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Today I want to talk about ‘Going Urban’ – that process of repopulating and 

regenerating the inner-city that is becoming the energetic story of Victoria.  I will 

focus on the opportunities and challenges that come with this urban revitalization 

strategy and the things a local government and development community can do to 

realize the full potential of repopulation. 

 

Victoria is on a Roll 

    

Having watched Victoria for many years and feeling that the city was a prime 

candidate to host a significant downtown population, it is good to now see this 

happening.  I have always said that you enjoy such a beautiful setting for living – 

certainly one of the best in Canada.  Now, I have been excited to learn that you 

currently have almost 2000 units under construction all around the Inner Harbour, 

which will bring your population to almost 10,000 urban, inner-city residents. I 

have rounded off the numbers, but the narrative is big and true and important – and 

it portends of fascinating things to come for Victoria. 

 

Of course part of this is a story of taking advantage of the demographic that has 

long been prevalent in Victoria but now looking at broadening out that population.  

The other part of the story is that Victoria is also experiencing one of the most 
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typical spinoffs of a re-energized downtown, which is the growth of jobs and 

commerce.  I have been told that your tech sector has now overtaken tourism as the 

biggest jobs producer.  That commercial growth, then, in the rebound, will 

reinforce the housing trend.  Everywhere this happens, it is a pleasure to see how 

the entire economy heats up and diversifies. You can say that, as a result of this 

process, Victoria is on a roll, and that is a very good thing. 

 

Like the rest of urban BC, you are reaping the benefits of being part of a world 

network with in-migration of people, wealth, and energy.  And I suspect you are 

also seeing some of the liabilities. 

 

You are experiencing today what Vancouver started to experience about two 

decades ago – an economy being transformed; the inner-city transformed (no 

longer a 9-to-5 town); and, as a result, the whole city changing, which created a 

compelling new image for us in the world.  We learned from this extraordinary 

process of change.  We certainly have enjoyed many benefits and pleasures that 

were never before available to us.  But, it also has to be said that we now have to 

cope with some difficult outcomes that we did not predict or understand. These are 

difficulties that are as dangerous to our future as the benefits have been 

advantageous. 

 

Today I have been asked to talk about downtown transformation – ‘Going Urban’ – 

and to highlight some of the potentials and implications that this brings you as a 

city and, specifically, as a development community.  I will use our Vancouver 

experience, along with some examples from elsewhere, to look at:  
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-Ways that you in Victoria can leverage your boom – offering some ideas 

that could open up both business and civic opportunities; and, 

-Things that you in Victoria should watch out with your boom – offering 

some warnings. 

Having been a city planner in charge of transformations in Vancouver and advising 

on this in many other cities around the world – but also having been a developer 

for several years – I hope I can give you a perspective that might be helpful at City 

Hall but also in your next inner-city development projects. 

 

 

Oh, by the way, you can read more of this story of inner-city regeneration in my 

recent book, Eco-Design for Cities and Suburbs, published by Island Press in 

Washington, D.C., and available through Amazon. 

 

 

One Big Overarching Message 

 

Something is changing in cities as we “go urban” and it has to do with the 

consumers that we are engaging with.  Contemporary urban consumers have very 

high expectations.  They are prepared to pay the price for what they want but they 

want it to be really good.  They do not just want the basics; they want a fulfilling 

lifestyle and a fulfilling experience.  They want their lifestyle to really sing. 

These consumer demands, which are all-encompassing, cannot be satisfied unless 

the public and private sectors work together like never before.  The traditional 

relationship that was an affair of the policed and the policeman simply has to go – 

we have to be entrepreneurial collaborators in building the intensive and versatile 

city.  Why is this the case?  Well, it is because the whole experience of living 
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happens not just in a great private development, no matter how all-inclusive you 

make it; it happens in a great town. Urban experience ranges across public/private 

boundaries.  You, as a developer, can deliver a wonderful, quality development but 

the City has to deliver a great town with all the amenities that makes it both 

complete and stylish.  If either side is missing, the consumer walks away and goes 

where public and private forces have their act together to deliver the holistic 

experience that they really want. 

