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Introduction	  

Yates, Thorn & Associates was requested in June 2017 to prepare a report on the future 
demographics of the region, with particular reference to projections of school enrolments 
and the impact of the newly agreed class size and composition regulations which came 
into effect with the 2017/2018 school year. The end-purpose of the study was to establish 
the degree to which current school infrastructure would be adequate to support future 
enrolments and follow from that, an assessment of where new infrastructure would likely 
be needed. 

The agreed scope of work for this study included: 

1. Meeting with SD79 senior staff to review assignment and all related issues, and 
reviewing materials and reports identified at that meeting. 

2. Gathering electronically September 30th enrolment data from the previous six 
years, and entering this enrolment data into a projection model. 

3. Projecting future enrolments, by school, zone and district, and reviewing results 
with SD79 senior staff. 

4. Meeting with area planning officials to discuss future population and housing 
growth, and, if necessary, revising enrolment projections based on discussions. 

5. Reviewing the MOU between SD79 and Ministry related to class size and 
accommodation of special needs students and including this data in capacity 
calculations at the school and zone levels. 

6. Prepare draft report for review with SD79 senior staff.  

Project findings were presented to SD79 Education and Business Committee (October 24, 
2017), and the final report submitted on Nov 3, 2017. 
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Changing	  Demographics	  of	  Cowichan	  Valley	  
The Cowichan Valley has seen considerable demographic change over the past decade. 
The chart below shows the percentage change in each five year cohort between 2006 and 
2016 

Aging	  Population	  and	  Amenity	  Migration	  
 

 
 

There are two main elements that have resulted in these changes: 

• Amenity migration by the baby boomer generation – the Cowichan Valley is very 
attractive to people moving in their retirement and pre-retirement years. They may 
come from Vancouver, cashing out on high house prices, or the rest of Canada 
attracted by mild winters and warm summers, or indeed from anywhere in the 
world. This results in housing which may be seen as ‘family housing’ is occupied 
by two adults with no children of school age. This primarily impacts the 55 to 75 
age group. 

• The continuing swings of the post-WW2 baby boom – which gave us the ‘baby 
boomers’, now aged 50 to 70 years, but also gave us the Echo Generation, 
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children of the boomers, and is starting to give us the echo of the Echo Generation. 
In between these years of higher births are periods of lower numbers of births. 

Both these trends are imprinted on the population pyramid of the Cowichan Valley. 
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A	  Changing	  Youth	  Population	  

A closer look at the changes in the child and youth age cohorts over the past 20 years, 
together with the projections made by the PEOPLE program of BC Statistics (which is also 
the basis of projections done by the Ministry of Education) is presented below: 

 

 
 

• The large Echo Generation is evident in the high numbers of 15 to 19 year olds 
which peaked in 2006 at just over 5,000. This kept secondary schools at capacity 
through to about that time, but enrolments have declined since then. 

• This cohort has declined since then and is now just a little over 400 – a 20% 
decline in 10 years. All the younger age cohorts have followed this pattern five 
years earlier. 

• In 2006, the youngest cohort, those aged 0 to 4 years, reached its lowest level of 
just over 3,000, down from 4,000 10 years earlier. As the 15 to 19 year olds hit 
their child bearing years, the decline in births ceased. 

• But the number of births did not immediately and strongly pick up, but stuttered its 
way through the next decade around the 3,250 level. 

• However it is projected to turn strongly upward from 2017 (based on the number of 
births in the last couple of years. 

 
The chart also shows that the number of children grows with time. Let us take the 0 to 4 
cohort in 2001 – it numbered 3,302. By 2006, this cohort, now aged 5 to 9 years, was 
3,704, a gain of 500 children. By 2011 this cohort numbered 3,959 and by 2016, it 
numbered 4,357. Young families are always moving into the Cowichan Valley and our 
schools gain enrolments as children move from grade to grade. 
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The following chart shows the actual and projected number of births – again data from BC 
Statistics. 

