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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A cross North America, cities are discovering and 
embracing cycling. Bicycle ridership is on the rise. 
Many mayors and city councils now view bicycling as 

an essential ingredient in the urban transportation mix. 
Cities across the continent are making major investments 
in bicycle lanes and facilities. 

In addition to the direct health and environmental bene-
fits long attributed to cycling, a number of recent North 
American studies have demonstrated the positive local 
economic impacts of active transportation (e.g., cycling 
and walking) in cities. These include: increased property 
values, lower transport costs, increased cycling-related 
manufacturing and retail opportunities and a loyal and 
reliable customer-base for local businesses. 

To explore how these North American trends are play-
ing out in Victoria, the Greater Victoria Cycling Coalition 
(GVCC) undertook a transportation survey from October 

to December 2013 of downtown businesses and con-
sumers. The project, which was supported with funding 
from the City of Victoria Special Project Grant, exam-
ined the relationship between personal transportation 
choices in downtown Victoria and local business activ-
ity. It also sought public opinion about transportation 
investments and changes to street configurations and 
public space. This report provides the findings from 
these two surveys. 

This report also reviews the recent growth of active trans-
portation in North American cities and summarizes re-
search about the economic benefits that derive from in-
vestments in cycling infrastructure and increased biking 
and walking in our cities. 

GVCC cyclists on a tour of historic Fernwood Square, 
Victoria, BC. Photo by F. Perryman



04 - BIKES MEAN BUSINESS GVCC.BC.CA

PRIMARY FINDINGS

D ata for the project was collected through two dif-
ferent surveys carried out in downtown Victoria. In 
the first survey, we interviewed over 500 people on 

downtown sidewalks. This was followed by a second sur-
vey with 125 downtown businesses. 

Our report shows that almost half of the people surveyed 
(48%) came downtown by bike or on foot. 
No particular mode of travel made up 
more than one-third of all trips: Car trips 
were at 26%, walking 31%, public transit 
23% and cycling 17%. These proportions 
held when respondents were asked their 
‘most frequent’ means of travel in a ‘typ-
ical month’.

These numbers are broadly consistent 
with other local surveys and statistical 
data. For instance: 23% walk to work, and 
10% bike to work in Victoria. Over two-
thirds of downtown residents walk, bike 
or take transit to work. Between 40% and 
60% of residents of adjacent neighbour-
hoods journey to work by sustainable 
transportation. Since 1996, motor vehicle 
trips downtown have declined, and oth-
er modes of travel have grown. Despite 
these established trends, business re-
spondents tended to significantly under-
estimate how many people walked and 
cycled downtown. 

Our survey shows that people who 
walked or biked downtown reported 
similar amounts of spending as motorists 
or transit users. We found no significant 
variation in spending estimates (over a 
month) by mode of travel. Our survey 
did find that walkers and cyclists tended 
to visit downtown more frequently, with 
drivers being the least frequent visitors. We point to re-
lated research from other cities showing that pedestrians 
and cyclists, as more frequent visitors, tend to spend as 
much or more than drivers over a longer period. 

Respondents to our survey support new investments in 
infrastructure. New and better bike lanes had the high-
est levels of support; increased car parking the least. 
Business respondents were also supportive of bike facil-
ities, improved sidewalks, better transit and other trans-
port investments for the city’s downtown. They were 
more split when queried about their support for bike 

lanes, even if it meant the loss of some 
street parking near their downtown lo-
cation. Still, more than half of business 
respondents saw either a positive or lit-
tle to no impact from that trade-off.

The research and data summarized in 
this report show that perceptions about 
the possible negative business impacts 
of expanding the city’s active transpor-
tation infrastructure are on the whole 
unwarranted or misplaced. Better pe-
destrian and cycling infrastructure has 
enormous potential to support and en-
hance local business activity. The loss 
of a few parking spaces is easily miti-
gated by the upsides of more diverse 
transportation facilities that provide a 
broader range of options for people to 
come to and enjoy downtown. 

The city of Victoria is well positioned 
to be a great cycling city. However, its 
commitments to cycling facilities are in-
consistent and inadequate compared to 
our great potential. In the recent past, 
Victoria has been a leader in advancing 
cycling as a mode of urban transporta-
tion. But now the city has fallen behind: 
its mode share is not growing nearly as 
fast as other cities, and its cycling bud-
get is quite modest. Cities across North 
America are making major investments 

in cycling, and seeing dramatic results. Victoria can learn 
a lot from those examples. 

New and better 

bike lanes had 

the highest 

levels of support, 

increased car 

parking the least. 

