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ABSTRACT 

British Columbia is characterized by a relatively hierarchical urban system. This study aims to 
identify areas of potential for the development of Polycentric Urban Regions (PURs) to provide 
a counterweight to the dominant urban core and to develop higher functions in peripheral areas 
to increase their long-term viability. Three methods are employed to assess the spatial-functional 
and political-institutional dimensions of organizing capacity for the development of PURs: spatial 
analysis to determine proximity between population centres by driving time and distance; Pareto 
analysis to measure the existing degree of polycentricity in regional districts; and a survey of 
regional planners to assess their knowledge, current planning activities and attitudes towards 
polycentricity. Eleven areas with potential for PUR development were identified, which each 
have unique spatial and political challenges and opportunities. In general, many areas have good 
spatial conditions, but differences in the role of the regional district as a planning coordinator will 
make a common approach to PUR development challenging. In future studies of these regions, it 
is recommended to focus on the outcomes of PUR development and the benefits that could be 
realized in each region according to more specific local conditions. 

KEYWORDS 

Polycentric Urban Regions; regional planning; regional disparities; spatial analysis; urban system; 
territorial cohesion; British Columbia 
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i. INTRODUCTION 

British Columbia, Canada, is a sparsely populated province dominated by a relatively large and 
internationally oriented city, Vancouver. Areas outside Vancouver follow a historical 
development pattern along transportation corridors that connect it to the vast hinterlands and a 
wealth of natural resources. As such, beyond a few urban cores, settlement in the province 
consists of small resource-based communities that in recent decades have decreased in viability, 
in part due to global economic restructuring that has changed the local economic base. Socio-
economic disparities can be measured between the regions, with the most advantaged areas 
located in the urban cores. 

This study considers the impact of BC’s urban system on regional disparities since there is a lack 
of complementary cities with the critical mass to attract growth and provide diverse functions 
outside the core areas, specifically Vancouver. Drawing from EU experiences with territorial 
cohesion (i.e., building equity between regions), the strategy of Polycentric Urban Regions 
(PURs) is applied in the BC context as a way to encourage a more balanced territorial 
development that extends the positive socio-economic aspects typically associated with a post-
industrial urban lifestyle beyond Vancouver and BC’s urban cores. The preconditions for PURs 
in BC are assessed through a spatial analysis based on proximity between population centres, and 
a survey of regional planners helps to assess the viability of each area. Differences in the role of 
regional districts throughout the province – and therefore the purview of regional planners – 
create different possibilities for PURs even when spatial requirements are good. 

Since BC is a growing province with a sparse population, a PUR strategy could be applied as a 
guide to future growth and regional development in accordance with regional strategic planning. 
This differs from the European perspective, since the highest profile examples of PURs are in 
areas already supported by high densities, extensive infrastructure and a long established urban 
system featuring complementary functions. Building PURs in BC would therefore be a future-
oriented policy aimed at assembling higher densities and organizing the urban system in a way 
that supports complementary functions, regional cooperation and an overall stronger position of 
the region. 
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1 POLYCENTRICITY & PURS 

In this Chapter, polycentricity is introduced from the perspective of the European Union as a 
tool towards achieving territorial cohesion and thus reducing regional disparities. The theoretical 
benefits of polycentric development are extolled at the international, national and regional levels 
in EU policy, while the literature amassed in the past 10-15 years has aimed to test these theories 
in practice and explain how a polycentric development can take hold, progressing from theory to 
practice. Polycentricity in the EU context and the literature surrounding the subject are presented 
below. Firstly, however, is an introduction to urban systems and hierarchies, which in the case of 
strongly hierarchical systems, polycentric urban regions may help to ‘flatten’, therefore 
contributing to territorial cohesion. 

1.1 Conceptualizing urban systems and hierarchies  

The concept of the urban hierarchy is a well established one that has undergone much change 
since the late twentieth century. Traditionally limited by national boundaries and distances (and 
therefore transportation technologies), the typical urban system is the collection of cities, towns 
and villages that function interdependently in a shared political or economic system, supposedly 
under the same rules and regulations that allow trade and migration. This type of closed national 
urban system has consistently shown to approximate a rank-size distribution, thus falling into a 
hierarchical organization whereby cities decrease in size of influence and increase in number as 
they move down the hierarchy (Batty, 2006). This hierarchy, according to Batty, is a “natural 
ordering initially based on size”, but also on other conceptual relationships such as “field of 
influence over which individuals [settlements] in the hierarchy have control” (2006: 144). In 
today’s context shaped by the forces of globalization, with open borders and international trade 
agreements, as well as technologies in transportation and communication, the traditionally 
limiting factors to urban systems and individual cities’ sphere of influence have all but 
disappeared. Neal (2011) summarizes the evolution of the theories of urban hierarchy in Table 1.  

Table 1 Theoretical and empirical evolution of the urban hierarchy (Source: Neal, 2011) 

Perspective In Theory… In Empirical Practice… 

Central Place 
(Christaller, 

1933) 

Urban functions are organized 
hierarchically by the extensiveness of 

cities’ tributary areas, which depend on 
cities’ location along transportation 

routes. 

Population size is used as a proxy indicator for 
tributary size. Urban functions are organized 

hierarchically by city size (e.g., Schettler, 
1943). 

Metropolitan 

dominance 
(McKenzie, 
1927, 1933) 

Urban functions are organized by cities’ 

interdependent relationships, made 
possible by new transportation and 
communication technology. 

Population size is used as a proxy indicator for 

dominance in relations of inter-dependence. 
Urban functions are organized hierarchically by 
city size (e.g., Winsborough, 1959). 

Mercantile (Vance, 
1970) 

A size-based hierarchy organizes some 
functions (e.g., retail), while a network-

based hierarchy organizes others that 
depend on long-distance interaction 

(e.g., wholesale). 

Confirmed for large cities before the twentieth 
century through direct analysis of urban 

transportation networks (e.g., Pred, 1973). 

New economy 

(Sassen, 1991) 

Urban functions depend more on networks 

than size because urban economies are 
increasingly focused on distance-

independent activities (e.g., finance and 
business services). 

Observed in the late twentieth century for 

multiple urban networks: corporate (Lincoln, 
1978), trade (Eberstein and Frisbie, 1982), 

information (Wheeler and Mitchelson, 1989), 
transportation (Irwin and Kasarda, 1991). 

Globalization 
(Castells, 1996) 

The emergence of “world cities” as basing 
points in the flow of global capital 

heightens the importance of relational 
factors for urban function. 

Observed in the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries (Smith and Timberlake, 2001; 

Alderson and Beckfield, 2004), but 
investigation is ongoing and hampered by data 
availability. 

As mentioned, cities in today’s global context have the connectedness and influence to transcend 
national boundaries, creating a global urban system and therefore a global hierarchy of cities. At 
the national or sub-national level, the dominant cities may serve as gateways connecting lower 
levels of the hierarchy to the global city network. In this case, small urban areas are more 
dependent on global economic conditions than before such networks developed, but being 
‘wired in’ to their global gateway city also enables new opportunities. Alternatively, small urban 
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areas could find themselves left out of the global system if they do not connect and adapt to 
changing global conditions. In many Western countries, the process of globalization, 
international division of labour, and transition to a post-industrial economy has reduced the 
viability of traditional resource-based and manufacturing industries, stimulating a migration to the 
knowledge- and service-based economies of large cities. British Columbia, the topic of this 
research, is no different, and at this sub-national level, we are primarily concerned with small 
urban areas traditionally connected to resource industries but affected by the system of global 
capitalism to which it belongs (See Chapter 2). 

In spite of the empirical evidence of size-based hierarchies, globalization has shown that the 
structuring forces of urban hierarchies are apt to change. Neal (2011) believes that the urban 
hierarchy in the United States transitioned from being size-based – recalling Central Place Theory 
– to network-based during the twentieth century. This is likely to have occurred in Canada as 
well. However, at the sub-national and lower levels of the hierarchy, such as within British 
Columbia, place and size are also likely to remain important factors to the urban hierarchy when 
we are dealing with a high number of small and remote communities. In cases of struggling local 
economies, some small towns might only live on due to their established place functions and 
enabled by ‘wiring in’. On the other hand, while technology has changed the need for proximity, 
it has all but eliminated it as migration to cities continues at a rapid pace around the world. The 
preference for urban living and lack of an economic base outside major cities is the problem that 
many post-industrial countries face today. Therefore, in the forthcoming analysis, I hold to the 
traditional idea that size can be a proxy for influence within BC’s urban hierarchy, since size is 
related to attractiveness and opportunity in the new economy. 

Current research is still influenced by size-based hierarchies. Taylor’s World City Networks, 
according to Neal (2011), continued with the tradition of size-based hierarchies, but instead of 
measuring population, it is a simultaneous comparison of different urban functions. Therefore, 
World City Networks still draw heavily from Central Place Theory while acknowledging the role 
of networks in ordering the urban system. A parallel framework of analysis is Global Commodity 
Chains. While World City Networks measures the concentration of power for different 
functions, Global Commodity Chains measures the flows of goods and services. The need for 
reconciliation between these two frameworks resulted in a special edition of Global Networks in 
2010. 

World City Networks and Global Commodity Chains provide useful lenses for viewing the sub-
national urban system. Considering a sub-national urban system in terms of the command 
functions and commodity chains could provide a useful perspective for analyzing the urban 
system, for example, by assessing whether the distribution of command functions inherent in the 
size/influence of a certain number of cities in the system is optimal for the whole territory. 
Furthermore, an optimal urban system might be conceptualized as one that fulfills the social, 
economic and environmental goals of the society. In this way, an imbalanced urban system might 
be a contributing factor to social inequities, the existence of which in British Columbia has been 
the impetus for this research. Territorial cohesion, a concept borrowed from EU policy to be 
used in this analysis, aims to reduce regional inequities by promoting a balanced development, 
implying a flatter urban hierarchy in which the command functions, for example, are more widely 
distributed. 

As cities are relational entities performing a variety of functions on multiple levels, definitions 
employed can imply a variety of meanings. Taylor’s (2012) definition of cities or city-regions as 
“daily economic systems where people routinely sleep, work and consume” takes the perspective 
of the city as a natural entity, which for current purposes corresponds well with the natural order 
found within hierarchical urban systems. In European analyses, the European Spatial Planning 
Observation Network (ESPON) (2005) defines these entities as Functional Urban Areas (FUAs), 
which vary by size, location and connectivity, and perform seven functions in the urban system: 
population, transport, tourism, manufacturing, knowledge, decision-making in the private sector 
and decision-making in the public sector. Taylor’s conceptual definition and ESPON’s 
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quantifiable one are both applicable to this research in that they necessarily transcend political or 
otherwise arbitrary boundaries that often frame the common perception of the cities we live in. 
In this research, the political or administrative ‘city’ and ‘region’ are denoted by ‘municipality’ and 
‘regional district’, respectively, in accordance with the governing structures of British Columbia 
(See Chapter 2). To examine the urban system, however, we need to understand the relationships 
between cities as natural entities. The term ‘Functional Urban Area’ (FUA) is employed to 
represent cities as the nodes in the urban system for this purpose, recalling Taylor’s “daily 
economic system” as measured, as is often done so, by commuting flows. 

1 . 1 . 1  M ono ce n t r i c  a nd  p o l y c en t r i c  

Comparisons of urban systems reveal differences in the hierarchical structures, with some having 
a more vertical and others a more horizontal organization. The more vertical organization can be 
described as relatively more hierarchical or less complementary, stronger or steeper, or more 
monocentric. The opposite, a more horizontal organization, can be described as relatively less 
hierarchical or more complementary, weaker or flatter, or more polycentric. 

According to ESPON (2005a), the degree of polycentricity depends on morphological and 
relational aspects, institutional and structural processes, territorial scales and types of integration. 
They constructed an index to compare the degree of polycentricity of urban systems on the 
national level. The same type of analysis can be done at smaller scales to describe the degree of 
polycentricity of a region or city. Driven to extremes, a monocentric region is dominated by one 
city or FUA and has a strong urban hierarchy, while a polycentric region is a network of similarly 
sized and complementary cities or FUAs (Figure 1.1). Polycentric Urban Regions (PURs) 
describe a situation where the multiple centres – perhaps historically separate FUAs – are able to 
function as a single FUA. 

 

Figure 1.1 Diagram of monocentric versus polycentric region 

Polycentric structures are theorized to offer advantages over monocentric ones. From a 
distributive justice perspective, polycentric systems may produce a more equitable spatial 
distribution of economic opportunity, public services, urban amenities and so on, while also 
reducing the concentration of negative aspects and their burden on particular segments of 
society. In terms of economics, polycentrism is associated with a critical mass required to reach 
higher-level urban functions and economies of scale without incurring the negative externalities 
produced in monocentric structures of comparable size, such as congestion, overcrowding and 
pollution. For these reasons, polycentricity is sometimes sought on the regional level, where it is 
expressed in the form of PURs. These may occur naturally or be seen as a normative goal. Two 
areas where the concept has been developed are in EU policy, where it is a strategy for territorial 
development, and in academic literature, where research attempts to measure the effects in 
practice. Both areas are reviewed in the following sections. 

1.2 Polycentricity in European planning 

Polycentricity is a spatial policy goal of the European Union, articulated in various forms since 
the conceptualization of the European Commission, with the aim of developing territorial 
cohesion and reducing regional disparities between originating member and accession states. The 
European Spatial Development Perspective, adopted in 1999, stipulated the “development of a 
balanced and polycentric urban system” (Bigotte, 2010: 506), while ESPON (2005: 3) sees 
polycentricity as promoting “balanced and multiscalar [e.g. macro, meso and micro] types of 
urban networks that are most beneficial from a social and economic point of view, both for the 
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core areas and the peripheries”. Therefore, polycentricity could be an important aspect of socially 
and economically sustainable regional, national and international development. 

