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Give back 
Tis the season to donate to charity

Ho ho ho 
Santa Tom, aka Tom Kliner, the the Okanagan’s 
most famous Kriss Kringle
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The Okanagan’s car shortage is somewhat 
over 
 
Moving 
COVID prompts families to relocate to the 
Okanagan

Nurse 
Salute frontline worker Kayla Homulos

Firefighter 
Salute frontline worker Peter Stantic
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Salute frontline worker Jeremy Harris
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Salute frontline workers Mike Gauthier and 
Sam Boutin 
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Is LGBTQ+ young entrepreneur of the year

Orchard Park 
Trying not to fine tenants

The economy 
Won’t fully recover until 2022 
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The market is hot, hot, hot

Technology 
The pandemic means we’re using more 
than ever before

Tree of Hope 
It ’s a fundraiser as well as a 120-foot, 
25,000-light spectacle

BC Check Up 
The Thompson Okanagan shed 15,000 jobs 
during COVID

I’m sure everybody is looking 
forward to Christmas and the new 
year more than usual this time 
around.

After all, 2020 has been a COVID-
tainted grind we’d all like to put 
behind us. If we can have a joyous 
Christmas, a 2021 with a vaccine 
and a return to normal, then we 
have hope.

Speaking of hope, it really does 
make the world go round.
That’s why the 120-foot, 25,000-
light Tree of Hope is so named.
The tree shines brightly every night 
of the holiday season in its high-
profile location just off Highway 
97 in the Landmark District, 
coincidentally, just across the street 
from our offices here at NowMedia 
Group. You can’t miss it.

It truly is inspiring, not just to get 
you in the Christmas spirit, but 
to remind the majority of us how 
lucky we are and how we should 
be giving back, especially during a 
pandemic.
 
On page 28 read how the Tree of 
Hope is also a fundraiser for the 
new Child Advocacy Centre, a 
resource for anyone impacted by 
child abuse. The cover story for 
Level Up this month is really four 
stories, each of them saluting a 
frontline worker who has stepped 
up during these COVID times.
Read about nurse Kayla Homulos 
on page 12, who works in the 
COVID unit at Kelowna General 
Hospital. Doctor Jeremy Harris, 
a surgeon who also works at 
Kelowna General Hospital, is 
profiled on page 14. RCMP officers 
Cst. Mike Gauthier and Cst. Sam 
Boutin tell their story on page 15.
And firefighter Lt. Peter Stantic 
and his squad masked up for the 
quintessential photo of these times 
on page 13.

The profiles of the initial batch of 
frontline workers was so popular 
we decided to showcase more 
from many different sectors with 
their stories to be published 
on KelownaNow.com and in 
upcoming issues of Level Up.
Back to Christmas, Kelowna 
Santas, page 2, is a partnership 
between NowMedia Group and 
Kelowna Toyota that makes sure 
every needy child has a gift under 
the tree.

The story on page 4 suggests more 
ways you can donate. And on page 
6 we spotlight Santa Tom, aka Tom 
Kliner, who is so dedicated to his 
craft that he maintains a long beard 
and a Father Christmas physique 
year round.

Here’s to an incredible Christmas 
and a better 2021!

Welcome 
Letter

Now a monthly magazine

Steve MacNaull
Editor and journalist with 
NowMedia Group
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Kelowna Santas

Indy Brar is amped to be donning the 
Santa suit and getting his ho-ho-ho 
on.

There’s also Yuletide-grade 
excitement for gift wrapping and 
driving the sleigh to deliver Christmas 
presents to deserving children.

“I’ve played Santa before and I’m 
looking forward to doing it again for 
such a good cause,” said Brar, the 
general sales manager at Kelowna 
Toyota.

“In fact, I’ll pull on the big red suit 
anytime it ’s required to make kids 
happy.”

The good cause is Kelowna Santas, 
an initiative started by NowMedia 
Group eight years ago to make sure 
kids in need have a present under the 
tree on Christmas morning.

This year, Kelowna Toyota has come 
on board as the title sponsor, donated 
$15,000 to kickstart the fundraising 
to buy toys, will open its dealership 
for the gift wrapping party and 

provide the Toyota SUVs and trucks, 
aka Santa’s sleighs, to deliver the 
presents.

Kelowna Santas is also sponsored by 
Secure-Rite Storage and TD Bank.
“We’re blessed to be living in the 
Okanagan and most of us are still 
doing well,” said Brar.

“But, 2020 has been such a tough 
year with COVID that there will also 
be a lot of families who are struggling 
and will need help to make sure their 
kids have Christmas presents. And 
that’s where Kelowna Santas comes 
in so generously.”

As well, Kelowna Santas’ mission 
statement of buoying families in need 
and giving back aligns precisely with 
Kelowna Toyota’s core values.

“We are community driven. It ’s our 
company’s tag line, as well as how 
we conduct ourselves not just at 
Christmas, but year-round,” said Brar.

Santa relies on a head elf and 
that little imp is NowMedia Group 

Written by:  Steve MacNaull

KELOWNA TOYOTA AND NOWMEDIA GROUP 
JOIN FORCES TO MAKE CHRISTMAS BETTER. 
GO TO KELOWNASANTAS.COM TO DONATE.

makes sure there’s a 
gift under the tree for 
children in need

Photo Credits: Kelowna Santas 
and Kelowna Toyota

executive assistant Alexa Anderson, 
aka Alexa the elf.

“Oh gosh, I get choked up every time 
I talk about this,” she said.

“Kelowna really does have a true spirit 
of giving. It is so cool to see Kelowna 
Santas come together every year, 
culminating in the priceless reaction 
we see on joyful kids faces when we 
deliver the presents.”

NowMedia Group and Toyota 
Kelowna are not doing this alone.
Dozens of businesses throughout the 
city have Kelowna Santas collection 
boxes for unwrapped, new toys 
donated by their customers and staff.

Any businesses wanting to 
participate simply need to register 
at KelownaSantas.com, the same 
website where you can see all the 
existing drop locations for toys.

It ’s also the website where families 
in need register with the names and 
ages of their kids.

As well, there’s a big, red DONATE 
button on the website where you can 
give money that will be used to buy 
toys.

And you can also register as a 
volunteer to wrap gifts and deliver 
toys.

Since Kelowna Santas is collecting 
toys for children aged 17 and under, 
the need is great in every age 
category from babies, tots and kids to 
pre-teens and teens.

There are gift suggestions on the 
website for each age group.

If in doubt, you can donate money 
and Kelowna Santas helpers will buy 
the gifts most in need for particular 
age groups.

Or, you can donate gift cards and kids 
can pick out what they want.

Everyone loves donating gifts for 
babies, toddlers and younger kids, so 
the gift shortage tends to be for those 
age 10 to 17.

Last year, Kelowna Santas collected 
and purchased gifts for 1,400 children 
in 600 families.