Business 

respondents 

were also 

supportive of 

bike facilities, 

improved 

sidewalks, better 

transit and 

other transport 

investments 

for the city’s 

downtown.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on relevant research and the results of our surveys, the report advances 
the following recommendations to Victoria City Council and staff: 

1. Develop a fully-fledged Bicycle Master Plan, with strong targets, high-
quality design standards and a funded implementation plan.

2. Create at least one new staff position: Bicycle and Pedestrian planner 
or coordinator.

3. Make significant new investments in cycling infrastructure – budget in 
the range of $2-$3 million annually for stand-alone bike projects.

4. Make similar investments in pedestrian facilities and public spaces that 
create an attractive, more walkable city, and a safer walking environment. 

5. Encourage and facilitate ‘pilot projects’ to make walking attractive, 
create better bicycle facilities and vibrant public spaces.

INTRODUCTION 

D ozens of Canadian and US cities have made dra-
matic and sustained investments in cycling and pe-
destrian infrastructure in recent years. Community 

leaders, mayors and city councils increasingly view bi-
cycling as a cost-effective solution to common urban 
challenges, helping to address traffic congestion, air 
pollution, and the costs of providing parking. Cities 
big and small have strived to improve walkability in 
their communities, seeing foot traffic as a way to bring 
renewed vibrancy to downtown areas challenged by 
widespread suburban developments and the pull of 
shopping malls. 

Better walking and cycling facilities bring a spectrum of 
benefits. Individuals benefit from improved health and 
fitness, lower personal transport costs, and more travel 
options. Cities and communities realize dividends from 
less congestion, air pollution and vehicle emissions, as 
well as reduced demand on parking, and lower transpor-
tation costs. 

Community and business leaders frequently welcome 
the rise of cycling and walking in their cities and towns. 
However, there is often considerable resistance. Some in-
dividuals, businesses and organizations question the val-
ue of bike lanes or related infrastructure. A common per-
ception is that investments and policies that encourage 

cycling, walking (and transit) can inhibit automobile use, 
hamper access for drivers and disrupt an established busi-
ness model that is reliant on customers arriving by car. 
Put another way, cycling might be seen as a good thing 
to do, but it is not often considered as ‘good for business’ 
or as part of an economic development strategy.

This report is part of a larger effort by the Greater Victoria 
Cycling Coalition (GVCC) to make the “business case for 
cycling.” Through a new program called Bikes Mean 
Business, we aim to demonstrate how and why cycling 
investments and a vibrant cycling community contributes 
to the local business community in Victoria. 

To initiate this project, the GVCC conducted a transpor-
tation survey in 2013. The survey took place in downtown 
Victoria, in two parts. We interviewed over 500 people 
on sidewalks in different locations, followed by surveys 
with 125 downtown businesses. The project was support-
ed with funding from the City of Victoria Special Grants 
Program.

The survey aimed to examine some of the issues regarding 
personal transportation choices and local business activi-
ty. We also sought out public opinion about transportation 
investments and possible changes to street configurations 
and public space. 
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We begin the report with a brief discussion of cycling ridership and 
planning practices both locally and across North America. Next the 
report summarizes recent research showing some of the economic 
benefits and dividends of sustained investments and commitments 
to urban cycling. 

We then present the results and major findings from the GVCC’s trans-
portation survey of people and businesses in downtown Victoria. This 
is followed by a discussion of the relevance of our findings on trans-
portation infrastructure decisions for Victoria’s downtown core. 

The study concludes with recommendations for the City of Victoria to 
take advantage of the economic benefits attributed to building a truly 
diverse transportation system in its downtown core.

EMERGING CYCLING TRENDS AND 
ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES
Local and Regional Cycling Initiatives

T he Bikes Means Business program, and this survey report, are 
timely as local municipalities undertake a range of active trans-
portation plans and activities. A number of cities in the Capital 

Region District are updating their bike and pedestrian plans, and/or 
preparing significant new investments in bike facilities, related infra-
structure and programs to support active transportation. 

Most immediately relevant, the City of Victoria formally launched an 
“Update” of its Bicycle Master Plan (BMP). The city’s Bike Master Plan 
has not been renewed since 1995, and is therefore overdue for a de-
tailed review of new priorities, policies and design standards. The city 
has installed bike lanes in recent years, but there is strong demand to 
fill in the gaps of the bike network and improve bike lanes and inter-
section designs. 

Other cities in the region are also undertaking major transportation 
plans (e.g. Saanich’s Shelbourne Valley Action Plan and Colwood’s 
Transportation Plan). 

