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Executive Summary 

 
 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING CHALLENGE  
PROJECT COLLECTIVE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Each of the authors that contributed to this report 
was tasked with choosing one element of the 
housing system that can help explain Toronto’s crisis 
of affordability. Each describes a range of factors 
contributing to this crisis and recommends concrete 
actions that could advance long-term solutions to it.  
  
The report is organized thematically in five parts. In 
Part One, Setting the Scene, the authors set the 
context, discussing important conceptual tools to 
understand the Canadian housing system – housing 
as a human right, the history of social housing in 
Ontario, and the financialization of rental and 
owner-occupied housing. 
 
Paradis begins with an overview of the right to 
adequate housing, which was affirmed in Canadian 
law for the first time in 2019 with Canada’s National 
Housing Strategy Act. Paradis walks us through the 
history that led to this and Toronto’s subsequent 
adoption of its 10-year housing and homelessness 
plan, HousingTO 2020-2030 Plan, which is also 
based in human rights. She explains the obligations 
that these initiatives will entail for their respective 
governments, and what a housing system founded on 
human rights could look like. She makes the case for 
understanding housing as a fundamental human 
right, reminding us that internationally it is 
considered an integral part of the right to an 
adequate standard of living. Toronto’s housing crisis 
should not be understood simply as one wherein the 
cost of purchasing a home is out of reach for many 

households, including those with average or above-
average incomes, but as a crisis of adequate housing. 
She argues that housing should be safe, affordable, 
secure, accessible and in good condition.  
 
The pandemic has laid bare the social inequities that 
revolve around housing: public health directives 
during the pandemic - to stay at home, to wash 
hands, to maintain physical distance - all rely on 
access to an adequate dwelling. Among the spaces 
hardest hit by the virus were privatized long-term 
care facilities housing older adults and those with 
disabilities, migrant farm worker dormitories, 
homeless shelters, carceral settings, neighbourhoods 
with an overrepresentation of Black and racialized 
residents, and those with high prevalence of 
overcrowding and disrepair. As Paradis says, “the 
virus thrives where the right to housing is violated”. 
The right to adequate housing must become a 
foundation on which we can rebuild our housing and 
homelessness systems.  
 
Suttor follows, joining Paradis in highlighting that a 
crisis of affordability is about more than the costs of 
homeownership rocketing out of reach for most 
households; acknowledging the major challenges 
faced today, he takes us through the history and 
current state of social housing in Toronto, and asks 
what lessons we can take from the history of the 
peak period of Canadian social housing in the 1970s 
and ‘80s, and the years that followed it. What should 
we expect from governments in creating and 
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sustaining affordable and social rental housing? 
Suttor reveals, in a richly detailed account, that while 
escalating rents and supply shortfalls of today have 
motivated new advocacy efforts and government 
programs, current policy efforts fall far short of that 
peak period that produced so much of the affordable 
rental that is being lost to redevelopment and 
disrepair today. He estimates that to have a systemic 
impact on affordability, approximately 4,000 new 
units of social/affordable housing are needed in the 
GTA every year. The sustainable provision of 
affordable housing at a scale that can make a real 
difference, Suttor finds, depends vitally on public 
policy that supports institutions with expertise, 
meaningful funding, non-profit housing 
development and collaboration across levels of 
government.  
 
Walks closes Part One with an essay on housing 
financialization – a key change in housing systems 
and housing markets over the last two decades and 
one of the most important drivers of the current 
housing crisis in Toronto and cities around the 
world. He outlines what financialization is in general 
and in relation to both rental and owner-occupied 
housing, and discusses the direct and indirect effects 
of financialization on affordability and the 
availability of rental housing. His discussion touches 
on gentrification, household debt, mortgage 
financing, mortgage-backed securities, crisis 
governance and more. After considering the negative 
effects of financialization on housing and exploring 
the ways in which governments have promoted it, 
Walks concludes by suggesting actions that 
governments can take to address housing 
financialization’s most harmful aspects and even 
reverse financialization.   
 
Part Two, Finance, Tech, and Big Actors in 
Housing, keeps with the large forces that define the 
housing system in Toronto and other global cities in 
particular. The authors of Part Two narrow the 
focus to highlight two more recent but impactful 
phenomena: the penetration of rental housing by 
global finance via Real Estate Investment Trusts 
(REITs) and the expansion of the short-term rental 
market as part of the new platform economy. Hyde 
and Lewis explain from different angles the 
evolution of REITs and consider the dramatic and 
largely devastating impacts they continue to have on 
Toronto’s core stock of affordable rental housing and 

its inhabitants, who are being displaced. Brail 
explains that AirBnB and other short-term rental 
platforms have disrupted more than just the hotel 
sector; she details their impacts on availability and 
affordability in Toronto’s long-term rental market, 
and discusses the role of regulation in protecting 
residents’ access to rental housing. Hyde considers 
the role and potential of REITs in his reflections on 
Toronto’s municipal programs that aim to 
incentivize private sector development of rental 
housing. Lewis describes the policies that support 
the expansion of REITs and the methods that they 
use to grow their multi-family rental portfolios and 
increase returns for shareholders, often displacing 
vulnerable and long-term residents and eroding the 
city’s dwindling stock of deeply affordable rental 
housing in the process.  
 
The authors of Part Three, Housing Justice, pick up 
the pieces that are left by the big actors described in 
Section Two, to examine affordability through the 
lens of social justice. Mah and August begin the 
discussion by illuminating the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on security of tenure. They 
present original research on trends in eviction filings 
that took place in Toronto from 2012-2016. They 
found eviction filings were concentrated in the 
inner-suburban parts of Toronto with higher 
proportions of racialized and low-income renters, 
and declining average incomes over the past four 
decades. The authors explain why they expect these 
patterns to persist and call for greater tenant 
protections and the elimination of the vacancy 
decontrol policy.  
 
MacEntee et al. follow, shedding light on the 
particular vulnerabilities faced by the young people 
experiencing homelessness in Toronto. These 
authors describe the impacts of the pandemic and 
stay-at-home orders on this population. They 
explain the intersectional dimensions of youth 
homelessness, the unique needs of homeless youth, 
and the distinct solutions needed to support them. 
These authors, and St. Louis-McBurnie and Tam, 
find hope and resilience in community. The latter, in 
their piece on residential and commercial 
displacement pressures in Toronto’s Little Jamaica 
and Chinatown communities, put a spotlight on 
municipal and provincial planning practices that 
have sidelined racialized neighbourhoods and 
culturally significant retail in heritage planning, and 
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that have failed to protect them in new development 
and growth plans. They demonstrate that the 
protection of affordable rental housing is importantly 
intertwined with the preservation and expansion of 
affordable commercial spaces for small BIPOC-
owned businesses. They conclude by highlighting 
the resilience and solidarity of these communities, 
evident through grassroots, cross-community work 
to explore the development of community land trusts 
(CLTs) as a way of enhancing community control.  
 
Sheppard et al. offer a case study of a community 
consultation process for Toronto’s Integrated Service 
Model – a new service model for seniors living in 
Toronto Community Housing Corporation 
(TCHC) buildings that aims to integrate housing 
and health services and allow seniors to age in place 
in comfort and with dignity. They discuss housing as 
a determinant of health, and the challenges and 
opportunities of social housing for seniors. Perry et 
al., stepping away from Toronto, continue the 
discussion of seniors and housing as a determinant of 
health to close Part Three with lessons learned in 
Detroit in the earliest stages of the pandemic. 
 
Part Four, Planning for Affordability, digs into the 
details of Toronto’s urban planning system to 
consider ways that policy and planning can do more 
to protect and expand access to housing affordable 
to low and middle income residents. 
 
Siemiatycki and Pye look to an innovative approach 
to city-building in creative mixed-use approaches to 
development. They highlight recent case studies in 
Ontario to argue for the potential of this approach, 
which brings together public, non-profit and private 
land uses in creative ways, locating unexpected 
partners in the same facility.  
 
March offers two essays. In the first, they discuss 
efforts to renovate the large-scale, post-war high-rise 
rental towers, built between the 1960s and ‘70s, 
which make up a large part of the GTHA’s existing 
affordable housing supply but are falling into 
disrepair. In March’s second piece, they describe the 
relationship between sustainability-inspired (and, in 
the context of dense high-rise development, 
livability-inspired) park-led redevelopment and city 
‘greening’ efforts and the gentrification and 
residential displacement that often accompany them. 
March explains that while calls for more ‘green 

space’ seem intuitively ‘good’, green space itself is not 
politically neutral; instead, as a land-use and 
amenity, it can negatively affect housing affordability 
and create elite benefits for those with higher 
incomes at the expense of less well-off and often 
marginalized residents. They call for an 
environmental justice approach and greater 
consideration of affordable housing in greening 
initiatives.  
 
Withers discusses the politics and potential of 
addressing Toronto’s housing crisis with  
Inclusionary Zoning (IZ) - a new planning tool 
recently provided to municipalities by the Province 
of Ontario. . He provides an overview of the three 
year political process through which the City of 
Toronto drafted and legislated their new 
Inclusionary Zoning (IZ) policy. He argues that IZ 
has significant potential to expand access to 
affordable housing in Toronto. He reviews research 
that reveals it would be economically feasible to 
require that up to 30% of the units in new residential 
development in many neighborhoods are rental, 
permanently affordable to lower middle-income 
residents. He describes the evolving arguments and 
strategies of housing advocates urging the City to 
implement the “strongest feasible” IZ policy, and 
their reception by decision makers. He concludes 
that, although the City ultimately decided to 
approve a highly conservative IZ policy, there is clear 
potential for this important new policy to be 
strengthened and become a powerful new lever for 
expanding access to affordable housing.  
 
Grisdale, meanwhile, discusses the potential for 
public land to be utilized to expand access to 
affordable housing. He counters the common claim 
that the key driver of Toronto’s housing crisis is 
regulatory impediments to the creation of new 
supply. He points, like Withers, to the ample non-
affordable supply that has been produced in recent 
years. Grisdale looks to the policies and initiatives, 
like HousingNow, that govern Toronto’s use of city-
owned “surplus” land and its potential for affordable 
housing development. He argues that while moving 
in the right direction, recent initiatives could be far 
more ambitious, in part because they continue to 
understand public land as a financial asset rather 
than land for which the use should be planned in 
service of social need.  
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Part Five, Affordable Alternatives: Non-market 
Housing Forms and Alternative Tenure 
Arrangements, closes the report. The authors here 
look past the nitty gritty of policy and planning that 
defines Part Four to more radical visions of housing 
and home.  
 
Two essays, by Kesik and Braitstein et al., consider 
the materiality of affordable housing. Kesik walks us 
through a building science perspective on 
affordability before presenting a vision for planned 
communities beyond Toronto’s greenbelt. Braitstein 
et al. look toward a more sustainable and just future 
in their discussion of affordable housing and 
sustainable development. They argue that while 
housing and urban infrastructure can drive negative 
environmental impacts, so too can they generate and 
model solutions that meet the interlocking objectives 
of the Sustainable Development Goals: economic 
prosperity, social equity, and environmental 
sustainability. Bunce then describes the history and 
potential of Community Land Trusts – an 
alternative approach to ownership and affordability, 
underpinned by the desire to de-commodify 
housing, that was born in the 1960s but which has 
been recently reinvigorated by community groups in 
Toronto and beyond. Petrasek closes the report with 
an essay on housing, home, and the family. She 
argues that the pandemic has served to highlight the 
inadequacies of normative conceptions of the family 
and home, tying the issue of housing affordability to 
a crisis of care. Petrasek calls for a radical rethinking 
of how we understand the ‘family home’ and, 
ultimately, how we design housing around the 
notion of family. 
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Introduction 

 
AFFORDABLE HOUSING CHALLENGE  

PROJECT COLLECTIVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Toronto is in the midst of a protracted housing 
crisis. Mounting losses of affordable housing stock 
and persistent political and economic barriers to the 
development of affordable rental housing have made 
unaffordability a defining feature of the city today. 
However, with the federal government’s ten year 
National Housing Strategy launching in 2017, the 
City of Toronto’s ‘HousingTO’ 2020-2030 action 
plan launching in 2020, and new spending spurred 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, there is some hope 
that different levels of government are finally turning 
their attention towards advancing solutions to 
Toronto’s housing crisis. The extent to which these 
and other recent housing policies and initiatives can 
be expected to mitigate or even reverse this 
mounting crisis of affordability remains an open 
question. This report provides insights into some of 
the major challenges facing our housing system. 
Through a wide range of chapters, we here 
distinguish between the promises and outcomes of 
existing affordable housing policies, and propose 
specific actions that can be taken now to expand 
access to adequate, affordable housing in the Greater 
Toronto Area (GTA). 
 
Our Vision 
 
The Affordable Housing Challenge Project 
(AHCP), of the University of Toronto School of 
Cities, seeks to find solutions to the housing crisis 
besetting the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). Our 
approach to research and knowledge sharing is 
collaborative, cross-disciplinary, and justice-

centered. We draw together diverse perspectives 
from academia, policy-makers, the non-profit sector, 
and community activists to help greater Toronto 
become a ‘just city’ where affordable and adequate 
homes are accessible to all. 
  
The University of Toronto and the School of Cities 
are located on the lands of the Huron-Wendat, the 
Seneca, and the Mississaugas of the Credit River; 
the GTA more broadly continues to be home to 
many Indigenous and Métis people from across 
Turtle Island. These lands are covered by the Dish 
With One Spoon wampum belt covenant, a binding 
agreement between Indigenous nations that signifies 
that everyone should only take what they need in 
this place, ensuring enough is left for others. We are 
grateful to be able to conduct our work here, and we 
acknowledge broken treaties and the obligations for 
settlers to make amends and support Indigenous 
resistance and resurgence. For us, the current 
housing crisis cannot be understood apart from 
Canada’s settler colonial past and present. This 
housing crisis is inextricable from colonial processes 
of violence, dispossession and displacement that have 
shaped the city and that continue to underpin 
Canadian society today. 
  
Collectively, the AHCP envisions a city (understood 
broadly as an extended urban realm that takes in 
many different municipalities and communities) 
where everyone can find affordable housing options 
that best meet their needs, with a series of different 
housing arrangements, models, and tenures that 
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provide real choice. Our vision is of a city where 
rental housing is seen as a viable long-term option 
for a home and where people are not displaced from 
where they live because land values are high, or 
because a land owner realizes they can profit from 
large rent increases, or from flipping or converting 
long-term rental units to different uses. Our vision is 
of a city in which housing is not something that 
segregates or displaces communities. Instead, a 
functioning and affordable housing system mixes 
people, brings them together, and provides a safe, 
healthy and secure foundation. This is a housing 
system that enables people to enact control over their 
lives and have a say in how their city is run. Our 
vision is of a city in which housing is recognized as a 
human right and actions are taken to restore that 
right to everyone. 
  
Not a Market but a System 
  
We are highly critical of housing analyses that make 
claims about the benevolence of “the housing 
market”. Indeed, we argue that there has never been, 
and never will be, any such thing as a singular 
“market” that “makes decisions” about housing. 
Instead, we observe a series of segmented market 
processes, varying from land assembly and 
preparation, the development and construction of 
different forms, sizes, and tenures of housing units, 
various ways of financing development, and different 
forums and platforms through which housing is 
marketed to a myriad of different firm types and 
other market actors. Each of these plays an 
important role in evolving what is often called “the 
housing market”, but which we prefer to see as part 
of a larger housing ‘system’. 
 
What those singular “market” perspectives often 
omit is the huge role that the state plays in creating, 
defining, regulating, modifying, and even profiting 
from these many different forms of market 
participation. The federal government in Canada, 
for instance, provides massive subsidies and 
insurance to mortgage lenders, and even purchases 
many mortgages from lenders so that they bear no 
risk from lending; the intention is to bolster the 
‘market’ for owner-occupied housing so that 
homeowners do not see their home values fall and 
are able to easily sell their properties. In this case, we 
wonder whether it even makes sense to refer to ‘the 
housing market’ when speaking of a housing system, 

the growth of which is so clearly underpinned by 
government policies, insurance, and subsidies. 
  
Changes to even just one of the components of the 
housing system – for example the interest rate, or 
policies for qualifying for a mortgage – can have 
huge effects on the actions of other so-called market 
participants. Instead of a ‘market’, we see here a 
housing ‘system’ that is fundamentally governed by 
the decisions of Federal, Provincial, and local 
governments. This recognition has important 
implications. It means that Canada’s increasingly 
unaffordable housing system is a direct result of 
policy choices that subsequent governments have 
made, and not the result of a ‘market left to its own 
devices’. The Canadian state has created the unequal 
system we have inherited and in turn the Canadian 
state can fix it.  
  
Conventional analyses frame the affordability crisis 
as primarily a problem of an insufficient supply of 
housing units. But Toronto’s crisis is one of unmet 
social demand, not market demand. Although a 
social demand has arisen for affordable rental 
housing, government policies have predominantly 
facilitated the development of high-end and luxury 
condo towers and, more recently, a slow uptick in 
purpose-built rental units for higher-income tenants.  
  
A lack of new affordable purpose-built rental supply 
combined with the ongoing gentrification of much 
of the existing rental stock has left Toronto with an 
overall dearth of affordable rental housing that is 
inadequate to meet the needs of low- and middle-
income Torontonians. A continuous supply of high-
end condo units have not decreased the price of 
housing, nor have they relieved the affordability 
pressures faced by low-income renters. Extending 
cheap mortgage credit has not produced affordable 
homes in Toronto; instead, it has pushed housing 
prices up as households go deeper into debt. Recent 
decades have demonstrated that governments cannot 
simply expect that an increasing supply of mortgage 
credit and luxury housing will reduce overall 
affordability pressures. New solutions, based on new 
ways of thinking about the problem, are needed. 
  
The Aim of This Report 
  
We believe that solving Toronto’s affordability crisis 
requires policies that prioritise: (1) expanding access 
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to housing that is permanently affordable to lower 
and middle income residents and; (2) preserving the 
affordability of existing housing through robust 
tenant protections and rent controls that don’t 
evaporate upon unit-vacancy; and (3) halting and 
reversing the negative effects of the financialization 
of housing, including rampant speculation that has 
driven up land values and spurred evictions.  
 
There is no silver bullet to solving greater Toronto’s 
housing crisis. Policy-makers and community groups 
should seek to advance every effective policy and 
initiative in the tool kit to meet the challenge. This 
should involve a mix of major public-sector 
investments and strong inclusionary zoning 
requirements, collectively generating a substantial 
volume of new purpose-built rental housing stock 
permanently that is affordable for low- and middle-
income households neglected by our current housing 
system. It will also involve major public investments 
directed to a fund controlled by Indigenous 
communities to address Indigenous housing needs. 
Finally, it will involve significant public investments 
to expand desperately needed supportive housing for 
Toronto’s growing homeless population. Equally 
important, strong protections are needed to stem the 
loss of Toronto’s existing affordable rental housing 
supply - to protect these units and their tenants from 
the pressures of gentrification, demolition, tenure 
de-conversion and rent hikes. This report offers a 
wide range of practical examples of the policy 
options immediately available for advancing these 
objectives. 
  
We aim to shift the conversation around 
affordability away from a myopic focus on market-
based, supply-side solutions (e.g., those that assume 
that building high-end ownership housing will 
eventually free up enough rental stock to house 
lower-income households). We focus instead ona a 
range of more targeted supply- and demand-side 
solutions - interventions that can help ensure new 
housing supply addresses the needs of all 
communities, not just the richest.  
  
To that end, the AHCP has brought together 
collaborators with a diversity of perspectives to 
present their solutions to Toronto’s housing crisis. 
This report takes a problem-solution format: the 
authors each consider one aspect of the affordability 
crisis and propose concrete solutions – from modest 

policy interventions to large structural 
transformations. It represents both the 
multidisciplinarity of housing expertise in the 
University of Toronto community and the numerous 
perspectives that are needed, together, to solve 
complex urban challenges like housing affordability 
and quality of life in 21st century cities. We also aim 
to highlight the critical role that community housing 
advocates and activists play in understanding, 
advocating for, and supporting the needs of those 
with the fewest resources and who are most 
vulnerable to displacement.  
  
Staying Home? COVID-19 in Toronto 
  
This report has been written over the course of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which has aggravated already 
existing problems, resulting in an evictions crisis and 
a worsening of the homelessness crisis. Many tenants 
and homeowners alike face months of arrears on rent 
or mortgage payments accrued during the pandemic. 
As eviction moratoriums were lifted in Ontario, 
there arose what many housing advocates called an 
‘evictions blitz’ at the Landlord Tenant Board. Many 
city residents are at greater risk of losing their homes 
than ever before. Federal government policies that 
instituted a new Insured Mortgage Purchase 
Program (IMPP) and a quantitative easing (QE) 
program on behalf of the Bank of Canada that 
brought interest rates down to record lows, have only 
exacerbated a housing bubble that serviced the 
interests of the wealthiest property owners. Many 
Canadians have been perplexed to see a housing 
bubble during a pandemic that saw unemployment 
skyrocket. What many Canadians do not realize is 
that the bubble was produced by the federal 
government enacting policies that directly stimulated 
lending and borrowing for owner-occupied housing. 
It does not matter whether the promotion of 
augmented housing-based inequalities was 
intentional or unintentional on the part of the 
federal government. The key thing is that the bubble 
is largely attributable to government policies – it is 
evidence of a policy failure. This also means that 
government policies could be used to end it and to 
create a more equitable housing system. As this 
report is going to press, rising interest rates have 
started to reduce speculative demand. But with land 
values at record highs, this has merely led to a 
frozen, failed, market – more evidence that relying 
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on a housing bubble to drive the economy during the 
pandemic was a wrong-headed policy.  
  
It is also important to underline how the impacts of 
COVID-19 have been disproportionately felt in 
low-income and racialized neighbourhoods 
throughout the GTA, related to affordability, 
eviction and the virus itself. These neighbourhoods 
are disproportionately home to overcrowded units, 
and essential workers who have often been unable to 
self-isolate, yet continued going to work. They 
endured crowded commutes, suffered higher 
infection rates, and had less access to testing, care, 
and vaccines. Residents in these neighbourhoods 
have also been at higher risk of losing their homes 
because of already existing inequities, disinvestments 
and material deprivation. The pandemic exposed and 
heightened these longstanding racial injustices 
related to housing. 
  
Meanwhile, many of Toronto’s actual and aspiring 
homeowners have been leaving the city to take 
advantage of remote work arrangements to live in 
more affordable towns and cities. Residents of 
smaller cities like Hamilton, Guelph and 
Peterborough are facing new pressures on the 
affordability of their rental and ownership stock as 
the demand from Torontonians inflated prices there. 
Toronto’s affordability crisis has become Ontario’s, 
and increasingly Canada’s, affordability crisis. Once 
again, this conundrum is largely an effect of 
misplaced and inequitable government policies.  
  
At the same time, the COVID-19 crisis has 
catalyzed social movements across the GTA, and 
strengthened already-existing activism around 
housing, with many communities coming together 
to support one another through mutual aid, to 
protect their neighbours from eviction, or withhold 
their rent from large corporate landlords. Others 
have organized to support those residents living in 
the many encampments throughout the city. Many 
of the report’s authors have learned from and aligned 
themselves with these causes and highlight these 
evolving issues. 
  
The status quo of greater Toronto’s housing cannot 
go on, or at least should not go on if we want to 
maintain any vestige of an equitable metropolis 
befitting the slogan “you belong here”. In our 
Affordable Housing Challenge collective, we bring 

together a wide range of perspectives on how to 
approach these issues. We remain optimistic that, 
with meaningful political engagement and the right 
policy programmes, greater Toronto can be an 
affordable, inclusive, welcoming, and safe 
community for all of us. 
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A Note on ‘Affordability’ 

 
JEREMY WITHERS and the AFFORDABLE HOUSING CHALLENGE 

PROJECT COLLECTIVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is important at the outset to clarify what we mean 
by ‘affordable’ housing in this report. There are 
many ways to define affordability and different 
organizations and orders of government differ in 
how they choose to operationalize the concept. The 
authors that have contributed to this report do not 
always use the same language, but we have asked 
them to explain how they define affordability and 
what they mean by ‘affordable housing’ in their 
individual commentaries. 
 
We take a broad view of ‘affordability’. We believe 
that homes should be affordable for all households 
and individuals, regardless of income level or 
attachment to the labour force; shelter should remain 
predictably affordable in perpetuity, regardless of 
changes in land prices. The UN Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has stipulated 
that housing costs must not infringe on households’ 
access to food and other basic needs, and we agree. 
  
In this report we do not exclusively equate publicly 
funded ‘social’ housing with ‘affordable’ housing. 
While our primary focus rests with rental housing, 
our concern for affordability includes and extends 
beyond households who might qualify for social 
housing, to no-income and low- and medium-
income renter households, as well as upper-middle 
income aspiring or debt-burdened homeowners. In 
Toronto, affordability is a problem faced by a large 

 
1 Importantly, however, even the common ‘30%’ definition should not be seen as the only possible floor government programs can aim for; 
this definition only came to be used in Canada in the 1980s after decades of gradual increases from a 20% threshold used before the 1950s 

and growing proportion of diverse residents. The 
commentaries compiled in this report do, however, 
focus primarily on the experiences of, and solutions 
for, the growing number of residents in the GTA 
struggling to afford rental homes. 
  
Income-based vs Market-based Definitions of 
Affordability in Toronto 
 
Formula-based definitions of affordability are always 
limited, drawing stark lines through overlapping 
measures of need. However, these formulas are 
critically important for setting policy guidelines and 
regulations, and in influencing policy outcomes. Of 
the conventional formulas in the Canadian context, 
we prefer those that define affordability in relation to 
occupants’ ability to pay–i.e. income-based 
measures–over those defined as a percentage of 
‘market’ rents–i.e. market-based measures (e.g. 80 
percent of the average market rent - AMR). 
 
A widely used income-based measure of affordability 
in Canada defines shelter as affordable if it costs less 
than 30% of the household’s before-tax income. We 
prefer this measurement to the market-based 
definition of affordable rents, because it fosters a 
more targeted, tenant-focused approach - focusing 
policy makers’ attention on exactly which income-
brackets their policies are supplying affordable 
housing to.1 In sharp contrast, market-based 
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definitions hinder the effective targeting of 
affordable housing supply. As market rents climb 
faster than average incomes, the “affordable” units 
produced through government programs using 
market based-definitions actually can become 
unaffordable for a growing portion of renters. 
Between 2000 and 2020, the average price of a 
purpose-built rental unit in the City of Toronto rose 
almost twice as fast as the median income of renters 
in Toronto.2 Consequently, government programs 
that base their definition of affordability on a 
percentage of Average Market Rent (AMR)–i.e. 
80% AMR or 100% AMR – have experienced 
serious drift in terms of the types of residents being 
served by these programs, from lower income to 
middle income residents. For example, a 1 bedroom 
affordable rental unit produced through a City of 
Toronto program requiring “100% AMR” would 
have cost tenants  $772/month in 2000. In 2020, a 
1-bedroom affordable rental unit priced at 100% 
AMR would have cost tenants $1374/month, an 
increase of 78%.  
  
As of November 2021, Toronto’s City Council voted 
to change the definition of affordability used in its 
affordable housing programs from a market-based 
definition to an income-based definition. This vote 
and the policy drafts and consultations that preceded 
it took place as part of the process of preparing and 
voting on the City’s new Inclusionary Zoning policy 
(see Withers’ piece in Section 4.2 of this Report). 
Previously, the City required that new affordable 
rental units produced through its affordable housing 
programs be priced no higher than 100% AMR, or 
in some cases, no higher than 80% AMR. The new 
definition of affordability is based on a percentage of 
Toronto renter households’ income.  
 
Specifically, the City of Toronto now defines an 
affordable rental housing unit as: 
 

a dwelling unit where the total monthly 
shelter cost is the lesser of one times the 
average City of Toronto rent, by dwelling 
unit type, as reported annually by the 

 
(Homeless Hub, 2016). It shouldn’t be thought of simply as the ‘accurate’ or ‘natural’ measurement of housing affordability, but as a floor 
for housing affordability, broadly accepted in recent decades. 
2 See pages 6 and 7 of City of Toronto (2020) “Proposed Official Plan Amendment to the City's Affordable and Mid-range Rent 
Definitions.” Planning and Housing Committee. https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2020/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-156420.pdf. 
3 City of Toronto (2021) “Proposed Inclusionary Zoning By-law.” https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/95ce-
CityPlanning-Proposed-IZ-Zoning-By-law-Amendment.pdf. 

Canada Mortgage and Housing 
Corporation, and housing that is affordable, 
based on paying no more than 30% of 
before-tax monthly income, to renter 
households in the City of Toronto as 
follows: (A) studio units: one-person 
households at or below the 50th percentile 
income; (B) one-bedroom units: one-person 
households at or below the 60th percentile 
income; (C) two-bedroom units: two-person 
households at or below the 60th percentile 
income; (D) three-bedroom units: three-
person households at or below the 60th 
percentile income.3 

 
Importantly, the new definition provides for deeper 
levels of affordability than the previous definition.  
 
Based on market rents in Toronto in 2021, the 
City’s previous definition of 100% Average Market 
Rent produced affordable rental units that cost up 
to: 

● $1,211 per month for a bachelor, which is 
equal to 30% of the gross income of a 
household making $48,440 annually. 

● $1,431 for a 1-bedroom, which is equal to 
30% of the gross income of a household 
making $57,240 annually. 

● $1,661 for a 2-bedroom, which is equal to 
30% of the gross income of a household 
making $66,440 annually. 

● $1,887 for a 3-bedroom. which is equal to 
30% of the gross income of a household 
making $75,480 annually. 

 
Based on renter household incomes in Toronto in 
2021, the new definition would produce affordable 
rental units that cost up to: 

● $812 per month for a bachelor, which is 
equal to 30% of the gross income of a 
household making $32,846 annually. 

● $1,090 for a 1-bedroom, which is equal to 
30% of the gross income of a household 
making $43,600 annually. 
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● $1,661 for a 2-bedroom, which is equal to 
30% of the gross income of a household 
making $66,400 annually. 

● $1,858 for a 3-bedroom. which is equal to 
30% of the gross income of a household 
making $74,301 annually. 

 
By tying the definition of affordability of studio 
rental units to the median income (i.e. 50th 
percentile income) of one-person renter households, 
and the definition for 1-bedroom rental units to the 
60th percentile income of one-person renter 
households, this new definition will better attend to 
the needs of this demographic, which tends to have 
significantly lower incomes than larger households, 
and consequently, disproportionately suffers from 
core housing need.  
 
One notable shortcoming of the new definition is 
that lower-income single-parent households that 
require 2 or more bedrooms to adequately house 
their families will likely find the “affordable” rents 
for these larger units unaffordable. Consequently, it 
is crucial that the city attempt to track and serve the 
needs of this and other demographics 
disproportionately left behind by these definitions. 
 
Overall, despite the clear improvements to the City’s 
definition of affordability, the new definition 
channels resources towards expanding access to 
housing affordable to middle income renters, 
predominantly those at the 50th and 60th income 
percentile of renter households. By definition, this 
affordability “floor” is not low enough to meet the 
needs of the poorest of Toronto’s tenants.  
It is important to note that some of the affordable 
rental units produced through the City of Toronto’s 
affordable housing programs achieve deeper levels of 
affordability than they are required to by the City’s 

 
4 To its credit, the City of Toronto has responded to these calls through formal legislation that prioritizes the awarding of Open Door 
grants to non-profit and cooperative housing providers. Impressively, in March 2021, 11 of 15 awards granted through the City’s annual 
2020 Open Door Affordable Housing Program were awarded non-profit led housing providers. Of the 971 affordable rental units to be 
produced through these incentives, 693 (71%) of them will be operated by non-profit housing providers. This is a significant change from 
previous years in which the majority of the incentives were awarded to for-profit housing providers. Of the proposed affordable rental units 
awarded Open Door incentives: in 2019, only 33% of 651 units were to be operated by non-profits; in 2018, only 2% of the 606 units were 
to be operated by non-profits; in 2017, only 27% of the 291 units were to be operated by non-profits. (For 2020 Open Door awards see: 
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-164251.pdf; for 2019, 
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2019/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-137149.pdf; for 2018, 
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2018/ah/bgrd/backgroundfile-116424.pdf; for 2017, 
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2017/ah/bgrd/backgroundfile-106681.pdf). 
5 City of Toronto (2019) “Housing TO: 2020-2030 Action Plan.” https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/94f0-housing-to-
2020-2030-action-plan-housing-secretariat.pdf. 

definition of affordability. For example, a non-profit 
housing provider applying to receive incentives 
through the City’s Open Door program (which 
provides capital grants and/or planning fee waivers 
and property tax exemptions) will often attempt to 
“stack” these incentives with those from other 
government programs (such as unit-based housing 
allowances, capital grants, and loanable funds from 
Federal and Provincial orders of government) so as 
to provide the units they produce with the deepest 
levels of affordability possible. This is a central 
reason why housing advocates have called on the city 
to prioritize non-profit housing providers’ proposals 
when selecting which affordable housing proposals 
to award municipal funds and resources to.4 
 
If the City is serious about working towards realizing 
its recently legislated goal5 - to restructure the local 
housing system so that all residents are ensured their 
right to adequate and affordable housing - many of 
the affordable rental units produced through its 
programs will need to be significantly more 
affordable than the City’s definition requires.  
 
To keep the City on track to achieve this ambitious 
goal, it will be important to focus advocacy not only 
on expanding the quantity of resources available to 
providers of affordable rental housing, but also on 
ensuring a significant portion of the new affordable 
rental units are priced at deeper levels of affordability 
than those required by the City’s definition, so as to 
accommodate the lower income tenants that make 
up the bulk of residents experiencing core housing 
need. Other municipalities in the GTA should also 
adopt a similar income-based definition of housing 
affordability.  
 
Practically, this will mean supporting the expansion 
of non-profit and cooperative housing providers’ 
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capacity to build and operate housing, as they have a 
mandate to deepen the affordability of the units they 
operate. It will also mean prioritizing the awarding 
of City affordable housing funding and resources 
(such as surplus publicly-owned land) towards these 
community-led and community-owned 
organizations. Finally and most importantly, it will 
mean expanding the amount of capital and operating 
funding made available to these housing providers by 
the City, Province, and Federal governments. 
 
 
   



PART ONE

Setting the Scene
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Housing, Homelessness, and Human 

Rights in Toronto 
 

EMILY PARADIS 
 
 
Now, and as we emerge from this crisis, all governments must ensure that legislation, policies, services and programs aimed 
at supporting Canadians and bringing our economy back to health have human rights principles baked-in. While we 
recognize the tremendous efforts of governments during this pandemic, we must all ensure that those people living in 
vulnerable circumstances are front and centre in our minds and our actions. (Landry, 2020) 
 
 
Adequate Housing Is a Fundamental Human Right 
 
Home is at the centre of human rights. Without a 
safe, affordable, secure, and accessible home in good 
condition, our other rights—such as privacy, 
freedom of expression, equality, liberty, security of 
the person, dignity, and even life—are threatened. 
The fundamental necessity of housing for human life 
has never been more apparent than during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Public health directives to 
stay home, wash hands, and maintain physical 
distance all rely on access to an adequate dwelling. 
Epidemiology maps the sites where social inequities 
and housing injustice overlap: thousands of 
preventable deaths among older adults and persons 
with disabilities in privatized long-term care 
facilities; outbreaks in migrant farmworker 
dormitories, homeless shelters, and carceral settings; 
hot-spots in neighbourhoods with an 
overrepresentation of Black and racialized residents 
(Leon & Iveniuk, 2020), and a high prevalence of 
overcrowded housing in disrepair (Paradis, Wilson 
& Logan, 2014). Tens of thousands of tenant 
households have faced and continue to face eviction 
(Better Toronto Coalition, 2020), while 
encampments have multiplied in public spaces, 
without access to water and sanitation. 

 
1 Examples include: Universal Declaration of Human Rights; United Nations Convention on Economic, Social, and Cultural 
Rights; Convention to Eliminate Discrimination Against Women. 

COVID-19 and other public health crises thrive 
where the right to housing is violated, and its 
economic impacts have split the fault lines of our 
housing system into gaping chasms. As UN High 
Commissioner on Human Rights Michelle Bachelet 
(2020) reminds us, the pandemic has not only been a 
threat to health but a threat to human rights - and it 
demands a human rights-based response. This will 
continue to be true in any post-pandemic era. 
 
Social and Economic Rights in Canada 
 
International covenants signed by Canada guarantee 
a right to adequate housing as a component of the 
right to an adequate standard of living.1 These are 
part of a class of human rights known as “social and 
economic rights.” They are less well-known than 
civil and political rights, such as freedom of 
expression, the right to vote, and protection from 
arbitrary imprisonment. But they are fundamental to 
human dignity, and they provide a necessary 
foundation for access to all other rights.  
 
Whereas civil and political rights generally require 
states to refrain from interfering with individual 
freedoms, social and economic rights impose 
“positive” duties: they require states to take an active 

1.1 
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role in ensuring collective access to social 
entitlements such as health, education, income 
security, and housing. To meet their obligations, 
states must demonstrate “progressive realization” of 
social and economic rights: that is, steady progress 
towards realizing the right for all, over time, 
beginning with those most in need. 
Recognizing that nations have vastly unequal means 
to realize social and economic rights for all, 
international law dictates that states have a duty to 
dedicate the “maximum of their available resources” 
to meeting these obligations. Impoverished nations 
are understood to have fewer resources to dedicate to 
realizing these rights, while wealthy nations like 
Canada are in breach of their duties under 
international law if they allow systemic violations of 
these rights, such as homelessness, to persist. The 
same holds true at the sub-national level: more 
prosperous jurisdictions are held to a higher standard 
than those with limited resources. 
Whereas civil and political rights generally require 
states to refrain from interfering with individual 
freedoms, social and economic rights impose 
“positive” duties: they require states to take an active 
role in ensuring collective access to social 
entitlements such as health, education, income 
security, and housing. To meet their obligations, 
states must demonstrate “progressive realization” of 
social and economic rights: that is, steady progress 
towards realizing the right for all, over time, 
beginning with those most in need. 
 
Recognizing that nations have vastly unequal means 
to realize social and economic rights for all, 
international law dictates that states have a duty to 
dedicate the “maximum of their available resources” 
to meeting these obligations. Impoverished nations 
are understood to have fewer resources to dedicate to 
realizing these rights, while wealthy nations like 
Canada are in breach of their duties under 
international law if they allow systemic violations of 
these rights, such as homelessness, to persist. The 
same holds true at the sub-national level: more 
prosperous jurisdictions are held to a higher standard 
than those with limited resources. 
 

 
2 For more on the human rights obligations of sub-national governments with respect to housing, see the report of the United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing: 
http://www.unhousingrapp.org/user/pages/04.resources/Thematic-Report-7-Responsibilities-of-Local-and-SubNational-
Governments.pdf 

 
Image Source: Emily Paradis, National Housing Day 
march and rally, Toronto, November 22 2015. 
 
Rights and the City 
 
Under international law, all levels of government, 
including municipal governments, have the ability 
and obligation to respect, protect, and fulfill the 
human rights set out in international agreements, 
including social and economic rights, in their areas 
of jurisdiction.2 
 
Cities are increasingly embracing their role in human 
rights. Social and economic rights, in particular, are 
made real at the local level: the benefits of realizing 
these rights, and the consequences of failing to do 
so, hit home in our streets and neighbourhoods. 
Municipal governments often find themselves in the 
paradoxical position of being most directly 
accountable to rights-holders, while having the least 
access to the revenues and powers required to fulfill 
rights. 
 
In Canada, an understanding of rights and the city 
must begin with the recognition of cities as 
Indigenous territories, governed by legal systems that 
predate the UN by centuries. As the University of 
Toronto First Nations House Elders’ Circle reminds 
us, 

[This] territory was the subject of the Dish 
With One Spoon Wampum Belt Covenant, 
an agreement between the Iroquois 
Confederacy and Confederacy of the Ojibwe 
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and allied nations to peaceably share and 
care for the resources around the Great 
Lakes.3 

 
This covenant offers an enduring political and 
economic framework for the equitable and 
sustainable governance of shared resources. 
 
Cities are the paradigmatic form of human 
settlement for the twenty-first century, with 
unprecedented rates of urbanization around the 
world. Cities are successful because they bring 
diverse people, ideas, skills, and resources into close 
proximity, fostering prosperity and dynamism. But 
they also enable the extraction and concentration of 
wealth, and accelerate environmental degradation. 
 
Global movements for the Right to the City have set 
out a rights-based agenda for the collective claims of 
urban inhabitants to the social, economic, and 
cultural wealth they help to create.4 Meanwhile, 
movements for gender, racial, disability, and 
environmental justice have increasingly focused on 
cities. Whether the issue is women’s and girls’ safe 
movement through urban space, racialized 
discrimination in housing, surveillance and violent 
policing of Black and Indigenous communities, 
barrier-free access to public places and services, or 
the disproportionate impacts of environmental 
harms for low-income neighbourhoods, struggles for 
rights and justice are often urban. From Seoul to 
Barcelona, cities around the world have declared 
themselves “human rights cities,” in which local 
charters enshrine the rights of residents, and local 
mechanisms monitor and enforce those rights.5 
 
Since the 1980s, global cities have encountered 
similar patterns in relation to housing. Rapidly 
escalating land prices and rents, neighbourhood 
polarization into zones of wealth and poverty, 
displacement of low-income workers and migrant 
households into overcrowded and deteriorating 
neighbourhoods far from services and amenities, 

 
3 Land acknowledgement prepared by University of Toronto First Nations’ House Elders’ Circle,  
https://studentlife.utoronto.ca/fnh 
4 See the Mexico City Charter for the Right to the City http://www.hic-gs.org/content/Mexico_Charter_R2C_2010.pdf 
5 To learn more about Human Rights Cities, see the United Cities and Local Governments Committee on Social Inclusion, 
Participatory Democracy & Human Rights at https://www.uclg-cisdp.org/en and the Human Rights Cities Network (US) at 
https://humanrightscities.net/ 
6 Learn more at http://www.unhousingrapp.org/the-shift and https://citiesforhousing.org/ 

inability to attract and retain key workers, and the 
emergence of mass homelessness, are all global 
phenomena. The US foreclosure crisis, and the 
international financial crisis that followed, brought 
home the extent to which local housing challenges 
are linked to global economic infrastructure. The 
growing financialization of economies, heavily 
reliant upon the commodification of residential real 
estate, has unhooked housing from its social function 
as a dwelling-place, and reshaped it into an asset 
traded on world markets, without regard for the 
needs and rights of its inhabitants (August, 2020; 
August & Walks, 2018). 
 
Though these trends are driven by global economic 
forces, the power to transform them is often within 
municipal jurisdiction. Cities around the world are 
taking steps to address the root causes of 
homelessness and housing precarity, by ending the 
criminalization of homelessness, investing in 
affordable housing, incentivizing development that 
meets residents’ needs, and curbing harmful 
speculative demand that distorts local housing 
markets. Cities are leading the way in housing policy 
innovation through movements like The Shift, a 
new alliance of world cities brought together by the 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on Adequate 
Housing to re-establish housing as a human right.6 
 
The Crisis in Access to Adequate Housing in 
Toronto 
 
In elaborating on the human right to adequate 
housing, the United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1991) 
explains: 

…[T]he right to housing should not be 
interpreted in a narrow or restrictive sense 
which equates it with, for example, the 
shelter provided by merely having a roof 
over one’s head or views shelter exclusively 
as a commodity. Rather it should be seen as 
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the right to live somewhere in security, peace 
and dignity.   

 
The United Nations identifies seven necessary 
components of adequate housing: 

1. Affordability The cost of housing must not 
interfere with households’ access to other 
basic needs such as food. 

2. Security of tenure Residents must have legal 
rights and be protected from arbitrary 
eviction. 

3. Accessibility People of all abilities, and 
members of disadvantaged groups, must 
have access to housing that accommodates 
their needs. 

4. Habitability Housing must be in good 
repair, provide a safe, secure, and healthy 
environment in which to thrive, and be of an 
appropriate size for the household. 

5. Location Housing must be situated in an 
appropriate location, with access to 
employment, education, and services. 

6. Availability of services, materials, facilities 
& infrastructure Housing must be equipped 
with necessary infrastructure such as safe 
drinking water, adequate sanitation, 
affordable heating, and internet access. 

7. Cultural adequacy Housing must respect 
and provide for the expression of cultural 
identity. 

 
Everyone must have equitable access to adequate 
housing, without discrimination on the basis of race, 
gender, faith, ability, sexual orientation, place of 
birth, or other grounds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Image Source: Emily Paradis. Action to demand 
affordable housing and protest plans to develop condos at 
the corner of Queen & Dufferin. 
 
Like other global cities, Toronto is facing a housing 
crisis. Often, discussions of this crisis focus on the 
fact that the cost of purchasing a home is out of 
reach for many households, even those with incomes 
at or above Toronto’s average. A rights-based 
analysis shifts our focus to the issue of adequate 
housing, and the barriers faced by low- and 
moderate-income households in attempting to fulfill 
this basic right. 
 
Affordability  
Housing in our city is unaffordable: Almost half of 
Toronto’s renters are paying more than they can 
afford for rent. Ownership is far out of reach for 
low- and moderate-income households. We are 
seeing unprecedented rates of development, yielding 
huge increases in our housing supply, yet prices to 
own or rent a home continue to escalate, and more 
Torontonians are homeless than ever before. 
 
Security of Tenure  
Many tenants are not secure in their homes: over 
19,000 eviction applications are filed each year in 
Toronto (City of Toronto Shelter, Support & 
Housing Administration, 2017, p.4), and 
renovictions are increasing. Even people who are 
homeless are being turned away from shelters and 
evicted from public spaces, with nowhere else to go. 
 
Accessibility  
Housing is not accessible to those who need it: 
people are waiting 10-14 years for rent-geared-to-
income housing; 5-7 years for supportive housing; 
and even longer for units accessible to people with 
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disabilities (City of Toronto, Affordable Housing 
Office, 2019). 
 
Habitability  
All too often, rental housing doesn’t meet basic 
standards of habitability. Many tenant households 
are overcrowded. Toronto’s purpose-built rental 
buildings are aging and in need of repairs to address 
unsafe and unhealthy conditions, including 
Toronto’s own social housing stock [see Section 4.1 
of this report]. 
 
Location  
As development and speculation increase land prices 
in the city core and around rapid transit lines, low- 
and moderate-income households are forced to move 
to neighbourhoods located far from employment, 
services, amenities, and transit. In the process, 
communities and the precious supports they provide 
are torn apart. 
 
These trends disproportionately impact Indigenous 
people and equity-seeking groups. Indigenous 
people are over-represented among shelter users and 
those living outdoors (City of Toronto, 2018); 
racialized, immigrant, and refugee households 
experience higher rates of overcrowding; lone-
mother-led families and persons with disabilities face 
severe affordability challenges. This growing socio-
spatial inequality is threatening Toronto’s diversity, 
inclusion, and prosperity; in the context of COVID-
19, it is also threatening public health and 
individuals’ lives. 
 
Implementing the Right to Adequate Housing in 
Toronto 
 
Despite Canada’s obligations under international 
law, social and economic rights are not recognized in 
our Charter of Rights and Freedoms. A number of 
court challenges have sought to read elements of the 
right to adequate housing into the Charter under 
sections 7 (the right to life, liberty, and security of 
the person) and 15 (the right to equal treatment 
under the law without discrimination on the basis of 
race, gender, disability and other factors), with 
limited success. 
 

 
7 Victoria(City) v. Adams (2009, BCCA 563). Online: 
https://www.canlii.org/en/bc/bcca/doc/2009/2009bcca563/2009bcca563.html?resultIndex=1 

Almost twenty years ago, advocates for Louise 
Gosselin argued that Québec’s social assistance 
policy had violated her Charter rights by causing her 
to become homeless. While the Supreme Court’s 
majority decision rejected the claim, a powerful 
dissent by Justice Louise Arbour held open the door 
for social and economic rights claims under the 
Charter. In 2009, the BC Court of Appeal upheld a 
decision in Victoria v Adams that declared the City 
of Victoria’s anti-camping bylaw to be a violation of 
homeless people’s section 7 Charter rights to security 
of the person.7 In 2010, Tanudjaja v Canada asked 
the courts to recognize that, in adopting policies that 
caused homelessness and in failing to address 
homelessness, the federal and provincial 
governments had violated the applicants’ rights 
under sections 7 and 15. In response, the Ontario 
government brought a “motion to strike” on the 
basis that the case had no chance of success, and the 
courts agreed, striking the application without ever 
hearing the facts of the case (Hemming, 2015). 
 
The growing movement for the right to adequate 
housing in Canada turned its attention to 
campaigning for a national housing strategy based in 
human rights – the remedy sought in Tanudjaja. 
Advocates called for a strategy modelled on the 
guidelines set out by the UN Special Rapporteur on 
the Right to Adequate Housing. Elements of a 
human-rights-based housing strategy include 
transparent, evidence-based monitoring using 
disaggregated data; rights-based participation and 
leadership of diverse individuals and communities 
directly affected; and independent accountability 
mechanisms, for rights-holders to bring complaints 
about systemic barriers and claim their right to 
adequate housing (United Nations Human Rights 
Council, 2018). 
 
In 2017, the federal government launched the 
National Housing Strategy, and in June 2019, 
Canada’s National Housing Strategy Act affirmed 
the right to adequate housing in Canadian law for 
the first time. In declaring that it is the federal 
government’s housing policy to “further the 
progressive realization of the right to adequate 
housing,” this Act sets out a framework for a human 
rights-based approach to housing in Canada. The 
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new legislation imposes an obligation on the federal 
government to develop and maintain a National 
Housing Strategy that must focus on improving 
outcomes for those most in need. 
The Act also establishes unique mechanisms, outside 
the courts, for monitoring and accountability. The 
National Housing Council, with members from 
affected communities, will advise the Minister on 
issues related to housing and homelessness, while the 
Federal Housing Advocate will monitor the 
progressive realization of the right to housing, and 
receive submissions from individuals and 
organizations about barriers to adequate housing.8 
The Advocate will have the power to order hearings 
into major systemic issues within federal jurisdiction; 
these will be presided over by a panel of National 
Housing Council members. 
 
In December 2019, the City of Toronto followed 
suit, adopting the HousingTO 2020-2030 Plan, a 10-
year housing and homelessness plan based in human 
rights. HousingTO is founded on the Toronto 
Housing Charter (City of Toronto, 2019b, p.23), 
which asserts, 
 
All residents have a right to a safe, secure, affordable 
home in which they can live in peace and dignity and 
realize their full potential. 
 
All residents have a right to housing that is maintained 
in a state of good repair. 
 
All residents have a right to housing that is accessible and 
takes into account the specific needs of historically 
disadvantaged and marginalized groups. 
 
All residents have a right to housing that respects and 
takes into account their expression of cultural identity 
and way of life. 
 
In the Charter, the City commits to the progressive 
realization of the right to adequate housing within 
its powers and areas of jurisdiction, and to the 
development and evaluation of policies and programs 
through a human rights lens. The Plan establishes 
new human rights accountability mechanisms 

 
8 On National Housing Day, November 22 2020, the federal government announced the appointment of the National 
Housing Council and launched the search for the Federal Housing Advocate. https://www.newswire.ca/news-
releases/government-of-canada-announces-membership-of-the-national-housing-council-and-launch-of-the-notice-of-
opportunity-for-the-federal-housing-advocate-889356948.html 

mirroring those at the federal level: an External 
Advisory Committee that includes members of 
communities directly affected by inadequate 
housing, which will monitor progress and advise the 
City; and a Housing Commissioner to receive 
complaints and make recommendations on systemic 
barriers to the right to housing. 
 
Only months after the Plan was adopted, the 
coronavirus would exploit the weaknesses caused by 
systemic violations of the right to housing, and put 
Toronto’s new commitments to the test. 
 
Rebuilding Toronto’s Housing and Homelessness 
Systems to Uphold Human Rights 
 
In its current form, Toronto’s housing system 
generates homelessness and inadequate housing. 
Progressive realization of the right to adequate 
housing in Toronto will require a re-orientation of 
that system to place human rights at the centre. This 
will mean changes throughout the City’s policies, 
programs, and resource allocation. 
 

 
Image Source: Emily Paradis. Banner by Build a Better 
Bloor Dufferin on fence of Kent School at Bloor & 
Dufferin. This 7.5-acre parcel of public land at Bloor and 
Dufferin was sold to a private developer by the Toronto 
District School Board with no requirements for affordable 
housing. Community group Build a Better Bloor Dufferin 
spent two years pushing the City and developer to include 
affordable housing, green space, affordable commercial 
space for non-profits and arts organizations, and an 
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improved school building in the development plans for 
the site. BBBD eventually won a settlement that included 
$15M for an affordable housing land trust and $2M for 
non-profit community and cultural spaces. 
 
For example, a human rights-based approach to 
planning and zoning would consider the impacts of 
new development on the housing rights of low-
income, Indigenous, and equity-seeking households 
in the surrounding community, and take measures to 
mitigate negative impacts such as displacement and 
renovictions. Consultations on new development 
would proactively engage residents who are typically 
excluded from these processes: people who are Black, 
Indigenous, and of colour; low- and moderate-
income tenants; people facing homelessness; 
members of immigrant and refugee communities; 
young adults; and people with disabilities. 
Community members—particularly those whose 
right to housing could be directly affected—would 
have meaningful opportunities to participate in the 
planning review process, and have real influence in 
decisions. The human right to adequate housing 
would be enshrined in the Official Plan, and be 
treated as a primary consideration in the planning 
process. Staff would provide Councillors with an 
analysis of human rights implications when making 
planning recommendations. Discriminatory zoning, 
such as the prohibition of multi-tenant housing in 
some areas of the city, would be eliminated, while 
inclusionary zoning provisions (see also Section 4.2 
of this report) and democratically-developed 
community plans would be implemented. 
 
Another example can be found in the City’s response 
to encampments in public spaces. Instead of 
enforcing anti-camping bylaws, issuing eviction 
notices, and forcibly removing people and their 
belongings, a human rights approach (Right to 
Housing Toronto, 2020; Farha & Schwan, 2020) 
would require the City to recognize encampments as 
enactments of Indigenous land claims9 and human 
rights claims, in which residents are safeguarding 
their fundamental rights to self-determination, 
dignity, life, and security of the person. Tents and 
other makeshift dwellings would be accorded the 
same protections as any other homes from forced 
entry, damage, or destruction by authorities. The 
City would provide necessary infrastructures and 

 
9 According to Toronto’s 2018 Street Needs Assessment, 38% of those sleeping outside in Toronto identify as Indigenous. 

services, including drinking water, access to 
washrooms and sanitation, fire safety equipment, 
food, cold weather survival gear, and resources for 
harm reduction and safe consumption. City officials 
would meaningfully engage encampment residents in 
individual and collective planning, working together 
towards voluntary relocation into appropriate, 
accessible, safe and secure housing. 
 
The new commitments to social and economic rights 
at the federal and municipal levels are the products 
of decades of activism by communities directly 
affected by homelessness and inadequate housing, 
and their allies. But the work doesn’t stop here. 
Instead, the right to adequate housing must become 
a foundation on which we can rebuild our housing 
and homelessness systems. This will require 
fundamental changes to the colonial, racist, 
patriarchal, and neoliberal structures that undergird 
the city. 
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Affordable Rental in the Toronto Area: 

Lessons from Our Experience 
 

GREG SUTTOR 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In the Toronto area and across Canada, rental supply 
shortfalls and escalating rents have led to strong 
advocacy and new government programs. Yet policy 
effort, affordable rental development, and related 
funding fall well short of the peak period of 
Canadian social housing, in the 1970s and 80s (more 
broadly, 1965 to 1995). 
 
This part of the report seeks to draw some lessons, 
both from that peak period and more recent years, 
that may point in useful directions today. It is drawn 
from policy history and research literature, and 
experience in social housing as interpreted by this 
author. The primary focus is the Toronto area. But 
the main policy decisions and program delivery 
structures have been federal and provincial, and 
many of the lessons apply across Canada. 
 
The following eight matters are considered: 
intergovernmental roles; housing provider and sector 
roles; who is served; funding and subsidies; 
developing the housing; how much makes a real 
difference; social and income mix; and debt, land 
value, and maturation. 
 
This discussion uses the term social housing, a term 
used internationally and in Canada; community 
housing means the same. This refers to housing 
operated by public or non-profit entities on a non-
market basis, with public funding, rent levels, intake 

(access), and long-run use of assets that reflect social 
purposes rather than profits. Non-profit, co-op, 
public, and municipal housing, and funded 
‘affordable’ rental of the past two decades are specific 
types of social housing. 
 
Eight Lessons from Canada’s and Toronto’s 
Experience 
 
1. Intergovernmental Roles                                    
  
Action by governments is essential to creating and 
sustaining social/affordable housing on a scale that 
makes a difference. Several elements of policy were 
foundations of the system in the peak period of 
active policy. 
 
In that period, institutions were created with 
mandates and expertise in developing, owning and 
operating social housing. Governments provided 
large funding (section 4), and directly supported 
housing development by non-profits (section 5). 
Much policy attention was given to who should be 
served (section 3) and evolving approaches to social 
integration and income mix (section 7). The various 
levels of government collaborated, and Ontario 
placed strong focus on Toronto-area needs. 
 
From the 1940s to 1980s the federal government led 
policy and funding, through Canada Mortgage and 

1.2 
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Housing Corporation (CMHC).1 It created the 
program frameworks, provided most mortgage loans, 
and provided the majority of operating subsidies. 
Federally, this sounds somewhat like today – but not 
so provincially. 
 
Provincial capacity was also pivotal. Ontario did 
most program delivery – i.e., using federal resources 
to carry out or directly oversee housing development 
and operation – and it put up a large minority of 
funding. In 1949–1964, Ontario’s Housing Branch 
had a close partnership with the Metropolitan 
Toronto Housing Authority (MTHA) that 
developed public housing all across the central city 
and suburbs of that period.2 Once production 
expanded ten-fold after 1964 from an average 900 to 
over 8,000 annually in Ontario, Ontario Housing 
Corporation (OHC) directly developed most social 
housing for almost a decade (Rose, 1972; 
McMahon, 1990; Frisken et al., 2000). This top-
down model was controversial, but it is what took 
our social housing stock beyond a minor scale. Post-
1990s, weak Ontario capacity contrasts to the 
Quebec and BC institutions that have enabled more 
active approaches in Montreal and Vancouver 
(Pomeroy et al., 2019). 
 
Active federal and Ontario roles were a keynote in 
the peak years. Both governments shaped the 
decisive policy turning point of 1964: far more 
federal funding, plus creation of OHC. When 
federal policy fueled expansion of non-profit and co-
operative housing from 1974 onward, Ontario 
nurtured that sector through a new Community 
Housing Branch. In 1985, federal funding still 
predominated, but detailed program administration 
was devolved to Ontario, which added unilateral 
Ontario programs in 1987–1995 (Suttor, 2016a). 
Municipalities provided various sites; they 
collaborated with OHC on project choices, planning 
and servicing; until 1980 they covered 7! percent of 
operating subsidies. But importantly – as in virtually 
all countries with large social housing systems 
(Scanlon & Whitehead, 2006) – funding and 
managing the system (as distinct from owning and 

 
1 Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation until 1978. 
2 MTHA was affiliated with Metropolitan Toronto, the upper-tier municipal government of 1953 to 1997, which in the first 
half of that period covered almost the whole urban area (today’s City of Toronto boundaries with minor adjustments). 
3 $0.7 B net municipal circa 1998; about $1.0 B by 2017 (Ontario Provincial Auditor, 2017 report, 704: 70% of 1.35 B). 
4 Suttor, Still Renovating, Chapter 6. 

operating housing) was carried out at the federal and 
provincial levels (Hulchanski, 1990). Local control 
might be more responsive, but federal and provincial 
governments had far larger fiscal resources, legal 
powers, social policy mandates, and policy capacity. 
 
Figure 1. Annual New Social and Affordable 
Housing: Canada, 1954 – 2018  

 
Data Sources: Suttor, Still Renovating (from CMHC and 
administrative data); Post-1996 from CMHC, provincial 
and other sources, compiled by CCPA May 2019. Data 
show numbers of units receiving funding commitments. 
 
Municipalities played larger roles from the 1970s 
onwards, but funding for new and existing social 
housing, and administering the programs, remained 
federal and provincial roles until the late 1990s. In 
1998-2001 Ontario assigned to municipalities the 
primary program admin and system management 
roles they have today, along with a $1.0 billion 
annual funding burden.3 This was directly a means 
to withdraw from active housing policy.4 
Municipalities also then took on the role of 
coordinating new social/affordable rental 
development. Although Ontario carried out a phased 
‘uploading’ of social assistance and some other costs 
to the provincial level in 2010-2018, this did not 
include housing funding, which was a low priority 
then. 
 
A metropolitan geography was important. Within 
CMHC in the 1950s to 1980s, much was delegated 
to the Toronto area office. In the provincial system, 
much was delegated to MTHA and, in the non-
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profit era, to a Toronto region office of the Ministry. 
Provincial and Metro governments created a city-
regional approach – a geography matched to the 
Toronto housing market. This extended from 
MTHA in the 1950s, to funding new 905 municipal 
housing corporations in the early 1990s. Since the 
1990s, the lack of any GTA regional approach is a 
striking gap. Only the province could lead policy and 
fund on a regional basis, as it does in growth 
management and rapid transit. 
 
This was an intergovernmental collaboration. 
Certainly there were tensions: Ontario preferred 
maximum autonomy in use of federal dollars, and 
initially resented the sidelining of public housing; 
municipalities too liked funding but fewer strings. 
But the collaboration was fruitful. 
 
In the prime period, in retrospect, a virtuous cycle 
arose as funding and policy created a diversity of 
social housing providers, with rising capacity over 
time, and a web of stakeholders. Joint federal-
provincial program frameworks and funding were 
the lynchpin of system expansion, even while 
delivery shifted down over time. Decentralized 
delivery and a city-region approach in Toronto were 
prominent and successful features. 
 
2. Housing Provider and Sector Roles                        
  
Toronto has a mix of public and non-profit 
(including co-op) providers of social housing. Non-
profit and co-op housing sector bodies are also 
important, and the range of these has expanded since 
devolution. 
 
Publicly owned housing comprises about 60 percent 
of social housing both in the City of Toronto and in 
the 905. This is higher than in most of Ontario or 
most provinces (CanCEA & Canadian Urban 
Institute, 2019; Evergreen, 2015).5 This has been 
owned by arms-length public agencies, which 
sustains mandates and expertise as political waves 
come and go. The key roles of MTHA and later 
OHC were noted in section 1. In 1965–1997, 
MTHA and its counterparts in other GTA Regions 
were branches of the provincial OHC. 
 

 
5 Also tallies by the author from MMAH data at devolution. 
6 Durham 1985, Halton 1988), York 1990); also Town of Ajax in the early 1980s. 

Figure 2. Canadian Social Housing Stock: Public 
Sector and Non-Profit and Co-operative Sector, 
2021 

 
Data Sources: Best estimates from 2021 CMHC survey of 
providers, adjusted to administrative data for Ontario; and 
Pomeroy, Gazzard, & Gaudrealt (2019) for Quebec. 
 
Municipal housing corporations became dominant 
in stages. The first was formed by Metro Toronto 
(1954), to develop and run seniors public housing. In 
1974 the ‘old’ City of Toronto created Cityhome, to 
develop mixed-income housing, support non-profit 
development, and help implement urban reform 
goals of mixed-income development. Peel Region 
formed a housing company in 1976; York, Durham 
and Halton in the late 1980s.6 At devolution in 
2001, provincial OHC housing was transferred to 
become municipal housing in the City of Toronto 
and each 905 GTA Region – which almost doubled 
the amount of municipal housing (Sancton 2000; 
Graham & Phillips, 1998; Suttor, 2016a, 141-146). 
 
In the mid-1970s Canada shifted to housing 
development and ownership by community-based 
non-profits and co-ops. Inspired by European 
models, this is widely considered a success story. 
This system rested on strong government support for 
capacity-building (sections 5). But municipal 
agencies also remained active, accounting for about 
one-third of production under the 1974 to 1995 
non-profit programs (Suttor, 2016a). 
 
There is pro and con to the dominance of large 
public providers. In the 1970s and 80s, it created 
tension between OHC’s priorities and the goal of 
expanding non-profit and co-op housing. After 
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devolution in 2001 this was echoed at the municipal 
level. The large ongoing redevelopment 
(revitalization) program of Toronto Community 
Housing Corporation was enabled by its 
autonomous leadership and its ability to use its big 
revenue and asset base to raise $450 million in the 
bond market (Grisé, 2016). But there has been 
minimal policy discussion about the desirable 
balance between such redevelopment and new non-
profit housing. Many in elected office or the media 
think of TCHC as the main City of Toronto 
affordable housing role  – missing the strategic 
funding, new-supply, and system management roles. 
 
Social housing sector bodies became important 
starting in the 1970s, and remain so. The Co-
operative Housing Federation (CHF) and 
Co-operative Housing Federation of Toronto 
(CHFT) were formed in the early 1970s; the 
Ontario Non-Profit Housing Association 
(ONPHA) in 1987. These advise and train 
individual co-ops/non-profits and co-op residents on 
development and property management, are active in 
political advocacy, work with government staff on 
program implementation issues, and provide some 
shared services (e.g. insurance, purchasing) to 
providers (Cole, 2008; Suttor, 2016a: 109). 
 
Post-devolution, a broader range of sector bodies has 
been created, mostly with provincial or national 
scope. These include the Agency for Co-operative 
Housing, Chartered Institute of Housing Canada, and 
Housing Partnership Canada; financial entities such 
as Encasa Financial, New Market Funds, and the 
HPC Housing Investment Corporation; and 
government-affiliated bodies such as Ontario’s 
Housing Services Corporation, and the federally 
funded Community Housing Transformation Centre.7 
This more complex ‘ecosystem’ reflects a mix of 
factors: maturation of the sector, devolution, a need 
for more non-government funds in developing 
housing, a desire to rely less on government, and 
(section 8) strategic issues associated with expiry of 
agreements. 
 
The non-market social housing sector interacts 
intensively with firms in the market. Most social 

 
7 See www.hscorp.ca; https://www.agency.coop; https://cihcanada.ca; https://www.housingpartnership.ca; http://encasa.ca; 
https://newmarketfunds.ca; https://www.housinginvestment.ca; https://centre.support. 
8 i.e. mostly second quintile, about $35–$65,000 household income in today’s terms. 

housing is built by private construction firms and 
most sites are bought from private landowners. 
Project planning depends on architects and 
engineers and other consultants, hired by non-profit 
or public agencies. Non-profits pay private firms for 
repairs, maintenance, and other services; some have 
hired property management firms. 
 
3. Who is Served                                                                   
  
Who should social housing serve? Debates and 
policy shifts on such ‘targeting’ questions have been 
large across the decades. With needs exceeding 
resources, policy has struggled to balance general 
low-income needs, special needs, and new rental 
supply. 
 
How should we define the groups served? Low-
income seniors and families with children were the 
two groups originally eligible for social housing; 
people with disabilities were added by the 1980s. 
Ethno-racial groups, neighbourhood needs, gender 
(women), and Indigenous status have also figured in 
targeting over the years. Today, needs are often 
talked about in terms of new immigrants, single 
parents, racialized groups, and unspecified 
‘vulnerability’. 
 
Early public housing did not house only the poorest: 
a majority of 1950s public housing had no Rent-
Geared-to-Income (RGI) subsidies; a majority of 
1960s family tenants were above the lowest income 
quintile. After that public housing shifted sharply to 
all-low-income with RGI (Suttor, 2014: 103, 268). 
Singles were not eligible; rooming houses or 
institutions were deemed suitable for them. 
 
The 1970s shift to non-profit housing was closely 
tied to goals of social mix, with buildings having a 
blend of RGI and market-rent units – i.e. of low 
income with lower-middle income.8 Non-profit and 
co-op sponsors often served specific groups, such as 
ethnic groups, local neighbourhoods, women 
escaping domestic violence, Indigenous people, or 
clients of specific social agencies. With gentrification 
causing big loss of rooming houses, low-income 
singles and couples became RGI-eligible in 1987, 
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and soon outnumbered new seniors tenants. Most 
community-based non-profit providers provide 
seniors housing, or special needs and supportive 
housing; this has left public providers to do most of 
the uncelebrated job of providing housing for low-
income families. 
 
In family RGI housing, by the 1980s, most 
applicants were in deep poverty – getting by on 
social assistance or minimum wages. This was 
initially propelled by point-rating selection that 
offered housing to the neediest people first (Smith 
1995). Since the mid-1990s, the access system has 
used chronological selection (by date of application), 
but with special priority for groups such as homeless 
people or women escaping domestic violence. An 
RGI housing system that is not expanding means 
huge waiting lists, and almost all applicants have 
very low incomes or urgent needs. Non-profits were 
also brought into this system. In the 1970s and into 
the 1980s, individual non-profits were free to choose 
their own RGI tenants, but by the 1990s this sector 
had 45 percent of all RGI units; principles of 
fairness led policy to require mandatory selection 
from a central waiting list.9 
 
Distinct supportive housing sectors started in the 
1970s for people with physical, developmental, and 
mental health disabilities – being discharged from 
downsizing institutions in that period. In the 1980s 
and 90s, the number of homeless people escalated – 
driven by loss of cheap rental and rooming houses, 
and more people with mental illness or addictions 
living unsupported in the community. Some 
downtown agencies responded by providing housing 
for homeless people. And with more people living 
into their 80s, there was more need for age-related 
supports. Other groups, often with transitional 
needs, include homeless youth, refugees, and women 
escaping domestic violence. By the 1980s, supportive 
housing became a large priority in Ontario and 
Toronto policy. Specialized non-profits and 
buildings were created to provide it (ONPHA, 2015; 
Suttor, 2016b; Ontario MCCSS, n.d.). 
 
Supportive housing is tied to the goal that people be 
able to live in the community, with personal 

 
9 Non-profits’ participation in a central waiting list for seniors had started earlier, in 1985. 
10 One-fifth of new affordable units in Toronto (2000-2014) were supportive housing for mental health or addictions or 
chronic homelessness (Suttor, 2016b). The many other units with rents at 80% of average market rent is widely criticized. 

autonomy. It combines targeted access, low rents, 
and support staff. The latter help residents meet 
tenancy obligations, may deal with daily needs (e.g. 
meals, housekeeping), arrange social activities, deal 
with crises, do personal care for some client groups, 
and link people to specialized services. Types of 
support can vary greatly. This is expensive – the 
support staff often costs as much as operating the 
housing – but it is much less costly than hospitals, 
prisons, long term care, or homeless shelters (Suttor, 
2016b). 
 