 

So the regenerated inner-city is all about collaboration. Hopefully you are building 

the framework and laws for that collaboration here in Victoria.  There is an 

arrangement and art of bringing public and private interests in alignment. If you 

are not organizing to make that happen, you definitely must start doing that now. 

 

Consumers and Their Expectations 

 

Let me start by talking about who your consumers are in inner-city regeneration 

and who they might be –who you might draw as more consumers. You can expect 

the affluent young singles (Millennials) and empty nesters.  We all know those are 

the typical demographic here in Victoria but they are also the typical demographic 

that naturally take to inner-city urban living.  Of course, serving these consumers is 

a good place to start your repopulation strategy.  They have proven to be a strong 

market.  But, in many places we are finding that these natural consumers are not 

enough for a long-term sustainable market for the inner-city. There are only so 

many of the footloose singles and older couples.  You need a wider consumer base 

for ongoing transformation.  In Vancouver, we discovered we could dramatically 

grow our multi-family residential market in several ways.   
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The first was by adding families. Demographically, most working people still come 

from households with children.  Also, most of those young singles very soon are 

coupling up and having children.  The art of a smart strategy is to retain those 

households in the city. I will come back to this in a moment. 

 

You can further grow the residential consumer base as a support for the other 

offerings of a vibrant, interesting city by adding special types of housing, and 

moderate-income households – this is key to the retail, service, entertainment, and 

special purpose market that, with your tourism, creates a ‘cool’ community. I will 

come back to moderate-income households a little later, but first let me zero in on 

housing mix.  In Vancouver, we discovered that housing mix is vital particularly 

for the new kind of consumers that are out there.  Rowhouses are a big addition to 

the modern inner-city housing profile for the simple reason that many consumers 

are afraid of heights or have a dog they want to let out or want their children to be 

able to immediately access the sidewalk for play.  So, in Vancouver now, we have 

several thousand rowhouses, which sit proudly along the sidewalks, also creating a 

very safe and domestic ambiance.  Other more unusual units have also proven 

popular.  Buildings with what are called “mingles suites”, with two master suites in 

the unit are especially popular as middle-income singles team up just to buy a unit.  

Live-work lofts are also popular because many people work at home and some 

people want to use their rent as a kick-start for their business.  Shop houses, with 

retail below and apartments above are important along major streets.  One thing we 

especially learned is to beware of too many one-bedroom suites and also one-

bedroom suites on the ground floor.  Again, you will find that there are not enough 

singles to fill all those units and single women, in particular, do not feel safe at 

grade in the inner-city, even in a very safe community.  So a diversity of unit sizes 

is essential.  
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Expanding the housing consumer base is good for the development business but it 

is also helpful for all other aspects of an inner-city economy.  If you provide many 

consumer options, more people will be drawn downtown.  This supports retail and 

community services, which makes the area more attractive for companies who 

want their employees close by.  Also, it generally builds enough of a base of 

residents to make the sidewalks come alive for interest and safety.  All, taken 

together, makes for a significantly more resilient community. When 

choreographing downtown Vancouver we learned that putting in place the right 

mix, creates a virtuous circle of supply and demand in the market – housing 

feeding commerce – commerce feeding jobs – jobs feeding housing. 

 

Two Key Factors for Urban Competitiveness 

 

I could talk about many things that contribute to the competitiveness of a 

regenerated city not only to other cities but especially to its nearby suburbs. But let 

me just focus on two features that, surprisingly, we discovered to be at the heart of 

satisfying urban living and that seem to be significant in order to make high 

density work for consumers.  I think these are very relevant to your experience 

here in Victoria.  The two factors I want to cover are neighbourhoods and design.  

These are big issues for all the new urbanites but they are especially big for the 

Millennials and for the Creatives – these are people who are deliberately choosing 

a different lifestyle from their parents and they have different needs than their 

parents.  

The Neighbourhoods Factor 
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I commend to you here in Victoria the concept of coherent neighbourhood units for 

your downtown as it grows.  This is because consumers make housing choices 

based on everything essential for their day-to-day living – not just the quality of 

the unit that they choose to live in.  Also the new generation is not as connected to 

the automobile as their parents were.  So, they just want everything close at hand – 

not only jobs but also services, entertainment and friends. 

