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FEATURE Labour and housing shortage increase pressure on Fort St. John's unprecedented building boom

PETER MITHAM
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ust outside Fort St. John, on the shores
of Charlie Lake, is the oldest inhab-
ited spot in British Columbia.

B.C.’s first known residents settled here
10,500 years ago. Today, a fresh wave of new-
comers is making its mark on the province’s
future as an unprecedented tide of growth and
development sweeps the region. Indeed, activ-
ity in the Fort St. John region is the strongest
it’s ever been, exceeding records set during the
1994 boom.

Building permits are on track to crack $100
million this year, having surged to $85 mil-
lion in 2005 from $69.8 million in 2004, said
city manager John Locher, who cites the
region’s booming oil and gas sector as the rea-
son. The forest sector is also playing a role,
with Canadian Forest Products Ltd. and
Louisiana-Pacific Corp.’s new OSB (oriented
strand board) plant leading the way.

More projects are in the works. BC Hydro
recently announced a four-year, $67-million
upgrade to the Peace Canyon dam. Discussions
are also underway regarding the proposed Site
C dam on the Peace River, a project that could
represent another boon for the local econo-
my.

The action has pushed annual disposable
income in the city to an average of $39,055 a
person, compared to the Canadian average of
$30,584 a person.

“It’s the highest in the province and amongst
the highest in Canada,” Locher said.

Restaurants and retail developments are cash-
ing in on the good times, even as they scramble
to find enough workers. Fast food staff can make
$14-$15 per hour, yet are in short supply.

Residential developers are hard-pressed to
keep up with the demand for new housing, both
in Fort St. John and the surrounding area. Yet
even with $26 million in new residential con-
struction, home prices are still soaring.

A lack of resale product is to blame, said
Trevor Bolin of Re/Max Action Realty in Fort
St. John and a director of the B.C. Northern
Real Estate Board.
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The Fort St. John area, which for board pur-
poses runs from Fort Nelson, 387 kilometres to
the north, to Hudson’s Hope, 140 kilometres
to the west, and Taylor, about 25 kilometres to
the east, saw 500 single-family home sales last
year, up 17 per cent over 2004.

But demand outstripped sales, pushing
the average house price in Fort St. John to
$195,035. Single-wide trailers fetch in excess
of $65,000, and most new houses are topping
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$210,000.

Bolin expects home
prices to post a fur-
ther 13 per cent gain
through 2006, reach-
ing $220,000 by year’s
end. The rise is even
more dramatic consid-
ering that home prices
five years ago were
closer to $100,000.

“It’s a whole differ-
ent town,” Bolin said,
even though the aver-
age listing remains a
25-year-old two-level
home boasting just
2,000 square feet. The
standard home on the
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market doesn’t even
have a garage.

Two developments
on tap for this spring
will serve the middle and lower range of the
market, Bolin said, but more is needed.

Bolin represents one of the developers,
Claymore Capital, which hopes to build 280
units on the southeast side of town. Running
$170,000 to $220,000 for between 1,000 and
1,200 square feet, the houses will feature base-
ments and garages. Construction will take
place over the next three years.

“It’s going to be good, affordable housing.
It’s going to give a nice option to buyers,”
Bolin said.
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The smaller centre of Fort Nelson is also feeling
the pressure. Re/Max Results Realty managing
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Building permits may crack $100 million this year, but housing
costs are soaring. Publisher Bruce Lantz with help wanted sign,
now common across northeast B.C.







