2015-2020), with rigorous 

standardized survey methods employed throughout the study period. While some 

notable changes were identified in specific subareas of the downtowns during the 

intervening years, this dissertation presents detailed land use, built form and 

establishment composition data for 2020, and identifies new development that took 

place in the core and periphery between 2015-2020. This clearly establishes recent 

physical and economic conditions, as well as development changes over a five-year 

period during which renewed economic growth and population stabilization took place. 

By tracking yearly change through the surveys, it is possible to identify potential pulses 

of change that might have occurred in one or more of the towns because of the ramping 



54 

up or scaling down of a particular megaproject, and in relation to speculation. Some of 

these threads will enter the overall narrative despite yearly results not being presented.  

The downtown surveys were designed to clearly identify a geographic core area and 

establish baseline land use and business conditions at the parcel/building level, while 

measuring development changes over time within this defined geographic area. As 

peripheral areas were not directly part of the surveys, any major non-industrial 

developments outside of the core area were tracked through the media or other local 

sources, and informally observed in-person, in order to ensure that the downtowns were 

examined in consideration of the larger context of development in the broader 

community. Within each downtown, several zones were established, based primarily on 

logical geographical dynamics, and consideration of reasonable interpretations of 

differences related to physical features, built form and business functions. Within each 

zone, smaller sub-areas further break-down the analysis to the block level, with minor 

aberrations based on built form, land use and street layouts.  

Understanding the physical and economic composition of downtown requires the 

establishment of metrics of evaluation that have the potential for temporal comparison. 

These downtown metrics are comprised of three main elements: land use, built form 

characteristics and establishment functions, each offering a number of categories that 

provide relevant measurable data. Land use consists of the total area of downtown in 

relation to the communityôs total built up area, as well as the amount of space devoted to 

functional uses (roads and laneways), underutilized sites (parking and vacant lots) and 

developed sites. Built form characteristics include the location, size, height, age, general 

use and relative occupancy level of buildings. Establishment functions include the 

number and type of businesses and organizations in structures, the intensity of 

entrepreneurship among these businesses, and the size and geography of corporations 

and chains operating downtown (relating to the connection between malls and chains). 

3.2.4 Primary Data  

Primary data collection was conducted using a rigorous standardized methodology on a 

yearly basis. The design of field surveys to facilitate primary data collection responds to 

the gap in research associated with remote transitioning resource towns by providing 

detailed yearly information pertaining to land use, building characteristics and 

business/institutional occupants over a five-year period, thus generating a new way of 



55 

examining the fabric of each building and parcel, block by block throughout each 

downtown zone in these places. This detailed approach makes a significant contribution 

to the research literature by allowing for the observation of small and large changes in all 

or part of the three downtowns, thus providing data to allow comparisons among the 

cores, among zones within each downtown, and at the block-level within each zone. 

With annual surveys over a five-year period, this approach is frequent enough to detect 

isolated changes (e.g. fires or single lot developments), and lengthy enough to detect 

trends in a particular downtown or portion of downtown. The methodology for the field 

surveys was developed in 2014-2015, and refined during the initial survey period, when 

the author was based in the region for several months with sufficient time to make 

improvements while engaged in the implementation of the field survey methodology. 

Semi-structured interviews were also conducted at this time with various local, regional 

and provincial government officials to assist with the formulation of the survey 

methodology, and to provide background context in anticipation of those surveys. 

Several interviews were also conducted during the survey period to discuss preliminary 

findings and subsequent policy changes. Once set, the survey methodology was 

rigorously adhered to in subsequent years. The author became aware of related 

research by Randall et al (2015 and 2017) at a conference in 2016. These publications, 

influenced the development of the database and visual presentation of the findings 

rather than the actual data collected, and most particularly the organization of 

spreadsheets and use of mapping. 

3.2.5 Secondary Data  

Secondary data sources augment primary sources with community-level and downtown-

level findings related to several major categories: population, economic development, 

planning and property related information. At the community level, agglomeration and 

municipal population statistics from the 2011, 2016 and 2021 census years, as well as 

yearly projections from the provincial statistical agency, indicate overall trends during the 

study period. Employment projections and capital investment figures are included from 

public and private sources, indicating the impact of major projects and megaprojects in 

each town over time. Planning documents indicate the evolving policy context for land 

use change and development over a (roughly) 15 year period dating back to the 2000s 

version of each OCP (the frequency differs and timing of completion is always staggered 
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among the communities), and offer details regarding specific development plans. These 

documents were critiqued in terms of their influence on planning practice, but ultimately 

defended as an essential component of robust development processes. Additional 

secondary sources included public documents, academic articles, general media 

articles, videos and other public or private sector documents of relevance to downtown 

planning and development issues. Based on conversations with public officials and 

(informally with) longtime local residents, I was advised to research specific events and 

issues that occurred in each communityôs past that may have had an effect on current 

conditions. Several books were utilized, including McGovern (1960), Beck (1983), 

Rowse (2005), Hale (2011) and Cross (2016) as well as numerous media articles, 

particularly as there are local news outlets in each town, and there was a daily 

newspaper in Prince Rupert until 2010. These sources provided additional context that 

helped to identify the varying level of importance of the eight path dependencies, 

adapted from Grant et al 2019, in each downtown. 

Finally, property related information from the BC Assessment Authority provided specific 

details pertaining to building characteristics for each downtown property (including age 

and floor area), as well as transaction activity during the study period. The data provided 

by BC Assessment informed the age of all downtown buildings (date built), as well as 

real estate transactions and assessed values. These values were added to the field 

survey information for each downtown building, and, where applicable, when 

transactions took place on some properties (including sale prices). This information 

helped determine the number of heritage structures in each downtown, and within zones 

or blocks of downtown, and also indicated the relative age of particular areas of each 

downtown, as many neighbouring buildings were often constructed during a similar time 

period. In some cases, BC Assessment provided heights and floor areas for buildings. 

These values were cross-checked against survey and Google Earth Pro calculations, 

whereby any infrequent discrepancies resulted in a new verification process through the 

mapping tool.         

3.2.6 Database Design  

A database was established to facilitate the aggregation of raw data. A combination of 

primary and secondary data contributed to the creation and development of the 

database, including independent field surveys and raw data provided by the BC 
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Assessment Authority pertaining to the age and size of structures, and real estate 

transactions that took place in recent years. Knowledge of the general age of built form, 

and variations by zone and sub-area are valuable in terms of understanding the 

historical development of the core, and changes that have occurred over time. In many 

cases, resource towns exhibit very clear periods of boom, where many structures were 

built within a relatively short period of time in a particular area. This can be followed by 

lengthy periods with little or no new development. Fires periodically modify the built 

landscape, leaving behind vacant sites and parking lots that become defining elements 

of downtown character (or in a zone or block). Additional details found in Appendix A.  

The collected survey data is divided into two main categories: main variables and 

auxiliary variables. The three main variables are centred on the primary field survey 

data, and provide a detailed glimpse of the physical and commercial characteristics of 

the downtowns by measuring and categorizing land uses, building uses, and 

establishment uses (if applicable) for all properties. Additional secondary data augments 

the land use variable, and forms a significant component of the supplementary findings 

found in the four auxiliary variables, which include (1) downtown building characteristics 

in 2020, and (2) business ownership characteristics in 2020, as well as temporal 

attributes associated with (3) property transactions and values between 2017-20, and (4) 

new developments in the core, and significant non-industrial developments in the 

periphery, between 2015-20 (Figure 3.1  below). 
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Figure 3.1. Empirical Findings ï Variables and Attributes (2020)  

As indicated above, multiple elements of downtown physical and economic health are 

measured in this study. By determining characteristics of land use and built form, the 

findings assess current physical conditions, as well as the number and size of potential 

future redevelopment sites. These calculations not only indicate the quantity and 

distribution of multiple land use types, but also the amount of ówastedô underutilized land 

in the core, as the area of vacant sites and off-street surface parking is distinguished 

from roads, sidewalks and buildings. Surface parking is considered underutilized as it is 

not an essential element of downtowns, where on-street or structured parking can meet 

óreducedô vehicle storage needs. Underutilized land contributes to obsolescence, 

associated with downtowns that are underoccupied, dilapidated and lacking vibrance 

economically or culturally, and key civic amenities and infrastructure.  

Secondly, the assessment of building uses is based on eight main categories that 

encompass typical activities in a downtown setting (hotels, industrial, residential, retail, 

office and institutional). Mixed uses and vacant buildings were also included in the 



59 

survey with assumptions being made regarding their current allocations or previous 

uses, respectively. By surveying each downtown building, and accessing the BC 

Assessment database for supplementary data, additional information is tabulated for 

each building use category in the downtowns, and the zones and sub-areas, including 

the amount of building space by use, and building characteristics like size, height, age 

and occupancy levels, which are part of the auxiliary variables that supplement the main 

primary data collection. This variable provides a sense of the age and density of the 

building stock in each downtown, and by zone, the types of uses that occupy such 

structures, and their level of current utilization, which ties into the third variable, related 

to establishment uses in these structures.  

Thirdly, the measurement of business and institutional characteristics is intended to 

determine the vitality of the business community, as well as other active establishments 

that generate economic activity in the core, including government offices, institutions and 

non-governmental organizations (NGOôs). This is accomplished by developing an 

inventory of business composition, intensity and diversity (based on 10 establishment 

types indicated above). The Herfindahl-Hirschmann Index (HHI) is utilized to measure 

levels of business diversity in sub-areas and zones within each core and allowing for 

comparison among the towns (Central Bank of Ireland 2023). As part of the auxiliary 

analysis, variables are indicated to display levels of local entrepreneurship in contrast 

with the presence of externally-controlled chains. These findings will offer evidence that 

ties into arguments associated with place-based development, in relation to resilient 

local economies exhibiting high levels of entrepreneurship, often located in vibrant cores.  

Finally, a temporal variable is utilized to measure new developments in the core and 

peripheral areas of each study community over the five year study period. The findings 

inform one of the main research questions by assessing the degree to which investment, 

associated with economic growth and population stabilization in recent years, is taking 

place in downtown areas, either representing a paradigm shift (Terrace), or the 

continuation of past trends (Kitimatôs central malls and Prince Rupertôs central grid).  

To develop robust measurable indicators of downtown composition and change, it is 

essential to detail the various methodological stages in the research process. These 

stages are reviewed in the following sections. 
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3.2.7 Business and Institutional Characteristics  

Data collected for the measurement of business and institutional characteristics within 

buildings facilitates the analysis of active establishments, divided into 10 business 

diversity index (BDI) categories based on their core business or institutional function 

(Figure 3.2  below). 

BDI #1 Food, Beverage and Drugs - Goods (excluding cannabis/vaping) 

#2 Food, Beverage and Entertainment - Services 

#3 Personal Goods and Services (including drycleaning, vaping and cannabis) 

#4 Household Goods and Services - including contractors and home/auto repair 

#5 Travel and Tourism (including hotels, gas stations, car rentals, tours) 

#6 Business and Professional Services (including finance, insurance, legal, real estate, personal 
consulting, travel agents) 

#7 Industrial Administration and Professional Support (including forestry, LNG & associated 
consultants/contractors) 

#8 Health, Wellness and Beauty - Goods and Services 

#9 Government and Public Institutional Offices and Services 

#10 NGO Offices and Services 

Figure 3.2 Business Diversity Index (BDI) Codes  

These categories were determined based on the frequency of their occurrence in the 

downtowns, the general compatibility of each cluster of activities, and their use in the 

database associated with Randall et al (2017) in the context of downtown Thunder Bay. 

In the Thunder Bay case, all activities were assigned a code according to the 

standardized North American Industry Classification System (or NAICS) and 

subsequently ordered in a smaller number of categories (Statistics Canada 2007). The 

10 business and institutional classifications included are similar to the 11 used in 

Thunder Bay, but modifications occurred to take into account the unique characteristics 

of the smaller study communities in northwest British Columbia. Each business and 

institution is given a business diversity index (BDI) number reflective of those indicated 

in the chart above. A small number of medium format stores that clearly possess two 

major business functions are given two BDI numbers (there are no large format retailers 

in any of the cores). The relative importance of each category is identifiable within each 

sub-area, zone and downtown.      

An additional element of the data analysis pertains specifically to businesses, and the 

identification of local entrepreneurship and the corporate origins of chains. Every 

business is identified as being local (the BC North), regional (southern BC and Alberta), 
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national (Canada) or international, and the subsequent number of businesses is 

tabulated for each level of geography, thus indicating the level of local, regional, national 

and international influence among businesses. The number of businesses with the same 

BDI category are also tabulated by geography, indicating the degree to which business 

sectors are local, regional, national and international.  

3.2.8 Documentation of 2020 Closures Potentially Related to 
Pandemic  

The 2020 survey took place during early-September, at a time when British Columbia 

and northern BC had very low levels of Covid-19, and three months following the re-

opening of businesses after an extended lockdown. Consideration was made for the 

possibility that a significant number of businesses might be affected by pandemic 

restrictions. In reality, only a very small number of businesses were affected at the time 

of the 2020 survey, mostly involving restrictions (rather than closures) related to bar 

uses, of which there are very few establishments in the three downtowns. In the event 

that a closure was related to the pandemic restrictions (with a full re-opening likely), a 

note was made within the database, and the business was considered active rather than 

permanently closed.  

3.3 Local Perspectives  

Historic legacies influence path dependencies, which subsequently affect current 

outcomes. The issues affecting these outcomes were uncovered through dialogue with 

relevant professionals representing the study communities. The perspectives of local 

planning and development officials, and other relevant professionals, are of interest to 

this study, as their breadth of local knowledge inform various path dependencies, trends, 

and the impact of policies, politics, demand and inertia on outcomes. In conjunction with 

many informal conversations that I conducted over several years with longtime local 

residents and business owners (not necessarily utilized in this dissertation, but 

influencing my knowledge of the places and their history), these perspectives represent 

a form of urban ethnography which added significant value to the research findings.  

Semi-structured interviews with twelve public officials occurred during the study period in 

relation to the research questions and preliminary quantitative findings. This interview 

method offers researchers a degree of focus when seeking to obtain a breadth of 
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information related to the overall context of a research question, while offering flexibility 

and adaptability when the conversation opens pathways into issues not previously 

considered (Ruslin et al 2022). Professional insight was obtained pertaining to key 

research questions, and important aspects of the local context. Recordings were 

transcribed verbatim, and notes were taken when recordings were not possible, or not 

permitted by the participants. While some indirect stakeholders were involved in regional 

planning or community development, the dissertation focuses on the cores of the three 

major municipalities in the region, therefore engagements focused on those with a 

significant professional knowledge pertaining to local planning and development, core 

obsolescence and revitalization. This typically included the chief planner, economic 

development officer and chief administrative officer in each community. Additional 

interviews were conducted with local planning assistants and consultants, as well as a 

regional and a provincial official with direct interest in the subject matter.  

The interviews were deemed, by the SFU Office of Research Ethics, to not require ethics 

approval because they were for contextual purposes, and strictly involving public officials 

regarding matters in the public domain, as per the TCPS2 policy document. These 

professionals offered background and guidance for the design of the quantitative 

analysis, rather than being the focus of the research, and their commentary was 

associated mostly with past outcomes as opposed to the findings of the quantitative 

analysis. The interviews were centred on the collection of information from local officials 

authorized to release information or data in the ordinary course of their employment in 

relation to organizations, policies, procedures, professional practices or statistical 

reports. In the absence of a formal consent process, The replacement of personal 

names and titles with the term ópublic officialô is utilized as a means of protecting the 

identity of these individuals while retaining their valuable insight. The outcome of the 

quantitative analysis is informed by perspectives shared as part of this qualitative 

analysis. 

3.4 Conclusion  

The methodological considerations outlined in this chapter identified the main elements 

of the empirical research, outlining key issues and assumptions related to the collection 

and analysis of data, while linking various research methods with the underlying 

conceptual framework associated with path dependency. The research literature on 
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downtowns in stabilizing transitioning resource towns will be enriched by the findings 

obtained through this comprehensive mixed method approach. Quantitative methods of 

analysis highlight recent physical and economic conditions by measuring land use, 

building characteristics and business composition. They are augmented by qualitative 

interpretations of the historic legacies within each local context, influenced by the eight 

forms of path dependency identified in the conceptual framework. The research explores 

how pre-existing conditions and prevailing local policies, politics, processes and trends 

generate varying outcomes in multiple downtowns within the same economic region. 
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Chapter 4.  Prince Rupert  

4.1 The Historic Legacy of Planning and Development in 
Prince Rupert  

This chapter examines key factors that have influenced historical development and 

planning decisions in Prince Rupert, and have subsequently impacted recent outcomes 

in its downtown. The downtown remains commercially dominant, and exhibits a unique 

urban character not seen in the other communities. It is largely intact, even if somewhat 

physically deteriorated when compared with the apex of its previous boom 40 years ago. 

Administrative, retail, office, and social functions remain embedded in the core, and 

there are few competing activities outside, aside from residential and industrial uses. 

According to a local official in 2015, the dilapidated appearance of large areas of Prince 

Rupertôs downtown is mostly a result of it being oversized for the current population it 

serves, thus resulting in a lack of sufficient reinvestment throughout. McGovern (1960) 

suggests that this, to some extent, has always been the case, as a result of early 

decisions anticipating a much larger population. This results in excess vacant land, 

overbuilt streets, underutilized and undermaintained structures and the inconsistent 

maintenance of public spaces. However, the overall primacy of downtown has been 

sustained, owing to a combination of historical policies, decisions and investments, and 

local physical conditions that established and reinforced major mixed-uses during 

periods of growth, and then protected it from competition as the city languished during a 

lengthy decline.  

Prince Rupertôs downtown legacy is characterized by three defining periods and several 

crucial decisions, which occurred at the outset, during the long boom and amidst the 

bust. The establishment of the original downtown grid, defining infrastructure and 

prominent public and private structures set the initial course. Later, the concentration of 

new commercial development downtown (despite the limited car orientation of several 

retail structures) reinforced downtownôs gravity during the long boom. Finally, despite 

serious contemplation, the ultimate rejection of new peripheral road infrastructure and 

development protected the core from competition during the long bust (even as its 

physical condition declined through disinvestment). A fledgling new era emerged in the 

past decade, but short-term renewal has overlapped with lingering effects of the bust, 

thus resulting in stabilization, rather than transformation.  
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4.1.1 The Accretion of Decisions Over Time  

Changes in each period influence routines of life in the community, as the opening and 

closure of businesses, and the creation and attrition of structures results in shifting 

consumer patterns and meeting places. The first two development eras resulted in the 

establishment and partial disruption of path dependencies associated with co-evolving 

planning and development processes, during two distinct growth cycles. The last stage 

represented a de-coupling of the balance between commercial supply and demand that 

had spurred significant development over many decades as the economy and population 

grew. While this disparity remains, building attrition has combined with modest growth 

and increased local wealth to reduce the gap.   

Downtown was at the heart of early decisions. Path dependencies emerged as key 

infrastructure was put in place in the core, along with foundational civic and commercial 

structures. Ambitious decisions made once the initial parameters of the original Brett and 

Hall plan (1908) were established, laid the foundation for a sizable downtown grid, prior 

to widespread car use, and in anticipation of growth that would lead to a much larger 

port city (Hick 2003; Grand Trunk Pacific Railway 1908). Prominent public buildings like 

city hall and the courthouse, a church, and several significant commercial buildings were 

developed in the central core. Subsequent developments sought to capitalize on 

synergies generated by these early investments, eventually generating a critical mass of 

activity that became difficult to challenge in alternative locations.  

As the unchallenged administrative, cultural and commercial centre of the community 

and region, and an essential central place for all aspects of life, downtown was within 

walking distance of most housing and employment, in an era prior to widespread car 

ownership. This pattern continued throughout a short-lived second boom during World 

War II, when downtown served a vibrant ocean-based economy centred on the fishery, 

shipbuilding and servicing, military training and commodity shipments. The post-war bust 

was dramatic, but not unexpected, and necessitated a plan to re-invigorate the 

economy, and make use of or shutter the excess supply of buildings (Hick 2003). The 

long boom that ensued, made use of many downtown structures, but also shifted the 

overall trajectory of the community by developing most new industrial and port related 

activities in the periphery, and facilitating easier car use amidst significant new 

development downtown. Finally, the long industrial bust left behind a smaller population 

occupying the remains of a larger city with excess supply and little impetus for new 
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development. Despite renewed economic growth, the legacy of excess supply and 

limited new demand continues to restrain investment in development, however, stability 

has resulted in the refurbishing of spaces, through revitalized business activity.  

At each stage, a certain logic was tied to path dependencies related to the accretion of 

previous decisions. Proposals that challenged this trajectory were often impractical and 

offered significant risk to the public or private investors. According to a local official in 

2015, developments that did proceed usually built on previous legacies or shifted risk 

outside of conventional norms when going against the grain (such as the construction of 

the 17 storey Highliner Hotel in 1980). The three main eras of investment and 

disinvestment in downtown Prince Rupert are discussed in the next section.       

4.1.2 Initial Conditions and the Wartime Spurt (1906 to 1940s)  

Foundational decisions contributing to the early development of Prince Rupert are 

discussed by McGovern (1960), Hick (2003) and through interviews with local officials in 

2014 and 2015. Prince Rupertôs story begins with initial conditions that were defined by 

the interaction of the physical setting and climate, the cultural (Indigenous) context and 

its ocean access in relation to emerging forces of international trade. These realities 

affected early planning and development decisions in the region, which set a preliminary 

trajectory for the community and its downtown. Once a decision was made to build a 

railway terminus and port, and a master plan was commissioned by the GTPR, and 

overseen by Brett & Hall, initial choices between 1906-1914 generated a land use 

system (grid) and preliminary infrastructure which created advantageous opportunities 

for the accretion of private investment over time, within a defined geographic area, 

generally emanating from port facilities near the harbour and upslope civic facilities 

nearby (GTPR 1908). Many early decisions assumed significant immediate growth that 

would lead to a much larger port city within a short time frame, therefore the physical 

area of the core is much larger than similar small towns, and prominent public and 

private buildings were developed in a few central blocks in anticipation of its future 

stature as a major port (courthouse, city hall, a church and several venerable 

commercial buildings). 

Although growth was modest and inconsistent over the following decades, mostly a 

result of the fishery rather than the port, downtown development generally adhered to a 

set of parameters (Hick 2003). This was defined by the incremental expansion of new 
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structures along a grid system emanating from the city core (City Hall), and the port 

(Cow Bay), within walking distance of residential and industrial areas, and unchallenged 

by any significant peripheral activities. The wartime boom of the 1940s resulted in many 

new structures built to accommodate associated economic activities, military personnel 

and residents as the population briefly rose to 23,000 (Hick 2003). New shipyards, 

machine shops and supply depots built for wartime production, rose along the 

waterfront, each employing hundreds, all within walking distance of downtown and 

residential areas (Hale 2011). The need for walkability resulted in a concentration of 

mixed uses in the core, and the reinforcement of path dependencies associated with the 

grid system.      

4.1.3 The Long Boom (1950s to 1980s)  

A steep short-term decline occurred in the wake of the war, and many military and port-

related structures were either demolished or fell into disrepair, as they were no longer 

needed in the absence of the war effort (Hale 2011). The community required a new 

economic impetus to avoid stagnating as a remote fishing town. This transition took 

place in stages over the next several decades, through public and private investments 

that mostly reflected a space-based economy involving the export of commodities to 

global markets. Industrial and port-related development in the communityôs periphery 

generated an extended period of growth between the early-1950s until the ôturning pointô 

recession of the early-1980s. Meanwhile, centralized non-industrial growth strengthened 

downtownôs commercial role, even as community leaders felt pressure to enact policies 

that allowed for the accommodation of limited car-oriented development in the core, 

according to a local official in 2014. This was in line with societal trends towards greater 

car use but avoided the widespread decentralization trends for housing and retail 

activities that occurred elsewhere. The cityôs historic role as an intermodal hub produced 

features supporting a limited tourism industry and a meeting place for various groups in 

surrounding communities, including an abundance of hotels, bars and restaurants in the 

core.  

Several defining decisions reinforced these trends, including the construction of Highway 

16 to Terrace in the 1960s, the establishment of port facilities (Ridley Island) and a major 

pulp mill (on a former US military site at Watson Island) over 10km away, and the 

development of two malls and a hotel cluster within the downtown core. In line with 
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current thinking at the time, and emulated by Kitimat, disruptive industry was placed 

away from town to reduce urban conflict. These opposing forces resulted in the 

reinforcement of the centre of commercial gravity downtown and maintained a cluster of 

businesses in the surrounding grid, but caused a larger proportion of the workforce to 

commute away from the core.  

This era saw the accommodation of modified forms of development that facilitated 

greater car use, but rejected significant non-industrial development in the periphery. 

Unlike many other small towns, Prince Rupertôs outward growth is constrained by its 

mountainous setting along a fjord. According to a local official in 2019, policies have 

limited commercial growth beyond the core, but the societal trend towards greater car 

ownership put pressure on local officials to accommodate off-street parking when malls 

were proposed in the 1970s, as street parking was limited and more residents were 

choosing to drive downtown (Prince Rupert 2007 OCP). Two malls were developed ï 

Ocean Centre is a multi-level structure, fully respecting the grid and providing limited 

underground parking. Rupert Mall is a multi-level structure, but replaced a park, and 

absorbed part of the grid, while providing substantial surface parking. The park was sold 

by CN to the City prior to the mall development, thus the City acted as a facilitator of the 

project rather than merely a regulating entity (Prince Rupert 2007 OCP). In the west end 

of downtown, numerous hotels and a major grocery store chain also developed major 

structures with limited surface parking. This created a hybrid physical structure to parts 

of downtown, with the smaller buildings of the tight grid broken up in several places by 

larger structures with parking. While impacting some independent street-oriented 

businesses, the proximity of the malls facilitated trip chaining, resulting in the co-

existence of niche street retailers and chain-dominant small and mid-size retailers in the 

malls. The hotels also generated demand for local businesses, including many 

restaurants based in the core. This hybrid structure, within a dominant downtown, 

allowed for overall commercial success on the high street and within the malls until the 

supply-demand balance was disrupted by economic decline, according to a local official 

in 2015.  

4.1.4 The Long Bust (1980s to 2010s)  

According to a local official in 2015, Prince Rupertôs downtown in the early 1980s 

represented the pinnacle of its physical maturity, business intensity and diversity, and 
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economic strength. Assumptions of ongoing rapid development were quickly halted by 

the harsh impact on commodity-related industries and shipping associated with the early 

1980s recession. This led to an extended period of uneven decline that only recently 

came to an end, as new port investments finally began to outweigh the loss of older 

industries, according to a local official in 2014. Over a multi-decade period between the 

early-1980s and mid-2010s, the population dropped by nearly one-third as large-scale 

forestry and fishing industries collapsed (particularly in the 2000s) (Statistics Canada 

2021b). The effect of this period left a major imprint on the downtown, as its physical 

condition deteriorated, including a long-term reduction in demand that resulted in little 

impetus to generate new building supply, according to a local official in 2015. The 

subsequent decline in business activity impacted the core by leaving a substantial 

proportion of the building stock vacant or underutilized, resulting in the loss of synergies 

associated with clustering, according to a local official in 2019 and Brooks (2019). There 

was a general demise of the condition of structures and the public realm, as dwindling 

property and tax revenues impacted the overall upkeep of downtown, particularly where 

vacancies increased or buildings became fully vacant. 

Although periodic building fires are normal in most cities, the cumulative effect of several 

decades of structure loss in downtown Prince Rupert resulted in many vacant lots, and a 

gap-tooth built form, disproportionately impacting the western and eastern portions of the 

core (Prince Rupert Fire Museum 2014). The lack of impetus for building replacement 

made adjacent streetscapes less attractive in some parts of downtown. According to a 

local official in 2015, years of declining demand increased overall vacancy rates and 

reduced the incentive to maintain many buildings (many of heritage value), or build new 

ones. Declining tax revenues subsequently caused disinvestment in public infrastructure, 

which contributed to a vicious cycle of urban decay. Notable exceptions were several 

blocks with higher activity levels in close proximity to city hall and the niche tourist district 

in the vicinity of the port authority offices and the new cruise ship terminal (opened in 

2004) at Cow Bay. Two notable car-oriented developments also took place in the 

eastern end of downtown in the midst of this decline ï a major grocery store (announced 

after a competitor closed their mall location) and a casino. The Safeway development 

(2nd Ave E) involved the demolition of a former community centre, and the elimination of 

a city street for surface parking, while the casino was a provincially-funded project 

intended to serve local and tourist markets with a new attraction. Both projects 

compromised the urban fabric of downtown with large surface parking areas, and no 
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integration with street fronts, but provided new and enhanced retail opportunities in the 

core.  

Between 2005-08, a disruptive proposal was made by a major developer who sought to 

build a large-scale commercial outlet at the edge of town for multiple national chain 

retailers, including Walmart and Canadian Tire. Amidst a severe economic downturn, 

and competing developments in Terrace, the community was torn between the promise 

of new jobs and retail offerings (which had declined with the economy), and the risks of 

crippling the downtownôs small businesses (and the mall) by creating new chain-based 

retail spaces at the edge of town as the retail spending pie was shrinking. Pro-

development arguments also focused on the idea that the cityôs retail market was 

óunderservedô, and that significant leakage was occurring to the Terrace retail market 

(Ritchie 2005). The proposal generated intense debate within the community, and 

among and between elected officials and the city bureaucracy.  

A rezoning and an OCP amendment were ultimately approved by Council to allow the 

project to proceed, as job creation and leakage reduction were cited as critical factors 

amidst a severe economic downturn (Schumacher 2008; Witwicki 2008). According to 

two local officials in 2014 and 2015, and Schumacher (2008), there was significant 

internal opposition from within the civic bureaucracy, which identified the potential for a 

net loss of jobs with the closure of numerous high street and mall businesses in the 

context of excess supply in a declining commercial market. As suggested by Hanna 

(2009) in relation to Merritt, and Hayter (2004), the impact of re-oriented travel patterns 

and business closures could also affect social network and the óroutines of lifeô among 

local residents, while contributing to equity issues related to the poor accessibility of the 

peripheral site for those without a vehicle. As the developerôs land purchase from BC 

Hydro was contingent on rezoning, and the development proceeding, they were able to 

abandon the project if additional concessions were not obtained from the municipality. 

Several design modifications occurred, with an increase in the size of the development 

and quantity of retailers in a later iteration. Building costs also rose because of difficult 

ground conditions and various design and infrastructure requirements dictated by the 

civic bureaucracy, according to a local official in 2015. Demands from the developer for 

significant design concessions and public infrastructure investments (reversing initial 

commitments) were rejected by local officials, and the development ultimately failed 

amidst the 2008 Great Recession.  
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The dynamics at play resembled those in many other small centres (where the 

developerôs public relations tactics had been successful, including Quesnel and Merritt), 

and the resulting outcome in Prince Rupert was not a given, influenced by the economic 

cycle and the interactions of key actors within the community (Hanna 2009). The difficult 

physical conditions of the peripheral site and the lack of previous infrastructure 

investments for major commercial uses away from the core also created path 

dependencies that made this development costly and impractical. The City, reeling from 

the loss of a significant portion of its tax base during the 2000s, was unwilling to incur 

these costs. The rezoning and OCP amendment were subsequently reversed in 2008 

when the development was cancelled, and the site was once-again limited to potential 

light industrial and recreational uses (Witwicki 2008). In 2012, Walmart opted to open the 

smallest store in its chain within the downtown mall when a mid-size competitor closed 

its operations, thus sustaining an anchor to support other businesses in the mall and 

surrounding downtown streets, while absorbing a large amount of excess supply in the 

core (Thomas 2012). The store is endearingly known as óSmallmartô by locals, and is 

cited as evidence that major retailers will adapt their business model to local needs, if 

forced to do so, according to a local planning consultant in 2021.  

In many ways, Prince Rupert ódodged a bulletô with the failure of this peripheral 

development. Many other communities approved such malls, and facilitated their 

development by contributing infrastructure or waiving design requirements, and incurring 

debt or poor integration with existing networks. Although council initially approved the 

development, the skepticism of its bureaucracy, and refusal to offer public subsidies to a 

marginal project, contributed to its demise. This decision represented a defining moment 

for the cityôs trajectory, as future political leadership placed a renewed focus on 

downtown as the commercial focal point of the city.  

Although the hollowing out of the core was avoided, and the local economy and 

population base began to stabilize, downtown continued to face numerous challenges in 

the following years. Its overall size and quantity of commercially leasable supply was in 

line with a much larger population and economy, thus resulting in high vacancy rates 

and little reinvestment. Aging public infrastructure and new costs associated with 

megaproject speculation resulted in a campaign for senior government funding to restore 

infrastructure and divert depleted municipal tax revenues towards public amenities and 
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downtown beautification, and the relocation of public buildings to the core, including the 

police station, according to a local official in 2019 and Azizi (2022). 

4.1.5 An Emerging Era of Stabilization and Renewal (2010s to 
present)  

Although not of sufficient length or encompassing the magnitude of change to be 

considered a defining period, the most recent era does appear to be a break from the 

past. With its roots dating back to port initiatives in the mid-2000s (container port 

conversion and cruise ship terminal), the recent pulse of new regional economic activity 

has contributed to the official end (in the 2021 census) of a multi-decade population 

decline, but this has not (yet) led to any significant growth. Local leaders have supported 

policy documents that reject classic space-based development and megaprojects as a 

desired economic path, and any consideration of urban sprawl has been abandoned 

(Lough 2017). The new vision combines the incremental growth of the port with a more 

sustainable place-based development framework that is centred on downtown 

revitalization as a catalyst for attracting new industries, growing tourism and luring port 

workers, lifestyle migrants and their families to the city.  

Recent investments have been mostly associated with industrial development at the 

port. Community (and downtown) change has been modest, in light of a flat population, 

and constrained by the conditions that were left behind, including excess commercial 

space, structural deterioration and a reluctance to build new structures in an uncertain 

environment. The city that existed in the 1980s had a much larger population and 

economy and did not face external competition (Terrace big box or online shopping), 

thus supporting higher levels of overall demand, and justifying a built form that 

represents an oversupply today. This has resulted in little investment to develop new 

commercial structures and housing, even as attrition gradually reduced supply when 

fires and demolitions took place. A declining tax base and decaying infrastructure has 

necessitated the prioritization of sewer and water main replacement over downtown 

streetscape improvements and the development of new public buildings. The decades-

long decline may be over, but the restoration of downtown requires an impetus for 

investment, and a growing tax base, which has yet to take place. The roots of change 

are tied to decisions made during the latter years of a previous era, but policy changes, 

place-based investments and the reversal of decline are only beginning to take place.  
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Downtown has become the focal point of forward-looking policy documents, completed 

in consultation with world-renowned planning expertise (Prince Rupert 2019). Despite 

recent port growth and the allocation of significant projected development for downtown 

in these plans, there has been little physical change during this period. The de-coupling 

of industrial development from community growth is a contemporary phenomenon in 

which capital-intensive investments reduce the need for permanent employees, and a 

significant number of workers may be sourced from outside the region through FIFO 

arrangements (Storey 2010). With the regional labour supply fully committed to multiple 

projects, growth will require new residents relocating from other parts of the country or 

world, a trend that has been slow to take hold in this isolated region. Local industrial 

leaders suggested that economic growth was being inhibited by the inability to attract 

new workers amidst a dilapidated town and its core, according to a local planning official 

in 2019, and a local planning consultant in 2021. 

The current local policy framework has bolstered the role of downtown in the cityôs plans 

for growth and development. A new official plan (2021) embedded the goals and 

principles of a detailed downtown plan undertaken by world renowned planning firm 

Beasley and Associates (and partners) for the City of Prince Rupert in 2019, completed 

in anticipation of community growth associated with large-scale port expansion. While 

the anticipated ótake-offô towards a doubling of the local population has not occurred, 

pro-active plans are in place to encourage residential densification and new commercial 

activity downtown, a rare trend in small resource towns (City of Prince Rupert 2021b). 

The strategy seeks to revitalize downtown as a means of attracting new families.  

The remainder of this chapter will unfold by discussing the evolution of Prince Rupertôs 

population and economy over time, and the general built form that this contributed to 

(Section 4.2). This is followed by an assessment of current land use dynamics, including 

the characteristics of built form and underutilized sites, as well as new development in 

recent years (Section 4.3). Key shaping elements influencing various path dependencies 

are identified in Section 4.4. The chapter will conclude with an evaluation of the current 

policy context, indicating the present direction in relation to previous plans and outcomes 

(Section 4.5). 
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4.2 Prince Rupert:  Population and Economy  

4.2.1 Population Dynamics  

The evolution of Prince Rupertôs population has impacted processes of development and 

planning in the city. Changes in the population of the city and agglomeration between 

1941 and 2021 are indicated in Figure B.1  (Appendix) . These figures reflect rapid 

growth during the Second World War and postwar commodities boom period, as well as 

a subsequent gentle decline in the post-Fordist period (after the early-1980s, and 

accelerating in the 2000s), followed by a very recent stabilization and renewal of very 

modest growth. This growth has not mirrored the level of investment in the port, as 

automation and an increase in the FIFO workforce has contributed to a weakening of the 

link between economic development and permanent population growth (Keough 2015; 

Storey 2010). With a relatively low regional unemployment rate, most remaining slack in 

the labour market has been absorbed, thus planned investments may lead to additional 

population growth as they proceed (Link 2021).  

Although high expectations for the development of a global port were not realized, 

Prince Rupert became the largest community in the region in its first few decades of 

existence. World War II brought with it a significant investment in shipbuilding, military 

infrastructure, and the subsequent arrival of personnel to help guard the coast from 

potential invasion by the Japanese (Rowse 2005). Despite the eventual departure of US 

and Canadian soldiers, the city boomed in the years following the war, nearly doubling in 

population in the 20-year period between 1951 and 1971, mostly associated with the 

growth of fishing, forestry and the port (Statistics Canada 2021b). The population of the 

census agglomeration (first designated in 1971) peaked in 1981 at 18,402, gently 

declined and stabilized for nearly 20 years (between 17,359 and 17,581), and then 

began to collapse around the turn of the century with the decline of forestry and fishing 

in the region (see Figure 4.1  below).  
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 Population (CA) Population (City) Population  

Census 
Year 

Total % chg Total % chg City as % of 
CA 

NOTES 

1981 18,402 7.3% 16,197 9.8% 88.0%  

1986 17,581 -4.5% 15,755 -2.7% 89.6%  

1991 17,359 -1.3% 16,625 5.5% 95.8%  

1996 17,414 0.3% 16,714 0.5% 96.0%  

2001 15,302 -12.1% 14,630 -12.5% 95.6%  

2006 13,392 -12.5% 12,815 -12.4% 95.7%  

2011 13,052 -2.5% 12,508 -2.4% 95.8%  

2016 12,687 -2.8% 12,220 -2.3% 96.3%  

2021 12,771 0.7% 12,300 0.7% 96.3% 
* CA retains previous 
borders (see note) 

Figure 4.1. Prince Rupert City and Agglomeration Population (1981 -2021)  
Note:  Source: Census of Canada (2021). For comparison, 2021 Census CA 
boundary change not included (671 people added through area expansion) 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/92f0138m/92f0138m2019002-eng.htm 

The decline was most pronounced between 1996-2006 (with five-year declines of over 

12% per period), and then moderated to declines of less than 3% between 2006-2016, 

as new investment in the port began to emerge, amidst contraction in the fishing sector. 

There was little differentiation in the rates of growth and decline between the city and 

agglomeration, but there was a modest shift in the proportion of agglomeration residents 

living in the city between 1976-1986 (86-89%, as opposed to 92% in 1971 and over 95% 

after 1991). The lower proportion of residents living in the City coincides with periods of 

economic boom, when higher housing costs may have driven Indigenous residents to 

cheaper homes on adjacent reserves. 

An assessment of trends over multiple census periods indicates an all-time peak to 

trough decline of 31.1%, or 5715 persons, in the agglomeration (CA) between 1981-

2016 (Figure B.2) . In the most recent decline, a population drop of 27.1%, or 4727 

persons, occurred in the 20-year period to 2016. In light of the acceleration of port 

expansion in recent years, a modest population rebound (84 persons) took place 

between 2016-2021 in the CA, of which 80 were in the City. This century (2001-2021), 

the CA has lost 2531 people, or 16.5% of its population (the City lost 15.8% of its 

population), with relative stability in a narrow range between 12,700-13,400 (CA) and 

12,200-12,800 (City) since 2006.  

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/92f0138m/92f0138m2019002-eng.htm
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4.2.2 Resources and Economy  

Prince Rupertôs economy has been influenced over time by diversified port activities, 

resource industries, logistics, administration, education and services (Figure 4.2 below) . 

As a regional service centre for the North Coast, it is the main hub for small coastal 

communities on the Mainland and Haida Gwaii, but its inland influence is limited by its 

proximity to Terrace, which has increasingly challenged Prince Rupert, as its retail 

offering has diversified with the growth of its trade area. 

 

Figure 4.2. Economic Drivers ï Prince Rupert  

The 2016 share of employment in Prince Rupertôs economic sectors reflects the 

importance of the port, associated industry, and public sector services (Figure B.3) . 

Transportation and warehousing comprised 18% of jobs; wholesale, trade and retail an 

additional 13%; and construction and manufacturing 12%. Public sector employment in 

administration and health/social services was also significant at 21% of employment.    

The rising importance of the Port of Prince Rupert has been a story of incremental gains 

over the past 15 years. From its recent role as a minor port handling a narrow range of 

products in the mid-2000s, recent data (2020) for annual cargo tonnage released by the 

major port authorities in Canada reveals that Prince Rupert has become a major 

Canadian port (3rd highest tonnage), poised to become the 2nd largest within the short 

term (Figure B.4) . While significantly smaller than Port Metro Vancouver, the potential 

growth of Prince Rupert is less fraught with uncertainty relating to urban land constraints 

and competing uses. Its competitive position in relation to other West Coast ports is 

bolstered by growing unity among key stakeholders, closer proximity to Asian ports and 

uncongested rail and road corridors. 

The steady growth of the port since the mid-2000s helped to stabilize the economy 

amidst the significant job losses in forestry and the fishery after 2000, including the 

Key Economic Drivers Influencing Study Community Outcomes

Prince RupertPort:  logistics, containers, coal, wood pellets, grain, potash and liquid propane

Low Order Regional Service Centre - including coastal Native villages and Haida Gwaii

Tourism - Alaska transit & cruises; BC Ferries circuit; cultural/culinary hub for NW

Fishery - recreational, commercial, Aboriginal

Forestry - small scale logging (no processing)

Social Services and Aboriginal Services offices

PAST - Fishery and Forestry - Large-scale extraction and processing
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closure of the Skeena Cellulose pulp mill on Watson Island in 2001 (750 jobs), and the 

Canfisco fish canning facility in 2015 (500 jobs), according to a local official in 2015. The 

2004 opening of the Northland Cruise Terminal, and the 2007 opening of the 500,000 

TEU (twenty-foot equivalent unit) Fairview Container Terminal (by way of the 

reconfiguration of a former break bulk terminal) were the first major additions to the port 

since the early-1980s, and began a process of modest, but consistent port expansion 

over the past decade, with an acceleration of this trend now underway (Port of Prince 

Rupert 2021).   

The container facility was expanded to 850,000 TEUôs in 2013, and a $90 million road, 

rail and utility expansion was completed over an 8km port-area corridor in 2015 (Port of 

Prince Rupert 2016). Fairview Terminal had 800 permanent workers by 2015. The 2015 

acquisition ($580 million) of the container terminalôs operating rights from New Jersey-

based Maher Terminals by DP World, a Dubai-based port operator, helped to raise the 

profile of the container port at Prince Rupert, and accelerated the expansion of direct 

calls by container lines from 1 carrier in 2007 to 10 in 2016. This led to a period of 

steady expansion at the container port, including a multi-staged expansion to a capacity 

of 1.35 million TEUôs in 2017 ($200 million) including 200 additional permanent jobs, 

followed by supplemental phased increases to 1.6 million TEUôs in 2021 and 1.8 million 

TEUôs in 2023 (Port of Prince Rupert 2021 and Snook 2020). Additional expansion to the 

2040s is in planning which, if undertaken, would more than double capacity and place 

Prince Rupertôs port in the range of the current (2021) volumes of  larger container ports 

in North America, such as Vancouver and Seattle (Port of Prince Rupert 2021). 

Figure B.5  indicates major projects completed at the port in the past decade (Prince 

Rupert Port Authority 2021). The diversification of activities and addition of new 

infrastructure has been underway for several years, with defining projects dating back to 

the mid 2000s (cruise ship terminal & container terminal). Figure B.6  indicates major 

projects that are currently underway (or recently completed), involving significant public 

and private sector investment (Port of Prince Rupert 2021). 

Six planned projects valued at nearly $3 billion are currently on-hold, or planned in the 

long term (Figure B.7 ). The total value of recently completed, under construction and 

active planned projects (2014-2028) is $3.74 billion, with a potential total of over 2700 

jobs (1/3 active by 2024). Six additional major projects or megaprojects, valued at nearly 
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$53 billion (mostly related to LNG exports) were cancelled in recent years, unlikely to be 

resurrected (LNG in Northern BC 2019) (Figure B.8) .  

The economic climate in Prince Rupert shifted significantly since the mid-2010s when 

the prospect of multiple major projects and megaprojects forced city leaders to 

contemplate the implications of rapid growth for the first time in decades. Even though 

megaprojects failed to materialize, the city has embraced the incremental expansion of 

the port, which has led to new employment and a more gradual pace of change, as 

opposed to the highly disruptive processes of megaproject development. The decision to 

follow a modest, steady approach and to develop new truck and rail infrastructure away 

from downtown is a legacy that will have positive impacts in the future, as the negative 

externalities of port activities remain distant from the core, and trucks mostly avoid 

disrupting the street grid.  

4.2.3 Downtown Built Form  

Long term population trends in Prince Rupert reflect a city whose built form was clearly 

shaped by its early development following inception, and a mostly consistent period of 

growth between the World War II and the early-1980s recession, followed by decades of 

disinvestment. This legacy of growth and decline informs the age of the building 

inventory and societal forces that might have influenced the form of development. While 

the dominant role of downtown established during the early inception period and wartime 

boom was predictable based on societal norms in a pre-car era, the growth of the city 

from the late-1950s to the early-1980s occurred when car-oriented development forms 

became the norm, and thus represents an aberration from Terrace and Kitimat, and 

many similar towns in North America. The subsequent deterioration of downtown was 

not uncommon with such population decline, however, the denial of a developerôs 

attempt to relocate the commercial core to the periphery represented the rejection of a 

widespread trend since the rise of big box retail since the 1990s (Hanna 2009).     

The traditional downtown (as defined prior to the 2021 OCP and 2030 Vision 

documents) extends approximately 13 blocks between Cow Bay in the east, and 10th 

Street in the west, and includes 1st, 2nd and 3rd Avenue, along with 3 blocks of 4th Avenue 

(Fraser Street). The Rupert Mall truncates 3 blocks of 1st Avenue between 3rd St and 6th 

St, while 2nd Avenue (the main arterial) terminates at McBride, 3 blocks west of Cow 

Bay. 3rd Avenue is a more traditional, narrow high street and traverses the entire city 
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core. These areas represent the newly defined Midtown and Downtown districts, as 

indicated by the 2021 OCP (Figure 4.3 below) . The redefinition of downtown as a 

smaller area within a newly defined City Core of three distinct districts is a significant 

policy change in the new plan. The Marina District effectively adds one-third additional 

land area to the ócity coreô, but the plan creates a more specialized focus for the new 

area, as well as the modified Midtown District (formerly part of downtown).  