 

The neighbourhood module includes pedestrian scale, all the amenities and 

services at hand and a local shopping ‘high street’ at the centre for basic needs and 

to provide the places where a neighbourhood creates its culture – we call these the 

“third places” – the places, after home and work, where people hang out, meet one 

another and bring the social side of the community together.  

 

Basic neighbourhood retail must include a grocery store, a pharmacy, a liquor store 

(in Canada, where liquor is sold by the government), along with day-to-day retail 

and personal services. The prime anchor is that grocery store.  Without that readily 

at hand, people simply will not settle comfortably into the neighbourhood because 

they have to go elsewhere for their food.  In Vancouver, we had no grocers 

downtown and, as the Chief Planner, I went to all the food retail companies trying 

to convince them that the downtown population soon would match the suburban 

populations that they were accustomed to serving.  They were skeptical so the first 

grocery store, Urban Fare in False Creek North, had to be subsidized by the 

developer for several years before there were enough people to support it.  

Needless to say, today it is phenomenally successful, and the developer is very glad 

to have included it in the block.  In the inner-city, we now have food stores from all 

the major and specialty companies.  This really makes the place work on a day-to-

day basis.   



8 
 

 

The standard public amenities that we worked together to include in each 

neighbourhood are the following:  parks, schools, child daycare, community 

centres, libraries, public art, along with walkways and bikeways.  It seems like an 

obvious list but, sadly, most downtowns as they struggle to repopulate do not have 

these amenities and they are hard to secure.  Very quickly consumer interest just 

fizzles.  

 

The targeted basic scale that we have arranged in our neighbourhood design is to 

have a 5-7 minute walk from the edge of the consumer catchment area to the centre 

where the retail and services are located, which results in a 15-minute walk across 

the diameter of the neighbourhood.  We need a basic population of 10,000+ people 

to support both public and private amenities and services and a resilient 

community with choices will have about 20,000 people or more.  It is essential to 

have a balance of jobs and housing – not too much of each compared to the other – 

if you really want people to choose walking as the way to make their way to work.  

The general standard we use everywhere is a 1:1 ratio of jobs and working 

population. 

 

The quality of the parks and streets and other public spaces is central to peoples’ 

attitudes about a place. Adequate and attractive public areas are an integral part of 

the neighbourhood template.  People expect a nice public realm and direct access 

to open space – it helps with neighbourhood identity as well as amenity.  A big fear 

of moving from the suburbs is that the spacious green factor will be lost.  The 

normal bias is that the inner-city will be harsh and inhospitable.  You have to 

confound that in the public environment.  Vancouver has comparable park 

standards in the inner-city to those in the suburbs – 2.7 acres for every 1,000 
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residents.  But Vancouver has also settled on the sidewalk as the focus of public 

life.  We pay a lot of attention to the sidewalk setting, including grass boulevards, a 

double rows of trees, lush landscaping to screen density, weather protection along 

retail frontages, and  public art.  Then we carefully manage the location of tall 

buildings to minimize shade on public places, keeping those places as sunny as 

possible, particularly during the active hours of the day.  We need those public 

spaces to stay as warm as possible in our cool weather so that people will 

spontaneously and comfortably use them.   

 

Is Downtown Victoria coalescing as a neighbourhood?  Does it have the full range 

of facilities and a balanced mix of jobs and housing?   Have you arranged different 

neighbourhood areas that are of the right scale so that each can build their own 

identity and loyalty from residents.  We know what this is like for traditional 

communities and out in the suburbs, but are you thinking about those things as you 

work together with the local government to repopulate downtown Victoria?  If you 

are not sure, you may need to do a neighbourhood audit, which is the first thing I 

always suggest to a community committed to repopulation and regeneration of its 

inner-city. 

 

The Design Factor 

 

One of the most profound things that unlocked our inner-city housing market in 

Vancouver has been great project design.  Very early on we discovered that many 

former suburbanites have a negative view of the average apartment building so 

they need more to entice them – our development community, obviously urged on 

by the City, has become very clever.  I’m not talking about ‘starchitecture’; I am 

just talking about quality design. 
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You all know the Vancouver parti of tall thin towers and street-oriented podiums.  

