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Retail, Services and Restaurants Committee Report
1. ISSUE
The retail, services and restaurant sectors employ 40,000 people in the Greater Victoria region and
make up $6-billion of economic activity in the region, with retail alone accounting for $5.64-billion.
According to Restaurants Canada, restaurant sales in B.C. declined by 49.7% in March, 81.9% in April and
78.7% in May over the same month in the previous year. Initial lay-offs exceeded 80%, but since Phase 3
of B.C.’s reopening plan, this is estimated to be a 60% reduction from pre-pandemic employment levels.
Retailers and service businesses such as spas, hair salons, etc. have also been hit hard, with several
notable and high-profile bankruptcies already announced. We must help the sector adapt quickly to
changing consumer habits. A report released by Retail Insider in August 2020 forecasts that the biggest
impact on the retail sector is yet to come. The magazine predicts major bankruptcies across Canada’s
retail sector in 2021. This will have a cascading effect in Greater Victoria as vacancies reduce demand for
commercial building permits and thus future tax revenues for local municipalities — all in the context of
increased bankruptcies, higher unemployment levels and increased rates of crime.
In our situational analysis surveys, our Committee found that these sectors are experiencing similar
challenges: employees not returning to work, difficulty adapting to e-commerce and delivery, reduced
foot traffic, decreased consumer confidence impacting sales and a reduction in total sales, despite
increases in sales in some areas like local food, liquor, gardening and leisurewear.
This report has been prepared to highlight the above challenges andalso at building a more diverse,
sustainable, and resilient economy for tomorrow.

2. RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation A: All levels of government must expand financial supports and regulatory reform.
Retail, service and restaurant businesses are operating in a severely reduced manner — or not operating
at all. To ensure this segment of Greater Victoria’s economy survives COVID-19, financial measures and
regulatory reform must be instituted so that businesses remain solvent through 2021 to rebuild and
expand when the Province fully re-opens in Phase 4. The Retail, Services and Restaurant Committee
recommends the following:
●

Create a complementary program to the Regional Relief and Recovery Fund (RRRF). The RRRF
administered by the Western Economic Diversification Canada (WD) is nearly fully subscribed.
This funding shortage will mean a shortfall during a second wave of the pandemic and will not
allow for re-hiring employees. A complementary program could fill the funding gaps and include
interest-free loans with a forgivable portion.
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●

Build on the Canadian Emergency Response Benefit (CERB). CERB was essential support during
the necessary shutdown. Now that B.C. is in Phase 3 and gradually re-opening, CERB (and in a
few weeks, the recently announced EI program) needs to work hand-in-hand with incentives to
return people to work, where appropriate. This could include a bonus tax credit based on wage
levels or an awareness campaign about building resumés and upskill into higher-wage
occupations or positions.

●

Reduce or defer property taxes and reduce or eliminate patio fees. Given that the economic
slowdown will be felt more keenly during the winter months, local governments must institute
these policies as soon as possible (if they have not already), and continue these policies through
2021.

●

Expand liquor licensing. Make pandemic-related licensing changes permanent and announce as
soon as possible to give businesses proper planning time: allow restaurants to offer alcohol sales
within expanded premises including patios, and allow more restaurants to offer alcohol sales,
including for take-out. Ideally, permitting /licensing would be consistent across the CRD,
allowing business operators with more than one location to apply their best practices across
multiple locations easily. Making these changes permanent gives operators more certainty to
recoup their losses from recent months and/or to hire more staff for increased demand.

●

Monitor commercial evictions. Encourage the BC Government to monitor a new mutually
beneficial process among landlords, tenants and local governments that encourages flexibility to
ensure businesses are given a chance to succeed. Many landlords have demonstrated that they
need incentives to use the leasing subsidy programs. In contrast, other landlords do need tenant
churn to encourage recovery in the market (e.g., bring in businesses that have adapted to new
conditions).

Recommendation B: The provincial government and industry must work together to increase
consumer confidence in shopping and eating locally.
Many businesses rely on foot traffic from office workers. With the dramatic increase in remote work,
this revenue source has been severely reduced. The Retail, Services and Restaurant Committee
recommends the following:
●

Encourage local businesses to increase e-commerce. Small businesses require grants, resources
and training to scale up in digital infrastructure and marketing to benefit from the expanded
customer base that e-commerce offers. This will help SME retailers gain presence in the context
of the increasing presence of large multinationals.

