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THE  POPULATION  OF  BOWEN  ISLAND 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the past population of Bowen Island and 
determine trends and changes in number and characteristics over the past decade. 
Additionally, a review of increases in dwellings, school population, commercial 
activities, institutional growth and the like over the past decade is currently being 
undertaken. Later, as time permits, it is hoped to project those findings into the future. 
 
Ultimately, this report can provide a basis for planning; a foundation for decision making 
by government and the private sector. Rather than focus on the past or be deluged with 
issues of the day, using past trends this report examines what has happened over the past 
decade so that current decisions can be seen in the context of future prospects. 
 
To plan properly we need to know what to expect, not only in population numbers but 
what those numbers actually mean in terms of future housing units, infrastructure 
demands, commercial services, traffic and transportation, and all the elements that make 
up an ever growing community.  Forecasting is always hazardous, but knowing and 
understanding past trends cannot help but give perspective to what the future might hold. 
These data will, it is hoped, assist the Council in determining what actions should be 
taken to meet the challenge of future growth.  
 
The report is divided into three parts:  Part One, titled “Past to Present”, is the subject of 
this document.  Later, depending on time limitations, Part Two will be prepared and 
titled: “The Next Decade and Beyond”.  It will deal with future population trends and 
indices related to growth.  Last, following Parts One and Two, Part Three is intended to 
deal with future opportunities and will be titled: “Planning for the Future: Probabilities, 
Possibilities and Problems”. 
 
This report is not all-inclusive. While a number of topics have been investigated there are 
several that deserve more detailed study.  It is hoped that this will be a living document, 
expandable and revised as the Council wishes and events require.  If this report stimulates 
interest and discussion by the Municipality and the private sector it will have been well 
worth the time and effort. This report has cost the Municipality virtually nothing.  It was 
prepared because of interest in the subject and with the hope that some light might be 
shed on what the future holds for the Island.  It is a contribution by one Islander to all 
Islanders. 
 
Bruce Howlett  
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PART  ONE   -  PAST   TO   PRESENT 
 
 
SECTION  A:   POPULATION  1981-2001 
 
Because the Bowen Island  Municipality did not exist prior to 1996, direct census data 
was not available.  Bowen was included in the Greater Vancouver Subdivision A census 
count.   However, data for 1991 and 1996 were collected by the Greater Vancouver 
Regional District by Enumeration Area.  These data were tabulated and totaled for EAs 
on Bowen and provided for this study by Ophelia De Guzman of the GVRD.  For 2001, 
census data was provided by the Islands Trust, supplemented by Statistics Canada data 
from their web page.  
 
Numerical Increases 
 
According to the Enumeration Area totals provided by the GVRD, 2001 Island Trust 
census results and StatsCan data, the total population and household numbers on Bowen 
from 1981 to 2001 are: 
 
TABLE  ONE  CENSUS POPULATION TOTALS FOR BOWEN ISLAND 1981 -2001 
 
   2001  1996  1991  1986  1981
 
Population totals 2957  2732  2065  1445  1125 
 
Five year increases  225    667    620    320  - 
 
Dwellings occupied 1145  1030  795   NA   NA 
 
Total dwellings 1490  1300*  NA   NA   NA 
 
 
Persons per Occup.  2.58  2.63  2.60 
Dwelling 
 
*1999 Restructure Study 
 
Census population data for each census period is shown graphically in the chart following 
this page. 
 
