Vancouver Suburbanism Group

Our goal in this project is to analyze contemporary ‘suburbanism as a way of life’ in Vancouver, and to test one of the explicit hypotheses of “Vancouverism”:  is suburbanism in Vancouver different from other large metropolitan regions in Canada?  Depending on the prerequisites you’ve taken and your preferences for different kinds of research activities, you may wish to help us create some simple maps, or alternatively to do literature and press searches to help us tell the story.  If you choose the latter option, write a short memorandum, with specific references -- especially in the case of direct quotes.
1.  Construct some simple maps of the Vancouver CMA, using 2006 data, to give us a feel for the contours of suburbanism.  I have a few ArcGIS databased for a bit of housing data at the census tract level, but it would be ideal to map several phenomena at a finer spatial resolution (dissemination areas).  Start with location quotients for different housing types.  Recall that a location quotient is simply a way of standardizing data so that you can compare maps of different things that are measured on different scales.

Consider the case of single-family detached houses:
LQ for a dissemination area = 
the proportion of the Vancouver CMA’s entire stock of single-family homes located in the dissemination area,
divided by

the proportion of the Vancouver CMA’s entire housing stock, of all types, located in the dissemination area.
2.  Sift through local news sources to find a sample of compelling, vivid quotes about the lives of commuters in Vancouver’s outlying suburbs.  We’re looking specifically for stories about the tradeoffs made by individuals and households to gain access to a single-family detached house:  if you don’t have the money to buy one of the expensive single-family homes on the West Side of Vancouver, then you can substitute the two or three hours of your life each working day required to commute from an outlying suburban area.  There’s an established theoretical literature on this tradeoff, but here we’re looking for vivid local quotes that illustrate what it feels like to endure the traffic and to organize individual and family life around the automobile.
For an illustration, see the quotes I added to a sample map, at

http://www.geog.ubc.ca/~ewyly/transfer/sample.pdf
3.  Do the same thing for any of these metropolitan areas:  Toronto, Montreal, Calgary, or Edmonton.

4.  Look through local press sources to find “suburban ways of life” among Vancouver’s downtown condo-dwellers.  One way of defining ‘suburbanism’ involves the functional separation of home and work -- and the use of the private automobile as a way of achieving this separation with maximum convenience.  Obviously, this has enormous implications for long-term sustainability.  Sift through local news sources and search for any stories that highlight residents of the downtown condo dwellers who drive to work.  We know from our analysis of census data that there are at least 20,000 workers who live in apartments over five stories and who drive to work (not counting carpoolers).  To get you started, you may want to read through this:
Martin Danyluk and David Ley (2007).  “Modalities of the New Middle Class:  Ideology and Behaviour in the Journey to Work from Gentrified Neighbourhoods in Canada.”  Urban Studies 44(11), 2195-2210.
London Group

Our goal is to re-evaluate the claim that London is becoming a universally professionalized global city, with a middle and upper class but no real working class.  We need your help to make the case, and to properly interpret the evidence we’ve compiled from analysis of census data.  Choose any one of the tasks below, and write a short memorandum, with specific references -- especially in the case of direct quotes.
1.  London has become a deeply unequal global city.  Use Lexis-Nexis to find stories that, in your judgment, offer the most vivid illustration of inequality.  One of the best I’ve seen recently was cited by Danny Dorling in his recent book Injustice:  the annual earnings of the top 100 bankers and financial professionals in the City work out to almost exactly the same amount as the ‘structural deficit’ for the government -- the deficit that is being used to force through draconian cuts in public services and massive fee increases for students.

2.  Search Lexis-Nexis to find stories of people and families in London who would like to consider themselves “middle class,” but who find themselves in structurally vulnerable positions:  they’ve taken on massive debt to afford the escalating costs of housing, or they find themselves working in jobs or industries that they have come to despise -- and yet they feel trapped by the need to keep making money.  What we’re looking for is empirical evidence that helps us to rethink the nearly universal assumption that today’s postindustrial middle-class life is inherently better than the life of the old industrial working class.

3.  Read through the various salvos in the Slater-Hamnett debates.  Choose the quotes you find most illustrative/persuasive/provocative; feel free to offer your own interpretations, or to track down quotes from other sources that help us make sense of the disagreement.
4.  Find a shapefile to overlay the two dozen-plus boroughs of the greater London area on the neighborhood ecology map we’ve produced.  I think Trevor is working on this.