As mentioned before, the demand is 
expected to greater this year, so those 
that can are asked to be as generous 
as possible.

In fact, with the pandemic, 2020 is 
likely to go down as the year more 
people than ever rely on charity at 
Christmas.

But that also means there’s the 
opportunity for those that have to 
donate more than ever before in the 
spirit of Christmas and giving back.

This is also the year to give the gift of 
volunteering for a good cause.

Photo Credit: Kelowna Santas 
and Kelowna Toyota
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Dig deep for charity 
this Christmas

Written by: Steve MacNaull

BECAUSE OF THE PANDEMIC, THERE’S A DESPERATE 
NEED FOR DONATIONS AND VOLUNTEERS THIS 
HOLIDAY SEASON.

‘Tis the season to contribute to 
charity to help the less fortunate.
These organizations are doing 
essential work to ensure individuals 
and families in need have the 
brightest Christmas possible.
 
Central Okanagan 
Food Bank

This year, the food bank is 
putting together 2,500 hampers 
with a turkey or ham and all the 
trimmings for Christmas dinner.

That’s up from 1,800 last year, 
which spotlights how COVID has 
put more people in financial crisis.
The food bank accepts donations 
of food, of course, as well as 
money.

Money goes farther with the food 
bank turning every $1 donated 
into $3 worth of food, thanks to 
suppliers offering discounts for 
food banks.
 
COFoodBank.com.
 
Salvation Army 

Since COVID hit, the Kelowna 
Salvation Army has seen a 61% 

surge in families seeking help.
Such demand has prompted 
Captain Darryl Burry, the army’s 
lead pastor and executive director, 
to label this a “critical Christmas.”

Not as many volunteers with 
Christmas kettles will be out in 
the community raising money this 
season because of the pandemic.
So, more donations at 
KelownaSalvationArmy.ca will have 
to come in to achieve the $650,000 
Christmas Campaign goal.

For families in need, the Salvation 
Army provides a gift card for food 
and Christmas presents for kids.
 
Kelowna Women’s Shelter

For Christmas, the Kelowna 
Women’s Shelter collects new, 
unwrapped gifts for both moms 
and kids who have fled domestic 
abuse.

Age-appropriate toys are needed 
for children, as well as pajamas, 
slippers, candles and personal care 
products for moms.

You can also donate money so 
shelter staff can pick out the right 
gifts.

KelownaWomensShelter.ca.
 
Kelowna Gospel Mission
The Mission will have to forego 
its big Christmas dinner for the 
homeless and the disenfranchised 
on Dec. 19 because of COVID.
Instead, it will provide turkey dinner 
in-house for the 60 people staying 
at the shelter and more than 
1,000 additional meals in to-go 
containers to those who come to 
the Missions back door and those 
on the streets.

“Through the pandemic, 
donors have continued to be 
extraordinarily generous,” said 
Mission executive director Carmen 
Rempel.

“But we always need more because 
our event-based fundraisers (like 
the annual golf tournament) have 
been cancelled and there are more 
and more people using our shelter 
and outreach services.”
KelownaGospelMission.ca.

1. Volunteers at the Central Okanagan Food 
Bank will help put together 2,500 Christmas 
hampers for families in need this year, up from 
1,800 last year.  
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The Okanagan’s 
best-known Santa

Of course, the North Pole, a 
sleigh with flying reindeer, 
overseeing industrious elves 
and delivering Christmas 
presents worldwide in just 
one night are all in Santa’s 
wheelhouse.

However, it also helps if Saint 
Nicolas knows a thing or two 
about subatomic composite 
particle colliders.

“Oh, this is funny,” said Tom 
Kliner, aka Santa Tom, the 
Okanagan’s best-known white-
bearded-and-red-clad actor.

Written by: Steve MacNaull

SANTA TOM, AKA TOM KLINER 
OF KELOWNA, IS FOCUSING 
ON HOME VISITS THIS HOLIDAY 
SEASON.

 is working 
around COVID 

this Christmas

1. Tom Kliner’s beard is all his. In fact, he started 
the global Fraternity of Real Bearded Santas to 
celebrate and support those committed to their 
own Santa-style facial hair.

2. Santa Tom, aka Tom Kliner, is 
sometimes accompanied by Mrs. 

Claus, Kliner’s wife, Willy.

“For two years in a row, this little 
Harry Potter look-alike kid visited 
me, he couldn’t have been more 
than seven or eight. He was sooo 
smart and priceless. The first 
year he explained to me how 
the North Pole is built on an ice 
shelf over the Arctic Ocean that 
covers nine to 12 million square 
kilometres. The second year, he 
asked if I remembered him before 
he launched into news about the 
Hadron Collider in Switzerland. 
I remember that, but I can’t 
remember what he wanted for 
Christmas.”

By the way, if you haven’t brushed 
up on your Hadron knowledge, 
it ’s the world’s largest and highest 
energy particle collider built by the 
European Organization for Nuclear 
Research.

Santa Tom is typically a regular 
feature at the annual Toy Run, 
Sugar Plum Fair at Quails’ Gate 
Winery in West Kelowna, holiday 
brunches at Predator Ridge Golf 
Resort, Downtown Kelowna Light 
Up, fundraisers, corporate events 
and parties.

But, as with almost everything else, 
COVID has stymied Christmas. 

“Most events are cancelled, so this 
year I’m focusing on virtual visits, 

pre-recorded messages and drive-
bys as Santa,” he said.

While most kids are ecstatic to 
meet Santa, there are the cryers 
and some heartbreaking moments 
when kids say all they want for 
Christmas is for their cancer to 
go away, their brother to be alive 
again or their parents to get back 
together.

Santa Tom is the Okanagan’s most 
popular Santa because he loves 
the job and takes it seriously as a 
career with a dedicated website 
(SantaTom.com) and continual 
promotion.

Tom’s off-season job is leading 
wine tours with his Savour the 
Okanagan business, which has 
also been negatively impacted by 
COVID.

Tom Kliner, Santa Tom’s alter ego, 
has always had a long, fluffy beard.
But it ’s dark.

So starting in September every 
year the bleaching begins so it ’s 
snow white by the time holiday 
appearances start.

At six-foot tall and 280 pounds, 
Santa Tom strikes a convincing 
likeness to Kriss Kringle in that 
belted red suit with fur trim, black 
boots and bobbled hat.

“I don’t need padding under the 
suit,” said Santa Tom with a laugh.
“I don’t get it often, but if someone 
says I look like a skinny Santa, I say 
Mrs. Clause has me on a diet.”

By the way, Mrs. Claus is Santa 
Tom’s wife, Willy.

Their two daughters also help with 
the Santa business.

Tom’s career as Santa started 20 
years ago after he quit his job at a 
service station in haste and had to 
find a new one quickly.

He answered a vague job posting 
asking for a jolly person to work at 
Orchard Park mall.