At the regional level, the CRD has contributed to bike and pedestri-
an plans, at both local and regional levels. In 2011, the CRD released 
a comprehensive Pedestrian and Bicycle Master Plan (PCMP), which 
identified $100 Million in priority cycling projects for accelerated im-
plementation across the region. The CRD is now undertaking a num-
ber of efforts to support and fund active transportation projects across 
the region, including funding programs to the thirteen area municipal-
ities, and other community and education efforts.

The PCMP placed major emphasis on making cycling more widely ac-
cessible for people of all ages and abilities. In line with research and 
practice elsewhere, the PCMP highlights the provision of cycling facilities 

A Cycling Renaissance

Montreal has over 500 kilometres of 
bicycle routes and paths. In the last 
decade, the city has built a robust 
network of separated bike lanes in its 
downtown. Over half the city’s popula-
tion identifies themselves as cyclists.A 

In Vancouver, cycling was the fastest 
growing transportation mode from 
2008-2011 with 40% growth (increas-
ing cycle mode share citywide from 
2.9% to 3.8%).B 

Minneapolis saw a 47% increase in 
its bicycle counts from 2007-2011, 
and added 75% more miles of bike-
way routes from 2010-2011. In 2011, 
Minneapolis was named the best bi-
cycling city in the USA by Bicycling 
Magazine.CD

Since 2007, New York has added 
nearly 350 miles of on-street bike 
lanes to its city, including 25 miles of 
protected lanes separated from traf-
fic. As a result, commuter cycling has 
doubled between 2005 and 2011.E

Bicycle counts in San Francisco rose 
by 96% since 2006. These success-
es in turn prompted further invest-
ments. San Francisco’s recent trans-
portation plan outlines $316 Million 
for bicycle and pedestrian improve-
ments, with a target of 20% of all 
trips by bike by 2030.F

A. Figure from Bicycle Facilities Design, 
BC Parks and Recreation Association, 
Spring 2011

B. “Report shows major shift to sustain-
able transportation.” Office of the 
Mayor of Vancouver

C. City of Minneapolis, Bicycle Account 
2011

D. Bicycling.com; See also Yes Magazine.

E. New York City, Department of 
Transportation, Network and Statistics

F. See San Francisco Bicycle Coalition, 
Dec. 2013
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separate from motorized traffic to attract more cyclists, es-
pecially new riders, women and families. Only one-third of 
existing on-street bikeways in the region (282 km) are con-
sidered to offer adequate degree of separation.

North American and Local Cycling 
Ridership Trends
As local and regional cycling planning taking place 
throughout the Greater Victoria Area, dozens of cities 
across North America are experiencing remarkable rises in 
cycling usage. Over the last decade, bike riding across the 
largest 70 American cities has nearly doubled. Biking to 
work in the US increased 
by 57 percent between 
2000 and 2009. Figure 
1 shows a doubling and 
tripling of bike trips to 
work in select US and 
Canadian cities over the 
last couple of decades.1 

Numerous factors are 
contributing to this trend, such as changing urban plan-
ning and engineering practices, supportive leadership 
and funding at political and planning levels.2 Often 

municipal staff are dedicated to bike and pedestrian 
planning, and widespread educational efforts and a sup-
portive bike community also play a role.3 But the most 
critical factor is dedicated and consistent investments in 
infrastructure and other supportive facilities (see Cycling 
Renaissance sidebar, page 06). 

Unfortunately, these remarkable North American growth 
trends stand in stark contrast to what has taken place in 
Victoria and the CRD over a similar period. Both Victoria 
and the region have healthy overall bike and walk numbers. 
But what’s striking is the lack of growth in recent years. 
Indeed, recent CRD numbers show little change among all 
modes of travel at the regional level (motor vehicle, tran-

sit, bike and foot) between 
2001-2011. Bike trips at the 
regional level were 2.7% in 
2011, 3.5% in 2006, and 2.7% 
in 2011.4

This appears to be true for 
the City of Victoria as well 
(see Table 1). Cycling trips 
to work rose barely more 

than 1% between 1996-2011, with little variation over 15 
years. Walk trips to work have also remained level over 
this period. 

Figure 1 – Boom in cycling to work in 14 large US and Canadian Cities (Adapted from Pucher, J. and Buchler, R. 
City Cycling, MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass, 2012)

Victoria (city wide) 1996 2001 2006 2011

Bike to Work trips  9% 8% 10% 10%

Walk to work trips 23% 25% 23% 23%

Table 1- How people get to work in Victoria. Journey-to-Work, 
Statistics Canada.
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Bicycles Mean Business 

T he flattening of local cycling 
ridership over the past de-
cade is troubling for at least 

two reasons. First, it reflects 
missed opportunities to expand 
the health and environmen-
tal benefits attributed to active 
transportation. Second, it means 
that Victoria and other commu-
nities in the region are likely also 
failing to capture the eco nomic 
benefits that recent research 
shows comes with expanding cy-
cling infrastructure and increased 
ridership. Based on our review of 
this research, there are at least 
seven compelling reasons why 
increasing ridership makes good 
business sense for cities. 

