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PA RT  3

Home Sweet Sustainable, 
Affordable Home

Shelter is one of our most basic needs and yet housing costs are escalating and 

the homeless population is growing. How can locally elected officials stimulate 

affordable housing equitably and sustainably in their communities?

This section outlines inventive, progressive approaches to making housing 

affordable – and sustainable – for everyone in our communities. Learn about a 

program that graduates families from subsidized housing to home ownership, 

powerful underused tools for local governments, how Smart Growth and af-

fordable housing are intertwined, springboard mortgages, the future of social 

housing and the minimum wage campaign, and get hard-earned advice from 

America’s most populous state, all in the following pages.
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P A r t  3 . 1

Hot tips for Smart  
– and Affordable – Growth

CHeeyinG Ho is executive director of Smart Growth bc, 
and recently served on the Prime minister’s external 
Advisory committee on cities and communities.

Smart Growth BC is a non-profit, non-governmental organization with a man-
date to create more livable communities in British Columbia. “Smart Growth” 
is land development that protects the environment, uses infrastructure and tax 
dollars efficiently, and creates livable, walkable communities.

lolliP oP  on  A  S T i ck

This pattern is known as the “lollipop 
on a stick,” or sprawl. This is how we 
used to, and in many cases still do, de-
velop. This type of development tends 
to be lower density, single use, with 
residences separated from shopping 
and work, forcing people to use cars 
and increasing transportation costs. It 
doesn’t use our land most efficiently 
for housing and tends to provide little 
diversity of housing choices. There are 
fewer local economic development opportunities in sprawling neighbourhoods. 
Sprawl increases short and long-term infrastructure costs to taxpayers.

>
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A typical low density development costs $23,520 per unit, compared to 
$4,000 for more compact development, a cost that is shared by both developers 
and taxpayers.

As residential density 
increases, the per capita 
service cost decreases. The 
more intensively and ef-
ficiently we use our land, 
the lower the per capita 
costs for infrastructure and 
servicing.

Affordable housing:

Is an explicit goal  
of Smart Growth;

Encompasses much more than non-market housing; and

Means that families and individuals of all income levels and lifestyles can 
find suitable places to live and can enjoy a stable, secure home.

w H y  S Hou ld  w e  c A R e  A bou T  A f foR dA ble  HouSinG ?

In Greater Vancouver, the median house price is currently 6.6 times the median 
income, almost double the average for Canada’s major cities (3.6). High housing 
costs have put increased pressures on rental housing, resulting in extremely low 
vacancy rates.

Approximately 700 people were 
homeless in Greater Victoria in January 
2005. Their average age was 34 and they 
ranged from 16 to 67 years. In 2001, 21 
per cent of B.C. owner households and 
44 per cent of B.C. renter households 
spent more than 30 per cent of their 
household income on shelter, which is the threshold for affordable housing.

The BC Chamber of Commerce reports that the issue of affordable hous-
ing is generating more calls to its office from members than any other single 
subject. Workers, such as our teachers, health care providers, professionals, 
and retail employees, need to be able to afford to live in the communities they 
serve. Seniors need to be able to find smaller, lower maintenance homes in the 
neighbourhoods they know and love.

•

•

•

>

Per capita residential 
service cost

Residential density

the BC Chamber of Commerce reports 
that the issue of affordable housing is 
generating more calls to its office from 
members than any other single subject.
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Ho w  c A n  w e  P Ro v ide  moR e  A f foR dA ble 
HouSinG  T H Rou GH  be T T e R  l A n d  u S e ?

HouSinG cHoice

In general, low-density single-family homes use more land and infrastructure 
than other housing types (e.g. townhouses, row-houses, apartments, secondary 
suites, and compact single-family homes). By introducing a range of housing 
types, the average cost of housing in a community can be reduced.

In B.C. in 2001, 72 per cent of households were seniors, young graduates, 
single-parent families, and non-“nuclear” families. We are moving away from 
the typical nuclear family home of two parents and 2.2 kids. Yet single-family 
homes comprised 60 per cent of all 2004 housing starts in the Kelowna area and 
93 per cent of 2004 starts in the Prince George area. In Squamish, single-detached 
houses accounts for more than 60 per cent of all private dwellings. However, 
multi-family housing represented 70 per cent of starts in the Vancouver CSA 
(Census Metropolitan Area) in 2005.

