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Central Okanagan Business Walk 2019

The 7th annual Central Okanagan Business Walk was a success as representatives from Lake Country,
Kelowna, Westbank First Nation, West Kelowna and Peachland joined the Central Okanagan Economic
Development Commission and other partners throughout the region connected with 226 local
businesses.
On the morning of Wednesday, October 2nd, volunteers spoke with business owners and managers to
gather information and identify program and service opportunities to help Central Okanagan businesses
grow. This year’s walk survey included questions about employee retention and recruitment, as well as
general business opportunities and challenges.
78% of businesses in the region are growing, with the average state of business reported as 7.5/10.
When comparing the data to past business walks there is continued high numbers of businesses
reporting that they are growing. In 2017, 78% of businesses also indicated growth and the average state
of business were reported as 7.6/10. For comparison many of the traditional growth indicators such as
housing starts were at record highs in 2017, and while these indicators are showing more sustainable
growth in 2019 the positivity in our business community remains just as high as 2017’s record setting
year.
While the majority of respondents were positive about the future growth in the region, businesses
reported their top concerns as labour, physical space, and increasing operational costs.
To date, more than 2000 Central Okanagan businesses have participated in the Central Okanagan
Business Walk program. One-on-one follow up assistance has been provided to hundreds of businesses
related to such topics as signage, zoning, parking, exporting and B2B connections. This report
summarizes the key findings from the 2019 Central Okanagan Business Walk.

2011-2019: A Brief History
In 2011, the Central Okanagan
business community reported
feeling weakly connected to the
region’s municipalities. To
combat this disconnect, the
COEDC implemented Canada’s
first Business Walk in 2012. The
Business Walk program gives
government and business service
provider organizations an
opportunity to listen directly to
the local business community,
identifying common themes for
action while bringing together
educational resources, services
and representatives of the
business community for specific
action plans.
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To date, over 2500 businesses have been visited through the Central Okanagan Business Walk program.
The program has been recognized as a best practice in the Province of British Columbia’s online Business
Attraction (Site Selection) toolkit. The COEDC Business Walk program was also awarded Community
Project of the Year from the Economic Development Association of BC (EDABC) in 2012.

Since 2012:
•

One-on-one post-walk assistance provided to 160 companies across all sectors;

•

The Ministry of Trade, Tourism and Technology (formerly Ministry of Jobs Tourism and Skills
Training) is using the Business Walks program as a best practice;

•

Barriers to conducting business have been communicated directly to municipalities, Chambers of
Commerce and business improvement associations throughout the region. These have included
issues such as the need for information related to truck routing, signage, recruitment and training,
local development plans, networking and buy-local campaigns.

•

More than 75 communities throughout British Columbia and Alberta conduct Business Walks
annually.

•

Business Walks are one element contributing to an improved business environment in the region
and were a strong factor in the Province of BC naming the District of Lake Country as an “Open for
Business” award winner and the region as a whole as a finalist.

Chief Chris Derickson, New Image Salon Owner, WFN EDC Jenny Money

2019 Key Findings
Workforce Development:
40.2% businesses surveyed experienced difficulties finding and recruiting staff in the past year. Of the 91
businesses reporting staffing challenges, 37 were seeking entry level workers, 44 were seeking semiskilled workers and 10 businesses were looking to fill key skilled or professional positions.

Barriers to Growth:
125 businesses surveyed indicated barriers to growth, while 96 businesses indicated no barriers. Barriers
cited ranged from difficulties attracting and retaining staff to a lack of space to expand in current
facilities to increasing operational costs.
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Businesses in proximity to each other often expressed common barriers. Some geographical trends
include:
•

Lake country: increase signage to draw attention to local businesses

•

Kelowna: staffing challenges, especially coverage of operating hours; Downtown – parking can
be a challenge; Rutland – building appearances could use attention

•

West Kelowna: staffing challenges and increase signage to draw attention to local businesses by
drawing traffic off highway

•

Westbank First Nation: staffing challenges and traffic access to local businesses can be difficult

•

Peachland: encouraging residents to buy local and staffing challenges

Specific concerns about parking, signage, and zoning identified as unique to geographical areas are
communicated to the appropriate municipalities/governments and business improvement associations.
As noted under workforce development, businesses in all areas of the region responded that they
experience staffing challenges which includes the over 40% of businesses reporting staffing as a top
barrier to growth.

Succession Planning:
A lack of succession planning continues to be a significant risk for business continuity in the Central
Okanagan with 5.8% of businesses indicating a desire to exit (sell or close) in the next 5 years and only
2.2% having a clear succession plan.

The annual Small Business Walk captures the pulse of businesses throughout the region, connects
business support agencies to the business community, communicates industry intelligence to multiple
civic and business stakeholders and identifies opportunities for COEDC’s Business Enhancement
programming. This annual event relies on the volunteer and in-kind support of many government and
business service provider organizations. Our partners include:

