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P
ROPONENTS of the $400-million 
Portage Place redevelopment say 
if they don’t get $60 million in pub-

lic funding, the project is doomed.
On Wednesday, council’s executive 

policy committee approved $5 million 
of Winnipeg’s $20-million share of the 
funding request.

Many of the committee’s members 
did, however, vow to seek more infor-
mation on the funding level before 
council casts a final vote on the matter 
on July 23.

“I think it is an exciting opportunity 
for our downtown, that’s why I want to 
see support from the municipal govern-
ment. The question is, which level of 
government should be putting in what 
amount?” said Mayor Brian Bowman. 
“Obviously, the fiscal framework… 
doesn’t justify equality of investments 
by all levels of government.”

Starlight Investments wants $20 mil-
lion each from the city, province and 

federal government over the next five 
years.

Winnipeg’s public service suggested 
council instead approve a maximum of 
$5 million in a maximum 10-year per-
iod, with the yearly amount capped at 
80 per cent of municipal property taxes 
from the 245 Portage Ave. develop-
ment.

That funding would hinge on Star-
light completing the project within four 
years of when it secures financing, as 
well as the province and feds matching 
the city’s grant.

The city’s chief corporate services 
officer, Michael Jack, told EPC some 
funding is warranted to support the 
project, which should help revitalize 
downtown. But he cautioned the return 
on a full $20-million city investment 
would be limited.

“You can do the math and see very 
clearly… (how the city’s) financial re-
turn on the investment is remarkably 
small,” said Jack.

A public service report notes the city 

could expect to receive about $1.1 mil-
lion, or just 1.3 per cent, of all govern-
ment taxes and fees from the construc-
tion and development of the project. 
The city estimates it would get another 
$4.6 million from, or 8.4 per cent, of 
the total government revenue from the 
site’s operations.

Coun. Matt Allard cast EPC’s sole 
vote against the $5-million funding 
proposal. Allard said even the lower 
amount appears excessive, given the 
city’s low earning potential from the 
project.

In a phone interview, a spokeswoman 
for Starlight Investments urged coun-
cillors not to focus solely on the tax rev-
enue from the project but to consider its 
social benefits.

Marni Larkin said the development 
include a 24-hour community space 
with public washrooms, which warrant 
the city’s investment of tax dollars.

“The benefits to the community are 
quite large and without that (financial) 
bridge, we’re not going to be able to get 

there,” she said.
Larkin said the project will be can-

celled unless the full government re-
quest, including the city’s portion, is 
granted by Aug. 27.

“It’s a poor business decision to move 
forward without having all the finan-
cing in place,” she said.

Coun. Sherri Rollins said those social 
benefits do warrant extra consideration 
and possibly a larger investment than 
$5 million.

“I don’t want to lose this deal. It’s a 
very important, once-in-a-generation 
project for the downtown revitaliza-
tion,” said Rollins.

“The proposal we have before us is 
not only just rejuvenation of the Portage 
Place mall… It’s a public washroom. It’s 
a community centre/neighbourhood 
space,” added Rollins.

Coun. Kevin Klein lobbied fellow 
councillors to approve the entire 
$20-million request.

Klein said the project should attract 
new residents and offer some afford-

able housing, which would help make 
downtown safer and more accessible.

“The benefits are endless. A $20-mil-
lion investment for that, considering 
what we’ve done for others over the 
years, is nothing, in my opinion,” he 
said.

The developers propose to replace 
the mall with more than 500 rental 
apartments, 147,000 square feet of re-
tail space and 342,000 square feet of of-
fice space. A grocery store, pedestrian 
walkway, external skywalks and green 
roofs are in the plans.

The province has devoted $28.7 mil-
lion to the project, through an educa-
tion property tax rebate that would be 
spread over 20 years. It’s not clear how 
a provincial pledge to phase out the edu-
cation property tax would affect that 
commitment.

No federal funding commitment has 
been made so far.

joyanne.pursaga@freepress.mb.ca
Twitter: @joyanne_pursaga

VOLUNTEERS began swinging ham-
mers once more for Habitat for Human-
ity Manitoba, roughly three months af-
ter the non-profit organization normally 
gets its first volunteer crew of the year.

Thirty employees from Engineers 
Geoscientists Manitoba showed up 
around 8:30 a.m. Wednesday to work 
on a bare land condominium project on 
Templeton Avenue.

“By now, we would’ve had all the 
basements in the ground, and every-
body would be framing,” said Jason 
Miller, local director of program deliv-
ery. “Because of COVID, we’ve had a 
late start.”