Even many voters less sympathetic to social housing 
overall are in favour of serving these special-needs 
groups. Post-2000, supportive housing remained an 
Ontario government priority, unlike social housing 
in general. This sector has had well-documented 
success; the main issue is not enough housing to 
serve all the people in need. 
 
Post-2000 new affordable units have been somewhat 
polarized between almost-market units and very 
deep needs – reflecting two forces. Advocacy focused 
on homeless people with mental illness or 
addictions; and supportive housing providers tended 
to have higher capacity to succeed with a new project 
amid scarce funding. Meanwhile, the limited 
funding often meant creating low-end market rents 
suitable to lower-middle-income people, which 
needed shallower subsidy.10 
 
Plateaued social housing amid rapid population 
growth has propelled a gradual transformation of 
existing social housing, to serve people with high 
needs. Many once-seniors buildings now house 
singles, with a high prevalence of mental illness. 
Under waiting list policies, one-fifth of new RGI 
tenants are homeless people; another fifth are abused 
women with high needs (Suttor, 2018). More 
seniors tenants have age-related needs; and in 2021 
one-quarter of TCHC units were hived off into a 
new seniors supportive housing agency (Toronto 
DCM, 2019). By the 2010s, the prioritization of 
people with high needs had created a general need 
for support services in public and non-profit housing 
(ONPHA, 2015). All this lengthens the wait times 



SUTTOR 16 

for ordinary low-income people; and policy-makers 
increasingly look to portable rent subsidies for them. 
 
Targeting to high needs also feeds into 
stigmatization of social housing. With housing and 
neighbourhood being such big markers of social class 
and status, this is difficult to avoid. In the 1970s and 
80s, the many non-profit buildings that were new 
and also mixed-income helped to limit the 
stigmatization to older public housing only (Suttor, 
2016a). Social and public safety issues (MacDonnell 
et al., 2011) have reinforced that stigmatization in 
recent years. And yet there still appears to be broad 
public support, and much media attention, for 
developing new social/affordable rental. 
All this points to a need to manage targeting 
carefully, and balance high needs with other 
concerns. Serving high needs requires more funding 
for both housing and support services. Expanding 
the system, and building new housing, softens the 
targeting challenges and buoys public support by 
improving the image of social housing. 
 
4. Funding and Subsidies                                     
  
Developing housing is expensive, and rents 
affordable to low-income renters require ongoing 
subsidy. In Toronto, a typical new unit requires a 
monthly rent of $2,500–$3,000 to cover 
development costs and operations. A typical 
apartment market rent is much lower at about 
$1,500 – reflecting market demand levels and old 
mortgages, not today’s development costs. A typical 
rent-geared-to-income (RGI) rent is under $500. 
Subsidy requirements are usually high in the early 
years of a project, declining over time.11 
 
So public funding is essential. A non-profit cannot 
raise the $400,000 equity it would take to develop a 
new rental unit without a mortgage. It cannot tell 
the bank that it has no equity, little expertise, and 
won’t make a profit, but would like a mortgage loan. 
And a non-profit cannot subsidize the gap between 
market rent and RGI. 
 
Funding can have four components (cf Pawson et al., 
2020, ch. 8). The specific mix of these has varied a 
lot by period and program. 

 
11 New unit rents estimated by the author from recent project proformas and Altus (2021) on development costs; average 
market rent from CMHC (2021); RGI rent $450 per TCHC (2020), slightly higher in non-profit and co-op housing. 

• Capital grants and/or land – forms of equity 
provided by governments to providers 

• Financing – loans for development costs, 
secured by a mortgage suited to non-profits, 
paid off over time 

• Amortization subsidies – monthly or other 
ongoing subsidies to help pay off the 
mortgage 

• Direct rent subsidies – subsidies to bridge 
the gap between economic rent (or market 
rent) and RGI. 

 
Mortgage financing is essential, and has been largely 
a federal role (Suttor, 2016a). From 1949 to 1978, 
CMHC directly provided mortgages to providers for 
75 to 90 percent of development costs. From 1978 to 
1993, CMHC’s guarantees to lenders and 35- to 50-
year operating subsidies enabled private-lender 
financing of 100 percent of development costs. Since 
then, CMHC and Ontario have raised money on the 
capital markets to renew providers’ mortgages 
(Suttor, 2016a, 196). Since 2016, CMHC again 
provides mortgage loans for new affordable rental. 
Such changes were driven by fiscal and financial 
factors well beyond affordable housing. The 1978 
shift helped contain a rising federal deficit once the 
postwar boom ended; the 1990s shifts used new 
securitized approaches in the capital markets to get 
lower interest rates; today’s ultra-low interest loans 
boost the headline federal support for housing 
without showing up (as grants do) as bottom-line 
additions to budgetary expenditure. 
 
A second key element involves amortization 
subsidies and RGI rent subsidies, often rolled 
together in an operating funding formula. Usually 
this has involved federal-provincial cost-sharing: 
75/25 (1949–1964), 50/50 (1965 to mid-1970s), 
100% federal on amortization but 50/50 on RGI 
(1978–1984); 60/40 on low-income units but 100% 
provincial on market units (1985–1993); 100% 
Ontario (1987–1995 unilateral programs) (ibid.). 
Such changes were mostly led by federal policy, and 
reflected evolving federal vis-à-vis provincial priority 
for housing. 
 
Since 2000, governments provide capital grants and 
some land, but no amortization subsidies and few 
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added RGI subsidies (Suttor, 2017; Young, 2019; 
Canada PBO, 2019; Ontario FAO, 2021). This 
reflects a deep aversion to new ongoing fiscal 
commitments for housing. The Affordable Housing 
Initiative (AHI, 2002–2011)12 and Investment in 
Affordable Housing (IAH, 2011–2018) provided 
capital grants, mostly 50/50 federal-provincial. With 
municipal land, grants, and tax breaks added, typical 
funding was about 40/40/20 
(federal/provincial/municipal). Under the National 
Housing Strategy (NHS) the dollars are higher, but 
the Rental Construction Financing Initiative (RCFI) 
provides loans only; the National Housing Co-
Investment Fund (NHCF) is mostly loans (not 
grants); and there is no cost-sharing formula for the 
large non-federal funding that is also needed. Loans 
mean that projects need higher rents to cover 
repayments. Since devolution in the late 1990s, 
Ontario’s funding role has been very passive: passing 
to municipalities the federal funding for pre-1996 
housing; and matching the federal funding for new 
development, repairs, and new rent subsidies where 
required. 
 
The core of neoliberal housing policy is inadequate 
funding. When funding was absent from the mid-
1990s to 2001, social housing production declined 
almost to zero. With new RGI subsidies in Ontario 
largely up to municipal governments, the result has 
been minimal RGI expansion. The much-criticized 
priority for low-end market rents in recent programs 
(80 percent of average market rent) comes down less 
to definitions than to what rents are achievable 
without ongoing rent subsidies. NHS program 
design, mostly loans without ongoing funding, 
results in moderate rather than low rents, hurdles for 
non-profit applicants, most financing going to 
private firms, and very slow delivery. 
 
Funding for social housing has usually existed in a 
contested relationship to other program strategies. In 
the 1970s to early 1980s, peak years of social housing 
development, governments were also making 
available large capital grants and loans and tax breaks 
for new private rental development (Hulchanski, 
1990; Crook, 1998). There was also expansion of 
rent supplement in private rental, achieving several 
thousand RGI units in that sector. National 
Housing Strategy programs include a multi-year 

 
12 Known in Ontario as the Canada-Ontario Affordable Housing Program. 

extension of RGI within social housing, and new 
housing benefits in market rental; they include a lot 
of funding for new private-sector rental that will not 
be very affordable in the long run (Suttor, 2017; 
Young, 2019; Canada PBO, 2019). 
 
In the 1970s and 80s, most affluent countries shifted 
to a strategy of separating the new-supply subsidy 
(capital grants, financing, amortization subsidy) 
from direct rent subsidy. The latter were now made 
widely available via housing benefit (allowance) 
programs, with equal eligibility for people in social 
and private rental (Kemp, 2007). The advantage for 
households was they didn’t have to wait for costly 
new social housing. The advantage for providers was 
they could charge market rents (as tenants would get 
RGI subsidy separately), so they were less financially 
dependent on the state, and ultimately able to get 
private loans for development. Canada never chose 
this route, although elements of it are starting to 
emerge (section 8). Many consider this approach as 
best practice, ensuring equity between private and 
social rental tenants, and fostering a higher-capacity 
non-profit sector (Pomeroy, 2017). 
 
5. Developing the Housing         
                      
Developing public and non-profit housing requires 
building up organizations with know-how and 
capacity, who can hire specialized staff, have ongoing 
activity, and build up expertise like a development 
firm. This includes project planning, acquiring sites, 
arranging financing, hiring contractors, and 
overseeing all the tasks to bring a project from 
conception to completion. In Toronto, such 
institutional capacity in affordable housing 
development was built up first in the public sector 
and then in the non-profit and co-op sectors. 
 
First, in the 1950s, the provincial government’s 
Housing Branch coordinated things across Ontario, 
in a close partnership with the Metropolitan 
Toronto Housing Authority (MTHA), an 
intergovernmental partnership for family housing. 
Alongside these was the Metropolitan Toronto 
Housing Company for seniors housing. In 1965–
1973, the new Ontario Housing Corporation did 
public housing development (Rose, 1972; Suttor, 
2014). In the 1970s, the public-sector housing 
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development role shifted to municipal agencies. 
Their role was vital in the central city (Cityhome, 
above) and in the 905 GTA, where newer suburbs 
had rather sparse community-based sectors. 
 
Non-profit housing development got going at scale 
in the 1970s and ‘80s, through active government 
support. CMHC provided grants to co-op sector 
organizations, and it offered active oversight and 
support: specialized staff in local offices assisted 
non-profits applying for funding and developing 
housing. There was no thought of centralizing this 
in Ottawa. Program rules enabled project budgets to 
include funds for sponsor groups to hire consulting 
architects, project co-ordinators, planners, lawyers, 
and others; interim grants and loans covered most 
expenses incurred to get a project to the point of 
construction start. This system supported a small 
sector of ‘development consultant’ firms and non-
profit ‘resource groups’ to coordinate development 
on behalf of non-profits (Suttor, 2016a: 109). Sector 
organizations, especially the Co-operative Housing 
Federation of Toronto (CHFT) also did part of this 
role. This system enabled a blossoming of small new 
non-profit and co-op groups and their projects. 
 
Most pre-2000 non-profit programs included 
acquisition and renovation as an option, enabling 
non-profits to respond flexibly to opportunities and 
needs. About 10 percent of added social housing in 
the Toronto area (1965-1995) was acquisition.13 
This included co-ops buying buildings to preserve 
affordable rents and social mix; OHC acquiring new 
buildings in the 1960s real estate boom; the City 
snapping up single and semi-detached houses; and 
supportive housing providers purchasing rooming 
houses. 
 
That former system crumbled as funding dried up in 
the mid-1990s. The peak period had created a non-
profit sector of mostly small providers that were very 
state-dependent (Pomeroy, 2017). In 2000–2018, 
smaller, lower-capacity non-profits had little success 
in competing for the limited funding. The higher 

 
13 Calculated from Suttor (2014), 365 (cf lower tally at p. 235, excluding OHC purchases); small supportive projects are over 
and above this estimate. 
14 CMHC Seed Funding: https://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/professionals/project-funding-and-mortgage-financing/funding-
programs/all-funding-programs/seed-funding; Affordable Housing Innovation Fund: https://www.cmhc-
schl.gc.ca/en/professionals/project-funding-and-mortgage-financing/funding-programs/all-funding-programs/affordable-
housing-innovation-fund; Community Housing Transformation Centre: https://centre.support. 

public-sector capacity has been prominent. TCHC 
initiated its ongoing redevelopment (revitalization) 
program, using its scale, large existing assets and 
revenue streams to borrow funds and create 
replacement housing. Only a small handful of non-
profits are doing that. 
 
Since 2018 under the National Housing Strategy, 
federal support to non-profits has increased. This 
includes seed funding for project planning activities, 
an Affordable Housing Innovation Fund, and 
funding of a new Community Housing 
Transformation Centre for a range of needs 
including development.14 
 
Land for affordable housing has always been 
important. This has included using parts of large 
1950s provincial land assemblies in suburban 
Toronto; land assembly under 1960s ‘urban renewal’; 
the St. Lawrence neighbourhood in the 1970s and 
‘80s; Toronto’s acquisition of sites from office tower 
developers in the 1980s; and provincial sites from 
time to time. Since 1999, the City of Toronto has 
supplied sites for several non-profit projects; TCHC 
sites are a vital resource in redevelopment; and since 
2019 the City’s Housing Now initiative has become 
a key mainstay of affordable rental development in 
Toronto. 
 
6. How Much Makes a Real Difference                      
  
How much social housing is needed to make a real 
difference in affordability or housing options for 
low-income renters, or in rental supply? Experience 
of the peak years throws some light on this. In 
assessing impacts, we must think in terms of annual 
amounts, to keep pace with population growth and 
market housing production. 
 
In the 1965–1995 peak period, added social housing 
averaged 3,400 units annually in the Toronto area, or 
12 percent of total housing production (Suttor, 
2014: 234-242). This may seem a small share, but it 
was quite large in two most challenging parts of the 
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housing system: low-income renters, and new rental 
supply. There is no global standard in this. Other 
countries have ranged from half of housing 
production being social housing, down to zero. In 
some countries, over half of renters are in mixed-
income social housing (Harloe, 1995, ch. 4; Housing 
Europe, 2021). 
 
The 3,400 added social housing units a year 
comprised 33 percent of total rental housing 
production in the Toronto area in 1965-1995. It 
included an average 2,600 added RGI units annually 
– three-quarters of new social housing, and 25 
percent of total rental production (Suttor, 2014: 
234-242). This met half of net low-income demand: 
i.e., in net terms it housed half the low-income 
renters added every year, an integral part of ongoing 
growth across the income spectrum. 
 
The system did a lot for affordability. By the mid-
1990s, after steady expansion, social housing was a 
notable part of the social safety net. It was lowering 
rents to under 40 percent of market levels, for almost 
40 percent of low-income renters. It was a 
meaningful option when looking for a place to live, 
accounting for 20 to 25 percent of low-income 
renters’ moves from one home to another (ibid.: 
243-253). 
 
Post-2000 volumes of added social/affordable rental 
have been far smaller–under 500 units annually 
across the GTA, 2001–2017 (Suttor, 2018). 
Volumes under National Housing Strategy programs 
appear similar. But Toronto’s Housing Now looks set 
to achieve around 1,000 new affordable rental units a 
year in successive phases. 
 
What happened as we came off that former system, 
with more low-income households every year in 
private rental? Leaving it to the market doesn’t only 
create affordability problems. It means more people 
competing for a limited stock of older rental – 
leading to downgrading of quality, more 
overcrowding, and concentrations in disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods (Rothenberg et al., 1991: 311ff, 
323ff; Haffner et al., 2009). The strong re-
emergence of these issues since the 1990s is 

 
15 Net change in households, GTA 2006-2016, tallied from census data. (Production is higher, 41,000 units annual average). 
16 GTA estimated here at half of projected $36.6 M Ontario-wide (2021/22) per provincial news releases (consistent with 
author’s tallies from municipal COHB reports). This equates to 2,600 households at an expected average $600/month each. 

propelled by market forces dominating housing 
demand and supply for lower-income renters. 
 
What does this suggest for today? Recent annual net 
growth in the GTA has been about 36,000 
households annually.15 To have an impact like the 
three-decade prime, we would need 10 to 12 percent 
of that to be in new social/affordable housing: about 
4,000 units annually. Perhaps more would be better; 
perhaps half that target level (2,000 units annually) 
would have some systemic impacts. One-tenth of 
that 4,000, as in recent years, is not enough to have 
systemic impacts on affordability, housing choice for 
renters, or housing mix in the system. 
 
We also need three-quarters of that target to have 
RGI or other very low rents: an additional 3,000 
each year in the GTA. That could be achieved in 
various ways, including ‘place-based’ RGI attached 
to projects, or housing benefits that can be received 
by tenants in social and private rental alike. To make 
a systemic difference, this program would need to be 
much larger than the Canada-Ontario Housing 
Benefit under the National Housing Strategy, which 
was expected to have fewer than 3,000 GTA 
recipients at any time, as it ramps up by 2022.16 
 
7. Social and Income Mix                                           
  
Social mix and avoiding concentration of poverty 
have been large policy debates and concerns, in 
Toronto and elsewhere. It is useful to consider three 
spatial scales: income mix in specific buildings; 
integration into the neighbourhood; and social mix 
across the city-region. The long-run story is of rising 
priority for very high needs at the building level, and 
diminishing social mix at the neighbourhood and 
city-region levels. 
 
The great debate in Canada around 1970 was 
between all-low-income public housing, often in 
large projects, versus mixed-income non-profit and 
co-op housing, in smaller projects better integrated 
into neighbourhoods. The latter policy vision won 
(Sewell, 1994). But with half of our social housing 
built before that turning point, and then the 
plateauing of the system by the 1990s, most 
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Toronto-area social housing is not very mixed-
income. 
 
Canada had borrowed the large-project approach 
that was the global norm in the 1940s to 1970s. 
Social housing was about postwar reconstruction or 
replacing slums; large projects enabled large volumes 
and rapid development. Design was dominated by 
modernist ideas of towers amid greenspace, and large 
towers were also the Toronto norm in 1950s to 
1970s private rental development. 
 
The critique of that approach was that it created 
low-income ghettoes (never mind that most low-
income areas were and still are dominated by market 
rental, and never mind that ghettos as a concept is 
meant to convey racial, ethnic and/or religious 
segregation, not class segregation). So in the mid-
1970s Canadian policy shifted to favour smaller non-
profit projects with a blend of RGI and market rent, 
which meant a mix of low and moderate incomes 
(Suttor, 2016a, ch. 4). Most non-profit and 
municipal projects in the 1970s and 80s were 
townhouses or apartment buildings with under 100 
units. 
 
But the reality of social mix varied. Towers with 
mostly RGI units remained OK for seniors 
buildings, which were about one-third of new social 
housing. As priorities shifted to special needs 
(section 3), such projects were small but entirely 
RGI. Municipal non-profits, with a low-income 
priority, built projects that were majority RGI. As 
development costs escalated, and likewise the 
required funding, and as needs outpaced production, 
subsidies to create market-rent units became very 
controversial by the 1980s. The federal government 
in 1986 shifted its subsidy to low-income units only, 
and Ontario’s new norm was RGI in fully 80 percent 
of units in a project (Pomeroy, 1989; Suttor, 2016a). 
 
Neighbourhood realities were also complex. In the 
central city (‘old’ City of Toronto) in the 1970s and 
‘80s, non-profit and municipal projects did fit better 
into the fine-grained built form of pre-war 
neighbourhoods. More significant was how the large 
volumes of new social housing sustained overall 
income mix. From the 1970s to mid-1990s in the 
central city, mixed-income social housing comprised 
45 percent of the 73,000 net added households, and 
the low-income share of households was unchanged 

at 28 percent (Suttor, 2014, ch. 7). Thus non-profit 
housing fully offset gentrification-driven losses of 
low-income rental; but it shifted those tenants into 
high-density stock. 
 
In Toronto’s inner suburbs it was different. Most 
1960s public housing was apartment towers in these 
areas, sitting in a small cluster of private-rental 
towers. In that era when rental apartments were half 
of all production, and almost every subdivision had a 
cluster of rental towers beside it, this approach 
(strange to recount!) was a deliberate effort toward 
neighbourhood income mix (Suttor, 2014: 70). But 
the social meaning of this geography changed 
profoundly over time: suburban private-rental towers 
became much lower-income, and public housing 
very low-income, and both quite stigmatized (Suttor, 
2015). Suburban non-profit projects added in the 
1980s and early ‘90s were mostly 80 percent RGI; 
and most sit on main roads or beside shopping 
plazas, like the private-rental or public housing 
towers of the 1950s to 1970s. 
 
The Toronto area developed with mixed-income 
postwar suburbs, in large part a result of rental 
production. New social housing was part of this: it 
was 28 percent of all new rental in the 1970s and 80s 
(Suttor, 2014: 242). Unlike US cities, Toronto’s 
social housing of the 1970s to early ‘90s was 
sprinkled across existing and new suburbs of that era, 
in Toronto and Peel. The deepening poverty 
concentrations in these since then is associated above 
all with more low-income tenants in private rental, 
and scarcity of lower-rent options elsewhere in the 
expanding city-region. 
 
The dispersed, mixed housing development of the 
1960s to ‘80s reflected regional equity goals in urban 
planning and housing, at Metro Toronto and in 
provincial policy. Any GTA regional perspective is 
quite absent in housing today. Reduced funding for 
new social/affordable rental, and much reliance on 
municipal initiative, means weak priority overall – 
weakest in outer areas with fewer renters and less 
‘urban’ politics. We now take for granted that 
homeowner housing dominates newer, outer areas as 
well as development at transit nodes and downtown, 
while affordable rental gets built mostly in areas 
where low-income renters already live. This tenure 
geography in the housing system reinforces the 
widening social and spatial divides of class and race. 
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8. Debt, Land Value, and Maturation                         
  
Most Canadian and Toronto-area social housing is 
now at a historic turning where mortgages are paid 
off. This means projects’ market rent revenues 
exceed their operating costs, and can cover major 
repairs and even contribute to the costs of building 
new housing. (Public discourse about funding 
shortfalls is about RGI subsidy needs, overall system 
inadequacy, or total future repair costs – not provider 
viability.) Taking advantage of this requires suitable 
strategies, and also ongoing RGI rent subsidies. 
When new, the costs of developing an equivalent 
private or social rental unit are very similar (the latter 
may save on finishes, amenities, and marketing). 
The big cost difference between social and private 
rental is in the long run. 
 
In private rental in the long run, rents escalate to 
whatever the market can bear, while payments on 
the original mortgage are normally flat and 
ultimately end. Therefore over time, rising amounts 
of net operating income (NOI) can be taken out as 
profit; or rising NOI can enable the owner to borrow 
new capital to invest elsewhere. This is the 
fundamental business model for rental real estate 
(Geltner et al., 2006). 
 
In social housing in the long run, monthly costs fall 
gradually to below market rent levels in most 
markets. Once mortgage payments end, the building 
or portfolio can break even well below market levels. 
Alternatively, rents can be somewhat higher than 
break-even, to fund major capital repairs or some 
new housing. This has been referred to as 
maturation (Kemeny, 1995). 
 
Toronto Community Housing Corporation 
illustrates this long-run benefit. In 2019, TCHC 
was breaking even on operations at under $850 per 
unit monthly, and about $1,060 including long-run 
capital repair costs17 – well below average market 
rents of $1,453. This, with stable City subsidies, is 
what enabled TCHC to borrow $450 million to 
fund major redevelopment (Grisé, 2016: 231-233), 
and match the federal funding for its huge ten-year 

 
17 Calculated from TCHC (2019): Operations expenditure $601 M plus $160 M long-run capital repair requirements (=$840 
+ $220 = $1060 per unit). Current capital repair expenditure of $313M annual ($435/unit) is higher to address repair backlog 
but not required long-term. This $1060 equated to slightly below 75% of average market rent, the level approved in 2019 as a 
new funding model for TCHC, sufficient to cover major capital repairs: see Toronto, Deputy City Manager (2019). 

major repair program. Positive net operating income 
has long been used to help fund new affordable 
housing in Europe’s older social housing systems 
(e.g. Amann et al., 2009; Pawson et al., 2011). 
TCHC still needs subsidy to provide RGI rents, of 
course, but that costs taxpayers about half as much 
per unit as in private rental. 
 
These long-run benefits are now arriving for most 
twentieth-century Canadian social housing. Much 
older social housing includes land that can be 
redeveloped at higher densities. Until recently, there 
was great concern about mortgage maturity because 
it was paired with an end of RGI subsidies – so that 
‘Expiry of Agreements’ created a threat rather than 
an opportunity (e.g. Pomeroy, 2012; Grisé, 2016). 
This is largely alleviated by the Canada Community 
Housing Initiative (CCHI) under the National 
Housing Strategy which pays for ongoing RGI and 
major repair. 
 
It requires strategic policy at the provincial and 
municipal levels, and strategic decisions by providers, 
to take advantage of this maturation. We are seeing 
provincial and municipal policy frameworks to 
sustain social housing after expiry of agreements and 
mortgages (Ontario MMAH, 2019; Toronto 
SSHA, 2019). For providers with a high percentage 
of RGI tenants (e.g., public housing, supportive 
housing), RGI subsidies remain half or more of their 
housing revenues, and it is unclear how many 
providers will be well-placed to use this historic 
opportunity. 
 
This opportunity does not remove the need for 
governments to fund new affordable housing. The 
extra revenues available in matured social housing 
are enough to pay the capital costs of only some of 
the new affordable housing we need, and they 
cannot pay for the added rent subsidies we also need. 
 
Recommendations 
 
This brief review of lessons from Canada and 
Toronto’s peak years of social housing expansion 
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points to ten priorities, if we want stronger responses 
to today’s pressing needs. 
 
A provincial housing agency to lead strategy:  
Active provincial policy is best achieved through a 
dedicated agency, as Ontario once had, and which 
are successful in BC and Quebec. This is not about 
re-creating a body to own and operate housing. To 
sustain a vibrant community housing sector, we 
should shape federal programs to Ontario needs, 
grapple with new priorities, integrate financing 
(loans) with grants, and foster GTA regional 
approaches, all of which will require strategic system 
management beyond what municipalities can do. 
We need an Ontario social housing agency (not just 
a division in a ministry) to lead strategy and sustain 
expertise as governments come and go. 
  
Rent subsidies paid provincially:  
Ontario is the only jurisdiction where municipal 
governments pay a large majority of rent subsidies 
for low-income people (rent geared to income – 
RGI). This started in 1998 as an integral part of 
social housing retrenchment. The main 
responsibility for social programs is federal and 
provincial—which should include RGI. Ontario 
should introduce a phased ‘uploading’ of RGI costs 
to the provincial budget. 
 
An active provincial funding role:  
Since devolution in the late 1990s, Ontario’s funding 
role has been extremely passive–passing federal 
funding through to municipalities and matching that 
where it must. In the peak years of 1956 to 1995, 
Ontario took an active role – going well beyond 
minimal cost-sharing, creating its own programs, 
offering certainty for local players beyond a 2- or 3-
year horizon, and steadily expanding the province’s 
funding. Effective strategies for Toronto require the 
revival of an active Ontario role in funding. 
 
Enabling and empowering non-profits:  
Older non-profits’ and co-op’s expiring mortgages 
and project agreements create a big system-level 
opportunity, as mortgage-free projects can break 
even well below market rents (and the National 
Housing Strategy addresses concerns about expiring 
RGI subsidy). Providers can generate surplus 
revenues to cover major repairs, and part of the cost 
of developing housing. They can serve more people 
by rebuilding at higher densities. They can merge 

into larger non-profits with more expertise and 
capacity. Ontario and municipalities should move 
further with their policy frameworks that help 
providers seize such opportunities, and should offer 
more capacity-building support to the non-profit 
and co-op sectors. 
 
Greater Toronto regional approaches:  
Toronto housing needs arise in the housing market, 
which operates on a regional scale across Greater 
Toronto. The outer half of the GTA accounts for 
half of Ontario’s growth, but just 12 percent of its 
social housing. Regional responses are essential, even 
without a GTA government. Examples could 
include a GTA housing non-profit, housing 
development body, or regional housing partnership; 
a GTA housing strategy (parallel to the Growth 
Plan or Metrolinx expansion); new community-
based non-profits and co-ops in the ‘905’ GTA; and 
much more Ontario funding to ‘905’ regional 
municipalities and new non-profits. 
 
Acquisition as well as new development:  
Canada and Toronto are experiencing huge losses of 
moderately affordable rental, as escalating rents leave 
fewer and fewer apartments in lower rent ranges. 
Acquisition of older rental buildings by non-profits 
(including co-ops) has been proposed as one way to 
mitigate this trend. But this has not been adopted as 
a goal or program option in federal, Ontario, or 
municipal policy. Experience in the peak years of 
social housing expansion included acquisition, which 
has preserved affordable rents in many buildings 
around Toronto. 
 
Significant amounts of government land:  
Land is a special factor in production, providing 
opportunities that funding alone can’t offer, and a 
large part of project costs. Experience from the social 
housing peak years shows the value of programs to 
assemble or make available publicly owned land for 
social housing. Since the late 2010s, the City of 
Toronto has been implementing its Housing Now 
program of municipal land for affordable housing, 
far outpacing any recent efforts of other 
governments. Large programs of land for affordable 
housing should be created by the federal 
government, Ontario government, and ‘905’ GTA 
municipalities. 
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Coordinating social housing with related program 
approaches:  
In the peak period of the 1970s and ‘80s, social 
housing rarely stood alone as an affordable rental 
strategy. Although contentious at the time, 
expansion of rent subsidies for private rental tenants, 
and incentives for private rental development, 
contributed much to affordable rents and more 
rental supply. Equivalent steps today can include 
moving toward an integrated system of rent 
subsidies, regardless of whether the tenant lives in 
social housing or private rental; integrating some 
social housing development on inclusionary zoning 
sites; and encouraging ‘turnkey’ projects developed 
by an experienced private firm which then transfers 
it to a non-profit to own and operate. 
 
Purposeful targeting and social mix:  
Social housing serves a range of people and needs: 
rents affordable on low incomes; rental supply; 
moderate market rents; and housing for people with 
disabilities, special needs, or who are homeless. 
Different providers may prioritize families, seniors, 
or singles; youth, refugees, or single parents; 
Indigenous people; or specific local communities. 
Housing may be located in areas with high needs; 
where development opportunities come up; near job 
growth; or near rapid transit. While our experience 
shows the value of such diversity, there is a need to 
be purposeful about what needs are served and what 
overall mix this creates – in terms of population 
groups and needs, income mix in buildings, and 
neighbourhood social mix. 
 
Enough social housing to make a difference: 
Additions to the social housing stock in the past 
quarter century fall far below the growth of GTA 
households, rental demand, or housing waiting lists. 
To make a difference to huge shortfalls in 
affordability and rental supply would require adding 
much more housing each year. Experience of the 
peak years suggests that if new social housing is 
about 10 to 12 percent of total new housing 
production – or today about 4,000 added units 
annually across the GTA – that would be enough to 
make a difference. The key to this is increased 
funding. 
 
There is no standing still. The GTA grows by over 
35,000 households a year. As the country’s largest 
city-region, it requires more tailored, specific 

approaches than national programs can achieve. 
Unless we take steps such as those suggested here, 
inspired by the experience of the peak social housing 
years but adapted for today, market forces will 
continue to create shortfalls in affordable rental 
supply and worsening living conditions for low and 
moderate-income renters. Without such steps, 
social/community housing will continue becoming 
more marginal in the housing system, and in the 
housing choices available to GTA residents. 
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The Financialization of Housing, its 

Problems for Toronto’s Housing System, 
and Some Solutions  

 
ALAN WALKS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the key changes occurring in housing systems 
and housing markets over the last two decades has 
been the financialization of housing. Indeed, this has 
been one of the most important contributors to the 
current housing crisis, not only in Toronto but many 
other cities around the world. Financialization has 
had direct effects on affordability in driving up 
demand and prices for land and housing. As well, it 
has had indirect effects on affordability by 
stimulating many of the factors that have reduced 
availability of rental housing. These include 
gentrification, which has seen much older rental 
housing converted to owner-occupation, and the 
shift of government policies away from directly 
supporting non-market forms of housing, as noted 
by Suttor in the previous section. 
  
This section of the report discusses the 
financialization of housing and its effects on prices 
and housing availability. It begins by outlining what 
financialization is, and how it applies to housing. It 
then moves to examine why the financialization of 
housing might be a problem, and why governments 
have nonetheless continued to promote the 
financialization of housing despite these problems. It 
ends with comments on what governments should 
do to address the problematic aspects of the 
financialization of housing. 

What is Financialization and how does it apply to 
Housing? 
  
Financialization is a blanket term for a number of 
processes that have become more common over the 
last two decades. Christophers (2015) identifies 
three different meanings of financialization in the 
scholarly literature. The first and most widespread 
understanding of the concept refers to increasing 
reliance on financial markets and financial 
innovations (particularly related to financial 
securities markets) for corporate profits (and in turn 
government revenues), and the increasing tendency 
and ability to borrow from financial markets for 
funding of local business strategies. The latter is in 
contrast to older, more localized, ways of securing 
funding such as borrowing from local banks. The 
new kinds of financial securities have in part been 
developed to absorb investment from all over the 
world, and many of those securities are linked to 
housing, which means that they funnel that 
investment into land and housing markets. Housing 
is only one of the many sectors affected by 
financialization, although it is the housing sector 
that has received the most academic attention in the 
literature on financialization. 
 
Secondly, financialization is used to refer to the ways 
that corporations have become re-oriented to short-

1.3 
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term financial gains – and the effects of this on 
management and organizational behaviour – in the 
face of stock options and other changes to reward 
packages for corporate executives, and the ascent of 
‘shareholder value’ in structuring firm decisions (see 
also Engelen et al. 2011). 
  
Third, there is the ‘financialization of everyday life’ 
(Martin 2002), in which many household and 
individual decisions that previously were made 
without having to consider their broader financial 
ramifications now must take into account a number 
of financial impacts, and which then reorient 
individual concerns to financial outcomes. Among 
other things, this includes decisions on whether to 
buy or rent one’s housing, and how to make one’s 
housing purchase (or rental) maximize long-term 
financial goals, often through the management of 
extensive amounts of household debt. The cultural 
shift involved in the financialization of housing is 
typically from a focus on use value to exchange value; 
that is, to thinking about the home as an asset that 
can be leveraged, and in turn that must be managed 
with financial objectives in mind. The ways that 
financialization is typically associated with housing 
differs, however, between the owner-occupied and 
rental sectors. 
  
Financialization of Owner-Occupied Housing 
  
Financialization is most commonly linked to 
changes in owner-occupied housing systems through 
innovations in financial securities markets that have 
increased and modified traditional mortgage lending 
volumes and practices. Since the 2008-2009 Global 
Financial Crisis (GFC), one type of these financial 
securities - mortgage-backed securities (MBS) – has 
virtually become a household word, given the ample 
media attention on the causes and impacts of the 
GFC, especially in countries such as the United 
States (US), United Kingdom (UK), Ireland, and 
Spain (Walks and Simone 2017). An MBS is a 
financial security that bundles together claims on the 
payments people make on their mortgages. 
Typically, a lender (bank, etc.) who has lent money 
out to borrowers for house purchase (i.e. mortgages) 
will bundle together a number of these loans into an 
MBS, or sell the loans to a third party who then 
bundles them into an MBS. That MBS can then be 
sold as one unit on open markets to pension funds, 
hedge funds, other banks, and other buyers; then, 

when someone makes their mortgage payment to 
their original lender, the payment is actually routed 
to the new owner of the MBS (this is the original 
“pass-through” form of MBS). A key reason why 
MBS are popular with lenders is that once the MBS 
is sold, those mortgages are “off the books” of the 
lender, which frees the lender to continue lending 
(issuing new) mortgages. The sales of MBS also 
provide the funds to those lenders to make these 
additional loans. The lenders are able to profit 
immediately from the sale of the mortgages they 
issue, with virtually no risk, instead of waiting the 
many years (and bearing all the risks along the way) 
for the mortgage to be paid off as occurred under the 
traditional system of mortgage lending. In Canada, a 
“public-label” (publicly supported and regulated) 
MBS system has developed in which NHA-MBS 
(MBS regulated under the ‘National Housing Act’) 
created by lenders are either insured by CMHC, or 
sold to a special purpose trust of CMHC called the 
Canada Housing Trust (CHT). The latter sells 
bonds called Canada Mortgage Bonds (CMBs) to 
investors (mainly pension funds, but also mutual 
funds and other funds), and uses the proceeds to 
purchase MBS from banks. See Walks (2014) and 
Walks and Clifford (2015) for details. 
  
Over time there have developed many different 
kinds of MBS and other related financial securities 
tied to lending for mortgages in different nations. 
Each of these mortgage-backed types of securities 
share some similarities in their outcomes. Because 
the mortgages (loans) are sold to third parties, they 
free the lender to continue lending, and the lender 
no longer bears much (if any) of the repayment risk. 
This not only increases the total number of 
mortgage loans a lender can issue, but it also tends to 
increase the total balance of each mortgage loan, 
given that lenders no longer have to base the loan 
amount on their assessment of risk. Lenders only 
have to adhere to government regulations on the 
maximums they can lend against incomes and assets, 
if such regulations exist, and oftentimes they can 
lend outside of those constraints if there are private-
label (unregulated) MBS markets purchasing the 
mortgages they issue (like that which developed in 
the USA before the GFC). 
  
The financialization of mortgage lending is thus 
associated with higher and rising average mortgage 
debt levels, because lenders are willing to lend more 
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to each borrower relative to their incomes/assets. 
Not only this, but the financialization of mortgage 
lending is also associated with other practices, 
including the re-bundling of MBS into even-larger 
financial securities, including Collateralized 
Mortgage Obligations (CMOs) and Collateralized 
Debt Obligations (CDOs) that are typically sold to 
very large institutional investors. It was because of 
the ways that CDOs and CMOs were financially 
engineered in the USA before 2008 that the GFC 
occurred in the US (Engelen et al. 2011; 
Immergluck 2009). 
  
Financialization of Rental Housing 
  
Financialization is also associated with changes to 
the rental housing sector. However, instead of 
affecting housing through mortgage lending, in the 
rental housing sector financialization is associated 
with providing large absentee landlord firms with a 
competitive advantage over local landlords, and this 
in turn has led to changes in average corporate 
practices as they pertain to the targeting of rental 
customers and rent policies. In the rental sector, 
financialization has involved the creation of new 
kinds of financial securities that invest in large 
landlords, often solely. A key innovation is the Real 
Estate Investment Trust (REIT), which is structured 
as a trust in which any funds invested in it must then 
be re-invested into real estate (not only residential 
real estate, but commercial, retail, office, etc). One 
can purchase shares in a REIT just like they can 
purchase shares in a company (like a stock), and are 
provided a return on those shares, similar to equities 
(stocks). As more funds are invested in REITs, they 
in turn must purchase more real estate, and because 
each REIT is competing not only with other REITs 
but also other passive investments (like equities and 
bonds), competitive pressures encourage them to 
follow business practices that maximize their returns 
in both the short and medium term, including 
raising rents (see sections 2.1 by Hyde and 2.3 by 
Lewis). 
 
REITs are only one kind of financial entity that 
funnels investment into rental housing; others 
include private equity funds, and asset management 
firms. Financialization (via REITs etc.) has made it 
much easier for larger non-local firms to access 
funding for real estate acquisition than had been the 
case previously. Furthermore, because the funding of 

REITs and similar financial securities occurs 
through markets that mimic equities (stocks), this 
funding is not a form of debt which imperils such 
firms’ balance sheets, in contrast to local landlords 
who must rely on borrowing from local banks, which 
adds to their balance sheets and makes it much more 
difficult for them to continue borrowing. Because of 
the ways that financialization has evolved – much of 
it determined by public policy and state legislation – 
it is structurally geared to the eventual elimination of 
smaller, localized, landlords, and their replacement 
with large non-local absentee landlord firms, or what 
Martine August and I have called “financialized 
landlords” (2018). Nemoy Lewis and Zachary Hyde, 
in their contributions to this report, provide more 
detail on how these financialized landlords operate 
and their impacts. 
  
Why might the Financialization of Housing be a 
Problem? 
  
Until the emergence of the GFC – first in the US in 
2007 and then globally in the fall of 2008 – policy 
makers and many within the housing sector saw 
financialization as solving problems, instead of 
causing them. They promoted a number of 
innovations associated with financialization, 
including the increasing development of public and 
private MBS, CDOs/CMOs, as well as REITs. As a 
result, financialization as a general process spread 
rapidly. However, the experience of the USA and 
other nations like Ireland, the UK, and Spain during 
the GFC brought to light a number of the problems 
associated with financialization (Walks and Simone 
2017). More recently, the rise of larger ‘financialized’ 
landlords in a number of cities has highlighted 
important problems with how financialization affects 
rental housing markets. 
  
Problems in the Owner-Occupied Sector 
  
In the owner-occupied sector, because 
financialization has increased access to credit at the 
same time that it has reduced repayment risk to the 
immediate lenders, it led to increasingly risky 
lending. This has had (at least) two key problematic 
effects: 1) rising real housing and land prices, and in 
turn declining average affordability, and 2) rising real 
average household debt levels. While potentially 
helping to stimulate overall investment, and thus 
economic opportunities (including jobs) in the short 
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term, both of these outcomes are a problem for 
housing markets. 
  
The first key problem - rising real prices - has led to 
declining affordability, not only within the owner-
occupied sector but also within rental markets as 
landlords who bought second properties to rent out 
(in the ‘buy-to-let’ market) will need to increase 
rents to cover their mortgage costs. One might think 
that as prices rise this would work to eventually 
reduce the profitability of investing in land and 
housing, especially in the buy-to-let market. 
However, rising prices in large cities like Toronto 
that have been experiencing gentrification have an 
additional secondary impact: they stimulate 
owners/buyers of older rental units located in houses 
in accessible locations to de-convert that housing to 
owner-occupation and renovate the properties, given 
that they can now sell them for very high prices once 
renovated. In Toronto, gentrification between 1991 
and 2011 had already meant the elimination of 
almost three-quarters (74 percent) of the 1991 stock 
of private-sector rental units defined as “affordable” 
by Ontario provincial government policy (i.e. with 
rents less than 80 percent of the average CMA rent) 
(Walks, Hawes, Simone, 2021). By spurring 
gentrification and the further de-conversion of rental 
housing to owner-occupation, the total supply of 
rental units – particularly affordable rental units – 
declines, leading to (in the face of the simultaneous 
increase in demand resulting from financialization) 
shortages of rental housing and bolstering the rents 
that can be charged for those remaining units. As 
rents rise due to declining supply, this supports the 
rising prices for land and housing that investors are 
willing to pay to purchase housing to let out, 
including in the higher-rent condo sector. In turn, 
this leads to greater inequalities in wealth, as it is 
those in the top quintiles and deciles that are most 
able to purchase, and benefit from, owning 
properties in the private buy-to-let market, making 
the rentier class wealthier (Arundel 2017). 
  
One result is that housing prices and rents rise more 
rapidly than incomes, leading to declining 
affordability on average. Furthermore, 
financialization will disproportionately affect prices 
and rents in those metropolitan areas whose 
economies are more reliant on the financial sector, 
such as Toronto, given this will be where jobs rise 
faster than they otherwise would, bolstering demand 

for both owner-occupied housing and rental housing 
in such cities despite rising prices (Walks 2020). It is 
particularly in the large, globally-connected cities 
containing financial industries, such as Toronto, that 
financialization has been associated with producing a 
housing affordability crisis. 
  
A second key problem associated with 
financialization is rising real debt burdens. As rising 
prices make housing less affordable, individuals and 
households either must get into more debt to 
become owner occupiers, move to cheaper locations 
or buy smaller houses than they would have 
otherwise, or decide to rent instead of own. The last 
option leads to more demand for the same number 
of rental units, helping drive rents up higher. The 
middle options mean greater competition for 
housing in the cheaper (more affordable) segments 
of existing owner-occupation markets, which 
produces more competition in those segments and 
disproportionately drives up costs (and reduces 
affordability) among moderate-income groups. Not 
only does the latter mean differential class-based 
impacts from rising prices, but those who are 
displaced from these housing segments are in the 
income groups more likely to then move into the 
rental markets, in turn further fueling competition in 
rental markets and rent increases. Meanwhile, the 
first of these three options – taking on greater debt 
burdens – leads to greater vulnerability to both 
predatory lending, and to knock-on effects of job 
loss and household income decline. Because 
financialization typically means that lenders are not 
shouldering repayment risks associated with 
mortgage lending, they have been willing to lend 
ever-greater mortgage amounts compared to income 
over time (see Walks 2014, Figure 7, for Canadian 
trends up to 2010). And when lenders are not 
shouldering the risks, they may adopt more risky and 
predatory forms of lending (this is exactly what 
occurred in the USA, see Immergluck 2009; Squires 
2009 for details). Regardless of the degree to which 
the loans might be considered predatory, the result is 
that households and individuals become (far) more 
indebted than they otherwise would be in relation to 
their income (and often in relation to their total 
assets as well, although if they own property that has 
often inflated too). The latter situation in turn has 
two additional problematic effects: a) more-indebted 
households/individuals typically have less disposable 
income available to them after making their debt 
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payments, inducing shelter poverty (they become 
poor once they have paid for their housing), and b) 
this increases the financial vulnerabilities of 
individuals and households in the face of the many 
life challenges, such as job loss, illness and disability, 
divorce/relationship breakdown, and in turn 
increased vulnerability of the entire economy on 
average. However, with both house prices and rents 
rising faster than incomes, households find they have 
no choice but to pay the higher housing costs (given 
everyone needs to live somewhere). The Bank of 
Canada has regularly stated that high debt levels 
among Canadians represents the number one 
vulnerability to Canada’s economy (for instance, 
Bank of Canada 2019). And as land values rise due 
to the greater demand resulting from more leveraged 
bids, this incentivizes other actors to speculate in 
land and housing, spurring gentrification of the city, 
and the flows of investment into rental housing. 
  
Finally, the way that the Canadian economy has 
become dependent on continued house-price 
inflation means the federal government and its 
institutions (like the CMHC and Bank of Canada) 
are structurally incentivized to respond to any 
downturn or recession by using its policy levers to 
stimulate additional lending and borrowing – that is, 
addressing the problems created by financialization 
with further financialization - which puts Canada 
and Canadians further into debt. This is because a 
large proportion of the mortgages lent against 
Canadian housing are either insured by the federal 
government through CMHC insurance, or owned 
directly by the Canada Housing Trust (CHT) (a 
special purpose trust of the CMHC), and any 
disruption to prices or the capacity of borrowers to 
repay their mortgages will then imperil federal 
government finances. So governments will be 
structurally incentivized to ensure that there is no 
such disruption or, to put it another way, to bail out 
the financial system and the real estate market if any 
disruption emerges. Such policies displace the risks 
associated with debt-based economic stimulus onto 
indebted households (Soederberg 2014; Walks 2010, 
2014; Walks and Simone 2016). 
  
As the infrastructures supporting ever deeper 
financialization become firmly established and 
robust (see Walks 2019a), it becomes easier to rely 
on them in times of crisis. When the GFC erupted, 
the Canadian federal government improvised its 

Insured Mortgage Purchase Program (IMPP), in 
which it directed the CMHC to buy as many MBS 
from Canadian lenders as they could up to a certain 
level (they ended up purchasing $125 billion of MBS 
by 2010). This effectively bailed out the financial 
system and increased the amount of mortgage credit 
available to borrowers, which then spurred the 
housing bubble to greater heights despite the 
recession caused by the GFC. This exercise was seen 
as successful, so much so that when the COVID-19 
pandemic erupted in March 2020, once again the 
federal government re-instituted a new IMPP as a 
key policy response to stimulate the economy during 
the pandemic (thus, new CMHC purchases of 
MBS). Many Canadians have been amazed to see 
house prices rise to record levels during a pandemic 
in which unemployment, mortgage arrears, defaults, 
and rent arrears shot up. The reason is that the new 
IMPP removed all the risk from lenders and helped 
bring interest rates down to a new record low level, 
resulting in a new wave of borrowing and spending 
on housing, particularly from speculators able to 
access loans with negative real interest rates. 
  
Problems in the Rental Housing Sector 
  
There are a number of problems associated with 
financialization of the rental housing sector. Nemoy 
Lewis, in his contribution to this report, provides 
substantial detail about these problems, and Julie 
Mah and Martine August highlight many of the 
problems that have emerged during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Here, I will only identify some basic 
conceptual problems, and readers are directed to read 
those sections of the report for more detail. The first 
key problem involves the strategies practiced by the 
large ‘financialized’ landlords who benefit from 
financialization. As August (2020) and August and 
Walks (2018) found among rental housing providers 
in Canada generally, and in Toronto specifically, 
financialized landlords are more likely to engage in 
practices that raise average rents – and in turn that 
provide ever-rising returns to their unit/share-
holders (see the contribution by Nemoy Lewis for 
details on the specific strategies followed by 
financialized landlords in Toronto, and August 2020 
for the wider national trends). 
  
One specific problem with the financialization of 
rental housing to note is that despite financial 
innovations having facilitated significant flows of 
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investment into the sector, in most cases the 
financialized actors are structurally set up to merely 
purchase existing housing, instead of building new 
rental housing. REITs, for instance, must spend the 
funds invested in them on existing real estate. 
Except in rare cases, they are not developers. 
Because of their much wider access to non-debt 
based funding, REITs can outcompete local non-
financialized landlords who must rely on access to 
local debt-based funding, and as a result REITs have 
typically grown by buying up the latter. 
Financialization of rental housing thus is not usually 
leading to new supply, but merely a transfer of the 
existing stock from one set of private actors -one 
that is less structurally-incentivized to raise 
rents/fees to the maximum allowed- to another set of 
actors that is structurally so incentivized. The last 
two decades (from 2000 to 2020) have witnessed an 
almost-continual decline in interest rates. The rising 
profits this represents would normally be expected to 
draw investment into building new rental housing, 
given that what people can afford is set by their 
incomes, and the profits attained by landlords results 
from the difference between that rent and their 
costs, of which interest payments represents a 
significant portion. However, financial innovations 
that draw investors into REITs and similar corporate 
structures have instead meant the transfer of existing 
stock to these larger, more powerful, and less-
locally-based firms. The supposed ‘promise’ of 
financialization – that much larger investment into 
the rental housing sector should stimulate the 
development of new rental housing – has for the 
most part not been borne out in reality. While there 
HAVE been new rental units produced within (non-
purpose-built) condominium buildings, these new 
units have not been sufficient to make up for the 
number of rental units lost to gentrification (Walks, 
Hawes, and Simone, 2021), and they are also more 
likely to be high-rent (located in luxury buildings, or 
at least newer and more expensive condominium 
buildings), and because for most of the last two 
decades they were not subject to rent controls if built 
after 1991, rents in condos have risen more quickly 
than in the purpose-built rental sector. While the 
older stock was finally made subject to rent controls 
in 2018, the Ontario government in 2019 decided to 
remove rent controls for all new units, so this 
problem will continue. 
  

Why did Governments Promote the 
Financialization of Housing? 
  
One might reasonably question why, given the 
problems discussed above, governments in Canada 
and elsewhere have promoted the financialization of 
housing. There are a number of reasons for this, but 
in each case the problems now overshadow any 
potentially apparent benefits that might have existed 
in the short term. 
  
First of all, financialization promised a way of 
stimulating investment in housing without requiring 
direct government subsidies. As interest rates 
continued rising in the 1980s and into the 1990s, 
imperiling the budgets of Canadian governments, 
the Canadian federal government sought to reduce 
expenditures on social housing, and to promote the 
private development of new housing, both owner-
occupied housing and rental housing. In the 1970s 
the federal and provincial governments had 
experimented with direct subsidies to private sector 
developers, using specific programs (like the limited 
dividend program) and found many of these to be 
either expensive, unpopular, or to have limited 
efficacy (Miron 1988). However, the MBS system 
that had been developed in the USA, and which had 
recently been refined in the UK in ways that made it 
more amenable to the Canadian system, seemed to 
be working in stimulating investment in private 
housing. Formally the MBS system funds mortgages 
for owner-occupiers, and so would be expected to 
mainly impact that sector. However, the roll out of 
MBS also promised investment in new private sector 
rental housing, because it made borrowing much 
easier for those buying second properties in the buy-
to-let sector. This then helped stimulate the market 
for units within new higher-density forms of 
housing like condominium towers, as a number of 
those new units could and would be rented out in 
the private rental market. Canadian governments 
thus looked to the new MBS programs as 
encouraging the private development of new rental 
units as well as owner-occupied units. In some 
provinces including Ontario, as noted, units built 
after 1991 were declared not subject to rent control, 
which it was thought would further help stimulate 
investment in rental units including those contained 
within condominium buildings. 
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Secondly, financialization fit with the neoliberal shift 
in public policy that had become trendy across the 
developed world from the 1980s and 1990s onwards, 
involving the roll-back of the welfare-state, 
reductions in tax rates and reduced support for 
unions, and the privatization of public services and 
resources, followed by the roll-out of new pro-
market policies that encouraged private-sector 
solutions to public policy problems (Peck and Tickell 
2002). Bacher (1993) had already noted that 
Canadian public policy has usually displayed a 
preference for private-sector-led solutions that 
harnessed the power of the “market”, and Canada 
has been among the nations promoting an “ideology 
of home ownership” (Ronald 2008; Walks 2016), so 
in a way this was not new. But the kinds of financial 
innovations that had arisen were seen as new, and 
touted as both producing new markets, and 
‘completing’ markets by providing private credit to 
previously under-served households (Ashton 2009; 
Immergluck 2009). An “asset-based welfare” 
approach to public policy, in which households and 
individuals, instead of relying on state benefits, were 
encouraged to acquire assets (like houses, stocks, 
bonds, and other assets) so that they could provide 
for their own welfare in times of retirement, 
unemployment, training, or some other disruption to 
earning income, also fit with this neoliberal thrust 
(Montgomerie 2010; Walks 2016). Financialization 
supported the shift to an asset-based welfare 
approach by spurring individuals and households to 
invest in financial markets, and by making the 
objects of such investment – particularly housing – 
key assets to be desired. In the rental sector, 
Canadian governments, including the Ontario 
provincial government, promoted legislation 
enabling REITs and other financialized landlords as 
part of the neoliberal transformation of public policy 
under the Mike Harris-led Conservative government 
as a way of unleashing the private sector in the face 
of the downloading and elimination of provincial 
funding for social housing (August and Walks 
2018). Financialization and neoliberalism were, and 
still are, therefore ideologically compatible 
bedfellows. 
  
Thirdly, initially at least, nations that adopted the 
new financial innovations, and that deregulated their 
mortgage markets and other financial sectors, found 
that their economies grew much faster than other 
countries that did not (Schwartz 2009). Ultimately 

this was the result of what Crouch (2009) calls 
“privatized Keynesianism” in which, instead of 
governments borrowing in order to spend to 
stimulate the economy, it is private households and 
firms that are encouraged to borrow and spend. And 
with ever-greater flows of investment into financial 
markets (coupled with a decline in the availability of 
other productive uses for investment), 
financialization was associated with declining 
interest rates which made debt burdens easier to 
manage. 
  
Saying this, it is also clear that Canadian policy 
makers from both the two main federal political 
parties knew that the policies they were 
implementing would lead to higher debt loads 
among Canadians (see Walks and Clifford 2015), 
and very likely also higher land and housing costs. 
They therefore already had some idea of the trade-
offs between short-term gain and long-term pain. As 
noted, despite having witnessed rapidly-rising house 
prices as a result of the initial IMPP, when the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit the federal government 
once again instituted a new IMPP. It is notable that 
this was done despite the fact that knowledge of the 
negative effects of such policies led the federal 
government, CMHC, and OSFI (Office of the 
Superintendent of Financial Institutions) to institute 
more restrictive rules on mortgage lending from 
2010 onwards. The British Columbia (BC) and 
Ontario provincial governments even instituted a 
host of new policies (including foreign-buyers taxes) 
to reduce speculation (Walks 2019b, 2020). The 
federal government likely did not have sufficient 
time, nor sufficient policy guidance from housing 
experts outside of the mainstream neoclassical 
economics discipline, to contemplate alternative 
policies to the IMPP. If anything, this demonstrates 
the need for a report such as this one, which 
hopefully will spur policy-makers to think critically 
about the negative impacts of policies like the 
IMPP. 
  
A fourth reason why governments promoted 
financialization is that the rules governing the 
international economic order (Basel I, Basel II, etc) 
promoted a set of universal financial practices, which 
included a bias in favour of housing financialization 
and ended up producing incentives to banks and 
other financial institutions to create, sell, and hold 
MBS and other securities related to real estate (for 
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more detail, see Walks 2010, 2014: Major 2012; 
Aalbers 2015, 2016a).  
  
It is notable that for each of the above reasons, the 
major benefits have been short-lived, while the 
negative effects have continued to balloon. Although 
financialization helped spur a burst of new owner-
occupied housing in the period up to the GFC and 
new condominium units in cities like Toronto 
(Rosen and Walks 2013, 2015), as prices for these 
condo units rose it increasingly made sense for 
investors to purchase them not for letting in the 
long-term rental market, but for letting in the short-
term market largely to tourists as an alternative to 
hotels (Airbnb, etc.) and for speculating on rising 
capital gains (See Section 4.3 of this report and 
Grisdale 2021; Wachsmuth and Weisler 2018). 
Policies that promoted ever-greater leveraging of 
owner-occupied housing, creating short-term 
economic benefits from private forms of spending 
that flowed, have only led to an affordability crisis 
coupled with record levels of household 
indebtedness, and in turn, an economy that is far 
more vulnerable to a downturn, and far less 
financially resilient and sustainable than before the 
onset of financialization. 
 
What Needs to Occur to Avoid/Address the Harms 
of Housing Financialization? 
  
When the financialization of housing – particularly 
mortgage finance – becomes a method of exclusion 
or extraction of value from borrowers, it becomes an 
agent of harm (Aalbers  2016b). While Aalbers is 
mostly focussed on predatory lending and redlining, 
one can extrapolate that because financialization 
leads to significantly higher real housing costs than 
would have occurred in its absence, it might also be 
considered an agent of harm by producing greater 
debt burdens, vulnerability to disruptions, shelter 
poverty, gentrification and eviction, under-housed 
individuals, and homelessness, among other 
problems with the housing system. How should we 
address the problems caused by the financialization 
of housing, and adopt policies that avoid these 
potential harms? This section stakes out five policy 
actions that elected governments should undertake 
to address the problems resulting from 
financialization. 
 

1.  Governments at each level should directly finance 
and build new social housing 
  
One of the reasons that households feel compelled to 
go into debt to either purchase a house that is 
beyond their means, or to use debt to help them pay 
rent in the private rental market, is that they do not 
have other more affordable choices. One of the 
reasons that rents have risen faster than incomes, 
and that financialized landlords have moved rapidly 
to buy up existing rental buildings, is that the lack of 
choice in rental markets provides them with 
disproportionate market power to change the 
structure of rental markets and to raise rents. If 
governments were to get back into the direct 
financing and building of social forms of housing, 
which are owned and managed either by the state or 
by non-profit housing providers, the supply of 
affordable rental units would provide the choice that 
is currently lacking in cities like Toronto. In 
addition, this would remove some of the compulsion 
to accept over-priced housing units in the private 
sector, and would reduce incentives for speculation 
in land and rental housing. See Suttor’s contribution 
to this report for more detail on the evolution of 
social housing policy and production. 
  
2. Governments should support Community Land 
Trusts 
  
Not only is there a need for more affordable units 
(noted above), but there is also a need to keep prime 
land located near the centre of Canadian cities like 
Toronto out of the private land market. 
Gentrification raises the value of centrally-located 
land, making it difficult for rental housing providers, 
including even those supported or owned by the 
state, to use this land to provide social affordable 
housing. Community land trusts remove the land 
from the land market in perpetuity, helping ensure 
that housing units located within them can remain 
affordable in the long term. Community Land 
Trusts also facilitate democratic community control 
over the use of land, which can help ensure they are 
used to address inequities and local needs (see the 
contribution by Bunce) in this report). 
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3. Governments should Reduce and Reform the 
MBS System, and Eliminate the CMB Program 
  
In Canada, the MBS system encourages lenders to 
lend more (as a proportion of a household’s income) 
than they otherwise would have, and the higher level 
of demand pushes housing and land costs, and debts, 
higher than they would have been. While reforms of 
mortgage-lending rules directly after the GFC were 
in the right direction (Walks 2012), they have not 
fundamentally altered the logic built into the MBS 
system, which is to make housing and land costs 
dramatically more expensive, in turn stimulating a 
number of secondary but important negative effects, 
such as gentrification which erodes the number of 
affordable rental units in affected cities. There 
should still be a role for mortgage insurance in the 
Canadian housing system, in bringing down interest 
rates, regulating the flow of credit, and most 
importantly encouraging lenders to provide 
mortgages that conform to public policy objectives. 
Unfortunately, federal government changes to the 
MBS system from the late 1980s through to 2008 
effectively financialized Canada’s mortgage-lending 
system, aligning finance and mortgage-lending 
policies with other neoliberal policies that produced 
new and rising wealth inequalities, even if the latter 
inequalities may have occurred unintentionally 
(Walks and Clifford 2015). These changes should be 
reversed, and the MBS system should be reserved 
solely for ensuring that lending practices conform to 
public policy objectives, given that lenders have 
usually been wary of making non-conforming loans 
without a significant downpayment (equity) in the 
home purchase. Finally, the Canada Mortgage 
Bonds (CMB) program should be eliminated. The 
latter has been one of the most powerful 
policies/programs creating the housing bubble 
(Walks 2014), and its elimination would remove 
many of the drivers of the continued over-valuation 
of land and housing in large cities like Toronto. This 
could be accomplished incrementally, by reducing 
the amount of CMBs issued in each month until it 
falls to zero. If implemented during ‘normal’ times, 
this will have the effect of producing a ‘soft landing’ 
in Canada’s housing market, with housing prices 
that rise more slowly than incomes, leading to 
continually improving affordability over time. 
  
 

4. Replace the IMPP with Direct Housing Support 
to Households in Times of Crisis 
 
The Canadian federal government “learned” during 
the GFC that an easy way to provide stimulus to the 
economy during a crisis is to institute an IMPP 
(Insured Mortgage Purchase Program) that buys 
mortgages and MBS from Canadian lenders, 
encouraging them to lend without regard to 
repayment risk. When the COVID-19 pandemic 
erupted in March 2020, the federal government once 
again instituted a new IMPP, and it has had a 
similar result as the first time – the much easier 
mortgage credit and declining interest rates have 
stimulated housing purchase and re-invigorated the 
bubble. While such policy learning means the IMPP 
has become the ‘easy’ solution for the federal 
government to envision and implement, and it 
bolsters the stability of Canada’s financial system, it 
brings with it a number of problems, as already 
noted: rising household debt, rising housing and 
land prices, renewed gentrification, heightened debt 
vulnerability, and rising wealth inequalities. 
Furthermore, bailing out the lenders and the real 
estate sector this way does not directly help those 
individuals and households who lost their jobs or 
saw their incomes reduced because of the recession 
and/or have to move (and are thus displaced). 
Indeed, by raising land values for those who were 
not forced to move, this kind of intervention leads to 
significantly unfair and unequal outcomes, perhaps 
even shutting displaced households out of the local 
housing market in their former communities 
altogether, while those who were able to remain see 
their housing assets soar in value. 
  
A much more equitable option would be to provide 
households with direct government support in the 
face of crisis. This will allow all households to 
benefit, including (and especially) those most 
negatively affected by recession, while also 
maintaining the stability of the financial system 
because such supports help ensure continued 
consumption and repayment of debt (as opposed to 
the IMPP which encourages the taking on of new 
debt). The federal government experimented with 
the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) 
as the COVID-19 pandemic continued, and by most 
accounts this was successful in preventing many of 
the negative outcomes associated with recession 
during the time it lasted. 
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5. Nationalize/Expropriate Key Hotels, and 
Financialized Landlords 
  
Nemoy Lewis, in his contribution to this report, 
highlights many of the problems associated with the 
rise of financialized landlords, and makes a cogent 
argument for regulating the rents and fees they can 
charge, placing caps on rent increases and even 
freezing rents. These are all necessary (see the 
contribution from Lewis). As Julie Mah and Martine 
August note in their contribution, the COVID-19 
pandemic represented an increasing risk from 
evictions (after the ending of eviction bans in 
Ontario and elsewhere), and the rapid rise of visible 
manifestations of homelessness. This points to the 
need for immediate action that goes beyond merely 
regulating rents. There is a clear need for more 
rental housing, and for more shelter space in the 
shelter system. The hotel system was left almost 
empty during the pandemic as tourism and travel 
dried up, and some of these hotels were successfully 
repurposed for providing shelter spaces. This was a 
natural experiment and the results support a policy 
of expropriating appropriately-located hotels for 
shelters (Tennenhouse 2021). Meanwhile, 
financialization has allowed large firms 
(‘financialized landlords’ such as REITs, etc) to 
aggregate a large number of rental units under one 
governance structure. Unlike the previous system 
characterized by a fragmented collection of highly 
disparate smaller rental companies, which would 
take an immense amount of time to organize and 
expropriate, there is now a small number of very 
large corporations with well-established bureaucratic 
processes that represent a significant proportion of 
the total rental stock (August 2020). State 
expropriation (at fair value) of some or all of these 
financialized landlords for use of their units on a 
non-profit basis would be fairly easy if there were 
political will. The transfer of ownership could be 
made fair and seamless – few if any people working 
for these corporations would need to lose their jobs 
and everyone currently renting the units could 
remain in their homes – and those who own the 
shares/units in the various trusts could be 
compensated at the fair market value (because the 
shares are traded on stock exchanges this would be 
easy to determine). All the units that subsequently 
become vacant after the expropriation could then be 
made available through existing housing agencies on 
a non-profit basis. The sheer size of this stock will 

ensure a constant supply of vacant units for housing 
those unable to find affordable housing within the 
rest of the existing system, and this will work to 
incrementally, but fairly quickly, fill one need for 
affordable rental housing. In the cases of both the 
hotels and financialized landlords that are 
expropriated, expropriation would be made fair by 
fully compensating the owners at fair market value, 
with the purchases financed the same way that the 
2020-2021 (pandemic era) federal government 
deficit has been financed – via Bank of Canada 
purchases of federal government bonds - and at 
substantially lower long-term cost than the real costs 
associated with rising homelessness, funding of 
shelters, and the social problems that flow from 
homelessness. 
  
If all five of the policy actions discussed above were 
to be pursued by Canada’s federal and (where 
appropriate) provincial governments, this would help 
solve the housing crisis in very short order. This 
would not only help to meet immediate needs and 
secure the means of survival for those currently 
suffering from shelter poverty and homelessness, but 
they would also establish the foundation for a much 
more equitable, healthy, prosperous, harmonious, 
and better-housed population into the future. 
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Over the past twenty years, rents have grown rapidly 
in Canadian cities – far outpacing wages and 
contributing to the housing affordability crisis. In 
Toronto, rents have more than doubled between 
2000 and 2020, with 46% of the population living 
under rent-burdened conditions where they spend 
more than thirty percent of their income on housing 
(Canadian Rental Housing Index, 2020). In 
response, the City of Toronto has sought to address 
this crisis by encouraging and incentivizing the 
private sector to build new rental housing. Municipal 
policies such as the Open Door Program, launched 
in 2016, offer a range of incentives to developers in 
exchange for providing units of affordable housing. 
These policies have been embraced by developers 
and financial organizations, such as Real Estate 
Investment Trusts (REITs), who are increasingly 
involved in building and investing in rentals. 
 
Programs like Open Door have, however, been 
challenged by researchers and housing advocates as a 
weak solution to the affordability crisis. For example, 
the Open Door Program gives tax breaks and 
development fee waivers to developers if they 
allocate 20% of the building’s floor space to 
‘affordable market rentals’, which is set at 80% of 
median market rents in the city. Since the median 
rent in Toronto is close to $2000 for a one-bedroom 
unit currently, this form of housing is highly 

unaffordable for low-income citizens. Historically, a 
much stronger approach to affordability is creating 
rent-geared-to-income (RGI) units, where tenants 
spend no more than thirty percent of their income 
on rent (Suttor, 2016). These units are, however, 
expensive for municipalities to run and often require 
funding from higher levels of government. 
  
How can Canadian cities afford to fund low-income 
housing units in rental buildings? 
 
Currently, REITs hold a tax-favoured status that 
does not require them to pay corporate taxes. To 
fund much-needed low-income housing in major 
cities, we propose a new corporate tax on REITs, 
levied by the Canada Revenue Agency, which will be 
used to create rent-geared-to-income units. Taxing 
REITs at the national level will generate a new 
source of revenue for cities that are struggling to 
fund low-income rental housing from taxes and 
zoning policies at the local level. This tax will require 
a growing class of investors who own real estate in 
Canada to contribute to solving the housing crisis. 
Below, we provide information on how the tax-
favoured status of REITs came to be historically, 
and why including them under the designation of a 
corporate tax is an appropriate solution to the rental 
housing crisis. 
  

2.1 
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Why Don’t REITs Pay Taxes? A Historical 
Overview  
 
In recent years REITs have become major players in 
the Canadian rental market (August, 2020; August 
and Walks, 2018; Crosby, 2019). Introduced in the 
1990s, they started as financial organizations that 
bought and operated existing rental buildings. Over 
the past decade they have also become involved in 
building new rental apartments. Most scholars agree 
that REITs are ‘corporate landlords’. Why is it, 
then, that they don’t pay corporate taxes? 
 
From a legal standpoint, REITs are a form of 
‘income trust’ rather than a corporation (Fabozzi, 
Modigliani, and Jones, 2007). What distinguishes a 
trust from a corporation is the rule that each year, 
95% of dividends from a trust must be paid out to 
investors rather than reinvested in the company. In 
addition, trusts typically do not have a ‘limited 
liability’ status, meaning that investors' personal 
assets are not protected from the risk of losses 
experienced by the company, the way that 
corporations are. REITs are, however, unique 
among income trusts because they do enjoy limited 
liability status, while also avoiding paying corporate 
taxes – typically calculated at 15% of annual profits. 
To understand why this is the case, we need to 
understand some of the history of REITs, including 
where they come from, and why they are so popular 
today. 
  
The Origin of REITs  
 
The concept of a real estate trust originated in the 
United States in the early-1800s. At that time, 
corporations were prevented from owning real estate 
that was not related to their business operations. In 
response, in 1827 a group of businesspeople in 
Boston successfully petitioned the government to 
form a trust, the ‘Massachusetts Trust’, that was 
specifically designed for real estate investment 
(Chan, Erickson, and Wang, 2003). The original 
trust shared many of the features of a corporation, 
including transferability of ownership shares, limited 
liability, and a centralized, bureaucratic management 
structure. This early form of real estate trust was 
popular with investors and quickly spread to other 
American cities. However, in 1935 during The 
Great Depression, in line with massive tax reforms 

intended to redistribute wealth, the government 
ended the tax-favoured status of real estate trusts. 
 
