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INTRODUCTION 
 
The following case studies of three commercial developments represent a linked set. The Inland 
Kenworth industrial truck dealership in the City of Nanaimo and the neighbouring auto dealerships for 
Mazda and Toyota in the City of Courtenay are all retail automotive outlets. They address similar 
rainwater management issues including extensive impervious surfaces as well as challenging geological 
and hydrological site features, and in every project “design with nature” technologies are used to address 
these challenges. Finally, all three projects were initiated by Island West Coast Developments of 
Nanaimo. 
 
Other factors link these projects.  Since the early part of this decade, a local government context has been 
emerging as civic leaders and staff wrestle with the implications of climate change and the increasing 
costs of conventional growth and development (financial costs as well as the deterioration of the natural 
systems on which we rely, e.g. for clean water).  There is also a growing emphasis within the various 
professions involved in development on “sustainable” practices. Finally, there is a slowly emerging 
market readiness for infrastructure and building practices that, while only beginning to show cost-
effectiveness, are in synch with a larger social awareness of “green” values. 
 
Commercial developments are a good litmus test for market readiness for “green” approaches. As Greg 
Constable, owner of Island West Coast Developments, makes clear, he is interested in taking this route -- 
but he has to be able to “sell” it to his clients. His assessment is that the market, or at least the clients he is 
working with, are willing to pay a premium of perhaps 5% for the distinction of having a “greener” 
development. As he describes it, "It is still a process of “baby steps”.  
 
These case studies suggest that leadership in the application of “design with nature” rainwater 
management technologies is, as Kim Stephens, Program Coordinator, Water Sustainability Action Plan 
puts it, a “conversation.” The principals in these two case studies concur: innovative, effective solutions 
emerge in and through the various exchanges that take place between a developer who is willing to listen 
to his team (and sell what he hears to his client), and civic staff with clear direction to pursue green 
approaches. Local governments need clear policies and bylaws to guide growth and change, and to protect 
citizens from liability; however, we need to recognize that progress in how we manage growth and its 
impact on the natural systems we depend on requires flexibility and creativity. All parties must be willing 
to engage in conversations that admit 'outside the norm' solutions.  
 
 
CASE STUDY 1: INLAND KENWORTH,  CITY OF NANAIMO 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
The Inland Kenworth project involved redevelopment of an historic industrial site within the City of 
Nanaimo. Sited in a challenging location and adjacent to a wetland / stream system, the project won a 
City of Nanaimo environmental award for its unique approach to first capturing and then absorbing 
rainwater on-site.  It has been suggested that this development may have rehabilitated the site’s 
permeability to a state prior to industrial uses. It is currently a candidate for a design award. 
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The project was developed in the context of the City's move towards “green” or sustainable development 
policies. Additionally, it is the  City's intention to remove fish-passage barriers downstream, caused by 
previous roadway developments on the Millstone-Northfield wetland system.  Therefore,  it was 
imperative that the new development do more than simply manage the surges of rainwater flowing off the 
site.  
 

 
HPN 
 
PROJECT HIGHLIGHTS 
 
Location 
 
The southwest corner of Northfield Road & Nanaimo Parkway 
Nanaimo, BC  
 
 

 
KN    KN 
 
Landowner/ Developer 
Inland Kenworth Industrial Truck Dealership 
Island West Coast Developments 
 
Development Type & Size 
This is a commercial development project. The site is 4.37 hectares and the building is 3153m2 in total, 
with a footprint of 2533m2. 
 
Challenges / Reason for “Design with Nature” Project 
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The physical challenges of the site were significant: geological and soil conditions, proximity to an 
important wetland with linkages to fish-bearing streams, and a 100-year history of industrial uses. 
Because this is a commercial site, access to major roadways also had to be secured. As the developer, 
Greg Constable, notes, “Right off the bat we had a rocky site with a steep slope. We also had to deal with 
‘no touch’ zones associated with the Parkway We started with a 9 acre site and ended up with about 3.5 
useable acres.” 
 
While working to mitigate rainwater runoff and other effects of current and historic industrial uses on the 
site, the City also requested that the developer incorporate design elements to reflect aspects of its 
industrial heritage. 
 
It was, as City Engineers Dean Mouseau and Gary Noble acknowledge, “A tough site on which to 
implement effective rainwater management. Even though the runoff from post-development impervious 
surfaces wouldn't be that different from pre-development rock/thin soil conditions, the ‘hammer’ of heavy 
flows associated with rainwater being conveyed through a traditional piped system would have had a high 
impact on the receiving downstream watercourse.” The City was keen to see alternative approaches. 
 
