B Y: JE FF CRIDER
P UBL ISH ED ON: AP R 2, 2021 | ORIG INAL ST ORY

Joss Penny Takes Unique Path En Route
to Leading B.C. Assoc.
ORI GI N AL LY P U BL ISHE D IN WOODALL'S CAMP G ROUND MAG AZINE

Joss Penny has spent most of his adult life working for the British
Columbia Lodging and Campgrounds Association (BCLCA), but
Penny came farther than most to get into the North American
campground business, both geographically and professionally.
Joss grew up in Cornwall in the United Kingdom, nearly 300 miles
southwest of London, and initially followed his father’s footsteps in
the health administration profession, after earning a Bachelor of
Science degree in geography from Plymouth Polytechnic.
After graduating, Joss initially worked for Child Heath Cornwall and
Isles of Scilly Health Authority, gathering statistics to try to identify
ways to help authorities better understand the causes of England’s
high rates of SIDS — sudden infant death syndrome.

This was back in the 80s,” Penny recalled. “There was a high incidence of sudden infant death syndrome
in Cornwall, more than elsewhere, in England. I was working doing statistical analysis to identify those
potentially at risk.”
But Penny quickly discovered that public health wasn’t really his calling. “The UK’s economic situation
had worsened during the time I went to Polytechnic from 1979 to 1982 and unemployment went from
one to three million,” Penny said, adding that Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher had an “austerity
approach” to dealing with the economic crisis in those years, which made it tough for people to survive.
Rather than stay in the UK, Penny emigrated to Canada at 25, initially to Toronto to stay with his cousin,
who had already moved to Canada many years before, and then to British Columbia, where his initial
jobs included a stint with the HSBC Bank of Canada in the data center handling merchant credit card
deposits and working for a temp agency undertaking tasks such as working in a warehouse and stores.
Penny subsequently took on a new position as member services representative in March 1988 with what
was then called the British Columbia Motels, Campgrounds Resorts Association, the precursor of today’s
BCLCA.
Joss became executive director of the association in September 2007 after holding positions of director
of member services and special projects manager. Joss is also designated as a Certified Association
Executive, passing the exam in 2004 with the Canadian Society of Association Executives.

“I never had it in my mind that I would make a career out of it,” Penny said with a laugh.
Over the past four decades, of course, Penny has been in a position to witness many economic cycles
and their corresponding effects on the campground and lodging businesses.
Expo 86 drove Vancouver and British Columbia onto the world stage and this growth pushed right
through the nineties. In 1989, the association launched the Super Camping BC guide, which has been
published ever since. Over 3.5 million have been circulated over the past three decades.
In addition to marketing and advocacy, BCLCA also provides members with learning opportunities and
Joss helped research, write and produced the first Lodging Operator Manual in 1990, followed by a
Campground Manual in 1992 and a Hospitality Law Guide in 1995. In addition, the association was key to
the development of the Certified Campground Operator program.

“In 1995, the association started our first commercial website, travel.bc.ca, and eventually launched travelbritish-columbia.com, which has 500,000 visitors annually,” Penny said. Other marketing milestones
include starting the Camping and RVing BC Coalition in 2008 and the launch of the Super Camping BC
App in 2019, he said.
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Other events to be weathered
during Joss’ career included Y2K in
2000, 911, SARS and the economic
downturn in 2008 due to the debt
crisis. On the positive side of the
equation, he said, were the 2010
Winter Olympics and the growth of
travel throughout the past decade,
partly as a result of the Olympics
legacy, but also the growth of
travel as people had more
discretionary wealth.

British Columbia currently has about 600 private sector campgrounds
with over 32,500 campsites. The province has 260 front country
provincial parks with over 11,000 campsites and hundreds of back
country recreation sites run by the government. There are 336
campgrounds, mostly privately owned parks, that are current
members of BCLCA, Penny said.
Some of the most dramatic negative effects on British Columbia’s
campground business took place between 2006 and 2016, when the
province lost over 3,000 sites with the closures and redevelopment of
some 70 campgrounds or roughly 8.5% of British Columbia’s total
inventory of 30,000 overnight campsites.
Penny said the culprit was the rising cost of real estate, particularly in
hot markets like Vancouver, where real estate prices were continually
being driven up by investors from Asia and elsewhere.
Foreign investment reached such high levels that British Columbia’s
provincial government imposed a 15% surtax on foreign homebuyers in
2016 to discourage them from purchasing property in Metro
Vancouver.
The rising real estate costs prompted many private park owners to sell
their campgrounds to developers who were willing to pay exorbitant
amounts for their properties so they could use the land to build
condos and other developments that brought a higher return from the
land.

