


























































ranking in the Economy category.

• Copenhagen, Hong Kong, Calgary, and Seattle 

round out the top five.

• Greater Vancouver ranks in ninth place.

• Shanghai, Los Angeles, and Miami rank at the 

bottom, with all earning an overall D grade in 

one of the two categories.

Singapore, the island country often referred to 

as the Lion City or Garden City, tops the overall 

rankings. (see Table 1, p22) Strategically located on 

the Strait of Malacca, it is a vital international 

shipping route on the southernmost tip of Asia. 

This fact underpins Singapore’s top ranking in the 

Economy category. It received eight A scores in 

this category and was the top-ranked metro area 

on three indicators—real GDP per capita growth, 

employment growth and unemployment rate. 

Singapore’s port activity, while solid, is dwarfed 

by Euro-giant Rotterdam. Still, it is the largest 

port relative to the size of its economy among our 

Asian comparators, measured both in terms of 

its container traffic and its overall tonnage. The 

busy local airport also gets an A for its inbound 

tonnage. Singapore’s performance is less robust 

in the Social category, where it ranks 16th.

A European metro area with a rich cultural 

heritage, Copenhagen, sits in second place and 

performs better in the Social domain than in 

Economy. In contrast, Hong Kong and Calgary, 

which come in third and fourth place, draw much 

of their strength from a strong performance 

among the economy-oriented indicators. On the 

other hand, U.S. high-tech powerhouse Seattle, 

our fifth-rated metro area, performs strongly in 

both Economy and Social, ranking no worse than 

sixth in both categories.

Barcelona and Sydney come next, placing 

sixth and seventh, respectively, with both metro 

regions boasting a strong Social performance that 

is offset by a less impressive Economy outcome. 

In Barcelona’s case, the gap in performance be-

tween the two categories is particularly stark—it 

finishes first with an A grade in Social and places 

15th with a C grade in Economy. In contrast, San 

Francisco, which ranks in 8th place overall, is 

more of a well-rounded performer that earns B 

grades in both categories.

Greater Vancouver, the focus of this report, 

lands in ninth spot. The metro region earns rel-

atively high marks in the Social category, where 

it places seventh with a B grade. Although this 

performance aligns with a well-earned reputation 

for being one of the world’s most livable regions, 

a few of indicators draw attention to trouble spots 

that hurt the region’s appeal, particularly poor 

housing affordability and congestion. Greater 

Vancouver’s Economy performance is middle-

of-the-pack, ranking ninth with a B grade, and 

highlights areas of concern, specifically low levels 

of labour productivity, low per capita after-tax 

incomes, and a high marginal tax rate on capital 

for businesses. On a positive note, the metro 

region ranks relatively high on all five transporta-

tion-oriented indicators, confirming the region’s 

status as a transportation gateway.

Toronto and Portland sit in 10th and 11th place, 

respectively. Both regions earn A grades in the 

Social domain, but are left with C grades in the 

Economy category. The three metro regions that 

follow in the rankings—Seoul, Rotterdam, and 

Montreal—also get higher grades in Social than 

in Economy. On the other hand, the 15th ranked 

metro region—Houston—does much better in 

the Economy category, helping to offset a second-

to-last ranking in the Social category.

Finally, the five bottom-ranked metro areas 

feature three North American metro regions 

along with one from Asia and one from Europe. 

Halifax, with a B in Social and a C in Economy, 

finishes in 16th place. Manchester, which earns 

a D grade in Economy and a B in Social, ranks 

17th overall. Shanghai, which comes in 18th place 

overall, struggles mightily in the Social domain, 

ranking dead last, and an A grade in the Econo-

my domain cannot make up for it. Los Angeles, 

with a D grade in Economy and a “B” in Social, 

finishes 19th. Miami, with a last place ranking in 

the Economy domain and an 18th place ranking 

in the Social category, is our report’s overall last 

place finisher.
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)Greater Vancouver has undergone many changes to produce a diverse economy based 
on the traditions of the resource sector and transportation, but with newer features of 
high tech, tourism, finance and insurance, and the information and communications 
industries.
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it is far outstripped by those of the four regions 

slotted ahead of it. Rotterdam and Singapore are 

in a category by themselves, with Shanghai and 

Hong Kong making up a second tier. Nonetheless, 

the Port of Vancouver is the highest-ranked North 

American port measured by this indicator.

Greater Vancouver’s cruise market also tells a 

positive story. The region is Canada’s most popular 

cruise ship home port, receiving nearly two times 

as many cruise ships as Halifax, the next ranked 

Canadian metro area. Greater Vancouver is also the 

second most popular West Coast cruise ship port 

in North America, receiving only 31 fewer ships 

than leader Los Angeles in 2014. However, despite 

this strong performance, Greater Vancouver gets 

only a C for this indicator, but that is primarily 

because of Miami’s and Barcelona’s unmatched 

performances. Greater Vancouver would have to 

triple the number of cruise vessel calls to match 

Barcelona, this indicator’s last A-rated metro area.

Activity at Greater Vancouver’s airport is more 

middle-of-the-pack. For inbound airline seat per 

capita capacity, the region ranks 10th and receives a 

C grade. But at 4.9 seats per capita, it is well within 

striking range of such B-rated regions as Houston 

(5.0 seats per capita), Hong Kong (5.5), and Syd-

ney (5.5). Moreover, the city’s score is higher than 

that for Toronto and Montreal, its main Canadian 

competitors. It also ranks above Los Angeles, home 

to Los Angeles International Airport (LAX)—the 

fifth-busiest airport in the world by passenger 

traffic. But as our results show, Los Angeles’ per-

formance in this indicator is less impressive than 

Greater Vancouver’s in per capita terms.