 

Figure 4.3. Prince Rupert: 2030 Vision City Core Land Use Framework ï 
Downtown Districts  
Source: City of Prince Rupert (2019) 

Downtown Prince Rupert faced numerous challenges in recent decades, but remains 

mostly intact from a built form standpoint, and its adherence to the grid (Figure B.9) . 

The amount of space devoted to surface parking is relatively low, and there are 

numerous downtown blocks with higher densities and mixed uses geared to pedestrian-

oriented travel (Figure B.10).  

4.2.4 Discussion  

Prince Rupertôs unique local context informs the analysis of its historical planning and 

development evolution, influencing the empirical findings that reveal more recent urban 

changes, and the path dependent link between the two. This section provided the reader 

with insight on the general evolution of population change, urban development and the 
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dynamics of the local economy to the present day, offering a contextual reflection on the 

path dependent trajectory of past decisions to be observed in the next section. 

After languishing for nearly two decades without any significant new investment, and 

numerous industrial closures or downsizing, the foundation for Prince Rupertôs recent 

economic revival was put in place during the worst period of decline in the early 2000s, 

with the support of public and private investments associated with the port. Decision 

makers contemplated local competitive advantages at that time and determined that the 

port offered greater and more reliable economic potential than the sunset industries of 

wood and fish processing, thus focusing public efforts on leveraging new maritime trade 

industries. Despite these efforts in the mid-2000s, it took 15 years to fully stabilize the 

population as the remnants of declining industries continued to weight on the cityôs 

fortunes even as port growth accelerated. The collapse of 1996-2006 (caused by the 

closure of forestry operations) was followed by modest population decline for another 

decade, as the declining fishery offset any growth taking place at the port, and attractive 

job opportunities in the energy sector pulled many long-time locals to Alberta, according 

to a longtime resident in 2019. The economic legacy of Prince Rupertôs steady post-war 

growth and protracted decline since the 1980s impacted the physical condition of 

downtown, as respective virtuous and vicious cycles of industrial growth and decline 

generated lengthy periods of investment and disinvestment in the core. 

Prince Rupertôs economy was tied to a post-war legacy of large-scale forestry and fish 

processing, and modest port activities, and the growing community that emerged in the 

1960s and 1970s was reflective of this path dependence. Numerous attempts to save or 

restart failing industries seemed logical at the time (in part a result of the large 

investments that had been made in infrastructure and facilities, and supporting 

companies, to drive those industries, but they were ultimately not successful. Picking up 

the pieces in the 2000s resulted in a reflective process of reinvention, coinciding with 

shifting global markets that put northwest BC in the global spotlight as a logical 

transshipment point for the movement of finished goods to North American markets and 

commodities to Asian markets. Having undergone significant demographic changes with 

the population collapse, the city became more Indigenous (37.2% in 2021 Census), and 

subsequently more selective about what industries it was willing to embrace, with energy 

exports viewed less favourably than other port activities, and incremental investment 

favoured over more disruptive megaproject developments. Although direct opposition to 
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various megaprojects was led by neighbouring First Nations governments, local leaders 

highlighted alternative economic opportunities when LNG and oil pipeline projects faced 

opposition in the mid-2010s (Morgan 2016). This approach was a shift from the previous 

era that was focused on large-scale extraction and processing and differentiates Prince 

Rupert from its northwestern neighbours (particularly Kitimat).   

4.3 Downtown Prince Rupert Land Use   

4.3.1 Overview  

Downtown Prince Rupert represents 8% of the continuous built-up area of the city, 

measuring 518,610 sqm (128 acres) of 6,466,660 sqm (1598 acres) (Figure 4.4  below).  

 

Figure 4.4. Prince Rupert: Downtown within Main Built -Up Area (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

The study designated 5 geographic zones within the downtown (Figure 4.5  below). 

The zones were determined based on distinct uses and character, thus resulting in a 

variety of sizes, while generally respecting their geographic orientation. The overall 

boundaries of downtown and each zone maintain general consistency with those 

formally and informally delineated in planning documents at the outset of the study 

period, namely the 2007 Official Plan. As a result of historical aspirations and 

subsequent planning decisions, downtown features are present in all zones, including 

mixed uses, significant commercial elements and a grid system with back alleys. 
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Figure 4.5. Prince Rupert: Downtown and Zone Boundaries (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

Over time, zoning and development decisions adapted some western areas to 

residential uses. Meanwhile, vacant lots and buildings are found intermittently 

throughout downtown, a consequence of the lengthy economic bust. Meanwhile, Cow 

Bay transformed into a waterfront civic and tourism hub yet contains notable 

underutilized spaces.  

The most recent planning document (the 2030 Vision) formally adopted 3 larger zones 

(ódistrictsô) in an expanded ógreaterô downtown (óCity Coreô), which, for aspirational 

purposes, encompasses a partially developed brownfield area along the east waterfront. 

A smaller central area is identified as the downtown ódistrictô encompassing most of the 

Central, East and Cow Bay zones identified in this study. Due to the distinct character of 

each of these zones, it was deemed preferable to highlight their differences in this study. 

The 2030 Vision generally combined the West and Mall zones into a Midtown District, 

and also created the new Marina District east of the current downtown boundary in Cow 

Bay. For the purposes of this study, the eastern expansion was deemed speculative and 

not reflective of the current downtown condition. The West and Mall zones were also 

deemed to be distinct from each other, and therefore remain independent. The 

distribution of land area in the five downtown zones is indicated in Figure B .11.  

The five zones range in size between 28,000-177,000 square meters, with the Mall Zone 

being the smallest, and the West Zone the largest. The Cow Bay Zone (17 acres, or 

13.5% of area) consists of tourism, culinary and civic uses associated with the waterfront 

and creek area, as well as light industrial and port offices. The East Zone (37 acres, or 

29.1% of area) is a mixture of retail and hotels, as well as the courthouse, museum and 
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casino. The Mall Zone is the smallest zone, (7 acres, or 5.5% of area), and is focused 

exclusively on the Rupert Mall and its parking areas. The Central Zone (23 acres, or 

17.7% of area) is the most intensive zone of street-oriented retail, and also includes City 

Hall and the community college. The West Zone (44 acres, or 34.2% of area) is the 

largest zone, and hosts a retail cluster on 3rd Ave, sporadic retail on 2nd Ave, lower 

density residential uses interspersed west of 9th St, and the largest proportion of hotels 

in the city (two on 3rd Ave, three on 2nd Ave and three on 1st Ave).    

4.3.2 Underutilized Land in Downtown Zones  

Figure 4.6  (below) identifies all underutilized sites in downtown Prince Rupert.  

 

Figure 4.6. Prince Rupert: Non -Utilized Sites in Downtown (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

There are numerous underutilized sites throughout downtown Prince Rupert, although 

the majority are of a relatively small size. Generally, the extent of this land use condition 

in many downtowns is linked to the cumulative effect of periodic occurrences of fires and 

demolitions that take place during extended periods of economic decline, or when 

peripheral lands are released for competing uses. As a result, the impetus to redevelop 

is limited, or non-existent, and a gap-tooth streetscape becomes broadly entrenched 

throughout downtown over time. In Prince Rupert, large surface parking lots are 

generally associated with parking requirements for major commercial uses (Prince 

Rupert Zoning Bylaw 3462) (City of Prince Rupert 2021a). 

The West, East and Mall zones have the most combined surface area that is 

underutilized, while the Cow Bay and Central zones have very few underutilized parcels 
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(and area). A very small number of sites in the Mall, East and West zones have the 

potential to accommodate mid to large-scale redevelopment, including modified medium 

box retail or comprehensive mixed use complexes, as designated as a priority in the 

current downtown plan (Prince Rupert 2019). Several additional vacant and surface 

parking sites, or a combination of the two, have the potential to accommodate small to 

mid-size developments. The assembly of several non-contiguous vacant parcels could 

lead to comprehensive redevelopment with the acquisition and demolition of small, 

adjacent structures, although the large stock of heritage buildings may limit or 

complicate these possibilities. 

Breaking this down into its components, there is an uneven distribution of vacant land in 

downtown Prince Rupert, weighted heavily towards two zones (West and East). The 

highest concentration of vacant sites is in the West Zone, and includes a range of small 

(under 1000 sqm), mid-sized (1000-3000 sqm) and large parcels (3000-6000 sqm), 

including the undeveloped block surrounding the Highliner Hotel tower (1st Ave: 7th-8th 

St), the hilltop site of the former iconic Elizabeth Apartments (fire) (1st Ave: 6th-7th St), 

and the western gateway at Highway 16 and 3rd Ave (a former chain restaurant). The 

Central, Mall and Cow Bay zones have only a very small number of vacant parcels (2 

small and 1 mid-sized), while the East Zone has several small (2), mid-sized (4), and 

large parcels (2) at the eastern gateway at 3rd Ave at McBride. There are no extra-large 

vacant land parcels exceeding 6000 sqm in downtown Prince Rupert. 

Off-street surface parking is located disproportionately among the five zones in 

downtown Prince Rupert. This form of under-utilized land is associated both with the 

periodic loss of built form through fires and demolitions (as a temporary use), but also a 

result of parking standards tied to car-oriented developments that retrofit downtown 

according to suburban values. This is a result of the hybrid approach to the core that 

was adopted between the 1970s-2000s because of pressure from developers and 

concerns regarding on-street parking supply.  

The vast majority of surface parking in Prince Rupert is connected to six large 

commercial developments, mostly located north of 2nd Ave in the Mall and East zones. In 

these zones, extra large (over 6000 sqm) parking areas are associated with the Rupert 

Mall (nearly two-thirds of the Mall zone) and Safeway complex, and a large (3000-6000 

sqm) parking area is located on the casino property, as well as mid-sized (1000-3000 

sqm) parking areas at the Crest Hotel and a major church. There are only small (under 
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1000 sqm) and mid-sized parcels of surface parking in the other zones, the largest of 

which are at the Save On Foods complex and 2 hotels in the West Zone, the community 

college, City Hall and retirement home in the Central Zone, and 2 parcels in Cow Bay 

mostly geared to tourists and shoppers. 

The combination of both categories of underutilized land provides a more complete 

picture of the physical state of downtown, and the development opportunities available to 

avert the pressure to develop on greenfield land. With 19.5% of the downtown land base 

underutilized, opportunities exist for a variety of small to mid-size development types on 

existing urban land. There are limited prospects for comprehensive developments in the 

absence of demolition. In a low growth environment, such large developments are 

unlikely to emerge due to insufficient demand and elevated risk.  

Figure 4.7  (below) displays the distribution of underutilized downtown land, by zone. 

PRINCE RUPERT - DOWNTOWN UNDERUTILIZED LAND AREA & DISTRIBUTION (sqm) (2020) 

Zone 
Surface 
Parking Share 

Vacant 
Land 

Share Zone Area as % of Downtown 

Cow Bay 4060 7.5% 790 1.7% 13.5% 

East 16,930 31.4% 14,960 31.6% 29.1% 

Mall 18,170 33.7% 0 0% 5.5% 

Central 6030 11.2% 5360 11.3% 17.7% 

West 8650 16.1% 26,250 55.4% 34.2% 

Figure 4.7. Prince Rupert: Downtown Underutilized Land Area & Distribution 
(2020) 

The area of vacant sites is not distributed equally among the zones in downtown Prince 

Rupert. The West and East zones have a disproportionate amount of vacant land (87%), 

despite having only 63.3% of the land area. The gap is most significant in the West 

Zone, where there is over 26,000 sqm of vacant land available. The Cow Bay and Mall 

zones have a comparatively small amount of vacant land (1.7%), not representative of 

their share of downtown land area (19%), with the Rupert Mall site being fully dedicated 

to structures and parking. The Central zone is mostly built-up and has retained its status 

as the multi-functional core of downtown, with a single peripheral site representing most 

of its vacant sum.   

The East and Mall zones have the most surface parking area among the 5 zones. Both 

zones have a disproportionate amount of surface parking relative to their share of total 

downtown land area, with the Mall Zone hosting 33.7% of downtown surface parking on 
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only 5.5% of the downtown land base. These zones are affected by their access to 

Highway 16 (2nd Ave), which made sites attractive for large commercial developments 

with suburban parking standards. The West zone has the lowest proportion of surface 

parking area (16.1%) relative to its share of total downtown land area (34.2%). This is a 

result of the prevalence of smaller streetfront structures and transitioning to lower 

density housing. The Central and Cow Bay zones have smaller structures in a walkable 

setting and donôt house large car-oriented developments. While four out of five zones 

average 5-11% of their land area as surface parking, nearly two-thirds of the Mall Zone 

is covered by surface parking. The entire downtown has approximately 10% of its land 

base devoted to surface parking.  

Figure B.12  indicates the combined distribution of underutilized land area in each zone 

of downtown, in contrast with each zoneôs proportion of total downtown area. The West 

and East zones reflect the downtown average of approximately 20% of their respective 

land base being underutilized. The Cow Bay and Central zones are closer to the 10% 

threshold of underutilized land area, which represents the most intact urban downtown 

districts in northwest BC (likely rivalling the most intact, built-up northern cores in 

Smithers, Prince George and Dawson Creek).  

Figure 4.8  (below) displays the total land area (in sqm) underutilized in each zone of the 

core, divided into vacant land and surface parking categories (See also Figure B.13 ).  

PRINCE RUPERT - UNDERUTILIZED LAND AREA, BY ZONE AND TYPE  

Zone 
Vacant Land Area 

(sqm) 
Surface Parking Land Area 

(sqm) Total 

Cow Bay 790 4060 4850   (4.8%) 

East 14,960 16,930 31,890   (31.5%) 

Mall 0 18,170 18,170   (18.0%) 

Central 5360 6030 11,390   (11.2%) 

West 26,250 8650 34,900   (34.5%) 

TOTAL       47,360  (46.8%)            53,840  (53.2%) 101,200 

Figure 4.8. Prince Rupert: Under -Utilized Land Area, by Zone and Type (2020)  

The West and East zones have the most abundant underutilized land area in downtown 

Prince Rupert, with over 30,000 sqm of vacant land and surface parking in each of the 

two zones. The Mall zone has 18,170 sqm of underutilized land in two surface parking 

areas, while the Cow Bay and Central zones have much smaller amounts of 4850 sqm 

and 11,390 sqm respectively. 
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Figure B.14  displays the total number of vacant and surface parking sites in each 

downtown zone. The West Zone has the most abundant underutilized sites (26), 

followed by the East Zone (16), or 75% of all sites. The other zones all have significantly 

fewer sites, which is generally reflective of the smaller land area of the Central, Mall and 

Cow Bay zones as a proportion of total downtown land area (see % values in chart 

above). The quantity of sites may not reflect the magnitude of redevelopment 

opportunities, as challenges and opportunities differ in each zone.  

Figure B.15 and B.16  examine the size and quantity of vacant and surface parking sites 

throughout each zone of downtown. The size categories are reflective of the scale and 

complexity of potential redevelopments in each zone, in the absence of the potential 

demolition of neighbouring structures. Furthermore, these figures also provide 

perspective on the physical condition of each sector of downtown in terms of the 

continuity of built form. As indicated earlier, small parcels are identified as 1000 sqm or 

less, or the typical size of many individual downtown buildings. Mid-size parcels are 

1000-3000 sqm, which offer a higher level of complexity for potential uses and density. 

Large parcels of 3000-6000 sqm could allow for a medium-sized formats typical of some 

national chains or grocery stores, while extra large parcels of over 6000 sqm could 

accommodate a modified form of big box or department stores, which are often 10,000-

20,000 sqm in suburban settings, excluding surface parking.   

The larger number of sites in the West and East zones are reflective of more abundant 

small and mid-sized land parcels (and a small number of large ones), whereas the Mall 

zone offers major comprehensive redevelopment opportunities on two extra large sites. 

The Central and Cow Bay zones mostly allow for a small number of small to mid-sized 

developments on a limited number of sites.  

4.3.3 New Development During the Study Period  

Despite the availability of development sites in the core, little change has taken place in 

recent years Figure B.17  indicates new mixed-use and commercial developments in 

downtown Prince Rupert undertaken between 2015-2020. During a five-year period of 

relative economic stability, a relatively flat population and intermittent speculation 

pertaining to LNG megaprojects, Prince Rupert saw almost no new development in its 

downtown core. The only notable mixed-use or commercial development was a small 

one storey structure built by a real estate company in the Central Zone of downtown. 
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There were no new peripheral commercial or mixed-use developments during the same 

five-year period. 

4.3.4 Analysis and Recent Trends  

Downtown Prince Rupertôs land use and built form characteristics are unique among the 

three communities. Its core area represents nearly one-tenth of the total continuous 

urban area, and the proportion of underutilized lands within downtown is less than one-

fifth of the total downtown area (split nearly equally between vacant sites and surface 

parking). Considering its commercial and institutional dominance, and historical 

aspirations, a large core emerged early in its history. This justified the creation of five 

distinct zones, geographically oriented, but each with varying functions and land use 

characteristics. While the Central zone is mostly built-up, there are abundant small and 

mid-sized under-utilized sites distributed across the downtown, often not contiguous, and 

usually created by periodic fires and demolitions. Most large and extra-large under-

utilized sites are parking lots for large retail centres, not easily developable as a result of 

commercial lease agreements and minimum parking policy requirements. Several large 

vacant sites exist in the east end of the core and represent the easiest opportunities for 

a major development if parking is limited or structured.  

Prince Rupertôs core is dominant and generally intact but has seen little new investment 

in decades. Overall, itôs land use patterns are more sustainable than the neighbouring 

towns, promoting a relatively high number of pedestrian trips, while facilitating trip 

chaining and offering a variety of mixed-use structures for occupancy. However, the 

development of several major traffic generators resulted in the accommodation of car 

use and provision of significant private and cost-free off-street parking downtown. While 

development opportunities exist for small and medium-sized buildings, there are very 

few opportunities for large-scale comprehensive development, and specific policies limit 

the potential for redeveloping large surface parking lots, despite the downtown vision 

advocating for such change. Overall, however, the potential for improvement is high 

because of the intact grid, a significant population within walking distance, and a large 

stock of heritage buildings that produce local identity.  

Prince Rupertôs dominant, but dilapidated core is reflective of early expectations of 

grandeur, the accommodation of modified malls in the 1970s, the lengthy economic 

decline after the 1980s, the failed emergence of peripheral retail, and cumulative attrition 
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of, and disinvestment in, the overall building stock. While guided by policy, the role of 

economic cycles and various community actors also influenced development outcomes 

at critical junctures. The findings in this section tell the story of current outcomes that 

have been influenced by these processes. 

4.4 Shaping Elements  

Prince Rupert and its downtown have been shaped by the initial conditions encountered 

at its inception, and the subsequent accretion of planning and development decisions 

over many decades. Path dependencies were created during the early years, 

entrenching downtown as the commercial, administrative and cultural centre of the city 

and region, but growth and technological changes after the Second World War 

challenged this hegemony, and resulted in modifications that facilitated a greater degree 

of car orientation, while avoiding the suburbanization of uses that occurring in other 

communities, including Terrace and Kitimat. In the context of the eight previously 

identified path dependencies, the following influences particularly impacted the growth 

and development of Prince Rupert over time:    

1) Prince Rupertôs unique natural and foundational elements 

In contrast with its northwest neighbours, Prince Rupertôs natural setting is both dramatic 

and complicated. Its steep topography, deep ice-free harbour, proximity to open ocean 

and limited developable land have created opportunities and constraints for development 

from the outset of its existence. Development decisions had to be strategic and wasted 

buildable land was not economical when the cost of developing marginal land has 

always been significantly higher.  

2) Regional Dynamics  

Prince Rupertôs geography and transportation network reflect a city that is at the physical 

óend of the roadô, but not the end of the transport network, as is the case in Kitimat. 

Figure 4.9  (below) indicates numerous transport connections by sea, by air and by land 

to communities along the coast and inland. These connections also make Prince Rupert 

an important trading centre and cultural meeting place in the region, which creates 

numerous economic opportunities. The early establishment of many linkages 

subsequently benefited Prince Rupert throughout its history and created opportunities 

that still exist.    
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Transportation & Geography - Factors Influencing Outcomes in Prince Rupert 
  

 End of the road and railways, but not the end of the transport network 

 Four car ferry services (Alaska, Lax Kwa'alaams, Haida Gwaii, Port Hardy) 

  Two passenger ferry services (Metlakatla, Kitkatla) and cruise ship terminal 

  Air - service to Vancouver, Haida Gwaii, Lax Kwa'alaams and Ketchikan, AK 

  Diversified port as northern gateway to North America with continental links 

Figure 4.9. Transportation & Geography - Factors Influencing Outcomes  in 
Prince Rupert  

3) Prince Rupertôs unique early built form elements 

The early planning decisions were based on the directives of the Brett and Hall plan of 

1907. The hiring of a reputable U.S. east coast planning firm to lay out a new community 

was based on a vision of future greatness for the city as a major Pacific port, and based 

on principles of the City Beautiful movement, which promoted beauty not only for its own 

sake, but to create moral and civic virtue among urban populations (Bluestone 1988). 

The early plan was centred on downtown, but provided for significant orderly growth in 

the surroundings, and incremental expansion of the central core to accommodate future 

commercial needs. The main elements of the plan included:     

(a) a tight downtown street grid 

(b) compact urban form based on grid emanating from downtown 

(c) rail yards along the southern downtown waterfront 

(d) industrial and port activities along the northern waterfront 

(e) multiple showpiece anchor buildings (courthouse, city hall, Besner & Capital offices) 

(f) a city park above the waterfront 

These foundational elements remain in place today, except for the city park (which was 

owned by the railway) and parts of the adjacent street grid, which were eliminated in the 

1970s for the construction of the Rupert Mall. The replacement of industrial and 

transport-oriented lands near the waterfront has been contemplated over time (and is 

central to the current plan), but in reality, land use change has been difficult to 

accomplish due to the scarcity of supply and entrenched mandate of ownership (e.g. 

railway, port) to retain such lands. The presence of contaminated soil, and clean-up 

requirements triggered by land use change, also hindered modifications. These path 

dependencies reflect historical decisions and activities, not to be easily modified.  
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4) Disruptive elements during post -war boom  

The post-war boom had a significant impact on the city, but many foundational elements 

remained intact. With the widespread adoption of car and truck use after the 1950s, the 

development of peripheral port and resource processing facilities 10-15km from the city 

centre created a pattern of commuting and deliveries that were not centred on the 

downtown. The Yellowhead Highway and connecting roads were developed to serve 

industrial facilities, which moved some economic energy into the periphery, and 

somewhat reduced the dominance of the core. The small suburb of Port Edward was 

also developed as an alternative residential area close to the industries.  

The peripheralization of transport facilities also impacted the vibrancy of the core. A new 

BC Ferries terminal was developed 5km west of the city in the 1960s, and also serves as 

the terminus of VIA Rail passenger services. Float plane services were developed in 

facilities east of the city in Seal Cove. The dispersion of these passenger transport 

facilities removed not only the interactions that occur at the terminal interface, but also 

the associated economic activities (especially retail) and presence that occurs when they 

are located downtown (e.g. the sense of arrival for passengers and spectacle for locals 

or visitors when float planes and ferries arrive in downtown Victoria, BC), according to a 

local planning consultant in 2021.     

The domination of commercial and administrative uses downtown has remained 

constant since the communityôs inception. Except for a small commercial and cultural 

node at the entrance of town (only 1km from downtown), nearly all commercial activities 

are located in the traditional core. The most disruptive aspect of the post-war boom was 

the partial retrofitting of downtown to accommodate two major malls (one of which, 

Ocean Centre, has mostly been converted to offices over time). The conversion of 

vacant downtown malls to other uses has occurred in numerous small and mid-sized 

cities in Canada (Filion & Hammond 2008). Both structures disrupted the pre-existing 

pattern of narrow multi-floor structures on the grid, replacing them with large, block-long 

buildings, and significant amounts of parking, fully underground at the Ocean Centre, but 

mostly at surface at the Rupert Mall. While these mall developments were disruptive to 

the built form, their detrimental effects were limited, as they act as traffic generators for 

other businesses downtown, unlike peripheral malls. As a result of the wet climate, they 

may have an advantage, however in terms of pulling some traffic off the street, 

particularly if directly competing businesses are located in the malls. Despite the building 



92 

boom during this era, there were few landmark structures built in the core, unlike during 

the first wave of development in the early 1900s. The 17 storey Highliner Hotel tower 

became the tallest building north of Vancouver when completed in 1980, but most other 

structures utilized standard designs and cheap building materials, which added little to 

any sense of downtown character. A number of key planning decisions had a significant 

lasting impact on downtown (Figure 4.10 below) .  

5) Key planning decisions   

Planning and Downtown ς Key Decisions in Prince Rupert 

    

 1908 Brett and Hall Plan (influenced by City Beautiful movement) 

  Tight grid intact since inception 

  1960s and 70s downtown commercial overbuild (Hotels, Ocean Centre, Mall) 

  Defining Outcome: Peripheral large format retail mall withdrawn (2008) 

Figure 4.10. Planning and Downtown ï Key Decisions in Prince Rupert  

The 1908 Brett and Hall plan was highly influenced by the City Beautiful movement, and 

many of its features have remained over the next century, including the street grid, parks 

and gardens and architectural features on prominent buildings. The rapid growth of the 

1960s and 1970s resulted in a growing concentration of street and mall-based 

commercial activities in the core. The two malls built in the core are better integrated 

with downtownôs street grid and street life than the other northwest downtowns, where 

the malls became their own focal point away from the high street. Later developments 

during the lean years of the 1990s and 2000s resulted in additional retrofitting of the 

eastern zone of downtown for car-oriented commercial development, including a casino 

and a Safeway food store, which required the removal of an entire block of 1st Street to 

incorporate a large parking lot. Compromises were made to spur investment during a 

challenging economic period, but downtown remained the commercial heart of town. 

The most recent attempt (2005-2008) to peripheralize commercial activities away from 

the core was able to move through multiple stages of the planning process before 

succumbing to a combination of municipal pushback related to infrastructure 

contributions, and the onset of the Great Recession. While unsuccessful, this proposal 

clearly illustrated the vulnerability of municipalities when dealing with developers during 

periods of economic hardship. As this development succeeded in amending the OCP 

and other policies, there was high potential for an outcome that permanently redefined 

commercial activities downtown and in the periphery.  
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A final element of change that has taken place incrementally over many decades is the 

elimination of buildings, mostly a result of fires. Over time, many buildings, a small 

number being prominent structures, have succumbed. Since the 1980s, most of these 

buildings have not been replaced, and remain as underutilized sites. These scars have a 

cumulative effect on downtown landscapes by creating a ógap toothô streetscape, and 

taking away from overall character. Economic conditions have not facilitated 

redevelopment, nor have the awkwardly sized parcels and fractured ownership attracted 

any comprehensive proposals. These historical dynamics of geography, planning and 

development have had a profound effect on the community and its downtown, and 

continue to constrain and influence current outcomes.  

4.5 Policy Framework ï Prince Rupert  

4.5.1 Official Community Plan  

The most recent adopted Official Community Plan (OCP) was in 2021, replacing a 

version that was created in 2007. Significant economic changes occurred within the 

community over that period, as the city moved from large-scale decline in the 2000s to 

economic stabilization in the 2010s, and population stabilization in the 2020s. Policy 

frameworks matter for understanding path dependency as they represent the órules of 

the gameô for development, and influence planning processes. The earlier plan was 

developed in a different era than the current one, as the city passed through a difficult 

period of decline which eventually led to economic renewal, and a new vision reflecting 

current realities.  

The 2007 plan, dubbed the óQuality of Life Official Community Planô, was highlighted as 

being a sustainable vision considering a ótriple bottom lineô of social, environmental and 

economic values (pg. 2) in the spirit of ósmart growthô. There are numerous references to 

the importance of downtown in seeking to ósupportô or ópromoteô arts and cultural venues, 

residential and mixed-use developments in the core. It is also highlighted that the 

ñcommercial core continues to be the heart of the cityò in a section entitled ñWorking and 

Shopping in Prince Rupertò (pg. 25). This section also identifies downtown as the 

desired location for new office employment, including port-related office expansion. 

However, several pages later, the OCP suggests that ñlarge scale retail may not be 

appropriate downtownò, and that ñcommercial development along Highway 16 is 
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acceptableò as far east as Frederick Street (which represents the edge of town) and 

includes the location associated with the proposed big box mall from the late-2000s (pg. 

29). Furthermore, it is stated that hotel development is permitted along Highway 16 to 

the western edge of the community, even if downtown locations are preferred, in 

principle.  

There is an inherent double standard, whereby the OCP states that downtown is the 

desired location for new commercial development, but it will not stand in the way of other 

specified peripheral locations, thus allowing the market to decide. Unfortunately, there is 

clear evidence from other places that downtown will generally be overlooked when 

greenfield sites are available, and impediments are removed (Keough 2015). Neither the 

2007 or the 2021 plan included a specific designation for large format retail along 

Highway 16 in the vicinity of the proposed mall. It is generally highlighted as óParks and 

Open Spaceô in both plans, and the zoning permits light industrial and recreational uses 

(not in complete conformity with the OCP). The main difference is that the 2007 plan 

explicitly identifies the potential for large format retail outside of the core, along Highway 

16 (east), whereas the 2021 plan clearly indicates that such uses should be 

accommodated downtown in a modified form. The current plan also includes a 

monitoring component to adjust strategies if the core does not achieve an appropriate 

distribution of development: 

Being able to stay within the township footprint and its associated Urban 
Containment Boundary and to achieve the complete and walkable 
neighbourhoods identified in the plan will require success in efforts to 
have redevelopment and new development in the City Core areas. This 
should be monitored and strategies adjusted if the planned distribution of 
development does not occur as intended (pg. 96). 

The Prince Rupert 2021 OCP was the culmination of a 6 year process that began in 

2015 following the election of a youthful mayor who had opposed the Northern Gateway 

oil pipeline and sought to design a more sustainable community that pivoted Prince 

Rupert away from potential oil exports and resource extraction vulnerabilities, and 

towards a more diverse economy centred on other aspects of the port, as well as 

tourism and quality of life (City of Prince Rupert 2021b). The Prince Rupert region 

(Grassy Point) had been considered as a possible alternative for the oil export terminal 

when Kitimat voted against it in a plebiscite in 2014. The Redesign Rupert process was 

divided into two phases, and began by asking the public what it liked about the city, and 

what required improvement (2000 responses were received). Based on these 
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responses, the second phase brought together city officials, port interests, industrial 

stakeholders, community organizations, local businesses and First Nations, in 

collaboration with world renowned planner Larry Beasley, and his associates, in order to 

formulate a new vision for the city for the 2030 time horizon. The plan balances 

economic and planning considerations and focuses a significant amount of development 

in the existing downtown ï which is split into 3 functional areas. The OCP describes the 

goal (and limitations) of the Vision as follows: 

The Vision 2030 presents an ambitious aspiration for the community 
which would respond to the growth expected in the near future. It is 
presented as a vision that will inevitably be different in its details when 
achieved. This advice is given by the author of the strategy to help focus 
on the broader vision rather than becoming overly focused on details. In 
other words, there will need to be some acceptance and flexibility in how 
the vision is realized. This is especially true because implementation will 
involve additional processes, including this OCP, where residents and 
stakeholders will have opportunity for receiving further information and 
provide input based on plan aspirations, ongoing municipal operations, 
projects, industry investments, and available funding, resources and 
capacities. (Prince Rupert 2021b, pg. 21). 

The plan outlines a vision at the outset, based on the city embracing 12 key elements:  

Vibrant; resilient; sustainable; prosperous; active & vital; safe & beautiful; 
healthy & active; proud of its heritage; inclusive & equitable; proud of 
community; nestled carefully in nature; a place people want to be. (Prince 
Rupert 2021b, pg. 2) 

It also identifies a number of planning frameworks whose principles have been 

incorporated into the vision, including Sustainable Cities, Smart Growth, Healthy 

Communities and Complete Communities. Sustainable Cities, an offshoot of the term 

ósustainable developmentô as defined by the Bruntland Report (WCED - UN 1987), and 

is defined in the plan as prioritizing policies ñthat maintain economic growth while 

creating a livable city with a focus on resource efficiency, cleanliness, and green 

technologiesò. Smart Growth is defined as the implementation of ñprinciples that promote 

walkable communities, compact development, and mixed land usesò. According to the 

plan, a Healthy Community framework seeks to address ñthe built environment, the 

natural and rural environment, and the social environmentò in order to allow citizens to 

meet their full potential. Finally, the principles of Complete Communities are identified as 

reducing sprawl, promoting densification and mixed use, reducing trip distances, 

preserving heritage and enabling transport alternatives to the car, as a means of 
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creating neighbourhoods that are not single purpose, but allow for the general functions 

of daily life to take place without a car.  

Five specific principles are reiterated in the 2021 OCP, as they were part of the 2030 

(Downtown) Vision document in 2019, including: 

1) Growth and Change in Prince Rupert must enhance community well-being 
2) Growth & development must enhance community sustainability & resilience 
3) Growth & development must add/enhance unique local character tied to its 

special natural setting 
4) Growth & change must embrace diversity 
5) Growth & development must facilitate communities/port mutual supports, 

commitments & accords 

The Uncertainty of Future Projections  

The OCP notes a significant discrepancy between official provincial growth projections 

(under 1000 new residents by 2030) for Prince Rupert, as opposed to those identified by 

the City, the port and terminal operators in the 2030 Vision document (12,000 new 

residents). The 2030 Vision suggests that an ñextraordinary eventò has begun to shift the 

trajectory of Prince Rupertôs development path, and that previous projections do not 

adequately consider the impact of the labour needs for port expansion, and the potential 

spinoff effects of 2000 new port workers, their families and the labour requirements of 

spinoff economic activities. As there is minimal slack in the local labour supply, the plan 

suggests that most of positions will be filled by new migrants to the region. The OCP 

indicates that while the amount and timing of this growth is uncertain, the City must 

prepare a plan that can adequately manage its impacts, including new commercial and 

industrial activity, and up to 5000 new housing units. This presents a dilemma for the 

city, funding agencies and developers, as the timing of infrastructure investments must 

coincide with real signals of growth. As of the 2021 census, this has yet to take place. 

The interconnection between planning and development is noted in an OCP passage: 

The Prince Rupert Port Authority contemplates considerably more port 
growth over the next ten years. For this to happen in a positive manner, 
renewal of the city, including new residential stock and an attractive, vital 
downtown core, will need to occur. A successful and prosperous future for 
both the City and the Port Authority depends on both working together 
such that development is mutually supportive and complementaryò 
(Prince Rupert 2021b, pg. 38). 

The plan discusses various uses and infrastructure. Of particular note to the downtown 

are residential, commercial and heritage uses. In terms of overall growth, the plan 

suggests that all of the planned growth (12,000 residents) can be accommodated within 
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the boundaries of the original 1907 plan, mostly by intensifying the 3 downtown districts 

and existing neighbourhoods, and a small expansion of the footprint into existing 

designated growth areas (Figure 4.11  below). As of 2014, only 3.6% of housing units 

were located in the downtown (170 units), however 50% of housing growth (2500 new 

units) is planned to take place in the three districts of the city core.  

Prince Rupertôs Official Community Plan (OCP) (2021) is unusual for a remote resource 

town that has recently struggled through a lengthy period of decline. It is confident, bold, 

detailed and based on smart growth principles that focus most growth downtown. The 

plan concentrates on planning and infrastructure, while lacking any detailed economic 

development strategy, clearly implying that the city focus on managing assumed growth 

at the port, rather than seek any major alternative industry. Although the plan justifies 

this position by indicating job and population projections based on currently planned port 

projects, past precedent suggests that it is risky to rely on a single economic driver that 

is becoming increasingly automated (and reducing permanent job requirements) (Hall 

2023). Furthermore, the region has suffered periods of severe economic vulnerability as 

markets have shifted and comparative advantages have diminished. There are risks in 

generating unrealistic expectations (doubling the population) that are unlikely based on 

recent precedent. This may lead to infrastructure demands (and costs) that exceed 

actual needs, or prematurely opening new areas for development at the expense of 

revitalizing dilapidated areas, which may be deferred to a future date, based on 

assumed growth that never actually materializes.   

4.5.2 Economic Development Strategy  

There has not been a dedicated economic development strategy document in Prince 

Rupert in recent times, as applicable statements were made in various iterations of the 

OCP. The most recent OCP and 2030 Vision provided few details of any targeted 

economic strategy, aside from direct references to the symbiotic relationship with the 

port (pg 9), and a one paragraph discussion on the monitoring of economic progress by 

way of changes in commercial floorspace and business licenses over time (pg.96). The 

most recent document touching on the issue is entitled the Hays 2.0 Vision, released in 

2015 and updated in 2018, which includes a 5-point civic vision that would help the 

economy: (1) becoming part of a global community; (2) developing First Nations 

partnerships; (3) redesigning Prince Rupert; (4) rebuilding Prince Rupert, and (5) 
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becoming sustainable by 2030. In 2018, the city listed major new ($252M) and upgraded 

($100M) public infrastructure needs and requested that senior governments revise 

municipal taxation powers to assist with funding (Prince Rupert 2018).  

Additional economic issues were raised in a consulting report (KPMG 2015) that 

examined local issues related to LNG development and infrastructure requirements, 

providing perspective on some of the challenges that Prince Rupert faces with regards to 

attracting and benefitting from new industry. The report states that the effects of long-

term population decline from 18,400 to 12,600 between 1981-2016 (nearly one-third of 

the population) due to the loss and downsizing of major industries, has resulted in a 

large drop in municipal tax revenues, as all classes of land use face pressures. 

Furthermore, a provincial cap on industrial tax rates, and port facilities, has reduced the 

ability of Prince Rupert to maintain existing infrastructure, or strategically add 

infrastructure to support new industry. The report states that: 

Prince Rupert finds itself in a situation where the City would like to 

welcome a new industry to the region but realizes that this would come 

with incremental investments on top of already depleted local 

infrastructure, and the current funding options are not viable. Other 

sources of funding will be necessary to close this gap and ensure that 

both industry and the City mutually benefit over the long-term (KPMG 

2015). 

A dilemma within the planning-development nexus played out in Prince Rupert in recent 

years. Mixed support for LNG, particularly within the First Nations community, and the 

lack of significant tax policy changes and infrastructure investments by senior 

governments, resulted in the cancellation of the (federally and provincially) approved 

Petronas-led $11.4 billion LNG export terminal (and connecting infrastructure totalling 

$36 billion) at Lelu Island, 10km south of the city, with no more than a neutral response 

from the Mayor of Prince Rupert on 2 Aug 2017:   

The economy of Prince Rupert and the region is continuing to grow and 

diversify. We are encouraged about a number of other industrial projects 

that are ongoing or proposed (Mayor Lee Brain, cited by Lough 2017). 

Prince Rupert effectively made the decision to pursue the incremental expansion of 

other port activities that would deliver greater long-term impacts with less immediate 

local government expenditures, while fostering relationships with existing port operators 

and the port authority rather than a major new player more aligned with senior 

government interests. The City believes that the port will deliver all the growth that the 
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community can handle in the foreseeable future, and that investing in the management 

of this assumed growth is of greater importance than trying to facilitate even more, 

through potentially disruptive megaproject developments with few permanent jobs. The 

OCP states: 

If the new workforce required to service port growth is not attracted to live 
in Prince Rupert the port will have significant challenges in securing the 
human resources required for its operations. Building and maintaining a 
city that is attractive, vibrant and has the services required and desired by 
residents is a fundamental part of the Portôs success. A quality downtown 
and attractive residential areas support economic growth. (Prince Rupert 
2021b). 

The problematic relationship between planning and development is clearly highlighted, 

as a number of tensions play out within the community. Prince Rupertôs leadership 

began to believe that its trajectory had shifted following a lengthy economic downturn 

associated with employment losses in fishing and forestry, and thus it became 

decoupled from a path dependency related to those sunset industries. As the small port 

incrementally grew in recent years, the community (and region) rallied behind it, leading 

to a period of stabilization and near-full employment (but not necessarily involving 

significant population growth). The projections of port operators and the authority 

suggested the need for a massive number of permanent workers to facilitate additional 

large-scale port expansion, leading the City to believe that other industries (and 

megaprojects) were not worth pursuing, as they would be disruptive to the community 

and port growth. Planning began to take a leading role in this very narrow (port-focused) 

economic development strategy, as worker recruitment was deemed to have been 

hampered by the poor perceptions of the physical state of the community and its 

infrastructure (particularly to attract families rather than single men or temporary 

residents).  

Although in a more favourable economic position than a decade ago, Prince Rupertôs 

current development dilemma plays out on a number of scales, including the influence of 

local empowerment, whereby numerous local interests have pushed back against 

international megaproject proposals supported by senior governments, indicating that 

there were insufficient local benefits and excessive negative impacts on the community 

and its infrastructure. This highlights an ongoing path dependency, whereby the lengthy 

decline of the economy and population has reduced the local tax base and contributed to 

core obsolescence and aging infrastructure, and a general state of disrepair, which 
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continues to hinder economic progress in the city despite recent investments in the port. 

Concurrently, there remains a path-dependent commitment to downtown as the 

commercial heart of the city, despite its condition. Without significant planning efforts, 

however, the dilapidated state of these assets will hinder community development and 

efforts to generate resilience, not only in relation to diversified port activities, but other 

smaller-scale endogenous development opportunities involving lifestyle entrepreneurs 

that might inhabit the downtown.  

4.5.3 Downtown Plan  

The co-evolution of planning and development in Prince Rupert resulted in the legacy of 

a strong core. Although neglected and nearly abandoned during the darkest economic 

times when desperation set in, within the current planning framework downtown is highly 

valued, and at the centre of future growth plans. To support the development of the port 

(and spinoff activities), the city and its major employers have identified the need to 

attract workers and their families from other regions. They must sell the óplaceô to attract 

more than just FIFO workers with no connection and little contribution to the community. 

As the face of Prince Rupert, downtown has been identified as the priority location for a 

makeover that would counter negative perceptions of a remote decrepit town that 

overshadows its spectacular setting. 

In support of the OCP process, the City of Prince Rupert, funded by local port operators, 

the port authority and Community Futures Pacific Northwest, commissioned a 

downtown-centric community vision, completed by Larry Beasley and partners in 2019 

(Cocullo 2019; City of Prince Rupert 2019). The document, entitled ñPrince Rupert 2030 

ï The Vision: A Vibrant City Hosting a Vibrant Portò is based on the close relationship 

between the port and the city: 

The communities and port of Prince Rupert will grow in sync, through 
pervasive collaboration and reconciliation, with the communities hosting 
complete living and supports for the port and the port embracing the 
complete living and supports of the communities (pg. 2).  

The plan goes on to describe what it intends to achieve, the limitations of its directives 

and the additional work that is required to see it through to a reality that is tied to its key 

principles but based on evolving local conditions and the timing of growth. There is an 

acknowledgement that the messy details of legalistic planning would have impeded the 

ability of the consultant to come up with an inspirational vision for the downtown, 
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therefore, the vision is not legally binding in any way, and the actual plans, zoning and 

bylaws can be advanced in a phased approach over time.  

The vision includes an overview of projections based on port expansion expectations, 

job quantity precedents and multipliers, and the future land use framework that would 

support the growth (mostly downtown) of various industrial, commercial and residential 

activities associated with a city of 24,000 population and 10,000 jobs. (Figure 4.11 

below) . See also Figure B.18 .  

 

Figure 4.11. Prince Rupert: Central Core Area ï Multi -District Development 
Concept (2030)  
Source: City of Prince Rupert (2019) 

There is an acknowledgement that downtown Prince Rupert has been inflicted with the 

problems of many small downtowns, in which vacant buildings and lots, as well as empty 

windows and storefronts, poorly maintained buildings and sidewalks and a lack of mixed 

uses and retail diversity have resulted in a negative image of the area (City of Prince 

Rupert 2019).  

Streets in the downtown do not have the kind of ñsticky edgesò that 
facilitate consumer interest & generate retail activity. Other uses that 
support retail, such as housing and workplaces, have not developed in 
the city core. The whole place has not come together as a strongly 
identifiable or branded destination. (pg 52) 

Although many small towns have seen the relocation of retail to the periphery, this did 

not occur in Prince Rupert as a result of restrictive policies and strong local actors. As a 

result, an opportunity exists to make significant improvements without car-oriented 

competition. There are numerous assets downtown, beginning with the fine-grained 

street grid, several attractive historic buildings (including City Hall and the court house) 

and the concentration of most hotels and major retailers within a few blocks of each 

other. Several key principles are identified, and 8 building blocks are presented, each 

with multiple action proposals relating mostly to downtown: 
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1)  Housing ï vibrant housing market with choice, affordability and social responsibility 
2)  Workforce & Workplaces ï strong employment talent pool and identifiable workplaces 
3)  Retail ï retail diversity and choice in identifiable locations 
4)  Placemaking ï compelling óurbanô destinations 
5)  Social Infrastructure ï comprehensive, stable and responsible 
6)  Community Infrastructure ï complete neighbourhoods and communities 
7)  Environment and Wilderness ï sustaining, treasured and unique natural wilderness 
8)  Governance ï continuous and proactive public/private collaboration affordable 

These broad-based interventions go beyond mere urban design recommendations and 

land use zoning modifications, and include directives pertaining to governance, 

sustainability, social challenges, retail diversity and employment creation as key anchors 

for revitalization. 

Concurrent with the presentation of the vision, the City and its partners (First Nations, 

the port and CN Rail) announced several significant funded initiatives. These actions 

included an affordable housing project, two new parks, a downtown passenger ferry 

dock, and the acquisition of waterfront-adjacent land for future higher density housing 

(previously held by the railway for over a century). The re-announcement of a truck-only 

bypass was also highlighted for its benefits to downtown. These funded quick actions for 

several major investments were considered important to generate momentum and start 

to shift perceptions about the state of the city and downtown. Since the release of the 

plan, partnerships with senior governments and a modest growth of the industrial tax 

base have also led to the partial rehabilitation of some critical infrastructure. Despite 

these initiatives, there is little evidence that the city or the core has seen any significant 

population growth, and associated non-industrial development, in the short term.  

4.6 Conclusion  

The direction of recent plans and strategies represents a bold forward-looking vision of 

Prince Rupert compared to previous iterations. Overall, the long-standing principles of a 

compact small city, with a strong downtown, remain intact. This legacy has been passed 

on through policies as well as being reinforced by development outcomes and 

investment decisions, thus representing an entrenched form of path dependency that 

would make (potentially less sustainable) alternatives difficult to achieve. Unlike its 

neighbours, Prince Rupert has minimized urban sprawl and its core remains the pre-

eminent hub of commercial, administrative, and institutional activities. This is 

advantageous in terms of attracting new development once demand is generated, as 
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there are no easy and logical competing locations in the periphery, aside from the site 

where a development was withdrawn in 2008, in part a result of high building and 

servicing costs (and no longer considered in the 2021 OCP). The existing condition of 

the core presents various constraints, including negative perceptions pertaining to 

safety, and a ógap toothô built form, with fractured ownership and few sites easily capable 

of facilitating comprehensive (as opposed to smaller scale) mixed-use redevelopment. 