●

Create communication tools that give British Columbians real-time information on safety
practices in customer-facing businesses. The provincial government could create guidelines for
transportation businesses, tourist destinations, arts and music venues, restaurants, retail stores
and service businesses to ensure a common playbook for safe operations during the pandemic.
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At the same time, an app and door stickers and signage would give customers information on
the protocols followed by these businesses. As a result, businesses and customers would gain an
added sense of safety. To ensure integrity and effectiveness in the long-term, the system would
need a reporting mechanism for non-compliance to discourage businesses from adopting unsafe
practices. These could include negative media coverage, the loss of compliance signage and/or
online ratings.
●

Build on the Buy BC program. The Buy BC program could be expanded to incentivize local
spending and entice spenders away from multinational e-commerce giants. The incentive could
be a temporary relief program operated over 12 to 24 months to support local businesses. The
Buy BC program could include a “rallying goal” (such as a 10% shift) that incentivizes consumer
behavior. This could span food systems, household consumer goods and restaurants (and even
expand to B2B supply chains). This could involve gamifying apps, bonus programs accelerated
through social media and tax incentives for businesses that shift to local suppliers (within the
parameters of free-trade agreements).

●

Create an incentive to return workers to commercial centres. Where safe and in adherence
with WorkSafeBC standards (or in rotating fashion), an incentive targeted at major employers,
Government of BC and Crown agencies is needed to entice workers back into the office (and to
shop and eat nearby). Incentives could include a local rewards card or points program coupled
with marketing grants to Business Improvement Associations to temporarily boost awareness
using local media. This issue impacts the region’s downtown core hardest as many government
ministries and crown corporations, etc. are not encouraging staff to come to the office anytime
soon.

●

The Government of BC could create a grant program to encourage business coopetition
around best-practices. Making this grant program available to formal or informal self-organized
initiatives or coalitions (e.g., emerging “Good Work Victoria” based on Good Work Austin)
encourages business collaboration on key topics. These include pricing strategies, bulk supply
purchases, educating consumers on costs/gratuities, demonstrating value-proposition (vs.
online or alternative), customer impact of supporting local, improving operational or supplychain efficiencies and more. This grant would bring businesses (even those in competition)
together to ensure as many of them survive as possible and help with rapid dissemination of key
information, ideas and best practices.

Recommendation C: All partners must work together on innovative solutions to build resilience for
the future.
As the economy recovers, the Retail, Services and Restaurant Committee recommends the following:
●

Create a regional housing and affordability strategy. This strategy would work in tandem with
the South Island Transportation Plan and examine the factors (population demographics,
technology, climate change, land-use policy and in-migration) that affect housing and
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affordability. Implementing solutions for housing affordability (e.g., expedited approvals for
higher-density housing in commercial centres and multi-modal transportation) will improve
overall affordability in the South Island region. This will decrease the pressure on businesses to
increase wages while their profit margins remain small.

43

●

Encourage mixed-use zoning within commercial centres to increase the density of consumers
within these centres. Despite incentives to return workers to commercial centres, many
workers throughout the region will continue to work from home even after the pandemic has
subsided. This will have two major implications: 1) empty commercial space (and therefore
lower demand for new commercial space); and, 2) fewer office workers patronizing the
businesses that rely on them to survive. In considering these issues, we encourage local
municipalities to explore creative policies that allow the rezoning of commercial-only areas into
mixed-use (i.e., commercial on lower floors and residential above). This addresses these issues
simultaneously as more consumers choose to live near and support retailers and restaurants in
the commercial centres. It also reduces vacancy problems that may hit areas of our region for
years to come.

●

Increase partnership at the regional level on economic planning. Local governments must rally
around the Regional Economic Recovery Plan by resourcing the projects, tabling policy or bylaw
changes in an expedited fashion and encouraging adoption of reduced regulatory burdens —
(even if only a temporary) to spark an increase in economic activity that the region will
desperately need over the next 12 to 24 months.

●

Create a domestic free-trade pilot. Canada benefits from international free-trade agreements
but has many restrictions interprovincially within Canada. A multi-year domestic pilot to reduce
barriers to interprovincial trade could have a positive impact into the billions of dollars. Smalland medium-sized businesses would be encouraged to find suppliers and customers within
Canada because of reduced costs in the supply chain. A stronger Canadian supply chain would
make Canada more competitive internationally.