Finally, Greater Vancouver does slightly better 

in inbound airport cargo tonnage capacity per $1 

million of GDP, coming in ninth place. At four 

tonnes of cargo per $1 million of GDP in 2014, the 

airport’s cargo capacity pales in comparison with 

such heavyweight air hubs as Manchester, Hong 

Kong and Seoul, where GDP-adjusted freight ca-

pacity exceeds 10 tonnes. Still, Greater Vancouver 

is the second-ranked North American metro area 

measured by this indicator, beating all four airports 

on the U.S. west coast.

Economy

Chapter Summary

•Asian metro regions (Singapore, Hong Kong and 

Shanghai) and North American metro regions 

(Calgary, Seattle, Houston and San Francisco) 

dominate the top of the field in the Economy 

category.

•Greater Vancouver places ninth and earns a B 

grade.

•Greater Vancouver performs well on most of the 

transportation-oriented indicators, confirming its 

status as a transportation gateway.

•Greater Vancouver’s outcomes on indicators 

that measure general economic performance are 

less impressive.

•Areas of particular concern for Greater Vancou-

ver include low productivity levels, low per capita 

after-tax incomes and high marginal tax rates on 

capital for businesses.

•Los Angeles, Manchester, and Miami rank at the 

bottom, with all earning an overall D grade.

The 21 indicators in the Economy category are 

designed to portray a broad cross-section of eco-

nomic performance with the goal of determining 

each region’s relative attractiveness to both busi-

ness investment and highly skilled workers. (Of 

course, workers also base their location decisions 

on quality of life, which is the subject of the next 

chapter.) In particular, most indicators attempt 

to gauge a metropolitan area’s current economic 

and wealth performance: these include real gross 

domestic product (GDP) per capita, after-tax 

income per capita, labour productivity (real GDP 

per worker), employment and the unemployment 

rate, market size and various indicators of the cost 

of doing business. Five indicators attempt to gauge 

a metropolitan area’s transportation performance. 

It is well known that improvements in transporta-

tion infrastructure can help boost both trade and 

general economic performance. Moving goods and 

people in a timely and efficient manner decreases 

costs and lifts productivity for a variety of econom-

ic agents. In this context, the five transportation 

1.9%
per capita GDP 
growth between 
2010 and 2014
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Agriculture and 
international trade 

sit side by side in 
Delta | Colin Jewell

indicators are designed to assess a cross-section of 

freight and passenger movements.

Greater Vancouver’s location on Canada’s West 

Coast, facing the burgeoning Pacific Rim, mere-

ly enhances transportation’s local importance. 

Estimates suggest that transportation and ware-

housing generates just over six per cent of Greater 

Vancouver’s real GDP, well above the four per cent 

national figure. Most other regions selected for this 

benchmarking analysis also qualify as transporta-

tion-sector gateways.

The Economy category also includes a for-

ward-looking wealth indicator—venture capital 

investment per US$1 million of GDP—as well as 

two tourism indicators—number of international 

visitors and number of participants in international 

association meetings. Tourism activity provides 

significant economic benefits to the host region, 

as it boosts consumer spending, and generates 

employment opportunities in a variety of eco-

nomic sectors, such as wholesale and retail trade 

and personal services. Tourists, through their 

purchases, also generate tax revenues for the host 

economy that can be used to fund infrastructure 

projects and government-provided services. Data 

for the key economic indicators is, for the most 

part, drawn from a base year of 2013 or 2014 to 

allow for comparability among all metro regions. 

Where dollar values are used in level terms, they 

are reported in $US PPP (purchasing power parity).

Asian metros earn high grades in the Economy 

rankings: Singapore, Hong Kong and Shanghai 

occupy the top three spots, with Seoul also ranked 

in the top 10. Sydney finishes in the middle of the 

pack in 11th place. U.S. metros also perform well, 

with Seattle and San Francisco—high-tech cen-

tres—and Houston—an oil and gas industry hub—

ranking in the top 10. Unquestionably, Houston 

has greatly benefited from being America’s oil and 

gas hub. However, given that this benchmarking 

analysis is backward-looking, the results do not 

take into account the impact of the severe drop in 

crude oil and gas prices. Indeed, Houston’s recent 

economic performance and near-term outlook 

are much less impressive. Nevertheless, American 

centres typically have high GDP per capita and 

after-tax income per capita. In other words, these 

regions have high standards of living. They also 

rank highly in productivity and the venture capi-

tal indicator. They perform less well measured by 

employment growth and the unemployment rate.

The results for the Canadian metro areas are 

mixed. The top Canadian performer is Calgary, 

which ranks fourth with an A grade. But similar 

to Houston, Calgary’s economy has weakened 

significantly in the face of steeply lower energy 

prices—something that the rankings contained in 

this Scorecard do not reflect. Greater Vancouver 

is Canada’s lone B-rated metro region, ranking in 

9th place. The remaining metro areas—Toronto 

(13th), Halifax (14th), and Montreal (16th)—all 

earn C grades.

