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Since I became leader of the BC Liberals in 
2018, I travelled all across our province to 
meet with hard-working British Columbians 
from small villages to big urban centres. The 
lack of affordable housing in our communities 

is one of the most common complaints I hear 
and one of the most serious issues facing BC 
residents. Unfortunately, due to the nature 
of the problem, the housing crunch is hitting 
young people, new families, as well as seniors 
on fixed incomes especially hard.

When the NDP came to power in our 
province, they did so on lofty promises of 
$10-a-day daycare, a $400 renters’ subsidy, 
and a general pledge to make life more 
affordable. Since then, they have introduced 
19 new or increased taxes, gone back on 
their daycare and rental subsidy promises, 
and done nothing to effectively respond 
to the growing housing affordability crisis.

One of the most egregious acts of this 
NDP government was to begin balancing 
the provincial books on the backs of 
municipalities. Forcing municipalities to 
foot the bill for the new Employer Health 
Tax has already resulted in additional 

increases to 2019 property taxes in cities 
across the province, and those increases 
will inevitably get passed down to renters. 
Small businesses that add life and support 
to our local communities are hit twice as 
they pay both the EHT and the property tax 
passed on from their local governments. This 
means fewer raises, fewer new jobs, and the 
hollowing out of communities as the bills 
pile up for employees and employers alike.

British Columbia is becoming even more 
unaffordable and people are starting to feel 
duped. The actions of this government have 
instead raised the cost of living, jeopardized 
our strong economy, and destroyed 
homeowners’ equity. Paul Sullivan, one of 
the most renowned property tax specialists in 
BC, estimates that the NDP wiped out $89.2 
billion in homeowner equity between April 
2018 and April of this year. Destroying equity 
in high end homes has had no effect on 
lowering the price of the average, entry-level 
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homes that those feeling the affordability 
crunch would be looking to purchase.

People deserve better. It’s time to get serious 
about housing in our province. The NDP 
can talk the talk, but as we approach the 
two-year anniversary of their government, 
it’s well overdue for them to walk the walk.

Rather than downloading costs to 
municipalities, we need to be working 
with them to help cut the red tape that 
slows growth and adds additional costs to 
housing. According to C.D. Howe Institute 
research, costs from zoning regulations, 
development charges and housing limits 
added as much as $644,000 to the price of 
a single-family home in Vancouver between 
2007 and 2016. That cost is $311,000 in 
Abbotsford and $264,000 in Victoria, all of 
which gets passed on to homebuyers. On top 
of those additional costs, too many projects 
get tied up in arduous planning processes 
that can last years. One third of all units in 
development applications submitted in 2016 
in Vancouver are still held up in the approval 
process today. This is years of bureaucratic 
inaction while people are asking for solutions. 
We need to be looking at jurisdictions like 
Seattle where rents have fallen after the 
government took an aggressive approach 
to increasing supply. Seattle saw 17,450 new 
rental units created in 2018, compared to 
just 1,364 in Vancouver in the same year.

We need to develop a 30-year plan for 
infrastructure that combines housing needs 
with transit and encourage builders to 
contribute to transit growth. If provincial 
money is funding local infrastructure projects 
like road upgrades and transportation 
corridors, then municipal governments 
should be zoning the areas along those 
improvements to take advantage of that 
growth. We should consider both the needs 
of current residents as well as those of future 
residents.

Unfortunately, the future prospects of today’s 
youth pale in comparison to the seemingly 
unlimited potential this province offered 
when I was young. When I was fresh out of 
school with very little money to my name, I 
never doubted that with hard work I could 
one day afford a home. Today, when I look 
at my children and their friends, I don’t 
see that same confidence. While we have 
seen the real estate market come to a near-
standstill amid declining prices, it is still 
hard to find the right kind of housing that 
serves new buyers and those shut out of 
the housing market. A lack of new market 
housing makes it difficult for new buyers or 
renters to find housing that offers stability 
and independence. That also means we must 
push further on student housing, not only to 
ensure that students have safe, secure, and 
healthy housing options near their places of 
study, but also to free up housing in nearby 
rental markets.

With rental vacancies in cities like Victoria 
and Vancouver hovering around one per 
cent, we have to think outside the box for 
the sake of current and future generations. 
Introducing tax incentives to encourage 
building more rental housing is an important 
first step we should undertake but there is 
no silver bullet. Increasing the supply of 
housing will help ease demand, but demand 
will always exist in a province as beautiful 
and desirable as British Columbia. To truly 
solve this crisis we need a combined effort 
alongside Ottawa, regional districts, and 
municipalities. Perhaps most importantly, 
we need to listen to those most impacted 
by the affordability crisis because there 
are thousands of young people across this 
province with first-hand experience and 
innovative ideas and solutions to address 
this housing crunch.

