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FCM Sustainable Community Awards
2010 Winner — Residential Development
City of Kelowna, British Columbia
Population: 106,707

Zoning for Housing
Zoning is a powerful tool for addressing community housing needs.

Photo credit: City of Kelowna

Summary

To better address community needs, the City of Kelowna revised its zoning for greater flexibility.
The new approach focuses on the building forms and housing-related support services appropriate
to the various zones, rather than on the people in the buildings. Requirements for parking spaces
(among other regulations) were also amended to reflect reduced demand with certain housing
types. Commercial zoning regulations were revised to allow for compatible and appropriate
residential uses, opening up a range of housing options that better allow for “aging in place” and
for transitional housing. The new approach also bypasses traditional institutional zoning by allowing
for the presence of licensed residential health care premises in all residential and most commercial
zones. The new, flexible system has reduced the need for rezoning (and the associated time and
costs) and has made it easier to secure provincial funding for programs such as supportive housing
for homeless people.

Background

With a population of more than 106,000, Kelowna is the largest city in British Columbia’s Okanagan
Valley. A temperate climate and many urban amenities have made the city attractive as a
retirement community. As a result, the city receives numerous development proposals for projects
catering to seniors, many with multiple housing forms and uses on one property. To prevent zoning
regulations from impeding such developments, especially when aimed at helping seniors to “age in
place,” Kelowna began a re-examination of its zoning bylaw and regulations.

The city immediately recognized that this work could also address the broader housing
requirements of the community, including those of other special-needs populations. Many small
buildings that were home to people with special needs had blended well into the urban landscape
for years with little comment. There was a desire to legalize these incorrectly zoned buildings and
to allow new ones to be created with appropriate zoning. The city also wanted to eliminate the
costs and time associated with a rezoning application — for the city and for the applicant alike.

Review of the zoning bylaw began in 1998 and continues today, with consideration of new ideas —
such as supportive housing — helping the city to stay current with evolving housing needs and with
new provincial priorities and legislation. This cross-departmental work has involved staff from the
departments of Buildings, Bylaws, Public Works, Finance, and Planning, and the members of the
Housing Committee of city council, whose primary mandate is affordable housing.
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Project Development

The city recognized the huge challenge involved in influencing housing supply so that the entire
spectrum of housing needs within a community can be met. Given limited resources, the city
decided to focus on the zoning bylaw as the primary tool for shaping neighbourhoods and for
ensuring that the needs of residents are appropriately met.
The Zoning for Housing approach was based on extensive research and stakeholder consultation
conducted as part of a housing study that was approved in 2000. Results indicated that the primary
focus should be to ensure that building types fit the density and character of the neighbourhood
while allowing for maximum flexibility in housing options.

Changes to policy and regulations were reviewed with participation from the city’s Housing
Committee. Internal meetings took place between the staff of several municipal departments to
review the new approaches to zoning. A major area of collaboration was the regulations on
secondary suites: Building Department staff helped to coordinate zoning with the building code
regulations affecting such suites. Finance staff contributed expertise on methods of dealing with
application fees and on appropriate ways to calculate garbage collection and utility billing. Public
Works staff advised on the related water and sewerage concerns and also collaborated with
Planning staff on innovative measures to encourage water conservation.

BC Housing helped to define special needs, supportive, and other forms of housing and contributed
research on determining realistic parking regulations for some of these housing forms. Interior
Health Authority staff helped to interpret provincial legislation related to seniors’, special needs,
and care-licensed housing. Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation also provided research on
housing forms.

Project Implementation

From the start, Kelowna accepted the idea that housing is a basic human need and right, as stated
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Zoning is a powerful municipal tool for addressing
housing needs in a community, and Kelowna wanted to ensure that access to suitable housing
choices would not be complicated by archaic zoning regulations. The city therefore chose to build
greater flexibility into its zoning, focusing on creating appropriate densities across the city and then
allowing the building forms and uses that could be accommodated at those densities.

Kelowna’s flexible zoning provides a solid foundation for housing proposals consistent with the
physical characteristics of a neighbourhood. The focus on buildings differs from the more traditional
approach that labels residents according to their disabilities, income, or need for support. For
example, references to “seniors’ housing” were completely removed from the bylaw. Similarly,
“special needs” is now used only in the context of a housing agreement, not as a permitted use in a
zone. A shift was also made away from use of the word “family” (as in “single-family” and
“multiple-family” housing); the city’s switch to the more comprehensive and inclusive term
“dwelling” better reflects a changing society. All of these changes brought the bylaw into greater
agreement with provincial legislation governing zoning; they also reflect policies contained in the
city’s Official Community Plan (OCP) and Strategic Plan.