The results for the European metro areas are 

equally mixed. Copenhagen is Europe’s top per-

former, ranking 6th with a B grade. Rotterdam and 

Barcelona earn C grades, with the former placing 

12th and the later ranking 15th. Finally, Manchester 

struggles with a 19th place finish and a D grade.
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Economy Category Indicators

Indicators

•Real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per Capita

•KMPG’s Total Tax Index

•Real GDP per Capita Growth

•Marginal Effective Tax Rate on 

Capital Investment for businesses

•Labour Productivity

•Average Downtown Office Rents

•Labour Productivity Growth

•Venture Capital Investment 

per US$1 Million of GDP

•Disposable Income per Capita

•Market Size

•Disposable Income per Capita growth

•Number of International Visitors

•Employment Growth

•Number of Participants in 

International Association Meetings

•Unemployment Rate

•Inbound Airplane Seat Capacity per Capita

•Inbound Airport Cargo Tonnage 

Capacity per $1 Million of GDP

•Port Container Throughput per $1 Million of GDP

•Port Cargo Tonnage per $1 Million of GDP

•Number of Cruise Vessel Calls

•High-tech Employment (share 

of total employment)

Who’s Best?

Singapore is the Economy domain’s overall lead-

er. (see Table 2, p24) The area’s ranking is buoyed 

by first-place finishes on three indicators. It is 

top-ranked for real GDP per capita growth, em-

ployment growth, and its unemployment rate (an 

astonishing two per cent). The region also earns 

A grades for its inbound airport cargo tonnage 

capacity, its port container traffic and its port 

cargo tonnage. Singapore’s strong performance in 

both port indicators is not surprising, given it is 

home to the second-busiest port in the world .The 

city-state is also a major tourism hub, earning A 

grades on the two tourism indicators included in 

the Scorecard. Singapore boasts over 20 million 

international visitors annually, more than three 

times as many as third-place finisher Shanghai. On 

the other hand, the metro area suffered a D grade 

for its market size—it is surrounded by relatively 

poor countries and earns C grades for its real GDP 

per capita, its after-tax income per capita, and its 

level of labour productivity. Singapore’s number 

of cruise vessel calls was also rated C, although 

it ranked third on this indicator. Data for four 

indicators—disposable income per capita growth, 

total tax index, venture capital investment as a 

share of GDP and marginal effective tax rate on 

capital investment for businesses—was unavailable 

for Singapore.

Hong Kong is the second-best metro area in 

economic performance and also earns an A grade. 

It is top-ranked for its number of international 

visitors and also earns A grades for its unemploy-

ment rate, for its inbound airport cargo tonnage 

capacity and for its port container throughput. 

Hong Kong achieves high marks on many of the 

transportation-oriented indicators despite experi-

encing fierce competition from other cities on the 

Pearl River Delta, which are steadily strengthening 

as logistical hubs. Indeed, two cities neighbouring 

Hong Kong—Shenzhen and Guangzhou—rank 

among China’s largest ports. In 2013, Shenzhen 

handled more container traffic than Hong Kong, 

while Guangzhou handled more port cargo. Hong 

Kong’s seven B scores came in real GDP per capita 

growth, after-tax income per capita growth, em-

ployment growth, labour productivity levels and 

its growth, its inbound aircraft seat capacity, and 

its number of participants in international asso-

ciation meetings. On a negative note, Hong Kong 

received five C grades as well as two D grades for 

its number of cruise vessel calls and its sky-high 

downtown office rents, which are double those 

of its closest competitor. Hong Kong was missing 

data on three indicators: its total tax index, its 

marginal effective tax rate on capital investment 

for businesses and its venture capital investment 

per US$1 million of GDP.

3rd
Greater Vancouver’s 
ranking out of 
12 compared 
metropolitan areas 
of the KPMG’s total 
tax index
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Shanghai ranks third and also receives an A 

grade. Shanghai is top-ranked in after-tax income 

growth and labour productivity growth, and also 

earns A grades for its real GDP per capita growth 

(reflecting the area’s low starting point), its port 

container throughput, and its volume of interna-

tional visitors. However, the metro area’s ranking 

is pulled down by three D grades. Indeed, it comes 

in last among all our regions in real GDP per capita, 

after-tax income per capita, and labour productiv-

ity. Shanghai gets an additional D grade for its per 

capita number of inbound airline seats. Despite 

being home to the busiest port in the world, Shang-

hai only gets a B grade for its port cargo tonnage 

when scaled to the size of its economy. Data on 

three indicators—venture capital investment per 

US$1 million of GDP, marginal effective tax rate 

on capital investment for businesses and total tax 

index—was missing for Shanghai.

Calgary, Canada’s petroleum capital, was the 

top-rated Canadian metro area, posting an A grade 

and placing fourth. Its ranking is buoyed by A 

grades in real GDP per capita, labour productivity 

levels, employment growth, marginal tax rate on 

capital investment and downtown office rents. But 

given that this is a backward-looking ranking, Cal-

gary’s performance in this domain does not fully 

reflect the impact of the collapse in energy prices 

that started in late 2014. Indeed, the Conference 

Board of Canada estimates that Calgary’s real GDP 

fell by 2.4 per cent in 2015 and further declines are 

anticipated for 2016—something that the rankings 

contained in this Scorecard do not ref lect. Also, 

despite its high overall finish in the Economy cat-

egory, there were still disappointments, including 

D scores for its venture capital investment, its 

international visitors, its airport cargo tonnage 

capacity and its market size. Calgary is unique in 

this report for being the only comparator region 

without a seaport. As such, data for port container 

throughput, port cargo tonnage, and cruise vessel 

calls was unavailable for Calgary. Calgary was also 

missing data on its total tax index and its number of 

participants in international association meetings. 