>

HouSinG CHoiCe

what type of housing is missing in your community?  
How might that impact you or your family? who doesn’t fit this “middle-class” mold?

    

HouSeHold TyPeS in b.c.

As a single young adult, you probably want an apartment downtown where 
you can walk to a bar or coffee shop. As a younger couple, you might want a 
nicer apartment. Families with young children tend to want a smaller house. 
Families with older children want a bigger house, but once the children move 
out, the couple move back to smaller accommodations. Are we providing these 
housing choices in our communities?

childhood early adulthood
young  
family

established 
family

empty  
nesters

early senior 
citizen

older senior 
citizen

living with 
parents in 

parents’ 
home.

Going to school 
and/or starting 

career. 
living in rental 

apartment.

young couple 
starting out. 
Purchasing 

starter home.

family with 
growing 
children. 

Purchasing 
a larger 
home.

children have 
reached early 

adulthood, have 
moved out of 
family home. 

downsizing to a 
smaller home.

moving into 
seniors’ 

apartment.

moving into 
seniors’ lodge.
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de nSi T y

Housing affordability is also closely related to density. Most communities 
strictly separate residential, commercial, and other uses, and build these uses 
at low densities. Yet well-designed, attractive density has numerous benefits, 
including housing affordability. In a higher-density neighbourhood, more units 
share infrastructure and land costs.

Market economists and industry analysts often attribute the housing crisis 
to an issue of supply and demand. They rationalize that since our demand is 
exceeding our supply of housing in the province, simply building more supply 
will automatically solve the affordable housing situation by driving down 
the per unit cost of housing. That’s true to a certain extent, but most housing 
advocates believe that governments – local governments in particular – need 
to provide incentives to reduce housing costs.

Municipal initiatives such as Vancouver’s EcoDensity initiative have real 
potential to increase neighbourhood densities, using green energy technology 
to build more complete neighbourhoods and meet social, environmental, and 
economic goals.

TR A nS P oRTAT ion

Residents who live close to shopping, employment, schools and transit are more 
likely to walk, cycle, or take transit. Having one fewer car or no cars can free 
up income to pay for other things, including housing.

The Canadian Automobile Association estimates that the average Canadian 
spends at least $8,000 per year to own and operate each vehicle. A Neptis 
Foundation study in Greater Toronto found that seemingly higher housing costs 
in central locations are more than offset by lower transportation costs.1 Public 
transportation is much more effective and cost-efficient when communities 

>

>

HouSeHold tyPeS in BC

2001 % change 1996 to 2001

Population – private households 3,858,730 4.9%

Total private households 1,534,335 7.7%

couples with children 423,460 0.9%

couples without children 437,915 8.9%

Singles 418,135 16.1%

other 254,825 5.0%

1 Neptis Foundation, Travel and Housing Costs in the Greater Toronto Area: 1986–1996  
http://www.neptis.org/travelhousing.asp
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are compact. And when affordable housing is located in areas well served by 
transit, residents without a car can access employment opportunities throughout 
the region.

v ibR A n T  economie S

Regional economies are strengthened when jobs are located near a variety of 
affordable, attractive housing choices. Productivity is higher among workers with 
easy commutes and turnover rates and associated training costs decrease. The 
ability to live near work and/or transit enables employees to spend less time and 
money commuting. Communities that provide affordable housing choices near em-
ployment may enjoy a competitive advantage in attracting skilled employees.

According to Toronto Board of Trade 2003 Affordable Housing Report:

Ultimately, the supply of affordable housing affects the success of 
all businesses. Along with other infrastructure components, it helps 
to determine whether or not companies and employees locate in the 
city. A lack of affordable housing can lead to a host of other, more 
serious social and economic problems.

mi x e d  n e iGH bou R Ho odS

A range of affordable housing choices should be integrated into all neighbour-
hoods, including in existing communities (through strategies such as suites and 
laneway housing). Providing affordable housing throughout towns and regions 
can alleviate development pressure in undeveloped areas.

de SiGn

Good design can contribute to the affordability of housing by ensuring efficient 
use of land, infrastructure and resources. Affordable housing should be well 
designed and sensitively integrated into existing neighbourhoods. Good design 
in public spaces, parks and 
greenways, maintenance of im-
portant views, and other public 
amenities will help ensure 
affordable housing in compact 
communities is livable, em-
braced and promoted.

