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Preface

This is a look at the state of one neighbour-
hood, and how it is changing. It is about who
has been responsible for this change, and what
patterns have been set in motion. It is a study
about who has the power to initiate change,
what groups lack this power, and how they
can achieve it. This is a study of who loses
and who benefits from neighbourhood
change, and how a more equitable future can
be achieved for these groups. Equity and jus-
tice—in the sense of achieving fair outcomes
for all social groups—are founding principles
of this study. Neighbourhood and neighbour-
hood meaning are founding concepts. The
importance of space, and neighbourhood, to
the principle of social justice follows from
these convictions.

This study is a project of the Manitoba Re-
search Alliance (MRA), which strives to as-
sist in the transformation of inner-city and
Aboriginal communities debilitated by persist-
ent poverty and social exclusion. Focusing on
the second of the MRA’s four major themes—
justice, safety and security; neighbourhood
revitalization and housing; skill- and capac-
ity-building and employment; and commu-
nity economic development—this study
presents a critical perspective on neighbour-
hood revitalization and its tendency in prac-
tice to benefit some while penalizing others.
In order to achieve socially just revitalization,
inner-city communities must be transformed
for existing low-income residents, rather than
for property owners and incoming higher-in-
come groups.
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From Revitalization
to Revaluation in the
Spence Neighbourhood

Introduction

This paper takes as its subject the Spence
neighbourhood, the area in Winnipeg
bounded by Portage Avenue, Balmoral Street,
Notre Dame Avenue, and Sherbrook Street.
After decades of disinvestment free from con-
cerns over gentrification, the last decade has
brought notable changes to Spence. In many
ways, Spence remains a low-income inner-
city neighbourhood: the overall deterioration
of the neighbourhood’s housing stock has
continued and poverty is still very present.
While many rooming houses and low-income
rental properties have been converted to
single-family homes, the proportion of resi-
dents who are tenants has continued to rise
slightly, and still constitutes a large majority
of the population. However, the neighbour-
hood is also undergoing a clear transforma-
tion and revaluation, with negative results for
the lowest-income renters.

Three major forces have contributed to these
changes. The first is Spence Neighbourhood
Association (SNA), which has kick-started a
process of investment in Spence, largely
through its leveraging of public money for
housing rehabilitation. This investment has
led to a dilemma for SNA-one that is inherent
in the problematic nature of market-based
housing rehabilitation, attendant decreases in
affordability and the resulting displacement
of low-income residents, a process that
amounts to incipient gentrification.

The second is the University of Winnipeg

(UW), as it enters a period of expansion,
property acquisition, and construction. Re-
sponding to the cramped confines of its ur-
ban location and mobilized by a vision of the
transformation of the historic spatial and so-
cial divisions between campus and commu-
nity, the UW is spreading out on all sides. As
investors and developers, SNA and the UW
are major sources of confidence for private
sector property-owners in Spence.

The third player, landlords and property de-
velopers, have reacted to the climate of re-
investment nurtured by SNA and the UW
by investing heavily in capital improve-
ments to the Spence housing stock. Taking
their cues from earlier processes of private
investment in adjacent West Broadway, de-
velopers now see significant potential for the
revaluation and transformation of the
Spence neighbourhood.

This paper will examine the impacts of all
three actors. It concludes that the public sec-
tor must intervene with a non-market afford-
able housing strategy to ensure that neigh-
bourhood revitalization does not amount to
displacement for the most economically vul-
nerable of Spence’s residents.

Methodology

To construct a picture of housing trends in
Spence, we conducted a series of focus groups
and interviews with relevant groups through-
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out the summer of 2008. To learn about resi-
dents” housing experiences in Spence, the
Spence Community Research Hub conducted
six focus groups with an average of eight resi-
dents each, for a total of 48 residents. These
focus group participants were drawn from all
geographic areas of the neighbourhood, with
a mixed representation of tenants and home-
owners roughly proportional to the neigh-
bourhood as a whole. Approximately two
thirds of these participants were women. The
age and race of participants was not recorded.
Focus group leaders wrote down participants’
comments, and these comments were coded
and divided into themes. The most frequently
voiced themes were attributed the greatest
importance. Twenty homeowners in Spence
were also interviewed to determine the ca-
pacity and willingness of these residents to
house U of W students in any extra, unused
housing space. This was hypothesized to be
a potential benefit of the neighbourhood’s
student presence to existing residents, as it
could provide an additional source of income
for homeowners.