Let’s tackle this crisis head on by investing in 
our students, investing in our municipalities, 
and investing in the future.

AUSTRALIA
Ban on non-resident investors from buying 
resale houses unless planning to live there 
full time.

BRITAIN
Capital gains tax as high as 28% for foreign 
owners when they sell houses not used as 
their full-time residence.

HONG KONG
Buyers who sell within 3 years face up to 
20% in extra taxes. Foreigners must spend a 
year in country before purchasing property.

COUNTRIES WITH 

FOREIGN BUYER TAXES 

OR RESTRICTIONS

NEW ZEALAND
Foreigners banned from purchasing “most” 
types of homes as of August 2018.

WE NEED TO DEVELOP A 30-YEAR 
PLAN FOR INFRASTRUCTURE THAT 
COMBINES HOUSING NEEDS WITH 
TRANSIT & ENCOURAGE BUILDERS 
TO CONTRIBUTE TO TRANSIT 
GROWTH.

A LACK OF NEW MARKET HOUSING 
MAKES IT DIFFICULT FOR NEW 
BUYERS OR RENTERS TO FIND 
HOUSING THAT OFFERS STABILITY 
AND INDEPENDENCE.
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RUSS WATSON

North American Development 
Group

Our company, North American Development 
Group, was looking at building affordable 
rental housing in Kelowna.  We acquired the 
land at One Water Street with the intention 
of building a rental project.  Unfortunately, 
with the cost of land and building it was 
not feasible, so we changed gears and are 
currently building high end condos.  Although 
Kelowna does offer some incentives to build 
affordable rental housing, it is not enough 
to make concrete rentals possible.  

We are currently building a high-rise 
concrete rental project in Downtown Phoenix 
AZ.  Phoenix put out an RFP to developers 

to submit proposals to build a 31 storey 
purpose built rental apartment building.  The 
city offered eight years property tax free as an 
incentive to build. The goal is to incentivize 
housing builds Downtown near the rapidly 
expanding ASU downtown campus, the 
recently expanded Convention Centre,  the 
baseball stadium and the basketball stadium.  
In addition to our project, Phoenix’s incentive 
programs have spearheaded a  number of 
purpose built rental projects adding 15,000 
new rental units in the Downtown Core. 
The combination of rental units, condos, 
townhomes and apartments has added to 
an incredible rejuvenation of the City’s core.   
 
Phoenix, and other American cities, are 
using such incentives to create a balance of 
affordable rental and condominium projects 
in their urban core, so people can live and 
work in the area. 

In contrast, Vancouver did not have success 
creating affordable living Downtown. Instead, 
workers often have to commute an hour a 
day or longer for a moderate wage. The 
limited supply of Downtown rentals are 
very expensive.
 
Allowing for developers to defer taxes 
on Downtown housing projects could 
incentivize such builds in Kelowna. 

ANDREY PAVLOV

Professor of Finance •  
Beedie School of Business,  
Simon Fraser University

Why are diamonds more expensive than 
water? Sure, diamonds sparkle, they’re 
exceptionally hard, and they might even help 
you get a life-long partner. Nevertheless, we 
can all last a lot longer without diamonds 
than we can without water. In fact, diamonds 
are of no use whatsoever if you’re thirsty. 
So why then are diamonds so much more 
expensive than water? No, it’s not greedy 
speculators artificially raising the price. Nor 
is it the fact that some people wear their 
diamonds less than 6 months in a year. It 
is instead the simple fact that getting more 
diamonds is hard – it takes a lot of money 
and time. Getting another glass of water, 
on the other hand, even an exceptionally 
clean glass of water, is much easier and 
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cheaper. So diamonds are expensive and 
water is cheap.
 
While everyone gets the logic of the diamond 
prices, there are many people who don’t 
seem to get the same logic when it comes 
to housing. You make housing difficult to 
build, the price goes up. As simple and 
intuitive as this is, even many of our elected 
officials act as if they don’t understand it.
 
But don’t take my word for it, consider the 
evidence instead. Note, for a moment, that 
Seattle built 17,450 rental housing units in 
2018. Now compare this to Vancouver’s mere 
1,364 units (four projects) in the same year. 
Seattle is a bigger city, I know, but it is not 13 
times bigger. And, yes, just like you would 
expect, rents in Seattle are softening and you 
can actually find a reasonable place there.  

