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What makes Vancouver’s
condo market go hoom?




City condo buyers
are off to market

Lifestyle spending makes Vancouver’s economy go
‘round. Real-estate mavens are betting on it.

By Mary Frances Hill

omehow, the erotic allure of condo market-

ing floated right past Edmund Wong. In 2001,

when the then-aspiring actor was renting a

small downtown suite, he suddenly felt the
time had come to buy his own home. Meanwhile,
in glossy brochures and on websites and bill-
boards across the city, condo developers and
marketers touted the virtues of their not-yet-
constructed buildings, virtually shouting mes-
sages of desire.

It's no different today. “Good taste is ever-
lasting,” reads an ad for Raffles on Robson.
Marketers for Stella confide, “You're always
ahead ofthe curve and you plan to stay that way.”
Bricks and mortar that have yet to materialize
seem almost human and touchable: Stella. Oscar.
Taylor. Brittany. It’s like lifestyle porn — giving the
ego a good stroke, enticing wallets to open wide.

Wong, however, needed none of that. “All |
wanted was a place for my bed, my computer,
my TV,” he says. And that’s what he got four
years ago, after slapping down a down payment
on a West Georgia condo development called
The George, which was scheduled to begin
construction six months later. He lived there for
ayear and a half, before moving — with some
nice profit from the sale of his home —into a
bigger apartmentin Electric Avenue on Burrard
Street, another pre-sale he purchased before
builders had broken ground.

Wong seemingly refuses to stand still. In two
years, he and his girlfriend will move into his
largest home yet, in Raffles on Robson, a grand
condo development slated to open in 2007
at Robson and Cambie. Whether he knows it
or not, it's people like Wong who are leading
Vancouver’s greatest real-estate boom in years.
According to Douglas Soo, a buyer’s agent who
specializes in pre-sale projects, the market is
being driven not by growing families yearn-
ing for more space, or empty-nesters trading
houses for a downtown pad, but investment-
minded folks like Wong. Condo investors are
“astute, gentle mini-giants that set fire to our
economy,” says Soo, who works with partner
Marjan Mazaheri.

Sales of new homes (including pre-sale apart-
ments) in Vancouver brought in $2.2 billion to
the local economy last year, according to the
Real Estate Board of Greater Vancouver. That’s
an increase of 28 per cent over 2003. Last
year saw sales of 3,543 apartments
—25 per cent more than were sold in
2003.

“If you buy something atthese
prices today, it's a no-brainer [that
you'll make money],” says Wong.
He looked at land values, rising
construction costs, the lure ofthe
Olympics, and Vancouver’s rapid
population growth before bidding
afond adieu to life as a renter. “I've
done my homework,” he says, “and
the trend is a gradual rise for the
long-term.”

Soo and Mazaheri evaluate all
the pre-sale offerings in the down-
town core, and make recommenda-
tions to their clients based on what
they think will best suit their needs.
Soo acknowledges that there’s
some irony in his work; he speaks
with passion about his job, but he
counsels condo buyers to keep all
emotion — all their desire for the
symbols of hearth and home — out
ofthe equation when they buy.
Heck, don't even bother calling it a
home. “When you buy a G.I.C., do

you ask what colour itis, or ifit has a good view?”
Soo asks.

Ifthe trend is to buy a home in order to make
money, rather than to settle down, it runs counter
to do-it-yourselfhome design and renovating, one
oftoday’s most popular hobbies. A 2004 report
called The Economic Impact of MLS Residential
Real Estate Sales in B.C. shows that, in 2003, the
average home purchaser spent about $27,915
post-sale on expenses like legal fees, moving
costs, renovations, furniture, appliances and
taxes. Last year, home sales across B.C. gener-
ated $2.7 billion in spending (not including the
home purchase) and created 22,538 jobs.

"I tell you that nine out of ten of
my clients won't live in the unit
they buy. Your expectations
will change. You will change.”