	  
As noted above, there was an uneven pattern of births between 2000 and 2015, but it is 
being projected that the number of births will increase steadily from now until peaking 
around 2030, but continuing at a high but not increasing rate until 2040. 
 
This will be the prevailing demographic impact on the school system over the next 25 
years. It will be felt first in kindergarten enrolments starting around 2020, then in 
elementary schools, likely starting around 2025 and peaking around 2030 or 2035. And 
peaking in secondary schools by 2040 
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Enrolment	  Projections	  to	  2019	  (and	  beyond)	  

While these are all projected numbers, they allow the number of students in each grade 
and each school to be projected with a high degree of accuracy. 

Projecting	  Kindergarten	  Enrolment	  

There is a quite consistent ratio between the number of children born to residents of SD79 
and the number who arrive five years later as kindergarteners. This is shown in the table 
below: 
 

 

While the ratio of births to kindergarten enroment does vary somewhat, it is geerally found 
to be in the 85 to 90% range. The other 10 to 15% of births is due to leakage to the private 
and Catholic schools, and to students who start in grade 1 rather than kindergarten (which 
was probably higher when kindergarten was half-time). 

It is likely that any uncertainty in the future of Catholic schools will affect elementary school 
enrolments. 

For projection purposes, it has been assumed that 90% of the projected number of births 
will make up the kindergarten classes five years later. This will take the enrolment from 
currently around 550 to about 625 by 2029. It will likely peak about 650 by 2035. 
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The distribution of those projected kindergarten students between grades is shown in the 
following chart: 
 

 
 
Over the past few years, the distribution of kindergarten students has been changing 
across the district, with the schools in the north zone seeing larger kindergarten 
enrolments and the percentage of students enrolling in French Immersion kindergarten 
declining. In the lake, centre and south zones, enrolment is relatively static. 
 
If the distribution of students is held steady (figures in yellow), and applied to the total of 
projected kindergarten students (in blue), the number of kindergarten students for future 
years will be calculated. 
 
There must be few caveats to this projection: 
2017 has been a very different year from past years due to the changes in class size and 
composition. Changes up or down may be aberrations or they may reflect the new reality. 
For instance, French Immersion kindergartens were capped at 90 students which is school 
capacity. If this is maintained in future years, then FI will be a declining proportion of the 
total, as opposed to a growth to 114 by 2029; these 24 students would need to be 
accommodated at their home schools. 
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Projecting	  In-‐School	  Enrolments	  using	  Retention	  Ratios	  
As noted above, the Cowichan Valley gains children as their cohort ages. In our projection 
model, this in-migration of children is reflected in the retention ratios between grades, 
where: 

• If over 1.00, more children in next grade up 
• If less than 1.00, fewer children in next grade up 

The following table shows retention ratios by grade by zone: 

 
 

• Retention ratios are above 1.00 in all elementary grades except French Immersion. 
• French Immersion takes a few extra students in grade 1, but then sees a few 

students move to regular programming every year. 
• Chemainus Secondary and Kelsey Sec. Gain significant students in grade 8 (from 

Catholic schools, and perhaps reflecting innovative programming). 
• There is attrition from all grades at secondary level. 

 
Again this raises some questions as it assumes the status quo will continue. For instance: 

• Will a new Cowichan Secondary attract students rather than losing them in grade 
7/8?  

• Will this reduce Kelsey’s attraction? 
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Projecting	  Total	  and	  Zone	  Enrolments	  to	  2029	  
 
By projecting kindergarten enrolments and using retention ratios to track and project 
student moves through the grades, a total enrolment projection is developed. 
 
On the following page, the chart shows the projection for SD79, with actual numbers 
posted below: 
 
Following 10 years of continuous decline in total enrolment, the bottom was reached in 
2014 and the past four Septembers have seen continuous growth. 
 
This growth has been in intermediate grades in particular, and these students move into 
the secondary grades in the next few years. 
 
