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Compared to Olympic housing, the Woodward’s development is

a bargain

Brian Hutchinson  June 11, 2010 – 8:24 pm

The Post’s Brian Hutchinson is embedded for a month in Vancouver’s notorious Downtown Eastside. The
Woodward’s Project is an online and print series that chronicles his experiences as part of a unique urban
experiment to bring together rich and poor in the most derelict, subsidized and politicized neighbourhood in
Canada.

The new $400-million Woodward’s housing development in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside is among the most ambitious
experiments in mixed-income living and urban renewal ever launched. It’s certainly unique; stacking more than 500 pricey
condominiums atop almost 200 social housing units in a crime and drug infected neighbourhood is a tricky bit of business.
Conflicts and clashes occur daily.

But Woodward’s is not this city’s most expensive residential project, or the most problematic. Not by a long shot. Those titles
belong to Vancouver’s $1 billion-plus Olympic Village, a financially distressed extravagance just two kilometres south.

New residents are just moving in now. The community has spectacular looks and many fine attributes. Located on former industrial
land at False Creek, the cluster of medium-height condominium and low-income apartment towers is visually attractive, well
designed and energy efficient. Water, bicycle lanes, pretty landscaping and parks surround it.

Urban planners from other cities and countries are being toured around the place, and they’re leaving impressed. The city is touting
Olympic Village as the world’s “greenest” neighbourhood, which might be a stretch. What’s not in doubt is that financially, it’s a
mess.
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The city of Vancouver assumed all obligations for the village in 2008 when Fortress Credit Corp., the New York hedge fund
financing its construction, walked from the project. That left locally based developer Millennium Development Corporation without
the means to complete. In the midst of a global economic crisis, and with the 2010 Olympic Winter Games on the horizon, the city
stepped in and bought the entire $760-million Fortress loan.

The city had already leased the Olympic Village lands to cash-strapped Millennium, and was installing the required infrastructure
— roads, sewers and such — bringing its total commitment to about $1-billion.

“We’re on the hook for all of it,” an ashen faced mayor, Gregor Robertson, said at the time. Here was another Olympic Games
boondoggle, critics crowed, almost on the scale of Montreal’s Big Owe.

Lyle Stafford for National PostVancouver’s Olympic Village has cost the city more than $1-billion after a New York hedge fund walked away from the project.
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With the Games now over, the city is trying to unload its village condos, but at very high prices in a softening market. More than
260 of the 737 condominiums were sold prior to construction completion, before the Games, and another 200 were released into
the market last month. The rest will be made available later.

After a solid opening weekend in May, when some 60 condos were sold, sales have slowed. The city doesn’t expect to be divested
from the development until the end of 2012.

But more troubling is the village’s social housing component, which was watered down and compromised thanks to financial
pressures. Olympic Village boasts three “affordable housing” towers, with a combined 252 rental apartments.

But who can afford all of them? Not the city that had committed to building them and renting them all to low-income folk. The
units were to have cost a combined $64-million. Cost overruns pushed that figure to $110-million by 2009. That works out to an
average of $436,508 per apartment, for units that average around 950 square feet.

Earlier this year, the city considered selling the apartments and using the proceeds to build more public housing elsewhere. That
idea seemed to make sense; politically, however, it was a non-starter. Vancouver council decided instead that the city will rent only
half the units to low-income people, at subsidized rates. The rest will be rented at “market” rates, with dibs to essential, “front-line”
service providers such as police officers, firemen, teachers and health-care workers. The renters will move in later this year.

In theory, the new plan allows the city to maintain at least some of its social housing commitment at the Olympic Village while
recouping enough from rents to cover certain financing costs.

But here’s the rub: Despite their premium location, and the cachet of having housed Olympic athletes during the 2010 Games — the
rental units are still over-priced.

To some, they will seem inadequate: No swish interior designs, no stone countertops. I visited a two-bedroom, 900-square foot
apartment this week. The kitchen cabinetry felt flimsy. The floors were covered with drab carpet and a linoleum-type material that
reminded me of my elementary school.

Low-income tenants will pay between $744 and $1,062 for this two-bedroom space, according to a City of Vancouver report. The
monthly “market” rent is a not-so affordable $1,900. A four-bedroom will rent for $2,368.

While not built to the same scale, the Woodward’s development has delivered more social housing, and for less than half the cost.
Its 500-plus condominiums were sold in one day. The surroundings aren’t as pretty as the Olympic Village site, and drug use
around and inside the complex remains a real worry, but as an economic argument, Woodward’s works.
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