To learn about the supply-side of housing in
Spence, we aimed to interview twenty rental
property owners—i.e. landlords—about their
recent experiences and speculation on the fu-
ture of owning and renting housing in the
neighbourhood. This task proved especially
challenging, but was eventually achieved. Of
58 landlords with whom we either spoke or
left messages, eleven refused to be interviewed
for the project and 27 failed to return mes-
sages. By the end of the summer, though, we
had succeeded in interviewing twenty land-
lords who owned, together, approximately
678 units of rental housing in Spence. We also
conducted a focus group with five Spence
landlords, yielding a richer set of data. These
landlords talked enthusiastically, and in great
detail, about their experiences in Spence. Of
these five focus group participants, two
owned over 100 units of rental housing in

Spence. Together, the focus group participants
represented over 695 units. In 2006, Statistics
Canada counted 1,535 tenant-occupied dwell-
ings in Spence. Our landlord interviewees and
focus group participants represented an ap-
proximate total of 1,373 tenant-occupied units,
or 89.4 percent of the 2006 Statistics Canada
number. Though likely not this extensive, our
representation of the rental housing stock in
Spence, from the perspective of those who own
and rent it, was especially comprehensive.

To learn about the role of Spence’s largest and
most powerful player —the University of Win-
nipeg —we interviewed several of its official
representatives. Interviews with the UW Com-
munity Renewal Corporation (UWCRC) Prop-
erty Manager; UW Director of Strategic Ini-
tiatives, President’s Office; and UW Facilities
Management Executive Director supple-
mented the UW’s extensive, publicly accessi-
ble, 2007 development plan (available on the
UW’s web site).

In the fall, we conducted a focus group with
five UW students to gauge their perspectives
and experiences in Spence. All five partici-
pants were women and had lived in Spence
for at least one year.

Quantitative data for Spence were obtained
from Statistics Canada, the Winnipeg Real
Estate Board, and the provincial Residential
Tenancies Branch. Together, these sources pro-
vided statistics on demographic patterns,
dwelling characteristics, housing costs, and
property values in Spence, to supplement our
qualitative focus.

To the above research methods were added
regular meetings with Spence Neighbourhood
Association (SNA) staff, who provided de-
tailed knowledge of neighbourhood proc-
esses. Together, these sources and methods
produced a broad, detailed picture of hous-
ing patterns in the Spence neighbourhood in
the late 2000s.
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Literature Review

Gentrification

The process of gentrification entails a
transformative infusion of economic value
into formerly devalued urban spaces. As
space, and thus real estate, in a neighbour-
hood becomes more attractive, and thus more
valuable, it becomes more expensive, there-
fore excluding those who lack the means to
pay for it. Gentrification is problematic, then,
because it involves the displacement of low-
income families and individuals from their
homes and neighbourhoods against their
will, and the taking of these homes and
neighbourhoods for the use and enjoyment
of a separate, more affluent group of people.
In this manner gentrification is also a politi-
cal conflict between two groups over the right
to urban space.

The gentrification literature points to several
negative consequences of the process. In their
study of gentrification in Canadian cities,
Walks and Maaranen (2008: 293) cite “in-
creased social conflict, displacement of
poorer residents to lower-quality housing
elsewhere, and, ultimately social polariza-
tion” as fundamentally undesirable qualities
of gentrification. Although migration of mid-
dle class households into low-income neigh-
bourhoods could conceivably be a source of
social mix and the breaking down of segrega-
tion and social isolation, the Canadian con-
text has not shown this to be the case. In To-
ronto, Montreal, and Vancouver, re-valuation
of disinvested housing stock and in-migration
of middle class households into low-income
neighbourhoods has overwhelmingly resulted
in lower levels of social mix, enhanced spatial
polarization of income by neighbourhood, and
intensified inequality (Walks and Maaranen
2008: 293).

Neighbourhood housing stock is a key site of
conflict in gentrifying neighbourhoods. Geo-

graphic concentrations of deteriorating,
disinvested housing stock—as exist in many
North American inner cities—are gentrified
through the investment of capital in the form
of renovations and repairs, and the subsequent
revaluation of that housing stock. This private
housing stock —that which can be owned, con-
trolled, bought and sold —is thus a key source
of power within the struggle over urban space.

Gentrification is the product of urban hous-
ing markets that tend towards homogeneity
and the geographic clustering of similar
classes and similar housing stock. Williams
and Smith (1986: 206) describe this tendency
as the “geographical division of residential lo-
cation by class” and the resultant tendency
towards the “creation of exclusive domains”.
This tendency is itself part and parcel of the
way many North American people make
sense of the cities we live in, that is, the way
in which we often divide cities into distinct
parts and the way we ascribe different mean-
ings to those parts (Lynch 1960). In this way,
city dwellers come to construct and reify par-
ticular urban spaces as places of danger, safety,
poverty, affluence, work, recreation, educa-
tion, vice, morality, etc., in a process of sym-
bolic mental mapping (Shields 1991: 131). Be-
cause we live in cities of “good” and “bad”
neighbourhoods, and because the proximity
of high-value housing provides an economic
incentive to create further high-value housing,
while an abundance of low-value housing pro-
vides a disincentive to the same, gentrification
tends towards the total transformation of a
neighbourhood’s housing stock and inhabit-
ants, replacing an exclusive domain of low-
income people with an exclusive domain of
the affluent. In this way, gentrification takes
its place beside inner-city decline and subur-
ban expansion as a distinct process of urban
change resulting in homogenous urban space.