Proposed Solution 
The development included two large impervious surfaces: paved areas and a 2500m2 roof. Several 
approaches were used to collect, filter, and discharge rainwater from these surfaces.  
 
Architect Raymond DeBeeld designed the roof to channel rainwater onto a trestle-type “sluice-box” 
feature at the west side of the building. This reference to the site’s mining and rail history functions to 
transmit rainwater onto another architectural feature, the permeable “dry creek bed.”   
 
Paved surfaces and site slope conditions were dealt with primarily through grading. As engineer Mark 
Warwick explains, “Water flows above ground off the parking lot into swales, and from there into 
ditches, and into the creek the City built, and from there into the ditch alongside Boxwood Road. The 
only place pipes are used is to get under the driveway into the site.” 
 

 
HPM 
 
 Given the industrial nature of the site (a commercial lot for industrial equipment) the rainwater system 
would typically have chambers to trap silt and oils. Warwick notes, “This has been dealt with by using 
landscape architect, Victoria Drakeford's, landscaping features. Treatment is done through settling ponds 
and planted swales. Silt is dropped, and the plants take up the oils and other contaminants.” Where a 
typical engineered solution would have seen an extensive (and expensive, especially given the rocky site) 
burying of transmission pipes, “this system is all open channel.” 
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In Mousseau’s assessment, “The use of bio-swales and settling ponds, and directing flows to a built dry 
creek bed all mitigate the impact of development, slowing flows so that they more closely emulate what 
nature intended for the site.” 
 
Accommodating the Parkway setback and buffer requirement also had benefits. "The building was re-
sited to preserve the tree buffer," explains Noble. Not only does this give the offices a view of the trees, 
resulting in an aesthetic benefit, it also preserves more undisturbed natural vegetation.  
 
As Constable explains, the compromises worked out between the City and his team resulted in 
appropriate siting of the building, good road access to the site, and effective rainwater management – all 
of this while working primarily within the already-disturbed portions of the site.    
 
Start Date 
Initial discussions began in 2003 between Island West Coast Developments and City of Nanaimo staff. 
 
Completion Date 
The project was completed in July 2006. 
 
SITE CHARACTERISTICS 
 
History 
With a 100+ year history of mining, cement, hydro, and gravel pit industrial uses the Northfield site was 
already compromised. 
 
Soils 
Geologically the site is primarily rock with thin soils. 
 
Flora 
Second growth Douglas Fir is scattered over the site, with a small stand of trees and underbrush along the 
edge of the Nanaimo Parkway. 
 
Fauna 
There is potential for native cut-throat trout and coho salmon access, subject to stream rehabilitation work 
being done in neighbouring wetland and stream systems. 
 
ISSUES 
 
Environmental 
The site discharges rainwater into an environmentally sensitive area, the neighbouring Northfield 
Marshes, which feed the Millstone Creek system. Removal of fish-passage barriers caused by previous 
culverting of roads and highways will increase  habitat for the resident cut-throat trout as well as creating 
the potential for coho salmon access. 
 
Governance / Regulatory 
While neither the 2005 adoption of LEED Silver standards for civic buildings over 500ft2, nor the 2007 
Carbon Footprint initiative directly affected this development, they are nonetheless an indicator of the 
City’s emerging priorities. Several of the site’s challenges relate to this context. 
 
ECOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT METHODS 
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The ecological development methods are well documented above (Proposed Solution).  The following 
pictures demonstrate what is described. 
 
Rainwater is channelled off the roof (via an historically-themed sluice-box) into an engineered, permeable 
dry creek bed. 

 
HPM 
 
 
Undisturbed forest is retained wherever possible, maintaining naturally permeable and absorbent flora and 
soils. 
 

 
HPM 
 
 
 
Sloped areas of the site are graded to slow flows and impermeable surfaces are sloped to drain into bio-
swales and settling ponds. 
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HPM     HPM   
 
 
 
 
 
Ultimately rainwater flows into an open-channel stream-type ditch along Boxwood Road. 
    
 

     
HPM 
 
COST / BENEFIT ANALYSIS 
 
Municipal Liability / Risk 
While City staff is confident that the rainwater system as designed does not pose a potential risk for the 
municipality, they emphasize that it is not a case of eliminating but rather mitigating risk. “Development 
always has an impact,” Mousseau says. “We try to mitigate the risks associated with this impact; we 
cannot eliminate the risks.” The system has been designed so that the property owner bears the brunt of 
any failure.  Adjacent and downstream properties are protected so it is in the owner's interest to maintain 
the system and keep it in good order. 
 
