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Summary 
The approach by two local governments in British Columbia's Sea-to-Sky Corridor to the provision of community amenities in conjunction 

with urban land and natural resource developments is described in this article. The recent Nita Lake Lodge proposal in the Resort 
Municipality ofWhistler and the Squamish-Lil/ooet Regional District's framework for community benefits associated with run-of-river power 
projects are used as examples of formal community amenities agreements that stipulate exactly how a particular development will benefit 

the community. A brief discussion of policy issues and choices for the provision of community benefits is also included. 

Sommaire 
Cet article rend compte de l'approche retenue par deux administrations locales du corridor« Sea-to-Sky» de la Colombie-Britannique 
pour fournir des services aux collectivites tout en assurant la mise en valeur des terres urbaines et des ressources naturelles. Le recent 
projet de construction de /'auberge Nita Lake Lodge, dans la municipalite de villegiature de Whistler, et le cadre des avantages pour la 
collectivite du projet de centrale hydroelectrique au ft/ de /'eau du district regional de Squamish-Lillooet comptent parmi ces ententes 
formelles qui stipulent exactement les avantages d'un projet donne pour la col/ectivite et sont cites en exemple. L'article inclut aussi 

un court expose sur les politiques et /es choix associes a la prestation d'avantages pour la col/ectivite. 

Local government evaluation of 
development proposals involves an 

assessment of whether benefits to the 
community will outweigh the detrimental 
effects of the proposed changes. In 
British Columbia's Sea-to-Sky Corridor, 
two local governments-the Resort 
Municipality of Whistler (RMOW) and 
the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District 
-are finding that the traditional 
concepts of community benefits from 
development may no longer be sufficient 
to lead to project approval, even if 
the negative impact is minimal. Both 
jurisdictions have adopted formal 
community amenities agreements that 
stipulate exactly how a particular 
development will benefit the community. 
This article describes Whistler's approach 
to the provision of community amenities 
in conjunction with the recent Nita 
Lake Lodge proposal and the Regional 
District's framework for community 
benefits associated with run-of-river 
power projects.A brief discussion of 
policy issues and choices for the provision 
of community benefits is also included. 
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The Nita Lake Development 
Proposal in Whistler 
The RMOW has a comparatively long 
history (since the early 1980s) of obtaining 
negotiated amenities in conjunction with 
development approvals. Whistler is also 
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unique in that it has an explicit limit to 
development expressed in terms of the 
maximum "developable bed units" in 
the municipality. Whistler's 1993 
Comprehensive Development Plan 
states that "there appears to be little 



need, at the present time, to approve 
additional rezonings that would increase 
this capacity, except in extraordinary 
circumstances that clearly benefit the 
community and the resort, that are 
supported by the community, and that 
have no unacceptable impacts on the 
environment, the community, and the 
resort." ' As the municipality nears build 
out, which is expected to occur in early 
2005 at 55,03 I bed units,2 new develop
ment projects are coming under increasing 
scrutiny and the "bar is being raised" in 
terms of the benefits or amenities they 
can provide to the community.2 

In the fall of 2002, public discussion 
commenced about a comprehensive 
development proposal from the Nita 
Lake Lodge Development Corporation 
for redevelopment of two properties
a three-acre and a 23-acre parcel-on 
Nita Lake in Whistler. The proposal is an 
$80 million development that involves 
the creation of I I single family lots, 
a 70,000 square-foot 80-unit lodge, 
a 16,000 square-foot train station, and 
30 employee-restricted dwellings. 
Because the proposal involves bed units 
in excess of those already assigned to 
the sites, it must be assessed in relation 
to the municipality's comprehensive 
development plan policy that the bed 
unit cap will not be exceeded "except 
in extraordinary circumstances." 