According to a 2008 green paper about the implications of territorial cohesion, it is described 
most generally as the harmonious development of the diverse EU territories, making the most of 
inherent features and therefore leading to sustainable development of the whole EU (SEC, 2008). 
The paper explains that population settlement is relatively well distributed across the EU, but in 
contrast, economic activity is relatively concentrated. Along with the specific challenges 
presented by the diversity amongst territories, these conditions can be mitigated by focusing 
attention towards overcoming differences in density, distance and division, addressing 
diseconomies of scale, quality of transportation systems and cooperation across borders, 
respectively. The overall effect is to strengthen and promote growth and development in 
peripheral regions of Europe beyond the economically dominant “Pentagon” (i.e. the territory 
bounded by the economic powerhouses of London, Hamburg, Munich, Milan and Paris) – a 
more polycentric European landscape. To support polycentricity on the regional level, 
polycentric urban regions (PURs) are promoted to create urban agglomerations of a scale large 
enough to counter the economically dominant large cities found primarily within the Pentagon. 
In the European context, PURs are often developed in an existing relatively dense urban 
structure (e.g., Randstad, The Netherlands and Emilia-Romagna, Italy). However, the strategy is 
also used to spread growth from traditionally monocentric cities into their greater regions, such 
as in Stockholm, Sweden (Regionplanekontoret, 2010). PURs are further discussed in the next 
section (Chapter 1.3) since it is a current topic in the literature.  

The European Spatial Planning Observatory Network (ESPON) has institutionalized 
polycentricity in the EU through a series of research programmes, building capacity for individual 
EU states to cooperate and implement polycentricity in their strategic planning. According to 
ESPON’s review of planning policy in member nations, “a spatial planning vision is often the 
only policy instrument that explicitly voices the promotion of polycentric development” (2005: 
20). Thus developed and enabled by the EU, it seems to be the main driver of the discussion 
setting the vision of a polycentric Europe. Like other high-level policies developed at the 
international level, European polycentricity is not without controversy. The process of regional 
integration threatens existing structures of governance and power, as multiple and overlapping 
levels of government that span traditional boundaries emerge, and as economic power is 
redirected from the dominant Pentagon to the periphery. As such, Dabinett and Richardson 
(2005) see the European polycentricity strategy as a process that frames new territorial meanings, 
capacities and identities. 

1.3 Polycentricity in the literature 

To summarize the previous sections, polycentricity is clearly linked to the EU’s goal of territorial 
cohesion, aiming to reduce disparities between neighbours at the national, regional and municipal 
levels, and leading to a more balanced development. Polycentric Urban Regions (PURs) bring 
this concept to the micro level, describing regions of complementary urban structure in which 
multiple centres are able to function as one urban area. This type of development has been seen 
as so beneficial as to be institutionalized in high-level EU policy. The scientific literature is 
developing to analyze and test how polycentric urban regions work in practice. Two concepts are 
being developed here as the basis of PURs – organizing capacity and synergy. Organizing 
capacity is the means of creating and sustaining a PUR, while synergy is the theoretical effect of 
such an organization. 

It is safe to say that the basic requirement of a PUR is spatial connectivity, implying proximity 
and transportation infrastructure, but it does not end there. According to Meijers and Romein 
(2003: 173), taking the concept of polycentric urban regions from theory to practice requires 
more than “identify[ing] a polycentric system on a map”. An institutionalized organizing capacity 
is deemed critical to achieving the benefits of polycentricity, namely to facilitate regional 
cooperation and coordination. Based on seven factors identified by van den Berg and Braun 
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(1999), Meijers and Romein distil three dimensions of regional organizing capacity: spatial-
functional, political-institutional and cultural. These three dimensions can also provide a 
framework for analyzing PUR potential when posed as questions. In other words, does the 
region meet spatial criteria for proximate urban areas? Is there a political will and mechanism for 
regional policy development? Is there a shared culture or regional identity? While this study 
focuses on the spatial-functional and political-institutional dimensions, the cultural dimension is 
deemed by Meijers and Romein to be important for generating social support for regional goals, 
not least because municipalities are often asked to subordinate their individual goals for the sake 
of the region. 

Despite contributing to a more balanced territorial development – from the EU perspective – the 
reason urban areas might want to build a PUR is to develop synergies. Theoretically, PURs 
achieve a critical mass that allows the region as a whole to support cultural amenities that could 
otherwise not be provided in one (or each) of the contributing parts. A larger, more integrated 
and diversified regional economy makes it more competitive with other regions and large cities – 
as mentioned earlier, raising the profile of the FUA in the urban hierarchy. The diversified 
regional economy is more resilient to external (i.e., global) economic forces and therefore 
increasingly self-sufficient. As Taylor (2012: 502) puts it, “economic development and local self-
sufficiency are two sides of the same coin through the growth of cities.” The creation of a PUR 
could therefore be a catalyst to growth. The economic gain that could be realized in a PUR 
would theoretically come without the size, diseconomies of scale and resulting negative 
externalities (e.g. environmental degradation, social problems) of large monocentric cities, leading 
to improved quality of life for the region’s inhabitants.  

Two types of synergies can be distinguished: horizontal and vertical (Meijers, 2005). Horizontal 
synergies come from ‘club networks’ that build upon the commonalities in a region, i.e. 
economies of scale and positive externalities achieved by cooperation. Vertical synergies, on the 
other hand, come from ‘web networks’ arising from complementarity and specialization. 
Complementarity and specialization may occur when neighbouring cities focus on their unique 
strengths instead of duplicating functions. Cooperation and complementarity therefore represent 
two dimensions for looking at the potentials for synergy in a PUR. 

Complementarity may be affected by the balance of the three dimensions of organizing capacity. 
In a comparison of the San Francisco Bay Area (United States), Randstad (Netherlands) and 
Emilia-Romagna (Italy), Cowell (2010) finds that regions with weaker regional governments 
(political-institutional dimension) and stronger regional identity (cultural dimension) may 
experience greater complementarity. Furthermore, the Randstad region of the Netherlands 
comprised of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht, although often taken as the 
model for polycentric urban regions and well-supported in the Dutch national spatial planning 
strategy, has been found to have decreasing complementarity as cooperation increased over time 
(Meijers, 2005). 
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1.4 Research question 

The preceding section has introduced PURs as a strategy for territorial cohesion in the EU, 
which addresses regional disparities. As will be described in the next chapter, British Columbia 
has a relatively monocentric urban system, and is also faced with regional disparities and 
struggling resource-based communities in peripheral regions. Therefore, the research question is: 
Applying the concept of territorial cohesion, how are the preconditions for Polycentric Urban 
Regions as a strategy for peripheral development in British Columbia, with the aims of 
promoting a more complementary urban system and improving the viability of small- and 
medium-sized communities in the province? 

1.5 Study approach 

In order to determine the potentials of PURs in British Columbia, Canada, the forthcoming 
analysis examines the spatial-functional and political-institutional conditions necessary for PURs 
to develop. The next chapter presents British Columbia and outlines the problem of regional 
disparities. The governance and planning regimes in place are then described to situate British 
Columbia in the political-institutional dimension, followed by the spatial-functional situation – 
how functional urban areas are defined in BC’s urban system and the transportation network that 
connects them. The cultural dimension is not addressed in these analyses, although it is discussed 
in relation to the findings in the Discussion chapter. The methods of the research are described 
in Chapter 3, followed by the results (Chapter 4), and discussion (Chapter 5). Conclusions are 
presented in Chapter 6. 
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2 BRITISH COLUMBIA 

2.1 Introduction 

British Columbia is Canada’s third largest province by population and landmass, with nearly 4.5 
million inhabitants. It covers an area of 944,735 square kilometres, generally extending from the 
Pacific Ocean to the Rocky Mountains (Figure 2.1). Most of the province is sparsely populated 
along lakes and rivers, which laid out the routes of modern transportation corridors (Figure 2.2). 
During the period from 2006 to 2011, the urban population (i.e., total population of centres with 
more than 1000 inhabitants) grew by 7.6% in comparison to the total provincial population 
growth rate of 7.0% (Statistics Canada, 2012). In 2011, the urban areas highlighted in Figure 2.2 
contained 86% of the province’s total population. Areas of high growth are found in the Lower 
Mainland, Southern Vancouver Island and Central Okanagan, while many outlying small- and 
medium-sized population centres are in decline. 

Similar to the EU’s Pentagon, the province’s southwestern urban core dominates the periphery in 
terms of population size, economic development and socio-economic indicators, creating 
significant socio-economic disparities between the regions. BC’s urban hierarchy is relatively 
monocentric, and compared to the EU, it would rank with the Scandinavian countries for the 
lowest degree of polycentricity. As such, the relatively sparse population also creates a different 
situation from the dense European countries where examples of PURs are drawn from the 
literature (e.g., The Netherlands, Italy). This suggests that unlike in Europe, where the existing 
population density and ancient urban system provides much of the spatial-functional 
requirements on a scale that can be adapted to PURs, developing a PUR in BC might have much 
to do with how the urban structure is built to accommodate future growth rather than a 
reconfiguration of existing relationships between urban centres. Accessibility is a major factor 
affecting population centres in British Columbia, with many small- and medium-sized 
communities being geographically isolated due to mountainous terrain, limiting the possibilities 
of territorial cohesion. Thus the space between centres and ability to connect them, due to the 
terrain, has a strong influence on the spatial-functional situation of the urban system. 

In this chapter about British Columbia, regional disparities are discussed as a motivation for 
investigating polycentric urban regions. Although the spatial-functional dimension is the most 
basic requirement to PURs, the political-institutional situation is described first to provide an 
understanding of planning on the regional level. Thereafter, the two factors relevant to the 
spatial-functional dimension – functional urban areas and the transportation network – are 
discussed in detail. 

 

Figure 2.1 British Columbia (highlighted) is located on the west coast of Canada and is Canada’s third 
largest province  
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2.2 Regional disparities 

Despite its wealth of resources and privileged position in Canada, British Columbia is a province 
with wide regional disparities. Statistics have highlighted inequities in terms of human economic 
hardship, crime, health, education, children at risk, and youth at risk, which culminate in an 
overall socio-economic index (BC Stats, 2012). Furthermore, geographical differences in health 
and wellness, including risk factors for diseases, have been well documented (Foster et al., 2011). 
Downloading of services from higher to lower levels of government over recent decades has 
resulted in some degree of regionalization, which is reflected in the political-institutional 
dimension, although local governments have more public services to provide with unequal (and 
fewer) resources. 

The situation of healthcare and education is an example of the difficulties of building an 
equitable society in a province faced with spatial barriers. Healthcare services must be 
rationalized in order to provide equitable health outcomes throughout the province. This 
includes the locations of facilities, and providing acceptable levels of access to all citizens where 
they live. This is mentioned here because the provision of a hospital, for example, is a critical 
amenity for many small communities and a major contributor to a community’s role as a regional 
centre, thus affecting its position in the urban hierarchy. The same can be said of higher 
education in the province. Traditionally, students have generally been required to move to the 
two largest cities, Vancouver and Victoria, for specialized higher education, but due to 
institutional decentralization, students from the rest of the province are now more able to study 
at remote campuses nearer to their homes. By assembling a critical mass, PURs could offer a 
further development of higher-level services outside of the urban cores of British Columbia, 
helping to narrow regional disparities. 

While the urban cores of Metro Vancouver, Southern Vancouver Island and Okanagan Valley 
generally have the best socio-economic situations, Vancouver stands alone as British Columbia’s 
showcase city and gateway to the world. Areas of Metro Vancouver have household incomes 
more than three times higher than some peripheral communities (BC Stats, 2012). Year after 
year, Vancouver is found near the top of world city indices for quality of life1, making it an 
attractive destination for foreign investment and migration. In 2010, the Globalization and World 
Cities (GaWC) Research Network (2011) classified Vancouver as a ‘Beta+’ world city, indicating 
a relatively high position with regards to global connectedness and functioning as a gateway for 
British Columbia to the global economy. In Canada, only Toronto and Montreal scored higher, 
and on the West Coast of North America, Los Angeles and San Francisco. As the Vancouver 
region accounts for roughly half of the provincial population, its position in the global network 
might arguably cause it to be increasingly dissociated from the rest of the province culturally, 
politically and economically. A 2010 report about Vancouver’s relationship with the global 
economy characterizes it as an outward-facing region reliant on international attraction for future 
growth (Vancouver Economic Development Council, 2010). The region is primarily a service- 
and knowledge-based economy, in contrast to the rest of the resource-based province. 
Nevertheless, some remote northern regions of the province (e.g. Northern Rockies) enjoy high 
socio-economic standing due to rich resources in mining, oil and gas that are also oriented 
towards global markets. With the majority of peripheral areas once supported by forestry and 
fisheries facing drastic decline in recent decades, the overall effect is a geographic disparity 
between the metropolitan poles anchored by Vancouver, a handful of booming resource 
communities, and the periphery, thus leading to differential outcomes in the health and wellness 
of British Columbians. 

Migration trends and the continued dominance of Vancouver and the urban cores over the rest 
of the province could threaten to widen regional disparities that already exist in BC. PURs may 
be a good strategy to help solve these problems, since they have the potential to make peripheral 
areas more economically viable and attractive to current and future residents. The next sections 

                                                   
1 For example, Mercer, 2011. “Quality of Living Worldwide City Rankings”, http://www.mercer.com/qualityoflivingpr#city-rankings 
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address the political-institutional and spatial-functional situations that affect the potential 
development of PURs. 

2.3 Political-institutional situation 

2 . 3 . 1  G ov e r nm en t  a nd  a d m in i s t r a t i o n  

Canada has three levels of government – federal, provincial/territorial and municipal. In addition, 
BC has a regional level between the province and municipality called ‘regional district’ (RD), 
created in 1965. According to the BC Ministry of Community Services, (2006) RDs serve three 
purposes: to provide local government for unincorporated areas; to serve as a forum for inter-
municipal cooperation; and to act as an organization for the imposition of provincial mandates. 
Therefore, RDs have the potential to provide organizing capacity by drawing spatially proximate 
municipalities under one political-institutional organization. In some cases, however, regional 
boundaries fragment populated areas, such as in the core areas and southeast of the province. 
Today twenty-nine RDs cover the entire province, which is dotted with 160 municipalities, and 
range in size and population. Refer to Results (Chapter 4) for maps of regional districts and 
population centres therein. 

