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One of Chinatown largest and most affordable SRO Hotels, 
the May Wah, is up for sale. The building at 262 East Pender 
Street includes three storeys containing some 120 rooms of 
low-income housing plus four ground-level retail stores that 

cater to the low-income and chinese community.



Low-income housing at risk in Chinatown

 
CCAP has learned about a new threat to the 
housing for Downtown Eastside residents. 
The May Wah Hotel on East Pender Street, 
owned by the Shon Yee Benevolent Asso-
ciation, is now up for sale, leaving the future 
of the 120 units of low-income housing, and 
residents who live there, up in the air. The 
building has been fixture to the community 
providing rent as low as $175 to low-income 
Chinatown residents. 

The hotel is one of many SRO hotels in 
Chinatown owned by benevolent societies, 
which together provide almost 600 units of 
low-cost housing. According to newspa-
pers, the decision to sell the hotel came af-
ter years of discussion in the society, which 
has been conflicted between desires to pre-
serve the housing obtained by their elders, 
and liability concerns as both the building 
and society members aged. The decision 
to sell was made in April, with a deadline for 
offers set this month. 

Vision Vancouver city councillor Raymond 

Louie claims that there are limits on what a 
new owner could do since the building is 
protected both as a residential SRO hotel 
under the SRA by-law and as a designated 
heritage building.  
 
However, CCAP has seen how these pro-
tections means little to nothing in practice 
for low-income tenants. According to the 
by-laws, landlord who want to re-develop 
SRO units have to pay a $125,000 con-
version fee per unit. However, many SROs 
have been able to evict their tenants, reno-
vate the buildings and charge higher rates 
for the rooms without paying the $125,000 
per unit fee.

King-mong Chan, from the Chinatown 
Concern Group and CCAP, pointed out 
that “some of the tenants won’t be able to 
handle the stress of being displaced.” King-
mong also pointed out that the May Wah 
hotel is also “the largest SRO in Chinatown, 
and also has the largest concentration of 
Chinese residents in a single building.” 

Latest reports say that a group of non-prof-
its has gotten together with Vancity Credit 
Union to put in an offer to buy the building 
and keep it as low-income housing. At risk 
as well are the handful of businesses on the 
ground floor. Their future will also be decid-
ed by the new owner of the hotel. 
 
 
By CCAP practicum student Andrés Oswill
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1,847 people were reported as 
homeless in Vancouver this year, the 
highest number since counts began.

Unsheltered Sheltered 



On June 15, the city presented its 2016 
Homeless Count, which found that 1,847 
people were homeless in the City, 1308 in 
shelters and 539 on the street. This is the 
highest number since the counts began in 
2005.

This year, we also saw the biggest surge 
in new homeless people since the beginin-
ng of the count. A staggering 61% of the 
repondents said they had been homeless 
less than a year.

Vancouver now has the highest rate of 
homelessness out of all Canadian cities. 
The homeless count found that Indige-
nous people are still disproportionately 
represented on the street, making up 
almost 40% of the homeless population. 
This is an increase from 2015.   
 
The report also found that homeless youth 
are more likely to be LGTBQ2+, Indige-
nous, or have health issues than homeless 
adults.  
 
Joanne Shaw from CCAP brought an 
excellent spotlight during council meeting 
on June 15th to wheelchair accessibility, 
explaining how “there is a serious lack of 
wheelchair accessible units and there are 
not enough accessible being built in new 
social housing.“  
 

One of the City’s Senior Planners, Celine 
Mauboules, explained how welfare rates 
have been stagnant while housing and 
living costs have continued to rise. She 
said what the Carnegie Community Action 
Project (CCAP) has been saying for years, 
that SRO’s are charging more and more in 
rent while less and less rooms are avail-
able at welfare rents. 
 
Carnegie Outreach reported how it has 
seen a huge increase in the number of 
people it serves. As rents in SRO hotels 
have been raised above what people on 
welfare can afford, the need for social 
housing has become even more extreme, 
but so has the waitlists. There are now  
2,300 people on the waitlist for BC sup-
portive housing.   
 
CCAP volounteer Harold Lavender point-
ed out in a speech to council that “the 
city’s policy in terms of social housing is 
kind of a deception to the public as very 
few of the units in so called social hous-
ing are targeted to people making $375”. 
Concluding, “If you want to solve the 
homeless problem, you just have to build 
a lot more units at welfare and shelter 
rates.”  
 
By Andrés Oswill

City’s homeless count reported record  
number of new homeless in Vancouver



Unless all three levels of government take 
immediate action, next year Vancouver will 
have even more homeless people than the 
record-breaking 1,847 counted this year. 
That means more people are going to die 
early as homeless people have only about 
half the life expectancy as other B.C. resi-
dents. 
 
