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It came later than expected But the 
spring market finally arrived in the city of 
Vancouver.  The month of May was the 
busiest month this year, at least in terms 
of sales volumes.  However, while sales 
volumes increased month over month 
this was still one of the slowest months 
of May we have ever seen. Sales declined 
8.4% year-over-year to their lowest total 
since May 2000. This allowed inventory 
to continue building, up 10% from last 
year, and kept downwards pressure on 
prices across all segments. Developers 
are reporting continued weakness at pre-
sales centres across Greater Vancouver, 
this is making it more difficult to obtain 
construction financing and thus more 
projects continue to be cancelled. As a 
result, developers have slowed new land 
purchases, land transactions fell nearly 50% 
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year-over-year in the first quarter. This will 
have knock-on effects on the BC economy 
as new housing starts slow and future 
projects in the construction pipeline are 
reduced. We believe the pre-sale market 
is a leading indicator of the real estate and 
construction sector which makes up nearly 
25% of GDP in the province.
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Detached sales in the city of Vancouver fell 7% year-over-year in 
May. It was the fewest number of sales for the month of May in 
Vancouver history with data going back to 1991. We feel sales have 
likely bottomed or close to it which may sound obvious given they 
can’t get much worse. However, we don’t expect sales to normalize 

detached market

overview

City of Vancouver Detached House Sales in May
Source: REBGV, Steve Saretsky
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anytime soon, ie lower for longer seems to be the most likely 
scenario.

Given how weak sales volumes have been, it is clear that the buyer 
pool remains pretty thin given the reduction of Chinese capital 
and the median home price still elevated at $1,662,500. However, 
sellers are fighting back, new listings fell 24.6% year-over-year 
to their lowest total in over 10 years. As a result, the months of 
inventory plummeted to 7.3. This is still considered a buyers market 
but is much better than one would expect given record low sales 
volumes. This will be a critical metric to watch moving forward, 
should it continue to fall it will ease downwards pressure on prices.

Vancouver Detached Months of Inventory
Source: REBGV, Steve Saretsky
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Detached prices continue to inch lower, particularly at the high 
end of the market. Low ball offers have become common as buyers 
test the willingness of the seller. It is important to note that there 
is still some strength for entry level detached homes on the East 
Side with a basement suite. Prices are much more sticky for this 

segment and buyers have less negotiating power. That’s not to say 
prices haven’t dropped for this segment, they certainly have, but 
just not to the same extent as say a high end home on the west side. 
Overall, the Vancouver benchmark price for a detached home slid 
further into negative territory dropping 13.6% from last year.

Vancouver Detached Prices Year-Over-Year
Source: REBGV, Steve Saretsky
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City of Vancouver Condo Sales for May
Source: REBGV, Steve Saretsky

We feel it is important to highlight condo sales were at an eighteen 
year low despite the growth in population and housing stock over 

The condo market faired slightly better than the detached market 
although sales were still weak from a historical context. Condo 
sales dipped 11% year-over-year, marking the lowest total for the 
month since May 2001. The eighteen year low in sales matched the 
same record set in April.

condo market
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this time period. Further, mortgage rates have dropped considerably 
over the past couple of months yet sales remain very sluggish which 
suggests buyers have cautiously moved to the sidelines. 

Clearly something has to give, and this will really depend on 
inventory levels which are still quite low. The number of condos 
listed for sale increased 39% year-over-year, so inventory is still 
growing off a historically low base. The months of inventory for 
sale sits at 4.7 which is indicative of a balanced market.

While inventory levels remain fairly balanced, a continued 
weakness in sales and an increase in new condo completions are 
likely to push inventory levels higher and weigh further on prices. 

Vancouver Condo Months of Inventory
Source: REBGV, Steve Saretsky
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Although, that could take some time. The MLS benchmark 
suggests condo prices dropped 5.8% from last year and appear to 
have stabilized somewhat. We will be watching this space closely.