 
 
 
 
NOTE:  

 5



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TABLE  THREE  ESTIMATES OF 2001 POPULATION AND DWELLING UNITS 
FROM INDEPENDENT SOURCES  
 

 Total res. units       Occupied dwellings  Population 
 

Census   1490   1145    2955 
  
-Post Office  NA   1560-1600   4025-4130 
-Gold Pages phone NA   1780#    4600 
-B.C. Hydro  1680+   NA     
-State of Bowen Rpt. -   -    3200 (1999) 
-Telus   1840*   NA    4750 
-Assessment rolls 
 (folios) 
(North Shore 2001) 1632<   NA    
-Sustain. Task F. 1811^   NA     
-B.C. Assessment 
Rolls (folios)   1700~ 
(Victoria, 2003) 
-Building and       
Occupancy permits NA    NA    2950-3500 
 
 Assumption  1600 -1650  1550-1600   3800-4200 
 
# includes dual phone households and summer homes 
* includes dual phone households, teen phones and summer homes 
^ would include summer homes and exclude secondary suites  
+ includes dual meter homes 
< possibly some secondary suites not identified 
^may be high 
~ 2003 data. 
Discussion 
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The B.C. Assessment rolls 2001 data to which undercounts in commercial buildings and 
Bowen Court were added provided an estimated total of 1632 dwelling units on Bowen in 
2001 (excluding any secondary suites the Assessor has not uncovered).  B.C. Hydro 
indicates there are 1680 meters (although this figure may be somewhat high as the 
number of commercial and institutional units was only estimated).  The Victoria office of 
B.C. Assessments indicates about 1700 units in 2003.  Between the three, there are 
estimated to have been approximately 1600 to1650 total dwelling units on Bowen in 
2001.  The comparable census number is 1490. 
 
Occupied Dwelling Units 
 
The total number of occupied dwelling units will always be less than the total as some 
will be vacant, are summer homes, or are vacant and for sale. Regarding occupied 
dwelling units, in 2001 the Post Office indicated there were between 1560 and 1600 
delivery addresses (including residential boxes in the post office); Telus indicates about 
1840 residential phones (but this figure includes teen phones and dual name household 
phones). In contrast, there may also be phones that are unlisted.  A review of the Gold 
Pages phone book resulted in a count of an estimated 1780 residential phones (however, 
this may include families that have left the island as well as summer home phones 
retained by off-island home owners). Endeavoring to take into account the deficiencies of 
each data source, there were an estimated 1550 to 1600 occupied dwelling units on 
Bowen in 2001.  The comparable census figure is 1145.  
 
Assuming the census figure of 2.58 persons per household is correct, the total population 
of Bowen Island in 2001 could have been between 3800 and 4200 persons.  The 
comparable census figure is 2955. 
 
Summary      
 
Although independent sources provide no consistent figure of population and dwelling 
unit totals, what appears clear is there are census undercounts.  This is thought to be due 
to several causes, including reluctance to admit of a secondary suite in a dwelling or out- 
building for various reasons; missing of dwellings in more remote locations, omission of 
accessory residential buildings on a lot; and lack of follow up by enumerators. These 
same points could of course also be attributed to the preceding 1996 and 1991 census, 
however no investigation of potential undercounts for those years was possible as data 
similar to that available for 2001 is lacking.   
 
Whatever the reason, the figures for total population in 2001 have been revised upward 
for the purposes of this report.  These upward revisions are thought to provide a more 
accurate number to compare with prior censuses as well as a firmer base on which to 
forecast future numbers. From those numbers future land use and public services 
demands for the next decade can be derived.   
 
An important caveat regarding the adjusted population figure is the number of persons 
per household. The primary reasons for accepting the 2.58 figure as valid is that the ratios 
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in the prior two census reports were 2.60 and 2.63 which are quite close to the 2001 
figure of 2.58.  Additionally, even though the census may have missed some occupied 
dwellings, the large number that were actually contacted represents a very large 
percentage and thus well above the accuracy that would be secured by sampling.   
 
 Estimating Future Population 
 
In future years, yearly population growth can be tracked using several indices.  Certainly, 
if the Building Inspector tracks total new residential units, residential building permits 
and occupancy permits could be converted to population equivalents. Postal deliveries to 
residential customers will provide an additional estimate as will the number of Hydro 
connections. Telephone counts, with care, can also be used.  In addition, the North Shore 
Assessor’s office can be contacted.  Although the Assessor relies on building permits to 
update assessments there may be cases where they notice changes that may indicate new 
dwelling units. 
 
