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COVER Prince George is pinning its future on becoming a northern transport hub in the air and on ground

In transit
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hen a business delegation from China

toured Prince George last month, the
underlying and unmistakable message was
how the northern city can act as a conduit for
international trade.

Over four days, senior executives with
logistics and transportation companies repre-
senting Chinese investment interests toured
Prince George, and Prince Rupert on the north-
west coast, to get a firsthand look at North
America’s newest intermodal transportation
infrastructure.

The delegation was told of major com-
panies that have already invested in and
are benefiting from the corridor, including
CN Worldwide and COSCO Container
Shipping. Tours of the new runway and fuel-
ling pad at the Prince George Airport, the
Prince George Global Logistics Park, and the
CN Worldwide Intermodal and Distribution
facility, all in Prince George, were extended
to include the Fairview Container Terminal in
Prince Rupert.

“We have been extremely pleased with
the level of interest from our target markets
in China,” said Tim McEwan president and
CEO of Initiatives Prince George, an agency
that promotes local business and trade. “The
corridor is a solution to the logistics challeng-
es faced by companies on both sides of the
Pacific Ocean”.

McEwan said the meetings are part of the
overall feasibility assessment for an inter-
national global logistics centre in Prince
George.

John Gibson, CEO of the Prince George
Airport Authority, is optimistic. “Itis a very
strategic time in Canada-China relations,
and we are pleased that we can showcase
the cost advantages YXS [Prince George
Airport] offers to air carriers alongside the
land-side opportunities for logistics activi-
ties.”

Earlier this year, the Prince George Airport
Authority completed its runway extension. At
11,450 feet long and 200 feet wide, the runway
is now the third-longest commercial runway

ABOVE RIGHT: Prince George Airport now boasts the third-largest commercial runway
in Western Canada. TOP LEFT: Prince George Airport’s new terminal. BOTTOM LEFT: The
Simon Fraser Bridge has been twinned under a $43 million project.

in Canada after Calgary and Vancouver. The
$36 million runway expansion is aimed at
enticing air cargo carriers to refuel aircraft
travelling between Asia and North America.
Currently Anchorage and Fairbanks, Alaska,
are the primary northern refueLling points for
international air cargo.

With more than 100 airside acres available,
the airport is developing the 3,000-acre airport
logistics park.

The Prince George transportation corri-
dor already has the attention of the Canadian
manufacturing sector, according to Dr. David
Fung, chair of the Canadian Manufacturers
& Exporters Association. “With the chang-
ing nature of manufacturing, half the workers
never touch the product, so a national logistics
strategy that exploits the advantages of region-
al logistics centres such as Prince George is
a fundamental Canadian competitive advan-
tage,” Fung said.

Shaun Stevenson, vice-president market-
ing and business development with the Prince
Rupert Port Authority, noted there are *
competitive advantages for Chinese businesses
to invest in — and move their products through
—northern B.C.”

New bridge
Akey part of the city’s transit infrastructure is
the twinning of the bridge spanning the Fraser
River, which was complete this August. The
bridge links with Highway 97 as the major city
artery.

The twinned Simon Fraser Bridge doubles
the number of lanes from two to four and con-
nects to the four lanes of Highway 97 north
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to the Queensway Interchange and south to
Sintich Road. The bridge also includes a joint
pedestrian and bicycle lane.

The $43 million project is part of the $240
million first phase of the Cariboo Connector
strategy, part of a long-term plan to four-lane
the 460-kilometre portion of Highway 97
between Prince George and Cache Creek.

Tough economy
Areport card on local business activity, recent-
ly released by Initiatives Prince George, pro-
vides the reasons why so many are looking to
international trade as a saviour.

The study compared the performance of
Prince George with five similar B.C. cities on
economic indicators.

Prince George was generally weak in terms
of economic growth, ranking dead last in
population growth and housing starts, was
fourth out of five in new business formation
and took a slide on the value of non-residential
construction, the report found.

The city continued to languish in several
areas while remaining at the top of the class
in a handful of others, according to this year’s
benchmarking.

The city’s population was estimated to be
74,092 in 2008 and was the only city to have

m

shown a less-than-one-per-cent increase since
2007.

Housing starts added up to 215, a 34.5-per-
cent decline from 2007. In comparison,
Chilliwack and Kamloops suffered 45.2-per-
cent and 29.1-per-cent drops in home building,
while Nanaimo and Kelowna were the only
two to see increases.

On new business formation, 368 new busi-
nesses were incorporated, down 3.2 per cent,
which was actually the smallest decline among
the five, although Prince George remained the
lowest in terms of total new businesses.

The value of non-residential construction
was $77.3 million, down 15.2 per cent.

The two standard of living indicators drew
mixed results as Prince George was last in
terms of total assessed property value but first
in terms of average income.

“This implies that Prince George residents
tend to have a relatively high disposable
income, especially given the relatively low
cost of living in the city,” the report states.

Looking at employment, the city’s employ-
ment rate was 68.8 per cent in 2008, 1.1-points
lower than in 2007, but was still the highest
and was also substantially higher than the pro-
vincial average.

However, the city’s average unemployment
rate of 7.1 per cent for the year put the city
at the bottom, down one position from 2007.
Moreover, at a two-point hike from 2007, it
had the largest increase in the jobless rates
among the five cities, and was significantly
higher than the province as a whole.

Prince George also fell to fifth from third in
terms of job creation and was the only city to
have negative growth in that category with 300
fewer employed persons than in 2007.

Housing

The economic problems in Prince George,
which has been hit by a downturn in the forest-
ry sector, is seen in resale housing activity. As
of October 1, 934 residential properties worth
$204.8 million had changed hands this year,
compared with 1047 properties worth $225.9
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Prince George, BC

Population 78,000

Average house price $225,000
Unemployment rate 7.1 per cent
Major employers Government, forestry

million as of September 30th, 2008.

In the western part of the city, the median
price of the 188 single-family homes that have
sold through MLS was $202,000, down from
$214,000 a year earlier.

In the area east of the bypass, the 122 single-
family houses sold for $173,500, down $5,000
from a year earlier. In the northern part of the
city, known as “the Hart,” the 150 houses sold
so far this year had a median price of $243,500,
down from $275,000 a year ago.

In the southwest section of the city, the 173
single-family homes sold had a median price
of $262,200, down $20,000, according to the
Northern B.C. Real Estate Board.

Home building continues to struggle in
Prince George, the latest numbers from
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation
indicate. There were only nine starts on single-
family homes in September, down from 15
over the same month last year, bringing the
year-to-date total to 73, compared with 126 by
the same point in 2008.¢

— With files from the Prince George Citizen
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