●

Build economic vibrancy and inclusion through procurement initiatives. We encourage all
municipalities on the South Island to make immediate efforts to join the Coastal Communities
Social Procurement Initiative43 (CCSPI) and adopt the policies put forth by CCSPI and Buy Social
Canada. Purchasing and procurement is a way that municipalities can play an active role in
building social, environmental and economic outcomes in their own backyard from their own
operations and budgets. Further, we encourage SIPP and partners (e.g., Greater Victoria
Harbour Authority) to expand and scale an Indigenous-focused business directory and
procurement initiative that ensures the economy becomes more inclusive. This directory could
work with large corporate and crown buyers, including the health authorities, to ensure
Indigenous entrepreneurs are building the capacity to compete for larger business deals.

Coastal Communities Social Procurement Initiative https://ccspi.ca/
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3. BACKGROUND
Rising Economy Taskforce Objective and Benefits
The South Island Rising Economy Taskforce was established to bring together the South Island’s diverse
leadership to create a coordinated economic recovery plan that will:
●

Create recovery priorities for the region that are most inclusive and maximize positive impacts
on the economy.

●

Identify opportunities for the region that are aligned to federal, provincial and municipal
stimulus policies and funding.

●

Give confidence to our region by demonstrating that recovery efforts are well-coordinated,
progressing, and responsive to the evolving situation.

●

Help coordinate recovery activities for the region by helping stakeholders identify common
interests and develop partnerships.

●

Ensure that the plan informs and is informed by broader planning and decision-making activities
across government and non-government agencies.

Sector Committees Objectives
Each sector has unique circumstances, which is why the Taskforce is broken into 11 sector-driven
committees. The Committees will act as primary inputs for the Taskforce work. Included in their work
are the following key topics:
●

Identify opportunities and conduct a situational analysis of their specific sectors for both the
short term (recovery) and long term (resilience).

●

Provide recommendations to the Rising Economy Taskforce on focused actions that will best
position the sectors to survive and thrive.

●

Provide recommendations that include ideas, policies and actions, and identifying goals,
measures and potential owners of these actions. These will be included in the Regional
Economic Recovery Plan.

●

Focus recommendations for recovery in the short and mid-term (<6 months) then pivoting to
longer-term areas of focus (resilience).

Retail, Services and Restaurants Committee
According to the Conference Board of Canada, retail spending in the Greater Victoria region exceeded
$5.64-billion in 2019, which is proportionate to 31% of the region’s annual GDP of $18.32-billion (2012
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dollars). In 2019, out of the region's employment base of 195,000 people, 26,300 were employed in
wholesale and retail trade and another 14,900 employed in accommodation and food services. The
latter grew 10.4% in 2019 and, before the pandemic, was forecast to grow another 7.6% in 2020.
Committee Members
The committee members were selected for their experience, breadth of knowledge, understanding of
sectors and community leadership. The Committee is represented by:
●

Calen McNeil (Co-Chair), Owner, Big Wheel Burger / Zambri’s Restaurants

●

Dallas Gislason (Co-Chair), Director of Economic Development, South Island Prosperity
Partnership

●

Denny Warner, Executive Director, Saanich Peninsula Chamber of Commerce

●

Laura-Beth Keane, Operations Manager, Esquimalt Chamber of Commerce

●

Jeff Bray, Executive Director, Downtown Victoria Business Association

●

Julie Lawlor, Executive Director, WestShore Chamber of Commerce

●

Steve Pearce, Board Chair, Think Local First

●

Megan Shaw, Executive Director, Sidney Business Improvement Association

●

Karen Mason, Board President, Sooke Region Chamber of Commerce

●

Bruce Williams, CEO, Greater Victoria Chamber of Commerce

●

Al Hasham, President/CEO, Maximum Express Courier

●

Darlene Holstein, General Manager, The Bay Centre

Summary of Process and Research Findings
The Retail, Services and Restaurants Committee was struck in May following the creation of the Rising
Economy Taskforce in mid-April and met three times during May, June and July. The Committee
customized the Situational Analysis Survey and administered the survey from June 5 to 13 to a targeted
group of retail, service and restaurant business owners from throughout the South Island region. The
committee reviewed and analyzed the industry survey results along with other relevant industry reports,
and used these to frame an additional survey completed only by committee members to inform a
SWOT/future-casting meeting. This last meeting focused on identifying key themes, ideas and
recommended actions for inclusion into this report.
To request a copy of the survey findings, please contact South Island Prosperity Partnership at
office@southislandprosperity.ca.
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