1. Attracting Loyal Local 
Customers

An underlying aspect of the bicy-
cle and business equation is the 
correlation between new or im-
proved bike facilities – e.g. bike 
lanes or parking stalls – and lo-
cal retail expenditures. With ma-
jor new cycling investments now 
in place in many cities, the data 
is in. In New York City, business-
es on Eighth and Ninth Avenues 
in New York saw almost 50% increase in sales receipts 
after the installation of protected bike lanes. Two thirds 
of merchants on San Francisco’s Valencia Street said that 
bike lanes on that corridor had been good for business.6

2. A Boon to Tourism
At the broader level, some studies have highlighted the re-
turn on investment from cycling for industry and tourism. 
Colorado and Wisconsin both estimate revenues of $1 bil-
lion each from recreational cyclists and cycling tourism. 
The popular Outer Banks region in North Carolina esti-
mates over $60 million in revenue from tourists who come 
specifically to the area for cycling.7

Here in BC, over 50,000 peo-
ple visit Myra Canyon, part of 
the Kettle Valley Trail in the 
Okanagan, generating $5 million 
in economic benefits.8

3. Attracting Knowledge 
Sector Businesses

Bike-friendly and walkable cit-
ies also derive economic bene-
fits from their ability to attract 
businesses and employees. 
Computing, gaming and other 
high-tech, innovative industries 
strive and compete to attract 
well-educated, high-wage em-
ployees. These workers – many of 
them highly mobile millennials – 
increasingly demand and expect 
to work in cities with well-con-
nected urban amenities accessi-
ble by foot and bike. 

In 2011, when Microsoft opened 
up a new gaming studio in 
Victoria, one of its executives 
proclaimed: 

“We wanted to live where 
we worked and we love the 
community feel of Victoria… 
the walkability, the village 
centres, the bike lanes.”9

4. Increased Property Values
In Vancouver, 85% of realtors said they would use a bike-
way as a selling feature of a home. Bikeways and bike 
routes placed 3rd out of 39 features considered most 
important for home buyers when making their decision 
to purchase.Other research show how cycling routes 
can boost commercial activity and property values (see 
Figure 2).

5. Supporting Construction Industry Jobs
Bicycle infrastructure also creates jobs. One study, as-
sessing 58 separate transport projects, found that $1 
million invested in bike infrastructure produced 11.4 jobs 
compared to 7.8 jobs for road-only projects.10

Portland’s Bike Economy

In 2008 alone, bike related indus-
tries in Portland Oregon account-
ed for $90 million in direct eco-
nomic activity (60 per cent form 
retail, rental and repair sectors). 
Those industries have grown by 
50 per cent since 2006, and pro-
vide 850-1150 jobs in Portland. A

Bicycling & Business  
in the Windy City
“The city of Chicago moved from 
10th to 5th of most bike-friend-
ly cities in the country in one 
year.  In the same year, we moved 
from 15th to 10th worldwide in 
the ‘start-up’ economy. No city 
worldwide moved that far that 
fast that quickly. You cannot be 
for a start-up, high-tech economy 
and not be pro-bike.” 

  — Chicago Mayor Rahm EmanuelB

A. Value of Bike-Related Industry in 
Portland, Alta Planning, 2008

B. Quoted in Seattle Bike Blog, Dec. 
17, 2012.
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6. Keeping Up with the Kids 

A new generation of workers and consumers 
are less interested in driving and cars than their 
parents. The average American drove 6% less 
in 2011 than 2004 (see Figure 3). Among young 
adults (16- to 34-year-olds), car use plummeted 
23% from 2001 to 2009.11 The Millennial gener-
ation tends to value their smart phones more 
than a new car, and are spending the time and 
money accordingly. 

7. Reduced Health Costs
Many people also enjoy the fitness benefits 
from regular walking and cycling. In addition to 
these personal health benefits, employers and 
the economy as a whole benefit because, as is 
now well documented by research, a healthi-
er workforce means fewer sick days, increased 
productivity and lower health care costs (see 
Figure 4).12

Figure 2 – Economic benefits attributed to bike lanes. 

Figure 4 – US Data. Infograph adapted from Protected Bike Lanes Mean Business report

Figure 3 – US Data. Infograph adapted from Protected Bike Lanes Mean Business report
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SURVEY RESULTS and MAJOR FINDINGS

F rom October 2013 to early December, the GVCC 
team and a group of volunteers conducted sidewalk 
or ‘intercept’ interviews with 504 people in Victoria’s 

downtown core. We subsequently interviewed 125 busi-
ness owners with a set of similar questions. In this section 
we provide a summary of the major results from these 
two surveys. The major findings from these surveys are 
discussed briefly in the section that follows.