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives—Manitoba



Just as inner-city decline and suburban expan-
sion were products of specific historical cir-
cumstances, so has gentrification been a spe-
cific product of complex trends in the past
several decades. Beauregard (1993) discusses
the circumstantial factors that lead to the at-
tractiveness of inner-city neighbourhoods ver-
sus suburbs, and to the first wave of
gentrification in the 1980s. These circum-
stances included: rising gas prices; rising sub-
urban housing costs; decreased urban crime;
decreased cost of renovation; and decreased
urban fiscal problems.

Gentrification must be seen as both an eco-
nomically and socially driven process—that
is, as driven both by developers seeking a
profit and by households seeking an attrac-
tive neighbourhood to live in. The “rent-gap”
theory —first introduced by Neil Smith—de-
scribes a process whereby a gap grows be-
tween existing “capitalized ground rent (land
value)” of properties in a deteriorated area,
and the greater potential ground rent of those
properties given reinvestment and repair or
replacement (Smith 1987: 462; Clark 1995). If
this gap is sufficiently large to recoup the
costs of reinvestment, according to the theory,
developers will see the potential value and
commit to improving the properties in order
to obtain higher rents or to sell the property
for a profit. Homeowners, in addition to
landlords, will often attempt to capitalize on
the rent gap by making improvements to
their homes in hope of a higher resale value
(Hamnett and Randolph 1986). As such,
gentrification can be seen as a developer and
homeowner-driven process of maximizing
the potential value of property in the hous-
ing market.

Gentrification is also socially and culturally
driven, however, by those buying condos or
paying the increased rents in gentrifying ar-
eas. The upper-end of the rent gap—the po-
tential revenue to be gained as a result of reno-

vation—is a product of investor confidence in
the willingness of middle class people to pay
for good quality housing in formerly stigma-
tized low-income neighbourhoods (Andersen
1995). This confidence often comes from the
presence of people reacting against the tradi-
tional middle-class domain of the mass-pro-
duced postwar suburb, people who may seek
out the historic character and urban diversity
of older inner-city neighbourhoods. More and
more, these people are the childless, univer-
sity educated young professionals—
yuppies— of the post-fordist service economy
who seek to construct their identity via the
consumption of “authentic” urban neighbour-
hoods (Ley 1996).

Indeed, older neighbourhoods are often attrac-
tive to higher-income groups for their historic
character, and the “symbolic capital”
(Bourdieu and Johnson 1993: 75) that comes
with living in an older urban neighbourhood.
“Gentrification”, Mills (1993: 157) posits, is
for many a “cultural tactic” through which
gentrifiers carve out a specific social niche
for themselves. Ley (1996: 175) speculates
that the first instances of gentrification in the
1970s were driven by the “hippie” genera-
tion of the 1960s, who were motivated by a
rejection of sterile, mass-produced suburbs.
The emergence of gentrification can also be
linked to a cultural transition from modern-
ism to postmodernism (Mills 1993). The
North American suburbs, highways, and
housing projects of the postwar era were very
much modernist, utopian rejections of tradi-
tional urban form. The rise of gentrification
signalled a return to this “outmoded” form,
and a newfound appreciation for heritage ar-
chitecture and dense (“congested” in the
words of modernists) urban living.

The presence and proximity of valuable ur-
ban amenities is also an important factor in
establishing developer confidence and decid-
ing which inner-city neighbourhoods undergo
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gentrification. Public transit, stores, restau-
rants, and especially proximity to the central
business district (CBD) and its concentration
of white-collar employment, represent impor-
tant sources of neighbourhood value. In ad-
dition to the CBD, stand-alone white-collar
institutions such as universities, hospitals, or
concentrations of government employment
also represent significant sources of employ-
ment for young professionals who may fill
and/or initiate reinvestment in nearby hous-
ing (Silver 2006: 11).