After 1935, investing in real estate returned to the 
purview of wealthy individuals, ‘accredited investors’, 
and small private equity partnerships called ‘closed-
end mutual funds’, which were not limited liability 
(Chan, Erickson, and Wang, 2003). Without tax 
favoured status real estate trusts could no longer 
compete with mutual fund investors who were taxed 
at a lower level due to their individual exposure to 
risk. Hence, non-wealthy individuals were basically 
inhibited from investing in real estate. In the 1950s, 
however, a movement arose led by one of the few 
remaining real estate trusts, the Real Estate Trust of 
America, which sought to reinstate the tax 
favorability of real estate trusts as a way to 
‘democratize’ real estate investing. In 1960, 
American tax law was amended to reinstate their 
tax-favoured status. This allowed small-scale 
investors to once again return to the real estate 
market with reduced risk and a lower initial 
investment minimum than buying property 
individually. 
  
REITs Come to Canada  
 
From the 1960s onwards, the REIT concept spread 
around the world and was legally adopted in 
numerous countries (Gotham, 2006). REITs were 
introduced to Canada in 1993 and allowed small-
scale investors to buy shares in commercial and 
industrial property (Beck and Romano, 2004). Soon 
after, REITs began investing in rental apartments, 
eventually taking over a significant proportion of 
rental buildings in the Toronto region. At the same 
time, large-scale institutional investors, such as 
pension funds, increasingly turned to REITs as an 
investment vehicle (August 2020). Pension funds 
have been attracted to REITs by their high return-
on-investment and limited liability status. Pension 
funds are prevented from investing in hedge funds 
and other non-limited liability companies as they 
pose too great of a risk to retirees. 
 
Residential REITs have become highly profitable 
over the past decade in Canada, in large part due to 
the rapid rise of rent in Canadian cities. Therefore, 
while REITs are a ‘win-win’ for investors through 
their limited liability, tax-favoured status, and stable, 
high returns, this profitability is tied to conditions of 
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unaffordability for renters. REITs have contributed 
to unaffordability by raising rents, renovicting low-
income renters, and instituting new fees for renters 
in the buildings they own (August, 2020; August 
and Walks, 2018). 
 

 
Image Source: Zachary Hyde, 2022. 210 Wychwood 
Avenue, Toronto, acquired by Starlight Investments in 
2016. 
 
Proposal: Taxing REITs to Fund Low-Income 
Rentals 
 
To address the lack of funding for low-income rental 
housing, we propose a new corporate tax on REITs. 
As REITs share many features of corporations, they 
should pay corporate taxes. While REITs do pay out 
shares on an annual basis to investors, they are 
limited liability and also traded on the Toronto 
Stock Exchange. Therefore, REITs currently have 
the best of both worlds – they are protected from 
bankruptcy risk but do not pay taxes for that 
privilege. Most investors are required to pay two 
types of corporate tax; the first is paid by the 
corporation before shares are distributed, and the 
second is paid by individual investors through 
income tax on their yearly returns. In the case of 
REITS, the second tax is captured through 
individual investors paying income tax, but a 
corporate tax is not paid. 
Financial investment education books and websites 
show that income trusts are popular for tax 

mitigation purposes (Beck and Romano, 2004; Chan, 
Erickson, and Wang, 2003). These texts repeatedly 
stress that the main incentive to forming a trust is to 
avoid being ‘double taxed’ by the state. One book on 
income trusts written for Canadian investors states: 
“As long as a trust distributes all of its profits – after 
expenses – through the trust, it does not pay income 
tax on those profits. This is one of the fundamental 
reasons trusts are set up” (Beck and Romano, 2004: 
12). REITs are unique amongst income trusts as 
they are available to large-scale institutional 
investors, such as pension funds, who need to buy 
into limited liability companies. If pension funds are 
protected from the usual risks of investing in the 
housing market, why should they not pay 15% of 
their annual profits through a corporate tax that 
contributes to solving the housing crisis? 
  
How Taxing REITs Will Work and Potential 
Revenues  
 
Over the past decade REITs have become one of the 
most profitable and sought-after investments in 
Canada, generating wealth for individuals and 
institutional investors like pension funds. Since 
2010, the value of REITs in Canada has expanded 
over 215% and were worth 74 billion dollars in 2019 
(Kubes, 2019). This can be largely attributed to the 
rise in land values and rents during this period, 
which has fueled the housing crisis. REITs have 
contributed to the affordability crisis by raising rents 
in the buildings they acquire. Taxing REITs will 
help address this growing disparity, by redistributing 
some of the profit investors have gained from rising 
rents and using it to fund low-income housing.   
 
The Canada Revenue Agency is responsible for 
overseeing corporate taxation; therefore, the 
proposed REIT tax would be levied at the national 
level. While most corporate taxes go into the 
general-purpose treasury of the Canadian 
government, we suggest that the money collected 
from this tax be earmarked to fund low-income 
rental housing units. These funds could either be 
distributed to provinces with a guarantee that they 
will be used for this purpose, or to cities through 
direct transfers. 
 
How much would a REIT tax contribute? A recent 
report by the housing advocacy organization 
ACORN calculates that if Canadian REITs had 
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been taxed at the same rate as other corporations, the 
Government of Canada would have generated 1.2 
billion dollars in revenue over the last 10 years 
(ACORN, 2020). As REITs continue to grow in 
value, this figure will only increase. Therefore, a 
corporate REIT tax of 15% could generate hundreds 
of millions of dollars annually to put towards 
building low-income rental housing.  
  
A Multi-Level Housing Policy Solution 
 
A benefit of using a federal corporate tax on REITs 
is that it will remove some of the burden on cities, 
which have had to use rezoning policies, like density 
agreements, to fund low-income rentals. As 
discussed at the outset, cities like Toronto have been 
offering extensive incentives to developers in 
exchange for units of moderate-income housing [see 
also Section 4.2 of this report]. Providing funding 
for guaranteed rent-geared-to-income units through 
a REIT tax will allow cities to make development 
decisions that most benefit communities and help 
secure affordability for low-income citizens. 
 
Rather than a stand-alone solution to fund low-
income housing, we suggest the taxation of REITs 
should be implemented in conjunction with a range 
of current and new policy measures across different 
levels of government. For example, the Government 
of Canada currently offers low interest loans to 

rental housing builders. These low-cost loans already 
help to finance the building of rentals and encourage 
rental housing supply. At the provincial level, 
provinces which have had rent and vacancy controls 
in the past, like Ontario, should re-introduce them 
to protect renters from rising prices. 
 
Recommendations 
 

● A report produced by the Canada Revenue 
Agency on the feasibility of taxing REITs at 
the level of other corporate entities in 
Canada. 

● A federal corporate tax of 15% on REITs 
that will be earmarked for the building of 
low-income housing in Canadian cities. 
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Enter the Platform Economy 
 
The 21st century has witnessed the burgeoning of 
what is often referred to as the platform economy. 
The platform economy is characterized by the 
opportunity for firms and individuals to leverage 
digital technologies that enable the monetization 
and rapid scaling-up of activities and services 
through the presence of an intermediary (Kenney & 
Zysman, 2016). In this case, the intermediary – or 
platform – offers a mechanism for buyers and sellers, 
or drivers and riders, or--in housing-owners and 
renters to connect with one another. 
  
The strategies of numerous platform economy firms 
hinges on generating financial benefit from the idle 
or excess capacity of privately-owned goods. For 
instance, a 4-bedroom home with two occupants 
might have 2 of those bedrooms sitting idle, or 
unused some of the time. What if an intermediary 
provided a digital matching service for would-be 
owners and renters, and made the process of 
matching, payments and trust-building seamless 
through the use of internet-based tools? In principle, 
this type of platform would facilitate a relatively 
simple process to rent out an extra bedroom or two 
in one’s home, thus providing a source of income to 
the owner and a place for a visitor to stay that did 

not entail the full amenities - or expenses - of a 
hotel.  
  
Airbnb is a prominent example of a platform firm 
specializing in short-term rentals. Their model 
provides people the opportunity to rent out space in 
their homes on a short-term basis (defined as 28 
consecutive days or fewer) – often substituting for a 
hotel. Digital matching technologies enable the 
platform to easily match owners with prospective 
renters. Founded in 2008, Airbnb now dominates 
the field of short term rentals and is estimated to 
account for more than one-fifth of the US vacation 
rentals market. However, not only did Airbnb 
disrupt the hotel industry, but there is evidence to 
suggest that it has also impacted the affordability 
and availability of rental housing (Wachsmuth et al., 
2017; Nieuwland & Melik, 2020; Grisdale, 2021a). 
  
In retrospect, it could have been predicted that the 
platform model would shift away from its original 
focus on peer to peer sharing of excess capacity as a 
result of several factors characteristic of: disruptive 
technology firms entering predominantly 
unregulated markets; late stage capitalism and 
growing socioeconomic inequities; and in the case of 
real estate related platforms, the financialization of 
housing and housing affordability challenges, 

2.2 
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especially exacerbated in world cities like Toronto 
(see also Sections 1.3 and 2.3 in this report). 
  
In practice, the creation of a digital platform-based 
model for short-term rental markets has created a 
range of challenges for cities and residents. Instead 
of putting unused space to work through room 
sharing, the financial opportunity to derive higher 
rents has been demonstrated to entice property 
owners and investors to rent their entire properties 
via short-term rental platforms. This practice 
effectively removes housing from long-term rental 
markets and reduces the absolute number of rental 
housing units available for long-term tenants, thus 
exacerbating challenges with both the availability 
and affordability of housing. This is a particular 
challenge for cities with growing populations, strong 
job markets, and a supply of housing that cannot 
keep up with demand. The Toronto-area conforms 
to this description (Grisdale, 2021a). Scholars have 
noted similar impacts on other cities including Los 
Angeles, Montreal, New York, Washington (Lee, 
2016; Wachsmuth & Weisler, 2018; Zou, 2020). 
  
Governments can play an important role in 
managing the unintended and negative impacts of 
the growth of short-term rental on housing 
affordability. Through the development of short-
term rental regulations and enforcement, 
policymakers can intervene. Regulating platform 
firms is challenging for governments, in part because 
existing regulations tend to be insufficient or 
inapplicable to platform models and therefore new 
regulations are required. The development of 
regulations that govern specific platform activities 
such as short-term rentals in turn require 
consultation amongst a range of stakeholders with 
varying access to resources including data, lobbying 
funds, and power.  Platform firms, operating at a 
global scale, have all three in abundance. They are 
known to invest very large sums in advocacy and 
lobbying work, and power asymmetries best 
characterize the distinction between platform firms, 
local governments and individual renters (Grisdale, 
2021b). Furthermore, researchers demonstrate that 
regulations alone are not a panacea to solving the 
challenges posed by short term rental platforms 
(Sanyal & Ferreri, 2018). 
 
  

Toronto, short term rentals, and housing 
affordability analysis conducted by McGill 
University’s Professor David Wachsmuth highlights 
key features of Airbnb’s impact on Toronto’s 
housing market. In 2017, 87% of all listings were 
located in the central city and 60% of all active 
listings were entire homes, with rental revenues 
concentrated amongst a small proportion of hosts – 
many of whom rent multiple properties on the 
platform (Wachsmuth et al., 2017). According to 
this analysis, by 2017 nearly 5,000 listings in 
Toronto were full homes rented for 60 days or more 
throughout the year, meaning that these were no 
longer available as long-term rentals. Finally, 
according to this analysis, nearly 8% of all units 
available for rent on Airbnb in the Toronto CMA 
represent entire homes being rented by businesses on 
a year-round basis.  
  
Subsequent analyses conclude that short term rental 
platforms are contributing to the removal of long-
term rental units from Toronto’s housing supply 
(Combs et al., 2020; Grisdale, 2021a), possibly 
accounting for 1% of the city’s long term rental 
market (Gerster, 2019). While this may sound like 
an insignificant number, in the context of population 
growth, low rental vacancy rates and inadequate new 
rental housing supply, short-term rental activity 
becomes a significant challenge to Toronto’s housing 
affordability.   
  
The website ‘Inside Airbnb’ indicates that as of 
November 1, 2020, there are 23,524 Airbnb listings 
in the City of Toronto (Inside Airbnb, 2020). Nearly 
2/3 of the listings cover entire homes, and based on 
the annual bookings for each unit, 27.5% or about 
8,554 residences are rented for 100 nights or more 
per year.   
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Image Sources: Hovdestad, K., Li, Y. and Brail, S. May 
2021. Toronto After the First Wave, Airbnb Dashboard. 
 
Although the City of Toronto first attempted to pass 
legislation to govern short term rentals in 2017, the 
regulations only came into place in September 2020. 
In large part, the legislation was delayed by a series 
of legal challenges brought forward by landlords of 
short-term rental properties (Warren, 2020). 
Toronto’s regulations assert that short term rental 
properties must be listed with the city, pay an annual 
licensing fee, and remit a 4% tax on rental income 
(Nanowski, 2020).  More importantly, entire homes 
can be rented for a maximum of 180 days per year 
and must comprise a principal residence. If enforced 
effectively, this will remove the ability for investment 
properties to be listed as short-term rentals and 
should result in the return of many properties to the 
long-term rental market (City of Toronto, 2020). 
However, enforcement of short-term rental 
regulations can be challenging on account of a range 
of issues, including a lack of access to private 
property, a lack of accurate information, and a lack 
of both physical and digital enforcement resources. 
  
Does Covid-19 provide relief from the challenge? 
 
It is well understood by now that the COVID-19 
pandemic exacerbated and amplified inequalities. 
But could the devastation of business and leisure 
travel as a result of the global pandemic have a 
positive impact on long term rental markets and 
rental housing affordability in Toronto? 
  
Real estate analysts note that the pandemic has 
reduced – at least for the short term – the desirability 
of condo units for short term rental leading to an 
increase in the supply of rental listings, and a 
decrease in rents, especially concentrated in 
downtown Toronto (Move Smartly Team, 2020). 
Furthermore, there is evidence to suggest that the 

decline of tourism and business travel (Canadian 
Press, 2020), in combination with new regulations, 
has led property owners to transfer listings from 
short-term to long-term rental markets (Saric, 
2020). Over the 7-month period from March to 
October 2020, average rents for 1 bedroom 
apartments in Toronto declined monthly, decreasing 
by 15 percent from the year prior (Pepel, 2020). 
  
While it would appear that the pandemic has 
provided at least some short-term relief for long-
term rental markets, whether or not this relief will 
endure post-pandemic is highly uncertain. Relying 
on a pandemic to increase the supply of long-term 
rental housing and affordability is in any case an 
unsustainable strategy.  
 
Moving the needle on housing affordability in the 
GTHA 
 
The growing presence of short term rentals is by no 
means single-handedly responsible for housing 
affordability challenges in the Toronto area. Indeed, 
the Toronto area’s housing affordability crisis pre-
dates the rise of short-term rentals in the city.  
Nevertheless, understanding and addressing the role 
of short-term rentals in housing affordability in the 
Toronto area is important. Three key approaches 
underlie the prospective success of efforts to manage 
the impacts that short-term rentals have on housing 
affordability in Toronto: 1) regulation; 2) 
enforcement; and 3) rebalancing amidst COVID-19. 
  
First, the introduction of regulations to specifically 
address short term rentals in Toronto represents an 
important step. To mitigate against corporate and 
investment-driven short term rental property 
listings, Toronto’s regulations stipulate that hosts 
listing entire homes for rent may only list their 
principal residence, and furthermore, that these 
properties may be rented for a maximum of 180 
nights per year. In combination, these components 
of the regulation ought to materially reduce the 
number of short-term rental units eligible to be 
listed on short term rental platforms. These 
regulations only recently came into effect, however, 
and it is too early to assess their impact. 
Furthermore, what we know from studying platform 
firms and governance mechanisms is that regulations 
must be dynamic and responsive to change – this 
means that regular review periods are needed to 
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address their effectiveness, and when (not if) 
necessary, regulations must be revised to meet public 
policy goals.  
  
Second, regulations alone are insufficient to address 
governance challenges. Regulatory enforcement and 
oversight are crucial and this requires human and 
technological resources, as well as access to accurate, 
real-time information and data. Globally, platform 
firms are notoriously reluctant to share their 
extensive troves of privately collected data. As Sanyal 
and Ferreri (2018) point out, in the case of London, 
England, regulatory enforcement of short-term 
rental properties is often frustrated by either 
government-led mechanisms that are outdated and 
slow, or processes in which privately held platforms 
are expected to self-regulate, typically by means of 
data collection requirements. Creating a system of 
enforcement that combines both public authority 
and leadership – in lock step with the pace of change 
of the rental platforms – is a challenge that continues 
to require new solutions. On the one hand, 
governments are not necessarily best suited to create 
their own platforms and on the other, building trust 
and reciprocity with privately held platform firms 
takes significant work. 
  
Finally, COVID-19 presents an opportunity for 
municipal governments to rebalance housing 
markets in favour of affordability for long-term 
renters; rapid action is needed to leverage what is 
most likely to be a temporary decline in demand for 
short-term rentals. In Europe, cities such as Lisbon 
are taking advantage of this moment to actively 
support building a growing roster of affordable rental 
units (Minder & Abdul, 2020). The city has 
implemented a program to rent market units and 
then sublet them at an affordable, subsidized rate for 
eligible households. The City of Toronto’s plans to 
build 40,000 new affordable rental homes by 2030 

could be bolstered by a similar initiative. This would 
be especially impactful over the short-term.   
 
Recommendations 
 

● Ensure short-term rental regulations are 
responsive to shifting conditions and needs: 
review and revise regularly; 

 
● Enforcement matters: match public 

capability and capacity to enforcement 
criteria; 

● Rebalance affordable housing supply during 
periods of crisis that result in a ‘surplus’ of 
short-term rentals by leveraging municipal 
authority and investment in affordable 
housing. 

 
 
Author acknowledgement: Many thanks to Tua 
Hytonen for contributing as a research assistant to 
this piece. 
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Over the last decade, housing has emerged as a hot-
button issue across the country due to the rising 
affordability problems plaguing many Canadian 
households. With homeownership out of reach, 
many residents in the Greater Toronto and 
Hamilton Area (GTHA) have turned to the rental 
market for their housing needs. Toronto’s rental 
markets have reached a boiling point; in 2019 
vacancy rates hit their lowest levels in nearly two 
decades at 1.5% (CMHC 2020a). Average rents in 
the Toronto market also continued their upward 
climb in 2019, in which the average rental rate 
jumped nearly 10 percent, its sharpest increase in 
over a decade (Kalinowski 2020). These conditions, 
in turn, helped crown Toronto as the most expensive 
city in which to rent in the entire country. This is in 
large part because the home began to take shape as 
not only a place that provides shelter, security, and 
comfort, but as an “object of speculation” (Martin 
2002) that could be used to procure profits through 
financial channels in international capital markets 
(Krippner 2005). Briefly, financialization entails, 
“the increasing dominance of financial actors, 
markets, practices, measurements, and narratives, at 
various scales, resulting in a structural transformation 
of economies, firms (including financial institutions), 
states, and households” (Aalbers 2016, 3). 
 

In the mid-1990s, both provincial and federal levels 
of government began their divestment from social 
housing and downloaded these responsibilities to 
municipalities without offering any additional 
revenue tools to maintain existing levels of service or 
to construct new affordable housing (Suttor 2016). 
This withdrawal of federal and provincial 
investments in social housing provision, coupled 
with the introduction of vacancy decontrol 
regulations, helped to facilitate the emergence of 
Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) in the 
multifamily residential market (August and Walks 
2018). REITs are defined as companies that own or 
finance income-generating real estate assets. 
 
The absence of public investment has meant that 
tenants across Ontario have had to rely on the 
private rental market for new supply of affordable 
rentals, which has failed to keep pace with the 
growing demand. As a result, this has created an 
ideal market for institutional landlords to secure 
lucrative returns on their investments.   
 
In 1997, the Ontario government introduced a new 
Tenant Protection Act, which produced both an 
affordability crisis for tenants and the opportunity 
for institutional investors to augment profits from 
their investment in the private rental sector. As part 
of this investment-friendly policy reform, the 

2.3 
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introduction of Above Guideline Increases (AGI) 
made rental housing investments even more enticing 
for institutional investors. The reform meant that 
landlords could now make improvements to a 
property (justifying rent increases) and pass along 
the cost of capital expenditure to tenants. As 
Ontario’s new tenancy policy came into effect in 
1997, Canadian Apartment Properties REIT 
(CAPREIT) was the first in Canada to launch a 
multi-family REIT (August and Walks 2018). That 
year, nearly 14,000 multifamily units were purchased 
in the Toronto market, which is still the record for 
the most units purchased in a given year. As shown 
in Table 1, financialized landlords accounted for 
nearly half of all the units that were acquired in 
1997, with Toronto-based Metro Capital Group and 
CAP REIT leading the way with 1,722 and 1,699 
units respectively (see Table 2).  
 
Table 1. Landlord Profile of Multifamily Purchasers 
in the City of Toronto for 1997 

Landlord Profile Sum of Number 
of Units 

Private Investor - Canadian 7,088 
Financialized Landlord - Canadian 6,465 
User 164 
Developer 86 
Private Investor - Foreign 71 
Total 13,874 

Data Source: Altus Group. 
 
Table 2. Top Financialized Landlords in Toronto, 
1997 

 Top Financialized Landlords in 
Toronto, 1997 

Sum of 
Number of 
Units 

1 Metro Capital Group 1,722 
2 CAP REIT 1,699 
3 The Wynn Group of Companies 720 
4 GWL Realty Advisors 712 
5 Double Z Investments 558 
6 Allied Properties REIT 393 
7 British Columbia Investment 

Management Corporation 
(BCIMC) 304 

8 Canadian Apartments Corporation 234 
9 Firm Capital 83 

10 FI Properties Inc. 40 
 Total 6,465 

Data Source: Altus Group. 
 
Since the inception of CAPREIT, many other 
institutional investors have followed suit in creating 

their own REITs. In 2012, Canada’s multifamily 
rental space has again been transformed; it is 
gradually being taken over by a new set of 
financialized landlords, including private equity 
firms, hedge funds, asset management firms, and 
institutional investors (pension and sovereign wealth 
funds). The high cost of home ownership together 
with an insufficient supply of rental housing in 
regions like Toronto helped to make Canada’s 
multifamily sector one of the most sought-after asset 
classes in the world. As such, financialized landlords 
have been aggressively acquiring multifamily 
properties in bulk to convert them into profit 
generating assets. 
 

 
Image Source: Nemoy Lewis, August 2020 and February 
2022. Toronto apartment building before vs. after 
acquisition and renovation by Starlight Investments. 
 
These landlords in large part acquire ‘underutilized’ 
multifamily properties and reposition them in order 
to maximize earning potentials (Birchall 2019). 
Since 2011, investment volume in Canada’s 
multifamily sector has been on a steady upward 
trajectory. From 2015 to 2019, investment volume 
grew rapidly for four consecutive years. In 2019 it 
eclipsed its 2018 record of $8.3 billion to reach a 
new all-time high of $9.9 billion (CBRE, 2020). A 
2020 market outlook report suggests the multifamily 
sector was poised for another record-breaking year 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic shutdown 
(International 2020). Several reports even indicate 
the pool of buyers has become increasingly 
institutionalized, with financialized landlords such as 
Starlight Investment, Blackstone Group, 
Timbercreek, Realstar, and Akelius accounting for 
the lion’s share of the acquisitions over the last three 
years (CBRE, 2019; International 2019). In 
December 2020, Starlight Investments become 
Canada’s largest commercial residential landlord 
with more than 60,000 rental units. The Toronto-
based firm is also the largest multifamily landlord in 
the City of Toronto with more than 22,000 rental 
units (see Table 3) under management. 
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Table 3. Top Landlords in Toronto by Number of 
Units Under Management, 2020 

 Top Financialized Landlords in 
Toronto, 1997 

Sum of 
Number of 
Units 

1 Starlight Investments 22,102 
2 CAP REIT 7,460 
3 Homestead Land Holdings 

Limited 6,894 
4 El-Ad Canada Group Inc. 6,776 
5 Hazelview Investments 6,409 
6 GWL Realty Advisors 5,681 
7 Metro Capital Group 5,465 
8 Akelius Fastigheter AB 4,401 
9 An individual(s) acting in his/her 

own capacity 3,992 
10 Double Z Investments 3,791 

Data Source: Altus Group. 
 
Different levels of government have put forward 
various initiatives ranging from piecemeal funding 
solutions to regulatory changes to address Ontario’s 
housing affordability crisis. In 2019, the provincial 
government announced it was earmarking more than 
$1 billion to repair the existing social housing stock 
that has been left in disrepair for decades. Nearly a 
year later, the provincial government introduced Bill 
184 or the Protecting Tenants and Strengthening 
Community Housing Act, 2020 (Assembly 2020), 
which is said to remove the “inefficiencies” in 
resolving disputes between landlords and tenants. 
The provincial government proclaims the new Act 
will strengthen tenant protection by giving tenants 
and landlords additional recourse such as repayment 
agreements to assist with disputes, rather than 
resorting to evictions. Conversely, Bill 184 does little 
to improve the housing security of tenants in the 
GTHA. In fact, the reforms help to make housing 
more insecure, as tenants no longer have the option 
of formal hearings at the Landlord and Tenant 
Board (LTB) in the event of a breach of the tenancy 
agreement. The new rules instead aid financialized 
landlords in their quest to augment returns by 
driving up rents upon turnover, which in turn, 
accelerates the loss of affordable rentals. The rule 
changes are also particularly worrisome for racialized 
tenants, especially Black renters who have been 
disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 virus 
and face a higher-risk of eviction due to loss of 
wages or employment during the pandemic 
shutdown (Seucharan and Bascarmurty 2020). 
Research from the Wellesley Institute indicates the 

same communities hit hard by the COVID-19 virus 
also have the highest rate of eviction filings in the 
city of Toronto (Leon and Iveniuk 2020). 
 
The Federal government has also recently 
introduced several initiatives, including a 10-year 
$55 billion National Housing Strategy to reduce 
chronic homelessness in Canada by pursuing a 
human rights-based approach to housing (see also 
Section 1.1 of this report). Included in this strategy 
is a National Housing Co-Investment Fund of $15.9 
billion, in which $4.7 billion is earmarked as 
financial contributions and $11.2 billion in loans to 
refurbish dilapidated social housing units and to 
construct new affordable housing over the next 
decade. According to the federal government, this 
investment will help to produce up to 60,000 new 
affordable housing units and repair approximately 
240,000 social housing units left in disrepair due to 
funding shortfalls. However, the National Housing 
Strategy fails to establish policies that actively ensure 
Canadians have access to adequate affordable 
housing. Access to affordable housing should never 
be a static goal of any government, rather an ongoing 
strategy supported by sustained capital investments 
and relevant policies. In fact, limiting the response to 
a single point in time suggests the struggle for 
affordable housing is only temporary and does not 
require an active review of laws and policies to 
strengthen affordability in the rental market. 
         
Under article 25 (1) of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights acknowledges 
‘the right of everyone to an adequate standard of 
living for himself and his family, including adequate 
food, clothing and housing’ (Hoag 2011). In fact, 
the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR) expanded on the declaration of the 
right to housing, suggesting that it “should not be 
interpreted in a narrow or restrictive sense,” (UN, 
1991) such as merely ensuring all households have a 
roof over their heads. Instead, the Committee 
suggests the right to housing should be envisaged, 
“as the right to live somewhere in security, peace, 
and dignity”(UN, 1991). Put differently, all states 
have a duty to ensure appropriate policies are in 
place to hold market actors accountable for any 
actions that contravene their duty to ensure all 
households have access to decent and affordable 
housing. Thus, any human rights-based approach to 
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housing should encompass rules that prohibit 
institutional investors from reducing the amount of 
affordable housing. 
 
At the local level, municipalities across the GTHA 
have introduced several policies and initiatives in 
support of affordable housing. For instance, in 
Toronto councillors recently approved a decade-long 
initiative, HousingTO 2020-2030, in an effort to 
address the lingering problems of homelessness and 
the lack of affordable housing in the city. Central to 
this $23.4 billion plan is the construction of 40,000 
affordable housing units over the next 10 years to 
address Toronto’s affordable housing shortfall 
(Toronto 2019). Additionally, the plan seeks to 
utilize and extend existing programs, such as 
Eviction Prevention in the Community (EPIC) to 
proactively prevent 10,000 evictions (Toronto 2019). 
EPIC is designed to assist tenants facing the 
imminent threat of eviction by providing various 
services, including monetary support and rehousing 
assistance, to prevent households from becoming 
homeless (Ecker et al. 2018). In 2019, EPIC assisted 
433 households, which resulted in city staff 
recommending an additional $2.156 million in 
funding to increase the number of households served 
by the program to 1,233 in 2020 (Kopun 2020). 
Certainly, EPIC has the potential to prevent many 
households from becoming homeless, however, it 
does very little to address the root cause of the 
affordability crisis. Providing financial support to pay 
the rental arrears helps to perpetuate the problem, 
rather than end this vicious cycle. Instead, 
municipalities should call on the province to 
abandon policies that continue to make rents 
unaffordable and reduce the supply of affordable 
housing options, so more funds can be allocated to 
the creation of new affordable housing. 
 
Addressing the housing affordability crisis will 
require radical policy measures to preserve and 
develop more affordable housing in the GTHA. 
Presently, there are no direct policies in any 
jurisdiction that govern the investment behaviour of 
financialized landlords who, for the last decade, have 
been depleting municipalities of their affordable 
housing stock. Vacancy decontrol has enabled 
financialized landlords to ‘squeeze’ an exorbitant 
amount of rent out of tenants for nearly 30 years, 
especially in tight rental markets like Toronto with 
dangerously low vacancy rates. In the spring of 2020, 

the Ontario government ordered an eviction 
moratorium to help prevent renter households from 
being evicted due to rent arrears caused by the 
economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
containment measures. The suspension provided 
much needed assistance for financially insecure 
households residing in apartments owned by 
financialized landlords. However, the ban on 
evictions was short-lived, as the LTB resumed its 
regular operations of issuing eviction orders despite 
the resurgence of the COVID-19 virus (see also 
Section 3.1 of this report). 
 
Bill 204 or the Helping Tenants and Small Businesses 
Act, which instated a temporary rent freeze until the 
end of 2021, was another measure introduced by the 
provincial government to provide much needed 
financial relief to tenants (Ontario 2020). The new 
policy undeniably helps to curtail the investment 
strategy of financialized landlords and ease some of 
the financial burden on economically disenfranchised 
households during the pandemic. However, the new 
Act does very little to improve housing affordability 
or stem the rapid loss of affordable rental in the 
long-term. For starters, the Act is part of broader 
policy measures to support Ontarians during the 
pandemic, rather than a long-term targeted initiative 
to preserve and develop affordable housing options 
in the GTHA. Another shortcoming of Bill 204 is 
that landlords are still permitted to apply for AGIs, 
which are more likely to be used to offset the lost 
revenue from annualized rent increases. This policy 
loophole could incentivize financialized landlords to 
use AGIs to make units unaffordable to sitting 
tenants in order to accelerate turnover and increase 
rents by way of vacancy decontrol. 
 
The provincial government should pursue a slate of 
measures, including a lengthier rental freeze to 
improve the welfare and housing security of 
households struggling to pay unaffordable rents. To 
address this issue, the Ford government should 
pursue an indefinite residential rental freeze that 
prohibits commercial landlords like Starlight and 
CAPREIT from raising rents. For several decades, 
rents have been increasing much faster than wages, 
and the number of tenants in the private rental 
market paying more than 30 per cent of their income 
on rent continues to grow. In Toronto alone, 87 
percent or 122,250 low-income tenants are residing 
in rental units that are unaffordable, spending more 
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than 30 percent of their household income on rent  
(CUI, 2019). An extended rent freeze would not 
only help to establish a permanent reprieve for 
vulnerable tenants, but also disincentivize a finance-
driven housing accumulation in the region. 
Additionally, institutional landlords will not be 
permitted to request AGIs during the rental freeze, 
except for emergency repairs. Going forward, all 
decisions for capital expenditures that are not part of 
the everyday operations like major repairs, 
replacements, and renovations should be made by a 
board comprised of tenants. The board would vote 
on all work required prior to any request for an AGI 
which should be subsidized by all levels of 
government to ensure households are spending less 
than 30 percent of their income on housing costs. 
This policy would prevent financialized landlords 
from circumventing the rent freeze by undertaking 
nonessential improvements to raise rents. Lastly, an 
eviction moratorium would be in effect for the 
duration of the rental freeze to prevent landlords 
from evicting tenants and destabilizing 
neighbourhoods. 
 
Cities across Europe such as Barcelona, Berlin, 
Amsterdam, and even Paris have all taken similar 
steps to curb the pernicious influence of financialized 
landlords on local rental markets (White 2019a; 
Winter and Blackman 2020). For instance, at the 
start of 2020, Berlin’s local government voted in 
favour of a rental freeze for a period of five years to 
address rent inflation. A public referendum banning 
financialized landlords and expropriating the 
properties of institutions who own more than 3,000 
units in the city (Oltermann 2019) was passed by a 
majority of voters in the fall of 2021 (Vasudevan 
2021). Berlin’s mayor furthermore blocked the city’s 
largest landlord from acquiring a nearly 700-unit 
apartment building (Winter and Blackman 2020). 
The city instead purchased the property to prevent 
the further loss of affordable rental units to 
financialized landlords (O'Sullivan 2019). Similarly, 
Spain passed a new law to cap annual rent increases 
at the rate of inflation for a period of seven years for 
financialized landlords like Blackstone (White 
2019b). Rent regulation was introduced after rents 
grew by as much as 60 percent in two of the most 
populous cities–Madrid and Barcelona (White 
2019a). 
 

Rent freezes and expanded rent controls have the 
potential to ease the pressures of housing 
affordability in the GTHA, but also offer the 
province and federal government time to construct 
new affordable rentals in the interim to stabilize the 
rental market. But rent regulations will only be 
effective in the absence of loopholes, such as vacancy 
decontrol, which negates the effectiveness of a rent 
freeze by promoting evictions, increasing rental cost 
and reducing the supply of affordable rentals. 
Because of vacancy decontrol, Ontario lost nearly 30 
percent of rental units for under a $1,000 between 
2006-2016 (ACTO, 2019). For rent control to be 
effective in de-financializing the rental market, it 
should be paired with other measures. For example, 
the federal government should seek to enforce 
current laws under the Competition Act to prevent an 
oligopolistic rental market, in which a small cadre of 
institutional investors dominate rental rates in 
certain geographies and reduce the supply of 
affordable housing. Large financialized landlords like 
Starlight Investments are now acquiring portfolios of 
their competitors as real estate deals evaporate in 
strong rental markets like Toronto. In the two years 
up to 2019, the Toronto-based asset management 
firm has spent more than $4 billion aggressively 
amassing its rental empire in the GTHA with its 
acquisitions of various rental portfolios from REITs 
and other asset management firms (International 
2019). In 2019, Starlight spent $1.732 billion to 
acquire Continuum Residential Real Estate 
Investment Trust’s portfolio, which comprised of 44 
high-rises (6,271 rental suites) in the GTHA, 
including high-rises in racialized and economically 
disenfranchised communities like Parkdale (Whyte 
2020). Starlight continued its buying spree into 2020 
by acquiring Northview REIT, one of Canada’s 
largest multifamily REITs for $2.5 billion through a 
joint venture with KingSett Capital  (Zivitz 2020). 
Acquisitions like these empower a small number of 
financialized landlords to dominate the market in a 
given area, accelerate gentrification, and destabilize 
neighbourhoods. One of Starlight’s core investment 
policies is its valued-added strategy, in which they 
acquire undervalued properties, renovate them, and 
rapidly raise rents, thereby pricing long sitting-
tenants out of their homes and entire 
neighbourhoods. In highlighting the success of this 
strategy, the company recently bragged to investors 
of how it was able to increase rents by more than 



       ADVANCING THE RIGHT TO HOUSING IN TORONTO 57 

$400 per unit over four years at an apartment 
building in Toronto (Kiladze 2020). 
 
Economists argue that regulating rent would do little 
to produce more affordable rentals, and would rather 
drive up the cost of rent and reduce the supply of 
affordable housing (Staff 2019). These critics warn a 
rental freeze would only exacerbate the affordable 
housing shortage, as developers are deterred from 
building rentals. In this instance, the province and 
federal government could play a pivotal role filling 
this gap by constructing their own housing. 
Furthermore, critics suggest rent regulations 
discourage landlords from keeping up with the 
maintenance of their properties, effectively forcing 
tenants to reside in substandard housing (E.H. 
2015). Instead, economists argue local and national 
governments should focus their energy on crafting 
policies that increase the supply of housing to meet 
the growing demand in urban areas (Haider and 
Moranis 2018). However, contrary to conventional 
economic wisdom, the Advocacy Centre for Tenants 
Ontario, a tenant advocacy group, revealed that the 
exemption colloquially known as the “1991 
loophole” (which saw new units built after this 
exempt from rent controls) did little to incentivize 
developers to build purpose-built rentals in Ontario 
(Hale 2018). In fact, less than 10 percent of all 
housing built in Ontario between 1990-2017 were 
purpose-built rentals (Hale 2018). To make matters 
even worse, only 67,090 purpose-built rental units 
are (as of late 2020) proposed for development 
compared to 435,055 for condominiums in the GTA 
(International 2020). Yet, the Ontario Ford 
government has decided to recycle failed policies by 
ending rent control on all new housing, which has 
been proven to worsen the very problem it is 
intended to solve. 
 
To resolve the rental crisis in the GTHA, all levels 
of government will need to abandon failed policies 
that facilitate an investment-friendly environment 
for financialized landlords and instead adopt 
measures that stabilize neighbourhoods and increase 
affordability in the region. De-financialization of the 
rental market will not only help to dismantle this 
unaffordable system, but also aid different levels of 
government in re-establishing housing as a social 
good. 
 
 

Recommendations 
 

● To aid struggling tenants and disincentivize 
finance driven, corporate housing 
accumulation in the region, the Ontario 
provincial government should impose an 
extended residential rent freeze that also 
prohibits commercial landlords (like 
Starlight and CAPREIT) from raising rents 
through Above Guideline Increases (except 
when approved by tenant boards, see 
recommendation below); 

● A moratorium on residential evictions 
should be imposed for the duration of the 
rent freeze; 

● Vacancy decontrol and other policy 
loopholes should be eliminated; 

● The Ontario government should require 
commercial landlords to establish tenant 
boards responsible for making and 
approving decisions for all capital 
expenditures that are not part of everyday 
operations (e.g., major repairs, replacements, 
and renovations); Approval by the tenants 
boards should be required prior to any 
request for an AGI; 

● Any approved Above Guideline Increases to 
rents should be subsidized by all levels of 
government when households are spending 
more than 30% of their income on housing 
costs; 

● The federal government should seek to 
enforce current laws under the Competition 
Act to prevent an oligopolistic rental market, 
in which a small cadre of institutional 
investors dominate rental rates in certain 
geographies; 

● Rental markets must be de-financialized and 
housing must be re-established as a social 
good. All levels of government should 
abandon policies that facilitate an 
investment-friendly environment for 
financialized landlords and instead adopt 
measures that stabilize neighbourhoods and 
increase affordability in the region. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed and 
deepened pre-existing housing inequality and a wave 
of evictions is currently being unleashed in Ontario.1 
In cities like Toronto – already experiencing an 
affordable housing crisis and rising rent burdens pre-
COVID-19 – the pandemic-induced economic 
downturn has severely compromised tenants’ ability 
to pay full rent. With the end of Ontario’s eviction 
moratorium, continued high unemployment rates, 
and sustained lockdowns in the Toronto area, an 
“eviction blitz” has been occurring at the Landlord 
and Tenant Board (Mastroianni, 2020). Mass 
evictions could launch a more serious public health 
crisis. Toronto’s shelter system was already over-
burdened pre-pandemic, struggling to house 
homeless individuals while following physical 
distancing protocols. Further, if evicted households 
double up with friends or family or are forced into 
other congregate settings, this can contribute to 
increased levels of COVID-19 community 
transmission. Keeping residents adequately housed 
during a pandemic should be a goal pursued by 
governments at all levels. 
  
In mid-March, 2020, Ontario went into the first 
lockdown. With businesses shuttered, many 
Ontarians were suddenly without income. When 
April 1st came, an estimated 10% of renters could not 
pay their rent (Toronto Foundation, 2020). Even 

 
1 This article was written and submitted in September 2020, with small updates completed in December 2020, and August 2021, and April 
2022. An epilogue has been added to address changes that have occurred over this period.  

with the introduction of the CERB, many were 
challenged to make ends meet. The Keep Your Rent 
movement emerged at this time, led by organized 
tenants who prioritized using scarce resources for 
family–and not landlords–during the global 
pandemic. Like many Canadian provinces and 
American states, Ontario placed a moratorium on 
evictions in March, but this ban was lifted at the 
beginning of August 2020. This coincided with the 
passage on July 21 of Bill 184, the Protecting 
Tenants and Strengthening Community Housing 
Act, 2020, legislation designed to weaken tenant 
protections and expedite evictions, according to 
tenant advocates (CBC News, July 3 2020). As of 
September 1st, 2020, sheriffs were back to work, 
ready to start on the backlog of evictions filed during 
and before the pandemic. According to a rental 
market study conducted by the Canada Mortgage 
and Housing Corporation (CMHC) in October 
2020, more than 34,000 households in the Toronto 
CMA were in rental arrears, which represented 10.7 
percent of units. The Landlord and Tenant Board 
has moved all hearings online and – despite a second 

3.1 
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lockdown announced in late November2 – are 
“plowing through a months-long backlog of disputes 
and eviction hearings” (Farha & Brierley, 2020). The 
online nature of the hearings exposes the digital 
divide that acts as a barrier for low-income tenants 
with inadequate access to necessary technology and 
for tenants with disabilities, who are unable to 
meaningfully participate in their hearing (ACTO, 
2020). Legal representatives and duty counsel have 
also experienced technical problems with accessing 
virtual hearings (ACTO, 2020). These technological 
barriers and the rapidity of the virtual proceedings 
call into question issues of procedural fairness and 
human rights (Farha & Brierley, 2020; ACTO, 
2020), considering that emailed notices of hearings 
have reportedly been lost or sent without sufficient 
time before the hearing date to seek legal advice 
(Gibson, 2020). 
 
With the eviction crisis unfolding at an alarming 
rate, our analysis of eviction filings in Toronto warns 
that the impacts will have uneven spatial and socio-
economic effects. While the eviction ban may be 
lifted with the expiration of the state of emergency, 
the economic hardship initiated by the pandemic is 
still in force.  This hardship is not evenly distributed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 While a second moratorium was instituted in January 2021, hearings still occurred at the Landlord and Tenant Board and eviction orders 
could still be issued, though enforcement of eviction orders would cease during the emergency stay-at-home order. On June 2, 2021, the 
stay-at-home order expired, and the enforcement of evictions resumed. 

Racialized groups and women appear to be 
disproportionately affected by the pandemic’s impact 
on the job market and are experiencing higher rates 
of unemployment (Evans, 2020; Dessanti, 2020). In 
the immediate aftermath of the lockdown, women – 
aged 25 to 54 – “lost more than twice as many jobs 
as men in Ontario” and have regained those jobs at a 
much slower rate than men (Dessanti, 2020, p. 8). 
Different sectors of the economy are also recovering 
at different rates. The accommodation and food 
services sectors, which lost half of their jobs in April, 
has only returned to three-quarters (75%) of its pre-
COVID employment levels in July (Statistics 
Canada, 2020). Service workers in the restaurant, 
hospitality and retail industries have been unduly 
impacted and the loss or reduction in their incomes 
places them at high risk for eviction, as they struggle 
to pay the bills (Evans, 2020). In other words, even 
though landlords expect rent cheques, many people 
in Canada are still unable to pay. Racialized and 
female renters and those in certain service jobs are 
thus more at risk of eviction due to pandemic-
induced precarity. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. 2012-2016 City of Toronto Eviction Application Location Quotients (L1, L2, L4) 

Data Source: Landlord and Tenant Board. 
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If pandemic evictions follow historical patterns, areas 
dominated by racialized and low-income renters will 
be disproportionately targeted. We analyzed 
historical eviction filings, between 2012 and 2016, to 
explore geographies of eviction in Toronto. The map 
in Figure 1 shows eviction filing location quotients 
(LQs) – which compare the concentration of filings 
in a census tract (CT) with the city as a whole. An 
LQ less than 1, means that the CT has a smaller 
share of eviction filings than have generally occurred 
in Toronto. If the LQ is greater than 1 then that 
means there is a higher-than-average spatial 
concentration of eviction filings in that CT when 
compared to the city as a whole. An LQ of 2.0, for 
example, means that eviction filings are two times 
more concentrated in that CT than in the city 
generally. Darker areas on the map show higher 
concentrations of eviction filings. 
 
We found that from 2012-2016, evictions filings 
were concentrated in what Hulchanski (2010) calls 
the ‘third city’ – the inner-suburban parts of Toronto 
with higher proportions of racialized and low-
income renters, and declining average incomes over 
the past four decades. This relationship underlines  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Leon and Iveniuk’s (2020) warnings that Black 
renters are at higher risk of eviction in Toronto. We 
also find that Neighbourhood Improvement Areas 
(NIAs) (Figure 1) – which are underserved areas that 
received the lowest Neighbourhood Equity Scores in 
the city – appear to disproportionately contain 
higher concentrations of eviction filings. NIAs are so 
identified by the City of Toronto to prioritize 
targeted investment in social services and 
infrastructure. The danger, as we know from Neil 
Smith’s Rent Gap Theory (see Smith, 1979, 1996), 
is that reinvestment in previously disinvested areas 
can lead to gentrification pressures and eviction-
based displacement. 
 
We can expect that pandemic evictions will be 
similarly concentrated in areas with historically high 
concentrations of eviction filings. Notably, it is also 
in these areas that COVID-19 infection rates have 
been found to be high (see Figure 2), because of 
overcrowded housing conditions which make 
isolating difficult, and because precarious work in 
essential low-wage jobs (and reliance on public 
transit) pose a high risk of COVID-19 exposure 
(Yang et al, 2020). Indeed, from May to July, 83 per  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Toronto COVID-19 Cases per 100,000 people (as of Oct. 8, 2020) 

Data Source: City of Toronto Public Health. 
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cent of people infected with COVID-19 in Toronto 
identified with a racialized group, and 51 per cent 
lived in low-income households (Seucharan & 
Bascaramurty, 2020). As such, areas most affected by 
COVID-19 are also most likely to be targeted for 
evictions. Evictions are a threat to health in normal 
times (given the role of housing as a critical social 
determinant of health), and even more so during a 
global pandemic. In calling on governments to 
prohibit evictions for the duration of the pandemic 
and for a period of time thereafter, Leilani Farha, 
the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right 
to Adequate Housing, argued, just before her tenure 
ended, that “being evicted from your home is a 
potential death sentence” (Farha, 2020). 
 
Potential Solutions 
 
Tenants in Toronto have responded to evictions by 
organizing with neighbours to keep rent and fight 
evictions, putting little faith in policy and legal 
frameworks, which appear to work to enable 
evictions. Indeed, governments have chosen not to 
address evictions and tenant security, despite rapidly 
moving to rescue the financial sector (Bank of 
Canada, 2020; CMHC, 2020a), homeowners 
(CMHC 2020b), small businesses, and commercial 
landlords (Canada, 2020; Ontario, 2020). Tenants 
appear to be a political constituency seen as safe to 
ignore. 
  
Were policy makers to prioritize eviction prevention, 
there are solutions. Eviction moratoriums, while 
necessary in the interim, only forestall the inevitable, 
as tenants must pay full rent owed when the ban 
ends. Housing advocates and academics have instead 
argued in favour of rent forgiveness, something that 
financialized landlords could afford (August, 2020), 
or governments could support.  Other jurisdictions 
in North America have initiated the following policy 
actions to prevent evictions: (1) freeze rent increases; 
(2) create an eviction assistance program; (3) 
establish a temporary rent supplement program; (4) 
right to counsel; (5) federal ban on evictions. 
  
Many temporary good practices come from British 
Columbia. The BC government created a temporary 
rent supplement program (which ended in August 

 
3 The eviction moratorium expired at the end of July 2021 but the CDC issued another moratorium order a few days later halting evictions 
in counties experiencing high levels of COVID-19 transmission.  

2020) for low- and moderate-income households to 
assist them in paying rent. BC also implemented a 
freeze on rent increases from April to December 1, 
2020 and established a specific rent repayment 
framework to guide the development of any 
repayment plan. Nationally, the Centre for Equality 
Rights in Accommodation (CERA) and the 
National Right to Housing Network (NRHN) 
submitted a proposal in February calling on the 
Federal Government to create a federal residential 
tenant support benefit to address the evictions and 
arrears crisis. Internationally, the U.S. Center for 
Disease Control (CDC) issued a federal moratorium 
on residential evictions from early September to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19 (CDC, 2020). 
The timing of the CDC order3  was opportune and 
necessary, as many state and municipal eviction bans 
had expired. 
 
To prevent evictions, research has shown that access 
to legal representation is highly important (ACTO, 
2019). Landlords tend to be overwhelmingly 
represented at eviction hearings by legal 
professionals, whereas only 2.6% of tenants had legal 
representation at the Landlord and Tenant Board 
(ACTO, 2019). The City of Detroit – in partnership 
with other community organizations – have made 
available additional resources to fund eviction 
prevention programs that assist eligible tenants in 
accessing legal help or financial aid. In New York 
City, the local government passed legislation in 2017 
that ensures tenants have a “right to counsel” when 
facing eviction. This legislation requires the city to 
provide all income-eligible tenants with access to 
legal representation by 2022. Expanding legal 
representation for tenants can help in eviction 
prevention in some cases, though this approach has 
also been critiqued for propping up a flawed system, 
helping some fight at the edges of an effective 
eviction machine. In Toronto, organized tenants 
have found some success in fighting evictions with 
activism (Lavoie, 2020). 
  
Eviction bans, legal representation, and rent 
supplements are all stopgap solutions to evictions, 
which are signs of a broken housing system. 
Stronger tenant protections, an elimination of 
vacancy decontrol, and greater commitment to 
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affordable, decommodified housing – with tenant 
governance and control – would be true solutions for 
eliminating evictions. The Government of Canada’s 
Rapid Housing Initiative, announced in September 
2020 is a promising first step – the program provides 
federal funding to non-profits and public agencies to 
build modular housing or acquire land and existing 
properties for affordable housing. This $1 billion 
initiative provides, however, only a third of the 
funding requested by municipalities to purchase and 
convert more than 12,000 units to supportive 
housing and deeply affordable housing (see FCM, 
2020). It is also a tiny fraction of the $150 billion 
CMHC has committed for purchasing mortgages 
securities from banks to stabilize the financial sector. 
 
Epilogue 
 
This article was completed in September 2020 and 
much of our discussion and recommendations 
reflected the existing policy landscape and available 
data at that time. This section provides a brief 
update by analyzing eviction filings in Toronto from 
January 1, 2020 to April 2021. 
 
Figure 3. City of Toronto eviction filings (L1, L2, 
L4) – January 2020-April 2021 

 
 
As Figure 3 illustrates, eviction filings significantly 
dropped when the first provincial moratorium was 
imposed in March 2020. Of the over 12,367 eviction 
applications filed from March 2020 to April 2021, 
70% (or 8,696 filings) were for non-payment of rent. 
The Ontario government introduced a rent freeze 
for 2021, which also applied to units occupied after 

November 15, 2018. However, there were exceptions 
to this freeze on rent increases. Above guidelines 
increases (AGIs) that were approved before October 
1, 2020, could still be applied to 2021 rents and new 
AGI applications could also be approved and applied 
if they pertained to capital repairs and security 
services.   
 
Recommendations 
 

● Eviction moratoriums, while helpful in the 
short term, must be accompanied by rent 
forgiveness. 

● Formally enable real-time access to eviction 
filings data and other tenancy-related data 
for municipalities so that they can track 
where eviction filings are occurring. 

● Establish a rental registry that requires 
owners of multi-family rental properties to 
register with the City of Toronto, so that 
the City can keep track of ownership trends. 

● Institute programs for eviction assistance 
and rent supplements. 

● Rent increases must be frozen for the 
duration of the pandemic. 

● Tenants must have a right to legal counsel 
and representation, particularly in the 
context of ongoing LTB hearings. 

● Long-term solutions must include stronger 
tenant protections, the elimination of 
vacancy decontrol, and a greater 
commitment to affordable and 
decommodified housing. 
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Introduction 
 
Youth are on the street in large part because they can’t 
afford housing in or around Toronto. 
 
It is estimated that there are between 850-2,000 
youth experiencing homelessness on any given night 
in Toronto (City of Toronto, 2018; Gaetz & 
O'Grady, 2002). When COVID-19 hit the city 
early in 2020, the already overextended emergency 
shelter system was further stressed (Perri, Dosani, & 
Hwang, 2020). There is a lack of focused services to 
support youth under 25 who are experiencing 
homelessness to find secure, long term housing 
(Gaetz & Dej, 2017). We outline the need for the 
City of Toronto to adopt a Housing First for Youth 
(HF4Y) approach that is targeted at key populations 
of youth experiencing homelessness and provides 
intersectional supports for transitioning out of 
homelessness into long term, safe, and affordable 
housing. 
 
Overview of Youth Homelessness in Toronto 
 
The City of Toronto’s 2018 Street Needs Assessment 
found that youth represent 10% of the total homeless 
population in the city. Half (52%) of these 
respondents were new to the streets, with a smaller 

percentage (10%) being homeless for 6 to 12 
months. The longer youth stay on the streets the 
more likely they are to encounter violence, 
experience worsening mental health, develop 
addiction challenges, and become more entrenched 
in street life (Gaetz, O'Grady, Kidd, & Schwan, 
2016). 
  
There are multiple pathways into homelessness for 
youth; however, primary drivers are family conflict, 
poverty, and child abuse (Cull, Platzer, & Balloch, 
2006; Embleton, Lee, Gunn, Ayuku, & Braitstein, 
2016; Public Health Agency of Canada, 2006). 
Identity-based family conflict, resulting from a 
young person coming out as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, questioning, and Two-Spirited 
(LGBTQ2S+), is another major contributing factor 
to youth homelessness (Abramovich & Shelton, 
2017a). Additional factors include involvement with 
child protection services, housing instability, poverty, 
migration, abuse, and mental health issues (City of 
Toronto, 2018; Gaetz et al., 2016). Youth who lack 
family support or who are exiting public systems, 
such as child welfare and the juvenile justice system, 
may experience particular difficulties finding and 
maintaining stable housing. 
  

3.2 
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Homelessness is associated with multiple negative 
health impacts. The majority (52%) of youth 
experiencing homelessness in Toronto report one or 
more types of health condition, one quarter (24%) 
report having been hospitalized in the last year and 
over a third (35%) report visiting an Emergency 
Department (City of Toronto, 2018). There are also 
reported high rates of self-harm and suicidality 
(Frederick, Kirst, & Erickson, 2012). Other major 
concerns include problematic alcohol and substance 
use, mental health challenges, risk of HIV infection 
through unprotected sexual contact or injection drug 
use, respiratory health concerns associated with 
living rough or in poor housing conditions, poor 
nutrition, and premature death (Gaetz et al., 2016; 
Kulik, Gaetz, Crowe, & Ford-Jones, 2011). These 
concerns are amplified by barriers to healthcare (e.g. 
distrust of service providers, and discrimination by 
service providers) that keep youth experiencing 
homelessness from accessing available healthcare 
services when needed (Barker, Kerr, Nguyen, Wood, 
& DeBeck, 2015). 
  
Lack of housing further impacts young people’s 
future opportunities. For example, youth who 
experience homelessness are likely to experience 
chronic housing insecurity and unemployment 
(Gaetz et al., 2016). They are targeted by law 
enforcement and often end up ensnared in the 
criminal justice system (O'Grady, Gaetz, & Buccieri, 
2013). Homelessness reduces the likelihood of youth 
completing their basic education (Dhillon, 2011). 
The vast majority of youth experiencing 
homelessness rely on Ontario Works (OW) or 
Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) as 
their main source of income (WHO, 2014). These 
challenges and barriers can combine to leave youth 
trapped in a cycle of poverty that continues into 
adulthood (WHO, 2014). 
 
Transitioning Out of Homelessness 
 
When transitioning out of homelessness youth in 
Canada often follow non-linear trajectories (Gaetz 
& Dej, 2017). They typically move in and out of 
stable housing in connection with disrupted access to 
employment and/or education and attainment of 
other personal goals (Gaetz et al., 2016; Quirouette, 
Frederick, Hughes, Karabanow, & Kidd, 2016). 
However, with housing youth do better. For 
example, research has shown that when youth who 

struggle with addictions can access housing their 
overall health improves and they also experience an 
increase in treatment access and a decrease in the 
likelihood of death (Cheng, Wood, Feng, Mathias, 
& Montaner, 2013). 
  
Housing Needs of Key Populations of Youth 
 
Ending youth homelessness requires prioritizing 
disproportionately represented populations of youth 
experiencing homelessness because a one size fits all 
approach does not work. 
Stemming the flow of youth entering the cycle of 
housing insecurity is critical, as are family 
reconciliation supports that enable youth to return 
home when it is safe to do so (Gaetz et al., 2016). 
However, prevention is too late for those who are 
already street-involved and experiencing 
homelessness and for some youth family 
reconciliation is not appropriate. The most 
promising way forward is to develop a plan that 
responds to the distinct needs of key populations 
(Abramovich, 2016; Gaetz & Dej, 2017). We focus 
here on youth who identify as LGBTQ2S, 
racialized, migrant, Indigenous, and girls and young 
women. These populations are highlighted, also, in 
the City of Toronto’s (2019) housing policy and 
planning, although not necessarily with a focus on 
youth. It is important to note that youth may 
identify across these key populations (e.g. 
Indigenous, transgender, and gay) further 
compounding their experiences of marginalization 
and ultimately impacting their ability to access and 
maintain secure housing. 
  
LGBTQ2S Youth 
Compared to heterosexual and cisgender youth, 
LGBTQ2S youth tend to become homeless at a 
younger age and experience homelessness for longer 
episodes (Abramovich & Shelton, 2017a; Gaetz et 
al., 2016). A quarter (24%) of youth who 
participated in the Toronto Street Needs Assessment 
(2018) identified as LGBTQ2S. However, this is 
likely an under representation. Youth who identify as 
LGBTQ2S frequently avoid accessing support 
services and shelters, due to discrimination, violence, 
and heteronormative and cisnormative programming 
and policies (e.g. intake forms and housing programs 
that categorize youth based on the gender binary) 
(Abramovich, 2017). Housing support for this key 
population needs to be LGBTQ2S inclusive and 
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affirming. Supports should be prepared to respond to 
the increased exposure to violence, exploitation and 
social exclusion experienced by this population (Côté 
& Blais, 2019). Trans youth may have unique 
transition-related healthcare and legal needs (e.g. 
access to hormones and support changing legal 
identification) (Abramovich & Shelton, 2017b). 
Access to safe housing for this population can be 
marred by homophobic and transphobic landlords. 
LGBTQ2S youth typically earn less money and 
experience higher rates of unemployment and sexual 
and gender discrimination compared to their 
heterosexual and cisgender counterparts (Waite, 
Ecker, & Ross, 2019). This makes securing long 
term housing more difficult and increases the 
likelihood of poverty. 
  
Indigenous Youth 
The City of Toronto (2019) reports that Indigenous 
Peoples represent an estimated 16% of the overall 
homeless population, compared to composing only 
1-2.5% of the population in Toronto. High rates of 
homelessness amongst First Nations, Metis and 
Inuit people can be traced back to Canada’s colonial 
history and ongoing systemic racism (National 
Inquiry into Missing Murdered Indigenous Women 
Girls, 2019). This key population is more likely to 
have lived in the care of the state (Kidd, Thistle, 
Beaulieu, O'Grady, & Gaetz, 2019). Thistle (2017) 
articulates that an Indigenous understanding of 
homelessness extends beyond the lack of a structural 
place to live, and includes an isolation from kin, 
culture and land. Indigenous young women 
experience intersecting oppressions associated with 
gender, poverty and race. Evidence illustrating 
increased risk of suicidality, post-traumatic stress 
disorder, substance use, physical and sexual violence 
(Bingham et al., 2019) suggests the importance of 
access to mental health services. Housing services for 
Indigenous youth need to consider the greater 
incidence of incarceration amongst this population 
(Barker, Alfred, et al., 2015) and understand the 
impact of this on housing access and employment 
opportunities. Youth who spent their childhood 
living in Indigenous communities, growing up on a 
reserve, and who are newer to the city (Gaetz et al., 
2016) may benefit from support with system 
navigation. The housing response for Indigenous 
youth experiencing homelessness must be connected 
to individual Indigenous cultures (e.g. language 
programs, linkages with elders) and extended family 

in ways that support a (re)engagement with 
traditional knowledge systems and self-
determination (Kidd et al., 2019; Oliver & LeBlanc, 
2015). 
  
Racialized Youth 
Racialized youth are disproportionately represented 
amongst the homeless youth population in Toronto 
(City of Toronto, 2018). Pathways into 
homelessness for racialized youth are shaped by 
Canada’s system of racist oppression and White 
supremacy, with historic links to state sanctioned 
slavery, community displacement, and more recent 
school structure policy (such as the curricular 
emphasis on multiculturalism rather than a more 
substantive critical anti-racism) limits young Black 
bodies’ rights and opportunities (Maynard, 2017). 
When considering housing supports for this 
population, the Toronto Police Department’s racial 
profiling of Black and Brown youth must be 
acknowledged as driving an over representation of 
racialized youth in the criminal justice system and 
detrimental impacts on future housing and 
employment opportunities (O'Grady, Gaetz, & 
Buccieri, 2011). Various forms of discrimination and 
racism by service providers, teachers and other 
school officials also impact this key populations’ 
transition out of homelessness (Springer, Lum, & 
Roswell, 2013). Challenges for Black LGBTQ2S 
youth are heightened due to exclusion from Black 
and LGBTQ2S communities (Benn, 2017). 
Housing support that targets this key population 
should recognise the diversity of racialized youth 
experiencing homelessness in Toronto and provide 
services that are fundamentally culturally appropriate 
and anti-racist. 
  
Girls and Young Women 
Girls and young women represented 31% of the 
respondents of the Toronto Street Needs Assessment 
(2018). Although, similar to LGBTQ2S youth, the 
gendered experience of hidden homeless likely 
contributes to the under-reporting of girls and young 
women who are experiencing housing insecurity 
(Van Berkum & Oudshoorn, 2019). Girls and young 
women’s housing concerns are impacted by systemic 
inequities in employment and remuneration making 
market-rate housing more difficult to access for this 
population (City of Toronto, 2019). Recent research 
suggests that women may require longer support 
when exiting homelessness (Jadidzadeh & Falvo, 
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2019). The increased likelihood of this key 
population to be supporting family dependents 
brings with it intersecting concerns related to access 
to childcare, food, and housing for parents and 
children. If fleeing intimate partner violence (IPV) 
and domestic abuse, health and legal services may be 
required. There are also ongoing safety and security 
concerns for survivors of domestic abuse who have 
managed to secure independent housing (Tutty, 
Ogden, Giurgiu, & Weaver-Dunlop, 2013). 
  
Migrant Youth 
Migrant status is an umbrella term that includes 
immigrants, permanent residents, temporary 
workers, and documented and undocumented 
refugees. The Toronto Street Needs Assessment (2018) 
identified migration as a key contributor to 
homelessness in the city. In a national study, 
newcomer youth were likely to report multiple 
experiences of homelessness (Gaetz et al., 2016). 
Youth who are new to Canada or new to the city 
encounter a number of obstacles that are indicative 
of tailored housing response needs. For example, 
Walsh, Hanley, Ives, and Hordyk (2016) identified 
support needs associated with: gaining status and 
employment, treatment for residual trauma from the 
migration experience, language and translation, 
navigating and building familiarity with Canadian 
service systems, guidance on how to address systemic 
discrimination based on their migrant status, and 
housing loss connected to job security (for temporary 
foreign workers). 
  
Affordable Housing in Toronto 
 
Affordable housing is commonly defined as housing 
that costs less than 30% of a household’s income 
before tax (Canada Mortgage and Housing 
Corporation, 2018). However, when rental rates rose 
by 50% from 2011-2019, access to affordable 
housing in Toronto became – and remains - scarce 
(City of Toronto, 2020b). In 2018, a bachelor 
apartment was estimated to cost nearly three 
quarters (73%) of a young person’s average monthly 
income (City of Toronto, 2020b; Statistics Canada, 
2020). Although housing is a universal human right, 
it is not a reality for many young people in Toronto. 
  
Canada’s National Housing Strategy (2017) has 
committed to cutting homelessness in half and 
recognizes the following key populations as those 

‘most in need’: women and children fleeing family 
violence, seniors, Indigenous Peoples, people with 
disabilities, people dealing with mental health and 
addiction issues, veterans and young adults. The 
Housing TO 2020-2030 Action Plan (2019) lays the 
groundwork for the development of 18,000 new 
supportive homes and women and girls are expected 
to gain access to an additional 10,000 new affordable 
rental and supportive homes. The Housing 
Commissioner of Toronto is expected to consult key 
populations in a review of housing programs and 
policies to ensure they follow an anti-discrimination 
framework (City of Toronto, 2019). To date, 
however, the City’s response to the housing needs of 
key populations of youth experiencing homelessness 
has so far been insufficient or, in some cases, 
woefully absent. It is imperative that diverse 
representation of youth who are disproportionately 
impacted by homelessness and have experienced 
housing insecurity be ensured an equal and accessible 
role in consultations throughout these developments. 
  
Housing Initiatives and Supports: Promising 
Practices and Recommendations 
 
In the latter half of this paper we will review the 
arguments for adopting a Housing First for Youth 
(HF4Y) approach. We include examples of existing 
HF4Y programs and initiatives and practical 
recommendations on how the city and service 
providers can support the development of a robust 
long term housing response for key populations of 
youth experiencing homelessness in Toronto. 
  
Housing First for Distinct Youth Populations 
 
The housing first model has been a core component 
of the Toronto housing plan for over 10 years (City 
of Toronto, 2019). The model advocates immediate 
access to permanent housing without the 
requirement to show housing readiness (e.g. sobriety, 
employment, education enrolment). This is 
underpinned by the belief that people are more likely 
to thrive when they are stably housed. A rights-
based approach foregrounds a person’s right to 
choose the housing and supports they require and 
when they want them. In an effort to address rapid-
rehousing needs, the model advocates for the use of 
dedicated staff to locate and match housing with 
youth needs, funding for housing deposits and move 
in costs, as well as case workers to support youth in 
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their housing transition (National Alliance to End 
Homelessness, 2020). Successes of the Housing First 
approach with adults have been significant (Baxter, 
Tweed, Katikireddi, & Thomson, 2019), but there 
are fewer studies looking at the impact of the model 
to address youth homelessness. 
  
Housing First to Address Youth Homelessness 
A key study to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
Housing First Model for youth experiencing 
homelessness in Canada was the At Home/Chez Soi 
study (2009-2011). The intervention was 
implemented with a population of youth (ages 18-
24) experiencing homelessness and mental illness in 
five Canadian cities (Moncton, Montreal, Toronto, 
Winnipeg and Vancouver) (Kozloff et al., 2016). 
The results demonstrate that the provision of 
permanent supportive housing increased housing 
stability (Aubry et al., 2020; Thulien, Gastaldo, 
Hwang, & McCay, 2018). Participants who had 
completed high school and had access to 
employment and mental health care were more likely 
than other participants to maintain housing over the 
course of the study. Having stable housing was also 
associated with a reduction in injection drug use 
(Roy et al., 2016). These results echo previous work 
that notes that access to housing, rather than 
individual behaviour, is a key factor to young 
people’s transitions into and out of homelessness 
(Karamouzian et al., 2019). 
  
The At Home/Chez Soi study successes are tempered 
with notable challenges. Access to housing without 
access to population-specific support was observed to 
actually increase or introduce new stressors and 
insecurities in young people’s lives (Kidd et al., 
2016). Participants who received housing alone 
experienced ongoing challenges related to poverty, 
loss of community and a sense of being overwhelmed 
by the responsibilities of independent living 
(Thulien et al., 2018). Housing situated far from 
affordable food sources and not knowing how to 
prepare meals resulted in some youth experiencing 
hunger and malnutrition (Brothers, Lin, Schonberg, 
Drew, & Auerswald, 2020). The results of this study 
led to the Housing First model becoming the ‘gold 
standard’ in homelessness response when integrated 
alongside robust social supports for young people to 
help them transition meaningfully off the streets and 
integrate into society. 
 

Existing Long Term Housing Case Studies: 
Promising Developments and Ideas 
 
The following examples are of affordable housing 
initiatives in Canada. The 2020 modular housing 
initiative in Toronto illustrates how the unique 
moment brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic 
has instigated new pathways towards efficient 
housing development. The examples of tailored 
services in RainCity Housing in British Columbia 
and the Infinity Project in Calgary illustrate the 
possibilities and successes of services that respond to 
the distinct needs of key populations. In presenting 
these case studies, we echo Gaetz, Ward, and 
Kimura (2019) who argue for the ongoing need for 
longitudinal implementation studies that will 
continue to assess and inform the adaptation of a 
city-wide response to the youth housing crises. In 
particular, we note the need for further research that 
considers the form and duration of housing supports 
for key populations of youth transitioning out of 
homelessness and into long term housing. 
  
Modular housing 
Modular housing is a 2020 initiative that responds to 
the abject lack of affordable housing in the city. In 
partnership with Create TO, the City of Toronto is 
building 100 single-occupancy prefabricated units 
with an expected completion date of October 2020. 
Each unit will have kitchen and washroom facilities 
and the buildings will have communal kitchens, 
administrative areas as well as space for other 
programing (City of Toronto, 2020a). With the 
onslaught of COVID-19, the city was able to fast-
track the site identification and approval process 
(City of Toronto, 2020c). The two new buildings 
under construction are the first of a larger initiative 
to integrate modular housing in the city (City of 
Toronto, 2019). The city’s approval of this 
affordable housing development inspires hope for 
future developments. However, we also note that fast 
tracking the community consultation process was not 
ideal. A small but vocal group of neighbours have 
expressed fear and opposition to the development 
(Smee, 2020). Their fears are based primarily in the 
social stigmatization and misconceptions of 
homelessness. Furthermore, this pilot program has 
been designated for people over the age of 18, and 
future research is required to determine whether 
such an initiative would translate effectively for 
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younger people and how such an initiative would be 
welcomed by communities. 
  
