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Back to basics

In a slowed market, location is more important than ever

CAROLYN IRELAND

cireland@globeandmail.com

f you're a homeowner or an
aspiring buyer in the Toronto
area, your view of the real estate
market this fall depends on

where you’re standing.

If you're standing in your
penthouse atop the Candy Fac-
tory Lofts on Queen Street West,
you'’re looking at a lineup of five
agents with offers in hand. This
was the scene on a recent Sep-
tember evening, when the con-
test drove the sale price up to
$3.41-million, or $661,000 above
the asking price.

In the core’s prime family-
friendly neighbourhoods, listings
for desirable houses are slim
and those properties are still
selling in a flurry of competing
bids. By contrast, the surround-
ing regions seem to have an
abundance of houses for sale
and very choosy buyers.

Christopher Bibby, an agent
with Re/Max Hallmark Bibby
Group Realty, says the market is
more balanced over all - espe-
cially compared with the zany
seller’s market of the spring. But
buyers and sellers are hearing a
lot of conflicting information
these days. Agents’ strategies are
“all over the place.”

He adds that some agents are
setting low asking prices and
deadlines for bids in an effort to
drum up competition, but not
many are successful.

“I've seen a lot of failed
attempts just in the last two
weeks.”

Mr. Bibby has listed three con-
do units for sale within the past
week. He’s telling buyers’ agents
to bring offers any time. He pre-
fers to work that way in any
case, but in the early months of
2017, he was setting deadlines
just to keep the hordes at bay.

“In the spring, we had no
choice - you’d have 12 offers, 18
offers - you wouldn’t know
where it would end.”

Mr. Bibby, who focuses on
hard lofts and large condos in
the downtown core, says listings
in his niche are pared down.
Investors who want to take
some money off the table may
be more inclined to list in the
current environment.

“We’re not seeing a lot of
stand-out inventory this fall -
especially on the condo side.
We're seeing a lot of generic
inventory.”

One reason may be the units
that offer rare attributes are the
ones owners tend to live in,
instead of leasing them out. The
owners who don’t have a strong
reason to move are not motivat-
ed to ask him to come by to put
a value on their property.

“There’s nobody testing the
market right now. We’re not get-
ting those calls,” he says. “I
think the uncertainty is pushing
people to hold off for the spring
and for the market to stabilize.”

Meanwhile, the suburbs have

Some agents based in the suburbs who are dealing with a steeper downturn don’t seem to be aware of the strength in the downtown condo segment.

‘Now, 905 [region] agents are bringing their baggage to the city,’ agent Christopher Bibby says. MARK BLINCH/THE GLOBE AND MAIL
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We go to bed thinking,
‘Did they overpay?’ We feel
responsible. It’s frightening.

Elise Kalles
Agent at Harvey Kalles
Real Estate Ltd.

seen a steeper downturn. Mr.
Bibby sees some prospective
buyers developing a mentality
that they can steal a property
with an offer substantially below
the asking price. Some agents,
meanwhile, don’t seem to be
aware of the strength in the
downtown condo segment.

“Now, 905 [region] agents are
bringing their baggage to the
city.”

Numbers from the Toronto
Real Estate Board this week
show sales in the Greater Toron-
to Area dropped 35 per cent in
September compared with the
same month last year. The aver-
age price edged up 2.6 per cent
compared with September, 2016.
Compared with August, the av-
erage price has risen 5.9 per cent
in the GTA.

In diverging trends, the price
of a detached house in the city
of Toronto gained 13.8 per cent
compared with August, while
detached home prices in the 9os
remained essentially flat.

The average price of a condo
in the GTA jumped 23 per cent
last month compared with the
same month last year.

Elise Kalles, an agent with
Harvey Kalles Real Estate Ltd., is
also finding the market more
balanced.

High-end properties are mov-
ing, but more slowly than they
were, she says, adding she has
seen improvement in recent
weeks. On one recent day, she

was looking at a list of transac-
tions and saw five properties
sold with only one new listing.