The Ministry of Community Services (2006) describes RDs as soft and flexible organizations that 
depend on the voluntary cooperation of municipalities to achieve common objectives. While 
RDs provide the framework for inter-municipal cooperation, the municipalities possess the 
powers of local government. RDs receive their power from the municipalities below, not from 
the province above. In this way, regional planning is only achieved via the regional district with 
the cooperation of its constituent municipalities. The regional district has no jurisdiction to 
implement plans over municipalities, which sit as islands throughout the province and possess 
full rights over planning. Figure 2.3 describes the key principles of the regional district system. 

PRINCIPLE EXPLANATION 

Federal/confederal Part of, not apart, from the municipal system 

Voluntary Write your own ticket 
Consensual Borrowed power 

Flexible Freedom to choose from the menu 
Fiscal equivalence Pay for what you get 
Soft boundaries Choose your geography 

Figure 2.3 Key principles of the Regional District System (Source: Ministry of Community Services, 

2006) 

2 . 3 . 2  P l a nn ing  a nd  Reg i o na l  G r o w th  S t r a t eg i e s  

As mentioned, the planning powers of the municipality are not subservient to the regional 
district. Both regional districts and municipalities undertake planning in their own jurisdictions 
(i.e. for local residents), and region-wide planning occurs to serve municipalities in areas where 
there is mutual agreement or where it is mandated by the provincial government through 
legislation. 

As an encouragement to undertake regional planning, the provincial government proposed 
Regional Growth Strategies (RGS) in 1995 as a common framework for regions to voluntarily 
develop 20-year visions of social, economic and environmental sustainability, which includes 
commitments and actions for meeting projected needs of the future (Ministry of Community 
Services, 2006). The legislation states the purpose of RGSs is to “promote human settlement that 
is socially, economically and environmentally healthy and that makes efficient use of public 
facilities and services, land and other resources” (Local Government Act, 1996: c. 323, s. 849(1)). 
The process requires the full support of all constituent municipalities and becomes binding, 
thereby making municipal planning subservient to the RGS. The legislation also allows the 
province to require districts to adopt a RGS if the need should arise. To date, some regional 
districts have adopted RGSs, while others have not. Regardless, with flexible roles and 
expectations from one district to the next, there remain inconsistencies in the types of plans and 
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range of issues that they address across the province. The provincial government’s 
recommendation of RGSs, therefore, is a way to streamline and build consistencies in the plans 
across RDs by providing a common framework for them to follow. 

At the provincial level, planning activities appear to be ‘siloed’ between sectors and ministries. 
Land use plans cover topics such as forest management and agriculture, which fall under the 
purview of various ministries and commissions. Furthermore, the provincial government can 
override lower levels on matters of provincial importance, such as resource development (e.g. 
mining and gas) and strategic infrastructure (e.g. highways and ports). For example, the 
province’s Gateway Program for Metro Vancouver, billed as a package of infrastructure 
improvements to relieve congestion and improve the flow of goods from Vancouver’s ports to 
the rest of the province beyond, includes new highways, increased highway capacity and removal 
of lands from the agricultural reserve in ways that directly contravene Metro Vancouver’s RGS, 
in place since 1996 (Government of British Columbia, 2011; Greater Vancouver Regional 
District, 1996). Although this may result in a net benefit for the province, these deviations from 
the regional land use plan will have a permanent effect on the trajectory of development in the 
region. Provincial funding of infrastructure projects also has a direct impact on planning, but it is 
unclear how such projects contribute to a planned provincial spatial structure, if any exists. 

While the provincial government is involved in planning resource and infrastructure projects, it 
does not appear that activities occur in the context of a province-wide spatial planning strategy. 
One might surmise that the current government takes a market approach to urban development 
and growth. Their observed propensity to push resource development in interior and northern 
regions suggests a desire to build prosperity in disadvantaged areas, but whether this is tied to a 
spatial strategy of development is doubtful. British Columbia’s resource towns have faced 
economic hardship in recent decades, which contrasts with the relative prosperity of Vancouver 
and the urban core. Nevertheless, the resources are still valuable as export commodities. Planning 
at the regional level offers the most promise for building equity between the regions and 
strengthening resource communities’ abilities to achieve a sustainable development.  The 
political-institutional situation in BC described above outlined the government structure and 
planning capacities. The next section will address the spatial-functional situation in terms of the 
functional urban areas and connectivity. 

2.4 Spatial-functional situation 

2 . 4 . 1  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  o f  s e t t l em e n t s :  FU A ,  P C ,  C A  &  
CM A  

To describe the FUAs in BC, a number of different classification systems for settlements must be 
distinguished and sorted through. Colloquially, British Columbians refer to the city, town, village 
or district in which they live, which often corresponds to a municipality. As mentioned earlier, 
municipalities are the seat of local government where planning occurs, and regional planning 
occurs according to the will of municipalities. These political-administrative units, however, don’t 
represent the agglomerations or polarities that exist between neighbouring settlements, nor do 
they enable meaningful descriptions of their populations. Statistical areas are defined by Statistics 
Canada to accurately represent the population distribution in terms of FUAs, and to do this, 
Statistics Canada makes three classifications: Population Centres (PC), Census Agglomerations 
(CA) and Census Metropolitan Areas (CMA). Population Centres are the most precise of these 
statistical areas and are used to define BC’s FUAs in this project. They are constructed by 
contiguous Census dissemination blocks with populations greater than 1000 inhabitants and 
density of at least 400 persons per square kilometer (Statistics Canada, 2012a). In 2011, the 100 
most populous urban areas of British Columbia ranged from 1,040 to 2,135,201 inhabitants and 
represented 86% of the province’s total population (Statistics Canada, 2012). 

The overall urban hierarchy is illustrated in the rank-size and lognormal distributions in Figure 
2.4. The slope is shown to be very steep for the top-ranking Population Centres. Vancouver is 
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more than six times larger than the second city, Victoria, which is in turn more than twice as 
large as the third, Abbotsford. Also near the top of the distribution, gaps can be detected for 
Population Centres between 90,000 and 140,000 inhabitants (fourth- and fifth-ranking centres) 
and between 45,000 and 65,000 inhabitants (ninth- and tenth-ranking centres). The combination 
of ‘small’ and ‘medium’ Population Centres as PURs might be able to fill some of these gaps and 
moderate the distribution curves. 

 

Figure 2.4 Rank-size (left) and lognormal (right) distributions of top 100 population centres of British 
Columbia, 2011 

Besides Population Centres, two larger aggregate statistical areas are also defined by Statistics 
Canada. PCs exceeding 10,000 inhabitants become the cores of Census Agglomerations (CA), 
and cores of 50,000 with agglomerations of 100,000 inhabitants become Census Metropolitan 
Areas (CMA) (Statistics Canada, 2012b). In 2011 there were 33 CMAs and 114 CAs in Canada, 
with 4 and 21 located in BC, respectively. BC’s CMAs and CAs ranged from 11,583 to 2,313,328 
inhabitants and represented 88% of the provincial population. As statistical areas, much of the 
information gathered in the census is reported for public consumption at the CMA and CA level, 
and these designations match the administrative areas that the public identify with, for example, 
as residents of municipalities or “greater” metropolitan areas. However, as aggregations, these 
units become less precise than PCs, which poses a problem for this research. When CMA/CAs 
are identified, they appear to be matched with administrative areas, enlarging their borders and 
thereby attributing rural populations to them. In contrast, PCs can be considered distinctly urban. 
Fort St. John, for example, is a CA covering a large geographical area with a population of 
26,380. The PC, on the other hand, is relatively compact with a population of 18,699. Focusing 
on BC’s 21 CMA/CAs might make for useful comparison to prepared statistics, but by leaving 
out the centres between 1000 and 10,000 inhabitants, it ignores many areas that might benefit 
from polycentricity. PCs are seen here to more accurately represent the geographic extent of 
urban areas, urban populations and FUAs. 

PCs are selected as the unit of analysis for potential PURs in BC due to improved precision 
regarding geographic extent and urban population count over the commonly publicized 
CMA/CAs. Using the 100 centres shows where BC’s urban population actually lives and makes 
the spatial analysis for PURs possible. As the theoretical review highlighted, to be able to delimit 
the boundaries of urban growth while taking advantage of proximity is a fundament of PURs. 
Furthermore, as this study aims to highlight, it is the small- and medium-sized centres that do not 
currently make up CAs/CMAs that may stand to gain the most by forming PURs and supporting 
higher functions consistent with regional centres.  
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2 . 4 . 2  H i g hw a ys  a nd  t r a n sp o r t a t i o n  

PCs in British Columbia are connected through a far-flung highway network that traverses vast 
distances and mountainous terrain. Many centres outside the core areas are separated by 
distances of 100 kilometres or more, making long driving distances a daily reality for many 
inhabitants. As such, Euclidean distances are practically irrelevant on a regional scale in most of 
the province. Without sufficient population densities for alternative modes of transportation, 
smooth and efficient highways are necessary to minimize driving times. 

Most routes in the province were built as winding two-lane highways. Three east-west highways 
form part of the national highway network, connecting British Columbia to the neighbouring 
province of Alberta and beyond. Highways connecting Metro Vancouver and Fraser Valley to 
the interior Okanagan area were constructed in the 1980s to a modern, high-speed standard, and 
significantly reduced travel times between those areas. A modern highway was also constructed 
on Vancouver Island in 1990s to move traffic away from the coastline and the many small 
communities that interrupted traffic flow. Otherwise, ongoing highway improvements focus on 
straightening and widening existing roads to improve speed and safety, but new routes have not 
been constructed. 

Highway construction projects affecting accessibility between population centres are currently 
underway throughout the province. Four-laning is underway in sections of the 440 kilometres of 
highway between Cache Creek and Prince George in the Cariboo-Chilcotin and Fraser-Fort 
George regional districts (linking 5 population centres; total population 94,238)2. Four-laning is 
nearing completion on the main corridor through the Central Okanagan and North Okanagan 
regional districts (linking 3 PCs; total population 192,648)3. Four-laning is also ongoing on the 
corridor between Kamloops and Golden (linking 6 population centres; total population 
106,874)4 . In Metro Vancouver, a transportation program including highway widening, new 
bridges and a new 40-kilometre four-lane highway is currently underway, improving access 
through the region and into the Fraser Valley Regional District5 . Other completed highway 
projects have included the widening and straightening of the 115-kilometre route from West 
Vancouver (population centre – Vancouver) to Whistler in 2010 (linking 4 population centres; 
total population 2.2 million)6, and an approximately 1.5-kilometre bridge replacement in Kelowna 
in 20087. Since much of the provincial highway network in sparsely populated areas consists of 
two-lane, winding highways, it is expected that road improvements such as those mentioned 
above could significantly reduce driving times between distant PCs, improving the basic 
preconditions for PURs. 

 

                                                   
2 http://www.th.gov.bc.ca/cariboo_connector/index.htm 
3 http://www.th.gov.bc.ca/OkanaganValley/index.html 
4 http://www.th.gov.bc.ca/highwayprojects/Hwy1/index.htm 
5 http://www.th.gov.bc.ca/gateway/1_program.htm 
6 http://www.th.gov.bc.ca/seatosky/project_overview.htm 
7 http://www.th.gov.bc.ca/WilliamRBennettBridge/index.htm 
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3 METHOD 

This study consists of three parts: (i) spatial analysis, (ii) Pareto analysis, and (iii) a survey to 
regional district planners. The spatial and Pareto analyses address the spatial-functional 
dimension of organizing capacity for PURs, while the survey of regional district planners 
provides more inside knowledge on the spatial-functional dimension. In addition, the survey also 
addresses the political-institutional dimension and the extent to which regional districts work to 
build synergies. The spatial analysis aims to measure the proximity and graphically illustrate the 
connectivity of PCs – the 100 largest settlements in BC (Statistics Canada, 2012) – showing the 
location and composition of potential PURs. The Pareto analysis is based on the regional district 
as the administrative unit for regional planning in British Columbia, thereby comparing the 
degree of polycentricity that currently exists between them, and identifying the trend towards 
increased or decreased polycentricity based on changes in population over a five year period. 
Finally, the survey to regional district planners aims to gauge the policies, practices underway as 
well as attitudes towards PURs in their districts, from the perspective of those who would be 
intimately involved with developing such a policy. 

3.1 Spatial analysis 

The spatial analysis was undertaken to measure the proximity and connectivity of PCs using 
driving time and distance in order to identify potential PURs. Due to British Columbia’s 
mountainous terrain and geographically dispersed population, road travel is by far the most 
common means of transportation. Commuter rail has not been developed outside Metro 
Vancouver-Fraser Valley and Southern Vancouver Island. Commuter flights are not commonly 
accessible and generally are limited to corporate and governmental functions based in Vancouver 
and Victoria. Therefore, for the majority of PCs, road travel is the only viable transportation 
option. As described below, similar analyses in British Columbia and Europe used a GIS-based 
network analysis. However, for more reliable results and due to limitation of the study, the 
current analysis used Google Maps to measure driving times and distances. 

3 . 1 . 1  P r e v i o u s  a na l y s e s  

Road network analyses using GIS have been employed in British Columbia regarding access to 
healthcare services, a contributor to regional disparities. Schuurman et al. (2006) used ESRI 
ArcGIS to model hospital catchment areas in the Interior Health Authority of British Columbia 
based on travel time using the “BC Road Atlas” dataset. Figure 3.1 illustrates the results. As can 
be seen, the catchment areas closely follow the road network, indicating low road density (metres 
of road per square kilometre) and therefore limited spatial infiltration. Euclidean distance 
between BC’s PCs does not accurately represent the driving distance or travel time, which was 
demonstrated by Schuurman et al. (2006) and McGregor et al. (2005).  