Demand for RV sites in British
Columbia, however, has continued
to grow, and has increased even
more during the COVID-19
pandemic.
The good news, however, is that
investor groups have begun to put
a stop to the declining number of
campgrounds because they
recognize the income that can
result from investments in highly

sought-after campsites needed by the growing numbers
of RV owners and others who enjoy camping in cabins,
yurts and other unique accommodations. Penny also
anticipates that more new parks will be built in British
Columbia in the coming years.
“There’s definitely a move toward building more RV parks
and campgrounds,” Penny said, adding, “The RV has
suddenly become sexy.”
Penny said investors are also purchasing existing
campgrounds and fixing them up. He cited Pacific
Frontier Investments, which has acquired three parks
since October, which it is branding under the Pathfinder
Camp Resort name.
These include campgrounds in Agassiz (population 6,700),
which is about 80 miles east of Vancouver, which Pacific
Frontier has expanded from 7 to 34 sites.
Rising demand for campsites, of course, is being fueled by
growing numbers of people embracing the RV lifestyle, as
well as increasing numbers of people who prefer to
vacation in free standing cabins, yurts or other glamping
accommodations rather than staying in hotels with shared
corridors, heating and ventilation systems.

“We have seen a big move to switch tent
sites to RV sites,” Penny said.
The idea of leasing campsites is also
declining in British Columbia as park
operators recognize there is much more
money to be made by renting the sites out
overnight and seasonally.
“Before, people were selling lots of land.
Now, there’s more money in short-term
rentals and winter snowbird rentals than in
selling off the sites,” he said. “Park operators
realized they can make more money
renting than leasing sites.” Penny is also
seeing “a growing appetite” for rental
accommodations in campgrounds.
“I think the pandemic has made people feel
more comfortable in a standalone cabin
than in a hotel room sharing a common
corridor.,” he explained. “The pandemic has
created a desire for improved mental
health and campgrounds offer outdoor
space. Low-yield sites are also being
converted to yurts or cabins. That’s bringing
in new client groups who pay $200 a night.
That’s a lot of yield potential.”
While British Columbia campgrounds are
busiest during the spring, summer, and

early fall, they also generate business during the
winter months from Canadian snowbirds who travel
laterally across Canada from Alberta, Manitoba,
Saskatchewan and Ontario and other frigid points
in the Eastern provinces, which are known for their
icy and colder winters.
In 2020, British Columbia campgrounds have
suffered the loss of international travelers (about
17% of the overall business), as well as American
travelers (approximately 10% of overall business)
bound for Canada or Alaska as a result of the
pandemic and the resulting border closure. But
Penny anticipates that as the pandemic begins to
ease, the border will reopen and international traffic
will resume, potentially by fall.
In the meantime, campgrounds in British Columbia
are doing well servicing Canadians. Overall camper
nights were down just 5% in British Columbia in
2020 compared to 2019, which Penny said was akin
to the kind of decline Canadian parks experience
during a wet summer season.

Looking to the future, Penny anticipates strong
campground business levels in 2021 from the
local population and a boost when the border
restrictions ease.
“Everyone keeps telling me that their January and
February bookings are well ahead of last year,” he
said, adding, “I think we are looking at a very
strong season, probably 3% to 4% better than last
year, and more like 2019.”
In addition to serving as BCLCA’s executive
director, Penny serves as chaiman of the
Camping and RVing BC Coalition, a position he
has held since 2008, and sits on the board of the
Canadian Camping and RV Council as a founding
member.
When he’s not managing BCLCA, Penny enjoys
taking multiple camping trips in his 26-foot
Denali travel trailer and physical activity,
including training for and running half
marathons, cycling, fishing and spending quality
time with his partner, Darlene and their son,
Jamie.