Similar to Houston, Calgary has benefitted greatly 

from being Canada’s oil and gas industry hub.

Seattle enters the ranking in fifth place and is 

our first B-rated city. While Seattle does not rank 

first in any of the Economy indicators, it earns A 

grades in real GDP per capita, after-tax income 

per capita, labour productivity levels, high-tech 

employment share (unsurprising since it is home 

to the headquarters of tech giants Microsoft and 

Amazon), and downtown office rents. However, 

these were partially offset by D grades given for its 

market size, its cruise vessel calls, its port container 

traffic, its port cargo tonnage, and its marginal tax 

rate on capital investment for businesses. Seattle 

was rated B in four indicators and C in six indica-

tors. Data for the number of international visitors 

was missing for Seattle.

Social

Chapter Summary

•Six metro areas earn A grades in the Social cat-

egory: Barcelona, Copenhagen, Sydney, Portland, 

Toronto and Seattle.

•Each of the top six regions has its own strengths 

that make it socially attractive, although they all 

tend to be characterized by low homicide rates, 

good air quality and many residents employed in 

cultural occupations.

•Greater Vancouver places seventh, making it 

the highest B-rated region, thanks to a high for-

eign-born population share, low homicide rates 

and good air quality.

•Greater Vancouver’s major drawbacks include its 

poor housing affordability and its proportion of the 

population aged 25 to 34 (it received D grades for 

them), and long commute times.

•The bottom three regions—Miami, Houston and 

Shanghai—share some common vulnerabilities: 

few residents with university degrees, relatively 

unequal income distributions and long commute 

times.

16th
Greater Vancouver’s 
ranking out of 
19 compared 
metropolitan areas 
on market size
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The Social category contributes to our under-

standing of how 20 metro areas are performing on 11 

measures of a region’s socio-economic, environmen-

tal, and quality-of-life attributes. These measures 

underpin a region’s ability to lure educated, creative 

and diverse people. Such individuals are much in 

demand to fill metro regions both now and in the 

future. These people will consider regional quality 

of life attributes, such as those evaluated here, as 

they choose where to locate. Such yardsticks include 

housing affordability, income distribution, the share 

of cultural workers and homicides. Transportation 

issues are assessed by comparing commute times 

in each area and the proportion of its employed 

labour force that does not drive an automobile to 

work. The area’s environment is assessed by its air 

quality, how moderate its temperature is,and how 

many days of sunshine it typically receives.

There is an important link between the Economy 

and Social Performance categories that needs to 

be highlighted. A high quality of life can only be 

sustained by a strong economy that generates the tax 

revenues needed to pay for a robust social safety net. 

A strong economic performance is a prerequisite for 

a strong social one.

Two European metro areas, Barcelona and Co-

penhagen, are rated the most attractive according 

to our criteria, earning two of the domain’s six A 

grades. (See Table 4, p28) Sydney finishes a strong third. 

Three North American metro areas— Portland, 

Toronto, and Seattle— complete the list of the top 

six A-rated jurisdictions. The 11 B-rated metro 

regions are a disparate group that includes six from 

North America, four of which are Canadian. The 

two C-graded regions are both American: Miami 

and Houston. Shanghai languishes in last place, 

earning the lone D grade.

While European and Canadian regions top the 

list with As and Bs, the scores within these two 

geographic groupings are relatively varied. Among 

the Canadian CMAs, Toronto, Greater Vancouver, 

and Montreal rank in the top 10, Calgary places in 

the middle of the pack, and Halifax disappoints 

with a 15th place finish. Still, all five CMAs share 

some common traits. They all tend to have low 

homicide rates (four As and one B), good air quality 

(all are rated A) and (surprisingly) decent housing 

affordability (Greater Vancouver gets a D, the others 

A or B). On a more negative note, they do less well 

for the proportion of their population aged 25-34 

(all get Ds), that have a university degree (Cs and 

Ds), and that takes non-car transportation to work 

(Cs and Ds).

European metro areas draw much of their strength 

from having comparatively equal income distribu-

tions (three As and one B), low homicide rates (As 

and Bs), and a good share of their population em-

ployed in cultural occupations (one A and three Bs). 

However, their scores on most other indicators are 

more mixed.

Hootsuite Media Inc.’s 
Vancouver office, 
designed by SSDG 
Interiors Inc. combines 
a rustic cabin motif 
with an industrial 
look in a workspace 
that encourages 
creativity and staff 
connections | Interior 

Design Institute of BC.
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The six U.S. metro areas (Portland, Seattle, Los 

Angeles, San Francisco, Houston, and Miami) 

frequently have high homicide rates, low non-car 

usage among commuters and relatively unequal 

income distributions. Indeed, all three D-graded 

homicide metro areas (San Francisco, Houston 

and Miami), are from the U.S., six of the eight 

D-graded “non-car” regions come from that 

country (all U.S. areas get a D) and our three most 

unequal regions in terms of income distribution 

are there too (San Francisco, Los Angeles and 

Miami). Moreover, the unequal income distri-

butions observed in the United States appear 

likely to persist. A 2010 report identified much 

lower intergenerational economic mobility in 

the United States, largely due to lower mobility at 

the very top and the very bottom of the earnings 

distribution. The study also found that the con-

figuration of family, labour market, and public 

policy investment and support for children placed 

disadvantaged American children in much more 

challenging circumstances.