The non-profit’s employees poured 
two basements last week. On Wednes-
day, volunteers worked on the base-
ment, and scaffolding and building 
roofs.

Some wore face masks; all wore hard 
hats and boots that had been disin-
fected, as per novel coronavirus pan-
demic measures. The safety equipment 
would be disinfected at the end of the 
day, too, and put into a rotation, sitting 
for three or four days before their next 
use.

Volunteers worked with individually 
assigned tools and cleaned power tools 
before passing them to someone else. 
They filled out COVID-19 self-assess-
ments before starting their work.

Normally, the two groups would visit 
the site in the same day; this summer, 
the local Habitat for Humanity isn’t al-
lowing groups over 30 people to volun-
teer at one time.

Even with the changes, it’s good to 
be back to work, said Habitat Mani-
toba chief executive officer Sandy 
Hopkins.

“It’s good to be on a build site, it’s 
good to hear hammers going,” he said. 
“The families who’ve been waiting pa-
tiently for this to happen... have to be 
feeling much better, as well.”

The organization plans to build 12 
homes in Manitoba this year: nine in 
Winnipeg, two in Brandon, and one in 
Selkirk. It’s a change of plans from the 

23 originally scheduled for 2020 (17 in 
Winnipeg). The pandemic resulted in a 
shortened build season, less fundrais-
ing because of cancelled events and 
lower-than-expected donations.

The Templeton Avenue condominium 
will hold 20 partner homes. The non-
profit is building eight this year and the 
remaining 12 in 2021.

It marks the first time Habitat for 
Humanity Manitoba has built condos, 
but it has examples from affiliates in 
Toronto and Edmonton to refer to.

“This is not condominiums in the 
sense of most condo projects, where a 
developer imagines what the project 
will be and then tries to sell the units 
individually to people,” Hopkins said. 

“We’ve got our families lined up. We 
know who’s going to want all these 
homes.”

Families of four to eight will buy the 
units. They’ll pay the market value of 
the house, condo fees, taxes and insur-
ance. They won’t pay interest on their 
mortgage for 15 years or a down pay-
ment, and their monthly instalments 
will be based on their income and abil-
ity to pay, Hopkins said.

Habitat is ready to change as the pan-
demic does, he said.

“If there’s a need to slow down be-
cause of a resurgence of COVID, that’s 
exactly what we’ll do.”

gabrielle.piche@freepress.mb.ca

GABRIELLE PICHÉ

Habitat volunteers get back into swing of things

JOYANNE PURSAGA

Developer says project doomed if city fails to give $20-million

EPC preps $5M for Portage Place 

RUTH BONNEVILLE / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS

Habitat for Humanity welcomes its first group of volunteers in months on Wednesday. The crew from Engineers Geoscientists Manitoba was kept busy helping to build the non-profit’s condo project on Templeton Avenue.
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Ready to fill (some) seats
Cinematheque seeks approval to be first
Manitoba movie theatre to reopen since pandemic hit 
D1

Manitoba expands back-to-work subsidy 
Businesses to be reimbursed for up to 10 additional workers

M
ANITOBA is beefing up its 
back-to-work wage subsidy, 
but help may come too late for 

cash-starved employers.
The program to reimburse busi-

nesses that hire or bring back laid-off 
staff (up to $5,000 per employee to a 
maximum of five workers until the 
end of August) is expanding.

“The enhanced... program will re-
imburse up to $5,000 for up to 10 new 
workers, to a maximum of $50,000 
per business, not-for-profit or char-
ity,” the province said Wednesday.

“Businesses that have already 
benefited from provincial summer 

wage subsidies are eligible for this 
new wage subsidy benefit to hire or 
bring back an additional 10 employees. 
The program will now reimburse half 
of all wages for those newly hired to 
Oct. 31.”

Manitoba ranks second among the 
provinces in returning to pre-COV-
ID-19 pandemic employment levels, 
but more than 69,000 Manitobans are 
still looking for work, Premier Brian 
Pallister said at a news conference.

“We are leading the country, but 
not out of the woods yet,” he said. “We 
must do everything we can to help 
them be self-sufficient again.”

Pallister said Manitoba businesses 
can take the announced wage subsidy 

program “to the bank.”
“Interest rates are at an all-time 

low,” Pallister said. “If the Govern-
ment of Manitoba is promising me 
I’m getting 50 per cent of my wage 
expenses back, I’m taking that to the 
bank, literally. That’s money that’s 
freed up for me to do other things 
with.”