The ólong bustô took a toll on the downtown, as there was little impetus to develop, and 

upkeep was sacrificed as revenues declined. Substantial growth and investment would 

be required to spur redevelopment and restore the built form to a level that resembled 

the 1980s peak. 

Despite the bold pronouncements of sustainability and downtown revitalization, there are 

numerous path dependent forces that may inhibit a significant shift of the overall 

development trajectory. The large-scale addition of commercial floor space during the 

previous boom up to the 1980s also results in an overabundance of commercial floor 

space that was built to serve a city of nearly 20,000, rather than two-thirds of that today. 

Esthetically mediocre and often inadequately maintained during the bust, much of this 

floor space is located in structures that are not at the end of their useful life but require 

significant upgrades to meet current standards. The oversupply and uncertainties of the 

past resulted in disinvestment among many landlords, while acting as a constraint that 

has hindered new development.  

Grand pronouncements of large-scale revitalization and redevelopment are limited by 

demographic, market and fiscal realities. Without a significant increase in population and 

jobs, there is limited demand for new commercial activity. Without a growing tax base, 

there is little that the city can do to invest its own capital into new downtown 

infrastructure, amenities or civic facilities. Downtown can languish despite the best 

intentions of planners and decision makers, as todayôs core is limited by what was left 

behind by previous generations. A lack of economic impetus for change locks in built 

form patterns through a form of path dependent inertia. A city that reached its peak 

population and levelled off at that level for decades would not face the same burdens of 

oversupply and tax deprivation as a city that lost a large proportion of its population and 

economic activity. Although building attrition reduces the burden somewhat, Prince 

Rupert is still digging out of a hole to achieve a balance between supply and demand.  
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Prince Rupert is unique among the three northwest communities. It established a strong 

core from the outset and resisted widespread urban sprawl and the conversion of 

downtown to accommodate a car-oriented built form. The recent lengthy period of 

decline caused many wounds, however, in the form of vacant sites, dilapidated 

structures and public infrastructure and amenities that fell into disrepair. The legacy of 

two previous growth eras established a dominant downtown, however the legacy of 

decline is superimposed on the current reality of the core. It acts as one thread of a path 

dependent future that remains tied to the gravity of downtown yet hindered by its many 

physical and social challenges. 
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Chapter 5.  Terrace  

5.1 The Historic Legacy of Planning and Development in 
Terrace  

Terraceôs land use and built form has been influenced by multiple development periods, 

subject to dramatic shifts in planning and commercial philosophies that resulted in the 

melding of multiple legacies over time and space. Path dependencies were established 

during each period, based on infrastructure and built form investments, but trajectories 

shifted more radically in Terrace than in Prince Rupert and Kitimat, as pre-existing 

systems were overwhelmed by new ones, rather than being gently modified by the 

modest accretion of new forms amidst the retention of a dominant original framework.  

Upon its founding in the 1910s, a small village centre was formed around a compact grid 

emanating from the rail station (Terrace Heritage Park Museum - THPM 2014). Decades 

later, this area became an enlarged and dominant core during the early postwar 

expansion era. By the 1970s, new infrastructure led to a major disruption by suburban 

forms within a much larger and more dispersed downtown area, according to a public 

official in 2015. Eventually, both areas were weakened by an era of substantial 

peripheral growth. Each time, path dependencies were broken, but previous systems, 

although weakened, remained in co-existence with new systems. Like all the northwest 

communities, most administrative, institutional services and non-governmental 

organizations remain downtown. As in Kitimat, a significant share of commercial retail 

development is in malls and strip malls near the core. Similar to Prince Rupert, a 

traditional grid-based core was established during its initial development period and 

remains mostly intact. However, unlike either neighbour, Terrace attracted a 

considerable amount of large format region-serving commercial uses beyond its core. 

Terrace is the only community that has experienced any (modest) growth in the region in 

recent years, with the quantity and location of associated development influenced by 

path dependent forces, and embedded decisions. The initial conditions and foundational 

decisions (location of railway and early street grid) set an early legacy for Terrace, and 

was maintained through an early period of stability until the Second World War, and built 

upon during the initial postwar boom. The central core continues to retain vestiges of this 

era geographically, as built form and infrastructure standards remain in place as non-
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conforming uses. This area represents an island amidst the dominance of a vast 

geography developed after the late-1960s, guided by new policies associated with 

dispersed suburbanism. A set of disruptive transport and land use decisions, and policy 

revisions, made during the later stages of postwar growth set in motion a significant shift 

in the trajectory of the community and the role of downtown as growth continued through 

the 1980s. As decline took hold in the 1990s and 2000s, a confluence of factors related 

to the townôs central regional location, the cumulative legacy of past planning decisions, 

and evolving retail trends, led to peripheral commercial expansion amidst decline.  

5.1.1 The Accretion of Decisions Over Time  

Three main periods have impacted the current dynamics downtown: (1) initial 

development and first-wave postwar boom (1910 to late-1960s); (2) the second-wave 

boom (late-1960s to early-1990s); and (3) a lengthy period of population decline 

associated with regional economic contraction (mid-1990s to mid-2010s). An emerging 

period of economic revitalization and modest population growth has taken hold since the 

mid-2010s, but with few impacts on the urban landscape of downtown.  

5.1.2 The Early Years and 1st Wave of Postwar Boom (1906 -late 
1960s) 

Terrace was a small village in its first several decades of existence. Prince Rupert 

dominated the early northern urban hierarchy and serviced numerous coastal villages 

and points eastward towards Prince George (Hale 2011; Hick 2003). Terraceôs growth 

was limited as the railway was severely underutilized and the resource economy had 

also not taken off by this point, as forestry and mining were still minor activities in the 

absence of major infrastructure (Hick 2003). The turning point came during the Second 

World War, when a contingent of Canadian and American soldiers were based in 

Terrace, and the airport and early road links were constructed (THPM 2014). Yet, only 

with the creation of Alcanôs aluminum smelter, 60km to the south, in the mid-1950s, did 

Terrace emerge as a significant urban centre in northwest BC. The subsequent 

incremental completion of a multi-directional provincial highway network, and rail spur to 

Kitimat, laid the seeds for its future role as an inland transportation centre and forestry 

hub, eventually facilitating mobility and land use trends that would affect its urban form 

decades later. 
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The early period of Terraceôs development was very modest, defined by its local physical 

setting, its role as a First Nations meeting place, and ultimately the decision to place a 

railway station at a central point in a broad valley (surrounded by more difficult terrain in 

all directions). The Skeena Valley is the last major inland valley along the railway before 

tidewater at Prince Rupert. Negotiations between a dominant landowner (George Little) 

and the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway (GTPR) resulted in the transfer of some adjacent 

lands in exchange for the station (THPM 2014). It was a win/win for both parties, as the 

new accessibility of George Littleôs remaining lands (core of a new village centre) offset 

the loss of other sites that he traded to the railway for their operations. The abundance 

of flat land on plains bordering the Skeena River were bisected by the railway, affecting 

early planning and development decisions. This set a preliminary trajectory for the 

community and its downtown.  

The original townsite served a small compact area with a modest population living within 

walking distance of the train station and the river. While the river was the transport focal 

point (river boats) and initial barrier influencing Terraceôs development path, the railway 

came to define the southern boundary of the village and acted as the hard edge of a 

street network that fanned out in a T-Shape from the station (THPM 2014). Eventually, 

the highway to Prince George and Kitimat ran parallel to the railway with a one-lane river 

crossing slightly east of downtown. With lesser (growth) expectations than the 

neighbouring port towns, and without major corporate backing to attract settlers, as in 

Kitimat and Prince Rupert, the community never undertook a master plan (ibid). It 

developed more organically along a simple grid, of varying dimensions, emanating from 

the railway station (as in many Prairie railway towns). As economic development and 

population growth accelerated, investment initially focused on the traditional downtown 

core, based on assumptions of walkability and proximity to the station, and reinforced by 

supportive policies and standards, including narrow roads, wider sidewalks, street 

parking and mixed uses within multistory street-facing structures utilizing full lot 

coverage, according to a local official in 2015. A number of significant multi-storey 

structures (hotels, offices, retail) were subsequently developed within one block of 

Kalum Ave, up to a 5 minute walking radius from the station. This initial development 

period influenced the trajectory of Terraceôs later growth, as the urban core remains 

centred on several blocks near the station, and the railway continues to restrict north-

south transport movements.  
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5.1.3 2nd Wave of Boom : Shift to Dispersed Suburbanism ( 1970s to  
1990s) 

The post-war boom lasted longer in Terrace than in Kitimat or Prince Rupert, with growth 

continuing until the early-1990s, and the population peaking at 20,900 in the CA (12,800 

in the City) in 1996. (Statistics Canada 2021b). According to a local official in 2015, the 

development associated with this lengthy boom came in two distinct waves, rendering 

significantly different outcomes and ushering in a different era in Terraceôs planning and 

development trajectory. As discussed, the first postwar wave took place between the 

mid-1950s to late-1960s, resulting in the conversion of a village centre into a significant 

downtown, with numerous buildings housing independent retail, offices, hotels and 

administrative functions. Most residents still lived close to downtown, and peripheral 

connections were constrained by the single one lane bridge over the Skeena River. The 

mall-based, car-oriented planning philosophy of Kitimat (and many metropolitan 

suburbs) was initially rejected by Terraceôs leaders, in favour of incremental expansion 

of the urban grid, driven by maximizing the use of existing infrastructure assets and 

limiting outward expansion. Path dependencies played a key role during this period as 

there was a logic associated with building up the core when most residents lived nearby 

and car-oriented growth was impeded by the single lane bridge across the Skeena 

River.    

This urban form was subsequently challenged a decade later. Steady population growth, 

increased car ownership and ongoing development pressures (including dispersed 

residential development on unincorporated land east of town) eventually led to an 

inflection point in the late-1960s, when the local planning and development trajectory 

permanently shifted towards a framework associated with dispersed suburbanism. 

Policies and standards were revised to focus on the storage and movement of vehicles, 

including a reduction of street parking (to facilitate higher travel speeds), reduced 

sidewalk widths, mandated off-street parking minimums and the orientation of structures 

towards parking lots rather than the street) (Filion 2003). This led to an awkward co-

existence of old and new planning philosophies in the still-dominant core, including an 

area of non-conforming uses in the eastern half of the core).  

The ensuing 25-year period represented the final wave of development downtown, 

resulting in drastically different outcomes going forward, and the incremental decline of 

the traditional downtown as its share of activity waned. The development of two large 
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strip malls on Lakelse Ave (circa 1970) began to change the face of downtown, as local 

officials permitted the first shift away from street-oriented mixed-use structures to 

surface parking frontages with block-long structures set back far from the street. While 

located in an edge-of-core location, on the same side of the railway, these developments 

changed downtownôs complexion, and drew many shoppers away from the high streets. 

Unlike the malls in Prince Rupert, built as multi-story structures on the high street, or 

parallel to the high street, Terraceôs malls are not integrated, as each mall leads farther 

away from the high streets centred on the corner of Lakelse and Kalum. The tension 

between the two sections of downtown plays out through compromises that attempt to 

facilitate seamless car access and parking (not amenable to a pedestrian environment) 

on the western half of Lakelse, but selectively retaining high street features closer to 

Kalum (slower speeds, crosswalks, wider sidewalks, less off-street parking) that cause 

friction for drivers. 

A defining decision was made to construct a new set of bridges (Dudley Little Bridges) 

across the Skeena River, connecting from the east to a bypass highway around the 

downtown (south of the CN line), leading to an overpass (Sande Overpass) crossing the 

rail corridor at the western end of downtown. Driven by leapfrog development in 

unincorporated Thornhill, east of town, this provincially-led project was planned in the 

late-1960s and completed in 1975, thus creating a legacy of infrastructure that impacted 

future assumptions of how people move around the community, according to a local 

official in 2015. This subsequently altered the form and location of later developments, 

as policies were revised and new path dependencies were created. The last major 

downtown commercial development occurred in 1978 with the opening of the enclosed 

Skeena Mall, located next to the Sande Overpass at the southwest edge of downtown. 

Prior to the opening of the bypass, all traffic entering Terrace from the west and east 

was forced to pass through downtown along Lakelse Avenue. With the removal of many 

vehicles from the core, and new accessibility south of the rail tracks, a political decision 

was eventually made to allow car-oriented commercial development next to the highway, 

according to a local official in 2015. Several minor strip malls were developed during the 

1990s, to be augmented by greater change (big box), mostly after 2000, all of which was 

physically removed from downtown and its older malls. Had those lands been 

permanently excluded from commercial development, the bypass may have been 

deemed beneficial to downtown, by reducing congestion and truck movements on urban 

streets, however, the incremental development of major retail centres in the periphery 
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has had a profound and lasting impact on the entire core for decades. The east end of 

downtown is the most challenged, with numerous underutilized sites and dilapidated 

structures, owing to the loss of its gateway function upon construction of the bypass. 

5.1.4 Economic Decline and Regionalization of Retail Activities   

Terrace saw a 26% decline in its population (in the CA) between 1996-2011, as job 

losses in the forest sector had a significant impact on the local economy (Statistics 

Canada 2021b). Despite this contraction, the community attracted major investments in 

large format retail (including Walmart, Canadian Tire and Wholesale Club) on Highway 

16, along with a significant number of small and mid-sized strip mall uses that sought 

close proximity to these new anchors. Metropolitan capital and local political interests 

imposed a new form and geography of retail that promised investment and employment 

by cannibalizing market share from existing retailers (Evans-Cowley 2008). In an 

unusual pattern of investment without growth, large corporate entities partnered with 

willing communities (like Terrace) to regionalize retail spending at the expense of 

existing downtowns and those of neighbouring centres, often in the context of stagnant 

or declining regional economies (Hanna et al 2009). Cheap warehouse-style structures 

surrounded by large parking areas, often subsidized by local infrastructure investments, 

were designed and situated to facilitate efficiency for drivers, rather than producing any 

unique character, geographical concentration, mixed uses or walkability, according to a 

local official in a neighbouring town in 2015).  

Terrace promoted these developments as a competitive measure to become the 

regional centre of northwest BC, at the expense of Prince Rupert and Kitimat, according 

to a local official in a neighbouring town in 2014. Although partially successful in relation 

to the extension of its trade area, the opening of multiple large format stores had a 

negative impact on downtown (malls and high street), and also harmed Kitimatôs local 

retail structure, as the diversity and specialization of its stores diminished, according to a 

local official in a neighbouring town in 2014. Prince Rupert was less affected due to 

distance, topography and weather challenges, which increases the friction of travel 

between the cities, but óleakageô was noted when a similar mall was proposed there 

during this era (Witwicki 2008). Additional investments in commercial, light industrial and 

institutional (a college) development occurred in the periphery during this era. Although 

the downtown malls and strip malls remain vital to Terraceôs commercial sector, and the 
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traditional core plays a small niche role, the expansion of large traffic generating uses in 

the periphery responded to the dispersal of residential uses and entrenched the 

regionalization of retail, thus resulting in new path dependencies that limit the potential 

for downtown revitalization, even in the context of renewed growth. 

5.1.5 Recent Stabilization (mid -2010s to present)  

Terraceôs population restored a modest level of growth (1-2% per period) during the last 

two census periods (2011-2021) (Statistics Canada ï 2021a). Much of this growth can 

be attributed to spinoffs from regional megaprojects in Kitimat, including Rio Tinto 

Alcanôs (RTA) aluminum smelter modernization (2012-16) and LNG Canadaôs 

liquefaction and export terminal development (2018-2025) and, to a lesser extent, from 

spinoffs related to regional major projects (Prince Rupert port, new infrastructure and 

mining along the Highway 37 corridor towards the Yukon, and a gas pipeline from 

northeast BC) (BC Ministry of Advanced Education and Skills Training 2020). Terrace 

positioned itself as a regional service hub, exemplified by its airport expansion and 

industrial-commercial base (Gervais 2019b). The attractive setting, drier climate and 

growing air connections also enticed some lifestyle entrepreneurs to settle in the city, 

which has led to the place-based renewal of assets like trails and endogenous 

businesses (brewery, boutiques, etc), according to a local official in 2014.  

Renewed growth in the local economy and population resulted in modest private sector 

investment and the start of one major public investment between 2015-2020, nearly all 

of which was located in the periphery. These projects included the construction of 3 

hotels (only one of which is located in the vicinity of the core), the relocation of a mid-

sized downtown retailer to the bypass, and some light industrial activities in 

unincorporated Thornhill. Site preparation for a Chinese-led industrial park on airport 

lands took place but the project was abandoned. Most importantly, the province invested 

$632 million in a new regional hospital to replace a smaller local facility by 2026, and a 

$16 million airport expansion was completed in 2018 (Link 2018; Link 2022). According 

to a local official in 2018, the abundance of pre-existing retail square footage, and 

relatively modest levels of growth did not generate conditions justifying the construction 

of notable new commercial supply. Although modest retail expansion took place, path 

dependencies led businesses to existing vacant space in the well-maintained malls (and 

strip malls), rather than to the dilapidated traditional core. With limited new demand, 
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there has been little impetus to redevelop underutilized sites as infill, a result of policies 

(parking requirements), zoning (strict commercial requirements), selective site 

contamination and negative perceptions of the area due to a sizable homeless 

population and associated social issues (Bogstie 2021).      

The remainder of this chapter will unfold by discussing the evolution of Terraceôs 

population and economy over time, and the general form that this contributed to (Section 

5.2). This is followed by an assessment of current land use dynamics, including the 

characteristics of built form and underutilized sites, as well as new development in 

recent years (Section 5.3). Key shaping elements influencing various path dependencies 

are identified in Section 5.4. The chapter will conclude with an evaluation of the current 

policy context, indicating the present direction in relation to previous plans and outcomes 

(Section 5.5). 

5.2 Terrace  ï Population and Economy  

This section offers an overview of Terraceôs population and economic trends, which 

have influenced planning and development over time. 

5.2.1 Population Dynamics  

Terrace was founded in 1905 and incorporated in 1927, but remained a relatively small 

village until the development of Kitimat and its aluminum smelter in the 1950s. Figure 

C.1 indicates the dynamics of population change that occurred in Terrace since the 

postwar boom. In the aftermath of the construction boom related to Kitimat, Terrace 

continued to grow very rapidly, with a tripling of its population between 1956-1961, and 

additional growth of 68% between 1961-1971. The agglomeration continued to grow 

during nearly every census period between 1971-1996, reaching a peak population of 

20,941 in 1996, however the proportion of residents living within the corporate 

boundaries declined from 70% to 61% during this period. A significant population decline 

occurred between 1996-2011 as the local forest industry downsized and employment 

declined in Kitimat as a result of downsizing and plant closures (Figure 1  below). During 

this period, larger population losses occurred within the agglomeration (-24.9%) than 

within the corporate boundaries (-8.8%), reflecting the fact that many Terrace residents 

working in Kitimat may have chosen to live in the Thornhill area (southeast of town), 
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which is closer to Highway 37 than locations within the city, according to a regional 

official in 2015. There has been a stronger connection between the economies of 

Terrace and Kitimat, given the commuting distance, than with Prince Rupert, and this 

has affected population changes as Kitimatôs industryôs have grown or shrunk.  

 Population (CA) Population (City) Population  

CENSUS 
YEAR 

Total % chg Total % chg City as % of 
CA 

NOTES 

1981 17850 19.0% 10914 6.5% 61.1% *comparable boundaries 

1986 17390 -2.6% 10532 -3.5% 60.6% *comparable boundaries 

1991 18908 8.7% 11433 8.6% 60.5% * Terrace becomes city in 1987 

1996 20941 10.8% 12779 11.8% 61.0%  

2001 19980 -4.6% 12109 -5.2% 60.6%  

2006 18581 -7.0% 11320 -6.5% 60.9%  

2011 15569 -16.2% 11486 1.5% 73.8% ϝ/! ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ όƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ /{5Ωǎύ 

2016 15723 1.0% 11643 1.4% 74.1%  

2021 16022 1.9% 12017 3.2% 75.0% 
NOTE - CA boundary expanded 
/{5Ωǎ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŦƻǊ consistency 

Figure 5.1. Terrace: City and Agglomeration Population 1981 -2021 
Source: Statistics Canada 2021 (based on multiple census periods) 

An assessment of trends over multiple census periods indicates an all-time peak to 

trough population decline of 25.7%, or 5372 persons, between 1996-2011, in the census 

agglomeration (CA) (Figure C.2 ). The City population only declined by 11.3% during the 

downturn between 1996-2006, stabilizing between 2006-2011. For the CA, the 

contraction represents the most recent decline, as Terrace has repositioned itself as a 

regional centre, for commercial goods and services, mostly at the expense of Kitimat, 

and to a lesser degree, Prince Rupert. The emergence of two final investment decisions 

for megaprojects in Kitimat since 2012 further bolstered the importance of Terrace as a 

transport hub for construction firms and their workers, which partially reflects the 2.9% 

population rebound (453 persons) since the 2011 trough. Despite this recent growth, 

there has been a CA population decline of 19.8%, or 3958 persons, this century (2001-

2021). In the City, the population declined a modest 0.8% this century, or 92 persons. 

Adjustments made to CA boundaries in the 2021 Census (adjusted for the 2016 Census) 

were excluded in this analysis in order to evaluate the same land area over time.  
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5.2.2 Resources and Economy  

Terraceôs economy has been influenced over time by resource industries, transportation, 

administration, education and services (Figure 5.2 below). As a medium order regional 

service centre (subservient to Prince George), focused mostly on the inland sections of 

northwest BC, Terrace has consolidated much of the retail market for communities within 

100km, and also offers the most specialized education and health care facilities in the 

broader region to the coast. These economic functions have been influenced by local 

geography and demographic trends, and have subsequently affected the spatial form of 

the urban area, as well as the built form and economic health of downtown. 

Terrace - Key Economic Drivers Influencing Outcomes 

  Medium Order Regional Service Centre - Kitimat market partially integrated (leakage) 

  Transportation and Logistics (Regional hub) 

  Education (Coast Mtn College) & Health Services ($622M hospital underway) 

  Small-scale wood processing 

  Social Services and Indigenous Services offices 

  Tourism - Sport Fishing 

  PAST - Large scale Forestry - logging and wood processing 

Figure 5.2. Terrace ï Key Economic Drivers Influencing Outcomes  

Since the forest industry downsized in the late-1990s and 2000s, Terrace has been 

forced to diversify its employment and tax base. By 2015, four of nine employers with 

more than 100 employees were in the public sector (school district, health authority, 

college and municipality), while five of nine were in the private sector (construction, retail 

(2), aviation and a sawmill) (City of Terrace and INWBC 2016). Only one of these 

businesses was located downtown at that time. In 2020, 8 of these 9 employers 

remained in Terrace (Hawkair ceased operations in 2016).  

The 2016 Census labour force survey indicates a workforce of 6115 workers in the 

municipality, with the top 5 sectors representing 57.2% of all workers (Figure C.3) . The 

distributions by industry indicate a large public sector component, with three of the five 

largest sectors (health, education and public administration), totalling 30.6% of the 

workforce. Two of the three largest sectors were related to the cityôs role as a regional 

service centre (accommodation and retail), totalling 26.6% of the workforce. Other 

prominent sectors include professional services, manufacturing, transportation and 

private sector administration, with a combined 17.7% of the labour force. The community 
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college, public administration and services (local, regional and Indigenous), the hospital 

and specialized medical service providers are significant employers in the community, 

disproportionately higher than Prince Rupert or Kitimat. Although these types of jobs 

located downtown in the neighbouring towns, they are dispersed in Terrace.     

The community hosted major forestry operations in the past, including the Skeena 

Cellulose Sawmill, which operated from 1988-2006, and employed 200 workers near 

downtown. Skeena Sawmills, west of town, opened in 1960, and was later operated by 

West Fraser Timber from 1981 until its closing in 2006. It was later resurrected as a 

much smaller operation by ROC Holdings in 2012, and recently employed 150 persons 

on a single shift (Skeena Sawmills 2021). The challenges in the forestry sector during 

the 2000s, including reduced logging activities, processing and the consolidation of 

administration, had a significant effect on the Terrace economy, and its local tax base, 

according to a local official in 2015. The loss of industrial and commercial tax revenues, 

and departure of many families, resulted in a smaller population and the need to find 

new economic activities to stabilize the community. In recent years, Terrace has become 

the leading service centre in the region, benefiting from regional megaprojects and 

health care investments (including a new $632 million hospital) while attempting, with 

limited success, to generate its own industrial activities, and attract lifestyle 

entrepreneurs. 

The airport area has been a focal point of these efforts, with a significant senior 

government investment in upgrades to the facility ($35 million in two recent phases), and 

the creation of a public-private-Indigenous partnership for the development of an 

industrial park (Terrace Airport 2023). The 2400 acre Skeena Industrial Development 

Park was planned by the City in collaboration with the Kitselas First Nation and a 

Chinese investment group seeking to partner with companies in the manufacturing of 

aluminum, food, containerized LNG, fibreboard and wood and steel products, among 

other products (Figure C.4) . It has not progressed as planned. Limited investment in 

road and utilities infrastructure was undertaken as part of the land sale agreement of 

nearly half the site to Taisheng International, a Vancouver-based subsidiary of the 

Qinhuangdao Economic and Technological Development Zone in northern China, 

however no industries are currently operating, and the parties have entered litigation 

(Gervais 2019a; Bogstie 2022). The remaining 1200 acres is split between the City and 
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Kitselas First Nation, with the city advertising the market value sale of smaller parcels in 

recent years.     

The controversial $12 million redevelopment of the former Skeena Cellulose mill 

property adjacent to downtown Terrace has generated a debate regarding the future 

direction of planning and development in Terrace (Wray 2020). The 44-acre site had 

been the subject of a lengthy planning process in the early 2010s, resulting in a mixed-

use site composition being designated in planning policies (Terrace 2014 - Keith Estates 

Neighbourhood Concept Plan) and the new 2018 OCP, as a transition into the downtown 

area. In light of limited developer interest and concerns regarding soil contamination, 

alternative options were considered after the property was sold to a local developer in 

2019. Planning staff approved of a 2020 plan that would see approximately 27 acres of 

the site used for an inland port facility, and 17 acres designated for highway-oriented 

commercial and light industrial activities. This development proposal raised significant 

concerns within the community regarding the impacts of intensive industry on downtown, 

and the facilitation of additional commercial space that would potentially be in 

competition with downtown. It was approved by council in 2021.  

Terrace has seen significant changes to its economy over time. Initially a farming 

community and minor stop on the GTPR, Terrace became a vital centre for the forest 

industry during Fordism, before finally adopting its current role as the most important 

retail, administrative and transportation service centre in northwest BC. Each period 

influenced the planning and development decisions that took place. In recent years, new 

commercial and residential development have been limited, however, developments that 

have taken place are clearly associated with the cityôs growing administrative and 

servicing role, including airport expansion, 3 new hotels and a new hospital. Nearly all of 

these developments are located in the periphery, away from downtown, and are linked to 

major highways rather than the downtown street grid. 

5.3    Current Land Use Dynamics  

This section presents the boundaries of downtown Terrace and its zones, its size and 

location within the agglomeration, and land use dynamics, based on an analysis 

conducted in 2020. There is an emphasis on the size and location of underutilized sites, 

and a general inventory of the use of all downtown buildings is presented later in the 
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section. Downtown land areas are measured in square meters (sqm) throughout the 

study: see Figure C.5  for conversions and comparisons of typical built form for context. 

5.3.1  Overview   

The land area of Downtown Terrace is 510,990 sqm, or 2.9%, of the land area within the 

main built-up area of the agglomeration (17,488,449 sqm) (Figure 5.3 ). 

 

Figure 5.3. Terrace: Downtown within Main Built -Up Area (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

The core is directly connected to a small residential area to the north, which is within 

walking and cycling distance, but removed from dispersed residential areas that stretch 

out in all directions, and particularly south and east of the CN rail corridor. The 

agglomeration of Terrace is much larger geographically than Prince Rupert and Kitimat 

and includes significant built-up areas beyond the corporate boundaries of the 

municipality (which are mostly north and west of the Skeena River). 

Figure 5.4 (below) identifies the 4 geographic zones of downtown, as designated. 

Terraceôs downtown is divided into these zones based on relative geography, and in 

consideration of general physical and land use characteristics. While the recent 

downtown plan broke the óGreater Downtownô into 10 zones, this was deemed 

impractical for the purposes of this study (City of Terrace 2018). 
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Figure 5.4. Terrace: Downtown and Zone Boundaries (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

Figure C .6 identifies the total area of the four downtown zones, and their subsequent 

proportion of total downtown land area. 

The four zones range in size between 101,000-159,000 square meters, with the Mall 

Zone being the smallest, and the East Zone the largest. The West Zone (20.3% of area) 

consists mostly of government administrative activities and small to medium-scale mixed 

strip mall retailing, with off-street parking. The Mall Zone is the smallest zone, (19.6% of 

area), and is focused on the Skeena Mall (west of Sparks), the Staples-anchored mall 

(Greig Ave) and Safeway-anchored mall (east of Sparks) and their parking areas. The 

Central Zone (28.9% of area) is the most intensive zone of street-oriented retail and 

includes the least disturbed blocks of pedestrian-oriented retailing in the city, as well as 

multiple hotels. The East Zone (31.0% of area) is the largest zone, and hosts an area of 

mixed and sporadic retail, hotel and offices uses, centred on Lakelse and Kalum. This 

zone has seen significant decline in recent decades as the bypass highway diverted 

traffic away from Lakelse Avenue (east), and there are numerous vacant sites and 

surface parking areas that replaced former structures.     



119 

5.3.2 Downtown Built Form    

Downtown Terrace land use zoning is predominantly designated commercial and 

institutional, with industrial and transport uses near the rail corridor and low-density 

residential uses to the north. The area lacks mixed uses (beyond office-retail), or higher 

density residential, and is dominated by one and two-storey buildings. The small 

traditional core area is focused on several blocks of Kalum Avenue, Lakelse Avenue and 

Lazelle Ave, mostly in the eastern half of the official ógreaterô downtown area (Figure 

C.7) (City of Terrace 2018). The rest of downtown is heavily influenced by suburban land 

use patterns, with two malls situated along the southern side of Lakelse Ave, and strip 

malls along the northern side of Lakelse in the western half of downtown (Figure C.8) . 

Strip mall-style uses are also prevalent along much of the western portion of Lazelle 

Avenue. The eastern portion of Lazelle Ave and Park Ave are more urban-like, with less 

off-street parking and more sidewalk-oriented retail units. Areas east of Kalum have 

mostly urban characteristics, but several vacant sites have emerged in recent decades 

as this area became less attractive once the bypass opened. This has taken away from 

the vibrancy of the area, as it once was the eastern gateway to downtown (via the old 

Skeena River bridge). This is exemplified by the departure of Kondolaôs home furniture 

and appliances store from a previous cluster of similar stores on Lakelse, east of Kalum, 

to a new site in a highway commercial site on the bypass south of the CN corridor in the 

late-2010s.  

5.3.3  Underutilized Land in Downtown Zones  

Path dependencies have locked in a quasi-suburban land use pattern in much of 

downtown Terrace through policy and entrenched expectations associated with local 

óroutines of lifeô. The retention of a street grid resulted in a mix of streetfront, vacant lots, 

parking lots and strip mall uses outside of the Mall zone (where fully suburban land uses 

are present), thus resulting in poor walkability along disjointed blocks where cars 

overwhelm the streetscape. With few new structures built in the core since the 1980s, a 

form of inertia set in as the impetus for change, potentially driven by modified policy 

objectives, was stifled, and corporate investment was linked to the replacement of 

downtown supply rather than its revitalization (Hanna et al 2009). There was little reason 

to redevelop surface parking and vacant lots in an era of declining demand, and as 

ample and free parking is valued by dispersed consumers. Downtownôs attractiveness 
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was also reduced as lower municipal tax revenues led to disinvestment in the core's 

public realm, in tandem with security challenges and negative perceptions of the area 

(Bogstie 2021).  

Figure 5.5  (below) identifies all underutilized sites in downtown Terrace. There was a 

total of 211,690 sqm of underutilized land, on 101 sites in 2020, representing 41.4% of 

the downtown land base. When the road network is added to the underutilized land, a 

total of 62.3% of downtown Terrace is covered by asphalt and vacant sites. Terraceôs 

core is inundated with vacant and surface parking sites, of all sizes, throughout each 

zone. The combination of both categories of underutilized land displays a robust 

perspective of current land use sustainability in the core, and indicates development 

opportunities available as a means of avoiding the development of greenfield land. With 

a land area equivalent to 20 big box stores sitting idle downtown, there is little 

justification for further peripheral development of uses that traditionally located in the 

core, especially if constraints related to size, fractured ownership or contamination can 

be overcome, and reduced or structured parking can be facilitated (as in Prince Rupert). 

 

Figure 5.5. Terrace: Underutilized Sites in Downtown (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

The presence of such a large number of empty sites has had a profound impact on the 

vitality of downtown and undermined the built form that was originally developed around 

the street grid near the station. Off-street parking standards required for malls built 
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during the car-oriented development wave after 1970 remain entrenched on the urban 

landscape, while large vacant parcels near the railway are challenged by edge effects 

from train movements, as well as site contamination in some cases, according to a local 

official in 2015. Even with sufficient demand, these impediments hinder their 

redevelopment potential due to the costs associated with more complex processes.  

Figure 5.6 (below) displays the total underutilized land area, including the distribution of 

vacant land and surface parking categories, by zone. 

 

Figure 5.6. Downtown Terrace: Distribution of Underutilized Land, By Type and 
Zone (2020)  

There was a total of 132,390 sqm of surface parking on 76 sites in downtown Terrace in 

2020, representing 25.9% of the developable land base downtown. The abundant 

smaller areas of surface parking throughout downtown also reflect the conversion of 

vacant lots formed by the attrition of built form over time (fires and demolitions) (THPM 

2014). There was a total of 79,300 sqm of vacant land on 25 sites in downtown Terrace 

in 2020, representing 15.5% of the downtown land base, with much of this located in 

three large sites in the eastern half of the core. The highest proportion of vacant land is 

in the East and Central zones, whereas the highest proportion of surface parking is in 

the Mall and West zones. For example, nearly 57% of all vacant land is located in the 

East Zone, despite it representing only 31% of downtownôs land area. This distribution 

reflects the suburban character of the western half of downtown, which was developed 

mostly after the late-1960s, when this became the dominant planning paradigm in 

Terrace. The eastern half has less surface parking, but a large area of vacant land 

reflects the dilapidated state of the East Zone (caused by the effects of the bypass), and 

challenges associated with large empty greyfield and brownfield sites near the railway. 

The core of the Central Zore (Lakelse-Kalum area) retains a more intact built form.  

Zone Surface ParkingShare Vacant LandShare Zone Area as % of Downtown

East 28,420 sqm 21.5% 45,060 sqm56.8% 31.0%

Central 27,830 sqm 21.0% 24,960 sqm31.5% 28.9%

Mall 44,060 sqm 33.3% 1530 sqm 1.9% 19.6%

West 32,080 sqm 24.2% 7750 sqm 9.8% 20.3%

TERRACE - DOWNTOWN SURFACE PARKING AREA & DISTRIBUTION, BY ZONE (2020)
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Figure C.9  indicates the distribution of underutilized land area in each zone, in relation 

to the total area of each zone (compared to full downtown). The amount of underutilized 

land in each zone is mostly proportionate with the share of downtown land area. 

Although disproportionate amounts of vacant land or surface parking were witnessed 

among the zones, the sum of these categories tempers these disparities. Figure C.10  

reveals the total land area of surface parking and vacant land in each zone. The East 

Zone has the largest amount of underutilized land area among the four zones, although 

a substantial amount exists in each zone. 

Figure C.11  displays the total number of vacant and surface parking sites in each zone 

of the core, as well as each zoneôs proportion of total downtown land area as a 

reference. This graph portrays the quantity of sites, rather than the relative size, which is 

detailed in the next section. The highest number of underutilized sites is in the East Zone 

(37), followed by the West (26) and Central (28) zones. A disproportionately small 

number are located in the Mall zone (10). While the quantity of sites must be observed in 

relation to the size of those sites, it can represent evidence of fractured ownership, as 

there are 101 underutilized sites in downtown Terrace, as opposed to 33 in downtown 

Kitimat, where ownership is more concentrated. 

Figure C.12  examines the relative size of vacant and surface parking sites in each zone 

of downtown. The size categories are reflective of the scale and complexity of potential 

redevelopments in each zone, in the absence of the potential demolition of neighbouring 

structures. Furthermore, these figures also provide perspective on the physical condition 

of each sector of downtown in terms of the continuity of built form. While small and mid-

sized sites are in greatest abundance throughout the East, Central and West zones, the 

Mall zone has a greater proportion of large sites amidst a much smaller number of 

overall sites.  

5.3.4 New Development and the Influence of Peripheral Areas  

This subsection discusses recent development trends, and the influence of peripheral 

development locations in Terrace. The prevalence of highway-oriented commercial 

zoning is widespread along Highway 16 (east and west) and the bypass, and most 

significant developments since the 1990s have located along this corridor. Despite a 

significant population decline between 1996-2011, local land use policies supported the 

development of large and medium format big box retail. According to a local official in 
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2015, this strategy did not require any significant policy changes as parts of the Highway 

16 corridor was already designated as Highway Commercial in the OCP. The 

coordination of municipal and corporate interests to facilitate the regionalization of retail 

spending led to the new developments, which were popular with local politicians and 

residents during a challenging economic period. The OCP supports downtown 

revitalization and highway commercial in words, but leaves it for the market to decide 

which one is to take place. This neutral stance resulted in negative outcomes downtown, 

despite modest growth resuming after 2011 and tepid municipal efforts to promote the 

core (see downtown initiatives in Section 5. 5). Recent competition from contiguous 

jurisdictions (Indigenous and regional district) has added a new dimension of exurban 

development competing with the City itself. 

Figure 5.7  (below) identifies the large and abundant zones of major commercial and 

institutional activities located outside of downtown Terrace. 

 

Figure 5.7. Terrace: Nodes of Peripheral Commercial and Institutional 
Development (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

Unlike Prince Rupert and Kitimat, the periphery of the Terrace agglomeration 

incorporates significant uses that might otherwise be appropriate downtown. These 

major traffic generators have located in dispersed locations, including numerous 

restaurants, hotels, various forms of retail, as well as government and private offices, a 

regional hospital and a community college. The land area of these peripheral 

developments (including their parking) is 574,630 sqm (142 acres), which exceeds the 
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size of the entire downtown by over 11%. The presence of large traffic generators on 

large land footprints in the periphery is a major contributor to urban sprawl and harms 

the vitality of downtown, while reducing the effectiveness of public transit and active 

mode travel while increasing reliance on private cars for access.  

Figure C.13  illustrates the location of new peripheral commercial development outside 

of downtown between 2015-20. The development of new peripheral hotels to the west 

(in Terrace) and east (on unincorporated land) of downtown took place between 2015-

2020. Likewise, the relocation of a major existing home furniture and appliance store 

from downtown to a highway commercial district along Keith Ave, south of the railway, 

resulted in a significant loss of commercial activity in the east zone. All of these 

developments could have taken place downtown as numerous sites of sufficient size 

exist there, but local policies offered developers opportunities to develop further afield. 

Figure 5.8  (below) indicates the location of new downtown developments between 

2015-20.  

 

Figure 5.8. Terrace: Location of New Downtown Developments (2015 -2020) 
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

Two developments occurred downtown between 2015-2020. A small new structure 

housing a pub was opened in the eastern zone along Greig Ave, on vacant land 

somewhat removed from the traditional core (bottom right of map). In the west, a new 

hotel was built behind City Hall along the edge of downtown. Although the largest new 

downtown development in many years, it is strategically located next to Highway 16, and 
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is adjacent to a strip of mid-size highway commercial businesses lying just outside of 

downtown, therefore its character is suburban. 

5.3.5 Land Use Inventory of Downtown Structures  

The land uses in downtown Terrace are grouped into 7 categories, including hotel, 

industrial/warehouse, institutional/civic, office, residential, retail and mixed use (usually 

combined office/retail). All of the buildings in the core area are categorized and identified 

within their zone and sub-area (Figure 5.9  below). There are a number of trends that are 

evident, including the dominance of large-scale retail uses in the Mall zone (near the 

bypass highway crossing of the railway) and the general dominance of office and retail 

(or a mixed use version of these uses) throughout the downtown. Smaller structures 

tend to be clustered in the Central zone, particularly along a single block of Lakelse Ave, 

east of Emerson St. and two blocks of Lazelle Ave, east and west of Emerson. 

 

Figure 5.9. Terrace: Downtown Building Inventory and Land Uses (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

There are a distinct lack of residential uses in the core, while institutional/civic uses tend 

to be located along the periphery of the downtown in the west and north. Several major 

hotels are situated in the core, mostly a legacy of the first-wave boom of the late-1950s 

and early-1960s. The hard boundary of the railway terminates downtown in the south, 
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and few structures are located in the vicinity, a result of low desirability and 

contamination from previous uses. 

A comparative analysis of downtown building uses in all towns takes place in Chapter 7 . 

5.3.6     Analysis  

Terrace is the most suburbanized of the three northwest communities and is highly 

dependent on car travel. The legacy of this overall land use condition contributes to a 

struggling core, as the dilapidated downtown streetscape remains scarred by 

incremental decisions over the past several decades, with little policy thrust, or economic 

impetus for new development. Although its downtown is roughly the same land area as 

Prince Rupertôs, it only represents 2.9% of the agglomerationôs continuous built-up area 

(8% in Prince Rupert) despite a population that is only marginally larger. There are three 

mixed use zones in the downtown, along with a retail-exclusive Mall zone. Nearly 42% of 

the downtown is covered by surface parking lots, and, to a lesser extent by vacant sites. 

Following an early wave of grid-based development emanating from the train station, a 

major shift took place after 1970, when new roads and malls were developed, and a 

large number of residents moved into suburban areas distant from the core. The high 

levels of off-street parking downtown reflect the parking requirements put in place for 

mall developments, as well as the re-purposing of vacant sites (following fires and 

demolitions), when there was little impetus for redevelopment. The demise of the east 

end since the construction of the bypass is clearly evident, both in terms of the loss of 

structures and establishments, but also the reduced impetus (compared to the west) to 

convert vacant sites to parking (as there is little demand from adjacent uses). The 

potential presence of contaminated soils on railway-adjacent sites is another factor 

limiting land use change. 

Terraceôs core is fractured and dilapidated, but still relevant. The single óurbanô block of 

Lakelse Ave, and the Spirit Square (funded by the provincial government in the leadup to 

the 2010 Vancouver Olympics) at George Little Park (at Emerson and Park Ave) are 

known as community meeting places with several restaurants and a farmerôs market and 

concert stage in the vicinity. Other nearby streets play a niche role for various retail and 

office uses. The malls continue to serve an important function in the retail structure of 

the community, with several major national retailers drawing regional consumers, 

however, there appears to be far less direct interaction between the malls and the high 
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streets than in Prince Rupert (due to distance and the low quality of the urban 

environment). Many development opportunities exist throughout the downtown, including 

large-, mid and small-sized parcels on flat land. Negative perceptions of personal 

security, and a lack of public amenities and upkeep, continue to hinder downtownôs 

recovery, and the lack of impetus for new residential development continues to make the 

area almost exclusively a daytime employment and commercial zone rather than an 

actual district, or series of neighbourhoods that are cared for by a resident population 

(Bogstie 2021). The demise of personal security prompted Council to declare a 

ódowntown crisisô in 2021, to leverage funding from other levels of government for 

physical improvements and police staffing (ibid). Meanwhile, the availability of peripheral 

lands for commercial and residential development, and the permission of the City for 

such developments through various policies, continues to limit demand for new 

investments in the core (Wray 2020). 

5.4 Shaping Elements  

Terrace and its downtown have been shaped by the initial conditions encountered at its 

inception, and the subsequent accretion of planning and development decisions over 

many decades. Path dependencies were created during the early years, entrenching 

downtown as the commercial, administrative and cultural centre of the village for the first 

half century of its existence. Even during the initial years of the post-war boom in the 

late-1950s and 1960s, most new development respected the street grid, and was built to 

the street line, with minimal on-site parking, and most residents lived a relatively short 

distance from the core. Subsequent growth in the 1970s and 1980s challenged this 

hegemony, as a new bypass highway and river/rail crossing resulted in sprawl 

(particularly east of the city limits), re-orienting the travel patterns of residents and 

visitors, and facilitating future big box retail, even if not initially contemplated. The 

following influences impacted the growth and development of Terrace over time. 

1) Terraceôs unique geography and topography 

Unlike its neighbours, Terrace is sited along the floodplains of a wide valley, but without 

access to the ocean. While unable to directly service ocean-going vessels, it is 

strategically located near major highway and rail junctions, connecting the city in five 

directions, and has tactically utilized its developable land to service the airport, nearby 

ports and other resource industries.    
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2) Regional Dynamics  

Terrace is a central point in the region, midway between Prince Rupert, Kitimat, several 

Nisgaôa settlements and the resource corridor stretching north to the Yukon. With 

multiple road and rail connections and a major regional airport, the city has consolidated 

its position as the service centre for most of the northwest inland region (Prince Rupert 

remains dominant in the coastal area) (Figure 5.10 below). These transport connections 

have enabled the centralization of some retail functions, as well as administrative and 

social service functions, including health care and education. The relatively close 

proximity of major industries in Kitimat has led to significant commuting by Terrace 

residents, thus creating a single labour market between the two towns.  

Transportation & Geography - Factors Influencing Outcomes in Terrace 

 On the road ς connections in 4 directions (to multiple smaller settlements) 

  Highway 16 to Prince Rupert/Smithers; Highway 37 to Kitimat/Yukon border 

  Regional Airport ς service Vancouver, Calgary, Prince George & work camps 

  VIA Rail ς service to Prince Rupert and Prince George 

  Emerging role as intermodal trans-loading centre 

Figure 5.10. Transportation & Geography ï Factors Influencing Outcomes in 
Terrace  

3) Terraceôs Early Built Form Elements and First Wave of Postwar Boom  

The early planning decisions were based on the simple replication of the street grid that 

took place throughout the Prairies during the construction of the transnational railways. 

As there were no expectations for Terrace to become a major centre, there was not 

impetus to create a detailed master plan as occurred in the two port cities. While less 

detailed than Prince Rupertôs City Beautiful design, the simple grid (with varying block 

sizes) intended to create an ordering mechanism to enable a rational and efficient built 

form, north of the railway. It took many decades for the grid to expand beyond the 

immediate area of the station, but a degree of path dependency was established at the 

outset, and this was adhered to out of necessity (to be in close proximity to the station 

and local services around it). The foundational elements of Terraceôs core were 

strengthened in the 1950s and 1960s, with numerous office buildings, hotels and retail 

buildings developed along several blocks in each direction from the intersection of 

Kalum and Lakelse, just north of the station.  

4) Key planning decisions   
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Figure 5.11  (below) displays key planning decisions affecting Terraceôs core over time. 