 

Figure 3.1 1-hour service areas for all hospitals (Schuurman et al., 2006) 
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Annex Report D for ESPON 1.1.1 identified ‘Potential Urban Strategic Horizons’ in Europe, i.e., 
potential PURs, based on real-world travel times of 60-90 minutes between Functional Urban 
Areas (Schürmann, 2004). A network analysis was undertaken using 45-minute isochrones in the 
ESRI ArcGIS workstation. For the current analysis of British Columbia, PCs represent FUAs 
and the maximum daily commute is considered to be 60 minutes driving time or 100 kilometres 
driving distance. Therefore, groups of PCs meeting those two criteria could constitute potential 
polycentric urban regions. In addition, cases were noted when the driving distance constraint was 
satisfied but the driving time was in excess of one hour, indicating that road upgrades making 
higher speeds possible could expand the potential for PURs in many cases throughout the 
province. Few highways in British Columbia have speed limits exceeding 100 km/hour. 
Qualifying pairs of PCs were located on maps to visualize the extent of each potential PUR, and 
the road network illustrates the connectivity of PCs. 

3 . 1 . 2  C u r r en t  a na l y s i s  

The current analysis used ESRI’s GIS software ArcMap and Census data files with Google Maps 
to visually represent the location and composition of potential PURs in British Columbia. A base 
map was created in ArcMap using shape files obtained from Statistics Canada’s 2006 Census 
database: province, coastline, lakes and rivers, regional districts, census metropolitan areas, 
census agglomerations, population centres, and road network (Statistics Canada, 2012c). There 
were no significant changes to the British Columbia boundaries between the 2006 and 2011 
Census, however some naming conventions have changed 8. 

As mentioned, previous network analyses in British Columbia used the “BC Road Atlas” dataset, 
however this proved to be too large to obtain for the current research and was incompatible with 
the map projections of Census files already employed. The projection of the Census files severely 
distorts northern latitudes of the province, so distances cannot be measured even though the 
relational aspects are intact. Using Google Maps, driving times and distances were found between 
pairs of Population Centres. This manual process allowed the researcher to select between 
multiple route options and verify the most appropriate route(s) between centres. The viable 
routes – usually the shortest by time and distance – were then selected for inclusion from the 
Census road layer in ArcMap. 

Additional benefits were realized through this process. The first is that distances between PCs 
were measured from centre-to-centre. PCs are polygons in the Census file, so a conventional 
network analysis would have measured distance from boundary-to-boundary. Since the 
geographic area of PCs differs widely, this would have distorted the results, affording larger 
centres wider catchment areas. Using Google may also ensure more reliable results than network 
analysis because Google Maps are constantly updated and ground-verified, also accounting for 
speed limits and congestion. The Census road file, created in 2006, had a risk of being out of date 
and did not include speed limits. Indeed, a number of newly built bridges and roads were 
manually added to the road network when Google Maps identified shortest routes that did not 
exist in the 2006 road file. 

This method of analysis identified all significant routes for interurban commuting, including most 
provincial highways as well as municipal roads. Some major highways were selected for inclusion 
despite not linking population centres of qualifying size or being the shortest link between 
population centres in order to more accurately represent the provincial road network and 
potentials of polycentric development (e.g. the routes connecting Whitehorse to Terrace and 
Williams Lake to Bella Coola). The resulting map shows potential PURs made up of PCs meeting 
the spatial requirement of proximity and the significant roads that connect them. 

                                                   
8 In 2008, Comox-Strathcona Regional District was divided into Comox Valley Regional District (#25) and Strathcona Regional 

District (#24). 
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3.2 Pareto analysis 

The second analytical component of this study aims to measure the current extent and trends of 
polycentricity in the existing urban structure according to regional districts, the organizational 
unit. This will support the spatial analysis in identifying regions with potential for PURs and 
provide context to interpret the results of the survey of regional districts. Also, by measuring this 
over time, for 2006 and 2011, the trend for increasing or decreasing polycentricity in each 
regional district is revealed. As described in the British Columbia section, many towns in the 
province have declining populations as people move to the core urban areas. Examining the 
population distribution over time looks to detect whether the changing population distribution 
supports or works against PURs. Pareto analysis for each regional district was performed using 
SPSS 19.0, producing parameters that were directly comparable to each other. The formula for 
Pareto analysis is given by Equation (1), whereby R is the number of cities with size S or greater, 

A is a constant, S is the population of a city, and  is the Pareto exponent (Rosen & Resnick, 
1980). 

R = AS
-

                        (1) 

The Pareto exponent ‘’ represents the degree of polycentricity, a larger  indicating that the 

region is more polycentric, and a smaller  indicating that the region is more monocentric. This 
approach takes into account both the number of PCs and differences in population between 
those centres. Two or more centres are needed in each regional district in order to fit a curve. 
However, those regions with only one PC can be deemed completely monocentric. The resulting 
Pareto exponents allow regional districts to be ranked according to degree of polycentricity, 

denoted by .  

Meijers (2008: 2332) states that the “size distribution of cities should be considered the most 
important indicator for establishing whether or not any region is polycentric or monocentric at 
the regional scale.” Through the century-old debate, multiple theoretical approximations have 
been proposed to improve upon the dominant theory that city size distribution approximates a 
Pareto distribution. Meijers (2008) favoured the slope of the regression line in a rank-size 
distribution as a measure of relative polycentricity in Dutch regions. As Rosen and Resnick 

(1980) explain, the Pareto distribution matches the rank-size rule when  = 1, a situation 
described as ‘unity’. (The rank-size distribution of BC’s 100 largest population centres was 
illustrated in Figure 2.4.) In their comparative analysis of 44 countries, Rosen and Resnick found 
that the mean Pareto exponent value for national urban systems was 1.136 (Canada was 1.132), 
showing that population distribution is generally more complementary than implied by the rank-
size rule. As was mentioned previously, the rank-size rule is a natural ordering observed in many 

types of populations. Therefore,  > 1 implies a more complementary or polycentric structure 

than ‘natural’, and  < 1 implies a more hierarchical or monocentric structure. Nevertheless, 

Rosen and Resnick’s mean  provides a good reference point. While the discourse and methods 
for approximating city size distribution evolve, Pareto analysis allows for a broad comparison to 
previous studies and is simple to perform and interpret. 

Regarding the sensitivity of Pareto analysis, Rosen and Resnick (1980) advise that the definition 
of a city and fit to the Pareto curve are important aspects to consider. The present analysis 
defines cities according to Statistics Canada’s population centres – functional urban areas – 
providing a consistent construct of a ‘city’ across regional districts. Pareto analysis of urban 
systems usually compares a certain number of cities in each system (e.g., the five largest) or cities 
greater than a specified population (e.g., 100,000 inhabitants). In the comparison of regional 
districts, the number of cities will vary, as all centres greater than 1,000 are included. Ioannides 
and Skouras (2013) most recently found that in the United States, the urban system is best 
approximated by a Pareto distribution in the upper tail and lognormal distribution in the body. In 
Pareto analysis, the fit to the curve is estimated by R2, which will inform whether it is an 
appropriate approximation for each regional district. 
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3.3 Survey of regional districts 

A six-question, multiple-choice survey was developed based on the polycentricity literature, to be 
sent to a planner at each of the twenty-eight regional districts. The survey was designed to be 
completed in less than ten minutes time. Each regional district was contacted by phone to 
determine the most appropriate respondent, and surveys were conducted by phone whenever 
possible. It was expected that some northern or remote regional districts would not have a 
dedicated planner available to respond, in which case the most appropriate representative was 
determined between the district and researcher. 

The survey was made available online via FluidSurveys, a secure, Canada-based company meeting 
Canadian data storage and privacy concerns. Surveys conducted by phone were simultaneously 
entered into the online format, while other participants gained access to the survey by clicking on 
a link in a personalized email. Each participant was asked to identify itself according to its 
regional district. 

3 . 3 . 1  Su r v ey  d e s i g n  

To maximize the response rate, the survey was written to be concise and easy to complete. 
Preceding the survey questions, a short introduction to polycentric urban regions was provided: 

Polycentricity on a regional scale could be described as a network of small- to medium-sized urban 
areas that, through cooperation and competition, are able develop synergies, achieving the 
functions and characteristics typical of larger urban centres. For example, cooperation between 
proximate urban areas could provide the critical mass for cultural and recreational facilities, 
economic diversification and specialization, delivery of specialized health care and education, and 
numerous other programs that cannot be supported by small- to medium-sized urban areas acting 
on their own. In British Columbia, the administrative unit of the regional district provides the 
capacity for municipalities to engage in regional planning.  

The questions that followed were in a scaled multiple-choice format, and respondents were asked 
to select the most appropriate response for their regional district. The questions were written 
with the aim of assessing awareness and attitudes towards the polycentricity concept, to 
determine whether they have a Regional Growth Strategy, to what extent they engage in 
complementary, cooperative and competitive activities, and the attitude of local politicians and 
administrators towards cooperation. Finally, each respondent was free to write in general 
comments. Refer to Appendix Table C-1 for a copy of the survey. 
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4 RESULTS 

4.1 Spatial analysis 

4 . 1 . 1  P o t en t i a l  P U Rs  

The spatial analysis identified 44 configurations of overlapping potential PURs comprised of 
population centres within one hour and 100 kilometres driving distance. These PURs range in 
population from 2.26 million to 2,549 inhabitants (Table 4.1). The largest potential PURs include 
Vancouver and Victoria, the first and second ranking centres, respectively. However, other 
configurations create a variety of possibilities that could help to moderate the province’s urban 
hierarchy. In general, there are four situations occurring with respect to potential PURs; they can 
take clustered or linear configurations, occur as pairs or dual-centred PURs, or have no potential 
(Figure 4.1). Potential PURs and the significant roads that connect them are illustrated in Figure 
4.2. 

 

Figure 4.1 Configurations of potential PURs in British Columbia 

Clustered PURs 

Clustered potential PURs are found in the broad valleys that have traditionally supported an 
agricultural base (e.g. Cowichan Valley, Metro Vancouver-Fraser Valley, Okanagan to Columbia-
Shuswap RDs) and at the confluence of multiple river valleys (e.g. Thompson-Nicola, Kootenay 
Boundary and Central Kootenay RDs). The clustered PURs more often consist of more centres 
of similar size in closer proximity, which might create better conditions for complementary 
functions than linear PURs, which would favour central locations. 

Linear and dual-centred PURs 

Linear potential PURs are observed along geographic features such as lake and river valleys, 
where transportation corridors across the mountainous terrain have been historically established. 
Linear PURs should not be mistaken for a linear development pattern, since one benefit of PURs 
is the strengthened ability to coordinate development and together to protect the green areas 
between and contain urban boundaries for a more sustainable region. Multi-centred linear 
regions are located in the Okanagan and Columbia-Shuswap corridors (e.g. Okanagan-
Similkameen, Central Okanagan, North Okanagan, Columbia-Shuswap RDs), on Vancouver 
Island (e.g. Nanaimo and Cowichan Valley RDs), and Sunshine Coast RD. Other linear PURs are 
arranged as chains of overlapping, dual-centered regions (e.g. Bulkley-Nechako, Squamish-
Lillooet and East Kootenay RDs). Multiple interactions as in clustered PURs are not possible 
since each centre is nearly 100 kilometres apart, but each centre has access to its direct 
neighbours, thereby increasing the total accessible population for each centre. Finally, isolated 
dual-centred regions also have potential (e.g. Mount Waddington and Central Kootenay RDs). 

No PUR potential 

The spatial analysis identifies twenty-six Population Centres that are too distant from their 
neighbours to potentially form PURs (Table 4.2). The characteristics of these centres vary widely, 
with populations ranging from 1,267 (Miller’s Landing – rank 95 overall) to 65,503 (Prince 
George – rank 9 overall) and functions ranging from remote outposts (e.g. Nakusp, Mackenzie) 
to regional centres (e.g. Prince George, Fort St. John). These centres are situated: (a) as isolated 
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links along transportation corridors (e.g. across Cariboo RD; from the eastern Columbia-
Shuswap across the northern Central and East Kootenay RDs); (b) at the meeting points of 
major highways (e.g. Prince George); (c) at highway termini on the west coast (e.g. Prince Rupert, 
Ucluelet); and (d) in the relatively flat northeastern area of the province (e.g. Peace River and 
Northeast RDs). The open topography of the northeastern area of the province may create a 
different sense of space and distance; centres in this region appear to be relatively evenly 
distributed, although the distances between them exceed our parameters. 

4 . 1 . 2  C en t r a l i t y  

In addition to the types of PURs just presented, an additional characteristic 
observed in the spatial analysis is that many of them overlap. This means that 
many PCs have some choice in the trajectory of their development or serve as 
hubs joining multiple PURs. This would especially be the case for the chains of 
dual-centre and linear PURs. In these cases, centrality is likely an influential 
force, since PCs occupying a more central position have an advantage for 

providing functions to the region, rather than sharing functions along further distances on a 
single axis. Centrality plays a role in the location decisions of some types of firms, such as 
logistics, and is related to efficiency. In recent decades, centrality has been a force behind the 
development of edge cities and exurbs, which are largely associated with sprawl. In the context of 
PURs, it is about an existing urban centre, which due to its advantageous position in the urban 
system can develop strategically for the benefit of the region and relieve pressure from other 
areas. However, there appear to be two different types of high-centrality centres in BC due to 
positions in different types of PURs and in core versus peripheral areas. A small centre located 
within a clustered PUR may have access to multiple larger centres. However, where centres are 
distributed more sparsely, a single centre as the hub of two or more dual-centred PURs could be 
the dominant central location for a region. 