>

>

>

This typical vancouver 
neighbourhood shows single  

family, duplex and triplex housing.
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This vancouver redevelopment fits five detached 
houses on one lot. The city gave a variance here so 
the developer didn’t have to put in any on-street 

parking, which reduced the cost 
of development significantly. This 
development wouldn’t have been 
possible without the variance.

This photo illustrates the Greater vancouver trend of intensifying arterials 
by building residences above commercial spaces.

This triplex redevelopment maintained a 
heritage house and built a legal coach house 
in the back.

This photo shows a really 
creative infill: two duplexes 
replacing one single family 
housing that straddled two 
lots.
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GR e e n  S TA n dA R dS

“Green” standards for buildings and infrastructure (energy efficiency, water 
conservation, minimization of paved surfaces, etc.) can improve housing af-
fordability. For example, energy and water efficiency can reduce utility costs 
for renters and homeowners; an energy-efficient home can use up to 30 per 
cent less energy than a standard home.

R ecom m e n dAT ionS

Smart Growth BC supports the provision of a range of housing choices that are 
affordable to residents of a variety of income levels, life stages, and lifestyles, 
in compact and complete communities and in every neighbourhood.

municiPAl And ReGionAl GoveRnmenTS SHould

Implement land use policies and regulations that support affordable housing 
and compact, complete communities promoting:

A wide range of housing choices (including a variety of dwelling types, 
tenures, and sizes) throughout all neighbourhoods;

A match between the type, tenure and price of the housing stock and the 
income levels and demographics of the community;

Integration of rental, ownership, market and non-market housing within 
neighbourhoods and buildings (inclusionary zoning);

Protection of the existing affordable rental housing stock;

Development and re-development at sufficient levels of density to promote 
transportation choice and efficient use of infrastructure;

A mix of uses within neighbourhoods and within buildings;

Infill and intensification in existing areas that are already served by 
municipal or regional infrastructure (such as sewers, water, roads, transit, 
schools, health facilities, and community facilities);

An appropriate range of transportation choices;

Proximity of housing near employment centres;

A high standard for design of buildings and neighbourhoods; and

Green standards for buildings and infrastructure.

>

>
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Municipal and regional governments should also:

Establish an urban growth boundary, greenbelt system, servicing limit, or 
similar measure, along with complementary policies to increase housing 
choice and supply within the developable area;

Legalize secondary suites;

Apply Development Cost Charges (DCCs) that vary by housing type, 
density, unit size, and location, to account for the lower servicing costs 
for compact development in existing serviced areas;

Provide clear design guidelines integrating compact housing forms on 
a neighbourhood and building scale, developed through an inclusive 
community-based process;

Reduce parking standards (in walkable neighbourhoods with transporta-
tion options) to reduce the construction costs of parking;

Set a target for the minimum percentage of homes in the local housing 
stock that are not low-density single-family; and

Set a target for the minimum percentage of housing for rent in the local 
housing stock.

ciTizenS SHould

Proactively support the introduction of well-designed housing choices 
into all neighbourhoods, to capture the benefits of density and alleviate 
pressure for development on the fringes of towns and regions.

fedeRAl And PRovinciAl GoveRnmenTS SHould

Fund and/or provide housing as necessary as well as ensure that infra-
structure investments (e.g. transportation projects) contribute to and 
are compatible with compact, complete communities with a range of 
housing choices.

fedeRAl And PRovinciAl GoveRnmenTS SHould

Provide incentives to local governments for promoting housing afford-
ability and Smart Growth (such as cost sharing for infrastructure in 
compact communities, or grants in response to zoning changes that 
increase capacity, density and affordability).

finAnciAl inSTiTuTionS SHould

Recognize and promote the financial value of living in “location efficient” 
areas (near transportation choices).

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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P A r t  3 . 2

Affordable Housing 
Vancity Style

dAn PAriS is director of development at vancity 
enterprises and is responsible for enterprises’ real estate 
development projects. He is also involved in vancity’s 
affordability and sustainability initiatives.