Planning and Downtown ς Key Decisions in Terrace 

 No original plan: Prairie-style railway town (T-grid emanates from station) 

  Remained small village for 50 years; 1950s/60s boom was downtown centric 

  
Original grid & development form disrupted by downtown malls in 1970s 

Defining Decision ς bypass highway in 1970s; facilitated dispersed form 

  Later round of highway big box in 1990s/2000s challenged early malls and core  

Figure 5.11. Planning and Downtown ï Key Decisions in Terrace  

Terrace had a modest beginning over the first 50 years of its existence, without any 

master plan and structured around a simple grid focused on the station. Through the 

1950s and 1960s growth period, Terrace and Prince Rupert had similar planning models 

that sought to retain and strengthen a dominant commercial and administrative core, 

based on the grid. Kitimat was the modern outlier in this initial period, with its mall-

oriented commercial hub that was in its postwar master plan, and set a precedent for 

later development in Terrace.  

By the late-1960s, the pressures of continuous growth, rising car ownership and evolving 

societal trends contributed to a significant shift in Terraceôs prevailing planning 

paradigm. As residential growth spilled out beyond the walkable river plains near 

downtown, Terrace began to make compromises in the form of its commercial structure, 

as those residents required a vehicle to access commercial and institutional activities. 

Geographically, downtownôs dominance was retained, however new forms of car-

oriented development (strip malls) allowed for easier car access with off-street parking. 

Although the traditional core remained dominant initially, the strip malls, with their own 

off-street parking at streetside, represented a significant departure from the typical high 

street pattern of mixed uses and walkability between anchor stores and specialty stores, 

and were the first layer of an impending wave of much larger and more disruptive forms 

of car-oriented retail. 

In the late-1970s, the development of peripheral road infrastructure led to a new edge-

of-downtown mall, the first major development to take full advantage of new travel 

patterns and accessibility outside of downtown (including new rail and river crossings 

linked by a downtown bypass highway. Although downtown remained the centre of 

commercial activity, the grid was no longer an ordering system for small scale 

developments, but rather became the facilitator of car movements between car-oriented 
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sites with parking lots surrounding larger structures, often developed at the expense of 

older streetfront structures. Since that time, the downtown has been physically divided 

by these malls, as administrative functions are isolated in the western edge of the core, 

and the traditional commercial area remains in the east.  

As the original malls began to age, and corporate strategies evolved following the arrival 

of large foreign retailers, post-NAFTA, numerous big box retail stores, and other mid-

sized highway-oriented retail stores were developed along Highway 16 south of the 

railway and towards the eastern and western edges of the urban area (Swardson 1994). 

The era of downtown department stores and enclosed malls had already been in 

decline, but the continental shift towards non-enclosed medium and big box stores in the 

periphery exacerbated this trend (Hanna et al 2009). Much of this development occurred 

during a period of relative economic decline in the community and region but was 

intended to consolidate regional retail spending in Terrace (thus growing the retail pie in 

Terrace at the expense of others) and relocating existing retail spending from the 

traditional core and the older malls within the downtown. Without the bypass highway 

and complimentary zoning for óHighway-Oriented Commercialô these types of 

developments would not have been possible, therefore local decisions makers played a 

major role in facilitating this type of development and harming their downtown as a 

result, according to a regional official in 2015. 

5.5 Policy Framework  

This section examines the three main policy documents impacting downtown Terrace ï 

the official plan, the economic development strategy and the downtown plan. Policy 

guidance reflects the communityôs interpretation of current opportunities and constraints 

in relation to past trends (the legacy), and provides forward guidance for new 

developments, reflecting the communityôs present vision. The documents mandate 

particular zoning policies and investment priorities, and are based on varying levels of 

consultation with local stakeholders and the public. Path dependencies are reproduced 

through official policies, as a significant effort is required to overturn directives within 

them. See relevant tables in Figure C.14, C.15 and C.16  identifying important policies, 

strategies and initiatives that have influenced outcomes in Terraceôs core. 
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5.5.1 Official Community Plan - Terrace  

The most recent Official Community Plan for Terrace was adopted in 2018, less than 7 

years since the previous iteration. The rapid shift from economic decline to economic 

growth triggered Terraceôs impetus to revise its plan so quickly, according to a local 

official in 2018. The communityôs leadership felt that significant population and business 

growth might occur if the LNG sector developed at a rapid pace, as predicted in the mid-

2010s. The plan outlines a vision and goals, based on the principles of community 

vitality, prosperous economy, efficient resource use and community resilience, and 

organized around 10 themes, of which four are relevant to the downtown: (#2) Compact 

and Complete Neighbourhoods; (#3) Diversified and Coordinated Economy; (#4) A 

Vibrant Downtown, and; (#8) Integrated and Active Transportation Network. The new 

plan incorporated the Keith Estates Neighbourhood Concept Plan (Terrace 2014), which 

sought to develop a mixed-use, medium density neighbourhood adjacent to downtown 

on a former brownfield site, to accommodate population growth near the core. 

According to a local official in 2015, the 2011 OCP was developed and finalized at a time 

when the local and regional economy, and population had reached multi-decade low, 

and immediate prospects were dim. The previous decade resulted in multiple permanent 

mill closures and curtailments, and Kitimat was at risk of facing a full closure of the 

aluminum smelter (with knock on effects in Terrace). Downtown was not a focal point of 

the previous OCP. Aside from the desire for a óthriving downtownô (p. 15), there were few 

directives aside from the establishment of a Business Improvement Association, which 

was achieved in the following years (Terrace 2011 - Official Plan). The protection of 

industrial lands and facilitation of regional functions and airport-related development 

were highlighted in the plan, and population growth projections were very modest.  

Theme 2: Compact and Complete Neighbourhoods  

The vision states that ña complete neighbourhood and community provides access to a 

range of services and amenities within walking distance of all residences. A complete 

neighbourhood is mixed use, compact, walkable, and provides a range of transportation 

and recreation options.ñ (Terrace 2018, pg.24). A commitment is made to óencourageô 

downtown residential development in a mixed use setting, but the other directives are 

almost exclusively focused on housing, throughout the municipality. This offers little 

detail on how to achieve compact and complete neighbourhoods, such as the 
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requirement of minimum density thresholds to support commercial uses within walking 

distance, or restricting peripheral greenfield development.  

This theme only discusses transportation in the context of ensuring that sidewalks are 

built in new subdivisions, and that these neighbourhoods are linked by footpaths and 

transit, rather than seeking to minimize the addition of new transport infrastructure. It 

also focuses on the need for more rental units, the promotion of green buildings, 

supportive and special needs housing, a diversity of dwelling types, the coordination of 

housing supply with neighbouring jurisdictions and requirements for sidewalks in new 

subdivisions, which only represents one aspect of a complete community, and does little 

to address the overall compactness of the community. 

Theme 3: Diversified and Coordinated Economy  

This theme highlights Terraceôs growing role as a regional service centre for northwest 

BC, and its diversity of economic opportunities considering its strategic location and 

stable economy. It highlights recent efforts to diversify the economy and create local 

economic drivers by way of partnerships with Chinese investors, and stresses the 

importance of a multi-pronged approach to build resilience and enhance local quality of 

life. The document cites progress from the 2011 OCP in terms of the advancement of 

planning for Keith Estates (and the Neighbourhood Concept Plan completed in 2014) for 

the large brownfield site across the rail corridor from the western edge of downtown. 

This plan was considered a ócritical stepô for accommodating anticipated future 

commercial and higher density residential growth in a central location.  

In the 10 objectives related to this theme, downtown-oriented directives and initiatives 

are not directly mentioned in any significant way, but are indirectly implied by several 

items, including the promotion of tourism and locally-owned businesses that are often 

located downtown (Objective 1/2), the enhancement of visitor services facilities 

(Objective 4), the development of a local óbrandô (Objective 5), the attraction of amenity 

migrants, who often value downtowns as entrepreneurs and consumers (Objective 6), 

and the renewal and redevelopment of brownfield sites, many of which are downtown 

(Objective 9). The promotion of large-scale industry (Objective 8) and the development 

of the Skeena Industrial Development Park (near the airport) (Objective 10) are 

highlighted as priorities, and may have influenced the recent decision to approve major 

industry next to downtown, which contradicts a number of other OCP objectives.  
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Despite the considerable effort that went into planning the mixed-use Keith Estates NCP, 

Council approved a major industrial development for most of the downtown-adjacent site 

in early 2021 (Kurjata 2021). It exemplifies the prioritization of economic development 

over livability, and the inability of a community to uphold its planning vision (7 years after 

developing the NCP and 3 years after it was entrenched in the OCP). It also exposes the 

reality that a planning vision is not guaranteed to be implemented without adequate 

investment in infrastructure and site preparation (e.g. soil remediation) that will facilitate 

place-based development and attract small businesses and residents. Compromising a 

strategic site near downtown limits future opportunities for such developments and 

reduces the attractiveness of the core in light of the óedge effectsô of industrial activities 

on adjacent areas. If the project proceeds, the western portion of downtown would be 

subjected to additional noise, undesirable visual effects and truck movements. If Terrace 

seeks to develop a new identity based on the attraction of lifestyle migrants and 

endogenous development, conflicting developments should be located in suitable 

locations away from the core, while complimentary activities should be focused there.   

Theme 4: A Vibrant Downtown  

This theme is directly related to downtown and highlights its importance for small 

businesses and the enhancement of social, cultural and commercial experiences. 

Objective 1 focuses on establishing a thriving downtown by improving its image through 

cleanliness, enhanced public spaces and mixed-use development. The sustainability 

benefits of downtowns are discussed in Objective 2, along with a bold target of 10% of 

the municipal population living there by 2050, and the promotion of the Downtown 

Revitalization Tax Exemption Program (a program that waives property tax increases 

associated with downtown site improvements for 5 years) to attract developer interest. 

Objective 3 is related to the provision of parking downtown, stressing the need to reduce 

reliance on cars and to improve bike access, while implementing the recommendations 

of the 2017 Downtown Parking Study, whose primary short term recommendations were 

to lengthen short term parking durations and increase enforcement.  

The content within this important theme is rather brief and general as compared to some 

of the others. While generalizing the importance of downtown, and stating a number of 

legitimate core area enhancement goals, there is little in the way of an action plan to 

deal with long-standing conditions that have resulted in little development downtown 

over an extended period of time, including a lack of business diversity, security 
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concerns, few residential uses and an absence of impediments to developing in the 

suburbs. This has been witnessed by the recent development of hotels, housing and 

commercial activities away from the core in the past decade. 

Theme 8: Integrated and Active Transportation Network  

The OCP touches on the theme of transportation and highlights the transport network as 

critical element of daily life, and supportive of a vibrant economy. While the vision 

promotes active transportation (walking, cycling, etc) and the reduction of greenhouse 

gases, the plans objectives are not as direct, and take a more balanced approach. For 

example, Objective 1 discusses the need for collaboration with other agencies to ensure 

that roads, bridges and trails are upgraded as needed, while Objective 2 highlights the 

need to ñdesign roads and redevelop related infrastructure to meet our current needs 

while considering future growthò. There is no differentiation of goods movement and 

local travel, nor is transit infrastructure mentioned as a priority, particularly as it would be 

the most beneficial for downtown. A second major road crossing of the freight rail 

corridor is identified as a key priority despite the absence of any significant congestion 

and the high cost and overall orientation to private vehicles. In contrast, distributing such 

a large budget among several sustainable projects could have a transformative effect on 

public transit or active modes in the community, while contributing to larger sustainability 

and quality of life goals. Objective 4 directly focuses on downtown, but only refers to 

safety improvements for pedestrians, cyclists and vehicles, rather than identifying 

options to reallocate road space as a means of promoting active travel, urban realm 

enhancement as a means of creating an environment that would promote local 

businesses and tourism spending. The final two objectives promote infrastructure 

investments to generate transit ridership and active transportation but make no mention 

of how this fits into earlier goals related to a compact urban form, mixed uses and a 

strong downtown, which are key prerequisites of both. 

Land Use Designations  

In the land use section of the plan, accommodation is given for significant new 

development areas with óneighbourhood residentialô and órural residentialô designations, 

with relatively low-density ranges (mostly 12-20 units per hectare, or even less in rural 

areas). A recent study suggests that 22 units per hectare is the minimum density 

threshold for basic bus service (Moos 2017). As these areas are away from downtown, 

and offer limited commercial opportunities (or the potential to support them), and transit 
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service, they are likely to result in high rates of car travel. The óurban residentialô 

designation is promoted as a higher density alternative of over 33 units per hectare for 

areas in and near downtown, or along major roads. This designation has the potential to 

revitalize downtown and generate more sustainable land use and transport patterns. 

There is no designated allocation of growth in the current plan, however, and evidence 

from the past decade has indicated that nearly all residential development has taken 

place away from downtown. The previous OCP sought to ñencourage residential 

development in the downtown coreò, ñpromote infill development on vacant serviced 

landsò and review lot sizes to ensure efficient use of lands, but did not allocate growth to 

the core or adjacent areas, or limit the number, or size, of units at the periphery (Terrace 

2011 Official Plan). óDowntown commercialô is also included as a key land use 

designation, acting as the ócentre of the community for commercial, social and cultural 

lifeô. Downtown aspires to offer a full range of goods, services, public and private offices, 

and non-governmental and leisure-oriented organizations in a dense, mixed use setting, 

as part of a ñvibrant, safe and attractive pedestrian-oriented districtò, including public 

amenities, plazas and heritage conservation. Two additional uses that have relevance to 

downtown include Community Public Use and Parks, including health, cultural and 

educational facilities, and Recreation and Open Space. 

The lack of any strong mechanism to direct new development downtown, as opposed to 

ógeneral commercialô areas outside of the core, has hindered its revitalization. Although 

ógeneral commercialô is intended to facilitate commercial activities that are not suitable in 

the core, there is no formal mechanism to determine what those businesses might be. 

There is an inherent conflict between what might be suitable for downtown as opposed 

to a car-oriented location, exemplified by the departure of Kondolaôs furniture store from 

downtown to the bypass recently.  

Downtown is also affected by its designation as a Development Permit Area (DPA). 

DPAôs are intended to achieve specific purposes, including ñthe revitalization of an area 

in which commercial uses are presentò and ñobjectives for the form and character of 

commercial and multi-family residential developmentò (2018 Terrace OCP). The OCP 

indicates that high quality and attractive development is sought for the downtown area, 

as the ñsocial, economic and cultural heartò of the city. Large format retail is also 

included as a DPA designation. There is no discussion regarding the impact of large 
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format retail on downtown, yet a section is devoted to the accommodation of such uses 

through a DPA focused on the western edge of the city. 

Analysis  

While the OCP discusses numerous elements of smart growth planning, there are also 

many contradictions within the document, and in relation to other plans, policies, and 

eventual outcomes. Although aspirational in terms of sustainability, there is no clear 

plan, or means, of achieving specific targets, such as the reduction of private vehicle 

travel, increased densities or the development of a vibrant downtown. While provision is 

made for these aspirations, there is no mechanism to prioritize the necessary public 

investments and development controls to ensure that sustainable development flows to 

sustainable places, like downtown, or major transit corridors. There are sufficient options 

for car-oriented, non-sustainable development to meet most development demand for 

the foreseeable future. The problem is less about wording related to aspirations for 

downtown, sustainable transport, or higher density, mixed use development, and more 

about the fact that it wonôt necessarily happen so long as developers have ample supply 

of greenfield (or brownfield) land for urban sprawl. The legacy of insufficient downtown 

investment is directly linked to the inconsistencies contained within and among policy 

documents, whereby sustainability goals are championed in parts of the document, but 

directly or indirectly contradicted by other parts of the document, or other policies that 

must be adhered to during the implementation stage (Filion 2015). These 

inconsistencies indicate the difficulty involved in shifting away from a path of dispersed 

suburbanism, as key interests block transformative change despite aspirational 

language that appears to be in alignment with current planning thought. 

5.5.2 Economic Development Strategy  

Planning and development are inter-dependent. Economic development strategies 

influence planning and development processes by stating intentions and indicating the 

types of infrastructure and planning supports that will be required to facilitate the 

manifestation of these intentions. The most recent standalone economic development 

strategy for Terrace was completed in 2016. The document is general and concise, in 

relation to the Cityôs role. It focuses on supportive language and practical investments 

rather than any municipal interventions beyond those underway with First Nations and 

Chinese interests at the airport, nor does it promote any megaprojects within the city.  
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The priority short, medium- and long-term objectives for Terrace are indicated in Figure 

C.17. Terraceôs EDS generally acknowledges the limitations of the cityôs location and 

comparative advantage. Unlike its neighbours, it is not situated at tidewater, nor does it 

have a cost advantage for the processing of lumber, as in the past. The plan highlights 

areas of competitive advantage, including its role as a consumer service centre for the 

regional population, as a staging area and transportation and servicing hub for major 

projects in the region, and potentially as a processing centre for imports and exports to 

and from markets in Asia. The strategy also identifies a number of priorities related to 

facilitating business growth and regional partnerships, and environmental remediation, 

sustainable industries and branding. 

The strategy addresses downtown in three of the high priority items. High Priority #2 ï 

óSupport and Incent a Thriving Downtownô suggests that downtowns are mostly 

comprised of small, independent businesses that support the attraction of new residents 

and tourism and are therefore a key component of an overall economic development 

strategy. The role of the Terrace Downtown Improvement Area association (TDIA) is 

highlighted as being essential to achieving this priority item, as they have financial 

capabilities enabled by a business levy to carry out business promotion and physical 

improvement activities. The key recommendations include an update of the downtown 

plan (completed in late-2018), conducting an annual business survey, encouraging 

downtown vibrancy, promoting the downtown revitalization tax exemption program, 

maintaining awareness of downtown commercial investment sites, enabling 

redevelopment of contaminated sites and enhancing opportunities for downtown living.  

High Priority #4 is related to supporting local businesses and promoting entrepreneurial 

success. Downtown is only mentioned once, in relation to the potential role of TDIA, and 

most of the recommendations are related to information gathering and networking. High 

Priority #5 (supporting tourism growth) should be directly related to downtown, but the 

core is not even mentioned once. The recommendation that a new hotel and convention 

centre should be developed could be a strong candidate for a downtown revitalization 

project. There are also great needs pertaining to the enhancement of tourism offerings 

downtown, including wayfinding, interconnected public spaces and public realm 

upgrades, and development of new tourism-oriented businesses and programming 

downtown. The mission statement of the local tourism organization cannot be facilitated 

without interventions downtown: 
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ñPromote tourism growth and development of the Terrace area as the premier 4 season, eco-

tourism destination in northwest BC through innovative marketing, product development and 

advocacy on behalf of the stakeholdersò  

The Medium Priority Objectives (#6 and #7) both relate indirectly to downtown. The 

renewal and redevelopment of brownfield sites (#6) applies to several locations in 

downtown Terrace, including Brolly Square (Lakelse at Emerson) and the former Co-op 

(Greig: Kalum to Emerson) sites, which are both directly adjacent to the heart of the 

downtown core (Lakelse: Kalum to Emerson). This objective suggests that an inventory 

be developed, and that senior government be lobbied for assistance, and that the City 

work with developers to move forward with redevelopment of the Co-op site, but remains 

vague in relation to how the City might actually invest in, or facilitate the renewal of key 

downtown properties. Objective #7 relates to the attraction of new businesses and 

investment, with a focus on sustainable industry. This objective is very relevant to 

downtown, but once again, it is not mentioned at all. The attraction of new lifestyle 

entrepreneurs with capital and passion has been central to the revitalization of numerous 

small town downtowns in BC, including Nelson, Smithers, Revelstoke and Kimberley 

(Van Assche et al 2018; Hayter and Nieweler 2018). These types of entrepreneurs are 

attracted to vibrant downtowns, among other lifestyle considerations. Long Term 

Objective #8 (Branding) is not discussed in any significant detail, nor is downtown 

mentioned, but it is to be explored as a possible future priority. Downtowns lie at the 

heart of any branding exercises as these places are central to the identity of the built 

form of the community.  

Performance measurement is discussed at the end of the strategy, and several items 

are highlighted in relation to downtown (Figure 5.12  below). 

Measuring Downtown Performance in Terrace         
 
a)       Number of new businesses downtown (desirability of downtown as place to shop & do business) 

b)      Uptake of business façade grants (improved attractiveness of downtown)    
c)       Dollar value of Downtown Revitalization Tax Program (increased investment in downtown) 

d)      % of Downtown Businesses Reporting Growth (retention and expansion of existing business) 

e)     Hotel Occupancy Downtown (retention and expansion of jobs downtown)     

Figure 5.12. Measuring Downtown Performance in Terrace  

The criteria identified in the EDS are useful but could be augmented by the empirical 

analysis to be conducted in the upcoming chapters, which will include survey data 
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pertaining to the geographical dynamics of business occupancy, a business diversity 

index, vacancy rates and land and building use characteristics. In particular, the item 

related to downtown hotels is important, as they support the presence of other 

businesses (including restaurants, clothing, tourism and home-oriented shops, etc. A 

broader range of data would help to identify missing elements within the downtown retail 

scene, and can help to foster a discussion pertaining to the movement of commercial 

activities out of the core over time. A greater effort can be made to foster conditions of 

success for business diversity downtown, preventing strategic businesses from leaving, 

like home, hardware, grocery and electronics stores.  

Terraceôs economic development strategy provides a number of general directives but 

offers little language that defines the overall direction for the community. With the 

downsizing of forestry, Terrace has been left without any major industries that drive the 

local economy and support the commercial tax base. In recent years, it has relied on its 

role as a service centre to derive economic benefits from lower paying employment in 

retail and transportation services, while temporarily benefitting from its role in acting as 

the staging area and service hub for major projects and megaprojects in the region. 

While benefitting from a small number of lifestyle entrepreneurs who have created new 

small businesses, the local economy is still reliant on the servicing of regional projects 

and a regional trade area, as local industrial drivers (like the Chinese-led industrial park) 

have failed to come to fruition. This has generated vulnerabilities for Terrace, as the 

community has faltered in defining a new identity by continually shifting its focus through 

the frequent modification of plans and strategies. Rather than maintaining a focus on, 

and investing in, endogenous development opportunities, and the development of place-

based assets, Terrace has diluted its efforts by relying too heavily on its servicing role, 

which has not led to any significant improvements to the downtown area and prompted 

sprawling and only partially successful developments at the cityôs limits and beyond. Van 

Assche et al (2017) highlight the tectonic shift that takes place in communities that allow 

for sprawling region-oriented retail activities, noting that downtowns can take decades to 

begin a recovery process. While some aspects of servicing generate higher paying jobs 

(particularly related to industrial and transportation components), many retail service 

jobs are low paying, and profits are exported outside of the region by national and 

multinational companies, while commercial tax revenues tend to be much lower than 

diversified industries.    
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Terrace was the only northwest community to recently complete a dedicated economic 

development strategy. It recognizes its strengths and weaknesses in relation to industrial 

and port activities in Kitimat and Prince Rupert and is trying to capitalize on investments 

related to its assets, such as the airport, extensive flat land and regional service 

functions. Terraceôs limited industrial tax base motivates it to diversify, as the heavy 

burden on commercial and residential taxpayers is an ongoing competitive threat. The 

city appears to be continually conflicted between notions of smart growth and place-

based development, and the facilitation of development, wherever market forces dictate. 

This is exemplified by the creation of a new OCP only 7 years after adopting one in 

2011, as well as the subsequent 2021 decision to allow development of a major 

industrial facility next to downtown, despite the siteôs inclusion as a mixed use 

residential-commercial district in the 2018 plan.  

Despite its conflicting goals, Terrace has successfully attracted public sector investment 

in airport and hospital expansion projects, and related employment opportunities, as well 

as a small group of lifestyle migrants. There is clearly tension between these two 

development trajectories in the community. New endogenous industries may compliment 

Terraceôs desire to be an attractive and resilient community in line with smart growth and 

place-based development thinking, however, some developments may diminish the 

assets (e.g. downtown) that the community seeks to nurture, whereas others (airport 

expansion and value-added industries) may provide equal or greater economic benefits 

with fewer impacts. Based on existing infrastructure investments and policy directives, 

downtown will likely remain secondary to peripheral areas, which are seen to hold 

Terraceôs competitive advantage in the region.  

5.5.3 Terrace Downtown Plan  

The Terrace Downtown Action Plan & Urban Design Guidelines - August 2018 (Terrace 

2018) was an update on previous plans created in 1999 and 2008, with the intention of 

offering direction to developers, City staff, City council and business owners for future 

investments in the core. Previous plans were less comprehensive and mostly focused on 

urban design treatments for new downtown developments and public landscaping, 

whereas the 2018 plan sought to create a vision for the entire downtown. Terrace 

commissioned a partnership of Vancouver-based planning and design firms to undertake 

the plan, and to engage key stakeholders. The plan supports ñFive Fundamentalsò for 
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downtown revitalization, based on incremental development of both private and public 

lands (Figure C.18) . They are generally identified as (1) a comprehensive downtown 

with a wide range of goods, services and uses; (2) the promotion of housing; (3) 

pedestrian travel prioritization; (4) the protection and enhancement of green assets, and; 

(5) the promotion of arts, culture, diversity and identity (Terrace 2018). 

The plan identifies a ñGreater Downtownò of 200 acres, covering 30 blocks mostly 

oriented east-west, north of the CN rail corridor. The ódowntown coreô is identified as 

being a compact area of 2 square blocks centred on Lakelse Ave, the most pedestrian-

oriented block in the downtown, and is located within a 5-10 walk of any other location 

within the downtown. The policy is intended to act as a redevelopment and revitalization 

strategy that recommends interventions intended to build on existing strengths, including 

a grid street system, walkability, concentrated amenities and a downtown improvement 

society.     

The plan supports place-based development and sustainability principles, through the 

incremental development of both private and public lands, advocating for mixed uses, 

comprehensive commercial functions, pedestrian priority, and the enhancement of 

natural and cultural assets in the core area. It divides the downtown into 10 precincts in 

order to define unique characteristics in different parts of the core, in relation to activities 

and user groups (Figure 5.13  below). The reinforcement of uses, form and character 

within these precincts is deemed to better support community needs and attract growth, 

by way of economic clustering and cooperative innovation in each ñpart of the wholeò 

(Terrace 2018). The clustering of uses, creation of identifying features and subsequent 

coordination of programming is deemed to encourage more intensive activities and 

overall success. This is exemplified by the ñMain Street Core Precinctò (#3), which 

possesses historical patterns of the origins of Terrace, and small streetfront commercial 

activities, as well as the ñCivic Recreation Precinctò (#2), focused on George Little Park, 

the public library, art gallery and sports facilities. Other precincts focus on themes 

related to civic service functions (#1), downtown adjacent offices (#4), a mall district (#6), 

a northern residential transition area (#7), an eastern residential transition area (#8), a 

riverside area with sports and casino facilities (#9), and a fledgling technology district 

(#10).  
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Figure 5.13. Ten Downtown Terrace Precincts: Terrace Downtown Action Plan  
Source: City of Terrace (2018) 

Based on the characteristics within each of the 10 precincts, the Action Plan identified 

ñTen Big Movesò, which represent interventions that might act as catalysts for change 

within each precinct as well as the Greater Downtown as a whole (Figure C.19) . These 

interventions are intended to translate the five fundamentals of downtown planning into 

site-specific actions that will create a more dynamic downtown and influence the built 

environment. Two of the more prominent interventions involve the downtown core (#1 

and #3) and the station area (#2). The ñDowntown Livingroomò (#1) is intended to 

transform the most óurbanô block of downtown (Lakelse: Emerson to Kalum) into a 

showpiece for community gathering and social interaction through the addition of a 

plaza, pavilion, improved street surfaces, street furniture, public art and seasonal 

business extensions (into public space) and cultural programming to animate the space. 

Subsequently, intervention #3 (Activate the 2 Block Core) suggests extending the urban 

dynamics of Lakelse Avenue one block westward from Emerson Street to Sparks Street. 

This would require significant new infill development to transform a street currently 

dominated by parking and vacant lots, as well as reconfiguration of road space to 

enhance the pedestrian experience and reduce car dominance. 

Terraceôs downtown plan is detailed and includes many of the latest concepts and 

thought regarding downtown planning and design. Numerous measures are proposed to 

improve the ósense of placeô and desirability of downtown as a destination, including 

public investments such as pedestrian enhancement, the creation of spaces for 

seasonal use and programming, and the centralization of parking to reduce the 

widespread impact of car orientation throughout downtown. In terms of the private realm, 

promoting strategic infill development on underutilized sites, and higher standards for 
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street animation and building character are identified as building blocks for a more 

vibrant downtown.      

Several fundamental issues differentiate stagnant resource towns from larger growing 

centres and make the implementation of the downtown plan highly problematic. There is 

a quasi-metropolitan approach to this vision, based on the assumption of significant 

growth (to fulfill the public and private sector investments required to implement the 

proposed interventions). Secondly, there is also an assumption that development 

demand will favour downtown over the periphery (and particularly the core residential 

developments more prevalent in larger centres). In the absence of strict development 

controls, there has been an overwhelming bias towards development outside of 

downtown in recent years, including three hotels, multiple big box stores and the 

relocation of downtown retailers outside of the core. Finally, the creation of 10 downtown 

precincts is a strategy suitable for a diverse downtown setting many multiples larger in 

terms of population, employment and attractions, than Terrace. There simply is no basis 

for suggesting that there are abundant distinctions of character among the various 

zones. A focus on the traditional core, the administrative core, the mall district and the 

troubled eastern area would adequately identify the main parts of downtown.   

Despite regular updates to its downtown plans, Terraceôs core has seen little 

revitalization. The success of the current strategy will hinge on a combination of renewed 

growth, peripheral development controls and the prioritization of the planôs components, 

however, it is also limited by the historic legacies that have been left behind, including 

contaminated sites, vast areas of surface parking and zoning policies that discourage 

mixed use development. The concept covers a large area, with many themes, and risks 

watering down the effect of small-scale changes, attributable to modest growth, that 

might be more effective in a tighter geography. Successful implementation of the plan 

will require investments and incentives for downtown development, but also 

disincentives and restrictions on development elsewhere, particularly development that 

could otherwise be located downtown, or modified to be accommodated downtown. 

Historical evidence indicates that such measures have not been frequently deployed, 

contributing to numerous failed attempts at core revitalization, and reinforcing path 

dependent lock-ins that ensure dispersed suburbanism remains the most practical form 

of development for all parties involved (Filion & McSpurren 2007; Filion 2015). 
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5.6 Conclusion  

This chapter engaged the policy dynamics of local planning and development in Terrace 

and its downtown, within the context of path dependency. A comparative analysis of 

planning policies, economic strategies and downtown revitalization plans and 

investments was undertaken within the context of the physical and economic conditions 

of the communities and their downtowns, also indicating various path dependencies and 

lock-ins that may facilitate or inhibit change. The policy framework indicates a broad 

range of views on development and planning, sometimes in alignment with the principles 

of smart growth and place-based development, and sometimes not, and at times 

conflicted by local policies that are not in alignment with each other. The historical legacy 

of several distinct periods of planning and development in Terrace creates various path 

dependencies that encourage or limit current decisions. The sustainability of the original 

organic grid diminished over time as suburban uses came to dominate the core with the 

second wave of the postwar boom, but its remnants still offer opportunities today. 

Although planning goals evolved over time to become more sustainable, the economic 

downturn between the mid-1990s and early-2010s drove a local political agenda that 

supported the regionalization of commercial, administrative and institutional activities in 

Terrace.  

In the context of limited local development demand, token OCP statements over the past 

several decades supported a vibrant downtown by promoting new housing and 

commercial activities downtown but were not supported by any policy that restrained 

peripheral development, or prioritized new supply in the core. Although overall housing 

supply increases were modest through the downturn (core & periphery), the massive 

increase in commercial supply at the periphery did not reflect local market fundamentals, 

but rather a strategic attempt by Terrace to consolidate regional retail spending at the 

expense of Kitimat and Prince Rupert, as well as the downtown (high street and malls), 

according to a regional official in 2015. While aspiring to realize the enhancement of 

downtown, multiple iterations of the OCP (1993, 2011 and 2017) have left this goal 

solely to the market to achieve, despite worsening public perceptions of the area due to 

disinvestment, homelessness and crime. The core today is diminished economically and 

exhibits poor land use sustainability, but remains an important part of Terraceôs urban 

structure, with significant opportunities for revitalization.  
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Chapter 6.  Kitimat  

6.1 The Historic Legacy of Planning and Development in 
Kitimat  

This section will examine the historical factors that generated long-prevailing path 

dependencies in Kitimat and its downtown. This legacy is a reflection of its industrial 

roots, a highly prescriptive original plan, the rapid establishment of its built form and 

infrastructure over a relatively short period, and the lack of a hybrid urban structure that 

might create competing paradigmatic tensions, particularly in relation to commercial 

activities.  

Of the three study communities, Kitimatôs downtown is most tied to its initial conditions, 

and the early development path that emerged in the immediate years following its 

inception. The town was established as an instant town to service Aluminum Canadaôs 

new industrial smelter nearby. It was built according to a multi-phase development plan, 

and quickly achieved an initial threshold population (to support an array of commercial 

activities and government services) within the first few years of its existence. The original 

plan and the townôs subsequent built form and early infrastructure were a reflection of 

the companyôs desire for efficient operations, the maintenance of a stable workforce and 

incremental growth over time (Alcan 1952). As noted by Clarence Stein, the planning 

director for the townsite: ñThe purpose of Kitimat is the industrial success of the plant.ò 

(Alcan 1952 ï pg. ii). Senior governments also contributed to this partnership with 

funding for new infrastructure and services, including a major regional hospital. 

6.1.1 The Legacy of a Master Planned Instant Town  

The selection of the original townsite was functional, driven by a desire to separate 

industrial, commercial and residential uses for an eventual population of 50,000, and 

prioritizing waterfront areas for industrial and associated servicing activities (Alcan 

1952). Functional separation was an ideal of this era, as pollution, overcrowding and 

blight had inflicted many industrial centres, and the recent rise of car travel facilitated the 

division of conflicting uses over a broader space with the intention of creating a higher 

quality of life (Filion 2003; Alcan 1952). Downtown was intentionally placed in a flat, 

central location rather than harnessing the attractiveness of natural attributes as a 
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defining feature of the core, which were prioritized for industry (1.5km to the nearest 

riverfront and 3km to the nearest oceanfront). Path dependencies were created during 

these early years, as a street network and built form emerged. The subsequent accretion 

of planning and development decisions entrenched a car-oriented core land use pattern 

focused on an enclosed mall, a strip mall, several administrative and office buildings, the 

hospital and a recreation complex, all surrounded by large surface parking lots.  

Like Prince Rupert forty years earlier, the preliminary intentions of Kitimatôs founders (to 

create a significant regional city for northwest BC) were not realized. While the town 

achieved limited economic diversification over time with aluminum, forestry and chemical 

processing activities, it was insufficient to attract the large workforce and population 

anticipated in a larger diversified regional hub, such as Prince George. Although quickly 

achieving a critical mass of nearly 10,000 residents (roughly equal to Prince Rupert) and 

initially hosting a robust retail sector (relative to its size) and the largest regional hospital, 

Kitimatôs role in the commercial and administrative hierarchy gradually diminished over 

time, with the incremental rise of Terrace as the service centre for the inland portion of 

northwest BC (and the entire region for some functions). As Kitimatôs relative proportion 

of the regional population declined over time, Terrace became a more logical ócentralô 

point in the region, as opposed to Kitimatôs óend of the roadô location at the head of the 

Douglas Channel, absent of any onward connections. This evolution negatively impacted 

the downtown, as most activities became local population-serving, rather than regional in 

nature, and leakage to Terrace reduced potential commercial demand within existing 

structures, as well as the potential for new development, according to a local official in 

2015. 

Kitimatôs Radburn-style residential suburbs were built mostly on a plateau north of the 

city centre, separated by a steep slope and functionally detached from its activities. 

These areas were developed as low-density neighbourhoods along curvilinear streets 

with few commercial services, prompting a reliance on car travel to the core for nearly all 

daily activities. In the absence of favourable walking and transit connections to the core 

for most residents, high levels of parking were provided, thus limiting the opportunity for 

an integrated high street with mixed uses, typical of traditional downtown settings. The 

physical entrenchment of parking as a dominant use precludes a more sustainable and 

walkable built environment, a consideration that was acknowledged in the original plan, 

and whose designer (Clarence Stein) believed in the restraint of car dominance (Alcan 



147 

1952). Yet parking requirements were modified in 1957 to increase overall provision to 

30% above North American recommendations (for malls) in light of concerns pertaining 

to excess downtown car demand associated with climate, and a lack of neighbourhood 

retail competition (District of Kitimat 1960 ï p30; Vorhees and Crow 1966). Despite the 

challenges created by these conditions, the core was designed to be the dominant 

location for commercial and administrative activities, and it remains so today.  

There have been few significant additions and changes made to the original downtown 

street network and built form since the early years after the townôs inception in the 

1950s. However, three developments are noteworthy: (1) a new strip mall was 

developed as the population neared its peak (late-1970s);  (2) the hospital (at the 

downtown entrance) was demolished and relocated to the opposite edge of downtown 

(behind the newer strip mall) (early 2000s), and;  (3) eventually, this made way for a 

mixed-use Indigenous midrise residential development on that site, following a final 

investment decision on the LNG Canada megaproject (including a long term lease 

agreement with the proponent to house management) (mid-2010s). Several small 

commercial and institutional developments also occurred, and a seniorsô housing 

structure was added, but there was little aberration from the commercial and 

administrative orientation of the core. There is little evidence of building attrition over 

time, as the smaller quantity and higher quality of structures reduced the prevalence of 

fires and demolitions. Therefore, built form appears very similar to the peak of the last 

boom in the 1980s, and a dilapidated streetscape of abandoned buildings and scattered 

empty lots has mostly been avoided, despite the presence of large contiguous areas of 

surface parking and (vacant) land banks.  

The relatively small quantity of buildings, mostly far larger in size than typical commercial 

structures on standard lots in Terrace and Prince Rupert, has resulted in a concentrated 

ownership structure, according to a local official in 2020. This condition results in fewer 

leasing options (and competing landlords) to facilitate the emergence of small 

businesses. A small group of downtown landowners are able to influence lease rates, 

and the pace and type of development, often to protect their own interests. The variety 

and abundance of leasable spaces in the downtowns of Terrace and Prince Rupert 

make those places more amenable to budding local entrepreneurs as a greater range of 

sizes and competitive cost structure reduces start-up risks.  
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Office and institutional uses are clustered in a small number of structures surrounding 

the mall, including industrial consultants and senior government agencies. The municipal 

hall is situated above the mall, and a recreational complex augments the civic 

component of the core. According to a local official in 2015, overall occupancy levels of 

retail and office uses fluctuate significantly between boom-and-bust periods, ranging 

from half full to fully occupied. Major industries have traditionally hosted permanent 

offices at their peripheral sites rather than downtown, which reduced some of the 

benefits of industrial activity for downtown and its smaller businesses, according to a 

local official in 2014. The centralization of a limited number of independent retailers and 

civic functions may resemble the uses seen in other smaller downtowns, but the lack of 

integrated residential activities and the domination of car-oriented land uses (and 

parking) ensures that downtown Kitimat functions more like a suburban node than an 

integrated, multi-functional and more sustainable downtown.  

6.1.2 The Accretion of Decisions Over Time  

Unlike the other study communities, Kitimat did not experience distinct development eras 

that had a profound impact on the form of development downtown. The master plan and 

early development period had a profound impact on the layout and function of the town, 

and any subsequent additions were generally envisioned within the plan and 

accommodated by the original road network. The City Centre zone was mostly 

developed in the initial years after the townôs founding, as the mall-focused core of the 

new community. Many public buildings and offices were placed on adjacent sites nearby, 

connected by a series of footpaths meant to generate pedestrian movements among 

uses once vehicles are parked. In reality, the broad distribution of free parking result in 

many intra-core vehicle trips, as little incentive exists to walk between the uses, as office 

and institutional uses dominate the area between the malls.  

The largest single development outside of City Centre was Mountainview Square 

(directly to the east), which occurred in the late-1970s, close to the period of peak 

population within the community. It is a strip mall anchored by a food store and several 

small and mid-size retailers, thus replicating the car-oriented nature of the core, but 

without an enclosed mall. The 2002 opening of a downsized, relocated hospital next to 

that mall allowed for the slow emergence of a 3rd downtown zone (Haisla Centre) during 

the most recent development period (since attracting two megaprojects after 2013).  
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6.1.3 Downtown Impacts of the Recent Economic Revival   

Recent megaproject developments in the region have only produced minor changes in 

land use and built form in the existing downtown, including one new hotel and two 

restaurants, all developed on former parking areas of, or above, the two malls, but 

generally reinforcing existing patterns. The excess supply of commercial space, inherited 

as a legacy from a previous era of greater economic activity, minimized the need to 

develop new non-industrial structures in recent decades. With the short-term 

construction boom only generating temporary demand for office space among many 

consultants and other entities, significant new leasable area was deemed unjustified. 

Most new housing for temporary workers is located in fully-serviced camps in industrial 

areas, while a small number of new businesses have located mostly in existing built 

space. Meanwhile, Council approved hotel and long-stay accommodations away from 

the core, including a peripheral retail complex proposed in a later phase of one of these 

developments.  

A modest, but potentially path breaking exception to this trend has been the creation of a 

new downtown district at Haisla Centre, which represents the most significant change to 

the core since the 1970s. Upon demolition of the former iconic 6 storey, 1950s hospital, 

the land was sold to the Haisla First Nation by the provincial government, and a mixed-

use development zone was created through a deal with the municipality, who were 

initially opposed to such an arrangement, according to a provincial official in 2018 and a 

local official in 2014). The completion of a mid-rise residential development in the mid-

2010s set a precedent for higher density housing in the core, structured parking and 

walkability (Figure D.1). However, as the municipality insisted that the residential 

component be located as far away (on the site) from the core as possible, early 

residents will be somewhat isolated from commercial uses, until later phases are 

completed, according to a local official in 2020.  

Unlike the cleared site at Haisla Centre, major redevelopment in Mountainview and City 

Centre zones would require a comprehensive renewal strategy, and retrofitting of 

existing suburban spaces. Preliminary attempts to adopt such a vision have been fraught 

with impediments linked to path dependencies associated with car dependency, and 

doubts about the practicality of mixed-use schemes, thus precluding its approval by the 

local council (District of Kitimat 2021).  
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6.2 Population and Economy  

6.2.1 Population Dynamics  

The District of Kitimat was incorporated as a new town in 1953 at a time when there 

were only a few hundred members of the Haisla First Nation in the area, and less than 

1500 residents in Terrace (Statistics Canada 2021b). Prince Rupert had a population of 

roughly 10,000 and was the only major centre in the region. The scale and speed of 

Kitimatôs development is reflected in the 1956 census figures, just 3 years after 

incorporation, and initial land clearance of the townsite and industrial area (Figure D.2) .  

Within the district municipality, excluding the Haisla community of Kitamaat Village 

nearby, the population increased from 0 to 9679 in 3 years (1953-1956), mostly as a 

result of semi-permanent construction workers, but also including some of the original 

permanent workers and their families. Although there had been expectations for more 

rapid growth, the population flatlined over the next decade as the community transitioned 

from its development phase to one of production and maturity. Between 1966-1981, the 

community grew significantly (+31%) to its 1981 peak of 12,814. Following a period of 

gentle decline of 15% from between 1981-1996, the pace accelerated between 1996-

2011 as the population fell by an additional 34% to 8335, (Statistics Canada 2021) 

(Figure 6.1 below). 

 Population (DM) 

CENSUS YEAR Total % chg 

1981 12814 7.2% 

1986 11196 -12.6% 

1991 11305 1.0% 

1996 11136 -1.5% 

2001 10285 -7.6% 

2006 8987 -12.6% 

2011 8335 -7.3% 

2016 8131 -2.4% 

2021 8236 1.3% 

Figure 6.1. Kitimat Population (1956 -2021) 
Source: Statistics Canada 2021b 

The decision to modernize the smelter led to approximately 500 job losses by 2016, 

mostly through attrition, as production increased with fewer workers. In the short term, a 

residential property boom ensued, as thousands of construction workers and 
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management were involved with the multibillion-dollar project. According to a local 

official in 2018, many older workers sold their homes, retired and left the region, as the 

opportunity to ócash outô had not been possible during the lengthy bust. While this period 

represented the bottoming out of 25 years of population decline, it also signified the 

beginnings of a modest economic recovery associated with development activities 

related to liquified natural gas (LNG), as several hundred workers were employed in site 

preparation for two LNG export terminals, one of which (LNG Canada) reached a final 

investment decision (FID) and was fully under construction by 2019. Without the overlap 

of LNG development during the latest RTA workforce downsizing, Kitimatôs population 

would have likely continued its decline. It should be noted that the Haisla population in 

Kitimaat Village, excluded from the Kitimat census figures, has been fairly steady 

between 500-550 people from 1986-2021.    

An assessment of trends over multiple census periods indicates an all-time peak to 

trough decline of 36.6%, or 4683 persons, between 1981-2016, in the district 

municipality (Figure D.3) . The most recent period of outright decline occurred between 

1991-2016, resulting in a loss of 28.1% of the population, or 3174 persons. The modest 

rebound between 2016-2021 reflects the construction of new industries related to LNG, 

however the overall trend this century (2001-2021) has been a population loss of 16.9%, 

or 1737 persons, as a result of the closure of a chemical plant in 2006 and forestry 

operations in 2010, and the downsizing (through automation) of the modernized 

aluminum smelter in 2015.  

The 2008 Official Community Plan indicates that mostly external factors impact 

population growth or decline and suggests that Kitimatôs population fluctuates with 

cycles of local industrial employment. The high degree of uncertainty results in wide 

variations in the projection of low, medium and high growth or decline scenarios: 

ñProjecting population using the five-year (2001 ï 2006) average annual 
percent change (-2.681%) results in a projected 2026 population of 5,079 
ï the lowest of the projections. Conversely, using a potential 2% annual 
percent increase, Kitimat would reach a population of 13,621 by 2026. 
Whether Kitimat experiences population growth, stability or decline is 
contingent on economic conditions which are impacted by factors such as 
the global economy, housing conditions elsewhere and changes in 
government policyò (District of Kitimat 2008 - OCP ï p.8). 

The mid-range estimate from 2008 was fairly accurate in predicting the current 2021 

population, which represents stabilization rather than continued decline based on further 
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downsizing of the aluminum smelter, or rapid growth, based on multiple new industries. 

The stabilization of the smelter and the addition of one LNG terminal would effectively 

secure a population range of 8000-9000 for the foreseeable future (without consideration 

of temporary camp workers, and their impacts on services and infrastructure, according 

to a local official in 2014. Significant permanent population growth would require an 

additional LNG facility or attraction of a new industry (e.g. retirement). 

6.2.2 Resources, Economy and Municipal Finance  

Kitimat is a classic planned industrial town with few major employers. Its economy has 

been influenced over time by aluminum smelting, forestry and chemical processing 

(Figure 6.2  below). While Kitimat was initially the main service centre for the inland 

coastal area, Terrace gradually assumed the role as its population grew faster in the 

1970s and 1980s, and was less affected by later industrial decline. The challenging 

topography and limited developable land in the area influenced local economic functions 

and guided key elements of the original master plan. 