Here’s the biggest bind – from what I gather, 
some of Seattle’s new development is 
actually done by companies and people 
that started in Vancouver. And can you blame 
them for moving? One-third of units in 2016 
development applications in Vancouver 
are still stuck in the review process today. 
If a bureaucrat has the power to hold your 
project hostage for over two years, you 
would also leave town. Or, if you stay, you 

would need a far higher rate of return to 
cover the cost of the delay alone. Either 
way, housing in Vancouver, and many other 
cities in British Columbia, is becoming just 
like diamonds – it takes a lot of time and 
money to get more. 

Still not convinced supply matters? Let’s 
consider a few more cities – all tech hubs 
in the U.S. that likely experienced similar 
increases in demand with the rise of the 
technology sector. The relationship is near 
perfect – cities that increase supply have 
lower housing prices, and vice versa. Take 
Austin and San Francisco, for instance. Austin 
essentially doubled in size between 1990 
and 2013. San Francisco added about 15 
percent total over the same period. I don’t 
need to tell you how prices compare. 

To be fair, San Francisco, like Vancouver, 
is surrounded by oceans and mountains. 
But so is Seattle, and, yet, it is able to grow 
and moderate prices. Even more strikingly, 
the Greater Tokyo area is less than half the 
size of the Lower Mainland, yet it houses 
seven times the population of BC. This even 
includes some single-family neighborhoods 
that are more affordable than most housing in 
Vancouver. So, yes, our geography presents 
a challenge for our engineers, and certainly 

rises the cost of our infrastructure, but the 
notion that we are running out of land to build 
on in BC, or even in the Lower Mainland, is 
simply not true. 

In addition to comparing similar cities that 
differ greatly in their ability to increase supply, 
it is also helpful to consider the evolution 
of a single city that changed its ability to 
increase supply over time. Vancouver offers a 
great example. Vancouver prices were quite 
stable in the 1960’s when the West End was 
densified at a fast pace. Price appreciation 
accelerated substantially in the 1970’s, when 
it became clear further densification beyond 
the downtown core would be very unlikely. 

If you still doubt that housing supply helps 
affordability, here’s my final argument. 
The Province introduced the controversial 
Speculation and Vacancy Tax specifically with 
the goal of inducing owners of empty homes 
to rent or sell, either way increasing supply. 
So even our current leaders understand 
that increasing supply is key to improving 
affordability. It’s just that they want to do 
it using your home, while continuing to 
maintain countless obstacles to actual supply 
increases.

Source: Forbes, Sept 27, 2017

“Either way, housing in Vancouver, and 
many other cities in British Columbia, is 
becoming just like diamonds – it takes a 

lot of time and money to get more”.Vancouver, British Columbia
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LESSONS FROM UNEXPECTED PLACES.

*Excerpts reprinted with permission from Sightline Institute. For the complete article, published September 21, 2017, go to Sightline.org

YOU CAN BUILD YOUR WAY TO 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING

By Alan Durning

Sightline Institute

RENT IN TOKYO HAS DECREASED 
IN THE PAST DECADE, AS BUILDING 
HAS ACTUALLY OUTPACED 
POPULATION GROWTH.

MONTREAL DEMONSTRATED THE 
POWER OF “MISSING MIDDLE” 
HOUSING ON A MASSIVE SCALE.

By Alan Durning

Sightline Institute

“You can’t build your way out of a housing 
affordability problem.” That’s conventional 
wisdom. I hear it all the time: Prosperous, 
growing, tech-rich cities from Seattle to the 
Bay Area and from Austin to Boston are all 
gripped by soaring rents and home prices. 

But what if you  can  build your way to 
affordable housing? What if, in fact, building 
is the only path to affordable housing? What 
if cities around the world have been building 
their way to affordability for decades? 

You can. It is. And they have.

CONSIDER HOUSTON

In 1980, the median price of a single-family 
house in Harris County, Texas, which 
surrounds Houston, was $141,000. In King 
County, Washington, which surrounds 
Cascadia’s first city of Seattle, the median-
priced home now costs $658,000, more than 
four-and-a-half times as much. 

Of course, the way Houston has achieved 
such extraordinary affordability may not suit 
Cascadia: it has sprawled. That’s not all it has 
done. It’s grown much taller in its core, enabling 
housing construction everywhere, both dense 
and sprawling, with little red tape or delay. 
It’s no libertarian dreamscape: covenants, 
setback requirements, and off-street parking 
quotas temper private property rights, but it 
has no conventional zoning, and compared 
with other North American cities, it’s much 
more welcoming of homebuilding. Partly 
as a consequence, it has spread across an 
enormous area.

The question left after examining Houston 
is not whether you can build your way to 
affordable housing, but whether you can 

do it without sprawling. The answer, again, 
is yes, you can.