RainCity Housing: Housing First Program for 
LGBTQ2S Youth 
RainCity Housing is a non-profit housing initiative 
located in Vancouver, BC that offers LGBTQ2S 
youth a choice between communal housing and live-
alone rental agreements (Munro, Reynolds, & 
Townsend, 2017). The majority of youth who 
entered into the first year of the program were 
Indigenous and trans. Alongside housing support, 
the program integrates services associated with 
health, employment and education, as well as life-
skills development. Culturally relevant supports for 
Indigenous youth are available. LGBTQ2S peer and 
adult mentorship is also provided through this 
program. Staff identify as LGBTQ2S and have lived 
experience of homelessness. The program actively 
works to reject cisnormativity, transphobia and 
homophobia alongside integrating decolonizing 
strategies in order to tailor supports and services to 
individual residents (Munro et al., 2017). This 
includes efforts to connect youth to medical care that 
is knowledgeable and respectful of trans, queer, and 
gender-expansive identities. Emphasizing a 
relational design, youth experienced a reduced sense 
of isolation and increased connection between 
tenants and society at large (Munro et al., 2017). 
  
The Infinity Project: The Boys and Girls Club of 
Calgary 
The Infinity Project, which is integrated into the 
Boys and Girls Club of Calgary’s population-specific 
housing programs, follows a HF4Y approach. It is 
open to all youth between the ages of 16 and 24 who 
are at risk of, or experiencing, homelessness (Boys & 
Girls Clubs of Calgary, 2020). After one year of the 
program, the vast majority (92%) of the youth 
remained stably housed. After two years, the 
proportion of participants who were stably housed 
fell to 66% (The Homeless Hub, 2012). After 6 
months in the program, the majority of youth 
reported a stable income; however, it was also noted 
that this income was insufficient to cover the cost of 
living in Calgary (The Homeless Hub, 2012). One 
notable lesson from this program is the importance 
of recognizing young people’s capacity to choose and 
make decisions about their life, where and how they 
live. A major challenge with the program was the 
insufficient supply of affordable housing in the city. 

Youth required intensive case management and 
long-term support from the program’s housing 
workers, especially if they left home before the age of 
18. Funding for project staff was critical to keeping 
case loads manageable and providing youth with the 
supports they needed, when they needed them. 
  
Conclusions and Recommendations on the 
Development of a Youth Housing Strategy 
 
There is a lack of competent, safe, affirming housing 
services that respond to the complex needs of youth 
at risk of or experiencing homelessness. Affordable 
housing is a critical foundation for young people in 
poverty, and/or living without family support. 
Prioritizing housing that follows the HF4Y model 
can greatly improve the ability of youth to effectively 
integrate into society and lead meaningful, and 
productive lives.   
  
The City of Toronto needs to develop a housing 
action plan that commits to supporting a long term 
affordable housing program for youth experiencing 
homelessness. The following recommendations 
outline key considerations when moving forward 
with this initiative: 
 

• Ensure that youth with lived experiences of 
homelessness and transitioning out of 
homelessness are provided with accessible 
and meaningful participation in all policy 
development and action planning related to 
housing responses that will impact youth; 

• Ensure that the youth-centred housing plan 
is tailored to respond to the complex needs 
of key populations of youth experiencing 
homelessness, including LGBTQ2S youth, 
Indigenous youth, racialized youth, girls and 
young women, and migrant youth; 

• Link housing supports for youth directly to 
existing networks of youth services geared to 
address youth homelessness, including youth 
drop-in centers, shelters and transitional 
housing programs, so as to support a smooth 
transition out of homelessness and decrease 
the likelihood of returning to homelessness; 

• Follow a HF4Y approach geared towards 
the rapid re-housing of youth who are 
experiencing homelessness or at risk of 
homelessness; 



       ADVANCING THE RIGHT TO HOUSING IN TORONTO 75 

• Ensure the youth housing strategy includes 
integrated supports to increase access to 
education, employment, physical and mental 
health, transportation, nutrition/access to 
food, cultural/community-based services, 
criminal justice services, and migrant 
services; 

• Increase the availability of affordable 
housing in Toronto that is accessible to 
youth, meaning it is accessible and safe for 
youth to access independently and without 
the need for adult consent; 

• Ensure adequate funding for employees, 
including funds for employees whose job is 
dedicated to identifying affordable housing 
opportunities and for transition support 
workers. Particular attention should be given 
to keep support workers’ case loads 
reasonable so that services can be provided 
on an ongoing basis and in response to 
youth’s transitional needs when exiting the 
streets and (re)integrating with mainstream 
society; 

• Ensure all housing and emergency support 
service workers are trained to respond 
appropriately and productively to the unique 
and intersecting needs of key populations of 
youth who are experiencing homelessness; 

• Housing staff and support should be diverse 
and reflective of the communities of youth 
they are serving; 

• Ensure housing access, policies and 
standards conform to current best practices 
surrounding housing services that focus on 
meeting the needs of specific youth 
populations through inclusive, anti-
oppressive, anti-racist and gender affirming 
documentation, guidelines, training and 
management; 

• Integrate long term research and assessment 
of all housing initiatives to ensure programs 
are adequately responding to youth who are 
most in need. 
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Little Jamaica to Chinatown 
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Toronto’s Little Jamaica and Chinatown residents 
have been comparing notes. Two racialized 
neighbourhoods, beloved by our communities for the 
culturally specific retail and services they are home 
to, are both rapidly gentrifying. Both 
neighbourhoods have been heavily shaped by people 
who were targeted by racist Canadian immigration 
policies such as the Chinese Head Tax and the 
Immigration Act of 1910, which barred all non-
white immigrants to Canada; equally impactful, and 
also fundamentally racist, were the Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1923 and the West Indian 
Domestic Scheme of 1955, which remained in 
effect, respectively, until 1947 and 1967. Although 
these neighbourhoods are culturally significant to 
marginalized immigrant communities, neither yet 
have heritage or development protections. The 
gentrification pressures these communities face are 
the result of today’s transit and intensification-
oriented planning policies. 
  
This section of the report sheds light on the recent 
and ongoing processes of gentrification in Little 
Jamaica and Chinatown. We highlight the 
important role of urban planning in producing these 
processes of displacement, and the unique and 
important place of culturally significant retail as it 
relates to affordable housing. Both important 
features –affordable housing and culturally 
significant retail—are currently under threat in these 
racialized neighbourhoods. The lesson, from Little 
Jamaica to Chinatown, is that the protection of 

affordable rental housing is importantly intertwined 
with the preservation and expansion of affordable 
commercial spaces for small BIPOC-owned 
businesses. In these immigrant communities, where 
working class people continue to live and work, retail 
and housing needs should not be considered in silos. 
  
To address this issue, Black Urbanism TO (BUTO) 
and Friends of Chinatown (FOCT), two grassroots 
organizations, have been exploring the creation of 
community land trusts (CLTs) with care and in 
solidarity with each other through intentional 
relationship building between community leaders. 
This work seeks to expand the landscape of 
alternative visions for community control and 
collective ownership in Toronto, leveraging the 
expertise and building upon the momentum of the 
Parkdale Neighbourhood Land Trust (PNLT) and 
Kensington Market Community Land Trust 
(KMCLT). Our own research processes and 
individual positionality as planners — Keisha as a 
planning scholar of Afro-Caribbean descent with 
BUTO and Chiyi as a planning scholar of Chinese 
descent with FOCT — have also been in confluence. 
  
This collaborative work has stemmed in large part 
from comparing the findings from our research, 
undertaken in the Winter of 2020, through the 
Workshop in Planning Practice course at the 
University of Toronto. The research resulted in the 
writing of two reports: Place-keeping in Little 
Jamaica: Commercial Displacement Prevention 

3.3 
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Strategies and Community Power for Anti-
Displacement: An Inclusive Future for Downtown 
Chinatown, produced in collaboration with BUTO 
and FOCT. This piece extends that work; it further 
illuminates how unique the experiences of Little 
Jamaica and Chinatown are, while exposing plainly 
the structural inequities that both neighbourhoods’ 
organizers face against Toronto’s planning system. 
We conclude by describing some of the unique 
challenges faced by these racialized communities as 
they work to create CLTs and take ownership of 
their neighbourhoods. 
 
Little Jamaica 
 
Little Jamaica is a commercial district of Toronto, 
located along Eglinton Avenue West between Keele 
Street and Marlee Avenue. It is centred on a retail 
strip that is predominantly composed of 2-storey, 
mixed use buildings. Since the 1950s, it has been the 
heart of Toronto’s African-Caribbean immigrant 
community; it is home to iconic local businesses 
including Monica’s Beauty Salon and Cosmetic 
Supplies, Rap’s Jamaican Restaurant, Randy’s Take 
Out, Spences Bakery and Trea-Jah-Isle Records. 
Following decades of advocacy from community 
members, the City of Toronto began the process of 
establishing a Cultural District Plan to recognize 
and protect the neighbourhood’s cultural heritage in 
2020. Such a plan has the potential to expand the 
City of Toronto’s current heritage planning tools in 
a way that specifically addresses the threat of 
displacement in culturally significant communities, 
while setting a new precedent for the interpretation 
and application of provincial heritage legislation and 
policies. 
  
Since 2011, Little Jamaica has been the site of 
ongoing construction for the Eglinton Crosstown 
Light Rail Transit (LRT), a provincially funded 
public transportation line, also called ‘the 
Crosstown’, that is expected to open in 2022. 
Transit-oriented Development (TOD), a 
predominant planning trend which prioritizes high-
density, mixed-use developments adjacent to major 
transit stations, is a known contributor to 
gentrification in areas with relatively affordable 
housing. As a result of TOD, rising commercial 
rents, real estate speculation, and most recently 
COVID-19, small Black-owned businesses along 
the retail strip have faced gentrification and 

displacement pressures, putting their continued 
survival at risk. 
  
Over 140 establishments have shut down in the past 
decade, leaving the avenue lined with ‘for lease’ signs 
and raising the question of the future of Little 
Jamaica (Saba, 2020). This neighbourhood change is 
especially detrimental because most Black-owned 
businesses lease their commercial properties; they do 
not have access to the security of tenure – to the 
land, power, and wealth – needed to stay in place 
and thrive. 
 

 
Image Source: Keisha St. Louis-McBurnie. A 
handwritten sign at John's Place previously located at 
2244 Eglinton Avenue W. The establishment has closed 
after 20 years of business in Little Jamaica.  
 
It is gentrification led by the state that has catalyzed 
this displacement in the community. Alongside the 
construction of the Crosstown, the land use planning 
policy established by the provincial and municipal 
governments to manage population and job growth 
has also spurred gentrification. The growth and 
transit-oriented framework in Little Jamaica is 
formed by three layered key policy directives: (1) 
general mixed-use Avenue intensification under 
Toronto’s Official Plan; (2) major transit station 
areas (MTSAs) and protected major transit station 
areas (PMTSAs) under the Growth Plan and 
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Planning Act which set minimum density targets; 
and (3) delineated focus areas in the Eglinton 
Connects Planning Framework, which include 
Westside Mall at Caledonia Road and the main 
intersection at Dufferin Street for targeted high 
density development. 
  
Along the main commercial strip, there have been 
11 development applications submitted for 
properties between December 2009 and December 
2020 (Adams et al., 2020). The existing built form is 
predominantly 2-storey mixed-use buildings, while 
along Eglinton Avenue West the as-of-right 
building height is 7-storeys (or 24 metres) under the 
in-force zoning by-law. This increase, or ‘up-
zoning’, in permitted height was designed to 
incentivize mid-rise development as a part of the 
“Eglinton Connects Planning Framework (2014).” 
However, 8 of these 11 proposals are for 
development above the as-of-right building height. 
  
Almost half (5) of these applications were submitted 
since 2019 for proposals ranging from 8- to 30-
storeys and totaling 603 residential units, with little 
new affordable housing planned (Adams, 2020). 
This data illuminates how quickly development, and 
thus displacement, has been occurring along the 
avenue since the creation of the Framework. This is 
particularly startling given the fact that Little 
Jamaica was not explicitly referenced in any of the 
planning documents, policy or otherwise, related to 
the Framework. Members of the Black community, 
particularly small Black-owned businesses, were also 
not meaningfully engaged by the City or its 
consultants throughout the Framework’s creation. 
  
Fundamentally, the speed and scale at which this 
development is occurring has serious implications for 
the availability of affordable retail space and housing 
for a critical racialized, working-class community in 
Toronto. Pressures on affordability come from the 
demolition of existing low-rise mixed-use buildings, 
lack of replacement of deeply affordable housing, the 
cost-of-living impacts of new market-rate housing, 
and renovictions from existing affordable purpose-
built rental housing in the neighbourhood. The 
creation in 2020 of a Cultural District Plan in Little 
Jamaica is historic and important, as championed by 
Black Urbanism TO. It is delivering long overdue 
recognition from the formal planning and civic 
systems of the value of Little Jamaica as a 

neighbourhood. However, the current tools of 
heritage protection do not address the underlying 
wealth and income inequities that small Black-
owned businesses and residents in Little Jamaica 
face. 
  
These inequities are two-fold: first, Black people in 
the community overwhelmingly rent their housing 
and retail spaces, and second, their access to existing 
and new housing and retail is growing further and 
further out of reach; without substantial government 
intervention to provide affordable housing through 
residential and commercial rent control, inclusionary 
zoning, public housing investment, first-right-of-
refusal for Black-owned businesses, and funding to 
acquire or convert existing rental and commercial 
real estate into community ownership, these trends 
will not be reversed. These racial inequities are 
rooted in planning policy that continues to 
perpetuate deeply unequal outcomes across 
Toronto’s neighbourhoods. The racist nature of 
Toronto’s existing planning system is revealed again 
by the fact that other marginalized diasporic 
communities in Toronto, such as Toronto’s 
Chinatown, are also struggling for community 
control. 
 
Chinatown 
 
Toronto’s Downtown Chinatown is unique among 
North American cities in being recently relocated 
(Ahmed et al., 2020). This is because in the 1950s, 
without consulting the Chinatown community, the 
City of Toronto expropriated the blocks that formed 
Toronto’s ‘First Chinatown’ to build the new City 
Hall building and Nathan Phillips Square. Since the 
1960s, the East Asian diaspora has been remaking a 
home and life in Downtown/West Chinatown, 
concentrated at the intersection of Spadina Avenue 
and Dundas Street West within the Downtown core 
of Toronto. 
  
Businesses within this commercial district provide 
what Friends of Chinatown Toronto organizers call 
‘culturally competent’ services for diasporic 
community members that trek here from the entire 
Greater Toronto Area. These range from Asian 
grocers and restaurants to multilingual professional 
services such as lawyers and accountants, to medical 
services that can bridge cross-cultural understandings 
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of wellbeing and health such as Traditional Chinese 
Medicine practitioners and pharmacists. 
  
Despite their cultural importance, Toronto’s 
Downtown Chinatown is one of the only 
Chinatowns in the world that does not already have 
heritage or cultural protections, or a neighbourhood 
specific secondary plan within the planning policy 
framework (Ahmed et al, 2020). Heritage 
protections or neighbourhood specific secondary 
plans have been a significant mechanism to preserve 
architecture and buildings from redevelopment in 
certain communities. Instead in 2018, the City of 
Toronto’s 25-year downtown growth plan, “TOcore: 
Planning Downtown”, came into effect. Like the 
case of Little Jamaica and the ‘Eglinton Connects 
Planning Framework’, this plan makes multiple 
mentions of the importance of Toronto’s ethno-
cultural neighbourhoods without ever mentioning 
Chinatown by name. 
  
Make no mistake, the TOcore Plan’s boundaries (as 
shown by the black border in Figure 1) do include 
Chinatown. In fact, the plan presents a photo of 
Chinatown to demonstrate the value of narrow and 
dense storefronts animating the street (AKA ‘fine 
grain retail’) without naming the district. Yet the  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mandates for growth will not apply to all areas 
within the downtown boundary equally. Figure 1 
makes visible the existing secondary plans and 
heritage policies which prevent or guide 
redevelopment in large districts of the downtown 
plan’s boundaries. Chinatown is not similarly 
protected. 
 
In conjunction with the TOcore plan, several new 
Mixed Use Area definitions were introduced, 
allowing tall buildings beyond the 3-4 storey mixed 
use buildings that have typified the neighbourhood 
for so long. These new definitions, along with the 
announcement of a new subway with stations 
proposed immediately south of Chinatown and 
existing policies to encourage mid-rise building 
along avenues, have created a perfect storm for real 
estate speculation in Chinatown to skyrocket with 
no bounds. 
  
Residents and businesses in Chinatown have 
historically been protected from displacement by 
several informal factors in the neighbourhood. These 
factors include the nature of existing property lots, 
which are narrow and highly fractured with diverse 
independent ownership along the commercial 
corridors of the neighbourhood. The need for land 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Summary of all planning policies within the boundaries of the TOcore Downtown Plan in comparison 
to Friends of Chinatown Toronto’s Chinatown boundaries. (Ahmed et al., 2020; City of Toronto, 2020). 
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assemblies has somewhat slowed the potential 
redevelopment pace within the neighbourhood and 
there are still lingering cultural connections to the 
neighbourhood amongst some of the property 
owners in Chinatown. As these owners age and 
retire from their businesses in the neighbourhood, 
however, the properties that were owned by 
individual Chinatown community members are also 
slowly being lost to real estate speculators with no 
local cultural connections to the neighbourhood. 
  
As a result, existing affordable housing stock and 
culturally competent retail in the neighbourhood are 
being destroyed in several ways. The most visible is 
through land assemblies and redevelopment 
applications on existing properties along the 
commercial avenues. The second and less visible way 
is through the conversion of rooming houses into 
high end studio units and Airbnb hotels. These 
rooming houses (AKA multi-tenant homes or 
boarding houses) are reportedly highly concentrated 
in Chinatown, due to the long-standing history of 
migrant workers who arrive solo to find employment 
and low-cost housing in Chinatown (Ahmed et al., 
2020). 
 

 
Image Source: Chiyi Tam. A handwritten "Rooms for 
Rent" sign on the Poon Yue Society of Toronto building 
in the Downtown West Chinatown. In stark contrast, a 
newly redeveloped single family home now abuts the 
building's right side. 
 
Local organizers suspect that rooming houses still 
provide deeply affordable housing for migrant 
workers and many low-income residents. These 
rooming houses have typically been owned by long 
standing community legacy organizations, such as 
regional and/or family associations. Due to a 

systemic lack of funding for social housing and an 
aging membership in these organizations, these 
organizations have not been able to continue 
acquiring properties for community use. 
Conversations with local organizations such as the 
Hong Luck Kung Fu Club and the Chan Family 
Association (who both own their organization’s 
buildings in Chinatown) reveal that they are 
constantly under pressure from solicitations to sell 
their assets in the neighbourhood. Some legacy 
organizations are now selling off these properties as 
their membership continues to be displaced from 
Chinatown, or as the need for repairs surpass the 
financing capacity of their membership. All these 
‘organic’ and citizen-led protections, once robust and 
sufficient to build a coherent neighbourhood 
identity, have been rendered precarious and are now 
dwindling. 
 
Affordable retail in Chinatown depends on 
affordable housing, and vice versa. Here, low-cost, 
culturally competent businesses in Chinatown, such 
as those found at 315-325 Spadina, are dependent 
on their deeply rooted customer base. These 
customers, in turn, are residents who require greater 
housing security and long tenures to access these 
neighbourhood-based commercial resources; 
however, they are disenfranchised by their lower 
income levels and precarious renter status. As 
development applications are advanced, notices are 
distributed to landlords in the vicinity of a given site. 
The affected community members are often tenants 
and gig workers; they may not read English or may 
not be literate; they often have no way of accessing 
the decision-making processes that are changing the 
neighbourhood they are so dependent on. 
  
Heritage planning is not affordable housing… yet 
 
Toronto is a settler city where Indigenous land has 
been remade into ‘property’. Policing and the legal 
system exist to enforce property ownership rights. A 
reparative approach to planning is therefore required 
(following Williams, 2020) to achieve racial and 
economic justice for Indigenous and racialized 
communities in this context. Centering the lived 
experiences of residents and workers in Little 
Jamaica and Chinatown in planning requires us, as 
planning professionals, to recognize a fundamental 
tension: property markets, like cities, are planned. 
Gentrification and neighbourhood change are 
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neither natural nor inevitable; they are processes, 
designed and enforced through policies and 
legislation, that perpetuate structural and socio-
spatial inequities rooted in colonization and racism. 
 
Heritage protection is frequently suggested as a tool 
to support culturally significant communities. In 
practice, however, heritage protection in Toronto 
remains largely determined by race and by resources 
that racialized communities often lack. Local 
heritage policies have the capacity to protect heritage 
as expressed in the built form of the city. But their 
design also serves to delegitimize intangible heritage, 
such as the cultural significance of communities like 
Little Jamaica and Chinatown, as described above. 
This has resulted in a heritage environment that 
prioritizes the architectural interests of typically 
white and wealthier neighbourhoods that are well 
organized and have the resources and capacity to 
advocate to governments. 
  
Figure 2 demonstrates this in the context of 
Toronto. It shows the disparity between the places 
where larger proportions of Black people live in 
Toronto, around Little Jamaica, with the 
concentration of heritage-designated properties in  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the neighbourhoods of Rosedale. For local 
communities, the results of heritage policies as they 
have been practiced so far show no promise for 
achieving the retention of affordable housing and 
culturally competent retail uses in our 
neighbourhoods. 
  
An important and emerging solution to the 
gentrification and displacement of racialized 
communities is to establish community control and 
affordability in perpetuity. Beyond heritage 
protection, organizers in both Little Jamaica and 
Chinatown are exploring the establishment of 
community land trusts (CLTs) (see also Section 5.4 
of this report) as another reparative tool to prevent 
displacement, to fight against gentrification and to 
build economic power and community wealth by 
working in solidarity to collectively hold legal title to 
land. 
  
This organizing builds on an important legacy. 
CLTs have been created by and for Black 
communities dating back to the Civil Rights 
movement in the United States. They have 
flourished in Toronto as demonstrated by the work 
of the Parkdale Neighbourhood Land Trust  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Proportion of Black people in Toronto dissemination areas in comparison to designated heritage properties as 
clustered in the North and South Rosedale, and Hazelton-Yorkville Heritage Conservation Districts (HCDs) (Adams et 
al., 2020; Statistics Canada, 2016; City of Toronto, 2020). 
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(PNLT) and Kensington Market Community Land 
Trust (KMCLT). Ongoing community organizing 
work also imagines evolving land trusts beyond the 
property system to more radical visions of a future of 
private property abolition, using land trusts as a 
mechanism for Indigenous Land Back, for material 
decolonization, for reparations, and rematriation of 
land to community determined use. 
  
To support this form of visionary and hopeful 
community control requires us as planners to 
imagine and advance alternative economic practices, 
rooted in economic democracy. That is, the direct 
democratic control of economic assets such as 
land/property in our neighbourhoods. On the 
surface these alternative practices may appear 
extreme to those who do not understand how racial 
capitalism (Robinson, 1983) is operationalized 
through planning (Williams, 2020). They are, 
however, necessary and should explicitly prioritize 
racialized and Indigenous peoples to provide redress 
to those who have been systemically harmed by 
white-supremacist principles and actions that have 
established the normative basis for planning practice 
in Toronto. 
  
Whether Little Jamaica and Chinatown will still 
meaningfully exist in the decades to come will 
depend on the strength of their collective 
neighbourhood organizing rather than waiting for 
the conventional and currently racist planning 
system to deliver evolved policies. Planners and 
lovers of cities everywhere should take heed and 
accordingly join the urgent work needed to build 
tangible and material community control over our 
fast-disappearing culturally significant spaces and 
places. 
 
Little Jamaica and Chinatown currently face all of 
the challenges that community land trusts 
organizers broadly face, with several unique 
additions: 
 

1. The grassroots CLT model allows residents 
within the geographical neighbourhood to 
become voting members of the trust; 
however, in these cases, we must challenge 
mainstream understandings of who is 
deemed a legitimate participant in 
neighbourhood affairs. ‘Ethnic enclaves’ in 
major urban centres are deemed so because 

they support a diaspora community that may 
extend far beyond the actual ‘boundaries’ of 
the neighbourhood. People who do not live 
in the neighbourhood may have strong 
cultural ties and should have a legitimate say 
in its preservation. 

2. In addition to the funding challenges 
housing focused CLTs face when making 
acquisitions in Toronto, there are even 
greater limitations for the financing of 
mixed-use or commercial acquisitions. Just 
as there are no funding programs for the 
protection of existing affordable rental stock, 
there are no existing programs for affordable 
commercial space retention – or even for the 
recognition of the important role played by 
the cultural commercial operations that form 
a substantial portion of Toronto’s intangible 
heritage. In fact, city and provincial-level 
planning documents do not even define 
what constitutes affordable retail units. 
Residential rent controls may be weak, but 
commercial rent control is simply non-
existent. Impact investors are a potential 
source of financing that are only now 
considering how they might facilitate 
affordable housing creation and retention 
with community land trusts; they have far 
greater hesitancy and a lack of knowledge 
and risk appetite for financing affordable 
commercial spaces. 

3. Advocacy for community ownership cannot 
be limited to the property systems we 
currently live in. Even if every racialized 
neighbourhood land trust has substantial 
real estate portfolios and stabilized stocks of 
deeply affordable and adequate housing, 
calls for Indigenous Land Back must still be 
honoured by racialized immigrant 
communities to fulfill our treaty obligations 
upon Indigenous land and achieve reparative 
outcomes for all our communities. Our 
communities’ direct experiences of harm by 
imperialism, colonialism, and racial 
capitalism through the conventional 
planning systems’ creation of ‘private 
property’ on Indigenous lands informs the 
urgent grounds for solidarity with 
Indigenous organizers. Community land 
trusts to preserve affordability are a 
temporary means to an end, a workaround 
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for community care and survival in the 
system we live in, but not the final 
destination. 

 
To conclude, here are several recommendations for 
actions that can create the conditions for greater 
neighbourhood-based community control in 
Toronto: 
 
Short term 

• Tenant organizing in every neighbourhood 
and building 

• Public education about economic 
democracy, including the community land 
trust model and other alternative models for 
collective ownership and governance 

• Cultural competency training and land trust 
capacity-building within the public sector 

 
Medium term 

• Abolish property owner exclusive 
associations 

• Capacity development, start up and 
organizational funding for grassroots CLTs, 
as well as tax abatement and/or exemption 
programs 

• Philanthropic partnerships between cultural 
and/or immigrant-focused organizations, 
governments and CLTs 

• First right of offer/refusal for CLTs on 
public land 

• Explore community opportunity to purchase 
policy 

• Define affordable retail, chain store and 
small business 

• Neighbourhood-based commercial and 
residential rent control for artists, co-
operatives and local businesses 

• Equity benchmarks in growth-related 
planning policy tied to people’s real capacity 
(i.e., rent-geared-to-income affordable 
housing, most immediately) 

  
Long term 

• Regulate the financialization of housing and 
property (i.e., anti-competition laws for 
REITs) 

• Reignite a federally funded social/public 
housing program 

• Advance a program for reparations at all 
levels of government, including the 
decolonization of the property system, i.e., 
land back to Indigenous peoples and 
communities 
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Housing is an important determinant of health and 
there is growing body of evidence showing that poor 
housing conditions are linked to negative physical 
and mental health outcomes (Krieger & Higgins, 
2002). In 2016, a quarter of Canadian seniors had a 
core housing need, and lacked access to affordable, 
suitable, or adequate housing (Government of 
Canada, 2019). Senior renters, in particular, were 
twice as likely to live in unaffordable housing 
(Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 2015). 
Government sponsored social housing programs are 
one opportunity to address the housing needs of 
low-income seniors, as rents are geared to income or 
supplemented through housing subsidies (Housing 
Services Corporation, 2014). However, social 
housing programs for older adults are limited 
(HUD, 2018). Over the past decade, the percentage 
of older adults on social housing waitlists has 
increased from 22% in 2011 to 32% in 2015, and 
wait times for seniors have doubled from 2.5 years to 
4.5 years (Non-Profit Housing Association, 2016). 
  
Seniors living in social housing tend to be female, 
live alone, have low educational attainment, and 
have poor physical and mental health, including 
multiple chronic health and psychiatric conditions 
(Agarwal et al., 2019; Cotrell & Carder, 2010; 
Noonan et al., 2017; Robison et al., 2009). They also 
experience high rates of depression and anxiety 
(Agarwal et al., 2019), loneliness (Taylor et al., 

2018), cognitive impairment (Cotrell & Carder, 
2010) and food insecurity (Agarwal et al., 2019; 
Noonan et al., 2017). Therefore, access to 
appropriate housing, health and community support 
services is critical to help seniors in social housing 
age in place for as long as possible, reducing reliance 
on long-term care or other forms of supportive 
housing (Bigonnesse & Chaudhury, 2019; Wiles et 
al., 2012). 
  
Toronto Community Housing Corporation 
(TCHC) is the largest social housing landlord in 
Canada (Toronto Community Housing 
Corporation, 2019). They provide homes to over 
27,000 low-income older adults, and half of whom 
live in one of the 83 buildings designed specifically 
for seniors. Similar to other social housing contexts, 
seniors in TCHC face many challenges, including 
poor health and mobility, social isolation, and 
cognitive impairment, which interact with and 
exacerbate other vulnerabilities such as racialized and 
gender-based poverty, structural and systemic 
racism, and unequal access to services and resources. 
Furthermore, work by the City of Toronto has 
found that there is inadequate and inconsistent 
delivery of housing services to seniors living in the 
TCHC seniors’ buildings, and that there is a lack of 
integration between housing and health services, 
negatively impacting senior tenants’ abilities to age 
at home (City of Toronto, 2019). 

3.4 
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In response to these challenges, Toronto City 
Council adopted a series of recommendations calling 
for improved living conditions and services for 
seniors living in TCHC, and in July 2019, they 
approved the creation of a stand-alone Seniors 
Housing Corporation (City of Toronto, 2019). This 
new corporation is expected to be established by 
2022 and will focus on the specific needs of tenants 
residing in the seniors’ designated buildings; this 
includes ensuring access to the health, housing, and 
community supports needed to optimize the ability 
of seniors to age in their home for as long as possible 
with dignity and in comfort.  Although this new 
corporation to oversee senior-designated TCHC 
buildings is still under development, efforts have 
already begun to advance the strategic integration of 
housing and health services for senior tenants living 
in these buildings to promote stable tenancies and 
improve quality of life through the implementation 
of a new service model in the seniors building. 
Beginning in 2019, the City of Toronto, TCHC and 
the Toronto-Central Local Health Integration 
Network (a provincial government health authority, 
see Cheng (2018) for a review) partnered to create a 
new Integrated Service Model for the seniors’ 
buildings (City of Toronto, 2019); it aims to bring 
about new ways of interacting with and supporting 
senior tenants, with the ultimate goal of ensuring 
tenants can age in place with dignity and in comfort. 
 
The Integrated Service Model has three core 
objectives: 

1. Foster relationships of trust between 
housing staff and senior tenants; 

2. Improve the delivery of housing services, 
with an increased focus on seniors’ issues 
that impact housing stability; and 

3. Increase access to health and community 
support services through enhanced 
partnerships with community agencies and 
integration of programs directly in buildings. 

 
While the City of Toronto and their partners had 
identified a general roadmap for implementing the 
Integrated Service Model, they had limited resources 
to engage with stakeholders and generate evidence 
needed to support their decision-making on 
developing and implementing the model and 
evaluating its effectiveness. To augment their ability 
to develop the Integrated Service Model, the City of 

Toronto partnered with Sunnybrook Research 
Institute (St. John’s Rehab Research Program) to 
generate the needed evidence to support this co-
creation and evaluation of the Integrated Service 
Model for seniors living in TCHC (Hitzig et al., 
2020). 
  
Through this partnership, a series of in-depth 
interviews and consultations were carried out with 
senior tenants, frontline staff and community 
partners to better understand the housing needs of 
older adults, and how the new Integrated Service 
Model could be designed to address those needs. 
This paper reports on the results of an 
interdisciplinary community consultation with 
practitioners that support older tenants living in the 
seniors’ buildings in order to develop 
recommendations and strategies for how the new 
model can improve unit condition, promote stable 
tenancies, and enhance access to health and 
community support services for senior tenants. 
  
About the Consultation 
 
In partnership with the City of Toronto, 
Sunnybrook Research Institute hosted a half-day 
consultation in Winter 2020 to develop 
recommendations, strategies and solutions for how 
the new Integrated Service Model could: 1) support 
enhanced unit condition; 2) prevent evictions and 
promote housing retention; and 3) facilitate tenant 
access to health and community support services. 
These areas were identified as priorities for the 
Integrated Service Model, which are based on 
previous tenant interviews and consultation with 
TCHC (Sheppard, Austen, et al., 2020; Sheppard, 
Perry, et al., 2020). 
 
To ensure a broad range of perspectives were 
represented, a heterogenous group of stakeholders 
that directly or indirectly supported seniors living in 
TCHC were invited to participate. The resulting 
meeting attendees (n=74) were comprised of: 

• Management staff from the Seniors 
Housing Unit at Toronto Community 
Housing (n=14); 

• Staff of library, community and social 
services (n=28); 

• Practitioners from health and primary care 
settings (n=19); 
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• Decision makers from municipal and 
provincial levels of government (n=10); 

• Community advocates (n=3). 
  
At the event, attendees engaged in facilitated small 
group discussions to identify practical opportunities 
to address unit condition, evictions, and access to 
services. Stakeholders were asked to be specific and 
concrete in their thinking, and consider a range of 
ideas that could support positive change, including 
new partnerships, new or revised operating 
procedures, or staff training. A large group share-
back was then carried out, whereby each group was 
given five minutes to present the outcomes of their 
discussion. 
  
For each of the three topics discussed, a brief 
summary of the problem is provided – as understood 
based on previous qualitative interviews with senior 
tenants and practitioners (Sheppard, Austen, et al., 
2020; Sheppard, Perry, et al., 2020) – followed by 
the solutions and recommendations that were 
generated during the stakeholder consultation. 
 
Opportunities to Improve Unit Condition 
 
About the Problem: 
Many older tenants face challenges maintaining their 
units in good condition, especially if they face 
multiple complex health challenges. There are not 
enough homemaking services available through 
community supports, and as a result, tenants often 
do not have the support they need to keep their unit 
clean. In other cases, the poor state of repair 
throughout the unit makes it difficult for tenants to 
feel safe and at home. Pest infestations are also a 
pervasive and ongoing problem in the buildings, and 
the lack of services to support the unit prep and 
post-treatment clean-up are significant sources of 
frustration. These challenges make it difficult for 
older tenants to feel safe in their units, and interfere 
with their ability to successfully manage their 
tenancies, which may prematurely trigger transfers to 
more expensive housing options with more advanced 
supports. 
  
Stakeholder Solutions: 
Stakeholders highlighted the importance of regular 
unit inspections, and described how the existing 
annual unit inspection process at TCHC was 
insufficient for early identification of tenants 

struggling to maintain their unit. Many felt that 
under the current process, problematic units were 
being identified too late, which then required 
significant supports to bring the unit back up to a 
liveable standard. More regular unit inspections 
carried out by a designated and multi- disciplinary 
team using a standardized tool for evaluating unit 
condition were recommended as one mechanism to 
more proactively identify tenants who may require 
additional supports managing their unit. In 
particular, it was recommended that someone with 
mental health expertise be included who can help 
identify tenants who may be experiencing mental 
health challenges that negatively impact their ability 
to keep up with the day-to-day management of their 
units. 
 
The need for more accountability of maintenance 
staff and contractors working in the buildings was 
also discussed. Both groups require more training to 
work with older tenants who have complex issues, 
and an improved response to ensure that 
maintenance requests are responded to and 
addressed quickly. Doing so would lead to tenants 
feeling more respected and cared for. 
 
With regard to tenant education, stakeholders felt 
tenants need more information on how to keep their 
units clean and organized, how to identify 
maintenance issues (e.g., leaky sink) and pest 
problems, and how to access resources available to 
them. A critical strategy for maintaining the living 
space was to de-stigmatize unit condition issues to 
ensure that tenants feel comfortable seeking support 
early, to address the issue before it escalates. This is 
especially relevant with regards to pest issues, which 
can lead to significant stigmatization for tenants. 
Tenant-peer groups were one mechanism suggested 
as a way to foster peer-support and reduce stigma. 
Lastly, there is a need for more resources and 
supports for both homemaking, such as laundry, 
light housekeeping, as well as unit preparation for 
pest control treatments. Other identified gaps 
included lack of in-unit supports for lifting or 
moving furniture (e.g., to clean behind the fridge or 
under the couch) and limited access to furniture and 
other items to help tenants organize their 
belongings. Importantly, many stakeholders noted 
that while existing supports helped tenants get their 
units back in good conditions, there are limited 
supports to help tenants maintain the unit in a good 
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and livable condition after the initial support 
provided.  In order to help tenants age in place, 
safely and with dignity, ongoing community support 
services to assist with homemaking were considered 
essential. 
 
Opportunities to Promote Stable Tenancies and 
Prevent Evictions 
 
About the Problem: 
Some older tenants experience challenges managing 
their tenancy, including difficulties understanding 
their legal rights and obligations as a tenant, as well 
as their rent calculations. Many tenants and 
practitioners that support them have also noted that 
the annual rent review process is not age-friendly, 
and that written notifications and the lack of in-
person follow-up make it difficult for older tenants 
to understand and complete their rent paperwork, 
which places them at risk for eviction.  
  
Stakeholder Solutions: 
Financial literacy training was the most frequently 
cited recommendation to help seniors pay their rent 
on time and avoid arrears. Several identified topics 
included budgeting, pre-authorized payments, 
retirement income sources, and tax preparation. 
Stakeholders also suggested additional training for 
older tenants on their rights and obligations as 
tenants, including a clear overview of the rent review 
process, situations that can lead to eviction and how 
to avoid them, as well as resources that are available 
to help them with tenancy issues. 
 
To break down the stigma associated with housing 
retention issues, stakeholders suggested having staff 
on-site with social work training to help build trust, 
so tenants felt comfortable seeking help when their 
housing was at-risk.  
 
Stakeholders suggested the landlord needs to make 
existing processes and communication mechanisms 
on tenancy issues more age-friendly. For instance, 
written notices should come with a personalized 
letter and be delivered in-person so that tenants can 
ask questions and housing staff can be sure tenants 
received and understood the notice. The New Tenant 
Welcome Package was also identified as confusing, as 
was the annual rent review paperwork, and the 
arrears collection process. Simplifying these 
processes and moving towards more inclusive and 

age-friendly communication would empower tenants 
to respond to their notices in a timely fashion. 
The importance of a preventative approach, as 
opposed to a reactive approach, was a common 
theme. For instance, many felt that early 
intervention of tenants at risk of losing their housing 
(e.g., a tenant in arrears) would allow tenants to 
access supports before the problem escalated (e.g., 
prevent arrears from accumulating). Housing staff 
need more training on the intersection between 
physical and mental health challenges and evictions 
in order to identify tenants who may need additional 
supports. 
 
Opportunities to Enhance Access to Services 
 
About the Problem: 
Even though it was generally understood that the 
TCHC depends on service providers to support 
vulnerable older tenants, providers face multiple 
barriers to delivering services in the seniors’ 
buildings, including inaccessible building staff, 
inconsistent and onerous partnership agreements, 
lack of space to provide programs, multiple agencies 
providing duplicative services on-site, and difficulty 
identifying tenants who would benefit most from 
services. 
  
Stakeholder Solutions: 
Stakeholders felt the best way to promote access to 
services is to provide services directly on-site. 
Community hubs were highlighted as the best way 
to facilitate access to social services and recreation 
programs, as well as coordinate building-wide 
support programs like trips to the grocery store. As 
an example, some groups talked about how libraries 
are a great partner to build digital literacy skills 
programs which can then help support other aspects 
of tenancy, such as filling out pension forms or 
accessing tax documents. 
 
It was noted that there are many opportunities to 
make it easier for providers to offer services directly 
in the TCHC buildings. For instance, many partners 
wanted access to space, both for staff to use as “touch 
down” space, but also to deliver programs directly to 
tenants. This was especially true for primary care 
providers who need private space to provide their 
service. The complex partnership agreement process 
could be simplified to reduce the amount of ‘red 
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tape’, and ensure that there was a unified, consistent 
partnership process across all the buildings. 
 
Stakeholders felt that housing staff, such as Tenant 
Services Coordinators, were important to help 
connect vulnerable/at-risk tenants to services 
available in the community. They felt strongly that 
this role should work directly in the buildings to 
build relationships of trust with  tenants and  service 
providers. This trust relationship would make it 
easier for housing staff to identify tenants who 
require support and make appropriate referrals to 
on-site agencies. 
 
Finally, the importance of stronger communication 
between housing and health staff was discussed. 
Hosting regular, integrated team meetings with 
housing staff and on-site providers would be ideal 
for identifying tenants that require additional 
supports and to ensure they are connected to 
services. 
 
Conclusions 
 
This half-day consultation served as a platform for 
knowledge exchange among practitioners and policy 
makers from community support services, primary 
care and social housing that are working together to 
meet the health and housing needs of senior tenants. 
It builds upon a series of engagements and 
consultation with key stakeholders as part as of the 
development and implementation of the Integrated 
Service Model. 
  
Through facilitated discussion, stakeholders 
identified several key recommendations to improve 
unit condition, prevent evictions and improve access 
to health services. Although some of the strategies 
discussed are more difficult to implement and 
require larger system changes, many suggestions and 
ideas were flagged as “easy to implement” and could 
be implemented relatively quickly to improve quality 
of life for older tenants. These concrete 
recommendations have served as a ‘roadmap’ for the 
City of Toronto and TCHC as they create new 
housing policies and procedures within the context 
of the Integrated Service Model to better support 
older tenants and promote positive health and 
tenancy outcomes. 
 

 
Recommendations 
 

• Offering more tenant education sessions on 
financial literacy, unit maintenance, and 
tenant rights and obligations; 

• Developing new senior-friendly 
communication mechanisms and processes, 
particularly as they relate to tenancy matters; 
and 

• Creating a new partnership agreement 
framework that reduces barriers agencies 
face when providing services directly to 
tenants on-site. 
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COVID-19 Responses in Detroit, MI: 
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Link between Housing and Health 
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and DENNIS ARCHAMBAULT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This paper argues, in the United States context, that 
only after experts and policymakers fully recognize 
socio-economic disparities along lines of race and 
age compounded with poverty will they be able to 
offer a truly comprehensive approach to dealing with 
pandemic diseases, be they COVID-19, or future 
pandemics still on the horizon. Poverty influences 
the impact of social determinants of care and access 
to care, which erodes immune systems and 
exacerbates chronic diseases. In recognizing this fact, 
this paper will relate the work of one coalition of 
organizations advocating and supplying senior 
housing in the city of Detroit to demonstrate how 
race, age, and access to affordable housing intersect 
in a manner which, amid a global pandemic, can be a 
matter of life and death. The work of Senior 
Housing Preservation-Detroit (hereafter SHP-D) 
can and does provide us with examples of how 
efforts to protect access to affordable housing often 
coincide with pandemic response efforts; access to 
housing, food, and adequate medical care can be 
invaluable tools in the fight against COVID-19, as 
well as against future pandemics yet to come. 
 

 
1 The names and identifying information of older Detroit quoted in this article have been removed to protect their privacy. 
All quotes cited are copied verbatim from interviews conducted with senior citizens living in HUD Section 8 housing in and 
around the downtown Detroit area. 

As the heavy, Detroit summer heat began its gradual 
decline in the final days of August, seniors’ housing 
and tenant organizers cautiously donned medical 
masks, gloves, and other protective equipment, 
before entering one of Detroit’s remaining Section 8 
Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) buildings in the city’s downtown core. These 
organizers came to collect the testimonials of senior 
residents who, in addition to the myriad of systemic 
challenges older adults face in the United States, 
were forced to contend with one of the worst 
pandemics the world had seen in decades, too often 
with little to no support from property managers or 
government officials. Together, by relating their 
shared experiences, they described a stark and 
difficult reality that few people had been aware of. 
 
“Everyone was scared to death,” one Detroit senior 
resident recalls of COVID-19's arrival to Detroit the 
previous spring: "Nobody knew what was going on 
in the world. It hit us personally [and] we were 
afraid to go outside. We didn’t know what we could 
or could not do.”1 Another senior resident added 
that, “the company that owned the building wouldn’t 
supply us with masks. Only management had masks 

3.5 
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[…] The rest of the building? They could care less.” 
Meticulously collected and recorded, these 
interviews give voice to a community of city 
residents who have fought for years against racial 
disparities in economic opportunity, access to 
housing, and quality in healthcare; marginalized and 
overlooked by a city hyper-focused on revitalization 
and development, senior residents were left invisible 
and neglected by a pandemic response which 
privileged mass testing over equity in care and 
treatment for some of the city’s most vulnerable 
residents. Since the pandemic arrived in Detroit in 
March 2020, over 1600 residents have passed 
because of the virus; more than 80% of them were 
above the age of 60. 
 
Disproportionate suffering from the COVID-19 
pandemic is not restricted along lines of age, but also 
follows racial boundaries. Despite accounting for 
only 6% of Michigan’s total population, Detroit, 
which is a majority-Black city, accounts for 
approximately 24% of the state’s total COVID-
related fatalities. Statewide, Black Michiganders are 
nearly three times more likely to contract COVID-
19 than their white counterparts, even though Black 
residents only account for 13% of the state’s 
population. As more has become known about 
COVID-19 and the subsequent pandemic that 
spread it around the world, medical professionals, 
activists, academic scholars, and others have 
inadvertently been made aware of a longstanding 
inequity in medical access and standards of living 
faced by Black residents not only in Detroit, but 
across the entire United States. 
 
Detroit Contends with the Pandemic: Seniors Left 
to Fend for Themselves 
 
When Detroit saw COVID-19's arrival in Michigan 
in early 2020, the city benefitted from swift action by 
state officials like Governor Whitmer who, following 
the advice of epidemiologists and other medical 
experts, quickly signed an executive order to “shelter 
in place,” limiting the virus’ spread. While there is 
now a widespread consensus on the positive impacts 
that such a lockdown had on efforts to mitigate the 
virus’ spread, plans put forward and carried out by 

 
2 There are those who believe that Detroit is a desert in some locations and a swamp in others of small independent and chain convenience 
stores. Our population is served by large box stores and Eastern Market, our large farmer’s market, in non-pandemic times. Of course, the 
pandemic has exacerbated the scarcity for our population. 

state and local governments were far from perfect; 
the concerns and wellbeing of many Detroiters were 
often overlooked, with specific challenges Detroit 
residents faced often going unaddressed.  
 
Senior residents living in some Section 8 HUD 
housing units were shocked to find that building 
managers and service staff had simply left at the start 
of the pandemic, with no safety procedures, cleaning 
schedules, or lines of communication in place so 
residents could reach out for more information. 
Senior residents began cleaning common areas, like 
halls and elevators, themselves, as others sought out 
masks and other personal protective equipment 
(PPE), which soon skyrocketed in price. One senior 
resident, interviewed for a documentary being 
produced by SHP-D, reflected on the dire situation 
and terror which, in many ways, still governs the 
lives of Detroit’s senior residents: “All of the people 
here are scared. Everyone stays to themselves. 
They’re locked up in their apartments. They only 
come out when they have to come out. We don’t 
socialize like we used to socialize […] They have fear 
for their health. Some of them, like myself, have 
pre-existing conditions.” 
 
Without a distribution network in place to provide 
seniors on fixed incomes with needed protective 
equipment, food, or medicines, residents were put 
into the horrifying situation where they could either 
choose to stay indoors without basic necessities—
unaware of how long the pandemic would last—or 
risk venturing out into public with minimal 
protection, in essence gambling with their lives. 
These hardships were only compounded by a lack of 
crucial infrastructure and economic opportunity in 
the city of Detroit. While making strides since its 
2011 bankruptcy filing where much of Detroit fell 
into official classification as a food desert, access to 
affordable, healthy food is still not a given for many 
Detroiters, who have to travel upwards of several 
miles to reach full-service grocery stores.2    
 
In a city where upwards of a third of adults either do 
not drive or own a car, running basic errands 
demands relying on the city’s public transit system, 
however the metropolitan Detroit bus system is 
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often cited as among the worst in the nation. 
Slashed budgets imposed on services following the 
city’s 2011 bankruptcy made for irregular service and 
ride times. When these austerity measures were 
introduced to a global pandemic, serious concerns 
were raised over how well busses could be cleaned, 
and how safe they would be for groups particularly 
susceptible to the virus, like older adults and seniors. 
It was in this atmosphere of danger, confusion, and 
fear that SHP-D broadened the nature of its work to 
advocate for the wellbeing of Detroit seniors amid 
the pandemic, seniors who had been rendered 
invisible by a city-wide campaign of development 
and austerity. 
 
Senior Housing Preservation-Detroit: The 
Coalition’s Response to Austerity and COVID 
 
SHP-D was founded in 2013 as a coalition of 
community and housing organizations to preserve 
senior’s access to low-income housing in and around 
the downtown Detroit area, which was increasingly a 
magnet for investment and redevelopment.3,4 While 
many Detroiters and community groups welcomed 
the return of businesses and shops to a quieted urban 
core, this enthusiasm was soon coupled with 
reservation and concern, as investors and building 
managers sought to convert desirable, Section 8 
HUD housing units into more lucrative, market-rate 
apartments serving a younger, professional 
population. SHP-D's work began garnering 
attention when, in 2014, they organized to help 
relocate upwards of 120 senior and disabled residents 
at one senior housing site downtown. The building 
was, like many others in the downtown area, a 
subsidized section 8 HUD housing development 
where seniors, the disabled, and other marginalized 
members of society could find housing at an 
affordable rate, often the only such housing options 
available to them. It is important to note that those 
classified as Extremely Low-Income (ELI) are 

 
3 Tam Perry, et al., “Senior housing at a crossroads: A case study of a university/community partnership in  Detroit, Michigan.” 
Traumatology, 21(3), 244-250. doi:10.1037/trm0000043, 2015. 
4 Tam Perry, Dennis Archambault & Claudia Sanford, “Preserving senior housing in a changing city: Innovative efforts of an 
interprofessional coalition.” Public Policy & Aging Report. Volume 27, Issue suppl_1, 29 December 2017, Pages S22–S26, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ppar/prx020, 2017. 
5 For more on the difficulty of finding housing, particularly for those with criminal backgrounds, see Tam Perry, Vanessa Roria & Claudia 
Sanford. Housing concerns and forensic social work. In T. Maschi (Ed.), Forensic social work: Psychosocial and legal issues with diverse 
populations and settings. New York: Springer, 2017. 
6 David Muller, “Detroit's Midtown, Downtown Redevelopment Threatens Senior Housing,” MLive, August 19, 2014. Accessed via web 
at: https://www.mlive.com/business/detroit/2014/08/troubled_move_of_seniors_from.html. 
7 Claudia Sanford, “Griswold Senior Story,” April 20, 2015. 

experiencing great difficulty in locating housing and 
with the burgeoning of the older population in 
Detroit, this problem is only expected to compound.  
Despite the hard work of SHP-D organizations and 
their members, these relocations were especially hard 
on older residents.5 While social workers gave tours 
of other available buildings to seniors, feelings of 
confusion and disbelief dominated these meetings. "I 
took [one older man] to Rivertown and he had a real 
moment of profound confusion," recalled Claudia 
Sanford of the United Community Housing 
Coalition (UCHC) and then member of SHP-D's 
Relocation Committee, "to find this man toward the 
end of this process, I still get choked up." 
 
The older adult Claudia was working with never 
moved out of the building, however, a local 
newspaper reported one August morning that the 
man “was found dead two weeks after the deadline 
for tenants to vacate […] His body was found amid 
the construction to convert the building,” which has 
since been renamed.6  The sudden and crushing 
evictions of seniors at buildings such as this one 
exacerbated an already dangerous situation for many 
of them, and although organizers with SHP-D were 
able to ensure most of the seniors at the 
development were relocated elsewhere, for others, 
the stress was simply too much. “It cannot be 
overstated how distressing this forced relocation was 
on all the tenants at [the building],” Claudia Sanford 
remembers, “I can only believe that the total removal 
of [the older adult’s] support network and lack of 
sensitivity to the needs of the residents contributed 
to his death.”7  
 
Detroit’s post-bankruptcy recovery was largely driven 
by promoting investment and development in the 
Motor City. News outlets, popular media, and ad 
campaigns touted Detroit as a “Comeback City,” 
with swaths of vacant homes and available job 
opportunities to attract younger, white-collar (and 
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predominantly white-skinned) professional workers 
to the city. Expensive public-private partnerships 
turned over hundreds of millions of tax-payer dollars 
to finance entertainment-based construction projects 
like the Little Caesars Arena, while the city’s 
underfunded public-school infrastructure continued 
to erode and collapse. Prior to the pandemic, the city 
had terminated the Detroit Senior Citizens 
Department, making those in city government less 
informed (or likely to hear) about specific concerns 
older adults had, including those who live in 
congregate housing around downtown.  
 
Shortly after orders to “shelter-in-place" were issued 
on March 10, 2020 by Michigan’s governor, 
members at SHP-D were shocked to learn that 
many older adults living in downtown and midtown 
high-rise buildings were left without adequate 
systems for building upkeep, sources of individual 
support, or even basic means for communication 
with building managers. Some desperately needed 
supplies of food, water, and personal protective 
equipment (PPE) made their way to senior 
buildings. Older adults, increasingly faced with 
social isolation and loneliness, began receiving 
check-in calls from volunteers and staff with the 
Michigan Center for Urban African American 
Aging Research (MCUAAAR), coordinated in part 
by Tam Perry, Associate Professor at Wayne State 
University’s School of Social Work and Research 
Chair with SHP-D. Volunteers and Wayne State 
staff were able to conduct over 300 surveys crucial to 
ascertaining what the most pressing needs for many 
of Detroit’s older adults were.8  These surveys 
additionally demonstrated how social isolation 
contributed to the stress Detroit’s older adult 
community was already facing.  
 
Soon after its founding, SHP-D quickly learned how 
housing insecurity can serve as “a critical 
determinant of health” and that stresses like “living 
with the potential of eviction or foreclosure […] 
creates toxic stress, [which] may complicate disease 
management.”9  In this context, it became apparent 
that Detroit seniors’ ability to access affordable 
housing and maintain their long-established 
community ties was not only an issue of social and 

 
8 Vanessa Rorai and Tam Perry, “An innovative telephone outreach program to seniors in Detroit, a city facing dire consequences of 
COVID-19.” Journal of Gerontological Social Work. https://doi.org/10.1080/01634372.2020.1793254, 2020. 
9 Tam Perry, et al., “Advocating for the Preservation of Senior Housing: A Coalition at Work Amidst Gentrification in Detroit, 
Michigan,” Housing Policy Debate, in press. 

economic justice, but of public health as well. 
Detroit’s housing history is rife with legacies of 
inequality, discrimination and violence, however. 
Working to preserve the intergenerational character 
of some of Detroit’s most quickly gentrifying 
neighborhoods also means coming to grips with an, 
at times, greatly troubling past.  
 
Detroit’s History of Spatial Inequity: Race and Age 
in Economic Uncertainty 
 
At the height of World War II, for example, Detroit 
faced a massive housing shortage. New Black 
families arrived in the city every day, both fleeing 
racist violence and Klan terrorism in the Jim Crow 
South, as well as seeking out new economic and 
employment opportunities in the industrial north. 
Many Black Americans arriving in Detroit began 
work in one of the city’s numerous wartime defense 
plants, often alongside Black workers who had made 
it to the city themselves a decade or two before. 
Racial prejudice was just as pervasive in the north as 
it had been in the south, however, and economic 
opportunities for Black families were hard fought. 
Many of the city’s neighborhoods imposed strict 
racial covenants, controlling who could move into an 
area and who could not. For incoming Black 
families, almost all of these predominantly white 
neighborhoods were closed to them, and calls grew 
to provide some kind of housing for Detroit’s newest 
defense workers.  
 
An answer to these calls came in 1941, when the city 
of Detroit designated a series of twelve housing sites 
to be built specifically for Black workers. The most 
prominent of these were the Sojourner Truth 
Homes, located on the city’s east side. Sojourner 
Truth Homes sat less than half a mile away from the 
boundary of the Conant Gardens neighborhood, one 
of the few Black neighborhoods allowed to 
peacefully exist in the city. Despite this proximity, 
nearby white residents were infuriated at the 
construction of the homes, and demanded they be 
reserved for white occupants instead. To force the 
city to abandon the project, the KKK organized 
violent, white mobs to descend on the Sojourner 
Truth site and attack the first Black residents as they 
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were moving into their new homes. Black families 
tried to defend themselves, but the police were called 
in; of the 220 people arrested by police at the 
Sojourner Truth Homes, 217 were Black. Out of the 
twelve total public housing locations the City of 
Detroit had planned, only three were completed; the 
remaining nine were abandoned due to blowback 
from racist attacks and threats of violence. 
 
Racial tensions in the city boiled over in 1943 when 
white mobs attacked Black picnic goers on Belle Isle 
Park. Violence quickly spilled into the downtown 
area and, for three days, Detroit Police and the 
United States Army attempted to reign in the 
rioters. By the end of the violence, 34 people were 
dead, and another 433 seriously injured. Twenty-five 
of those killed were Black, and Black people 
accounted for 75% of the injured. The city suffered 
$2 million in property damage, worth over $30 
million in 2020, most of which was localized in the 
Paradise Valley neighborhood, by far the largest 
Black neighborhood in the city, and likely the most 
impoverished. In the years that followed, Black 
Detroiters suffered disproportionately in 
overcrowded, unsafe apartments. Cooking fires in 
poorly ventilated apartments claimed entire families, 
unable to put them out, as many of the older 
buildings lacked indoor plumbing.  
 
Black Detroiters and white sympathizers battled 
with police over the course of several days in 1967, 
unrest which was fueled by a lack of adequate social 
services, discrimination in housing, and racist police 
practices. In response to the turmoil, the federal 
government established the Kerner Commission to 
investigate the causes of the unrest. In their report, 
the commission held that white-led de facto 
segregation was the main cause of the uprising in 
Detroit. The Commission warned that, unless 
drastic changes were made addressing urban 
employment, housing, and suburban segregation, 
existing disparities would only grow wider. The 
report prophetically warned that, “our nation is 
moving toward two societies, one black, one white—
separate and unequal.”10  
 
Instead of acting on the Commission’s findings, 
local and state governments across the country 

 
10 Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders (Washington, D.C.: United States), Kerner Commission: U.S. G.P.O., 
1968. 

doubled down on massive budget increases for police 
and prisons, made possible with deep cuts in 
spending for education, social services, and 
community programs. These policies meant that, in 
stark contrast to the surrounding suburbs, Detroiters 
had to deal with higher unemployment rates, lack of 
access to healthy food and medicine, inadequate 
roads, poorly funded schools, higher rates of health 
issues and, correspondingly, higher mortality rates 
and lower life expectancies. White residents 
continued to flee Detroit and construct sizeable 
barriers to keep Black families from following them 
into the suburbs. Detroit gradually became the 
largest majority-Black city in the country. It 
struggled to continue funding social services amid 
industrial decline and an uncaring state and federal 
government.  
 
In the decades since these monumental clashes, 
continued population decline added stress to 
Detroit’s finances, and home vacancies increased. 
Caused by lack of employment opportunities in the 
city, predatory lending policies, and inflexible tax 
foreclosures, housing throughout Detroit was 
abandoned, as aging residents found they could not 
maintain properties on social security incomes or 
stagnant pensions. Detroit’s decline came to a head 
in 2013 when Michigan’s governor invoked the 
state’s Financial Emergency Manager law to suspend 
Detroit’s government and place it under the control 
of an appointed official. In the resulting fire sale of 
Detroit’s assets, combined with deep cuts to the 
pensions of retired city employees, many of the city’s 
social safety nets and regulations were done away 
with in order to bring the city out of debt. 
 
Reflections 
 
This paper is submitted from the vantage point of an 
American city hit hard by COVID-19 in its early 
days. While the pandemic has been global, it is also 
specifically local. We have shown the intersection of 
historical racial and economic disparities, with access 
to health care and basic supplies being key concerns 
in the present and for decades. In socialized health 
care contexts like Canada, access is ensured, yet 
disparities still exist. In Canada, universal health 
access is not as clear cut in practice. There are still 
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criticisms of equitable access11,12 and specialized 
training in gerontological concerns which must still 
be addressed as Canada’s population ages, 
particularly in its urban cores.13    
 
We are similar in challenges of providing affordable 
housing for all. In December 2019, the City of 
Toronto’s City Council approved the City’s 
affordable housing plan for the next decade which 
included the declaration of housing as a human 
right. In the next 10 years, the City plans to 
construct up to 40,000 units; critics at the meeting 
noted it is shy of meeting the housing needs of its 
residents.14 Also, the plan is contingent upon the 
integration of national, provincial and city support 
for its plan to be accomplished. The City of Toronto 
has been cautioning the federal and provincial 
governments to address the national crisis of 
homelessness since 1998.15   
 
The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the 
vulnerabilities of older persons living in congregate 
housing around the world, particularly in urban 
centers like Detroit, Michigan and the Greater 
Toronto Area (GTA). Now, more than ever, the 
link between stable housing and health and social 
supports is a matter of life and death. While family 
and friends can play informal supportive roles, we 
know that individuals have varying degrees of 
assistance available to them. We must integrate 
principles of social equity in the provision of living 
and lifestyle needs for people of all ages. Thus, many 
older adults’ well-being is at stake in the degree of 
government and nonprofit intervention available to 
them.  
 
We know that as cities change, the need to look at 
justice in the allocation of space usage will continue. 
Older residents of urban cores often offer history and 
longevity to an area of town, or an industry home to 
that place. They often offer emotional (e.g., wisdom, 
passing down skills), and instrumental support (e.g., 

 
11 McKeary, Marie, and Bruce Newbold. "Barriers to care: The challenges for Canadian refugees and their health care providers." Journal of 
Refugee Studies 23.4 (2010): 523-545. 
12 Tsasis, Peter, and Jatinder Bains. "Management of complex chronic disease: facing the challenges in the Canadian health-care system." 
Health Services Management Research 21.4 (2008): 228-235. 
13 Boscart, Veronique, et al. "Integrating gerontological competencies in Canadian health and social service education: An overview of 
trends, enablers, and challenges." Gerontology & geriatrics education 38.1 (2017): 17-46. 
14 City of Toronto, “Housing TO: 2020-30 Action Plan.” (2019) Accessed at https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/94f0-
housing-to-2020-2030-action-plan-housing-secretariat.pdf  
15 Ibid. 

babysitting) and many are still working full or part-
time, as retirement is a decreasing reality for many 
older adults. As housing becomes more unaffordable, 
intergenerational living and/or pooling of resources 
for expenses among household members become 
another way for older adults to contribute to the 
vibrancy of cities. All of us must ensure these 
opportunities to be part of the vibrancy of cities 
occurs across all ages of its residents. 
 
Recommendations 
 

• Remember the important link between 
stable housing and health and well-being by: 

o Paying attention to safety in 
congregate housing especially use of 
community rooms, elevators, etc.; 

o Bringing essential supplies, food and 
services (testing, support services) to 
residents; 

• Creation of housing must push our 
innovative sensibilities by: 

o Encouraging kin and non-kin 
multi-generational co-habitation; 

o Rethinking office spaces now 
emptied and other spaces; 

• Housing affordability reflects our 
understanding of equity and justice. 
Advocacy must continue on this important 
topic.  

 
 



PART FOUR

Planning for Affordability





       ADVANCING THE RIGHT TO HOUSING IN TORONTO 103 

 
Vertical Affordability:  

High-rises and Tower Renewal 
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Much of the existing affordable housing supply in 
Ontario’s Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area 
(GTHA) is located in post-war high-rise towers. 
Large-scale rental apartment buildings, largely built 
between the 1960s and 1970s with the aid of federal 
incentive programs, continue to provide an 
important source of purpose-built rental housing, 
and, while they are largely in need of serious repair, 
are being placed under increasing pressure due to the 
lack of provision of new deeply affordable units. This 
section will briefly detail the development of this 
affordable housing stock, its current conditions, and 
efforts to maintain it. The section will also underline 
the need for new approaches to rehabilitating high-
rise towers, and the need for strong legislation to 
protect the tenants living in tower neighbourhoods 
from displacement from their homes. 
 
The GTHA’s aging high-rise towers are 
representative of a historical period when 
government prioritized and invested in the mass 
production of affordable housing (see also section 
1.2 of this report). While homeownership has always 
been a priority, following the 1940s all levels of 
government in Canada were also supportive of the 
development of non-market housing, and invested 
heavily in public and non-profit housing models. 
Purpose-built rental housing was expanded heavily 
through the post-war period, but following shifts in 
policy and governance in the late 1970s, funding and 
production declined (Suttor, 2009). In Ontario, 
since the downloading and disinvestment of social 

housing in the 1990s, we have seen many buildings 
fall into a state of disrepair. 
 
The 1,752 towers in the GTHA represent a mostly 
deteriorating housing stock that is distributed among 
different owners who include real estate investment 
trusts (REITs), smaller ‘mom and pop’ private 
management companies, and Toronto Community 
Housing Corporation (TCHC). Once built to serve 
the middle class, tower neighbourhoods now 
constitute the region’s ‘forgotten densities’ (Pitter, 
2020), parts that have been left out of city-building 
processes. They are largely found in the ‘in-between 
city’ (Young and Keil, 2014), the sociospatial 
peripheries which have long been ignored in terms of 
planning and policy, found in inner-suburban 
neighbourhoods which have been identified as 
locations of disproportionate poverty and 
marginalization (Hulchanski, 2010). While high-
rises can be sites of unique, diverse and dynamic 
verticalized forms of everyday life and social space 
for their residents, they are shaped by power 
dynamics (Lehrer and March, 2019; Logan and 
Murdie, 2016; March and Lehrer, 2019; Ghosh, 
2014). They are often deemed to be an inherently 
problematic built form, and their residents are often 
subjected to stigma, sometimes even criminalized 
(see Fumia, 2014). Residents of these excluded 
neighbourhoods are not just faced with social 
marginalization, but also with the everyday 
challenges of aging and substandard housing, yet 
towers remain some of the few places providing 

4.1 
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affordable rental units to the city’s marginalized, 
racialized and low-income tenants, and its diverse 
immigrant populations. Many residents do not have 
other options. 
 
The conditions in these apartment towers have been 
progressively declining through the years, leading to 
an enormous maintenance backlog. Poverty in these 
high-rises has also been ‘vertical’ (United Way 
Toronto, 2011) in the sense that it is concentrated 
and siloed within isolated buildings and 
neighbourhoods. While the community ties in tower 
neighbourhoods are often strong, the tenants face 
many added everyday burdens and stresses. Buildings 
sometimes have roving pest infestations, elevators 
often break down, repairs go undone, common 
spaces lack proper maintenance, and all the while 
declining income rates and rising housing costs 
combine to create a situation of precarity and anxiety 
for renters. These factors all uniquely impact 
individual tenants, while affecting these 
communities on a more collective level. There is a 
serious need for maintenance and modernization in 
these buildings in order to improve day-to-day life 
and provide adequate space for community-building, 
while broader social change is required to more 
fundamentally transform the conditions of everyday 
life in tower neighbourhoods. 
 
Currently one of the major initiatives working 
around the rehabilitation of high-rises throughout 
the GTHA is the Tower Renewal Partnership. 
Evolving out of a project conducted at the University 
of Toronto’s Faculty of Architecture in 2000, the 
initiative gained the support of then-mayor David 
Miller in 2006 and was approved by City Council in 
2008. The project has brought together some key 
stakeholders and supporting private sector partners 
around the revitalization of aging concrete 
apartment towers. The initial goal was to support 
building owners to undertake retrofits, but the 
project has ambitiously expanded over the years to 
consider the spaces around buildings, and 
surrounding neighbourhoods. In their efforts to 
preserve part of the region’s existing affordable rental 
housing stock, the partnership seeks to balance goals 
of improving the quality of housing and maintaining 
affordability, while fostering growth and community 
development. The initiative is increasingly oriented 
towards intensifying land uses to create ‘complete 
communities’ (Tower Renewal Partnership, 2020). 

While it has received much acclaim for its 
innovations around Residential Apartment 
Commercial (RAC) zoning and has been praised for 
its efforts to address environmental justice concerns 
(Okamoto, 2013) and ‘humanize’ ageing apartment 
towers (Gee, 2011), the project has also received 
some critique. It has been suggested that the 
project’s success has thus far been ‘limited,’ and that 
it is ultimately a ‘progressive neoliberal initiative’ – 
one that, in focusing on revitalization and 
intensification, encourages us to turn away from 
producing new large-scale affordable housing 
developments (Young, 2017). 
 
Tower Renewal has largely approached high-rises on 
a case by case basis. Renewal processes in some cases 
have been highly engaged. In areas like Rexdale and 
Thorncliffe Park, communities have seen some 
positive impacts in community development, with 
local organizations and residents benefitting from 
partnerships and programming made possible by the 
project. In some cases residents have been able to 
play major roles in shaping redevelopment processes 
in their neighbourhoods and buildings. We have 
seen some of this captured in Katerina Cizek’s 
documentary project One Millionth Tower (2010), 
which follows a collaborative planning process 
undertaken at the Kipling Towers in Etobicoke. In 
such cases, the Tower Renewal has fostered 
community development plans in partnership with 
the existing community, resulting in the 
rehabilitation of parts of the built environment such 
as elevators and playgrounds, the development of 
much-needed local amenities and community 
infrastructure such as food markets, public spaces, 
and place-based action and organizing networks. In 
this respect, Tower Renewal has demonstrated an 
ability to enable the maintenance of existing 
affordable housing units, while offering residents a 
role in shaping their living spaces and the shared 
common spaces of their community (see March and 
Lehrer, 2019). 
 
The planning and redevelopment process, however, 
is implemented differently in each case, and it has 
not always generated ideal results. Poppe and 
Young’s (2015) study of Tower Renewal planning 
processes in Toronto’s Weston neighbourhood 
revealed that participatory processes were wrought 
with power imbalances between privileged residents 
from the surrounding area and marginalized tower 
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residents. In the case of the Ken Soble tower in 
Hamilton’s North End, the rehabilitation of the 
physical building has been touted as an exemplary 
case of passive fit renewal, but this has potentially 
obscured the displacement of its vulnerable former 
residents (see March and Lehrer, 2019). 
 