 

Figure 6.2. Key Economic Drivers Influencing Study Outcomes in Kitimat  

The 2016 labour force of 4100 workers in Kitimat differed from Prince Rupert and 

Terrace as a result of the dominance of industrial activity and construction as an 

economic driver (Figure D.4) . The top 5 sectors represent 62.1% of the workforce. The 

two most dominant sectors, by a significant margin, are construction and manufacturing, 

combining for 37.6% of workers. The public sector (health care, public administration 

and education) combines for 19.5% of jobs (the 3rd, 6th and 7th largest sectors), while 

retail and accommodation comprise 16.5% (representing the 4th and 5th largest sectors). 

The LNG Canada project likely reinforces this trend in the 2020s. 

This century, Kitimat endured the loss or downsizing of multiple industrial operations, 

including the closure of three facilities between 2006-2010 (Figure 6.3  below). Having 

built its reputation over several decades to be known as a model of resource town 

economic diversification, Kitimat again became reliant on a single industry (aluminum 
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smelting) and faced vulnerabilities related to such a relationship. Similar to Prince Rupert 

in 2001, the community was faced with a severe economic contraction, the loss of 

numerous businesses, and over one-fifth of its residents, with effects on the economic, 

social and cultural foundations of the community and its institutions.  

Kitimat - Major Industries Lost (2006 -2010)    
1)    West Fraser - Eurocan Pulp Mill (1969-2010) ï 535 jobs lost 

2)    Methanex - Ammonia Plant (1987-2006) ï 60 jobs lost 

3)    Methanex - Methanol Plant (1982-2006) ï 67 jobs lost 

Figure 6.3. Major Industries Lost in Kitimat (2006 -2010) 

A period of uncertainty (including the future of the aluminum smelter following Alcanôs 

2008 sale to RTA), occurred between 2006-2012, as limited investment interest resulted 

in an existential crisis and desperate measures to promote alternative industries like 

tourism and retirement. By 2012, with rising energy prices and the development of new 

gas supplies in northeast BC, the community began to see speculative interest in energy 

export projects, as well as commitments for a major investment from RTA to modernize 

the aging aluminum smelter. The smelter project and a single LNG facility proceeded, 

however most of the speculative activity was cancelled or put on-hold.  

Abandoned Projects  

Several oil and natural gas export and processing projects were proposed in the Kitimat 

area, but are now cancelled or dormant, and unlikely to be resurrected, including the 

large Chevron-Woodside LNG export terminal and the Pacific Traverse propane export 

terminal (Figure D.5 ). Early in this cycle, community support for oil-related projects was 

surprisingly low, given the traditional industrial nature of the area, and the Northern 

Gateway pipeline from the Edmonton area to Kitimat was rejected in a non-binding 

plebiscite in 2014. Subsequent oil refinery proposals promised a high number of well-

paying jobs (up to 3000), but were met by similar resistance related to the environmental 

risks of transporting oil products from Alberta to the region, and exporting them through 

the Douglas Channel and its sensitive marine habitat and fishing grounds (Penner 

2019). There was also opposition among climate change activists, many not based in 

the region, but forming alliances with Indigenous groups opposed to the projects 

because of concerns for fish habitat, land claims or due to insufficient project benefit 

agreements (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). 
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The Kitimat LNG project was planned to be the first major electric-drive LNG project in 

North America, which would have resulted in a significant reduction in emissions 

compared to gas-powered units. As a result of market conditions, the proponents 

abandoned the megaproject, and its upstream infrastructure (Pacific Trail Pipeline) was 

sold to Enbridge and placed on hold. 

Actively Planned, Under Construction or Recently Completed  

A number of active projects are being designed, under construction or have recently 

been completed (Figure D.6 ). Approximately $5.4 billion will have been invested in the 

Kitimat area in recent years by way of the two RTA projects to modernize the aluminum 

smelter and upgrade the power facilities at Kemano. The LNG Canada and Coastal 

GasLink pipeline projects involve an additional investment of $24.6 billion, most of which 

is related to infrastructure in the Kitimat area (the remaining $15 billion in the $40 billion 

headline figure for this project is related to upstream infrastructure, mostly at the natural 

gas source region in northeast BC) (LNG Canada 2022). While the investment amounts 

are significantly greater than in Prince Rupert or Terrace, the number of permanent jobs 

is fairly small. The RTA aluminum smelter modernization resulted in a 48% increase in 

production with a 33% reduction in the permanent workforce. The LNG Canada project 

involves up to 8000 construction workers (mostly from outside Kitimat), but only 300 

permanent jobs (LNG Canada 2022). According to a local official in 2020, a proposed 

second phase would double capacity but the workforce would not grow proportionately. 

Several maps in Figure D.7 indicate the major projects that are currently underway, as 

well those proposed and abandoned along the Kitimat arm of Douglas Channel. Also 

indicated is the extent to which the Haisla First Nation have been involved in 

landholdings related to these projects, aside from their own involvement in direct 

investment in the cedar LNG proposal at DL 309 on the west side of the inlet, currently 

being designed in conjunction with Pembina Pipeline. The Haisla Nation is involved in a 

partnership with Pembina Pipeline on the Cedar LNG project, and a final investment 

decision was imminent as of 2023.  

Municipal Finance  

The issue of municipal finance is pertinent to Kitimatôs story. Industrial tax assessments 

have long represented the largest proportion of Kitimatôs revenues (77%), in contrast 

with Terrace (6%), where its service-based economy generates far less taxation, and 

Prince Rupert (21%), where port activities have significant tax exemptions (NDIT 2019). 
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Kitimatôs reliable industrial tax revenues have allowed it to maintain lower residential and 

commercial tax rates, and has reduced the impetus to become more creative in 

generating new sources of revenue (such as commercial uses in a downtown setting), 

according to a local official in 2014. This represents a form of path dependency, in that 

there was no desire, among vested interests, to change anything when the main industry 

provided most of the required revenue for operations and maintenance in the 

community. Although RTAôs tax contributions remained mostly intact through the bust, 

the vulnerability of Kitimatôs economy prior to the smelter modernization (when full 

closure was considered) and LNG development, forced the town to consider 

alternatives, such as a retirement industry, as previously undertaken in declining 

resource towns like Elliot Lake, ON (Barber 2023). According to a local official in 2014, it 

was an example of early-stage path breaking, as the communityôs ñback was against the 

wallò, but, according to a local official in 2020, this period was short-lived, and 

diversification efforts were curtailed as the latest megaproject era began in 2013. 

6.3 Downtown Kitimat Land Use  

The original 1952 Kitimat Townsite Plan contributed to a relatively compact urban area, 

but its highly segregated land uses assumed the need for vehicles to travel between the 

various land use sectors. Topographic elements between these sectors necessitate long 

non-car travel times because of divisions caused by steep slopes and the Kitimat River. 

Unlike the ómessyô mixed uses of Prince Rupert, the functional separation of residential 

areas from commercial, employment and leisure destinations in Kitimat results in the 

absence of easily walkable mixed uses. This pattern has persisted to the present day, 

with predominantly commercial and administrative functions in the various structures.  

Downtown Kitimat is centred on malls and does not possess typical óMain Streetô 

characteristics or the street grid of a traditional downtown. Despite this, part of downtown 

is walkable by way of poorly utilized off-street paths, but lacks any vibrancy in the 

spaces between the mall and other strip malls and offices, as their parking lots dominate 

the landscape. This influences trip patterns, including car trips between malls (rather 

than outdoor foot traffic normally observed on typical high streets). 

This section will examine the current (2020) land use structure in Kitimatôs downtown, 

including land area, boundaries, internal zones, underutilized sites and recent trends. 

The goal is to provide an objective assessment of the overall land use sustainability of 
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the core, internal dynamics within each zone, recent trends in the municipality and the 

potential for future changes. The observations are discussed in the context of various 

path dependencies associated with the initial conditions of Kitimatôs geography and 

landscape, and the preliminary infrastructure decisions and planning directives that set 

in motion a particular development pattern, and the subsequent trajectory tied to these 

investments and policies.  

6.3.1 Overview  

The legacy of Kitimatôs original plan lives on after 70 years, as the initial built form and 

infrastructure investments were set in place, and path breaking growth did not occur 

thereafter. Figure D.8  indicates the context of downtown within the larger built-up area 

of Kitimat. Downtown represents approximately 4%, or 330,300 sqm, of the land area of 

the main continuous built-up area. The downtown and residential areas of Kitimat are 

fairly compact but fully separated, and lie in the shadow of a large and sprawling 

industrial complex zone to the southwest, beyond the main built-up area. Major 

topographical changes between the core and main residential areas to the northeast 

(Nechako and Whitesail) limit active mode trips, and the lack of any significant housing 

density in the core has resulted in car dependence for most trips. An inefficient transit 

service draws limited ridership. The small residential area (Kildala) west of downtown is 

not directly accessible because of the curvilinear street pattern, which restricts seamless 

access into the core for most residents. A secondary commercial area (Service Centre) 

is geared to the industrial zone, at the western edge of the built-up area, but has a small 

number of businesses that might compete with downtown.    

Figure 6.4  (below) displays the zone boundaries of downtown Kitimat.  
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Figure 6.4. Kitimat: Downtown and Zone Boundaries (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

There are three zones in downtown Kitimat (Figure D.9) . City Centre, the largest zone, 

was designed as the townôs central core, and was mostly built between the mid-1950s 

and late-1960s. The zone remains focused on the mall and office complexes that 

emerged at that time, as only modest additions and renovations have taken place in the 

intervening period. The original plan envisioned multiple stages of expansion as the 

community grew towards a much larger anticipated population, therefore vacant land 

was retained to the east. Upon proceeding in the mid-1970s, the new Mountainview 

zone became a segregated area with its own road access and parking, rather than fully 

integrating with City Centre by way of a high street. It consists mostly of retail and 

institutional uses, and professional offices. Haisla Centre zone, at downtownôs main 

(north) entrance, became a functional addition to the core in 2017 with the completion of 

the first phase of a mixed use development. It was not envisioned in the original plan, as 

its sole long-term purpose was to house a regional hospital (which relocated in 2002). 

Kitimatôs zones cover a range of areas measuring 13% to 51.5% of the land base of the 

core (Figure D.10).     

6.3.2 Underutilized Land in Downtown Zones      

Downtown Kitimat has a large inventory of sites cumulatively representing over half of 

the coreôs land area, but not utilized for any permanent productive purpose. This pattern 

conflicts with key principles of design guidelines for vibrant downtowns, and 
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sustainability objectives of the smart growth planning framework, including a dense, 

mixed use built form suitable for active modes and transit (Litman 2018; Brooks 2019). 

This section identifies the location of underutilized spaces, and indicates the degree to 

which these lands are suitable for redevelopment. Figure 6.5  (below) identifies all 

underutilized sites in downtown Kitimat.  

 

Figure 6.5. Kitimat: Underutilized Sites in Downtown (2020)  
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

The combined total of vacant sites and surface parking areas provides a complete 

picture of the amount of active downtown land that is not being utilized. The 

underutilized portion of downtown Kitimatôs total land area is the highest of the study 

communities and represents 50.3% of all downtown land (as opposed to 41.4% in 

Terrace and 19.5% in Prince Rupert. Kitimatôs underutilized lands represent a significant 

area in all 3 zones. Figure 6.6  (below) displays the amount and distribution of 

underutilized downtown land. 
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KITIMAT - DOWNTOWN UNDERUTILIZED LAND AREA & DISTRIBUTION, BY ZONE (sqm) 
(2020) 

Zone 
Surface 
Parking 

Share 
Vacant 
Land 

Share 
Zone Area as % of 

Downtown 

Haisla Centre 200 sqm 0.2% 21,230 sqm 26.3% 13.0% 

City Centre 50,850 sqm 59.3% 33,000 sqm 41.2% 51.5% 

Mountainview 34,710 sqm 40.5% 26,060 sqm 32.5% 35.5% 

Figure 6.6. Downtown Kitimat: Distribution of Underutilized Land, By Type and 
Zone (2020)  

Surface Parking   

Surface parking represents a dominant land use in the City Centre (50,850 sqm) and 

Mountainview (34,710 sqm) zones, but is almost non-existent (200 sqm) in the Haisla 

Centre zone, as underground parking was incorporated beneath the structure. Vast 

areas of parking are situated around commercial retail, institutional and professional 

office complexes throughout the City Centre and Mountainview zones, in response to 

policies that dictated the provision of high levels of off-street parking at the time of 

development, according to a local official in 2014. The proportion of the Mountainview 

and City Centre zones devoted to surface parking is nearly 30%, slightly higher than the 

downtown as a whole (25.9%), and much higher than Haisla Centre (0.5% of zone).  

Vacant Land 

Rather than the many small ógap toothô vacant parcels seen in the neighbouring 

downtowns, there are fewer, but more significant, contiguous vacant areas in each zone 

of the downtown, partially a result of speculative land banking when a much larger 

population was contemplated, according to a local official in 2014. There are also 

several long and narrow strips of vacant land next to arterial roads and surface parking, 

reflective of a highway commercial streetscape design rather than a downtown, which 

could be reconfigured into development parcels as part of a more urban streetscape. 

The largest vacant sites include the undeveloped portion of Haisla Centre, a site north of 

the City Centre mall (adjacent to the Chalet Motel), and two large parcels north of the 

Mountainview Square mall complex. The Haisla Centre zone (26.3% of downtownôs 

vacant land) has a disproportionate amount of vacant land relative to its total zone area, 

although the City Centre (41.2%) and Mountainview zones (32.5%) have the most 

vacant land overall. 
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Figure D.11 identifies the total area and proportion of underutilized land in each zone of 

downtown Kitimat. The underutilized area in the zones is generally in line with each 

zoneôs proportion of total downtown land area. The Haisla Centre zone has 12.9% of 

downtownôs underutilized land (13.0% of downtownôs total land area), while City Centre 

holds 50.5% of underutilized area (51.5% of total area) and Mountainview has 36.6% of 

underutilized land (35.5% of total area). Figure D.12 displays the size and quantity of 

each underutilized site, by zone. There are a range of small (under 1000 sqm), mid-

sized (1000-3000 sqm), large (3000-6000 sqm) and extra-large (over 6000 sqm) sites in 

downtown Kitimat, although unequally distributed among the zones. The City Centre (17 

sites) and Mountainview (14 sites) zones have numerous large and extra-large 

underutilized sites, and a relatively small number of small and medium sites, in 

comparison to the downtowns in the neighbouring cities. The small and mid-sized 

parcels are all surface parking sites, while larger sites include vacant lots and parking. 

6.3.3 Analysis and Recent Trends  

A map in Figure D.13  identifies significant non-industrial developments that took place in 

peripheral locations outside of downtown Kitimat during the 2015-2020 survey period. 

There were four significant non-industrial developments in the core and three in the 

peripheral areas of Kitimat between 2013-2020, a period which included megaproject 

construction for the RTA aluminum smelter modernization and the LNG Canada export 

facility (a new downtown Tim Hortons café opening preceded the surveys). Significant 

temporary accommodations on the site of these industrial projects (far from the main 

built-up area) are not included, as they were mostly geared to FIFO workers. The 

proportionate land area of these developments is overwhelmingly tilted to the periphery 

(96.8%), however, with a 193,660 sqm land footprint, including surface parking and 

servicing areas for two major commercial long-stay accommodations, and a hotel. A 

retail component is also planned for a later phase of the long-stay development located 

at the entrance to town, in the east. 

Over 50% of downtown Kitimatôs land base is underutilized, and nearly three-fifths is 

covered by asphalt (including roads) or vacant. Despite the clear availability of land in 

the core, multiple major developments were completed away from downtown. Although 

the protection of the community from megaproject impacts was cited as justification for 

not developing the long-stay accommodations downtowns, hotels were developed in the 
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core in the past and are a key feature of Prince Rupert and Terraceôs core, according to 

a local official in 2018. Downtown did attract several developments, but none of them 

were transformational (two restaurants and one hotel), and only one (Haisla Centre 

condos) represented a new approach to development, albeit as an isolated and modest 

first step. Significant opportunities for comprehensive development exist in the core 

(20,000-80,000 sqm of underutilized land in each zone), avoiding the need for sprawl.    

Figure 6.7 (below) indicates new commercial and mixed-use developments that took 

place within downtown Kitimat between 2014-2020. The four downtown developments 

between 2014-2020, involved the re-use of 6450 sqm of vacant and surface parking land 

(representing 3.2% of the land area of all new developments). Two downtown 

developments were minor conversions of parking for satellite restaurant structures, a 

third added two storeys to a portion of the mall (hotel), and a fourth (50 unit 

condominium) in the Haisla Centre zone was the largest.  

 

Figure 6.7. Kitimat: Location of New Downtown Developments (2013 -2020) 
Created by author using Google Earth platform in 2020 

The two developments in the City Centre zone were both on mall property and included 

a new hotel and a Tim Hortons café, which was deemed to be a ócoming of ageô for the 

community, as the chain had previously avoided the market, according to a local official 

in 2014. The development of a new chain restaurant (Mr. Mikeôs) occurred in the parking 

lot of the Mountainview Square retail complex. Three of the four developments are single 

use and car-dependent but did not include any new surface parking as they were all built 
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on existing vacant sites and surface parking. The condo development (part of a mixed-

use buildout) represents a paradigm shift and may result in a higher proportion of active 

mode trips over time.  

The new downtown plan clearly identifies land availability for comprehensive 

redevelopment, however, it requires the re-allocation of surface parking and vacant 

sites, and the coordination of parking among multiple uses, including street parking or 

structures, as occurs in more urban downtowns. Unlike Prince Rupert and Terrace, 

where varying degrees of fractured land ownership and non-contiguous parcels are a 

challenge, there are fewer landowners in downtown Kitimat, and the parking lot of the 

City Centre mall is owned by the municipality, according to a local official in 2020. While 

these conditions could simplify the process of transforming such spaces, the refusal of 

council to re-visit surface parking requirements locked half the core into a permanent 

underutilized state in the past decades. In the context of the recent boom, the 

development of a new hotel and commercial long-stay accommodations away from the 

core was a missed opportunity to reinvigorate downtown and provide a new stock of 

higher density accommodations and housing for the community following construction of 

the megaprojects. Rather than facilitating comprehensive redevelopment (even if mostly 

housing and accommodations) that would add a greater intensity and diversity of mixed 

uses, change the character of downtown, create opportunities for endogenous 

development and limit surburban sprawl, Kitimatôs leaders succumbed to resistance 

associated with the perceived removal of a right to abundant and free parking (District of 

Kitimat 2020 - Council Report).  

6.4 Shaping Elements  

This section will touch on some of the defining features of Kitimat that shaped its early 

development trajectory and influenced critical decision points in its history. These factors 

generated, or reinforced path dependencies that have repeatedly guided the 

development trajectory of the community. 

1) Kitimatôs unique geography and topography 

Like Prince Rupert, Kitimat is located at tidewater, however its position at the head of a 

140km long fjord has made it less attractive for major port facilities related to 

international trade. Kitimat has always been a local port importing inputs for its industries 
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and exporting outputs from those industries. Future LNG shipments will ship an inland 

commodity to overseas markets, but with few permanent jobs associated with the 

terminal. Kitimat is divided into three main areas. Industrial and port facilities are located 

on the west side of the inlet. The commercial centre is located slightly inland from the 

head of the inlet, and most residential uses overlook the ócity centreô on a hillside. The 

placement of non-industrial uses away from the attractive waterfront and the 

topographical separation of the downtown and most residential uses resulted in a 

functional core, reliant on its built form for aesthetics (unsuccessfully), and a road and 

parking system for access (rather than a walkable mixed-use environment augmented 

by street parking).  

2) Regional Dynamics  

Kitimat is located at the óend of the roadô and does not connect with any other significant 

places aside from Terrace to the north. There are no onward ferry connections to other 

destinations. It is not connected directly to Prince Rupert, nor does it have its own 

airport, therefore all travel to Kitimat must pass through the Terrace area. Kitimat relies 

on Terrace for some of its labour needs and endures significant retail spending leakage 

to businesses in Terrace by some of its workers (who live in Terrace) and its own 

residents, who find the retail offering inadequate. (Figure 6.8 below).  

Key Transport Factors Influencing Study Community Outcomes 
  
Kitimat End of the Road 

  No scheduled air or ferry services from Kitimat 

  Specialized port geared to local industry only 

Figure 6.8. Key Transport Factors Influencing Outcomes in Kitimat  

3) Kitimatôs Early Built Form Elements 

The 1950s Kitimat Townsite Plan guided most planning and development decisions in 

the town over the past 70 years. As the road and infrastructure network, and most of the 

townôs built form was constructed in the first decades following incorporation, it has been 

very difficult to alter the overall urban structure of downtown, and the periphery it relies 

on. Following the early-1980s population peak, the community entered a forty-year 

period of decline, which only stabilized in 2021. As a result, there has been little 

investment in the core for decades, aside from the recent minor additions previously 

mentioned, thus the community continues to rely on the investments of the past, with 
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little impetus to recreate the core, or augment it in a more sustainable manner (aside 

from the Haisla development).   

4) Key planning decisions   

A number of planning decisions in the first decades of Kitimatôs existence have 

continued to influence the community and its core over time (Figure 6.9 below).  

The downtown has been highly impacted by the Kitimat Townsite Plan, which ólocked inô 

a planning system associated with the functional separation of uses and car 

dependence, through major public investments in infrastructure and public buildings, and 

various land use and transport policy levers. The development of a mall in the city 

centre, at the outset, hindered the creation of a traditional grid with mixed uses, as major 

buildings were oriented to large surface parking areas rather than a high street. Later 

developments followed a similar model, and peripheral commercial development was 

minimized to ensure the pre-eminence of the core, even if based on suburban principles. 

The decisions made in the downtown were linked to overall planning decisions 

throughout the community, as the distant separation of uses enforced the need for 

circulator roads and parking, as opposed to a high street with limited street parking. 

The core of Kitimat is dominant for commercial and administrative functions but lacks the 

usual intensified mix of uses found in traditional downtowns, including numerous dense 

residential and hotel structures, and high quality parks.  

Planning and Downtown ς Key Decisions 

    

Kitimat Stein Plan (Radburn-style suburban development - car orientation) 

  Functional Separation (1950s onward - no aberration) 

  Defining Decision: Downtown as mall since inception  

  
Accretion of additional strip malls downtown, but peripheral commercial minimized 
Fully-serviced work camps limited development within town during megaprojects 

Figure 6.9. Key Planning and Downtown Decisions in Kitimat  

Coming out of a period with high rental vacancies prior to the RTA megaproject, some 

personnel were given housing allowances to find rental accommodations within the 

community, an initiative which subsequently destabilized the local rental market by 

forcing some long-time residents to leave town due to excessive rent increases, but did 

result in upgrades to aging structures in the periphery, according to local officials in 2018 

and 2020. For the LNG project, a decision was made by project proponents, and 
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supported by the provincial government, to house FIFO construction workers in on-site 

camps and peripheral long-stay accommodations, rather than creating any significant 

new housing in or near the core (Ryser et al 2020). Most remote workers had no need to 

travel downtown, as their full-service accommodations provided nearly all of their needs, 

and periodic trips to Terrace from the airport satisfied additional consumption 

requirements. These decisions contributed to there being minimal downtown 

development despite a significant boom in the local economy. The lack of senior 

government funding dedicated to local housing, ahead of megaproject developments, 

hampered the communityôs ability to pro-actively manage supply and demand (Ryser et 

al 2020).  

The inability to create some new ómunicipally-controlledô housing near the core was cited 

by several civic staff as having been a missed opportunity for the short and long-term, 

according to local officials in 2014 and 2020. Municipal control of new downtown housing 

would have been a positive legacy of the megaproject era, revitalizing the housing stock 

while allowing the community to manage housing supply during periods of boom and 

bust, and invigorating core businesses with new downtown residents and commercial 

supply. Targeted rent subsidies for lower income local residents could have facilitated 

the retention of service workers, while contributing to the improved age, diversity and 

quality of the overall community housing stock.  

Rather than shifting the communityôs trajectory, existing path dependencies were 

reinforced. Downtown remains functionally-separated, car-oriented and limited to a small 

range of goods and services, while suffering from a form of double leakage, whereby its 

relevance is limited for its residents and workers (whether living in Terrace or in camps). 

According to local officials in 2018 and 2020, there is evidence in Kitimat that some 

small retailers either closed or reduced their hours in the absence of sufficient staff. As 

most megaproject construction workers and management pass through Terrace on their 

way to and from the construction sites, that city has capitalized by expanding and 

modernizing their retail offering and adding hotel capacity to capture overflow from 

Kitimat (with more recreation and shopping opportunities).    
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6.5 Policy Framework  

6.5.1 Official Community Plan - Kitimat  

Kitimatôs current OCP, prepared in association with an Alberta-based consultant, was 

adopted in 2008 (District of Kitimat 2008). It is a very basic and streamlined document 

compared to more elaborate recent efforts completed by Terrace and Prince Rupert. 

Minimal attention is paid specifically to the downtown area, and it is most often within the 

context of a discussion regarding particular land uses rather than specific to the 

downtown. For example, the plan provides specific sections for residential, commercial, 

industrial, institutional, agricultural and parks uses, as well as transportation and First 

Nations issues, and the downtown is identified as a potential location for some of these 

uses (particularly commercial and institutional), along with its role in any previous 

studies. The OCP represents a critical form of path dependency, entrenching the values 

of the community, and limiting what can and cannot change if investment materializes. 

By emphasizing use over location, there is an assumption that the market will solely 

decide where investment in a particular use will take place. In contrast with the use of 

exemplary language pertaining to smart growth in Terrace and Prince Rupert, and sharp 

focus on downtown revitalization in the latter, Kitimat unapologetically upholds its 

dispersed suburbanism planning framework in the OCP.    

A section of the OCP is devoted to ópossible futuresô and acknowledges that despite the 

communityôs aspirations for growth, there is a possible scenario that involves a transition 

to a smaller population, involving employment decline, tax revenue decline and minimal 

new development, within the context of costs related to aging infrastructure and 

increasing socio-economic issues. A growth scenario was not contemplated as a likely 

outcome in the 2008 OCP, but it identified challenges and opportunities related to 

infrastructure, service provision, housing costs and the need to accommodate growth. 

Within this context, the plan identifies several core themes to plan for the future, 

including the cultivation of diversified economic growth, the enhancement of ósense of 

placeô, maximizing livability, protecting the environment, fostering local culture, providing 

effective services and meeting governance responsibilities. Downtown is mentioned in 

relation to ósense of placeô, and in a section entitled ócore business areasô under 

economic development, which suggests the development of tourism and retirement 
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industries to support heavy industry, including a suggestion that the planning design of 

Kitimat might actually attract tourism (p33).  

The term ósense of placeô is meant to refer to the idea that meaning can be attached to a 

geographic space that is clearly distinguished from other spaces around it (Kitimat 

2020a). In Kitimat, and in many newer resource towns and suburban areas, there is 

often little in the way of built form that is distinguishable from that which would be 

developed elsewhere, particularly in terms of malls, strip malls and subdivisions. The 

plan identifies that ñCity Centre is envisioned as a vibrant, pedestrian-friendly place with 

a mix of shopping, services, entertainment, amenities, and places to socializeò (p33). 

This section of the plan directly or indirectly identifies downtown on a number of 

occasions: 

1) Activity in City Centre 
2) Civic and cultural uses integration in City Centre 
3) Public realm improvements 
4) Outdoor sheltered space and special event facility 

There is an inherent tension between the themes of economic diversification and 

industrial development, as many new industries (like tourism and retirement) would 

benefit from downtown enhancement, yet the continued focus on big industry is often in 

conflict with diversification, in terms of infrastructure investment and various impacts, but 

also the culture of town. It is noted in the plan that ñCity Centre should be a vibrant 

gathering place, enhancing sense of community and improving socio-economic well-

being.ò (Kitimat 2008 OCP ï p19), yet the plan goes on to emphasize that: ñKitimatôs 

raison dôetre is industrial developmentò (p22). Much of the subsequent text is associated 

with the continuation of this proven development path, implying that the town is not 

meant to have a different identity. Within this context, a section entitled óThe role and 

image of City Centreô suggests public realm enhancements, and a Downtown 

Development Permit Area guides the design of public and private investment in the area. 

Interestingly, a limited update to the OCP in 2014, in relation to the Haisla Town Centre 

development led by the Haisla Nation on municipal land, requires that ñthe general 

character of the development should be predominantly commercial, with any residential 

portions integrated as far away from the existing City Centre Mall as the site permits, 

while respecting these guidelinesò (p27). The lack of enthusiasm for uses other than 

commercial in the downtown is evident in this directive and reflects the 1950s notion of 

functional separation indicated in the original Stein Plan (Krep et al 1979). This is 
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contradictory, however, to smart growth principles and the conditions required for a 

vibrant downtown less dependent on visitors arriving by car.  

Kitimatôs OCP (2008) is very basic, with no mention of smart growth and little planning 

guidance for the revitalization of downtown, or constraints on the form and location of 

development. The promotion of new heavy industry, and the facilitation of a retirement 

industry are highlighted as the key tenets of an economic strategy, however there is little 

focus on investing in place-based assets and sustainable development. While 

acknowledging the importance of the ócity centreô and a 1994 design-focused concept 

plan for the area, there is no mention of any progress, or any intention to invest in the 

core. Meanwhile, commercial development is also encouraged in two competing areas in 

the periphery, and residential development is discouraged in the core, resulting in the 

need for a car to travel there and the large parking lots that overwhelm the core. Despite 

a recent boom, only modest change has taken place downtown, mostly involving the 

refurbishment of existing structures, but without investment in the public realm. 

Meanwhile, major commercial/lodging developments have taken place at the periphery. 

Downtown  

Downtown Kitimat, while centred on the commercial activities at the City Centre Mall and 

Mountainview Square strip mall, is also the location of major institutional uses including 

municipal offices (on top of the mall), social services, police and courthouse, post office, 

library, community college, hospital and museum. Despite it not possessing a main 

street, and dominated by parking lots, nearly all essential goods and services are 

located in a single area. There is little pride in downtown, however, as it is deemed to be 

a functional space, rather than one that evokes any strong sense of place or desirability 

for outdoor strolling and socializing, or providing a vibrant space for tourism and culture, 

according to a local official in 2020.  

 

The plan designates the downtown area as a commercial and business zone, with a 

broad range of commercial and businesses including offices, restaurants, retail stores, 

tourist accommodation, personal services, entertainment facilities and public buildings 

allowed (Figure D.14) . There is a restriction on housing in the area, with the exception of 

3 special needs housing structures and a limited exemption for a mixed-use 

development at the Haisla development on the former hospital site (an amendment to 

the OCP). The concentration of new hotels downtown is outlined in the plan (p33), 
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although two new long-stay accommodations and one hotel have located at peripheral 

locations in recent years. There is an existing competing commercial area to the west 

(Service Centre), and 3 additional newly designated commercial areas (to the west, east 

and southeast of downtown), with a total land area exceeding that of the downtown. Two 

of the three (west and east) have seen significant developments since the most recent 

OCP was adopted. Through several decades of decline, there was little impetus to add 

commercial supply, however, had such demand been in place, the OCP would not have 

been an impediment to decentralization, as witnessed in relation to new 

accommodations projects.  

Analysis  

The OCP notes that a ócity centreô concept plan and design guidelines were completed in 

1994, with the intention of revitalizing the area through design enhancement. Little action 

took place over the next 25 years, when a new downtown plan was undertaken in 2019-

2020. The two major issues of downtown were not addressed in any significant way over 

those 25 years, as very little residential development was added (to reduce the 

dependence on car travellers to the downtown), and the dominant parking lots were not 

reconfigured to allow for enhanced public spaces and new development opportunities 

(with structured parking). Future plans continue to encourage functional separation and 

a dominant commercial core centred on the mall, but allowing some dispersed 

developments west and east of the core (Figure D.15) .    

6.5.2 Economic Development Strategy  

Kitimat has traditionally been reliant on big industry for employment and a large 

proportion of municipal tax revenue, with the aluminum smelter, pulp mill and chemical 

plants supporting thousands of jobs and paying a significant amount of taxes each year. 

The loss of the pulp mill and chemical plants, and the downsizing of the smelter 

workforce negatively affected industrial, commercial and residential tax revenue over the 

past two decades and forced the community to reconsider its future direction. The 

District of Kitimat has not completed a formal economic development strategy since 

1987, at a time when industrial production and employment, and its population, had 

recently peaked. During a period of economic shock amidst the backdrop of the Great 

Recession, the loss of the chemical plants and the impending loss of the pulp mill, a 

number of economic issues were addressed in the 2008 OCP. 
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The OCP identifies several core themes for future planning, including one entitled 

óCultivate Diversified Economic Growthô, which represents the main thrust of an 

economic development strategy within the plan. It indicates that Kitimatôs economy has 

relied on major industry, and that this ñwill be true in the future, and economic 

development should keep this as a major thrustò (pg. 19). The creation of opportunities 

in small business and the environment is highlighted as a means of retaining young 

workers. The plan acknowledges that large industry causes the difficult scenario of 

óboom and bustô, but that this can be managed, in part, by promoting diversification in the 

tourism, retirement and environmental sectors. It also states that the exploitation of 

unique natural features (deep, sheltered harbour, flat industrial lands, cheap 

hydroelectricity) has offered a comparative advantage for industrial development. The 

following actionable items are outlined within the parameters of the goal: 

a) Diversify the job base to support higher assessments 
b) Promote assets (low land costs, natural features, local hospital & friendliness) to 

attract retirees 
c) Focus commercial activities in City Centre, Service Centre and 3 designated 

commercial areas 
d) Create a marine-oriented recreation facility 
e) Preserve commercial designation of lands in City Centre and Service Centre 
f) Tourism as A potential growth driver, based on natural amenities and recreational 

opportunities.  

Kitimatôs economic strategy is effectively ómore of the sameô big industry with the hopeful 

intent of fostering smaller thrusters related to less intensive sectors. As witnessed in the 

early 2010s, when big industry speculation resumed (smelter expansion and LNG), the 

smaller industries were abandoned in order to facilitate the bigger ones (and partly 

because of the lack of staff capacity). The ambitions of the Haisla First Nation are highly 

relevant to Kitimat, as the two jurisdictions have the potential to compete with each 

other, particularly in relation to tax revenues. As the main urban centre, Kitimat would 

likely see impacts on its infrastructure and its services regardless of which jurisdiction 

undertakes the project. The designation of four commercial areas besides downtown 

aligns with the land use directives in the OCP, and implies that the market can decide 

where to invest, rather than any kind of prioritization of the core.         

6.5.3 Downtown Plan  (Not Adopted)  

The recent process (2019) to develop a downtown action plan for Kitimat has been the 

only significant deviation from the path of development-led planning since the inaugural 
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Kitimat Townsite Plan. Although still not endorsed by Council in 2023, it directly employs 

smart growth principles in place of car-oriented functional separation and advocates for 

small business creation and mixed uses. The plan represents a shift in thinking towards 

the importance of policy planning, as the community struggles to attract permanent 

residents and workers, in part a result of its bleak urban landscape, and traditional focus 

on large-scale export industries rather than smaller-scale endogenous development and 

lifestyle entrepreneurs. The replacement of long-time economic development and 

planning leadership (late-2010s) may have prompted this shift, but it is notable that the 

municipality hired the same planning consultant as Terrace, who recently completed 

their downtown plan, thus the timing and motivation may not be coincidental, according 

to a local official in 2020. While regional collaboration has been highlighted in recent 

years, an element of competition remains, thus actions undertaken by one municipality 

are closely monitored by the others, and potentially copied if deemed to be a competitive 

advantage (ibid).  

Vancouver-based consultants (MODUS Planning) completed the draft Downtown Plan & 

Design Guidelines in September 2020 (Figure D.16) . Despite an acknowledgement of 

the longevity and fondness for some elements of the Stein Plan (nearly 70 years old), it 

is acknowledged that current planning thought has evolved, the desire for placemaking 

and walkability has grown, and new challenges like climate change and Indigenous 

reconciliation must be at the forefront of a new plan. The vision statement is: 

ñDefined by its unique heritage masterplan Downtown Kitimat is a 
reinvigorated community heart, transformed by infill development, new 
investment and revitalization effortsò (pg. 10). 

This vision is defined by 6 key planning principles, which include the enhancement of 

public spaces, infill development and mixed uses. The centrepiece of the draft plan is the 

creation of a new main street on Tsimshian Boulevard, north of the existing shopping 

centre, utilizing adjacent sites and mall parking for new mixed-use developments along a 

pedestrian-oriented street (Figure 6.10) .  
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Figure 6.10. Kitimat Downtown Main Street Concept  
Source: District of Kitimat 2020 

 

There are 7 óBig Movesô presented to transform the downtown long term (15-20 years), 

based on assumptions of growth that may stimulate demand for new development, 

including a street grid, residential uses, and conversion of surface parking into 

development. (Figure 6.11).   

 

Figure 6.11. Seven óBig Movesô and Modified Downtown Land Uses  
Source: District of Kitimat 2020 

 

As of Fall 2023, the plan had not been adopted as policy because of substantial 

concerns from residents and businesses related to logistical issues, insufficient demand 

and the loss of parking associated with the proposed main street. The is signified by a 

Council Report from late-2020 (District of Kitimat 2020a):   

ñThe most significant change is the goal "To Create a Main Street for 
Downtown Kitimat". While there was some support for the concept to 
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realign Tsimshian Boulevard, there was also significant concerns over the 
cost of moving the road and whether there is demand for such an 
increase in commercial space in Kitimat. In response, staff recommend 
that the "Main Street" concept be reevaluatedéò (District of Kitimat 2020b 
- Council Report 21 Dec 2020) 

This óMain Streetô intervention was deemed to be the showpiece of the downtown plan 

and essential for the establishment of a mixed-use and pedestrian-oriented downtown. 

The failure of the community to reconcile the logistical challenges of a shift to more 

sustainable land use patterns represents a form of path dependency embedded in the 

óroutines of lifeô of the community. Since its inception 70 years ago, the community has 

functioned as a car-oriented place, with efficient vehicle movements and storage 

embedded in every policy and planning decision, and every trip to the core. Despite a 

desire among some local officials to become more sustainable and create a more 

sustainable and vibrant core, the values of the community represent a form of resistance 

against such an intervention. Unlike the conversion of pedestrian-oriented downtowns to 

limited forms of car orientation in Prince Rupert and Terrace, the resistance to an 

opposite reversal in Kitimat appears to be greater, as the removal of a perceived órightô 

to free and abundant parking, and wide roadways, is viewed as a threat to the local way 

of life, according to a local official in 2020. Although the provision of structured parking 

and shared use parking are presented as legitimate mitigation measures, utilized in 

other centres, they are interpreted as representing uncertainty by business owners 

wishing to maintain a business model based on drive-up shopping, rather than 

downtown resident pedestrians or trip chaining consumers who may park underground 

and walk around an urban neighbourhood.  

The refusal of council to adopt the downtown plan, and associated policy changes (e.g. 

the encouragement of downtown residential and the reduction of parking standards for 

mixed use developments) has resulted in an orphaned document that would have 

represented a pivot towards smart growth and place-based development principles. The 

failure to implement a progressive policy follows upon the inability to secure new 

publicly-controlled downtown housing as part of the two recent megaprojects, even as 

the Haisla Nation succeeded nearby. This inability to overcome tensions within the 

planning-development nexus has subsequently perpetuated an outdated planning model 

and hinders the ability of the community to create a new path forward that is separate 

from its industrial heritage. 
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6.6  Conclusion  

The legacy of Kitimatôs industrial roots, initial conditions, planning policies (some 

constant since its inception) and subsequent development trajectory have shaped 

current conditions and limited future possibilities. Kitimat was originally developed 

according to a master plan devised by a renowned American planner and became an 

important centre in northwest BC within a few years of its inception. The plan fostered 

one of the first examples of the functional separation of uses in a non-metropolitan 

setting in North America, whereby residential uses were located mostly on a hilltop 

above a commercial centre, which was also separated from industrial uses and services 

by a major river. Numerous path dependencies form a legacy stemming from the early 

defining period of infrastructure decisions and developments. While the master plan led 

to a dominant commercial and administrative core, it was left distant from the places 

where most people live and work. The land use structure is mostly oriented to malls, 

parking and car accessibility, rather than a walkable environment with a variety of 

structures hosting mixed use, thus missing the opportunity to create vibrant public 

spaces, more diverse options for entrepreneurs, and a greater sense of pride in place. 

The current policy framework is inconsistent, indicating a range of perspectives on 

development and planning, occasionally in alignment with the principles of smart growth 

and place-based development, and often not, while at times conflicted by local policies 

that are not in alignment with each other. This is exemplified by the recent path breaking 

draft downtown plan that would have set the course for a new identity based on 

sustainability and resilience, but instead was shelved by a conservative Council that 

pushed back against its own planning staff. Meanwhile, the aging OCP locks the core 

into simplistic notions of a dominant, but mall-based future, focused on the accretion of 

similar uses. Most recent downtown development outcomes reflected this reality, as they 

have located on the edge of existing mall sites, and are primarily designed to facilitate 

car access. The first phase (residential) of a First Nations development was the sole 

exception and brought a higher density (previously non-conforming) use to the core. 

Meanwhile, several accommodations developments located in the periphery and 

represent aberrations from past norms that generally focused these uses in the core. 

Several identified path dependencies (from Grant et al 2019) are observed in Kitimat, 

including óspatial configurationô, ótransport technologiesô, óinstitutional legaciesô, and 



175 

ópolitical cultureô, all of which appear to restrict potential changes to the core. Yet, the 

presence of new actors (First Nations) and new pressures (megaprojects) led to 

evidence of aberrations from past trend.  
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Chapter 7.  Downtown Land Use, Buildings and 
Establishments Comparison  

This chapter examines the three downtowns concurrently by conducting a comparative 

analysis of key land and building use features previously introduced independently for 

each town in Chapters 4-6, while extending beyond those elements and investigating the 

composition and diversity of businesses among the three cores. The intent of this 

chapter is to contrast, among each core, the dynamics of land use and built form, and 

the nature of business and institutional activities taking place within the commercially 

oriented facets of those structures, based on surveys conducted in 2020. These 

outcomes will then be assessed in relation to the eight forms of path dependency 

identified earlier in this study (Grant et al 2019). The comparative nature of this chapter 

effectively displays the similarities and differences among the three downtowns and 

highlights the driving development and planning ideologies that generated cumulative 

legacies tied to past economic and population cycles, and evolving path dependencies.  

The first section begins with a comparison of land use patterns in the three downtowns, 

including their overall sustainability in relation to built form and public space coverage 

versus vacant lots, surface parking and roadways. This is followed by a comparative 

analysis of building uses, clearly contrasting the quantity, use, age, prominence (height), 

occupancy and value of buildings in each downtown. Finally, an examination of business 

and institutional composition in the cores will uncover their distinct ólivingô characteristics 

and functions, and the role this plays in perpetuating or overcoming path dependencies. 

The key comparative findings will be analyzed within the context of the larger research 

question pertaining to the influence of path dependency, and the historic legacy of 

planning and development, on recent outcomes in the downtowns. The physical and 

economic state of core areas reflects past cycles and decisions, which influence the 

activities that take place there today. The net inventory (development minus fires and 

demolition) and maintenance of structures and leasable space over time impacts what 

buildings are standing today, the uses that occupy them, and the options available to 

businesses and civic/institutional establishments that vie for space within the commercial 

real estate market. The loss of building inventory over time also impacts the health of 

particular downtown zones, as well as the potential for future redevelopment (both in 

terms of land availability and perceptions). The composition and diversity of businesses 
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downtown reflects choices that have been made temporally, affected by the quantity, 

quality and availability of space within buildings over time, and by the competition that 

exists from other locations in the periphery or regionally (big box), and online. Likewise, 

each part of downtown (and the core as a whole) is affected by the types of uses that 

are present, as they generate positive and negative synergies. The story of urban life in 

each core reflects unique dynamics amidst numerous similarities and differences. 

7.1 Downtown Land Use Comparison  

The three downtowns were initially developed based on differing premises. Two were 

the result of sophisticated international master plans (Prince Rupert and Kitimat), in 

anticipation of significantly higher levels of growth than were actually realized. Two were 

initially developed because of railway development and based on a functional street grid 

(Terrace and Prince Rupert). Two remain closely aligned with their original structure 

(Prince Rupert & Kitimat). Early decisions had a significant impact on the evolution of 

land use patterns in each core, but current dynamics are not immune to a trajectory shift.  

This section directly compares the basic structure of land use in each core, including 

buildings, vacant land, surface parking and road area. Each component is essential to 

understanding the form of buildings, the establishments occupying them, travel to them, 

and interactions among them. The observed land use conditions are a direct reflection of 

several path dependencies, including ógeography and spatial configurationô, ótransport 

technologiesô and óinstitutional legaciesô, with indirect connections to several others 

identified by Grant et al (2019).     

The structure and sustainability of each downtown is assessed by calculating the 

amount of land devoted to underutilized uses, roads (including sidewalks) and built-up 

areas (including structures and formal public spaces). In measuring land use efficiency 

(a key metric of urban sustainability), the findings provide insight on potential land 

availability for future development, enabling reflection on the justification of urban sprawl. 

Utilizing the total land area of each core, the analysis unfolds in 3 main stages, including 

the calculation of underutilized and road areas in relation to total area, and underutilized 

land in relation to developable land area (total area minus road area) (Figure 7.1  below). 

The section concludes by identifying actual patterns of new non-industrial development 

in core and peripheral areas of each town during the study period.  
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Figure 7.1. Metrics of Analysis ï Downtown Land Use   

The overall findings of the land use analysis are indicated in Figure 7.2  (below). A more 

detailed examination of each metric is found in the following subsections.  

 

Figure 7.2. Findings Associated with Downtown Land Use Metrics (2020)  

The general findings indicate that Prince Rupertôs downtown has a far more sustainable 

land use pattern than the neighbouring cores, reinforced by its relatively small area of 

surface parking and vacant lots. In contrast, Terrace and Kitimatôs cores have high levels 

of underutilized land, but Kitimatôs relatively small area of road space significantly 

improves the relative sustainability of its form in comparison with the other cores. 

Ultimately, about one-quarter of Prince Rupertôs downtown consists of underutilized 

developable land, in comparison with slightly more than half of Terrace and Kitimatôs. 

7.1.1 Downtown Land Area: A Comparison  

The size of each downtown reflects the quantity and distribution of its activities and the 

aspirations of earlier leaders. Downtown land area is measured in square meters (sqm) 

throughout this study. The size of typical urban land use activities is indicated in Figure 

E.1 for comparison. Figure E.2  compares the size of each downtown as a proportion of 

the overall built-up area. 
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Prince Rupert and Terrace have comparable downtown land areas, but Kitimatôs is 

smaller, at roughly two-thirds the size. In contrast, the population of Kitimat is 50% of 

Terraceôs agglomeration, while Prince Rupertôs agglomeration is 79% of Terraceôs. 

These land use dynamics reflect a combination of historical population, and commercial 

and institutional activity, as well as land use decisions over many decades, which affect 

the size and vitality of the downtowns. Downtown Kitimat saw the addition of 

approximately 42,000 square meters (sqm) of land because of the First Nations 

development site added in 2017. Prince Rupert and Terrace have seen little change to 

the size of their downtown areas in many decades, although functionally Prince Rupertôs 

western end and Terraceôs eastern end have seen reduced activity over time. Although 

similar in physical size, downtown Prince Rupert represents 8% of its main built-up area, 

as compared to downtown Terrace at 2.9% (with its sprawling peripheral areas).  