After several rounds of discussion, the 
public benefits package put before the 
Whistler community in the fall of 2002 
in conjunction with the Nita Lake Lodge 
proposal includes the following: 

> wetland preservation: Option A
purchase of 25 acres of wetlands 
from a third party and dedication to 
a land trust for protection from 
development in perpetuity, with 
development rights (bed units) 
transferred to the Nita Lake Lodge 
development; or Option B, community 
facility funding-$6.5 million to be 
donated to Whistler for community 
facilities, with development rights 
derived by lifting the bed-unit cap; 
plus a $1 million contribution to new 
public health facilities in Whistler; 
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> upgrades and additional connections 
to Whistler's Valley Trail, includ ing a 
railway overpass; 

> a $ I 0,000 donation to the Whistler 
Off-Road Cycling Association for the 
development of mountain biking trails; 

> envi ronmental enhancement works 
including rehabilitation of Jordan Creek 
and a $15,000 donation to the 
Whistler Fish Stewardship Group; 

> a commitment to sustainable 
development practices, including 
environmental management and 
construction practices based on the 
"Natural Step" program and "green" 
building construction principles; 

> partnership with the RMOW to 
create standards for "green" single 
family homes and development of a 
sustainable community of "green" 
single family homes; 

> funding for a planning and visioning 
process for the redevelopment of 
other land in the neighbourhood of 
the Nita Lake Lodge development; 
and 

> a historical interpretive plan of the 
Whistler Creek area's heritage, plus 
public art opportunities. 

In April, 2003, the Nita Lake Lodge 
proponent withdrew Option B from 
consideration due to an overwhelming 
community preference for Option A. 
The community preference for Option 
A was on the basis that it results in 
protection of important wetlands in 
perpetuity, it allows the project to 
proceed within existing development 
limits, and the proponent's polling 
research and community consultation 
indicated most of the public did not 
support a cash contribution towards 
community amenities in this case. 

The Rutherford Creek 
Independent Power Project 
in the Squamish-Lillooet 
Regional District 
In the Sea-to-Sky Corridor there are 
presently more than 50 applications for 
small hydro independent power projects 
to supply electricity to BC Hydro under 

a green power generation program. In 
addition, at least I 00 more potential 
run-of-river hydro projects have been 
identified in the area. The Rutherford 
Creek project is a run-of-river hydro 
development located approximately 
eight kilometres south of Pemberton. 
It has a capacity of 32 megawatts and an 
estimated annual output of 122 gigawatts 
-an output sufficient to power 7,000 
homes and to offset between 70,000 
and I 30,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide. 

The economic benefits that accrue to 
an unincorporated community in British 
Columbia from small hydro (or other 
industrial) development are quite different 
than those accruing provincially or to 
a municipality.As small water power 
projects are automated, no long-term 
local employment is created. Employment 
opportunities for local residents during 
construction of a project may also be 
limited, as the required specialized skills 
are often unavailable in smaller 
communities. In addition, under British 
Columbia's rural property taxation 
system, the vast majority of property 
tax flows to the provincial government, 
not to the regional district. 

These considerations prompted the 
Squamish-Lillooet Regional District to 
incorporate a policy into its official 
community plans that "local community 
impacts and potential community benefits 
associated with green power projects ... 
be closely examined in conjunction with 
specific applications."3 The regional district 
has established a community benefits 
policy framework, which provides a 
mechanism whereby a proponent, through 
a one-time financial contribution to a 
community benefits fund plus an annual 
amenity payment, can demonstrate that 
a proposed power project can provide 
significant benefit to the local community. 
A community benefits agreement 
between the regional district and the 
developer provides that community 
benefits payments will be used by the 
regional district for recreational 
infrastructure or operations, and the 
maintenance and administration thereof. 
Not less than 50 percent of the payment 
must be devoted to capital works. The 