Municipal Costs / Benefits 
Below-ground piped systems, once installed, require little maintenance in the short-to-medium term. 
Natural-type open water systems with vegetation require more attention, and care. Often there is 
resistance to the kind and cost of maintenance required. “The dry creek bed flowing into the open channel 
ditch on Northfield Road represents a significant concession on the part of Public Works,” Mousseau 
acknowledges, “even if it seems to be a minor item. Rather than putting a pipe in and closing the ditch 
they've agreed to keep it open and maintain it.”  In general it is still too early to determine maintenance 
costs to the municipality. 
 
Landowner / Developer Costs/ Benefits 
Both city staff and the developer state that the cost of the “green” rainwater design was equivalent to that 
of a conventional system. Staff has suggested that the developer may have realized significant savings in 
landscaping costs by virtue of how he chose to site the building.  Most existing vegetation was not 
disturbed, thus eliminating significant cost. 
 
VALUES EXPRESSED / ARTICULATED 
 
Constable noted that this was the first time the owner of the site had been involved with “green” 
development features, “and he was 100% supportive.” His reasons for being so enthusiastic are mixed. 
They include a desire to “do the right thing,” as well as seeing a marketing opportunity (selling industrial 
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vehicles is rarely seen as an environmentally friendly thing to do). Additionally, the long-term savings 
associated with energy-efficient lighting gave a financial reason to “go green.” Constable explains that his 
approach to working with clients is to suggest small steps. "You can't throw a whole green plan at 
someone who isn't used to it. Seeing the benefits, this owner was very enthusiastic.” 
 
On the municipal side, the City has explicitly adopted policies supportive of “green” development. Staff 
members also express personal motivations (growing up in the region, seeing the impact of conventional 
growth, raising children and wanting to leave a positive legacy) as well as a commitment to deepening 
their professional practice. “We can better emulate natural systems,” Mousseau explains, “and we have to 
give it our best effort.” 
 
APPROVAL PROCESS 
 
The approval and development process has been characterized as a “conversation,” one that started in 
2003 when developer Greg Constable and his team first met with City staff to talk about the projected 
development. Given the physical challenges of the site, its heritage aspects, and the City’s desire to 
establish and secure additional salmonid habitat, it is understandable that it was, as the developer says, “A 
big process, a give and take on both sides.” 
 
The nature of the conversation was collaborative rather than confrontational, says Dean Mousseau. For 
example, he explains, “Rather than have the developer come in to a meeting and sit across from us, we 
intentionally set up our table and our seating to intermingle with the development team, so we aren't on 
the opposite sides of the table. There are still situations where we butt heads, but our focus is on 
collaboration, to make the project as much ours as theirs. We try to work towards a mutually agreeable 
solution to any issues.” 
 
The alternative is a bureaucratic approach governed by bylaws. In the context of a rapidly evolving 
“green” development world, there is little time to write workable bylaws. “Our approach,” Mousseau 
explains, “is more informal. We will work with developers and consultants if they take a "green" focus. In 
fact we challenge them to take a "green" approach. In this case, we challenged them to take the heritage 
and environmental values of the site into consideration.” 
 
Landscape architect Virginia Drakeford has referred to aspects of this approach as an “undesign” process 
– “keeping sites as natural as possible. The planners, and the engineers too, were keen to do something 
different. They were very open to alternative innovative solutions. As long as everything works, they're 
happy to see new ideas. For example, at the back of the property we were required to put in larger trees. I 
wanted to retain the existing soils and undergrowth, and we were allowed to use smaller plantings which 
wouldn't disturb the soils.” 
 
In Greg Constable’s words, “They gave us some room, we gave some back -- leaving some areas fully 
intact that we could have changed, designing additional features into the building. It was a process of 
working together, rather than us versus them. We've got a very good working relationship. That's one of 
the reasons why the project worked out so well.” 
 
PROFICIENCIES / EXPERTISE 
 
Contractors / Builders 
City staff emphasized the quality of the team they worked with on the development side, and the 
collaborative working relationship that developed through the project. “Greg has a good team in place,” 
says Gary Noble. “Everything on this project went according to plan. If changes were needed, there was 
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plenty of consultation. They are a hard-working team. There was a real sense of ownership on the part of 
the consultants, which made this a showcase project.” 
 