CONSIDER TOKYO

The largest city in the world, with a metro-
area population of 38 million, Tokyo is one 
of the world’s densest, most transit-oriented, 
lowest-carbon urban agglomerations. Given 
its size, you’d expect the Japanese capital 
to be expensive, because population size 
itself tends to  raise housing prices. More 
people bidding on housing raises its cost.
A detached, single-family home in a close-in 

prefecture of Tokyo might sell for $300,000, 
less than half the $748,000 median home 
price in the city of Seattle. 

The reason for Tokyo’s affordability? Like 
Houston, Tokyo makes home construction 
extremely easy, imposing few legal barriers 
and rarely delaying construction with red 
tape. Japanese zoning rules give property 
owners enormous flexibility.

Residential space per person has doubled 
in Tokyo over the last 50 years. 

CONSIDER CHICAGO

As of May 2017, the median price per square 
foot of a home in Chicagoland was just 55 
percent of greater Seattle’s price. Rent was 
one-quarter lower too, though Chicago’s 
population is almost three times bigger 
than greater Seattle’s.

Chicago is conventionally zoned and 

governed, but its pro-housing policies—faster 
permitting, less-restrictive zoning—make 
homebuilding far easier and housing choices 
far more numerous than in many similarly 
blue US cities. “Between 2002 and 2008,” 
writes economist Ed Glaeser in Triumph of 
the City, “Chicago issued 68,000 housing 
permits. . . [while] Boston issued 8,500 
housing permits. . . . Chicago issued more 
than three times as many housing permits 
as San Jose, California, a city that is almost 
as large and far less dense.”

CONSIDER MONTREAL

Canada’s  second most populous metro 
area  is  vastly less expensive than greater 
Vancouver, BC–––less than half as much 
for a typical house. It’s even cheaper than 
much-smaller cities such as Saskatoon. 

Montreal gives most land to low- and mid-
rise apartments, and little land to detached, 
single-family houses or expensive-to-build 
high-rises. Instead, it builds three-story 
walkup apartments and the like by the 
square-mile section, both in the city and the 
suburbs: such neighbourhoods are dense 
enough to support transit, cycling, and 
walking and are also made up of the cheapest 
form of housing to build and operate.

CONSIDER VIENNA

There, a far-left government in the 1920s, 
began erecting vast new housing blocks 
in structures and complexes designed by 
leading architects and admired by urbanists 
to this day. This cityscape, plus later 
generations’ additions, now accommodates 
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some 62 percent of the city’s population: 
a cumulative total of 220,000 municipal 
rental units along with a similar number of 
dwellings owned by limited-profit housing 
associations. In Cascadia, the equivalent 
figure for existing buildings is in single digits: 
in Seattle, for example, it’s about 8 percent.

Most housing is developed through 
competitions among developers, judged 
by committees of experts based on a set 
of criteria. Among these criteria are social 
cohesion and integration  (to make racial, 
nationality, and class disparities matter 
less), environmental sustainability, beauty, 
and community.

CONSIDER SINGAPORE

The city-state surrounded by Malaysia goes 
even farther than Vienna: some 82 percent 
of residents live in apartments built by the 
state Housing Development Board, and 
nine-tenths of them own those apartments, 
purchased—curiously—out of their social 
security accounts. 

Singapore is a jaw-dropping story: nearly 
a million publicly built homes, in a short 
period, erected in dense, walkable, transit-
oriented, energy-efficient, highrise “new 
towns,” surrounded by parks and green 
space. Housing prices are modest, and 
housing policy leads to greater social equity, 
not widening wealth gaps. But of course, 
Singapore is a political outlier, a technocratic 
government with authoritarian tendencies 
that has been under one-party rule for a 
half century. Singapore’s housing model 
seems inseparable from its political system.

TOKYO
142,000 new units in 2014, double any US metro.

CHICAGO
Faster permitting (less hassle for developers).

MONTREAL
Allows more housing, has looser zoning regulations. Most land 
goes to low/mid rise, less expensive housing.

GERMANY
Has government subsidies and price controls combined with loose 
land-use laws.

70 - 80 PERCENT OF NEW 
HOUSING CONSTRUCTION IN 
VIENNA IS PUBLICLY SUBSIDIZED.

Yes, you can build your way to 
affordable housing. Aside from 
economic decline and depopulation, 
it is the only strategy that actually 
works. You can do it through a state 
monopoly as in Singapore, an array of 
public and limited-profit associations 
as in Vienna, or private developers 
as in Chicago, Germany, Houston, 
or Montreal. But to have affordable 
housing, you have to build homes in 
great abundance, and without that, 
other affordability strategies such as rent 
control and inclusionary zoning can be 
fruitless or counter productive, as in San 
Francisco. Building plenty of housing 
is not just one way to affordability, it is 
the only way—the foundation on which 
other affordability solutions, measures 
against displacement, and programs 
for inclusion, rest.