— Douglas Soo

Even with all this reno cash circulating in
the marketplace, Sooinsists it’s the investors
— notthose who live in their homes and settle
in for a Sunday afternoon with House & Garden
Television — that move the economy forward.
He credits the non-resident tax (a fee imposed
on offshore property owners) as another rea-
son for the city’s real-estate boom. Ifit’s mostly
Vancouverites who keep buying and selling in
their hometown, local condos will always be
a good buy. “Ifthe market is driven locally, it’ll
remain strong,” says Soo. “Ifit’s driven by offshore
investors, it will be extremely volatile. If an offshore
investor doesn’t want it anymore, he’lldump it,
even ataloss. But alocal person will hold onto it.”
That said, the pre-sale isn’t for everyone. As
marketing lingo makes certain, small spaces
and the luxury of dark hardwood and high-end
faucets fit a specific lifestyle. Forget about pair-
ing up orimagining the sound oftiny footsteps in
that downtown space; the pre-sale was made for
investors, and people with an urban (read: single-
tons flush with disposable income) lifestyle.
Speaking of which: last year, Merete (who
requested that her surname not be used) moved

See CONDO page 8

The development opens in 2007.

news/views ¢ a&e ¢ music » movies ¢ listings « the lifes eat & drink « home pages ¢ classifieds

=
=

Marjad Mazaheri and Douglas Soo at Electric Avenue, a Burrard Street condo project
they championed as buyer’s agents. Photos by Doug Shanks

‘WE

To advertise in this special
section contact the advertis-
ing department 604-742-
8677 or sales@westender.

HEALTH & WELLNESS

wty Doctors’ Choice

QP TRITION

The natural choice
for better health

* New retail location providing
professional healthcare products

An Enjoyable and Educational
Shopping Experience

* On site naturopathic medical clinic
e i e
. Spec1ahzmg in: Garden Heﬂm has been serving the West End
community for 40 years. Susan has been the
owner/consultant since 1975, and Michelle
B. and Michele C. have been excellent health

consultants for 10 years. Products and services

¢ [mmune Dysfunction

(HIV, Hepatitis C)
o Allergies
* Men's Health & Prostate Cancer
¢ Cardiovascular Disease & Diabetes

include:
® Ear Candling ® Foot Reflexology
® Chair Massage Treatments

o Weight M * Alma, our Psychic ® Bulk Herbs
eight Management ® Unique Line of Gifts

¢ Pain Management We offer an enjoyable and educational shopping

¢ Facial Re juvenation experience. Try our anti-aging, sexual enhancing

and cleansing products.

¢ Body Sculpting

Come in and say hello!!!!
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Dr. Aaron Hoo B.sC.,N.D.
Naturopathic Physician

1190 Thurlow St

Vancouver BC

Tel: 604.688.1169

www.draaronhoo.meta-ehealth.com

GARDEN HEALTH
CONSULTANTS WHO CARE
1204 Davie @ Bute

Vancouver
604-688-4325

aone hour Unihealth Downtown
acupressure 1026 Nelson Street
massage or one 604.669.9877
acu pu ncture Thurlow Street
GSTnotincluded treatment ‘

Restrictions for promo.
Limited to first-time visitors only
Offer expires November 16, 2005.
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Vancouver
200 - 1195 West Broadway
604.731.9812

North Vancouver
100 - 124 West First Street
604.986.9088
Richmond

1280 - 8888 Odlin Crescent
604.276.2777

Burnaby
100 - 5945 Kathleen Avenue

UNIHEALTH®

G R o U P

“Relieve Your Pain;
Enhance Your Health”

Massage
Acupuncture

® Now open in Toronto
® Coming soon: Burnaby North
Vancouver East

604.438.2836

Langley
106 - 19610 64th Ave.
604.530.8840

Surrey

105-7380 King George Hwy.
604.572.3186
Coquitlam

108-3200 Westwood Street
604.942.1677

Toronto (ED

206 - 170 The Donway West
416.391.5822

www.unihealth.ca * info@unihealth.ca
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El Diamante
Diamond Brokers

www.eldiamante.com

Incredible

Everyday Pricing!

Expert Advice
Custom Design
Quality Guaranteed
GIA, AGS, EGL, HRD

Tel: 604 630-0028

What'¢

Great GIC Rates!*

2.65%
3.05%
3.30%

3.60%

CANADIAN
WESTERN
BANK
Think Western®

Member of Canada Deposit Insurance Corporation

1333 West Broadway Ph: (604) 730-8818
3190 West Broadway Ph: (604) 732-4262
666 Burrard Street  Ph: (604) 688-8711

*Rates subject to change without notice.
Interest compounded annually. Minimum $1,000 deposit.

WEST END COMMUNITY CENTRE ASSOCIATION

nwg
/

Our annual [gllisEYAG-11d=1lY is scheduled for November
26 & 27 and is promising to be the best year ever
Admission is free. Find amazing crafts like jewelry, pet

items and hand made goods.

