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Frequently Asked Questions About 

Neighbourhood Housing Growth 

 
How is Victoria’s population expected to change? 

Victoria is projected to grow by approximately 20,000 people by 2041.  The Official Community Plan 

outlines a growth pattern that will accommodate 10,000 of these residents within the Downtown Core 

Area (an area that includes part of the northwest corner of Fairfield); 8,000 people in and around large 

urban villages; and 2,000 within the rest of the city.  Since the OCP was adoped in 2012, development 

patterns have generally been following this distribution pattern. This growth distribution aligns with 

public feedback heard throughout the OCP process that called for a strong downtown, vibrant urban 

villages, less car-dependency, more diverse housing types, and minimal disruption to the character of 

traditional residential neighbourhoods in the City. 

What are the recent population growth trends in Victoria?  

Over the last few decades, the Victoria region has grown by just under 1% a year.  From 1981 to 2011, 

the City of Victoria’s population grew from 63,800 to more 80,017 people, an increase of 0.8% annually 

or 25% overall growth. In the last five years, the growth rate accelerated to approximately 1.4% annually 

or 7.2% overall growth from 2011-2016. During the 2011-2016 period, the City’s growth rate also 

exceeded that of the Greater Victoria Region, which grew 6.7% from 2011-2016.  

Steady population growth is expected to continue into the future, bringing vibrancy but adding demand 

for housing, commercial spaces, services and amenities. Population projections completed for the City in 

2008 predicted a slowly growing population would reach over 101,000 residents by 2042 – a 23% 

increase in 33 years, or just over 0.6% annually, driven by natural changes and by projected trends in 

housing and employment.1  

Population projections consider many factors, including migration and natural increase (birth and 

deaths) and, at the local level, trends in housing construction and job growth. Ultimately, projections are 

simply well-informed best guess as to what we can expect, based on existing trends and guesses about 

the future. 

What are the recent population and housing growth trends in Fairfield?  

Fairfield neighbourhood’s growth has paralleled the region’s over recent years. From 2001 to 2011, 

Fairfield added 620 people – an increase of 5.6%, compared to the City’s growth rate of 7.9% over the 

                                                           
1 Urban Futures. Managing Growth and Change in the City of Victoria. AN assessment of the magnitude, nature, 
and timing of population, housing and employment change in the City of Victoria, 2008 – 2041. October 2009. 
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same period. (Neighbourhood–level census data is not yet available for 2011-2016, but data at the City-

wide census tract level suggest a similar growth rate).   

According to the Census, Fairfield contained approximately 6,780 housing units in 2011. From 2012 to 

2015, since the adoption of the new Official Community Plan, a net 184 new housing units were 

approved – for an average of 46 per year, or 0.7% annual growth. Of new units, 62% were in apartment 

or mixed use buildings of 4 or more units, with the remainder in single family homes, duplexes, 

triplexes/fourplexes, or suites and garden suites (referred to as “infill housing”).   

What is expected for future population and housing growth in Fairfield? 

If growth continues according to this trend and distribution, Fairfield would add 1,000- 1,150 new 

housing units over 25 years: approximately 700 in multi-unit and mixed-use buildings, and 440 as infill 

housing.   

It is possible that growth may be higher than expected. Whether because regional growth accelerates, 

or because more of that growth occurs in desirable neighbourhoods such as Fairfield, and assuming the 

market is able to deliver these units, a high growth scenario might assume, for example, that growth in 

dwelling units reaches 1% annually. In this scenario, Fairfield would add approximately 1,695 units: 

1,050 in multi-unit buildings and 650 units in infill housing. That would equate to approximately 68 units 

per year over 25 years, with approximately 40 units in multi-unit buildings and 25 units in infill housing 

annually. 

It is also possible that growth slows – for example, if regional economic and population growth slow. 

However, this scenario is considered unlikely given the drivers of growth including employment, the 

attractiveness of the region for lifestyle, and the expected wave of retirees seeking homes on Vancouver 

Island.2 

How much housing does Fairfield need in the future? 

The OCP and neighbourhood plans describe how and where future growth should occur. The plans also 

designate, or create the opportunity for, many more housing units than will actually be built. This 

creates a “theoretical capacity” for growth. Yet, most properties will not redevelop over 30 years.  

The number of units that will actually be built over the life of a plan is the “actual growth”, and it 

depends on many factors. Owners may wish to keep their properties as they are, or determine that the 

present use is more valuable than what could be achieved through redevelopment. It may not be 

economically viable to redevelop many parcels, even to higher densities. Other properties might be 

limited in their growth potential by factors such as heritage designation, geographic constraints, or 

because they contain a significant number of existing rental units that need to be retained during 

redevelopment.  Ultimately, developers will build at the pace the market can absorb, based on demand 

for new housing units and commercial spaces of certain types in certain areas.  

The percentage of properties that can be expected to (re)develop in an area over a certain time period is 

referred to as “build-out”. The build out rate in a neighbourhood like Fairfield’s is typically quite low. For 

example, between 2012- 2015, 184 net units where added, out of a total of approximately 6,964 units in 

the entire neighbourhood.  Economic analysis has confirmed that Fairfield is unlikely to see a change to 

                                                           
2 ibid. 
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a rapid pace of redevelopment in the next few decades, mainly due to high land values and existing 

buildings that are more valuable under their current use3. 

For these reasons, the theoretical capacity envisioned by the OCP and a neighbourhood plan is often 

several times the actual growth that would be expected over the next few decades.  

How could future growth affect the existing supply of rental housing in Fairfield? 

Fairfield’s existing housing stock of approximately 6,960 units includes an important supply of relatively 

lower-priced rental units, often in older three- to four-storey buildings. Two factors are likely to preserve 

existing rental buildings in Fairfield: 1) Lack of financial viability for redevelopment of these buildings; 2) 

Existing City rental retention policies. 