Vancity Enterprises is a real estate developer like any other, except that we 
value environmentally and socially beneficial projects. Although we need to 
make a profit, as all developers do, we use triple bottom line criteria to assess 
our projects, meaning we are willing to trade some of our profit in exchange 
for additional social and environmental benefits – something many developers 
would not do. But it’s our corporate mandate and we want to do it to illustrate 
to others that it is possible.

I’m going to describe:

Four examples of Vancity Enterprises’ affordable initiatives;

Challenges; and

Recommendations to municipal leaders.

•

•

•
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e x A m P le S  of  vA nci T y  e n T e R P RiS e S ’ 
A f foR dA ble  ini T i AT i v e S

1. SPRinGboARd moRTGAGeS

The “Springboard mortgage” was created through Vancity’s Community Leader-
ship group. The program offers 100 per cent financing to qualified buyers who 
have lived in a social housing project for two years and have a perfect rental 
record. The 100 per cent financing enables them to become a home owner, 
which frees up existing social housing units for other families without having 
to build more units.

The mortgage consists of two components. The first is a 20 per cent term 
loan payable over 10 years at zero interest. It’s a forced saving program, in 
effect. The second component is an 80 per cent term loan in which you pay 
interest only during the initial 10 years, after which the loan converts to a 
conventional interest-and-principal loan repayable over the next 20 years. It 
extends the amortization period to 30 years, but it also enables the buyer to 
come in with zero equity and end up a homeowner. The person applying for 
and receiving a springboard mortgage is required to attend a workshop on 
homeownership. Springboard mortgages are a way of improving affordability 
and home ownership without building new social housing stock.

2. bRAncH 6 PRojecT, buRnAby

Although Vancity Enterprises normally builds residential buildings and is not 
usually involved with the construction of Vancity branches, we are redeveloping 
a branch site in Burnaby. The project will consist of a new Vancity branch on 
the ground floor and a combination of 45 market condos and seven rental units 
above it. Although the city did not require rental units, we chose to build them 
and offered to rent them slightly below market rental rates (approximately 5 
per cent below). It’s going to be an extremely green building, with geothermal 
heating, a green roof, ultra-low energy and water consumption, and will be 
built using high-efficiency materials.

>

Branch 6 in Burnaby will consist of a new Vancity branch on the ground floor and 

a combination of 45 market condos and seven rental units above it. Although the 

city did not require rental units, we chose to build them and offered to rent them 

slightly below market rental rates. it’s going to be an extremely green building, 

with geothermal heating, a green roof, ultra-low energy and water consumption, 

and will be built using high-efficiency materials.
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3. veRdAnT AT Sfu univeRciTy

Verdant is one of our best examples of what can be done by any developer 
with the right partner – in this case, Simon Fraser University. SFU sold us 
land at half-price and we transferred that cost to the owners by reducing the 
purchase price. We also built the most energy-efficient, four-storey, wood-frame 
building in Canada. We will be applying for LEED Silver (and possibly Gold) 
certification. We were able to sell units at a very low price, partly because of 
the discounted land price, and partly because we reduced other costs and our 
profit levels slightly.

We sold units at 20 per cent below market and all the units were snapped 
up. We’ll be protecting the unit affordability in perpetuity through a restrictive 
covenant that we call a ‘resale control agreement.’ It requires owners to resell 
in the future at 20 per cent below whatever the market value is at the time of 
resale.

4. dockSide GReen

Dockside Green is a master project we’re undertaking with Windmill Develop-
ments. We’re committed to build it to the LEED Platinum standard, which will 
make it one of the greenest large-scale projects in North America.

Dockside Green has two affordable housing components. First, as with 
the SFU project, we’re selling below-market/market-affordable units that are 
protected by a resale control agreement, except at Dockside they’ll be sold for 25 
per cent below market value. Second, in collaboration with the Capital Regional 
District, we’re developing a 44-unit social housing rental project that will be 
administered by M’AKOLA Housing. We will be contributing in excess of $3 
million to both projects as well as the land for the social housing project.