Portland and Seattle, the lone U.S. metro areas 

to earn an overall A grade, offset poor results 

in foreign-born population, non-car usage, and 

income distribution with relatively strong per-

formances in other measures: clean air, number 

of cultural workers, share of the population with 

a university degree, and climate. San Francisco 

does well in these measures too, but its overall 

score is dragged down by relatively poor housing 

affordability.

The four Asian metro regions (Singapore, Seoul, 

Hong Kong and Shanghai) are a diverse group, 

meriting three Bs and one D. Still, some common 

threads emerge. None has a particularly high pro-

portion of those aged 25-34 —data for Shanghai 

is missing but the other three are graded D—or of 

those born abroad—again all are graded C or D. 

All Asian metro areas are rated D for the propor-

tion of university-educated adults. On the positive 

side, they can boast very low homicide rates; all 

regions merit an A on this measure. The regions 

also have high proportions of non-car commuters–

all regions get an A on this measure, too.

Social Category Indicators

Indicators

•Proportion of Population 25 to 34 years old

•Housing Affordability

•Proportion of Population that is Foreign Born

•Travel to Work: public transit, walking, 

and other non-auto commuting

•Proportion of Population, Age 25 and 

Over, with at Least a Bachelor’s Degree

•Commuting Time of a Roundtrip to Work

•Proportion of Population that is 

Employed in Cultural Occupations

•Income Inequality

•Comfortable Climate Index

•Air Quality

•Homicides (Rate per 100,000 Population)

Who’s Best?

barcelona, our top-ranked metro area in the 

Social category, is also Spain’s second-most popu-

lated region with close to five million residents in 

its metropolitan area. Founded by the Romans, it 

remains a major cultural and economic centre in 

southwestern Europe. One of the region’s three “A” 

grades was awarded for its “comfortable-climate 

index.” The Mediterranean-coast region’s tempera-

tures are generally moderate and it rarely sees frost, 

allowing it to emerge at the top of this indicator. A 

low murder rate and a relatively equal income dis-

tribution account for Barcelona’s two other A grades. 

The region earns B grades for the proportion of its 

adult population which is university educated— it 

ranks in the top five metro areas on this measure— 

and for “the proportion of its population employed 

in cultural occupations”. On the other hand, Barce-

lona’s relatively low proportion of those aged 25-34 

saddles the area with a D grade for this measure. 

Barcelona lacks data for its housing affordability 

and its proportion of non-car commuters.

copenhagen is our second-rated area in the 

Social category. The ancient Danish capital sits 

astride a bi-national metro area and is the cultural, 

7th
Greater Vancouver’s 
social ranking, 
making it the 
highest B-rated 
region, thanks to a 
high foreign-born 
population share, 
low homicide rates 
and good air quality
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Vancouver International Airport is an important economic generator and jobs creator for British Columbia.
CONNECTING B.C. PROUDLY TO THE WORLD

yvr.ca

economic and social centre of Denmark. Like 

Barcelona, it received a total of three A grades, 

starting with “the proportion of its population 

of its population with at least a bachelor’s degree” 

(it is second-ranked here and nearly 40 per cent 

of its adult population has a bachelor’s degree). 

This mark is unsurprising, given that Copenhagen 

boasts at least four post-secondary institutions 

with at least 10,000 students and is said to host 

more than 90,000 students in total. The region 

also gets A scores for the the proportion of its 

population employed in cultural occupations 

(it is again second-ranked, coming behind Los 

Angeles), and for its good homicide rate. Copenha-

gen’s only D grade was in the comfortable climate 

index, an issue it can do little to solve. The region’s 

relatively northern location and position near the 

Baltic Sea are said to give it somewhat unstable 

weather. Copenhagen was missing data for two 

indicators—housing affordability, and travel to 

work by transit, walking, and other non-auto 

commuting.

sydney is our third-ranked metro area in Social 

performance. One of the region’s highest marks is for 

the proportion of its population that is foreign-born. 

Australia is a country of immigrants and Sydney is 

no exception with four of every 10 residents claim-

ing a birthplace abroad. The region also scores an 

A for its good air quality, an indicator in which it 

trails only Greater Vancouver. But one indicator 

in particular sets Sydney apart: the proportion of 

the population aged 25 to 34. With one-third of its 

population aged 25 to 34, Sydney is the “youngest” of 

the Scorecard’s 19 comparator regions, and earns the 

lone A grade on this indicator. However, the metro 

area suffers from long commute times, and from a 

low proportion of Bachelor degree holders among 

its adult population; both earn it D grades. Data for 

all indicators was available for Sydney.
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Portland is our study’s highest-ranked U.S. re-

gion and ranks fourth. The region’s moderate 

Pacific Northwest climate earns it an A grade in our 

comfortable climate index, while its good housing 

affordability and low air pollution also merit A 

grades. On a negative note, Portland received D 

scores for its low foreign-born population share, 

and its workers’ low use of non-car transportation 

for commuting. Data for all categories was available 

for Portland.

Toronto is the top-ranked Canadian metro area 

and comes in fifth place. Canada’s largest region 

is a poster-child for multiculturalism, featuring 

the highest proportion of foreign-born residents 

among the regions in this report. Nearly half of 

all Torontonians were born outside Canada. The 

metro area also gets A grades for its low homicide 

rate and its low air pollution. More negatively, 

Toronto got Ds for the low share of its population 

aged 25-34 and for its lengthy commute times. 