Who We Surveyed 
Of the 504 people who participated in the intercept sur-
vey, 48% were female and 51% male. About 50% of re-
spondents were between ages 20 and 39; almost 45% 
between ages 40 and 69, with the rest under 20 years of 
age, or older than 70. In terms of where people live, 45% 
of respondents live in the city of Victoria; 37% from the 
Saanich Peninsula; with the rest from Western communi-
ties (Langford, Colwood etc.), or visiting from elsewhere 
in BC, Canada or abroad. Further information on survey 
respondents is outlined in Appendix 1.

Turning to the business survey, 58% of the businesses 
surveyed were in the shopping/retail sector, 19% dining, 
16% professional services (e.g., hair salons, spas, clothing 
and shoe repair, educational services, employment ser-
vices, financial institutions, travel and transport). Four per 
cent were accommodation services, and three per cent in 
arts and entertainment and public service.

How People Are Getting Downtown 
The survey asked two key questions about mode of trav-
el. How did respondents get downtown on the day of the 
survey? And what mode of travel do they use most often 
when travelling downtown? Both questions revealed that 
respondents use a range of transportation options for 
downtown trips. 

Of the 504 people surveyed, 31% walked on the day of 
the survey; 26% took public transit; 23% drove a car; and 
17% rode a bicycle (see Figure 5). Three percent arrived 
by some other mode (e.g taxi, scooter, motor cycle). 
Looking at non-motorized transportation options, almost 
half of the people surveyed (48%) came downtown by 
bike or on foot. 

This same pattern held when we asked participants how 
often they used different modes of transportation to get 
downtown in a typical month (see Figure 6). The only 

significant difference in this case was that the number of 
respondents who reported cycling either frequently or 
almost always (30.7%) was somewhat higher than those 
who reported driving their car to get downtown either 
frequently or almost always (26.8%). 

Business Perceptions of How Customers Get 
Downtown

In our second survey, we interviewed 125 business 
owners and managers. We asked them to estimate 
what mode of travel their customers used to get down-
town (e.g., car, walk, bike, transit). Almost 60% of busi-
nesses estimated that 10% or less of their customers 
biked to get downtown and 55% estimated that 20% 
or less walked (see Figure 7). By contrast, our inter-
cept survey found 17% cycled and 31% walked. Transit 
use was also underestimated by a majority of business 
respondents (75%). Estimates of car use by downtown 
patrons appear to be closest to our intercept survey 
results. While not conclusive, our survey results sug-
gest that businesses tend to underestimate how many 
downtown patrons arrive by foot, bike or transit. (See 
Appendix for more details on this question.)

Figure 5
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Figure 6 – Comparison of respondents’ trip choices on day of survey, and the mode of travel 
they reported using most frequently (in a ‘typical month’).

Figure 7 – Business perceptions of how their customers get downtown by bike and walking. The 
red sections represent the portion of estimates that were lower than the results from the on-street 
intercept survey. The green sections represent the portion of estimates that were consistent with the 
on-street intercept survey (17% for cycling, 31% for walking). The blue sections represent the portion 
of estimates that were higher than the on-street intercept survey.
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What People Are Doing When  
They Get Downtown 

More than 57% of respondents said they were down-
town on the day of the survey to acquire goods and 
services from local businesses (i.e., shop, dine or access 
a professional service – see Figure 8). In many cases, 
multiple downtown activities were planned. Cyclists and 
motorists were the most likely to be carrying out these 
activities and walkers the least likely (although the ac-
quisition of goods and services were fairly well distrib-
uted across all transportation modes). 

In terms of the frequency of visits to downtown, more 
than 70% of people surveyed who reported walking, bik-
ing or using public transit to get downtown either fre-
quently or almost always reported coming downtown 10 
or more days in a typical month (79% for walkers, 77% 
for cyclists, and 74% for transit riders – see Figure 9). 
However, this number dropped to a little more than 50% 
for participants who reported driving downtown either 
frequently or almost always. 

We also asked respondents to estimate how much mon-
ey they spend downtown in a typical month. More than 
half of all respondents reported spending more than 
$100 downtown in a typical month (74% of walkers, 68% 

of cyclists, 67% of transit riders, and 65% of motorists) 
(Figure 10). Generally, there were no significant spend-
ing differences based on the frequency of transportation 
modes used. 