Growth in the primary grades and kindergarten is projected to be slow but steady over the 
whole period to 2029. 
 
By that date, total enrolment has grown from about 8,000 students in 2017 to just over 
9,000 students. 
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Lake	  Zone	  

 
 

 
 
The steep decline in enrolment, due largely to the decline of the forestry industry, has 
tailed off over the past few years, but no significant growth is expected in the next decade. 
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North	  Zone	  
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Since reaching a low point in 2012, enrolment has been growing in this zone. This has 
been most marked in the intermediate grades, where enrolment has increased from 190 to 
267, with a particular jump in 2017. Primary enrolment has increased by 30 students, and 
kindergarten from as low as 44 in 2012 to 78 in 2017. These recent increases are likely to 
continue working their way through the grades, resulting in continuing increases over the 
next decade, first at the elementary and then, later, at the secondary grades. 

Causes are no doubt multiple, but generally, the North Zone is outside the Gt Victoria 
‘commuting shed’ and house prices are more affordable. The future of St Joseph’s Catholic 
School, which may close, is also a factor. 
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Centre	  Zone	  
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Growth in the centre zone has been flat for several years, with some recent increase in 
intermediate numbers being the only evidence of growth. 
If kindergarten enrolments do increase over the next few years, then some growth can be 
expected, but it will be spread thinly over the zone. 
The key factor in this zone is municipal growth policies. The planning for new housing in 
the south end of the District of North Cowichan is underway and may make the area more 
affordable, and therefore more attractive for families with children. 
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South	  Zone	  
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This zone has added just under 200 students in the past four years, and again, most of this 
growth has been across the elementary grades. 
Kindergarten enrolments have been quite flat (one ‘blip’ in 2016), as has enrolment at the 
secondary level. 
The future bodes well for Kelsey, since it gains significant numbers of students in grade 8 
(2016 gr. 7 – 137, became 176 in 2017/gr.8). This will be on top of increasing intermediate 
numbers. This will likely see its enrolment rising by almost 200 students to 2029. 
At the elementary level, growth will be slower, but again, housing affordability will be critical 
to any expectation of increased kindergarten or primary age students. 
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French	  Immersion	  
 

 
 

 
 
The attractiveness of the FI program has been a dominant factor over the past 20 years, 
increasing steadily in every year up to 2017. 
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The critical future factors, as they were in the past, are the size of kindergarten intake and 
the availability of space. Historically, there has been an intake of around 110 k students, 
but in 2017 the intake was 90 students. 
It is likely that the FI elementary schools are at capacity, and, unless another school is 
added, enrolment in the FI program will remain at or close to its present level. 
And of course, if a new school is added, then it will draw students from across the district, 
altering projections at all schools. 
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Housing	  and	  New	  Development	  

In assessing the impact of new housing on school enrolments, it is important to understand 
that it is the pace of growth that is the critical factor, not growth itself. Growth in housing is 
what drives retention and is captured in the projection model in the retention ratios. For 
instance, if there were 100 new houses built every year for the past five years, this amount 
of growth is captured in the retention ratio. Only if the number increases to 200 houses do 
we need to worry about accommodating additional growth within the projection model. 

Of course, the pattern of housing growth is important: the total number of new houses 
might not change, but if they are all in a different school catchment area, the expectation is 
that growth at the one school will increase with a matching decline at another school. 

So in assessing new housing, the questions are: 
• Is the total number of houses being built likely to increase? 
• Will their geographic distribution change? 

Growth	  in	  CVRD	  Electoral	  Areas	  

The majority of new housing starts in the 
CVRD outside the two municipalities 
have been in the southern EAs. While 
these have varied in number of the past 
decade, there is little consistency in 
overall trend. 