He had an inkling it might be a 
Santa gig, but didn’t know for sure 
and was even more unsure he 
wanted to play the Jolly Old Elf.

“I ended up getting the job and 
loving it,” he said.

“After two years as a mall Santa, 
I went out on my own and have 
never looked back.”

Santa Tom has also had a busy 
schedule with photo shoots and 
TV, movie, commercial and video 
appearances.

He can be seen in the Hallmark 
movie ‘Love (Alice) in Wonderland,’ 
‘Anything But Christmas,’ and 
‘Change of Pace;’ the Finders 
Keepers TV series; PRTY H3RO 
music video for I Saw Mommy 
Kissing Santa Claus; and a Time 
magazine piece about awesome 
Santa from around the world.

He also founded two international 
organizations--Santas Across the 
Globe, which has 1,400 members, 
and the Fraternity of Real Bearded 
Santas, with a membership of, you 
guessed it, 844 Santa actors with 
real and ample facial hair.
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Go ahead, buy a car, the 
COVID shortage is over

Whew.

You can now get your hands, 
barely, on a GMC Sierra, GMC 
Canyon, Toyota Tacoma, Toyota 
Tundra, Hyundai Santa Fe, Hyundai 
Kona, Chevrolet Silverado and 
Chevrolet Colorado.

For a stretch this year, as COVID 
raged, auto manufacturers ceased 
operations, yet people continued 
to buy vehicles more than ever 
before.
It caused an unexpected shortage, 
particularly of half-ton and one-ton 
trucks.

Who could have foreseen this 
scenario?

But as people plundered through 
the pandemic and realized 
they wouldn’t be jetting off 
on international holidays and 
spending a lot more time at home, 
a funny thing happened.

They bought trucks to haul the 
campers they just acquired for 
more staycations and decided they 
needed a bigger and better vehicle 
to haul all the stuff they were 
buying for home improvements 
and renovations.

“In August, we had no trucks on the 
lot, then just two and now we have 
35, which is good, but well short 
of the 110 we’d usually have on the 
lot at a time,” said David Lopez, 
the sales manager at Bannister 
Cadillac Buick GMC.

“We haven’t caught up, but, for 
sure, we can help people if they 
want to buy.”

It ’s been business as usual, plus 
more, at Kelowna Toyota.

“We’re seeing the biggest sales 
volumes in years,” said Indy Brar, 
general sales manager.

“COVID hit, which slowed things 
right down to start, but then when 
people realized they still had jobs 
and money and nothing else to 
spend it on, they thought they 
might as well upgrade their car.”

The initial shortage of new cars 
and trucks meant anxious buyers 
turned to used vehicles, thus 
prompting a scarcity there, too.

A 50% reduction in inventory 
means the Kot Auto Group has 

MANUFACTURERS STOPPED MAKING CARS 
EARLIER THIS YEAR AND PEOPLE CONTINUED TO 

BUY, CAUSING AN AUTOMOTIVE CRUNCH

WHO COULD HAVE 
FORESEEN THIS 

SCENARIO?

Written by: Steve MacNaull

1. There was a shortage of Hyundai Santa Fe 
SUVs earlier this year.

2. Toyota Tundra trucks were hard to get a hold 
of earlier this year.

3. David Lopez is the sales manager at 
Bannister Cadillac Buick GMC.

1

spent the last few months shuffling 
available vehicles throughout its 
network.

“We’re lucky that way in that if 
somebody in Kelowna wants to 
buy a Hyundai Santa Fe and we 
don’t have what they want, we can 
bring it in from Victoria or Maple 
Ridge and vice versa,” said owner 
John Kot.
“The same goes for our other 
brands and used cars too.”

The Kot group also includes 
Penticton Nissan, Kelowna Kia, 
Genesis in Kelowna and Victoria 
and Buy Direct Truck Centre in 
Kelowna.
“The economy is coming back, 
people are shopping and 
spending,” said Kot.

Kelowna Chevrolet, too, has half 
the inventory it usually does.

“We’re hanging in there and 
managing to match people with 
vehicles,” said dealer partner Ian 
Speckman.

“It came somewhat as a surprise 
to us that people would be buying 
vehicles during COVID. But, if 

people kept their jobs and weren’t 
spending on vacations, they figured 
they might as well buy a nice, new 
vehicle.”

Sentes Automotive’s diverse 
portfolio of dealerships and 
vehicles helped it weather the 
storm.

“We did have a shortage of 
inventory, but it didn’t affect sales,” 
said internal operations director 
Pamela Pearson.

“People, for the most part, have 
resumed their lives and that means 

they need vehicles. And that’s good 
for us. We’re thankful business 
is good and we’ve been able to 
recall everyone that was on a short 
COVID layoff and hire even more.”

Sentes has seven dealerships: 
Kelowna Nissan, Kelowna Infiniti, 
Lexus of Kelowna, Kelowna 
Mercedes-Benz, Vernon Nissan, 
Penticton Honda and Penticton 
Hyundai.

“WE DID 
HAVE A 

SHORTAGE OF 
INVENTORY, 

BUT IT DIDN’T 
AFFECT 
SALES.”2

3
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What do we want in life?

PANDEMIC SOUL SEARCHING MEANT RELOCATING 
TO THE OKANAGAN FOR THESE TWO FAMILIES.

In April, Jeff Overholt and Amy 
Bell started to ask themselves 
and each other the most 
philosophical of questions: What 
do we want in life?

“The answer was actually easy,” 
said Amy.

“We were sick of the GTA 
(Greater Toronto Area) grind and 
with COVID raging, we decided 
to move out West.”

They considered Vancouver for 
a millisecond, but it abruptly lost 
out because it would essentially 
be trading one big metropolis for 
another.

“When we dug down, we 
realized we wanted a smaller 
city, with a slower pace, an 
active lifestyle near nature and 
the water and better weather,” 
explained Amy.

“But we still wanted all the 
amenities, like a good airport, 
because I’ll resume flying a lot 
for work (she’s a partner with 
Value Partners Investments) 
when COVID is over.”

So, the quest was narrowed 
down to Victoria and Kelowna, 
with Kelowna, naturally, winning.
It was quite the leap of faith.

The Kelowna real estate market 
is strangely benefiting from 
COVID.

The market is booming as 
people from Toronto, Vancouver, 
Calgary and Edmonton, who 
have been forced to work from 
home because of the pandemic, 
decide they might as well 
move to Kelowna to work from 
home and enjoy the enviable 
Okanagan lifestyle.

As well, people already in 
Kelowna who didn’t like the 
space they were living in when 
COVID hit are now moving 
within the city to a home that 
better suits them.

Or, they are renovating their 
existing place to make it more 
comfortable and functional 
because they are spending so 
much time at home.

Amy had only been to the 
Okanagan once, a quick in-and-
out to Big White Ski Resort in 
March 2019 for a work function.
Jeff had never been farther west 
than Calgary.