Vancouver Condo Price Change Year-Over-Year
Source: REBGV, Steve Saretsky

The average price per square foot for a Vancouver condo dropped 
to $949 in May, down 10% from last year and off a record high of 
$1124 set in January 2018. 
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Average Price Per Square Foot

summary

This was the busiest month for Vancouver real estate this year. 
Despite this, sales remained weak on a historical basis.  Detached 
sales remained near record lows with data going back to the early 
1990’s, and condo sales were stuck at 18 year lows. On a brighter 
note, rising inventory levels have eased up a bit as indicated by 
months of inventory which dropped significantly. Overall, prices 
continue to move lower across all segments ever so gradually. 
Recent developments in the bond market point to concerns around 
the economy slowing, with the Canadian yield curve inverting 
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the most since 2007. The inverted yield curve has generally been 
a strong recession indicator. Oddly, some people are viewing this 
as a positive as it allows Canadians to borrow more for a home. As 
an example, the five year fixed mortgage rate has plummeted from 
about 3.7% at the start of the year down to about 3% today. Yet we 
have not seen much in terms of increased buying activity. As of 
April, residential mortgage credit growth as reported by the Bank 
of Canada was just 3.25% year-over-year, which is basically a two 
decade low. Of course, one thing pushing us closer to a possible 
recession is the weakness in housing activity, and the slowdown 
in the construction space. Developers are pulling back given the 
weakness at pre-sale centres. According to Urban Analytics, the 
number of presale condo and townhome sales recorded across 
Metro Vancouver during the first quarter of 2019 represented a 
61-per-cent drop from the same quarter last year. At 1783 sales it 
was the third-lowest quarterly sales total since 2010. Naturally this 
has fed further into new land acquisitions which fell 50% year-over-
year in the first quarter as developers struggle to justify current land 
prices given the negative outlook. While trades are working full tilt 
to complete the over 40,000 units under construction it is evident 
the future pipeline is beginning to thin. Of course this should 
help ease the cost of labour which we are already seeing. Further, 
the futures price of lumber is down nearly 30% year to date which 
should help some projects push ahead. 

One thing we continue to monitor is policy making which may 
impact the housing market. So far there have been no signs of 
reversal. Oddly the Bank of Canada remains upbeat that it will 
sneak in another rate hike but we suspect they will have to throw in 
the towel likely sometime this year. Further CMHC’s Evan Siddall 
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is holding nothing back in his quest to keep the stress test as is. In a 
letter to House Standing Committee on Finance Siddall said, 

“Critics of the stress test ignore the fact that high house prices are 
the overwhelming reason why home ownership is out of reach. 
There are many economic and other factors behind this. In fact, 
the stress test has helped moderate house prices, making home 
ownership easier. If I can borrow an analogy from my colleague, 
OSFI Superintendent Jeremy Rudin: having braked hard enough 
to stop your car from barreling down a hill, you don’t declare 
victory and release the brakes."

Further adding, "The Canadian Home Builders Association, the 
Mortgage Professionals Association of Canada and the Ontario 
Real Estate Association have all called on the government to ease 
the stress test and restore 30-year mortgage amortizations. Either 
of these would have added to housing demand across the board 
(not just targeted to a small segment) and price inflation of as 
much as 1-2% in our large cities. Both ideas would also stimulate 
increased borrowing. Paul Taylor of the MPC was bold enough to 
criticize the FTHBI to this Committee last week in suggesting that 
we should actually encourage people to borrow 4.8 times income. 
This same rhetoric led successive US administrations to promote 
home ownership to a fault. Apparently, the MPC is content to see 
home builders, real estate agents and mortgage brokers receive 
short term benefits while Canadians bear the long-term costs.

My job is to advise you against this reckless myopia and protect our 
economy from potentially tragic consequences. Indeed, it was my 
primary aim in leaving a private sector career in finance for public 
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service: to help prevent a repeat of the harm that excessive mortgage 
lending created for hundreds of thousands of households just a 
decade ago." 

Considering Evan Siddall essentially controls the Candian 
mortgage market, this is not exactly what you want to hear if 
you’re about to invest tens of millions of dollars into a new housing 
project. Furthermore, the BC Government continues to lean on 
the housing market, unleashing a bombshell report on the extent 
of money laundering through the BC Real Estate market.

Whether you agree with it or not, the report suggests an estimated 
$5 billion in “dirty money” was laundered through the province’s 
housing market in 2018. With Attorney General David Eby 
declaring, "The party is over. It may be spring but winter is finally 
coming for those who rely on bulk cash transactions on for their 
business model." 

Politics aside, one has to try to objectively quantify this rhetoric. 
We do not believe this instils confidence in the housing market, 
and confidence is a key element of any financial market. 