Data describing all categories was available for 

Toronto.

Greater Vancouver’s Outlook 
Bright but Challenges Remain

Greater Vancouver’s near-term economic outlook 

appears bright. Its many traded clusters seem poised 

to take advantage of growing trade, in both goods 

and services, with Asian markets, while a low-flying 

loonie should also help it leverage economic activity 

with a healthy U.S. economy. However, the region’s 

longer-term performance will depend on the ability 

of its leaders to deal with seven important challeng-

es revealed in our study.

Challenge 1

Lack of Investment in Public 

Transit and Roads

Long commute times are adding to Greater Van-

couver’s difficulties in attracting high-end talent. 

Failure to address deteriorating housing afford-

ability and inadequate investment in transit and 

road infrastructure could keep talented people 

and business investment away.

The benchmarking analysis showed that Greater 

Vancouver’s performance in this area is relatively 

poor—it records C grades for the average commute 

time to and from work and for the proportion of 

the workforce that non-car commutes. Therefore, 

cementing Greater Vancouver’s status as a Canadian 

economic leader requires a commitment to invest 

in its public transit and road infrastructure.

Indeed, infrastructure investment has been shown 

to influence private-sector competitiveness, espe-

cially if it involves reducing commute times for 

employees and for trucking goods throughout the 

region. In this regard, the Mayors’ Council 10-year  

Vision for Metro Vancouver and the provincial 

government’s 10-year B.C. on the Move plan are 

steps in the right direction. But a funding solution 

for these critical plans remains elusive.

Challenge 2

Housing Affordability

One of the significant challenges facing Greater 

Vancouver is the deteriorating affordability of 

housing. Concerns have been raised that foreign 

investment is a key factor behind skyrocketing 

home prices, but data to study such claims is lacking 

since foreign purchases of real estate have not been 

officially tracked.

Elevated home prices may limit the region’s at-

tractiveness to younger people who represent its 

future. Affordability is a major barrier to retaining 

and attracting talent and could therefore hinder 

business investment. While we do not foresee a 

housing bubble that is about to burst, we cannot 

completely discount that risk either.

Lack of available land for new residential devel-

opment is another key factor behind rising home 

prices. This will be a difficult issue to resolve, given 

the region is bordered by the Pacific Ocean to the 

west, the North Shore Mountains to the north, the 

U.S. border to the south and the Agricultural Land 

Reserve to the east.

The limited availability of land also threatens 

to constrain non-residential development. Office 

D
the grade  
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rents remain reasonable in comparison to inter-

national jurisdictions, but land constraints in 

the Lower Mainland are putting at risk future 

expansions at Port of Vancouver—an outcome that 

could significantly affect the region’s competitive 

advantage as a gateway.

Challenge 3

Land Scarcity for Enabling Trade

Indeed, the supply of vacant land suitable for trade 

and goods movement could be exhausted within 10 

years, based on the inventory of trade-enabling in-

dustrial land. Moreover, high house prices and gen-

eral lot scarcity give developers and municipalities 

strong incentives to find buildable land anywhere. 

Waterfront locations, obviously, would be especially 

desirable, even more so when they are located near 

the downtown. Land around Vancouver’s port has 

been an attractive target of developers. And, as a 

few multi-family projects spring up there, more 

could follow, since the newly arrived residents may 

then object to being in proximity to the visual and 

noise impacts associated with industry. Growing 

pressures on the availability of industrial land will 

conf lict with Greater Vancouver’s role as a bur-

geoning gateway to Asia and the jobs and wealth 

this trade creates. Denied proximate storage space, 

companies will be forced to seek other ports to 

move their goods.

Challenge 4

Low Productivity Levels

Greater Vancouver suffers from relatively low levels 

of labour productivity, although its recent perfor-

mance on labour productivity growth has been 

somewhat encouraging. Along with infrastructure, 
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human capital is another key determinant of labour 

productivity—a fully employed, highly educated 

or highly skilled workforce will invariably generate 

higher incomes.

Greater Vancouver can claim to be one of the 

best North American metro areas when it comes 

to labour productivity growth. With 1.4 per cent 

growth between 2009 and 2013, Greater Vancouver 

ranks behind only Portland and Houston, earning 

a B grade. But Greater Vancouver disappoints with 

a C grade when it comes to its productivity level. 

Indeed, at US$73,600 in output per worker, Greater 

Vancouver’s productivity level is the third-lowest 

in North America. This suggests that goods and 

services might be produced in more efficient ways—

more could be produced with the same amount 

of worker effort—allowing for improved income 

and prosperity.

Challenge 5

Room to Improve on Educational 

Attainment Rates

To boost its labour productivity levels, Greater 

Vancouver could put greater emphasis on advanced 

educational attainment, as a fully employed, highly 

educated or highly skilled workforce will invariably 

generate higher incomes.

Greater Vancouver boasts many post-secondary 

institutions that draw students from outside the 

province and the country. Post-secondary insti-

tutions also funnel graduating students into the 

private sector, as many who study in Vancouver 

choose to work in the region or elsewhere in B.C. 

after completing their degrees. Given that employ-

ment prospects have become increasingly tied to 

possessing more education, thanks to the rise of 

the knowledge economy, regions with high-quality 

post-secondary educational institutions have an 

advantage over those that do not. However, despite 

the many post-secondary institutions, Greater 

Vancouver earns only a C grade in terms of its 

population 25 or over with a bachelor’s degree or 

higher. The region also may be disadvantaged on 

this benchmark by its greyer population—since ed-

ucational attainment rates have generally increased 

over time, older generations generally have lower 

educational attainment—but more work needs to 

be done to isolate this factor.