1) Financial Viability of Redevelopment 

Many of Fairfield’s rental apartment buildings are in areas designated as “Urban Residential” in the 

Official Community Plan, which supports building heights up to 6 storeys. Financial analysis suggests that 

most of Fairfield’s 3- and 4-storey rental apartment buildings are generally not financially viable for 

redevelopment, even if built to 6 storeys (2:1 Floor Space Ratio for new residential buildings, and 2.5:1 

Floor Space Ratio for new mixed-use buildings in large urban villages) because properties are more 

valuable as rental buildings than as redevelopment sites. Without additional height allowances, only 

older buildings at low density (generally less than 1:1 Floor Space Ratio) or those that need extensive 

capital repairs might be attractive for redevelopment at 6 storeys or below4.  The neighbourhood plan 

can help preserve existing rental buildings by continuing to limit building heights to six storeys. Growth 

Options 2 and 3 propose allowing higher buildings in some areas of Fairfield to encourage some limited 

redevelopment.  

Although many of these buildings will require significant maintenance in the future, these units provide 

an important supply of homes for people who may not be able to afford rents in new buildings. On-

going investment is needed to maintain the rental housing stock. 

2) Rental Replacement Policy 

Victoria applies a rental replacement policy when considering rezonings which add density and result in 

the demolition of rental units. This policy (OCP 13.23), requires the same number of rental units be 

retained on-site, or an equivalent cash-in-lieu contribution be made to the City’s Housing Fund.  

A requirement for rental replacement may provide a further disincentive to redevelop some older three- 

and four-storey rental buildings, even though they may be developed at densities below the maximum 

envisioned by the OCP. This is considered an acceptable outcome, as it preserves this rental housing. It is 

not the intent of the OCP that every site in the city be financially viable to redevelop, as long as 

development can occur and housing demand can be met. 

                                                           
3 Coriolis Consulting Corp. Financial Analysis of Urban Development Opportunities in the Fairfield and Gonzales 
Communities, Victoria, BC. November 28, 2016. 
4 Coriolis Consulting Corp. Financial Analysis of Urban Development Opportunities in the Fairfield and Gonzales 
Communities, Victoria, BC. November 28, 2016. 
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The City will be exploring additional new policies and programs to provide incentives for revitalizing 

existing rental housing stock through an upcoming Rental Retention and Revitalization Study later in 

2017.  

How can new development contribute to public amenities or affordable housing? 

 1) Negotiating Amenities through the Rezoning Process 

Redevelopment to a higher density in Victoria usually requires a rezoning. When a developer requests a 

rezoning which adds density, the City can ask for contributions to public amenities or affordable 

housing, in order to offset the impacts of the added density. 

When the City approves a rezoning to a higher density, this often raises the value of the land. The City 

can capture much of this value as an amenity contribution. 

Amenity contributions are negotiated and ultimately approved by Council, guided by City policies. The 

City’s Density Bonus Policy prioritizes amenities identified in Neighbourhood Plans. This may include an 

improvement on the site of the development itself (such as a public-use space for the community). 

More often, the City seeks a financial contribution to support a broader amenity such as improvements 

to parks and public spaces used by residents of the area. The City may negotiate for affordable housing – 

either by receiving dedicated below-market units within the development, secured by a Housing 

Agreement, or through a contribution to the City’s Housing Fund.  Because of lower financial viability, it 

is unlikely that a typical development outside of the downtown can contribute significantly to both 

amenities and on-site affordable housing. 

One of the objectives of the Fairfield Neighbourhood Plan is to identify desired amenities, including any 

on-site amenities desired on larger sites. 

2) Development Economics and Amenity Contributions 

The ability to capture amenity contributions depends on the economics of a redevelopment project. 

Rezoning for projects which are purely commercial or rental residential do not generally raise the land 

value appreciably above its current value.5 Therefore, these types of projects do not generally support 

amenity contributions. On the other hand, projects which contain strata residential units can support 

amenity contributions, depending on the characteristics of the existing and proposed development, and 

the density of the project. A study completed for the City of Victoria in 2015 found that mixed-use 

projects of four storeys, with a single ground floor of commercial space and strata residences above, do 

not generally achieve the densities needed to support amenity contributions, while mixed-use projects 

at densities achievable in 5-6 storeys do (2.5:1 Floor Space Ratio).6 Therefore, one of the tradeoffs of 

limiting heights and densities is giving up the ability to capture amenities or affordable housing – at least 

in the current market. 

                                                           
5 Coriolis Consulting Corp. City of Victoria Density Bonus Policy Study: For Sites Outside the Downtown Core Area. 
Draft. March 5, 2015. Also, by the same author, Density Bonus and Affordable Housing Policy: Analysis and 
Recommendations. April 2016. 
6 Coriolis Consulting Corp. City of Victoria Density Bonus Policy Study: For Sites Outside the Downtown Core Area. 
Draft. March 5, 2015. 
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How tall is a building storey? 

Storeys, rather than metres, are used describe the height of a building throughout the survey and 

background documents.  Storeys are approximately equivalent to the following heights7: 

Building Height Approximate Number of Commercial Storeys Approximate Number of Residential Storeys 

50m 13 17 

45m 11 15 

30m 8 10 

20m 5 6 

15m 4 5 

12m 3 4 

9m 2 3 

 

A mixed use building will have a combination of both residential and commercial storeys. Specific 

building heights and storeys will be determined as the neighbourhood plan is developed. 

  

                                                           
7 Adapted from City of Victoria. 2011. Downtown Core Area Plan. Map 32: Maximum Building Heights. p. 89 
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