The same data used for the spatial analysis was used to calculate the total accessible population 
for each PC, i.e., within one hour driving time and 100 kilometres driving distance. Full results 
are presented in Appendix Table A-1. Overall, Aldergrove, Walnut Grove and White Rock have 
the highest centrality due to their location between Vancouver and Abbotsford, the largest and 
third largest centres in the province. On Vancouver Island, centres in Cowichan Valley RD had 
access to both the two largest centres on the island, Victoria and Nanaimo. Abbotsford had the 
most access in Fraser Valley RD, and Kelowna in Central Okanagan RD (also dominating over 
neighbouring North Okanagan RD and Okanagan-Similkameen RD). Interestingly, Chase had 
high access for connecting the Kamloops- and Salmon Arm-anchored PURs, and Logan Lake 
had high centrality for connecting Kamloops with centres to the south (Merritt) and west 
(Ashcroft). Fraser Lake and Vanderhoof had similar centrality for being the two inner links in a 
chain of dual-centred PURs in Bulkley-Nechako RD, as did Squamish and Whistler in Squamish-
Lilloeet RD. In East Kootenay RD, Sparwood had access to Fernie and Elkford as well as 
Blairmore in the neighbouring province of Alberta. Rural areas, defined as the areas between 
Population Centres, are not considered here, although they would have some degree of centrality 
for being located between centres. For example, rural locations between centres that are too 
distant to form PURs would still have access to both centres according to this analysis if they 
were less than 2 hours driving distance and 200 kilometres apart, such is the case for the areas 
between Cache Creek, 100 Mile House, Williams Lake, Quesnel and Prince George. 
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Table 4.1 Composition of potential Polycentric Urban Regions (PURs) by total 2011 population 

PUR Composition 
Total 

Population 

Aldergrove-Walnut Grove-White Rock-Vancouver-Deep Cove 2,261,607 

Lions Bay-Vancouver-Deep Cove 2,137,607 

Victoria-Mill Bay-Shawnigan Lake-Cowichan Bay-Duncan 347,299 

Sooke-Victoria-Mill Bay 325,012 

Abbotsford-Aldergrove-Walnut Grove-White Rock 277,376 

Kent-Chilliwack-Cultus Lake-Abbotsford-Aldergrove 235,510 

Vernon-Duck Lake-Kelowna 192,648 

Kelowna-Summerland-Penticton 185,373 

Duck Lake-Kelowna-Summerland 154,752 

Nanaimo-Ladysmith-Chemainus-Crofton-Duncan-Cowichan Bay 127,647 

Parksville-Nanaimo-Ladysmith 121,966 

Kamloops-Dallas-Chase 80,412 

Logan Lake-Kamloops-Dallas 79,892 

Campbell River-Cumberland-Courtenay 78,704 

Hope-Kent-Harrison-Chilliwack-Cultus Lake 76,376 

Parksville-Cumberland-Courtenay 68,516 

Salmon Arm-Enderby-Armstrong-Vernon 64,172 

Armstrong-Vernon-Lumby-Duck Lake 57,442 

Enderby-Armstrong-Vernon-Lumby 54,093 

Summerland-Penticton-Oliver 48,781 

Mill Bay-Shawnigan Lake-Cowichan Bay-Duncan-Crofton-Chemainus-Lake Cowichan-Ladysmith 47,099 

Parksville-Port Alberni 44,829 

Rossland-Trail-Fruitvale-Salmo-Castlegar 26,526 

Cranbrook-Kimberley 26,087 

Nelson-Castlegar-Salmo-Fruitvale 24,279 

Squamish-Whistler 22,750 

Sicamous-Salmon Arm-Enderby-Armstrong 22,013 

Blind Bay-Salmon Arm-Enderby-Sicamous 18,921 

Gibsons-Roberts Creek-Sechelt-Welcome Beach 17,918 

Lions Bay-Squamish 16,369 

Chase-Blind Bay-Salmon Arm 16,043 

Whistler-Pemberton 10,068 

Osoyoos-Oliver 10,030 

Revelstoke-Sicamous 9,213 

Merritt-Logan Lake 9,164 

Dallas-Chase-Blind Bay 8,678 

Fernie-Sparwood 8,271 

Houston-Smithers 7,719 

Port-McNeill-Port Hardy 6,020 

Elkford-Sparwood 5,978 

Vanderhoof-Fort St. James 3,660 

Logan Lake-Ashcroft 3,603 

Fraser Lake-Burns Lake 3,557 

Vanderhoof-Fraser Lake 2,549 
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Table 4.2 Population Centres with no potential for forming Polycentric Urban Regions 

Overall Rank Population Centre Population Overall Rank Population Centre Population 

9 Prince George 65,503 53 Golden 3,701 

19 Fort St. John 18,699 60 Mackenzie 3,300 

20 Terrace 15,569 64 Invermere 2,955 

22 Quesnel 13,566 66 Princeton 2,724 

23 Powell River 13,175 67 Tumbler Ridge 2,700 

25 Williams Lake 12,408 74 Fort St. James 2,278 

26 Prince Rupert 11,838 75 Chetwynd 2,255 

28 Dawson Creek 11,583 78 Lillooet 2,068 

38 Kitimat 7,046 82 100 Mile House 1,721 

39 Revelstoke 6,772 84 Ucluelet 1,627 

44 Creston 5,379 85 Nakusp 1,574 

50 Grand Forks 4,274 92 Gold River 1,267 

52 Fort Nelson 3,902 95 Miller’s Landing 1,113 

 

4.2 Pareto analysis 

Pareto analysis was undertaken for each regional district based on the number of PCs and their 
respective populations. Figure 4.3 illustrates the resulting relative degree of polycentricity – 

represented by the Pareto exponent  – in regional districts from completely monocentric to 
most polycentric. The results are summarized in Table 4.3. For more detailed results from the 
model summary, refer to Appendix Table B-1. 

According to the analysis, the majority of regional districts have relatively low polycentricity. BC 

on the whole is far below unity (when  = 1, approximating a rank-size distribution), confirming 

a strongly hierarchical urban system in the province. Only three districts have  > 1, indicating a 
relatively polycentric structure: Mount Waddington, Kootenay-Boundary, Bulkley-Nechako 

(these three were also more polycentric than Canada ( = 1.132) in Rosen and Resnick (1980)). 
Three districts are completely monocentric, consisting of only one population centre each: 
Powell River, Skeena-Queen Charlottes and Northern Rockies. Districts with lower polycentricity 

than BC as a whole ( < 0.651) are, in order of increasing polycentricity: Capital, Central 
Okanagan, Fraser-Fort George, Metro Vancouver, Alberni-Clayoquot, Comox-Strathcona, Fraser 
Valley, Cariboo, North Okanagan, Thompson-Nicola, Sunshine Coast, Nanaimo, Peace River, 
Central Kootenay, Squamish-Lillooet, and Okanagan-Similkameen. Cowichan Valley, Columbia-

Shuswap, Kitimat-Stikine, and East Kootenay were more polycentric than BC overall, however  
< 1 in these districts still indicates a hierarchical structure. Model fits were good in all districts 
but bordered on questionable for Cariboo (R2 ~ 0.6)(See Appendix Table B-1), indicating that 
the Pareto distribution was generally an appropriate approximation of the urban systems. 

Comparison of the degree of polycentricity in 2006 and 2011 did not show dramatic changes. 
Polycentricity decreased slightly in twelve of twenty-seven regions and increased slightly in eight 
regions (Table 4.3). Mount Waddington had the most dramatic change towards increasing 
polycentricity as the populations between its two centres became more equal, although it was the 

most polycentric region in both periods. Kitimat-Stikine moved from near-unity ( ~ 1) to more 
hierarchical, although it also only consists of two centres, one of which had a population decline 
of 7.3% in the five-year period. 

Limitations of the Pareto analysis are considered further in the discussion (Chapter 5.3). 
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Table 4.3 Degree of Polycentricity (α) of Regional Districts: 2006, 2011 and change  

RD ID RD Name 

Population Centres 
Pareto 

Exponent (α) 
Rank Change in 

Polycentricity 
(+/-) 

Total Population 

2011 
R 2006 2011 2006 2011 

43 Mount Waddington 6,020 2 3.059 2.046 1 1 - 

5 Kootenay-Boundary 20,669 4 1.266 1.253 2 2 - 

51 Bulkley-Nechako 14,936 6 1.139 1.171 3 3 + 

1 East Kootenay 39,831 6 0.894 0.876 5 4 - 

49 Kitimat-Stikine 22,615 2 0.980 0.874 4 5 - 

39 Columbia-Shuswap 26,462 5 0.842 0.814 6 6 - 

19 Cowichan Valley 47,099 8 0.662 0.670 7 7 + 

– British Columbia 3,790,694 100 0.651 0.651 – – No Change 

7 
Okanagan-

Similkameen 
56,360 5 0.617 0.617 9 8 No Change 

31 Squamish Lillooet 27,187 4 0.621 0.610 8 9 - 

3 Central Kootenay 27,604 5 0.560 0.562 10 10 + 

55 Peace River 35,237 4 0.536 0.540 12 11 + 

21 Nanaimo 113,125 2 0.548 0.535 11 12 - 

29 Sunshine Coast 17,918 4 0.524 0.517 13 13 - 

33 Thompson-Nicola 92,244 7 0.475 0.470 14 14 - 

37 North Okanagan 54,093 4 0.408 0.412 15 15 + 

41 Cariboo 27,695 3 0.376 0.383 16 16 + 

9 Fraser Valley 228,434 7 0.337 0.342 17 17 - 

24/25 Comox-Strathcona 79,971 4 0.316 0.314 18 18 - 

23 Alberni-Clayoquot 22,130 2 0.266 0.274 19 19 + 

15 Metro Vancouver 2,261,835 7 0.240 0.240 21 20 No Change 

53 Fraser-Fort George 68,803 2 0.255 0.232 20 21 - 

35 Central Okanagan 148,048 2 0.222 0.222 22 22 No Change 

17 Capital 323,463 2 0.178 0.183 23 23 + 

27 Powell River 13,175 1 – – 24 24 No Change 

59 Northern Rockies 3,902 1 – – 24 24 No Change 

47 
Skeena-Queen 
Charlottes 

11,838 1 – – 24 24 No Change 

R = number of centres with population >1,000. 

Ranking: 1 = Most polycentric, 24 = Completely monocentric. 

Note: Strathcona (#24) and Comox Valley (#25) were one regional district in 2006 and are therefore combined for 
this analysis. Central Coast (#45) and Stikine (#57) were excluded since they contain no population centres. 
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4.3 Survey results 

Survey results are summarized below by question. 23 out of 28 regional districts responded to the 
survey and two districts were disqualified because they did not employ a regional planner. Those 
two districts also did not contain any PCs used in the spatial analysis. Therefore, the response 
rate for eligible districts was 88.4%. All respondents completed the survey in full. The 
implications of responses for specific regional districts are explored in relation to results of the 
spatial analysis in the discussion section (Chapter 5). The online survey is displayed in Appendix 
Figure C-1 and the full survey results can be found in Appendix Table C-1. 
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Q1. Were you previously aware of the concept of polycentricity? 

 No (n=9, 39.1%): Central Okanagan, Cariboo, Kootenay-Boundary, Squamish-Lillooet, 
Kitimat-Stikine, Northern Rockies, Peace River, Fraser-Fort George, East Kootenay 

 Yes (n=14, 60.9%): Capital, Metro Vancouver, Cowichan Valley, Bulkley-Nechako, 
Columbia-Shuswap, Thompson-Nicola, Nanaimo, Powell River, Mount Waddington, 
Okanagan-Similkameen, Central Kootenay, Sunshine Coast, Alberni-Clayoquot, 
Strathcona 

Q2. Does this concept currently influence planning in your region? 

 Yes, formally (n=4, 17.4%): Metro Vancouver, Columbia-Shuswap, Peace River, Mount 
Waddington 

 Yes, informally (n=14, 60.9%): Central Okanagan, Capital, Cowichan Valley, Bulkley-
Nechako, Kootenay-Boundary, Thompson-Nicola, Kitimat-Stikine, Northern Rockies, 
Nanaimo, Powell River, Central Kootenay, Sunshine Coast, Alberni-Clayoquot, 
Strathcona 

 No (n=4, 17.4%): Cariboo, Fraser-Fort George, Okanagan-Similkameen, East Kootenay 

 Not Sure (n=1, 0.43%): Squamish-Lillooet 

Q3. Do you have a Regional Growth Strategy? 

 Yes (n=8, 34.8%): Central Okanagan, Capital, Metro Vancouver, Squamish-Lillooet, 
Thompson-Nicola, Nanaimo, Okanagan-Similkameen, East Kootenay 

 No (n=13, 56.5%): Cariboo, Cowichan Valley, Bulkley-Nechako, Kootenay-Boundary, 
Columbia-Shuswap, Kitimat-Stikine, Powell River, Fraser-Fort George, Mount 
Waddington, Central Kootenay, Sunshine Coast, Alberni-Clayoquot, Strathcona 

 Not Sure (n=2, 8.7%): Northern Rockies, Peace River 

Q4. How strong is the spatial potential for polycentricity in your region? 

 Very Strong (n=6, 26.1%): Metro Vancouver, Cowichan Valley, Kootenay-Boundary, 
Squamish-Lillooet, Mount Waddington, Sunshine Coast 

 Strong (n=1, 4.3%): Nanaimo 

 Some (n=11, 47.8%): Central Okanagan, Capital, Bulkley-Nechako, Columbia-Shuswap, 
Thompson-Nicola, Kitimat-Stikine, Powell River, Peace River, East Kootenay, Central 
Kootenay, Strathcona 

 Weak (n=3, 13.0%): Cariboo, Okanagan-Similkameen, Alberni-Clayoquot 

 Very Weak (n=2, 8.7%): Northern Rockies, Fraser-Fort George 

Q5a. In your regional district, to what extent do you… seek to develop complementary 
functions (i.e. different economic specializations) amongst the different population 
centres? 

 To great extent (n=2, 8.7%): Cowichan Valley, Mount Waddington 

 To some extent (n=11, 47.8%): Central Okanagan, Capital, Bulkley-Nechako, Kootenay-
Boundary, Columbia-Shuswap, Squamish-Lillooet, Kitimat-Stikine, Nanaimo, Central 
Kootenay, Alberni-Clayoquot, Strathcona 

 To little extent (n=6, 26.1%): Metro Vancouver, Northern Rockies, Peace River, Fraser-
Fort George, East Kootenay, Sunshine Coast 

 To no extent (n=4, 17.4%): Cariboo, Thompson-Nicola, Powell River, Okanagan-
Similkameen 
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Q5b. In your regional district, to what extent do you… encourage cooperation between 
population centres to achieve regional goals? 