Other developers and municipalities have used various types of legal agree-
ments, such as restrictive covenants, to protect affordable units in perpetuity, 
but the agreements can be difficult to administer and may have very weak legal 
“teeth.” There is often no buy-back clause, so if someone inadvertently or 
purposefully tries to resell a unit at market prices, there’s really no mechanism 
to hold them accountable. But at SFU and Dockside Green, the resale control 
agreement includes buy-back options that provide strong legal “teeth.”

At UniverCity, SFU has the right to buy back units at 75 per cent below the 
below-market price. If an owner, purposefully or otherwise, decides to resell 
at a fair-market value (above the permitted resale price), SFU can buy the unit 
back from the new purchaser at 75 per cent of the below-market price, and 
resell it at the below-market price, using the difference to pay for legal costs 
and contribute to an affordable housing fund.
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At Dockside Green, 
there’s a sliding scale. Buy-
back prices could be as 
much as 95 per cent of the 
below-market value. 

Both of these agree-
ments have very strong 
legal “teeth” and are not 
likely to be subject to legal 
argument. The Dockside 
agreement is even better 
than SFU’s in that BC Housing is the holder of the restrictive covenant. BC 
Housing has indicated it is willing to hold similar agreements anywhere in the 
province.

c H A lle nGe S

AffoRdAble HouSinG cHAllenGeS foR develoPeRS

Land and construction costs are very high;

Developers are often unwilling to take on the role of affordable housing 
provider;

Developers often lack understanding of affordable housing needs;

Capital subsidy programs are often not available;

Different policies in different municipalities result in inconsistent require-
ments and frustration; and

Every affordable deal is different and complex – it’s hard to create a 
boilerplate system.

AffoRdAble HouSinG cHAllenGeS foR municiPAliTieS And HouSinG AuTHoRiTieS

Some legal protection agreements (i.e. section 219 of the Land Title Act) 
may be inadequate or unenforceable;

Need to be flexible in negotiations with developers and their non-profit 
partners; and

May need to change legal status or strategic direction to enable pursuit of 
new affordable initiatives (i.e. Capital Regional District intends to change 
its Letters Patent to enable the Capital Region Housing Corporation to 
deal with private affordable home ownership).

>
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At univerCity, SFu has the right to buy back units at 
75 per cent below the below-market price. if an owner, 
purposefully or otherwise, decides to resell at a fair-
market value (above the permitted resale price), SFu 
can buy the unit back from the new purchaser at 75 
per cent of the below-market price, and resell it at the 
below-market price, using the difference to pay for legal 
costs and contribute to an affordable housing fund.
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R ecom m e n dAT ionS  To  m u ni ciPA l  le A de R S

Make land available for free on a leasehold basis;

Amend official community plans (OCPs) and/or rezone land to permit 
density bonus;

Adopt consistent documentation and processes between municipalities: 
specifically, use identical section 219 agreements (Land Title Act), let 
BC Housing “hold” the agreement and let local non-profits administer 
the agreement;

Seek out developers like Vancity Enterprises and work out partnerships 
to achieve development goals;

Enable developers to build “pilot projects” to test new concepts and to 
take risks; and

Support developers who face NIMBYism against new concepts.

>
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P A r t  3 . 3

Affordable Housing
Powerful (and often underused) 
tools for local Governments

lindA Allen is a principal with city Spaces consulting,  
a community planning and management consulting firm.

Local governments can create the environment for inclusive communities – with 
a range of incomes, lifestyles and ages – over the long term.

b. c . :  A n  A f foR dA ble  HouSinG  P ion e e R

Traditionally, providing affordable/social housing has not been a local govern-
ment role. However, in 1992 the federal government stopped investing in social 
housing except for ongoing subsidies for existing social housing projects. Since 
then, B.C. became an affordable housing pioneer, which here means housing that 
is rented or owned, affordable to those of low or moderate income – individuals 
or couples who make 80 per cent or less than the median income.

In the mid-1990s, Premier Harcourt and Minister of Municipal Affairs 
Darlene Marzari worked to mandate that official community plans (OCPs) 
must contain policies related to affordable rentals and special needs. This is a 
powerful tool that not enough local governments use effectively.