An Adjusted Population for Bowen Island Based on Independent Data Sources 
 
A single figure of 3800 residents has been used as the adjusted 2001 Island population 
used in this report.  However, the actual figure could be below or above that estimate.  
Truly, this figure must be understood to represent a range, as there is no way of creating a 
completely accurate number. This caveat should be kept in mind when reviewing the 
adjustments.  While there may be discussion and differences about the year that a total of 
3800 is reached, there seems little doubt the Island was somewhere near that figure in 
2001.   
 
To secure an adjusted number of residents by age group, the 3800 total were distributed 
according to the age group percentages reported by the 2001 census.  While the total 
residents reported by the census may be low, the number of residents contacted is quite 
large and the percentages by age group should be correct. 
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TABLE  FOUR  ADJUSTED AGE GROUP DISTRIBUTION  BASED ON AN  
ASSUMED POPULATION OF 3800 
 
  2001 census   %    2001 adjusted
 
Total  2955    3800 
Male  1445  48.90  1858 
Female  1510  51.10  1942 
 
0-4  155  5.25  200 
5-9  235  7.95  302 
10-14  275  9.31  354 
15-19  195  6.60  251 
20-24  80  2.71  103 
25-29  55  1.86  71 
30-34  140  4.74  180 
35-39  250  8.46  321 
40-44  360  12.18  463 
45-49  315  10.66  405 
50-54  280  9.48  360 
55-59  205  6.94  264 
60-64  115  3.89  148 
65-74  170  5.75  220 
75-84  90  3.05  116 
85+  20  0.68  26
  2940  99.49  3783 
 
 
 
POPULATION CHARACTERISTICS 
 
Age Distribution Trends  
 
The percentage of the population of Bowen Island in each five year age group (10 years 
for 65-74 and 75-84) for each of the past three censuses is shown in the following chart. 
 
Percentages are used in this analysis because, though the total number of residents as 
reported by the census may be low, the percentage distribution by age group can be 
considered to be representative because of the large number of those reached by the 
census. Additionally, because population data in each separate census is but a snapshot, 
to grasp the dynamics of Bowen Island over the past decade it is necessary to compare 
the changes in each age group over time. 
 
The accompanying chart titled “Percent Distribution of Population 1991-2001”vividly 
displays the percent of population for each age group in bar chart format. The same data 
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  Earnings 
 
On the whole, Bowen residents earn considerably more that their counterparts in B.C. 
Average earnings for Bowen residents in 2001 were $39,888 compared with $31,544 for 
B.C. as a whole.  For those who worked a full year, full time, Bowen residents earned 
$51,190 compared with $44, 231 for B.C. Thus Bowen Islanders are, by comparison, 
more affluent than their B.C. counterparts.  
 
 
SCHOOL POPULATION 
 
The principals at Bowen Island Community School and Island Pacific School were 
contacted and data on enrolments in current and prior years was obtained.  While school 
attendance represents the majority of resident children, there may be some undercounts 
because those who are home schooled or schooled off-island are not included. 
 
 Bowen Island Community School 
 
Table 7 shows the totals number of students, by grade, enrolled at BICS from 1991 to 
2002 (excluding grade 7, which was not taught at BICS until 1999). 
 
