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Calgary housing starts skid

Level falls
to lowest
since 1995

MARIO TONEGUZZI
CALGARY HERALD

ousing starts in the
single-detached
sector plummet-
ed in 2008 to their
lowest level in the
Calgary area since 1995 because of
aworsening economy and compe-
tition from the resale market.

Total housing starts, including
multi-family units, in the Calgary
census metropolitan area dropped
by 15 per cent in 2008, sparked by
the staggering 44 per cent plunge
in the single-detached category,
according to preliminary figures
released Friday by Canada Mort-
gage and Housing Corp.

And it’s going to get worse in
20009. In its fall forecast, CMHC
projections show a 39 per cent
overall decline in 2009 from 2008
levels.

The CMHC will release a re-
vised forecast in early February.

“We have to take into account
the sharp decline in oil prices
that happened in the latter part
of 2008,” said Lai Sing Louie, se-
nior market analyst in Calgary
for the CMHC. “There was also
a tremendous erosion of equity
prices.... We’ve also seen large
projects delayed in the oilsands
and just a deterioration in the U.S.
economy, which is just starting to
impact Canada and Alberta.

“There’s some factors here that
have to be built into our forecast
that were not in the one that we
tabled back in our fall forecast.”

That forecast predicted a slight
increase in single-detached new
home construction to 4,500 units
in 2009, up from 2008’s 4,387 units
while multi-family starts will drop
to 2,500 from 7,041 last year.

But Louie said current market
conditions indicate the CMHC
single-detached forecast for 2009
“may be optimistic.”

He said the new home sector
began the year with an oversupply
of product, plenty of competition
from the resale market, and price
escalation, but that has shifted
with demand dropping.

Louie said it was thought the
oversupply would be taken care
of with an increase in demand in
the first quarter of this year, but
that is not likely to happen.

Ted Jacob, Calgary Herald

Calgary-area housing starts fell 15 per cent in 2008 and are expected to fall further, according to Canada Mortgage and Housing Corp.

HOUSING STARTS

Calgary CMA Alberta

Single-detached 2008 4,387 11,606
Single-detached 2007 1777 20,737
% change -43.6% -44%
Multi-family 2008 7,051 13,789
Multi-family 2007 5,728 17,740
% change 23.1% -22.3%
Total 2008 11,438 25,395
Total 2007 13,505 38,477
% change -15.3% -34%

SOURCE: CANADA MORTGAGE AND HOUSING CORP.

“It appears the economic en-
vironment is going to delay the
recovery that we were expecting
in 2009 and pushing it off a little
bit further into 2010,” he said.

Nationally, Canadian housing
starts slipped to 177,300 annu-
alized units in December, the
slowest pace of residential con-
struction activity since late-2001,
while single-family starts fell for
the fourth consecutive month
to the lowest level since 1998,

said economist Robert Kavcic,
of BMO Capital Markets, in a
research note. He said Alberta
numbers indicate the “western
construction boom has come to
an abrupt end.”

Pascal Gauthier, an econo-
mist with TD Bank Financial
Group, said in a research note
“the housing starts downtrend,
while broadly-based, has been,
and will continue to be, most
severe in B.C. and Alberta.”

And Marc Pinsonneault, with
National Bank Financial Group,
said the pent-up demand that fu-
elled home construction since
2002 across the country is now
satisfied and, in light of the recent
weakness in existing home sales,
“we are inclined to believe that a
further reduction in home starts
is warranted.”

The CMHC said, in the month
of December alone, new home
construction in Calgary was off
by 27.8 per cent from December
2007 for single-detached homes
to0 283 units and down by 42.6 per
cent t0 120 units in the multi-fam-
ily sector.

Overall for the month, housing
starts dropped by 32.9 per cent
to 403 compared to 601 units in
December 2007.

December’s production brought
the 2008 annual total for housing
starts to 11,438 units, down from
the 13,505 units started in 2007.

On an annual basis, single-de-
tached starts were 4,387 compared
with 7,777 units in 2007.

New home sales in 2008 were
affected by weaker net migration,
increased competition from the
resale market, cost escalation

and a lower level of demand,
said Louie.

Meanwhile, multi-family starts,
which include semi-detached
units, rowhouses and apartments,
amounted to 7,051 units, up 23 per
cent from the 5,728 started in 2007
and the highest level since 1981 But
over three-quarters of the multi-
family production in 2008 occurred
between January and May.

Louie said the high level of
multi-family construction in a
lower demand environment will
lead to a decline in construction
activity this year.