It also means taxpayers are going to have 
to keep shelling out hundreds of millions of 
dollars in health care, policing, and shelter 
costs for homeless people when several 
studies show it’s way cheaper to house 
homeless people than to keep them on the 
street. And it means that the 93 percent 
of Vancouver residents who want to see 
homelessness solved, won’t.

All three levels of government claim to be 
dealing with homelessness. But let’s unpack 
what they are really doing. The Province 
says it will spend $50 million on social hous-
ing this year. If all of that money were spent 
on social housing, it could build 250 units 
across the province.  

Meanwhile provincial welfare rates are so 
low that people can’t afford rent, foster kids 
who age out of care at age 19 don’t have 
adequate support, and the province refuses 
to close loopholes in the Residential Tenan-
cy Act that allow landlords to raise rents as 
much as they like when they buy out, harass 
out, or evict out an existing tenant, or if the 
tenant simply moves. The province also per-

mits fixed-term leases which allow landlords 
to evict for no cause or raise rents as much 
when the lease expires. At $10.45 an hour, 
a full-time minimum wage worker paying 30 
percent of their income for rent can afford 
$543 a month. How many apartments are 
available at that rent?

So, yes, the province may be spending 
$50 million on housing, which could create 
about13 percent of the number of units that 
were created every year in the ‘70s and 
‘80s, but it’s not nearly enough units to deal 
with the results of its other poverty-creating 
policies.

The feds plan to spend about $75 million on 
housing in B.C. this year. If Vancouver got a 
quarter of this, and every cent of this were 
used to build social housing on city-owned 
land, that would be about $19 million, 
enough to build about 95 units. Add to the 
95 units that Vancouver could ideally get 
with the federal money, say, about 45 more 
units with one-quarter of the provincial mon-
ey for the entire province. But the money is 
not all for new units. Some is for shelters or 
for rent supplements. Some will also be for 
people who can afford $1,200 a month for a 
bachelor unit. 

With over 1,100 people who were newly 
homeless in Vancouver this year, even 140 
more units won’t begin to meet the need 
and homelessness will grow at an increasing 
pace. By Jean Swanson

Unpacking government claims about 
homelessness



On June 11th, CCAP held a town hall meet-
ing about zones of exclusions and retail that 
caters to the low-income community. The 
town hall was attended by about 60 Down-
town Eastside residents.  CCAP wants to 
figure out which low income serving busi-
nesses people like, why they like them and 
what the city can do to prevent them from 
being gentrified and lost.  
 
CCAP is worried because as wealthier 
people move into the neighborhood, more 
spaces are devoted to offering amenities 
that cater to them. Grocery stores, banks, 
coffee shops, restaurants, salons, various 
retail stores, night clubs, stylish pubs, etc. 
begin to appear throughout the neighbor-
hood, and are priced beyond what people 
on fixed low income can afford. These sites 
become zones of exclusion. 

At the same time, retail that caters to the 
low-income community are priced out, up-
scaled or closed down. Survival street ven-
dors are harassed, criminalized and pushed 
out of the neighbourhood. As gentrification 
destroys low-income spaces and produces 
more and more zones of exclusion, low-in-

come residents become alienated from 
their own community. It is the experience of 
internal displacement – the feeling of being 
out of place in one’s own neighborhood.

There were a few themes that came up over 
and over as the reasons people liked to 
shop at certain businesses. Cost is obvious-
ly a big factor, but the town hall showed that 
residents consider many other things when 
deciding where to spend their money.  
 
Businesses that genuinely care about serv-
ing the low-income community were im-
portant when deciding where to shop. Also, 
stores being close to where people live, 
and feeling respected and accepted were 
important in deciding where to shop. 
 
Feeling judged and looked down on before 
even entering or being targeted by security 
made residents want to avoid some plac-
es. They’d rather go to businesses that 
had diversity and made them feel welcome 
and valued as customers. Other things that 
discouraged people from shopping places 
included having to ask for the price and 
selling expired products. 

Which of 
these shops 
caters better 

to low-income  
people? Nestors Market Sunrise Market

Zones of exclusions, gentrification and  
disappearing low-income retail



UNCEDED COAST SALISH TERRITORIES

BEST of  
the Downtown Eastside 

BEST 

Top Low-Income Retail!
1.Carnegie
2.Sunrise

3.Army Navy
 

Honorable Mentions:  
Quest & No Frills

 
Places Residents Avoid

1. London Drugs
2. Nesters

3. Save on Meat

and worst!

What people  
said at the 

town hall about 
low-income  

retail and zones 
of exclusion