You also know how our market works.  I do not need to review that but here are a 

few things that we found to be very important from the point of view of project and 

community design.  Interestingly, these often started as civic guidelines but, now, 

they are generally embraced by the development community because they have 

created very popular building products. 

 

One of the most popular moves is that every project includes ample private open 

green space in delightful enclosed courtyards and roof gardens where residents can 

escape the action outside for the safety and quiet of their own small gardens.  All 

the buildings have streetwalls right along the sidewalk offering pedestrian interest 

as you walk along the street but also a quality of safety that people, particularly 

women appreciate.  So in building design we try for no blank walls, lots of doors 

and porches and stoops and windows and almost any engaging detail down at eye 

level.  We shield the base of tall towers from the sidewalk with sidewalk-scaled 

buildings – those famous podiums – in order to cut the impact of those very tall 

building.  This engenders a comfortable sense of scale for adjacent people walking, 

allowing the towers to float almost out of one’s perception. This is how tall 

buildings can be humanized.  City regulations to broker interests among developers 

and consumers have turned into popular actions because we enforce tower 

separations and manage private views gains and losses, which means everyone can 

co-exist harmoniously. 

 

Never under estimate the effectiveness and popularity of mid-rises. In most cities 

around the world, these are the most prevalent building forms as cities repopulate, 

not the Vancouver-style towers. This is because they fit so well within an existing, 
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often historic, setting.  For example, there are beautiful mid-rise models in 

Stockholm, especially in the Hammarby Sjostad neighbourhood.  The same can be 

said for Malmo, as well as for Rotterdam in The Netherlands.  But, in Vancouver,  

as we have started to use more mid-rises, we have found that their building 

massing has to be carefully sculpting to open up vistas and maximize natural light. 

In design terms, all intense development has to be delicately handled. 

 

High-rise or mid-rise, in order to insure customer satisfaction with big multi-family 

buildings, we have found that every detail counts.  The impacts of large-scaled 

buildings have to be deliberately mitigated or else there are some pretty unpleasant 

results.  Lots of attention to building design, including provision of quality 

materials, preserving heritage where it exists, and managing security, noise, 

privacy and interface conditions are all big design concerns in the quest for what 

we call “neighbourliness”. 

 

    My point is that people usually hate high density because it has often been so 

poorly done – it is so unfulfilling. That was the Vancouver story when we started. 

And I don’t blame consumers – they deserve better.  Ample amenities, along with 

thoughtful design, allow us to change attitudes.  We can effectively tame density 

for the consumer.   

 

There is a general formula for success when density and quality are tied together. 

The architectural solutions allow the density to work.  The high density generates 

enough value to carry quality construction, great on-site amenities and a very nice 

contribution to the neighbourhood infrastructure.  And the supportive 

neighbourhood draws all kinds of people back from the suburbs to a truly urban 

lifestyle. 
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How is Victoria doing on design?  From what I have seen in your more recent 

buildings, I would say quite well but this is a never-ending quest because tastes and 

expectations among consumers are constantly changing.  As they see more out 

there, they want more in their own community. Adding features such as I have been 

describing as drivers with what you already know about your consumers can not 

only add to the market appeal of your projects but also to the value of the products 

you are selling.  Today’s consumers are demanding customers and so they should 

be.  It is always our job to keep ahead of them. 

 

Special Challenges with ‘Going Urban’  

  

There are some special challenges in ‘going urban’.  The two that I want to focus 

on today are at the very centre of the Vancouver story and are of particular 

relevance here in Victoria.  I want to cover one very positive factor that will up the 

ante in a very good way for any city repopulation – it certainly did for Vancouver – 

that is the strategy for inclusion of families in the inner-city equation.  This is about 

creating housing and neighbourhoods that are hospitable to families.  The other 

factor that I will cover is the opposite – it is a very worrisome one that the very 

success of ‘going urban’ seems to create.  If you let this one fester, it can damage 

the success of everything else you are trying to accomplish. It is currently hitting 

Vancouver very hard – I am talking about the security of affordable middle-income 

housing within the population mix of the inner-city.  

 

The Exciting Challenge of Families 
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I mentioned families at the beginning as the game-changer factor for downtown 

transformation because so many downtown working people come from households 

with children.  If you can get them to come to live downtown and stay there for the 

life cycle of the family, you can build a strong strategy around that. 