Public & Business Support  
for Infrastructure Upgrades  
in Victoria’s Downtown Core

Given the important link between cycling infrastructure 
upgrades and increased ridership, both our intercept 
survey and business survey asked participants questions 
about upgrades to downtown Victoria’s transportation 
infrastructure. 

In the intercept survey, we listed eight potential types of 
infrastructure changes in Victoria’s downtown core (see 
Figure 11). Of the changes listed, creating more painted 
bike lanes and building bike lanes separated by a physi-
cal divider received the highest levels of support, 60.7% 
and 58.7% respectively. Only 22% of respondents said 
that they would like to see more car parking in the down-
town core. The remaining changes suggested by the sur-
vey received between 38% and 45% support from peo-
ple surveyed. Only seven per cent of respondents felt 
that no changes were required.

Figure 8 – Why survey participants said they came downtown on 
the day they were surveyed
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Figure 9 – Frequency of visits to downtown for respondents who reported 
using different transportation modes

Figure 10 – Money spent in a typical month for respondents who 
reported using different transportation modes
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In a follow up question, we asked participants who indi-
cated that they would support one or more infrastructure 
changes if they would still do so if it required the loss of 
some on-street parking. This led to roughly a 10% drop in 
support across the board, lowering support for painted 
and separated bikes lanes to 51.6% and 48.4% respec-
tively (see Figure 11). 

Anticipated Business Impacts of  
Infrastructure Upgrades 

In the business survey, we asked what impact, if any, busi-
nesses expected nine preselected infrastructure upgrades 
in the city’s downtown would have on their business. Nearly 

every business that we surveyed said that on their own 
these kinds of changes would have either little impact or a 
positive impact on them, with the greatest positive impact 
coming from more parking and the least from widening 
sidewalks (see Figure 12).

In a follow up question, we asked what impact these 
types of infrastructure changes would have on their busi-
ness if it meant the loss of some on-street parking close 
to their location (see Figure 13). In this case, 57% - 62% of 
businesses felt that cycling, transit, and expanded public 
spaces and amenities would have either little impact or 
a positive impact on their business. For pedestrian infra-
structure changes, this number dropped to only 45% of 
businesses.

Figure 11 - Support for transportation and public space infrastructure upgrades among 
on-street survey participants.
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Figure 12 - Business impacts of different infrastructure changes that were predicted by business 
survey respondents (assumes no explicit link to loss of on-street parking)

Figure 13 – Business impacts of different types of infrastructure changes if the change 
results in the loss of some on-street parking near the participant’s down location.
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DISCUSSION 

T he survey’s findings demonstrate that no particu-
lar mode dominates travel downtown; none of the 
modes make up more than one-third of all trips. 

The fact that a car was used to get downtown by only 
23% of the people surveyed may come as a surprise to 
some. However, this figure is well within the range of car 
use found in similar transportation surveys conducted in 
dense commercial neighborhoods of Toronto, New York, 
Portland and San Francisco (See Figure 14). For example, 
a 2008 survey of the Bloor St. area in Toronto found less 
than 20% of Bloor St. patrons arrived by car.13 

The findings of our transportation survey also confirm a 
strong level of cycling and walking in Victoria. For some 
time, survey and statistical data have shown Victoria has 
among the highest walk and bike commuting numbers 
in Canada. Citywide, about 23% of Victorians walk to 
work, and about 9-10% bike to work.14

The physical boundaries and character of Victoria likely 
accounts for a large part of these travel choices. Victoria 
is a compact city, with residential neighbourhoods in 
easy reach of the downtown and other primary destina-
tions. Flat topography and a fine-grained street network 
also enable time-efficient walk and bike trips. 

Despite Victoria’s many benefits, over the past decade, 
there has been little to no growth in overall bike and walk 
numbers in both Victoria and the region. This stands 
in stark contrast to the remarkable growth, particular-
ly in bike trips, in other North American cities such as 
Montreal, Portland, Seattle, Minneapolis, as well as small-
er towns and cities. 

In downtown Victoria, the story is a little different. Its 
central location and the concentration and proximity of 
many destinations, services and workplaces encourage 
higher level of sustainable transportation choices then 
the rest of the city (see Figure 15). Background docu-
ments from Victoria’s Official Community Plan show 
that the sustainable transportation modal share grew 
between 1991 and 2006. During this time, car trips to 
and from Victoria’s downtown core declined by 8% 
while transit, walk and bike trips to, from and within 
downtown increased by 11%.

These walking and biking figures are in line with those 
found in densely-populated and centrally-located neigh-
bourhoods in larger cities such as Montreal and Vancouver 
(e.g. Mile-End, Kitsilano). 

