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TAbout five years ago, Canada’s not-
for-profit sector came face to face with
the realization that“the times they were
a’ changing” and the usual wellsprings of
funding were drying up. If they wanted
to stay in“business,” nonprofits would
have to find new, sustainable ways to
fund their activities.

The New Westminster Community
Development Society (NWCDS) was
no different. For our first seven years
(1992-1999), we provided inner city
outreach programs, created a resource
centre, and provided job search counsel-
ling to individuals, including employ-
ment and training-related services. As
well, we provided increased community
access to technology through computer
access, video-conferencing, and satellite
learning. After incorporating in 1994,
we ran the New Westminster
Community Skills Centre and delivered
basic administrative support, advocacy,
and program development services to
the BC Community Skills Centres
Consortium. During all those years, we
had received core funding from the
provincial and federal governments.
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By 1999, however, two big changes in
our circumstances occurred. One was
that our primary funders had changed
their priorities and objectives, resulting in
a significant decrease in our major
sources of core operating funds. We
needed to look elsewhere for support.
The second was that we had grown to
the point where our offices could no
longer accommodate staff and potential
clients. We also needed to look for a new
location for our Society’s work.

After an exhaustive search, we found new
offices on the main floor of a heritage
building in downtown New
Westminster. In March 2000, the Society
signed a 5-year lease with TD Canada
Trust for relocation in February 2001 to
this strata lot.

As a nonprofit society with charitable
status, we asked for an“opt-out” clause in
our lease that would allow us to vacate
the premises with 30 days notice in the
event that our funding became inade-
quate. The bank agreed, but because
their original intention had been to sell
the space, not lease it, they countered
with a clause that would allow them to
terminate our lease with 90 days notice if
they got an opportunity to sell. In spite
of feeling a bit “over the barrel,” we agreed
and, for about $6,000 per month, leased
roughly 5,000 sq. ft. of an office space
that totalled 9,000 sq. ft.

After investing so much time and
effort in our search, and in the costs for
relocating and making significant
improvements, the bank’s opt-out clause
became a big cause for worry. We were
not comfortable with leasing a space that
we might have to vacate within 90 days.
If we were evicted, that money would be
lost to the Society and we couldn’t afford
that. For greater security, we wondered if
it would be safer to purchase the office
space outright. It was time to look at our
options. We began to consider the
benefits and risks of owning our own
offices.

The Adventure Begins

A New Strategy for
Sustainability

Could a nonprofit society become a
property owner, possibly even a landlord,
and maintain its charitable status and its
values? Could we raise the funds to
purchase a strata property valued at
$675,000? Would ownership help us
achieve our goal of becoming more
financially sustainable?

We decided to ask“corporate Canada”
for assistance and approached our
leaseholders to see if they would provide
NWCDS with a charitable donation
toward the purchase of the strata
property. Initial conversations with
Richard Averill, TD Canada Trust’s
Manager of Leasing and Acquisitions,

the realization that“the times they were
a’ changing” and the usual wellsprings of
funding were drying up. If they wanted

centre, and provided job search counsel-

well, we provided increased community
access to technology through computer
access, video-conferencing, and satellite

Community Skills Centre and delivered

Consortium. During all those years, we

economic life expectancy of more than 30
years. (An appraisal by a local company
confirmed that it did.) Two, we would
need to secure a tenant for the extra 4,000
sq. ft. of office space in order to be able to
meet our monthly financial obligations.

The Society looked very closely at this
requirement to lease out our extra space.
On one hand, we knew that vacancy rates
were high in downtown New
Westminster. On the other, we would be
in a favourable market position because
our space was in a heritage building and, in
fact, was one of the more attractive spaces
in the city. To top it off, it was situated at
street level and was very accessible by foot
and public transit.

To me, functioning as a social enter-
prise meant that we would have to be

began in early 2002. He was very
supportive of the idea of a nonprofit
owning the space. By Fall 2002, TD
Canada Trust sent us a formal letter
offering a $200,000 charitable donation.