Moreover, Greater Vancouver would do well 

to lift the skills and education of its aboriginal 

citizens. Across Canada and in Greater Vancouver, 

aboriginal educational attainment rates are com-

parably low, leading to high unemployment rates 

and lower wages in comparison to non-aboriginal 

populations. According to Statistics Canada’s 2011 

National Household Survey, the gap in university 

Transportation 
infrastructure is a 

crucial need for the 
Greater Vancouver 

region | Province 

of British Columbia
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attainment is particularly wide—in Greater Van-

couver, only 14 per cent of aboriginals had at least 

a bachelor’s degree in 2011 compared to 34.5 per 

cent of non-aboriginals.

Improving the aboriginal population’s educational 

attainment rates not only would improve their 

economic well-being, but would have the added 

benefit of lifting Vancouver’s employment rates 

and the region’s economic potential.

Challenge 6

High marginal Tax rates on 

Capital for Businesses

Fundamental to productivity growth and competi-

tiveness is a system of fiscal and tax incentives that 

promotes efficiency and fosters the entrepreneurship 

that will result in a growing and innovative economy. 

Unfortunately, Greater Vancouver’s performance is 

mixed on tax competitiveness. True, it earns an A on 

the “total tax index,” which is a measure of the total 

corporate taxes paid expressed as a percentage of 

total taxes paid by corporations. Greater Vancouver’s 

success on this measure is in great part thanks to 

Canada having much lower statutory labour costs 

(payroll-based taxes) than the U.S.

But British Columbia ranks as the second least 

competitive tax jurisdiction for capital investment 

in Canada. This is Greater Vancouver’s sixth chal-

lenge to its competitiveness. At 27.5 per cent, its 

marginal effective tax rate on capital investment 

for businesses is over three percentage points higher 

than that of eight of the 10 Canadian provinces Only 

Manitoba performs slightly worse while Saskatch-

ewan also ranks near the bottom. There is a simple 

explanation for British Columbia’s, Manitoba’s and 

Saskatchewan’s status as outliers in tax competitive-

ness. They are the only three Canadian provinces 

that still levy an unharmonized retail sales tax, 

while the remaining provinces have moved to a 

value-added consumption tax system by harmo-

nizing their sales tax with the federal GST. (Alberta 

has no sales tax.) The problem with retail sales 

taxes—or cascading sales taxes—is that they are 

levied on many products that are used as inputs in 

the production of other goods, resulting in higher 
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effective tax rates on the final goods. This stands in 

stark contrast to value-added taxes, which are levied 

on the sale of final goods. Firms receive a tax refund 

for the taxes paid by their suppliers—avoiding 

taxing intermediate goods used as business inputs. 

In effect, a retail sales tax results in a significant tax 

on capital investments.

Challenge 7

Attracting Head Offices

Greater Vancouver also performs relatively poorly 

when it comes to attracting head offices. Head office 

activity is an important measure in evaluating a 

region’s attractiveness to businesses. In particular, 

attracting head offices provides well-paying jobs 

and can stimulate local business investment. In 2013, 

Greater Vancouver had 242 head offices, ranking 

far below Toronto and Montreal, and only slightly 

ahead of Calgary. Results for employment per head 

office are even more disappointing, as Vancouver 

ranks far behind Toronto, Calgary and Montreal.

Given that Greater Vancouver is already home to 

almost all of the head offices of large B.C.-based 

corporations—including mining, forestry, and 

energy companies whose business assets are located 

in other parts of the province—any additional head 

offices would have to come from Greater Vancouver 

attracting those of out-of-province (or out-of-coun-

try) companies. An important step in this direction 

was taken in early 2015 with the creation of HQ 

Vancouver—an investment partnership between the 

government of Canada, the province of British Co-

lumbia and the Business Council of British Columbia 

aimed at luring Asian businesses into relocating their 

head offices to Vancouver. It has had early success 

in attracting headquarters to relocate, including 

Aikang Capital Inc. and Sony Pictures Imageworks.

MOVING FORWARD

REGIONAL COORDINATION

Addressing these challenges will be extreme-

ly diff icult, given their complexity and the 

local government fragmentation within Greater 

Vancouver.

Regions are the new unit of economic organiza-

tion, and the business community must play a key 

role in their development. Cities and municipalities 

are increasingly becoming the most important play-

ers in our economy. However, it isn’t necessarily the 

municipality that has created this new economic 

focus—it is the region. Only regional thinking 

can tackle the social and economic challenges 

facing Greater Vancouver and ensure our global 

competitiveness.

Moreover, many of these challenges are inter-

connected, so they would need to be addressed 

simultaneously. They also tend to be regional in 

scope and could not be successfully addressed 

without the partnership of Metro Vancouver, the 

province, First Nations and the federal government.

A key cause of these challenges is division be-

tween regional stakeholders. Therefore, a prereq-

uisite for successfully addressing these challenges 

would be greater regional co-ordination among 

the municipalities that make up Greater Vancou-

ver. For example, poor transit infrastructure and 

low productivity levels are not problems that are 

specific to a single municipality— they affect the 

entire Greater Vancouver region. Having many 

governments in a single metropolitan area naturally 

creates competition for limited resources.