This is also the case in the rest of the 
EAs. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 	  

0	  

50	  

100	  

150	  

200	  

250	  

2008	   2009	   2010	   2011	   2012	   2013	   2014	   2015	   2016	  

CVRD	  Electoral	  Areas	  -‐	  New	  Housing	  Starts	  (net	  /	  minus	  
demolitions)	  

A+B+C+D	  

Total	  CVRD	  



District	  Demographics	  and	  Changing	  School	  Capacities	   23 

 

South	  End	  Growth	  -‐	  Electoral	  Areas	  A,	  B,	  C,	  D	  	  
 
AS noted above, growth in the south end of the CVRD has averaged about 100 new units 
per year. This has been a mix of small subdivisions and individual new builds. 
Over the next decade, starting in 2019, a major development, Stonebridge, will come on 
stream. It will likely develop at a rate of about 50 units per year, to a total of 700 units likely 
over 15 years, developed in phases of 50 units. The key question again relates to the 
affordability of these units: if affordable, then likely families with children; if less affordable, 
then likely oriented to an more mature age group. 
 

 
 
It is likely that there will be other smaller developments in EAs A, B, C, and D, but overall 
the rate of change from past years is unlikely to change. 
 
 

Growth	  around	  Lake	  Cowichan	  -‐	  Electoral	  Areas	  E,	  F,	  G,	  H,	  I	  
 
In the area around Lake Cowichan, there will continue to be minor housing developments, 
but they will be almost exclusively focused on retirees and pre-retirees. 
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Growth	  in	  District	  of	  North	  Cowichan	  and	  Duncan	  

South	  End	  of	  North	  Cowichan	  and	  Duncan	  

The issues of housing affordability and family housing are most pertinent in this area. The 
District of North Cowichan has a strong policy focus on growth management and compact 
communities. Under this policy, they allow smaller lots which facilitate affordable housing, 
as well as other planning approaches toward the same end. 

It is likely that this approach will continue as they move forward with planning for the Bell-
McKinnon corridor, which could eventually house up to 5,000 people. The pace of 
development has been brought forward by the Council and Island Health decision to build 
a new hospital in that area; their land was rezoned earlier this year, and a local area plan 
will be developed in 2018. 

The District also controls the area around Cowichan Secondary, for which it has recently 
developed the University Village Local Area Plan. This will facilitate the construction of 
affordable units, both rental and for sale. Several of these have recently been approved as 
noted on the map below: 

 

 
 

There is very little land available within the City of Duncan boundary, although some single 
family lots are likely to be redeveloped into two to five or six lot developments, again for 
sale or rent. 

 
In the area of Maple Bay, the Tzouhalem Mountain development has been under 
construction for many years. The lower areas are complete, and it is likely that 
development will start on building in the area above Kingsview Road. This will mostly be 
single family housing, with some townhouses and one apartment. It is likely that this 
development will occur very slowly and gradually over many years. 
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Crofton	  and	  Chemainus	  
 
Chemainus will see continued development of small infill projects, but no major 
development are anticipated.  
 
Crofton has a very tight urban containment boundary, but development of the Hegland 
property will likely go ahead possibly adding about 220 new units. 
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Impacts	  of	  New	  Class	  Size	  and	  Composition	  Rules	  on	  School	  
Capacities	  
 
The agreements reached earlier in 2017, and confirmed in MOUs between the Ministry and 
School Districts, lay out revised class size and composition requirements. 
Class sizes will now be reduced if special needs students are part of a class. Class sizes 
have a maximum and minimum between which every class must fall. These are laid out 
below: 

 
While this certainly will impact the effective capacity of all schools, it will also have various 
impacts on schools. These include: 

• More split classes  
• Smaller class sizes in schools with more special needs students 
• Less ability of students to enroll out of catchment. With some spare capacity in the 

past, many schools have accepted out of area students. This will be more limited 
in future. This will impact both popular schools and schools which have historically 
seen a net outflow. 