We were very excited. But where
would we get the balance of the money? I
called Bob Williams at VanCity Credit
Union and Dave Driscoll at VanCity
Community Foundation to discuss the
possibility of a $475,000 mortgage. We
knew about their strong support for
community organizations, and had dealt
with VanCity on other occasions. Both
were enthusiastic and immediately came
to our office to talk about the details.

VanCity agreed to a mortgage, but
stipulated two significant clauses. One,
the building would need to have an

careful about who we leased to. We
considered training organizations, among
others, but decided we would be careful
not to lease to businesses or organizations
that were not compatible with our vision
of contributing to the social and economic
life of the city. After all, we would be
sharing our space with them.

After all this examination, it looked like
a good move. Our mortgage payment
would be less than our lease payment
($3,000 vs. $6,000 per month). Counter-
balancing that, we would be responsible
for city taxes, strata fees, and any addi-
tional maintenance costs for the entire
9,000 sq. ft., which would add about
$4,000 to our monthly expenses. The
rental of the additional 4,000 sq. ft. of
space would offset those costs, however.

By 1999, two big changes occurred. The first was that our primary
funders changed their priorities & objectives, resulting in a significant
decrease in our major sources of core operating funds. The second was
that we had grown to the point where our offices could no longer
accommodate staff & potential clients.

NWCDS’ new digs: the main floor of a

heritage building on New Westminster’s main

drag. Photocredit: NWCDS.
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On Again, Off Again …
the Tension Mounts

Our excitement was tempered by the
realization that we faced still more
challenges. As we went over the
particulars of the deal, we discovered
that even with a $200,000 donation
towards the mortgage, we would not be
able to meet all the costs associated
with purchasing the space. We needed
more money to cover the first year of
taxes, the legal fees for conveyancing the
sale, and extra maintenance fees not
included in the strata fees.

Oops! We could have compensated
for the increased costs by charging a
higher rent, of course. But that wasn’t

be gone. If we held off on signing the
deals, we risked losing them. The
prospect of missing the opportunity of a
lifetime wasn’t a pleasant one.

We finally decided to hold off and
redoubled our efforts to find a suitable
tenant who could agree to a lease under
the terms that would make our property
purchase viable. Seven months later, in
Spring 2003, we still had not found a
tenant.

The situation looked bleak indeed
when we received a letter from TD
Canada Trust advising that if we were
unable to complete the purchase by the
end of June and take possession the
following month, they would take the
deal off the table.
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NWCDS

Facts & Figures

As one of the few long-standing (12 years)

CED nonprofits working from a strictly

community rather than academic focus,

NWCDS continues to play a leadership role in

community economic development in the

Vancouver region.

Most of our current work involves

contracts with Human Resources and Skills

Development Canada for delivering such

programs as Job Search and Career Bound.

These programs help participants become

more organized and informed in their efforts

to find work, to become more knowledgeable

about their skills and aspirations, what steps

to take to achieve their goals, and what

opportunities for employment are available

locally.

We are also a demonstration site for the

innovative Learn$ave IDA (Individual

Development Account) project administered

by SEDI (Social and Enterprise Development

Innovations) and funded by Human

Resources and Skills Development Canada.

IDAs focus on asset-building for low-income

people. It’s a nation-wide project that is the

largest demonstration of its kind in the world.

As the local delivery agent, NWCDS brings to

the project our experience in assisting low-

income members of our community.

In downtown New Westminster, typical lease

rates are $12-$15/sq. ft. When we were

leasing from TD Canada Trust, we paid about

$14/sq. ft. (about $6,000 per month), which

included utilities and most of our

maintenance costs.

As owners, we pay the mortgage plus

strata fees, city taxes, and any extra

maintenance costs that aren’t covered in

our strata fees. This brings our monthly

obligation to about $8,000 per month.

Our mortgage is based on 7.5% for five

years. However, thanks to VanCity’s

Community Investment Deposit Program,

it is reduced by 3%. This program is only

available to not-for-profits and is an

investment by VanCity members.

