
a world she never fully embraced—to
focus on her art, and her showcase 
studio in the industrial district south 
of False Creek. “It’s time for a change,” she
says. “And that’s a lucky thing for me.” 

Her luck is Vancouver’s loss. Sturdy’s
departure from South Granville means
there is one less uniquely Vancouver busi-
ness on the street. 

If you want to look into the city’s future,
Robson might be your crystal ball. Once
upon a time, it was a neighbourhood—a
model for New Urbanism long before the
phrase became a planner’s mantra. The
street’s diverse shops formed the hub of the
community. This was a Jane Jacobs neigh-
bourhood come to life. People walked
from nearby apartments to get their watches
repaired, fetch groceries or have their laun-
dry done. Schnitzel restaurants and sausages
shops added a German flavour.

The Robson of today is a jazzed world
of gawking tourists, foreign students and
kids parading in their parents’ Escalades.
Okay, man, we get it: your stereo has seri-
ous bass. And why don’t tourists see the
irony in flying thousands of miles to shop
such Vancouver stores as Armani
Exchange and Tommy Hilfiger?

Blame the change on teenagers and
retirees. Clothing retailers chasing the
15-to-30-year-old demographic are pour-
ing investment dollars into Vancouver and
driving lease rates up, according to a
recent report by commercial real estate
advisor J.J. Barnicke. Those dollars are
coming from pension funds and income
trusts eager to profit from free-spending
young people.

Rates on Robson have rocketed through
the $200-a-square-foot mark and show no
signs they’ll fall back from orbit. Only the
Tommys, Gaps and Guesses of the world
can afford the price of admission. And if
those big brands don’t sell enough khakis
to cover the rent—well, that’s okay by
them. “They’re willing to take a loss, if
that’s the case, just so they have the expo-
sure of downtown Vancouver,” says
Shaadi Faris, a senior research manager
at Colliers International. The result?
“You’re starting to see a lot of these

THE MOOD IS LIKE that
in a proctologist’s wait-
ing room. Most of these
33 men lied to their
wives, children or moth-
ers to get to the Justice
Institute in New West-
minster for 8:20 a.m. on
a blue sky Saturday,
shelling out $500 to sit in
the dark and watch
video interviews with
ex-prostitutes who say
things like, “You whis-
pered disgusting vile things in my ear,” and,
“I don’t have the energy to save you. You’re
not worth that much to me.” 

Fluorescent lights back on, the name-
tagged men are told they’re lucky to be here
at John School. All were arrested for “com-

munication for the pur-
poses of prostitution”
during VPD vice squad
sting operations and
qualified for the 
program because they
have no criminal record
and weren’t packing a
“rape kit” in their cars.
Those who don’t 
qualify, about 40 per-
cent of johns arrested,
face a criminal charge, 
perhaps a criminal

record and fines of up to $2,000, or even six
months of jail time.

“Prostitution wouldn’t be a problem if you
guys weren’t out there,” says Ian Mitchell,
coordinator of the Prostitution Offender

TOPSTORIES
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tenants,” Faris says. “And I think that’s going
to be the trend, as opposed to smaller,
unique, one-off type stores. You won’t see
many of those anymore.”

Robson’s rates are among the highest in the
world, and that trend is altering other neigh-
bourhoods too. “It’s making a ripple effect—
to Yaletown, especially,” explains J.J. Barnicke
director of research Cynthia Martin, who con-
firms that prices are soaring throughout the
city. “South Granville street rates are in the
$80-a-square-foot range.” That’s up from
about $40 to $50 two years ago. 

The one-off businesses are getting pushed
eastward to Main Street and beyond. Any-
one hoping to follow in Sturdy’s footsteps
will have to start somewhere else. South
Granville is being taken over by the likes of
Pottery Barn, American Apparel and vari-
ous lingerie chains. The Normandy Restau-
rant, a South Granville fixture since 1935,
literally went up in smoke last year; an
Ecco Shoes store will take its place. The
changes affect even those who, like Martha
Sturdy, can afford the prices. “I own the

store. I could stay there until hell freezes
over,” she says. “I’m not financially strapped
in any manner. But what’s the point for me?
I am not a Pottery Barn.”

Vancouver will soon be hit with another
wave of traditionally suburban chains. Big-
box giants like Home Depot, HomeSense
and Winners—the biggest in Western
Canada—are riding the transit line for-
merly known as RAV to Seventh and Cam-
bie. The Rise, as the development is known,
will be a mixed-use blend of retail and
housing. Similar developments are going up
nearby. But forget the New Urbanism ideal
of creating pedestrian-friendly neighbour-
hoods. Who walks to pick up drywall? 

The urban big boxes, constrained by avail-
able real estate, will be smaller than their sub-
urban siblings. But the results won’t resemble
neighbourhood shops—they’ll be more like
commercial theme parks. So wave goodbye
to your local florist, bakery or café. It looks
like they may not be long for this world. 

Of course, if we’re lucky, we might see
Neiman Marcus come to town. So we can
buy a chair from Martha Sturdy.
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MEN BEHAVING BADLY
John Schools have been around for over
a decade. But do they actually work?
BY DANIELLE EGAN2.
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Program (POP), a joint effort of the VPD
and the John Howard Society. “You’re not
going to be attacked, humiliated or
ashamed. But we want you to go home ask-
ing yourself, ‘Am I violating my personal
moral parameters?’ What’s going on in your
primary relationships—with your wives,
with yourselves?”

