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Dear Mayor and Council: 
 
At the City Council meeting on July 22, 2014, Council asked me to provide an update on the 
processing times for development applications.  This memo responds to that request. 
 
The first half of 2014 represented a “perfect storm” of increasing application volumes, the 
approval and implementation of 4 significant areas of  new Council policy (see Appendix A), 
and over the last few months the implementation of the first phase of the  new POSSE  
information system (replacing the legacy Prism system) as part of the  Permits and Licences 
Project. 
 
Application Volumes 
 
As of August 1, 2014: 
- YTD Development Permit (DE) Applications are 22.9.9% higher than the 10-year average 

and 9.7% higher than last year 
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- YTD Combined Development & Building Permit (DB) Applications are 33.2% higher than the 
ten year average and 18.6% higher than last year; June was our biggest intake month ever 
and was an unprecedented 74.7% higher than an average June over the last 10 years. 
 

- YTD Building Permit (BU) Applications are 3.9% higher than average and 2.6% higher than 
last year. 
 

As you can see from the Chart below, if current application volumes continue, we will surpass 
the previous high set in 2012. 
 

 
 
 
Building Permit Issuances 
 
A recent Business in Vancouver article stated the “Vancouver” construction value in June 
2014 was down 22% over 2013. The metric “construction value” reflects the value of 
construction, based on building permit issuances. Three things need to be clarified in regard 
to this report in BIV: 

• the metric they report is actually for the whole Metro Region and not the City of 
Vancouver;  

• the report is for the month of June 2014 over June 2013; as monthly totals vary 
greatly, any one given month may not give an accurate reflection; and 

• although the comparison for June 2014 over June 2013 at the City shows a lower value 
of construction, the volume of permit issuances was higher than in June 2013. 

 
The year to date (at July 1) Value of Construction for building permits issued in the City of 
Vancouver (see graph below) is $74M higher than 2013, which is up, not down.  
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(Note: the peak in 2007 is related to permits for the Convention Centre and the Olympic Village.) 
 
Increased wait times for development applications  
 
Council has received feedback in relation to wait times for development applications over the 
past few months. As you can see from the data above, this is largely the result of the high 
volumes we have been experiencing along with the increased complexity of the requirements 
for developers and for staff related to the tree bylaw, the pending new Building By-law 
(VBBL), and the direction received by Council to preserve character homes and reduce 
demolitions. In spite of this, we continue to issue Development & Building Permits at a rate 
consistent with the average over the last 10 years. However, we are taking a number of steps 
to address the longer processing times and return our timelines to the benchmarks established 
through business transformation in 2013.   
 
A review of Housing Permit timing for 2013 and 2014 shows the median number of weeks from 
the date the application is opened at Development Services to permit issuance. 
   

Median Weeks to Permit Issuance  

# 
Permits Issue Date Q1 - 2013 Q2 - 2013 Q3 - 2013 Q4 - 2013 Q1 - 2014 Q2 - 2014 
  
1282 

New 1 & 2  Family Dwellings (Outright 
stream) 6.9 6 6.4 7 8.8 10 

 528 New Laneway Housing 7.6 7.3 5.6 8.4 9.2 11.4 

 117 New Accessory Buildings (Garages) 1.4 1.6 1.6 1.3 2.2 1.5 

 1225 
Housing - Non New Construction 
(Alterations, etc.) 2.2 2.2 2.4 2.6 2.2 3.4 

  Add: Engineering Pre-Clearance 2.5 1.9 1.7 2.1 2.1 2.2 

 
While the number of weeks has increased for new 1- & 2-Family Dwellings, it is important to 
note that prior to 2013, new outright applications hit a high of 12 weeks (including 
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Engineering processing).  Staff resources were then deployed to address this problem.  We 
are, once again, deploying appropriate resources and consulting the development industry, to 
reduce this back to 6 weeks.  
 
It is also clear from the data that the timing issues largely relate to new single family 
dwellings and associated laneway houses both of which are associated with high volumes as 
well as the developments being most impacted by the policy changes brought in over the last 
6 months.  
 
Landscape Review  
 
Since the tree by-law amendments in April, there have been over 500 tree inspections 
undertaken as the result of the need to verify the location and health of trees prior to 
consideration of removal, many of which are part of the development permit process.  Before 
the amendments, these inspections would not have occurred as applicants had the ability to 
remove one tree per year without a specific reason.  The result is that several hundred trees 
have been retained that would otherwise have been destroyed. 
 
 
Responses Initiated to Address Wait Times:  
 

1. Landscaping/Tree By-Law Review:  
In the late spring, pending permanent hires of new staff, staff were seconded across 
other departments (including Park Board) to assist with the tree/ landscape review of 
development applications and inspections. On weekends, staff have reviewed 
applications to deal with the sudden backlog created by the passage of the by-law in 
April. Park Board staff have also been working alongside Planning & Development 
Services staff to provide support to the LDS inspector in the review of non-
development tree removal permit applications.   

 
2. Expedited Outright 1- & 2-Family Dwelling Review 

In June 2014, we introduced an expedited stream for complete applications for single 
family applications. This approach encourages developers to submit a comprehensive 
set of plans for an application without an appointment.  During that time period, 
approximately 150 of 250 pending applications in this category were processed using 
this expedited stream.  This approach will be refined and repeated on a regular basis 
using new staff resources. 

