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WOODWARD’S BELONGS TO US

IN MAY 1995, a poster appeared in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. It
called upon residents to bring a bucket, a broom and a friend to the site
of the Woodward’s store, closed since 1993. People gathered and began

sweeping the streets and cleaning windows. At a subsequent gathering, parti-
cipants painted the store, decorating the windows with images of flowers and
mountains and with slogans. I was one of the painters.

Cleaning and painting are both particularly domestic acts. They are the
sort of thing one does to one’s own home. In part, I will suggest, this was the
point. The protests were prompted by a proposal from a private developer,
Fama Holdings, whose CEO was Kassem Aghtai, to build 350 condominium
units on the site. This was locally opposed, in part because of a fear that it
would lead to an escalation of property values, intensified redevelopment of
the surrounding real estate and the unchecked displacement of the poor.
However, it was also opposed on the grounds that Aghtai, to quote a protest
leaflet, was ‘taking land that had been in the community for decades’.

Woodward’s is located in the heart of the Downtown Eastside, a poor
neighbourhood with a long history of activism and opposition around issues
of land, redevelopment and gentrification. This reflects the fact that a signi-
ficant number of the residents are tenants of residential hotels with limited
security of tenure. Located just to the east of Vancouver’s downtown core, on
land zoned for high density and rich with ‘heritage’ style buildings, the afford-
able housing stock of the Downtown Eastside has come under increased
pressure. The zone has long been characterized as marginal, anomic and
mobile, yet activists have long (and often successfully) invoked a language of
residency, community and permanency. Fierce and politically and ethically
laden battles have ensued over particular sites. Woodward’s is one of the
most important. Over 100 years old, the store is fondly remembered by many
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on the neighbourhood. It is also that something that ‘belongs to us’ is being
taken away and needs to be ‘reclaimed’. In interview, one activist noted that,
if the development had been proposed for a parking lot, it would have been
less controversial. The fact was that it occurred on a site over which ‘we’ had
a particular claim.

More window painting occurred, further enacting a claim to the building.
One activist noted that some residents were a little uneasy doing this, as it
could have been construed as a property crime. They countered by arguing
for community ownership of the building. Fama covered the windows with
plywood and hired security patrols. Activists countered with claims of ‘com-
munity property’, insisting that the developer ‘GIVE IT BACK’ (Figure 2).
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The outgoing provincial government again interceded, purchasing the site
from Fama. A new neo-liberal government came to power in 2001 and sought
to offload the site. Various rumours flew over possible buyers, including Wal-
Mart. Another private developer expressed an interest. In September 2002,
radical activists occupied the building and ‘Woodsquat’, as it was quickly
dubbed, began. Police evicted the squatters but allowed them to establish a
protest on the surrounding sidewalks. A tent-city of homeless people quickly
gathered (Figure 3). The language of the protestors became increasingly
strident, with particular emphases on homelessness, welfare cutbacks and the
possible effects on the housing stock were the city’s bid for the 2010 Winter
Olympics successful. However, a continued collective claim was also made to
the site itself. ‘Our community, our building’, read the graffiti; ‘This building
is not for sale. It belongs to the community.’ The squat itself materially
enacted a property claim through physical occupancy. ‘Home, sweet home’
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FIGURE 2
The right to not be excluded
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read the posters. As one walked down Hasting Street, one walked through
people’s bedrooms and living rooms.

Controversy over Woodsquat, Woodward’s and the Downtown Eastside
more generally played a crucial role in bringing about a seismic shift in city
governance in 2002. A new left-of-centre slate, with strong ties to the Down-
town Eastside, and Woodward’s in particular, acquired the site from the
province and ended the squat. A call for development proposals ensued. Inter-
estingly, the winning proposal goes some way to recognizing a community
interest in, and claim to the site, using language such as an ‘architecture of
community’, the involvement of residents and the provision of a significant
amount of affordable housing.1 To that extent, this marks a provisional success
for the Downtown Eastside (Grdadolnik, 2006). However, many still worry
about the continued threat of displacement, as gentrification begins to pick
up again in the area.2

AN URBAN COMMONS?

In one sense, this is a very familiar story to any scholar of urban development.
Issues of gentrification, homelessness and political struggle are, of course,
widespread. What is perhaps less familiar is the importance of property to
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FIGURE 3
Woodsquat
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these conflicts. Viewed from the perspective of the poor of the Downtown
Eastside, property appears to work in largely negative ways. The private
property rights of Kassem Aghtai to dispose of his property as he sees fit
threatens indirectly to displace many poorer tenants, as hotel owners exercise
their right to expel and evict long-term welfare tenants in order to make way
for newer residents. We can find many examples in cities across the world
where state or private actors use the power to exclude, which is central to
private property, to displace, evict and remove the poor. This is an import-
ant dynamic that demands careful attention.3

However, what I find striking about Woodward’s and many other urban
conflicts and struggles is that they force us to go beyond an exclusive focus
on the workings of private property and to acknowledge the existence of
counterposed property claims that are collective in scope. The developer’s
right to exclude is countered by the claim that the poor have a right to not be
excluded. The unitary claim of the developer is challenged by the argument
that the poor also have a legitimate property interest in, and claim to, the
site. This interest is a collective one – note the frequent invocation of ‘us’ –
and also a clearly localized one (‘the community’). This property interest in
Woodward’s, moreover, is not one of alienation or transfer. It cannot be
monetarized but is, rather, predicated on use, occupation, domicile (see
Radin, 1986) and inherent need. As with many other commons, the stakes are
high: the ‘enclosure’ of Woodward’s is seen to compromise the very survival
of a poor community itself. The redevelopment of Woodward’s is bad, activists
say, not simply because it displaces but because it appropriates and encloses.
It turns a collective interest into an individualized one. Property is the threat,
in other words, and that which is threatened. This is not an exclusive claim
by the poor, but it is one, at minimum, that requires the active involvement
of the poor in planning such developments. They claim, in other words, a
property interest in Woodward’s. Such developments, moreover, cannot
‘enclose’ the neighbourhood; that is, they cannot exclude or expel the poor.

This extends beyond Woodward’s. Elsewhere, I have argued for the exist-
ence of a property-like claim made in the name of the poor of the Downtown
Eastside that encompasses the neighbourhood as a whole (Blomley, 2004b).
State, private and collective property, including streets, parks, residential
hotels, community centres and so on, are all imagined here as integral parts
of a local land claim over which the poor have legitimate interest, with rights
that are both symbolic and practical. This claim is extended to private space,
as in the case of Woodward’s or hotels, as well as to state-owned space such
as parks (Blomley, 2004b).

And, when one looks more carefully, one can find similar claims being
made elsewhere. Property – both private and collective – is a frequent basis
for political claim-making in the city and a site of contestation. Proponents of
private property rights have mobilized across the United States, for example,
in opposition to urban zoning, arguing that it relies upon objectionable
collectivist principles. Yet advocates for the homeless have also used private
property rights to argue that state actions such as the confiscation of
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homeless people’s property in San Francisco constitute an illegitimate taking
of property. Others pit collective use and occupation rights against fungible
expressions of property. Dana Cuff (1998: 135) argues, for example, that
many planning disputes in fact conceal conflicts between individual property
rights and localized community ownership: ‘[C]ontemporary development
contentions often pit the developer-owner’s private property against the
community’s common property’. In Britain, urban activists under the banner
‘The Land Is Ours’ have directly invoked a language of a historic rural
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