7.1.2 A Comparison of Downtown Vacant Land and Surface Parking  

In the context of gauging overall land use sustainability, the intent of the vacant land and 

surface parking analysis is to compare contiguous areas that are currently underutilized 

and might be available for infill redevelopment of various sizes and uses. It also seeks to 

determine what factors and processes influenced these outcomes. Vacant land and 

surface parking entered an underutilized state as a result of building attrition, off-street 

parking requirements for developments, or land banking (anticipating future growth). It 

has remained that way because of insufficient demand, misallocated demand (periphery 

over downtown) and policy factors limiting redevelopment opportunities, restricting 

investment in the absence of remediation, or requiring excessive parking supply. The 

unique dynamics in each downtown represent a legacy influencing current outcomes. 

The total area of underutilized land is indicated for each core (Figure 7.3  below).  

AREA OF DOWNTOWN LAND - UNDERUTILIZED, BY TYPE (2020) 

  Downtown Vacant Land Area Downtown Surface Parking Area 

Prince Rupert 47,360 53,840 

Terrace 79,300 132,390 

Kitimat 80,190 85,760 

Figure 7.3. Area of Underutilized Downtown Land, by Community  

Prince Rupertôs downtown has the least amount of vacant land and surface parking with 

a total of 101,200 sqm (25 acres) that is currently underutilized, a land area sufficient to 
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house over seven large format stores similar to a Walmart Supercentre (for context - not 

that such a use would be considered ideal downtown). Terrace, with a downtown land 

area roughly equal to Prince Rupert, has more than double the amount of underutilized 

land (211,690 sqm, or 52 acres), sufficient to house over fifteen large format stores. 

Kitimat has 165,950 sqm (41 acres) of underutilized land, despite a total downtown area 

less than two-thirds the size of Prince Rupert and Terrace. It has 63% more 

underutilized land than downtown Prince Rupert, and nearly four-fifths of Terraceôs, thus 

representing the highest proportionate amount of vacant sites and surface parking. Its 

underutilized spaces could house nearly 12 large format retailers.  

Figure E.3  indicates the number, type and size of underutilized sites (vacant and 

surface parking) in the three downtowns. Terrace, with 101 sites, has both the largest 

number of sites and the largest area of underutilized land, The predominance of small 

and mid-sized sites is reflective of a traditional downtown that has suffered a lengthy 

decline, but the presence of very large sites also indicates suburban ideals (parking) and 

the difficulty of redeveloping vacant railway-adjacent sites (exemplified by the ongoing 

empty lot associated with the closure and demolition of a department store near the train 

station). Prince Rupert (56) and Kitimat (33) both have far fewer underutilized sites than 

Terrace, but with vastly different site size profiles. Prince Rupert has smaller, less 

consolidated underutilized sites, offering only minimal opportunities for comprehensive 

redevelopment. Its built-up character is more intact than either neighbouring downtown, 

and its land ownership is more fractured. Kitimatôs downtown has always been based on 

suburban principles. Large vacant sites were held as a reserve for future development, 

while surface parking was assumed to be an end condition in support of a car-oriented 

development pattern and the modern óroutines of lifeô that had been established for the 

master planned community in the 1950s (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). The relatively small 

number of underutilized sites, and their relatively large size reflects a pattern of 

concentrated land ownership, adherence to excessive parking requirements in support 

of a dispersed built form, and land banking for future growth that has not taken place.    

7.1.3 Measuring the Area of Roads and Net Developable Downtown 
Land  

The previous sections examined components of underutilized land in relation to total 

downtown land area. For simplicity, the land area of roads was included in the total area 
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and assumed to be productive land, thus omitting a key measure of sustainability. Even 

as roads serve a legitimate purpose, their size and extent can vary significantly 

depending on a coreôs design. The subsection below will assess each downtownôs total 

area devoted to roads, and the varying share of land they occupy among the 3 cores.  

The area of roads, and their share of downtown land is indicated in Figure 7.4 (below). 

AREA AND PROPORTION OF DOWNTOWN ROADS, BY COMMUNITY   

  Prince Rupert Terrace Kitimat 

Total Downtown Land Area (sqm) 518,610 515,590 330,300 

Area of Roads (sqm) 122,580 109,430 27,690 

Roads as % of Downtown Land Area 23.6% 21.2% 8.4% 

Figure 7.4. Land Area of Downtown Roads, by Community  

The grid-based downtowns of Prince Rupert and Terrace have road areas in excess of 

one-fifth (21-24%) of their total downtown land base. Prince Rupertôs tight grid takes up 

122,580 sqm of land area, while Terraceôs looser grid covers 109,430 sqm. Downtown 

Kitimat, in light of its mall-oriented superblock system oriented to private land use and 

parking, has significantly fewer public roads, representing only 8% of the downtown land 

base, or 27,690 sqm. Public back alleys are not evident in Kitimat but have a minor 

presence in Terrace and a moderate presence in Prince Rupert, representing 1-2% of 

downtown land area in the latter communities, respectively.  

The combined area of underutilized downtown land and public road space (defined as 

ónon-built-up areaô) as a proportion of total downtown land area in each core is indicated 

in Figure 7.5  (below).  

NON-BUILT-UP AREA AS % OF TOTAL DOWNTOWN AREA, BY COMMUNITY 

  Prince Rupert Terrace Kitimat 

Non-Built-Up Area (sqm)* 223,780 321,120 193,640 

% of Downtown 43.1% 62.3% 58.6% 

Figure 7.5. Non-Built -Up Area as % of Total Downtown Area, by Community   

This metric offers a comprehensive view of overall land use sustainability in each 

downtown by providing a clear calculation of non-built-up areas (roads, parking, vacant 

lots), irrespective of public and private space devoted to vehicles. The combined figures 

have a significant impact on Kitimatôs relative proportion of non-built-up area (in contrast 

with underutilized area). While nearly three-fifths of its total land base (58.6%) is ónon-
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built-upô, Kitimat actually improves its position relative to Prince Rupert and Terrace, 

which have far more road area. The non-built-up area of Terraceôs downtown (62.3%) 

exceeds that of Kitimat, while Prince Rupertôs combined total is 43.1%. Despite these 

variations, each core greatly exceeds the proportion of land devoted to such uses in 

many older cores in North American or European centres (Apostolos & Poulicos 2021).     

When considering only underutilized area, there is a much larger differential between 

downtown Kitimat (50.2%) and downtown Prince Rupert (19.5%), but this gap narrows 

from 30.8% to 15.5% when roads are included. Subsequently, Terraceôs relative 

sustainability also worsens in comparison with Kitimat (from 9.1% in Terraceôs favour to 

3.7% in Kitimatôs favour) when road space is added, giving it the least sustainable land 

use profile overall. There is little change in Terraceôs differential with Prince Rupert (from 

21.6% to 19.2% in Prince Rupertôs favour). 

In Prince Rupert, the original Brett and Hall plan advised the creation of a major street 

network and oversized downtown in anticipation of a much larger city, including 

transitional residential uses in the western end of the core that effectively became 

permanent, according to McGovern (1960), and a local official in 2015. The prevalence 

of a short block system of frequent cross streets and back alleys, and the overbuild of 

some roads to a six-lane standard, (e.g. McBride St, 2nd Ave, 2nd St, and 7th St), results 

in a high proportion of road space downtown, exceeding the capacity required to serve a 

much smaller population than originally anticipated. The tight urban grid is considered to 

be advantageous for active modes (shorter trips, slower vehicle speeds) but generates 

negative sustainability results in terms of the amount of public hard surfaces downtown. 

In Terrace, the east-west blocks of the grid are longer (fewer cross streets), and roads 

are no wider than 4 lanes, thus resulting in a smaller road area. Despite criticisms of the 

sustainability of Kitimatôs vast parking areas, the smaller amount of road space is a 

direct result of there not being a grid in place. Remarkably, this had such a large impact 

on Kitimatôs total ónon-built-up areaô that its overall land use profile is more sustainable 

than Terraceôs. 

7.1.4 Underutilized Land as a Proportion of Developable Downtown 
Land  

In this section, an assessment of underutilized developable land is made possible by 

evaluating a scenario that eliminates the area of roads from the total land area in each 



183 

downtown. Notable variations in road area among the cores differentiate the calculation 

of land use sustainability and developable land availability. Roads are generally not 

considered developable, except in rare cases when they have been eliminated to form 

superblocks as part of downtown malls or other major complexes (this did occur in 

Terrace and Prince Rupert in the 1970s and 1990s respectively) (Filion & Hammond 

2008). Their removal of roads offers a more accurate reflection of the land area share 

potentially available for development (vacant sites and surface parking as a proportion of 

all land that is built up or designated public spaces). from a real estate perspective. 

Figure E.4  indicates the share of developable downtown land that is underutilized in 

each core. The downtowns of Terrace and Prince Rupert have a similar amount of total 

developable land, but Terraceôs underutilized land area is more than double that of 

Prince Rupert (52.1% vs 25.6%). Kitimatôs developable land area is 54.8% underutilized, 

based on a developable area that is 76.3% of Prince Rupertôs and 74.5% of Terraceôs. 

Despite some variation, each core has significant reserves of underutilized developable 

land. Prince Rupert remains the most built-up of the 3 cores, by a large margin, with less 

than half of Terraceôs underutilized developable area. Terraceôs share of underutilized 

land increases significantly in this scenario, thus narrowing the gap with Kitimat to 2.7%. 

Kitimatôs core remains the least built-up, with 55% of developable land underutilized.  

There has often been the notion that peripheral or greenfield development is required as 

there is no land available in the core. The findings of this study clearly indicate that there 

is a significant amount of developable land available. Although most parcels are 

fractured by location and ownership in Prince Rupert, there is a significant amount of 

vacant and surface parking areas occurring in large contiguous areas in Terrace and 

Kitimat. In each case, innovative parking solutions (including reduced, shared by use or 

structured parking) would help to facilitate the re-use of most sites. In some cases, soil 

remediation is also an issue. It is crucial that each town pro-actively enable development 

(through policy and investment) tailored to the dimensions of downtown sites (or by 

facilitating assemblies). Path dependencies associated with óinstitutional legaciesô, 

ópolitical cultureô, and óthe development industryô act as impediments to change, and 

must be overcome by moving away from development models that covet greenfield sites 

or show disregard for downtown goals by imposing suburban models on the core.   
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7.1.5 Land Area of New Downtown and Peripheral Development 
(2015-20) 

In the context of the previous analysis indicating significant land availability in each 

downtown, this section reveals the results of surveys conducted from 2015-2020 

assessing the quantity and location of notable new developments in each core, and most 

uses in the periphery, exclusive of industrial or low density residential (Figure E.5 ). The 

quantity and size of new developments is most reflective of growth (and perceptions of 

future growth), while location can reflect current policies and historic legacies. 

The surveys indicate only a small quantity of noteworthy new non-industrial 

developments that occurred between 2015-2020. Despite substantial investment in 

aluminum and LNG megaprojects in Kitimat, and port expansion in Prince Rupert, 

associated spillovers in Terrace, and speculation regarding additional megaprojects, 

there was not a large-scale non-industrial building boom related to anticipated long-term 

population and employment growth. Where non-industrial development took place, its 

land impacts were mostly felt in peripheral areas, as projects in the core tended to be 

mostly smaller scale. In Kitimat, there were four downtown developments with a building 

footprint of 6450 sqm. In Terrace, there were two downtown developments with a 

footprint of 3050 sqm. In Prince Rupert, only a single downtown development (a real 

estate office) occurred utilizing a portion of a standard lot, with a footprint of 340 sqm.  

In the periphery of Terrace and Kitimat, several moderately significant developments 

were tracked, in surveys excluding industrial and low-density residential uses. Terrace 

had three peripheral developments, with a footprint of 19,730 sqm, associated with retail 

and commercial accommodations, while Kitimat had three developments with a 

development footprint of 193,660 sqm. The developments in Kitimat included new hotels 

(downtown and periphery), major long-stay accommodations (periphery), several small 

retail units (downtown) and a low-rise condominium (edge of core). In Terrace, only a 

small pub and one hotel were built downtown, while several major retail and hotel 

developments occurred in the periphery. Prior to the recent economic revival, most 

hotels and apartments in Kitimat and Terrace were substandard, dating from the 1950s-

1970s with few upgrades, thus these developments were logical given the scale of the 

megaproject and major projects underway in the region, and the need for a higher 

standard for large numbers of workers, consultants, and executives, according to a 

regional official in 2015.    
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The choice of location for the developments that took place is linked to market dynamics 

but was also influenced by various path dependencies related to existing infrastructure 

and policies. In Terrace, the east end of downtown became gradually less favourable for 

retail businesses after the bypass highway was developed and other larger commercial 

entities spread outside the core because of óhighway commercialô zoning opportunities, 

according to a local official in 2015. This was exemplified by the relocation of a major 

downtown furniture and electronics retailer to a bypass location during the study period. 

Development models for many hotels are based on vehicle accessibility rather than 

downtown proximity, despite their obvious benefit to neighbouring small businesses. In 

the context of local policies permitting peripheral hotels, developers chose edge of core 

and greenfield sites (one in a contiguous jurisdiction) rather than those óoff the highwayô 

downtown, according to a regional official in 2018.  

In Kitimat, the location of new development was split between downtown and the 

periphery, however, the largest ones (accommodations) were all away from the core, at 

the entrance to town (north) and to the west and east of downtown. Local policies 

influenced these locations, as there may have been some logic in placing them closer to 

the industrial developments, where many patrons would be employed. The location of 

new retail units in downtown Kitimat was based on some logic as well, as local plans 

have continually restricted most commercial retail development to the downtown area. A 

second phase of the long stay accommodations at the entrance of town has allowed for 

provision of future retail. This would be a path breaking departure from longstanding 

planning policies if ever developed. While Kitimatôs commercial sector and downtown 

were designed in a form typical of development associated with dispersed suburbanism 

from the outset, the location of these activities has always been highly centralized.  

7.1.6 Analysis  

This section presented evidence of highly variable land use conditions within the three 

downtowns in 2020, and indicated the quantity, size and location of new developments 

that occurred in the preceding five years. The presence of surface parking and vacant 

lots represents the largest component of non-built up areas in Terrace and Kitimat, while 

road space represents the largest in Prince Rupert (and a notably small amount in 

Kitimat). These dynamics represent a legacy that stretches back to the beginnings of 

Prince Rupert and Kitimat, and the original infrastructure put in place to structure growth. 
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In contrast, Terrace exhibited the least sustainable land use characteristics with large 

amounts of road space, and abundant underutilized land, the result of dual processes of 

suburbanizing the traditional core (with malls) and hollowing it out (because of big box 

competition at the periphery). In each place, years of decline and stagnation resulted in 

minimal downtown development, thus locking in the built form patterns of the previous 

era, minus any fires and demolitions. Even with recent modest growth, ongoing supply 

imbalances ensured only a small number of relatively minor investments aside from 

accommodations. In general, their location took advantage of existing infrastructure and 

patterns, with the core areas of Prince Rupert and Kitimat preferred for new non-

accommodation uses, and Terraceôs periphery attracting most new investment. Aside 

from the shock associated with long-stay accommodations for Kitimatôs megaprojects, 

the trajectory of development in each town and downtown appears to remain intact.   

7.2 Comparative Analysis of Downtown Building 
Composition  in Study  Areas  

This section examines building characteristics in the three downtowns. The state of the 

building stock is a critical element of downtownôs overall condition, and speaks to the 

legacy of planning, development and economic cycles in each of the towns. The built 

form of resource towns is usually formed during periods of rapid growth associated with 

the construction and opening of new industrial facilities, to be followed by (often lengthy) 

periods of stagnation or decline, in which the building stock degrades or attrition occurs. 

In the case of the three northwest BC downtowns, overbuilding took place during the last 

boom period (ending in the 1980s) based on false assumptions of future demand. 

Although supply and demand may have initially been in balance, this was not sustained 

as the regional economy entered a decades-long decline.  

Supply attributes influence the demand for leasable space (and the potential for new 

development). The evolving profile of demand subsequently influences overall supply. 

Lengthy periods of economic and population decline may create an imbalance that 

restrains new development for decades, until recovering demand meets a decline in 

supply associated with building (or space) attrition, or changing user needs are not met 

by the quality of existing supply. Here lies the risk that communities will permit the 

diversion of limited demand from older supply in the core (and neighbouring cores) to 

new region-serving supply in the periphery. This can exacerbate the imbalance of supply 
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and demand associated with an economic downturn, sending one or more core areas 

into a vicious cycle. Demolitions and fires can reduce the supply of all downtown uses, 

however, the abandonment of buildings (or upper floors), or the consolidation of spaces 

into larger units (as rents decline) can also influence overall supply. During periods of 

boom, secondary suites may be created to easily extract value from increased 

residential demand, and inversely they can be removed when demand dissipates, 

according to a local official in 2014. During the recent economic boom, residential 

demand increased significantly as a result of part-time residents not counted as part of 

the population, but representing competing demand for local housing, according to a 

local official in 2019. As temporary construction workers are not assumed to remain 

permanently, the flatlining of the official population can result in little demand for new 

commercial supply, as such investments consider risk over a longer time horizon, in 

relation to longer term tenancies. 

Ultimately, characteristics of built form are interlinked with the identified 8 forms of path 

dependency to influence current planning and development outcomes, regardless of 

whether a downtownôs built form is organized on a grid, is mall-based, or a hybrid, or if it 

is well-maintained, dilapidated or devoid of façade continuity. Two elements of path 

dependency are critical to understanding the condition of built form (ópopulation growth 

and characteristicsô and óeconomic conditionsô) as they directly interact with demand for 

new and existing space, and the impetus to maintain structures. However, other path 

dependent elements play a role in the overall state of conditions, to be identified with the 

presentation of the results. Several sub-sections will provide detailed information on the 

number and size of buildings, their uses, age, prominence and occupancy, based on 

surveys conducted during the final year of the study period (2020) and associated 

secondary data from BC Assessment Authority.   

7.2.1 Downtown Building Uses  

The size, use and structure of built form varies among the 3 downtowns and their zones 

(see detailed uses in Figure E.6 to E.8) . Prince Rupert is characterized by a higher 

proportion of small buildings developed along high streets, often involving a variety of 

uses. Terrace and Prince Rupert both have significant externally-controlled malls in their 

core. Terraceôs malls are more intrusive and scattered, not integrating well with the pre-

existing core. Prince Rupertôs Ocean Centre mall is fully integrated into the grid, with 
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underground parking, and was converted from mixed retail/office to mostly offices over 

time, while the Rupert Mall is partially integrated with the core on 2nd Ave. Both cities felt 

pressure to facilitate these malls in the 1960s and 1970s, but Prince Rupert minimized 

the dilution of overall downtown retailing by limiting the footprint of the malls and 

requiring integration with surrounding built form (Figure E.9)  The abundance of small 

retail units in Prince Rupert (and one block of Terrace) promotes pedestrian travel from a 

single parking location. Kitimat does not have a hybrid urban structure, thus there is no 

conflict between high street and mall uses, as the latter is predominant.  

Overall, there are a wide variety of uses in Terrace, including buildings devoted to hotel, 

residential and light industrial uses. It also has a large area of strip mall uses, involving 

retail or offices surrounded by, or fronted by parking. Kitimat is oriented to an enclosed 

externally-controlled mall and a large strip mall, with some office and civic/institutional 

uses clustered in the vicinity. Kitimatôs downtown area is relatively compact compared to 

Prince Rupert and Terrace, but the organization of its structures and uses, exacerbated 

by the climate, promotes a high level of car use and little trip-chaining by active modes 

between the various structures, even if only a short walking distance.  

7.2.2 Number and Size of Buildings and Uses  

The overall number of downtown buildings in each town is indicated in Figure 7.6  below. 

 

Figure 7.6. Total Buildings and Gross Floor Area of All Buildings, by Downtown 
(2020) 

Prince Rupert hosted the largest number of downtown buildings (242) in 2020, while 

Terrace (173) had modestly fewer, and Kitimat had a significantly smaller number of  
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structures (41). Although each of these towns saw a similar peak population in the 1980s 

or 1990s, the quantity and size of structures in their cores differed, given that a notable 

quantity of commercial uses had located in the periphery (Terrace), a substantial number 

of residential buildings located in the core (Prince Rupert) and larger suburban-style 

structures located in each core (predominant in Kitimat).   

Prince Rupert has lost many structures (several being very prominent) due to fire over 

time, therefore its building count would have been much higher in the 1980s (Prince 

Rupert Fire Museum 2014). Terrace lost fewer structures to fire, and there is little 

evidence of any major structures being lost to fire in Kitimat (the quality of construction 

appears higher for most buildings than in the other cores), but the original 6 storey 

hospital was demolished in 2005. Although Kitimat (8.9% of total) has far fewer 

structures than Prince Rupert (53.1%) and Terrace (38%), they are generally much 

larger, and represent a larger proportion of the overall inventories (18.1%). Prince 

Rupert (47.8%) and Terrace (34.1%) have a slightly lower proportion of the total floor 

area. The average floor area of all downtown buildings is approximately 2.25 times 

greater in Kitimat (2250 sqm) than in Terrace (1008 sqm) or Prince Rupert (1005 sqm). 

The three downtowns have a significant range in the number and use of buildings, with a 

notable discrepancy between Kitimat and the two other downtowns (Figure E.10 ). 

Prince Rupert has a disproportionately large number of mixed use, industrial, hotel and 

residential buildings, and a somewhat greater number of retail and institutional/civic 

buildings, while Terrace has the most office buildings. In general, Prince Rupertôs 

buildings tend to be older and smaller, reflective of the built form of an earlier era that 

was based on the street grid and pedestrian orientation. The significant light industrial 

and hotel sectors in Prince Rupert are representative of unique aspects of the local 

economy and its spatial structure, associated with marine and tourism industries. Kitimat 

clearly has the smallest commercial sector of the three communities, including a dearth 

of offices in its core, affected by the lack of regional services and government entities, 

and the dispersed location of industrial offices away from the core. Terrace has 

developed a substantive office cluster in support of its role as a regional service centre. 

The distribution of dominant building uses in each downtown is indicated in Figure E.11 . 

There are distinct differences in the distribution of dominant building uses in the three 

downtowns. Kitimat has a disproportionate number of buildings primarily occupied by 

institutional and retail uses, whereas Terrace has the highest proportion of office 
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buildings, and Prince Rupert the highest proportion of residential and mixed-use 

buildings. Over one-fifth of Prince Rupertôs buildings are mixed use, reflecting the 

common function of many small high street structures with ground floor retail and either 

office or residential uses above. Kitimatôs institutional buildings are a feature of 

downtown, although mostly smaller than other buildings.  

The distribution of floor area in downtown buildings is divided by use in Figure E.12  in 

order to account for building floor size variations. Kitimatôs high proportion of 

civic/institutional uses grew from 22% of buildings to 35% of floor area in this calculation. 

Kitimatôs retail floor area only represents 15% of the area of all uses, as opposed to 39% 

of its buildings. Likewise, Terrace saw its proportion of retail grow from 32% of buildings 

to 35% of floor area. Prince Rupert saw a significant gain in the proportion of space 

devoted to hotel uses (15%), in relation to the number of hotel buildings downtown (4%). 

Clearly each downtown serves a particular role for its community and trade area, with 

Kitimat more focused on institutional services, Terrace linked to office and retail, and 

Prince Rupert being the most balanced. The total floor area of downtown building uses is 

provided for each community in Figure 7.7  (below). 

 

Figure 7.7. Total Floor Area of Downtown Building Uses, by Community (2020)  

In terms of total floor area, retail and mixed uses were dominant in Prince Rupert, while 

retail and office uses were the largest occupants in Terrace, and institutional and mixed 

uses in Kitimat. Comparison charts are provided in Figure E.13 to E.19 , indicating the 

distribution of buildings for each use, as compared to the distribution of floor area for 

each use, in each core. 
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The average downtown building size (floor area) for each use is indicated Figure E.20. 

The average floor area for each use provides an interesting comparison of average 

building sizes in each downtown. Kitimat has significantly larger buildings for mixed use, 

residential and institutional/civic uses downtown. In contrast, Terrace has the largest 

average hotel floor area, and Prince Rupert tends to have the smallest floor areas for 

most other commercial activities (aside from industrial), typically less than 1000 sqm. 

While Terrace and Prince Rupert have an abundance of structures that generally adhere 

to standard lot sizes along a block street system, Kitimatôs structures do not conform to 

this typical norm found in most traditional North American downtowns. This results in 

fewer buildings of a larger size, a smaller pool of landlords (less competition) and a 

smaller number of owner-operator building proprietors (which is typical in many smaller 

traditional downtowns). In terms of aberrations, Kitimat has very few buildings that are 

retail-only (most retail in mixed use buildings) and the small number of hotels cater to a 

limited market size and purpose (mostly business rather than pass-through). 

To provide an accurate depiction of the distribution of mixed uses in multi-use downtown 

structures, the assignment of these uses is provided for each downtown in Figure E.21 

to E.24 . In Prince Rupert, the largest proportion of the 43,374 sqm of mixed uses were 

allocated to retail (40.5%). An additional 26.3% was allocated to residential uses, and 

18.7% to offices uses. Institutional, industrial and hotel uses were allocated a combined 

14.5% of the mixed-use total. In Terrace, 34,428 sqm of mixed uses were allocated to 

retail (49.4%), office (40.8%) and a combined 9.6% for industrial (425 sqm) and 

residential (2870 sqm) uses. In Kitimat, a combined 22,790 sqm of mixed uses were 

allocated to retail (65.8%) and office (36.7%). Retail and office uses dominate mixed use 

structures in Kitimat and Terrace, while retail and residential uses are most prominent in 

Prince Rupert (but 1/3 are distributed among other uses).  

7.2.3 Downtown Building Age  

The age of structures in the downtowns reflects the origins of each place, historic 

periods of growth and the rate of attrition due to fires and demolition. See location maps 

and images of older structures for Prince Rupert in Figure E.25 to E.27 , for Terrace in 

Figure E.28 to E.29 and for Kitimat in Figure E.30 to E.31. Calculated in 2020, the 

oldest buildings are mapped in relation to the first decade of the townôs development, 
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while the newest buildings are from the past forty years since the defining 1980s 

recession, which led to a significant slowdown in building activity.  

The origins and timing of economic cycles in the three communities affected the number 

of buildings built at particular junctures in each coreôs history. Older buildings dominate 

the inventory in each downtown, with variations by decade and place. In Terrace, the 

average age was 52 years (1968) among 173 buildings, and in Prince Rupert the 

average age was 65 years (1955) among 242 buildings. The newest stock of buildings 

was in Kitimat, where the average age was 41 years (1979), among 41 buildings. The 

age range of buildings in each core (in ten year increments) is shown in Figure 7.8 .  

 

Figure 7.8. Average Age Range of Downtown Buildings (2020)  

Kitimat had many buildings developed in the first decade after its founding in the mid-

1950s, forming the heart of its core, with secondary spurts of growth associated with 

new industries, in the 1970s and 1980s. Terrace saw little development for half a century 

after its founding, and then grew rapidly for over two decades after the mid-1950s. 

Terrace has not retained a significant amount of its limited heritage inventory, with some 

lost to mall development. Prince Rupert saw an intensive period of investment early in its 

history, and has retained a substantial share in its building stock (15.3%), with 38 

buildings over 100 years old, thus representing a notable heritage collection among 

small towns in western Canada. A second wave of development occurred in the postwar 

period, but there has been little new development in the past 40 years.  
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Location maps for newer structures are found in Figure E.32 to E.34 , and the 

distribution of older and newer buildings in each core is identified in Figure E.35. All of 

the cores consist of a significant majority of buildings over 40 years of age, thus overall 

development incurred a broad slowdown as compared to the postwar era. However, 

each place was affected differently by the transition of industrial economies after the 

1980s, even as overall investment in the region endured an initial óstep downô from 

higher levels of development in the previous decades. Prince Rupert saw a smaller 

portion of its downtown building stock developed after 1981 (14%), compared to Terrace 

(22%) and Kitimat (37%). Investment was curtailed in Prince Rupert immediately after 

the recession, but this trend lagged somewhat in Terrace and more broadly in Kitimat, 

with steady ongoing development until the early 1990s, as Kitimatôs chemical sector did 

not open until the mid-1980s, and the growth of regional functions boosted Terraceôs 

economy until the forestry experienced a major decline in the 1990s. Despite a steep 

drop in the quantity of new buildings in recent decades, each core saw public investment 

in significant structures, including a casino and museum in Prince Rupert, a medical 

office building (tallest structure) in Terrace and the new hospital in Kitimat.  

The average age of downtown buildings, by use, is provided in Figure E.36 . The age of 

buildings in each core varies by use, with some significant differences noted. Kitimat 

generally has the newest downtown buildings for most uses (except office and 

industrial), while Prince Rupert has the oldest structures for all uses. In Prince Rupert 

and Terrace, newer buildings tend to host hotel and industrial uses, while residential, 

office and mixed use tend to be oldest. In Kitimat, office and mixed use are oldest, while 

residential and hotel uses tend to be newest, or less than half the age of the other 

downtowns, and representing the greatest discrepancy.       

Analysis  

The age of the building stock is an important indicator of the historical timeline of 

economic growth in the community and subsequent development in the downtown. 

Although economic growth might not result in downtown development, it is generally a 

key factor spurring such investments. While the attrition rate of buildings is also a factor, 

generally the age profile of the building stock reflects past booms in small towns.  
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7.2.4 Prominent Buildings  

Small resource towns often have few defining structures that represent prestige or 

permanence (Hayter and Nieweler 2018). As seen in Figure E.37 , the communities are 

mostly defined by 1 and 2 storey buildings. Prince Rupert is the most urban, having the 

most buildings, the lowest proportion of single storey structures, and the largest quantity 

of buildings with 3 or more floors. Figure E.38 indicates the location of all prominent 

buildings in downtown Prince Rupert in 2020. There are 12 prominent taller buildings in 

Prince Rupert, including six hotels, three apartment blocks, two office buildings and a 

mixed use (retail/residential) building. The stunning scenery in the city may explain the 

fact that 10 of the 12 taller buildings are related to accommodations or residential uses. 

These buildings are mostly in the West zone (8), however 3 are found in the Central 

zone and 1 in the East zone. The tallest structures are hotels of 7 and 17 stories, 

developed at the end of the postwar boom (late-1970s). (Figure E. 39).  

Figure E.40  indicates the location of all prominent buildings in downtown Terrace in 

2020. There are six prominent buildings over four stories, including two hotels, two office 

buildings (one of which is the tallest in town) (see image in Figure E.41) , one residential 

block and one mixed use (retail/office) building. Four of the buildings are located in the 

East zone, one in the Central zone and one in the West zone. With the exception of a 

new hotel at the western edge of downtown (2020), all of the taller buildings were 

completed prior to the peak of economic activity in the early-1990s, and all are found in 

the eastern half of downtown (the original core). The Terrace Hotel remains a prominent 

structure directly across from the train station, distinguishing its importance when built 

next to the primary transport mode in the 1950s.   

Figure E.42  indicates the location of all prominent buildings in downtown Kitimat in 

2020. There is only one prominent taller building in downtown Kitimat. It is a 5 storey 

building developed by the Haisla Nation, and completed in 2016-17 to house executives 

associated with a major LNG development (Figure E.43) . The site hosted a major 6 

storey regional hospital from the townôs inception in the 1950s until its replacement with 

a new, smaller local hospital in the 2000s. The old hospital was demolished in 2005, and 

residents noted that the loss of the iconic structure had an impact on perceptions of the 

state of the community (Brookes 2005). The remainder of the downtown is generally 

characterized by one and two storey buildings, mostly with little architectural value. The 
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new structure represents a preliminary shift in the form of development in the town and 

is a step towards replacing the previous landmark on that site, as the site is built out.   

Analysis  

The three downtowns have very different built form characteristics, partially defined by 

the presence, or lack thereof, of prominent taller structures. Prince Rupertôs 12 

prominent taller structures were mostly built during intermittent boom periods from the 

1950s-1980s in a number of locations throughout the downtown, particularly 

concentrated on hotels in the West zone. Several additional iconic low-rise buildings 

developed at the outset of the communityôs development (City Hall, Court House, Besner 

Block, Capitol Mall) were mostly located in a single cluster in the Central zone. Terrace 

has several taller structures more focused on the eastern half of downtown. Kitimat has 

one, on the former site of its iconic hospital.  

According to a local official in 2014, the early and ongoing prominence of Prince Rupert 

as a service, transportation and tourism centre, in association with its land constraints, 

spurred the development of taller downtown buildings during the boom years when 

expectations of a much larger city were assumed. The cityôs role as an intermodal hub 

also prompted the development of numerous taller hotels during its postwar growth era, 

which contributed many buildings to the urban landscape. Terraceôs role as a regional 

service centre is less defined by tourism, and therefore hotels are not as prominent in 

the downtown area. Four hotels are located in the core, however, including the new one 

at the western edge in 2020. Terraceôs role as a regional medical centre has 

strengthened with the downgrading of Kitimatôs hospital, the current development of a 

new regional hospital, and the major new medical office building built in the 1990s. 

Kitimatôs status as a commercial and administrative centre diminished over time. Despite 

investment in major industrial facilities in recent years, this has not translated into new 

prominent structures aside from the Haisla-led condominiums for LNG executives, which 

was linked to a benefits-sharing agreement and municipal rezoning facilitated by the 

province.    

7.2.5 Downtown Building Occupancy  

The occupancy range in all buildings in each core is provided in Figure 7.9  (below).  
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Figure 7.9. Distribution of Occupancy Range, All Downtown Buildings, by 
Community (2020)  

There is a significant variation of overall occupancy levels among all of the buildings in 

the three downtowns. A full one-third of all buildings in downtown Prince Rupert (and 

over one-fifth in Terrace) do not have a very high occupancy level (85% or more), 

whereas in Kitimat, nearly nine-tenths of all buildings are occupied at a very high level. 

Furthermore, in Prince Rupert (13%) and Terrace (8%) there are a significant number of 

buildings that are vacant or hold a low level of occupancy (below 40%), whereas in 

Kitimat there are none.   

Occupancy levels for each building use, in all of the downtowns, are provided in several 

figures located in Figure E.44 to E.48 . Of the fifteen industrial buildings in downtown 

Prince Rupert, only 53% have a very high level of occupancy, and one-third have low 

occupancy or are vacant. In Terrace, half the industrial buildings reported very high 

occupancy and half have low occupancy or are vacant. Institutional buildings have a 

very high level of occupancy in all three cores. In Prince Rupert, 88%, or 15 of 17 

institutional buildings had a very high level of occupancy in 2020. In Kitimat, all 9 

structures were highly occupied, while in Terrace 93%, or 13 of 14 structures were very 

highly occupied. 

Office buildings in the three downtowns were fairly well occupied, with some significant 

vacancies in several buildings in Prince Rupert and Terrace. Overall, nearly three-

quarters of Prince Rupertôs 27 office buildings had a very high level of occupancy in 

2020. In Kitimat, 75% of the downtownôs 4 office buildings had a very high level of 

occupancy (and one building had a high occupancy level), while in Terrace, 78% of 41 
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office buildings had a very high level of occupancy. Prince Rupert had the most office 

buildings (5) with a low occupancy level (or vacant), along with two buildings with high 

occupancy while Terrace had two buildings with low occupancy, and seven more with 

mid-high levels of occupancy.  

There was a significant amount of variation among the three downtowns in terms of the 

occupancy range of retail buildings. In Prince Rupert, only three-fifths, or 42 of 69 retail 

buildings had a very high level of occupancy, whereas in Kitimat, 82%, or 14 of 17 

buildings had a very high level of occupancy. In Terrace, 45 of 56 retail buildings had a 

very high level of occupancy. Prince Rupert (15) and Terrace (5) had numerous retail 

buildings that had very low occupancy or were vacant, along with several mid-high level 

occupancy, while Kitimat only had two buildings with mid-level occupancy.  

There was a notable distinction between Kitimat and its neighbouring downtowns with 

regards to the occupancy of mixed-use buildings. While Kitimat has a relatively small 

number (5) of mixed use buildings (of a larger average size), all of them were very highly 

occupied in 2020. In contrast, only 23 of 52 (44%) of Prince Rupertôs mixed use 

buildings were very highly occupied, and three had low occupancy or were vacant, while 

17 of 31 (55%) of Terraceôs mixed use buildings were very highly occupied, and three 

had low occupancy or were vacant.     

Analysis  

There was significant variation in the level of overall occupancy in buildings in the three 

downtowns, and among the various uses. Prince Rupert tended to have the highest 

vacancies while Kitimat had the lowest. This is a reflection of the overbuilding that 

occurred in Prince Rupert during a previous era, as well as the acute supply constraints 

experienced during the current construction phase of the megaproject boom in 

Kitimat.Many older mixed use buildings along the street grid of Prince Rupert and 

Terrace have ground floor retail and upper floor office (or residential) uses. In many 

cases, the retail component was fully leased, while the less desirable upper floor (often 

undermaintained) was vacant. In Kitimat, there were very few buildings with this 

configuration as they are most suited to small buildings on a grid. In the case of Prince 

Rupert, where a significant mismatch exists between current demand and the legacy of 

supply created during a previous era of higher economic activity and population levels, 

the least desirable spaces tend to remain empty in the absence of sufficient demand. 
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7.2.6 Downtown Vacant Buildings  

Fully vacant buildings include partially maintained and abandoned structures. In 2020, 

Prince Rupert and Terrace both had an inventory of vacant buildings, but Kitimat did not. 

Figure E.49  indicates the former use of all vacant buildings in the two downtowns. There 

were 30 vacant buildings in Prince Rupert and 12 in Terrace in 2020. Most vacant 

structures in both cores were commercial buildings, mostly oriented to retail, office or 

mixed use (generally an office/retail mix). In Prince Rupert, there were a disproportionate 

number of vacant retail buildings, representing over half of all such structures.  

The location of vacant buildings in Prince Rupert is indicated in Figure E.50 . Numerous 

vacant buildings are distributed across all zones of the downtown, excluding the Mall 

zone. Most are small to mid-size commercial structures, except for a large former 

restaurant at the east end of 3rd Ave and a former hotel at the west end of 3rd Ave. The 

location of vacant buildings in Terrace is indicated in Figure E.51. Most of Terraceôs 

vacant properties are small commercial buildings in the Central zone. There are several 

vacant buildings in the East zone, including a larger size former street-front furniture 

outlet that relocated to a peripheral strip mall location during the study period. The 

western half of the core (nearest the bypass highway) has only one vacant building, 

highlighting the importance of car-oriented access for tenants. According to a local 

official in 2015, the older age of buildings, negative perceptions of security and reduced 

levels of off-street parking in the eastern half of downtown are deterrents for many 

potential tenants.  

Analysis  

The large number of vacant buildings in Prince Rupert is clearly representative of a 

mismatch between overall supply and demand dating back to overbuilding during the 

previous boom prior to the 1981 recession, and underinvestment in an aging building 

stock. The peak population and economy of Prince Rupert may have been able to 

support this level of commercial leasable space, however, the economic and population 

collapse of the ensuing decades pushed the commercial property and leasing market 

into a state of severe imbalance, which has lingered to the present day. Most vacant 

structures are small to mid-size and were once a combination of retail and office uses. 

They have fallen into various states of disrepair, with little incentive to invest in upkeep 

until the recent economic revival. In Terrace, vacant buildings are not as significant an 
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issue, but reflect competition from large format retailers in the periphery (mostly 

developed in the 2000s). The significant addition of greenfield retail floor area had a 

negative effect on downtown occupancy, as well as the existing malls, and an improved 

level of balance did not emerge until the recent megaprojects in Kitimat generated 

significant regional economic impacts that improved demand for commercial leasing, 

according to a local official in 2015. This demand may prove to be temporary in light of 

the mismatch between construction and permanent employment levels, however, it has 

had a notable impact on the regional economy since the mid-2010s. The lack of any 

vacant structures in Kitimat is associated with the overall smaller number of structures 

(and space) relative to its population, a higher level of upkeep among those structures, a 

reduced level of competition between landlords (fewer tenant options), and the short- 

term demand effects of megaproject construction spinoffs. 

7.2.7 Summary Analysis  

The characteristics of the downtown building stock tell a story of the place ï its historical 

economy and planning dynamics, and its supply and demand features, all of which 

inform human interaction with the built environment, thus contributing to the routines of 

life in the community (Hayter & Nieweler 2018). Early planning initiatives and 

infrastructure investment set the initial course for each northwest community. 

Subsequent layers of development took place with economic expansion and population 

growth, based on policy directives, prevailing paradigms and new infrastructure, that 

ordered uses and densities geographically. Built form attrition occurred throughout civic 

history in each community, but replacement was unlikely to take place during lengthy 

periods of economic bust and disinvestment. The result is the building stock of today, 

influenced by the cumulative effect of all these factors over time.  

Prince Rupert is the oldest community with the oldest buildings and average age of 

buildings, and the fewest newer ones. Generally, its buildings tend to be smaller and 

multi-storey, with mixed uses and diverse ownership. Concurrently, the most prominent 

buildings, whether old civic structures, high- or mid-rise hotels, or low-rise apartments 

and offices, are also located in Prince Rupert, representing an unrealized expectation of 

future importance. Its large inventory of structures peaked several decades ago with a 

population 40% greater, thus, despite attrition, a chronic imbalance between supply and 

demand has rendered the downtown leasing market overbuilt, resulting in chronically 
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high levels of vacancy, many fully-vacant buildings and little new investment. Prince 

Rupertôs core has the most balanced profile of uses, with significant hotel and residential 

clusters, and a small, but active light industrial sector, owing to its waterfront orientation. 

Terrace had a modest beginning, and few heritage structures remain. Early postwar 

efforts to create a strong urban core, with grid-based commercial activities in the eastern 

half of downtown, were supplanted by the development of malls and strips malls in the 

western half after the late-1960s. Despite a mix of uses and several prominent structures 

(office and hotel), the downtown is mostly car-oriented, with only a single block of vibrant 

walkable retail uses. Office and retail uses (or combined in mixed use buildings) are 

dominant features of downtown. Most structures pre-date the 1980s recession, but the 

relative stability of the economy up to the early-1990s resulted in a larger proportion of 

newer buildings than Prince Rupert. The development of big box retail in the periphery 

during a period of economic decline in the late-1990s and 2000s caused an imbalance in 

the characteristics of supply and demand in the downtown (and its malls), a condition 

which remains to this day. 

Kitimatôs downtown was mostly developed during two periods. City Centre was created 

in the 1950s and 1960s, and Mountainview emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. Kitimat 

has the largest number of newer buildings, developed since 1981, but nearly all pre-date 

the megaproject era of the 2010s. The small number of buildings clustered around two 

main malls, the large average size of these buildings and the relatively small number of 

landowners has resulted in a very different urban dynamic than Terrace or Prince 

Rupert. Generally, the building stock has been better maintained, with no vacant 

structures, and the highest occupancy levels of the three downtowns (in part a result of 

the demand generated by the megaproject era). The lack of smaller (and street-facing) 

spaces conducive to independent businesses, and limited competition among a small 

number of building owners, has contributed to a dearth of retail activities in the core, 

exacerbated by the fact that Terrace consolidated a significant amount of regional retail 

spending. The core is dominated by stable institutional uses, with disproportionately low 

amounts of office and retail space compared to the other downtowns, impacted by the 

large presence of industrial offices at peripheral facilities. The limited supply of leasable 

space allowed the core to maintain a greater balance of supply and demand through the 

bust, but has also limited the potential for new entrepreneurial activities as economic 
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conditions improved. Kitimatôs plight is more difficult to see on the ground, with no 

inspiring structures, and few new ones, but little evidence of dilapidation.    

Despite sharing a region, and various planning philosophies over time, each downtown 

has a different story, with unique actors, policies and development outcomes. Path 

dependent legacies have constrained options in one place while facilitating them in 

another, not entirely precluding the potential for any one place to become more or less 

sustainable or resilient. The building characteristics discussed in this section highlight 

some of the dynamics of path dependency that limit changes to built form, or its overall 

trajectory, in each community and its downtown.  

The findings offered numerous points of insight. The large number of buildings (and their 

smaller average size) resulted in a more diverse, but less maintained building stock, with 

highly fractured ownership, in Prince Rupert and Terrace. While these conditions are 

more conducive to generating a supply of leasable space for small businesses, it has 

resulted in relatively high vacancy levels, while generating difficult conditions for land 

assemblies that might lead to new development in the core. Overall, the built form in 

Prince Rupertôs core, and small parts of Terraceôs core is conducive to accretion, 

whereby new development can build on the presence and function of existing buildings 

and uses, while utilizing existing infrastructure. In Kitimat, there is potential for new 

downtown development, but path dependencies associated with óinstitutional legaciesô 

and óspatial configurationô dictate that it follow existing patterns (policies upholding 

existing development forms), thus accreting upon existing malls and strip malls, or 

adopting such a form in a separate location. Recent developments have followed this 

model, including a new chain cafe and hotel on the mall site, and a new chain restaurant 

in a strip mall parking lot (facilitated by the provision of additional parking nearby). 

Path dependencies associated with ódevelopment industryô, ócultural and lifestyle 

preferencesô, ópopulation growth and characteristicsô and óspatial configurationô influence 

the current location and type of uses in the core, and whether new development might 

occur. Most uses are found in each core to varying degrees, with the exception of 

industrial and residential functions, which are mostly confined to Prince Rupert, in light of 

their important function historically serving the waterfront economy. Limitations are 

exemplified by policies that have restrained residential uses in the cores of Terrace and 

Kitimat, and industrial uses throughout Kitimatôs core. Meanwhile, Prince Rupert has 

retained flexibility for residential buildings or upper floor apartments (above commercial) 
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throughout much of downtown Prince Rupert. Each town will have significant challenges 

attracting residential development to the core in the absence of population growth, but 

negative perceptions related to its physical condition and social challenges can unevenly 

dissuade the development industry from investing there due to long-standing lifestyle 

preferences traditionally limiting demand for downtown housing. Once again, Prince 

Rupert may be the exception to this given the existing cluster, the proximity of the 

waterfront and the pockets of attractive commercial activity, including numerous hotels. 

The presence and nature of demand for other uses will interact with the above path 

dependencies, and the existing built form (including the location of less occupied or 

vacant buildings) to identify the location of new development, whether in the core or 

beyond (if policies permit).    

Finally, the prominence and age of buildings in each core is a reflection of several path 

dependencies, including óspatial configurationô, ópolitical cultureô, óinstitutional legaciesô, 

óeconomic conditionsô and óthe development industryô, among others. The location of 

Prince Rupertôs large collection of heritage buildings reflects the economic conditions 

and institutional framework that led to their early development. Furthermore, the local 

political culture and development industry played a significant role in facilitating the 

construction of numerous prominent buildings. Although many are dilapidated, these 

older and prominent structures have given the core a sense of gravitas that is missing in 

the other two towns, and act as defining centres of gravity for potential future investment 

to accrete upon in the vicinity (given their more intensive active uses). Although Terrace 

has few heritage structures, and Kitimat has none, they each possess a number of 

prominent newer structures that play a role in structuring each core, including several 

taller buildings near Kalum in Terrace and the Skeena Mall and City Hall at the western 

end. The City Centre Mall and Haisla Condos represent the only prominent structures in 

Kitimatôs centre, and most recent core development occurred at or near those structures. 