The West End CC's public skating rink is‘open and our very

popular friday [glle G AKsl(e]sisMslgelslzIn] is in full swing.

Drop-ins are for children to teens and are suitable for
players of all levels and abilities. Check out our recreation

guide for times and prices.

Notice is hereby given that the [T EICaae of
the members of the West End Community Centre
Association will be held December 6 at 6:30 pm. This
meeting is for the purpose of receiving the president's
report, financial statements, report the centre's activities,
transacting other business; and electing directors. For
more information please contact the WECCA office at 604
257-8344 or visit www.westendcc.com.

WEST END
COMMUNITY CENTRE
870 Denman Street
604 257-8333
www.westendcc.ca

Jointly operated by the
West End Community Centre Association
and the Vancouver Board of
Parks and Recreation

8 Nov. 3-9, 2005 westender.com

BARCLAY
MANOR
1447 Barclay Street
604 257-8333
www.barclaymanor.ca

COAL HARBOUR
COMMUNITY CENTRE
480 Broughton Street
604 718-8222
www.coalharbour.ca
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into her first brand-new home
atthe Hub on Main. That’s a
big step for the 21-year-old
UBC student. With condo
and loft developments such
as Soma, Elements and Uno
nearby, the Hub on Main is
part of a neighbourhood
revival in the Main, Broadway
and Kingsway area. The
building was supposed

to opentoitstenantsin
November 2004, but it was
stalled for four months due
to shortfalls in construction
labour — a common pitfall
affecting pre-sale buyers.
Today, though, Merete can’t
imagine living anywhere
else. “The peoplein this
place are all young and we
have [similar lifestyles]... and
we all come in late at the
same time, there’s no noise
complaints or anything like
that,” she enthuses.

“If ’'m going to buy and
I'myoung, | want a place
that [reflects that].”

The late move-in date
gave Merete more time to
prepare in her mind’s eye.
“In a pre-sale, you definitely
start from ground zero — you
get to pick the cabinets,
everything,” she says. “Living
in an historic neighbourhood,
and then to have this modern
place, with bamboo floors
and this modern clean look...
it's really appealing.”

She’s not alone. The
Oscar development downtown sold out within
seven months; after three days of lineups out-
side its showcase offices, Richmond’s Rosario
Gardens sold out 90 per cent of its condo
units in a matter of days. Rennie Marketing
Systems, the city’s busiest condominium
development marketer, rang up more than
$400 million in sales last year on 21,740 units.

Buying frenzies lead to an inevitable question
— one that’s almost become a cliché by now.

“Are we in a bubble?” Ken Leong, a Westside
condo specialist and head ofKen Leong
Marketing, asks rhetorically.

“I met people four years ago who thought
that, and decided not to buy. And now they’re
sitting there feeling sorry.”

What’s the worst that could happen? A
dramatic rise in interest rates, a huge influx
oftradespeople and contractors (an unlikely
scenario, though it could increase supply and
stall rising resale costs) or a change in the
owner’s fortunes could affect a condo pre-sale
purchase.

“The worst thing that could happenis | end

ATTENTION
HOMEOWNERS

“Selling in the city?”’

FIND OUT WHY,
NOW IS THE

TIME TO SELL!

JUST CALL
1-888-711-4881 EXT. #1

24 hours for a toll-free
recorded message
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Merete at home on Main. Keeping patient through the
construction delays on her home paid off, she says.
Photo by Doug Shanks

up living in my apartment for a long time,” says
Edmund Wong.

Douglas Soo could have written the screen-
play to Wong's life. “l tell you that nine out often
of my clients won'tlive in the unit they buy,” he says.
“Your expectations will change. You might change.”

Wong definitely has changed in the last four
years. His acting career has taken off (most
recently with the CBC TV movie Dragon Boys, and
the just-wrapped feature film Martian Child, in
which he plays opposite Angelica Huston and
John Cusack), and he’s settled into a long-term
relationship.

While his next home at Raffles on Robson will
be bigger than his current place, he won't dis-
count the possibility of moving up, into a larger
space with more room inside and out. Right now,
though, he’s just fine with his lifestyle, thanks.

“After a while living downtown, you get to
want some more space, just to hang out at
home,” he says.

“Still, | don’t see the house and backyard
right now. For now, I’'m just thinking ‘Higher

1

and bigger. W
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