And so we are left wondering how this will all shape up in the 
months ahead. June is typically comparable to May for sales 
activity, however once we get out of June then July and August 
really slow down as market participants hit pause and move into 
vacation mode. We think sellers would be wise to beat out the dog 
days of summer. 
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Taking a more broader view, year to date total home sales across 
all of Greater Vancouver hit 8835. This is fewest sales for the five 
month period since the year 2000 when home sales totalled 8531. 
For context there are 14,266 Realtors currently licensed with the 
Real Estate Board of Greater Vancouver.

hungry for more

chart of the month

Greater Vancouver Home Sales January Through May
Source: REBGV, Steve Saretsky
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Developers appear to have hit the pause button on acquiring 
new land. First quarter land transactions fell 49.6% across Metro 
Vancouver. The slowest first quarter in over five years. 

saretsky's chart book

hitting pause?

Metro Vancouvef Q1 Land Sales By Year
Source: Saretsky Group
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The spread between the 10 year and 3 month bond yield has 
inverted the most since 2007. The inverted yield curve is eroding 
banks net interest margins which discentives new loan creation. 
Take First National which noted on a recent earnings call, “2018 
also represented the tightest period for mortgage spreads in the 
past 12 years.” Mortgage originations fell 35% in Vancouver & 
Calgary.

inverting away profits
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Not much happening these days with residential mortgage credit. 
Year-over-year growth remained subdued at just 3.25% as of the 
end of April. Mortgage credit is obviously a fundamental driver of 
home prices.

still pushing on a string

Canada Residential Mortgage Credit Y/Y
Source: Bank of Canada
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condos

This section provides a brief overview of the month that was across 
the Vancouver real estate market, including the percent change 
from one year ago in the condo, townhouse and detached markets.

MAY 2019  MAY 2018 % CHG (YR)

nuMbeR of sAles 462 531 - 13%

nuMbeR of new listinGs 962 1,133 - 15%

inventoRY 2,190 1,547 42%

sAles to ACtive RAtio 21% 34% - 39%

MontHs of supplY 6.5 3.1 112%

AvG dAYs on MARket 26.8 15.1 77%

MediAn dAYs on MARket 17 8 113%

AvG pRiCe $779,707 $904,764 - 14%

MediAn pRiCe $658,000 $738,000 - 11%

AvG pRiCe peR sq ft $949 $1,056 - 10%

MediAn pRiCe peR sq ft $930 $1,037 - 10%

% of listinGs sold oveR AskinG 10% 35% - 73%

deep dive
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detached

townhouses

MAY 2019 MAY 2018 % CHG (YR)

nuMbeR of sAles 88 69 28%

nuMbeR of new listinGs 192 206 - 7%

inventoRY 395 323 22%

sAles to ACtive RAtio 22% 21% 4%

MontHs of supplY 7.5 4.7 59%

AvG dAYs on MARket 31.2 26.2 19%

MediAn dAYs on MARket 18 10 80%

AvG pRiCe $1,115,509 $1,273,944 - 12%

MediAn pRiCe $999,990 $1,100,000 - 9%

peRCent of listinGs sold oveR AskinG 9% 35% - 74%

MAY 2019 MAY 2018 % CHG (YR)

nuMbeR of sAles 210 229 - 8%

nuMbeR of new listinGs 447 587 - 24%

inventoRY 1,642 1,727 - 5%

sAles to ACtive RAtio 12.8% 13.3% - 4%

MontHs of supplY 13.1 10.0 31%

AvG dAYs on MARket 42.6 44.0 - 3%

MediAn dAYs on MARket 24 14 71%

AvG pRiCe $2,167,646 $2,639,441 - 18%

MediAn pRiCe $1,675,000 $1,925,000 - 13%

peRCent of listinGs sold oveR AskinG 10% 16% - 36%
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about steve

Steve Saretsky is a Vancouver residential 
Realtor and author behind one of 
Vancouver’s most popular real estate blogs.  
Steve is widely considered a thought leader 
in the industry with regular appearances 
on BNN, CBC, CKNW, CTV and as a 
contributor to BC Business Magazine. Steve 
has advised developers, hedge funds, and 
fund managers on the Vancouver housing 
market and is a regular speaker at industry 
events.

Steve Saretsky provides real estate services 
throughout Greater Vancouver.  To inquire 
about listing or buying a property, please 
email:  steve@stevesaretsky.com.
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