The dynamics of built form are shaped by path dependencies and interact with current 

planning processes to shape future development.      

7.3 Establishment Composition and Diversity Comparison  

The surveys presented in this section tie in with the greater theme of the research 

project by indicating how the ólivingô downtown, or those businesses and organizations, 

and their patrons, occupying built form, interact with path dependencies to influence the 
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overall trajectory of the core. The state of land use and the building stock, which was 

examined earlier in the study, either facilitates or limits the presence of some types of 

establishments in the core, while those establishments can subsequently influence 

surrounding built form. Their composition is tied to several of the identified path 

dependencies, including óculture and lifestyleô,  ópolitical cultureô, ótransport technologiesô, 

óinstitutional legaciesô, as well as those associated with population and economic growth, 

with each affecting the quantity and location of particular types of establishments (within 

the core or in the periphery). Business composition and diversity is associated with local 

and regional economic performance, population growth or decline, local policies that 

influence business location, the attractiveness of the local and regional market for 

external investment (chains), the level of entrepreneurship in the community and the 

number of governmental, non-governmental and other institutional organizations serving 

the town or region (Randall et al 2017; Hanna et al 2009).  

Establishment composition surveys were conducted in each downtown in 2020 in order 

to determine the level of business and institutional diversity within each zone, and 

among the downtowns. The survey data was compiled in a database, and 10 categories 

of establishments (8 commercial and 2 non-commercial) were created, derived from a 

similar survey completed by Randall et al (2017) in Thunder Bay, ON. Slight 

modifications were made because of the smaller size and reduced complexity of the 

local markets compared to a downtown serving a population of over 125,000. Several 

metrics of comparison are presented, including the total quantity of establishments, the 

level of entrepreneurship and external control, the distribution of businesses and non-

commercial entities, and overall diversity.  

7.3.1 Number of Establishments  

Figure 7.10  (below) indicates the number of establishments by core, and overall share. 

Community Establishments Share 

Terrace 309 41.9% 

Kitimat 105 14.3% 

Prince Rupert 323 43.8% 

Figure 7.10. Number and Distribution of Establishments, by Downtown  
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Prince Rupert (323) and Terrace (309) host the vast majority of establishments in the 

three communities. Kitimat, despite having 67% of Prince Rupertôs city population (65% 

of its agglomeration), and 68% of Terraceôs city population (51% its of agglomeration) 

respectively, only has 14% of the total establishments in the regionôs downtowns (or 

33% of Prince Rupertôs and 34.6% of Terraceôs). In contrast, Prince Rupert, despite only 

having 68% of Terraceôs agglomeration population and 63% more than Kitimat, had 44% 

of the establishments (5% more than Terrace and triple that of Kitimat).   

The distribution of downtown establishments is indicated in Figure E.52 , divided by 

category. Prince Rupert and Terrace house 86% of the 739 establishments in the three 

downtowns. With the exception of chain businesses (over 22% in Kitimat), they also 

dominate the total number of commercial and non-commercial functions. Independent 

businesses represent a major portion of Prince Rupertôs establishment composition, 

representing nearly 52% of its total, compared with 39% in Terrace and 34% in Kitimat. 

Prince Rupert (24.7% non-commercial establishments) has the largest government 

presence, while Terrace (27% non-commercial establishments) has the most institutions 

and non-governmental entities. Kitimatôs totals for non-commercial entities are the 

smallest (17.8%).        

7.3.2 Independent and Chain Businesses  

Figure 7.11 (below) indicates the number of independent and chain businesses by core. 

  

Figure 7.11. Total Downtown Commercial Businesses, by Type  
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There was a significant variation in the number of chain and independent businesses in 

the three downtowns in 2020. Of the 554 commercial establishments, (75% of the 739 

total establishments), 59% were independent businesses and 41% were chain 

businesses. In Prince Rupert, nearly 69% of commercial businesses were independent, 

as opposed to 54% in Terrace and 43% in Kitimat. Chain businesses represent 31% of 

Prince Rupertôs businesses, 46% of Terraceôs and 57% of Kitimatôs. 

Figure E.53  indicates the corporate origin of chain businesses in each of the three 

downtowns. The presence of chain businesses is evident in each of the 3 downtowns, 

with the majority being national and international chains, particularly in Kitimat (74%), 

versus 64% in Prince Rupert and 65% in Terrace. National and international industrial 

and construction consulting firms were present in each town. In this study, small local 

(northern BC) chains (there were no large ones) were considered to have characteristics 

more representative of independent businesses than larger regional, national and 

international chains, and were separated in the forthcoming analysis.  

Measured as a proportion of all establishments, the locations of all non-local (external) 

chain businesses in Prince Rupert are indicated in Figure E.54 . There were 50 regional 

(BC and Alberta), national and international chain establishments in downtown Prince 

Rupert in 2020, or less than one-sixth of all downtown establishments (15.4%). The most 

prominent locations were mid to large-size retail-oriented buildings in the central areas of 

downtown (either in the Central zone, or directly adjacent). Several smaller buildings 

with predominantly office, hotel, mixed use and civic/institutional uses also housed non-

local establishments. A small number of these enterprises were located near the edge of 

downtown in mostly small to mid-size retail structures in Cow Bay, 3rd St (east) and at 

the western entrance of town. Local enterprises (small northern BC chains or 

independent operators) represent the vast majority of core establishments. 

The location of non-local chain businesses in Terrace is indicated in Figure E.55 . There 

were 79 regional, national and international chain establishments in downtown Terrace 

in 2020, or over one-quarter of all downtown establishments. The highest concentrations 

were located in the Central, West and Mall zones. Nearly all of the chains were housed 

in predominantly retail-oriented buildings were in the Mall zone (in malls). Several mid-

sized mixed use buildings housed such establishments in the West zone, and several 

small structures in the Central zone. The remaining non-local chains were located mostly 
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in small to mid-sized buildings with predominantly office, hotel, retail and mixed uses in 

the Central zone, the western half of the West zone, and in the East zone.  

The location of non-local chain businesses in Kitimat is indicated in Figure E.56 . There 

were 49 regional, national and international establishments in downtown Kitimat in 2020, 

or nearly 45% of all downtown establishments. They were located in numerous office, 

retail and mixed use structures throughout the City Centre and Mountainview zones of 

downtown, including both mall complexes, and adjacent office buildings.  

7.3.3 Non-Commercial Establishments  

Figure E.57  indicates the number of non-commercial establishments in each downtown, 

and the overall distribution for each type among the downtowns. Institutional 

establishments represent the largest number (40.4%) of non-commercial establishments 

among all of the downtowns (and the majority in Terrace), while local and regional 

government represent the least (8.7%). Overall, government related entities represent 

42% of establishments, while NGOôs and institutional establishments represent 58%. 

Other notable disproportionate totals include Indigenous organizations in Prince Rupert 

(22%) and provincial and federal government entities in Kitimat (26%). In total, 84 

(45.9%) of the non-commercial establishments in the region are in Terrace, while 80 

(43.7%) are in Prince Rupert and 19 (10.4%) are in Kitimat.  

Non-commercial establishments represent an important component of the downtown 

leasing market as they are often geared to citizens without vehicles and seek to locate in 

a central location to serve a larger area. These establishments can also represent a 

stable element as their tenancies are less tied to economic cycles and therefore 

represent stability for landlords and the parts of downtown where they locate, where they 

may also feed other businesses in the vicinity. A small number of these establishments 

can be controversial within the community as they may provide services that are 

perceived to generate safety and security challenges in the downtown, or may 

compromise its attractiveness for new investment. These uses represent a legacy in 

each of the downtowns as many establishments have been present there for a long time, 

and help to define its character and function.   
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7.3.4 Business Diversity       

The composition and diversity of all downtown enterprises was measured through a 

series of surveys in the three downtowns in 2020. Every enterprise was recorded and 

then catalogued in a database and aggregated into categories based on the types of 

commercial and non-commercial goods and services offered. The diversity of 

businesses in each downtown reflects its economic health, through the order of goods 

and services offered, and the level of competition available for consumers. This is 

influenced by the population size of the downtown, community and trade area, overall 

economic activity, the degree of leakage to competing jurisdictions, and the magnitude 

of peripheral competition within the community (particularly large format retail). The 

development of big box stores in Terrace since the late-1990s has indirectly resulted in 

impacts on all three downtowns in the region, as they all compete with these stores to 

some degree. This represents a legacy of added competition at a time when the regional 

economy was in decline and the overall population was shrinking, thus compounding the 

hollowing out effect of declining local markets and disproportionate impact on small 

businesses. Ten categories of enterprises were assessed, and results were also divided 

between chain and independent retailers among the eight commercial sectors, in order 

to examine the level of local entrepreneurship among particular sectors in each 

downtown. The results are presented in several sub-sections. 

7.3.4.1    Quantity and Diversity of Establishments in the  
Downtowns             

The first subsection compares the number of establishments in each category, and the 

subsequent level of diversity within each downtown (Figure 7.12  below). 

Among the establishments in the combined downtowns, there is a relative balance in 

quantity among the 5 largest (11.3-14.4%) categories, with óNGO Offices and Servicesô 

(14.4%), óBusiness and Professional Servicesô and óHealth, Wellness and Beautyô (both 

12.3%) being the most abundant. óFood, Beverage and Drug Storesô (4.2%) and Travel 

and Tourism (5.1%) represent the smallest categories, and three others fall within a 

range of 9.3-10.2%.  
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Figure 7.12. Diversity of all Downtown Establishments, by Category and 
Community  

Kitimat significantly lags the two larger centres in establishment quantity for each 

category, with a disproportionately low number of enterprises in relation to its population 

in all but one category (óIndustrial Administration and Professional Supportô). Clearly, 

Kitimat has not retained a proportionate share of enterprises in its downtown, and likely 

within the community, as there is little peripheral competition aside from businesses 

servicing industrial activities and a very small amount of household goods and food retail 

(goods) activities. Prince Rupert and Terrace have comparable quantities of 

establishments in each category, with some variations related to specific strengths and 

weaknesses, to be discussed in the next subsection.  
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Figure E.58  indicates the quantity and distribution of establishments in each downtown, 

based on 10 commercial and non-commercial categories. To compare and contrast the 

quantity and distribution of establishments, both the absolute number and proportion are 

indicated. Each downtown has a different profile of the relative importance of various 

establishment types. Prince Rupert is generally well-balanced, with a slightly 

disproportionate (high) number of óFood, Beverage and Entertainmentô and óTravel and 

Tourismô businesses, and óGovernment and Institutional Officesô compared to the other 

two downtowns. Terrace has easily the highest proportion of óNGO Offices and Servicesô 

among the downtowns, along with a slightly disproportionate level of óPersonal Goods 

and Servicesô and óHealth, Wellness and Beautyô establishments, while Kitimat has a 

disproportionate number of establishments in the óIndustrial Administration and 

Professional Supportô sector, but a very small proportion in the óTravel and Tourismô 

category. Prince Rupert and Terrace do not have a particularly weak category, but lag 

Kitimat in the proportion of óIndustrial Administration and Professional Supportô 

establishments located in their downtown. These findings provide a general sense of the 

main thrusters of downtown activity, with Prince Rupert offering a wide range of 

competition in goods and services, and a cluster of enterprises geared to travel, tourism, 

restaurants and entertainment. Terraceôs downtown is the largest hub for non-

commercial enterprises in the region, as well as stores geared to personal items and 

wellness. Among Kitimatôs limited number of enterprises, its only strength is related to its 

primary role as an industrial town. 

Supplementary appendices are included to offer additional micro-level perspective on 

establishment diversity among the three cores, including: (1) corporate origin of chain 

businesses, by category (Figure E.59) ; (2) diversity of chain businesses, by category 

(Figure E.60 ); (3) diversity of all establishments, by category (Figure E.61 ), and; (4) 

diversity of independent businesses, by category (Figure E.62 ). Business composition 

tables for the areas of highest establishment diversity in each downtown are located in 

Figure E.63 to E.65  (Prince Rupert), Figure E.66 to E.67  (Terrace) and Figure E.68 to 

E.69 (Kitimat).  Maps indicating HHI values of business diversity for zones and sub-

areas in each downtown are located in Figure E.70 to E.72 .       
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7.3.4.2  Analysis  

This subsection assessed the commercial and non-commercial elements of 

establishment diversity in the three downtowns. Each downtown has unique 

characteristics that play a role in its overall local and regional function, just as the 

municipal (peripheral competition) and regional (leakage) landscapes impact the 

downtown. Kitimat is clearly the outlier among the three downtowns, on a number of 

levels. The downtowns in Terrace and Prince Rupert have many similarities, both in 

terms of the quantity of establishments and the important role of non-commercial 

enterprises, yet they differ in the overall distribution of sectors and the intensity of 

entrepreneurship, reflected by the number of independent businesses in their cores. 

Kitimatôs downtown, meanwhile, has far fewer establishments than the others, 

significantly disproportionate in relation to its population and economy. It also hosts the 

smallest quantity and proportion of independent businesses and has a disproportionately 

high number of enterprises geared to óIndustrial Administration and Professional 

Supportô, indicative of its role as a major industrial centre for aluminum production, LNG 

development and the servicing of these sectors. In contrast, Terraceôs establishment 

make-up clearly identifies strengths in sectors related to its regional servicing role, 

including a high number of NGO and institutional organizations, as well as professional 

services, household goods and services and personal goods and services. Prince 

Rupert, meanwhile has a significant concentration of government, institutional and NGO 

establishments that serve the North Coast region, clearly delineating a limit to Terraceôs 

influence near the coast. It is also a tourism and transport hub and a meeting place for 

numerous small coastal communities, with abundant hotels, restaurants and wellness 

businesses catering to seasonal and regular visitors. Its emerging role as a key West 

Coast port also supports a significant concentration of enterprises associated with 

óBusiness and Professional Servicesô. The competition between Prince Rupert and 

Terrace for regional influence is ongoing, while the subservience of Kitimat to Terrace is 

clearly defined for most commercial and non-commercial sectors, aside from industry. 

The physical form of each downtown is shaped, and in some ways trapped, by the mix of 

businesses and institutions located there (as identified in parts of Thunder Bayôs core by 

Randall et al 2017). Despite their higher levels of entrepreneurship, few new businesses 

were created in Prince Rupert and Terrace during the study period, and less still in 

Kitimat. The appetite for risk is limited in stable markets, with uncertain growth 
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prospects. With the exception of several new personal and household goods (chain) 

stores in Terrace, food retail (chain) outlets in Kitimat, and independent personal goods 

stores and restaurants in Prince Rupert, there has been little new activity. A number of 

businesses have also closed during this period, many a result of the inability of retiring 

owners to sell them. In the current era of stabilization there is little demand for new retail 

offerings and ideas (also influenced by competition from online shopping) and a degree 

of inertia sets in within the cores as there is little impetus for reinvestment in existing 

buildings or in new developments.  

Several identified path dependencies are observable when assessing the dynamics of 

local establishments in each core (Grant et al 2019). In Kitimat, the disproportionately 

low number of establishments reflects its subservience to Terrace, and has impacted the 

quantity and size of structures in the core. Likewise, the small number of leasable 

buildings (controlled by a small concentration of landlords) has reduced competition 

(options) for prospective tenants and entrepreneurs, in a place where entrepreneurship 

is already restrained by a strong union culture. The dominance of chains reflects the 

types of more lucrative and stable tenancies preferred by major landlords (e.g. malls) 

(Filion & Hammond 2008). The presence of a main street could have potentially been 

associated with more numerous landlords and owner-operated buildings, thus increasing 

the number of location options for small businesses to establish themselves and 

increase overall competition and commercial offerings. The ongoing refusal of Kitimat to 

adopt the recent downtown plan (and the creation of a ómain streetô is an example of 

path dependencies associated with ócultural and lifestyle preferencesô, ópolitical cultureô, 

ótransportation technologiesô and óinstitutional legaciesô (Grant et al 2019). The 

conservative political culture is tied to the ethos of functionality associated with industry 

and taxation, thus resulting in little value placed on an attractive and entrepreneurial 

downtown. This has been reinforced by the near-total reliance on car travel (and 

subsequent attachment to excessive parking that is reinforced by policies). 

In Terrace, the hybrid nature of its urban structure has resulted in a regulated ólaissez-

faireô approach to planning and development, whereby numerous options exist for new 

development, with minimal incentive for major businesses to locate in the core, or 

contribute to a higher quality urban environment (Filion et al 2004). Terrace has 

successfully attracted a range of such businesses to its periphery, and consolidated a 

significant portion of regional retail spending. Despite this, downtown has a significant 
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number of diverse businesses and non-commercial entities compared to Kitimat, but 

lags Prince Rupert relative to its population. It also possesses a substantial amount of 

partially and fully vacant space, reflective of the demand-supply imbalance caused by 

the economic downturn and effects of the peripheral developments after the mid-1990s. 

Terraceôs commercial structure is influenced by several identified path dependencies, 

including ótransportation technologiesô, óinstitutional legaciesô, ópolitical cultureô, 

ópopulation growthô, óthe development industryô and óeconomic conditionsô (Grant et al 

2019). The dispersed nature of its urban form, and the breadth of its trade area 

promotes predominantly car travel to most establishments, which has locked in a 

dependence on high levels of parking that are protected by various policies (which also 

allow for additional commercial uses in the periphery). Meanwhile, the local political 

culture has reinforced a ógrowth in any formô narrative as part of Terraceôs quest to 

become a major regional centre. Meanwhile, politicians have directed most social 

services to the core, contributing to negative perceptions of downtown, while influencing 

the investment decisions of developers and retailers. Finally, the development of major 

peripheral activities dislodged the dominance of the core and its businesses for the 

foreseeable future (Keough 2015). Absent population growth that can justify near term 

development (far from a guarantee), the likelihood of significant new business activity 

and investment in the core is limited (even if policies directed it there) (Van Assche et al 

2017). 

Of the three cores, Prince Rupert has the most diverse establishments and the largest 

number of independent businesses, housed mostly in smaller buildings distributed 

throughout the core. It has also avoided any significant peripheral commercial activities 

and hosts several mid-size retailers downtown (both in the mall and on the main street 

adjacent to the mall). These anchors act as traffic generators for many walking trips to 

smaller establishments, which animates several sections of downtown and reduces 

overall car use. As a result of the economic downturn, a significant imbalance exists 

between supply and demand, which contributes to many vacant and partially-vacant 

buildings. While this has created numerous low rent leasing opportunities for new 

entrepreneurs, it has also taken away from the overall vitality of several areas of the 

core. Several forms of identified path dependencies influence Prince Rupertôs 

establishment composition, including ótransport technologiesô, ócultural and lifestyle 

preferencesô, ópolitical cultureô, ópopulation characteristicsô and óinstitutional legaciesô 

(Grant et al 2019). The relatively high share of trips by walking, cycling and transit is a 
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reflection of local lifestyle preferences in relation to a compact urban form, as well as the 

large number of visitors arriving to the city by ferry (tourists and small coastal villages). 

Pride in downtown is part of the local culture, and is also linked to the many random 

encounters that take place with fellow community members when walking among the 

local establishments. The local political culture has mostly been associated with 

preserving a dominant core, which eventually led to the decision to reject Walmartôs 

attempt to locate at the periphery (subsequently forcing it to locate in the downtown 

mall). The ongoing diversity of businesses in the core is partly a reflection of that political 

will, and the plans and policies that have progressively embedded downtown as the 

commercial and development focal point.      

7.4 Conclusion  

This chapter jointly examined the three downtowns in a comparative analysis of land 

use, building characteristics and establishment composition. The findings inform larger 

questions pertaining to path dependencies associated with the legacy of planning and 

development in resource towns. The towns were created based on a set of limiting 

factors associated with their geography, and were subsequently developed according to 

various plans, policies and infrastructure investments as economic cycles drove 

development demand.  

The legacy of boom and bust has evolved differently in each downtown. Kitimatôs mall-

oriented core has fewer buildings and establishments relative to its population, with the 

least sustainable footprint, and large areas of underutilized land throughout the core. 

Kitimatôs buildings are younger, on average, than in Prince Rupert and Terrace, and 

better maintained. In light of recent industrial investment, it has the highest building 

occupancy, but its level of entrepreneurship is the weakest as a result of its orientation to 

highly-paid union industrial jobs and a lack of smaller leasable spaces. Chains are 

dominant and particularly associated with the industrial economy. A form of ólock-inô is 

evident in Kitimat, as the nature of the economy and municipal finance limits support for 

entrepreneurship, while the lack of leasable spaces places a higher risk on potential 

candidates. The mall-oriented built form also limits the type of strolling consumers that 

browse smaller independent stores on high streets (Brooks 2019). There was no political 

desire to modify the coreôs form during the study period as a new downtown plan was 

not adopted. Meanwhile, new chain stores accreted onto the existing mall-oriented 



214 

system based on destination retailing (parking at a specific outlet for a single purpose) 

(Lorch 2005).  

Terrace is the largest of the three communities but has the weakest direct connection to 

the industrial economy. It has a hybrid core with a small urban streetscape and 

numerous malls and strip malls, and a moderate level of building vacancies and empty 

buildings. Its core has been highly affected by the downtown malls and peripheral big 

box activities but retains a reasonable amount of establishment diversity (particularly in 

relation to non-commercial activities and personal and household goods and services), 

with a much greater level of entrepreneurship than Kitimat. Despite hosting a reasonable 

diversity of establishments and a smaller cluster of entrepreneurs, Terraceôs downtown 

built form remains locked into a hybrid pattern of strip mall and mall uses along a loose 

(long block) grid, with an excess supply of vacant and partially occupied buildings. Like 

Kitimat, the lack of any significant downtown population also hinders the establishment 

of neighourhood-serving retail, and embeds an ongoing reliance on car travel to access 

existing retailers (and resistance to the loss of ample parking). Unlike Prince Rupert, 

Terrace (and Kitimat) exhibit a distinct lack of prominent or older heritage structures that 

create an attractive character or density of activities, and facilitate greater non-economic 

purposes for parts of the core.    

Prince Rupert is the oldest, the most intact and the most dilapidated of the three 

downtowns. It has the largest number of buildings, the tallest buildings, the largest 

collection of heritage structures, the most balanced diversity of establishments, the most 

businesses and the highest level of entrepreneurship, which is enabled by access to 

leasable spaces and the pedestrian-oriented street grid (attracts strolling and chance 

encounters). With little competition in the local periphery, and only limited leakage to 

Terrace, downtown remains the dominant focal point of commercial and institutional 

activities in the area. Yet, many of its buildings lie vacant, and many more are only 

partially occupied, obvious signs of an imbalance between supply and demand that goes 

back many decades, and not adequately rectified by building attrition in the ensuing 

decades. This legacy has created opportunities for entrepreneurs (by providing low-cost 

spaces to test new commercial ideas) but has also left many parts of downtown in a 

state of decay, with little impetus for new investment. While path dependencies may limit 

the potential for sustainable change in some places, they have also maintained them in 
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Prince Rupert. Notwithstanding the friction that contributed to the demise of the 

peripheral mall proposal, there remains a sense of pride in downtown.   

The three downtowns tell a historical tale of economy, planning and development. Each 

town was once much larger and wealthier, which resulted in significant new investments 

immediately prior to a broad and lengthy economic decline and stagnation. A recent 

pulse of new economic activity has brought new life (and demand) into the communities, 

but they continue to be influenced by the legacies of the past (excess supply), and some 

of the holdover planning policies and path dependencies from a previous era, which led 

to peripheral developments in Terrace and Kitimat (Filion et al 2015). There is a link 

between the various points of analysis. The composition and diversity of establishments 

influences the use and upkeep of downtown structures, which subsequently affects the 

overall sustainability of downtown land use patterns. The potential for new development 

has been identified in each core if the necessary condition of growth is restored and 

investment is justified. However, the combined structure of land use, building 

characteristics and business composition, and the policies that support them, play an 

important role in determining whether new development is attracted and what form it 

might take (Randall et al 2017). Given the lack of overall new development, and 

uncertain nature of political and socio-cultural processes, it is unclear which planning 

and development framework will prevail in each of the communities, however, there is 

some sub-surface evidence (policy frameworks) that indicates how each town might 

react to growth pressures as they arise (Graham et al 2019; Grant et al 2019).   
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Chapter 8.  Conclusion  

The three main downtowns of northwest BC are defined by economic swings, planning 

policy and development decisions over time. Their current state reflects the wealth 

generated by past booms, as well as disinvestment and attrition associated with a 

lengthy period of decline that ended only recently. Subsequently, the characteristics of 

the building stock and underutilized land in downtown areas act in a symbiotic 

relationship with commercial and non-commercial activities in the core. While 

constrained by regional and national economic factors, the geographic distribution and 

intensity of various activities (and underutilized land) influences, and is influenced by, the 

level of investment and disinvestment that occurs over time in the core. The issue of 

building oversupply was, to varying degrees, prevalent in each of the downtowns during 

the study period and represents a legacy from the era of peak demand that occurred 

several decades earlier. Planning policies helped shape the form of this supply during 

periods of boom, and their perpetuation has contributed to inertia. Since then, a gentle 

attrition of buildings has taken place (unevenly) in conjunction with a lack of demand to 

justify new development or improvements. Policies in Terrace, and to a lesser extent in 

Kitimat, exacerbated the problems by allowing for new developments in the periphery in 

the absence of any significant population growth, thus sacrificing the downtown (and the 

jobs and relationships located there) to generate evidence of new development. Yet, 

opportunities exist for a re-birth in each core, tied to new downtown plans, public and 

private investment, the availability of key sites for small and large developments and an 

acknowledgement of the importance of downtown as part of a strategy to build identity, 

entrepreneurship and bonding (social) capital while developing in a more sustainable 

manner (Hanna 2009).   

8.1 Overview  

This dissertation examined the ongoing prevalence of core obsolescence in transitioning 

resource towns, from the perspective of path dependency. Despite a significant evolution 

in widely accepted normative planning and development frameworks, the historic legacy 

of past investments can influence and lock-in a trajectory that limits improvements in 

overall sustainability and resilience, particularly in the absence of growth. Each 

community is faced with a unique set of circumstances, based on their initial conditions 
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and path dependent choices over time, even as they have jointly faced processes of 

industrial restructuring, evolving paradigms and, in some cases, renewed economic 

growth. This study examined recent land use, built form and business characteristics in 

the downtowns of three small transitioning resource towns in northwest British Columbia, 

while tracking new developments within the communitiesô core and periphery over the 

previous five-year period.  

Previous research related to sustainable planning and development in Canadian cities, 

some with references to path dependency, has been undertaken in mid-sized (Randall et 

al 2015; Keough 2015; Randall et al 2017; Filion et al 2015; Graham et al 2019; Grant et 

al 2019), and larger cities (Filion 2003; Filion 2009; Filion & McSpurren 2007), but 

smaller places were mostly overlooked. While limited research related to smaller 

downtowns in Canada has been undertaken in relation to social capital (Hanna et al 

2009) and community development issues (Mitchell & Madden 2014) and general 

planning research on such places is noted (Robertson 1999; Leblanc 2011), this study 

carves out a new niche in the literature. It provides a new path dependency focus on the 

downtowns of small, isolated resource towns that have seen some recent economic 

renewal.  

Following several decades of stagnation and decline, Prince Rupert, Terrace and Kitimat 

have seen new industrial (and related) investment, employment growth and housing 

shortages associated with major resource export and port-related projects. Yet, unlike 

previous cycles of major investment, there has been little permanent population change, 

and very few non-industrial investments, particularly in downtown areas. Despite 

evolving official plans and economic development strategies, and some variation among 

the communities, core areas generally remain óstuck in the pastô, with limited investment 

in new structures or businesses, aging infrastructure and public amenities, and a large 

proportion of underutilized sites. Each town has stated aspirations to adopt sustainable 

planning and foster a resilient economy linked to endogenous development, both of 

which are compatible with downtown revitalization. However, this has not translated into 

major new investments in core areas during the five-year study period, which coincided 

with the construction phase of significant industrial projects in 2 of the 3 towns (and the 

operational phase for some new port infrastructure in Prince Rupert). Therefore, the 

consideration of ónecessaryô vs ósufficientô factors for change is essential to evaluate the 

potential for a trajectory shift amidst lock-ins associated with path dependency.  
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Inertia connected to past planning decisions, infrastructure and developments is rooted 

in an ongoing dependence on the benefits associated with those external resource-

related investments, the routines of life that were fostered as a result, and the drawbacks 

linked to alternatives. The prevalence of underlying policies can entrench values 

associated with earlier decisions and planning frameworks, thus limiting the potential for 

significant change, even with the re-establishment of an economic growth dynamic, and 

high-level (OCP) intentions that promote a more sustainable urban form and vibrant 

independent business sector. Hence, growth generally acts as a ónecessaryô condition 

for sustainable change, but is insufficient on its own, absent the ability to overcome the 

eight main forms of path dependency, and alter the routines of life in the community.  

In those places developed entirely in the image of dispersed suburbanism (Kitimat), or 

predominantly modified and expanded in this manner (Terrace), path dependencies are 

strongly entrenched as a result of the foundational investments in suburban road 

networks, mall developments and parking areas at the outset of development or during 

high growth periods. These places have few, if any, precedents for sustainable land use 

patterns in their downtowns and communities and require a major paradigm shift to 

generate alternative results, if population and commercial growth were to resume. In 

Prince Rupert, there remains an intact grid with a built form that is more sustainable but 

generally dilapidated, having endured a significant attrition of structures from its peak 

period of commercial activity. With the absence of major peripheral commercial activities 

and non-industrial urban sprawl, the revitalization of downtown according to normative 

frameworks would involve less path-breaking than in Terrace and Kitimat. There remains 

a risk, however, that peripheral activities might be deemed attractive politically, as per 

the precedent that was set in the mid-2000s when such developments were considered 

by council, and ultimately rejected because of path dependencies that made urban 

sprawl impractical (demands for costly new infrastructure to serve the site).  

Growth itself can make the enforcement of good policies and/or path-breaking dynamics 

more difficult. Exogenous investment in commercial activities is usually based on a 

national (suburban) development model that delivers attractive brand names and the 

purported repatriation of retail spending leakage based on the terms (edge of town mall 

with abundant parking) of the developer and its roster of chain stores, rather than those 

of the town. Many towns have deemed this to be an acceptable trade-off, without 

considering the immediate and long-term effects on downtown and independent 
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retailers. This study examined the composition and diversity of downtown businesses to 

assess how three different planning and development trajectories, and associated path 

dependencies, have influenced the characteristics of core area business establishments.  

8.2 Key Objectives  

The research sought to determine why many smaller downtown areas are unable to 

move towards a new trajectory despite higher level policy directives that promote their 

revitalization and central role in the economic and social life of communities. With a 

renewal of regional economic activity, and stabilization of population (even modest 

growth in Terrace) occurring during the study period, development was anticipated in 

each of the communities, along with new and growing local business activities. Yet 

visually, little seems to have changed over the past several decades and through the 

study period. The assessment of eight main forms of path dependency influencing 

planning and development outcomes, as outlined by Grant et al (2019), provided a 

theoretical framework from which to analyze the study communities. The subsequent 

analysis of empirical data was required to confirm planning and development trends, and 

allow for a comparative assessment of the three downtowns in terms of land use, built 

form and business characteristics. 

8.3 Key Theoretical Elements  

Path dependency implies that past decisions influence subsequent conditions and 

decisions (Hayter & Patchell 2016; Martin and Sunley 2011). In the case of transitioning 

resource towns and their downtowns, this ties into the historic legacy of planning and 

development from previous growth periods. Following the óturning pointô recession of the 

early 1980s when the Fordist model collapsed in these places, growth turned to decline, 

and the urban form left behind generally represented the ópeakô of development in 

downtown areas (Hayter 2004). While the core areas remained dynamic, the loss of 

structures was a prominent factor in their change over the subsequent decades. During 

this period, planning and development paradigms shifted, thus raising expectations that 

sustainable and resilient changes might be possible with new economic activity.  

However, in the current era of economic growth and population stabilization, there has 

been little physical change in the downtown areas. Path dependent factors have 
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influenced this reality, particularly in relation to the supply and location of existing built 

form and infrastructure, and the lingering policies that produced it. However, a lack of 

new non-industrial investment has limited the potential for path breaking. Growth is 

generally a necessary condition for paradigmatic change, as new investments are 

justified by serving unmet demand. Potential change can subsequently be influenced by 

levels of growth in economic output, household incomes, municipal revenue, and/or 

population. In places with excess commercial supply, due in part to the fact that the 

current population and business activity is well below peak levels in the 1980s and 

1990s, there is little justification for new private investment in the core. Furthermore, 

municipal governments must maintain aging infrastructure built for a much larger 

population and are unable to spend significant funds on the revitalization of public 

amenities in the core.  

Although growth may generally be a necessary condition for development in downtown 

areas, it may not be sufficient to ensure a new trajectory of sustainability and place-

based resilience, particularly in places that have seen significant investments in 

infrastructure and development that support dispersed suburbanism. The exogenous 

investment in region-serving óperipheralô big box retail in Terrace during a period of 

decline exemplifies this reality, as the corporate entities prepared to invest in this 

economic climate only did so by imposing their (suburban) development formula on the 

community, knowing that such investments would negatively impact multiple downtowns 

in the region. Although smart growth is now the normative planning framework within the 

planning community, it is not broadly accepted among many developers and politicians, 

particularly outside of progressive metropolitan regions (Filion 2015). Even local 

residents, tied to their suburban óroutines of lifeô, may not be willing to change their ways 

for the sake of sustainability, and some welcome the sprawling malls that offer the brand 

names that were once only found regionally in Prince George. As a result, the 

expectation of sustainable language in official plans, and resiliency language in 

economic strategies does not necessarily translate into those outcomes occurring óon 

the groundô when growth is absent, or when investments are made. Path dependency 

plays out differently in each community, based on unique conditions and actors. 

Maintaining, or breaking towards, a sustainable path is possible depending on the 

circumstances, however, many communities will remain stagnant in the absence of 

growth, or through its insufficiency as a mechanism for sustainable and resilient change 

if it resumes.      
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8.4 Key Findings  

Each community entered the recent period of economic renewal from a different starting 

point with unique planning and development conditions. Likewise, the local policy 

environment in each place is distinctive, with some similarities and differences among 

the three communities. For example, each of the communities produced downtown plans 

over a two-year period between 2018-2020, and each OCP identified downtown as a 

priority for revitalization. However, Kitimat only had a single adopted OCP during the 

most recent 15-year period, while Terrace had three and Prince Rupert had two. 

Furthermore, significant variations occurred among the communities with regards to the 

active prioritization of downtown development and revitalization in the OCP, as well as 

the flexibility of developing in the periphery.  

Although significant industrial developments have taken place in the region, there has 

not been any substantial permanent population growth, therefore the commercial sector 

did not respond by seeking to expand in any significant way during the study period. 

Surveys conducted in the final year of the study measured downtown land use, built form 

and business characteristics in each downtown: 

a) Land Use 

Downtown Prince Rupert had the most sustainable built form, based on a tight urban 

grid, and had the greatest proportionate developable (non-roadway) land coverage by 

structures - by a significant margin. The abundance of laneways and roads, however, led 

to the largest proportionate area of public roadway coverage of the three communities, 

which reduced (but did not eliminate) its overall level of sustainability compared to the 

other downtowns. Downtown Kitimat had the least sustainable built form (excluding 

roadway area), with vast areas of surface parking and numerous vacant sites 

representing over 50% of all developable land. The curvilinear long-block suburban 

street system, however, had the smallest area of roads and did not include any 

laneways. Downtown Terrace is a hybrid of suburban and urban road and development 

systems and includes both a significant number of surface parking areas associated with 

malls and strip malls, abundant vacant lots, as well as a large area of roadways and 

laneways associated with its early grid. The combination of the two made Terrace the 

least sustainable downtown overall, with nearly two-thirds of its downtown land area 

underutilized or dedicated to roadways. Clearly, a tight urban grid offers the potential for 
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the most sustainable land use system downtown when built form remains intact and 

malls are minimized, however the excessive width of many streets can diminish overall 

sustainability. Current land uses have been influenced by early investments made at the 

outset (establishing a road network), through development decisions (malls in each 

place), path-breaking infrastructure investments (e.g. Terraceôs bypass highway) and the 

proliferation of peripheral retail (Terrace). 

b) Built Form 

Downtown Prince Rupert has the most structures, the largest number of multi-storey 

structures, the smallest average size of structures, the greatest mix of uses, the oldest 

average age of buildings, the most heritage buildings, and the highest amount of building 

attrition (without replacement). It also has the highest level of vacancies within 

structures, and the most vacant buildings. Downtown Kitimat has the fewest number of 

structures but with the largest average floor area. It has the youngest average age of 

buildings, no vacant buildings, and a relatively low vacancy rate within structures. It also 

has the least diversity of land uses. Terrace has a large number of buildings, a 

reasonable mix of uses and a variety of building sizes that tend to be mostly 1 and 2 

storeys. There are few buildings with any heritage value, and a relatively modest level of 

building attrition and fewer vacancies compared to Prince Rupert.  

The legacy of built form has been influenced by the preferred form of development 

during the dominant development cycles in each community. Prince Rupert was highly 

impacted by its early development period prior to the end of World War 2, when cars 

were not the dominant mode of transport, and entrepreneurs developed smaller multi-

storey commercial and mixed-use buildings in the downtown core. The other two 

communities were mostly built up in the postwar era, when larger single storey 

structures became more abundant. The aging of Prince Rupertôs building stock and long-

term imbalance between supply and demand resulted in a high number of vacancies and 

empty buildings, which ties into the narrative of a downtown with more abundant, but 

less capitalized building owners that may not be able to adequately maintain their 

structures as a result of poor revenue generation caused by low occupancy levels in 

parts of the core. Path dependency matters. While Prince Rupert has more abundant 

leasable spaces among a larger pool of landlords, Kitimatôs leasable spaces are in far 

better condition, in part a result of well-capitalized corporate entities that were better 

positioned to maintain their buildings during economic downturns. This may partially 
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explain the fact that little building attrition has occurred in Kitimatôs core, as opposed to 

the other two downtowns.        

c) Establishment Composition and Diversity 

In 2020, Prince Rupert had the greatest number of establishments, the highest level of 

diversity among its business types and the largest number of independent 

entrepreneurs. Kitimat, with a slightly lower population, had a disproportionately small 

number of businesses (by a significant margin), with less business diversity and few 

entrepreneurs. Both Terrace and Kitimat had a much higher number of chain businesses 

than Prince Rupert, while Terrace had the largest number of non-commercial 

establishments. Kitimat had the smallest proportion of these establishments. Although 

the downtown areas account for the vast majority of commercial activities in Prince 

Rupert and Kitimat, they only represent a fraction of Terraceôs overall commercial sector 

as a result of the significant presence of region-serving big box and strip mall activities in 

the periphery. The regionalization of retail has had a profound effect on Kitimatôs 

downtown, which is mostly limited to the lowest order of goods and services, as the 

relatively short distance (60km) to Terrace has resulted in significant retail leakage. 

Prince Rupert has been impacted, but to a lesser degree, and avoided developing its 

own peripheral retail, therefore its downtown remains dominant and offers a much 

greater diversity of businesses and non-commercial establishments. The strength of 

entrepreneurship in downtown Prince Rupert is also noteworthy. Terrace was able to 

capitalize on its central regional location to cannibalize a portion of Kitimatôs commercial 

and non-commercial enterprises, as well as its own downtown. Subsequently, 

dilapidated structures and disinvestment in the public realm has led to significant social 

challenges and negative perceptions. 

8.5 Analysis of Findings  in Relation to Path Dependency  

The findings of the empirical analysis indicate that there is a relationship between the 

characteristics of land use, built form and business diversity, and path dependency, in 

the downtown areas of the three transitioning resource towns. Although variations exist 

among the study communities, each downtown has significant pockets of underutilized 

land that reduce their overall level of land use sustainability. Building attrition and a lack 

of growth for several decades are significant factors explaining this condition, but path 

dependency also influences current land use and built form dynamics in each place. 
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Institutional factors like zoning bylaws, parking requirements and environmental 

remediation requirements limit the potential for redevelopment on many sites, based on 

potential use, costs and returns.  

The legacy of past investments in buildings and infrastructure, and subsequent levels of 

attrition and upkeep, can also result in greater vitality in certain downtown areas than in 

others, and can make an entire downtown more attractive than in a neighbouring town. 

Furthermore, the routines of life that were established among residents and businesses 

over time, as development took place, has locked in certain expectations, particularly in 

relation to the way people travel, shop, socialize and undertake their leisure activities. 

Upending these routines by modifying policies (such as pay parking or reduced parking) 

can result in political pushback that can prevent land use change in places that are 

geared to a certain way of life. In places where downtownôs social and business 

connections are strong, and walking the high street between shops is appreciated, this 

may be less of an issue, and the redevelopment of surface parking might not be as 

controversial. Finally, a communityôs legacy of pushing its problems into downtown can 

augment issues of core obsolescence and impede its potential for revitalization. Safety, 

security and theft issues have been cited as critical downtown concerns, and may be a 

factor that has limited the attraction of new commercial and residential investments over 

time (Binny 2022). Although representing a diverse range of establishments, the high 

number of non-commercial enterprises in downtown Terrace reflects its regional role in 

the provision of government, Indigenous and social services. The concentration of these 

services in the core may be practical in terms of equitable access and inter-agency 

synergies, however, this can also lead to negative public perceptions related to social 

challenges that can hinder the revitalization of downtown.     

In terms of establishment diversity, the findings indicate a larger and disproportionate 

quantity and diversity of businesses and institutions in the traditional grid-based 

downtown of Prince Rupert than in the more suburbanized core areas in Terrace and 

Kitimat. Moreover, the level of entrepreneurship within those businesses is significantly 

greater in Prince Rupert. Path dependency plays a role in these outcomes in several 

ways. Firstly, a tradition of entrepreneurship can be fostered by the availability of a wide 

range of spaces for small businesses amidst a large number of buildings with competing 

landlords. These conditions were prevalent early in Prince Rupertôs development and 

have continued for over a century. In Kitimat, and to a lesser extent, in Terrace, a 
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smaller pool of downtown landlords and a limited quantity of leasable spaces results in 

fewer opportunities and less competition, potentially leading to higher rents for less 

suitable spaces and locations. In Kitimat, the two main malls represent the vast majority 

of retail leasing opportunities in the entire town. These conditions might dissuade 

potential entrepreneurs from making an attempt to leap from wage employment to self-

employment, thus inhibiting the potential growth of an entrepreneurial cluster in the core 

(Chinitz 1961).  

Secondly, the large-scale presence of big box stores in Terraceôs periphery has 

significantly impacted the downtowns of both Terrace and Kitimat, impairing the viability 

of small businesses in both places as a result of price competition, greater product 

selection and the reinforcement of routines of life associated with dispersed 

suburbanism. Entrepreneurship in these communities can be far more challenging with 

this level of corporate competition, and the advantages of free surface parking and 

highway access in dispersed communities. The presence of a higher proportion of chain 

retailers in downtown Terrace and Kitimat is a reflection of the mall orientation of the 

downtowns (where chains are typically favoured by corporations operating malls) (Filion 

& Hammond 2006). The entrenchment of these business dynamics has been witnessed 

in Kitimat during the recent economic renewal, as the most prominent business 

storefront openings and upgrades were related to chain restaurants (Tim Hortons, Mr. 

Mikeôs), grocery stores (No Frills) and industrial project information offices. In contrast, a 

single Syrian refugee opened three new businesses (clothing and apparel) in downtown 

Prince Rupert during the study period (Community Futures ï Pacific Northwest 2019).  

There was, however, an example of path breaking in each of the communities. Of the 

small number of recent downtown store openings, some of the most successful have 

been related to new local breweries/pubs. Each has marketed unique local products and 

local identity, and they have successfully created new meeting places for locals and 

visitors (Simmons 2023). These endogenous investments have established new 

employment, created local pride and generated a re-circulation of business spending 

within the community, as opposed to the high leakage of profits associated with many 

chain stores.  

A paradigm shift towards sustainability and place-based (resilience-oriented) outcomes 

has not practically taken place in downtown Kitimat and Terrace, despite attempts at 

modifying policy documents to include such language. Path dependencies have locked 
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in a particular land use and built form structure, with few incentives for new (non-mall) 

downtown developments and limited disincentives for developing in targeted areas of the 

periphery. In Prince Rupert, path dependencies associated with a dominant downtown 

and grid system have not been sufficient to counter the effects (attrition and inadequate 

upkeep of public spaces) of core obsolescence caused by a decades-long decline. In all 

three places, renewed economic growth has been insufficient as a generator of any 

significant new non-industrial development in core areas, and has not generated a large 

amount of such development elsewhere in the community either. The legacy of 

overbuilding in the past, and a subsequent large-scale population decline, has left the 

three communities, and particularly their downtowns, with excess commercial leasing 

supply. While the issue has been temporarily reduced in Kitimat as a result of the 

construction impacts of two megaprojects, all three communities will continue to deal 

with this challenge until, potentially, future building attrition combines with population and 

business growth to close the gap between supply and demand.  

The high-level policy framework guiding planning and development in each community 

has variably shifted towards smart growth and resilience during the study period. In the 

absence of any significant growth, it has not been possible, however, to identify a clear 

trend towards a break from path dependencies associated with dispersed suburbanism. 

Prince Rupert has seen little new non-industrial development at all, while Kitimat has 

mostly focused small mall-oriented commercial developments in its core, without making 

any significant shift towards overhauling downtown according to smart growth principles. 

Terrace, meanwhile has seen very little change downtown, but has allowed several 

hotels and a major home appliance retailer to locate in the periphery, while permitting an 

OCP amendment for industrial uses on a downtown-adjacent site that had been slated 

for future mixed uses (including residential) within walking distance of the core (City of 

Terrace 2021). As a result, the status quo has generally prevailed, mostly due to the lack 

of impetus for change through new investment. Thus, growth can generally be 

considered as a necessary pre-requisite for path-breaking change, but is not ósufficientô 

on its own to generate sustainable and resilient outcomes in the absence of broadly 

supportive policy documents, political will, local buy-in and willing investors.  
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8.6 Discussion  

8.6.1 Path Dependency and Limiting Factors Influencing Core 
Revitalization  

This dissertation examines the role of path dependency as a limiting factor in the 

transition of resource towns towards new planning and development trajectories centred 

on sustainability and resilience. Resource towns have played an important role in the 

historical development of the Canadian economy and overall settlement patterns, but 

most began to stagnate and decline following the óturning pointô recession of the early-

1980s, as technological change and global competition led to the downsizing of the 

industrial workforce in many industries. Most resource towns outside of the peri-urban 

zone near major urban centres have struggled to sustain and restore the characteristics 

of their former industrial economy, and have subsequently been forced into a volatile, 

ongoing and uncertain transition towards a new economic reality (Van Assche et al 

2021). Downtowns have been caught in the midst of this transition, seeking to generate 

renewal amidst decades of disinvestment, an inconsistent policy environment, 

unpredictable leadership and a lack of overall community investment (even in places 

where renewed industrial investment is taking place). Although planning and 

development paradigms have evolved in recent decades, and the importance of 

sustainability and resilience are now highlighted in most official plans and development 

policies, change is inhibited by a lack of growth, and inertia associated with the legacy of 

past investments, static institutions and ongoing routines of life. 