The CMHC said housing starts
in Alberta’s seven largest centres
totalled 968 units in December,
down 42 per cent from a year
earlier. Total housing starts in
Alberta’s areas with populations
of 10,000 or more decreased by
34 per cent from 38,477 units in
2007 t0 25,395 units in 2008.

The Calgary CMA includes the
city, Airdrie, the Municipal Dis-
trict of Rocky View, Chestermere,
Cochrane, Irricana, Beiseker and
Crossfield.
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New York’s Times Square will soon debut a billboard powered by 16 turbines and 64 solar panels.

Eco-powered billboard
to shine in Times Square

Solar panels,
turbines to light
15,800-kg board

BEN GRUBER
REUTERS
NEW YORK

he world’s first billboard

running solely on wind

and solar power is ready
to make its debut in the capital
of all billboards — New York’s
Times Square.

Wind whistling between the
neighbourhood’s skyscrapers
should keep the giant billboard
lit constantly, said the manufac-
turer, Japanese copy and photo
giant Ricoh Co. Ltd.

The “Eco-Board” weighs 15,800
kilograms and will be powered
by 16 vertical wind turbines and
64 solar panels.

“We wanted to make a state-
ment that we can put up an ad-
vertisement and not impact the
environment, so that began the
journey to Times Square,” Ricoh
spokesman Ron Potesky said.

A highly congested part of mid-
town Manhattan, Times Square
is home to hundreds of huge,
brightly lit billboards and video
screens.

Potesky said the power gener-
ated from the custom-built wind
turbines will account for 95 per
cent of the energy needed to run
the sign, which is 14 metres high
by 38 metres long, and carries
the company’s name in huge red
letters.

“On the corner of 42nd (Street)
and 7th (Avenue) there is a lot of
wind. So we expect that this will
be lit 24 hours a day seven days a
week, mainly by wind power, a
little bit by the sun,” he said.

The turbines, built specifically
for the project by California wind
technology company PacWind
LLC, are installed vertically.

PacWind CEO Marie Watkins
said the design was extremely
efficient in comparison to tradi-
tional propeller types.

“They make more energy than
typical turbines, traditional style,
because they can spin for longer
amounts of time,” she said in an
interview.

“When other turbines have to

stop spinning because the wind
is too high, our turbines can keep
going and the higher the wind, the
more power they produce.”

But Potesky said the project
is not cheap, costing more than
$1 million for the technology and
installation alone.

“Yes we are spending money.
‘We are spending money on Times
Square property and we are paying
for the technology, but we are not
paying for energy,” Potesky said.

“That billboard will be lit by
the wind and the sun and that
will be free. So we think there is
along-term payback but a short-
term investment.”

The largest environmental
factor and the biggest difference
between Ricoh’s board and its
neighbours’ in Times Square is
what it will not be producing —16
tonnes of carbon annually.

Potesky says he hopes other
companies follow the example.

“You could light a city for a year
if we just converted billboards
to non-fossil-fuel-based energy,”
he added.

Ricoh hopes to have the bill-
board operational by the end of
January.

Ottawa makes
credit a priority

PAUL VIEIRA
CANWEST NEWS SERVICE
OTTAWA

ederal Finance Minister

Jim Flaherty said Friday his

government is prepared to
work with the country’s char-
tered banks “to do whatever we
have to” to increase the avail-
ability of credit in Canada.

His comments, at amedia con-
ference in Thornhill, Ont., come
as the so-called working group of
government and banking officials
meet for the first time to look at
ways to resuscitate commercial
paper and securitization markets
— which are akey source of fund-
ing for non-financial firms, auto
dealers and construction com-
panies.

“We have stepped up to the
plate to support the strength of
our financial system, including
the big banks,” Flaherty said,
ahead of another meeting as
part of his cross-country con-
sultation tour leading up to the
Jan. 27 budget.

“Our view is that the banks
should work together with us.
And I think they want to do that.
‘We have to see now what tangible
actions will flow from the work
of the working group.”

To date, Ottawa has pledged to
buy up to $75 billion of mortgages
from banks’ portfolios and offer
insurance on interbank lending
as a way to increase the avail-
ability of credit in the financial
market. However, small to mid-
sized businesses, particularly in
the manufacturing sector, have
said the moves have yet to bear
fruit.

While the coming budget was
expected to focus mostly on a
stimulus package designed to
mitigate the current economic
downturn, it is now becoming
clear that boosting liquidity in
the financial system will make
up a significant chunk of the
budget.

This week, the Canadian Manu-
facturers and Exporters sent a let-
ter to Flaherty, saying increasing
access to credit was “imperative”

We have stepped

up to the plate

to support the
strength of our financial
system.

