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Affordable Housing in Perilous Times: Investing in our Future

Paper Overview
At the centre of a wide spectrum of economic, 
environmental and social forces, housing is 
rarely considered in its entirety. This paper is 
concerned with the framework of spending 
decisions, regulatory requirements, and housing 
programs which shape the production of new 
affordable housing and which protect the 
existing housing stock, both private and social.  
It does not propose ways to help households 
afford housing, such as housing benefi ts, rent 
geared-to-income policies, shelter allowances, 
and property tax credits, as these important 
solutions are best examined through a review of 
income security programs.  During the interval 
over which this paper was written, the U.S. 
fi nancial crisis became a world economic 
recession. This paper envisions ways in which 
affordable housing can reduce recessionary 
impacts, decrease energy use and realize the 
full potential of our planning system.

Affordable housing, like good education 
and health care, is an important part of a 
decent standard of living and the well-being 
of our communities.  For families with children, 
safe and secure homes provide the stability to 
make the most of educational opportunities. 
For new workers, affordable housing reduces 
pressure on labour costs and improves 
economic competitiveness.  For seniors, it 
can provide a living environment that respects 
their changing needs without changing their 
community.  Supportive housing reduces social 
costs by providing protective environments 
where the most vulnerable can lead fuller and 
more dignifi ed lives. For immigrants, it provides 
a stepping stone towards self-suffi ciency and 
citizenship. Its compact size and higher density 
supports the creation of urban infrastructure.

Realizing higher levels of new affordable 
housing more quickly and at a lower cost, 
requires Ontario to reformat its planning policies 
to be more in line with other Canadian and 
international experience.  Four further elements 
are required:  

predictable funding from new federal/• 
provincial expenditures for housing, 
imposition of mandatory affordable housing • 
targets by regional and local governments, 
a requirement that municipalities use • 
inclusionary zoning to help reach those 
targets, and 
municipal incentives such as lowered • 
property tax rates and waived development 
fees and charges. 

Retaining the affordability of the existing 
housing stock is a primary objective for all 
levels of government.  A key way to keep what 
we have is to ensure that energy conservation 
standards are at the highest optimum level.  The 
Europeans are leading the way in developing 
new energy-effi cient homes and retrofi tting 
existing housing to use a fraction of former 
energy levels.  

Ontario needs to advance the education of 
consumers, the building industry, and lenders 
about low-energy homes through charettes, 
pilot projects, and mandatory energy ratings.  
The potential for developing a green residential 
construction/ rehabilitation sector is substantial, 
both within the Ontario market and through sales 
of building products and materials elsewhere.

Retrofi tting strategies should start with the social 
housing stock since that is where low-income 
consumers face the greatest energy poverty and 
governments share the greatest risk. Assessments 
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of Ontario’s social housing show poorer than 
predicted conditions of social housing. Systematic 
data on conditions in the affordable private rental 
stock is almost completely lacking.  In order that 
policies and programs are based on science, 
additional research needs to be developed.  
High rise buildings in both social and private 
rental housing are a particular challenge.

Achieving higher energy standards in the 
housing stock requires both regulatory 
“sticks” and incentive “carrots”.  While 
regulations can force the building owner or 
landlord to make needed improvements or face 
penalties, by themselves, they do little to help 
the building owner pay for the improvements or 
to protect occupants from high rent increases.  
Rehabilitation and energy conservation incentive 
programs at the federal and provincial level 
need to work together effectively, in order that a 
decent homes standard is affordable to all.

The Province can help municipalities manage 
their housing responsibilities by providing 
annual report cards tracking the changes in the 
supply of and demand for affordable housing.  
That way, municipalities can determine the 
conversion and demolition and other policies 
that best suit their local conditions.

Signifi cant investments will help create the 
green collar jobs that will transform the energy 
profi le of our housing stock.  Province-wide, 
we are experiencing substantial changes in 
the social and affordable housing market, 
including deteriorating conditions and out-dated 
standards, and advances in energy conservation 
techniques. Declining interest in ownership 
housing increases the pressures on the existing 
rental stock.  

Affordable housing has always promised 
important social benefi ts.  Now, with a 
recession deepening in Ontario, it can also 
create the green collar industry and jobs we 
need by reducing energy requirements in our 
affordable housing.  Now is the time to make 
investments in affordable housing that will pay 
off in the long-term prosperity of Ontario.  The 
recommendations we develop can help guide 
us through these perilous times.
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