TABLE  7 
 
NUMBER OF PUPILS BY GRADE - BOWEN ISLAND COMMUNITY SCHOOL  1991-2002 

     
YEAR Kindergtn. GRADE 1 GRADE 2 GRADE 3 GRADE 4 GRADE 5 GRADE 6  TOTAL 

1991 52 41 30 35 23 28 28 237
1992 31 50 37 32 29 23 25 227
1993 54 35 57 39 35 32 22 274
1994 44 53 41 61 42 40 36 317
1995 44 47 56 42 57 42 38 326
1996 65 42 48 60 42 53 39 349
1997 46 68 45 47 58 38 54 356
1998 38 47 70 51 54 57 40 357
1999 46 42 51 67 53 52 53 364
2000 39 44 41 53 66 53 38 334
2001 41 43 41 44 51 68 39 327
2002 33 38 40 39 48 51 43 292

     
 
 

Island Pacific School 
 
Ted Spear, Principal of Island Pacific School, provided data on attendance at that school 
from 1995-96 to 2003, shown in the following table. 
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TABLE  8 – Island Pacific School Enrollment 1995-2003 
 
Grade Age 95-96 96-97 97-98 98-99 99-00 00-01 01-02 02-03 03-04   
 
   6 11           14    14    17    12    9        
   7 12    9    11    9    11    15    14    16    17    10 
   8 13    3    4    10    8    15    15    15    15    17 
   9 14    4    2    5    11         8    13    15    13    13 
  10      2        12 

              
 

TOTAL 16    19    24    30    52    56    75    57    49 
  
 
Island Pacific School appears to be following a downward trend in enrollments in a 
similar manner to the BICS.  For Island Pacific however, the pool of potential students is 
not restricted solely to Bowen Island.  As the reputation of the school spreads it may be 
possible that the school could attract students from the Lower Mainland.    
 
Home School 
 
Data on home schooling in the Fall of 2003 was provided by Tamara Pearl. There were 
24 children in the home school program at that time on Bowen.  In addition, children 
were 
 
 
 
CLOSING  COMMENTS 
 
The foregoing sections have dealt with changes in the population of Bowen Island over 
the past decade.  While these data are instructive, changes have also occurred in the 
provision of commercial and retail space, public and private services, institutions, traffic, 
water supply, sewage disposal, traffic and other indices of community growth. 
 
Typically, the Municipality deals with topics and issues one at a time.  In truth however 
they are, in fact, all interrelated.  Population is the driving force for change in most other 
sectors. How these other sectors have grown and how they are interrelated is dealt with in 
the next section of this report. 
 
It is expected that the data derived in this and subsequent reports can be incorporated into 
Community Viz program that the Municipality recently acquired. 
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APPENDIX  A 
 
Secondary Data Sources 
 
(1) The 2001 Gold Pages phone book was reviewed to ascertain the number of home 
phones (leaving aside all business phones, institutions, government agencies, teen phones 
and the like). This count indicates that there were 1785 residential phones on Bowen in 
2001. Some of these are duplicates where husband and wife list separate phones as well 
as phones attributed to summer homeowners. Some homeowners have unlisted numbers 
and additionally the list includes some who have moved off-island or have passed away 
and omits those who recently moved on-island.  
 
Additionally, 1991 and 1996 Gold Pages and Almanacs, plus 1980’s B.C. Tel. Bowen 
Island phone books (obtained from the Bowen Island Archives collection) were similarly 
counted to ascertain differences from census counts for those years.  Those counts and 
the comparable census figures are:   
 