 

But families are picky and they generally assume that the suburbs are the only 

practical option for them.  There is where they get the spacious home and the back 

garden and the nearby school – and all the other families to socialize with.  So in 

inner-city repopulation,  you have to out-do that other choice.  You have to make it 

more attractive than people expect to live in the city with your kids.  A lot of this 

has to do with seeing the multiple-family unit as a surrogate for the single-family 

house and trying to replicate as many features from single-family living as 

possible. 

 

To get a handle on this, we at City Hall in Vancouver years ago did some empirical 

research to determine the key components of family living at high densities.  We 

started by publishing a set of civic design guidelines for housing families at high 

density (which are still available on the City of Vancouver web-site) and requiring 

that 25% of all new dense housing should be designed to meet these guidelines. 

Ironically, now, years later, the guidelines are not really what motivate most 

developers because the family market has become very rich.  So the developers are 

meeting and then exceeding the guidelines, each in their own way, to draw in what 

has become an important customer. 

 

There are particular issues with dense family housing. To emphasize those, let me 

go back to the guidelines to show you what the quest for family housing has to 

involve. 
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For the unit, here are the important aspects: appropriate bedroom count and 

bedroom separation from active living areas; child-proof finishes; private open 

spaces for supervised “outside time”; minimum storage provisions; and in-unit 

laundry – among other needs. 

 

For the building, even more aspects have to be handled: clustering of family units 

for mutual support; secure and visible semi-public outdoor spaces where children 

can meet one another; family gathering and gardening and party facilities; grade-

level units and separate entrances for people who want their own front door like 

they had in the suburbs. 

 

For the neighbourhood, the civic aspects come into play: adequate numbers and 

quality of parks, schools, community facilities and childcare; safe areas for 

spontaneous play and to meet other kids, without traffic cross-streets; and, nearby 

transit. 

 

Of course, one reason developers have embraced these features so fully is that they 

are not difficult to do and they do not cost much more than what they used to do.  

But, the bigger reason is that families have taken to the resulting housing and are 

flooding back Downtown, dramatically expanding the range of the market.  In 

Vancouver, from a post-occupancy survey, we now know that 30% of new multi-

family units built downtown in this generation are actually occupied by families – 

that has resulted in almost 9000 children downtown at last count. That is more 

children than in any one of the surrounding traditional neighbourhoods.  
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But, I also have to say that, in hindsight, we could have gone further.  Let me offer 

just a couple of suggestions for how you might easily out-do our Vancouver 

experience here in Victoria. 

 

The first suggestion has to do with parking. We all really need to update our 

thinking about home parking in apartment buildings.  For all practical purposes, 

suburban home parking is free, private and flexible – the vision of the home garage 

is clear in everybody’s minds. Is there actually room to park a car in that typical 

suburban garage? It seems to serve so many other functions.  That image is rarely 

seen in the inner-city.  Most multi-family, dense development needs grade-

separated parking and that’s a good thing – but what we get are these giant 

underground caverns of parking with very little security for individual cars and no 

ability whatsoever to use the parking space for anything but storing a car.  These 

spaces are very expensive and a typical family needs this extra space to be 

available for more than just parking a car.  Also, many families are giving up their 

cars because they don’t really need them in the core city because they walk 

everywhere or use a ‘share car’. So the money they are paying for expensive 

parking spaces is simply wasted. Who can afford that?  Also such spaces sitting 

within a sea of parking would surely benefit from more direct privacy and security.  

We need private underground garages to go with inner-city family homes. But, to 

do this, almost every regulation of multiple-family building has to be reformed and 

that is a very big hassle.  We’ve done some cool experiments in Vancouver with 

privatized underground garages used for a workshop or storage, but we continue to 

struggle with this because it is too complicated and time consuming for the average 

developer to get into it. We have very few even though I have personally seen 

consumers make the final housing choice based upon this one factor alone. 
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The second suggestion has to do with flexibility of space within an apartment.  

Family needs are constantly changing during the life cycle of a typical family.  