 
Image Source: Loren March, 2017. Ken Soble tower 
(owned and operated by City Housing Hamilton) in 
Hamilton. 
 
The renovation of high-rise towers must therefore 
be examined critically. As we see with 
neighbourhood revitalization initiatives, challenges 
include providing residents with an ability to stay in 
place by maintaining long-term affordability and 
preventing displacement. This becomes increasingly 
difficult when we consider a broader context in 
which multi-unit rental housing has become an 
alluring investment product at the global scale. 
 
Following the financialization of rental housing 
which began in the 1990s, and with greater intensity 
following the global financial crisis, large-scale 
players in the real estate investment industry have 
been moving to acquire rental apartment buildings as 
assets (see Sections 1.3, 2.1 and 2.3 in this report, 
and August, 2020; August and Walks, 2018). As 
mentioned elsewhere in this report, real estate 
investment trusts (REITs), private equity funds, 
pension funds and asset management firms are 
increasingly buying up this kind of housing, 
concentrating ownership in the hands of 
financialized landlords. With this shift towards 
financialization, we see new landlord practices 
geared towards generating increased returns. 
Financialized landlords increasingly employ tactics 
of ‘squeezing’ tenants through rent increases, while 
‘repositioning’ buildings through luxury conversions 
(August and Walks, 2018), or implementing 
strategies of ‘eviction, demolition, and rezoning’ 

(Crosby, 2020) as a way to extract higher profits 
from properties on behalf of investors. This signals a 
form of urban intensification that relies necessarily 
upon the forced displacement of low-income 
residents and the elimination of affordable units. 
Practices of squeezing, repositioning, and 
‘demoviction’ (Crosby, 2020) all appear under the 
auspices of revitalization. Improvements to buildings 
in these cases often constitute ‘gentrification-by-
upgrading’ (August and Walks, 2018): landlords 
aesthetically transform older buildings into 
seemingly luxurious spaces so they can charge higher 
rents, or conduct demovictions, which allow them to 
displace tenants en masse, with no repercussions and 
no right of return under the Residential Tenancies 
Act. 
 
We see evidence of these practices in Toronto and 
across the GTHA. As apartment towers throughout 
the region have been subjected to rehabilitation 
efforts in recent years, many tenants have reported 
dealing with above-guideline rent increases, 
pressures to relocate, harassment by property 
management, and renoviction. In the face of such 
challenges, we have seen many cases of tenants 
coming together to organize collectively against 
these practices, using tactics of direct action and rent 
strike, with some significant and high-profile 
successes. In Ottawa, residents of the Herongate 
neighbourhoods were forced to mobilize against 
Timbercreek Asset Management after they engaged 
in demoviction tactics (see Crosby, 2020). East 
Hamilton tenants engaged in a rent strike with the 
support of the Hamilton Tenants Solidarity 
Network for eight months in 2018 after InterRent 
REIT demanded steep rent increases and refused to 
make necessary repairs to their buildings (see Power 
and Risager, 2019). Since the COVID-19 
pandemic, rent strike campaigns have proliferated 
across the GTHA and beyond, with many tenants 
unable to pay rent due to loss of income. Tenants of 
apartment towers, many of whom have been hit hard 
by the pandemic, have organized with their 
neighbours and publicly protested the tactics and 
threats of major real estate enterprises like Starlight 
Investments and Pinedale Properties. These 
experiences are not isolated, but part of a much 
broader trend. 
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Image Source: Loren March, 2017. Stoney Creek Towers 
(owned by InterRent REIT and operated by CLV 
Group), Hamilton. 
 
It is in this context of disinvestment and subsequent 
profit-seeking and dispossession that we find 
ourselves caught in a tension: there is a desperate 
need for investment and improvement in high-rise 
towers and tower neighbourhoods in order to 
maintain the important affordable housing stock 
they provide, yet, as with many market-led 
improvement initiatives, there is a strong risk of 
revitalization being risky for low-income tenants. 
There must be a degree of caution around plans to 
revitalize high-rise rental apartment towers, and, 
critically, planning must be conducted in solidarity 
with vulnerable tenants. It is advisable to follow 
Toronto urban scholar Douglas Young (2017) in 
encouraging the adoption of new definitions of 
‘renewal’ in tower neighbourhoods which do not 
push market-led intensification strategies that fail to 
put residents first. A focus must be placed on the 
maintenance of long-term affordability, the rights of 
tenants to stay in place, and the rights of tenants to 
safe and decent housing. The Tower Renewal 
Partnership itself has already set an important 
precedent in terms of working closely with 
communities in collaborative ways, and this 
approach should ideally become a baseline in terms 
of improving tower neighbourhoods. Finally, as is 
implied in other sections of this report, there is a 
need for stronger tenant protections, particularly in 
light of the changes to the Residential Tenancies Act 

put in place by Bill 184 in July 2020. Tower 
neighbourhoods are home to disproportionately 
vulnerable residents, and as there is evidence of 
financialized landlords increasingly targeting low-
income tenants for eviction, we see an urgent need 
for legislation to prevent mass displacement. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 

● Working closely and collaboratively with 
communities to define baselines for 
neighbourhood sustainability and decide 
what improvements are needed and how 
they should be implemented. 

● Tenant-led committees can shape the 
process of renewal, outlining the kinds of 
improvements and renovations that are 
needed and which should be prioritized, and 
informing how the process should take 
place. 

● New definitions of ‘renewal’ in tower 
neighbourhoods must be developed that 
prioritize social sustainability, put residents 
first and ensure the long-term maintenance 
of affordable units and of affordable rents. 

● Strong tenant protections must be 
implemented and the provincial government 
must ensure the immediate removal of 
vacancy decontrol policies that incentivize 
eviction through upgrading and renovation. 
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On the Politics and Potential of 
Inclusionary Zoning in Toronto 
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In early November 2021 Toronto City Council 
voted to implement the city’s first Inclusionary 
Zoning (IZ) policy. The policy establishes 
affordability requirements for new residential 
developments in many areas of the city, requiring a 
certain percent of the housing units in new high-rise 
projects are affordable to lower income residents.  
 
Though Toronto is the first municipality in Ontario 
to legislate IZ, the city is late to the game in making 
use of this policy. IZ’s origins can be traced back to 
the United States in the 1970’s, where it was first 
championed as a planning tool to reduce economic 
and racial segregation in the country’s affluent and 
fast-growing suburbs (Calavita & Mallach, 2010: 
15-78). Since then the policy has also been adopted 
by a growing number of larger cities seeking to 
address gentrification and the displacement of lower 
income residents. Today there over 700 jurisdictions 
in the US with active IZ policies (Wang & 
Balachandran, 2021), which have supported the 
production of well over 170,000 housing units with 
affordability requirements (Thaden & Wang, 2017).  
 
Internationally, the number of local governments 
implementing IZ has risen sharply since the late 
1990’s, as they sought to expand access to housing 
affordable to lower income residents in the context 
of a mounting dual crisis: a housing crisis marked by 
fast inflating land values, housing prices, and rents; 
and budgetary crises, marked by fiscal austerity and 
borrowing restrictions, often imposed by upper 

orders of government (Calavita & Mallach, 2010; 
Jones et al, 2018). 
 
To help confront these challenges, IZ is often 
championed as a land value capture tool, providing 
local governments the authority to ensure new 
development doesn’t only benefit an area’s most 
affluent. When local governments approve the 
development of new housing on a site, the value of 
that site will increase — often sharply and only to 
the benefit of the original landowner and the 
developer tasked with intensifying the site. Unless 
the planning approval comes tied with explicit 
affordable housing requirements (for example 30% of 
the units must be affordable to lower income 
residents), the newly developed housing units tend 
to be sold or rented to those willing and able to bid 
the highest for them. 
 
The use of IZ hasn’t been universally lauded by 
housing advocates and researchers. There are plenty 
of cautionary tales. IZ can lead to more harm than 
good for lower income residents if, for example, only 
a few affordable units are required and their 
development leads to the demolition of existing 
affordable housing. The policy’s outcomes can also 
prove inequitable if the affordable units created are 
only affordable to upper-middle-income renters, or 
only required to be affordable for a brief period of 
time (Stein, 2018; Stabrowski, 2015). However, a 
well-designed IZ policy can overcome these pitfalls, 
providing local governments the power to ensure a 

4.2 
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substantial amount of new housing is made 
affordable to households with a far broader range of 
incomes than those to whom private developers 
would typically sell or rent to. 
 
With the exception of Montreal and Vancouver, few 
local governments in Canada have put in place an IZ 
policy (Focus Consulting, 2016). Unsurprisingly, as 
the first municipality in Ontario to legislate IZ, the 
question of how exactly this policy should be 
implemented in Toronto has elicited intense public 
debate. In which areas of the city should new 
development be subject to affordability 
requirements? How deeply affordable should these 
affordable units be? How many of these affordable 
units could be required in new developments?  
 
This chapter provides a constructively critical 
analysis of the City of Toronto’s attempts to answer 
these questions. It offers an in-depth study of the 
City’s three-year IZ policy-formation process: the 
legislative process through which IZ was drafted, 
consulted on, and redrafted by City staff; and 
debated, amended, and legislated by City 
Councillors. It tracks the competing 
recommendations and outreach strategies of 
affordable housing advocates and development 
industry representatives, showing how Councillors’ 
evolving responses to these political forces shaped 
the policy’s dynamic evolution — from a highly 
conservative first draft to subsequent amendments 
deepening the affordability of IZ units, lengthening 
their required duration of affordability, and 
increasing the total amount required in new 
developments.  
 
The chapter also reveals the pivotal role of “expert 
knowledge” in shaping policy-formation. Advocates’ 
initial success in compelling decision makers to vote 
for higher affordability requirements was 
underwritten by their argument that doing so was 
justified by three consecutive IZ feasibility studies 
commissioned by the City. So too was their ability to 
dismiss development industry representative’s 
repeated efforts to discredit their recommendations 
as infeasible. However, when the City moved to 
radically change the study’s methodology weeks 
before the final policy had been due to be released, 
advocates were left scrambling. Overnight, the 
official assessment of how much affordable rental 
housing it would be feasible to require in new 

developments was dramatically downgraded, for 
example from 20-30% to 6% in Toronto’s high 
growth areas. Critiquing this turn towards an 
unorthodox, conservative methodology, and 
outlining the debates and political maneuvering that 
followed, this chapter concludes that the IZ policy 
finally legislated (Nov 2021) falls far short of the 
policy’s full potential to expand access to affordable 
housing. 
 
As the City prepares to review and potentially 
update its IZ policy in late 2023, housing advocates 
will want to take stock of the events and arguments 
that shaped the policy-formation process thus far. I 
hope this chapter will help them do so and imbue 
others with the confidence to get involved in the 
debate over how to make use of this important new 
policy. 
 
Toronto’s Exclusionary Planning Process and 
Development Outcomes 
 
In neighborhoods across Toronto, people are 
struggling to make ends meet because the price of 
housing is skyrocketing. The price of owning has 
inflated out of reach of the vast majority of renters. 
Rents have risen so much faster than incomes over 
the past few years that hundreds of thousands of 
Torontonians now live in fear they’re only an 
eviction away from displacement or homelessness. 
This is an emergency, not least in the context of 
Covid-19. It’s one long in the making. 
  
Toronto doesn’t simply suffer from a lack of 
housing; it suffers from a lack of affordable housing. 
According to the Provincial Growth Plan’s regularly 
updated forecast, the City of Toronto needs to 
accommodate 399,000 new households between 
2001 and 2041. From 2002 to 2019, the City 
approved 405,000 residential units. As the City’s 
annual Development Pipeline report explains, “just 
18 years into the forty-year forecast period…the city 
already has more than sufficient potential housing to 
accommodate the forecasted growth to 2041” 
(Toronto City Planning, 2020a: 30). Furthermore, if 
the 194,000 units proposed and under review as of 
early 2020 are included, the total new housing rises 
to 599,000 units — 150% of the forecasted 
household demand. 
 



WITHERS 110 

Whereas an average of just under 10,000 new 
households per year were projected to be added to 
the City of Toronto’s population between 2000 and 
2041, between 2015 and 2019 City Council 
approved an average of 26,676 residential units per 
year (Toronto City Planning, 2020a). Importantly, 
the rate at which housing is actually being built is 
significantly trailing the rate at which the City is 
approving new developments. During that same 
period (2015-2019), 14,876 units were completed 
per year on average (Toronto City Planning, 2020b; 
Toronto City Planning 2020a). Commenting on this 
concerning divergence, Toronto’s Chief Planner 
Greg Lintern explained to the Toronto Star, “since 
projects are constructed over an average of 2.5 to 3.5 
years, there must be projects which are approved but 
are not advancing”.1 The extent to which this 
sluggish pace of project uptake by the development 
industry is due to a conscious attempt by the 
development industry to “limit production to keep 
home prices high” — as a recent report from the 
GTA municipality of Mississauga argues2 — is 
beyond the scope of this paper.  But these emerging 
outcomes should sober those excited by the 
argument frequently put forward by development 
and finance industry representatives that sluggish 
planning approvals are a key factor behind 
ballooning house prices in Ontario.  
 
The City of Toronto’s construction boom has 
catapulted into a league of its own on the continent. 
Since 2015, Toronto has had more cranes in the sky 
than any other city in North America, most of which 
are supporting the construction of residential 
projects. And in recent years the number of cranes 
has risen sharply, such that, as of Spring 2021, the 
City of Toronto had 5x more cranes in the sky than 
any other city in North America.3 But how much of 
this newly constructed housing is likely to be 
affordable for low or middle-income residents? 
The vast majority of these new developments are 
condos, predominantly affordable only to the richest 
10 or 20% of residents. A small portion will be 
luxury purpose-built rental units, on average 

 
1 https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2022/03/03/developers-limit-production-to-keep-home-prices-high-mississauga-
report-says-a-claim-the-builders-association-calls-absurd.html 
2 https://www.mississauga.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/11152736/Corporate-Report-of-the-Ontario-Housing-
Affordability-Task-Force-and-Implications-for-Mississauga-2022-02-24.pdf 
3 https://dailyhive.com/toronto/toronto-most-cranes-north-america 
4 https://www.ubs.com/global/en/wealth-management/insights/2022/global-real-estate-bubble-index.html 

affordable only to the richest 10% of renters 
(Pomeroy & Maclennan, 2019: 23). 
 
These outcomes lead to a sobering conclusion: when 
it comes to serving the housing needs of low and 
middle-income residents, the City’s planning process 
is quite broken. Today, about half of Toronto’s 
households are renters, and they are on track to 
significantly outnumber owners. 
Over the past 10 years the number of renter 
households has grown more than 3x faster than the 
number of owner households (Toronto City 
Planning, 2020c). But practically no new housing is 
being built for them. Over the past 30 years, less 
than 5% of the 330,00 residential units completed in 
Toronto were purpose-built rentals (Toronto City 
Planning, 2020b). Of course, many of the City’s 
condo units (about 1/3 of them) are rented out by 
investors. But these are the least affordable and least 
stable source of rental housing in the City. With so 
few new rental units and so many new renters, it’s no 
wonder average rents have increased so fast — more 
than twice as fast as the average income of renters 
over the past five years (Toronto City Planning, 
2020c). 
  
Toronto desperately needs more stable, affordable 
rental units. And it needs a planning process that 
puts these needs in front of investors’ desires for 
windfall gains. That’s why affordable housing 
advocates have been pushing for decades for the 
Province of Ontario to permit municipalities to 
legislate IZ. If even a small portion of the massive 
amount of housing approved in recent years were 
required to be affordable to low and middle-income 
residents, far fewer residents would suffer the 
indignity of inadequate housing.  
 
With five times more cranes in the sky than any 
other city in North America and one of the least 
affordable housing markets in the world4, it would 
be difficult to argue that any city has more to gain 
from a well-designed IZ policy than Toronto.  
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But how well-designed is the City’s newly legislated 
policy? To what extent can we expect that, as 
currently legislated, it will realize its full potential to 
expand access to affordable housing?  
 
The Fight to Make the Province of Ontario Allow 
Municipalities to Implement IZ 
 
For decades in Ontario, housing advocates and 
municipalities have called on the Provincial 
government to allow municipalities to implement 
IZ. In June of 2009, then-Member of Provincial 
Parliament (MPP) for the New Democratic Party 
(NDP) Cheri DiNovo tabled her first of what would 
over the course of the following decade be four 
different bills proposing the Province grant IZ 
powers to municipalities5. None made it through 
Provincial Parliament, though awareness and public 
pressure for this untapped planning power grew. 
Finally, in response to this pressure after nearly 13 
years in power, in the spring of 2016 the ruling 
Provincial Liberal party tabled and passed a bill 
committing to prepare IZ legislation.  
 
When the Province’s draft IZ legislation was finally 
published in December of 2017, it was broadly 
criticized as being highly conservative and overly 
prescriptive. Among the limitations it placed on 
municipalities, the most concerning included the 
stipulation that no more than 5% of a building’s 
floor area could be required to be set-aside as 
affordable housing, except in the vicinity of rapid 
transit stations, where the affordable set-aside rate 
could be no higher than 10%. Furthermore, 
affordable units would not be allowed to be 
permanently affordable; they would have sunset 
clauses, allowing the building’s owner to revert them 
to market pricing after 30 years. Finally, in a highly 
unusual and developer-friendly stipulation, they 
proposed substantial compensation to developers for 
not being allowed to charge full market price for 

 
5 See: https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/parliament-39/session-1/bill-198; https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-
business/bills/parliament-39/session-2/bill-58; https://www.ola.org/en/ legislative-business/bills/parliament-40/session-
1/bill-128; https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/ parliament-40/session-2/bill-37; 
https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/parliament-41/session-1/bill-3 
6 A recent review of IZ policies in the US found that only 1 out of 10 jurisdictions with active IZ polices set their affordable  
housing requirements at 5% of the building’s floor area or less, with the large majority (6 out of 10) setting this rate higher than  
10% (Thaden & Wang, 2017: 46). Another, more recent review of IZ policies in the US calculated that the average IZ policy  
requirement was for 16% of a building to be set-aside for affordable housing (Wang & Balachandran, 2021: 17). It’s important to  
keep in mind that these studies sample policies that regulate a wide range of jurisdictions and types of development: from  
proposals to build single family homes on rural greenfield sites to proposals to build mixed use high rises in downtown cores. 

each affordable unit. Municipalities would be made 
to pay developers 40% of the difference between the 
price of affordable units and the price of market 
units.  
 
Though the draft regulations were quietly published 
less than a week before Christmas, a campaign to 
revise them quickly went into high gear, with 
advocates organizing rallies, mass deputations and 
letter-writing campaigns, press conferences with 
sympathetic politicians, and publishing an open 
letter signed by 60 housing and poverty advocacy 
organizations from across the Province. The 
campaign’s ask was simple, and as it turned out, 
effective: municipalities should be granted the power 
to establish their own IZ policies, unconstrained by 
this raft of Provincially-imposed limitations.  
 
A number of housing policy researchers familiar with 
IZ, including myself, supported this call, worked 
with advocates to highlight how unusually 
conservative the Province’s proposal was when 
compared to the experience of other jurisdictions 
making use of IZ. These concerns were advocated 
loudly through deputations at political committees, a 
series of public seminars that prepared advocates to 
depute, protests outside the Office of Ontario’s 
Housing Minister, and a research report 
commissioned by a progressive local foundation 
(Social Planning Toronto).  
 
Through these interventions, researchers and 
advocates made it clear that, if the draft legislation 
passed, it would ensure that IZ policies implemented 
by Ontario municipalities were among the least 
productive and most highly constrained of any active 
in the US6. 
 
Larger and less affordable cities like Toronto tend to 
be able to support significantly higher affordability 
requirements. For example, New York requires new 
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developments subjected to IZ set aside between 25% 
and 30% of their floor area for permanently 
affordable rental units. In Vancouver, most new 
residential high-rises proposed in their Community 
Plan Areas are required to set aside between 20% 
and 30% of their floor area for affordable housing 
operated by social housing providers. And Montreal, 
which recently updated its 17-year-old IZ policy, 
now requires most new residential high rises 
subjected to IZ set aside between 30% and 40% of 
newly permitted floor area for housing with 
affordability requirements – at least half of which 
must be transferred to social housing providers.  
 
Another aspect of the draft regulation that would 
severely undercut the ability of Ontario 
municipalities to grow a long-term supply of 
affordable housing through IZ was the proposal to 
impose an unusually brief, 30-year sunset on the 
duration of units’ affordability. The most recent 
review of IZ programs active in the US found that 
only 7% set the duration of affordability at 30 years 
or less (Wang & Balachandran, 2021: 13). Longer 
durations reflective of typical lifecycles of buildings 
are more common, such as in California, where state 
law requires a minimum affordability period of 55 
years (Wang & Balachandran, 2021: 13). 
Furthermore, many jurisdictions, such as New York 
City, initially included sunset clauses on units’ 
affordability but have since chosen to increase the 
duration required by their policy after public outcry 
over sudden shortages of affordable housing when 
units began reaching expiration. It’s become 
increasingly common for new or updated IZ 
programs to set the duration of affordability to “the 
life of the building” or “in perpetuity” (Hickey et al, 
2014). As one review of US IZ programs concludes, 
“[a]s programs have evolved, the trend has 
overwhelmingly been towards longer, rather than 
shorter affordability periods, often in response to 
losses of inclusionary units from the affordable 
housing inventory.” (Hickey et al, 2014: 24).  
 
The fact that the Province’s IZ proposal appeared 
less concerned with empowering cities to create 
affordable housing than they were with explicitly 
restricting their ability to do so was an observation 
that gained traction in the public discourse. Placed 
in the light of extensive international experience 

 
7 These studies are discussed in detail below. 

with IZ, the Province’s conservative overreach 
became glaringly obvious. 
 
In one sense, the call for a less prescriptive Provincial 
IZ regulation was fairly intuitive and easy to get 
behind for housing advocates, as it was, of course, 
for municipal Councillors and staff. For better or 
worse, local autonomy over planning decisions tends 
to be an easy sell. But on a deeper level, the 
argument against a blunt, one-size fits all cut-off on 
how IZ could be used was hard to dismiss in a 
Province with hundreds of highly varied municipal 
housing markets.  
 
The amount of affordable housing that can feasibly 
be required in new private housing developments is 
dependent on economic factors that are highly 
localized and constantly evolving. They depend 
above all on one question: how large the difference is 
between the amount of revenue newly completed 
projects tend to earn and the amount of money it 
tends to cost to build these projects. The higher the 
margin, the more opportunity there is to require that 
some of the units are priced affordably. Affordability 
requirements lower the amount of revenue that can 
be earned, and thereby lower the margin developers 
project they will be able to make in profit, and 
therefore, how much they are willing to bid for the 
land they seek to redevelop. Because construction 
costs tend to be similar across large areas, but 
housing prices and rents tend to vary sharply, certain 
areas tend to produce far higher windfalls for 
landowners and developers and are therefore able to 
support far higher affordability requirements. Strong 
variations in the potential of IZ to expand access to 
affordable housing often exist within, as well as 
between municipalities. For example, feasibility 
studies commissioned by the City of Toronto found 
that typical high-rise condo projects in high-priced 
areas (such as Downtown Toronto) could be 
required to set aside “at least 30%” of the building 
for affordable rental units, projects in less expensive 
areas (such as parts of Toronto’s inner suburbs) 
could require affordable set-aside rates of “at least 
20%”, and projects in even less expensive areas (such 
as parts of Toronto’s outer suburbs) could require 
affordable set-aside rates of “at least 10%”7. 
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As the campaign grew, drawing in many prominent 
advocacy organizations and municipalities from 
across the Province, their call for municipal 
autonomy in establishing IZ requirements became 
difficult to dismiss8. 
 
In the context of a Provincial election year in which 
the ruling Liberal party sought to maintain its 
foothold in the larger urban municipalities that were 
that were the most effected and most galvanized by 
the issue, the government decided to significantly 
revise their proposed IZ policy9. On April 11, 2018, 
the new proposal was voted into legislation, enacting 
amendments to the Planning Act and Ontario 
Regulation 232/1810. Municipalities were broadly 
enabled to implement Inclusionary Zoning 
requirements as they saw fit, based on their own 
analyses of local housing need. However, several 
important stipulations were included.  
 
Municipalities would be required to conduct and 
publish IZ feasibility studies prior to adopting IZ 
policies, demonstrating that the policy would not be 
so aggressive as to make residential development 
economically unviable. After a municipality 
legislated an IZ policy, there would be an 
opportunity for the Province’s Minister of Municipal 
Affairs and Housing to appeal the policy to the 
Ontario Municipal Board (now the Ontario Land 
Tribunal).  
 
As we will see, fears that the province would do so 
focused the minds of decision makers in the City of 
Toronto. As the City began preparing and 
consulting on its own draft IZ policy, the question of 
economic feasibility became paramount, establishing 
terms of debate outside of which recommendations 
were deemed unreasonable. 

 
8 A month into the heated consultation period, Ontario’s then Minister of Housing Peter Milczyn wrote a rather apologetic 
op-ed in the Toronto Star, stating, “[t]he draft version of inclusionary zoning I have proposed will not be the final version. I 
have heard a lot of good ideas from the public and from housing advocates.” 
(https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/2018/01/30/ontario-housing-minister-explains-inclusionary-zoning-
rationale.html) 
9 https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2018/04/12/torontos-affordable-housing-tool-box-just-got-bigger.html 
10 https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/180232 
11 https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/parliament-42/session-1/bill-108 
12 For example, see: https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/toronto-midtown-downtown-bill-108-development-
1.5162903; https://www.thestar.com/opinion/star-columnists/2019/05/22/torontos-new-zoning-power-could-boost-
affordable-housing-just-one-problem-the-ford-government.html; 
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2019/cc/bgrd/backgroundfile-133165.pdf 
 

These fears were re-invigorated when, on June 7, 
2018, Doug Ford was elected premiere of Ontario, 
bringing the Conservative party into power with a 
majority. Though the Conservatives have not rolled 
back the Liberal’s legislation on Inclusionary Zoning 
(as they did to many of the Liberal’s reforms to the 
province’s unusually powerful and notoriously 
developer-friendly planning appeals tribunal), they 
did impose major new restrictions on the use of IZ. 
As will be discussed further below, on May 2, 2019, 
as part of a large raft of policies and regulations 
proposed through Bill 108, the ruling Ontario 
Conservative Party proposed to restrict 
municipalities to only being allowed to use IZ within 
800 metres (ie ! a mile) of Major Transit Station 
Areas, such as subway stations and GO Train 
Stations (a regional transportation network)11.  
 
Bill 108 was broadly decried12, once again uniting 
advocates and many municipalities in calling for 
local flexibility in establishing IZ policies. However, 
this time the province’s new Conservative leaders 
found it easier to shrug off the dissent, which was 
voiced largely by organizations and municipalities in 
which Conservative voters were less likely to be 
found, let alone lost. The proposed restrictions were 
passed in June of 2019 and came into effect that 
September.  
 
The City of Toronto’s IZ Policy Formation Process 
 
The City of Toronto’s Planning Division initiated 
the process of studying and drafting an IZ policy 
shortly after the province passed the enabling 
legislation in April 2018. It would take until 
November 2021 for City Council to vote on the final 
policy – over three and a half years. 
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Over the course of this period, major changes were 
made to the City’s proposal to implement IZ. In this 
section it will become clear that the policy’s dramatic 
evolution was in no small part propelled by the 
relative successes and shortcomings of a series of 
waves of organizing and lobbying by affordable 
housing advocates and development industry 
representatives. 
 
In retrospect, the City’s IZ policy-formation process 
can be broken down into three phases, each of which 
offered opportunities for advocates to press for 
revisions. Each phase began with public 
consultations hosted by the City staff and 
culminated in a vote at the City’s Planning and 
Housing and Committee. The proceedings are 
directed by the six Councilors appointed to the 
Committee. 
 
In the first of these Committees, which took place 
on May 2, 2019, the Councilors discussed and 
proposed amendments to an IZ “Policy Direction”13 
published by the City’s Planning Division. In the 
second, which took place a little over a year later, on 
May 28, 2020, the Committee discussed and 
proposed amendments to the draft IZ policy14 
published by the City’s Planning Division. In the 
final meeting, which took place on October 28,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
13 http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2019.PH6.2 
14 http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2020.PH16.7 
15 http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2021.PH28.1 

2021, the City Planning Division’s final 
recommendations15 for the final IZ policy were 
discussed and voted on. (See the image below, 
“Toronto’s IZ Roadmap”, for a slide summing up 
this timeline, which was made by City’s Planning 
Division for a public consultation they hosted in the 
week leading up to the final Committee meeting). 
 
To understand the evolution of Toronto’s IZ policy 
proposal, it is crucial to understand the 
governmental processes structuring how and when it 
was opened to debate and revision.  
 
Typically, one week in advance of the Committee 
meeting in which the policy in question is being 
formed or reviewed, City Staff will publish a report, 
which generally: (a) summarizes decisions made by 
the Committee and City Council thus far with 
regards to advancing this policy; (b) summarizes 
relevant legislation from other orders of government; 
(c) describes the prominent perspectives expressed 
through consultations and meetings with 
stakeholders, and; (d) provides recommendations, 
which the Committee can endorse or amend, for 
how the policy proposal should be revised.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Toronto’s Inclusionary Zoning Roadmap 

Source: City of Toronto (Oct 21, 2021) IZ Open House Slide. 
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Unlike at City Council meetings, Planning and 
Housing Committee meetings provide the public an 
opportunity to provide deputations. As such, they 
provide key opportunities for advocates to share their 
concerns and recommendations. Well organized 
campaigns will try to meet with Councilors who sit 
on the Committee in advance of the Committee 
meeting. At these meetings, advocates can clarify 
their recommendations and, ideally, identify 
sympathetic Councilors willing to champion their 
concerns. 
 
At the Committee meetings, which are open to the 
public and livestreamed and recorded on Youtube16, 
City staff present their report and recommendations, 
after which each Councilor has an opportunity to ask 
questions of staff. Motions that receive a majority of 
votes from the six Councilors appointed to the 
Committee will then advance or amend the report’s 
recommendations. The report is then typically sent 
to the following City Council meeting. There, again, 
Councilors have an opportunity to speak and 
propose motions to amend the policy proposal. 
Motions which receive a majority of the 26 votes 
(from the 25 Councilors and the Mayor) advance or 
amend the policy proposal, which then becomes 
legislation. 
 
Phase 1: The “IZ Policy Direction” (Spring 2019) 
 
On May 28, 2019, the City’s Planning Division 
released their IZ “Policy Direction”17 – an initial 
proposal for how to make use of IZ. After being 
debated, amended, and approved, this Direction 
would serve as “the basis for consultation”, guiding 
staff in how the structured public outreach and 
consultations on the policy and prescribing the scope 
of reasonable debate as to how and where IZ could 
be required. 
 

 
16 https://www.youtube.com/c/TorontoCityCouncilLive 
17 https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2019/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-133049.pdf 
18 https://acorncanada.org/resources/inclusionary-zoning-best-practice/ 
19 Though the final report would not be published until July 2019 (two months after the initial Planning and Housing 
Committee Meeting), a “Brief”, expressing the study’s main findings was presented to the Committee during deputations and 
sent to the Committee members in advance of the meeting. (For the full report: 
https://maytree.com/publications/examining-the-feasibility-and-options-for-an-inclusionary-zoning-policy-in-toronto/; for 
the Brief: https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2019/ph/comm/communicationfile-94901.pdf) 
20 The Policy Direction also suggested an alternative recommendation, in which 10% of the affordable rental units could be 
priced at 80% of average market rent, with the remaining 90% priced at 100% of average market rent. 

Advocates prepared extensively in advance of the 
Committee meeting, seeking early in the process to 
establish their position on IZ clearly and win 
Councilors’ support. Through a series of informal 
monthly meetings, staff of organizations and 
foundations engaged in anti-poverty and housing 
advocacy met to discuss their concerns and 
recommendations. Staff at ACORN Toronto (likely 
Toronto’s largest member-led anti-poverty advocacy 
organization) commissioned a report18 outlining the 
experiences of cities using IZ across North America, 
which recommended “best practices” Toronto should 
incorporate into their IZ policy. In addition, as we 
will discuss further below, the Maytree Foundation 
commissioned a prominent housing scholar (Steve 
Pomeroy of Carleton University) to prepare an IZ 
economic feasibility study19. The attendees of these 
meetings committed to amplifying these reports and 
recommendations, sharing them with their 
members, journalists, and decision makers in 
advance of (and during deputations at) the initial 
Planning & Housing Committee meeting on IZ.  
 
When Toronto’s Planning Division finally published 
their recommended Policy Direction a week in 
advance of the Committee meeting, their minds 
became even more concentrated on doing so. 
 
The initial Policy Direction was highly conservative, 
recommending that:  

1. Affordable units would only be subject to 
affordability requirements for 25 years. 

2. The price of affordable rental units would be 
based on 100% of average market rents for 
the City of Toronto (by bedroom type and 
inclusive of utilities), matching the City’s 
then Official Plan definition of affordable 
rental units.20 

3. The price of affordable ownership would be 
based on ensuring monthly payments were 
affordable to households with incomes 
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ranging between the 30th and 60th 
percentiles in Toronto, depending on unit 
type21.  

4. In a complicated and soon to be jettisoned 
formula, the affordable set-aside rate would 
be “applied on the increase in density above 
as-of-right permissions”. Specifically, 
projects in areas deemed to be “strong 
market areas” (ie higher-priced areas with 
especially high development activity) would 
be required to include affordable units in 
20% of the density approved above the 
amount of density already granted as-of-
right by the City’s Official Plan22. Projects in 
moderate market areas would be required to 
include affordable units in 10% of the 
density approved above their site’s as-of-
right density. Projects in areas deemed to 
have weaker markets would be excluded 
from having any affordable housing 
requirements. 

 
In the week between the publication of the proposed 
Policy Direction and the Planning and Housing 
Committee meeting, advocates met to share their 
concerns, coordinate their recommendations, and 
prepare deputations and meetings with Councillors. 
Three recommendations would become paramount 
in the communications put out by this loose network 
of housing advocates from this point forward:  

1. That the affordable units should remain 
affordable in perpetuity, and ideally, be 
affordable rental units, which are owned and 
operated by non-profit housing providers. 

2. That the affordable units should be 
affordable to a mix of lower income renter 
households, including some deeply 
affordable units serving populations on fixed 
incomes 

3. That the policy should create as many 
affordable units as possible, by requiring new 

 
21 For example, in 2021, median household income in the City of Toronto (ie households with income at the 50th percentile) 
in 2020 was $73,628. Households at the 30th percentile had incomes of $44,552, and those at the 60th percentile made 
$91,611. Unit prices would be calculated based on these household incomes paying no more than 30% of before-tax income 
on a monthly shelter cost, inclusive of a mortgage principal and interest, mortgage insurance, property taxes and 
condominium fees. For a median income household, that price would be $242,600. 
22 To take an example that wouldn’t be untypical in Toronto’s Downtown, if a proposal to build a 500 unit high-rise condo 
with a Floor Space Index (FSI) of 15.0 was approved on a site with as-of-right floor space index of 5.0, then 2/3’s of those 
500 units (ie 500 x 0.666 = 333) would be subject to a 20% affordable set-aside rate (ie 333 x 0.2), leading to required 67 units 
of affordable housing. 

developments set aside the highest feasible 
% of their floor area for affordable housing. 

 
In this initial phase of the campaign, the Planning 
and Housing Committee responded by approving 
two major changes to the Policy Direction, which 
related to advocates’ first and second 
recommendations. Advocates were successful in 
building support for motions indicating the 
Committee’s preference for extending the duration of 
affordability and deepening the affordability of units.  
 
Below, I outline the debates waged at City Hall 
surrounding the first two considerations, focusing in 
particular on the successful arguments advanced by 
advocates. Later, when discussing phase 2 and 3 of 
the policy-formation process, I outline the debates 
surrounding the third consideration. 
 
Changing the Duration of Affordability 
 
Ensuring affordable units were affordable in 
perpetuity was a simple and palpable ask that was 
easy to rally behind. As when the Province initially 
proposed to include a 30-year sunset-clause on IZ 
units’ affordability, advocates reminded City 
Councillors that, placed in the light of international 
experience with IZ, approving a 25-year sunset on 
unit affordability would be a highly conservative and 
demonstrably problematic approach. It was difficult 
to argue with advocates’ refrain that including sunset 
clauses would constitute a “leaky bucket approach to 
IZ” that would soon leave Toronto losing affordable 
units as fast as it added them. 
 
Furthermore, the rationale given by City Planning 
for the proposed 25-year affordability period was 
fairly easy to brush-aside, as it was explicitly 
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conservative and based on the status quo23. Upon 
questioning, it became clear that staff had no serious 
qualms with the suggestion that affordable units 
should be required to remain so in perpetuity. 
Throughout the process, stakeholders from the real 
estate sector remained adamant that extending the 
duration of affordability for IZ units to perpetuity 
would be irresponsible and misguided. In an 
argument that would become painfully familiar to 
those engaged in the process, their lobbyists made 
the case that, taken together, the affordable housing 
obligations the City was proposing would make 
residential development financially unfeasible for 
innumerable prospective residential projects. 
Consequently, Councillors would only be 
exacerbating this issue if they extended the duration 
of time that units were saddled with affordability 
requirements, as this would lead to a further 
reduction to the revenue stream these projects could 
expect to produce.  
 
The upshot of this argument, repeated by many 
Councillors, was that there would need to be a major 
trade off if the City were to extend the duration of 
affordability of affordable units. The City would 
have to choose. Do they want extended durations of 
affordability with significantly less affordable 
housing (ie lower-set aside rates)? Or, do they want 
more affordable housing with shorter periods of 
affordability? It was a source of huge frustration for 
advocates when City Staff posed this zero-sum 
question at public consultations in the following 
months. As they tallied up how many attendants 
wanted higher set-aside rates instead of extended 
duration, and how many wanted the reverse, more 
than a few advocates stood up and scoffed at this 
prescriptive Sophie’s Choice. 

 
23 In the Policy Direction, staff explain that the City’s existing policies and programs secured minimum affordability periods 
at various rates, ranging from: a minimum 10 year period for a policy requiring developers replace affordable rental housing 
demolished to make way for new developments; a minimum of 30 years for the City’s Open Door Program (which secures 
affordability in new developments in exchange for providing developers with fee and tax exemptions and financial incentives); 
a 40 to 99 year period for the affordable units secured through the City’s Housing Now initiative, which provides public land 
and fee and tax exemptions to developers. The report recommends a minimum 25-year affordability period based on the 
solipsistic argument that this would make the new IZ program “align with the Open Door program as well as respond to 
policy practice” (see p:16 of the Policy Direction). 
24 Below, I provide a detailed discussion of these feasibility studies. Essentially, they develop prototypical proformas of new 
developments in different areas of the city to assess the extent to which increases in different types of affordable housing 
requirements would lead to a proportionate reduction in a site’s land value. They identify a threshold land value below which 
a landowner would likely be unwilling to sell to a developer, thereby making the development unfeasible. 
25 https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/90b6-Final-Draft-City-of-Toronto-IZ-Analysis-May-21-
accessible.pdf 

During meetings with Councillors and deputations 
at the Committee, many advocates made moral 
arguments against the proposed sunset clauses, but a 
number also advanced a powerful economic 
argument. If the required duration of affordability 
for IZ units was extended from 25 years to 
permanent, in the long run the outcome would be a 
significantly larger stock of affordable housing and 
relatively minimal effect on the economic viability of 
new development. Central to this argument was the 
concept of the diminishing time-value-of money. 
For an investor today, the value of a future revenue 
stream from a unit diminishes significantly over 
time, especially in the longer run. Consequently, 
extending the duration from 25 years to perpetuity 
would constitute a relatively small decrease to the 
projected profitability of the project from the 
perspective of a developer or investor considering 
whether to pursue the project. The argument was 
difficult for Councillors or Planning staff to dismiss, 
because it drew directly on the findings of the City-
commissioned 2019 IZ feasibility study24. For 
example, the study included the finding that, if the 
City were to require that 14% of units in a typical 
high rise condo downtown became affordable rental 
units, the impact to the site’s land value would only 
be very slightly higher if the duration of affordability 
was permanent rather than 25 years. Whereas 
affordability terms of 25 years, would reduce the 
land value of the site by 20 to 30%, affordability 
terms of “in perpetuity” would only produce an 
additional negative land value impact of 1% to 3% 
(see p. 29 of the City of Toronto’s 2019 IZ 
feasibility study25). Clearly the additional impact on 
the projected profitability of this development is 
minimal when compared to the resulting increase in 
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the total number of affordable-unit-years the City 
would secure through this change.  
 
Working closely with advocates, Councillor Wong-
Tam championed a motion at the Planning and 
Housing Committee to amend the IZ Policy 
Direction, directing staff to, “develop and include as 
part of the public consultations on the proposed 
Official Plan inclusionary zoning policy directions 
and affordable ownership housing definition, options 
and mechanisms to extend the affordability period 
on inclusionary units from 25 years to longer 
affordability, including in perpetuity”26. The motion 
was unanimously adopted, and the Committee’s 
commitment to ensuring affordability in perpetuity 
remained steadfast thereafter. 
 
While the decision marked an important initial 
victory for IZ advocates, it should also be seen as a 
pivotal precursor to a broader shift in City policy 
away from allowing affordable units created through 
City programs to have sunset-clauses on their 
affordability. In December 2019, as part of their 
HousingTO: 2020-2030 Action Plan27, City 
Council adopted “the principle that the affordability 
period for any affordable rental housing built on City 
land or receiving City funding, subsidy, or incentives 
shall be permanent, wherever possible”28.  
These monumental changes provide a powerful 
reminder of how impactful it can be for advocacy-
oriented researchers to engage directly in the policy 
formation processes. Private sector interests often 
have far better resourced analysts with a direct 
interest in casting doubt on the feasibility of policy 
proposals. The input of researchers with the time 
and acumen to stay up to date with City 
commissioned studies can provide an influential 
counterpoint to the self-interested arguments of 
industry lobbyists. 
 
Changing the Definition of Affordability for 
Affordable Rental Units 
 

 
26 See “1 - Motion to Amend” near the bottom of Planning and Housing Committee Agenda Item. 
(http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2019.PH6.2) 
27 https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/community-partners/affordable-housing-partners/housingto-2020-2030-
action-plan/ 
28 http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2019.PH11.5 

Advocates were also successful in convincing 
Councillors to direct staff to change the definition of 
affordability applying to affordable rental units. 
 
Housing and anti-poverty advocates in Toronto have 
long criticized the City’s definition of affordable rent 
– 100% of average market rent (AMR) — because 
the units created through the City’s policies and 
programs based on this definition are unaffordable to 
lower income residents in the greatest need.  
 
Based on average market rents in Toronto in 2021, 
the proposal in the IZ Policy Direction would have 
priced “affordable” rental units at: $1,211 per month 
for a suite/bachelor (affordable to a household 
making $48,440); $1,431 per month for a 1-
bedroom (affordable to a household making 
$57,240); $1,661 per month for a 2-bedroom 
(affordable to a household making $66,440); and 
$1,887 per month for a 3-bedroom (affordable to a 
household making $75,480). Considering that the 
median income of a Toronto renter household in 
2021 was $50,002, nearly half of all renter 
households in the city would have found these units 
to be unaffordable (ie they couldn’t afford the unit 
with 30% of their before-tax income). Furthermore, 
almost 2/3’s of all renter households in the city 
wouldn’t have been able to afford a 2-bedroom unit, 
and only 1 in 5 renter households would have been 
able to afford a 3-bedroom unit, making family-
sized units accessible only to upper income renters, 
excluding the vast majority of single-parent renter 
households. 
 
An additional criticism commonly raised against 
market-based definitions of affordability is that, as 
market rents inflate faster than renters’ income, new 
units produced under this definition become 
affordable to a smaller and smaller proportion of 
renters. This is especially concerning in Toronto, 
where the annual average market rents have 
increased almost twice as fast as the median incomes 
of renters since 2000.  
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Again, working with advocates, Councillor Wong-
Tam championed a motion that was unanimously 
adopted, directing staff to “to develop and include as 
part of the public consultations on the proposed 
Official Plan inclusionary zoning policy directions, 
options in implementing and administering 
an income-based alternative to average market rent 
(AMR), defining affordable rent as spending a 
maximum of 30 percent of gross income on housing 
costs”.29  
 
In retrospect, the decision would prove to be a 
pivotal moment in the campaign to refocus 
Toronto’s affordable housing policies and programs 
towards serving a deeper mix of lower income 
residents. As discussed below, it opened the door for 
Toronto to approve a multi-faceted, income-based 
definition of affordability, targeting significantly 
deeper levels of affordability. 
 
Prioritizing the Creation of Affordable Rental Units 
Over Affordable Ownership Units 
 
Concerns were also raised about the proposal to 
define the price of affordable ownership units based 
on households with incomes ranging between the 
30th and 60th percentiles in Toronto. Based on 
incomes in Toronto in 2021, the policy would have 
priced affordable ownership units at: $197,425 for a 
studio/bachelor (affordable to a household making 
$44,552); $258,285 for a 1-bedroom (affordable to a 
household making $58,285); $326,271 for a 2-
bedroom (affordable to a household making 
$73,628); and $405,961 for a 3-bedroom (affordable 
to a household making $91,611). Considering that 
the median (ie “50th percentile”) income of a renter 
household in Toronto in 2021 was $50,002, most of 
these units would only be affordable to upper income 
renters. 
 
It is important to note that the Provincial IZ 
regulations do not allow municipalities to require 
developers to meet their IZ affordable housing 
requirements through a specific tenure. Developers 
are permitted to choose whether to meet their IZ 
obligations through providing affordable ownership 
or affordable rental units.  
 

 
29 See “1 - Motion to Amend” near the bottom of Planning and Housing Committee Agenda Item 
(http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2019.PH6.2). 

The Provincial restriction on specifying tenure 
created a quandary. Municipalities could choose to 
design there IZ policies in such a way as to prioritize 
the production of affordable rental, by make it 
financially undesirable for developers to choose to 
meet their requirements through affordable 
ownership units. Nothing in the Provincial IZ 
legislation denies municipalities the ability to require 
different set-aside rates depending on whether 
developers provide affordable ownership units or 
affordable rental units. For example, if a developer is 
seeking approval to build a high-rise condo project, a 
municipality’s IZ policy could leave them a choice: 
set-aside 30% of the building for affordable 
ownership units, or, set-aside 20% of the building 
for affordable rental units. By requiring that set-
aside rates are significantly higher for one tenure, 
municipalities can thereby incent developers to 
choose to provide the other tenure to meet their 
affordable housing obligations. 
 
However, doing so was not without risk. As City 
Planners expressed at number of stakeholder 
meetings and public consultations, they were 
concerned that municipalities’ ability to incent 
developers to choose to provide affordable units as 
rental as opposed to ownership was not clearly 
legally grounded in the Provincial legislation. 
Consequently, they were concerned that by doing so, 
they would open the City up to the possibility of 
having the Provincial government appeal the City’s 
IZ policy to the Ontario Lands Tribunal on these 
grounds. No matter the ruling, an appeal can add 
years of delay to a policy going into effect. In the 
case of IZ, this would lead to the loss of potential to 
create thousands of units of affordable housing. 
Understandably, advocacy on the question of which 
tenure the affordable IZ units should be remained 
somewhat muted until the final phase of the policy-
formation process. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Having approved a significantly revised Policy 
Direction, the May 2019 Planning and Housing 
Committee directed planning staff to conduct public 
consultations and meetings with stakeholders and 
report back to the Committee with a draft IZ policy 
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by “the first quarter of 2019”, half a year later. It 
would not be until September 2020, nearly a year 
later than directed, that a draft policy would be 
brought to the Committee.  
 
Two events disrupted the policy formation process. 
The first was Bill 108, a major proposal introduced 
in early May 2019 by Doug Ford’s provincial 
Conservative, which included proposed amendments 
to sections of the Provincial Planning Act pertaining 
to IZ. The second was the Covid-19 pandemic, 
which first sidelined and then slowed the policy-
formation process. 
 
Bill 108 introduced two major changes pertaining to 
Ontario’s municipalities’ IZ powers. Previously 
under Bill 7 (the Promoting Affordable Housing 
Act, 2016), municipalities were empowered to 
determine the areas where IZ would apply. Bill 108 
scrapped that power, limiting the areas 
municipalities could require IZ to Protected Major 
Transit Station Areas30 (PMTSA’s) or areas where a 
Development Permit System (DPS) has been 
ordered by the Minister. The change came into force 
and effect on September 3, 2019. Ultimately, what 
this would mean for Toronto’s IZ policy-formation 
process over the next two years is that the City 
would now have to re-draw its map of where IZ 
could apply to only include PMTSA’s: 180+ polka 
dots with 800 metre (1/2 mile) radiuses around 
subway stations and inter-city GO Train stations.  
 
Though Bill 108 drastically reduces the total area 
where municipalities could apply IZ, it still provides 
Toronto the opportunity to apply it in areas 
experiencing the majority of development activity. 
For example, as of December 31, 2020, the were 
active proposals to build over 120,000 condo units in 

 
30 PMTSA’s are areas between 500 and 800 metres of a subway station, (inter-municipal) GO train station, and future Light 
Rail Transit (LRT) stations. The City of Toronto’s City Planning Division is expected to define all of these areas by the end 
of 2022. After their proposed definitions are received and approved by Council, PMTSAs will require Ministerial approval, 
after which the City’s IZ policy can come into force in these areas. 
31 This was one of a number of important findings of a report published on October 28, 2021, by the local foundation Social 
Planning Toronto, which I coauthored with Beth Wilson and Sean Meagher. The report assessed the potential of IZ to 
expand access to affordable housing in Toronto. (See: 
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/socialplanningtoronto/pages/2611/attachments/original/1635346488/Inclusionary_Zoning_
report-OCT_27_2021-FINAL.pdf?1635346488) 
32 See Table 2 on page 7 of Toronto’s 2021 Development Pipeline report. (https://www.toronto.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/06/963e-Development-Pipeline-2021.pdf) 
33 See the May, 2019 report by the City of Toronto‘s Planning Division estimating the potential impacts of Bill 108 
(https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2019/cc/bgrd/backgroundfile-133165.pdf) 

projects over 80 units within 800 meters of Major 
Transit Station Areas31. This number is almost half 
of a staggering 247,000 units in projects proposed 
throughout the city and under review by city 
planning and doesn’t include proposed purpose-built 
rental projects32. 
 
The second change pertaining to IZ came through 
proposals in Bill 108 to significantly alter the way 
the City could finance and deliver infrastructure. 
The modifications would affect the value of the 
contributions developers could be expected to 
provide to support the new infrastructure necessary 
to support their development. Specifically, the 
proposed modifications appeared likely to 
significantly reduce33 the value of the development 
charges and parkland contributions the City could 
require of new developments and reduce the value of 
the Section 37 agreements the City could negotiate 
with new developments receiving upzoning. 
Previously, Section 37 of the Planning Act 
empowered municipalities to negotiate density 
bonuses (over and above the density permitted as-of-
right in the City’s Official Plan) in exchange for 
developers’ agreement to provide community 
benefits of a certain value. Bill 108 proposed to 
replace these provisions with a capped community 
benefit charge (CBC), broadly expected to reduce 
the amount of value that municipalities could 
capture relative to the earlier provisions. Taken 
together, the new provisions can be expected to 
increase the total amount of affordable housing that 
could feasibly be required in new developments 
through IZ, because the changes appeared likely to 
reduce the cost of development, thereby increasing 
its profitability. 
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The IZ policy-formation process was forced to a halt 
until the legislation proposed in Bill 108 was 
finalized and passed.34 Municipalities would have to 
wait until July, 2020 (over a year after Bill 108 was 
introduced) for clarity on exactly how these powers 
would be modified, through the legislation of a new 
Bill: 197. Bill 197 rolled back Bill 108’s proposals to 
significantly reduce the value of development charges 
and parkland contributions. However, its final CBC 
provision appeared likely to significantly reduce the 
average value of community benefits when compared 
to the amount the City had typically been able to 
negotiate through the “Section 37” density bonusing 
policy, which the CBC would replace.35 
 
The Conservative provincial government’s 
constrictive modifications to municipalities’ ability to 
capture land value came as a shock to those engaged 
in Toronto’s IZ policy-formation process. For many 
advocates, it hardened the commitment to ensuring 
the City make the most out of its new IZ powers. 
 
Phase 2: Debating the City of Toronto’s Draft IZ 
Policy (June 2019 to September 2020) 
 
After almost a year of delay following the City’s IZ 
consultations, advocates had much to celebrate when 
City Planning published their recommendations for 
a draft IZ Policy36 in September 2020. The report 
included major revisions to several recommendations 
initially made in the Policy Direction, including: 

 
34 http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2019.PH10.3 
35 The CBC caps the amount of capital costs the city can recover from developers to up to 4% of the land value of the site 
being developed. Though systematic studies have yet to provide a rigorous estimate, one Toronto Councillor, John Filion 
North York, estimated the difference to be enormous. Raising the alarm, he explained to the October 28, 2021 Planning and 
Housing Committee, “I had a site recently for which the Sec 37 agreement was $36 million and the CBC would have been 
$5.8 million. You’re talking about a $30 million difference. That’s a windfall to the developer.” Though the method and data 
through which Councillor Filion’s office arrived at this estimate remains unclear, his concern that the value of community 
benefits arrived at through CBC’s will be significantly lower than those currently achieved through Section 37 agreements is 
shared broadly among Toronto Councilors and City Planning staff. 
36 https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2020/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-156401.pdf 
37 For clarity, renter households at the “50th percentile” earn median income for renters in the City of Toronto, whereas renter 
households at the 100th percentile earn the highest income of any renters in the City of Toronto.  
38 The proposed definition of affordability was now “based on a set income percentile paying no more than 30 percent of 
income towards shelter costs”38, and would ensure year-over-years changes in the price of newly created affordable units 
would be tied to changes in the average income of Toronto renters, rather than changes in average market rent. 
39 As in the initial Policy Direction, the draft policy divides the City into three market areas (“strong”, “moderate”, and 
“weak”) based on the extent to which each area was experiencing growth in house prices, rents, and residential development 
activity. However, unlike the complicated formula proposed in the initial Policy Direction, the affordable set-aside rate would 
apply to the entire building. 
 

• scrapping the proposed sunset clause 
through which a units’ affordability 
requirement would evaporate after a few 
decades, and requiring affordable units are 
affordable for “99 years” 

• changing the definition of affordability to 
an income-based definition, requiring units 
are affordable to renter households at a 
deeper range of income levels than those 
targeted by the earlier definition (between 
the 20th and 60th percentile income37).38  

 
Advocates were cheered to see their extensive 
engagement in consultations and Committee 
meetings beginning to pay off. Most of their key 
recommendations about what type of affordable units 
Toronto’s IZ policy should produce were now 
embedded within the City’s proposal. This lay the 
groundwork for a new stage of advocacy, focusing 
above all on the question: how many of these 
affordable units would Toronto’s IZ policy produce? 
 
The question was made particularly pressing by the 
fact that the affordable set-aside rates proposed in 
the City’s draft policy were unexpectedly low. 
  
Toronto’s 2020 draft IZ policy (see Figure 1) 
proposed39 to require that: 

• 0%, 5%, or 10% of new condo developments 
with more than 100-140 units are set-aside 
for affordable housing 
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• 0%, 3%, or 5% of new purpose-built rental 
developments with more than 100-140 units 
are set-aside for affordable housing 

 
Figure 1. Toronto’s Draft Inclusionary Zoning 
Policy (as of September 2020) 

 
 
Not only did the City’s proposal to set affordable 
housing requirements at no higher than 10% of a 
new development fall far short of what many cities 
comparable to Toronto are demonstrating to be 
realizable (as discussed above); it fell far short of 
what the City’s own IZ feasibility studies found to 
be viable. 
 
A careful reading of the City’s updated, May 2020 
IZ feasibility study revealed that, depending on the 
area of the city, between two and four times more 
affordable housing could feasibly be required in new 
developments than the draft was recommending. 
This observation became a powerful rallying cry for 
advocates. Faced with City Planning’s conservative 
set-aside recommendations, and a real estate sector 
loudly arguing that the City’s proposal was too high 
and would likely jeopardize housing production40, 

 
40 For a typical example of the real estate sector lobbyists’ communications on the issue, see the Building Industry and Land 
Development Association’s (BILD) submission to the May 2020 Planning and Housing Committee: “[u]ltimately, adding 
the City’s inclusionary zoning policies as they are currently proposed, will only hinder our members’ ability make a sound 
business case to continue to build housing in the City…property owners will not see the value in redeveloping.” 
(https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2020/ph/comm/communicationfile-118517.pdf) 
41 For discussion of the evolution of feasibility studies in the US, see: Grounded Solutions Network, Terner Centre for 
Housing Innovation (UC Berkeley), Lincoln Institute of Land Policy,  (Nov 2018) “Convening Report: Strengthening 
Inclusionary Housing Feasibility Studies”, https://inclusionaryhousing.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/ih-feasibility-
studies-convening-report.pdf; For discussion of the evolution of feasibility studies in the UK, see: Mcallister, P (2017) “The 
calculative turn in land value capture: Lessons from the English planning system” Land Use Policy 63:122–129 ; Mcallister, P 
(2019) “The taxing problems of land value capture, planning obligations and viability tests: some reasonable models?” 
Town Planning Review, 90(4): 429 451. 
42 http://nblc.com 
43 (See: https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/90b6-Final-Draft-City-of-Toronto-IZ-Analysis-May-21-
accessible.pdf; https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/8fd6-CityPlanning-Toronto-IZ-Update-Draft-May-
2020.pdf; page 41-68: https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/8e15-CityPlanning-IZ-Peer- ReviewFinal-

advocates assuredly pointed to the findings of the 
City’s IZ feasibility study when appealing to 
Councillors to take a bolder approach.  
 
Understanding Toronto’s IZ Feasibility Studies 
 
For local governments seeking to initiate or update 
an IZ policy, over the past two decades it has 
become increasingly common to prepare an IZ 
feasibility study as part of this process41. These 
studies assess local economic conditions as they 
relate to housing (notably current land costs, 
construction costs, house prices, and rent) to 
evaluate how high affordable housing requirements 
could be set in different areas of the city while 
ensuring residential development in that area 
remains economically viable. This section outlines 
the methods and findings of a number of Toronto-
based IZ feasibility studies. It also discusses how the 
findings and methodology of these studies became a 
pivotal, politically contentious consideration.  
 
At the beginning of Toronto’s IZ policy-formation 
process, the City commissioned N. Barry Lyons 
Consultants Limited (NBLC) to “evaluate the 
potential impacts of an IZ policy”. NBLC is a 
prominent Toronto-based consulting firm, 
describing itself as “specializing in housing, 
community renewal, development feasibility and real 
estate strategy”42. By the time Toronto finally 
legislated IZ in early November 2021, NBLC would 
update their first IZ feasibility study (published May 
2019) three more times: May 2020, May 2021, and 
October 2021.43 
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Though in recent years a growing proportion of 
NBLC’s work has been commissioned by 
organizations from the public and non-profit sector, 
their clients have predominantly been private, for-
profit real estate sector organizations. Though some 
advocacy organizations (such as ACORN) have 
openly questioned whether this dependence on 
private sector contracts might bias their analysis, 
City officials see this experience as reason for 
confidence in their analysis. As NBLC’s President, 
Mark Conway, explained to me in an interview, 
because the firm is constantly testing and re-testing 
proformas for clients throughout the city, “we get 
deep into their financials”, giving them a birds-eye 
view on how development economics is constantly 
changing in different areas 
 
Earnestly, Mark shared with me his enthusiasm for 
the City’s IZ policy, and his sense that it couldn’t  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Report.pdf; https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/8f5c-
CityPlanningUpdateEvaluationPotentialImpactsInclusionaryZoningPolicy.pdf) 
44 Indeed, a close reading of NBLC’s feasibility studies confirms just how little of the uplift in value produced by rezoning is 
often captured by the City. The City of Toronto typically captures only a tiny portion of the value created by the 
development when using Section 37 of the Provincial Planning Act, its existing mechanism for capturing the land value 
produced when it grants a site additional density through upzoning. In Downtown Toronto, for example, the total value of a 
typical section 37 agreement on a new condo development in 2020 was just under half a percent (0.5%) of the total revenue 
the project was expected to earn upon completion. (See Table 4 on page 19 of NBLC’s 2020 IZ feasibility study: 
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/8fd6-CityPlanning-Toronto-IZ-Update-Draft-May-2020.pdf). 
45 As an excellent recent primer on housing and land economics explains: “Developers, as buyers of land or housing, typically 
employ a residual valuation methodology to arrive at an offer price. This process essentially works by estimating the final sales 
value that the developer expects to get from the homes (or other property) built, and then subtracting all the costs expected to 
be incurred in building them, to leave a residual amount. Whatever the developer decides to offer for the land comes from 
this residual” (Ryan-Collins et al, 2017 :98). 

come soon enough. It’s “a little mission of mine to 
get people understanding the economic side of 
planning”. “The problem is, the City has been very 
bad at capturing value...They, with the stroke of a 
pen will create millions and millions of dollars of 
value for a developer, without extracting it.”44  
 
Mark’s enthusiasm, however, is sobered by how 
geographically and temporally variable the City’s 
housing market is, and therefore how careful the 
City needs to be when implementing IZ. “[T]his 
policy, more than any other land use policy, needs to 
be monitored and evaluated consistently, and 
changed”. To do so, NBLC’s study employs a 
common model for assessing the feasibility of 
developing housing in any given local land markets – 
Residual Land Value (RLV) analysis45. 
 
  

 

   
     

 

 
 Figure 2 

Inclusionary Zoning Evaluation pg. 6 
N. Barry Lyon Consultants Limited 
18-3180 

Figure 2. Economics of Inclusionary Zoning, According to NBLC’s Feasibility Study 
 

Source: NBLC’s 2020 IZ feasibility study, Figure 2, p. 6. 
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The method (see Figure 2) is fairly simple: 
• Add up the revenue projected to be earned 

from the proposed units 
• Subtract the cost of developing them, 

including the hard and soft costs of 
construction, and a motivating profit margin 
for the developer (which NBLC assumes to 
be 15% of the overall revenue) 

• The remainder = the RLV, which is the 
total amount prospective developers would 
find it feasible to bid on the land.  

 
In this model, development is assumed to be feasible 
so long as the RLV is at least 10% higher than the 
current market value of the land46. 
 
In the spring of 2020, NBLC employed this model 
to test whether typical condo and rental 
developments proposed in 11 areas across Toronto 
could feasibly be required to include 10% or 20% of 
their floor area set aside for permanently affordable 
rental units. What they found is fascinating (see 
figure 3). 
  
Developers and land vendors were expected to make 
such large windfalls on a typical project, that they 
could have been required to heavily discount a 
significant proportion of units, while still leaving the 
developer with a motivating 15% profit, and leaving 
land vendors with 10% above the current value of 
their land:  

• In every single area studied, typical condo 
developments could feasibly have been 
required to set aside at least 10% of their 
floor area for permanently affordable rental 
units. 

• In 8/11 of the areas studied, typical condo 
developments could have been required to 
set-aside at least 20% of their floor area for 
permanently affordable rental units.  

• In 4/11 of the areas studied, typical purpose-
built rental developments could have been 
required to set-aside at least 10% of their 
floor area for permanently affordable rental 
units.  

• In 2/11 of the areas studied, typical purpose-
built rental developments could have been 
required to set-aside at least 20% of their 

 
46 This value is determined based on the value of recent transactions of land in that area with comparable size and current 
uses. 

floor area for permanently affordable rental 
units.  

 
Figure 3. Feasible IZ Requirements (as of May 
2020) 

 
 
NBLC’s feasibility studies make it clear that a 
significant amount of affordable housing could 
feasibly be required in developments across Toronto. 
But it also makes clear that this amount is highly 
variable and sensitive to a number of factors. First, 
there’s a significant difference between the amount 
of affordable housing that could be required in 
condo developments compared to purpose-built 
rental developments. This is because developing 
condo projects has tended to be significantly more 
lucrative than developing purpose-built rentals. This 
is unsurprising considering that between 2010 and 
2020, developers chose to build condo units over 
purpose-built rental units at a rate of 9 to 1. Second, 
the potential of this policy to expand access to 
affordable housing across Toronto is highly uneven. 
In an interview conducted in March 2021, Mark 
echoed City Planners insistence that, in outlying 
areas of the city where high density development is 
less common and less lucrative, the City will need to 
be cautious and conservative when establishing IZ 
requirements. “When you get into the burbs, the 
margins are really thin”. In the city’s high growth 
areas, however, the story changes. “Some places like 
downtown, these guys [developers and land vendors] 
are making huge amounts of money.” He reflects on 
his impression that the City has “always been 
worried” about whether its policies might go too far, 
making development unviable by increasing their 
land value capture policies beyond a reasonable limit. 
“And at some places like Kingston road [an outlying 
area], they need to be worried about it.” “But in 
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Downtown Toronto, they do not need to be worried 
about it.”  
 
As the price of new condos has skyrocketed in recent 
years, the revenues they produce have come to 
exceed costs (including those imposed through City 
policies) by a very large margin, leaving a “huge” 
residual for land vendors and developers. 
Considering that the vast majority of the 330,000 
residential units completed over the past three 
decades have been condos located in strong market 
areas, the potential of IZ to expand access to 
affordable housing in Toronto is clearly substantial. 
Consequently, discussing and amplifying the 
findings of NBLC’s 2020 feasibility study became a 
major focus for those advocating that the City 
should take a bolder approach with its IZ policy. 
Advocacy also came to focus on the shortcomings of 
the City’s feasibility study, arguing Councillors 
should direct staff to redesign them to better account 
for the full potential of IZ. One particularly glaring 
methodological limitation became a focus of 
frustration.  
 
In !’s of the areas studied “at least 20%” of the floor 
area of typical new condo developments could 
feasibly be set aside for affordable rental housing. 
This finding begged the question – how much more 
than 20% could feasibly be required in these areas? 
Concerted advocacy insured that the City’s apparent 
absence of interest in asking was made 
embarrassingly conspicuous. Advocates argued that 
by neglecting to ask whether more than 20% was 
feasible, it was likely that NBLC’s study was 
significantly underestimating the full potential of IZ 
to expand access to affordable housing. To advance 
this argument, they pointed to the findings of 
another Toronto-based feasibility study, conducted 
by a prominent housing scholar (Steve Pomeroy) and 
commissioned by the Maytree Foundation.  
 
In his study “Examining the Feasibility and Options 
for an Inclusionary Zoning Policy in Toronto”47 
(published July 2019), Pomeroy intentionally used a 

 
47 https://maytree.com/wp-content/uploads/Examining-feasibility-options-inclusionary-zoning-policy-Toronto.pdf 
48 Whether 35% or 39% was feasible depended on the “depth of affordability” required for each unit. For example, if the 
affordable units were priced at 80% of Average Market Rent, (just as NBLC’s 2019 and 2020 study assume), the feasible 
affordable set-aside rate for typical condo developments in these high price areas was found to be 37%, but if they were priced 
less affordably, at 100% AMR, a higher set-aside rate of 39% would be feasible. 
49 https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2020/ph/comm/communicationfile-118999.pdf 

similar set of base assumptions as NBLC’s original 
2019 study. But rather than testing a small number 
of pre-established set-aside rate cut offs (ie “at least 
10%” or “at least 20%”), Pomeroy’s study tests how 
high affordable housing requirements could be set in 
each area before developments became economically 
unfeasible. The study finds that in high price areas 
like Downtown and Yonge Eglinton, typical condo 
developments could be required to offer between 
35% and 39% of the building as permanently 
affordable rental units48.  
 
In the face of these findings, which were loudly 
brought to the attention of the Committee and the 
public through extensive outreach and repeated 
deputations, it was difficult for decision makers to 
dismiss the possibility that City’s 2019 and 2020 IZ 
feasibility studies were significantly underestimating 
the amount of affordable housing that IZ could 
feasibly produce.  
 
When these concerns were brought to the attention 
of Councillor Mike Layton (a long-time ally of 
many of the advocacy organizations involved in this 
campaign) he was unequivocal in his commitment to 
championing a motion addressing them. In the days 
leading up to the Committee meeting, he rallied the 
support of other Councillors, including that of 
Councillor Ana Bailao, the Mayor-appointed Chair 
of the Planning and Housing Committee. To signal 
broad support for the motion (and perhaps also to 
pre-emptively deflect the wave of criticism forming 
against the draft policy’s more conservative 
recommendations), Councillor Bailao agreed to put 
forward the motion, which had been formally 
proposed in an open letter49 circulated to Committee 
members by Councillor Layton. The motion, which 
passed unanimously, radically amended the draft 
policy:  

direct[ing] City Planning staff to 
conduct further analysis…including options 
to increase the percentage of housing that 
would be secured as affordable rental or 
affordable ownership housing with options 
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that would achieve a range of 10-30 
percent of residential gross floor area for 
new condominium developments and 5-20 
percent of residential gross floor area for 
new purpose-built rental developments50.  

 
This was a huge change and a major victory for 
housing advocates. Whereas the draft policy initially 
directed staff to prepare a final IZ policy with 
affordable housing requirements of up to 10% in 
condo projects and up to 5% in rental projects, the 
Committee unanimously recommended increasing 
those requirements to up to 30% and 20%. Further, 
staff were now explicitly directed to expand the next 
IZ feasibility study, testing whether up to 30% 
requirements were feasible. Planning was directed to 
report back to the Committee “in the first half of 
2021” with the final IZ policy. It would take until 
Fall 2021, however, before the Committee would 
reconvene to debate the final policy. By this time 
there was a growing concern among advocates that 
their campaign strategy — calling for high IZ 
requirements based on the findings of the City’s IZ 
feasibility study — was about to come up against 
major hurdles. 
 