1981  1986  1991  1996  2001 
 
Census pop. count 1125  1445  2065  2738  2955 
 
Occup. dwellings (census)       NA  795  1030  1145 
 
Phones   705  907  1083  1578  1785 
 
 
(2) B.C. Hydro provided data on the number of electrical connections for 1992, 1994, 
2002 and 2003. These numbers include business and institutional connections (which are 
estimated to account for about 80 to 100 meters).  And, while there may be secondary 
suites that do not have individual meters, some residents have taken advantage of 
Hydro’s off-peak power program and have two meters, one for heating and one for all 
other electrical uses.  Additionally, these counts would also include summer homes.  
There were 1411 meters in 1992; 1524 in 1994; 1828 in 2002 and 1854 in 2003. 
Interpolating between the years, there would have been approximately 1800 meters in 
2001. After deducting an assumed number of business, institutional and other non-
residential connections (80) and an estimate of the number of homes with dual meters 
(40), the estimated total number of meters would be about 1660 in 2001.  This figure does 
not represent all dwellings however as there may be a number of dual dwellings with 
only one meter.  Bowen Court and secondary suites are cases in point. Ten-year growth 
from 1992 to 2002 was 417 meters, the majority of which are assumed to be residences.  
There were no additional dual meter homes over that period as Hydro had discontinued 
its off-peak power program.  Also, there are residential units within some of the 
commercial buildings, such as Cates Hill Corner and Artisan Square.   
 
(3) Canada Post provided data on the number of boxes to which mail is delivered, both on 
rural routes as well as at the post office itself.  Data was provided for 2000, 2001 and 
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2002.  There were 1545 boxes in April 2000, 1561 on September 2000, 1620 in October 
2001 and 1566 in October 2002.  All figures include an estimated 200 boxes at the post 
office that are used by residents instead of home delivery, excluding business mailboxes. 
Thus an approximation of mailboxes in 2001 would be about 1560 to 1600, depending on 
the time of year. Canada Post will only deliver mail to those registered at the Post Office,  
and who do not have a delivery address elsewhere – although there may be a few who 
have two addresses nonetheless.  The data provided however should generally be 
representative of the actual number of residential units at the time of the count. 
 
(4) The “State of Bowen Island” Report estimated the 1999 population of Bowen at 3100 
(although the method employed in preparing the estimate is not specified). 
 
(5) Murray Journeay of the Bowen Island Sustainability Task Force undertook aerial 
photo interpretations of dwellings on the island from 1996 aerial photos.  The technique 
followed was to locate the approximate siting of primary buildings on each parcel and 
then use the Municipal land use maps to determine the likely status of the primary 
buildings on each parcel (residential, commercial or institutional). Accessory buildings 
(garages, barns, etc. were excluded. The total count obtained was 1811 residential 
buildings.  This figure may be somewhat high as there is the possibility that some non-
residential buildings were included.  Also, while this figure comprises interpreted 
residential buildings, this method provides no indication of secondary suites 
within buildings, or if outbuildings on a property are used as secondary homes.   
 
(7) The Bowen Fire Department has information on the location of all addresses on 
Bowen. However, these addresses do not distinguish between residences, other buildings 
or vacant lots.  Thus no comparable data was available from this source. 
 
(8) Telus reported they had no information about past years but that on April 4, 2003 
there were 1941 residential and 260 business phones on Bowen. Calculating backward, 
they indicated there would have been about 1840 residential phones in 2001.  Of course, 
these numbers would include teen phones, internet lines and duplicate phones in those 
households that use different names for the resident partners. 
 
(9) Residential building permits and occupancy certificates were totaled for the years 
from 1991 to 2000.  These data were investigated to determine their usefulness in 
determining increases in the number of dwellings.  
 
There were 345 new home building permits and 554 occupancy permits issued between 
1991 and 2001.  However, the occupancy data would include non-residential occupancy 
permits, which are few, as well as residences built as summer homes. Over the same 
period there were 87 renovation permits, 155 additions and 108 accessory building 
permits issued.   
 
The Building Inspector indicated the difficulty of estimating new residential units by 
using an example that one occupancy permit could include one or several residential units 
within a commercial building if so designed.  In addition, permits for renovations, 
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additions and accessory buildings could, after the Inspector has left, become dwelling 
units. The number that ultimately became residential units is unknown.  In contrast, some 
residential building permits never receive an occupancy permit for various reasons. There 
may also be residential units established within residential buildings or out buildings that 
are undertaken without a permit.  That number is also unknown.  
 
 In sum, the Inspector indicated that permits are issued to ensure compliance with 
building code and safety regulations, not the ultimate use of the structure. Thus 
residential building permits and occupancy certificates are not a completely reliable 
measure of dwelling unit increases. At best, the data indicate minimum increases in total 
dwelling units. 
 