 To great extent (n=7, 30.4%): Central Okanagan, Capital, Bulkley-Nechako, Mount 
Waddington, Central Kootenay, Alberni-Clayoquot 

 To some extent (n=15, 65.2%): Cowichan Valley, Kootenay-Boundary, Columbia-
Shuswap, Squamish-Lillooet, Thompson-Nicola, Kitimat-Stikine, Nanaimo, Powell 
River, Peace River, Fraser-Fort George, Okanagan-Similkameen, East Kootenay, 
Sunshine Coast, Strathcona 

 To little extent (n=1, 4.3%): Cariboo 

 To no extent (n=1, 4.3%): Northern Rockies 

Q5c. In your regional district, to what extent do you… compete with other regions to 
attract economic development, residents, institutions, investment, etc.? 

 To great extent (n=2, 8.7%): Central Okanagan, Nanaimo 

 To some extent (n=14, 60.9%): Cariboo, Cowichan Valley, Kootenay-Boundary, 
Columbia-Shuswap, Squamish-Lillooet, Thompson-Nicola, Northern Rockies, Powell 
River, Fraser-Fort George, Mount Waddington, Okanagan-Similkameen, East Kootenay, 
Central Kootenay, Alberni-Clayoquot 

 To little extent (n=7, 30.4%): Capital, Metro Vancouver, Bulkley-Nechako, Kitimat-
Stikine, Peace River, Sunshine Coast, Strathcona 

 To no extent (n=0, 0.0%) 

Q6. What is the attitude of local politicians/administration towards cooperation? 

 Very willing (n=1, 4.3%): Okanagan-Similkameen 

 Somewhat willing (n=16, 69.6%): Central Okanagan, Metro Vancouver, Cowichan 
Valley, Bulkley-Nechako, Columbia-Shuswap, Squamish-Lillooet, Thompson-Nicola, 
Kitimat-Stikine, Nanaimo, Powell River, Peace River, Fraser-Fort George, Mount 
Waddington, East Kootenay, Sunshine Coast, Alberni-Clayoquot 

 Neutral (n=1, 4.3%): Cariboo 

 Somewhat opposed (n=5, 21.7%): Capital, Kootenay-Boundary, Northern Rockies, 
Central Kootenay, Strathcona 

 Very opposed (n=0, 0.0%) 

In addition to the multiple-choice questions, participants were asked to write general comments. 
These comments addressed the role of the regional district, effect of large distances, and conflicts 
between municipalities. One participant expressed that their regional district did not perform a 
coordinating role, and that they only looked after rural areas. Another indicated that in place of a 
Regional Growth Strategy, regional issues were dealt with separately through a variety of plans. 
In one district, proximate municipalities collaborated on initiatives, while other municipalities in 
the same district were too distant from any neighbours to cooperate. Some municipalities in close 
proximity were very competitive and conflicted over local taxation and political decisions made 
for local interests. 
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5 DISCUSSION 

5.1 Viability of potential PURs 

The initial spatial focus of this study provided an interesting basis to draw comparisons against 
the planning context of regional districts and the perspective of local planners. The PURs 
identified are functional areal configurations of population centres (i.e., urban areas) supported 
by an existing road network, which is a preliminary stage in the overall assessment of PUR 
viability. Deeper understanding of each centre in relation to the others in each potential PUR 
would be required, addressing factors such as existing functions and amenities, economic 
structure, and social and demographic differences, to name a few, and turning the focus of this 
topic towards the desirable outcomes of PURs and how to achieve them in each unique area. 
This study finds that from the perspective of the inhabitants, the spatial-functional conditions 
appear to be good in a number of areas of the province, but regional districts in the political-
institutional dimension complicate matters in various ways. Some PURs are divided amongst 
districts, and are therefore subject to different planning policies and strategies, as well as different 
interpretations of the role of the regional district. Still, in other districts, there is a lack of political 
will for cooperation. 

The spatial analysis has shown different types of potential PURs according to the existing pattern 
of development – clustered PURS and linear PURs. In addition, centrality is an important factor 
to overlapping PURs and to chains of dual-centred PURs. Because we are primarily interested in 
PURs that can complement the urban cores, those that include the largest centres (i.e., 
Vancouver, Victoria, Abbotsford, Kelowna) are being left at this point. Eleven areas of potential 
PURs are reflected upon in the following section, considering their spatial configuration and data 
provided by the surveys. The areas chosen show a variety of PUR types such as clusters, chains 
and simple pairs. They are presented in that order, grouped by the regional district(s) in which 
they are found, because clustered PURs would present the greatest opportunity from a spatial-
functional perspective, allowing the most interactions. Linear PURs, then chains of PURs and 
finally isolated pairs of PCs follow. Refer to Figures 2.2 and 4.2 to see where these PCs/PURs 
are situated in the province. 

5 . 1 . 1  C en t r a l  K oo t ena y /Koo t e na y - B ound a r y  

The overlapping PUR clusters spanning Kootenay-
Boundary RD and Central Kootenay RD present the 
most striking opportunity for a regional centre to 
balance the province’s urban system. Six centres are 
located together in relative isolation from their 
surroundings, creating the natural conditions for PURs. 
Unlike some other clusters, these centres are not in 
proximity to any of the urban cores. The two clusters 
have similar total populations (approx. 24,000-26,000), 
and are anchored by Nelson, Castlegar and Trail.  

Three population centres – Castlegar, Fruitvale and Salmo – would each have accessibility to 
37,000 inhabitants, approximately three times the size of the largest single centre. Therefore, 
there would be good possibilities for developing complementary functions among the different 
centres. Because these PURs span regional boundaries, two districts would have to work together 
to develop a common strategy, in addition to the cooperation of the six PCs. 

The majority of the populations of both districts are concentrated in the same area that spans the 
regional district boundary. However, the survey revealed some differences between the districts. 
Both believed polycentricity informally influenced their planning. However, Kootenay-Boundary 
believed there was very strong spatial potential, while Central Kootenay thought there was only 
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some. Both sought to develop complementary functions, encourage cooperation and compete 
with other regions, but attitude of local politicians in both was somewhat opposed to 
cooperation over regional issues. 

Favourable spatial conditions and recognition of potential from regional planners show an 
opportunity for PUR development. However, the main challenges appear to be lack of political 
will towards cooperation and the division between two regional districts, which will require 
cooperation between both municipalities on the local level and regional districts, which are 
required to serve their municipalities and not neighbouring regions. 

5 . 1 . 2  N o r t h  O ka na g a n /Co lum b ia - Shu sw a p  

Multiple overlapping PURs occur in these two regions, 
taking the form of linear PURs anchored by Vernon in 
the south and Salmon Arm in the north. Again, 
cooperation between two regional districts would be 
required, and centrality could play a role in the 
functioning of the region. The central population 
centres – Salmon Arm, Enderby, Armstrong and 
Lumby – have access to similar total populations 
(approx. 60,000-75,000) including the largest centre, 
Vernon, which suggests good possibilities for 

complementarity in the future. Vernon, however, also has accessibility to Kelowna, the fourth 
largest centre in the province (total accessible population to Vernon approx. 214,000). 

North Okanagan RD did not respond to the survey, but Columbia-Shuswap RD indicated that 
polycentricity formally influenced planning. They also recognized some spatial potential for 
PURs, engaged in developing complementary functions, cooperation and competition to some 
extent, and that local politicians were somewhat willing to cooperate over regional issues. 

Good spatial conditions again in both regions present opportunities for PURs to develop in each 
of these districts. However, creating cross-border PURs presents a challenge, again requiring 
cooperation on both municipal and regional levels. While good will among politicians in 
Columbia-Shuswap presents an opportunity, the required inter-regional cooperation presents a 
challenge towards developing PURs. 

5 . 1 . 3  Cow i c ha n  Va l l e y  

Cowichan Valley RD consists of the highest number of 
centres in one PUR; eight centres within the same 
regional district total approx. 47,000 inhabitants. The 
region is anchored by Duncan (pop: 25,000), which is 
centrally located and has access to both Nanaimo and 
Victoria (total accessible population: 450,000). Most of 
the other centres in this PUR also have access to 
Nanaimo, the second largest centre on the island, but 
since it is found in another regional district, is much larger 

than the other centres and is at the northern extent, it is logical to focus on the PUR created by 
the eight centres in Cowichan Valley RD. 

The survey showed positive conditions for PURs in Cowichan Valley RD. Polycentricity 
informally influenced planning, and very strong spatial potential for PURs was recognized. The 
region engaged in activities related to complementarity, cooperation and competition to some or 
to great extent, and local politicians were somewhat willing to cooperate over regional issues. 
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While having a high number of PCs in close proximity to form PURs, a spatial challenge in this 
area is to build complementarity that does not depend on Victoria to the south or Nanaimo to 
the north. With eight centres in one district, there is an opportunity in the political-institutional 
dimension to influence PUR development that strengthens the region as a counterweight to its 
larger neighbouring PCs. 

5 . 1 . 4  F r a s e r  Va l l e y  

The Fraser Valley RD is clearly dominated by Abbotsford, 
the third largest centre in the province. However, the five 
centres to the east, anchored by Chilliwack, have a total 
population of approx. 76,000, which puts the region 
amongst the five most populated areas in the province. 
Chilliwack, Cultus Lake and Kent also have proximity to 
Abbotsford, giving them access to a total population of 
approx. 240,000. 

Fraser Valley RD did not respond to the survey of regional planners. 

The spatial configuration of the five centres in question creates both a challenge and an 
opportunity because of proximity to larger Abbotsford. However, an opportunity lies in the fact 
that Chilliwack is the largest of the five, which lies between Abbotsford and the other centres. 
Therefore Chilliwack is more central, geographically, to the total area, and its position as an 
attraction pole could minimize the need for centres to the east to pass through to Abbotsford. 
Abbotsford also being in the same regional district could present challenges to implementing 
polycentricity on the regional level. 

5 . 1 . 5  Suns h in e  Coa s t  

The four centres in Sunshine Coast RD create a linear PUR with a 
total population of approx. 18,000. This group of centres is 
geographically isolated from its neighbours and contained within 
one regional district, which makes it a natural choice for a PUR. 
Gibsons and Sechelt dominate the PUR, with approx. 8,100 and 
7,300 population, respectively. 

Planning in Sunshine Coast RD is informally influenced by polycentricity, and very strong spatial 
potential for PURs is recognized. Aspects of complementarity and competition were developed 
to little extent, and cooperation to some extent. Local politicians were somewhat willing to 
cooperate on regional issues. 

Linear PUR spatial conditions might present less opportunity than clusters because central 
locations along the line are geographically advantaged to serve the total population. Therefore, a 
challenge would be to distribute complementary functions rather than concentrate them in 
central locations. However, an opportunity exists for the four centres to cooperate, being within 
one district, with some political will exhibited on the local level. 
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5 . 1 . 6  O ka na g a n - S im i l k a m e en  

To the south of Kelowna, a potential linear PUR anchored by 
Penticton (pop: 37,000) could join Summerland to the north 
and Oliver to the south, for a total population of 49,000. 
Summerland and Penticton also have access to Kelowna (total 
accessible population approx. 190,000), but because Kelowna is 
the largest centre in the Okanagan-Similkameen / Central 
Okanagan / North Okanagan / Columbia-Shuswap corridor, it 
is logical to exclude it to develop a complementary PUR. 
Oliver, at the southern end of this PUR, also has access to 
similarly sized Osoyoos. Osoyoos is 62 kilometres from 
Penticton and 81 kilometres from Summerland, so speed limits 

in the areas must be the cause of travel-times exceeding the criteria of the spatial analysis. With 
transportation improvements, the entire corridor to the south of Kelowna could create a PUR of 
approx. 54,000. 

The survey showed that polycentricity did not influence planning in Okanagan-Similkameen RD. 
While they had a Regional Growth Strategy, weak spatial potential was recognized for PURs. 
Interestingly, however, local politicians were very willing to cooperate over regional issues. The 
general comments for Okanagan-Similkameen RD revealed a role for the regional district that 
was limited to rural areas and did not serve a coordinating function for urban centres. This brings 
into doubt the organizational capacity to develop a PUR in this region. 

While spatial potential exists, the greatest challenge is to develop a regional coordinating role in 
the district. Amongst individual centres, having the largest PC in a central location could be an 
opportunity to develop a PUR that is oriented away from Kelowna, providing a counterweight to 
one of BC’s largest centres. 

5 . 1 . 7  Sq ua m i s h - L i l l o o e t  

In Squamish-Lillooet RD, Pemberton, Whistler and Squamish 
link back to Lions Bay and Vancouver in a chain of dual-
centred PURs. Squamish therefore has access to Lions Bay and 
Whistler (total accessible population: 24,000), and Whistler has 
access to Squamish and Pemberton (total accessible 
population: 25,000). Whistler is in a unique situation because it 
is deemed a ‘resort municipality’ and has a maximum 
population set by law. Therefore, size cannot represent 
Whistler’s dominance in the region, and its relatively low 
population belies its role as an attraction pole. Squamish and 

Pemberton have long housed people who work in Whistler, and due to the unique housing 
limitations, inhabitants might be willing to commute longer distances. 

The survey showed that Squamish-Lillooet RD had a Regional Growth Strategy, but there was 
uncertainty as to whether polycentricity influenced the planning. However, spatial potential for 
PURs was considered very strong, even though distances between centres were relatively far 
according to the spatial analysis. The district engaged in activities to develop complementarity, 
cooperation and competition to some extent – there is a natural division of functions between 
the resort of Whistler and its neighbours – and local politicians were somewhat willing to 
cooperate over regional issues. 

The constraint to growth in Whistler provides an opportunity for polycentricity because the 
demand must be accommodated in neighbouring centres, and political will in this area is positive. 
A challenge to overcome, however, is the distance between each centre, which would prevent 
multiple interactions while road travel is the only means of transportation. 
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5 . 1 . 8  B u l k l e y - N echa ko  

Bulkley-Nechako RD is another region with a chain-
like formation of 2-centred PURs. Six centres are each 
distributed nearly one hour driving distance apart, 
although the distances between them are from 60 to 80 
kilometres. The spatial analysis did not identify a PUR 
for Houston-Burns Lake because the driving time 
exceeded the criteria by four minutes. Smithers – at the 
western extent – is two to three times larger than the 
other centres (pop: 5,500), and Smithers-Houston 

creates the largest PUR (total population approx. 7,700). The small centres in this region, each 
within commuting distance to its neighbours, have similar accessibility. 