If municipalities compete without strategic co-

operation, economic growth is limited and slow. 

However, if cities choose to work together to lever-

age their unique economic traits across a region, 

their growth can be compounded, resulting in a 

robust regional economy. Studies have shown that 

economic growth in urban centres and surrounding 

suburbs are positively correlated. When all juris-

dictions thrive, the region thrives, but even if only 

some jurisdictions struggle, the region struggles.

Local governments in metropolitan areas need to 

work together to maximize benefits in our region. 

When the region has to protect itself from each 

other, the whole region suffers. When trust and 

cooperation thrive internally, the region pulls 

together and grows stronger as a result. In places 

7
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where regional economic development has been 

extraordinarily successful, cooperation has often 

been led by the private sector.

In Greater Vancouver, we are just beginning to 

scratch the surface of what it means to work as a 

region. While a regional district system that brings 

together local governments has been in place since 

the 1960s, there is still limited co-operation that 

takes place outside of long-established service 

agreements. The municipalities in the Greater 

Vancouver region still act individually when lob-

bying provincial and federal governments and 

then compete internally for development instead 

of leveraging the successes of their neighbours. The 

municipalities should act as a unified external voice, 

and work together internally, as we know we are 

capable of cooperation. We saw a great regional ef-

fort recently during the 2010 Winter Olympics and 

the unprecedented agreement among the region’s 

mayors in 2015 on the Mayors’ Council Plan on 

regional transportation investments. While these 

milestones add momentum to regional co-opera-

tion in Greater Vancouver, there is still much work 

to be done to maximize our regional economy. 

There are hopeful signs in recent efforts by the 

regional mayors to pursue this work.

When a coordinated approach to economic de-

velopment planning is undertaken, the odds of 

success are increased. Greater co-operation allows 

the region to present a united face to the rest of the 

world. Instead of competing for foreign investment 

dollars, jointly pursuing investment attraction 

opportunities together would not only increase the 

chances of success, but it would also greatly reduce 

duplication of effort and resources. Not only would 

regional cooperation increase the chances that 

these issues will be resolved, it would also allow the 

Greater Vancouver metro region to better leverage 

its competitive strengths. Organizations like the 

Greater Vancouver Economic Partnership, the 

Greater Vancouver Economic Council, and Metro 

Vancouver Commerce are all notable examples 

of efforts to better align the region economically. 

Unfortunately, these efforts did not bear much fruit 

as all of these agencies were disbanded within two 

to three years of their creation, mostly due to a lack 

of buy-in from stakeholders.

Leadership should not have to be solely the re-

sponsibility of government to facilitate regional 

collaboration. Future success will require a long-

term commitment from a broad spectrum of re-

gional stakeholders—senior levels of government, 

private sector, and academia—to better coordinate 

economic development. Stakeholders from across 

all spectrums of Greater Vancouver’s economy have 

a role to play in leading cooperative efforts.

The False Creek 
district features a 
healthy blend of 
recreation and retail 
to complement 
the residential 
development | Dominic 

Schaefer
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Singapore 1 1 16
Copenhagen 2 6 2
Hong Kong 3 2 12
Calgary 4 4 11
Seattle 5 5 6
Barcelona 6 15 1
Sydney 7 11 3
San Francisco 8 8 10
Greater Vancouver 9 9 7
Toronto 10 13 5
Portland 11 17 4
Seoul 12 10 14
Rotterdam 13 12 13
Montreal 14 16 9
Houston 15 7 19
Halifax 16 14 15
Manchester 17 19 8
Shanghai 18 3 20
Los Angeles 19 18 17
Miami 20 20 18

cma
Overall

Economy

social
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San Francisco 8 1 15 1 17 3 17 10 8 1 15 1 11 8 13 4 15 18 13 14 12 11
Greater Vancouver 9 14 7 13 8 12 7 12 10 9 5 4 16 11 8 10 9 3 5 7 10 3
Seoul 10 17 3 18 4 18 9 13 4 — 13 — 8 7 4 19 3 8 14 13 11 —
Sydney 11 6 13 7 3 2 16 7 9 14 12 — 18 10 5 7 13 17 12 6 8 12
Rotterdam 12 10 19 17 13 9 14 18 19 15 1 — 1 17 14 20 20 1 1 16 4 —
Toronto 13 13 12 12 10 10 13 5 17 8 8 8 2 9 6 13 12 19 18 17 5 2
Halifax 14 15 8 14 5 16 12 9 11 13 — 9 13 18 18 6 10 6 6 12 1 1
Barcelona 15 18 16 15 16 15 2 20 20 19 2 — 9 5 1 12 5 9 9 2 9 —
Montreal 16 16 11 16 9 17 15 6 18 5 4 6 5 12 9 18 18 10 10 15 2 4
Portland 17 5 5 6 14 6 4 17 12 6 — 7 15 — 16 14 17 12 17 — 14 7
Los Angeles 18 7 18 4 15 7 19 14 16 12 7 5 10 6 12 16 16 14 7 5 13 10
Manchester 19 19 17 19 19 19 18 15 15 17 11 — 4 16 17 11 1 15 19 18 7 5
Miami 20 11 20 5 18 11 20 11 13 18 — 11 14 4 15 15 8 16 11 1 16 6
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