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Tim Pringle's one of my quiet heros. For lots of reasons. Probably the biggest is 

that he's been changing how we think about land use, community, governance, etc 

for 20+ years here in BC, but in a way that is imperceptible, except to those of us 
who've been watching him at work. Very cool. 

 
Tim was in my town a few weeks ago as part of a Convening for Action Vancouver 

Island (CAVI) series of workshops. I first met Tim in '94 when he was Executive 
Director of one of the most innovative "land use" related foundations in North 

America. He stepped down and sideways in '08, and is now Director of Special 
Programs with the Real Estate Foundation of BC. His talk in Courtenay was typical 

Tim Pringle: an understated presentation of some facts about what he 

calls "settlement change," and a similarly understated challenge: that we rethink 
assumptions about the "business as usual" approaches that have been guiding 

how our communities and landscapes are developed and conserved. 
 

One of these assumptions has to do with how communities respond to 
development interest. This has been a persistent interest of Tim's over the years 

I've known him. How, he asks, can communities manage the challenge of 

protecting and repairing necessary ecological systems, while at the same time 
responding to "settlement" needs. The Foundation's "Green Values Vancouver 

Island" initiative was launched, in part, because this challenge is so intense here. 
CAVI is part of this initiative. So is the research that Tim and Vivian Dean have 

been working on. 
 

"What drives settlement change on east coast Vancouver Island?" Tim asked. 
 

The short answer: several things. 

 
One is the "capitalization of nature" - we are willing to pay a price to live in one of 

the most beautiful parts of the world. 
 

Two, there are big chunks of private land available (thanks to the E+N Land Grant).
 

Three, information and transportation tech and infrastructure makes it realistic for e-
commuters. 

 

Four, capital from liquidating (still comparatively highly valued) urban real estate 
and baby-boom related retirement and generational transfer of wealth. 

 
All of this adds up to significant (and relatively homogenous) development pressure 

on this piece of Vancouver Island between the Malahat and Sayward Valley. 
 

How much pressure? A listing of "major projects" (each over $15M) says about 38 

projects are currently in proposal status. That's a lot of cash flow. Especially for a 
region that's lost its income streams from the fishing and forest industries.  

 
For communities facing uncertain futures, and with aging 

infrastructure, "development" looks like a no-brainer. We've failed to manage our 
forests or fisheries for long term, sustainable quality of life. Maybe offshore 

investors hold the key to prosperity? Pump some liquidity into our local veins, 
maybe build a few nice amenities, green up the place with a golf course or two... 

Many local governments just can't say no. Moreover, there are no adequate 
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measures for deterimining whether or not they should say no. Or, how "yes" should 

be conditioned to help us get what we need. 

 
Tim is suggesting that, in the context of current demand, "local governments are in 

a good position to ask for more." More of the kinds of social, environmental, and 
economic things that our beautiful but cash-poor east coast Vancouver Island 

communities need. There are any number of needs. One of the "outside-the-box" 
needs that Tim suggested is investment in "talent" – education and training 

incentives that retain and attract the kinds of minds we need to grow ourselves out 
of the problems we've created with past choices around resource and land 

management. 

 
For example, in my town, there are several developers who want to drop 1000+ 

units into the mix. Maybe they should help to keep our civic staff up to speed so 
they know how to make these kinds of developments positive for all of us? We 

need new ideas so that all of us benefit from what Tim calls "settlement change" – 
from the developer who helps fuel jobs, down to the kid who delivers the 

newspapers and has college ambitions, to the senior citizen who wants to "age in 
place," ie. grow old in the home and neighbourhood she knows and not be taxed 

out of it or unable to cope because of inadequate transit services. Or, maybe they 

could contribute to a tuition-free program for young people who choose to study 
and stay here? It's happening in other places, where they see brain drain as a bad 

thing, and brain attraction/development as a way to build a new, cleaner, long-term 
economy. 

 
It's a tough one. Local governments are charged with the responsibility to look after 

our (taxpayer, citizen) interests. There are few ways of doing the long-term math, 

and "business as usual" is so ingrained, automatic. What we're learning – mostly at 
the expense of others' bad experiences with enviro degredation, economic decline, 

and urban (even small town) blight and general "badness" – is that assumptions 
about how things work haven't worked well for most folks. The old "business as 

usual" just doesn't cut it anymore. There are too many "inconvenient truths."  
 

Tim's presentation was a challenge: to think about our communities from a power 
position viz the negotiation that has to take place over where and how we live on 

this amazing chunk of land. Much of this is about money. But how we see the 

money question changes, whether we look at it from short-term, medium, or long-
term ends. What I've noticed, as I follow the "conversation about land use" across 

BC, is how it's shifting. It used to be a short-term, "how-do-I-cash-in-on-my-bit-of-
paradise/how-do-I-stop-you-from-cashing-in" argument. It's beginning to look like a 

more thoughtful exchange on how we're going to look after our bit of paradise, the 
proverbial goose that's been laying golden eggs for all of us who buy, sell, own, or 

rent. Understanding some of the dynamic behind "settlement change" on the east 
coast of Vancouver Island, for example, helps set the context for the next 

question, "How do we nurture this goose so that more of us (because they're 

coming, and we're inviting them – friends, family, clients, etc) can enjoy the golden 
eggs more equitably and more ecologically?"  

 
– 30 – 
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