And their son, Tyler, 7, hadn’t 
been out West at all.

“We arrived in Kelowna on Sept. 
1 and immediately started to 
take advantage of everything it 
offers,” said Amy.

“We’re renting a great house on 
the lake in Casa Loma, so the 
water is our backyard and we 
learned how to paddleboard, 
kayak and wakesurf and we’ve 
done lots of hiking in (nearby) 
Kalamoir (Regional Park).”

Tyler is stoked to be attending 
Grade 2 at St. Joseph School 
and playing U9 hockey.

Jeff, a golf pro, is excited for the 
longer season, and has already 
signed on to teach and coach at 
Harvest Golf Club and indoors 
this winter at Kinetic Evolution 
and Simplex Sportszone.

“Even with COVID, everyone in 
Kelowna has been so friendly 
and welcoming,” said Amy.

To live in the Okanagan!

1

Written by: Steve MacNaull

Calgary home builder Paul 
Johnston and his school 
teacher wife, Reagan, had 
been considering a move to 
Kelowna since 2017 when the 
Alberta economy started to 
slide because of a weak oil 
and gas sector.

“And then along came COVID 
in March and put the nail in 
the coffin,” said Paul, who 
owns Unique Developments 
Inc.

“I had to get out of residential 
building all together in 
Alberta and concentrate on a 
commercial job in Kananaskis. 
By June, I’d moved to Kelowna 
and then my wife and the kids 
came out in July and we’ve 
never been back.”

The family scored a rental 
house just across the street 
from the southern tip of Woods 
Lake in Winfield and enjoyed 
a summer of beach time and 
water sports.

In the meantime, Paul is 
building them their dream 
home in Lake Country while 
he also finishes a house for a 
client at High Pointe Terraces 
in Kelowna.

“This move has been so good 
for us, both personally and 
professionally,” said Paul.
“It ’s pretty obvious what the 
Okanagan offers--a great 
quality of life and better 
weather. 

Reagan is into a career 
change from teacher to realtor 
and the opportunities for my 
business are tremendous 
because the Kelowna real 
estate market is booming and 
there’s always a need for good, 
quality home builders.”

The kids, Makenna, 10, and 
Rohnan, 8, had no problem 

leaving Calgary, especially 
when they found out the 
house dad is building for them 
will have a pool.

Rohnan has resumed playing 
hockey and Makenna, 
swimming and basketball.

1. Jeff Overholt and Amy Bell and their son, Tyler, 7, moved to Kelowna from Toronto on Sept. 1.
2. Reagan and Paul Johnston and their kids, Rohnan, 8, and Makenna, 10, moved to Lake Country 
from Calgary this summer with their dogs, Lily, the chocolate Labrador retriever, and Tori, the 
golden retriever.

2
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THE WARD ON THE 
WEST END OF THE 
SIXTH FLOOR AT 
KELOWNA GENERAL 
HOSPITAL IS NOW A 
30-BED COVID UNIT.

How it 
goes down 
on 6 West

Written 
by: Steve 
MacNaull

At first, Kayla Homulos was scared.
It was March, the novel 
coronavirus hit with a wallop and 
the licensed practical nurse was 
assigned to the newly-created, 
acute care COVID unit on 6 West 
at Kelowna General Hospital.

“It was unsettling. We didn’t know 
what to expect,” said Homulos, 
who is also in her final year of 
training to be a registered nurse.

“But, we followed the guidelines 
and when helping patients we’re 
always wearing a surgical mask, 
gown, gloves and eye protection. 

And if we know the patient has 
COVID, we wear a respirator 
mask.”

The 30-bed ward (previously the 
stroke unit) at the west end of the 
sixth floor of the hospital is where 
anyone admitted with COVID-like 
symptoms is sent for the swab 
test.

If the test is negative, the patient 
is transferred to another unit for 
treatment.

If positive, they stay on the ward, 
in their own room and treated until 
they are better.

“The maximum we’ve had on the 
ward at any one time with COVID 
is seven,” said Homulos.

“But we’ve been doing a lot of 
testing and the second wave 
is here now. Because of the 
high turnover of testing, there’s 
increased burnout in nurses.”

However, Homulos feels “very 
protected” by the ward’s personal 
protection equipment protocol 
and supported by everyone at the 
hospital.

She gives special shout outs to her 
manager Judi Piper-Wallace and 
patient care coordinator Stormee 
Hickey.

1. Licensed 
practical nurse 
Kayla Homulos 
has worked on the 
COVID ward at 
Kelowna General 
Hospital since it 
opened in March.

‘We’re the Swiss 
Army knife of the 
department’

LIEUTENANT PETER STANTIC AND HIS 
SQUAD AT KELOWNA FIRE DEPARTMENT 
ARE MULTI-TALENTED.

Lieutenant Peter Stantic and his 
Kelowna Fire Department squad 
never know what the day is going 
to throw at them.

“It could be a structure fire, but it’s 
more likely to be a first response 
for a motor vehicle accident, a 
heart attack or a drug overdose,” 
said Stantic.

“We’re the Swiss Army knife of the 
department.”

Stantic heads up a squad of two 
other firefighters who all hop in 

the truck in a flash, switch on the 
flashing lights and rush off to the 
emergency of the moment.

COVID has changed the way the 
firefighters operate, but hasn’t 
changed the fact they are part of 
the frontline that constantly helps 
and protects.

When responding to a fire, a full 
face mask is always part of the 
uniform.

But now masks have to be worn 
when riding in the fire truck and 

additional personal protective gear 
is required on all calls.

There’s also an assessment at the 
scene to determine if the people 
have been out of the country 
in the past two weeks or if they 
are experiencing COVID-like 
symptoms.

“It’s our new normal,” said Stantic.
At Fire Station No. 1 all the 
firefighters practice social 
distancing, wear a mask indoors 
and rigerous clean at the start and 
finish of every shift.

Stantic previously worked as an 
engineering technologist at KF 
Aerospace (formerly Kelowna 
Flightcraft).

But he followed his passion 
to become a firefighter by first 
volunteering, then being hired in 
2000 and working his way up the 
ranks.

1. Posing COVID-style with facemasks in front of a Kelowna Fire 
Department rescue truck are firefighters Lieutenant Peter Stantic, left, 

Stacey Young, Chris Macdonald, Tristan Watters and Steve Neale.

Written by: Steve MacNaull
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Hoping for a vaccine
VASCULAR SURGEON DR. JEREMY HARRIS 
CAN’T IMAGINE GETTING BACK TO NORMAL 
UNTIL THERE’S A COVID VACCINE.

Written by: Steve MacNaull

Dr. Jeremy Harris is hoping for the 
quick roll out of a COVID vaccine. 

“You don’t have to be a doctor to 
wish for that because everyone 
is hoping for it,” said the vascular 
surgeon.