Phase 3: The Final IZ Policy  
 
In the year leading up to the vote on the final IZ 
policy, organizers from three of Toronto’s largest 

 
50 See “Motion to amend Item” near the bottom of Planning and Housing Committee Item PH16.7 
(http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2020.PH16.7) 
51 Throughout 2020 and 2021, this paper’s author was the elected Chair of the Parkdale People’s Economy’s “Affordable 
Housing Committee”. This role involved helping to organize and speak at each IZ campaign event and provide research 
support and sharing communication support for the IZ campaign’s outreach. 
52 Five of these events were recorded and posted online. (See: https://jtcan.org/inclusionary-zoning-for-affordable-housing/; 
and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=awJVYO8tXIY; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DGkw73N0pxQ; 
https://www.facebook.com/torontoacorn/videos/135715625235908; 
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=2716212911961128) 
53 Additional campaign actions included:  

• promoting a number of campaign petitions, through which residents could send a pre-written letter to the Mayor, 
their Councillors, and City Planning staff responsible for IZ, which expressed the campaign’s concerns and 
recommendations. 

• publishing an op-ed in The Toronto Star, the City’s major newspaper (co-authored by the author of this paper) (see: 
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/2021/05/26/toronto-has-the-chance-to-create-affordable-housing-
improving-thousands-of-lives.html) 

• working with a prominent local foundation (Social Planning Toronto) to publish a headline-grabbing report (co-
authored by the author of this paper), which extrapolates on the findings of the City’s feasibility studies to estimate 
the amount of affordable housing that would be produced in the coming years if the City were to implement the 
campaign’s recommendations as opposed to the more conservative approach recommended by the City’s Planning 
Division. (https://www.socialplanningtoronto.org/opportunity_knocks; 
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2021/10/27/toronto-wants-up-to-22-per-cent-of-new-condos-to-be-affordable-

advocacy organizations (ACORN Toronto, Progress 
Toronto, and the Parkdale People’s Economy51) 
agreed to begin meeting regularly to clarify a 
common set of IZ recommendations and build a 
city-wide campaign to implement them. Over the 
year these organizations would host nine online 
events bringing together close to a thousand 
participants and engaging a growing coalition of 
neighborhood-based organizations52. Some of these 
events were organized in collaboration with 
neighborhood-based organizations, focusing on how 
a well-designed IZ policy could support localized 
struggles against displacement and gentrification. 
Another was organized with an academic focus (in 
collaboration with the University of Toronto’s 
School of Cities initiative, the Affordable Housing 
Challenge Project), bringing together a panel made 
up of staff from the City’s Planning Division, two 
scholars (including this paper’s author), and an 
organizer from ACORN Toronto. A number of 
others were planned as large, city-wide campaign-
building events, which were billed as “praxis-
oriented” – training and then prompting participants 
to get involved in campaign activities such as: regular 
phone banking and canvassing events targeting the 
wards of Councillors on the Planning and Housing 
Committee and deputing at the final (October 2021) 
Committee meeting. 53 
 



       ADVANCING THE RIGHT TO HOUSING IN TORONTO 127 

As the campaign grew with each event, organizers 
and participants became increasingly comfortable 
advancing a simple line of argumentation, which 
packaged their recommendations as both sensible 
and credible: the City should implement an 
evidence-based IZ policy, setting the highest feasible 
affordable housing requirements — 20-30% in most 
high growth areas. 54  Various iterations of this 
argument were shared in countless tweets, Facebook 
and Instagram posts, petitions, open letters, 
speeches, and interviews with media. The focus on 
feasibility provided a powerful source of leverage for 
discussions with decision makers and a powerful 
vehicle for popular education on how inequitably the 
benefits of new development were currently being 
distributed. But as we will see, it also led the 
campaign into a difficult predicament, when the 
City radically revised their approach to assessing 
feasibility within days of the final Planning and 
Housing Committee on IZ. 
 
The Pivotal Question: IZ Feasibility 
 
From early on in the IZ policy-formation process, 
advocates’ calls for higher affordable housing 
requirements were responded to by Councilors and 
City Planning staff with the dictum: the policy needs 
to strike a balance between our desire to create as 
many affordable units as possible, and the need to 
ensure residential development remains economically 
viable. The question of whether a recommendation 
would disrupt this balance quickly established the 
terms of debate, outside of which recommendations 
were deemed unreasonable. Representatives of the 
development industry, vocally involved in these 
public forums, insisted the City’s recommendations 
did no such thing, and were far too onerous. 
Reminding participants of their expert knowledge of 

 
is-it-leaving-homes-on-the-table.html?rf; https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/2021/11/02/a-plan-to-
force-developers-to-build-more-cheap-rentals-is-a-game-changer-but-does-toronto-have-the-stomach-for-it.html) 

• working with the Affordable Housing Challenge Project at the University of Toronto’s School of Cities to publish 
an academic report, providing an analysis comparing the City Planning Division’s IZ recommendations with those 
advocated by the campaign (https://affordablehousingchallengeproject.files.wordpress.com/2021/10/withersreport-
211027v2.pdf) 

54 While NBLC’s May 2020 feasibility study found affordable set-aside rates of “at least 20%” could be required for condo 
developments in 8/11 of the areas, as discussed, they didn’t test whether requiring affordable set-aside rates over 20% would 
be feasible. The campaign’s claim that affordable set-aside rates of at least 30% would be feasible in some areas referred to the 
findings of the June 2019 Pomeroy feasibility study (discussed above). Organizer’s felt further justified in advancing this 
argument when City Planning presented the findings of NBLC’s May 2021 to campaign organizers in early May, which 
found affordable set-aside rates of “at least 30%” would be feasible in Downtown and Toronto West (as discussed below). 

development economics, many of them chastised 
advocates calling for higher requirements as 
amateurs engaged in wishful thinking. Unfamiliar 
with proformas and real estate jargon, most 
advocates found responding to these assertions 
difficult, if not nerve racking.  
 
In this setting, being able to simply respond that 
advocates’ recommendations were based on the 
findings of the City’s own feasibility study provided 
a confidence-inspiring source of leverage for 
participants. Neither the City’s Planning Division 
(which supported the preparation and presentation 
of the feasibility studies) nor the Councillors (who 
commissioned them) were likely to question the 
credibility of their findings — even if some hesitated 
to draw the same conclusions from them as 
advocates. Consequently, as time went on, the 
campaign became increasingly focused on drawing 
attention to the findings of the feasibility studies. 
As the date initially set for the final Planning and 
Housing Committee approached (June 28th, 2021), 
advocates eagerly awaited the final IZ feasibility 
study update, poised to publicize its findings 
broadly. On May 7, findings from NBLC’s updated 
study were finally shared, confidentially, with the 
campaign’s organizers during an invite-only 
presentation hosted by City Planning. The updated 
(May 2021) feasibility study (detailed below) found 
that in high price areas like downtown and West 
Toronto, “at least 30%” of high-rise condos could 
feasibly be required to be permanently affordable 
rental housing.  
 
Campaign organizers attending felt vindicated in 
having invested so much effort emphasizing and 
explaining the findings of these studies and pegging 
their recommendations to them. The update raised 
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the credibility of the campaign’s call for 20-30% of 
most new developments to be affordable rental 
housing. As organizers prepared to publicize the 
updated findings and re-state their 
recommendations, they waited for the City to 
publicly publish the study.55 But as weeks passed and 
the dates set for the Committee to vote on the final 
IZ policy came and went, advocates grew worried 
changes were a foot.  
 
Concerns further mounted when a prominent local 
journalist dug through Toronto’s Lobbyist Register 
to reveal that during the month leading up to the 
planned publication of the final IZ policy and 
feasibility study, Toronto’s largest development 
industry group (BILD) had been “doing a ton of 
lobbying on inclusionary zoning”, with nine BILD 
lobbyists logging thirty three communications with 
City hall, including meetings with senior City 
Planning Staff and the Mayor’s office. 56 Though it’s 
unclear what drove the City’s decision to 
substantially delay and then radically revise the 
publication of the 2021 IZ feasibility study (thereby 
holding up the legislation of IZ for almost half a 
year), it’s evident that the decision was made in the 
context of a surge in development industry lobbying.  
 
Concerns were further raised when, in early July 
2021, City Planning announced they had 
commissioned a peer-review of the City’s feasibility 
study, to determine if the methodology underlying 
the study’s findings should be revised.  
 
Finally, in early fall, City Planning announced the 
final Planning and Housing Committee would be 
pushed back to October 28, 2021. As organizers 
prepared a final campaign push, just ten days before 
the Committee meeting was set to take place, they 
were shocked to see the City publish a radically 
revised feasibility study. After having, over the 
course of three years, prepared, defended, and 

 
55 The May 2021 updated study would later be publicly released as an appendix to a third-party “peer-review” of the May 
2021 study, commissioned by the City of Toronto (see page 41-68: https://www.toronto.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/8e15-CityPlanning-IZ-Peer- ReviewFinal-Report.pdf). 
56 https://toronto.cityhallwatcher.com/p/chw126?s=r 
57 See page 41-68: https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/8e15-CityPlanning-IZ-Peer- ReviewFinal-
Report.pdf 
58 As NBLC explains in their May 2020 IZ feasibility study (p 14), “[t]o establish assumptions around existing site values for 
comparison to the land value resulting from redevelopment, the analysis utilizes the greater land value of either a typical 
existing underutilized land use, or the likely land value of as-of-right residential density as informed by market data… This is 
primarily informed by a review of recent commercial leasing activity and high-density residential land transaction activity” 

refined three feasibility studies based on the same 
methodology, days before the final policy was to be 
released and voted on, NBLC and City Planning 
added a second, completely different methodology. 
Its revised findings drastically reduced the City’s 
estimation of how much affordable housing it would 
be feasible to require. 
 
The new methodology calculated that 4 to 5 times less 
affordable housing could feasibly be required in most 
areas of the city than the amount determined by the 
former methodology.  
 
As outlined above, the City’s IZ first three feasibility 
studies (May 2019, May 2020, and May 202157 
which was circulated confidentially) based their 
findings on a single test. It was deemed feasible to 
require certain set-aside rates (i.e., 10%, 20%, 30% 
affordable rental) so long as developers could still 
earn at least a 15% profit margin, and the owners of 
the land being developed could be paid at least 10% 
above their land’s market value, based on its current 
use58. Applying this original methodology, the new 
October 2021 study found that typical condo 
developments could feasibly be required to include:  

• 30% of their floor area as affordable rental in 
Downtown, and Toronto West  

• 20% of their floor area as affordable rental in 
Toronto East, Yonge- Eglinton Centre, and 
North York Centre 

• 10% of their floor area as affordable rental in 
Scarborough Centre, Finch West, and 
Stockyard/Junction 

 
However, after applying the new, additional second 
test (discussed in detail below), the updated October 
2021 study now found that typical condo 
developments could only feasibly be required to 
include:  

• 6% of their floor area as affordable rental in 
Downtown and Toronto West  
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• 8% of their floor area as affordable rental in 
Toronto East 

• 6% of their floor area as affordable rental in 
Yonge- Eglinton Centre, and North York 
Centre 

• 4% of their floor area as affordable rental in 
Finch West, Stockyard/Junction, and 
Golden Mile 

 
Overnight, the amount of new affordable rental 
housing the study deemed it would be feasible to 
require in Toronto’s highest growth areas — where 
the majority of new residential development was 
built over the past decade — was cut from 20-30% 
to 6%.  
 
Overnight, a pivotal question arose for campaign 
organizers: what was this conservative second test 
and what were the reasons and precedents for adding 
it?  
 
The answer they arrived at was that the first test was 
sufficiently conservative and based on a model for 
assessing the economic feasibility of new 
developments that is commonly used and broadly 
respected by planners across North America and 
Europe. In sharp contrast, the second test was 
excessively conservative — based on an unorthodox 
model for assessing feasibility in which decision 
makers’ power to intervene and reshape housing 
market outcomes is radically reduced.  
 
The Case Against Test 2 
 
To briefly summarize, test 1 assumes that it would 
be feasible to require a certain % of a building’s floor 
area is set aside for affordable housing, so long as the 
new development will produce a sufficient amount of 
revenue to:  

1. Pay the cost of construction 
2. Pay a profit to the developer equal to 15% of 

the total revenue produced by the 
development 

 
59 NBLC explains how they identify the current market value of a site: “[t]o establish assumptions around existing site values 
for comparison to the land value resulting from redevelopment, the analysis utilizes the greater land value of either a typical 
existing underutilized land use, or the likely land value of as-of-right residential density as informed by market data. In 
practice, there will be variation in value amongst underutilized sites in any market area.” This evaluation “is primarily 
informed by a review of recent commercial leasing activity and high density residential land transaction activity” (NBLC, 
2020: 14, 15). 
60 See page 4: https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/8fd6-CityPlanning-Toronto-IZ-Update-Draft-May-
2020.pdf 

3. Pay landowners at least 10% above the 
current market value of their land59  

Test 1’s feasibility “hurdle rate” (i.e. the amount of 
revenue a project must be able to produce to be 
economically viable) is identified by adding up the 
current costs of development (costs 1 and 2) and the 
current market value of land (cost 3). As discussed 
earlier, the difference between total revenue produced 
and the costs of development (cost 1 and 2) represents 
the residual land value (RLV = revenue – cost 1 + 
cost 2). As NBLC explains in their 2020 feasibility 
study, “The RLV represents the theoretical 
maximum price a developer could pay for the land to 
construct the housing project and make an attractive 
profit.”60 Therefore, the RLV can be understood as 
the speculative value of land – the maximum bid the 
land could feasibly receive if the City were to rezone 
the site for redevelopment, approving the additional 
density without including any affordable housing 
requirements. 
 
According to Test 1, the gap between the RLV 
(revenue available to bid on land) and the current 
market value of land + and additional 10% of that 
value (the amount at which landowner would be 
willing to sell their land) represents an additional 
windfall of revenue. These are the excess profits, 
over and above an amount that would be necessary 
to motivate developers to proceed with buying and 
developing this land. Consequently, this amount can 
be captured by government policy without 
compromising the project’s viability — either 
through a direct land value capture tax, or, through 
an IZ policy which reduces that prospective revenue 
by increasing affordability requirements. 
Test 2 employs a radically revised methodology for 
assessing this gap, which drastically reduces its 
perceived size. This is because in test 2 landowners 
are suddenly expected to unwilling to sell their land 
unless they receive a price substantially higher than 
the current market value of their land. Bizarrely, and 
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in stark contrast to standard practice61, test 2 
abandons any reference to recent land market 
transactions when assessing the price at which 
landowners would likely be willing to sell. Instead, 
test 2 assumes that landowners would only be willing 
to sell if they received a bid close to the full 
speculative value of the site (ie the RLV). Test 
assumed that if an IZ policy were to reduce this 
speculative value below a certain threshold (less than 
85% of the full RLV) landowners would become 
unwilling to sell. Why exactly a 15% reduction was 
chosen as this pivotal, behavior-determining 
threshold is never explained. Indeed, the new study 
is explicit there is no rationale for this choice; they 
simply “picked an arbitrary maximum reduction of 
15%”.62 
 
When explaining their rationale for adding test 2, 
City Planning and NBLC presented the change as a 
response to concerns (raised repeatedly by 
representatives of the development industry) that IZ 
affordable housing requirements needed to be 
“phased in” slowly, over the course of a number of 
years, so as not to “shock” the land market. 63 The 
concern was that, if the full IZ requirements found 
to be feasible by test 1 were suddenly introduced 
across the city, then many land vendors would be 
“shocked” to find they were receiving bids for their 
land significantly lower than their pre-IZ 

 
61 In 2018, the Grounded Solutions Network, the Terner Centre for Housing Innovation (at UC Berkeley), and the Lincoln 
Institute for Land policy convened an expert panel of 29 practitioners and academics to assess “the most reliable methods” for 
conducting Inclusionary Housing feasibility studies. In a report summarizing their conclusions, the model for assessing 
feasibility employed by Test 1 is clearly outlined as the appropriate method for conducting RLV analysis. “In the [RLV] 
approach…[f]easibility is evaluated by comparing the resulting residual land value to an estimate of current market land 
values. A project is feasible if it could afford to pay at least the current market rate for land.” (Grounded Solutions Network et 
al, 2018: 10) 
62 See page 14 in NBLC’s October 2021 IZ Feasibility Study for the City of Toronto (https://www.toronto.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/8f5c-CityPlanningUpdateEvaluationPotentialImpactsInclusionaryZoningPolicy.pdf) 
63 The recommendation to incorporate a second feasibility test was initially advanced by the Colorado-based consulting firm, 
Economic and Planning Systems, which published a peer-review of NBLC’s May 2021 feasibility study on August 17, 2021. 
The City’s decision to commission a peer-review appears to have been made in late May of 2021. Presentations on May 7, 
made by City Planners to IZ stakeholders, confirm that they had no plans to commission a peer-review as of that date, and 
that they were planning to publish their final IZ recommendations, based on NBLC’s May 2021 study, in advance of the 
June 28th 2021 Planning and Housing Committee. See p. 26 of Economic and Planning Systems peer-review for an 
instructive visualization of development feasibility from the perspective of test 1 and test 2. (https://www.toronto.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/8e15-CityPlanning-IZ-Peer-ReviewFinal-Report.pdf) 
64 See pp:27-28 in NBLC’s October 2021 IZ Feasibility Study for the City of Toronto (https://www.toronto.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/8f5c-CityPlanningUpdateEvaluationPotentialImpactsInclusionaryZoningPolicy.pdf) 
65 See p:27 in NBLC’s October 2021 IZ Feasibility Study for the City of Toronto (https://www.toronto.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/8f5c-CityPlanningUpdateEvaluationPotentialImpactsInclusionaryZoningPolicy.pdf) 
66 See p:14 in NBLC’s October 2021 IZ Feasibility Study for the City of Toronto (https://www.toronto.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/8f5c-CityPlanningUpdateEvaluationPotentialImpactsInclusionaryZoningPolicy.pdf) 

speculations of how much revenue a fully market-
priced redevelopment of their site might be able to 
produce. As NBLC explains, the concern is that 
land vendors’ “shock” at not receiving bids based on 
their speculations for how much revenue a pre-IZ 
project might receive would lead many to “defer the 
sale of land to a developer for housing, hoping that 
land values will increase in time”64. Test 2 is argued 
to be a transitional consideration, “[n]otwithstanding 
the long-term value capture opportunity” identified 
by test 1.65 It is “a conservative check intended to 
support the sensitive implementation of an initial IZ 
policy”, which “may become less relevant in time 
(e.g. 5 – 10 years) after the introduction of the policy 
as the land market adjusts.”66 
 
As explained below, in sharp contrast to this 
optimistic framing I joined IZ campaign organizers 
in arguing that relying on test 2 would likely have 
longer lasting and farther-reaching consequences, 
creating a severely stunted perception of the power 
of IZ to make overheated markets downwardly adjust 
land prices in the long-term. I expand on this 
argument in the section.  
 
These concerns were proven to be warranted when, a 
week in advance of the Oct 28, 2021 Planning and 
Housing Committee, City Planning published their 
final IZ policy. It recommended a highly protracted 
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8 year “phase in” of affordable housing requirements.  
Furthermore, even when fully phased in by 2030, the 
requirements would be far lower than in cities with 
comparable housing markets. For example, by 2030 
only 8% to 16% of high-rise condos would have to 
be set aside for affordable rental units, depending on 
the area. This was a far cry from the 20-30%, which 
NBLC’s Oct 2021 feasibility study’s revealed could 
be required in most high growth areas while using 
test 1 (ie leaving developers a motivating 15% profit 
margin and land vendors a motivating 10% above 
the current value of their land). 
 
The City of Toronto’s Final IZ Recommendations 
 
Campaign organizers’ concerns with City Planning’s 
final IZ policy recommendations were powerfully 
and simply summed up in countless tweets, 
Facebook posts, and deputations, arguing that: (1) 
the proposed requirements were “too low and too 
slow”, and (2) appeared to prioritize protecting the 
real estate sectors’ windfalls over using IZ to its full 
potential to address the City’s affordable housing 
emergency. 
 
These arguments were advanced in greater detail in a 
widely shared report — “Realizing the Full Potential  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
67 https://affordablehousingchallenge.ca/2021/10/27/policy-brief-realizing-the-full-potential-of-inclusionary-zoning-for-
toronto/ 

of Inclusionary Zoning for Toronto: Three  
recommendations for a strong, evidence based IZ 
policy”67 — that I published through the University 
of Toronto’s School of Cities several days before the 
final Planning and Housing Committee meeting. 
The report was circulated among Councilors in 
advance of the Committee, and I presented it at 
many meetings between advocates and Councilors 
on the Committee. The report advances 3 major 
campaign recommendations for how the proposed 
IZ policy could be strengthened, outlining:  
 

1. The potential to increase affordable housing 
requirements 

2. The potential for a faster phase-in of 
affordable housing requirements 

3. The potential to ensure this policy creates 
mostly affordable rental units, as opposed to 
affordable ownership units.  

 
It is centred around three maps (Figures 4, 5, and, 6, 
included below), which show the amount of 
affordable housing deemed to be feasible in each area 
of the city by test 1 of NBLC’s Oct 2021 feasibility, 
and the much lower amount that City Planning was 
recommending Councillors vote for.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Viable vs. Proposed Inclusionary Zoning Requirements: Affordable 
Rental in Condominium Developments 
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Figure 6. Viable vs. Proposed Inclusionary Zoning Requirements: Affordable 
Ownership in Condominium Developments 

Figure 5. Viable vs. Proposed Inclusionary Zoning Requirements: Affordable 
Rental in Purpose Built Rental Developments 

Author’s illustrations, super imposed over City of Toronto IZ Market Area map. 
Findings sourced from NBLC (October 18, 2021) Update: Evaluation of Potential 
Impact of an Inclusionary Zoning Policy. Proposed Requirements from Toronto City 
Planning Staff Report (Oct 28, 2022) “Proposed Inclusionary Zoning Official Plan 
Amendment and Zoning By-law Amendment” 
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It also shows the slow “phase in” of these 
requirements recommended by City Planning, 
arguing for a less protracted approach. Below, I 
quote from this report at length to convey the central 
arguments being made by the campaign to decision 
makers. 
 

The City’s proposed IZ policy recommends 
a long, slow transition period, phasing in the 
full affordability requirements over 8 years. 
The initial IZ requirements are proposed to 
be in place as of Sept 18, 2022, stay static 
until January 2025, and then begin slowly 
rising until Jan 2030.  
 
As can be seen on the maps above, the initial 
IZ requirements for new condo 
developments are proposed to begin at rates 
significantly lower than the rate they will 
fully phase in to by 2030. In 2022, 
requirements will be only: 44% of their fully- 
phased-in rate in Area 1; 50% of their fully- 
phased-in rate in Area 2, and 63% of their 
fully-phased in rate in Area 3. Affordability 
requirements for purpose-built rental 
projects are proposed to begin at 0%. After 
Jan 1st, 2026, they will rise to 5% in Area 1 
and 3% in Area 2 and remain static through 
to 2030.  
 
Although the phase in of IZ requirements 
appears to be unnecessarily slow, it’s not 
unreasonable that the City is seeking to 
phase in IZ requirements over a number of 
years. This will give vendors an opportunity 
to adjust to the new reality of more modest 
bids from developers seeking to redevelop 
their land. As the City's 2021 study explains, 
“[n]otwithstanding the long-term value 
capture opportunity that may exist with an 
IZ policy, at the instance of policy change it 
is pragmatic to ensure that the new policy 
does not create a market shock.”  
 
To support planners in adjusting the pace of 
this phase in, the spring 2021 feasibility 
study was revised at the last minute, this 

 
68 Emphasis mine. See page 32 in NBLC for the City of Toronto (May 2021; Revised October 2021) “Update: Evaluation of 
Potential Impacts of an Inclusionary Zoning Policy” City of Toronto. 

October, to include an additional test. … 
[Test 2 is thereafter critiqued, in a briefer 
but similar manner as above].  
 
In the context of a mounting affordable 
housing crisis, housing advocates are united 
in rejecting the notion that the City should 
be trying to protect the huge windfalls 
landowners have come to expect when 
selling their land for redevelopment. It is 
understandable that the City would want to 
phase-in affordable housing requirements, to 
make land markets adjust over a number of 
years. But it is not recommended that the 
City unnecessarily protract this process, by 
not raising requirements until January 2025, 
and then slowly phasing in towards rates 
that, by 2030, will still be around half of 
what the 2021 feasibility study found could 
be required while leaving the development 
industry a modest return now.  
 
This slow approach is based on the idea that 
the City should wait to see “if” the land 
market adjusts, after which “set asides rates 
could potentially be increased as the market 
dictates.”68 This is a highly conservative way 
to conceive of IZ powers, especially in a City 
with such a speculative and lucrative housing 
market.  
 
Landowners cannot be expected to adjust 
their speculations until they are made to. To 
ensure an effective phase-in of IZ 
requirements, the City should not wait to 
see “if” the land market adjusts; it should 
indicate to the market the period over which 
land vendors will need to adjust to the new 
normal: receiving around 10% above the 
land’s value based on current use. 

 
This argument hinges on the fact that, while 
developers are relatively mobile, landowners are 
stuck in place. If for whatever reason (be it 
retirement, to pay down debts, to invest elsewhere, 
or anything else), a landowner decides they’d rather 
have cash than their land, they have two choices: sell 
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now, or wait a while and then sell. So long as 
planning authorities signal clearly that this land will 
not receive a significantly more lucrative rezoning in 
the long run, the landowner will have no incentive to 
wait. This applies equally to developers who have 
recently acquired land they intend to develop. 
Ironically, in their Oct 2021 Feasibility Study, 
NBLC explicitly acknowledge this power, 
recommending that, “[i]t would be valuable to signal 
in advance the intention to impose an IZ policy as 
far ahead as possible to allow the market to adjust”, 
so that, “the market can price the policy into future 
land acquisition." It is the contention of this paper 
that relying on Test 2 to establish how high 
affordable housing requirements can be set impedes 
the City’s ability to do so.  If the City is serious 
about achieving its aspiration of realizing the “the 
long-term value capture opportunity” identified by 
test 1, it must clearly signal in advance the intention 
to impose an IZ policy that requires the set-aside 
rates deemed feasible by test 1. 
 
In conclusion, the report provides a rationale for the 
IZ campaign’s argument that the City should 
prioritize the creation of affordable rental units 
rather than affordable ownership units through IZ: 
 

It is important to note that, based on current 
Provincial regulation, developers have the 
right to choose whether to meet their IZ 
affordable housing requirements by 
providing affordable rental units or 
affordable ownership units. Affordable 
rental units will be affordable to households 
that are significantly lower income than the 
households to whom the affordable 
ownership units will be affordable. 

 
According to the City’s proposal, based on 
Toronto households’ income in 2021, to 
afford an affordable rental unit: 

• Studio unit, a household’s income 
would have to be at least $32,486 

• 1-bedroom unit, a household’s 
income would need to be at least 
$43,600 

• 2-bedroom unit, a household’s 
income would need to be at least 
$66,440 

• 3-bedroom unit, a household’s 
income would need to be at least 
$74,301 

 
According to the City’s proposal, based on 
Toronto households’ income in 2021, to 
afford an affordable ownership unit: 

• Studio unit, a household’s income 
would have to be at least $44,552 

• 1-bedroom unit, a household’s 
income would need to be at least 
$58,286 

• 2-bedroom unit, a household’s 
income would need to be at least 
$73,628 

• 3-bedroom unit, a household’s 
income would need to be at least 
$91,611 

 
Affordable rental and affordable 
ownership units are proposed to remain 
affordable for 99 years. 

 
Consequently, most housing advocates agree it is 
desirable that the City design their IZ policy to 
ensure developers primarily choose to meet their 
affordability requirements by producing affordable 
rental units.  
 
Many developers have indicated they would “flock” 
to providing affordable ownership units to meet their 
IZ affordable housing requirements if the revenue 
reduction they would incur by providing affordable 
ownership units is the same as it is for affordable 
rental. Concerningly, staff have clarified that, as 
currently proposed, the set-aside rates are set to 
ensure the cost of choosing one or the other is the 
same to developers.  
 
Consequently, housing advocates are recommending 
that the requirements for affordable ownership are 
increased.  
 
As currently proposed, required set-aside rates are 
40% higher for affordable ownership (see maps 
above). To ensure developers are incentivized to 
choose to provide affordable rental, it is 
recommended that affordable ownership 
requirements are at least 50% higher.  
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The Final Vote on Toronto’s IZ Policy 
 
In the week leading up to the October 28th Planning 
and Housing Committee, campaign organizers 
worked closely with Councillor Mike Layton to 
prepare a motion and that advanced these concerns 
and recommendations. In his speech to the 
Committee, he argued test 1 constituted a 
sufficiently conservative method for assessing 
viability and derided Test 2 as being overly focused 
on ensuring that the real estate sectors windfalls 
don’t fall below a certain level — “I don’t believe it’s 
our job to ensure that speculators gambles pay off.”69 
 
Councillor Gord Perks, also an ally of many of the 
organizations involved in the IZ campaign, formally 
moved the motion on Councillor Layton’s behalf. As 
he explained to Committee: “Councilor Layton has 
been working with City staff. He asked them a 
question: ‘What would be the most aggressive thing 
we could achieve based on the original consultant’s 
study, that only relied on that first test — whether 
the landowner would make a profit of 10% and the 
developer would make a profit of 15%. [The motion] 
says: don’t apply the second test.”  
 
At the Committee, Mayor John Tory and his ally, 
Committee Chair Ana Bailao, repeatedly raised two 
arguments against the recommendations of the IZ 
campaign in general, and the motion Mike Layton 
drafted in particular. First, they argued there was a 
real danger that by raising requirements closer to 
those found to be feasible by test 1, the city risked 
reducing the overall amount of housing produced in 
the coming years. Second, they argued there was a 
real risk that if the City approved an aggressive IZ 
policy, the provincial Conservative government 
could appeal the policy to the Ontario Land 
Tribunal (OLT), a quasi-judicial body with the 
power to reject municipalities’ IZ policies. No matter 
the ruling, an appeal can add years of delay to a 
policy going into effect. 
 
Mayor John Tory scoffed at the campaign’s call for 
20-30% affordable housing requirements and argued 
to the Committee: “30% of zero is still zero. We 
need to make sure that development continues to 
take place…I believe if we’re going to move forward, 
we should do so with the recommendations that 

 
69 Councillors’ recorded speeches on IZ begin around 7:23: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sfpm3r-X7CQ 

have been very carefully thought through by our 
professional public servants and with outside help”. 
Councillor Bailao echoed these concerns, explaining 
“I very often talk to staff, and I told them, I have this 
image in my head, it’s like I’m at the edge of a cliff, 
and please make sure I don’t fall. Get me to the edge 
of a cliff where I get as much affordable housing as 
possible by pushing this policy as much as we 
possibly can, without having the numbers of 
developments falling…We have something that has 
studies and data and facts that can be defended if the 
Province wishes to fight us on this. So I don’t want 
to delay any more.” 
 
In his speech to Committee, Councillor Perks 
challenged the premise behind this notion as 
dangerous. “I don’t think it’s wise for Toronto City 
Council to censor itself based on what the Province 
may or may not do. I think if the Province of 
Ontario wants to take the side of developers, we 
should force them into doing that explicitly and 
openly at a hearing at the OLT rather than doing 
their dirty work for them by limiting what we try to 
achieve as a Council.” Perks also forcefully countered 
the argument that IZ requirments based on test 1’s 
findings would lead to a reduction of the amount of 
housing produced in Toronto in the long run. “I 
cannot agree with the Mayor’s claim that 30% of 
zero is still zero. There’s no scenario in which there’s 
zero. That’s just a rhetorical flourish that 
undermines the importance of the decision we’re 
making here.” He advanced this argument during his 
allotted period to ask questions of staff. Below I 
quote their interaction at length. 
 

Perks: “So, the element that the second test 
introduces is the belief that many properties 
are currently valued (or priced) above what 
the zoning that’s in force would suggest the 
price should be. And that it’s based on a 
speculation that someone could come in and 
get it zoned up. Right?”  
 
NBLC: “In many instances that would be a 
fair characterization.”  
 
Perks: “So somebody has inflated the value 
of the property by buying it, above what the 
value of the current zoning would suggest, 
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because they’re speculating they could make 
money.”  
 
NBLC:  Yes.  
 
Perks: “Alright, so I’m a land speculator, and 
I buy a property because I think I can get it 
up zoned and make a bunch of money. Then 
we change the rules and I can’t up zone it as 
much as I thought I could, so I’m just going 
to sit on my money?…I’ve decided I’m not 
going to seek profit at all?” 
 
NBLC:  No I don’t think you’re going to 
walk away from the site, but I think that 
most developers in the City have seen recent 
history of the land market appreciating 
because revenues have inflated at a pace that 
exceeds what costs have inflated at, and so 
they have faith that the land market will 
catch up. And what they’ll do is they’ll slow 
down and wait.70   
 
Perks:  Oh, so you’re not saying…that if we 
impose the values suggested in the first 
test…the land will never be developed with 
IZ. You’re just saying it will take longer. 
 
NBLC:  That’s right. 

 
Councillor Perks referenced this exchange several 
times to rally support for his motion.  

When I was asking questions of the 
consultant, I asked a very specific question: 
“what is the consequence of putting in only 
the first test on those property owners who 
are land speculators. Does it mean that they 
will never put affordable housing there? And 
the answer I got back was no. They will 
indeed develop that land, with the IZ 
component. They just might wait several 
years before the market value of units 
catches up so they can make the profit they 
originally wanted to make. That’s what the 

 
70 This scenario seems highly unlikely, seeing as developers who have already acquired a site to redevelop would not be subject 
to IZ, so long as they submit a planning application within the one-year transition period after Council legislates IZ (ie by 
fall 2022). This transition period is designed to ensure that such a scenario (ie developers bidding on and acquiring land based 
on the expectation they could build 100% market-priced housing, only to find their project will be subject to IZ 
requirements) does not take place. 
 

effect of this motion is… It’s a very simple 
question we have in front of us…I vote for 
an IZ that gives us more affordable housing 
and might take a little longer. I vote for 
more. 

 
Councillor Perks’ line of argumentation provided a 
compelling rebuttal to the concern, voiced by the 
Mayor and his allies, that requiring affordable set-
aside rates deemed feasible by test 1 would likely 
lead to significant reductions in the development of 
housing in the long run, and potentially even 
indefinitely halt it altogether (“30% of zero is still 
zero”). However, it’s the author’s contention that 
Councillor Perks’ himself overstates the risks that 
these requirements could lead to significant delays in 
the development of housing (a point I expand on 
briefly in the section below).  
 
Whether the arguments in favor of Perks’/ Layton’s 
motion would have compelled a majority of 
Councillors on the Committee will never be known. 
Urging the Committee to be more cautious, 
Councillor Bailao put forward a motion to refer this 
motion “to the City Solicitor with the request that 
the City Solicitor report directly to the Nov 9, 2021 
meeting of City Council on the legal implications of 
the motion. So, we can know the implications…if 
we end up at an OLT meeting.” Committee 
members who were considering voting for 
Perks’/Layton’s motion were placed into a difficult 
position. Instead of simply voting for or against the 
motion, they were now presented with a different 
decision: vote for it now or vote to get advice on its 
legal implications before deciding. This skillful 
political maneuvering secured Bailao’s motion a slim 
majority of votes. The question of whether to vote 
for a stronger IZ policy was postponed until City 
Council met two weeks later. 
 
Conclusion 
 
On November 9, Councilor Layton’s IZ-campaign-
endorsed motion, which proposed to set affordable 
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housing rates at the highest rates deemed feasible by 
test 1, failed to gain a majority of votes in City 
Council, with 8 votes in favor and 18 against. 
 

 
 
Why did a majority of Councillors ultimately 
decided to legislate a highly conservative IZ policy, 
characterized by an unusually slow phase-in of 
relatively low affordable housing requirements?  
 
The most immediate explanation is the fact that 
City Planning ultimately chose to base their final IZ 
recommendations on the conservative assessments of 
IZ feasibility manufactured by test 2. In the midst of 
clashing interpretations of “what the strongest 
feasible IZ policy would be”, the City Planning staff 
and NBLC were understandably turned to as 
purveyors of expertise. Furthermore, in advancing 
their assessments through highly technical economic 
modelling, their assessments are made to appear 
entirely a-political — not an ‘interpretation’ of how 
best to make use of this policy, but a quantitative 
conclusion of best practice. Making use of this 
highly technical economic modelling also creates 
barriers to entry for alternative interpretations. Most 
people, including Councillors, find it difficult to 
confidently and acutely raise counter arguments to 
‘test 2’. And those who do, find it difficult to 
convince their peers. Ultimately, the argument 
pursued by the Mayor and his allies (in brief: “let’s 
go slowly and carefully when initiating this 
complicated new policy, following the impartial 
advice of experts we’ve hired”) was more compelling 
to a majority of Councillors.  
 
Readers will remember that up until the final 
moments of the IZ policy-formation process, much 
of advocates’ leverage in convincing decision makers 
to make progressive revisions to the policy was based 
on their use of this same argument. This leverage 
was suddenly (perhaps tactfully) removed when City 
Planners in conversation with the mayor’s office 
decided to pursue an additional ‘peer-review’ of their 
feasibility study, radically revising it thereafter. To 
date, this paper’s author has no direct evidence to 

back the claim — made in public consultations and 
deputations by many experienced advocates and a 
number of Councillors — that this last-minute 
change was a clear example of ‘policy-based evidence 
making’, directed by the Mayors’ office to justify a 
preference for a more conservative IZ policy. But no 
matter how much truth there may be in this 
hypothesis, it is inevitably an oversimplification of a 
complicated decision-making process. It is clear to 
the author that if City staff and NBLC had felt 
strongly opposed to making and defending this 
change to the feasibility study, they would not have 
done so. I have no reason or desire to suggest these 
individuals are anything but very hardworking 
planning experts with integrity, who want to see IZ 
expand access to as much affordable housing as 
possible in the long run. It is easy to understand how 
they, along with many Councillors, became 
convinced of the long run value of taking a cautious 
initial approach to implementing Toronto’s IZ 
policy. This is especially true in the context of 
legitimate (though perhaps overstated) concerns that 
the Conservative provincial government would 
choose to appeal an IZ policy they perceived to be 
overly aggressive.  
 
Those who felt comfortable with the Mayor’s IZ 
motion — to start slow and low and prepare to ramp 
up affordable housing requirements in the long run 
— were likely further convinced by the fact that it 
came coupled with a commitment to reviewing the 
policy after 1 year of its implementation. The fact 
that staff would be directed to review the feasibility 
of increasing affordable housing requirements 
shortly after the policy’s implementation gave many 
Councillors the comfort (if not also the cover) of 
knowing their initial decision could be revised when 
more information was available. 
 
This commitment to regularly review and potentially 
revise Toronto’s IZ policy is certainly welcome news 
for affordable housing advocates, who will be given 
an earlier opportunity to mount a new wave of public 
education and engagement as the date for that 
review and that vote approaches. Nonetheless, it is 
concerning that, if this review is undertaken with 
test 2 as its basis, the amount of affordable housing 
it will deem feasible to require will be predictably 
small. 
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As the opportunity to influence this policy review 
and mobilize an interpretation of its implications 
approaches (late 2023), housing advocates will want 
to take stock of the events and arguments that 
shaped the IZ policy-formation process thus far. I 
hope that this account will help them to do so, and 
imbue them with the confidence to advocate for a 
stronger IZ that realizes the full potential of this 
policy to expand access to affordable housing. 
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The Place of Public Land in Affordable 

Housing 
 

SEAN GRISDALE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In December of 2019, the City of Toronto officially 
adopted a new ten-year housing strategy called 
HousingTO 2020-2030. One part of this ten-year 
strategy is an initiative called HousingNow, which 
aims to contribute to the city’s broader housing goals 
by developing affordable housing on city owned 
“surplus” land. Acknowledging that the private 
sector has failed to produce affordable housing over 
many decades, HousingNow represents something 
of a shift in strategy at the local level as local 
authorities are beginning to acknowledge the need 
for greater government intervention in the city’s 
runaway housing market. The HousingNow 
program aims to contribute 10,000 units to the 
40,000 affordable rental units that HousingTO 
intends to approve by 2030. Yet, while this strategy 
could signal a broader turn in which government 
takes an increasingly proactive role in helping 
develop affordable housing (following decades of 
austerity and inaction) it is clear that governments 
could muster far more ambition towards this goal. 
  
This section will consider the role that strategies 
based on retaining and employing public land in the 
public interest can and ought to play in achieving a 
more affordable Toronto. However, while initiatives 
like HousingNow are a step in the right direction for 
achieving housing justice in Toronto, I argue 

 
1 YIMBY (which stands for Yes In My Back Yard) is a supply side, “pro-housing” movement originating in California that aims to counter 
NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) attitudes that they argue represent the main barrier to affordable housing in growing cities. It is label that 
can also encompass a broad umbrella of what are not always compatible ideological perspectives. 

strategies using public land to build social 
infrastructures like affordable housing must be 
implemented towards far more ambitious and radical 
goals. 
  
Why does public land matter? 
 
It is not uncommon today to hear the argument that 
producing affordable housing is simply a function of 
increasing housing supply generally (Glaeser, 2012; 
Fournier, 2019; Petramala and Clayton, 2020; 
Taylor, 2020). Across the gamut of think-tank 
libertarians, progressive YIMBYs,1 and property 
developers, among others, those taking what could 
be called “supply-side” positions on housing 
affordability, contend that the affordability crisis is 
primarily a consequence of long-term, heavy-handed 
government intervention in the housing market. 
Across these “supply side” perspectives in Toronto, 
fixing or removing restrictive zoning bylaws and 
planning guidelines are a number one priority 
(Green et al, 2016; Cox, 2017; Ontario Housing 
Affordability Task Force, 2022). Suggestions include 
anything from: opening up Ontario’s Green Belt to 
suburban development (Gray and McClearn, 2020); 
up-zoning single family neighborhoods in Toronto’s 
“Missing Middle” (Bozikovic, 2021); or eliminating 
various regulations like building codes, rent control 

4.3 
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and development charges that eat into the short- and 
long-term profits of developers and landlords 
(Ngabo, 2019; Pagliaro, 2019;). 
  
According to this “trickle-down” or “filtering” theory 
of housing affordability (Wyly, 2021), once enough 
houses are built in a given region, demand for 
housing among among investors and the wealthy will 
reach a saturation point, and an oversupply of units 
will begin to filter down to those with middle and 
lower incomes (Bozikovic, 2021; Litman, 2018). 
While there is a lot of sense in YIMBY calls for 
opening up mid-rise density across the city 
(particularly for rental housing), the more simplistic, 
often libertarian, versions of this supply-side 
perspective conspicuously gloss over the complexities 
that demand-side factors (prevailing access to credit, 
supply of different tenure types, mix of forms of 
ownership, etc.) play in solving housing affordability. 
And this should not come as a surprise considering 
some of the interests backing these more simplistic 
narratives (Crawley, 2018; Spoke, 2018; Province of 
Ontario, 2021). 
  
In this way, it is common for supply-side 
perspectives to paint an inaccurate picture of the 
regulatory environment around housing 
development in Toronto. While they suggest that 
regulatory barriers to supplying housing are the main 
reason for the housing crisis, they gloss over the 
realities of a policy environment that enables and 
even incentivizes speculators to hoard newly built 
housing and keep it vacant or rent it to tourists. 
Indeed, in terms of actual supply, it is likely that the 
City of Toronto’s vigorous real estate development 
industry has produced enough housing to easily keep 
pace with the pressures of population growth (City 
of Toronto, 2020a). Between 2001 and 2016, the 
City added housing stock at a rate higher than it 
added households - at a rate of 13% more housing 
units than households (Selinger, 2018). Yet in this 
time (2001-2016) average house prices in the City of 
Toronto doubled, before increasing by another 38% 
between 2016 and 2021 (TRREB, 2000; 2016; 
2021). 
  
It is once we look closely at the type of housing that 
has been produced that we begin to see there is a 
profound mismatch between the housing needs of 
lower- and middle-income Canadians (particularly 
affordable and purpose-built rental housing) and the 

intended market this new supply of housing is built 
to satisfy (i.e. luxury condominiums for investors and 
speculators). Indeed, in the decade between 2006 
and 2016, city staff show that approximately 74.3% 
of new renter households were housed in investor-
owned condominiums (City of Toronto, 2019a). In 
2020, the CMHC estimates that approximately 57% 
of newly built condos were immediately leased on 
the rental market, eclipsing the 50% average that 
prevailed over the previous five years (CMHC, 
2021). 
  
Thus, in practice, investor-owned condominiums are 
now expected to satisfy almost all new rental housing 
demand. At the same time, the city estimates only 
8.8% of new households were moving into privately-
owned rental towers (also known as multifamily or 
purpose-built rentals), while they estimate a similar 
number of new renter households (around 8%) (City 
of Toronto, 2019a: p. 29) additionally moved into 
the 5,558 affordable and social housing rentals 
produced during that time. And while it’s true that 
about 1/3 of Toronto’s total condominium stock is 
rented, these are also highly unstable sources of 
housing that can be moved out of rental tenure once 
the tenant moves out or is evicted (CMHC, 2020). 
  
As such, vacant housing has been another 
implication of the city’s emphasis on condominium 
development. A 2020 review of options for the city’s 
proposed vacant home tax suggests that 
approximately 2 to 5.7% (9,400- 27,000) of homes 
in the city are likely vacant as indicated by their 
abnormally low utility usage (KPMG, 2020). On top 
of this, both the enforcement of short-term rental 
regulations (see Brail’s contribution in section 2.2 of 
this report) and the COVID-19 pandemic can only 
have increased the stock of vacant condominiums 
across the city. 
  
What simplistic supply-side analyses leave out of the 
picture are the many demand side factors that 
determine what kind of housing is available to live 
in, and at what cost. When we begin to take a look 
at these factors, we can see that demand for housing 
does not just reflect those who are in “need” of 
housing to live in (i.e., the social demand for 
housing). In fact, the demographic of people who 
want to live in houses is increasingly distinct from 
the demographic that is actually buying and selling 
the land and housing that is developed (i.e., investors 
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and speculators) (Hughes, 2022). In such an inflated 
and speculative housing market like Toronto’s, it is 
increasingly clear that leveraging the land use 
controls that come with public ownership of land 
and housing is one of the few remaining strategies 
available for producing housing that is stable, 
affordable and guaranteed over the long term. 
  
In the post-war era, debates over the use of public 
land lay at the centre of public policy discussions 
around affordable housing (Spurr, 1976; Bacher, 
1993; Sewell, 1994). While these discussions went 
out of vogue in the 1980s as neoliberal ideology 
achieved policy consensus among governments 
across the western world, it appears that public 
policy in Canada is starting to revisit these questions. 
The CMHC (2019) is once again looking into how 
it can facilitate processes of “public land transfer” 
that can produce and maintain affordable housing by 
supporting and partnering with cooperatives and 
non-profits. And terms like “municipal land 
banking,” once hotly debated (and frequently 
mobilized) in the 1970s are increasingly re-emerging 
in discussions around planning for affordable 
housing (Pomeroy and MacLennan, 2019). Indeed, 
we are seeing a recent resurgence in recognition by 
different levels of government that the production of 
affordable housing is best achieved via the strategic 
use of publicly owned land that has been deemed  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

underutilized or surplus. And this is because insofar 
as a government entity retains ownership over any 
land, they can easily (and democratically) dictate 
both what is produced on that land, and how it is 
managed in terms of governance, form and tenure 
(Pomeroy and MacLennan, 2019; Lorinc, 2019). 
Nonetheless, existing approaches along these lines 
are not enough, and even where they have been 
broached, they remain deeply inadequate. As I will 
show here, efforts to de-commodify land and 
housing in Toronto need to be pushed in far more 
radical directions. 
  
Public Land and Affordable Housing in Toronto’s 
Post-War Period 
 
In the post-war era, as Canada was developing its 
welfare state, public land was often in play in the 
development of affordable housing, whether through 
repurposing existing land, or through ‘public land 
banking’ via the acquisition or expropriation of 
privately-owned land (Bacher, 1993; Sewell, 1994). 
Key factors enabling these programs were active 
participation and funding provided by the Provincial 
and Federal governments. They offered subsidies 
supporting the acquisition of land by municipalities, 
as well as capital grant funding for projects, in 
addition to providing loans and grants for non-
profits and cooperatives (See Bunce’s contribution in 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. A CPAC report from 
1974 featuring one of these 
debates on public land. 
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Section 5.4) to enable them to manage developments 
after construction. In the 1950s and 1960s, processes 
of public land assembly through expropriation and 
acquisitions were fundamental to initial efforts at 
urban renewal through projects like Regent Park and 
St. James Town. By the 1970s, governments 
reassessing equity issues associated with the ‘urban 
renewal’ model of social housing provision initiated a 
turn towards mixed use, non-profit and cooperative 
run housing, using public land and strongly 
supported by funding from the provincial and federal 
governments (Bacher, 1993). 
 
At the outset of the 1970s, Canada was experiencing 
dramatic house price inflation, precipitating heady 
discussions around land use and urban planning 
policy (See Figure 1). These discussions exhibit 
some parallels to contemporary debates. At the time, 
price inflation was widely thought to be a 
consequence of land hoarding by an oligopoly of 
private development companies, provoking the 
federal Liberals to amend the National Housing Act 
in 1973 (Bacher, 1993). Part of this amendment 
included a land banking program comprising $500 
million of loans over 5 years to provinces and 
municipalities for the purposes of land acquisition 
(Belford, 1973; CEDRO, 2001). While the 
developer lobby largely opposed this policy, arguing 
public land banks would actually increase land prices 
by reducing the supply of available developable land, 
scholars on the left were critical of the land bank 
program for very opposite reasons. For them, the 
program’s limited scope and ambition might make it 
appear that their policies were responsible for land 
inflation insofar as the program was hamstrung by 
insufficient funding and support (Bacher, 
1993). 
 
In a way, this fear was realized. In 1978 a report 
assessing the program’s effectiveness found that it 
had done little to deflate land prices, leading the 
Liberals to abandon the program that same year. 
However, in hindsight, while prices in the private 
land market did continue to increase, scholars argued 
that this policy program was actually successful in 
achieving long-term affordable housing on those 
pieces of land that ultimately did come under public 
control (Sewell, 1994). Indeed, for Bacher (1993), 
the achievements of Toronto’s cooperative housing 
movement between 1973 and 1978 can be directly 
tied to the access they were given to public land 

during this time. For example, the 44 acre St. 
Lawrence neighbourhood in downtown Toronto, a 
mix of cooperative, social and private housing is 
regarded as one of the crowning achievements of 
social planning during this era. Initiated in 1974, 
and completed in 1982, it was also the first (and 
most significant) location identified and 
implemented through this federal Land Banking 
Program. Indeed, for Bacher (1993), the elimination 
of this program played a significant role in the 
decline of the cooperative housing movement as it 
was largely dependent on leveraging public land 
offered to them through these initiatives. 
  
As a result of the many policy experiments 
attempted in this time, the period from 1971 to 
1996 is considered a golden age in affordable 
housing provision. In this time, the city managed to 
add approximately 2,600 units of social housing to 
their rental stock per year on average (City of 
Toronto, 2019a). Since then, downtown 
condominiums and suburban single-detached 
housing have dominated housing production in the 
city. In 1993, the Federal government began to 
divest itself of its role in social housing, downloading 
its responsibilities to the provinces and ending most 
of its subsidies to social housing programs. Five years 
later, in 1998 the government of Ontario followed 
suit, downloading responsibilities for social housing 
onto municipalities (Hackworth, 2008). In 2002, 
much of Toronto’s non-profit and social housing 
portfolio was amalgamated into the Toronto 
Community Housing Corporation (TCHC), which 
was tasked with an austerity mandate to make-due 
with leaner budgets by replicating market-based 
strategies. This would precipitate a slow lapse into 
the conditions of disrepair seen in a lot of TCHC’s 
housing today (August, 2008; see also: Suttor’s 
contribution in Section 1.2 of this report). Since 
then, the period between the early 1990s and today 
has been defined by little production of new 
affordable housing and neglect of that rental housing 
that does exist. 
  
Public Land in the Amalgamated City 
  
In 2008, David Miller’s mayoral administration 
formed a corporation called Build Toronto (BT), 
meant to centralize the management of city owned 
real estate and partner with public and private sector 
entities to “unlock value, stimulate the creation of 
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desirable jobs, and regenerate neighbourhoods” (City 
of Toronto, 2008, p. 2). Two years later as the city 
embarked in 2010 on its new ten-year housing 
strategy, Housing Opportunities Toronto 2010-
2020 (HOT), BT’s access to surplus city lands was 
tapped as one potential tool for reaching the city’s 
affordable housing goals. As a result, in 2010, BT 
entered into a memorandum of understanding to 
“set aside sufficient lands in order to construct 1,000 
units of affordable rental housing and 250 units of 
affordable ownership housing by the end of 2015” 
(City of Toronto, 2014, p. 12). However, this 
direction for BT would not last. In December of 
2010 Rob Ford was elected mayor of Toronto on a 
platform of cutting taxes and privatizing a variety of 
city assets and functions, including garbage 
collection, social housing and public land (Rider, 
2010). 
 
Shortly after, Rob Ford reorganized Build Toronto’s 
Senior Management Team, appointing then CEO 
of Oxford Properties Group Blake Hutcheson2 as 
chairman and his brother, then councillor Doug 
Ford, as Vice Chairman (Build Toronto, 2011). 
Subsequently, the organization would embark on a 
more aggressive orientation to land privatization. 
While initially, BT’s mandate was for revenue  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 Hutcheson is now President and CEO of the OMERS pension fund (The Ontario Municipal Employees Retirement System), the parent 
company of Oxford Properties Group. 

generation to reflect a 50/50 split between land sales 
and leasing, by 2012, a new corporate strategy 
ordered by the Ford administration mandated that 
70% of revenue must come from land sales. At the 
same time, executive salaries and bonuses were 
increased to compete with similar private sector real 
estate organizations (Lorinc, 2012). BT’s biggest 
year for selloffs, in 2012, saw 25.4 acres of city land 
worth $94 million sold off, generating almost $40 
million in net profit. Meanwhile, a 2014 review by 
the city auditor found that the corporation had failed 
to make any significant progress in building 
affordable housing. At the same time that $30 
million worth of dividends were forwarded to the 
city by BT as profits realized on the privatization of 
surplus land, only 37 units of affordable housing had 
been produced on BT land (City of Toronto, 2014). 
  
This was a poor showing, however it is important to 
note that the affordable housing production targets 
of Housing Opportunities Toronto (HOT), at 1,000 
per year, had set a low bar from the very beginning. 
Like BT, HOT failed to even achieve this low bar, 
producing just over 4,000 completions in ten years 
(40% of its goal). As noted in an affordable housing 
completion report assembled by city staff in 2019, 
spikes in completions between 2010-2012 were  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. New Affordable 
Rental Units Approved and 
Completed 2010-2019 (City of 
Toronto, 2019b). 
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primarily made possible due to new Federal and 
Provincial stimulus funding (City of Toronto, 
2019b). Meanwhile, steady increases in approvals 
later seen between 2017 and 2019 actually reflect 
newly implemented strategies to develop affordable 
housing on public land that were not initially 
developed through HOT. These include the Ontario 
government’s Provincial Affordable Housing Lands 
Program (PAHLP), brought in under Kathleen 
Wynne’s Liberal administration in 2017, and John 
Tory’s more recent Open Door (2016) and Housing 
Now (2019) programs (See Figure 1). The Open 
Door program was launched in 2016 to offer surplus 
land, small subsidies and fee and tax exemptions to 
any developers willing to include affordable units in 
their projects (See Hyde’s contribution in Section 
2.1 of this volume for more information). Thus, 
most of the affordable housing created in this time 
period, though inadequate, was made on publicly 
owned land through partnerships with private 
developers. 
 
Prior to the adoption of Housing Now, on January 
1, 2018, the city established a new public 
corporation called CreateTO to centralize the 
management of a disparate real estate portfolio. 
Until the creation of CreateTO, the City’s real estate 
portfolio was separately managed by 24 different city 
divisions (only one of which was Build Toronto) 
(CreateTO, 2021). As a consequence, it was much  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

harder for the city to identify underutilized land that 
might be put towards affordable housing 
development. Not only does CreateTO now 
manage, develop and market surplus lands owned by 
the city, but it also has a mandate to work with and 
advise partners on how that land is to be utilized and 
developed. Between Phases 1, 2  and 3 of 
HousingNow (announced January 2019, May 2020 
and November, 2021 respectively) the city has thus 
far identified 21 surplus sites for development (See 
Figure 3), which are expected to create 
approximately 13,479 units of housing, of which just 
over 5,005 (37%) are expected to be affordable (City 
of Toronto, 2022). 
 
The Province and the Federal government have also 
recently indicated interest in developing affordable 
housing on surplus land, though their follow 
through on these initiatives remains largely tenuous 
and aspirational. Examples include the Province’s 
Affordable Housing Lands Program (PAHLP) 
initiated in 2017 by Kathleen Wynne’s Liberal 
administration, as well as Trudeau’s National 
Housing Strategy with its Federal Lands Initiative 
(CMHC, 2018). 
 
PAHLP was meant to be a pillar of the Liberal 
Government’s Fair Housing Plan, which introduced 
a number of new housing regulations meant to 
incentivize the construction of affordable housing on 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Map of Proposed 
Housing Now Sites For The 
First Three Phases (CreateTO, 
2022) 
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provincial land, empower the city with new powers 
to tax vacant homes and introduce further measures 
to empower tenants (Province of Ontario, 2017). 
While the plan did not specify any tangible targets 
for the production of new affordable housing, their 
pilot project selected sites in the West Don Lands, 
and at 27/26 Grenville Streets for affordable 
developments in Toronto. An agreement with the 
city of Toronto specified that 20 percent of any units 
developed on this land would be affordable rental in 
addition to 5 percent affordable ownership. While 
these projects are indeed underway, under the Ford 
administration, PAHLP has not been extended to 
any further sites. Conversely, the Ford 
administration has been far more ambitious in its 
aspirations to offload public land to private 
ownership, as seen in the sale of the Hearn 
Generating Station and stated intentions to sell off 
up to 50 publicly owned sites in the GTA (20 in the 
City of Toronto) (Kalinowski, 2018; Province of 
Ontario, 2018). Ostensibly, the aim of this sell-off 
strategy is to realize one-off speculative windfalls and 
decrease the Province’s deficit (similar to how Build 
Toronto was operationalized under the Ford 
brothers) (Kalinowski, 2018). While selloffs have 
been steady since the Dalton McGuinty Liberal 
administration, this does appear to represent a more 
aggressive orientation to privatization. Meanwhile, 
the Federal Lands Initiative has thus far earmarked 
only $200 million to develop affordable housing on 
surplus federal lands across the country, none of 
which have been selected in the GTA thus far 
(CMHC, 2018). 
  
How much public land is there? And what is to be 
done with it? 
  
As Eidelman (2016) notes, the role of public land in 
Canadian urban development is largely 
understudied. Not only do we have a poor 
understanding of how much urban land is publicly 
owned, but how it is governed is even less 
understood. This is especially the case in Ontario (as 
compared to provinces like BC where data is far 
easier to access by the public). What we do know is 
that the total stock of public land available for 
developing affordable housing appears to be 
dwindling fast. At the Federal level, Heather 
Whiteside (2020) notes that “more than half of the 
public land, buildings, and equipment once held by 
the Canadian federal government have disappeared 

through transfer or sale over the past 20 years” (p. 2). 
At the Provincial level, my analysis of Infrastructure 
Ontario’s annual reports shows that at least 36,000 
acres of land were privatized across the Province 
between 2014 and 2020 (24% of their entire 
portfolio), while the Province’s portfolio of publicly 
owned buildings was reduced by more than 10 
million square feet (a total reduction of almost 25%) 
between 2004 and 2020. 
  
My own assessment of Build Toronto’s annual 
reports finds that at least 50 acres of surplus land 
were sold off by the organization between 2010 and 
2016, almost none of which contributed to 
affordable housing development. It is only recently 
that the City of Toronto has assembled a 
comprehensive understanding of its land assets via 
the City-wide Real Estate Portfolio Strategy, whose 
findings were released in 2016 (Deloitte, 2016). 
They note that the city’s $27 billion-dollar real estate 
portfolio is composed of 8,446 properties on 28,823 
acres of land (18.5% of the city’s total area), in 
addition to 6,976 buildings with 106.3 million 
square feet of space. 
  
However, the total value and area of land that is 
deemed surplus (and thus not currently serving 
valuable city functions) is less clear. While third 
party research has estimated that approximately half 
of this total land was vacant as of 2015 (Amborski 
and Petramala, 2019), the city currently shows that 
more than 140 properties have been deemed surplus 
since 2015. In a report from Ryerson’s Centre for 
Urban Research, Amborski and Petramala (2019) 
argue that while some of these are too small to be 
reasonable sites for developing affordable housing, 
combining our knowledge of what has been already 
deemed surplus, and what could potentially be 
deemed surplus, there are likely a couple thousand 
sites that could potentially be used for developing 
affordable housing in the City of Toronto. 
 
At the provincial level, the use and disposal of 
publicly owned land is governed by Infrastructure 
Ontario. Access to information on the size, value or 
locations of provincial land is restricted from public 
disclosure and far less transparent than other levels 
of government. 
  
At the Federal level, the Directory of Federal Real 
Property indicates that the government owns 
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approximately 31,170 acres of land in the Greater 
Toronto Area (Census Subdivision). This includes 
4,018 acres in the City of Toronto (2.6% of the city’s 
total area) in addition to 115 properties and 127 
buildings. Among these holdings are 291 acres at 
Downsview Park, in addition to 571 acres of former 
military base land nearby called the Downsview 
Lands (See Figure 4). Recently, the City of Toronto 
voted to rezone these lands (formerly zoned as 
employment lands), some of which is owned by the 
Canada Lands Corporation, to allow mixed-use 
residential development (Rider, 2021). As Lorinc 
notes (2020), the combination of this area’s extent of 
publicly-owned land, relatively cheap land costs and 
proximity to three subway stations will make it an 
important strategic site for those seeking a more 
ambitious approach to developing the city’s 
affordable housing stock in the coming years. 
 
However, as it stands, a lack of political will and 
ideological interest on the parts of the Provincial and 
Federal governments will continue to represent a 
significant barrier to expanding initiatives like 
Housing Now in ways that could utilize a greater 
number of sites for developments that contain 
greater proportions of affordable and social housing. 
But this should also not let the City off the hook.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Indeed, the City could be more ambitious with its 
affordable housing thresholds on all publicly owned 
lands. Currently, City Council’s version of Housing 
Now aims to achieve a 33% minimum of affordable 
housing in all developments on city land, when the 
City could have set a more ambitious hard threshold 
target of 50% or more, as recommended by city staff 
for Phase 2 (p. 13). If we are serious about providing 
stable housing for all Torontonians, 100% 
affordability at certain sites should not be off the 
table either. Council could have also taken up city 
staff recommendations that affordability be 
redefined at the more honest level of 30% rent-
geared-to-income, rather than the 80% of average 
market rent that prevails. Furthermore, the Housing 
Now strategy offers little in the way of what they call 
‘deep affordability’, defined by the city as 40% of 
average market rent (another definition that does not 
take into account the occupant’s income). As of 
2021, Only 1/30 (3.3%) of total units built on public 
land were set to be offered at this rate. Indeed, 
HousingNow largely operates within framework that 
treats public land as a financial asset, producing 
housing that is primarily planned on the basis of 
austere market imperatives rather than in service of 
social need. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Map of Study Area 
for Downsview Park (Canada 
Lands Company, 2022) 
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Recent nepotism scandals at the top of CreateTO’s 
management structure also signal the need for 
institutional restructuring and greater transparency 
in how affordable housing is distributed to those that 
are meant to be served by Housing Now (Pagliaro, 
2020). CreateTO could also be directed to hire 
outside of their current narrow requirements for 
those with business degrees and private sector 
experience, to consult expertise from practitioners in 
the not-for-profit and cooperative housing sectors. 
Ideally, affordable housing projects on public land 
would also be exclusively offered to non-profits, 
through a dedicated right of first refusal policy, to 
manage and ensure their affordability in perpetuity, 
as was done in all such projects before 1993 (Wong-
Tam, 2019). 
  
The city also has yet-untapped tax powers that could 
fund these initiatives, including the power to tax 
vacant homes. While a vacancy tax is has been 
approved for implementation in 2023, this does little 
to address our immediate housing crisis. With the 
policy set to charge only 1% on the value of vacant 
homes, it is imperative that they amend this weak 
policy and follow Vancouver in setting a tax rate of 
3% or greater. This approach offers a win-win 
scenario that could both incentivize property owners 
to let their units on the rental market while also 
raising revenue to fund affordable housing initiatives 
in those instances in which owners choose to leave 
them vacant (CBC News, 2020). From 2017 to 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2018, when vacant homes were taxed at 1%, 
Vancouver was able to raise almost $80 million in 
revenue, while the city saw a 21% increase in condos 
entering the rental market (5,920 units) between 
2018 and 2019 (Boynton, 2020). For example, the 
estimated capital costs of the City of Toronto’s 
modular housing initiative, which will build 250 
units of 100% affordable, local supportive housing, 
are budgeted at $47.5 million (City of Toronto, 
2020b). Funding from a vacant home tax in Toronto 
could greatly expand initiatives like this. 
  
One of the largest examples of urban public land is 
found in the Toronto Port Lands which is almost 
entirely publicly owned across the three 
governments, through the arms-length agency 
Waterfront Toronto (See Figure 5). The failure of 
Sidewalk Labs’ ambitious proposal for a ‘smart city’ 
there presents an opportunity to address local 
demands for greater affordable housing provisions 
than those proposed by Sidewalk. Indeed, a recent 
public engagement survey conducted by Waterfront 
Toronto (2020) found that respondents ranked 
affordable housing as one of their top three priorities 
for the Quayside site. The three levels of 
government are in a good position to coordinate 
across those three levels via Waterfront Toronto to 
repurpose this polluted, but central space. However, 
the Provincial and Federal governments must step 
up in this capacity to take advantage of low interest 
rates and achieve the stated aims of the National  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5. Map of 
Developed Land in 
Waterfront Area by 
Waterfront Toronto 
(Auditor General of 
Ontario, 2018, p. 696) 
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Housing Strategy by investing in this crucial 
infrastructure (Meslin, 2019). 
 
The issue of public land must also be deeply 
intertwined with any good faith effort at achieving 
Indigenous reconciliation in Canada. Indigenous 
peoples are overrepresented among those 
experiencing issues of housing insecurity and 
homelessness and so issues of land and housing will 
lie at the centre of any program seeking to redress 
the theft and enclosure of collective Indigenous land 
that lies at the foundations of contemporary 
Canadian society. One avenue proposed by the 
Indigenous Housing Caucus Working Group of the 
Canadian Housing and Renewal Association (2018) 
would entail the creation of a “For Indigenous by 
Indigenous National Housing Strategy” empowering 
Indigenous community members with representation 
on the new National Housing Council, the creation 
of an Indigenous-led national housing trust and 
adequate funding to eliminate the gaps in housing 
need experienced by Indigenous people. Any such 
proposal that seeks the creation of housing that 
serves Indigenous needs on Indigenous terms could 
also benefit from allocation of public land assets to 
achieve these aims. 
  
Looking back, our current affordability crisis can be 
seen as a consequence of three decades of policy 
failure. While not all historical administrations have 
enacted austerity with the same enthusiasm or force, 
the fact remains that housing remains a neglected 
sphere of public policy at all levels. Putting up our 
vast surplus public land assets to this purpose can be 
a big part of reversing this trend. The strategic use of 
publicly-owned land remains a key means for 
achieving affordability as it provides one avenue for 
making projects viable in an inflated land market. It 
would enable the production not only of physical 
walls and roofs, but of dedicated rules around 
property usage that can achieve our increasing need 
for this form of social infrastructure. Freed from the 
spectre of short-term profit targets, these projects 

might then focus on serving the public interest in a 
long-term and stable manner. If we are to produce 
affordable housing, we cannot simply satisfy demand 
for housing in general. We must satisfy demand for 
affordable housing, otherwise these units will continue 
to be utilized as vessels for speculation, rather than 
for living in. But this cannot be done by the City 
alone. The Provincial and Federal governments will 
need to step up their commitments if this bolder 
vision is to be realized. 
 
Recommendations 
 

• The City should adopt a more stringent 
definition of affordability (at 30% of income 
for low- and middle-income renters) and 
higher affordable housing set-asides for all 
developments on surplus public land (50-
100% of units). 

• Establishment of robust Federal and 
Provincial funding programs dedicated to 
subsidizing affordable housing development 
on surplus public land and to acquisition of 
new lands suitable for such developments. 

• Enactment of a right-of-first-refusal policy 
enabling non-profit housing organizations 
to take on the stewardship of any affordable 
housing units built on surplus public land, 
with considered priority given to 
Indigenous-led organizations and other 
organizations serving equity-seeking groups. 

• Keep increasing land values in public hands 
by ending the practice of public land 
privatization in favour of a leasehold system 
based on public land leasing. 

• Mandate that surplus lands be first assessed 
for their potential as affordable housing sites 
before they can be leased for other purposes. 
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There are long-standing gaps in the provision and 
supply of safe, affordable housing across Canada. In 
2020, there were 333,000 households on the waiting 
list for subsidized housing in Toronto alone, with 
10,000 people unhoused on any given night (City of 
Toronto, 2021; Fred Victor, 2021). The COVID-19 
pandemic exacerbated this issue, with Canada’s 
infrastructure under strain from the immense 
pressure. The vulnerable populations most acutely 
affected by housing shortages—elderly, racialized, 
low-income, newcomers, and homeless individuals—
are also disproportionately harmed by COVID-19. 
  
The pandemic underscored the serious link between 
inadequate housing and poor health outcomes. 
Homeless individuals face limited pathways to 
transition into long-term housing, with the focus 
instead on overnight shelter accommodations. 
COVID-19 rendered the cramped conditions of 
homeless shelters intolerably high-risk, with tent 
cities sprouting up in public parks. Equally 
concerning, the overcrowding of, often racialized, 
multigenerational, low-income families in 
undersized apartments has emerged as a significant 
factor in disease spread and mental health 
challenges. The long-term care system for the elderly 
is inadequate; with deteriorating facilities plagued by 
understaffing and overcrowding, it produced sites of 
tragic and lethal outbreaks. Exacerbating the crisis in 
safe affordable housing, the pandemic-related 
economic downturn has inflicted a huge hit on the 
future provision of affordable housing. While 

progress on the City’s HousingNow program slowed 
during the pandemic, prices of land and owner-
occupied housing rose to record levels. In 2020, 
Statistics Canada numbers showed a 49.2 per cent 
decline in investment in residential projects across 
Canada, as of the onset of the pandemic, rising to 
7.6% increase in residential investment in March 
2021 (Statistics Canada, 2021). 
 