People need to be able to shift around their space as easily as they can in the 

typical single family home – more kids come, or a parent needs to be looked after, 

or a hefty mortgage needs the rent of a secondary suite for a few years.  We have 

come to so tightly regulate multiple-family buildings that this sort of flexibility is 

really hard to come by.  That needs to also be fixed.  There are many benefits and 

almost no liabilities to more flexibility of the apartment unit. 

 

Looking more broadly, there is no question that the inclusion of families in the 

inner-city repopulation agenda is good for developers and good for the city. And 

then, there is also one amazing positive spin-off for the whole city of a family 

housing strategy that was a complete surprise to us in Vancouver.  It is now 

absolutely clear that if you design a city that works well for a child, it will work 

well for everyone else. 

 

This challenge of family housing at high density in Downtown Victoria is the one 

area that I think you need to work on.  As I walk around, I see few children on the 

sidewalks. You have so much potential here, especially as the workers in your tech 

sector, accustomed to downtown living, start to have their families.  I hope I leave 

you with a strong message on this.  It is one of the most exciting opportunities of 

revitalization.  

 

  

The Difficult Challenge of Affordability 
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Without question, the biggest challenge Vancouver now faces, with all of its other 

success, is housing affordability – specifically the affordability of middle-income 

housing.  Beware – this will hit you also here in Victoria.  It is inevitable.  You are 

particularly vulnerable because for Victoria, like other resort communities, this is 

not just about a housing shortfall, it will hit at the very epicentre of your economy 

– your tourism.  That is because most of your tourist sector is supported by service 

workers serving those tourists.  If they cannot live in Victoria, this whole sector 

could be put into a slide.  But, to be frank, this is a risky situation for any city and 

for all aspects of making a full city work – service workers get pushed out, the 

creative sector gets pushed out, the young entrepreneurs get pushed out – and both 

economic and social diversity get lost. 

 

Now, in almost every community, the low-income side has been dealt with at least 

to some degree.  We all have our programs and our targets like Vancouver’s 20% 

social housing policy for inclusion of low-income people.  Yes, we all have our 

shortfalls and homelessness but at least the whole demographic is not being totally 

left out.  As a side point, I will say, however, that it is particularly interesting in a 

downtown repopulation scenario how homelessness has to have special 

consideration by developers.  This is not just because you are socially responsible 

but also because the issue hits your consumers every day and is actually limiting 

the growth of the inner-city market – consumers are put off by homelessness and 

will stay away, so you have to help the government to deal with this crisis in each 

of our cities.  Homelessness just has to be eradicated. 

 

But the big emerging issue, increasingly, is the missing middle.  In Vancouver, as 

you, no doubt, have all read, it  is the middle-income sector that is being pushed 

out because we didn’t realize until recently that we would have to cope with this 
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problem.  We all thought that society and the market would do the job.  Because of 

housing prices spiraling up, that changed about 4 years ago in Vancouver.  Now, no 

matter what a household does in terms of prudent savings and even family 

assistance, they are just below what is needed to get into the market.  You in 

Victoria are probably enjoying the results as these people leaving Vancouver.  But, 

watch out for your own success because housing prices will very likely follow the 

typical pattern here in Victoria that we see in all successful world cities.  They are 

going to go out of sight, and you will start seeing the middle pushed out here as 

well. 

 

Contrary to what the media sometimes tells us, this problem is not 

unique to Vancouver.  This is a spreading phenomenon all over the world because 

the world’s people are essentially footloose.  Once this free-flowing population 

discovers your city, they put untold pressures on limited supply and prices start to 

go up.  It is the unavoidable result of urban success and seems to hit particularly 

hard as a core city ‘goes urban’.  Every market-based world city has this problem.  

There are no exceptions that I know of – people talk about Hong Kong and 

Singapore as exceptions, but, there, by-in-large, the government owns all the land, 

so they can do what they want with land values and keep prices just where they 

want them.  That is definitely not so anywhere else. A basic fact is that world 

wealth will always be able to out-compete local wealth.  This is the foundation of 

the problem. 