However, while the expanded wage 
subsidy is “a step in the right direc-
tion,” the urgent need of local employ-
ers may be too great to wait, said 
Jonathan Alward, Canadian Federa-
tion of Independent Business Prairie 
region director.

“If money could be given, in part, 
upfront, that would be better,” he said. 

“Definitely, cash flow is one of the top 
concerns for many small businesses.

“It’s hard to just go ‘to the bank.’”
 In Manitoba, 70 per cent of small 

businesses have taken on debt as a 
result of COVID-19, and a majority of 
those with debt (71 per cent) estimate 
it will take more than a year to pay 
off, Alward said, citing CFIB survey 
results released this week.

Across Canada, small businesses 
that have incurred debt because of 
the pandemic report they have taken 
on $135,000 on average, the survey 
says. The non-profit federation that 
represents 110,000 members esti-
mates the coronavirus-related debt 
taken on so far by small businesses is 

$117 billion.
In Manitoba, to finance pandemic 

revenue shortfalls and extra costs, 
small businesses have relied on per-
sonal savings (33 per cent), credit 
cards (26 per cent), bank loans (17 
per cent), retirement savings (eight 
per cent), mortgages (seven per 
cent), and loans from families and 
friends (six per cent), CFIB said.

“The most urgent need is direct 
financial assistance that can help 
workers and small businesses cover 
costs of essentials like (personal pro-
tective equipment),” NDP Leader Wab 
Kinew said.

CAROL SANDERS

● SUBSIDY, CONTINUED ON A2

● SECURITY, CONTINUED ON A2

A CITY councillor who was de-
nied security clearance required 
for a seat on the Winnipeg Police 
Board says police acted arbitrar-
ily and she may rescind her resig-
nation from the civilian oversight 
body.

Coun. Vivian Santos (Point 
Douglas) said Wednesday she 
was reconsidering her decision to 
step down from the board — and 
is looking at options to clear her 
name.

“After having considered new in-
formation and taking time to think 
about what happened, I do feel that 
the Winnipeg police have acted 
arbitrarily and have denied me 
procedural fairness,” she posted to 
Twitter.

“Ensuring accountability for 
the (Winnipeg Police Service) 
and City of Winnipeg is of 
utmost importance to me. I will 
provide more information in due 
course.”

On Tuesday, Santos resigned 
from her appointment to the police 
board after being notified she 
had failed its required security 
check. Santos said she has never 
been charged criminally, and city 
police did not tell her why such 
clearance was withheld.

She declined an interview re-
quest Wednesday.

Criticism of WPS involvement 
in issuing security clearance for 
police board members is not new. 

Seven years ago, when she was 
nominated for a civilian seat at 
the table, Louise Simbandumwe 
said the credibility of the board 
would be undermined by police 
influence. 

WINNIPEG’S mayor says he wouldn’t 
support the city appealing the recent 
court ruling that determined its im-
pact fee was invalid and ordered the 
city to refund $32 million in revenue it 
has collected.

Mayor Brian Bowman said he’d 
prefer to work with the development 
community to ensure new builds pay 
for their demands on city services and 
infrastructure.

“The city does, in fact, have the 
legal authority to impose an impact 
fee… Let’s move forward. And I’d 
rather do that around the boardroom 
table and in the council chambers than 
in a courtroom,” said Bowman.

The city introduced the impact fee in 
May 2017, levying it on new homes in 
some new neighbourhoods. As of Jan. 
1, it added $5,249.96 per 1,000 square 
feet to the price of those homes.

Supporters argue that charge, also 
known as a growth fee, is needed to 

ensure new builds pay for the costs 
they create for city services and 
infrastructure. But developers argue 
growth already paid for those costs. 
They launched their successful legal 
challenge to get the money refunded.

The mayor said he would be re-
quired to sign off on any appeal of that 
court decision, so an appeal won’t take 
place at this time.

Since the court ruling took issue 
with the way the city implemented its 
growth fee, and not the city’s ability 

to actually add one, the mayor said 
he’s interested in exploring how such a 
levy could be added.

“I’d like to see us have some dia-
logue with the industry and I’d like to 
see council revisit… the (impact fee) 
bylaw to try to address the concerns 
the court has raised,” said Bowman. 
“It’s a matter of timing, of following 
the court’s direction and providing the 
refunds that were contemplated.”

Mayor opposes appealing court ruling on impact fee

● IMPACT FEE, CONTINUED ON A2
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It’s about three months 
later than in past years, 
but Habitat for Humanity is 
back. Volunteers have new 
pandemic measures they 
must follow, but ‘it’s good 
to hear hammers going,’ 
Habitat CEO 
Sandy Hopkins says   
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