• Specialist classrooms will be pressed into use as enrolling classrooms 
• Space will be squeezed throughout the school. Space for district Itinerant staff 

(and others) will be very limited. This general lack of space will make it more 
challenging for principals and teachers to find space for meetings and other 
activities that require small offices. 

• Locating portables on site will reduce the amount of available space for play and 
other outdoor activities. 

• Space historically provided to community uses such as child care will no longer be 
available. 
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Calculating	  School	  Capacities	  
 
In the past, ‘capacity’ was set/agreed with the Ministry: 

• Nominal capacity was based on the number of classrooms available. 
• Operating capacity was reduced to allow for a variety of other factors. It is this 

‘capacity’ figure that the Ministry uses to calculate ‘utilization’ with a view to 
ensuring that all schools in a district are at or very close to 100% occupancy 
before new capacity is approved. 

With the new class size and composition rules, capacity is effectively based on class size, 
from minimum to maximum based on the composition/special needs students. 
 
The following example of Chemainus 
Elementary shows how the old and the new 
arrangements worked: 
• The operating capacity of the school was 

303 students plus 38 kindergarten students. 
• The school has 13 enrollig classrooms plus 

two kindergarten rooms. 
• It has a number of other non enrolling 

rooms. 
• If it has a large number of special needs 

students, with each enrolling class being at 
the minimum class size, its effective 
capacity will be 30 kindergarten students 
and 270 in grades 1/7. 

• If it has no special needs students, its 
effective capacity will be 40 kindergarten 
students and 342 in grades 1/7. 

• The Ministry StrongStart program occupies, 
and will continu to occupy, one classroom at 
the school. 

 
This school has been significantly impacted by 
the new class size rules: 
2015 

• 277 students K-7 
• 11 divisions 

2016 
• 298 students K-7 
• 74  Special Needs students 
• 12 divisions 

2017 
• 333 students K-7 
• 38 Special Needs students 
• 17 divisions 

 
Clearly the combination of high special needs and a growing enrolment overall will have 
significant impact on schools capacity. 
 
The critical factor is the number of special needs students enrolled at a school. 
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Impact	  of	  Special	  Needs	  Students	  on	  Capacity	  
 
In September 2016, the following were the numbers of students at each school who had 
been assessed with some degree of special need: 
 

 
 
Clearly the numbers vary between schools, and there is some consistency in the 
geographic patterning of this incidence: some schools always receive more special needs 
students than others. 
 
For the purposes of facility planning, it is necessary to develop a 
formula that will calculate the most likely capacity of a school 
based on the historic patterning of special needs students. 
Using the above data for 20161, and applying a rating scale to 
the different kinds of special needs (based on the Ministry rules), 
a ‘score’ for each school can be calculated, and then related to 
the total enrolment at the school. This calculation is as follows: 
 

 
                                                        
1 One year is not adequate to calculate ‘historic patterning’ but it is a place to start. Data for 2017 will 
be added once enrolments and assessments are stabilized. 

“Classes can not have more than 3 students with designations and of those 3 only one can be an 
H (pink), and one can be either A or C or D or G (yellow), and one can be another designation. If 
after “best efforts” to comply with the composition limit you are unable to, Article 22 D of the MOA 
states the minimum size of a class that you have to go to (middle column at bottom of page) but 
by being over on composition limits you will still pay a remedy to the teacher for each month the 
class is over the composition limit.” 
Roma Medves 
Human Resources Manager 
March 30, 2017 - email 
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This ‘score’ can then be used to determine where a school is likely to fall between the 
revised maximum and revised minimum capacities. If the score were 100%, the capacity 
will equal the likely minimum figure; if the score is 0%, then the capacity will equal the likely 
maximum figure. 
 
This exercise will need to be revised to match the situation on the ground, and at first look, 
it may be that these ‘scores’ are a little on the low side. For instance, all classes at 
Chemainus are at the minimum, which should be reflected in a score of 100%, not 74%. 
Bench is also much closer to its maximum than would be implied by its 34% score. 
 
