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Backgrounder  

Innovation at Vancouver International Airport 

 
Canada’s second busiest airport, Vancouver International Airport (YVR) is a growing 

international gateway and recipient of the prestigious Skytrax North America’s Best Airport 

awards for six consecutive years. Much of this success is a result of YVR’s passion for 

innovation, one of its core values and a way of doing business. 

 

An entrepreneurial business model  

Innovation is built into Vancouver Airport Authority’s entrepreneurial business model. Created 

in 1992, the not-for-profit authority operates YVR, reinvesting all excess revenue back into 

airport development. This approach helps ensure that YVR can continue to be a leading gateway 

airport, a sustainable hub and a source of economic growth and employment for the community 

it serves. 

 

The common use approach 

In 1996, YVR was the first North American airport to implement common use terminal 

equipment, increasing efficiency and maximizing use of space. This common use approach 

extended to the introduction of self-service check-in kiosk technology in 2001. As automation 

and self-service began to change the travel experience, YVR was the first airport to apply these 

trends to the border clearance process. Automated Border Clearance kiosks for returning 

Canadians were introduced at YVR 2009, followed by the award-winning BorderXpress 

Automated Passport Control kiosks, first unveiled in 2013 and now available to millions of 

international travellers at 25 locations worldwide.  

 

Safety excellence 

YVR also looks at airport safety, its license to operate, through a lens of innovation. To improve 

the safety of aircraft, passengers and airport employees, YVR regularly implements industry-

leading technologies such as its sophisticated Tarsier Foreign Object Debris (FOD) radar 

system. Introduced in 2006, this system can detect an item as small as a suitcase zipper on a 

runway or taxiway. Such small and seemingly innocuous pieces of debris can cause serious 

aircraft damage and pose a potential safety risk.  YVR is also in the midst of a multi-year project 

that will see the addition of Runway End Safety Areas (RESAS) on its south airfield. RESAs are 

specialized areas at the end of a runway that protect passengers and reduce the severity of 

damage to an aircraft in the unlikely event of an aircraft overrun or undershoot. YVR is 

implementing RESAs ahead of Canadian requirements and in line with higher international 

standards.   
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The smart, sustainable airport  

From runways to terminals, YVR’s facilities need to keep pace with record passenger growth 

while meeting sustainability targets. Taking an innovative approach to airport development has  

led to features that are unique amongst airports. These include motion-activated moving  

walkways, solar powered hot water systems and, most recently, the use of geothermal and wind 

turbine energy to power YVR’s new Airside Operations Building.    Together, these innovations  

yield both energy and cost savings for YVR. Additionally, YVR was the first Canadian airport to 

commit to sustainable public transportation with the Canada Line, a $300 million investment for 

a rapid transit rail link connecting downtown Vancouver to YVR. 

   

The accessible airport  
Since its inception in 1992, Vancouver Airport Authority has sought to provide fully accessible 

terminal facilities and an inclusive experience for people of all backgrounds and abilities.   

From universal service counters and accessible washrooms to high-contrast signage and visual 

paging, YVR’s accessibility features have established an industry best practice. More recently, 

innovative accessibility programs at YVR include an accessible travel video series for travellers 

with spinal cord injuries, and an accessibility tour focused on families travelling with children 

with autism.    

 

A commercial enterprise  

YVR is home to an award-winning selection of more than 160 shops, services and restaurants, 

including innovative “firsts” like a medical clinic, on-site pharmacy, the first airport 7-Eleven 

convenience store and North America’s only World Duty Free operation. Not only do these 

shops and amenities enhance the passenger experience, but they also provide an excellent 

source of non-aeronautical revenue to the Airport Authority. This revenue funds the operation 

and development of a world-class airport, while providing the best possible value for airlines 

and passengers.  Visitors to YVR can also appreciate its commitment to innovation while 

shopping at McArthurGlen Designer Outlet Vancouver Airport, a premium outlet mall located on 

airport land that is 50 per cent owned by the Airport Authority.  

 

A destination itself 

YVR was the first airport to offer an architectural reflection of its destination. From building 

elements that evoke the forests and coastal zones of British Columbia’s unique geography to a 

land, sea and sky colour palette, passengers know from the minute they step into the terminal 

that they have arrived in beautiful British Columbia. YVR is also home to the largest private 

collection of Northwest Coast First Nations artwork in the world, including Bill Reid’s famed 

Jade Canoe sculpture that once graced the Canadian $20 bill. Large-scale custom art 

installations, comfortable gathering spaces and even a 114,000 litre aquarium housing marine 

life indigenous to the South Coast all contribute to YVR’s award-winning sense of place.  
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