“That’s because it’s hard to 
imagine we can get back to 
normal, with anything, until there 
is a vaccine.”

When Kelowna General Hospital 
braced for COVID patients in 
March and April and elective 
surgeries were postponed, Dr. 
Harris didn’t have to cancel many 
operations.

“For surgery, I tend to deal with 
urgent vascular cases such as 
patients bleeding to death, so they 
definitely weren’t postponed,” he 
said.

“But what was different is a 
group of surgeons, including 
me, were prepared to take over 
trauma cases in case doctors 
that usually dealt with them were 

overwhelmed with COVID cases 
in the ER and respiratory unit.”
In the end, the local hospital, 
luckily, wasn’t swamped with 
COVID cases.

“But I learned a lot about what 
others here at the hospital do 
through the whole process,” said 
Dr. Harris.

“Medical care is certainly a 
team game, so I appreciate 
the hundreds of other people 
needed for me to do a surgery. I’m 
thanking other people a lot more 
often now.”

Challenges create opportunities, 
and Dr. Harris is thankful for the 
telehealth efficiencies that have 
emerged in the pandemic’s wake.
“If an appointment can be done 
by phone or Zoom we do that,” he 
said.

“I think patients, especially if they 
are from Cranbrook or somewhere 
else in the region, appreciate not 
having to take a whole day or 
overnight to come to a routine 
appointment.” 

1. Dr. Jeremy Harris, a vascular surgeon at Kelowna General Hospital, has had to conduct more 
appointments by phone and Zoom because of COVID.

COVID hasn’t 
quelled crime
BUT IT HAS CHANGED THE WAY 
POLICE OFFICERS DO THEIR JOB.

Written by: Steve MacNaull

all heard a thousand times now.
Do you have any COVID 
symptoms?

“Really, through the pandemic, 
crime has been virtually the 
same,” said Cst. Gautier, who’s 
been a police officer for 11 years, 
two of them in Kelowna.

“But how we respond to it has 
definitely changed.”

Cst. Gauthier and Cst. Boutin are 
the Kelowna RCMP’s only foot 
patrol team, concentrating on 
the downtown core.

Especially during the busy 
summer, the two walked 
the beat, keeping an eye on 
everything and responding to 
calls.

“Basically, we stayed the course, 
trusting what our public health 
officials told us to do,” said Cst. 
Boutin, who’s spent his entire 
seven-year career as a police 
officer in Kelowna.

“We’re all hoping for a vaccine, 
but I think that’s a long way out. 
But soon, or later, things will 
hopefully go back to normal.”

Besides returning to normal on 
the job, the constables are also 
hoping for exotic vacations in 
2021.

“Yes, everyone’s hurting for a 
vacation,” said Cst. Gauthier.
“Like an all-inclusive in Mexico,” 
added Cst. Boutin.

Police officers Mike Gauthier’s 
and Sam Boutin’s jobs changed 
suddenly and irrevocably in 
March.

That’s when COVID arrived on 
the scene, and immediately the 
constables were wearing masks, 
social distancing, sanitizing 
before and after every encounter 
and asking that question we’ve 

“REALLY, 
THROUGH THE 

PANDEMIC, 
CRIME HAS BEEN 
VIRTUALLY THE 

SAME, BUT HOW 
WE RESPOND TO 

IT HAS DEFINITELY 
CHANGED.”
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Kelowna man named
2020 LGBT+ young 
entrepreneur of 
the year

DUSTYN BAULKHAM 
OWNS AND 
OPERATES MEDIA 
AND EVENT-
PLANNING 
COMPANY 
REBELLIOUS 
UNICORNS.

Written by: Megan Trudeau

A Kelowna man has been 
named the 2020 young LGBT+ 
entrepreneur of the year.
Canada’s LGBT+ Chamber of 
Commerce (CGLCC) awarded 
the title to Dustyn Baulkham, 
the founder and executive 
producer of Rebellious Unicorns 
Production Company Inc.

The award was presented 
during the CGLCC’s ‘virtual’ 
Black & White Gala recently, 
and goes to a person or persons 
who best exemplify: qualities 
of effective leadership and 
innovative thinking, potential 
for growth, and commitment to 
both the LGBT2Q+ community 
and the broader community.

“I know it’s been a challenging 
year for all of us,” said Baulkham.
“We need arts and 
entertainment to really keep 
us happy and keep our mental 
health in a good state.”
So, with COVID putting the 
kibosh on big gatherings, 
Rebellious Unicorns launched 
Unicorns.Live, a platform where 
artists can post their work and 
connect.

“A big shout out to our team 
at Rebellious Unicorns and 
Unicorns.LIVE who have been 
preserving through all the 
changes,” continued Baulkham.

“I feel the arts and entertainment 
community is really struggling 
and we’re trying everything we 
can to keep it alive.”

Founded in 2017, Rebellious 
Unicorns is a Kelowna-based 
events, broadcasting and media 
production company, “dedicated 
to leading positive change in 
the Okanagan and curating 
inclusive events, experiences, 
and programming that unite us.”

Before COVID, Rebellious 
Unicorns curated a number of 
events, including Peak Pride 
weeks at Big White and Sun 
Peaks ski resorts, Fruitcake 
DJ nightclub events, the MX 
monthly social and business 
mixers, Dirty Mutter and Cub 
Crawl muddy obstacle courses 
for dogs and their people, Earth 
to Table Vegan Market and 
partnerships with Kelowna 
Pride.

“It means a lot to be recognized 
for the award...thank you to the 
CGLCC,” said Baulkham.

Baulkham also thanked Chris 
Shauf, the director of marketing 
and communications at Tourism 
Kelowna, who nominated him 
for the young entrepreneur 
award.

Canada’s LGBT+ Chamber of 
Commerce (CGLCC) is the 
only chamber of commerce 
uniting and advocating for the 
over 28,000 LGBT+ owned and 
operated businesses in Canada.

1. Dustyn Baulkham, right, of 
Kelowna’s Rebellious Unicorns 
is the Canada LGBT+ Chamber 
of Commerce’s 2020 young 
entrepreneur of the year. He’s 
pictured here with drag queen 
Brooke Lynn Hytes at an 
event at Sapphire Nightclub in 
Kelowna in July 2019..
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Orchard Park 
mall trying 
not to penalize 
tenants

STORES 
OPENING 
LATE OR 
CLOSING 
EARLY 
BECAUSE 
OF COVID 
STAFF 
SHORTAGE 
SUBJECT TO 
WARNINGS 
AND FINES.

Written by:  Steve MacNaull

Julie Michaud is still smarting from 
the $150 fine she received from 
Orchard Park Shopping Centre.
Michaud is the owner and operator 
of the Portia-Ella clean cosmetics 
store in the mall and the fine is for 
opening late a couple of Sundays 
ago.

“Ten minutes before the store was 
to open at 10 a.m., my employee 
had a panic attack and called to 
tell me she couldn’t open the store,” 
said Michaud.