(10) In October 2001 the North Shore office of B.C. Assessments undertook an 
evaluation of the number of residential units on the island within residentially zoned 
properties.  At that time there were 1795 residential lots (of all sizes, including farms and 
acreage, some of which could be subdivided into several lots).  Of these, 382 were vacant 
and 1413 had one or more residential units on them.   
 
On residential lots at that time there were 84 lots with two dwellings on them, primarily 
as two dwellings on a lot.  The number of residential buildings with a basement suite was 
not always clear, as some may have been converted without a building permit.  
Additionally, there were 15 lots with residential units in accessory buildings such as a 
garage or other out building.  
 
Additionally, there were 15 very large lots with 76 single-family dwellings on them. 
Examples include Bowen Bay Holdings, King Edward Bay Holdings and similar titles.  
 
Thus the number of residential units could be 1573, omitting residential units within 
commercial buildings. As part of an inventory of commercial space the author and 
Councilman Terry Cotter counted the number of residential units within commercial 
buildings plus the number of units at Bowen Court. It was found that there were 58 
residential units in the Cove, Cates Hill and Artisan Square within commercial buildings 
and 18 units at Bowen Court. Thus the total number of residential units, including those 
in commercial buildings, could be about 1649. 
 
(11) A draft letter was provided to Municipal staff that in turn sent the letter under 
Municipal letterhead requesting special research tabulation from the B.C. Assessment 
office in Victoria.  The resultant tabulations provided information about residential, 
commercial and other land uses on Bowen Island in 2003.  There were 1875 residential 
properties of all sizes on Bowen in 2003.  In total there were 1700 dwelling units 
including Bowen Court, units in commercial buildings, units in accessory buildings and 
units in single holdings with multiple units on the property as identified by the North 
Shore office.  
 
(12) In a study dated November 21, 1994, Professional Environmental Consultants Ltd. 
reported to the Parks and Recreation Commission on recreation needs for the Island. As 
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part of that study they estimated the Island’s population at about 3700 at that time and 
indicated the year 2000 population could approach 4000.   
 
(13) The 1999 Bowen Island Restructure Study prepared by Sussex Consultants Ltd. 
indicated that the growth rate from 1986 to 1996 was 6.6% per year.  If that rate 
continued between 1996 and 2001 the population by 2001 would be between 3700 and 
3800. 
 
(14) The 1999 Reid Crowther Bowen Island Road Strategy Planning Study indicated that 
the Island’s annual growth rate was 14% between 1976 and 1996 and 9% between 1986 
and 1996.  
 
(15) B.C. Ferries provided information on the number of vehicles and foot passengers for 
1990/91, 1995/96 and 200/01 for the months of August and January.  Although not 
directly related, growth in volumes, particularly for January, provides comparisons with 
population increases. 
 
 FERRY VEHICLE AND PASSENGER VOLUMES 1990/01 – 2000/01 
 
 
     August    January          Foot        August     January 
         Vehicles    % incr.     % incr.     Passengers     % incr. % incr.
   
1990/91 August 33,368    21,728  
  January 23,124    15,452 
 
1995/96 August 38,836   16.4   27,766  27.8 
   January 30,472        31.8  22,658    46.6 
 
2000/01 August 43,154    11.1   38,630  39.1 
   January 33,686         10.5 26,096    15.2 
 
 
Overall, the January passenger increase for the decade went from 15,452 to 26,096, or 
68.9%.  The vehicle increase went from 23,124 to 33,686, or 45.7 % over the same 
period.   
 
An interesting adjunct to the growth analysis is to compare percentage census population 
growth with January ferry data for 1991 and 2001. Whereas the census population grew 
by 43.1 %, foot passengers grew by 68.9% and vehicle traffic rose by 45.7% over the 
decade. 
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