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Open Letter to Vancouver Council on the "Villages Plan"
Subject: Serious Concerns with Vancouver’s Villages Plan
Dear Mayor and Council,

| write to challenge key elements of the Villages Plan.

Together with the recently approved Official Development Plan and Broadway Plan, the City is now granting
private owners of more than 80,000 parcels the right to build roughly 700,000 new housing units. This
represents enough capacity to house an extra 1.4 million people—more than double Vancouver’s current
population of 670,000. At today’s 1% annual population growth rate, this single decision delivers over 100
years of future housing supply. Yet even the projects already in the approval pipeline (roughly 78,000 units)
would satisfy 30 years of trend growth.

Contrary to this city’s long standing policies for new density approvals, this massive landowner entitlement is
being provided free of charge, with no expectation of payment for these new land rights. These land rights
are worth many billions of dollars. The City is giving them away for free in the hope that this will somehow
make housing more affordable.

This is an odd notion for our planners to hold. If adding hundreds of thousands of new units to existing
neighbourhoods truly lowered prices, Vancouver would have North America’s cheapest housing.

It has North America’s most expensive housing. (charts below)

It defies logic to expect an “unleashing of the housing market” — the primary justification provided for the
Villages Plan — to produce affordable housing when we have spent decades trying to do just that. Vancouver
has tripled its housing stock since the 1960s, all within a city where virtually every private parcel was in urban
use.t. This is a higher percentage increase of infill development than that of any other North American centre
city. If adding housing to existing city districts was the sure fire path to affordability we would have seen
positive results by now.

Based on this evidence, it is clear: if affordability is the main justification for this plan, it obviously fails the
test.

Massively over-zoning a city above reasonable expectations for population growth serves little purpose. The
only purpose it serves is to support the false narrative that only “restrictive zoning” stands in the way of
affordable housing. It doesn’t. It never has. It can’t. The claim is false.

On the contrary, if any city proves that it is possible to use zoning as a positive public policy tool, it is the City
of Vancouver. We tripled housing units city-wide. No other centre city did that — an unheard-of achievement.

While this sadly did not make the city more affordable, as we had hoped, it did make the city better. Much
better.



How was this 200 percent growth accomplished? By working with residents, not against them. Community
planning with local communities was the means to this achievement. Planning with communities was not an
impediment, as some now claim. It was the democratic path to a better city.

But sadly it is now obvious that our decades-long effort to encourage the housing market, in the hope that
housing would stay affordable, has failed us. Given this evidence, it seems foolish to upzone so aggressively,
hoping against hope that, in 30 or 40 years, housing will be more affordable.

Achieving durable affordability much sooner than this requires a major change in direction. We don’t lack
housing; we lack affordable housing. Given this fact, we should follow a path that other similar cities have
charted — one where the bulk of new housing built is affordable to average wage earners. This can be done
by reviving the Vancouver tradition of building non-market housing at scale, largely financed through “land lift”
taxes as applied in Yaletown.

Our own internationally famous False Creek South serves as a storied precedent. Service workers to
business owners have found homes in that lovely, self-sustaining community. The pattern is obvious. Reuse
it.

Unfortunately, the Villages Plan moves us in exactly the wrong direction. It virtually rules out any form of land
value capture tax, based on the mistaken fear that it would raise home prices. It won't—and it can’t. A
properly designed land-lift tax simply reduces the inflated “land price residual” that now funnels unearned
speculative windfalls into private pockets. A properly designed “land lift” tax channels those gains into public
benefit—without increasing the price buyers ultimately pay.

| urge you to revise these plans by deeply involving residents from every corner of the city in a highly
collaborative, bottom-up, neighbourhood-focused planning process. One that might arrive at much stronger
inclusionary zoning requirements. The people of Vancouver would rally behind such plans — plans that
ensure that their sons and daughters, and the workers who keep this city running, can afford to live in the
very neighbourhoods they serve and call home.

Do not pass this plan. Let us turn instead to plans that are sustainable in scale, equitable in outcome, and
shaped not for the market alone, but for the people who live and work here.

Yours truly,

Professor Emeritus Patrick M. Condon
University of British Columbia



Housing Growth in North American Centre Cities: 1960-2020
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Illustration one: Chart comparing Vancouver's population and housing unit growth since 1960 compared with other North American centre cities.

Housing Construction and Affordability in North American Centre Cities: 1960-2020
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Data Sources:

1961 Census of Canada (Statistics Canada)
2021 Census {Statistics Canada)

2020 Decanmal Cansus (LS. Consus Bureau)
1960 Census of Papulaton (U5, Cersus Bureau)
1960 Census of Housing (U 5. Cersus Bureau)
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This chart compares centre cities to eachother.
Centre cities are municipalities in the centre of
matro regions which have not expanded thair
grographic footprint (built up area) to include post-
war sprawd. That is, almost all new units are built
through intensification of existing urbanized land.

1960-2020 comparisons in the chart compare data
from within the same exact boundaries. This means
2020 data for some cities has been separated out
from its enlarged/amalgamated present boundary
tomatch its 1960 boundary.

Illustration 2: Chart showing housing affordability relative to income against number of new housing units built since 1960, Inverse correlation between supply and price is marked.