“I packed up the family and got 
there as soon as we could, but I 
have three small girls, so it’s not so 
easy. We made it there by noon and 
opened the store and I worked the 
sales floor for the whole day with 
my newborn in hand.”

Opening late that day was the 
second time since retail came back 
after COVID that Portia-Ella failed to 
open on time.

The first time, Michaud received a 
warning from the mall.

The $150 fine for the second 
infraction is triple the standard $50.
“$150 is not so much, but it’s about 
the principle,” said Michaud.

“The mall should be supporting, not 
penalizing, small businesses during 

this difficult time when it’s hard to 
hire staff during a pandemic. I’m 
sure other stores are having similar 
problems and getting fined.”

Orchard Park general manager 
Donna Markin advised she can’t 
speak to specific matters with any 
retailer with the media.

However, she said: “If a store has 
an emergency, for example, an 
employee calls in sick making it 
impossible to open the store, we 
would be advised by the tenant 
they had to close, there is no 
ramification for that action. Part 
of keeping the community safe 
is ensuring employees are not 
coming to work sick. that is the 
public health guideline and we 
encourage our businesses to take 
that seriously.”

Thus said, Markin stressed stores 
are expected to do whatever they 
can to keep mall opening hours of 
10 am to 6 pm Saturdays through 
Wednesdays and 10 am to 7 pm 
Thursdays and Fridays.

Those hours are reduced since 
retail came back after the COVID 
lockdown earlier this year.

“Orchard Park is a regional mall. 
Customers expect stores to be 
open when they visit the mall.” said 
Markin.

“It is a modest expectation, but 
one we take seriously. Stores 
are responsible to manage their 
businesses.”

1. Orchard Park is the largest 
shopping centre between 
Vancouver and Calgary with 
685,000-square-feet of floor 
space and 170 stores and 
services.

1
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Economy won’t fully 
recover until 2022

Imagine a long and bumpy road in 
a truck with suspy suspension.

That’s the way the Kelowna 
economy feels right now and will 
continue to be for the foreseeable 
future.

“There are glimmers of hope,” 
said Central Okanagan Economic 
Development Commission 
manager Krista Mallory.

“But we know it will be a long, 
bumpy road to recovery. Many 
are saying it won’t be until 2022 
that we’re back to where we were 
before the pandemic hit.”

Mallory bases her observations 
on the Central Okanagan’s third-
quarter economic indicators report 
released this week.

The report tracks nine indicators, 
most of them from July, August 
and September of this year, and 
compares them to the same pre-
COVID months last year.

Positive indicators include 
population growth, housing starts, 
business licences and apartment 
rents.

CENTRAL OKANAGAN ECONOMIC 
INDICATORS SHOW IT WILL BE A LONG 
ROAD TO GET BACK TO WHERE WE 
WERE BEFORE COVID.

However, labour force, airport 
passengers, new home prices, 
building permit values and job 
postings are lagging.

“It ’s mixed, for sure,” admitted 
Mallory.

“Building permit values have been 
particularly hard hit, yet housing 
construction starts are up. I think 
that speaks to the fact that people 
are continuing to move here and 
there’s a need for housing, but 
developers may not be taking 
out building permits to build big 
commercial and institutional 
projects.”

The housing market is booming 
with two types of buyers.

Locals who may not have liked the 
home they quarantined in earlier 
this year are moving to digs that 
better suit them.

And buyers are arriving from 
Vancouver and Alberta to start a 
new life enjoying the Okanagan 
lifestyle.

Many of them figure if they are 
going to be working from home, 
they might as well be in Kelowna 
rather than Vancouver, Calgary or 
Edmonton.

The number of licensed businesses 
in the Central Okanagan was a 
healthy 13,882 at the end of 2019 
before COVID exploded.

The latest figure isn’t known yet, 
but it ’s expected to go down 
because some businesses have 
closed, victims of the pandemic.

Written by:  Steve MacNaull

“MANY ARE 
SAYING IT WON’T 

BE UNTIL 2022 
THAT WE’RE BACK 

TO WHERE WE 
WERE BEFORE 
THE PANDEMIC 

HIT.”

2

1. Kelowna is in for a long economic 
recovery from COVID, according to the 
Central Okanagan Economic Development 
Commission.

2. There are glimmers of hope as Kelowna 
recovers from the pandemic, according 
to Krista Mallory, a manager with the 
Central Okanagan Economic Development 
Commission.

- 3,528 job postings in Q3 is down 
26% from the same quarter last 
year, indicating employers aren’t 
hiring as much. However, job 
postings are up 4% right now, 
compared to the darkest days of 
COVID, mid-March through April.

 - As of September, the number 
of people with jobs in the Central 
Okanagan was 99,044, down from 
105,544 at the same time last year.

 - Building permit values of $613 
million are down 35.8% January 
through September this year 
compared to the $955 million 
issued over the same nine months 
of 2019.

 - At 1,585, housing construction 
starts are up 4.5% January through 
September this year compared to 
the 1,517 starts over the same time 
last year.

 - The passenger count of 617,167 at 
Kelowna International Airport has 
taken a 60% pummelling in the first 
nine months of this year compared 
to the same period of 2019 at 1.5 
million.

 - The median new home price in 
Kelowna in Q3 was $877,500, a 2% 
slip from the same time in 2019. 
The median home price in Calgary 
is $540,000, Toronto $1.05 million 
and Vancouver $1.6 million.

 - The Central Okanagan’s 
population at the end of 2019 was 
217,214, up 2% from 213,195 in 2018. 
An estimate for 2020 isn’t out, but 
is expected to show growth.

 - The average rent for a two-
bedroom apartment in the city 
was $1,363 in 2019, up 9% from the 
year before. The COVID-impact has 
moderated rent increases in 2020.

"Housing starts in the region are up 
4.5% for Q1-Q3 2020 compared to 
the same time period in 2019, with 
81% of the starts in the multi-family 
category."
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“Business licenses in the Central 
Okanagan have increased by 22.5% 
in the last 10 years, with 13,882 
business licenses issued in 2019.�

5.5%

 35.8%

60.0%
“YTD passenger numbers are 
down 60.0% in 2020 compared 
with 2019, with a gradual recovery 
seen in September passenger 
count (-71.5%) compared with 
mid-pandemic in April (-96.3%).�
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Central 
Okanagan 
real 
estate 
sees a 85% 
surge

The real estate market in the 
Central Okanagan continues to 
exceed sales numbers from 2019.

Despite the market spending the 
first half of the year in a COVID 
rut, from the late summer onwards 
home sales in the region have 
surged in a trend that defies the 
continuing pandemic.

In October, the Okanagan Mainland 
Real Estate Board reported an 
astounding 85% increase in sales 
compared to the same time last 
year.