Across North America, then, disinvested in-
ner-city neighbourhoods have seen capital
and middle class households rush back in,
decades after abandoning them for the sub-
urbs. Gentrification has not replaced
suburbanization, as the latter continues apace,
but has opened up a new, different frontier of
middle class housing and its inherent oppor-
tunities for capital accumulation. Indeed,
gentrification has often been accompanied by
a sense of discovery, pioneering, expansion
and the creation of something valuable for a
city’s higher-income groups where before dis-
investment and deterioration dominated. Un-
der this logic, disinvested inner cities are re-
imagined not as the impoverished, disorderly
urban jungles of white-flight suburbanization,
but as the fruitful, untamed urban jungle of
the gentrifying pioneer and the colonial prop-
erty developer (Smith and Williams 1986: 16).
The urban wilderness becomes the exciting
new frontier of expansion, and just as coloni-
alism disregarded the pre-existing inhabitants
of its targeted space, the re-discovery of the
inner city ignores those who reside there al-
ready. Indeed, the influx of pioneers into both
these spaces results in the displacement of
native inhabitants and their expulsion to far-
flung, less valuable places.

Proponents of gentrification tend to
uncritically embrace this process, presenting
it as simple, objective improvement and re-

newal, when in reality gentrification adheres
more to the rearranging of spatial and class
divisions. Those who benefit
gentrification —the re-valuation of space—are
generally those who own property in the area
undergoing gentrification. The politics of a
process whereby a class of property-owners
benefits and a class of low-income tenants lose
out is ignored by those who construct
gentrification as mere improvement. The cel-
ebratory transformation of inner-city neigh-

from

bourhoods into valuable, exclusive middle-
class areas negates the fact that this process
merely shifts poverty and social problems
around a city. As the below quotations sug-
gest, gentrification does nothing to change
an urban process whereby devalued citizens
concentrate in segregated areas of devalued
housing stock, and therefore does nothing to
prevent the emergence of new and identical
forms of concentrated poverty away from the
gentrified area:

“The popularity of the renaissance/revival
theme lies in its inherent optimism and
belief that squalor is being expunged and
the city is being reclaimed for the respect-
able classes. As such it is a sharply parti-
san view of contemporary urban change
and one which negates the real history of
urban development and change. There
was no such simple fall and there is no
such simple rebirth”. (Williams and Smith
1986: 204)

“The originators and supporters of such
policies either do not comprehend that
“success” and “social balance” generally
lead to the replacement of one population
by another, or else they comprehend it
and support this displacement”.
(Williams and Smith 1986: 217)

The above statements refer to those with an
active stake in the promotion of neighbour-
hood change and gentrification. These actors
tend to be those with the most to gain from
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increased property values and enhanced
neighbourhood attractiveness as judged by
middle class interests. It follows that these
interests are generally area business owners,
large institutions, landlords, and homeown-
ers. These groups often come together in or-
ganizations—”growth machines” —to attract
investment and promote the general re-valu-
ation of the area (Molotch 1976). In this way,
gentrification can often also be a somewhat
internally-driven process, as existing
stakeholders who stand to gain from outside
gentrification encourage it, while those who
stand to lose their homes—i.e. low-income
tenants—oppose it.

The difference between these two groups is
essentially the difference between how they
value urban space. Those who stand to ben-
efit from gentrification stand to benefit from
the exchange value of neighbourhood prop-
erty —the capital that land can generate for its
owner. Those who stand to lose-out from
gentrification stand to lose the use value they
take from the neighbourhood as their home —
as a place to live and a community to be a part
of (Silver 2006: 11). As Burley and Maunder
(2008: vi) assert in their recent history of Win-
nipeg’s Furby Street, the use value accruing
to those who manage to secure a stable home
constitutes nothing less than “emotional and
psychological satisfaction”. Gentrification,
then, as it pits property owners against less-
powerful tenants, constitutes the disruption
of this personal stability and the erasure of
home and community for the inner-city ten-
ants it displaces.

Community-University Relations
and “Studentification”

As old downtowns and inner-city neighbour-
hoods across North America have experienced
major disinvestment and the flight of residents
and commercial institutions to the suburbs,
urban universities have mostly remained in

the centre cities in which they were established
(Perry and Wiewel 2005: 11). Universities have
proven much less fickle than their original
commercially-driven neighbours, likely be-
cause they face fewer local competitors; draw
their students and faculty from an extra-city
base; and often have large, historic campuses
which make relocation unwieldy and unde-
sirable. This has often left universities as the
single largest employer, consumer and serv-
ice-provider in contemporary disinvested in-
ner-city neighbourhoods. Importantly, univer-
sities today constitute some of the greatest and
most consistent inner-city land owners and
developers. As such, as universities grow, ac-
quire land, and develop, they have emerged
as some of the most influential shapers of the
North American inner-city (Perry and
Wiewel 2005: 5).

The powerful position of universities in North
American core cities has left them with a
strong role to play in the future of inner-city
neighbourhoods, but with such power concen-
trated within a single institution, tension and
controversy have regularly followed. “Almost
from the beginning, the relationship between
the university and its surroundings has been
as conflictive as it has been important—cap-
tured most commonly in the time-worn
phrase “town-gown” relations”, Perry and
Wiewel write (2005: 3). The power imbalance
between “town and gown”, that is, between
universities and the residents of their sur-
rounding neighbourhoods—especially if
such residents are already marginalized low-
income tenants—often results in a sense of
fear and uncertainty about what actions a
university will take and how they will affect
the neighbourhood.