Cities are becoming increasingly unaffordable, 
requiring the identification of new ways to deliver 
affordable housing and quality public services. 
COVID-19 revealed an urgent need to develop new 
ways of delivering elderly care homes, affordable 
housing, and critical public services. No single 
sector- public, private or non-profit- will be able to 
address and overcome the obstacles to creating 
lasting systemic change in urban housing 
development. Moving forward and in post-pandemic 
recovery, approaches grounded in social equity and 
resilience should be prioritized and accelerated, 
which will require bringing together all sectors to 
collaborate on the most-pressing needs. These 
strategies need to respond to those who have been 
most impacted, such as new Canadians, the elderly, 
low-income families, and those experiencing 
homelessness. 
  
In response to the pandemic, infrastructure 
development has become a key focus of recovery 
efforts. The future of infrastructure requires 
investments that contribute to healthier, more 
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prosperous, and greener communities. There is an 
opportunity to find new ways to move forward; 
instead of a siloed approach towards infrastructure 
planning, communities must be developed through 
collaboration. In this piece, we demonstrate powerful 
examples of the creative mixed-use approach to 
development, and how this model can be one tool to 
enhance the provision of affordable housing. We 
provide an overview of the initiative, followed by key 
examples in Ontario that outline the benefits, 
potential, and the wide range of contexts in which 
this approach can be applied. 
  
The creative mixed-use approach is an under-used 
method that can respond to this urgent need for 
affordable housing. Creative mixed-use buildings 
bring together public, non-profit and private uses in 
creative ways, locating unexpected partners in the 
same facility. These developments blend 
complementary land uses, help diversify 
neighbourhoods, and can enable inclusive 
development while countering the pressures of 
gentrification. To date, upwards of 50 creative 
mixed-use buildings have been developed in Greater 
Toronto, many including some form of housing. 
Quietly and with little fanfare, the region has 
become a global leader in this innovative approach to 
city building (Shipman and Siemiatycki, 2018). 
  
The pandemic significantly increased the popularity 
of the model as an important way to collectively 
leverage shared resources and expertise and address 
the critical public health, environmental, and social 
challenges that have been exacerbated by COVID-
19. Projects like the Golden Mile redevelopment in 
Scarborough, the Jane Finch Community Hub, the 
Red Door Family Shelter, mixed-use emergency 
facilities, Brampton’s Uptown 20-minute 
neighbourhood, the University Health Network’s 
Campus of Care in Toronto’s west end, and the 
Indigenous Hub in North Bay all intentionally 
integrate public, private and non-profits in the same 
developments to deliver social benefits to diverse 
communities. 
  
The Creative Mixed-Use Initiative at the School of 
Cities was launched in 2019 to encourage these 
developments. The approach is intended to 

 
1 CMHC defines housing as “affordable” if it costs less than 30% of a household’s before-tax income. Deeply affordable housing is defined 
as costing less than 40% of a household’s before-tax income (CMHC, 2018). 

fundamentally transform city building away from the 
norm of single use sites; instead, creative mixing of 
uses can leverage shared resources for the provision 
of more critical services, like long-term care and 
affordable housing for the most vulnerable. It is 
becoming more commonplace for schools, daycares, 
libraries, emergency stations, long-term care homes, 
recreation centres, and theatres to be integrated into 
buildings with government-subsidised social 
housing, social services, market residential units, 
offices, and main street retail. Canada has become a 
global leader of these types of buildings, integrating 
a creative mixed-use model in real estate 
development (Shipman and Siemiatycki, 2018). The 
Creative Mixed-Use initiative team has put together 
over 70 case studies of creative mixed-use buildings 
across Canada. 
  
One dramatic example of the power of the mixed-
use approach is the Red Door Family Shelter, a 
homeless shelter for women and children that is co-
located in a building with a condominium in 
Toronto’s east end. In 2010, the shelter faced 
possible displacement when the church that housed 
its original site was put up for sale. The community 
rallied alongside the shelter and the local city 
councillor in a massive “Save the Red Door” 
campaign. Councillor Fletcher was a champion on 
behalf of the shelter and the community, and an 
advocate for its preservation at the current location. 
This campaign launched a collaboration between the 
shelter, the city, and the developer that brought the 
innovative development to life, securing this vital 
service in its community. The shelter did not have 
the financial capacity to purchase or fund the capital 
cost of the space, so they received support from the 
City, and entered a long-term lease agreement. 
Harhay Development integrated the shelter in its 
residential and retail building, receiving relief from 
Section 37 contributions required. (Siemiatycki, 
2017) 
  
In Toronto, emergency facilities are another 
opportunity for mixed-use innovations. An 
increasing number of sites in North America have 
integrated deeply affordable housing1 with fire and 
paramedic stations. One popular model places 
emergency services on the first two floors of 
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buildings, with affordable housing and assisted living 
units built directly above. This model is a proven 
way to unlock public lands that can also provide 
much-needed renovations for emergency stations 
and increase the number of affordable units in 
desirable locations. A recent example is the 
announcement of the conversion of the city owned 
property at 260 Adelaide St. W, which is currently a 
fire station and parking lot, into a public-private 
initiative, which will include 200 affordable housing 
units, a new fire hall, new EMS post, a community 
agency space, and a new public park (Calvet, 2021). 
  
In Brampton, the municipality is pursuing a 
groundbreaking Urban Community Hub: a 20-
minute neighbourhood that would integrate 
education and social services. Through the 
conversion of a shopping mall, the hub aims to bring 
together the school, a library, a recreation centre, 
and entrepreneurial incubator at the heart of a major 
redevelopment project and key transit node. This 
new hub model changes the way the suburbs are 
designed, from a car-dependent community to a 
transit-oriented development, delivering key services 
at the centre of a thriving community, and 
responding to projected development pressure 
through proactive planning and innovative urban 
design (Mitanis, 2020). Ambitiously, the hub is 
intentionally conceived as a way to reimagine the 
provision of key public services; it uses shared spaces 
to foster lifelong learning, cost efficiency, inclusive 
placemaking and belonging. 
  
In health care, the University Health Network in 
Toronto is leading a project which will provide 
affordable housing on a hospital-owned parking lot 
(UHN, 2021). This model brings together the 
hospital, municipal government, and the United 
Way, recognizing that safe, secure housing can close 
the loop for a patient’s wellness and recovery. The 
project will provide a four-storey modular building 
to house 51 people, who are frequent users of 
hospital services and from historically marginalized 
groups (UHN, 2021). The project links health care 
and affordable, safe housing as integral parts of a 
complete system of medicine. 
  
Indigenous Hubs are also opening across the 
country, showcasing the promise of co-locating 
complementary Indigenous-led services. In North 
Bay, for example, the Indigenous Hub brings 

together Indigenous approaches to health care, 
daycare, education and training, spaces for 
ceremonies, and a traditional medicine garden. 
These Hubs provide critical, culturally appropriate 
programs for Indigenous people, with continued 
success and service delivery throughout the 
pandemic (North Bay Indigenous Hub, 2021). 
  
Another innovative tool for creative mixed-use 
development is social purpose real estate (SPRE). As 
cities become increasingly unaffordable, finding new 
ways to deliver accessible housing and spaces for 
critical services is essential. The key to SPRE is 
using real estate to maximize the value of sites and 
revenues that are associated with development and 
reinvest this value back into the neighbourhood, 
with meaningful community engagement being a 
fundamental component of the process. In winter 
2021, the School of Cities hosted a series of SPRE 
training modules to demonstrate creative approaches 
to integrating non-profit and social services and 
enhancing capacity. The modules aimed to prepare 
groups for real estate development partnerships. 
  
Typically, a city, non-profit, or private developer 
prefers to undertake its development project on its 
own if it has access to the necessary land, money and 
expertise for development; this approach is often 
simpler, faster, and organizations retain more control 
when going it alone. For many existing creative 
mixed-use buildings, a collaborative, multi-partner 
approach was not necessarily the first choice of the 
organizations involved (Shipman and Siemiatycki, 
2018; Siemiatycki, 2017). Yet many organizations 
face barriers to development, and the examples 
presented in this paper demonstrate that 
coordination and collaboration can produce better 
facilities for the delivery of critical public services 
and affordable housing than one organization could 
realize independently. 
  
Indeed, coordinating efforts to integrate affordable 
housing into government and private developments 
can resolve challenges that each stakeholder faces. 
Each organization can benefit from risk-sharing and 
attracting new sources of financing, and private 
developments can benefit from newly unlocked land 
assets. Through intentional planning for co-location, 
partners can find synergies in their programs to 
develop unique solutions to capital financing and 
long-term funding needs. 
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The pandemic has necessitated a recovery effort that, 
if it draws on thoughtful, creative approaches, can 
build stronger, more meaningful community 
infrastructure and high-quality affordable housing 
development. By reinvesting the value from 
development back into the fabric of the local 
neighbourhood, creative mixed-use buildings 
provide an opportunity to enable development to 
take place without spurring displacement. To unlock 
the most value from these projects, meaningful 
collaboration between public, private, and non-profit 
sector actors will be critical. With meaningful 
collaboration across sectors, we can foster healthy, 
accessible neighbourhoods and a built environment 
that is rooted in equity.    
 
Recommendations 
 

• Provide wrap-around services, such as 
training, matchmaking, and coaching, to 
enhance the knowledge and capacity of 
organizations to become partner-ready to 
pursue real estate development. 

• Strengthen the network of investors to 
support affordable housing, mixed-use 
developments. 

• Consider opportunities to unlock underused 
public and government land assets and 
facilities to integrate affordable housing 
units in new builds and retrofits.  
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More and more, cities are trying to ‘go green.’ 
Efforts on the part of urban policy-makers to 
implement sustainability policy have been 
accompanied by a push to incorporate and market 
‘green’ amenities and sustainable elements in new 
urban developments. Meanwhile, along with 
increasing residential density and vertical living, we 
have also seen increased demand for publicly 
accessible urban green spaces. This section of our 
report discusses the development of urban green 
spaces and raises concerns about potential negative 
impacts on housing affordability. For years, scholars 
have warned that the ‘greening’ of urban 
neighbourhoods might be setting the scene for 
gentrification, pushing out low-income residents 
while elites reap the benefits. 
 
Here, we emphasize the need to take these warnings 
seriously in Toronto, as demands for more green 
space have arguably increased alongside urban 
intensification, in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic and in light of a worsening climate crisis. 
The call for ‘more green space’ is indeed one that is 
difficult to argue against. ‘Green space’ tends to be 
understood as public spaces such as parks, 
greenways, urban forests, gardens, trails, which are 
said to provide a range of health benefits (see 
Jennings, Larson and Yun 2016). Yet ‘green space,’ 
however we may define it, is not politically neutral. 

We need to think carefully about what types of space 
we are developing, where, why, for whom, and what 
the broader implications of these developments 
might be. In this section we consider the role that 
environmental remediation and the development of 
parks and green amenities and infrastructure 
potentially play in diminishing housing affordability. 
We finish by outlining several strategies for 
addressing this problem. 
 
The concept of ‘environmental gentrification’ speaks 
broadly to the complex ways in which 
environmentalism and ecological-mindedness are 
drawn into and deployed within capitalist processes. 
It refers specifically to the entangling of parks and 
other green infrastructure and amenities in urban 
processes of gentrification that result in rent and 
housing value increases, and subsequent 
displacements, and exclusions (see Checker 2011). It 
is now common practice for developers to adopt a 
language of ‘sustainability’ and market the ‘green’ 
elements of projects in order to generate interest and 
drive up prices of real estate, often in low-income 
areas (ibid.) Environmental gentrification will be an 
increasingly important consideration for planners 
and policy-makers as urban development in Toronto 
incorporates more and more ‘green’ and ‘sustainable’ 
elements. While some theorists have questioned the 
inevitability of displacement where remediation is 
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concerned (Eckerd 2011), many more critical 
scholars have expressed concern around this issue 
(Anguelovski 2015; Bunce 2018; Gould and Lewis 
2017; Pearsall 2012). The tension between 
improvement and amenity or service provision on 
one hand, and displacement and exclusion on the 
other, is not dissimilar from the tensions of 
gentrification more broadly - environmental 
gentrification scholars often discuss it as a ‘paradox’ 
(Checker 2011; Pearsall and Anguelovski 2016). 
Green spaces obviously have a range of positive 
benefits, including the increase of property values for 
homeowners; however, when considering 
affordability, we must focus our attention on the 
broader negative impacts of greening for renters.  
  
Greening and urban development processes in 
Toronto 
 
Toronto, as an early adopter of a ‘sustainable’ urban 
planning agenda in the 1990s (Bunce 2004, 2018), 
has long been invested in increasing park and public 
space through ‘greening’ (see De Sousa 2003), and 
local ecologies, urban nature, and ‘green space’ have 
long been important considerations in planning. 
Since the 1950s, Toronto’s green spaces have 
expanded considerably. Through the 1990s in 
particular, the City saw several major greening 
projects come to fruition – including the 
development of Woodbine Park, the Don Valley 
Brickworks, and Tommy Thompson Park. Many 
players have been involved in these initiatives, 
including the City’s Parks Department, the Toronto 
and Region Conservation Authority, the Ontario 
Ministry of Natural Resources, developers, local 
Business Improvement Associations (BIAs), non-
profit organizations, local councillors, local residents 
and homeowners associations, and community-based 
environmental groups, advocates and activists. 
 
Toronto’s efforts in environmental development and 
planning have been largely intertwined with the 
regional growth agenda and can now be linked to 
profit-driven development downtown, and to 
gentrification (Bunce 2004, 2009, 2018). New city 
parks have emerged alongside economic 
restructuring and locational shifts in production to 
outside the city centre and beyond; they are part of a 
new spatialization of these processes, as much of the 
central city has become devoted to consumption and 
upscaled residential uses. Green spaces and 

infrastructure have become integral aspects of 
contemporary urban intensification, used as a way to 
reinvigorate disused industrial spaces throughout the 
central city, and understood to be necessary 
amenities in a context of increasing residential 
density in the downtown. Elements of ‘green’ have 
become attractive to affluent consumers pursuing 
‘healthy’ lifestyles and ‘eco-friendly’ consumption 
options, and ‘greenwashing’ – the application of 
‘green’ or ‘sustainable’ qualities to otherwise typical 
revitalization processes –  has also become an 
effective way of putting a positive face on 
gentrification. In many urban redevelopment 
projects we see a double-pronged process wherein 
green amenities are used as a way to attract affluent 
new residents into the neighbourhood and spin a 
positive narrative of neighbourhood change, while 
obscuring processes of social cleansing, displacement 
and reductions in affordable housing units (see for 
example Bunce 2018 on Regent Park). 
 
Meanwhile, we see spatialized inequities in park 
provision and access (see also section 5.1 by 
Braitstein and all). These inequities are often 
inflected by race and class – with racialized and low-
income neighbourhoods having worse access to 
parks, green spaces and recreational opportunities 
(see Pitter 2020). Green infrastructure can also 
sometimes be seen as a threat and foreboding sign of 
incoming gentrification, and can be understood 
within some communities as a green ‘locally 
unwanted land use’ (LULU) (Anguelovski 2015). As 
new amenities, services and spaces become accessible 
in their neighbourhoods some low-income residents 
become concerned that these areas will become 
desirable to private investors and developers, leading 
to a rise in both costs of living and rents, eventually 
pushing them out. 
 
We want to note that to recognize greening’s 
potentially damaging impacts on affordability is not 
to argue against ‘sustainability,’ the development of 
green spaces, or the provision of recreational 
opportunities. It is important to underline that it is 
not ‘green space’ itself that causes gentrification. 
This argument should also not be understood as an 
argument for maintaining environmental inequality 
and leaving spaces of contamination unaddressed. 
While in some Toronto neighbourhoods, negative 
environmental externalities and ‘nuisance’ land uses 
have served as a means to slow the pace of 
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gentrification (Walks and August 2008), in others, 
as Leslie Kern (2015) has shown in Toronto’s 
Junction neighbourhood, we have seen that a place’s 
‘toxic past’ can in fact be utilized in the very 
marketing of that place as it gentrifies, with 
‘decontamination’ serving as a motivation and moral 
justification for targeted redevelopment and 
upscaling. Place-specific contexts count, as do the 
particularities of what is being developed, and how. 
For example, a 2019 empirical study conducted in 
American cities found that centrally located parks 
and ‘greenway’-style parks tend to be especially 
gentrification-inducing, resulting in housing price 
increases and the displacement of low income 
residents and people of colour (see Rigolon and 
Németh 2019). Meanwhile, Dan Immergluck’s 
(2009) study of the Atlanta Beltline has shown that 
gentrification is more likely when parks become 
associated with development mechanisms that rely 
upon property value increase, such as tax increment 
financing (TIF). While Toronto does not use this 
particular mechanism in relation to parks, local 
greening initiatives are tied to condominium 
development – with park spaces, as a form of 
community benefit, often being used as a kind of 
bargaining chip in Section 37 negotiations. These 
kinds of details have broad implications and are 
important to consider. 
 
Because of Toronto’s already high density, the 
development of green spaces over the past thirty 
years has tended to be on former industrial or 
employment lands. The outmigration of industry 
that occurred through the 1970s and 1980s left 
behind contaminated and unused industrial sites (De 
Sousa, 2003; Gertler, 1995). The City argued that 
benefits of remediating such sites would include 
mitigating risks to public health and safety, restoring 
natural landscapes and ecological functions, reducing 
negative spatial stigma, and restoring a tax base to 
degraded areas (De Souza 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003). 
Some of the benefits of brownfield remediation have 
included soil quality improvements, habitat creation, 
improved neighbourhood aesthetics, new leisure and 
recreation opportunities, and new exposure 
opportunities to urban more-than-human nature. In 
Toronto’s downtown, however, brownfield 
redevelopment has also sometimes appeared as a 
kind of ‘instant gentrification’ (Teelucksingh 2009) 
that has enabled a more direct transition from 
productive industrial uses to high-end consumption 

and luxury condominium development. This kind of 
rapid urban upscaling was fostered in Toronto’s 
downtown by major land use regulation changes in 
the 1990s known as the Two Kings. The Two Kings 
dramatically loosened restrictions on zoning and 
opened up redevelopment, arguably contributing in a 
major way to the condo boom while benefiting the 
owners of underutilized properties as both residential 
interest and real estate speculation increased in the 
downtown through the second part of the 1990s. 
 
Recent years have brought on another wave of 
greening, with the restoration of the Don Lands, the 
redevelopment or revitalization of many downtown 
sites, the development of new park spaces and 
parkways and the rapid expansion of active 
transportation routes and trails throughout the city. 
In 2019, the City of Toronto released its Parkland 
Strategy, a planning framework dedicated to the 
expansion of Toronto’s green spaces that provides a 
vision for parks planning and provision, a list of 
planning priorities, and an outline of how 
partnerships and community benefits might be 
achieved. The strategy’s ‘Park Catchment Tool’ 
measures and maps the provision of parks and green 
spaces across the city, using park supply, population 
density, walkability and park catchment to calculate 
how many local residents share local park spaces. 
Anticipated growth also informs decisions. The 
estimations in the report guide the City’s decisions 
on where parks are needed and where to focus 
targeted attention – most are concentrated in the 
downtown, where increasing density gives 
neighbourhoods high ratings in parkland need. 
         
Funding sources for parks development are 
important, as these can shape the orientation and 
outcomes of park development and lead to a range of 
exclusions both in process and in the resulting park 
space, with more affluent communities gaining more 
influence and access. Parks projects are typically 
publicly funded through different and sometimes 
multiple levels of government, but private sources of 
funding also tend to be very important. In the case of 
Toronto’s Music Garden (completed in 1999), for 
example, private funding actually exceeded public 
funds for the project. In the case of Chester Springs 
Marsh (completed in 1996), the project largely got 
off the ground due to private funding leading the 
way. Through the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
Toronto saw increased reliance on foundations, non-
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profits and community fundraising playing 
important roles in parks development, which is not 
often at the top of City Council’s priorities list. 
 
At the time of writing, funding is in transition, as 
the Province’s Bill 108, the More Homes, More Choice 
Act (2019) has changed how development charges, 
community benefits charges, and parkland 
dedication are implemented. Through 2019, many 
concerns were raised about these changes and the 
impacts they could potentially have on parks 
development and community benefits (see Pagliaro 
2019; Park People 2019). In Toronto, parks 
acquisition and development has long been covered 
by a Parks levy, which requires developers to set 
aside a certain amount of parkland or a fee for 
parkland development, while park operations and 
maintenance are typically covered by property taxes. 
In regards to funding going forward, Toronto’s 
municipal Parkland Strategy mentions “optimizing” 
“the use of various tools, and processes that support 
them,” “leveraging” opportunities, and “strategically 
managing” City-owned real estate and surplus lands 
(2019, 44). Partnerships are foregrounded as a way 
to support park development, as well as privately-
owned public spaces (or POPS) – spaces that are 
owned and managed by the private sector, which 
some argue are creating ‘invisible gated communities’ 
in the central city (Sharma, 2017). 
 
Recommendations 
 
It is clear that a more holistic and critical approach 
needs to be undertaken – in particular where 
greening constitutes part of an intentional 
neighbourhood ‘revitalization’ scheme. The players 
involved in greening projects need to consider both 
ecological factors and recreational opportunities 
alongside the potential social impacts of the work 
they are doing. While there may be serious 
limitations in planning for equity around parks in a 
neoliberal context where parks are largely understood 
as tools for urban capital accumulation, we can note 
a few promising moves in a new direction. For 
example, the prominent Toronto non-profit Park 
People has been taking an increasingly 
environmental justice-oriented approach to urban 
parks provision over the past several years, 
advocating for equity and working with low-income 
and marginalized communities across the city. The 
City itself mentions equity as a key concern in its 

Parklands Strategy (2019). However, its plan for 
addressing this is vague, and the strategy makes no 
mention of greening’s impacts on affordability. As 
the city becomes more and more expensive to live in, 
more attention needs to be focused specifically on 
the intersection of greening and housing 
affordability. Further research might focus on the 
specifics of how these relate in Toronto and 
mapping where problems are emerging. Options 
should be examined regarding how to equitably 
develop or maintain green amenities in low-income 
neighbourhoods without sparking environmental 
gentrification and displacement, while immediate 
practical action must be taken in order to protect 
affordable units in neighbourhoods currently 
experiencing these things. 
 
We should also consider ways to proceed with park 
planning in light of pushes to rapidly expand access 
to ‘green space’ in the city due to COVID-19 and 
public health strategies that encouraged urban 
residents to spend more time outdoors, and colliding 
government response failures that have left many 
Torontonians unhoused and living in encampments 
throughout the city. A 2020 court decision (see 
Black et al. vs. City of Toronto) refused to enact a 
moratorium on encampment evictions and, further, 
insisted that park usage by unhoused Toronto 
residents (as a ‘home’ space) is incompatible with the 
leisure and recreational activities of housed park 
users. Through the summer of 2021, we saw the 
City of Toronto enforce encampment evictions in 
parks through the implementation of its Pathway 
Inside program, which sought to move unhoused 
people living in Moss Park, Alexandra Park, Trinity 
Bellwoods Park, and Lamport Stadium into indoor 
shelter settings. Encampment residents dwelling in 
these spaces and others such as Cherry Beach, Allan 
Gardens and along the Lakeshore, were delivered 
notices of trespass during the week of March 21st by 
City of Toronto by-law officers, and were given until 
April 6th to dismantle their shelters and remove 
them. Members of Toronto’s Encampment Support 
Network (ESN) stated that these unhoused residents 
were criminalized simply for not having housing 
(ESN 2021). Encampment evictions were enforced 
violently through the deployment of police and 
private security forces.  This is deeply troubling, 
especially considering the grave shortcomings of the 
shelter system and the threat of eviction that 
continues to loom over many of the city’s vulnerable, 
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low-income tenants. The issue of homelessness 
continues to persist at crisis levels in the city, with 
increased policing continuing to be a key response. 
For example, in early May of 2022, the City of 
Toronto decided to move ahead with plans to deploy 
hired private security in six city parks throughout the 
coming summer to prevent the establishment of 
encampments, a move which housing advocates and 
public space advocates alike have criticized 
extensively (see Hunt, Bruno and Bond 2022). 
 
Where greening is concerned, we need to make sure 
that low-income and marginalized residents are at 
the fore of processes of change in their 
neighbourhoods – they must not merely be 
consulted, but must be able to shape change 
according to local needs. In many cases, 
neighbourhood collective action has mounted a 
strong response to redevelopment initiatives, seeking 
to influence and shape processes to fit community 
needs – including incorporating affordability into 
planning. Community-based organizations and 
coalitions have played important roles in building 
community capacity and putting forward strong 
demands for more sustainable community 
development – where sustainability refers to the 
prevention of the displacement of residents. In their 
work on green infrastructure projects in American 
cities, Alessandro Rigolon and Jeremy Németh 
(2018) highlight a need for stronger alliances 
between public and nonprofit actors that could help 
with capacity building. Cases of communities 
struggling to be ‘just green enough’ are well-
documented in environmental gentrification 
scholarship (Curran and Hamilton 2012, 2018). We 
extend solidarity to communities struggling against 
displacement and argue that planners and policy-
makers must align and ally themselves with such 
communities, listen to their demands, and work to 
incorporate deep and lasting affordability into 
definitions of sustainability and planning practices. 
 
Policy, regulations, zoning by-laws and planning 
frameworks also play important roles in shaping 
redevelopment, and must be considered in the 
prevention of displacement. Vulnerability assessment 
techniques (VATs) are one way we might assess risks 
of environmental gentrification in particular places. 
These seek to evaluate the impacts of planning 
practices or policies through the examination of 
social and environmental conditions, using 

observable community-designated indicators (see 
Pearsall 2010). Vulnerability assessments might 
allow us to make empirically-informed planning 
decisions around greening, and to address negative 
social impacts and inequitable outcomes from 
environmental gentrification. These types of 
indicators and evaluations can be easily integrated 
into impact assessments and review processes, 
incorporated into planning processes, and used in 
environmental remediation and parks development 
projects. Planning tools such as the designation of 
‘Eco-districts’ which explicitly include an affordable 
housing element (see Fitzgerald and Lenhart 2015, 
on case of Malmö, Sweden), or the inclusion of 
provisions for mandatory affordable housing in the 
policies guiding urban greening, can further buttress 
these efforts by intentionally maintaining affordable 
units in neighbourhoods where such development is 
occurring. 
 
Finally, we must ensure that environmental 
remediation and greening are always accompanied by 
intentional planning around affordable housing and 
working class employment, and, to balance this, that 
parks and green spaces are well-maintained and 
adequately funded in lower-income areas. We need 
strong action on the part of different levels of 
government to protect and provide deeply affordable 
housing, as well as the employment lands that 
provide jobs for low-income people, where these are 
at risk. We recommend the development of a clear 
policy framework that explicitly links parks and 
greening to housing, and guides environmental 
redevelopment in this regard, to ensure that people 
are able to stay in place to enjoy the benefits of 
improvements in the neighbourhoods where they 
live and work. 
 
Summary of Recommendations 
 

• An environmental justice approach that 
prioritizes the needs of low-income and 
marginalized communities and includes 
these communities in decision-making and 
planning processes must be used during all 
green space development and provision in 
the city. The prevention of displacement 
must be central in planning considerations. 

• Affordable housing should be a stronger 
consideration during greening initiatives, 
particularly as residential development is so 
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strongly tied to the funding of green spaces. 
Development policies should explicitly link 
parks and greening to housing issues. 

• Vulnerability assessments should be 
considered in planning decisions concerning 
greening. 

• More research must be conducted on equity 
and greening as well as the impacts of green 
space on housing affordability throughout 
Toronto.  

• During the COVID-19 pandemic and any 
future crises, a moratorium must be 
immediately placed on the eviction of 
encampments in public spaces, and the 
safety of encampment residents must be 
ensured through the provision of fire safety 
supplies and access to running water and 
public washrooms. The City of Toronto 
must repeal the by-law that criminalizes 
unhoused city residents camping in parks. 

Alternatives must be urgently sought to 
current police-centered solutions to both 
encampments and homelessness. 
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Why Sustainability Is an Important Consideration 
in Affordable Housing 
 
Human-induced climate and environmental change 
(CEC) has reached such critical levels globally that 
the long-term health and viability of human 
civilization are in question (Whitmee et al., 2015). 
This concept is encapsulated in a relatively new term 
but old idea: planetary health. At its most 
fundamental, planetary health is an anthropocentric 
concept defined as the ‘health of human civilization 
and the state of the Earth’s natural systems on which 
it depends’. Three key factors are mediating CEC: 
unsustainable and excessive misuse of finite natural 
resources (which is closely linked to affluence), 
population growth, and available technologies 
(Whitmee et al., 2015). A study ranking nations (for 
which relatively complete data were available) on 
their past and present effects on the environment 
reported that, overall, increasing absolute wealth was 
the main factor for increased environmental impact - 
mediated by consumption (Bradshaw et al., 2010). A 
core domain of consumption and aspect of human 
civilization – indeed of human survival – is housing. 
Housing is both a key social determinant of health 
and a human right ("Social determinants of health: 
Key Concepts," 2011). The pledge of UN 
Sustainable Development Goal 11, to make cities 

and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable, provides an unparalleled opportunity for 
the attainment of collective and inclusive progress, 
and for the achievement of sustainable development 
in the world. 
 
Today, over half of the world’s population live in 
cities. The number of people living in urban centers 
will likely double by 2050 (World Bank, 2015, 
2020). The reasons for this vary by region but the 
lure of employment and prosperity is the most 
frequently cited cause. North America contains some 
of the most urbanized human landscapes in the 
world. In the United States (U.S.) and Canada, 
approximately over 80% of the population is urban, 
with Mexico slightly less (World Bank, 2015). 
Population growth combined with economic growth 
has fueled recent urban land expansion in North 
America, driving the conversion of wild land and 
agricultural land into urban settlements 
(McPhearson et al., 2013). Cities are magnets for 
talent and investment and have become the world’s 
major growth engines. They generate more than 
80% of the global GDP and help hundreds of 
millions of people lift themselves out of extreme 
poverty (World Bank, 2020). However, the speed 
and scale of urbanization brings tremendous 
challenges. Widening income gaps, worsening 

5.1 
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pollution, and aging buildings and bridges are all 
telltale signs that today’s cities are struggling to keep 
up with city dwellers’ growing dreams for a 
sustainable, prosperous future. Poor air and water 
quality, insufficient water availability, waste-disposal 
problems, and high energy consumption are 
exacerbated by the increasing population density and 
demands of urban environments (Whitmee et al., 
2015). 
 
Simultaneously, climate and environmental change 
are challenging urban centers to become more 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable to mitigate 
and prevent their impacts. Cities occupy only 2% of 
the world’s landmass, but they leave an enormous 
carbon footprint (C40 Cities, 2020; Moran et al., 
2018). Cities consume “over two-thirds of the 
world’s energy and account for more than 70% of 
global CO2 emissions” (C40 Cities, 2020; Moran et 
al., 2018). As well, “residents of just 100 cities 
account for 20% of humanity’s overall carbon 
footprint”; Toronto ranks 43rd for the world’s 
heaviest urban carbon footprints of 13,000 cities 
measured (Miller, 2018; Moran et al., 2018). As 
90% of the world’s cities are located on coastlines, 
these densely populated urban centers are at high 
risk of experiencing the devastating impacts of 
climate change, such as rising sea levels (i.e., 
flooding and displacement of human populations) 
and the urban heat island effect (with resultant 
deaths from extreme heat) (C40 Cities, 2020; 
Whitmee et al. , 2015). Evidence from past extreme 
events suggests that societies are taking steps to build 
resilience to them. However, the global economic 
cost of disasters has increased in recent decades, at a 
faster rate than population or economic growth. The 
total costs of extreme weather events between 1980 
and 2004 is estimated to be $1.4 trillion, of which 
only a quarter was insured (Whitmee et al., 2015). 
Urban growth represents an unparalleled 
opportunity to improve population health, increase 
resilience to environmental change, and reduce the 
environmental impacts of cities through improved 
urban planning, design, housing, development, and 
management. 
  
People in need of affordable housing are the very 
same people at highest risk of the adverse impacts of 
CEC. These risks arise from the interaction between 
specific hazards, exposure, and vulnerability. For 
example, factors that make people more sensitive to 

CEC include malnutrition (under- or over-), age 
(both the very young and the old are often at 
increased risk), and the presence of a pre-existing 
disease burden (Whitmee et al., 2015). Poverty 
increases risks from CEC through both increased 
sensitivity and exposure. Those living in poverty are 
at increased likelihood of living in hazardous 
locations prone to flooding or landslides, or close to 
waste sites. Environmental racism has long plagued 
Indigenous and other racialized communities in 
Canada and elsewhere, and this issue is deeply 
intertwined with access to affordable housing (Allan 
& Smylie, 2015; Schell et al., 2020; Turner & 
Turner, 2008). In Canadian urban areas, 25% of the 
lowest socio-economic status neighbourhoods are 
within a kilometre of a major polluting industrial 
facility compared to just seven percent of the 
wealthiest (Canadian Institutes for Health 
Information, 2011). 
  
Integrating affordability and sustainability in 
housing is paramount to adequately addressing the 
climate and housing crises in the City of Toronto 
and addressing inequities in both realms. In recent 
years, residents and businesses have been affected by 
more frequent severe weather events, such as 
flooding, which are expected to worsen with climate 
change (Gerard & Hadisi, 2019). In October 2019, 
the City Council unanimously voted to declare a 
climate emergency for the purpose of "naming, 
framing, and deepening our commitment to 
protecting our economy, our ecosystems and our 
community from climate change” ("Declaring a 
Climate Emergency and Accelerating Toronto's 
Climate Action Plan," 2019). The declaration 
included a commitment to net zero emissions by 
2050 and to exploring "all viable and equitable 
financing mechanisms" to support climate actions 
("Declaring a Climate Emergency and Accelerating 
Toronto's Climate Action Plan," 2019). 
Simultaneously, Toronto residents are met with 
rapidly rising housing costs and levels of 
homelessness. In 2018, there were approximately 
181,000 individuals on the city's centralized housing 
waiting list (Knope, 2019). The number of people 
experiencing homelessness has doubled in the last 
five years and approaches 10,000 ("Facts about 
Homelessness in Toronto," 2019; Purdon & Palleja, 
2019). Advocacy groups have urged the City to 
declare the homelessness and housing crisis a human 
rights crisis and a state of emergency in order to 
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drive a coordinated intergovernmental solution to 
the severe lack of affordable, supportive, and 
transitional housing (Clapp, 2020; Wong-Tam, 
2019). 
 
The environmental and climate crisis is interwoven 
with the housing and homelessness crisis. The 
impacts of both crises are inequitably distributed, as 
people who experience more social marginalization 
and economic deprivation tend to live in substandard 
housing or be homeless and bear the brunt of 
environmental consequences (Krieger & Higgins, 
2002; Policy on human rights and rental housing: IV. 
Social and economic status, 2009; The Lancet 
Planetary, 2018). With respect to housing, the lack 
of viable affordable options for home ownership and 
rental housing has profound impacts on lower-
income residents. In Toronto, rent and housing costs 
have skyrocketed, growing two and four times faster 
than income in the last decade, respectively (Where 
will we live? Ontario’s affordable rental housing crisis, 
2018). Decreasing affordability of inner-city 
neighbourhoods forces lower- and middle-income 
households to disperse to surrounding suburban 
regions, which in turn contributes to urban sprawl 
(Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018). Urban expansion 
involves the conversion of agricultural and forest 
lands into commercial and residential areas; the 
resulting decline in agricultural land places 
significant pressure on food systems and increases 
food insecurity (Abu Hatab et al., 2019; Wang et al., 
2015). Moreover, as low- and middle-income 
workers are forced to seek housing further away from 
the city centre and where they work, they undertake 
longer commutes and bear increased transportation 
costs, since public transportation infrastructure 
typically focuses on the city core (Savage, 2019). 
Suburban commuters also tend to use cars over 
public transit due to cost, time, or convenience, 
which contributes to increasing transportation 
emissions (Savage, 2019). The detrimental impacts 
of urban developments on a liveable environment, 
including urban heat islands and loss of public green 
space, disproportionately impact people who live in 
substandard or precarious housing due to crowding, 
a lack of ventilation and cooling mechanisms, and 
inequities in access to green space (Klein Rosenthal 
et al., 2014; Wolch et al., 2014) (see also section 
4.5). 
  

As part of the problem of climate and environmental 
change, cities also have the opportunity to be 
integral to its solution. Any consideration of 
affordable urban housing needs to integrate 
resilience to natural disasters and environmental 
sustainability into their design. By the same token, 
sustainable development decisions must consider 
affordable housing. This paper will review current 
trends in thinking on the question of affordable 
housing and sustainability and provide examples 
from the literature on how this has been achieved in 
various settings. 
  
Conceptual Framework of Sustainability and 
Affordable Housing 
 
Our conceptual framing draws on a holistic approach 
where sustainable housing is defined as housing 
which meets the physical, economic, and social 
needs of the current residents without compromising 
the ability of future generations of residents to meet 
their own physical, economic and social needs, while 
actively decolonizing and regenerating communities. 
The act of achieving this vision must be founded in 
community-led co-design and deep engagement. A 
diagram illustrating our conceptual framing can be 
found in Figure 1. This conceptualization draws on 
the Health Map framework, which is guided by a 
socio-economic framework for human health 
(Barton & Grant, 2006). However, we expand upon 
this framing by including concepts of community 
regeneration, decolonization, co-design, and deep 
engagement as crucial to sustainable affordable 
housing. 
 
Figure 1. Sustainable Affordable Housing 
Conceptual Framework 
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Sustainable housing is generally used to describe the 
process as it applies to the housing industry - in 
short, less waste, more re-use and recycling of local 
resources, together with lower life-cycle 
environmental impacts and costs, better reliability, 
less maintenance, and greater user satisfaction. A 
broader conceptualization of sustainable housing 
finds its foundation in the 1987 Brundtland Report 
framing of sustainable development and is, as 
defined by Priemus, “housing that meets the needs 
of the current residents without compromising the 
ability of future generations of residents to meet 
their own needs.” (Our Common Future, From One 
Earth to One World: An Overview by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development. , 
1987; Priemus, 2005). This includes not only 
ensuring minimal negative environmental impacts 
but also actively preserving the air, water, soil and 
biodiversity of the land where the housing is located. 
Importantly, this environmental stewardship and risk 
mitigation must occur both during construction as 
well as during ongoing habitation and maintenance 
(Priemus, 2005). 
  
The concept of sustainable housing promotes the 
triple aim of environmental protection, economic 
development and importantly, social equity 
(Campbell, 1996). These combined aims are counter 
to prevailing Western neoliberal housing policies, 
which are hallmarked by deregulation, 
financialisation, and privatisation, and which 
contribute to phenomena such as gentrification, 
social exclusion, segregation, and limited access to 
affordable and accessible housing (Mete & Xue, 
2020). Such housing policies and their resulting 
social consequences actively oppress groups of 
people, particularly Indigenous people, racial and 
ethnic minorities, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer and questioning, and Two-Spirited 
(LGBTQ2S+) individuals, youth, women, new 
migrants, and people with mental illness and 
addictions. 
  
To achieve housing that is socially and 
environmentally equitable, the dwelling must 
provide for the social needs of residents while 
minimizing environmental impacts. Attendance to 
social and environmental needs must be mutually 
reinforcing and support community regeneration – 
for example, through responsible recycling of 
brownfield sites and existing buildings in urban 

centres, as well as through ‘bottom up’ approaches 
within housing organizations that empower residents 
and local communities (Brown & Bhatti, 2003). 
 
Brownfields, former commercial or industrial sites 
now vacant or underused, are often the only available 
land in dense urban centres, and regeneration of 
these key sites requires ongoing engagement and 
consultation with community leaders, residents, and 
public health officials to ensure rigorous 
environmental testing before, during, and after 
development (Brownfields redevelopment, 2019; 
Greenberg, 2002). In considering what comprises 
sustainable housing, the role of social resources and 
processes cannot be underestimated as catalysts of 
communities that are sustainable and resilient 
(Thomas, 1995). These social processes include 
shared facilities that promote social contact and 
interaction and purposeful design that enables 
residents to move from mutual recognition of other 
residents towards active participation in community 
building, mutual aid, as well as towards community 
ownership and management of local facilities 
(Thomas, 1995). Seyfang discusses the concept of 
“sustainable housing niches” where grassroots action 
not only aims to thrive autonomously in a single 
location but also influences a more large-scale shift 
towards adopting sustainable, low-impact 
development that leverages widely accessible and 
affordable materials and building techniques 
(Seyfang, 2010). These principles are also embodied 
in the concept of Active House, a holistic approach 
to buildings that create healthier and more 
comfortable lives for their occupants without 
negative impact on the climate. Active House 
principles are centered on comfort (a building that 
creates a healthier and more comfortable life), energy 
(in which the building contributes positively to the 
energy balance of the building), and environment (in 
which the building has a positive impact on the 
environment) (Feifer et al., 2018). 
  
These concepts are not novel. For thousands of 
years, Indigenous communities worldwide have 
created dwellings and fostered ways of living that 
promote regeneration, and a deeply reciprocal 
relationship with the land, water, animals and plants, 
and all aspects of the natural world (Mcgregor, 
2014). Across Turtle Island, or what is now known 
as North America, Indigenous communities have 
conceptualized the physical, social and spiritual 
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domains of dwellings. Thistle, a Cree-Métis scholar 
describes how housing is more than the physical 
structure of a dwelling and is instead a composite of 
“all my relations” where everything – humans, 
animals, plants, land, water, and the spiritual world – 
are interrelated (Thistle, 2017). Further, Indigenous 
conceptualizations of home are rooted not only in 
interconnections between humans and nature but 
also how these connections exist between human 
relationships amongst kin, community members, 
ancestors and stories (Nabokov & Easton, 1988). 
Globally, Indigenous knowledges, particularly in 
regard to sustainable development and place-
making, are recognized as exemplary ways of 
building and existing to mitigate and be resilient to 
climate change ("Climate Change," 2008). 
 
To achieve these goals and realize sustainable 
housing in densely populated, multicultural urban 
settings such as Toronto, we must use co-design to 
ensure that dwellings are designed with an inherent 
understanding of the needs of residents, as defined 
by residents. A foundation of co-design in 
sustainable housing development is the idea that the 
resident has expertise about their particular needs, 
and determines whether or not the design and 
development of the housing meets their needs and 
environment (Shelby et al., 2012). This process, 
ideally, should be user-led and based on urban 
regeneration methods, such as ‘deep engagement’, 
where trust, dependability and empathy amongst 
communities, developers, planners and researchers is 
actively nurtured with an emphasis on community 
immersion and understanding (Glackin & Dionisio, 
2016). When considering Indigenous knowledge, 
engagement requires concerted action to decolonise 
design, development, construction and ongoing 
maintenance of housing and communities. This 
should include the adoption of new ways of thinking 
by those acting within settler-dominated systems, for 
example trading the expert mindset for a learner 
mindset when engaging in urban planning processes 
with Indigenous communities. We must also 
reframe or dismantle the overly technical and 
bureaucratic planning and development structures 
that actively exclude Indigenous voices (McCartney, 
2016). For example, McCartney et al. (2016) suggest 
that in an Indigenous-led housing system, settler 
planners, architects, designers and builders must 
become learners and work alongside Indigenous 
people to adopt a housing model that meets local 

needs in sustainable and ecologically sound ways 
while creating sites of cultural regeneration 
(McCartney, 2016). 
 
Sustainable (and Unsustainable) Building Materials 
 
The construction sector is a significant drain of 
resources and a contributor to waste globally. It 
contributes 40-50% of greenhouse gas emissions, 
generates 25% of waste, consumes 40% of both 
natural materials and energy, and uses 15% of 
freshwater resources (Mokhlesian & Holmén, 2012; 
Ramesh et al., 2010). To reach net zero emissions, 
decarbonization efforts must target two major 
construction materials used in heavy industries: steel 
and concrete. The production of steel and concrete 
are highly energy-intensive, accounting for a sixth of 
annual global emissions, which is equivalent to the 
carbon footprint of the entire United States 
(Vaughan, 2019). 
  
Concrete is typically composed of 10-15% cement, 
60-75% aggregate, and 15-20% water, with 
proportions varying to achieve different levels of 
strength and flexibility. Cement production 
constitutes the most energy-intensive manufacturing 
industry and heavily relies on coal and petroleum 
coke. One of the main components of cement is 
limestone, which is typically surface-mined, 
transported to a crusher, and mixed with other raw 
materials at approximately 1480 degrees Celsius. 
Surface mining involves removing large areas of soil 
and rock to expose the underlying mineral. Once 
cooled and ground to powder, the mixture (cement) 
is transported by heavy-duty, often diesel-fueled 
vehicles, rail, or ship (Think Wood 2020). 
. 
Steel is an alloy with a carbon content of 0.2-2.1% 
by weight. Its major ingredient is iron ore, which is 
also surface-mined through open-pit mining, 
crushed, and transported by train or ship to a blast 
furnace. The ore is heated to 1650 degrees Celsius 
with coal or petroleum coke and charged with 
limestone to form iron (Think Wood 2020). 
 
In acknowledgement of concrete’s contribution to 
greenhouse gas emissions, several ‘green’  
alternatives have entered the market. ‘Green 
Concrete’ refers to a suite of concretes developed  
to replace some of the traditional elements of 
concrete with recycled or renewable materials ("Eco-
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Friendly Alternatives To Traditional Concrete," 
2019; "Green building materials that are alternatives 
to concrete," 2016). AshCrete, TimberCrete, and 
other alternative ‘cretes’ use by-products of other 
manufacturing processes as a mix-in with cement, 
reducing the overall carbon footprint of the resulting 
concrete alternative. Alternatives like hempcrete or 
papercrete are lightweight alternatives for non-load 
bearing applications, such as use in sound barriers or 
sound proofing or insulation between walls (Bedlivá 
& Isaacs, 2014; Hussain et al., 2019; "What is 
Hempcrete?," 2019). 
  
Sustainable building materials haves no widely 
accepted designation, making the development of 
broadly adopted guidelines or principles difficult 
(Bedlivá & Isaacs, 2014; Franzoni, 2011). However, 
there is a general need to focus on both the 
performance specifications and the greenhouse gas 
emissions in the material production (Ding, 2014). 
For construction to be ‘sustainable’, it must therefore 
strive to reduce this resource use and waste 
generation. This can be done through the process of 
construction itself; however, for the purpose of this 
report, we will focus on the reduction of emissions, 
waste, and resource use through the materials that 
are used. 
  
Performance specifications are addressed in 
guidelines such as the Canadian Home Builders’ 
Associations Net Zero Home Labelling Program 
("CHBA Net Zero Home Labelling Program," 
2017). Programs such as these emphasize 
construction that reduces the energy demands of the 
completed building and offsets the demand with 
energy production, for example through solar panels 
installed on the roof. In North America, insulation 
plays a significant part in the overall reduction in a 
building’s energy demand, decreasing both heating 
and cooling related needs. However, many highly 
efficient insulating materials, while reducing the 
carbon footprint of a finished building, have quite 
high carbon footprints themselves, requiring 
significant energy input and resulting in significant 
greenhouse gas emissions during their production or 
difficulty in reusing or recycling at the end of the life 
cycle (e.g., polystyrene and fibreglass insulations). 
The use of natural or recycled materials for 
insulation has become a viable and more sustainable 
alternative, with many options already available 
commercially (Asdrubali et al., 2015). A further 

benefit of pursuing natural or recycled materials as 
insulation is the ability to source supplies locally, 
minimizing transportation emissions. 
  
Physical elements of sustainable housing in urban 
centres attend to four key aspects: where the 
building is located, how the building is constructed, 
how the building is used, and the opportunities for 
regeneration (Winston, 2009). Location refers to 
housing that incorporates sustainable land-use 
planning best practices such as mixed-use 
developments and proximity to public transport. 
Construction, design, and use are broader domains 
that acknowledge the need for sustainable 
construction and designing for sustainable ongoing 
use of the dwelling. Renewable, or recycled locally 
sourced materials may include wood, straw bale, cob 
(mud and straw mixtures), reed and thatch or 
alternative concrete formulations (‘hempcrete’ or 
‘papercrete’) (Seyfang, 2010). Technological 
interventions towards sustainable design and use 
include microclimate design, renewable energy 
technologies, and waste and waste-water systems to 
promote water conservation and quality, as well as 
waste reuse and recycling (Sullivan & Ward, 2012). 
However, reliance on technological ‘solutions’ is 
itself problematic, and caution is warranted in 
viewing technology as a panacea for sustainable 
housing. Indeed, sustainable housing is underpinned 
by an acknowledgement of the need for respectful 
use and stewardship of natural, local resources by the 
residents and communities who benefit from their 
use. This approach lies in contrast to dominant ways 
of building, which rely on manufactured materials, 
often travelling vast distances, and specialized 
technologies or skill sets for construction and 
maintenance (Smits, 2017). Importantly, current 
building practices mark a shift from independent 
development, which leverages local skillsets, tools, 
and materials, to dependent development where 
residents are unable to maintain, extend, or replicate 
their housing without external inputs (Smits, 2017). 
This shift has occurred over the past century or so in 
North America, with the increasing prevalence of 
high-rise buildings and other construction that 
cannot be easily maintained or replicated by those 
who live there (Landau, 2020). Some have argued 
that sustainable housing should focus on de-growth, 
that is, to not rely on the construction of new 
dwellings, but first and foremost aim for better 
utilization of existing housing (Mete & Xue, 2020). 
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Beyond the physical structure, sustainable housing 
also includes access to green space, affordability, 
comfort, and social aspects of the housing 
environment. Regeneration encompasses all of these 
elements and emphasizes partnership with residents 
and renovation over demolition. 
  
Ecological building design, therefore, is a focus on 
environmentally friendly or environmentally 
responsible materials from local, renewable sources 
that are sustainable throughout their life cycle and 
have low energy in manufacturing. However, when 
building sustainable neighbourhoods or cities, one 
must not only consider the building itself, but also 
the spaces around it. 
  
As of May 2018, all new development in Toronto is 
required to follow the ‘Toronto Green Standard 
Version 3’ (TGS3) ("Toronto Green Standard 
Version 3," 2018). The standard has guidelines on 
air quality, energy efficiency, water quality/efficiency, 
solid waste, and ecological impacts for low-rise and 
mid- to high-rise residential buildings. A minimum 
level of sustainability (Tier 1) is required; however, 
most sections of the guideline have additional tiers 
for increased sustainability. Each section considers 
several aspects of sustainability pertaining to the 
overarching theme. Air quality includes 
considerations to increase walkability and reduce the 
impact of heat islands. Green roofs (roof area 
covered in vegetation 50% of area), cool roofs (made 
of reflective or light-coloured roofing material, 
100%), or a combination of green and cool roofing 
and solar panels (75%) are required. Energy 
efficiency includes reducing the energy load of the 
building (net zero construction encouraged) 
("CHBA Net Zero Home Labelling Program," 
2017) and enabling the use of solar energy. Water 
quality/efficiency includes water use during 
construction and in the completed building. In the 
completed building, stormwater retention and 
‘treatment’ is considered as well as the efficiency of 
water use and needs in and around the property. 
Ecological features include increasing the tree 
canopy, using native and pollinator supportive 
species in landscaping, reducing bird collision 
potential through window treatments, and 
minimizing light pollution. Waste management 
includes designated space for sorting solid waste, 
reusing or salvaging building materials, using 

sustainable building materials, and diverting 
construction waste. 
  
One noted concern with the Net Zero Home 
Labelling Program is the carbon- and energy 
intensive processes that go into the creation of some 
of the materials used in net zero construction 
(Fairbank, 2019), which is not fully addressed in the 
waste management section of the TGS3. 
Additionally, these guidelines apply to all new 
development in Toronto; however, it is unclear to 
what extent renovations or additions to existing 
infrastructure need to adhere to these guidelines, if 
at all. If Toronto wants to fully embrace sustainable 
housing practices, the default should not be to start 
from scratch with each site but rather to combine 
reallocation of existing housing, creative retrofitting 
of existing structures, and sustainable building 
development. 
 
Sustainable Development and Affordable Housing 
  
In order to meet the dual objectives of equity and 
sustainability, affordable housing needs to be a core 
principle in sustainable development, and 
environmental sustainability must be a core element 
of affordable housing. For example, in Vancouver's 
Downtown Eastside, high density and public transit 
infrastructure contribute to greater environmental 
sustainability (Gurstein, 2012). Additional density in 
Toronto’s downtown core is unlikely to have a 
substantial impact on environmental sustainability. 
However, if affordability is neglected in development 
and densification policies or left to passive policies, 
increasing densification will likely impact low- and 
middle-income residents and renters through rising 
land and property values and subsequent 
displacement (Gurstein, 2012). Currently, an 
inclusionary zoning policy for Toronto is under 
development ("Inclusionary Zoning Policy,"). The 
policy would require a minimum percentage of new 
private residential developments to include 
affordable housing units to create mixed-income 
housing and address housing affordability. 
Additional approaches to consider in equitable 
sustainable development include cooperatives and 
community land trusts, as well as property taxation 
to support housing projects (Gurstein, 2012). 
 
 



 

       ADVANCING THE RIGHT TO HOUSING IN TORONTO 177 

Case Study: Tiny Homes for Veterans Experiencing 
Homelessness in Calgary 
 
Tiny houses have seen increasing popularity and in 
recent years have been the subject of documentaries, 
books and popular TV shows. From a sustainable 
development and construction perspective, tiny 
houses are promising in that they can be 
incorporated into existing neighbourhoods given 
their small footprint, can be built with sustainable 
building materials, and can even be constructed to be 
“off the grid” (Redlitz, 2016). Tiny houses have been 
lauded as a way to facilitate a sustainable lifestyle by 
encouraging residents to embrace minimalism by 
limiting available space to fill with waste or 
unnecessary personal items, as well as requiring less 
energy to heat and maintain (Cross, 2019). Tiny 
houses also offer a promising way to provide 
sustainable and affordable housing in urban centres 
for persons experiencing homelessness. 
  
In Calgary, the Homes for Heroes initiative in 
collaboration with Mustard Seed Tiny Homes and a 
construction company (ATCO) developed a ‘village’ 
of 15 tiny homes for veterans experiencing 
homelessness (Dorozio, 2018). The village opened 
to residents on November 1, 2019. Residents have 
their own housing and access to individualized 
counselling and resources to connect them to other 
services. The village aims to offer veterans a place to 
transition out of homelessness and equip them with 
the support and skills required for independent 
living. Each home is 275 square feet and rent is set 
at $600 per month. Those who are unable to pay can 
defer payment until they are able, a process 
supported by the village’s social services. To design 
the village, the Homes for Heroes foundation met 
with over 200 veterans across Canada to understand 
their needs and develop acceptable and appropriate 
housing and complementary programming (Brandt, 
2019). Given the ongoing success of the program in 
Calgary, Homes for Heroes has been granted 
approval to develop a similar village in Edmonton 
(Riebe, 2020). 
 
Case Study: Nuutsumuut Lelum, Nanaimo 
Aboriginal Centre Passive House 
 
The Nanaimo Aboriginal Centre, in partnership 
with DYS Architects, built a ‘passive house’, called 
Nuutsumuut Lelum (meaning ‘all in one house’), to 

provide 25 affordable suites for youth, elders, and 
families of the Indigenous community in Nanaimo, 
British Columbia ("Nanaimo Aboriginal Centre 
Passive House," 2017). The development was the 
first affordable family housing facility built in 
Nanaimo in 20 years and was also the first certified 
Passive House facility in Canada aimed at providing 
affordable housing for families (Cooper, 2018). In 
passive houses, optimal temperatures are maintained 
through purposeful positioning of windows, wall and 
roofing insulation and only supplementary heating or 
cooling, without additional forced air recirculation 
("What is a passive house? ," 2015). 
  
Importantly, the development of the house sought to 
achieve social goals of interaction and strengthened 
intergenerational relationships between Elders, 
youth and residents, as well as fostering community 
regeneration and support through the physical space 
(Yu, 2018). To meet these goals, the project is 
anchored by a community space for gathering, 
ceremony, celebrations, and space to support 
students’ learning beyond the classroom 
("Nuutsumuut Lelum (Nanaimo Passive House)," 
2019). Nuutsumuut Lelum consists of ground-
oriented suites arranged around a central open 
courtyard designed for optimum solar access while 
also honouring local Indigenous architectural 
traditions and building materials such as red cedar. 
The site is located on a major arterial in the urban 
centre and the entry is identified by an 11m tall 
totem pole and ceremonial entrance with Indigenous 
art throughout the site (Simpson & Imada, 2018). 
The construction took into consideration simplicity 
of building systems to lower maintenance costs 
thereby reducing energy consumption and in turn 
minimizing resident’s monthly costs. 
  
Case Study: UniverCity on Burnaby Mountain, 
British Columbia 
 
UniverCity is a residential and retail community 
located next to Simon Fraser University (SFU) on 
Burnaby Mountain in British Columbia and is 
managed by the SFU Community Trust 
("Sustainability: Mission Statement,"). UniverCity 
was founded on four pillars of sustainability - 
environment, equity, education, and economy - and 
is modeled as a sustainable community 
("Sustainability,"). Its environmental commitments 
are to preserve or improve natural resources on 
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Burnaby Mountain and to minimize its carbon 
footprint for amenities, buildings, and 
transportation. In line with a green zoning bylaw, 
new buildings at UniverCity are required to be at 
least 30% more energy efficient and 40% more water 
efficient ("Sustainability,"). Community members 
also have access to public green spaces and 
conservation areas ("The Community: Parks and 
Green Spaces,"). Its equity objectives are to provide a 
variety of affordable rental housing and ownership 
options and to nurture a safe, healthy, and accessible 
community in which to live and work. In terms of 
education, UniverCity provides financial support to 
SFU through the Trust to enhance university life 
and academics for students. Lastly, its economic 
sustainability goals involve stimulating innovation in 
local enterprises and finding significant cost savings 
in constructing sustainable housing. The sustainable 
community model highlights opportunities for 
accessible, affordable, and sustainable residential 
developments in cities such as Toronto in 
partnership with the University of Toronto or 
Ryerson University. 
 
Conclusions 
 
In this paper, we have illustrated the importance of, 
and potential for, integrating sustainability and 
affordable housing. Both are critical needs in the 
current crises of climate and environmental change 
and housing and homelessness. While housing and 
urban infrastructure can drive negative 
environmental impacts, so too can they generate and 
model solutions that meet the interlocking objectives 
of the Sustainable Development Goals: economic 
prosperity, social equity, and environmental 
sustainability. Tackling environmental sustainability 
is no longer an option: it must be central to every 
aspect of our lives and societal development. The 
case studies presented demonstrate the art of the 
possible. The next critical step to undertake is 
mainstreaming these innovative approaches, 
strategies, and materials into affordable, livable, and 
sustainable housing conceptually and in practice. 
 

Recommendations 
 

• Reorient affordable housing policies and 
programs to incorporate sustainability into 
their design, construction, use, and 
maintenance; 

• Building designs must focus on 
environmentally responsible materials from 
local, renewable sources that are sustainable 
throughout their life cycle and have low 
energy in manufacturing; 

• Ensure affordable housing comprises 
environmental protections, economic 
development and social equity in order to 
meet current housing needs while protecting 
the needs of future generations; 

• Incorporate Indigenous knowledge, 
epistemologies, housing use co-design 
principles, and deep engagement strategies 
into affordable housing concepts, policies, 
and practices to ensure that dwellings are 
designed to support the local environment 
and be oriented to the needs of residents, as 
defined by residents. 
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Housing affordability is a complex challenge that has 
not been overcome in Canada despite extensive 
housing agency research programs, numerous and 
diverse academic studies, a variety of financial 
instruments and successive government policies 
stretching back to the end of World War II when 
the National Housing Act (1946) was introduced. 
Housing affordability was a prominent issue in the 
2021 Canadian federal election and will likely 
remain a significant consideration for Canadians in 
the foreseeable future. 
  
This paper examines housing affordability within the 
context of the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), from a 
building science perspective and a personal 
perspective based on the author’s professional career 
engagement with the housing industry over more 
than three decades. It is important to appreciate that 
unlike many other fields, much of the data needed to 
conduct rigorous, evidence-based research is not 
readily accessible – it exists but it is either not 
reported, or reported data have not been released. 
For example, the Ontario Energy and Water 
Reporting and Benchmarking (EWRB) initiative 
came into force on January 1, 2019, but none of the 
reported data have been released by the provincial 

government. Similarly, a vast majority of home 
builders and residential building project developers 
are privately held enterprises that are not obligated to 
divulge financial data related to costs and profits. 
The situation is further compounded by the 
disconnected nature of available housing data which 
are scattered across a large number of agencies and 
organizations, some in the public realm and some 
residing within for-profit enterprises that charge a 
premium for their collected data. This paper will 
examine a number of issues related to understanding 
the cost of producing housing, taking into account 
this limited availability of data. 
 
Building Perspectives on Housing Affordability 
 
When viewing housing affordability from a building 
science perspective, there are several critical factors 
to consider: 

• The projected population growth across the 
GTA and its impact on housing starts and 
the housing development industry capacity; 

• Our aging population and the need for 
housing stock to be sufficiently adaptable to 
support aging-in-place and the 
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accommodation of multi-generational 
households; 

• Durability, flexibility and adaptability as 
housing design attributes that influence the 
life cycle costs of housing; 

• Climate change as a driver of the need to 
reduce the carbon footprint of housing; and 

• The sharp increase in the frequency and 
severity of extreme weather events stemming 
from climate change and the need for 
enhanced resilience in housing design and 
construction. 

 
The objective of the discussions that follow is to 
determine if and how these factors and forces may 
impact the future affordability of housing. 
 
Projected Population Growth and Housing 
Industry Capacity in the GTA 
 
According to the government of Ontario, "The 
Greater Toronto Area (GTA) is projected to be the 
fastest growing region, with its population increasing 
by 2.9 million, or 40.9 per cent, from 7.1 million in 
2020 to almost 10.0 million by 2046. The GTA's 
share of provincial population is projected to rise 
from 48.0 per cent in 2020 to 49.8 per cent in 2046” 
(Ontario, 2020). 
  
Assuming an average household size of 3 persons, 
966,967 housing units will be required over a 25-
year period or some 38,667 new housing units per 
year up to 2046. This is within the housing 
development industry's recent historical average of 
38,961 housing units per year across the GTA 
(Evergreen, 2015). CMHC reported 38,587 housing 
starts across the GTA in 2020 (CMHC, 2021). It 
appears that housing industry capacity is capable of 
meeting housing demands due to population growth 
across the GTA, however a recent study is signaling 
potential housing supply-demand problems 
(Moffatt, 2021). In Baby Needs a New Home - 
Projecting Ontario's Growing Number of Families and 
Their Housing Needs (2021), the report states that 
housing supply has failed to keep up with demand 
and based on the province's projected population 
growth an additional 1,000,000 million homes will 
be needed over the coming decade. 
  
The supply gap in housing across the GTA, not just 
for single family houses but for rental housing of all 

types, is likely to result in an upward pressure on the 
cost of housing, negatively affecting affordability. 
 
Aging Population 
 
As the GTA population ages, there are numerous 
indications there will likely be an increasing demand 
for multi-generational housing and the renovation of 
housing to accommodate aging in place. According 
to Government of Ontario projections: 
  

The number of seniors aged 65 and over is 
projected to almost double from about 2.6 
million, or 17.6 per cent of population in 
2020, to almost 4.5 million, or 22.2 per cent, 
by 2046. In 2016, for the first time, seniors 
accounted for a larger share of population 
than children aged 0–14 (Ontario, 2020). 

  
A City of Toronto Backgrounder based on 2016 
Census data indicated that for the period 2011 to 
2016: "The increase of population aged 65 and older 
of 49,490 from 2011 to 2016 is a significant 
proportion of the total population increase seen in 
the city of Toronto of 116,520” (City of Toronto, 
2017, p. 2). The aging population trend across the 
GTA is likely to mirror the provincial trajectory, 
although relatively higher immigration of younger 
people to the GTA than for the rest of the province 
may dampen the proportion of persons over the age 
of 65 across the GTA over the next 25 years. 
  
Regardless, the GTA's population will age 
dramatically, and a recent survey of seniors indicates 
this cohort wishes to remain in their homes as long 
as possible: "...virtually all Ontario seniors (91%) 
hope to stay in their own home or apartment as long 
as possible, and 95% believe being in their own 
home with the support of home care is the safest 
environment for them to live during a pandemic” 
(Newswire, 2020, par. 1). When the factors related 
to an aging population, the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the recent sharp spike in home prices across the 
GTA are taken into account, it is highly likely that 
multigenerational housing and aging in place will 
emerge as growing trends to address home health 
care and security issues for seniors, and housing 
affordability challenges for their families. 
  
At present, the accommodation of multi-
generational housing within new and existing 
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subdivisions is virtually non-existent and this 
problem is recognized by the design profession. 
Architect David DiGiuseppe (2021) recently 
remarked in Canadian Architect that: "Ontario not 
only has a housing supply problem, but a severe lack 
of diverse housing types that anticipate our 
province’s changing demographics and lifestyles. We 
can no longer ignore the fact that multigenerational 
needs are on the rise. Responding to these needs 
with bold, yet feasible solutions will go a long way in 
creating a more affordable housing stock and a more 
resilient future” (par. 13). 
  
It is generally acknowledged that significantly higher 
architectural fees are needed to cover costs associated 
with obtaining building permit approvals and 
variances to by-laws for conversions of existing 
dwellings to multi-generational properties. 
Designing and constructing new dwelling units to 
accommodate aging-in-place will impose a modest 
cost premium, whereas for existing dwellings the 
costs can vary widely depending on the size, layout, 
internal circulation and accessibility of the dwelling. 
Further study is needed to better quantify the 
economic impact of multi-generational housing and 
ageing in place on housing affordability. There will 
definitely be cost premiums associated with 
accommodating these trends, but it may be that 
lower healthcare costs may offset economic burdens 
to households. In the absence of better information, 
viewed from the household perspective, an aging 
population may prove cost neutral, but it appears 
more likely that alterations to new and existing 
housing to better accommodate independent living 
for the elderly may exert a negative impact on 
housing affordability in the absence of government 
aid. 
 
Durability, Flexibility and Adaptability in Housing 
 
For all buildings, including housing, durability, 
flexibility and adaptability are significant 
determinants of life cycle costs. The building 
development industry's mantra of "build cheap, 
operate and maintain expensive" is aimed at 
profitably housing Canada's growing population 
without a view to its future fiscal challenges. There 
have not been studies conducted to estimate how 
spending marginally more on better quality housing 
initially would avoid future operating and 
maintenance burdens. Conventional wisdom 

combined with anecdotal evidence from building 
pathology forensics both support the view that 
meeting minimum building code requirements does 
not assure sustainable life cycle performance. Based 
on available evidence and statistics, it appears that 
from an intergenerational equity perspective, the 
affordability problem continues to be passed on to 
succeeding generations to solve. 
  
Durability is defined by the Canadian Standards 
Association as “the ability of a building or building 
element to perform its functions to the required level 
of performance for its design service life in its 
structure environment under the influence of 
environmental actions” (CSA, 2019). Flexibility and 
adaptability have a diversity of meanings in the 
architecture literature, but generally flexibility refers 
to the ease of modifying functionality in housing, for 
example transforming part of a living/dining room 
space into a bedroom or home office. Adaptability 
involves the ability to change the occupancy of 
housing to better address core housing needs—for 
example converting conventional apartment 
buildings from one and two-bedroom units to three 
and four-bedroom units, or transforming a single 
family house into a multi-unit apartment building. 
For the vast majority of housing, durability and 
flexibility are the most significant factors affecting 
life cycle costs, with durability involving repair, 
replacement and refurbishment, and flexibility 
involving renovations and retrofits to meet changing 
needs and desires of the inhabitants. 
  
What does evidence from social housing in Toronto 
reveal about the adequacy of durability in housing? 
Table 1 summarizes the 2021 annual budget for 
Toronto Community Housing (TCH). 
Expenditures on building repair are almost triple the 
amount allocated to development of new housing, 
and represent about a third of the entire annual 
budget. Durable housing would only demand about 
10% of the total budget for building repairs. 
 
Table 1. Breakdown of 2021 Annual Budget for 
Toronto Community Housing 

Item Budget Proportion 
Operating Budget $630 million 57% 
Building Repair Capital $350 million 32% 
Development Capital $131 million 12% 
Total Budget $1.1 billion 100% 
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Source: Toronto Community Housing 2021 Budget, 
December 15, 2020. 
 
Approximately 90% of the Toronto Community Housing 
annual budget is devoted to operating and building repair capital 
expenditures. A sustainable state of good repair is not expected 
to be achieved until 2026 (Toronto Community Housing, 
2020). Clearly, if the expenditures on deferred maintenance 
associated under building repair capital could be devoted to 
developing new rental housing, this might help stem the rise in 
rents associated with a supply gap. It would certainly provide 
affordable housing to a larger number of economically 
challenged households. Viewed from a different perspective, 
much lower increases in rents could be sustained if the TCH 
housing stock was more durable. 
  
How does this compare with expenditures on housing by 
homeowners and landlords related to durability, flexibility and 
adaptability factors? For market housing, the statistics for 
Ontario summarized in Table 2 indicate significant expenditures 
are devoted to repairs and maintenance. 
 
Table 2. Ontario Home Maintenance and Repair 
Expenditures, 2015-2019 (in millions) 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
Owner 
Occupied 
Expenditures 

$4,303 $4,592 $4,648 $4,728 $4,820 

Tenant 
Occupied 
Expenditures 

$2,429 $2,611 $2,662 $2,698 $2,744 

Total 
Expenditures $6,732 $7,203 $7,310 $7,426 $7,564 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2020. 
 
But the expenditures for home renovations are 
generally much higher than the amount devoted to 
maintenance and repair. When viewed from a 
Canadian perspective, a recent bulletin from real 
estate data firm Altus Group stated: 
  

Canadian homeowners shelled out $80.1 
billion on home renovations in 2019, 
according to a new report from Altus 
Group. The real estate data firm said overall 
spending was up 2.6 per cent in the year, 
outpacing overall economic growth. 
According to the report, about 75 per cent 
of that spending was on home upgrades, 
with the remainder earmarked for necessary 
repairs. That $61.2 billion spent on upgrades 
roughly matched overall spending on new 
home construction, according to Altus 
(Vandaelle, 2020, pars. 1-2). 