However this data allows us to compare capacities – current operating, maximum and 
minimum – against the projected school enrolments. 
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Matching	  School	  Capacities	  to	  Projected	  Enrolment	  
 
Across the school district, enrolments will be increasing over the next decade, while school 
capacities, essentially at a stroke, have been reduced at most schools, especially at those 
with historically high numbers of special needs students. 
 
This next section of the report looks at high the impacts might vary in different zones. 

Centre	  Zone	  
 
Currently (all figures are for grades 1/7): 

• The Ministry agreed operating capacity in this zone is 1744 students.  
• This is very similar to the most likely capacity which is 1735.  
• The range between the maximum and the minimum capacity is over 400 students 

(1970 – 1555). 
• The enrolment is projected to increase from 1621 to 1739 by 2029. 

 
This suggests that: 

• There will be some short term issues at Aitken and Drinkwater 
• In the longer term, capacity issues can likely be addressed with the eventual 

upgrading or replacement of one of the schools 
• However future housing growth in the south end of North Cowichan (University 

Village north to Bell-McKinnon) may require additional school capacity in the 
medium to long term (5 to 15 years). 
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South	  Zone	  
 
Currently (all figures are for grades 1/7): 

• The Ministry agreed operating capacity in this zone is 1071 students.  
• This is identical to the most likely capacity which is 1071.  
• The range between the maximum and the minimum capacity is about 250 students 

(1212 – 957). 
• The enrolment is projected to increase from 1104 to 1241 by 2029. 

 
This suggests that: 

• There will be immediate problems at Bench and Discovery (note: Bench special 
needs score may well be too low) 

• Spare capacity at Bonner will rapidly disappear. 
• If capacity at Ecole Cobble Hill is capped, then some students might return to 

these neighbourhood schools, worsening the space problems. 
• In the short to medium term, there will be a need for another elementary school  
• A site review will likely conclude that the old Mill Bay Elementary site is not optimal 
• A major housing development will occur in the Mill Bay area – Stonebridge – 700 

units likely over 15 years, starting construction in 2019 
• Elsewhere, there will continue to be smaller developments and infill/subdivisions 
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Lake	  Zone	  
 
Currently (all figures are for grades 1/7): 

• There is no Ministry agreed operating capacity in this zone.  
• The most likely capacity is 271.  
• The range between the maximum and the minimum capacity is about 64 students 

(314 – 250). 
• The enrolment is projected to increase from 243 to 292 by 2029. 

 
This suggests that: 

• While there will be some pressure on space, there would seem to be little 
likelihood of significant capacity problems in this zone. 
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North	  Zone	  
 
Currently (all figures are for grades 1/7): 

• The Ministry agreed operating capacity in this zone is 513 students.  
• This is similar to the most likely capacity which is 499.  
• The range between the maximum and the minimum capacity is about 120 students 

(580 – 458). 
• The enrolment is projected to increase from 504 to 701 by 2029. 

 
This suggests that: 

• There will be immediate space issues at both schools 
• Additional space will be required at both schools if current trends continue. 
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French	  Immersion	  
 
Currently (all figures are for grades 1/7): 

• The Ministry agreed operating capacity in this zone is 699 students.  
• Due to the small numbers of special needs students in FI schools, the most likely 

capacity is high at 770.  
• The range between the maximum and the minimum capacity is about 166 students 

(788 – 622). 
• The enrolment is projected to stabilize at around the current projected 2018 

enrolment of 715. 
 
This suggests that: 

• While it is hard to project FI enrolments, since they are partly policy controlled, a 
growing district enrolment could lead to a continued demand for FI education 

• Demand from parents is high and a lottery was required this year as space was 
anticipated to be at a premium 

• There may be concern in future years as class sizes will likely be higher in that 
program than at other elementary schools. 

• The current projections assume that capacity and class size limit enrolments.  
• If it is decided to offer FI in an additional school, all the projections will change. 

 

 
 