“It is not uncommon” Austrian and Norton
write (2005: 196-197) “to hear communities
angrily critique universities for their imperi-
ous, unresponsive development policies and
intrusive real estate impacts”. But this is also
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because universities, more than other institu-
tions, tend to expand so frequently. Universi-
ties are motivated to expand for a number of
reasons, including the need to accommodate
steady increases in student enrolment and
the continuous desire to build up-to-date fa-
cilities in order to attract and retain quality
students and faculty. More ambitiously, uni-
versities are often motivated to develop into
adjacent neighbourhoods by concerns that
these neighbourhoods have a negative im-
pact on the institution.

These concerns are most prevalent, of course,
among urban universities who find them-
selves in deteriorating areas of concentrated
poverty. Many American universities, for in-
stance, took advantage of federal Urban Re-
newal funds in the 1950s and 1960s in order
to expand and redevelop inner-city areas si-
multaneously (Perry and Wiewel 2005). North
American universities, more and more, are
coming to believe that the health of their sur-
roundings has a direct impact on their own

well-being, and are thus prompted to inter-
vene in more and more declining inner city

neighbourhoods.

University expansions have directly dis-
placed thousands of low-income families,
and contributed to rising rents and the indi-
rect displacement of many more in North
American cities since the 1950s (Marcuse and
Potter 2005: 50).

The pattern of university students acting as
gentrifiers has been termed “studentification”.
Emerging from the UK context, the term was
introduced by Darren P. Smith, who uses it
to describe a migration of students into a resi-
dential neighbourhood, accompanied by a
pattern of housing renovation and raised
rents on the part of landlords. Smith (2005)
documented this process in a series of UK
cities and college towns. Studentification is,
moreover, often encouraged by universities
and local governments as a form of neigh-
bourhood revaluation (Smith and Holt 2007).
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Spence Neighbourhood: History and Context

If gentrification and university expansion
cause the character of neighbourhoods to
change—in as much as they constitute infu-
sions of capital, transformations of the built
environment, in-migration of more affluent
groups and displacement of existing low-in-
come residents—what is at risk of being lost
in Spence, and how did the neighbourhood
arrive at this point? To answer this question,
the particular character of Spence and its his-
torical context will be the focus of this section.

First, Spence has always been a rough, unique,
working-class neighbourhood. Historically, it
has been home to a great number of recent
immigrants and rural migrants. Most houses
in Spence today were built in and around 1905
by European immigrants moving south down
Sherbrook Street and adjacent streets, from
settlements near the CPR tracks (SNA 2001).
Sargent Avenue became known as “Icelandic
Main Street” and the neighbourhood estab-
lished its identity apart from the city’s Anglo
elite. The neighbourhood’s early 20th century
history, according to SNA, featured such
things as cows being slaughtered in back
lanes; smoked-meat smoke wafting over
rooftops; and starving cartoonists such as
Charlie Thorson (creator of Disney’s Snow
White and Lil” Pumpkin Head) sketching
women and the little creatures of their imagi-
nations. Living hand to mouth in these days,
as people in Spence have always done, a rich
and distinctive neighbourhood character —
"use value” —was cultivated (SNA 2001).

Today, Spence is just as singular, and just as
evocative of ramshackle do-what-you-can
working class life in Winnipeg. The West End
BIZ uses the generic “We are the World” as a
slogan for Spence; but Spence is not simply
“the world”, it is a distinct place at a distinct
time, and it is a product of particular eco-
nomic, social, cultural and political circum-

stances both local and global. The relation-
ships between these circumstances, processes,
and expressions reveal the special character
of Spence as it exists today. These processes
and expressions include: colonialism, third-
world genocide, white flight, the invention of
crack cocaine, the global flow of illegal fire-
arms, Turtle Island, Asia City, Michelle Kwan
murals, Discount Everything, the Furby Boys,
Zookie, bingo, men’s clubs, Halal Fried
Chicken, McDonald’s coffee, Hollywood and
Vine, Sherbrook and Ellice, Phil Haiart, the
Krazies, life-size synthetic palm trees, Galaxy
romances, Vietnamese beaches, metham-
phetamine laboratories and Erik the Great.
Some of these things cause great pain and
hardship for Spence residents, and many of
them cause great joy. It is this neighbourhood
culture, this montage of good, bad, and ques-
tionable, that so many Spence residents have
come to respect and appreciate over the years.
It is this singularity —at times sparked, and
always incubated by the de-valued status of
land in Spence —that is one aspect at stake in
struggles over neighbourhood character,
gentrification and encroachment.

