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NEIGHBOURHOODS

¢ Over the past 25 years, the federal government has
played an increasingly limited role in creating affordable
housing, and Canada’s current proportion of social
housing units is far below the OECD average.
¢ Hundreds of thousands of low-income families are
on waiting lists for subsidized housing. Some become
homeless while they wait.
¢ Vulnerable subpopulations are at risk because they
lack supportive housing.
¢ Indigenous people who are in core housing need or
homeless are overrepresented compared to the rest of
Canada.

CLEAR CHOICES

HIGH STAKES

ALTERNATIVE
FEDERAL BUDGET
2017

¢ Invest $1 billion annually to preserve existing
social housing units.
¢ Permanently increase funding for the Investment
in Affordable Housing program by an additional
$1 billion annually.
¢ Provide $1 billion annually for supportive housing,
focusing on the most vulnerable sections of the
population.
¢ Invest in on-reserve housing.

POLICYALTERNATIVES.CA/AFB2017

Background
A strong federal government role in creating affordable housing is vital for multiple
reasons. First, low-income households (particularly households relying on social assistance) simply can’t afford the monthly rent
required of most types of housing on the
private market. Second, high-growth areas
of cities (especially new suburbs) can’t rely
on private developers to create apartment
units needed by workers (who in turn are
needed by those same communities, especially in the service sector). Third, it’s important that non-profit entities own and
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operate housing, as non-profit ownership
keeps rent levels down over the long term
and creates public assets in the process.1
Finally, when it comes to vulnerable subpopulations (including persons with mental
health problems, persons living with HIV/
AIDS, and seniors), non-profit entities are
effective at creating buildings that can foster community development.
From the 1960s until the late 1980s, Canada’s federal government played a very active role in creating housing for both lowincome and middle-income households.2
Always in partnership with the private sector,
the federal government typically cost-shared

the development of new housing units with

those with a lived experience of poverty is

provincial and territorial governments. Ten-

also critical.

ants were in turn charged an amount they

In the current federal government’s first

were deemed able to afford — typically 30%

budget, housing made a comeback — al-

of their gross monthly income. As a result,

though a modest one compared to the 1970s

as many as 25,000 new subsidized hous-

and 1980s. The Trudeau government an-

ing units were created across Canada each

nounced $1.3 billion in new federal fund-

year. Low-income households who sought

ing for housing for 2016-17, and $956 mil-

subsidized housing often received it with-

lion for 2017-18. That’s an average of just

in months, and very few individuals were

over $1 billion in new federal funding per

homeless compared to today.

year over a two-year period. Although this

3

In the early 1990s, with the onset of neo-

is a respectable start, this year’s’ AFB will

liberalism, the government withdrew from

go well beyond the current federal govern-

housing (with the exception of on-reserve

ment’s spending levels for housing. It will

housing). Although the government got

spend $3 billion on new funding, creating

back into the housing game in 2001 when

jobs in the process and making those invest-

it started to build some subsidized units

ments permanent annual funding. While $3

through the Affordable Housing Initiative

billion in new spending may sound ambi-

(now known as the Investment in Afford-

tious to some, it would merely bring us back

able Housing program), its role in creat-

to the levels of housing creation we had in

ing new subsidized housing units remains

the early 1980s. In relation to the rest of the

much less pronounced today than it was in

OECD, Canada would move from being a lag-

the 1970s and 1980s.

gard to a leader.

4

In recent years real estate speculation
and the growing drive for investment has
driven a perception, within both the public
and government, that housing is a commod-

How a Shortage of Affordable
Housing Affects Canadians

ity. Today, wait lists for subsidized housing

Research on affordable housing and home-

are growing and thousands of Canadians

lessness tell us four important things. First,

spend each night in emergency shelters.