In the absence of significant public investment, growth can be considered a ónecessaryô 

condition for paradigmatic change in transitioning resource towns. Most Canadian 

resource towns have not seen any significant growth in decades, and many have 

experienced modest or significant levels of population decline. Growth is not ósufficientô, 

however, in ensuring that this change is sustainable and resilient. In recent decades, a 

small number of towns in rising resource regions (mostly associated with the oil and gas 

industry) have seen significant levels of overall population growth and new development, 

yet their downtowns experienced disinvestment and decline, as large-scale investment 

in functionally-separated peripheral development further entrenched car-oriented 

routines of life. 
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In the three study communities in northwest British Columbia, a multi-decade economic 

and population decline was replaced by significant economic expansion and a general 

stabilization of the population in each community over the past decade. This dissertation 

examined the impact of this legacy on the downtowns of each place by assessing their 

current land use, building characteristics and business composition dynamics and 

determining whether any new development occurred in the context of large-scale 

industrial investment. The findings were examined in relation to 8 potential forms of path 

dependency that can influence planning and development outcomes (Grant et al 2019): 

(1) geography and spatial configuration; (2) political culture; (3) transport technologies; 

(4) institutional legacies; (5) population growth and characteristics; (6) economic 

conditions; (7) the development industry, and; (8) cultural and lifestyle preferences. 

The three downtowns developed uniquely based on economic needs in relation to a 

variety of initial conditions, were influenced by prevailing town planning philosophies, 

and evolved differently over time as the communityôs grew and development models 

shifted, and subsequently as disinvestment became the defining feature in recent 

decades.  

The current land use structure of Prince Rupert clearly exhibits characteristics of an 

intact and dominant central core, although fractured with mostly small and mid-sized 

plots of underutilized land as a result of building attrition, and a small number of larger 

parking areas associated with mall and grocery store developments. Built form covers 

approximately four-fifths of overall developable land area in the core, and a variety of 

uses are distributed throughout the core, distinguished only by the retail dominant mall 

subarea and a residential dominant portion of the western subarea. Built form in 

Terraceôs downtown is highly fractured and dominated by underutilized land, with large 

areas of surface parking devoted to three significant malls and numerous strip malls, 

along with several small and large vacant sites. Over two-fifths of developable land area 

downtown is underutilized. A mix of uses is prevalent in some parts of downtown, 

however, overall there are few residential and light industrial activities, and only a small 

number of multi-use buildings. Terraceôs downtown no longer exhibits a high proportion 

of built form, nor is it commercially dominant in light of recent large format retail 

developments in the periphery. It continues to play an important role for a variety of 

activities in a car-oriented development form. Meanwhile, Kitimatôs downtown land use 

structure was suburban from the outset, with a small number of large single use 
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structures surrounded by parking, and over half of its developable land area 

underutilized.  

The path dependencies identified by Grant et al (2019) each play a varying and ongoing 

role in the planning and development outcomes of the three communities, subsequently 

influencing their land use, built form and establishment composition. This section 

assesses their presence in each of the towns and their cores (see also Appendix F ). 

(1) Geography and Spatial Configuration 

In Prince Rupert, geography and spatial configuration has been a major limiting factor in 

most development decisions. Significant land constraints, a reliance on port activities 

and challenging ground conditions limited the ease to which the community could 

develop outward. This is exemplified by the tight urban grid extending from the 

waterfront to the edge of town at the base of the mountain (only 1km away), and the high 

development costs that contributed to the eventual cancellation of a planned peripheral 

mall. During the postwar boom, there was a level of practicality in building within the 

oversized downtown core and avoiding the high cost of servicing peripheral areas, a 

legacy of early planning that anticipated a much larger downtown within a major port city. 

The proximity of the port also resulted in the presence of light industrial businesses 

within a mixed-use core. Current plans envision a revitalized downtown receiving a 

significant proportion of the communityôs commercial and residential growth, in line with 

key principles of sustainable planning. The practicality of this directive is associated with 

the legacy, as dense mixed uses are easier to absorb on the existing downtown grid.  

Terraceôs location in a large inland valley provided opportunities for more sprawling land 

uses, which took hold once personal transport technologies allowed. Yet, the early 

development of the community was highly associated with the railway station, and areas 

that were in relatively close walking proximity to it. Path dependencies associated with 

the early development form were exhibited during the beginning of the car era, as a lack 

of peripheral infrastructure hindered non-core developments and constrained the car 

orientation of the community. However, once a bypass highway was approved and 

policy measures favoured car travel, malls and abundant parking, the city moved to 

retrofit the urban core, and its greenfield edges, along suburban values. In later years, 

the core was bypassed altogether in favour of peripheral large format retail along the 

bypass highway and beyond. The incremental shift from a dominant urban core to one 

exhibiting predominantly suburban values, to the eventual loss of its dominance speaks 
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to the potential for incremental changes to a communityôs planning and development 

trajectory in the context of growth, and in the absence of major topographical 

constraints.    

While Kitimat was developed along suburban lines based on functional separation and 

car orientation, its commercial and administrative activities are highly centralized in a 

dominant core area. The master planned community was developed incrementally 

based on a projected population of 50,000 and allowed (by way of land banking) for the 

gradual expansion of the downtown to accommodate the needs of this assumed growth. 

Downtown Kitimat generally exhibits characteristics of suburban planning and car 

orientation, but included generous public spaces ill-suited for widespread public use as a 

result of the climate and ease of car movement between malls. As an óend of the roadô 

town, the need for a significant highway around the town was reduced, and downtown 

represents an end point for most non-industrial trips. Path dependencies associated with 

the early built form have remained entrenched, with the incremental expansion of car-

oriented uses taking place within the core during the growth era. The potential for future 

path breaking built form is associated with a mixed use First Nations development at the 

entrance of downtown, whose first phase has delivered medium density housing and 

underground parking, with an expectation for integrated (non-mall) commercial uses in 

future phases.  

(2) Political Culture 

The political culture of each community is distinct and subject to variations over time, as 

shifting local, provincial and national political dynamics and ideological alignments 

influence the behaviour of the electorate and politicians. The strength of local political 

influencers, including interest groups and developers, has the potential to affect public 

opinion during elections and in the context of major development or infrastructure 

proposals. In each of the three communities, economic uncertainty and volatility has had 

an effect on the overall political culture, influencing the form and location of development 

decisions, particularly when growth was rapid (1950-1970s) or during periods of sharp 

decline (1990s-2000s). For Prince Rupert, the most recent defining political moment 

occurred in 2008, when Council rejected infrastructure subsidies to attract a peripheral 

mall. In conjunction with new port investment and the rejection of an LNG megaproject, 

this decision eventually led to a more incremental approach to industrial development 

and a renewed focus on downtown revitalization. In Terrace, the defining political 
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decision (in conjunction with the provincial government) was the early 1970s approval of 

a bypass highway around the downtown core, re-orienting travel patterns and leading to 

significant municipal land use decisions allowing low density highway oriented 

commercial uses in the periphery. In Kitimat, the recent decision by Council to not adopt 

a transformative downtown plan reflects a long-held conservative political culture that 

has avoided any significant changes to the original town plan.  

(3) Transport Technologies 

Each of the communities has been influenced by the degree of economic and personal 

reliance on, and access to, prevailing transport technologies and the nature of 

associated infrastructure networks. As port cities, Prince Rupert and Kitimat have had a 

significant industrial orientation of activities near the port, while Terrace has been 

centred on the railway. In terms of the location of each downtown, Prince Rupert and 

Terrace developed their cores around the port and rail hubs respectively, while Kitimatôs 

strategically separated it from industrial and residential areas. In 2020, Terraceôs 

transport network was geared to car travel, based on a sprawling built-up area, an 

efficient highway network and infrequent bus services. Although Kitimatôs built form is 

more compact, its topography and infrequent transit services restricts non-car travel to 

the core. As a result of its spatial configuration, transport infrastructure, efficient transit 

services and demographic factors (lower car ownership), Prince Rupert is less reliant on 

car travel to and from its downtown.     

(4) Institutional Legacies  

The three communities each host a unique institutional legacy, including official plans 

and policies as well as the structure of formal and informal institutional bodies. The 

capacity of these institutional bodies (including the planning departments) has been 

challenged over time as a result of the significant decline that occurred since the 1980s, 

but also a result of recent megaproject speculation. Furthermore, the timing and 

methodology involved in the development of official plans and policy changes has 

varied, in part as a result of political influences. For example, this century, new official 

plans have been produced at shorter intervals in Terrace (2011, 2017) than in Prince 

Rupert (2007, 2021) or Kitimat (2008). Furthermore, the detail of each plan, and 

adherence to current normative planning frameworks, varied significantly. Kitimatôs most 

recent OCP is a streamlined document geared to the facilitation of economic 

development, completed by an Alberta planning consultant, while Prince Rupert recently 
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utilized world class planning consultants and city staff to produce a principled, but 

overambitious OCP vision for the doubling of the population according to smart growth 

planning principles. Meanwhile, Terraceôs planning staff led the process to develop their 

most recent OCP, which utilized extensive text encouraging sustainable planning 

principles, yet allowing for the market to decide whether this would take precedence over 

greenfield development at the periphery.  

The specifics of each plan varied significantly, but also represented the prevailing 

pathway of each place. Prince Rupert doubled down on a highly sustainable planning 

framework that builds on its existing characteristics and infrastructure centred on the 

core, but saw very little growth, thus resulting in minimal change. Terraceôs OCP 

continues the traditions of flexibility and market orientation that have been characteristic 

of the city as it evolved over time, both from a planning (bypass) and development (malls 

and big box) perspective. Downtown subsequently saw little change, while suburban 

areas received moderate commercial investment and a new hospital. Kitimatôs dated 

OCP reinforces the commercial core based on a suburban structure, but allowed some 

flexibility for new peripheral uses. In line with this directive, the megaproject era saw the 

reinforcement of commercial activities in the core, but new accommodations and 

housing was developed in the periphery.  

Although official plans have the potential to lead a community towards an alternative 

development trajectory, supporting policies are often in conflict with these objectives and 

result in the reproduction of predictable outcomes. This is most applicable to Terrace at 

present, but could affect the other towns as they pursue change in parts of their core (as 

seen with the failure to adopt Kitimatôs downtown plan due to concerns over parking). 

Limited planning capacity has been an issue in all three towns, particularly during the 

megaproject era, as resources (reduced during the bust) were diverted to fulfil regulatory 

obligations, thus taking away from work that might influence path dependent policies.     

(5) Population Growth and Characteristics 

Northwest British Columbia has always been a sparsely populated periphery within 

British Columbiaôs urban hierarchy. The shift from a single notable community (Prince 

Rupert) to three urban centres took place after the 1950s, when major industrial 

development took place in Kitimat, and all three centres saw significant population 

growth over the next several decades. As a result, the defining development period for 

Terrace and Kitimat occurred later than in Prince Rupert, where much of the 
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infrastructure and built form for its peak population was already developed prior to the 

onset of dispersed suburbanism (when the temporary wartime population exceeded the 

1981 peak). Path dependencies shaped growth, but growth also shifted the trajectory of 

each community, as new infrastructure and developments nudged the routines of life in 

small and large ways over time. The lengthy absence of growth generally resulted in a 

degree of inertia setting in, however, modest changes continued to affect each 

communityôs downtown, as building attrition, business closures and tenant changes took 

place, and new structures were erected occasionally. In the case of Terrace, the 

development of large format retail in the periphery, amidst significant regional population 

decline, had a profound impact on all of the regionôs downtowns and their shopkeepers, 

accelerated by the aging of the entrepreneurial class, which has resulted in the loss of 

numerous independent retailers, as younger replacements were not found to continue 

their legacy (Hayter and Nieweler 2018).  

(6) Economic Conditions 

Volatile economic conditions resulted in cycles of economic and population óboom and 

bustô in each community throughout their histories. The recent experience of a lengthy 

bust followed by the emergence of relative population stability associated with an 

economic boom over the past decade is a result of a paradigm shift in the impacts of 

industrial development. While past booms were associated with large-scale job creation 

and the in-migration of workers and families, current development trends involve large 

numbers of construction workers and low numbers of permanent workers, including 

many who are not based in the community and resort to FIFO work arrangements. The 

subsequent lack of permanent growth results in minimal non-industrial investment, aside 

from hotels and other retail activities associated with servicing the large construction 

workforce. In Kitimat, this resulted in several new hotels and long-stay accommodations 

and several chain restaurants, however, the attraction of path breaking infrastructure 

and buildings did not take place. Likewise, in Terrace, renewed (modest) population 

growth only resulted in a single new hotel and a pub in the downtown area, along with 

new peripheral hotels and a relocated mid-sized retailer (from the core). In Prince 

Rupert, the only new downtown development was a single storey real estate office. 

Thus, path dependencies are at play when local economies are unable to generate 

population growth and non-industrial investment, as the existing built form of downtown 

remains locked in despite a booming economy.     
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(7) The Development Industry  

The development industry has played a significant role influencing the planning and 

development trajectories of communities over time. While local small-scale developers 

were prevalent in the development of many traditional downtowns, highly organized 

development companies created development models for suburban areas that were 

imposed on communities throughout North America after the 1950s (Filion & Hammond 

2008). In northwest BC, these development models were imposed on downtown areas in 

the 1960s and 1970s through the creation of malls, with varying degrees of pushback in 

terms of design integration for downtown areas (mostly in Prince Rupert). During the 

lengthy bust, development companies sought to regionalize retail spending through the 

creation of peripheral large format retail, which ultimately succeeded in Terrace and 

failed in Prince Rupert, but negatively impacted all three downtowns. Familiar and 

mutually beneficial expectations associated with national models of development align 

developers, lenders, politicians and some planners in a path of least resistance for the 

replication of dispersed suburbanism (Filion et al 2015). The absence of a system that 

encourages local or national developers to invest in less predictable downtown and 

mixed use developments results in path dependencies that contribute to the 

reinforcement of pre-existing development paradigms. In northwest BC, notable recent 

exceptions to this trend generally involved public sector developments (a new medical 

building in Terrace, a new police station in Prince Rupert and a new library in Kitimat), 

rather than any comprehensive commercial investments.                

(8) Cultural and Lifestyle Preferences 

The culture and lifestyle of a place is influenced by its geography, history, built form, the 

nature of work and leisure activities and the many events and decisions that have 

occurred over time to create a sense of belonging to, and understanding of, the place, 

what it offers and what it represents (Hanna 2009). The communities of northwest BC 

share a regional geography associated with mountains, rivers and rugged coastal areas, 

and the activities associated with these landscapes and water features (e.g. boating, 

fishing, hiking, skiing), but each town has a unique physical and social product of its 

history that has resulted in different preferences. This has played out in the realm of 

planning and development processes that occurred over time. For example, Kitimatôs 

working class (union-industrial) culture has resulted in a functional population less 

inclined to be entrepreneurial or seek ómain streetô retail opportunities for consumption. 
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The aggressive response of locals and merchants against the transformative downtown 

plan, as a result of significant parking reductions and densification, resulted in Council 

refusing to adopt it as a long-term vision for the community. In contrast, Prince Rupertôs 

longstanding role as a meeting place (before and after its founding as a port) has 

resulted in a more entrepreneurial population with a consumer base appreciative of such 

retailers, and their locations along the downtown street grid. Terraceôs central location 

has attracted significant retail uses as well as many non-commercial establishments 

geared to social services, Indigenous services and other community goals (including 

environmental research). Although the retail orientation of the core has been weakened 

in Terrace over time, these non-commercial establishments are mostly located 

downtown, and act as an important catalyst for visits to the area, while also contributing 

to some of the negative perceptions associated with various social problems in the core. 

Security concerns have the potential to act as a hindrance to development, thus 

reinforcing path dependencies that position downtown as the host of a communityôs 

problems rather than a place to invest in a thriving mixed-use neighbourhood.            

8.6.2 Conclusions  

The various path dependencies identified in this dissertation (by Grant et al 2019) affect 

each downtown in a different way and combine to influence overall planning and 

development legacies in the study communities. The impacts matter, as planners and 

researchers seek to understand the reasons why places change or donôt change, and 

the various processes that facilitate or hinder a shift towards a more sustainable and 

resilient trajectory.   

Despite economic renewal in northwest BC over the past decade, the downtowns 

appear to be stagnant, with little non-industrial development taking place in any of the 

communities. Within an ongoing oversupply of building space, associated with the 

previous boom of the 1950s-70s, there is little impetus for new development in any of the 

communities, as investment margins are too thin in the context of oversupply and 

constrained demand. A growthless environment limits the potential for a paradigm shift, 

qualifying enthusiasm for sustainable planning and resilient development, or placing it on 

a lengthy time scale as attrition slowly reduces imbalances. Overall, each community 

has a well-structured, but poorly maintained legacy of built form, with varying levels of 

overall attractiveness, sustainability, and resilience. In Terrace and Kitimat, an iterative, 
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multi-decade process of revitalization is required to turn their communities around from 

the deficit of suburbanization that was created by the behaviour of unimaginative leaders 

and investors in response to profit margins and prevailing policies. In Prince Rupert, the 

restoration of a dilapidated built form is associated with a strong urban grid, which offers 

greater potential for earlier success if place-based conditions for economic development 

are fulfilled. Mid to long-term decisions will be required from politicians, as opposed to 

typical short-term decisions associated with election cycles. The incremental creation of 

high-quality urban amenities will facilitate the long-term objectives of downtown 

revitalization associated with non-industrial business investment in the context of 

renewed population growth. Even if their natural surroundings are striking, downtowns 

require attractive features to justify trips that are not solely based on the functional 

purpose of purchasing goods at the lowest price, as occurs in large format retail 

destinations.  

This dissertation represents a realistic assessment of the hurdles incurred by downtown 

areas in their quest to restore or create an attractive setting for people engaged with a 

wide variety of uses. While many downtowns face excessive barriers and will remain in a 

lengthy state of gradual transition, the potential for a paradigmatic shift exists in places 

with a more favourable legacy and innovative responses to the various path 

dependencies inhibiting their evolution. In contrast with the findings associated with 

literature geared to mid-sized cities like Halifax or Thunder Bay, the observation of the 

eight path dependencies outlined by Grant et al (2019) require some adaptation and 

refinement in consideration of the unique factors related to smaller transitioning resource 

towns, particularly in isolated locations. The weighting of each path dependency will vary 

in each place based on the physical and historical conditions that have influenced 

current dynamics. In general, the complexity of land use, transport systems and 

economic activities tends to be reduced in smaller places. With decline and stabilization 

occurring more frequently than growth in transitioning resource towns, this often results 

in fewer opportunities to distinguish notable change over time and among places, as the 

scale of non-industrial developments tends to be modest. Future studies would be 

encouraged to consider longer time horizons (5-10 years rather than 1-5 years as in this 

study), and a greater focus on a small number of path dependency indicators that 

represent difference and/or change among places, with a reduced focus on those of 

lesser relevance. 
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8.7 Contributions to Academic Literature and Planning 
Practice  

This dissertation utilized the concept of path dependency to understand the challenges 

facing downtowns in transitioning resource towns (Hanna et al 2009; Hayter & Nieweler 

2018). The research generated a pathway for evaluation of the current downtown 

condition in smaller towns, based on a unique set of pre-existing (lengthy decline) and 

ongoing factors (uncertainty of growth). In particular, there was a focus on ólock insô that 

can limit changes to planning and development outcomes despite evidence of a 

significant shift in professional thinking in recent decades (and overall outcomes in some 

larger growing centres).  

There are several notable contributions to the research literature. The application of 

Grant et alôs (2019) eight forms of path dependency from mid-sized cities to this analysis 

of several smaller resource towns extends the value of previous theoretical work on this 

subject, given the unique dynamics at play in the many smaller places (in Canada and 

abroad) facing the ongoing dilemma of attaining a higher degree of sustainability and 

resilience. Likewise, the empirical analysis of downtown land use, building 

characteristics, establishment composition, and the temporal evaluation of recent 

development activity in these smaller places, will augment similar research completed in 

mid-sized cities (Randall et al 2017). It will also hopefully spur related research in other 

unique smaller places that may be in decline, stable or growing, or act as a baseline for 

future surveys in the three study communities, as part of a growing body of literature in 

this field. 

Utilizing these methods, the dynamics of path dependency will be observable from a 

unique perspective in other places, as the iterative outcomes of stakeholder interactions 

in relation to planning directives, policy decisions, infrastructure investments, and 

development outcomes can be observed at the geographic scale of the urban core. An 

understanding of the processes that create path dependencies, interventions that 

produce change, and the resultant outcomes, will eventually play a role in determining 

the economic fortunes (resilience, adaptation, reinvention and collapse) and overall level 

of urban sustainability within transitioning resource towns (Van Assche et al 2021). 
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8.8 Limitations of the Study and Opportunities for Future 
Research  

The empirical data collected during the study period acts as a baseline for future 

research in these communities. Having commenced data collection in the early stages of 

a period of regional economic renewal, prior to any significant population growth, this 

information will allow for the measurement of temporal change within, and among, the 

communities. This dissertation includes only a portion of the overall data set that was 

produced, primarily focusing on downtown development activities (and 

commercial/institutional development in the broader community) between 2015-2020, as 

well as downtownôs land use and built form characteristics, and business and 

institutional composition in 2020. Additional research will be possible for the latter 

component by utilizing data collected on a yearly basis between 2015-2020 to measure 

detailed temporal changes in land use, built form and business characteristics over a 

five-year period. In particular, business changes will be valuable, as they were more 

frequent than land use and built form changes, allowing for the development of a change 

detection matrix to analyze the opening and closing of establishments, and any changes 

to business diversity among, and within each downtown. 

The study was limited by the five-year time period and the abrupt ending, in part a result 

of the pandemic in 2020. As the earliest stages of regional economic renewal 

commenced in 2012-2013, the baseline conditions reflect a preliminary lift-off period 

following a bottoming out that occurred in the years immediately following the 2008 

recession, thus some early changes would have been missed, particularly in Kitimat, 

where the aluminum smelter upgrade speculation and final investment decision 

preceded this study. Likewise, the post-2020 period saw significant investments in LNG 

export facilities in Kitimat and port facilities in Prince Rupert. For such small places, 

however, a five-year interval may be appropriate as change occurs at a much slower 

pace than in larger growing centres.    

Whether or not significant growth takes place, as anticipated by the three communities, 

this study will help future researchers determine the types of land use, built form and 

business composition changes that have occurred since their re-emergence from a 

decades-long decline. Such a temporal analysis will provide concrete empirical evidence 

to support a determination of whether or not path-breaking has taken place in terms of a 

shift towards alternative (sustainable) planning and development frameworks. 
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Furthermore, additional future evidence can strengthen arguments that suggest a link 

between the vitality and built form of downtown areas, and greater business diversity 

and entrepreneurship within the core (and broader community). The methodology in this 

empirical research can also be transferred to compare multiple downtowns in other small 

transitioning resource towns and smaller cities in peri-urban settings, or to examine the 

internal dynamics of larger core areas in mid-sized cities.  

Transitioning resource towns are faced with ongoing volatility as they attempt to 

establish a new purpose that may differ significantly from that of their origins, and which  

sustained them in the past. Their downtowns are the locus of efforts to harness their 

unique identity to create a more sustainable and resilient future. They not only symbolize 

the history and aspirations of local people, but represent an economic opportunity for 

place-based development that achieves a higher level of sustainability. Understanding 

the gravity associated with past legacies can help communities set a new course, by 

overcoming various forms of path dependency that influence planning and development 

outcomes. This study sought to expose these factors in small and remote resource 

towns that have often been overlooked by researchers traditionally focused on larger 

centres. Smaller places matter. They are abundant, and they continue to serve an 

important purpose both locally and globally.    
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Appendix A.  Additional Methodological  
Considerations  

A number of questions arose pertaining to the methodology and assumptions during the 

course of the research design, field survey and database formulation processes. These 

issues are addressed in the following section. 

1. Downtown Zones and Sub-areas 

The size of each core varies. Zones and sub-areas were created to identify differences 

related mostly to geography but were also influenced by natural features and the 

character of built form. For example, the CBD area of downtown may differ from an 

uptown area that may include more residential uses, or a waterfront area that includes 

tourism or industrial uses. In general, zones are divided into 3-5 geographic districts of 

relatively equal size, however smaller zones were created for malls and large format 

retail in Prince Rupert and Terrace respectively, and for separate areas centred on 

different malls in Kitimat. A major development that represents a new addition to 

Kitimatôs core was also identified as a separate zone despite being only partially 

completed, as future phases will result in a distinct neighbourhood that is clearly 

separated geographically and by the style of built form and uses. Sub-areas were 

generally comprised of a single block in Prince Rupert and Terrace, with occasional 

exceptions due to irregular block sizes or parcels not adhering to blocks. In Kitimat, sub- 

areas were based on functional clusters of activities, either within mall structures, or 

adjacent sets of buildings. As there are no traditional blocks in Kitimat, sub-areas were 

based on clusters of related structures in a specific geographic area. Zones are typically 

classified by letters representing orientation (east, west and central) or mall zones in 

Prince Rupert and Terrace. The area name is highlighted in Kitimat (Haisla Centre, City 

Centre, Mountainview), and the Cow Bay tourist district of Prince Rupert. 

2. Land Use Data 

The land use survey contributed to two separate land use evaluations within the 

database. A generalized division of land uses was established for the entire downtown in 

order to derive a measurement of the proportion of built- up areas in relation to 

underutilized (vacant and parking) sites, and public roads and laneways. A secondary 
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division of land uses is related specifically to the built-up parcels of downtown (building 

uses) and is also utilized in the building characteristics analysis. Five general land uses 

are identified, including residential, industrial & warehousing, institutional & civic, 

commercial and vacant. As this does not adequately reflect the complexity of 

commercial uses, a mixed-use category (usually retail/office) and three commercial sub-

categories (retail, office, hotel) are subsequently included in the analysis of building use 

data, in place of a standalone ócommercialô category. 

3. Building Characteristics 

Downtown buildings were classified based on eight building use categories: hotel, 

industrial/warehousing, institutional/civic, office, residential, retail, mixed use and vacant. 

These categories represent an expansion of commercial uses into three sub-categories 

as a result of the importance of distinct separation of hotel, retail and office uses, which 

are all relatively abundant in the downtowns. Mixed uses generally imply a mix of 

commercial uses, however, there were cases of mixed commercial and residential uses. 

Institutional and civic (government) uses were grouped together as non-commercial 

establishments, including NGOôs, senior, youth and daycare centres and offices 

associated with multiple levels of government. Vacant buildings are classified separately, 

but the last known use is identified in order to determine trends in building abandonment. 

A number of metrics of evaluation were developed, including the quantity of each 

building use type, the age of buildings, the height of buildings (1, 2 or 3+ floors), the 

relative occupancy level of the building for any use based on established thresholds 

(low, medium, high, very high), and the floor area of ground and upper levels of buildings 

in square meters, utilizing the measurement tool of Google maps to verify BC 

Assessment data, when available. 

4. Timing of Field Surveys 

The field surveys were completed during the same calendar quadrant each year, namely 

the late-summer/autumn period between late-August and late-October. This schedule 

was adopted with the intention of maintaining a relative level of time equivalence 

between survey periods, while accounting for any potential seasonal businesses that 

might only operate during the summer season. With the exception of a boat tour 

operator in Prince Rupert, this was not an issue, and did not affect the results. In each 
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downtown, the surveys were undertaken during business hours, on weekdays, over a 

multi-day period during the same week, in order to ensure that the yearly ósnapshotô 

referred to a very specific time period. Most businesses and institutions were active 

during these time periods, therefore the likelihood of missing any establishments would 

have been very low. 

5. Organization of Field Notes 

To ensure the effective and efficient completion of the field surveys in an inconspicuous 

manner, field notes were completed by hand at the time of the survey. Each sub-area 

(by block in Prince Rupert and Terrace, and by equivalent building clusters in Kitimat) 

was drawn up by hand prior to the survey, structured by main and cross streets with 

adequate space to draw relative lot lines and take notes regarding the occupants of each 

site or building. Space was provided for upper floor activities, as well as building 

characteristics, such as height or recessed upper floors. The relative size of buildings 

was drawn onto each page, with multiple buildings and lots forming a block. Surface 

parking and vacant lots were clearly identified, as well as partially built-up lots that 

included significant surface parking or vacant spaces. The actual size of buildings and 

lots was later verified by Google maps measurement tool in order to validate the 

preliminary drawings. Each page was titled with the name of the community, the date 

and time of the survey and the identity of the main street and intersecting streets for 

each block. In Prince Rupert and Terrace, buildings mostly conformed to the grid street 

system, extending a half block to a back alley or a building fronting the next parallel 

street, thus any establishments with entrances on streets running perpendicular from the 

main street were included as an establishment on the respective main street to which 

the building was attached. On a small number of occasions, abnormal block lengths 

resulted in independent mid-block buildings, which were subsequently allocated to one 

of the main streets. Likewise, very infrequently, extended block lengths resulted in 

multiple pages of field notes for a single block. This was clearly 

articulated in the notes, and the half block was identified as ónorthô and ósouthô, or óeastô 

and ówestô. In Kitimat, the irregular pattern of building clusters, often associated with 

surface parking lots, pedestrian streets or curvilinear roads, an attempt was made to 

create logical sub-areas based on building clusters, either associated with a particular 

mall building, a cluster of strip mall buildings, or a large institutional use (e.g. hospital). 
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Main streets and parking areas were highlighted, and logical markers (e.g. the end of a 

mall parking lot) were identified when cross- streets did not delineate sub-area borders. 

Finally, in the case of enclosed malls, field notes were organized by mall level in multi-

storey malls in Prince Rupert and Kitimat, and by east and west sections of a large 

single-storey mall in Terrace. 

6. Verification of Establishments 

Businesses and institutions were verified by examining signage and activities from the 

streetfront. This method sufficed for the vast majority of establishments, particularly 

those operating in single floor structures, and those with clear signage referring to upper 

floor units. In the event that there was not adequate clarity as to the function of the 

establishment, the size of the establishment, or the number of establishments away from 

the streetfront, an informal internal inspection was undertaken. This usually entailed 

accessing lobby areas for upper floor businesses and institutions (usually offices) to view 

directory signage, or the closer examination of a business to verify the types of goods or 

services provided. Most multi-floor buildings had a relatively small footprint, however, the 

Ocean Centre and Besner Block in Prince Rupert, the Trigo Centre in Terrace and 

several office buildings at City Centre in Kitimat had a significant number of diverse 

occupants. Photos were taken of directories in order to 

cross-check any notes that were taken by hand at the time of building entry. Additional 

cross-checks were conducted on the internet at the time of the field survey or thereafter 

in order to ensure the accuracy of the field survey observations, to verify the continued 

operation of establishments that were closed during the survey, to learn more about the 

goods and services offered, or to identify a previous use in a vacant space or building. 

7. Database Formulation 

A number of considerations arose in the creation of a functional database that would 

house a range of primary and secondary data pertaining to land use, building 

characteristics and establishment composition. For each survey year, a multi-faceted 

Excel spreadsheet hosts most data inputs, and separate worksheets within the file were 

created for each community, and for summary comparisons among the downtowns. 

Mapping is completed within Google Earth Pro software, with data inputs and mapping 

outputs provided for all downtown land uses and all downtown buildings. The software 
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also allows for the measurement of all land uses downtown, including the area of public 

roads and laneways, surface parking and vacant lots, and all buildings and public 

spaces. Aerial views of the downtown are possible, and land and building uses can be 

colour-coded according to their category and viewed from any range of zoom. Time-

stamped street-level views allow for the verification of building characteristics that were 

completed during the field surveys and allow for the identification of former building uses 

with imagery dating back to the late-2000s. Inputs and outputs from the spreadsheet and 

mapping software interact indirectly but are not directly linked as a result of programming 

incompatibility, and thus require manual inputting. 

8. Assumptions for Mapping 

The use of Google Earth Pro resulted in several methodological issues. The 

measurement of the land area utilized by streets required assumptions to be made 

regarding the width of the right-of-way. For the purposes of this research, street parking 

and sidewalks on either side of the street were included in the overall measurement of 

the land area of roadways. Public laneways, or back alleys were also calculated in 

Prince Rupert and Terrace. They do not exist in Kitimat. In some cases, public laneways 

led to private surface parking areas at the rear of buildings. These private areas were 

not included in the calculation of public laneways and were allocated to surface parking 

calculations. Vacant lots and surface parking areas included entire land parcels without 

any structures, but also included parking areas and vacant areas of parcels partially 

covered by structures. In a downtown setting, it is assumed that off-street surface 

parking or vacant areas are underutilized lands, unlike suburban settings where they 

represent the majority of most sites and parking is a requirement of most developments. 

9. Assumptions Pertaining to Building Uses 

In the spreadsheet component of the database, a number of assumptions were required 

with regards to building use assumptions. A building was deemed mixed use if less than 

80% of the buildingôs use was a single dominant use. For example, if 60% of a buildingôs 

use was office and 40% retail, then the building would be considered mixed use. If 90% 

of the building was residential and 10% retail, then the building was considered 

residential. This assumption was put in place to ensure that dominant uses were 

reflected in building quantity calculations (e.g. number of retail buildings vs residential 
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buildings vs mixed use buildings). To ensure that the precise floor area of mixed-use 

buildings was tabulated, a separate calculation distributed the floor area of separate 

uses in mixed use buildings in order to provide a total floor area for all uses downtown, 

whose proportion might differ somewhat from the building totals associated with uses. In 

buildings with vacant office space and occupied retail space, it was assumed that former 

upper floor office space would likely remain office use in the future, whereas ground floor 

spaces that once housed office uses would be more likely to convert to retail. Therefore, 

vacant upper floor office space would be included in the ómixed-useô calculation, 

whereas vacant ground floor office space would be excluded from this calculation, and 

the building would be considered retail, if 80% of the active floor area in the building was 

retail. For fully vacant buildings, an attempt was made to determine the previous use 

(visually, through Google Earth Proôs street view function, or by way of dated internet 

evidence), which was subsequently tabulated to determine the number of vacant 

buildings, by use. 

Government offices and institutions also required some interpretation. Offices associated 

with direct public services, such as City Hall, police and fire services, a courthouse or a 

hospital were included as institutional uses. Other offices associated with general 

administration that involved less direct contact with the public were included as offices 

(including some government ministries and regional government departments related to 

natural resources or land administration). The consistent division of these functions in all 

three communities was essential in order to avoid any ambiguity. The intent was to 

identify building uses for their primary function, which in the case of offices, was divided 

by the degree to which government entities were public-facing. All private offices were 

considered office uses, including those that might have a public-facing component, such 

as an insurance office. Institutional uses include some public service functions 

administered by quasi-public, or publicly-funded non profit entities, including daycares, 

seniors centres, homeless shelters and youth centres. Non-governmental organizations 

that are not publicly-facing and are engaged in research or activist activities related to a 

specific interest (e.g. environmental NGOôs) are considered óofficeô uses rather than 

institutional. 

10. Assumptions Pertaining to Floor Area Calculations 
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Calculations were made to determine the gross floor area of each building in the three 

downtowns. These gross floor areas were subsequently divided into a ground floor 

footprint (in sqm), as well as a separate area for upper floors. This separation was 

related to the fact that many buildings had smaller upper floor areas than that of the 

ground floor (determined during field surveys), which had to be taken into account when 

gross floor area calculations were made. As the ground floor has the highest value for 

commercial uses (usually retail), its separation was considered logical in terms of 

determining what uses dominated the streetfront. Subsequently, the separation of upper 

floor uses would better reflect alternative uses on upper floors (such as offices or 

residential) rather than include them in a single gross floor area for each building. In the 

case of basements, often only visible from the rear of buildings, a decision was made to 

include them in the upper floor gross floor area, as this space is considered less 

valuable than streetfront uses. 

11. Assumptions Pertaining to the Occupancy of Buildings 

Occupancy levels were determined through visual estimates of building occupancy 

during the field survey process. For most buildings, this was relatively straightforward, 

however, for some buildings it was necessary to make a reasonable estimate of 

occupied vs vacant space (to the nearest 10%). At times, this required informal entry into 

office buildings, the observation of building directories (which often revealed vacant 

units) and ófor leaseô signage, as well as internet searches. The reasonable estimates 

were entered into the database, and ranges were established for low (0-39%), medium 

(40-69%), high (70-84%) and very high levels (85%+) of occupancy. These relative 

levels of occupancy are reflective of resource towns rather than metropolitan centres, 

where a 70% occupancy rate might be viewed more negatively than in a smaller place. 

While the surveys took place during business hours on weekdays, this did not result in 

an accurate reflection of building occupancy for residential uses. Visual observations 

provided some evidence that houses were occupied, however the occupancy of many 

apartments was difficult to determine. As residential uses were relatively minor in each 

downtown, a relatively short period of time was allocated to weeknight early evening 

visual surveys of residential buildings to determine their level of occupancy. This 

included a search for evidence of occupants within units (e.g. number of lit units), as well 

as the number of vehicles parked in adjacent dedicated surface parking areas (as 
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underground parking facilities were very rare). Relative occupancy levels were 

subsequently allocated based on these observation methods. 

12. Assumptions Pertaining to Business and Institutional Occupancy 

The measurement of business and institutional composition and diversity in each 

downtown, zone and sub-area is made possible by the data acquired through the field 

surveys. The 10 business and institutional use categories were developed based on a 

review of Randall et al (2017), as well as a preliminary review of the composition of each 

downtownôs businesses and institutions, which resulted in some modifications from the 

11 categories utilized by the Thunder Bay study. 

An additional element of the overall findings is based on a supplemental layer of 

research that seeks to determine the level of entrepreneurship among downtown 

businesses, by category, in each community (locally-based independent or small chain 

businesses), as well as the geographical dynamics of externally-based chain 

businesses. While local independent businesses are considered to be those located only 

in the three communities, the definition of ólocalô was extended for chain businesses, so 

as to include all northern BC chains located between Prince George and Prince Rupert. 

This assumption was made as a result of local perceptions of ólocalô, whereby the entire 

Highway 16 corridor from Prince Rupert to Prince George is considered functionally 

integrated. The subsequent definition of regional chains as being located in southern BC 

and Alberta is substantiated by the fact that there are a significant number of chains that 

only operate in the two westernmost provinces and should not necessarily be considered 

ónationalô chains as a result. 
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Appendix  B. Additional Chapter 4 Figures  

  Prince Rupert (1941 -2021) (City/Census  Agglomeration)  

 Population (CA) Population (City) Population  

CENSUS 
YEAR 

Total % chg Total % chg City as % of 
CA 

NOTES 

1941 n/a n/a 6714 n/a n/a  

1951 n/a n/a 8546 27.3% n/a  

1956 n/a n/a 10,498 22.8% n/a  

1961 n/a n/a 11,987 14.2% n/a  

1966 n/a n/a 14,677 22.4% n/a  

1971 17,200 n/a 15,747 7.3% 91.6%  

1976 17,153 -0.3% 14,754 -6.3% 86.0%  

1981 18,402 7.3% 16,197 9.8% 88.0%  

1986 17,581 -4.5% 15,755 -2.7% 89.6%  

1991 17,359 -1.3% 16,625 5.5% 95.8%  

1996 17,414 0.3% 16,714 0.5% 96.0%  

2001 15,302 -12.1% 14,630 -12.5% 95.6%  

2006 13,392 -12.5% 12,815 -12.4% 95.7%  

2011 13,052 -2.5% 12,508 -2.4% 95.8%  

2016 12,687 -2.8% 12,220 -2.3% 96.3%  

2021 12,771 0.7% 12,300 0.7% 96.3% 
* CA retains 
previous 
borders (see note) 

Figure B .1. Prince Rupert Population (1941 -2021)  
Source: Statistics Canada (2021) 
Note: 2021 Census CA boundary change not included for comparative purposes 
(671 persons added through area expansion) 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/92f0138m/92f0138m2019002-eng.htm 

  

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/92f0138m/92f0138m2019002-eng.htm
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Population (agglomeration)  Change  % Chg Notes  

Change 2001-2021 -2531 -16.5% 2001-2021 (CA) 

Peak-Trough (recent) -4727 -27.1% 1996-2016 (CA) 

Peak-Trough (all-time) -5715 -31.1% 1981-2016 (CA) 

Rebound (recent) 84 0.7% 2016-2021 (CA) 

Figure B .2. Population Trends  
Source: Statistics Canada (2021) 

 

 

Figure  B.3. Employment Distribution by Industry in Prince Rupert  
Source:  Statistics Canada 2016 

  



266 

 

Figure B.4 . Major Canadian Port Volumes (2020) ï Gross Tonnage  
Sources: Port of Vancouver (2021); Port of Montreal (2021); Port of Prince 
Rupert (2021); Port of Saint John (2021); Port of Halifax (2021) 

 

Figure B.5 .   Recent Major Projects (2014 -2019):  4 projects  
  Source: Port of Prince Rupert (2021); BCAEST (2020) 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Recent Major Projects (2014 -2019):  4 projects    

Value: $832 million (262 permanent jobs created)  

The diversification of port activities and the addition of new infrastructure has been 

underway for several years, and includes several major projects completed since 2014 

(Port of Prince Rupert 2021): 

¶ 2014 - Pinnacle Westview Wood Pellet Terminal (former grain facility, west Kaien Island) 
(12 jobs) ($42 M) 

¶ 2015 - Road, Rail and Utility Corridor Upgrade ($90 million) 

¶ 2017 - CŀƛǊǾƛŜǿ /ƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊ ¢ŜǊƳƛƴŀƭ 9ȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ мΦор Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ¢9¦Ωǎ όнлл Ƨƻōǎύ όϷнлл 
million) 

¶ 2019 - AltaGas - Ridley Island Propane Export Terminal (50 jobs) ($500 million) 
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Figure B.6 .   Current Projects (2020 -2023):  6 project s 
  Source: Port of Prince Rupert (2021); BCAEST (2020) 

 

Figure B.7 .   Planned Future Projects (2023 -2028): 6 projects (1 regional)  
Source: Port of Prince Rupert (2021); BCAEST (2020

Current Projects (2020 -2023):  6 projects        

Value: $1.19 Billion  (530 permanent jobs)  

Numerous major projects are currently underway, involving significant public and private 

sector investment, including the following to be completed by 2024 (Port of Prince Rupert 

2021): 

¶ 2021 - Pembina Pipeline Corp ς Propane Export Facility on Watson Island  
(30 permanent jobs) ($250 M) 

¶ 2021 ς Fairview Container Terminal Expansion ς Phase 2B1 ς ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ мΦсa ¢9¦Ωǎ  
(150 jobs) ($250 M) 

¶ 2022 - Zanardi Bridge ς rail capacity expansion between Ridley Island and mainland (2022) 
($122 M) 

¶ 2022 - Ridley Island Connector Road ς 5km waterfront truck route (Ridley Island to Fairview 
Container Terminal) ς remove traffic from downtown; reduce journey from 20km to 5km 
(2022) ($115 M) 

¶ 2023 - Ridley Island Export Logistics Platform (south Ridley Island) ς land enhancement and 
road, rail, utility corridor infrastructure supporting transload operations on platform ς 200 
permanent jobs ($250 M)  

¶ 2023 ς Fairview Container Terminal Expansion Phase 2B2 ς ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ мΦу a ¢9¦Ωǎ όмрл 
jobs) ($200 M) 

Planned Future Projects (2023 -2028): 6 Projects (1 regional)     

Value: $2.82 billion (1932 permanent jobs) (plus local impact of regional pipeline project)                

Several additional projects are currently on-hold, or planned for the longer term, including: 

¶ 2023 - Metlakatla South Kaien Island Import Logistics Park (awaiting additional funding) (65 

jobs) ($89 M) 

¶ 2025 - Vopak Pacific Ltd ï Liquid Tank Storage facility on Ridley Island (mid 
2020s - currently under environmental assessment) (50 jobs) ($950 million) 

¶ 2028 - South Kaien Island ï New Container Terminal (DP World) (2.5 million TEUôs) (1800 

jobs) ($2.5 B) 

¶ On Hold (Mid 2020s) - Ridley Island Coal Terminal Expansion (ownership changed in 2020) 
($280 million) 

¶ On Hold (Mid 2020s - litigation) - Wolverine Terminal marine fueling ï Kaien Island (17 

permanent jobs) 

¶ On Hold (uncertain timeline) ï Prince Rupert Gas Transmission Project (TC Energy) ï 
previously intended 
to connect Hudsonôs Hope, BC with Port Edward PNW LNG project (900 km); seeking new 
partner ($5 B) 
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Figure B.8.  Cancelled Projects  in Study Period  (2015-20): 6 projects (5 regional)  
Source: Port of Prince Rupert (2021); BCAEST (2020); LNG in Northern BC 
(2019); Canpotex (2016) 

 

 

Figure B .9.  Downtown Prince Rupert indicating an Intact Grid and Substantial 
Built Form   
Source: Google Maps (2020) 

 

 

Cancelled Projects  during Study Period  (2015-2020): 6 Projects (5 regional) 

Local Value: $52.8 billion (assum es $10 billion for  local liquefaction plants  in 2018) 

The following projects were cancelled between 2016-2021 

¶ June 2016 ï Canpotex Potash Export Terminal ($400 M) - prior environmental 
approval had been obtained 

¶ March 2017 - Prince Rupert LNG (BG, acquired by Shell and cancelled): Ridley 
Island, Prince Rupert ($11 B) 

¶ July 2017 - Pacific Northwest LNG (Petronas) ï Lelu Island, Port Edward 
($11.4 B for liquefaction plant) 

¶ September 2017 - Aurora LNG (CNOOC) ï Digby Island, Prince Rupert ($28 B, 
including upstream) 

¶ March 2018 - Grassy Point LNG (Woodside) ï Port Simpson ($10 B, for 
liquefaction plant) 

¶ December 2018 - West Coast Canada LNG (Exxon) ï Tuck Inlet, Prince Rupert 
($25 B, including upstream) 
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Image A  

 
Image B 

Figure B .10. Downtown Prince Rupert        
Source: (A) (City of Prince Rupert 2016); (B) Image taken by Author (2015) 

 

Zone Zone Land Area  % of Downtown Area  

Cow Bay 69,950 13.5% 

East 151,050 29.1% 

Mall 28,480 5.5% 

Central 91,830 17.7% 

West 177,300 34.2% 

Figure B .11. Prince Rupert: Downtown Zones by Area and Proportion (2020)  
  Source: Calculated by Author using Google Earth Pro (2020) 
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Figure B .12. Downtown Prince Rupert ï Proportion of Zone Underutilized  

 

Figure B .13. Downtown Prince Rupert ï Area of Underutilized Land, by Type & 
Zone 
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Figure B .14. Downtown Prince Rupert ï Total Vacant and Surface Parking Sites, 
by Zone (2020)  

 

 

 Figure B .15. Downtown Prince Rupert ï Type and Size of Non -Utilized Sites, by 
Zone (2020) 
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Figure B .16. Downtown Prince Rupert: Underutilized Sites, by Size and Type 
(2020) 

 

  

Figure B.17 . Prince Rupert : Location of New Downtown Developments (2015 -20) 
Source: Created by Author Using Google Earth Pro (2021) 


























































































