Virginia Drakeford’s comments on retaining forested areas illustrate the proficiencies that are developing 
within the Island West Coast Developments team. Keeping native trees and native soils intact benefits 
infiltration, she says. “It also means you're spending less on plantings. Some contractors say it's easier – 
and less expensive – to cut down the trees and then replant. But then you damage the soils and lose 
habitat. This is what Greg's group is getting pretty good at. Typically a developer would just level a site. 
and I wouldn't be consulted as to whether or not trees are retained. The developer would have his 
landscape plan, and that's the end of our contact. But Greg's group is different. Now, when they're dealing 
with some standing trees, they phone me. I'm part of the discussion. This doesn't happen with many 
developers. A lot of municipalities are demanding more.  Keeping me involved can help the developer. 
Greg is really good at this. We've saved a lot of trees.” 
 
Contractor attention to small things, like not storing equipment or materials on undisturbed areas, is 
having a benefit. “Fencing off the natural landscapes that aren't going to be disturbed can be so important 
in terms of stopping soil compaction and enhancing infiltration,” says Drakeford. “We're seeing it at the 
Kenworth site. This used to be covered with native Camas lily and chocolate lilies. They're all coming 
back now. Greg is getting this, and fencing off the areas that aren't being developed. It makes a big 
difference.” 
 
Property Owner 
Commenting on landscape follow-up, a critical aspect of natural-type rainwater systems, Dean Mousseau 
observes that to date the owner’s landscape crew “is on top of the invasive species issue, removing these 
to let the planted native species get a foothold.” 
 
LEARNINGS 
 
The collaborative, “conversational” approach taken by the City and the developer on the Inland Kenworth 
project has generated or influenced new thinking and practice in all quarters. 
 
On the City side, “The corporate mind-set is changing,” says Gary Noble. Staff is increasingly aware of 
how engineering standards are not keeping up with the Official Community Plan and its expectations with 
regard to sustainability. As an example, “City engineering standards require a piped connection to every 
site, but this site doesn't have one. Discharge of rainwater by pipe would have gone into the existing 
Northfield Marsh wetland, but we found a better way to get there. The bio-swale flows over land into the 
wetland, which borders this site on the North East corner, and the engineered dry creek bed discharges 
into an existing ditch system.” 
 
As Mousseau has mentioned, the municipal 'tools' to support new approaches are cumbersome, and 
unworkable given the way the science and practice of sustainable development is changing.  “We're better 
off to further an awareness of the issues, and then to challenge the developer and be open to the kinds of 
solutions they come up with. There are no ‘silver bullets’ with this kind of thing. Every site is unique, and 
there is so much change in the approaches being used, it's in evolution. Then, because there are no 
policies or bylaws in place, we may have to do a sales job with other City departments.” We had to do 
more of this in the past, and less so recently, especially after Council's carbon footprint initiative. Because 
we work with developers and landscape architects who are interested in these approaches our department 
has probably been in the forefront for a while, but even our Public Works and Engineering departments, 
the departments typically concerned about liability and maintenance costs, are moving towards this way 
of thinking. There is growing realization within the municipality of the complexity of these issues, and 
that the solutions are not simple. 
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Another significant learning from this project is the value of a coordinated team on the development side. 
“They need to know what 'green' means, and be ready to sit down and look at what's required to make a 
project ‘green.’ If this doesn't happen, a lot of time is wasted – on their side and ours. When you have the 
kind of collaboration that we did on this project, it's very positive. I really like it. In these kinds of 
collaborative and consultative processes many good ideas come up, interesting ways of approaching 
issues – like the need to do public education – things that would never come up without this kind of 
conversation.” 
 
Mousseau underlines this point. “Before putting pen to paper with a design, have a meeting with City 
staff. These pre-application meetings are very important. We've found them to be very fruitful for both 
parties, and sometimes we can save the developer some money. If they are serious, we may have 3-4 pre-
application meetings with a development team before their application comes in. It's good if some of 
these are on-site meetings.” 
 
“This was especially the case with Greg,” adds Noble. “Each time we get together to talk about the ‘next’ 
project, we're so far ahead. I'm not sure who is demonstrating 'leadership' here: Greg encourages his 
clients to go green; we encourage Greg – it's an interesting conversation, a collaboration in leadership. 
Back and forth and back again. This kind of collaborative leadership is moving us ahead quite quickly.” 
 