Figure 14 – Downtown districts typically have high levels of walk, bike and transit use.
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Despite the high use of sustainable transportation modes 
downtown, our survey found evidence that a strong 
car-bias exists among many downtown businesses. When 
asked how their customers arrived downtown, the majori-
ty of businesses surveyed underestimated the prevalence 
of walking, cycling, and transit compared to our on-street 
survey. Although each individual business is different in 
terms of how its customers typically get downtown, taken 
on the whole, this comparison suggests that a number 
of downtown businesses may 
not appreciate the important 
role that walking, cycling, and 
public transit play in getting 
customers downtown. 

Our study also found that cy-
clists, pedestrians and transit 
riders spend about the same 
amount of money downtown 
over the course of a month as 
motorists but frequent down-
town more often. This finding 
is consistent with several oth-
er studies that have examined 
cyclists and pedestrians and 
their consumption patterns. 
Research in San Francisco, 
Portland and Toronto found 
that consumers travelling by 
foot or bike may spend less 
per visit at given business 
but on the whole they spend 
similar amounts to motor-
ists because they visit more 
frequently. A 2008 study of 
the Bloor St. area in Toronto 
found that “patrons arriving 
by foot and bicycle visit the 
area most often and spend the most per month.”15

One of the most rigorous studies of this type was by 
Kelly Clifton of Portland State University. She led a team 
in 2011 to research the link between consumer spending 
and travel behaviour in Portland, Oregon. Her conclusion: 

“Survey results suggest that patrons who arrive by au-
tomobile do not necessarily convey greater monetary 
benefits to businesses than bicyclists, transit users, or 
pedestrians. This finding is contrary to what business 
owners often believe.”16

Coming back to our survey, given that more than 70% 
of the survey’s respondents reported using a sustainable 

transportation mode to come downtown, underestimat-
ing the importance of these modes could prove harmful 
to downtown businesses if it is translated into how trans-
portation infrastructure choices are prioritized. 

Looking specifically at cycling, it is important to keep in 
mind that ridership increases in other North American 
cities demonstrate an important link between cycling 
infrastructure upgrades and increased ridership. Our 

on-street survey showed 
a strong level of support 
exists for expanding bike 
lanes in Victoria’s down-
town core. The number of 
respondents who said that 
they supported more bike 
lanes – around 60% – was 
considerably higher than the 
30% of respondents who re-
ported they “frequently” or 
“almost always” rode their 
bikes downtown. In other 
words, support for new and 
improved bicycle infrastruc-
ture extends to non-cyclists 
as well as cyclists.

For businesses, the survey 
shows that on its own, the 
vast majority of business-
es expect either a positive 
impact from an improved 
cycling infrastructure, or lit-
tle impact. However, it also 
showed that careful consider-
ation will need to be given to 
ensuring that motorists con-
tinue to have convenient and 

predictable access to many businesses. So it will remain 
important to address issues such as parking for down-
town businesses. 

Yet our survey suggests, as does a growing body of sim-
ilar research, that it is equally important to ensure a di-
verse and balanced mix of transportation choices in the 
downtown, and that there are plenty of advantages for 
local businesses to support alternatives modes of travel, 
especially in the downtown core. 

Figure 15 – Total percentage of walk, bike, transit use by 
Victoria residents, by neighborhood. Journey-to-Work 
Statistics Canada 2006, City of Victoria 2010
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RECOMMENDATIONS and CONCLUSION 
This report outlines the multiple economic benefits and 
dividends that derive from smart investments in walkable 
urban design and high-quality cycling facilities. In recent 
years, the downtown core has seen a decline in overall car 
trips, and a small but notable rise in sustainable modes 
of transportation. Our survey findings support this shift, 
showing levels of walking, biking and transit downtown 
similar or greater than motor vehicle trips. In the com-
ing years, increased density and development will result 
in more residents living down-
town, and generate more walk 
and bike trips in and around 
Victoria’s city centre. As a result, 
these transportation trends are 
sure to continue. 

Fortunately, Victoria is well 
situated to take advantage 
of these trends. The city as a 
whole is remarkably accessible, 
with many pleasant residen-
tial areas within easy walking 
distance of ocean waterfront, 
local neighbourhood villages 
and the downtown core. These 
attributes – what author Jeff 
Speck calls ‘walkable urbanism’ – are increasingly recog-
nized as a competitive advantage, and a critical element 
to sustain and grow the local economy. As the American 
developer Chris Leinberger puts it:

“All the fancy economic development strategies, such 
as developing a biomedical cluster, an aerospace clus-
ter, or whatever the current economic development 
‘flavor of the month’ might be, do not hold a candle to 
the power of a great walkable urban place.”17

The city’s commercial centre, meanwhile, effective-
ly serves as the downtown-core for the entire region. 
Downtown’s natural waterfront setting, compact urban 
form, status as provincial capital and mix of heritage and 
modern buildings mark it as a special and attractive place 
for residents, visitors and the business community. 