The B.C. government also built into legislation the opportunity to acquire 
a wide range of amenities including housing. Section 905 of the Local Govern-
ment Act gives local governments the power to enter into an agreement with a 
housing provider in a relationship to tenure, rent, build, and share prices. Once 
it has entered into an agreement, the Land Titles Act can be used to restrict and 
essentially provide a covenant on title. This is a fabulous tool that’s not used 
nearly enough. In 2004 the government brought in the Community Charter, 

>
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which gives local government even more flexibility to negotiate for housing. In 
early 2007, an introduction to the Local Government Act said for the first time 
that development cost charges can be used for housing for local governments in 
a resource setting. I’m hopeful we’ll see more opportunity to use development 
cost charges for affordable housing.

lo c A l  Go v e R n m e n T  To ol S

One of the key things that local government can do is establish an environment 
that allows the private market to build affordably. Ninety per cent or more 
of housing is going to be built by the private sector; local governments need 
to work with that. But local governments also need to set expectations of the 
private market to build affordably. Ways to do that include:

Providing a serviceable supply of land, zoning diversity;

Having a clear, fair, and consistent framework;

Establishing a Housing Reserve Fund;

Forming partnerships;

Creating a housing corporation;

Gifting or leasing land; and

Advocating and educating.

>

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

tHe HouSinG Continuum
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HouSinG :  A  S o ci A l  A m e ni T y

Apart from big cities like Vancouver and Toronto, Canadian local governments 
have been slow to use housing as a social amenity, but there are some Canadian 
examples, especially in resort communities.

Whistler, B.C. has:

1,300 units;

Employee housing requirement on commercial developments;

One employee per 50 square meter 
gross floor area (GFA);

One employee per five hotel rooms;

Alternative = $5,600 per employee;

Resident restricted / deed restricted; 
and

Negotiable items.

Canmore, Alberta, with a population of 12,000, has:

60 units;

Incentives for Perpetually Affordable Housing (PAH) on-site, surcharge 
if not;

Deed-restricted;

Below median income and a need to reside;

Fees go to PAH Capital Reserve Fund; and

Raised $138,000 in 2005 directed to non-profit housing corporation.

In Toronto, large sites (greater than five hectares) must be:

Minimum 30 per cent multi-unit; and

Minimum 20 per cent affordable.

Vancouver has had an “income mix policy” since 1988 with:

20 per cent non-market;

30 sites – 800 built plus 1,700 capacity; and

City acquires site option, leases for 60 years.

Langford has:

1 per 10 lots required, limited equity gain; and

Multi-unit = $1,250/townhouse; $750/apartment.

>
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Canadian local governments have 
been slow to use housing as a 
social amenity, but there are some 
Canadian examples, especially in 
resort communities.
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Colwood has:

$500 per unit to reserve fund.

Outside of Canada, examples include:

Redmond, Washington: 10 per cent of units in 10-plus development;

Boulder, Colorado: 20 per cent permanently affordable;

San Diego: 20 per cent of units in all development, 500+ units;

Santa Barbara: 5 to 20 per cent in five-plus developments, 30 years, 
2,400+ units; and

Highland Park, Chicago: 20 per cent of units in five-plus development.

Think about:

Target population;

Percentage of units (5 to 30 per cent);

Project threshold (two to 50 units);

Greenfield or infill;

Comparable units design and finish;

Onsite or offsite; 

Cash in lieu;

Developer offsets – bonus floorspace, variances, DCC credits, tax defer-
rals;

Administration program; and

Measuring success.

•

•

•
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P A r t  3 . 4

tackling Homelessness 
and the Public Housing 
trap in Victoria

deAn Fortin is enjoying his second term on victoria 
city council, is the council liaison for the Social Planning 
Advisory committee, and has directed the burnside Gorge 
community centre for 15 years.

A f foR dA ble  HouSinG  A n d  Hom e le S Sn e S S  in  v i c ToRi A

Research shows the cost of ignoring homelessness is greater than the cost of 
eliminating homelessness. The main remedies for homelessness are housing, 
adequate income support, and mental health support. These are all traditional 
federal and provincial government responsibilities and they also have the fund-
ing. Municipalities get 8 per cent of the tax dollar while federal and provincial 
governments get 92 per cent. Property taxes are neither appropriate nor suitable 
for raising large amounts of money to address these issues.