As a member of the development team, Drakeford seconds staff opinion, “One of the things I'm learning 
is the value of sitting around the table as a team – talking about and reviewing the project. This is what 
happens with Greg's projects.” 
 
“I'm continually learning,” says Greg Constable. “I like what I've seen; I like where we're going. It feels 
good to be doing projects that are more environmentally friendly.” He credits his team, particularly 
Raymond DeBeeld, Victoria Drakeford, and Mark Warkwick, as well as municipal staff, for leading the 
way. “My part? I accept what they’re asking for. I've accepted and recommended the designs for this kind 
of project. My job is to sell it to the client. We're taking extra steps, a little bit more every time we do a 
project.” 
 
“When Greg comes into our offices with a project he's already got his team together and they talk 
"green," says Noble. “It's become part of the language he speaks.” 
 
“This Kenworth project was his first green project in Nanaimo,” Mousseau adds. “Greg accepted what we 
were saying, he processed it.  There was no automatic resistance. He was interested in collaboration from 
the get-go.” 
 
It is City staff opinion that as a result of fully engaging in a conversational, collaborative approach the 
Island West Coast Development team is further ahead on subsequent projects. “Greg's already on the 
same page with us. He knows that his projects will advance a little quicker if he works with us. Because 
of his attitude, because he's already got green elements that we're looking for, he's 5-6 steps ahead of 
other developers and development teams. We're still struggling with some of them. They simply want to 
put a tank in the ground, which is a minimal requirement. They aren't up on things like swales or rain 
gardens.” 
 
 
CASE STUDY 2: MAZDA-TOYOTA, CITY OF COURTENAY  
 
OVERVIEW 
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The recent 2006/2007 Toyota and Mazda commercial developments in the City of Courtenay are part of a 
significant change in strategy at the City that goes back several years. The City had been moving towards 
a new model for dealing with rainwater management issues and infrastructure before 2002, when it 
became the first Vancouver Island municipality to adopt the "Water Balance" model. As City Engineer 
Kevin Lagan remarks, "This allowed us to look at rainwater differently. Instead of it being a problem, 
something that had to be gotten rid of, we started to treat it as a resource."  
 
The crest and east slope of Ryan Hill, the location of the Mazda and Toyota sites, is a growing part of the 
City of Courtenay. Rainwater management and retention is a priority in this area, because of the presence 
of an important local aquifer, the Quadra Sands. Rainwater management systems already in place are 
designed to safely recharge this aquifer, and are typically not conventional "big pipe" systems. Island 
West Coast Developments was the developer in both projects, bringing with them rainwater expertise 
gained in the earlier Inland Kenworth project in Nanaimo. 
 
 
Location  
Northwest corner of Crown Isle Drive & Ryan Road 
Courtenay, BC 
 
 

  
MTC     MTC 
 
Developer 
Island West Coast Developments 
 
Development Type & Size 
These are commercial (car dealership) development projects. The Mazda development is located on 
approximately .8 hectares of land and the building is 975 m2. The Toyota development is on 1.2 hectares 
of land and the building is 2040 m2. 
 
 
Challenge / Reason for “Design with Nature” Project 
Conventional rainwater management (big pipe, with ocean outlet) was not a cost-effective option. The 
City required that the developer retain water on site, maintain pre-development flows, and provide initial 
filtration of rainwater before they left the site. Additionally, the site is located within an agricultural 
context, placing a premium on all surface waters being treated appropriately. 
 
Proposed Solution 
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The two sites, although neighbouring, present slightly different variations on the theme of water retention. 
The flatter Toyota site utilizes filtration and on-site containment and slow discharge mechanisms.  
  

   
HPM     HPM 
 
Rainwater is collected on the roof and piped into grit and oil filters, and then into underground exfiltration 
trenches that lie beneath the paved parking lots.  From here they filter into the subsurface soils. Rainwater 
from parking lots is channeled into drains leading to grit and oil filters, and then into the same below-
parking lot trenches. 
 
The same technology is used at the Mazda site for managing rainwater collected from the building roof. A 
slight slope on the Mazda site allowed for a more elaborate system of managing parking lot runoff. Here, 
grassy areas slope away from the parking lots and into planted bio-swales and a rain garden (a settling 
pond with native plantings). Rainwater is naturally treated by plantings and settling ponds before flowing 
into existing road side ditches downstream. 
 