5.  Choose one or more specific sections of the neighborhood ecology map, and help us interpret the patterns.  (This may have to wait until we can get the overlay noted in point 4 above, but hopefully we can get this in order fairly quickly.)  Once we get the borough overlays, you can use key words to search for local news articles, to find the names of specific neighborhoods, and to describe what’s been happening in different parts of the city.  There’s no single step-by-step formula for this kind of work:  you wind up sifting through various kinds of information to try to get a feel for what neighborhoods are like.  In general, we’re most interested in stories that help us understand the relations between working-class and middle-class residents in various neighborhoods.
Pinstripe Predators Group

Our goal in this project is to document the severity and geographical expression of inequalities in banks’ practices that led to the Global Financial Crisis and the foreclosure disaster that continues today.  We’re especially interested in racial and ethnic inequalities, because many lenders and brokers actively targeted African American and Latino communities for risky credit products -- and also because the Fair Housing Act and other legislation provides an important avenue to hold corporations accountable for unfair and discriminatory practices.

Depending on the prerequisites you’ve taken and the kinds of work you like to do, you may want to help me make sense of the preliminary statistical results I’m working on.  Look on the Geography 450 Schedule Tab and I’ll be posting some results from time to time.
But don’t worry if you can’t make sense of the output, or if it bores you into mortal danger.  In that case, choose any one of the tasks below and dive right in.  Write a short memorandum, with specific references -- especially in the case of direct quotes.
1.  Provide a short history of the “Bank of the United States.”  This was a controversy that goes all the way back to the Federalist Papers, when there was intense debate over the structure of the United States.  I think there might have been two separate attempts to establish a Bank of the United States.  But I need your help to remember the details.

2.  Provide a short summary of how Countrywide was acquired by Bank of America.  The deal was announced in January, and then completed about six months later.  Look for interesting behind-the-scenes stories.  Start with the work of Andrew Ross Sorkin -- his articles in the New York Times, or the entire book Too Big to Fail.

3.  Prepare a summary of the lawsuits related to mortgages -- or mortgage-backed securities -- currently faced by Bank of America.  We are looking especially for anything that Countrywide did that is now presenting liability problems for BofA after their acquisition.

4.  Use Lexis/Nexis (see my datalinks page) to search major newspapers for local stories about abuses by Countrywide.  You’ll find some stories under “Countrywide Home Loans,” others under “Countrywide Mortgage.”  Focus on the years 2004, 2005, and 2006, although it’s fine if you find anything interesting for the earlier years.  What we’re looking for are the local stories of what the lender -- or brokers working on its behalf -- was doing to achieve targets for volume.  Wall Street’s appetite for mortgage-backed securities was voracious, and so it encouraged lenders like Countrywide to do whatever it took to ‘get the bodies’ to sign on the dotted line.  In Lexis/Nexis, try various keywords:  “Countrywide mortgage predatory,” for example, or “Countrywide Home Loans mortgage race discrimination.”

5.  Summarize any information you can make sense of from the U.S. federal government’s help to Countrywide and/or Bank of America during the financial crisis.  The acronym you need to dance to is TARP:  the Troubled Assets Relief Program.  There is a Special Investigator General that’s supposed to watch over and keep things honest.  So search at

http://www.sigtarp.gov

6.  Find out any information you can on the mortgage fraud task force announced by the President on January 27, 2012.  I can’t find a website, but dozens of different news outlets covered the announcement, so use Lexis/Nexis or other sources to search through for any information you can find that mentions Countrywide or BofA.  The group is technically called “the Residential Mortgage-Backed Securities Working Group,” which is part of the “Financial Fraud Enforcement Task Force.”
7.  Search through the monstrous report issued by the Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission.  Put that title in quotes on Google and you’ll see several ways to get the full PDF report free.  Look for mentions of Countrywide and Bank of America -- anything related to risky practices, especially those that involve predatory targeting and discrimination on the basis of race, gender, age, or national origin -- these are the main “protected categories” under U.S. civil rights law.

8.  Joel Bakan is a Professor of Law at UBC.  He became famous for the documentary film “The Corporation.”  Bakan essentially took the economist Milton Friedman at his word:  Friedman had repeatedly declared in the early 1960s that corporations had no moral obligations -- their entire purpose was to maximize shareholder value.  If you accept Friedman at his word, it means that there is no such thing as an ethical corporation:  ‘corporate social responsibility’ and ‘fair trade’ are just creative promotion.  Bakan took this insight and followed the implication.  If a corporation can never have a conscience, Bakan reasoned, then really it fits the psychiatric criteria for ... a sociopath.
I saw the film, but never read the book.  Your mission is to look through the book and choose a few key quotes that specifically deal with banks as corporate psychopaths.