More pertinent than the above discussion is
the fact that Spence provides meaningful as-
sets and supports to the people who live there.
Focus Groups with residents revealed many
specific assets: Magnus Eliason Recreation
Centre (MERC) was cited in five out of six fo-
cus groups: “MERC (is helpful) when your
having problems with your kid”, one partici-
pant said, “It’s good to know there is a place
they can go to (where) programs are run by
responsible people. They can come (to MERC)
to be safe”.

Good access to public transit and amenities,
especially compared to the north end, were
often cited. “There is no need to own a car (in
Spence)”, one participant said, while others
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added that “grocery stores are all close by”,
“transportation is easier”, and “I can walk
downtown or to Polo Park”.

Free or affordable programs and services of-
fered by Spence’s extensive network of grass-
roots CBOs, quality schools, and the Health
Sciences Centre also rounded out the list. “Pro-
grams for kids that are free (are helpful)” an-
other participant said “because I'm on social
assistance (and) couldn’t afford programs that
you pay for. Soit’s real important to have that”.
“(There are) a lot of resources (in Spence)”,
one participant said, “(such as) the women’s
centre and other organizations”, while another
added “I like the organizations, non-profits
like the Family Centre, Ma Mawi, et cetera”.

The most commonly mentioned asset, how-
ever, was the simple proximity of friends and
family, and a keen sense of community and of
people working together. “Everyone knows
each other (in Spence)”, one participant said,
as another added “(there is a) sense of com-
munity”. “I know a lot of people (in Spence)
and my family lives in the area”, said another,
“people help each other out”. West Central
Streets, Spence’s neighbourhood newspaper,
is “the best in Winnipeg” according to one
focus group participant.

In the above ways, for all its struggles, Spence
offers serious material and social supports to
its residents — often people with serious social
and material challenges—and functions as a
source of strength for those who call the neigh-
bourhood home.

Importantly, Spence has also always been as-
sociated with the survival of Aboriginal peo-
ple. The winter survival skills of Aboriginal
people in the area—and their willingness to
share them with white settlers—attracted
some of the first settlers to the area. The Spence
family —for whom the neighbourhood is
named —were the original farmers of the land
where the neighbourhood now is, and quickly

married into local Aboriginal families. The
Spence family name persists in the neighbour-
hood to this day.

In the 21st century, Spence has become a place
where urban Aboriginal people struggle, sur-
vive and often thrive despite centuries of at-
tacks on their families, culture and autonomy
by white colonizers. As an urban space,
Spence is a particularly valuable tool for Abo-
riginal people attempting to strengthen their
communities in the face of colonialism, be-
cause colonization is at its base a spatial proc-
ess. While it has deep social consequences, and
is aimed at a particular social group by an-
other group, it takes its roots from the desire
to gain power over a defined space (e.g. North
America, the prairies, etc.) which subse-
quently necessitates gaining power over the
social group which already occupies that
space. Thus, any process of decolonization
necessarily includes a spatial power logic
whereby particular spaces and places are
“taken back” from the colonizer, and power
over those spaces is regained.

In Spence, a process similar to this has devel-
oped since about the 1960s. Fundamentally,
the urbanization of Aboriginal people—the
migration of Aboriginal people to Winnipeg,
and Spence, from Northern communities and
rural reserves—represents an antithetical
process to that which segregated Aboriginal
people on reserves and kept them separated
from the mainstream, white, centre of eco-
nomic, cultural, and social power. With the
movement of Aboriginal people into the city,
a formerly segregated group has taken its
place within the mainstream urban culture,
staking a claim to urban citizenship in the re-
gion’s premier urban centre.

Next, urban Aboriginal people in Winnipeg,
and in Spence in particular, began a process
of place-based decolonization through the for-
mation of neighbourhood Aboriginal organi-
zations such as Mamawi, Inner City Aborigi-
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nal Neighbours (ICAN), and many others; by
impacting existing institutions such as el-
ementary schools, high schools, and even the
University of Winnipeg; and through visible
representations such as murals, signage,
demonstrations, and graffiti (for evidence of
Aboriginal-led community development in
Spence see Silver 2006).

With this picture of the Spence neighbourhood
in mind, we turn to a more quantitative look
at how the neighbourhood, and especially its
housing stock, has changed since the post-
war era.