 
3. “Go-Live 2” (online trades permits)  

As of July 21, 2014, new Trades Permits (Plumbing, Sprinkler, Gas and Electrical) have 
begun to be processed through POSSE, our new information system for permit 
management. The number of permits issued during the first week was slightly lower 
than previous weeks, but are now increasing as familiarity with POSSE improves. 
Training for clients (contractors) using the new system is currently underway to enable 
more of them to apply and receive permits online, thereby eliminating the need for 
them to travel to City Hall. Their ability to conduct the majority of their business 
online will be available in early fall. This will completely eliminate the Trades Permits 
waiting times. 
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4. Meetings With the Small-scale Development Community 
On June 20, 2014, and August 12, 2014 staff met with members of the small-scale 
development community.  The meetings created an open forum to discuss their 
concerns and to hear their ideas on what staff could do to improve the development 
process.  Staff are working on these ideas and others and will continue to work with 
these important business partners to share proposed solutions and continue to improve 
the experience of obtaining a permit at the City. We have proposed a sub-committee 
which will also include representatives of the GVHBA and the Architectural Institute of 
B.C.  The first meeting will be in September 2014. 

 
5. New staff:   

Over the last few months approximately 14 temporary and permanent new staff have 
been approved and are being hired and trained in Planning and Development Services 
to assist in addressing the backlog. These include Clerks, Project Coordinators, Tree 
Inspectors, Landscape Planners and the Assistant Director of Customer Service. As 
well, we will also be welcoming our new Director of Development Services on August 
29, 2014 (replacing Vicki Potter). We have been using and will continue to use 
overtime as an additional mechanism to address the high volume of applications, 
particularly in the run-up to the VBBL implementation date. At present we project 
that our overtime hours will be running significantly over the average of the last 7 
years (about a 3 fold increase) in order the address the large number of applications, 
particularly the volume of applicants who wish to advance their application prior to 
the January 1, 2015 new VBBL timeline.  

 
Summary 
 
As set out in the introduction, there is an unprecedented amount of development activity 
ongoing in the city. Council has also approved a number of public policy initiatives and 
associated regulatory changes which are require more time, more steps in the process but are 
designed to achieve important public policy goals. Council has also directed us to bring on 
more staff in order to meet the demand. In addition, under the Council approved Permits and 
Licenses Project, staff are working hard to modernize and transform our approach and our 
information systems which have not had investment for many years. Our new service centre, 
our new POSSE information system, and our redesigned processes will all help minimize the 
impact of changes in public policy and enable us and our customers to do business together in 
an efficient and expedited way.  
 
We are working through this transition, issuing high numbers of permits while ensuring that 
our community of developers have well established mechanisms to talk to us and make 
suggestions. I hope this memo is informative for Council and please do not hesitate to call me 
if you have any questions.  
 
Regards, 

 
Brian J. Jackson, MCIP 
General Manager, Planning and Development Services 
604.873.7034  
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APPENDIX A 
 
 
 
 
Recent Council Policy Changes 
 
1. Amendment to the Tree By-law – April 16 2014  

On April 16,2014, Council endorsed a comprehensive long-term Urban Forest Strategy, 
which included an amendment to the Protection of Trees By-law that ended the provision 
for private property owners to remove one, healthy mature tree per year without cause.  
As the accompanying staff report indicated, we knew that this would result in an 
increase in the number of tree inspections required.  As part of the recommendations, 
Council approved an additional three staff to support the increase in workload associated 
with tree inspections.  
 

2. Interim Measures to Preserve Character Homes in Discretionary Zones – June 11, 2014 
On June 11, 2014 as part of the Heritage Action Plan, Council approved interim measures 
to protect pre-1940 houses. Any building constructed before 1940 is considered to be a 
character building if it also has a number of surviving, prescribed character features such 
as the authentic or period massing, roof form, front porch, exterior wall materials, 
window openings and frames and details.  We knew that these measures would increase 
the length of time to process pre-1940 single family house applications. 
 

3. New Waste Diversion requirements for pre-1940 houses – July 22, 2014 
On July 22, 2014 as part of our overall waste diversion strategy and our Heritage Action 
Plan, Council adopted a by-law to regulate the re-use and recycling of building materials 
from pre-1940 single family residential buildings.  Effective Sept 1, 2014, all applications 
received for the demolition of pre-1940 homes will be required to divert at minimum 75% 
of its non-hazardous waste from the landfill.  Homes deemed to have character merit will 
be required to divert 90% of its non-hazardous waste from the landfill if the landowners 
wish to demolish these houses. 
 
The by-law will not come into effect until September 1, 2014, but it has caused an influx 
of applicants attempting to get ahead of the new regulations as additional information 
from the applicant will now be required for the assessment of a pre-1940 building.  
Additional staff time will also be required to review the information and coordinate the 
work and demolition permit. 

 
4. Changes to the Vancouver Building By-law (VBBL) – September 2013/January 1 2015 

In September, 2013, Council approved a new Building By-Law with some changes to the 1- 
and 2-family requirements.  These changes included green building changes to increase 
energy efficiency, requirements to improve accessibility and allow future adaptability for 
people with disabilities and to allow aging in place, greater flexibility for secondary 
suites and duplexes and a clearer set of requirements for upgrading or modifying existing 
homes.  The by-law originally scheduled to come into effect July 1 2014, will now come 
into effect January 1, 2015 and since earlier this year, there has been an influx of 
applications for those who wish to advance before the deadline.  
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