The lease our tenants pay is based on

the rate per square foot that we pay for the

mortgage, plus strata fees, taxes, and

maintenance costs per year. It’s a standard

lease and is similar in price and terms to

others in the area.

The net result is less monthly overhead

for us.

an option worth considering, given local
vacancy rates and our desire to be very
selective in our leasing.

Happily, TD Canada Trust came
through for us. At my request, they
raised their charitable donation by
$100,000. With this additional money,
VanCity was prepared to approve our
mortgage, but held fast to its second
stipulation on tenancy. TD Canada
Trust, for its part, was only willing to
donate the money if it would contribute
to a sensible property purchase.

So there we were – in limbo. If we
closed the deals with VanCity and TD
Canada Trust, we were committed to
finding a tenant. If we failed to find one,
NWCDS and all the programs that
local people needed and valued would

Back I went to VanCity’s credit
committee. The good news was that
the credit committee removed the
tenancy stipulation. The bad news was
that they also reduced the amount of
the mortgage they were willing to offer
us from $475,000 to $375,000. There
went the $100,000 additional donation
from TD Canada Trust.

Now what? The new financial
package would cover the cost of the
purchase, but it still wouldn’t cover the
legal fees to complete the sale. Nor
would it cover our monthly expenses if
the extra space remained vacant for a
number of months. In all, we deter-
mined that we needed another $30,000
to be able to agree to the purchase
terms.

The benefits of becoming the owners of our own working
space now seem to far outweigh the risks. After finding
someone to lease our extra space, we are paying a few
thousand dollars less than what we had previously paid to
lease the smaller space. We can pass on those lower costs to
the agencies that we contract projects with ...
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Back I went to Richard Averill to ask
for the additional $30,000. He said,“Vicki,
if I can do this for you, will you finally be
able to sign the deal?” I answered with a
passionate and definitive“Yes!”

A week later, the extra money was
approved. The papers were signed at the
end of June 2003 and we took possession
at the end of July.

To top off this great event, we finally
found a tenant. We leased the space to the
Métis Provincial Council of B.C. Two of
their programs – the Urban Aboriginal
Teen Parenting Program and the
Aboriginal Employment Program – would
occupy our 4,000 sq. ft. of extra space
starting in November 2003. These
programs perform functions that are
beneficial for the community at large and
their philosophy is something NWCDS
wholeheartedly supports. Our“store front”
entrance gives us excellent visibility and

The Road to Sustainability

accessibility in the community. We believe
this made us attractive to our new
tenants.

Happily, our tenants were approved for
further funding and we have signed a 2-
year lease with them. Our extra space had
sat empty the whole time we’d been there
since March 2000. What a treat it is now
to see it filled with doll corners, picture
books, and aquariums!

The benefits of becoming the owners
of our own working space now seem to far
outweigh the risks. After the security of
finding someone to lease our extra space,
we are paying a few thousand dollars less
than what we had previously paid to lease
the smaller space. Not only are we paying
less, because of our own reduced costs, we
can pass on those lower costs to the
agencies that we contract projects with,
which makes us more competitive. Both
these factors have increased our financial
sustainability as an organization, and we
feel we’re well-positioned to meet future
challenges.

And we’ve learned some important
lessons for all nonprofits, particularly those
that are vulnerable to the current reality in
securing operational funding.

Our very first lesson was: Don’t be afraid
to deal with“corporate Canada.” Many
companies are willing – eager even – to
show their social responsibility side. Asking
for their support is a way of recognizing the
relationships within your community. We
knew our programs had value, and we
learned that it can be mutually beneficial to
let others see that value by entering into
these kinds of new relationships.

We also learned not to be afraid of being
different. Who would have thought to ask
their landlord for a $300,000 donation?
We wished we’d been bolder sooner.

The big lesson in all of this is
don’t give up!

VICKI AUSTAD is Executive Director of New

Westminster Community Development Society

(NWCDS). Contact her at 604-517-6150 or

vaustad@newwestced.bc.ca. Website:

www.newwestced.bc.ca.