In spite of the stretched distances, the survey indicated that polycentricity informally influenced 
planning. The respondent believed there was some spatial potential for PURs. Given the small 
populations, there might be a greater need for cooperation in order to provide needed functions 
throughout the region, so greater distances could be overcome. The regional districts encouraged 
cooperation between centres to a great extent, and local politicians were somewhat willing to 
cooperate over regional issues. 

The vast distances again present a challenge to developing PURs in the region. Focusing on the 
distribution of particular functions might provide more opportunities so that each centre can 
benefit from centrality along the line in a different functional area. Good will towards 
cooperation on the regional and local levels presents an opportunity for a more strategic plan to 
achieve polycentricity. 

5 . 1 . 9  T hom p son - N i c o l a  

In Thompson-Nicola RD, a chain-like formation 
connects Cache Creek, Ashcroft, Merritt and Kamloops 
with Logan Lake located in the centre. Logan Lake is 
one of the smallest centres in the area, but having access 
to other centres in three directions, including Kamloops 
(pop: 73,500) and Merritt (pop: 7,200), it has the highest 
total accessible population (approx. 89,000). Logan Lake 
itself is situated off the major highways, so slower roads 
connect it to its neighbours. Ashcroft (pop: 1,600) and 

Cache Creek (pop: 1,040) are only 11 kilometres and 14 minutes apart, so they make a natural 
pair. 

The region had a Regional Growth Strategy, but polycentricity only informally influenced 
planning. Some spatial potential for PURs was recognized. The district did not seek to develop 
complementary functions to any extent, but encouraged cooperation and competition to some 
extent, and local politicians were somewhat willing to cooperate over regional issues. 

The central location of Logan Lake presents an opportunity to knit the region together and focus 
on developing complementary functions. However, as in other areas, the relatively large distances 
between the centres presents a challenge to multiple interactions. The possibility to improve 
driving times through road improvements provides an opportunity to improve the spatial-
functional situation. Good will towards cooperation on the local and regional levels suggest 
favourable political-institutional conditions for the development of PURs. 
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5 . 1 . 1 0  E a s t  K oo t ena y  

East Kootenay RD has potential for PURs in 
two areas. Cranbrook and Kimberley form a 
natural dual-centred PUR that is isolated from 
its neighbours. The two centres are 28 km 
apart and 37 minutes driving time. Cranbrook 
is roughly three times larger than Kimberley, 
and Kimberley serves a unique resort function 
in the area, so there exists some 
complementarity. The combined population is 
about 26,000. 

The other area in the region has a chain of dual-centred PURs connected in the middle by 
Sparwood (total accessible population: 10,800). Fernie is the largest centre in the area (pop: 
4,800). Not reflected in the PUR composition, Sparwood is accessible to one centre in the 
neighbouring province – Blairmore – so Sparwood’s total cross-border accessible population is 
12,500. 

The survey showed that East Kootenay RD has a Regional Growth Strategy, but polycentricity 
does not influence planning. However, some spatial potential for PURs is recognized. 
Complementary functions were sought to little extent, but cooperation and competition were 
encouraged to some extent. Local politicians were somewhat willing to cooperate over regional 
issues. 

Having two areas of PUR potential in the region and a positive attitude towards cooperation on 
local and regional levels present spatial-functional and political-institutional opportunities in East 
Kootenay RD. A challenge is polycentricity’s absence from the RGS, which should guide long-
term regional planning. There is opportunity to further develop complementarity between 
Cranbrook and Kimberley, but in Sparwood it might be advantageous to achieve more functions 
in the area by developing it as a central location. 

5 . 1 . 1 1  M o un t  Wa d d ing t on  

Two centres – Port Hardy (pop: 3,500) and Port McNeill (pop: 
2,500) – form an isolated pair at the northern end of Vancouver 
Island, separated by 50 minutes driving time. The Pareto 
analysis showed this to be the most complementary region in 
the province, although some population seems to have shifted 
from Port McNeill to Port Hardy from 2006 to 2011. This last 
example appears to be the strongest possibility for a dual-
centred PUR in BC. 

The survey showed that polycentricity formally influenced planning in the region, although they 
do not have a Regional Growth Strategy. Very strong spatial potential for a PUR was recognized, 
and the region sought to develop complementary functions and encourage cooperation to great 
extent. Local politicians were somewhat willing to cooperate over regional issues. 

The remoteness of these two centres presents an opportunity to each of them to cooperate and 
double their individual sizes. With only two centres in the region, it could be relatively simple to 
implement a PUR in the political-institutional dimension, evidenced by the great extent to which 
the district encouraged cooperation and the formal influence of polycentricity on planning. A 
challenge, however, could be to achieve the beneficial outcomes in spite of operating as a PUR – 
namely to attract growth to the region – since together the two centres are very remote in the 
province and had stagnant population growth between 2006 and 2011. 
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5.2 Spatial-functional limitations 

In the spatial analysis, a reasonable commute of 100 kilometres and one-hour driving time was 
used as the criteria for PURs throughout the entire province. However, what is considered a 
reasonable commute may not be the same in all regions. An urban region, for example, might 
have more centres within the 100-km area, but inhabitants may not be willing to travel as far due 
to factors such as congestion and availability of public transportation. The largest centres (e.g., 
Vancouver, Victoria, Abbotsford, Kelowna) have more developed public transportation 
networks, which may create different commuting cultures. The Google Maps analysis is meant to 
take typical congestion into account for calculating travel times, but it did not account for 
instances when modes other than driving might be faster or more common, such as rapid transit 
and commuter rail in Vancouver. However, the connections enabled by modes such as rapid 
transit and commuter rail are likely already reflected in the current classifications of FUAs (e.g., 
the Vancouver and Victoria FUA’s internal polycentric structures). 

Inhabitants of less populated areas, such as Cariboo, Bulkley-Nechako and Peace River RDs, 
might be used to commuting longer distances. In these cases, the results of the survey to regional 
planners might provide more useful information than the spatial analysis regarding the logical 
potentials of PURs. In Peace River and Cariboo RDs – two regions where PURs were not found 
– surveys did not indicate much potential for PURs or planning activities that would support 
them. Improvements to the highway network may also bring new possibilities for PURs. A 
number of centres were within commuting distance, but the time taken to travel between them 
exceeded one hour. Highway projects currently planned or underway in Cariboo and North 
Okanagan RDs could improve conditions in those regions. 

Due to the spatial distribution of centres, it is difficult to separate the clearest opportunities. The 
previously mentioned areas for PURs each have their own possibilities that will depend on the 
political will and relationships between population centres. Furthermore, the role of the regional 
district will determine whether there is enough existing organizing capacity or whether 
cooperation has to be newly initiated by the centres, i.e., municipalities. 

5.3 Pareto analysis limitations 

The degree of polycentricity attributed to each regional district in the Pareto analysis produced 
some predictable and some unexpected results, but on the whole was not very constructive for 
selecting potential PURs. This is mostly due to the Modifiable Areal Unit Problem. District 
boundaries did not consistently correspond with the population distribution, and where PURs 
crossed district boundaries, the Pareto exponent becomes less meaningful. 

Rosen and Resnick (1980) question the use of political boundaries to define the urban system 
when those boundaries are open, instead promoting “economically rational systems of cities” 
(172). With respect to BC’s regional districts, the boundaries pose absolutely no barrier to the 
movement of goods and people, and the whole of BC shares a common economic framework 
with respect to laws, regulations and taxes. To define economic areas would involve the 
combination of regional districts, which in fact is done in BC – regional districts are aggregated 
into 8 development regions for statistical purposes, but there is no corresponding level of 
government. Therefore, the use of political boundaries at the regional district level proved to be a 
major drawback in this analysis. Some districts that were shown to be monocentric (i.e., only one 
centre or high population inequality) are in reality part of greater polycentric urban areas that 
span district boundaries (e.g., Central Okanagan, Metro Vancouver RDs), while other districts 
that scored higher on polycentricity still had urban corridors that were interrupted by district 
boundaries (e.g., Kootenay-Boundary and Central Kootenay; Columbia-Shuswap and North 
Okanagan). 
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Another problem related to scale is the inclusion of BC’s largest centres amidst the rest of the 
system. Vancouver, Victoria, Abbotsford and Kelowna are functional urban areas and treated as 
single centres. However, they in fact have polycentric internal structures. In the spatial analysis, 
they were excluded from potential PURs in order to focus on developing counterweights. In the 
Pareto analysis, they should also have special treatment because it is incorrect to deduce that any 
region containing these large centres is monocentric, as the Pareto analysis shows. For a better 
analysis, it would be worthwhile to investigate whether the municipal level defines more localized 
centres within these agglomerations that can be compared on the same level as other small 
centres in the same regions. 

For the purposes of potential PURs in BC, Pareto analysis may not be as useful as initially 
believed. Both the number of centres in each district and population inequality between them 
were taken into account, but from the perspective of potentials, perhaps the number of centres 
in proximity to one another is more important than the existing population inequality. The 
implications can easily been seen by comparing examples from the Pareto analysis. Mount 
Waddington has only two PCs of near equal size, and it therefore ranks as the most polycentric 
region. However, two centres do not provide the preconditions to benefit the most from PUR 
development – more would be desirable. On the other hand, the regions with the most centres 
(Cowichan Valley (R = 8), Thompson-Nicola (R = 7), Fraser Valley (R = 7) and Metro 
Vancouver (R = 7)) were distributed throughout the polycentricity ranking, but clearly they 
possess high potential to reap the benefits of PURs. For this reason, scoring high on 
polycentricity in the Pareto analysis did not necessarily indicate potential for PURs. 

Even though this analysis has not been useful to identify potential PURs, it could be applicable 
to planning policy and the survey of regional planners. The regional district is still the 
administrative level at which polycentricity policies can be developed. As mentioned, potential 
PURs that cross borders indicate where districts might collaborate on a polycentricity strategy, or 
for a better analysis, regions that are more densely populated might be combined to measure the 
polycentricity of cross-border PURs. It may be worthwhile to focus on the 8 development 
regions, defining which districts could benefit from cooperation. To assess the degree of 
polycentricity, a more flexible approach might be more appropriate in a sparsely populated 
province like British Columbia. Mapping the different functions in the regions, for example, 
could reveal how concentrated they are and show whether PCs in certain regions experience 
more remoteness from specific functions than others. This approach would focus more on the 
goals of polycentricity such as having complementary economic functions and a diverse array of 
amenities instead of measuring the more arbitrary number of centres and population inequality. 
The polycentricity argument is, after all, outcome oriented and not polycentricity for the sake of 
polycentricity. 

5.4 Role of regional districts 

The review of the political-institutional situation in British Columbia showed that regional 
districts were the appropriate administrative level for considering the formation of PURs. 
However, the mandate of each regional district is dictated from the municipal level. Therefore, if 
regional districts are not proactive to support complementarity, cooperation or competition, then 
it must come about through local initiative. The survey of a planner in each regional district 
indicated some different interpretations of the role of districts, informed through the general 
comments. A number of districts indicated that they do not engage in urban planning activities, 
leaving the municipalities to handle their own affairs in ‘silos’. This reflects upon the mandate 
given to regional districts by the province, which is to manage unorganized territories, i.e., not 
belonging to a municipality. Districts cannot assume any authority over municipalities to lead 
long-term strategic planning for the region. This appears to be a weakness of the political-
institutional arrangement, since the sustainability of a region is strongly affected by the urban 
areas in which decisions may be made in isolation from their surroundings. On the other hand, 
the principles of the regional district system (Figure 2.3) appear reasonable to foster a 
cooperative spirit under these circumstances. 



 43 

The province of British Columbia took a proactive step by introducing Regional Growth 
Strategies as a framework for long-term sustainability planning, but made them voluntary. The 
survey showed that many districts have not yet adopted RGSs, which is not to say that they don’t 
work with the same issues in other ways. Nevertheless, one way to ensure that long-term regional 
planning can occur with the cooperation of municipalities would be to make RGSs mandatory. 
This would also help to build a more consistent role for districts throughout the province, and 
require the participation of municipalities. The framework of the RGS could be the best 
opportunity for districts and their constituent municipalities to approach the issue of 
polycentricity. 
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6 CONCLUSION 

The preconditions of PURs in terms of spatial-functional and political-institutional dimensions 
were studied in British Columbia as a solution to the strongly hierarchical urban system, 
dominated by Vancouver, for a more balanced territorial development that builds equity between 
the regions. To achieve this, the focus has been on areas away from the urban core where 
counterweights can be developed, and where strengthened regional centres can improve access to 
services and amenities for more remote communities. 

This study has found a multitude of possibilities for the development of PURs in British 
Columbia, defined as population centres within 100 kilometres driving distance and one hour 
driving time. Different areas of the province present different types of PUR possibilities. 
Continuous overlapping potential PURs, found in the highly populated areas near urban cores, 
give centres flexibility over which of their neighbours they could cooperate with. In other areas, 
groups of centres that are isolated from their other neighbours are natural choices for PURs. Yet 
elsewhere, along the highway corridors that traverse the province, many centres are just within 
commuting distance from each other in a chain-like formation. Varying attitudes across the 
province towards distance and commuting could have an effect on the viability of individual 
PURs. The results of this study provide a starting point from which individual potential PURs 
could be studied in greater depth. 

To understand each potential PUR, local conditions need to be studied, including various factors 
such as economic structure, demographics, and range of existing and desired functions. In 
addition, the cultural dimension of organizing capacity for the formation of PURs must be taken 
into account, which requires a more subjective and intimate approach than was possible in the 
scope of this study. The addition of these factors into the analysis of potential PURs would add 
richness and better identify the challenges and opportunities for each possibility. Furthermore, 
each area of potential may prioritize the desired effects of PURs differently according to their 
needs, if at all, as would be reflected in the strategic planning of each region. The PUR strategy 
would be future-oriented in BC, as a way to guide growth and development towards more 
complementary centres, unlike in prominent European examples, where PURs are much more 
supported by existing densities and historical functions. The regional district’s ability to identify 
and prioritize the desired outcomes of PURs and integrate them in strategic planning may vary 
according to different interpretations of the district’s role, as suggested by the survey. 

