
UNTIL this year, Vancouver was 
the largest city in North America 
without legally sanctioned 

ride-hailing services. In July, however, 
British Columbia announced that it 
would allow ride-hailing services 
such as Uber and Lyft to operate in the 
province starting in September. 

Drivers offering such transportation 
services in BC will be required to 
obtain Class 4 commercial licenses, 
the same license held by taxi drivers. 
Although some of the new restrictions 
are unquestionably worthwhile, 
such as mandatory insurance, the 
claimed safety logic behind requiring 
a commercial driver’s license is 
spurious. The solution should not be 
to make ride-hailing services more like 
taxis, but to make taxis more like ride-
hailing services.

Creating a level playing field for 
all providers is an admirable goal, but 
that playing field should be as open 
as possible. When service providers 
are free to choose their own business 
models and consumers are free to 
choose which models work for them, the 
market determines success. If current 
taxi operators can make a compelling 
case to customers that they are more 
reliable, safer or better, they should be 
free to make this claim. They should not, 
however, be permitted to require others 
to follow their business model. 

The consequences of restricting 
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HEN Vinit Jain, MBA ‘16, first 
moved to Victoria from India in 
2014 to pursue his degree at UVic, 
he booked himself a hotel room 

to stay in while he looked for a place to live. A 
month later, he was still there.

It turned out that between skeptical landlords, 
a competitive market for budget rentals, 
and a general unfamiliarity with how BC 
accommodations worked, it was a lot harder 
to lock in lodging here than Vinit anticipated. 
He eventually found himself somewhere 
to stay, and soon found himself helping his 
brother, Siddharth Jain, MBA ‘17, and other 
new-in-town friends navigate the process, 
too. It was this personal experience that led 
Vinit and Siddharth to start Sanpra, a business 
dedicated to helping international students 
find rental housing. “Our intent is to eradicate 
the pain points,” says Vinit. “It just has to be 
easier than this.”

Through Sanpra, students can reach out from 
abroad for help vetting and applying to Victoria 
properties in advance of their arrival in Canada. 
They’ve got the assurance that the company 
won’t connect them with a scammer or a 
mildewy basement suite, and landlords gain 
a reputable third party to hold accountable 

should the renter prove disappointing. 

“We know that students in particular will have 
issues finding places just because they’re 
students,” says Vinit. Landlords might prefer 
someone with a more stable income, or believe 
that a quiet family would make a better tenant 
than a potentially rowdy college kid. But Vinit, 
Siddharth and their team put in the hours to 
build trusted relationships to make property 
managers just as comfortable with a match 
as the tenants who are renting a place sight 
unseen. The Jain brothers have also started 
offering services like paying damage deposits 
or arranging airport pickups to address those 
little logistical details that seem like major 
roadblocks when you’re 10,000 kilometers 
away. 

By providing that helping hand, Sanpra 
relieves a common frustration and anxiety 
among the international student community, 
and sets the stage for a strong start in a new 
city. “We believe that Victoria is a city to love 
and live in,” says Vinit. “When students arrive, 
we want their first point of contact to be us, 
and to bring some ease, and hopefully they’ll 
enjoy the experience and stay and work.”

That being said, it turns out that international 

students aren’t the only ones looking for 
help in a competitive rental market. With 
a success rate of 70 to 75 per cent on their 
applications—a particularly impressive stat 
given that most rental postings receive a 
dozen-plus applicants in the first few hours—
word is starting to spread about Sanpra’s 
success. “We’re getting local students from 
here in Victoria now,” explains Siddharth. 
“They’re in school full time, with little time 
to look at places. Listings just come and go, 
so they want us to get in and apply on their 
behalf.” And it’s not just the student market 
who sees value in the company’s connections: 
young professionals and recent grads who are 
struggling to find housing have also started 
commissioning the brothers for help.

As Victoria’s population grows, the Jains are 
looking ahead to what the future might hold. 
Sanpra is trying to convince owners of vacant 
homes to open their doors to students, and 
might one day offer its own off-campus 
dorms, or even assist with real estate dealings 
for clients. Wherever the company goes from 
here, though, it seems like there’s no shortage 
of Victorians, new and old, in search of a warm 
welcome…and a little human kindness in a 
housing market gone wild.  n
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Ride-hailing services 
will disrupt existing 

operations in 
British Columbia.

by Dr. Saul Klein

And that’s good.

by Stacey McLachlan
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entry are what we see in the airline 
industry, where a lack of competition 
on all but the major routes in Canada 
has left travellers with few choices, 
and entitled airlines to use a “take-
it-or-leave-it” approach to customer 
service. It is no wonder that airlines 
are among the least trusted brands in 
Canada.

The majority of ride-hailing drivers 
are part-time and casual workers, 
driving on flexible schedules and 
responding to changing demand 
conditions for their services. In 
times of peak demand, prices rise, 
encouraging more drivers to enter the 
market and satisfy customers. Investing 
in Class 4 commercial licenses to 
be able to generate a supplemental 
income makes no sense for these part-
time drivers. For that reason, Quebec, 
Saskatchewan, Manitoba and Ontario 
have all allowed ride sharing with 
standard licenses. 

New technologies inevitably create 
disruption, with new opportunities 
developing alongside new issues of 
governance and management. While 
regulation is necessary to protect 
the public interest, for example, 
in ensuring road safety, the role of 
that regulation is not to shield the 
incumbent businesses, but rather the 
public at large. 

A more open playing field for 
transportation may encourage a shift 

away from private car ownership, 
helping people with disabilities, those 
who are at a distance from public 
transportation options and those 
who live in under-served areas. The 
onus is still, however, on the new 
entrants to prove themselves and earn 
consumer trust.

Our latest Gustavson Brand Trust 
Index revealed that Canadians’ trust in 
Uber is low (especially among those 
who had not used the service). That is 
not a reason to restrict the service, but a 
problem for Uber to overcome if it can. 

The government has confirmed 
that the majority of BC residents want 
access to ride hailing because of the 
benefits these services provide. The 
commercial-license requirement, 
however, undermines the possibility 
of these benefits being fully realized. 
It is incumbent on regulators to 
facilitate new technology, even when it 
disrupts existing operations. Increased 
competition from ride hailing will 
help the taxi industry evolve, and 
ultimately benefit all travellers. n

Dr. Saul Klein is dean of the 
Gustavson School of Business. To see 
full results of Gustavson’s 2019 Brand 
Trust Index, go to uvic.ca/gustavson/
brandtrust.

A version of this article was 
originally published in The Globe and 
Mail on August 24, 2019.
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