 
HPM 
 
Additionally, both sites retain some natural forest cover. These are not large areas, but they do help 
mitigate the flow of rainwater. Trees and underbrush slow the rate of flow to the ground, and once in the 
ground, existing root mats act as sponges absorbing rainwater. 
 
Start Date 
Both projects began in May 2006. 
 
Completion Date  
The Mazda project is completed (October 2007) and the Toyota project is currently under construction. 
 
SITE CHARACTERISTICS / CONTEXT 
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Soils 
Surface soils in this area are primarily gravelly, sandy soils. Beneath this lies the Vashon Till, a tightly 
consolidated glacial deposit of varying depths. Below this layer of glacial till lie the Quadra Sands. The 
subsurface Vashon Till acts as a very slow sponge and filter of waters that penetrate surface soils. 
Rainwater filters through the Till over the course of months, even years, ultimately recharging the Quadra 
Sands aquifer with clean water. 
 
Flora 
Prior to development this site was primarily covered with Coastal Douglas Fir and native underbrush. Site 
development required extensive clearing, but some portions of undisturbed, naturally occurring vegetation 
were left in place. 
 
Social / Economic Context 
The underlying Quadra Sands aquifer, as well as surface waters running to the north east, are critical to 
many (perhaps 1000's) of homes in the region. Additionally, several agricultural operations are active 
down-slope, one of which is a cranberry farm with significant water requirements, and another of which is 
an organic dairy. 
 
ISSUES 
 
Environmental 
The dominant environmental challenge with developments in this area is sustaining the viability and 
integrity of the Quadra Sands aquifer.  
 
Governance / Regulatory 
For some time the City of Courtenay has been working towards adopting policies in support of more 
sustainable development practices within its jurisdiction. Engineer Lagan has cited demonstrations of the 
Water Balance model as a spur to some of what the City has done by way of bylaws and requirements. 
For example, in 2004 the City was the first municipality in BC to adopt a policy requiring developers to 
provide a minimum soil depth on building sites as a rainwater management tool. With regard to the 
Mazda and Toyota projects, maintenance of pre-development rainwater flows was important to the City. 
“Keeping as much of the natural, meteoric water on the land, rather than ditching it away, was a priority,” 
Lagan emphasizes.  
 
ECOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT METHODS 
 
Oil and grit receptors are used to act as an initial check on water coming off parking lots and roofs. These 
function as a check system, with a shut-off valve disabling flows from the receptor if there are problems, 
e.g. a hazardous spill on the parking lot, enabling a pump-out of the receptors to remove any 
contaminated water from entering the water system. Slotted or drilled pipes leading from the receptors to 
trenches and/or bio-swales facilitate some exfiltration into the soil.  In addition, trench containments 
(filled with drain rock) under paved areas allow water to exfiltrate into subsurface soils.  On the Mazda 
site post-receptor water is collected in bio-swales (dam swales, double swales), the rain garden, and 
settling ponds prior to flowing into roadside ditches.  Natural vegetation and trees are retained wherever 
possible. The developed root structures facilitate better aeration of soils and natural peat build-up (leaves, 
needles) helps absorbency. Additionally, retained tree canopy slows the transportation process of 
rainwater. 
 
COST / BENEFIT ANALYSIS 
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Municipal Liability / Risk 
The City takes responsibility for water only when it leaves a site. “But because the City requires 
developers to use the Water Balance model in their site development, basically requiring them to manage 
all water that falls on roofs and parking lots with on-site methods,” Lagan explains, "we have moved the 
liability of development onto the owner/developer rather than the municipality. This means that the 
developer is required to rely on professional engineers, qualified environmental and geological 
consultants. We like to see these reports; they tell us that the job is being done well.” Furthermore, while 
the City may ‘accept’ designs, it never ‘approves’ them. “We are shedding our risk,” says Lagan. “On 
these sites, the final design and the system is owned by the owner of the property. They are responsible 
for it working properly and maintaining it.” 
 
Nevertheless, it took a previous experience -- with Home Depot and its much larger impervious surfaces -
- and research on that project to lift Lagan's concerns about “green” rainwater systems. “If we have grit 
and oil receptors in place, and if they are maintained, then the ground and the micro-organisms in the soil 
will do the rest. There is not a great deal of concern about liability with this technology or this site,” he 
adds. 
 
Additionally, as geomorphologist and landscape architect Will Marsh explains, “This part of Ryan Hill 
has great capacity to absorb water in its natural state” and there are no significant naturally occurring run-
off systems such as creeks. 
 