Ms. Kalles says the Ontario
government’s new policy mea-
sures created some uncertainty
after they were introduced in
April in an effort to cool the
market.

“I think it just took a pause
because people were waiting to
see what happened,” she says.
“It’s not people who don’t have
the money - it’s people who
think, ‘Is this a good time? Will
the market go down?’ ”

She adds that banks are being
more cautious in approving
mortgages these days - especial-
ly after the exuberance in the
spring saw buyers bidding sale
prices up above the appraised
value of the property.

She points to the example of a
house that was listed by an
agent in her office in the early
spring with an asking price of
$3.9-million. If they were lucky,
the agent figured, the seller
would get $4-million. The house
drew seven offers and sold for
$4.8-million.

Ms. Kalles says agents struggle
to work with buyers in the
midst of such intense competi-
tion. She worries especially
about young and first-time
buyers.

“We go to bed thinking, ‘Did
they overpay?’ We feel responsi-
ble. It’s frightening.”

Ms. Kalles says the more mea-
sured fall activity is better for
the stability of the market.

Sahil Jaggi, an agent with
Re/Max Realtron Realty Inc., has
seen the market tilt away from
the speculation that was preva-
lent in the spring toward young-
er buyers who are hoping to get
in for the first time.

“I stopped calling investors
and started calling people who
were waiting for the market to
slow down so they could buy

something for themselves,” he
said.

He says the market’s pause in
the summer was mostly psychol-
ogical, as people adjusted to the
new rules and a 15-per-cent tax
on purchases by foreign buyers.

Mr. Jaggi says some investors
are interested in making pur-
chases now, but getting financ-
ing is much more difficult than
it was in years past. Lenders
have tightened up their prac-
tices and they are less likely to
take a chance on a buyer with
four or five properties, he says.
Lenders are also scrutinizing the
amount of rent a prospective
purchaser might get from an
investment property to make
sure the investor isn’t paying
too much.

“Even very credit-worthy
buyers are finding it hard to
finance deals.”

One strategy he has been
working with recently is the
vendor take-back mortgage. In
that case, the seller provides a
mortgage to the buyer. In most
cases, the loan will be repaid
after no more than five years.
It’s a good method when the
buyer plans to renovate or rede-
velop the property and flip it,
he explains.

“I think it’s a fantastic tool.”

It works for the buyer, he says,
because “he doesn’t have to go
through the excruciating financ-
ing process.”

Mr. Jaggi recently worked with
a client purchasing a property in
an area of Mississauga where
vintage homes on large lots are
being torn down and replaced
by much larger houses.

The older home was listed
with an asking price of $2-mil-
lion. Mr. Jaggi’s client offered to
pay the full asking price, with
$800,000 immediately and a
vendor take-back mortgage of
$1.2-million. “That’s the only
way we were going to give her

that price,” he says.

The seller was surprised at
first, but decided to accept the
offer.

“She was very much onboard
when I said, ‘We’ll give you the
$800,000 up front. It helps her
achieve that purchase price of
$2-million.”

It can also be a useful way for
the seller to reduce taxes
because the tax payable on any
capital gain from the sale can be
deferred over the life of the
mortgage. That doesn’t help sell-
ers who are selling their princi-
pal residence because the gain is
tax-free, but it does work for the
investor profiting from the sale
of an investment property, he
explains.

In some cases, the loan may
be set up so the buyer is only
repaying the interest over the
life of the mortgage. That keeps
monthly payments low so the
buyer doesn’t tie up cash flow in
repaying the principal. When
the buyer resells the property,
the proceeds can be used to pay
off the principal.

In areas where houses are slow
to sell, Mr. Jaggi says, condition-
al offers have become more
common as buyers and sellers
try to find a way to strike a deal.

Some buyers are reviving a
very notable condition: They
must be able to sell their exist-
ing property.

Mr. Jaggi advises sellers against
accepting such an offer.

“I've always told my seller,
‘Never, ever give in to that con-
dition.”

Mr. Jaggi points out that the
seller would know very little
about the buyer’s property. It
could have an undesirable loca-
tion or major defects that would
make a sale difficult.