The Capital Regional District, through the Affordable Housing Trust Fund, 
built 33 housing units in 2005 and 50 units in 2006. Unfortunately, over the 
same period our homeless population grew from 700 to about 1,200. At 
Burnside Gorge we had 100 calls from homeless families in January 2007. Four 
years ago we had calls from an average of 15 families a month. While there’s 
an incredible growth in the economy right now, and those who can participate 
in it are successful, single parents who don’t have the ability to participate in 
the economy are being left behind.

>
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On the 2003 and 2005 City of Victoria citizen surveys, the number one issue 
was what’s happening on the downtown streets of Victoria. When citizens were 
asked how homelessness would be best addressed, the number one answer given 

was affordable housing. Often you 
hear people just want more police, 
but increased law enforcement was 
tenth on the list. Eighty-seven per 
cent of our citizens are willing to 
pay more taxes if it means that we 
actually start to deal with some of 

these issues. These numbers helped push some of the more reluctant members 
on our council to action.

I’ve been working with colleagues to create the Victoria Housing Trust Fund. 
Since 2002, we’ve put half of our $500,000 GST tax refund into the Housing 
Trust Fund. We’ve also been working towards legalizing secondary suites, which 
help seniors and young families, densifying without eating up green space.

Outside of council, I work with the Burnside Gorge Family Self-Sufficiency 
program, an innovative asset-development-type approach to breaking the cycle 
among families in poverty and families trapped in ongoing generational public 
housing.

fA mily  S e lf  S u f f i cie nc y  P Ro GR A m :  ini T i A l  S ucc e S S e S

A 2002–2005 pilot of the Burnside Gorge Family Self-Sufficiency program 
working with 38 families had the following results:

>

Beginning of program end of program

employment 4 part time, 1 full time 19 full time

income/employment assistance 29 9 *

volunteering 5 22

enrolled in education programs 2 11

involved in unemployment programs 0 9 **

Reporting health issues 26 9 

moving to home ownership 0 8

completed program 31 ***

* eight reassessed as permanently disabled; previously wrongly classified.
** enrolled or had completed unemployment programs.
*** Two participants left because of major health concerns; another left because of a child’s 
major health concern.

research shows the cost of ignoring 
homelessness is greater than the cost  
of eliminating homelessness. 
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The government liked the success, but wanted statistically valid numbers. So 
in 2005, phase two began with 100 families instead of 38. These families are 
all from subsidized housing and are living below the BC Housing core income 
threshold. Of participants in the pilot and the phase two programs:

Over 90 per cent have experienced family violence;

Ninety-three per cent of participants are single mothers, with an average 
age of 38; and

The number one barrier to employability is mental health issues.

Our funders are the Ministry of Employment Income Assistance, BC Housing 
and Vancity, who is a big funder both of this project and of Burnside Gorge. 
We’re very grateful to the Vancity Credit Union and the Vancouver Founda-
tion.

fA mily  S e lf  S u f f i cie nc y  P Ro GR A m :  in- de P T H

Families in the program have three years to build resources to develop self-
sufficiency. The applicant comes in, signs a contract, and meets with a family 
advisor to help define the goals that will help her/his family meet self-sufficiency. 
The advisor then helps to connect the person to employment programs. There 
are check-ins throughout the three-year period. Participants also meet with a 
financial advisor to begin the process of cutting up credit cards, dealing with 
debt, talking to creditors, and actually start saving money, probably for the 
first time in their lives.

Moving out of subsidized housing is not one of the program goals, but it 
does seem to be one of the results of it; as families begin to manage their debts, 
structure and increase their income, and deal with other issues, they have an 
opportunity to move out.

In public housing, 30 per cent of family income goes to housing. As your 
income goes up, your rent goes up, and so there’s a disincentive to change. In the 
Family Self-Sufficiency program, we’ve convinced the different levels of govern-
ment that instead of increasing the rent when income goes up, the difference 
is put into an escrow account, so at the end of the three years the family has a 
bit of savings. As the escrow account grows, the family moves towards home 
ownership. Some people are also using the money to further their education or 
do other things necessary to achieve family self-sufficiency.

