
Housing Co-ops with City of Vancouver Leases 

Summary of meetings of June 23 and June 25 
 

CHF BC recently arranged meetings for some of the 50 housing co-ops holding leases with the City of 

Vancouver. These meetings were focused on the concerns of co-ops with short-term leases and those 

with ground rent leases. The Federation’s goal was to start a discussion, hear from members, and talk 

about a possible role for CHF BC in negotiating solutions with the City. Several members at the meetings 

suggested that a short summary of the discussions would be useful. 

Who is affected? 

Short-Term Lease Co-ops 

Of the co-ops established under the Section 95 funding program, 17 have short-term leases with the 

City. Short-term, in this case, means leases with 40- or 41-year terms which are set to expire in the 

2020s. All but one of these co-ops sent representatives to the meeting held at the CHF BC offices on 

June 23.  

Ground Rent Lease Co-ops 

There are three co-ops in Vancouver with ground rent leases and they met on June 25. All three were 

established under the Section 61 funding program. These co-ops did not prepay the full cost of their 

leases at the start of the lease terms. Instead, they have agreements which involve annual payments 

(“ground rents”) which are to be periodically reviewed and reset. At the time of the reviews (at 20 years, 

30 years, 40 years, etc.), the co-op properties are to be valued using a market standard. None of the 

co-ops were able to reach agreement with the City on a fair ground rent increase at the time of the last 

reviews; two of the three ground rent leases are set to expire in the 2020s. 

Why is this important? 

At the end of a City lease, a co-op will cease to have rights to use the lands and improvements, unless 

lease extensions are granted by the City or new arrangements made. This is outlined in the “surrender” 

clauses of the existing leases. Even if the City doesn’t immediately require a co-op to return a property, 

any overholding (continuing use beyond the lease expiry) would be on a month-to-month basis, offering 

no security to the co-ops or their members. 

Co-ops are understandably concerned about what will happen at the end of the leases, but even before 

those expiries, the existence of the leases affects how co-ops can plan for their future. 

Financial institutions (such as credit unions) may be willing to lend to co-ops with leases, but they expect 

any loans to be repaid five years or more before the end of a lease. So, for example, a co-op with a lease 

expiring in 2027 and needing to borrow money soon to carry out capital projects, might only be able to 

borrow for 7 years. (Borrowing in 2015 and having to repay by 2022 really restricts the possible 

amortization period.) Short amortizations may make borrowing too expensive and make looking after 

co-op buildings extremely challenging.  

Some leases have renewal clauses which may contemplate an additional 10 or 20 years, but these are 

only triggered in the last year of the leases (thus making advance planning virtually impossible) or are 

ambiguous in their requirements. Co-ops may want to seek legal advice concerning their leases, but it 
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seems a requirement for extensions that co-ops follow the lease terms, including obligations to maintain 

co-op buildings in proper condition. Waiting until the last year of a lease may be no option at all. 

Ground rent co-ops face the same problems and more. Their lease agreements call for periodic reviews, 

but these are tied to market conditions. Property values in the marketplace (especially in Vancouver) 

have gone up dramatically. If ground rents are calculated using recent appraisals, co-ops will likely see 

very large increases that would have to be passed on to members, seriously jeopardizing affordability 

and security of tenure. For ground rent co-ops, this is as critical as lease renewal concerns. 

Where do things stand now? 

Background 

Several co-ops facing premature building envelope failure entered into discussions with the City to find a 

way to address urgent building issues. CMHC and BC Housing had already determined that the co-ops 

were eligible for assistance, and City flexibility was necessary to go forward with the deals. At the urging 

of CHF BC and the affected co-ops, and after considerable review, City Council offered some guidelines 

for this very particular set of circumstances. 

Two co-ops have had lease extensions approved on the above basis, and at least one of these co-ops – 

Paloma – had its modified lease put on the land title for the property. Two other co-ops meet the 

criteria established by City Council for similar lease extensions. Other co-ops appear to need new 

solutions. Despite conversations between CHF BC and City staff, the City has not yet developed a firm 

policy to address the many issues around co-op lease extensions or ground lease rent reviews. 

The Example of Paloma 

In 2007, after analysing Paloma’s request, City Council agreed to consider “on a case by case basis, 20-

year lease extensions with a nominal prepaid rent for non-profit housing co-operatives with 40- or 41-

year leases with the City, where CMHC’s and BC Housing’s enhanced assistance is required to ensure the 

viability of co-operatives undergoing building envelope repair, and that 20-year extensions at nominal 

prepaid rents are the City’s maximum financial contribution.” 

The Paloma lease (as modified and as publicly available through the land title office) is attached as an 

appendix. It offers some ideas about the City’s concerns when examining lease renewals (e.g. on 

affordability and reporting), although it can’t be used as a guide to determine what form future 

solutions might take. 

What’s next? 

CHF BC is committed to offering support to co-ops on lease issues. At its spring 2015 semi-annual 

general meeting, the Federation’s members resolved to:   

“Protect the interests of housing co-ops on leased land by negotiating fair and reasonable terms 

for lease extensions or other arrangements designed to promote security of tenure, affordability 

and sound asset management, consistent with co-op principles and values.” 

The need to come up with solutions is growing, and the June meetings were a good first step. The co-op 

members who attended the meetings thought it would be a good idea to work together and share 

information on the process of seeking lease extensions (and in the case of ground rent co-ops, 

negotiations on the periodic reviews). Further meetings were recommended and CHF BC will schedule 

another meeting for September. An invitation that will set out objectives and an agenda will be 

distributed to those who attended the June meetings. 
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