
B
ack in 1955, I remember the late Russ Baker,
founder of Pacific Western Airlines—in De
Havilland Beaver #0001—flying low, scaring bears

off my food drop up the Bute. For a very long time,
seaplane travel has been essential to the BC coast, and I
remember many a flying tale told in the Heriot Bay pub…
Most of those old Beavers are still flying, and still provide
an essential link to numerous islands and settlements up
and down the coast. 

Nowadays, some 350,000 floatplane passengers fly out
of Vancouver Harbour every year. It’s a multi-million
dollar business. An air traffic control tower is located on
top of the Granville Square building.

At the time of writing, BC Hydro chair Dan Doyle is
trying to mediate a dispute over where floatplanes will
load and unload in Vancouver Harbour, who will operate
the facility, and who will pay for it. The current situation is
a classic example of where a total lack of planning will get
you.

How The Convention Centre 
Got Into The Floatplane Business 

(As Far As We Know)
In 2004, when the provincial government decided to build
an extension to the Canada Place Convention Centre, the
existing floatplane terminal, owned and run by the
floatplane operators, was located on a water lot at the foot
of Burrard Street. 

This was precisely where the government wanted to put
the new Convention Centre West building, so the
floatplane terminal was moved to a new water lease a
couple of blocks to the west. 

There was understanding that a new floatplane
terminal would be part of the Convention Centre, and
when it was complete the existing one would return from
its temporary location. Owners of expensive
condominiums overlooking the temporary terminal (with
its ‘functional’ design) don’t like the noise. 

The Convention Centre West building was eventually
completed in 2009, having taken much longer and costing
a great deal more than planned. Not to mention, none of
its plans included any provision for a floatplane terminal
(however it was included as a possible source of revenue,
along with the parking and retail facilities—almost an
afterthought). 

In 2005, PCL, the contractor for the construction of the
Convention Centre, won the contract for operation of a
terminal and associated retail space. Nothing happened,
and the floatplane operators do not seem to have been
contacted.

But in 2010, a separate operating lease was awarded by
BC Pavilion Corporation (PavCo, the government entity
that operates the Convention Centre) to a joint venture of
the Clarke Group of Companies and the Ledcor Group of
companies; doing business as Vancouver Harbour Flight
Centre. The CEO, Graham Clarke, had been for many
years the chair of the Vancouver Airport Authority.

In October 2010, Vancouver Harbour Flight Centre
(VHFC) started construction on a new terminal facility,
moored on the waterfront immediately north of the
Convention Centre West, providing some 18 seaplane slips
and 600 square metres of ticketing counters and retail
space. The facility was completed this May.

The new terminal cost $18.5 million, plus the lease
rental until 2034 of $3.5 million, a total of $22 million.

Floatplane Industry Reaction
It certainly appears that the floatplane industry had
expected to be involved in building and operating the new
terminal, and were most surprised to see the operating
lease awarded to VHFC. 

They were even more surprised to be told that VHFC
intended to charge $12 for every passenger embarking or
disembarking at the terminal. Industry estimates were
about $2 per passenger for the temporary terminal; Seair’s
YVR South terminal estimated $3 per passenger. To put
the VHFC charge in perspective, it’s about a 15% increase
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on a plane fare.
Floatplane operators also commented that the location

had no viable pick-up and drop-off area for passengers,
lacked affordable parking, was a long walk to public transit
at the Waterfront Station, and left docks exposed to heavy
winds and high waves.

An Alternative Site
The floatplane industry, represented by the Vancouver
Commercial Seaplane Operators Association (VCSOA),
proposed that a combined industry-run terminal be built
on the east side of Canada Place, near the SeaBus
terminal, and incorporating the existing helicopter pads
used by the Vancouver to Victoria Helijet service. 

Termed the ‘Harbour Hub’ site, this would be close to
all public transportation, including the SeaBus, SkyTrain,
Canada Line (with direct connection to YVR Airport) and
numerous bus routes. The estimated cost would be around
$11 million, and VCSOA says financing is in place.

The location proposed by VCSOA would be sheltered
from westerly winds by Canada Place. VCSOA also points
out that it would put take-off and landing areas farther out
into the harbour, reducing noise.

Port Metro Vancouver wishes to study the proposal,
noting that in addition to the SeaBus, the area proposed
already accommodates cruise ships, Coast Guard,
Vancouver Police Marine Unit, TYMAC launches,
Canfisco, and CanTerm.

Convention Centre Tenants
VHFC have signed up Seair and Tofino Air as the initial
tenants for their facility. PavCo has reportedly waived the
lease payments until 2034, saving $3.5 million, and
enabling VHFC to reduce their charges to $9.50 per
passenger. It has been rumoured that, as initial tenants,
the two floatplane operators have received further
concessions.

Comment
It is unusual for the small plane terminal like this one to be
operated as a for-profit facility. It is also unusual for
experienced entrepreneurs to undertake a multi-million
dollar investment, like VHFC, without securing a
customer base, even with an apparent government-
guaranteed monopoly.

But the most amazing part of the whole story is that
there was no planning for this facility on the part of any of
the government bodies. Surely it was up to PavCo to
ensure that the public interest was served by the terminal,
both for convenience and pricing, and for the City of
Vancouver and Port Metro Vancouver to ensure its
integration with other transportation links?

Pat Bell, Minister of Jobs, Tourism and Innovation, is
mightily embarrassed. Bell appointed Dan Doyle, Chair of
the BC Hydro Board of Directors to sort out the mess.
Doyle has his work cut out.  0
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