I. Resort Municipality of Whistler Planning Department. Comprehensive development plan. Whistler (BC): the Municipality; September 1993. 
2. Resort Municipality of Whistler. Whistler resort community monitoring report 2000. Whistler (BC): the Municipality; December 200 I. 
3. Squamish-Lillooet Regional District. Electoral Area C official community plan adoption bylaw no. 689-1999, amendment by-law no. 716-200 I. Pemberton (BC): the District; September 200 I. 
4. Squamish-Lillooet Regional District. Rutherford Creek power community benefits agreement. Pemberton (BC): the District; 200 I. 
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annual amenity payment will be used by 
the regional district for "services" within 
the particular unincorporated area, and 
the payments will continue for as long as 
the developer or its successors continue 
to sell electricity from the project.• 

To address regional district and other 
concerns, Rutherford Creek Power Ltd. 
agreed to the following community 
benefits package: 

> a one-time community benefits 
payment of $200,000; 

> annual amenity payments of $40,000 
for the life of the project (expected 
to be a minimum of 40 years); 

> an administrative payment of $50,000 
to cover administrative and legal costs; 

> benefits to the local (Mt. Currie) 
First Nation, which has obtained an 
undisclosed economic interest in 
the project in consideration of its 
Aboriginal title interests; 

> construction of a 400-metre-long 
artificial white-water kayaking course 
and training facility at the powerhouse 
site as mitigation under the federal 
Navigable Waters Protection Act; and 

> an agreement with the Pemberton 
Snowmobiling Club regarding the impact 
on winter recreation staging areas 
and access to the Pemberton Icecap. 

Community Benefits: Policy 
Issues and Choices for Local 
Governments 
The Whistler and Squamish-Lillooet 
experience with community benefits in 
conjunction with land and resource 
developments illustrate a number of 
policy issues and choices that need to 
be made by local governments considering 
approaches similar to the ones described. 
For example, when should community 
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benefits agreements be considered, if at 
all? In both the Whistler and Squamish
Lillooet examples cited here, the projects 
involved are major developments. While 
Whistler has also accepted community 
benefits payments in conjunction with 
comparatively minor applications, many 
local jurisdictions such as Squamish
Lillooet wish to exempt smaller 
developments from a community benefits 
payment. Most local governments will 
probably continue to look only to 
economic benefits such as construction 
jobs created, enhancement of the tax 
base and not placing additional demands 
on developers to provide community 
amenities. 

Should amenities be provided only when 
increased density is being obtained? 
Squamish-Lillooet has chosen to develop 
a community benefits policy for change
of-use rezonings involving power projects, 
but has not yet considered applying the 
policy to other forms of development. 

Should community amenity contributions 
be negotiated on a case-by-case basis, 
as is done in Whistler, or should a 
standardized approach be developed as 
is being done in Squamish-Lillooet? The 
Squamish-Lillooet approach is relatively 
simple: it provides certainty to developers 
in that the formula is known and can 
be applied consistently. The Whistler 
approach allows for flexibility, maximization 
of benefits and site-specific circumstances 
to be taken into account. 

The local context for the particular 
development also needs to be considered. 
In the case of Whistler, the interest in 
development has been so strong for so 
long that the municipality can choose 
which incremental developments to 
approve based on whether or not they 

exceed the self-imposed development 
limit and on how much will be put back 
into the community by the developer. 
The Squamish-Lillooet arrangement for 
community benefits originated from the 
belief that the local benefits of small 
hydro development were so negligible 
as to lead to potential loss of support 
for a project. 

Conclusion 
The planning profession has felt a certain 
repugnance for the notion that a 
community should receive direct financial 
gain from the zoning or development 
approval process. Rather than being a 
case of "selling zoning," the Squamish
Lillooet Regional District experience 
illustrates a situation where the 
agreement that resulted from negotiations 
to guarantee community benefits was 
a significant factor in the eventual 
approval of a project that may not 
otherwise have achieved that result. 
The sheer magnitude of the offers being 
made to Whistler demonstrates the 
potential significance of community 
benefits payments to the financing of 
local amenities and services. It also 
points to the need to establish a policy 
framework that provides a consistent, 
principled and fair process intended to 
lead to positive outcomes for both the 
developer and the local community. • 
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