Municipal Costs / Benefits 
Maintenance of "green" systems is sometimes seen as a problem and/or cost area by municipalities. On 
the municipal side, Lagan emphasizes that this is not an issue with either Mazda or Toyota sites. Onsite, 
regular maintenance such as keeping the grit and oil receptors clean and clearing the catchment systems is 
required on the part of the property owner. “We have by-law mechanisms in place to ensure that this 
maintenance is done so that water flowing off the site is clean. As well, each year the owner must provide 
a copy of the clean out of the oil/grit interceptor report.”  
 
Sandy Pridmore, Engineering Technician for the City of Courtenay, notes, "Because the more visible 
aspects of the system, like the rainwater garden, are prominent features, the dealerships have an interest in 
their upkeep. It's part of their presentation. At Mazda they've incorporated the rainwater garden as part of 
their display. They've got a car sitting in it."  
 
Once the water leaves the site it flows into roadside ditching adjacent to the properties. "This," says 
Lagan, "is a Ministry of Transportation responsibility, not the City's." 
 
Landowner / Developer Costs/ Benefits 
As Pridmore describes it, "The developer had two options with the Mazda/Toyota sites. Because we don't 
have a rainwater system in place in that area, he would have had to install a system leading to the site, at 
considerable expense. It would have meant miles of pipe. Or he could do what he did, design and build 
this system. It was probably the cheapest option for developing that particular site."  
 
Greg Constable notes that Toyota was a costly system. "But we had to do what we did; there really was 
no other option. We had the option of using the bio-swales and natural systems approach on the Mazda 
site, and this saved us a lot of money over a piped solution." Constable credits Richard Cave, Engineering 
Technician with Koers Engineering, for designing systems that met City criteria "at a reasonable cost to 
us." 
 
VALUES EXPRESSED / ARTICULATED 
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It is not clear that ecological values played a significant role in the land owners’ decision-making in either 
of these two projects. As the developer has noted, when financial considerations are factored in, there was 
really no option other than to “design with nature.”  
 
Constable notes, however, that “We were able to convince the clients to keep some standing trees. Both of 
them were receptive to the idea. After all, you're in Courtenay, not downtown Vancouver.” The inference 
is that given the natural qualities for which the area is known, trees and natural vegetation provide a good 
marketing context. He added that perhaps the clients thought it showed their products to advantage; 
several displays are in or around the rain garden and naturally occurring trees. 
 
APPROVAL PROCESS 
 
Despite the belief that working with small town civic staff often slows things down (due to staff being 
overwhelmed by the number of projects they have to deal with), the developer said it was "a positive 
experience" working with the City. "Things went well with Courtenay. It only took us a couple of months 
to work through things that in some other Island communities take six months or more." 
 
Greg also complimented the City for its policy of relying on the professional engineers on the project to 
do inspections rather than requiring City staff to inspect. "There are several communities on the Island 
that are doing this," Constable noted. "We like this process. We have to get the inspections for our 
consultants anyway, so this doesn't slow us down If anything, it means a little less paper-pushing." 
 
City staff downplayed any advantage that incorporating a green rainwater management system may have 
given the developer in terms of processing speed or approval, stressing that development applications are 
dealt with strictly in order of receipt. "Mazda came in first," says Sandy Pridmore. "It was dealt with 
fairly quickly. Koers [engineering] had their ducks in a row, and there was very little change required. A 
month later we handled the Toyota application. There was no "fast track" process, but these did go 
through very quickly." 
 
Victoria Drakeford, landscape architect on both projects, noted that although she didn't have as much 
contact with City staff as in Nanaimo, “They were happy to see more traditional plants. We've got loads 
more trees than in a traditional landscape scheme." With regard to plantings she notes that, "The [City] 
requirements aren't so rigid.  There's more flexibility, more back and forth between us on how we're going 
to handle this." 
 
Everyone that was interviewed emphasized the positive experience of these two projects. As with the 
Nanaimo Inland Kenworth project, much of the credit goes to the kind of people the developer has on his 
team, and the approach he takes when working with municipalities. "We had no knowledge of the 
Nanaimo Kenworth project," says Lagan, “but here in Courtenay it was a very straightforward process, 
working with Greg. He was knowledgeable about what we were requiring, and was very cooperative. 
Greg understands the big picture with regard to rainwater management. He knew what we were talking 
about."  
 