 

Now we have some moderating balances here in British Columbia like some 

secure rental housing, often older housing, and some co-ops.  But every study 

shows that this is not even close to what will be needed in the future to 

accommodate our middle-income household sector. 
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In Vancouver we let this trend get away from us and now it is almost impossible to 

solve because at a certain point land is so valuable that not even government can 

manage it to deliver new kinds of solutions.  This is the ugly underbelly of the 

otherwise almost total success story that we and you are experiencing as our 

markets fly.  If we do not fix it, we will be brought to our knees because it will de-

stabilize everything else. 

 

This is a special matter for the development community because it cannot be 

solved by government alone.  They must have your help. 

 

I will say in no uncertain terms that the current negative measures you see coming 

out of government will not work.  On the one hand, Canada is a safer place for 

money than other places and people will pay the tariff to invest here.  Add a tax 

and they will simply absorb it.  On the other hand, locals say they want prices to go 

down, but not the price of their own home, which is likely their pension plan or the 

legacy for their children.  If the negative taxes really start to collapse prices, you 

watch as the locals will hit back at the government that is responsible for stealing 

their embedded wealth. 

 

So, solutions have to be positive ones.  Many people are now arguing that we need 

a complete sector of secure middle-income housing that will always be available to 

local middle-class consumers.  Admittedly, this is a whole new concept for the 

housing culture in Canada and certainly in British Columbia and it will take 

arrangements and measures that are absolutely new to us.  The most important 

thing is that a middle-income housing sector cannot be created without 

public/private partnerships.  This requires collaboration in very new ways. 



20 
 

Fortunately, there are development opportunities as part of that collaboration.  But 

to make those practical, the municipal government will have to learn how to make 

it worth your while.   

 

Other cities are doing innovations and experiments that are worth taking 

inspiration from.  In Melbourne, Australia, local governments incentivize worker 

housing as part of larger developments.  It is offered cheaper to qualified workers. 

In Madrid, Spain, and some North American resort communities that are similar to 

Victoria, there are programs of non-profit home ownership – the developer makes 

an initial profit but after that there are no capital gains profits as this owned-

housing changes hands. Needless to say it sells for less at the outset but what 

interests many people is that it becomes more affordable through the years as 

market prices continue to go up.  In Rotterdam, The Netherlands, non-profit 

development companies work alongside market development companies delivering 

a range of housing – investing project profits from one side to subsidize the other 

side.  In the Nordic countries the big interest is in the shared economy that is 

starting to reshape the housing sector.  This is resulting in co-housing for families 

and friends, not just for seniors, where people share home spaces, domestic 

infrastructure and family amenities.  You get a lot more for your money in these 

scenarios.  In Helsinki, Finland, there is even a neighbourhood-level off-the-grid 

barter economy with its own currency that they believe will cut living costs for 

middle-income people by as much as 30%.  Even in Vancouver we are starting to 

see innovation.  VanCity Credit Union is leading an inquiry into new financing 

models and small but interesting non-profit development companies are starting to 

spring up – one worth watching is a company called Catalyst which focuses as a 

non-profit on non-profit lands for development of what they call “socially 

responsibility” development. 
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People are saying that maybe 30% of Vancouver housing in the future will have to 

be targeted and secured for what is designated as the local, increasingly “missing 

middle”. 

 

Here in Victoria, I would say you still have the chance to get ahead of this problem.  

I would challenge you, the Urban Development Institute, to take a leadership role 

and help your local government find the right solutions.  There is help out there – 

we see some government commitments (for example, in the recent budget) – but  

that will only go so far.  There is great wealth in the development process in a hot 

market friendly to intensification and diversification, such as you are hosting here 

in Victoria.  This can be tapped.  The processes have already been invented.  Now 

you and the municipality have to figure out how to make a collaboration work here 

in Victoria. Of course, this is all about inclusionary zoning incentives but it is also 

about you as developers being more inventive than ever before. 

 

The point I want to leave you with is that affordability needs a big fix.  Little 

measures will not do.  What we have done in the past will not do.  We need to 

attack this as a whole society – because it is the kernel of rot sitting inside the 

sweet apple of our success to date in repopulating and regenerating our cities. 

 

It is so good to be here today to see Victoria on a roll and the downtown coming 

together so beautifully.  It is my hope that you can take this to the next level.  It is 

also my hope that you can avoid some of the pitfalls that surprised us in our 

Vancouver experience. 

 

Thank you, Victoria. 
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