  
It is unclear if the 75%/25% split between renovation 
and maintenance/repair expenditures was witnessed 

in Ontario and specifically the GTA, but of far 
greater significance is the fact that expenditures on 
upgrades approximately matched spending on new 
home construction. Two observations emerge: 1) a 
lot more money is devoted to repairs and 
maintenance in market housing than social housing 
(see Table 1); and 2) while it is unclear how these 
expenditures impact household debt to income 
ratios, the magnitude of the expenditures suggests 
affordability may be strained due to housing which 
does not suit the needs and desires of its inhabitants. 
  
Poor design and workmanship in condominium 
buildings coupled to climate change and an increase 
in extreme weather events is causing insurers to 
significantly increase deductibles to both 
condominium boards and owners (Buckstein, 2020). 
Condominium owners are seeing their insurance 
premiums rise in tandem with increases in 
maintenance fees needed to cover the higher 
deductibles for condominium corporations. Glass 
condo towers continue to be constructed with 
window-wall facades and these building envelopes 
are susceptible to water leakage and costly repairs 
shortly after the warranty period has expired. 
  
The $80.1 billion devoted to renovations, repairs and 
renovations in 2019 represents an enormous and 
avoidable drain on household income that stems 
from housing that is not sufficiently durable, flexible 
and adaptable. Codes and standards do not shield 
Canadians from poor quality design and 
construction of housing that fails to observe the life 
cycle thinking needed to transition towards a low 
carbon circular economy. Until such time as life cycle 
thinking is incorporated into housing design and 
construction, inadequate durability, flexibility and 
adaptability will continue to negatively impact 
housing affordability. 
 
Climate Change and the Carbon Footprint of 
Housing 
 
Worldwide, buildings account for almost 40% of 
greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs) and their global 
warming potential (GWP) is the cause of a changing 
climate (United Nations Environment Programme, 
2020). Canadian housing does not have a smaller 
carbon footprint than most of the global building 
stock.  Even though much of Canadian housing 
comprises wood-frame construction, which 
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sequesters carbon in the wood-based materials, a 
growing proportion of housing starts consists of 
condominiums that are carbon intensive in the use of 
concrete, steel and glass (Doran, 2021) (see also 
Section 5.3 of this report). 
  
There are several aspects to the carbon footprint of 
housing that deserve explanation. The greenhouse 
gases associated with the extraction, processing, 
manufacturing and transportation of building 
materials are termed ‘material carbon emissions’, also 
referred to as ‘embodied carbon’. The ‘initial 
embodied carbon’ of a building depends on the 
palette of materials that are used for its construction, 
while the ‘recurring embodied carbon’ refers to the 
materials that are subsequently input to a building 
over its life cycle (e.g., new broadloom, paints, 
fixtures, equipment). The ‘operating carbon’ refers to 
greenhouse gases associated with the energy and 
water consumed by a building. The highest 
operating carbon footprints are generally associated 
with coal-fired electricity plants, but virtually all 
forms of energy production, including hydro-
electric, wind and solar, exert some carbon footprint. 
 
‘Committed carbon emissions’ are the cumulative 
emissions an asset would produce over its remaining 
service life under normal conditions (Davis and 
Socolow, 2014), and for housing this would amount 
to its remaining life cycle carbon emissions. For 
example, a natural gas furnace in a house represents 
committed cumulative carbon emissions for a period 
of some 25 to 30 years, based on the typical service 
life expectancy for furnaces. The committed carbon 
emissions for an entire house comprise all of its 
equipment and systems, and would span over more 
than a century based on the normal service life of 
housing, but these could change depending on 
sources of operating energy and the amount of 
recurring embodied energy that are associated with 
maintenance, repairs and equipment replacements 
over that life cycle. Referring to the previous section 
of this paper, durability, flexibility and adaptability 
in housing matter from a carbon footprint 
perspective. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Emissions of Materials Benchmark Assessment 
for Residential Construction Report.  

 
Image Source: Magwood, C., E. Bowden, and M. 
Trottier, 2022. 
 
The material carbon emissions (MCE) and the 
operational carbon emissions (OCE) for a typical 2-
storey house in Toronto over a 30-year period are 
combined to yield a carbon use intensity (CUI). 
Energy efficiency, fuel type and material selections 
all have an impact on CUI.  Both the electrification 
of space and domestic water heating along with the 
selection of low embodied carbon materials represent 
a significant premium for the cost of a new home 
and affect its initial affordability. 
  
As housing becomes more energy efficient, the 
material carbon emissions represent a 
disproportionately more significant fraction of the 
total carbon footprint and committed carbon 
emissions. A recent report has indicated that 
significant reductions in the carbon footprint of new 
housing are feasible and while initially more 
expensive, widespread market adoption of these 
measures can offset some, if not all, of the cost 
premiums (Magwood et al., 2021). The same does 
not hold true for existing housing. To put the 
decarbonizing retrofit of existing housing into 
perspective, a recent report outlines scenarios for 
addressing the retrofit of all existing building stock 
in Canada: 
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In the scenarios, nominal program costs 
could range from $580 billion to $972 
billion, breaking down to $39 to $62 billion 
annually over 15 years, or $20 to $32 billion 
annually over 30 years. These are significant 
capital expenditures, but they are of the 
same order of magnitude as the $80 billion 
Canadians spend annually on building 
renovation or the $57 billion spent on fuel 
and electricity (Haley and Torrie, 2021, p. 
6). 

  
How can carbon footprint impact housing 
affordability? It is widely acknowledged that 
greenhouse gas emissions are causing climate change 
that is leading to a wide range of damaging weather-
related phenomena such as droughts, hurricanes, 
wildfires and an escalating increase in the frequency 
and severity of extreme weather events. The last 
decade has witnessed a sharp increase in the 10-year 
moving average of weather-related losses in Canada 
and this in turn is causing insurance premiums and 
deductibles to increase for property owners (Durrani, 
2021). Governments are self-insured and increasing 
damages to public facilities and infrastructure 
translate into higher taxes. In Ontario, new housing 
developments continue to be serviced with natural 
gas for domestic water and space heating, adding to 
Ontario's committed carbon emissions. But in terms 
of affordability, this increasing carbon footprint can 
affect property owners in three possible ways. 
Decarbonization will require expenditures on energy 
conservation measures and the displacement of 
natural gas fired equipment with electric heat pump 
technology, or consumers will have to absorb a 
carbon tax for their unbridled carbon emissions. If 
neither of these two alternatives are promoted 
through progressive policies, then heightened 
climate change will impact insurance costs and 
possibly expose property owners to much higher 
levels of risk. 
 
Based on the available data and these recent studies, 
it is reasonable to conclude that housing affordability 
will be negatively impacted by efforts to mitigate the 
carbon footprint of housing. Furthermore, a failure 
to decarbonize our economy, including housing, may 
actually cost Canadians more in the way of weather-
related property and casualty losses, placing 
additional economic burdens on households through 
expenditures on adaptation measures such as 

floodproofing needed to manage risks. Canada's 
Changing Climate Report (Bush and Lemmen, 
2019) revealed that Canada's climate warming rate is 
twice the global average placing Canadians at a 
higher risk from climate-related property and 
casualty damages compared to the rest of the world. 
 
Resilience 
 
The need for better resilience in housing is strongly 
related to climate change, but also influenced 
significantly by the condition of infrastructure, in 
particular energy and water services. In view of 
climate change and aging infrastructure, there is a 
growing need to plan a number of adaptation-related 
resilience measures (Kesik, 2017). For the 
futureproofing of housing in the GTA specifically, 
significant investments are needed to provide 
adequate floodproofing and thermal resilience. 
  
Floodproofing is necessary to avoid the growing 
magnitude and frequency of losses due to the 
flooding of homes across Canada, including the 
GTA, and a number of practical measures are 
available to property owners (Moudrak and 
Feltmate, 2020). Municipalities and regional 
conservation authorities must also implement 
preventive measures to stem the tide of unsustainable 
damages to properties and infrastructure. These 
investments, depending on vulnerabilities, may 
involve significant expenditures to 
homeowners/landlords and municipalities alike. 
  
Thermal resilience of buildings is commonly 
assessed using two metrics: thermal autonomy (TA) is 
a measure of the fraction of time during a year that a 
building can passively maintain comfort conditions 
without active system energy inputs; and passive 
habitability (PH) is a measure of the duration of time 
that an indoor space remains habitable following a 
prolonged power outage over an extended period of 
extreme weather (Kesik, O'Brien and Ozkan, 2020). 
Thermal autonomy is correlated to the energy 
demands of buildings on energy infrastructure and in 
particular peak energy demands from electrical 
energy generators through the grid. Passive 
habitability is correlated to the health and well being 
of inhabitants during extreme weather events 
coinciding with extended power outages, such as was 
witnessed during both a Toronto ice storm in 
December 2013 (Toronto Public Library, 2016) and 
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a freezing rain disaster that disabled sections of 
eastern Canada and the northeastern United States 
in January 1998. It should be noted the December 
2013 Toronto ice storm caused many forms of 
damage that were not covered by insurance and 
therefore exerted financial stress on both households 
and government (Armenakis and Nirupama, 2014). 
 
Figure 2. Canadian Cities and Climate Change: 
Map of Tropical Nights 2021-2080. 

 
Image Source: Climate Atlas of Canada, 2022. 
 
Climate models indicate that many of Canada’s 
cities will experience dramatic increases in the 
number of hot days and nights as the climate 
continues to warm. These changes put city dwellers 
at a higher risk for heat stroke and heat exhaustion 
(red – high risk, amber – moderate risk, blue – low 
risk). Increased use of air conditioning will put 
additional stress on the existing electricity grid, 
which along with the demand for net-zero carbon 
energy sources and de-carbonized buildings, may 
drive up the cost of living and hence affordability. 
Alternatively, a failure to adequately address 
overheating will drive up health care costs associated 
with heat exhaustion and heat strokes. 
Hot weather thermal resilience is also important in 
housing, as evidenced during the heat wave that 
affected British Columbia in the early summer of 
2021. For the period June 20 to July 29, 2021 the 
B.C. Coroners Office reported 569 heat-related 
deaths. Of this total number of deaths, 445 occurred 
during the week of June 25 to July 1. Statistically this 
far exceeded the normal number of deaths reported 
over this time period in preceding years, and an 

extended, record setting heat wave was 
acknowledged as the primary cause. Dwellings 
without air conditioning (heat stroke) and 
dehydration (lack of personal care) were among the 
leading suspected causes, however a definitive 
apportioning of causes has not been concluded. 
Within the context of the GTA, intensification and 
climate change will significantly increase the risks of 
extreme thermal conditions in buildings (Sailor, 
2014). Significant expenditures on both passive and 
active measures will be needed to retrofit existing 
housing stock, recognizing that wide-scale 
installation and upgrading of air conditioning will 
require a costly increase in the peak capacity of the 
electricity grid. 
 
Figure 3. Multi-unit residential building, Toronto, 
Canada. 40% WWR – High performance envelope 
– No shading or natural ventilation. 

 
Image Source: Kesik, O’Briend, & Ozkan, 2022. 
 
Passive habitability is a measure of the duration of time that an 
indoor space remains habitable following a prolonged power 
outage coinciding with an extended period of extreme weather. 
The figure above depicts the passive habitability response of the 
whole building versus the south-facing suite during a prolonged 
period of typical hot weather (Toronto) and climatic analog 
extreme weather (New York City - NYC). Global warming due 
to climate change is forecast to cause extreme summer 
temperatures in Toronto similar to what currently occur in New 
York City. Buildings that can now passively maintain 
comfortable conditions during a heat wave coinciding with a 
prolonged power outage (solid black line) will become 
intolerably overheated as the climate warms (solid red line). 
Appropriate measures to provide acceptable passive habitability 
to protect vulnerable members of an aging Canadian population 
are costly and negatively impact affordability. 
 
Building science research indicates that most existing 
housing of all types exhibits very poor cold weather 
thermal resilience (O'Brien and Bennet, 2016; 
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Ayyagari, Gartman, and Corvidae, 2020). It has 
been suggested that, similar to the financial stress 
test that is used to assess mortgage eligibility for 
homebuyers, a thermal resilience stress test should be 
applied to housing so that purchasers are aware of 
the risks they are incurring (O'Brien and Kesik, 
2020). Advocates of the passive house standard tout 
the superior passive habitability of these super energy 
efficient homes, but a recent study indicated that the 
minimum cost premium for a Passive House over a 
code-built house in Vancouver, B.C. ranges from 
$20,000 to $25,000 (RDH Building Science Inc. & 
Red Door Energy Design Ltd., 2016). The premium 
today would be higher in the GTA due to rapidly 
escalating construction costs (22.4% in the past year 
alone (Statistics Canada, 2021)) and also because 
higher levels of energy efficiency would be required 
for the colder Toronto climate zone. It is important 
to note that if consumers are willing to trade-off 
high-priced amenities, such as luxury fixtures and 
finishes, the Passive House cost premium can be 
significantly offset. Hot weather passive habitability 
is also not adequate for most existing housing in 
terms of providing an acceptable level of health and 
wellbeing for the elderly and vulnerable members of 
the population during extreme heat waves (Porritt et 
al., 2012), and the most effective retrofit measures 
are costly. 
  
While difficult to monetize, there are other aspects 
of resilience in housing related to how well it 
provides restorative health benefits during times of 
high stress, such as was experienced by many people 
over the COVID-19 pandemic (Cheshmehzangi, 
2020; Peters and Halleran, 2021). High-rise habitats 
have proven extremely challenging for a large 
proportion of the population across the GTA for a 
host of reasons, mostly pertaining to poor design and 
improper operation and maintenance (Peters and 
Kesik, 2020). The continuing practice of developing 
glass tower condominiums does not bode well for 
their future affordability since these are ticking 
'special assessment'1 time bombs when it comes to 
inferior building envelopes (CBC News, 2014). 
 

 
1 In Ontario, a special assessment is a charge levied against all condo owners to cover unforeseen costs for major repairs/replacements, such 
as the building enclosure. This may occur when the regular monthly maintenance fees are not sufficient to maintain a robust reserve fund to 
cover unforeseen costs. Most condo developers start with low maintenance fees to attract buyers and these are usually adjusted after the 
building is turned over to the condo board and a proper reserve fund study is conducted. Condo boards often push to keep maintenance 
fees as low as possible due to pressures from the unit owners, but this can result in downcycling that is caused by inadequate facilities 
management combined with accumulated deferred maintenance deficits. 

Building Science and Housing Affordability 
Synopsis 
 
Based on the conclusions from the preceding 
sections, there does not appear to be anything that 
modern building science can do to render housing 
more affordable. This is because building codes have 
not ensured levels of performance that are good for 
people and the planet. Ontario's housing requires 
much better planning, design and construction to 
address societal aspirations for environmental 
responsibility, resilience and quality of life. It is likely 
the GTA is at or near a tipping point where citizens 
must decide whether to put their money into climate 
change mitigation versus adaptation. Either way, 
housing that addresses all these issues will cost more 
than it does today. One migratory path to 
sustainability is to privilege culture over technology, 
and reduce the ecological footprint of housing by 
living smaller and smarter, rather than looking for a 
technological silver bullet that will preserve current 
levels of resource over-consumption. The current 
expectations for housing are simply not sustainable 
in the context of the GTA. 
  
The final section of this paper presents a personal 
perspective on the future of housing affordability in 
the GTA. 
 
Future Housing Affordability Lies Outside of the 
GTA: A Personal Perspective 
 
In the previous section, I concluded that from a 
building science perspective, making housing more 
sustainable and resilient while enhancing the quality 
of life and wellbeing of its inhabitants will adversely 
affect housing affordability. It appears none of the 
available building technology innovations can offset 
these higher costs and the most optimistic but 
unlikely scenario is that addressing all the 
improvements to housing performance may be a 
breakeven proposition at best. 
  
This final part of the paper is framed within the 
context of the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) and is 
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based on personal reflections and years of experience 
working in the field of building science. 
 
I discovered there are three roughly equivalent cost 
components representing the market price of 
housing. One third is the cost of the land and the 
expense associated with servicing the subdivided lots 
– or alternatively, buying existing buildings and/or 
serviced parcels to assemble a development property. 
Another third is comprised of a bundle of soft costs 
related to fees, permits, approvals, development 
charges, bonds, insurance and financing. The 
remaining third is made possible by the previous two 
and involves the construction, marketing and rent or 
sale of the housing. What I have come to appreciate 
is that focusing on a reduction of any one of these 
cost components only translates into a fraction of the 
realized savings. For example, a 15% reduction in the 
cost of housing construction results at most in about 
a 5% reduction on the final price tag for 
homebuyers. 
  
As I think about the challenges associated with 
reducing all three cost components for housing in 
the Toronto region, I tend to think it is far easier to 
make housing more affordable by focusing on 
reducing the input cost of land, and this may mean 
building on sites located outside the GTA. There are 
a number of reasons I am favouring this solution. 
Before I discuss these reasons, I do not wish to 
entirely rule out a more equitable distribution of 
incomes as a factor that may help improve average 
affordability. However, even a giant boost to the 
incomes of low-income households would mainly 
make rental housing more affordable to them – this 
would not necessarily help with affordability of 
owner-occupied housing for low-income 
households, which now includes individuals with 
post-secondary education credentials. 
  
Given the increasing population influx witnessed in 
the GTA, there does not seem to be any dampening 
of the demand for land, and in turn the continual 
escalation in the cost of housing development in the 
region, if for no other reason than the 
supply/demand dynamics. Having governments 
transfer land and waive development charges for 
affordable housing projects would definitely reduce 
the cost of housing, but only by a fraction since the 
servicing costs for sewer, water, energy, roads and 
supporting infrastructure would not be avoided, and 

governments only have so much land of their own to 
transfer. Looking at the soft costs of housing 
development, it is unlikely the GTA can afford to 
relax its approval processes and development 
charges, or shrink the planning and building 
regulation bureaucracy, in order to reduce the cost of 
fees and permits. Government administration of 
urban development is a costly, but necessary, 
intervention that engages in negotiations with 
developers on behalf of the community. Without 
planning and building departments, approval 
processes, permits and development charges, 
communities would not benefit from funds derived 
from new developments and devoted to the creation 
of parks, community centres and other local social 
services and amenities. However, steep development 
charges, which are reflected in higher housing prices, 
are unavoidable across the GTA because land and 
construction costs are escalating. Spare the 
development charges and spoil the neighbourhood – 
urban development that enhances quality of life is 
becoming less and less affordable. Design fees to 
architecture and engineering firms have already been 
cut to the bone while financing charges remain 
hefty. Architects and engineers today enjoy about 
half the design fees charged immediately following 
World War II and there is no slack in fee structures 
to help reduce housing development costs. Interest 
rates at the time of writing are at an all-time low and 
while this has reduced financing costs for developers, 
the savings have been more than offset by higher 
land, labour and material prices. In absolute terms, 
the bottom line for financing housing development 
has remained high. Modular off-site construction of 
housing is a technological intervention that can help 
reduce costs, but the reduction is not significant. 
  
It appears the most feasible means of enhancing 
housing affordability is to take development to 
where land, labour and soft costs are lower and the 
escalation rates for these cost components can be 
expected to also remain low. Certainly, when 
housing costs are assessed in areas that are two to 
three hours driving time away from the GTA, they 
are significantly lower. But then another problem is 
encountered – the availability of good jobs. For 
knowledge workers, who can work from home or 
anywhere, and who only have to go into the office 
once or twice a week, moving to distant 
communities is a feasible alternative. But it is only if 
these locales can be transformed into complete 
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communities offering a diverse range of employment 
opportunities and fair income levels that they will 
become places where affordable housing is more 
widely accessible. 
  
This raises an important issue related to housing 
affordability - quality of life. For many inhabitants of 
the GTA, long commute times, congestion, and 
incomplete communities that make people 
dependent on automobiles to fulfill their basic needs, 
have eroded their quality of life. Affordable housing 
for many households requires two incomes and the 
length of the workday, after commute times are 
factored in, is well over ten hours. Housing 
affordability aside, can the GTA continue to grow 
and still provide a high quality of life? There are 
limits to sustainable growth that I sense have been 
exceeded, potentially several decades ago. Urban 
development has recently taken the form of taller 
tower apartment buildings crammed around 
congested public transit hubs, but this has not 
improved affordability, and may not have improved 
quality of life either. As with most things, there is a 
sweet spot and we need to figure out the urban 
forms, densities and amenities that simultaneously 
enhance liveability, health and wellbeing, as well as 
affordability (or at least do not negatively impact 
affordability). 
  
Adding to all of these issues are the existential 
realities of climate change and the need to reduce 
our ecological footprint. The marked increase in the 
frequency and severity of extreme weather events has 
shown us that glass condo towers are highly 
susceptible to failing to provide adequate shelter 
during prolonged power outages coinciding with 
extended extreme weather events. Affordable 
housing that is not resilient is not a satisfactory 
solution. And housing must also be durable 
otherwise the cost of upkeep, as witnessed in the 
deferred maintenance haunting the Toronto 
Community Housing portfolio, will not be 
sustainable. Tall housing towers clustered about 
subway transit system nodes together represent 
significantly higher embodied carbon in their 

 
2 In Ontario, a special assessment is a charge levied against all condo owners to cover unforeseen costs for major repairs/replacements, such 
as the building enclosure. This may occur when the regular monthly maintenance fees are not sufficient to maintain a robust reserve fund to 
cover unforeseen costs. Most condo developers start with low maintenance fees to attract buyers and these are usually adjusted after the 
building is turned over to the condo board and a proper reserve fund study is conducted. Condo boards often push to keep maintenance 
fees as low as possible due to pressures from the unit owners, but this can result in downcycling that is caused by inadequate facilities 
management combined with accumulated deferred maintenance deficits. 

constituent construction materials than low-rise 
developments in pedestrian friendly, complete 
communities. Enhanced requirements for energy 
efficiency in buildings cannot offset the carbon 
footprint of concrete and steel tower buildings served 
by new subways. The current approach to 
intensification by promoting congested glass tower 
housing developments hinging on the expansion of 
subways may not aid the transition to a low carbon 
economy. This approach implies life cycle burdens 
that do not respect intergenerational equity. 
  
From my perspective, the best hope for affordable 
housing that also fosters a high quality of life is to 
plan and develop complete low and mid-rise 
communities that are walkable and offer a full range 
of employment opportunities. Because of high land 
values, these may need to be situated distant from 
the GTA. Even if more affordable housing is 
developed across the GTA, it is unlikely to supply all 
that is needed, and it remains unclear how and 
whether this new supply can deliver a high quality of 
life. Our region has gone beyond a tipping point 
where it is not clear that more concentrated 
intensification, which remains the mantra of smart 
growth gurus, will not make matters worse. 
  
Despite the issues raised, Toronto should not give 
up on affordable housing. But it must be willing to 
take a more equitable approach to development. 
This could include intensification of its “Yellow 
Belt” of established suburban neighbourhoods that 
are served by public transit.2 But whether it is by the 
gentle intensification of the yellow belt, the 
development of marginal lands, the spiky 
intensification along transit corridors, or some 
combination thereof, it must be recognized there are 
ultimately limits to growth for housing development 
in the GTA if quality of life remains an important 
consideration. And this implies the need to revisit 
Ontario’s thinking about places to grow. 
  
By starting now to invest in infrastructure that will 
enable us to shift growth to clusters of complete 
communities, which may well end up outside the 
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periphery of the Greenbelt,3 it may be possible to 
enhance both housing affordability and quality of life 
for Ontario’s average working class households. 
Smart growth needs a clean start because if it could 
have happened in the GTA, it would have happened 
by now. This is not to say that Toronto cannot 
develop more housing and find places to grow within 
its boundaries, but affordable housing supporting a 
high quality of life will become an increasingly 
difficult challenge. The GTA has nowhere near the 
capacity available to accommodate the projected 
population growth over the foreseeable future within 
its boundaries. Ignoring this reality and deferring 
investments in energy, transportation and 
telecommunications infrastructure will only serve to 
compromise Ontario’s long-term interests.4 We 
must accept that for future generations, there will 
need to be new places to grow and new affordable 
housing – and some of this will lie outside of the 
GTA. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 The total cost of housing, factoring in government subsidy, the cost of commuting and the value of time expended for day-to-day living, 
represents a more real assessment of its true cost that takes into account its location, proximity to work and the essential services paid for by 
taxpayers. A large number of hidden expenditures and/or savings are attached to housing choices and the monthly mortgage or rent 
payment are often deceptive indicators of affordability. 
4 Royal Commission on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront (Canada), and David Crombie. 1992. Regeneration, Toronto's waterfront and 
the sustainable city: final report. Toronto: The Commission. 
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Community land trusts have increasingly emerged as 
an important model and method for the community-
based stewardship and ownership of land and the 
provision of affordable housing in cities across the 
world. Community land trusts (CLTs), as non-
profit, non-governmental organizations, have also 
contributed to shaping community development 
practices at the urban neighbourhood scale and 
community-based mobilization against processes 
such as gentrification and displacement that 
frequently impact and rupture community 
infrastructures and dynamics in less affluent urban 
neighbourhoods. While CLT organizations can 
differ in structure, the general premise of the CLT 
model focuses on the acquisition of donated or 
purchased land within a defined geographical area of 
a city to serve the needs of community residents, 
with an emphasis on social justice. CLTs work with 
community residents, who may or may not be 
members of the CLT organization, to identify uses 
for the land based upon participatory planning 
exercises and collaborative decision-making. Most 
often, the use of land is geared towards affordable 
housing provision as a commonly identified 
community need, however CLTs can also include 
social/micro-enterprises, community gardens, and 
other spaces of need identified by community 
residents (Yuen, 2014; Yuen & Rosenberg, 2013). 

A number of generalized characteristics allow CLTs 
to mitigate the rise of land values or ‘capture’ land 
values in cities, as a way to preserve affordable land 
and keep it for community purposes. In this way the 
‘trust’ aspect of the CLT model acquires land in trust 
for community land stewardship with the objective 
of holding the land in perpetuity, and places legal 
restrictions on the resale of the land and/or buildings 
to prohibit any profit-making from resale. These 
restrictions are also intended to prevent profit 
generation from any future increased land valuations 
and housing prices in the surrounding area (Davis, 
2007) through gentrification. Any buildings, such as 
affordable housing units, on CLT land can be owned 
or rented by individuals and families. The legal 
restrictions that CLTs create, in the form of a 
ground lease, underline the separation of land title 
(held by the CLT) from the cost of housing 
ownership, with the intention of lowering the cost of 
housing and, ideally, de-commodifying both land 
and housing stock through this arrangement. A 
central aspect of the role of CLT organizations in 
countering gentrification is the emphasis on the de-
commodification of land through its removal from 
the speculative property market. While the ground 
lease arrangement stipulates prohibitions regarding 
any profit-making from housing resales, affordable 
rental housing on CLT owned land is capped in 
terms of rental increases and is intended to provide 
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deep rental affordability for tenants (Aird, 2010; 
Angotti, 2007; Bunce, Khimani, Sungu-Erylimaz & 
Earle, 2013; Crabtree 2010, 2014; Davis, 2007, 
2010; Davis, Algoed & Hernandez, 2020; Meehan, 
2014). 
 
The social and racial justice origins of CLTs are an 
integral feature of both the model and the emergent 
CLT activist movement. The contemporary origins 
of CLTs lie in community organizing by African-
American tenant farmers in the southern United 
States as part of the civil rights movement in the 
1960s. The community land trust became an act of 
resistance against anti-Black racism and the lack of 
available opportunities for African-American land 
ownership in rural locations and increasingly in cities 
(Curtin and Bocarsly, 2010; Davis, 2010). The first 
CLT, New Communities Inc., was created in 1967 
through the efforts of Slater King and Bob Swann in 
rural Georgia and operated as a way for African-
American farmers to collectively own and cultivate a 
large acreage of agricultural land (Davis, 2010). 
After gaining importance in rural areas, the first 
urban CLT was created in Cincinnati in the early 
1980s, in an inner-city neighbourhood of Cincinnati 
with a large African-American community, as a way 
to retain land for community purposes in light of 
public sector disinvestment in neighbourhood 
infrastructure including housing (ibid, 2010). A 
survey of urban CLTs in the United States, 
conducted in 2007, noted the existence of 
approximately 250 community land trust 
organizations in American cities (Sungu-Eryilmaz & 
Greenstein, 2007). In addition to the number of 
CLT organizations, over the past few decades, there 
has been an increase in local and national level CLT 
networks, such as the National CLT Network (now 
Grounded Solutions), that have provided funding 
and educational support to CLTs across the United 
States. A more recent but similar emergence of 
CLTs has occurred in parts of the United Kingdom, 
with an increasing number of CLT organizations 
found in England and Wales and forming in cities 
such as Liverpool, Bristol, and London to provide 
community-led affordable housing (Bunce, 2016, 
2020; Moore & McKee, 2012; Thompson, 2015). 
As of 2020, there are 263 incorporated CLT 
organizations in England and Wales and over 300 
CLTs when including newly formed organizations 
(National CLT Network, 2021). CLTs have become 
increasingly global in scope, with CLT organizations 

emerging to pursue similar aims (provide affordable 
housing, serve community-based and social justice 
interests, and combat gentrification) in the Global 
North and also in countries in the Global South. 
CLTs in countries such as Kenya, Brazil, and 
Bangladesh work to address issues such as refugee 
resettlement and to advocate for land ownership in 
urban informal settlements. There is increasing 
global policy mobility and idea transfer between 
CLT activists, networks, and organizations, with 
educational resource bodies such as Terra Nostra 
Press in the United States advocating for increased 
global discussion around the variegated uses of the 
CLT model across the globe. 
  
Here in Toronto and in other Canadian cities, CLTs 
are growing in significance and relevance. While 
several CLTs, such as Colandco in Toronto and 
Communauté Milton Parc in Montreal, have been 
in existence since the 1980s and strongly entwined 
the formation with co-operative housing 
communities (Bunce & Barndt, 2020), more recently 
created CLT organizations are emphasizing the use 
of the model for a diversity of community uses and 
affordable housing tenures. Some of this work 
includes the integration of an explicit anti-
gentrification and anti-displacement perspective in 
their mobilization and organizing activities and an 
activism geared towards protecting tenants’ rights. 
Further, these CLT initiatives rely on anti-racist and 
anti-oppression frameworks to identify the 
connections between a lack of access to affordable 
housing and land and longstanding racism in 
Canadian cities. While land acquisition for 
affordable housing and other community uses 
remains a core part of CLT work, more recent 
CLTs in Canadian cities, such as Parkdale 
Neighbourhood Land Trust in Toronto’s western 
downtown Parkdale neighbourhood and Hogan’s 
Alley Society in Vancouver, reach beyond this to 
raise public awareness about the impacts of 
gentrification, affordable housing constraints, 
displacement and eviction. Examining notions of 
community land ownership and what property 
ownership actually means within the context of 
settler-colonialism and Indigenous land rights is 
increasingly central in this work (Bunce & Barndt, 
2020). 
  
In Toronto, there are several CLT organizations 
that are actively engaged in acquiring land, primarily 
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for affordable housing provision in light of Toronto’s 
current and very urgent housing crisis. Additionally, 
some of these organizations direct public attention 
to the aforementioned issues and impacts of 
decreasing affordable housing stock, gentrification, 
residential evictions, and neighbourhood 
displacement as impactful and upsetting elements of 
the city’s housing crisis. Parkdale Neighbourhood 
Land Trust1 and Kensington Market Community 
Land Trust2 are two CLT organizations in 
downtown Toronto that seek to address variegated 
issues through the acquisition of neighbourhood 
land and through community-based planning and 
decision-making processes for affordable housing. 
Both CLTs have been successful in acquiring 
property to retain and preserve affordable units in 
their neighbourhoods. For example, the Kensington 
Market Community Land Trust (KMCLT), with 
financial contribution from the City of Toronto and 
other community donations, acquired a 12 unit 
residential building with 5 commercial spaces in 
2021 that stopped an impending residential eviction 
and preserved affordable spaces for tenants.   
 

 
Image Source: Ryan Rubin. Used with permission. 
 
The possibilities of community land trust 
organizations lie in their contributions to addressing 
social and spatial injustices at the neighbourhood 
level through the community ownership of land and 
the provision of affordable housing and other 
community identified uses.  Indeed, Madden and 
Marcuse suggest that community land trusts are ‘the 
most prominent alternative tenures’ in current use 
(Madden & Marcuse, 2016, p. 209).  While not a 
perfect model or a panacea, the role of CLTs in both 

 
1 Parkdale Neighbourhood Land Trust: http://www.pnlt.ca. 
2 Kensington Market Community Land Trust: https://kensingtonmarketcommunitylandtrust.wordpress.com. 

identifying the problems that are inherent in current 
practices of property ownership and providing 
solutions to these practices through attempts to de-
commodify land and housing ownership. CLTs offer 
another way to centre and re-think community 
needs for affordable housing and social justice 
advocacy in cities. Certainly, challenges exist for 
CLT organizational development and the 
acquisition of land particularly in cities with ever 
increasing land values (such as Toronto). As non-
profit NGOs, CLTs rely on a patchwork of funding 
including grants from philanthropic organizations, 
private donors, and government programs. Some 
funding can be dedicated towards organizational 
support for the everyday operation of the CLT and 
other funding can only be used for land acquisition 
and/or affordable housing development. The 
acquisition of fulsome and long-term funding for the 
maintenance and growth of CLTs is vital to the 
efficacy and sustainability of CLT practices. This is 
not to say that CLTs should be turned over to 
governments to operate but instead to stress that 
more funding should be made available to CLT 
organizations so that they can continue to operate 
independently as non-governmental organizations 
and meet community needs. I conclude here with 
several recommendations for CLT support and 
development in Toronto and more widely. 
 
Recommendations 
 

• Immediately increase and expand variegated 
forms of funding support for CLT 
organizations that allow for organizational 
support such as staff positions and funding 
for land acquisition and affordable housing 
development; 

• Modify Government of Canada charity 
regulations to allow for more flexibility in 
the charitable status of non-profit 
organizations such as CLTs, in order to 
allow CLTs to accept charitable donations 
of land, fundraise, have an advocacy voice, 
and acquire land through purchase all under 
one non-profit organizational umbrella; 

• Increase public recognition of the CLT 
model as a viable form of community 
organizing for the provision of affordable 
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housing and other community uses at the 
local scale; 

• Local governments should increasingly work 
in partnership with CLT organizations in a 
way that allows CLTs to own land title but 
where government politicians, staff, and 
municipal policies and bylaws facilitate the 
development and expansion of CLT efforts 
and land/affordable housing portfolios; 

• Local governments should work with CLT 
organizations to identify abandoned 
properties that can be marked for 
expropriation and transfer the properties to 
CLT ownership.  
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The attainability of stable, secure, affordable housing 
in the Greater Toronto Area was already in question 
long before the COVID-19 pandemic. While 
demands for access to adequate housing have 
centered on those without housing—and rightly 
so—we have also seen that those with some degree 
of housing security have experienced symptoms of 
the underlying systemic crisis. One such symptom is 
pervasive loneliness, which has been associated with 
condominium living as well as being widely reported 
among elderly populations, even before the 
pandemic and lockdowns (Edwards, 2019; Barken, 
2017). On the other end of the lifespan, the 
prevalence of young adults living at home 
demonstrates the multifaceted nature of the housing 
crisis. Statistics Canada data from the 2016 census 
found that about 47% of young adults 20-34 live 
with their parents in Toronto (Tomaszczyk & 
Worth, 2020). Authors Tomaszczyk and Worth find 
that ‘co-residence’ with parents may offset the 
negative impacts of precarious jobs and education 
debt for young adults: “with a receding welfare state, 
the safety net of the family home becomes a 
significant advantage for millennials who co-reside 
with their parents” (p. 1111). For some young adults, 
living in the family home is a means of maintaining 
their class position by building savings toward the 
purchase of property or other assets, though 
Tomaszczyk and Worth also examine how 
“intergenerational co-residence” is culturally-specific, 
and often considered to be beneficial to all members 
in the living arrangement (pp. 1112-1117). They 

observe that, “with the provision of mutual support 
and care, a kind of ‘family solidarity,’ co-residence is 
both “economic and emotional” (Tomaszczyk & 
Worth, 2020, p. 1117). 
 
Indeed, the dual “economic and emotional” 
attributes of housing provision and family structure 
have a long lineage of political-theoretical 
discussion, particularly among feminist scholars. 
Pre-pandemic, critical theorist Nancy Fraser (2016) 
has pointed to the “crisis of care,” highlighting the 
decreasing capacity to perform childcare, eldercare, 
household maintenance, community building and 
other forms of devalued labour necessary for 
sustaining social life. When the directive to “stay 
home, save lives,” was rolled out by all three levels of 
government in March 2020, many people in 
Canada’s urban centres pointed to the impossibility 
of following this public health advice in the absence 
of an adequate home to take shelter in. Thus, even if 
we set aside the crisis of homelessness for a moment, 
we must still confront the sicknesses of the nuclear 
household, such as isolation, stress borne of the 
unequal division of household labour, and the 
inadequacy of much of the rental housing stock to 
accommodate alternative living arrangements. 
  
In the aftermath of the first lockdown period inany 
post-pandemic recovery Canada, we must begin to 
confront the question: what is to be done about the 
“economic and emotional” problem of urban 
housing? 

5.4 
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We are due for profound changes in how we design 
and support housing around the notion of ‘family.’ 
We must reinvent the family home. Family and 
housing are co-constituted, but too often understood 
and addressed separately by policy. The rationale 
seems to be: let us first provide a patchwork of 
subsidies and programs to help middle-class families, 
and then this will sort out the housing issue. 
However, this logic continues to separate the spheres 
of ‘home’, ‘family’, and ‘work’ in a way that does not 
reflect reality. 
  
Early on in the context of international lockdown 
measures, theorist and critic Sophie Lewis wrote: 
  

‘Staying home’ is what is somehow self-
evidently supposed to keep us well. But there 
are several problems with this, as anyone 
inclined to think about it critically (even for 
a moment) might figure out – problems one 
might summarize as the mystification of the 
couple-form; the romanticisation of kinship; 
and the sanitization of the fundamentally 
unsafe space that is private property. (Lewis, 
2020). 

  
In Canada, there were reports of an uptick in 
violence within the household: “Before the 
pandemic, hate and violence against cis and trans 
women, Two-Spirit and gender-diverse people was 
already a crisis. During the pandemic, the crisis has 
become more pronounced” (Sultana & Ravanera, 
2020). We know that confinement with an abuser 
further isolates survivors, and in some cases leads to 
death, often at the hands of male partners or family 
members (Sultana & Ravanera, 2020). 
 
Re-imagining the family home involves re-
imagining our relations to land, and this will not, I 
argue, be resolved through simply providing 
subsidies to middle-class families or building more 
shelters. Historically, the family as an economic unit 
has been central to the project of settler colonial 
state-making and hegemony (Christie, 2002; 
Maynard, 2017; Rotz, 2017). The history of 
Canadian landholding bears evidence of this; for 
example, the Government of Ontario gave plots of 
land to European settler families, fostering the 
patriarchal family farm structure that became so 
central to agricultural production, while also 

signaling that household (kinship) labour was key to 
the state-making project (Rotz, 2017). Often, the 
primacy of the family unit has been pitted against 
broader notions of collectivity. We have already seen 
indicators that the patriarchally structured nuclear 
family is not a working model in its prevalent 
contemporary forms, but indeed one could argue 
that it never truly did work to secure social and 
economic liberation for a majority of the population, 
as it was not set up for this purpose. In her 
examination of love within community networks, 
bell hooks observes: 
  

The failure of the patriarchal nuclear family 
has been utterly documented. Exposed as 
dysfunctional more often than not, as a place 
of emotional chaos, neglect, and abuse, only 
those in denial continue to insist that this is 
the best environment for raising children. 
(hooks, 2001). 

  
Upper classes have historically been more equipped 
to outsource the work of cooking, cleaning, 
shopping, homework help, hygiene, emotional 
support and conflict mediation to others. As many 
feminists have pointed out, expanding access to care-
givers or providing corporate family benefits is 
bound to be unevenly distributed, and therefore not 
radical whatsoever, as it simply means continued 
exploitation for others who accept low wages to 
offset household needs. The revolutionary approach 
we require is one that understands race, class, and 
gender as co-constitutive. Pandemic or not, the 
nuclear family home is not a salve for public health 
issues. 

◆ 
  
Here I would like to briefly highlight two concepts 
that I believe can aid us in re-imagining family 
housing. Both are significant to critical urban 
studies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

PETRASEK 204 

 
Image Source: Pictograms from Iconoclasistas for free 
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Everyday Life 
 
In rethinking the relationships between the family, 
housing, urbanism and the state, we can usefully 
look to French philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s concept 
of ‘everyday life’ (Lefebvre, 2014[1947]). Writing in 
the 20th century, with this concept Lefebvre 
responded to the prompting of Marxist philosophy 
roughly a century earlier, to resist simply offering 
interpretations of the world, and to provoke change. 
Lefebvre’s particular contribution was to recognize 
the growing significance of urban space in the late 
twentieth century, and to help us see it as grounds 
for potential societal transformation 
(Goonewardena, 2005). For Lefebvre, everyday lived 
experience was not to be dismissed as simply 
derivative of overarching processes like global 
urbanization, but was in actuality “the reservoir of 
radical-utopian subjectivity” from which urban 
transformation would emanate (Goonewardena, 
2005, p. 65). 
  
Lefebvre offers some illuminating comments on how 
the contemporary family has been reduced to an 
isolated nucleus, and how this has significant effects 
on the social totality: 
 

…everyday, private or ‘reprivatized’ life and 
family life are these days intimately linked 
together. Although the everyday does not 
restrict itself to the internal life of the family 
group and to ‘private life’, it encompasses the 
things which affect them. Therefore it includes 

whatever escapes from other groups as such, 
something which should not make us forget 
that in its way private family life penetrates, 
emphasizes and colours everything which 
spills over into it—work, leisure activities, 
sociability, culture. (Lefebvre, 2014[1947], 
p. 383, emphasis added). 

  
Lefebvre saw private family life as intricately related 
to a broader trend of ‘privatization’ in society, having 
a bridging effect between the levels of everyday life 
and of the state. In this way, examining the family 
and the private home was central to a critique of 
everyday life under state capitalism in the mid 
twentieth century. 
 
The following observation by Lefebvre is especially 
resonant at this moment of pandemic: “The more 
threatening the outside world becomes, the greater 
the importance and continuity of the interior—that 
which surrounds or protects subjective interiority” 
(Lefebvre, 2014[1947], p. 734). I conjecture that we 
are witnessing the further securitization and 
enclosure of private family dwellings: from seemingly 
mundane home improvement projects to the 
purchase of firearms for defense of property, 
precisely at a time when we most urgently need to 
expand protections. 
 

 
Image Source: Pictograms from Iconoclasistas for free 
circulation without commercial purposes. 
Iconoclasistas.net. 
  
Social Reproduction 
  
The second concept that is deeply useful in 
recognizing the crisis we inhabit is that of social 
reproduction. 
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Under capitalism, workers sell their labour in 
exchange for wages. But what enables the worker to 
continue to get up and go to work? It is not simply 
the wage, which is barely a ‘living’ wage in cities like 
Toronto. In asking this question, we look beyond 
the appearance of the worker as a complete entity in 
order to interrogate the very conditions of existence 
for that entity (Social Reproduction Theory, 2017). 
Social reproduction theory offers a more complex 
and robust understanding of class and the continued 
relevance of this concept. It demonstrates that 
workers have an existence beyond the place of waged 
work. It helps refocus our gaze to encompass various 
sites of struggle. 
  
As sociologist David Madden observes, 
  

If urbanism is to have any kind of viable 
future, the connections between housing and 
social reproduction need to be both better 
understood and radically changed. The 
housing crisis and the crisis of social 
reproduction are not identical, but they are 
firmly intertwined and co-constitutive. 
(Madden, 2020). 

  
In the industrial cities and towns of the nineteenth 
century, a crisis of reproduction emerged among the 
poor and working classes who could not sustain 
themselves, as well as a moral crisis among the 
middle classes who observed the destruction of the 
sanctity of the family (Fraser, 2016). At the time, 
numerous different socialist, Marxist, and 
communist thinkers saw the demise of the 
patriarchal family unit as a welcome signal of the 
transition away from capitalism (Kollontai, 
1977[1920]; Vogel, 2013). 
  
However, what gradually emerged was a 
reorganization of the capitalist relations of 
production and reproduction: the ‘modern family’ 
with a family wage and housewifization was 
generalized in England and later in the United 
States (Federici, 2004). Feminist movements of the 
1960s-70s took up the issue of housework, focusing 
on the role of the state and the provision of social 
welfare. Today, the state’s place in the social 
reproduction of the family remains in question, 
especially as neoliberal policy and financialization 

have reduced the role of the state in the provision of 
housing. 

◆ 
  
In the 2020 federal Throne Speech, the Liberal 
government promised to “ensure a feminist, 
intersectional response to the pandemic and 
recovery” (Governor General of Canada, 2020). The 
speech rightly recognized that low-income, 
racialized women in particular have been hit hardest 
by Covid-19, working in and outside the home, 
whether paid, under-paid, or unpaid. One of the 
signature promises was an increased investment in 
affordable and comprehensive childcare. 
 
In response, journalist and writer Nora Loreto 
commented on Twitter that the realization of a 
childcare program like the one the Liberal 
government promises to deliver would require a 
robust, unified feminist movement that is currently 
absent (Loreto, @NoLore, September 24, 2020). 
According to Loreto, without such a countervailing 
force, the Liberals will create a program that is 
uneven and exclusive. Like Loreto, I also take a 
pessimistic view on the capability of the current 
Liberal administration to make good on such 
promises for caring infrastructure, but not because I 
do not see the pressure from the ground; rather, I see 
the absence of a social reproduction perspective that 
would take into account the connection between 
housing and care. 
  
In that same speech, the Liberal federal government 
mentioned yet again that they would place particular 
emphasis on helping Canadians in the middle-class 
“and those working hard to join it.” One of the main 
pathways to entering the middle class is through 
property acquisition. While the 2020 Throne Speech 
mentioned the continued pursuit of the goals set 
forth in the National Housing Strategy of 2017, 
along with investments in rapid housing for acute 
need and more partnerships with not-for-profits and 
co-ops, the overall emphasis on the housing market 
mechanism for upward mobility is clear: 
  
For the middle class, the Government will also move 
forward with enhancements to the First-Time 
Home Buyer Incentive, including in Canada’s largest 
cities, so families can afford to buy their first home. 
Housing is something everyone deserves, and it’s 
also a key driver of the economy. Construction 
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projects create jobs, and having a home is critical so 
people can contribute to their communities. 
(Governor General of Canada, 2020). 
  
The “economic and emotional” aspects of housing 
are on display here, though they are firmly tied to 
commodification. The appeal to security and 
prosperity is geared toward a specific subset of the 
population and laced with puritanical obligation. We 
need you to purchase a home to drive the economy, 
create jobs and contribute productively. 
  
Why can’t we come up with viable alternatives to 
private family home ownership as the building block 
for a healthy society? 
 

◆ 
  
Fortunately, we have numerous examples, historical 
and contemporary, to look to for inspiration. 
  
Author and activist Naomi Klein tackled this very 
topic in an  recent episode of the Intercepted 
Podcast (Intercepted, August 5, 2020). Klein takes 
us to a multi-family intentional community in 
Oakland, California, and speaks to Gopal Dayaneni, 
one of the members of the community, about how 
they have been able to adapt to the pandemic 
conditions. Their conversation emphasizes how the 
work of social reproduction is distributed among the 
members, offsetting some of the negative impacts of 
the lockdown. This community is just one example 
of groups creating commons of land and housing, 
whether through co-operatives or land trusts or anti-
eviction organizing. These examples urge us to 
“think bigger than your family” (Intercepted, August 
5, 2020). 
  
In Toronto and elsewhere, collectives have stepped 
in to defend housing where governments have failed. 
Moms for Housing, also based in Oakland, is a 
“collective of homeless and marginally housed 
mothers” who have come together to reclaim 
housing from speculation toward community needs 
(Moms4Housing, 2020). In Philadelphia, unhoused 
mothers and children who had been occupying 
vacant homes recently claimed a victory when the 
city agreed to hand over fifty vacant properties to a 
newly-created land trust, allowing the current 
occupants to remain and securing housing for others 
(DemocracyNow, September 29, 2020). Here in 

Toronto, the Encampment Support Network (ESN) 
has continued to provide protective infrastructure to 
those living in public parks since the spring 
(Encampment Support Network Toronto, 
@ESN_TO, 2020). Popular interest and organizing 
for community land trusts is growing across the 
country. 
  
Rethinking the family home does not mean we must 
entirely do away with the loving bonds of familial 
intimacy that are already incipient. As hooks writes, 
  
Whenever we heal family wounds, we strengthen 
community. Doing this, we engage in loving 
practice. That love lays the foundation for the 
constructive building of community with strangers. 
(hooks, 2001, p. 144). 
  
Problems with family, housing, and work plagued us 
before the pandemic. Now, we have an opportunity 
to rebuild and redesign against isolation. 
  
Recommendations 
 

• Moratorium on evictions (provincial level); 
• City pays a modest sum to rent vacant units 

formerly used for temporary rental and lease 
these at deeply affordable rates, as seen in 
Lisbon (municipal level); 

• Normalize and invest in affordable, decent, 
long-term rental housing rather than offer 
subsidies to first-time home buyers (federal). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 



 

       ADVANCING THE RIGHT TO HOUSING IN TORONTO 207 

 
References 

 

 
Barken, R. (2017). Reconciling tensions: Needing formal and family/friend care but feeling like a burden.  
  Canadian Journal on Aging, 36(1), 81-96. 
DemocracyNow. (September 29, 2020). Philly activists reclaim 50 vacant houses, creating a model for organizing  
  as mass evictions loom.  
  https://www.democracynow.org/2020/9/29/keeanga_yamahtta_taylor_philadelphia_housing. 
Edwards, S. (February 2019). Are we building a city for lonely people? NOW Magazine,  
  https://nowtoronto.com/lifestyle/toronto-lonely-condos-design. 
Encampment Support Network Toronto. (2020). @ESN_TO. www.twitter.com. 
Federici, S. (2004). Caliban and the witch. Autonomedia. 
Fraser, N. (2016). Contradictions of capital and care. New Left Review, 100, 99-117. 
Goonewardena, K. (2005). The urban sensorium: Space, ideology and the aestheticization of politics. Antipode,  
  37(1), 46-71. 
Governor General of Canada. (September 23, 2020). A stronger and more resilient Canada: Speech from the  
  throne to open the second session of the forty-third Parliament of Canada.  
  https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/campaigns/speech-throne/2020/stronger-resilient-canada.html. 
hooks, b. (2001). All about love: New visions. HarperCollins. 
Christie, N., Ed. (2002). Households of faith: Family, gender and community in Canada, 1760-1969. McGill- 
  Queen's University Press. 
Intercepted Podcast. (August 5, 2020). Escape from the nuclear family: Covid-19 should provoke a rethink of  
  how we live. https://theintercept.com/2020/08/05/escape-from-the-nuclear-family-covid-19-should- 
  provoke-a-re-think-of-how-we-live-coronavirus-naomi-klein-civilian-conservation-corps. 
Kollontai, A. (1977[1920]). Communism and the family. Selected Writings. Allison & Busby. 
Lefebvre, H. 2014[1947]. Critique of everyday life: The one-volume edition. J. Moore & G. Elliot, Trans. Verso. 
Lewis, S. (March 24, 2020). The coronavirus crisis shows it’s time to abolish the family. OpenDemocracy.  
  https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/coronavirus-crisis-shows-its-time-abolish-family. 
Loreto, N. (September 24, 2020). @NoLore. www.twitter.com. 
Madden, D. (June 25, 2020). Housing and the crisis of social reproduction. e-flux. https://www.e- 
  flux.com/architecture/housing/333718/housing-and-the-crisis-of-social-reproduction. 
Maynard, R. (2017). Policing black lives. Fernwood Publishing. 
Moms for Housing. (2020). https://moms4housing.org. 
Rotz, S. (2017). ‘They took our beads, it was a fair trade, get over it’: Settler colonial logics, racial hierarchies and  
  material dominance in Canadian agriculture. Geoforum, 82, 158-169. 
Social reproduction theory: Remapping class, recentering oppression. (2017). T. Bhattacharya, Ed. Pluto Press. 
Sultana, A. & Ravanera, C. (July 28, 2020). A feminist economic recovery plan for Canada: Making the economy  
  work for everyone. The Institute for Gender and the Economy (GATE) and YWCA Canada.  
  www.feministrecovery.ca. 
Tomaszczyk, A. C. & Worth, N. (2020). Boomeranging home: Understanding why young adults live with  
  parents in Toronto, Canada. Social and Cultural Geography, 21(8), 1103-1121. 
Vogel, L. (2013). Marxism and the oppression of women. Haymarket. 
 



AFFORDABLE HOUSING CHALLENGE PROJECT 208 

 
Solving the Housing Crisis:  

Some Conclusions and 
Recommendations 

 
AFFORDABLE HOUSING CHALLENGE  

PROJECT COLLECTIVE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This report has brought together a wide range of 
perspectives on the housing affordability crisis facing 
Toronto and other cities in North America. Its 
chapters document worsening trends within the 
housing system that have combined to create a crisis 
of affordability for hundreds of thousands of 
Torontonians. Over the past three decades, 
practically no new rental housing affordable to low 
or middle incomes renters has been built. This  
neglect has been made worse  by federal and 
provincial government decisions made in the 1990s  
to cancel programs and subsidies for building new 
social affordable housing, and to download most of 
the existing social housing stock to chronically 
underfunded municipalities. While limited Federal 
and Provincial funding for the development of new 
affordable units has resumed since the mid-2000s, it 
remains far below the levels necessary to build the 
number of units created during the peak years of 
social housing development (the mid-1960s to the 
mid-1980s). More pressingly, it remains far below 
the levels needed to mitigate the overall loss of 
affordable rental housing, let alone expand access to 
it. At the same time, housing affordable to low and 
(increasingly) middle income residents is being lost 
at an alarming rate. The financialization of the rental 
stock undertaken by highly capitalized REITs, 
private equity funds, and other corporate structures, 

has sped up the pace of this loss, through well-
documented practices such as renovictions and 
above-guideline rent-hiking. Adding to this loss are 
the conversions of (often low-rise) purpose-built 
rental stock to owner-occupation. Underlying all of 
these processes, the financialization of land and 
housing has promulgated historic increases in debt, 
land values, and house prices, and ultimately created 
an unsustainable real estate bubble. 
  
The chapters in this report propose a series of 
recommendations for addressing the housing 
affordability crisis, which can help greater Toronto 
and other metropolitan areas in Canada to expand 
the stock of new housing affordable to low and 
middle income residents and protecting its existing 
stock. In this conclusion, we summarize a number of 
these recommendations. This, of course, is 
necessarily a partial and brief summary, and the 
separate chapters should be consulted to understand 
the full set of recommendations and details related to 
each sub-component of the housing system. 
  
Creating New Social, Non-Market and Affordable 
Market Rental Units 
  
First and foremost, there is a need to increase the 
amount of various forms of social and non-market 
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rental housing. Despite the fact that the number of 
renter households has grown dramatically in recent 
years, and that today almost half of all households in 
Toronto are renters, purpose-built rental units have 
made up less than 10 percent of new units completed 
in the 2000s and the 2010s. Since the early 1990s 
the scarce supply of new purpose-bult rental has 
made it increasingly challenging for hundreds of 
thousands of low and middle income renters to 
access stable, affordable rental housing. This has 
affected renters at all income levels but has affected 
those who are poorest the most egregiously.  
 
Above all, addressing the housing crisis must begin 
through addressing the emergency faced by lower 
income tenants. There needs to be, in the words of 
Suttor in Section 1.2, enough new social/non-
market units ‘to make a difference’. The annual need 
of social/non-market units is estimated to be roughly 
4,000 new units/year for the Greater Toronto Area.  
And at least 10% of new units should be “deeply 
affordable”. The provision of sufficient new social 
housing units on this scale will not be possible if only 
coordinated at the scale of municipal government, 
which has the lowest revenues and most limited (and 
uneven) capacity for producing new units. As Suttor 
suggests, there needs to be a new provincial housing 
agency that directs and funds this effort, with a 
continued active funding role post-construction, and 
with rent subsidies for existing social housing tenants 
also ‘up-loaded’ to the provincial level for 
consistency.    
  
Apart from direct public provision of social housing, 
there is a need for additional non-market forms of 
housing. Upper levels of government need to provide 
support - legislative, logistic, organizational, and 
budgetary – for community land trusts (CLTs), non-
profit housing providers, and cooperatives so that 
they can build new units, acquire existing affordable 
units from the private market, and support their 
ongoing operation. This includes expanding 
government partnerships that allow for the transfer 
of title to CLTs and other non-market providers 
while helping to develop and expand their portfolios. 
It also includes government support to expand the 
capacities of these organizations to develop and 
operate units, through supporting various ‘wrap-
around’ management services such as matchmaking, 
cultural competency training, startup funding, tax 
training, and coaching that would enhance the 

knowledge and capacity of different organizations 
providing social benefits to be included in any new 
development proposals. To encourage these forms of 
non-market housing, the federal government should 
allow for more flexibility in charity regulations so 
that non-profit housing providers and CLTs can 
accept charitable donations to acquire land, as well as 
charitable donations of land, and for fundraising and 
developing advocacy capacity. And local 
governments should adopt bylaws and programs that 
help facilitate the transfer of abandoned properties to 
CLTs and other non-market providers. 
  
Within the private housing market, there are also 
opportunities for creating permanently affordable, 
community-owned rental units through inclusionary 
zoning. Municipalities should adopt inclusionary 
zoning policies that create units permanently 
affordable to residents at a range of income levels.   
Inclusionary zoning affordability requirements 
should be set high, without making new 
developments economically infeasible. As of 2021, 
research suggests that for most high-growth areas in 
Toronto (where the majority of new housing is 
currently being developed) at least 20 to 30 percent 
of the floor area of new private high-rise residential 
developments could feasibly be set aside as 
affordable. A human-rights-based and evidence-
based approach to implementing IZ should replace 
the highly conservative approach recently legislated 
by the City of Toronto. 
 
There is also a need to re-plan and re-develop many 
of the City’s single-family neighborhoods, through 
both public-led development and private-led 
developments subject to inclusionary zoning. These 
neighborhoods can be made more accessible and 
more liveable through the addition of  low and mid-
rise housing forms. Places outside the GTA, and 
beyond the Greenbelt, should also be considered for 
sites of new affordable mixed-use private housing 
development, and provincial policies could 
encourage development to be less-concentrated 
within the GTA. In addition, both the federal and 
provincial governments can use tax policies and 
subsidies to incentivize private developers to build 
affordable purpose-built rental housing stock, 
following some of the key policy lessons from 
Vancouver, cities in Germany, and other areas where 
there has been some success on this front. 
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The provincial government(s) are the best level of 
government to accomplish an equitable and rapid 
increase in the provision of a range of social and 
non-market units given their substantial holdings of 
state-owned land, and abilities to negotiate use of 
federal lands. The provincial government should 
take advantage of its large holdings of state-owned 
land to coordinate the public benefits of new 
development to achieve other social objectives, 
including the promotion of inclusion, diversity and 
equity, reparations and returns of land to Indigenous 
communities, and environmentally-sustainable forms 
of development. In addition to the building of new 
units, the provincial government needs to consider 
an acquisition strategy for purchasing land and 
housing units in strategic locations to maintain the 
affordability of units that meet the needs of different 
social groups and family types, as noted below. 
However, unfortunately, growing swaths of public-
owned land have been privatized in recent decades, 
with the receipts used for short-term goals like 
balancing budgets. There should be a moratorium on 
public land privatization at all levels of government 
(federal, provincial, municipal), with any surplus 
land assessed for their potential as sites for affordable 
housing before any sale or transfer is allowed. If 
appropriate, these surplus lands should be used for 
development of highly-affordable housing (with 
between 50 and 100 percent of units meeting 
affordability criteria). Non-market housing providers 
(including community land trusts, non-profits, and 
cooperatives, as well as state housing agencies and 
Indigenous communities) should be given right-of-
first refusal in any proposed transfer, with priority 
given to indigenous-led organizations and other 
organizations serving equity-seeking groups. 
  
Addressing the Financialization of Housing 
  
One of the reasons that rental housing is being 
financialized relates to the unequal tax treatment of 
real estate investment trusts (REITs) and similar 
financial entities. There should be a minimum 
corporate tax of 15% on REITs that will be 
earmarked for the building of low-income housing 
in Canadian cities, and the Canada Revenue Agency 
should study the feasibility and process for taxing 
REITs like other corporate entities. Furthermore, 
financialization has led to increasing corporate 
concentration of ownership of the rental housing 
stock, providing monopolistic and oligopolistic 

market power to the largest firms in a number of 
Canadian markets. Upper levels of government 
should enforce laws under the Competition Act that 
prevent monopolistic and oligopolistic market 
behaviours. Key ‘financialized’ corporate landlords 
should be nationalized, with their units 
incrementally turned over to social affordable rental 
housing agencies to maintain the affordability of 
those units. As well, select hotel and office buildings 
that have been made redundant for their original 
purposes by changed office arrangements (including 
those brought on by the pandemic) should be re-
purposed to provide affordable housing where 
appropriate. 
  
To address the financialization of the owner-
occupied sector, the Canada Mortgage Bonds 
(CMB) program should be ended, the mortgage-
backed securities program under the National 
Housing Act (NHA-MBS) should be reformed so 
that it maintains stability of prices instead of 
promoting speculation, and there should be no new 
Insured Mortgage Purchase Program (IMPP) 
adopted. Instead, when a financial crisis or pandemic 
hits, governments should provide benefits directly to 
households. 
  
Creating a More Just Private Rental Housing 
System for Tenants 
  
Many of the recommendations in this report are 
directly concerned with reforms that would improve 
the lives of tenants and create a more just rental 
housing market for everyone. A key reform that 
would have enormous and immediate impacts would 
be to implement real rent control, by ending ‘vacancy 
decontrol’. Under vacancy decontrol, a landlord can 
raise the rent to whatever the market will bear once 
the unit is vacated. This encourages landlords to 
make use of aggressive practices (legal and illegal) to 
evict existing tenants during periods of rent increases 
- expediting gentrification, compromising security of 
tenure, and further speeding up inflation of rents 
overall. Removing vacancy decontrol will effectively 
re-establish the rent control regime that existed in 
Ontario up to 1996, when the Mike Harris 
Conservative government implemented vacancy 
decontrol, and will lead to much more stable rents 
and far fewer evictions. Furthermore, rent control 
should be applied to all rental units, not only units 
built before 1992 (which was the policy adopted by 
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the Bob Rae NDP government in November of that 
year), or 2018 (the Doug Ford Conservative 
government announced that all new units built after 
2018 would not be subject to any rent control 
(whether vacant or occupied), which is the policy in 
place as this is written).   
  
One very problematic aspect of the rental market 
system is the provision of ‘above-guideline increases’ 
(AGIs), in which a landlord can apply to raise a 
units’ rent above the level annually stipulated by 
provincial policy in order to pay for repairs, 
renovations and other costs. It is very rare that these 
are not approved by Landlord-Tenant Boards. AGIs 
not only cause undue stress on tenants who 
otherwise would have experienced stable rent 
increases, but they are often used by landlords during 
periods of rapidly rising rents to harass tenants 
and/or provoke tenants to move. AGIs should be 
eliminated. In addition, new and expanded funding 
should be made available to landlords for renovating 
aging rental stock. And until vacancy decontrol is 
removed, acceptance of such funds should be 
conditional upon agreement not to raise the rent, 
even upon vacancy. Additional categories of tenants 
could be designed within the rent control regime to 
protect and prevent the displacement of non-profit 
community, cooperative, artist, immigrant-serving, 
and philanthropic organization tenants. 
  
As part of a new rent control regime that eliminates 
AGIs and vacancy decontrol, the province should 
establish a system for implementing rent freezes 
during times of public emergencies (such as 
pandemics), and should impose an eviction 
moratorium during these episodes. This eviction 
moratorium needs to be properly enforced, and 
should not involve loopholes like the ones in 
evidence during the second Ontario eviction 
moratorium in winter of 2021. Any periods of public 
emergency that result in loss of employment and 
income on behalf of tenants (such as seen during the 
COVID-19 pandemic) should also involve rent 
forgiveness and rent supplements. 
  
There is a serious lack of tenant voices in the 
governing of existing rental housing. Commercial 
landlords should be required to establish tenant 
boards elected by existing tenants, which will then be 
responsible for proposing and approving decisions 
for capital expenditures beyond regular maintenance. 

Tenant boards would need to approve any request 
for new guideline rent increases or emergency funds 
from the new rent regulation system. Furthermore, 
tenant boards could offer educational sessions on 
building maintenance, tenant rights and obligations, 
and financial literacy. 
 
Landlord-tenant board (LTB) hearings should be 
held in person, so that tenants who do not have a 
stable internet connection can fully participate and 
have their voice heard. Tenants should have full 
right to legal counsel and representation at LTB 
hearings, as well as eviction assistance, and rent 
supplements in cases where they are being evicted 
due to lost income and/or employment. 
  
Existing rental housing currently requires, and will 
in the future require even greater, investment in 
refurbishment and renovation. Some of this will be 
undertaken via ‘tower renewal’ initiatives. Tower 
renewal, refurbishment, redevelopment, and 
‘greening’ initiatives, should be assessed in terms of 
their ability to simultaneously enhance both 
affordability and environmental justice, with 
vulnerability assessments included in the planning 
and funding criteria. Tenant-led committees should 
be given a similar role as tenant boards in shaping 
renewal/renovation plans. Such a revised definition 
of ‘renewal’ would help put tenants first and ensure 
the longer-term sustainability and maintenance of 
affordable units. 
 
In all cases, it is imperative that environmental 
sustainability and the larger objective of sustainable 
development be incorporated into design, 
construction and maintenance plans, using 
renewable sources that use low energy during 
manufacturing and have sustainable life cycles.  
  
To address systemic injustices against Indigenous 
peoples and to enhance the social, cultural and 
environmental sustainability of future rental housing, 
Indigenous knowledges and epistemologies should 
be incorporated into design principles and 
governance structures. This should be undertaken 
with the understanding that the property market 
system was instituted as part of the colonization of 
Canada. This system can only be reformed in ways 
that meet the needs of everyone, including 
Indigenous peoples, if Indigenous peoples and 
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Indigenous traditional knowledges and ontologies 
are centred in future designs and plans for housing.   
  
It is necessary to remember that housing is for 
people to live in, to grow up in, and it needs to 
provide healthy spaces to meet the diversity of needs 
of the entire population. This will require innovative 
new ideas and designs. Among other things, this will 
involve housing for multi-generational habitation 
(both of multigenerational families/kin, as well as 
among unrelated residents). As the population ages, 
there should be specific mechanisms and processes 
for communicating with seniors and newcomers to 
Canada who speak one of the non-official languages. 
New partnership agreement frameworks should be 
created that reduce barriers to providing key services 
to tenants on-site, including food and supplies, and 
that enhance safety for diverse groups in congregate 
spaces. 
  
As the affordable housing crisis has continued, one 
group that has been particularly affected is youth, 
including LGBTQ2S youth, Indigenous youth, 
racialized youth, girls and young women, and 
migrant youth. Overall, homelessness has increased. 
There needs to be a new mechanism for providing 
meaningful input and participation in policy 
decisions to youth, including those related to 
homelessness and transitioning out of homelessness. 
Supports for youth need to be linked to integrated 
service networks, via drop-in centres, shelters, and 
transitional housing programs, with secure, 
continuous and adequate funding. A Housing First 
for Youth (HF4Y) approach should be adopted to 
rapidly re-house youth experiencing, or at risk of, 
homelessness, and affordable housing should be 
made available to youth without adult consent. 
Housing and emergency support workers should be 
trained to respond to the needs of key populations 
experiencing homelessness, including youth, and 
should be themselves diverse and reflective of the 
communities they are serving. 
  
Our report’s objective has been practical: to identify 
key factors’ driving the GTA’s mounting affordable 
housing crisis; to illustrate its unevenly experienced 
impacts; to advance immediate and long-term 
solutions to realize the right to housing for all 
residents. 
 

Taken together, our report reveals a housing system 
that has been made to privilege the rights of property 
owners to accumulate wealth over the rights of all 
residents to stable, adequate, affordable housing. 
The consequences for a huge and fast-growing 
number of GTA residents has been housing 
instability, overcrowding, unaffordability, 
displacement, and/or homelessness. Fear of 
unaffordable rent hikes, fear of evictions, the trauma 
of being evicted and/or being displaced from one’s 
neighborhood; these experiences have become part 
of the rhythm of life for too many tenants, just as 
periodic mass clearances of encampments have 
become part of the rhythm of trying-to-survive for 
greater Toronto’s homeless residents.  
 
These experiences and their underlying causes are 
not necessarily new to Ontario – which is a Province 
founded on profit-led plunder and displacement. 
However, they have become increasingly prevalent in 
recent decades, as the hard-fought-for rights and 
capacities of communities to secure affordable homes 
have been rolled back. Since the 1995 election of the 
Conservative Mike Harris government, neoliberal 
ideology has guided much of the Province’s decision-
making on planning and housing policies. Our 
report has documented many of the consequences of 
these changes. The long run outcome has been a 
deepening and increasingly far-reaching housing 
crisis. As the crisis deepens, new approaches to 
understanding and governing our housing system are 
desperately needed. 
 
Advancing a human-rights based approach, our 
report has identified a wide range of specific actions 
that different orders of government can take to 
advance the progressive realization of the right to 
housing for all residents. Taken together, these 
efforts would advance a revolutionary transformation 
of our housing system.  
 
In the long run, realizing the right to housing for 
every resident will involve a wholehearted 
commitment to progressively decommodifying and 
democratizing our housing system. Adopting the 
recommendations in this report, and promoting a 
rights-based approach to housing, would not only 
lead to a steady increase in democratic control over 
how communities are planned and developed, but it 
would also lead to a more affordable, diverse, and 
inclusive housing system. In a decommodified 
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housing system, a shrinking proportion of household 
spending and investment will be eaten up by the 
need to secure housing, and a growing fund of 
disposable income will become available to invest in 
the social reproduction of households and 
communities.  
 
We remain optimistic that another housing system is 
achievable –one which advances community-control 
over rental housing, inclusionary development 
through expanded government funding and 
regulations, and ultimately, the right to housing for 
all residents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 