PROFICIENCIES / EXPERTISE 
 
Municipal Staff 
Sandy Pridmore describes the situation well. "Public Works people, like me, have an attitude that water 
goes into pipes and into the ocean. The kinds of systems at Mazda and Toyota -- natural systems, 
rainwater gardens, swales -- we need to do some education with our own people." Lagan describes how 
the transition in local government has been ongoing for some time. "We're getting away from the big pipe 
approach, the attitude that we have to 'get rid of water' has changed to one of 'managing water'. This 
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extends to all kinds of things -- snow removal issues, salting roads, how we deal with ice." Both Lagan 
and Pridmore see the need for ongoing training on the municipal operations and maintenance side. "It's 
great to do things right at the front end but is there follow-through? Do people know how to maintain 
these systems? We're getting there." 
 
Professionals / Consultants 
The City of Courtenay is responding to the on-going change in technologies and approaches with 
considerable leadership, given its relatively small size. "Collaboration is a big part of how we operate," 
Lagan explains. "Every six months we sit down with the consultants who've worked with us, and with 
those who want to work with us. We review what we've done, how we can do it better. That kind of thing. 
We're starting to get a great deal of interest from other municipalities on the Island about this process." 
 
Commenting on Koers Engineering, Sandy Pridmore credits them with not only having "kept themselves 
abreast of things like the water balance model, they are often ahead of us." 
 
Contractors / Builders 
As earlier comments by City staff indicate, the contractor and his team are esteemed for their awareness 
of the requirements of the City and their willingness to work towards common goals  Drakeford notes that 
more and more contractors and machine operators are halting work and consulting her regarding removal 
of natural vegetation, thus allowing her to be more effective, and to retain more natural systems on sites 
like Mazda and Toyota. 
 
LEARNINGS 
 
"It's an evolution," says Lagan about what he and the City are learning through projects like Mazda and 
Toyota. "We're all going through some significant changes in how we look at things. Some of this is 
driven by political leadership. Council brings information and ideas back from things like UBCM and on 
our side, we're bringing information to Council." Lagan also credits watershed groups like Project 
Watershed, Tsolum River Restoration Society, Millard/Piercy Streamkeepers and Morison Creek 
Streamkeepers for their role in helping the City take the direction that it has. 
 
It's a steep learning curve, however, especially when issues like climate change are factored in. Things 
like the Water Balance model help soften the learning curve. With regard to rainwater management, 
Lagan continues to hedge his bets. "What I've tended to do is to ensure that there is the capacity 
downstream so that we can deal with system failure. It'll be a number of years before we can start backing 
off on these kinds of precautions. The 20 year trend in rainfall shows a slight increase in rainfall, but with 
more intense periods of rain. If this continues it will cause us difficulty. We have to be cautious in what 
we're doing. Tying the Water Balance model into our engineered rainwater system builds capacity to 
handle changes in rainfall." 
 
 
SUMMARY 
 
In reviewing these projects there is a sense of flow, a constellation of factors making “design with nature” 
the natural route to follow, the path of least resistance in a context where all parties are interested in 
meeting financial and environmental goals. Leadership in this context is less about taking risks than it is 
about being open to listening to and acting on what the development team is talking about. Greg 
Constable cites the architects and planners he comes in contact with as the leaders in this change. But he 
has also noted the way he works with local government; they are part of the development process, part of 
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the 'team'.  This is evident in the way the City of Nanaimo and City of Courtenay staff have identified 
changes in how they deal with developers. 
 
Constable is enthusiastic about where these approaches are taking Island West Coast Developments. "I'm 
liking the direction these developments are taking. If I can get environmental features into a project at a 
reasonable cost I will promote them to my clients." Like Lagan, he is cautious about blanket application 
of "green" systems. "Building is very costly right now. I can't sell features if they don't pay for themselves 
within 10 years or so. For example, the lighting packages in the Kenworth building are going to do this. 
Using BC Hydro's numbers, in about 10 years the $15,000 cost of this system will have paid for itself in 
energy costs. If I am able to sell "green" design, it's in small steps. I'm not seeing the opportunity yet to 
sell a LEED building to a private owner." 
 
Constable notes that his clients generally don't see the value of 'green' design. "Some do, some don't. 
Some I keep at an arm's length away from municipal staff, with me in the middle." This need to shield 
clients from the requests of local government staff is, however, softening. "More and more it's easier to 
sell green approaches. But again," he adds, ever the dollars and cents pragmatist, "it has to be in small 
steps. Maybe they'll be willing to pay an additional 5% on a project, maybe between $50K-100K on a 
$1M project, for example." 
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