inadequate housing has a profound impact

5

There is a strong push to base the Na-

on the lives of children: a considerable num-

tional Housing Strategy on Canada’s inter-

ber of babies are born to women experien-

national human rights obligations through

cing homelessness in Canada each year6

which the federal government will provide

and a family’s housing situation has a major

leadership on the right to housing. The Na-

impact on whether children are taken into

tional Housing Strategy should have specif-

the care of child welfare officials.7 Second,

ic targets, timelines, and reporting mechan-

people experiencing homelessness have

isms to ensure accountability. Input from

considerably more physical and mental
health problems than the general popula-
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tion.8 Third, it is typically cheaper for gov-

viable — the ongoing costs to operate them

ernments to keep a person in subsidized

will be more than the rent that tenants cur-

housing than it is for that person to remain

rently residing in them are able to pay. While

homeless. Fourth, most homeless people,

the issue of expiring operating agreements

once provided with adequate housing, will

is a concern for Canada’s social housing sec-

remain housed.

tor in general, it is an especially serious con-

9

10

cern for units created under the Urban Na-

Housing for Indigenous Peoples
The Department of Indian and Northern Af-

tive program because these units typically
house lower-income tenants (and therefore
require a deeper ongoing subsidy).15

fairs Canada11 first developed its on-reserve

As of 2011, 19% of Indigenous house-

housing subsidy program in the 1960s, pro-

holds living off-reserve and almost 34%

viding capital grants for both the construction

of Inuit households were in what is called

of new units and the renovation of existing

“core housing need”.16 In contrast, the figure

units. However, it provided no funding for

for Canada as a whole was just over 12%.17

maintenance once new units were built. In

When it comes to absolute homelessness

the 1970s, the Canada Mortgage and Hous-

(i.e., people staying either in emergency

ing Corporation initiated a new on-reserve

shelters or outside), Indigenous peoples are

housing program called the Non-Profit Rent-

vastly overrepresented in Canada’s cities.18

al Housing Program, which provided band
councils with loan financing and subsidies
to build and operate housing.12
Most of the units designated as off-reserve housing for Indigenous households
were built via one of two programs between

Preserve existing social
housing stock.

1973 and 1993.13 Housing in communities of

Action: The AFB will provide $1 billion to

fewer than 2,500 fell under the Rural and

provinces and territories to help maintain

Native Housing Program, while housing in

existing social housing units.

communities of more than 2,500 fell under

Result: On average, $100,000 will preserve

the Urban Native Non-Profit Housing Pro-

an existing unit over a 25-year period. Put

gram. The former was not exclusively tar-

differently, this investment will preserve

geted to Indigenous peoples, while the latter

10,000 units and give them 25 years of addi-

was. The federal funding provided under the

tional life. Three types of units are especial-

Urban Native program is to help operate the

ly vulnerable to expiring agreements: units

units each year and to help pay mortgages.

created under the Urban Native program,

Most of the funding agreements spanned

public housing units, and units in northern

between 25 and 50 years. When the funding

areas of Canada. We assume no cost-match-

agreements end (some have already started

ing from provincial/territorial governments.

14

to expire), most of these units will be non-
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Expand and redesign the Investment
in Affordable Housing Program.
Action: The AFB will invest $1 billion in the

disabilities, and seniors. Provincial and territorial governments would be expected to
pay for ongoing professional support staff.

IAH program, over and above current spending levels. The program will be redesigned
so that all units created under it remain affordable over at least a 25-year period (rather than the current 10-year requirement).
Result: Between 10,000 and 15,000 new
units of housing will be created annually. A
$100,000 capital grant from the federal government combined with $100,000 in matching funds from the provincial/territorial government will create one unit of affordable
housing for a very low-income person. Some
of the housing created in this program will

Renew investment
in on-reserve housing.
Action: The AFB will make substantial investments in on-reserve housing and will
direct Indigenous Affairs and Northern Development Canada to consult on a nationto-nation basis in discussing the details.
Strong emphasis will be placed on cultural appropriateness and environmental sustainability. See the First Nations chapter for
further details.

involve “income mix” (i.e., housing for both
low- and mid-income households in the same
building). A unit for a mid-income household would require just a $50,000 capital
subsidy from the federal government (assuming a matching provincial/territorial
contribution). Priority will be given to northern regions of Canada, especially Nunavut,
where building costs are higher.

Invest in supportive housing.
Action: The AFB will invest $1 billion in new
spending specifically on supportive housing (including professional support staff)
for vulnerable populations.
Result: 5,000 new units of housing will be
created annually. The federal government
would provide capital grants of $200,000 per
unit. A strong focus should be placed on Indigenous peoples living off-reserve, women,
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