The Kelowna OCP commits the city to continually monitor the effectiveness of the regulations,
processes, and fees in the zoning bylaw, and to make updates that improve bylaw effectiveness
whenever the need arises. To ensure this ongoing relevance and effectiveness, Kelowna monitors
the forms of housing available in the city and compares its findings with household composition
(size, living arrangements, income). Census data, building permits, property assessments, and
home sales are key sources of information. A Housing Resources Handbook provides an inventory
of all subsidized, special needs, and rental housing in the city, together with information on
household characteristics, incomes, relevant housing policy, and funding resources.
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As in many municipalities, Kelowna’s business community has its own perspectives on property
rights and land use. In the course of the project, some local businesses expressed NIMBY-like
opposition when informed about a partnership formed between the city and BC Housing, the crown
agency responsible for subsidized housing in the province. Kelowna had to select four city-owned
sites, already zoned for supportive housing, for development under the provincial homelessness
initiative. Although the planned use conformed to existing zoning regulations, considerable
opposition was voiced against the first site announced. Municipal and provincial partners therefore
held numerous information events with the community and stakeholders even before seeking the
required public input for the development permit. Newsletters, open houses, a telephone response
line, linked websites, and notice letters were all used to communicate with a broad audience of
landowners, residents, and businesses.

A site selection committee with representation from the city, BC Housing, several business
associations, residents’ associations, developers, builders, and mental health and addictions
experts from Interior Health met every two weeks over a four-month period to ensure that the site
was appropriate for the use. All meetings were held with a public audience, and the Kepner–Tregoe
decision-making tool was used to evaluate all potential sites. The Kepner–Tregoe model prioritizes
and evaluates information to arrive at the best possible choice — the one that actually achieves the
outcome, with the fewest negative consequences. In this case, the city used a “blind” process in
which none of the committee members knew the location of any site. Members received only
information sheets on how each site met the criteria that had been agreed by consensus of various
committees, staff, and council. The process concluded that the original site was the best option.
Since the fall of 2008, when the building opened for occupancy, a neighbourhood task force has
been meeting to address any concerns regarding its operation.

Results

● The flexibility in the revised zoning regulations gave Kelowna an advantage over other cities in
securing provincial funding, because the funding was contingent on zone-ready sites being
available within one year.

● Since 2004, land partnerships have secured more than $35 million in senior government capital
funding and more than $2 million in annual operating funding for supportive housing
developments on city land.

● Of the 37 properties licensed for health care by the province, only nine are institutionally zoned.
The (mostly) residential zoning of the others gives the city more design control and results in
more attractive buildings that blend into their neighbourhoods.

● All four supportive housing projects funded by BC Housing are designed to achieve LEED Gold
certification and are accessible to transit.

● The first of the supportive housing projects won a gold Tommie Award in 2008 from the
Canadian Homebuilders Association for excellence in creating affordable housing. The 30
residents, previously homeless, have access to an employment training business within the
building’s commercial space.

● Making the most of available housing choices has had multiplier effects throughout the
community, supporting a strong labour force, lowering health care costs, and improving the
overall health of young children, seniors, and people with disabilities.

Lessons Learned

● NIMBY ATTITUDES ARE COMMON WHEN CHANGE IS PROPOSED, ESPECIALLY IN THE
BUSINESS COMMUNITY. Development that proposes a change in the use of city-owned land
from its current purpose (for example, as a parking lot) can meet resistance. Much of the
opposition can be overcome by ensuring that the new building forms fit the neighbourhood and
that reasonable steps are being taken to reduce impacts on local businesses.

● OVER-COMMUNICATION CAN HURT PROJECTS THAT ALREADY CONFORM. Kelowna’s first
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supportive housing partnership with BC Housing encountered much NIMBY opposition even
though the proposed use fit the existing zoning. According to Theresa Eichler, Kelowna’s
community planning manager, the most vehement objections were fueled largely by the
practice of seeking public input at every step of the proposal process. “This focus on
transparency and public visibility was intensified by the fact that the project was a provincially-
funded initiative,” says Ms. Eichler, “but also led to the unwarranted opposition.”

● USE THE RIGHT TOOLS TO BUILD CONSENSUS. The Kepner–Tregoe decision-making model is a
tool that municipalities might want to use more often. Without it, consensus on the site of the
first supportive housing project in Kelowna would have been much harder to achieve.

● HOUSING AS A HUMAN RIGHT MUST BECOME THE PREVAILING VIEW. Notes Eichler, “We need
to think not only about the rights of the neighbourhood, but also about the rights of the
inhabitants. People with addictions, mental illness, or those who were previously homeless
should be treated the same way as any other building occupants.”

Related and Future Initiatives

Construction has now begun at the second of the four sites in Kelowna selected for supportive
housing. The new building will provide homes and support services for 49 currently homeless
people. The planned third site will house 39 mothers and children. All of the provincially-funded
projects are designed for LEED certification, and the city is currently working on ways to measure
the resulting greenhouse gas reductions.

Work in 2010 on a new OCP will include a Housing Strategy that will build on the principles of
flexible zoning and a housing-first approach. In concert with the zoning changes, the city has
modified development charges, applying a density scale to encourage infill and reducing charges
for smaller apartments.

Partners and Collaboration
BC Housing
BC Interior Health Authority
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation

Contact Information
Theresa Eichler, Community Planning Manager
City of Kelowna, B.C.
250-469-8633
teichler@kelowna.ca
www.kelowna.ca/CM/Page1329.aspx
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