“He’s going to have a month
of sleepless nights wondering
what is going on with a sale he
has no control over.”
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FRENCHMAN'’S BAY PICKERING, ONT.

Builder develops former school site near Pickering waterfront

DEVELOPER
Madison Homes

SIZE

Townhouses from 1,910 to 2,215
square feet; singles about 2,700
square feet

PRICE
Low $800,000s to $1.5-million

SALES CENTRE

1635 Bayly St., west of Brock Road
in Pickering. Open Monday to
Thursday from noon to 7 p.m.;
Friday by appointment; week-
ends and holidays 11 a.m. to

5 p.m.

CONTACT
Phone 905-839-0038 or visit
madisongroup.ca

adison Group’s transforma-

tion of a Toronto schoolyard
into a stacked-townhouse com-
munity opened the door for it to
redevelop another vacant school
site in a prime waterfront com-
munity in Pickering.

This time, the family-run com-
pany will craft 57 three-storey
townhouses and 10 detached
two-storey dwellings at 747 Liver-
pool Rd., just east of French-

Frenchman'’s Bay, with its 57 three-storey townhouses and 10 detached

two-storey dwellings, ‘allows that end user from Toronto currently in a
condo to move into a larger unit." MADISON GROUP

man’s Bay, which is the project’s
namesake.

“There are various natural, rec-
reational, heritage, arts and cul-
tural attractions within a
one-kilometre range of the site,
especially the boardwalk, beach-
es and marina,” project director
David Singer said.

“In today’s market, to be able to
have close access to Lake Ontario
and waterfront amenities is such
a rare opportunity.”

In fact, nearly a third of the
infill development had already
been snatched up during the

slow summer months before the
formal sales opening in late Sep-
tember.

“It’s a very established com-
munity with very little develop-
ment occurring,” said Mr. Singer,
who also notes that few existing
homes appear for resale.

“So it’s a very unique location
when you’re comparing it to oth-
er developments in the near
area; it’s a lifestyle that is unat-
tainable, really, anywhere else.”

A five-minute walk south along
Liverpool Road will lead to cafés,
speciality shops and restaurants,

as well as Frenchman’s Bay Mari-
na, the waterfront trail and Mil-
lennium Square. The latter is
home to a splash pad and play-
ground and host to concerts and
festivals.

“You're literally steps away
from the wharf and it’s incredibly
beautiful,” principal Nelly Zag-
danski said.

The area is also anchored by
several parks, including one next
door being revitalized with a
playground and sports field.

“Some of the townhouses back
onto the park, so that’s really
unique,” Ms. Zagdanski said.

Within a five-minute drive
north, all other essentials can be
found, such as a library, recrea-
tional complex and Pickering
Town Centre, as well as a GO
train station and Highway 401.

“South Pickering affords you a
place where you could have a
family and have a great lifestyle
by the water, yet get to work very
quickly between the GO and the
highway,” Ms. Zagdanski said.

As a departure from the tradi-
tional architecture of homes
nearby, this collection will fea-
ture contemporary brick, stone
and stucco facades with single or
double garages.

Townhouses will generally offer
three or four bedrooms, plus a
basement, and detached homes
on 43-foot lots will contain four
bedrooms, plus a lower level as
well.

“Unlike most other sites, we
have units that are on the larger
end of the market, so it allows
that end user from Toronto cur-
rently in a condo to move into a
larger unit, have kids in there
and a very nice lifestyle,” Mr.
Singer said.

Plans will feature open living
and dining areas, and traditional
or contemporary kitchens with
pantries and granite or quartz
counters, in addition to oak
veneer staircases, gas fireplaces
and master ensuites and walk-in
closets.

“A lot of the houses are older
bungalows, so we’re offering
people hardwood floors on the
main floor, smooth, nine-foot
ceilings and the singles are get-
ting freestanding tubs with glass
shower enclosures,” Ms. Zagdan-
ski said.

Once move-in dates begin in
May, 2019, each home will owe
monthly fees of nearly $100 to
maintain common roads and
grounds.