By 1948, the original neighbourhood housing
stock was beginning to show signs of age. A
city housing survey in this year described
Spence as a “desirable”, but “slowly deterio-
rating” neighbourhood. By comparison, inner-
city railroad neighbourhoods such as Centen-
nial and Salter-Jarvis were considered abject
“slums”, in a different league than Spence’s
gentle deterioration (City of Winnipeg 1948).
Still, as suburbanization took hold of the city
in the decades following, Spence’s aging hous-
ing stock was gradually abandoned for more
spacious new homes on the booming city
fringes. In this era, between 1940 and 1970,

Table 1: Spence Neighbourhood
Population
1951 7,649
1956 7,651
1961 7,490
1971 6,230
1976 4,980
1981 4,895
1986 5,115
1991 4,870
1996 4,067
2001 3,912
2006 4,400

(Source: 1971-2006 City of Winnipeg Census Data;
1951-1961 Millenium Library Census Collection)

Spence saw more and more of its single fam-
ily homes sold off by their owners and trans-
formed into rooming houses, mostly for low-
income single people. But even as housing
conditions, values, and population continued
to decline, Spence remained a relatively un-
troubled —in the sense that the worst stigma
and social problems were yet to come—and
respected working class neighbourhood in this
period (Burley and Maunder 2008).

By the late 1970s though, the decline of the
Spence neighbourhood had accelerated. For
most of the next two decades—the 1980s and
1990s—Spence experienced accelerated popu-
lation loss, the devaluation of its housing
stock, and an influx of Aboriginal people and
other racialized groups replacing out-going
white residents. From its 1961 population of
7,490, Spence dropped to 4,895 residents in
1981 and to 3,912 in 2001. According to a city-
authored study, between 1991 and 1996, two
out of every three Spence residents left the
neighbourhood. The degree to which these
residents were replaced by incoming house-
holds did not come close to full replacement
(Housing Policy Neighbourhood Housing In-
dicator Data, City of Winnipeg Community
Services 2000).

Housing conditions also deteriorated rapidly
during this era, as Spence’s housing stock fell
from 39 percent in “good condition” and 8
percent in “poor condition” in 1985, to 18 per-
cent in “good condition” and 26 percent in
“poor condition” in 1993 (City of Winnipeg
Planning Department 1993). Housing values
followed closely, as the average selling price
of a house in Spence fell from $44,100 in 1989
to $30,200 in 1997 —a 31.5 percent decline in
only eight years. By 1999 the median selling
price of a house in the area was $16,500, giv-
ing Spence the lowest property values of any
Winnipeg neighbourhood (City of Winnipeg
Community Services 2000).

As value disappeared from the Spence hous-
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ing stock, so too did the incentive for land-
lords and homeowners to repair it, as money
invested in renovations could not be re-
couped in the overall value of the property
and housing conditions spiralled further.
Owner-occupied dwellings were rapidly con-
verted into low-income rental housing, again,
often through the creation of rooming houses.
By 2001, the number of rooming houses in
Spence was 137, or 20 percent of all houses
in Spence (City of Winnipeg June 2001).
Meanwhile, the perception of rooming
houses since the postwar era had tarnished,
changing from an accepted and respected
form of housing to deteriorated warehouses
for the city’s most marginalized citizens
(Burley and Maunder 2008: 1).

As rents and housing values plummeted in
the 1980s and 1990s, Spence saw a concomi-
tant rise in poverty levels. Spence was the only
place in the city where many families could
afford to live. As one family explained, “If we
lived in a different neighbourhood, then we
couldn't afford to pay the rent and buy gro-
ceries” (City of Winnipeg Community Serv-
ices 2000). By 2001, 62.8 percent of households
in Spence lived below the low-income cut-off
(LICO), while more than nine in every ten
Aboriginal families in Spence —92.7 percent—
lived below the LICO in 1996 (SNA 2007).

Table 2: Average House Selling
Price in Spence (in 1992 dollars)
Year Avg. Selling Price (x $1,000)
1989 39.2

1990 40.4

1991 38.1

1992 36.6

1993 35.6

1994 38.5

1995 35.4

1996 29.7

1997 32.5

(Source: Winnipeg Real Estate Board, June 1997)

Moreover, the proportion of Aboriginal resi-
dents in Spence had grown rapidly, peaking
at 32.3 percent by 2001. This number may ac-
tually be even higher, as SNA speculates that
many Aboriginal people are unwilling to self-
identify as such, and that Aboriginal people
participate in census surveys at a lower than
average rate (SNA 2007). Aboriginal and in-
ternational migration changed the face of
Spence during this era, and by 2001 half of
Spence’s residents were either Aboriginal or
Filipino (City of Winnipeg and Census
Canada 2001).

From its early existence as a desirable, hard-
nosed European immigrant community of
homeowners in the first half of the 20th cen-
tury, then, Spence had been transformed —
in only a few decades—into a deteriorated,
devalued concentration of now-stigmatized
rooming houses and low-income rental prop-
erties for an increasingly racialized, concen-
trated inner-city poor.