Different interpretations of the role of the regional district could be a barrier to implementing a 
high-level, coordinated policy such as polycentricity. The voluntary nature of regional districts 
and disconnect between responsibilities for rural and urban areas (according to regional and 
municipal jurisdictions) creates different potentials for regional planning, let alone planning for 
polycentricity. Regional Growth Strategies provide an existing framework for regional districts to 
streamline and build consistency between their long-term planning strategies. If RGSs were 
mandatory, every district would have the opportunity to consider a policy of polycentricity as 
they plan their sustainability strategy. It is hoped that this study will generate interest in the 
concept of Polycentric Urban Regions throughout British Columbia, and that regional planners 
will consider the benefits that could be derived from such a development in their local contexts. 
For further study into the viability of PURs in each of the areas identified, it is important to 
focus on the potential outcomes of PUR development to ensure that benefits can be derived, 
rather than focusing on polycentricity for the sake of polycentricity. As was demonstrated, in 
some areas might benefit from cooperation in different ways, such as by designating a central 
location to serve higher-level functions for the region. 
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APPENDIX A: SPATIAL ANALYSIS 

Table A-1 Total population accessible within 1 hour driving time and 100 km driving distance 

Population 

Centre 
Name 

Population 

Centre 
Population 

Additional 

Accessible 
Population 

Total 

Accessible 
Population 

Population 

Centre 
Name 

Population 

Centre 
Population 

Additional 

Accessible 
Population 

Total 

Accessible 
Population 

Aldergrove 12,778 2,467,155 2,479,933 Kimberley 6,723 19,364 26,087 

White Rock 82,368 2,326,891 2,409,259 Blind Bay 1,738 24,123 25,861 

Walnut Grove 27,969 2,381,290 2,409,259 Whistler 7,699 17,420 25,119 

Vancouver 2,135,201 125,521 2,260,722 Nelson 10,520 13,759 24,279 

Deep Cove 1,088 2,259,634 2,260,722 Squamish 15,051 9,017 24,068 

Lions Bay 1,318 2,151,340 2,152,658 Fort St. John 18,699 0 18,699 

Duncan 24,479 427,746 452,225 Gibsons 8,089 9,829 17,918 

Cowichan Bay 1,401 450,824 452,225 Sechelt 7,251 10,667 17,918 

Mill Bay 1,549 369,013 370,562 Roberts Creek 1,472 16,446 17,918 

Shawnigan 3,543 359,883 363,426 
Welcome 

Beach 
1,106 16,812 17,918 

Victoria 316,327 38,108 354,435 Terrace 15,569 0 15,569 

Abbotsford 149,855 193,789 343,644 Quesnel 13,566 0 13,566 

Sooke 7,136 317,876 325,012 Powell River 13,175 0 13,175 

Chilliwack 66,382 172,627 239,009 Williams Lake 12,408 0 12,408 

Kent 3,182 235,827 239,009 Prince Rupert 11,838 0 11,838 

Cultus Lake 1,110 237,899 239,009 Dawson Creek 11,583 0 11,583 

Kelowna 141,767 94,487 236,254 Sparwood 3,460 7,329 10,789 

Vernon 44,600 169,351 213,951 Pemberton 2,369 7,699 10,068 

Duck Lake 6,281 199,632 205,913 Osoyoos 4,855 5,175 10,030 

Summerland 6,704 190,125 196,829 Revelstoke 6,772 2,441 9,213 

Penticton 36,902 153,646 190,548 Merritt 7,189 1,975 9,164 

Parksville 24,326 162,333 186,659 Fernie 4,811 3,460 8,271 

Ladysmith 8,841 151,383 160,224 Smithers 5,473 2,246 7,719 

Nanaimo 88,799 57,492 146,291 Houston 2,246 5,473 7,719 

Chemainus 3,035 132,863 135,898 Kitimat 7,046 0 7,046 

Crofton 1,092 134,806 135,898 Port Hardy 3,515 2,505 6,020 

Courtenay 40,809 62,221 103,030 Port McNeill 2,505 3,515 6,020 

Cumberland 3,381 99,649 103,030 Elkford 2,518 3,460 5,978 

Chase 2,495 91,465 93,960 Creston 5,379 0 5,379 

Logan Lake 1,975 86,734 88,709 Fraser Lake 1,167 3,772 4,939 

Dallas 4,445 79,680 84,125 Vanderhoof 1,382 3,445 4,827 

Kamloops 73,472 8,915 82,387 Ashcroft 1,628 3,015 4,643 

Campbell 

River 
34,514 44,190 78,704 Grand Forks 4,274 0 4,274 

Hope 4,234 72,142 76,376 Fort Nelson 3,902 0 3,902 

Harrison Hot 
Springs 

1,468 74,908 76,376 Golden 3,701 0 3,701 

Armstrong 4,830 69,795 74,625 
Fort St. 
James 

2,278 1,382 3,660 

Salmon Arm 11,810 59,036 70,846 Burns Lake 2,390 1,167 3,557 

Enderby 2,932 67,150 70,082 Mackenzie 3,300 0 3,300 

Prince George 65,503 0 65,503 Invermere 2,955 0 2,955 

Lumby 1,731 58,643 60,374 Princeton 2,724 0 2,724 
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Population 

Centre 
Name 

Population 

Centre 
Population 

Additional 

Accessible 
Population 

Total 

Accessible 
Population 

Population 

Centre 
Name 

Population 

Centre 
Population 

Additional 

Accessible 
Population 

Total 

Accessible 
Population 

Oliver 5,175 48,461 53,636 
Tumbler 
Ridge 

2,700 0 2,700 

Lake 
Cowichan 

3,159 43,940 47,099 Cache Creek 1,040 1,628 2,668 

Port Alberni 20,503 24,326 44,829 Chetwynd 2,255 0 2,255 

Castlegar 8,992 28,054 37,046 Lillooet 2,068 0 2,068 

Fruitvale 3,628 33,418 37,046 
100 Mile 

House 
1,721 0 1,721 

Salmo 1,139 35,907 37,046 Ucluelet 1,627 0 1,627 

Sicamous 2,441 28,082 30,523 Nakusp 1,574 0 1,574 

Trail 9,276 17,250 26,526 Gold River 1,267 0 1,267 

Rossland 3,491 23,035 26,526 
Miller's 
Landing 

1,113 0 1,113 

Cranbrook 19,364 6,723 26,087 
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APPENDIX B: PARETO ANALYSIS 

Table B-1 Results of Pareto analysis of regional districts based on population centres, 2006 and 2011 

RD ID RD Name 
Population Centres 2006 2011 

Total Population 2011 R α R2 α R2 

43 Mount Waddington 6,020 2 3.059 1.000 2.046 1.000 

5 Kootenay-Boundary 20,669 4 1.266 0.942 1.253 0.908 

51 Bulkley-Nechako 14,936 6 1.139 0.972 1.171 0.910 

1 East Kootenay 39,831 6 0.894 0.973 0.876 0.981 

49 Kitimat-Stikine 22,615 2 0.980 1.000 0.874 1.000 

39 Columbia-Shuswap 26,462 5 0.842 0.957 0.814 0.978 

19 Cowichan Valley 47,099 8 0.662 0.974 0.670 0.975 

 British Columbia 3,790,694 100 0.651 0.984 0.651 0.987 

7 Okanagan-Similkameen 56,360 5 0.617 0.902 0.617 0.915 

31 Squamish Lillooet 27,187 4 0.621 0.901 0.610 0.939 

3 Central Kootenay 27,604 5 0.560 0.800 0.562 0.806 

55 Peace River 35,237 4 0.536 0.882 0.540 0.892 

21 Nanaimo 113,125 2 0.548 1.000 0.535 1.000 

29 Sunshine Coast 17,918 4 0.524 0.822 0.517 0.803 

33 Thompson-Nicola 92,244 7 0.475 0.953 0.470 0.955 

37 North Okanagan 54,093 4 0.408 0.950 0.412 0.961 

41 Cariboo 27,695 3 0.376 0.616 0.383 0.648 

9 Fraser Valley 228,434 7 0.337 0.944 0.342 0.932 

24/25 Comox-Strathcona 79,971 4 0.316 0.800 0.314 0.810 

23 Alberni-Clayoquot 22,130 2 0.266 1.000 0.274 1.000 

15 Metro Vancouver 2,261,835 7 0.240 0.977 0.240 0.972 

53 Fraser-Fort George 68,803 2 0.255 1.000 0.232 1.000 

35 Central Okanagan 148,048 2 0.222 1.000 0.222 1.000 

17 Capital 323,463 2 0.178 1.000 0.183 1.000 

27 Powell River 13,175 1 – – – – 

59 Northern Rockies 3,902 1 – – – – 

47 Skeena-Queen Charlottes 11,838 1 – – – – 

R = number of cities with size >1,000; α = Pareto exponent (slope); R2 = model fit 

Note: Strathcona (#24) and Comox Valley (#25) were one regional district in 2006 and are therefore combined for 
this analysis. Central Coast (#45) and Stikine (#57) were excluded since they contain no population centres. 
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY OF REGIONAL 
PLANNERS 

Figure C-1 Online survey provided to participants 

 

  

About Polycentric Urban Regions

Polycentricity on a regional scale could be described as a network of small- to medium-sized urban areas that, through cooperation and

competition, are able to develop synergies, achieving the functions and characteristics typical of larger urban centres. For example, cooperation

between proximate urban areas could provide the critical mass for cultural and recreational facilities, economic diversification and specialization,

delivery of specialized health care and education, and numerous other programs that cannot be supported by small- to medium-sized urban areas

acting on their own. In British Columbia, the administrative unit of the regional district provides the capacity for municipalities to engage in regional

planning.

Survey Questions

Please choose the response that is most applicable in your regional district. This survey was designed to be completed in less than 10 minutes.

What is the name of your regional district?

Q1. Were you previously aware of the concept of polycentricity?

 Yes

 No

Q2. Does this concept currently influence planning in your region?

 Yes, formally   Yes, informally   No   Not sure

Q3. Do you have a Regional Growth Strategy?

 Yes   No   Not sure

Q4. How strong is the spatial potential for polycentricity in your region?

i.e. There are multiple centres (2+) within commuting distance that could function as one system.

 Very Strong   Strong   Some   Weak   Very Weak

Q5. In your regional district, to what extent do you:

 To great
extent

To some
extent

To little extent To no extent

Seek to develop complementary functions (i.e. different economic
specializations) amongst the different population centres?

Encourage cooperation between population centres to achieve regional
goals?

Compete with other regions to attract economic development, residents,

institutions, investment, etc.?

Q6. What is the attitude of local politicians/administration towards cooperation?

Note that cooperation for the regional benefit may entail sacrifices at the local level.

 Very willing   Somewhat willing   Neutral   Somewhat opposed   Very opposed

Potentials of Polycentricity in British Columbia 0%

Jump to page: Page 1Administrator Toolbar

Submit

General Comments

Please feel free to add comments related to polycentricity or regional planning in your district.

Survey Maker powered by FluidSurveys
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Table C-1 Results of survey to regional planners 

Regional District Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5a Q5b Q5c Q6 

Central Okanagan No 
Yes, 

informally 
Yes Some 

To some 

extent 

To great 

extent 

To great 

extent 

Somewhat 

willing 

Cariboo  No No No Weak 
To no 

extent 

To little 

extent 

To some 

extent 
Neutral 

Capital  Yes 
Yes, 
informally 

Yes Some 
To some 
extent 

To great 
extent 

To little 
extent 

Somewhat 
opposed 

Metro Vancouver Yes 
Yes, 
formally 

Yes 
Very 
Strong 

To little 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To little 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Cowichan Valley Yes 
Yes, 
informally 

No 
Very 
Strong 

To great 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Bulkley-Nechako Yes 
Yes, 
informally 

No Some 
To some 
extent 

To great 
extent 

To little 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Kootenay-
Boundary 

No 
Yes, 
informally 

No 
Very 
Strong 

To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

Somewhat 
opposed 

Columbia-Shuswap Yes 
Yes, 
formally 

No Some 
To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Squamish-Lillooet No Not Sure Yes 
Very 

Strong 

To some 

extent 

To some 

extent 

To some 

extent 

Somewhat 

willing 

Thompson-Nicola Yes 
Yes, 

informally 
Yes Some 

To no 

extent 

To some 

extent 

To some 

extent 

Somewhat 

willing 

Kitimat-Stikine No 
Yes, 

informally 
No Some 

To some 

extent 

To some 

extent 

To little 

extent 

Somewhat 

willing 

Northern Rockies No 
Yes, 

informally 

Not 

Sure 

Very 

Weak 

To little 

extent 

To no 

extent 

To some 

extent 

Somewhat 

opposed 

Nanaimo Yes 
Yes, 
informally 

Yes Strong 
To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To great 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Powell River Yes 
Yes, 
informally 

No Some 
To no 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Peace River No 
Yes, 
formally 

Not 
Sure 

Some 
To little 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To little 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Fraser-Fort George No No No 
Very 
Weak 

To little 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Mount Waddington Yes 
Yes, 
formally 

No 
Very 
Strong 

To great 
extent 

To great 
extent 

To some 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Okanagan-

Similkameen 
Yes No Yes Weak 

To no 

extent 

To some 

extent 

To some 

extent 
Very willing 

East Kootenay No No Yes Some 
To little 

extent 

To some 

extent 

To some 

extent 

Somewhat 

willing 

Central Kootenay Yes 
Yes, 

informally 
No Some 

To some 

extent 

To great 

extent 

To some 

extent 

Somewhat 

opposed 

Sunshine Coast Yes 
Yes, 

informally 
No 

Very 

Strong 

To little 

extent 

To some 

extent 

To little 

extent 

Somewhat 

willing 

Alberni-Clayoquot Yes 
Yes, 
informally 

No Weak 
To some 
extent 

To great 
extent 

To some 
extent 

Somewhat 
willing 

Strathcona Yes 
Yes, 
informally 

No Some 
To some 
extent 

To some 
extent 

To little 
extent 

Somewhat 
opposed 

 


