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Youth is asset in Surrey’s rivalry with Vancouver
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT | City’s abundance of young people buoys business growth

By Patrick Blennerhassett
news@biv.com

in the Lower mainland’s battle 
to attract new businesses, sur-
rey has one thing nobody else 

can offer regarding demographics: 
an abundance of young people.

Anita Huberman, Surrey Board 
of Trade ceo, laid out how the 
city’s youth could be its defining 
aspect moving forward.

“specifically this is where the 
human capital is,” said Huber-
man. “Thirty per cent of our 
population is under the age of 19.”

According to a Surrey Cares 
Community Foundation study, 
the city also has a higher percent-
age of people aged 10 to 24 than 
the provincial average. surrey 
also contains one in four metro 
vancouverites under the age of 
19. However, surrey’s youth un-
employment rate has increased 
50% since 2006. in responding to 
the surrey cares study, only 14% 
of those between the ages of 20 
and 24 said they were employed.

Bill Cunningham, chair of the 
D ow ntow n Su r rey B u si ne s s 
Improvement Association and 
district vice-president for TD 
commercial banking, said if sur-
rey can optimize its youth labour 
force, the sky is the limit.

However, he added, the city 
needs to start catering to a work-
force with very different ideals 

from those of baby boomers.
The majority of the workers at 

cunningham’s surrey office fall 
within the millennial category (18 
to 35), and one thing he’s noticed 
is they value the “life” side of the 
work-life balance much more than 
the “work” side.

“That ‘life’ part means some-
thing different to every millen-
nial,” he said. “There are ones 
that are super active, and they’re 
all about the outdoors and sports. 
And then there’s those for whom 
that ‘life’ is gaming, or being an 
avid sports fan. so that compon-
ent is very different in all of them, 
but it’s also very important.”

cunningham said he has a few 
employees who work at his of-
fice on King George boulevard in 
downtown surrey who live a few 
blocks away in some of the new 
highrise apartments that have 
sprouted up in the area.

indeed, surrey remains a rela-
tively affordable place to live 
compared with many of its Lower 
mainland counterparts. Accord-
ing to RentBoard.ca, the average 
rent for a one-bedroom in the city 
is $901 per month. in vancou-
ver, according to PadMapper, 
the average rental rate for a one-
bedroom is $1,900 – the highest of 
any municipality in the country.

cunningham said millennials, 
in particular, want to live in 
downtown cores but also want 

to be able to afford the perks that 
come along with it.

“For them, having everything 
around and close to them is huge,” 
he said. “That’s a huge part of the 
lifestyle.”

According to the provincial 
government, b.c.’s population 
is aging faster than the national 

average, and the number of people 
aged 65 and over is growing four 
times faster than the number of 
working-age people (25 to 64).

According to Statistics Canada, 
monthly employment for youth 
aged 15 to 24 has been at some of 
the lowest levels since septem-
ber 2008, before the economic 

recession. Rowena Rizzotti, vice-
president of health care and in-
novation at surrey’s Health and 
Technology District, said sur-
rey’s future may lie primarily in 
expanding its sTem (science, 
technology, engineering and 
mathematics) workforce. 

“The fact that surrey has this 
asset of youth, and children that 
will become youth – there is a 
future talent pool that can sup-
port this growing sector in british 
columbia,” she said.

According to City of Surrey sta-
tistics, the city is adding approxi-
mately 800 people a month to its 
population and could surpass 
vancouver by 2030. 

As an example, Rizzotti pointed 
to the Regent Christian Academy, 
a kindergarten to Grade 12 inter-
national school that moved into 
the Health and Technology Dis-
trict’s city centre 1 building this 
spring. The idea, she said, is to 
start integrating students into 
various scientific research disci-
plines as early as possible.

This, she added, works in a com-
munity like surrey because there’s 
a vast youthful demographic to 
draw from.

“The wheelhouse right now 
and the asset that surrey has is 
the population, and a continued 
pool of young people that will be 
hungry and have an appetite for 
experiential learning,” she said. •

Rowena Rizzotti, vice-president of health care and innovation at 
Surrey’s Health and Technology District, said the idea is to engage 
Surrey’s large youth population as early as possible to help create a 
vibrant workforce | Chung Chow/BIV files

Metro Vancouver suburbs targeted for trade by developing Asian economies
TraDE |  
Indonesian 
officials co-host 
business events 
this month in 
Richmond, Surrey, 
as communities 
outside Vancouver 
flex growing 
business muscle

By chuck chiang
ccHiAnG@biv.com

metro vancouver’s sub-
urbs are becoming in-
creasingly attractive 

for burgeoning Asian economies 
seeking new business links with 
the Lower mainland, with one 
country holding two major en-
gagements this month in Rich-
mond and surrey.

o f f i c i a l s  f r o m  i n d o n e s i a 
– who a re co-hosti ng “road 
show” forums with local busi-
ness chambers in the two Lower 
mainland cities in september 

The Richmond Night Market. Richmond Chamber of Commerce president and CEO Matt Pitcairn: “with 60-plus per cent of Richmond 
residents identifying as of Asian ethnicity, this is a market that doesn’t need a lot of education to be familiar or comfortable with Asian-origin 
projects” | Darryl Brooks/shutterstoCk
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