At the nadir of the decline of the Spence neigh-
bourhood, though, a small group of friends
came together in the Soap Opera laundromat
and coffee shop on Sargent Avenue in the mid-
1990s, often talking about what they saw as
the sorry state of the neighbourhood. This
small group of residents soon turned their dis-
satisfaction into “Inner-City Home Ownership
Inc.”, which would later become SNA. The
small group started with ad-hoc projects such
as cleaning up a back lane and renovating a
single house, and did not receive government
funding. In the late 1990s, however, the group
secured funding from the Winnipeg Develop-
ment Agreement to install outdoor lights on a
number of houses. This project allowed the
group to recruit more volunteers and take on
more projects. As the group grew, permanent
staff members were added, and in the early
2000s the organization “made the shift to a
representative community development
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group” by electing a board of neighbour-
hood residents and securing core funding
from the provincial government (<http://
www.spenceneighbourhood.org>).

It is noteworthy that organized resistance to
neighbourhood decline in Spence came not
from the neighbourhood’s most marginalized
residents—i.e. low-income tenants—but from
property owners. This origin would shape the
activities of neighbourhood revitalization in
Spence for years to come, as housing values
and home-ownership took precedence over
the interests of tenants and affordable rental
housing in Spence. Chief among the organi-
zation’s first strategic goals were renovation
of the deteriorated housing stock, raising
neighbourhood property values, and re-estab-
lishing higher levels of home ownership. The
SNA has received substantial government
funds for these goals through the WDA and
the province’s Neighbourhoods Alive! pro-
gram. This investment has had a negative
impact on many households in the Spence
neighbourhood, and forms a large part of this
paper’s focus.

In fact, governments and community-based
organizations (CBOs) similar to SNA have
deliberately fostered gentrification since the
process gained notoriety in the 1980s (Smith
and Holt 2007). Governments and CBOs, as
the first parties to invest in devalued neigh-
bourhoods, have in many cases removed a
significant level of financial risk, paving the
way for private investors to follow. There is
evidence that this is what has occurred in
Spence. In the next section we will discuss
some of the impacts of government invest-
ment in Spence, as it has coalesced with ad-
ditional sources of investment in the area and
lead the Spence neighbourhood to a period
of potential transition.

Neighbourhood Change
in the 2000s

While the introduction of SNA and increased
levels of housing improvement has had a sig-
nificant impact on the character of the neigh-
bourhood, which will be detailed shortly, it is
important to note that in many ways Spence
remains an inner-city neighbourhood strug-
gling with serious problems. Neighbourhood
statistics paint neither a black nor white pic-
ture, indicating processes of renewal and in-
vestment at the same time as they show the
continued presence of impoverished families
and deteriorating housing stock. Housing re-
habilitation seems only to have slowed the
process of deterioration in Spence, as the pro-
portion of housing in need of major repair in-
creased significantly from 10.6 percent to 17.0
percent of all neighbourhood housing units
between 2001 and 2006 (Statistics Canada
2006). Neither did homeownership take hold
in Spence the way SNA envisioned. In 2006,
83.0 percent of Spence residents rented their
homes, up slightly from 81.5 percent in 2001
(ibid). Moreover, almost half (44.0 percent) of
Spence tenants still spent more than 30.0 per-
cent of their income on housing, leaving fewer
resources for other day-to-day needs (ibid).
These trends are mirrored by a growth in
neighbourhood rooming houses. Between
2002 and 2004 the number of rooming houses
in Spence grew by 30, to approximately 145—
or 20 percent of the neighbourhood’s total
housing stock —a further indication of the con-
centration of poverty and dire need for afford-
able housing in Spence (Institute of Urban
Studies 2005: 1).

Table 3: Spence Housing in Need
of Major Repair

1996 11.0%
2001 10.6%
2006 17.0%

(Source: City of Winnipeg census data)
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Since reaching the nadir of its decline in the
early 2000s, however, Spence has steadily
changed in many ways. Indicators of this
change include an increased population, ris-
ing average household incomes, a smaller pro-
portion of residents paying more than 30 per-
cent of their income on housing, skyrocketing
property values, and higher rents. After dec-
ades of population decline, Spence grew by
12.5 percent between 2001 and 2006, adding
488 people (Statistics Canada 2006). By com-
parison, the City of Winnipeg as a whole grew
by only 2.2 percent during this period. Be-
tween 2001 and 2005, average household in-
comes in Spence rose from $24,752 to $28,729
(all figures in 2009 dollars), even as median
family incomes in the city as a whole dropped
(Statistics Canada 2001 and 2006). As incomes
rose in the first half of this decade, people in
Spence spent less of their money on housing,
leaving more money for things like food,
transportation and child care. While still high,
at44.0 percent, the proportion of Spence rental
households spending more than 30 percent of
their income on housing decreased 3.6 per-
centage points compared to 2001 (Statistics
Canada 2006). This number for households
who owned their home dropped more precipi-
tously, from 14.8 percent to 8.0 percent (ibid).

With more and higher income people now liv-
ing in Spence, the value of hou