FEDERAL FINANCE MINISTER
JiMm FLAHERTY

and should be the priority in the
budget.

“If short-term liquidity chal-
lenges are not urgently addressed,
other measures to stimulate eco-
nomic growth and save jobs will
be purely academic,” warned Jay-
son Myers, the group’s president
and chief executive.

Meanwhile, Flaherty confirmed
aFinancial Post report that details
regarding his planned national
securities regulator would be un-
veiled in Vancouver on Monday;,
when Tom Hockin — who headed
up a government-mandated ex-
pert panel to design a model stock
market watchdog — is scheduled
to deliver a speech.

Flaherty said he would be in
attendance in Vancouver when
Hockin speaks.

In November, before Hockin
provided details of his panel’s
findings, Flaherty said Ottawa
would forge ahead with “willing”
provinces to create a national se-
curities regulator because Cana-
da’s patchwork system remains
flawed in the global context.

Globe
plans to
shed 90

positions

GRANT SURRIDGE
CANWEST NEWS SERVICE
TORONTO

Executives at the Globe and
Mail said Friday that the national
newspaper may lay off employees
for the first time in more than
a quarter of a century to coun-
ter malaise affecting the media
sector.

In an internal memo sent to em-
ployees, publisher Phillip Crawley
said a “sharp downturn” in print
advertising revenue over the past
six months leaves no alternative
but to reduce labour costs.

Management aims to eliminate
between 8o and 90 positions
through the entire organiza-
tion, which employs about 8oo
people.

The memo details a voluntary
buyout plan for employees and
warns that additional measures
will likely be required.

“I regret to say that voluntary
severance alone is unlikely to pro-
duce a large enough response to
avoid layoffs,” wrote Crawley in
the memo.

In April 2007, the Globe rede-
signed its paper, added a new daily
lifestyle section, and revamped
parts of its website. The expan-
sions ran counter to trends in the
industry at the time.

“They actually did do a signifi-
cant amount of hiring for that at
a time when other (newspapers)
were not hiring,” said Paul Knox,
chairman of the journalism pro-
gram at Ryerson University in
Toronto.

Knox worked at the Globe for 27
years before leaving in 2005.

While there he experienced
several periods of buyouts and
spending freezes depending on
the prevailing economic current,
and said they are a normal part
of the newspaper business.

A representative from the
Southern Ontario Newsmedia
Guild said the last time the Globe
and Mail laid off employees was
in1982, although all of them were
later rehired under an agreement
with the union.

The Globe’s current labour
contract prevents the paper from
laying off staff unless it can show
it would otherwise suffer finan-
cially, said membership secretary
and current Globe environment
reporter Martin Mittelstaedt.

In such a case, the union could
challenge the layoffs and request
to view the newspaper’s financial
statements. The union has not
decided if it would pursue that
course of action, Mittelstaedt
said.

As part of the buyouts, the pa-
per will offer to pay staffers three
weeks of salary, up to a maximum
of 18 months, for each year of con-
tinuous service.

Executives at the newspaper did
not comment beyond an e-mailed
statement that said the paper is
looking at several cost-cutting
measures.

“The voluntary separation pro-
gram is the latest of these efforts
and is done with the objective of
reducing involuntary layoffs,” the
company said.

Last November, the Globe’s
parent company, CTVglobe-
media Inc., said it would cut 105
employees across its television
properties and warned of further
spending cuts.

CTVgm’s chief rival, Canwest
Global Communications Corp.,
owner of Canwest News Service
and the National Post, is also
undertaking moves to reduce
its payroll through buyouts and
possible layoffs.

Newspapers across North
America are suffering from falling
advertising revenues, although
observers note that Canadian
papers have so far fared better
than their U.S. counterparts.

In another unsettling sign of
the times south of the border Fri-
day, Hearst Corp. issued a stark
warning about its need to sell the
Seattle Post-Intelligencer.

Hearst said it would shutter
the 145-year-old paper or run it
as an Internet-only operation if
a buyer did not emerge within
two months.

U.S. loses another
half-million jobs

ECONOMY e The U.S. lost more
jobs in 2008 than in any year
since 1945 as employers cut
another 524,000 positions in
December, indicating a free-
fall in the economy just days
before president-elect Barack
Obama takes office.

“Consumers are now going
to get more and more scared
at the prospect of losing their
job,” said Nariman Behravesh,
chief economist at IHS Global
Insight.

The U.S. Labor Department
reported that the nation lost
2.589 million jobs in 2008.