In October, 708 homes of all 
kinds (single-family, townhouses, 
duplexes, mobile homes and 
condominiums) changed hands, 
up dramatically from the 382 home 
sales in the same month last year.

Sales did dip 8% month over 
month (September to October) 
as did residential listings and the 
number of active listings.

The average number of days to sell 
a home, always a good barometer 
to watch, also dropped 9% from 
September’s 90 days to 83 days for 
October.

“Seasonally, we normally see the 
market start to calm down towards 
the colder winter months, however 
that was not the case for October,” 

said OMREB president Kim 
Heizmann.

“This seems to be the trend across 
the province as the demand for 
more living space continues to 
drive consumer incentives.”

Generally, that means people who 
felt cramped in their home during 
COVID lockdowns are now buying 
bigger and better places.

Some people who spent 
lockdowns in bigger cities are 
now moving to smaller cities like 
Kelowna to work from home and 
enjoy the Okanagan lifestyle.

Such demand is driving up average 
selling prices. The average selling 
price of a single-family home in the 
Central Okanagan in October was 
a record $850,634, a 25% jump 
from $681,861 in the same month of 
2019.

The townhouse average was up 
12% to $558,749 from $500,407.

And the average selling price of a 
condo in October was $387,803, a 
22% lift from $318,155.

However, experts say the recent 
increase in COVID cases could 
facilitate a return to calmed 
seasonal markets.

RATHER THAN 
SLOW SALES, 
PANDEMIC HAS 
FUELLED THEM.

Written by:  Dylan McCullough

CENTRAL 
OKANAGAN 

CONTINUES TO 
EXCEED SALES 

NUMBERS 
FROM 2019.

1. Home sales were 
up 85% in the Central 
Okanagan in October, 
compared to the same 
month last year.



1. Kelowna-based 
Bananatag discovered 
it had mission-critical 
software when COVID 
hit, according to head of 
product Partho Ghosh.

2. Tech is the Okanagan’s 
largest economic engine 

with $1.7 billion annual 
impact, according to 

Accelerate Okanagan 
CEO Brea Lake.

The Okanagan 
high-tech sector
THE PANDEMIC FORCES US TO USE TECH 
MORE THAN EVER BEFORE.

This is not your usual COVID story.
Kelowna-based high-tech firm 
Bananatag is growing and hiring 
while many other companies 
are fighting for survival as the 
pandemic rages on.

“When COVID hit, we quickly 
found out we had a mission-critical 
product,” said Bananatag head of 
product Partho Ghosh.

“We’ve had to add 25 employees 
and we’re hiring 10 more.”

Bananatag is not just a catchy 
name, it ’s the maker and seller of 
an incredible software employee 
communication tool that more and 
more companies can’t do without.
Technology tends not to just be 
recession-proof, but pandemic-
proof.

After all, no one is giving up 
their computers, instantaneous 
communication and digital 
entertainment because of a virus.
Plus, tech is essential to work 
from home and keep the economy 
rolling.

Basically, Bananatag’s software 
allows companies to design, send 
and measure internal company 
emails and communications via 
other message platforms such as 
Microsoft Teams, Slack, Workplace 
and text message.

It ’s the kind of software that reports 
back to the company if the email Written by: Steve MacNaull

was opened and read, and if links 
and attachments were open.

“When COVID was new, companies 
were using Bananatag for crisis 
communication, making sure 
messages about the pandemic and 
how to handle it were getting to 
employees,” said Ghosh.

“Now, like pre-COVID, companies 
are using it for day-to-day 
communication. But, of course, day-
to-day has new meaning now that 
companies are largely managing a 
remote workforce.”
At head office in Kelowna’s 
Innovation Centre, Bananatag has 
60 employees and at its Vancouver 
office there are 45 workers.

But, with the pandemic, all those 
employees are now working from 
home.

And yes, Bananatag uses its own 
software to help manage the 
sprawling workforce.

Brea Lake knows of many success 
stories like Bananatag’s.

She’s the CEO of Accelerate 
Okanagan, which also has its 
offices in the Innovation Centre, 
and supports tech companies, 
whether they are start-ups or well-
established.

“Generally, tech companies have 
weathered this COVID storm quite 
well,” said Lake.

“At the beginning there may 
have been some companies 
that instituted a hiring freeze, 
but typically now they are at full 
staff and evening hiring. Tech 
companies are known for reacting 
quickly and adjusted quickly 
to deliver the niche products 
customers want and create an 
environment in which employees 
could work remotely.”

Additionally, Kelowna has seen 
an influx of tech workers from 
Vancouver who have decided they 
might as well live the Okanagan 
lifestyle if they are working from 
home.

The tech industry is also helping 
traditional businesses adapt to the 
new normal.

Accelerate Okanagan is running a 
Digital Economy Rapid Response 
program to show companies 
how to do more online, including 
e-commerce, and manage remote 
workforces.

Technology is the Okanagan’s 
biggest economic engine with 
$1.7 billion a year impact and 710 
firms that employ 12,500 well-paid 
workers.

Even when there’s a COVID vaccine 
and life is allowed to return to 
normal, it won’t go back to the way 
it was before.

“Everyone has become accustomed 
to even more flexibility,” said Ghosh.

“There will be people who continue 
to work completely remotely and 
others might do only one or two or 
three days a week at the office.”
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Inspired by the Tree of Hope, 
KelownaNow wants to know: What 
does hope mean to you?

Is it the comfort and security of 
family, friends and community?

Is it the aspiration for a better 
tomorrow as COVID drags on?

Is it a desire, wish, expectation 
or ambition your good fortune 
continues or your bad luck 
changes?

Is it being thankful for what you 
have while still aiming higher.
Or is it all of the above?

We all have hope, need hope and 
generate hope.

So, join KelownaNow this holiday 
season and share what makes you 
hopeful.

You can comment on this story on 
KelownaNow’s Facebook page, 
Instagram or fill out this entry.

It doesn’t have to be long.

Just make it to the point and 
heartfelt.

We’ll be using some of the 
comments to generate another 
story on hope as a way of inspiring 
more people to join the movement 
for a more peaceful and fulfilling 
tomorrow.

Tree of Hope now 
dazzling nightly

THE 25,000-LIGHT 
SPECTACLE PROMPTS US 
TO ASK: WHAT MAKES YOU 
HOPEFUL?

As an example and to get you 
warmed up, we asked a couple of 
people what they’re hoping for this 
festive season and beyond.

“Realizing this year will feel 
different than most, let’s take a 
moment to be thankful for the 
bright spots,” said Jodie Foster, 
the director of communications at 
the Central Okanagan Regional 
District.

“We can spend time with our 
families, enjoy the fabulous 
Okanagan outdoors and share 
kindness wherever we go. From 
my family to yours, may spirit and 
cheer find you.

Nicole Brown, the corporate 
communications advisor at 
FortisBC, is on the same page.

“I love seeing the positive 
leadership of Dr. Bonnie Henry 
and hope that style of leadership 
endures,” she said.