Over 1,300 men have graduated from
this one-day program since its inception in
mid-1999, four years after the first John
School began in San Francisco. Now 14
Canadian cities run John School diversion
programs. The VPD has tried strategies like
writing Dear John letters, and Mitchell
himself has sent out the odd letter to
class-cutters, but the agenda, he says, is
“educating, not punishing, the sex trade
consumer.” 

I’m not allowed to solicit the johns for
interviews, but a close look at the data col-
lected by the UBC Sexual Psychophysiol-
ogy and Psychoneuroendocrinology Lab
from over 700 POP graduates—doctors,
teachers, plumbers, valet car parkers,
snowboarders—offers a snapshot of B.C.’s
street prostitution consumers. More than
half of johns over 18 are married or com-
mon-law and have children; 60 percent
have a postsecondary education, while
their average income is $41,050 (with a
high of $300,000). Forty-two is the aver-
age number of times these johns have
purchased sex—4,000 is the reported
high. “Curiosity” ranks as the number one
motivation for buying sex, followed by
“loneliness” and “sexual frustration.” 

The morning lecturers include an STD
nurse and two VPD vice squad detectives
who explain that the johns’ names are now
logged on the VPD’s primary database as
well as the Deter and Identify Sex Trade
Consumers (DISC) database. But they
won’t have a criminal record or be on inter-
national police databases, so they can go
to Disneyland with the family without
being found out. A discussion follows
about the communication offence enacted
in 1985 to target buyers, along with
related offences like procuring, living off
the avails of prostitution and “operating
a bawdy house.” Many johns voice con-

TOPSTORIES

THERE ARE TWO KINDS of people in this
world: people who clutter and people
who declutter. I am a declutterer. I get rid
of things quickly. I have no outdoor gear
in the basement, no power tools, high
school yearbooks, university term papers
or boxes of old clothes. And I like to
think of myself as a friend of the earth. I
used to hug trees in Clayoquot Sound. I

recycle almost everything. I think green.
How, then, did I end up with not one, not

two, but six baby strollers? It began inno-
cently enough. I got my first one, a European
model called Bebecar, five years ago, just
before my son was born. At the time, it cost
a fortune—$400. When I rolled my eyes at
my grandmother, who was buying it for me,

C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P A G E  1 6 fusion, which isn’t surprising since even
Supreme Court justices have acknowledged
befuddlement at Canada’s prostitution laws. 

“It’s like the Ministry of Silly Walks,” says
SFU criminology professor John Lowman,
who has studied prostitution issues for over
20 years. He calls the laws “two-tier,” since
escort agencies and body-rub parlours are con-
doned by the collection of fees as high as
$8,000 yearly. “Ninety-five percent of arrests
are for communication but only 20 percent
of sex workers meet their clients on the
street,” says Lowman. “The city is already liv-
ing off the avails of prostitution. What does
a pimp look like? Just go to a city council
meeting.” He calls John School a “moral
degradation ceremony run by prohibitionists
and crusaders.” 

The John School curriculum largely steers
clear of the political issues. “Some groups have
been trying to legalize prostitution,” Mitchell
tells the men. “But I don’t think that will make
the girls safe. Prostitution is a bad thing.” 

A john from Prince Rupert rolls his eyes. “I
compare it to being caught with a joint at the
border. It’s overkill.” 

“Ninety-five percent of these girls are
doing drugs,” says Mitchell. “How do you
think they became drug-addicted?” 

“Nobody forced the drugs on them.” 
“If you think they’re there by choice,

you’re out of your fucking mind.” 
But the harshest words come from the

prostitutes. “After today, you are a sexual
predator if you buy sex again,” says Stella,
a former sex worker who is brought in to 
discuss pimp beatings, poverty, drug addic-

tion—and getting paid $12.50 per interac-
tion while johns lined up for their turn.
“How many of you would be willing to be
sodomized all day like that? Is it below
you?” Twelve years out of the trade, Stella
wonders when she’ll “start feeling like a
human being.” She says she “will always feel
ashamed thanks to guys like you.” 

At lunch, the facilitators clear out and the
johns tell their stories. All claim they won’t
buy sex again and that the arrest itself was
the biggest deterrent. Indeed, studies have
found that recidivism rates drop below five
percent with or without John School. A 40-
something chef with a wife and child at home
says that upon arrest, “I realized that I’d just
made the biggest mistake of my life. That I
had destroyed everything I worked for.” He
had paid for sex five times before, but “you
don’t think what you’re doing is bad. You
think just of yourself. We are human and we
get lonely.”

By 4:05 p.m., all the speakers have left the
building and Mitchell invites a final dis-
cussion. “There’s a very fine line between
us,” says Mitchell. “What makes me stop
and you go ahead? We’re ambivalent about
prostitution unless it affects us. The only way
to get your attention is to arrest you.” 

A hand shoots up and Mitchell nods
encouragingly. “Maybe it should be like
speeding,” says the john. “First time, you
should get a written notice, next time a
fine and third strike jail.” 

Mitchell shrugs. “You’re back to being a
victim? If you’re saying this now, you 
haven’t got it.”

STROLLER DERBY
How did I go from being a friend of the
earth to the owner of six baby carriages?
BY CORI HOWARD3.
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