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Should we impose foreign-
ownership rules to cool the Low-
er Mainland’s hot housing mar-

ket and make homes more afford-
able?

Richmond’s Ray Arnold, a retired 
Kwantlen College design instructor, 
is starting to think so. 

He told me Thursday that young peo-
ple with families and pensioners are 
effectively being driven out of Rich-
mond by well-heeled foreign buyers 
who not only drive up housing prices, 
but often build homes out of charac-
ter with the neighbourhood — which 
then sit empty.

“The owners of these perpetual-
ly empty pseudo-mansions have no 
interest in contributing to the work-
ings or welfare of the community,” 
he said in a letter to the Richmond 
Review. “They are, however, respon-

sible for creating an entirely new con-
cept in community/town planning: 
the affluent ghost town.”

Ghost town? Arnold can be forgiv-
en for feeling the goblins are out to 
get him. He and his wife, Judy, moved 
to Richmond a dozen years ago from 
Vancouver’s Dunbar area, and had 
hoped to enjoy their retirement close 

to the townhouse where their son and 
daughter-in-law are raising their two 
children.

Last year, though, the house next 
door was sold and demolished. 
It’s being replaced by a “monster 
home” that towers over the Arnolds’ 
1,600-square-foot split-level.

“Our lifestyle has been significant-
ly affected by this new house, not to 
mention the expected rise in proper-
ty taxes given the $224,000 increase 
[from $765,000 to $989,000] we’ve 
received in our assessment,” Arnold 
said in an interview, adding he’s con-
sidering moving. “We’re probably 
going to start looking in the spring . . . 
we feel disenfranchised.”

Arnold isn’t alone. He’s part of a 
clash of housing cultures playing out 
over much of Richmond as Asian mon-
ey pours in.

Richmond resident Victor Godin, 
however, defends the foreign home-
buyers, saying they pay the property 
taxes that are the city’s biggest reve-
nue source. They also boost the job-
generating home-building and reno-
vation industries.

“And who cares about their coun-
try of origin any way?” Godin asked in 
a Review letter. “My family arrived in 
Canada in the 17th century, but I don’t 
think that entitles me to buy a home 
before a newcomer does. Do you?”

Godin was responding to a news-
paper editorial about how Richmond 
residential assessments this year had 
climbed 16.5 per cent, the highest rise 
among Lower Mainland municipali-
ties. The message to the next genera-
tion was: “Richmond is simply unaf-
fordable.”

I sympathize with those families 

for whom buying even a townhouse 
is out of reach. But I’m leery about 
foreign-ownership restrictions that 
may only make matters worse. Cer-
tainly, in Switzerland, such rules 
haven’t kept house prices down.

On the other hand, I think firm hous-
ing design rules are needed to prevent 
outsized homes being built where 
smaller ones are the norm. 

Also, the City of Richmond should 
launch a review of housing affordabil-
ity, as Vancouver has done with a task 
force co-chaired by former Richmond 
Centre MLA Olga Ilich. 

“There has to be a conversation 
about this,” Arnold says.

I agree. It should be a frank conver-
sation about a critical issue that’s been 
papered over with political correct-
ness for far too long.
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The story of 2012 in real-estate-mad Van-
couver could be a “not very sexy” chap-
ter or another surge of cash transactions in 
the “micromarkets” favoured by Chinese 
investors.

Julia Lau, Chinese real-estate special-
ist at Sotheby’s International Realty Cana-
da, believes sales are about to spike in cer-
tain neighbourhoods in conjunction with the 
three-week holiday associated with Chinese 
New Year.

Lau’s clients are wealthy Chinese business-
men who set their families up in tony areas 
of Vancouver and West Vancouver that offer 
multimillion-dollar homes with top schools. 
These investors like to buy Vancouver proper-
ty while visiting the wife and kids at this time 
of year, Lau said.

In the first few months of 2011, stunning 
growth in sales and double-digit price gains 
in Vancouver’s Westside, West Van and Rich-
mond skewed regional prices to a peak in June. 
The gains have started to fade, according to the 
Canadian Real Estate Association, with sales 
slowing in December, and Vancouver’s price 
average dropping two per cent to $734,766.

The “earlier troubling surge in prices in 
Vancouver is so far unwinding in an orderly 
fashion,” the Royal Bank of Canada said this 
week. 

While local buyers might worry that home 
values could be dampened if Canada’s histor-
ically low interest rates eventually rise, that’s 
not a concern for Lau’s clients.

“In Chinese culture we buy one home for 
living in and a few for investments,” Lau said. 
“Most of my clients buy in cash, so they don’t 
need the bank. They would not be forced to 
sell [due to changing financing conditions.]”

Lau predicts that during the Chinese investor 
season from January to May this year, she will 
sell 10 luxury homes per month, a little slow-
er than last year’s frenetic sales pace.

Cameron Muir, chief economist of the B.C. 
Real Estate Association, said it’s too early to 
judge if the red-hot “micromarkets” favoured 
by Chinese investors will surge again, but 
overall, Vancouver’s price action will be much 
less titillating.

“The market is not very sexy — it is stable 
and normalizing,” Muir said. “Last year’s 
pricing was quite an anomaly in Vancouver 
where prices were skewed quite dramatically 

in the first few months.”
Muir said it’s difficult to predict how China’s 

falling housing market will translate to Van-
couver real-estate sales. Lau said efforts to 
restrict multiple-home purchases in China are 
pushing investors into purchases abroad, and 
that Vancouver’s values look attractive com-
pared with Beijing and Shanghai.

In December 2010, real-estate prices in 70 
Chinese cities in a government survey had 

risen for 19 straight months, with scorching 
yearly gains of about 30 per cent in Beijing and 
Shanghai. 

But in December 2011, according to the Wall 
Street Journal, property prices in the 70 Chi-
nese cities fell for the third straight month, 
amid efforts by Chinese officials to cool the 
property market.
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Asian investors looking to buy
lower mainland: ‘Market not very sexy’ except in ‘micromarkets’ favoured by Chinese

Julia Lau, Chinese real-estate specialist at Sotheby’s International Realty Canada, officially kicks off the period in which buyers and 
sellers are eager to make transactions as the Chinese New Year approaches. Lau poses in a high-end home on South West Marine 
Drive in Vancouver on Thursday.  Mark van Manen — PNG