Despite these advantages, to date Victoria has under-
played its hand to be a truly great biking and walking city. 
Although the city has among the highest levels of biking 
and walking to work in the country, these levels are not 
well reflected or supported in the quality and attractive-
ness of Victoria’s built environment. 

Perhaps Victoria’s walking and cycling numbers have ei-
ther been taken for granted or have led to a certain com-
placency. The City has not made consistent or substantial 
investments in bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure. Its 
current annual budget for bicycle facilities is a modest 
$250,000-$300,000.18 As a result, the city’s bicycle net-
work is incomplete, rife with gaps and poor connections. 
Some designated bicycle routes have no facilities to 
speak of, other than the odd sign. Where new bike lanes 

or facilities have been installed 
they are often poorly designed 
or inappropriate for traffic vol-
umes and speed. And some of 
the most popular bike routes 
are not part of the city’s desig-
nated bicycle network. 

Dozens of major cities across 
North America are experienc-
ing major growth in cycling; 
this growth is largely the result 
of multi-million dollar invest-
ments in high-quality bicycle 
infrastructure aimed at attract-
ing riders of all ages and abil-
ities. The Victoria region is 

blessed with comparable facilities: the Galloping Goose 
and Lochside trails are world-class and well-loved by lo-
cal residents and visitors. Similar investments suitable 
for the downtown core and nearby neighbourhoods will 
help complete the city’s cycling network and attract 
new riders. 

Victoria’s recently announced ‘Update’ of its 20-year old 
Bicycle Master Plan is an opportune moment to identi-
fy broader ambitions for cycling in the city. The CRD’s 
regional Pedestrian and Cycling Master Plan is a good 
place to start, with its priority projects and mode share 
targets. Victoria can learn much from best practices and 
design standards established in other cities. 

Much more can be done to encourage new riders, pro-
vide a comfortable and safe riding experience and really 
support and promote daily cycling for transportation and 
recreation. Fortunately, the results of our study show a 
latent support for improving the city’s cycling infrastruc-
ture exists among the majority of individuals and busi-
nesses we surveyed.

Cycle tracks, Dunsmuir St., Vancouver. Photo by Ray Straatsma.
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The City of Victoria is very well situated for significant new 
investments in cycling. Based on relevant research and re-
sults of our surveys, this report supports  the following rec-
ommendations to Victoria City Council and staff: 

1. Develop a fully-fledged Bicycle Master Plan, with 
strong targets, high-quality design standards and 
a funded implentation plan.  A new Victoria plan 
should set interim targets to meet the goals of 
the region’s Pedestrian and Cycling Master Plan 
(PCMP), including a 25% cycling mode share in core 
municipalities by 2038. 

2. Create at least one new staff position: Bicycle and 
Pedestrian planner or coordinator.

3. Make significant new investments in cycling 
infrastructure – an annual budget in the range of 
$2-3 million for stand-alone bike projects. (The 
PCMP has identified $100 million in priority projects 
across the region). 

4. Similar investments in pedestrian facilities and public 
spaces that create an attractive, more walkable city, 
and a safer walking environment. (Too often such 
improvements are made only in response to new 
developments or road maintenance, and therefore 
proceed on a piecemeal basis).  

5. Encourage and facilitate ‘pilot projects’ to create 
vibrant pedestrian and public spaces and better 
bicycle facilities. Creative conversion of street and 
parking spaces is one of multiple opportunities.19  

Victoria is a very small city in a dynamic, highly-mo-
bile global economy, dominated by wealthy cities and 
large regions that compete with each other to attract 
companies, employees and tourists worldwide. Victoria 
also competes with its neighbours at the regional level. 
Suburban municipalities, such as Langford, offer expan-
sive residential areas, attractive recreational opportuni-
ties and multiple shopping venues.

To thrive in 21st century, Victoria would do well to en-
hance and intensify its essential urban qualities – includ-
ing attractive pedestrian spaces and well-designed bicy-
cle facilities. Building a truly walkable and bikeable city 
can generate dividends for local businesses, and support 
Victoria’s future economic development. Doing so will 
also further advance the city’s brand and tourism value. 

Finally, a more walkable and bike-friendly city will also be 
a safer and more livable city for all of Victoria’s residents. 

These goals are attainable and well within reach. Many of 
the key ingredients and foundations are already in place. 
Leadership, imagination and an active community of en-
gaged citizens will help get us there. Let’s get started.
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