“On a personal note, I’m thankful 
for the opportunity to work from 
home during this pandemic at a 
time when my kids are nearing 
leaving home and I get to spend 
extra time with them.” 

Stretching 120 feet into the sky 
and festooned with 25,000 brilliant 
lights, the Tree of Hope truly is 
a beacon of inspiration, cheer, 
community and fundraising.

For the 23rd year in a row, 
Kelowna’s most dazzling Christmas 
tree is back, not just to create a 
visual spectacle at its high-profile 
address in the Landmark District 
on Highway 97, but to do good in 
the community.

You literally can’t miss the massive 
and ultra-illuminated (with 
environmentally friendly LEDs) Tree 
of Hope at night if you pass by on 
Highway 97 or are anywhere near 
the Landmark District.

This year, the Tree of Hope 
fundraiser will benefit the Child 
Advocacy Centre, the new one-
stop resource for those impacted 
by child abuse.

“We’ve come up with several new 
and exciting ways to involve people 
with the Tree of Hope in these 
COVID times,” said Dallas Gray of 
Stober Group, the company behind 
the Landmark District and the Tree 
of Hope.

“We couldn’t have a big light-up 
gathering like we have in the past, 
so we live streamed the light up 
with (TV personality and interior 
designer) Jillian Harris and her 
family. We’ve also set up a giant 
selfie frame at the base of the tree 
where people can get a photo 
and share it with the hashtag 
#raisinghope and we’re asking 
people to contribute to the Child 
Advocacy Centre fundraiser.” Written by: Steve MacNaull

Over the past 22 years, the Tree 
of Hope has raised more than $1 
million for various local charities, 
mostly with Stober Group donating 
$50,000 annually to the designated 
charity.

This year, it was decided the 
fundraiser would be opened up to 
the community to generate more 
money for the Child Advocacy 
Centre.

At TreeOfHopeKelowna.ca people 
can donate using the $20, $50 
and $100 buttons and businesses 
can become a star, angel or bulb 
sponsor for $10,000, $5,000 and 
$2,500 respectively.

Stober Group will match all 
donations up to $100,000.

There’s also a Hope in a Little 
Red Box fundraiser selling hand-
painted Christmas tree ornaments 
for $30 each, which, of course, are 
packaged in a little red box.

You can buy the ornaments on the 
website and pick them up from QB 
Gelato in the Landmark District or 
have it delivered for $6 more.

The Tree of Hope was born when 
the late Al Stober, the founder and 
president of Stober Group, made 
use of a crane early in Landmark 
District construction to suspend a 
Christmas tree-shaped frame and 
lights.

It was meant to be a one-of, but by 
the next year became an annual 
tradition of illumination and hope.

1. Every year for 23 
years, the Tree of Hope 

has been illuminated 
over the holidays in the 

Landmark District on 
Highway 97 across from 

the Parkinson Recreation 
Centre. Pictured here are 

Linda and Ken Stober 
of Stober Group, the 

developer of Landmark 
District and the company 
behind the Tree of Hope.
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Thompson Okanagan 
sheds 15,000 jobs

THE BC CHECK-UP SHOWS THERE ARE FEWER 
PEOPLE WORKING NOW IN THE THOMPSON 
OKANAGAN COMPARED TO LAST YEAR.

Because of COVID, 15,000 
fewer people are working in the 
Thompson Okanagan right now 
compared to last year.

The worst of the job shedding, 
apparently, is over and some 
rehiring has started, but there’s still 
a long and uncertain road ahead.

“As we continue into fall and 
tourism slows, we will have more 
bumps ahead in our road to 
recovery,” said Karen Christiansen, 
a partner at MNP Kelowna.

“2020 has been a challenging year 
for everyone. It is important we 
continue to support the region’s 
businesses and workers, so that 
we can weather this pandemic 
together.”

Christiansen is also a 
spokesperson for the Chartered 
Professional Accountants of BC, 
which just released its annual BC 
Check-Up report on work and the 
economy.

As expected with COVID’s blow, 
the economy has contracted and 
jobs have been lost.

“Due to COVID-19, for the first time 
since August 2001, the Thompson 
Okanagan saw its summer 
unemployment rate spike above 
10%,” said Christiansen.

The jobless rate is now about 9%.
But that’s still double the 4.5% 
unemployment rate of September 
2019.

As of September 2020, 269,600 
people had jobs in the Thompson 
Okanagan, 15,000 fewer than the 
284,600 employed in the same 
month last year.

The 15,000 jobs that disappeared 
broke down into 12,000 fewer jobs 
in the service sector and 3,000 less 
positions in the goods sector.

The construction industry led the 
goods sector losses and service 
sector shrinkage was across the 
board in hospitality, tourism, retail, 
wholesale, trade, information, 
culture and recreation.

The lowest point was in May and 
then the region recouped jobs for 
the four consecutive months.

THE JOBLESS RATE 
IS NOW ABOUT 9%.
BUT THAT’S STILL 
DOUBLE THE 4.5% 
UNEMPLOYMENT 

RATE OF 
SEPTEMBER 2019.

1. Karen Christiansen is a partner 
at MNP in Kelowna and a member 
of the Chartered Professional 
Accountants of BC.

Despite those gains, overall 
employment in the Thompson 
Okanagan is down 5.3%.

“Despite ongoing development and 
increasing demand seen over the 
summer in the region’s real estate 
market, construction employment 
remains down compared to last 
year,” pointed out Christiansen.

“However, that’s relative to 
the historically high levels of 
construction activity witnessed 
over the past few years.”

There were some job gains 
in agriculture, personal and 
household services, health care, 
finance, insurance and professional 
services.

“Thankfully, it appears the worst 
of the economic damage may be 
behind us as business activity 
has picked up over the past 
few months with containment 
measures easing in BC,” said 
Christiansen.

“Still, the situation is more 
challenging than in previous 
years with the loss of international 
tourism and more rigid business 
requirements. As expected, 
momentum slowed in September 
with the weather turning.”

2. Employment is down in the Thompson Okanagan because of COVID, according 
to the Chartered Professional Accountants of BC’s BC Check-Up report.

Thompson-Okanagan 2019 2020

Aug Sept Aug Sept

Unemployment rate 
(%)

4.6 4.5 10.1 9.0

Employment (1,000s) 283.3 284.6 267.6 269.6

Part-time (1,000s) 67 64.4 59.6 59.5

Full-time (1,000s) 215.2 220.1 20.8 210.1

3. This chart in the BC Check-Up 
report shows there are fewer people 
working in the Thompson Okanagan.

15,000 JOBS THAT 
DISAPPEARED 

BROKE DOWN INTO 
12,000 FEWER JOBS 

IN THE SERVICE 
SECTOR AND 3,000 
LESS POSITIONS IN 

THE GOODS SECTOR

Written by: Steve MacNaull
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