We have also introduced an Individual Development Asset (IDA) account to 
help families determine what would constitute success in this program and how 
they’re going to get there. Thanks to Vancity grants, we have job coaches and 

•

•

•
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financial advisors and for the first six months we match the family’s contribution 
to their IDA account. For the next six months we’ll double the amount, and for 
the final six months we’ll triple it. So at the end of a three-year period, again, 
these families have a financial asset. The Ministry of Income and Assistance 
agreed the families can keep that money. We have independent yearly evalu-
ations of the program and participants also have an opportunity to evaluate 
the program.

The program breaks down the generational patterns of reliance on govern-
ment subsidies by developing action plans and following through on them.

R e S ou R c e S

For more information on the Burnside Gorge Family Self-Sufficiency program, 
visit the Burnside Gorge Community Centre website at www.burnsidegorge.ca.

>



PART 3:  Home, SweeT SuSTAinAble, AffoRdAble Home 55

P A r t  3 . 5

California dreamin’
Affordable Housing

Julie SPeziA is the executive director of Housing 
california, the leading statewide non-profit advocate for 
affordable housing.

Housing California gets favourable affordable housing policy adopted: we 
advocate for policy change and work to make funds available to increase the 
supply of affordable homes.

iS S u e S  A f fec T inG  HouSinG  in  c A lifoR ni A

Like B.C., California’s population is always increasing. We’re at 37 million 
now. Although our economy is very robust, such a huge population creates 
incredible pressure for decent places to live. Demand has remained constant 
but supply has become increasingly constrained, and we have a significant 
homeless problem.

S o cie TA l  vA lu e S  A n d  A f foR dA ble  HouSinG

Harmful attitudes about how people of different races and socioeconomic 
backgrounds may affect property values makes building affordable housing 
more difficult.

We have discovered that it is crucial to understand how peoples’ values 
impact their thinking and voting trends. The Republicans have done this very 

>
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well. For example, they coined the phrase ‘tax relief,’ which implies that we’re 
overburdened by taxes and require relief, framing the debate around taxes so 
that they must be addressed in terms of being already too high. We’re trying to 
frame the debate around affordable homes. I don’t use statistics on homelessness 
and the home affordability crisis in California because the problem is very well 
known. Instead, we encourage affordable home advocates to tell stories and 
use phrases evoking shared American values.

Focus group research showed Californians recognize the affordable-home 
crisis and even when they have a stable home, they experience stress related 
to the crisis. But they tend to think of it as a “supplyanddemand” issue (all 
one word): meaning too many people are coming to California and very little 

thought is given to increasing supply; 
it is a consumer issue with the market 
providing homes and the individual 
trying to figure out how to find a 
home he/she can afford.

We do have a demand problem, 
but if we did a better job of providing 
the supply – zoning land for homes, 
easing the entitlement process, etc., 

we wouldn’t have an affordable-home crisis. So we’ve been talking to people 
about the “broken” market. We use a grocery store analogy: if the store only 
carried caviar and filet mignon and there was no hamburger or macaroni, many 
would go hungry because they could not afford to eat. Similarly, there should 
be housing at different price points. We don’t frame it in terms of fixing the 
situation for others. Instead we remind people: “You can’t find something you 
can afford, your children can’t find something they can afford; there’s something 
wrong with the market.” Then we begin talking about solutions.

A f foR dA ble  Hom e S  A n d  T H e  A m e Ri c A n  P S yc H e

America myths are making social housing a tough sell. The idea of the ‘rug-
ged individualist,’ the person who picks him/herself up by the bootstraps and 
becomes successful with very little help, is still very strong. A recent poll shows 
about 62 per cent of people agree that success is mostly determined by things 
inside our control. However, support for a government safety net for the poor is 
at its highest point in many years because of events like Hurricane Katrina and 
9/11. About 69 per cent of people believe that government has a responsibility 
to take care of people who can’t take care of themselves.

>

We do have a demand problem, but if we 
did a better job of providing the supply 
– zoning land for homes, easing the 
entitlement process, etc., we wouldn’t have 
an affordable-home crisis.
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People don’t really understand the term inclusionary housing. It’s often 
described as, “Every time a development is built, a few homes are set aside to 
sell or to rent to people at below-market rate, so that everyone in the community 
has an affordable place to live.” But we’re still looking for a term that resonates; 
mixed-income zoning or housing seems to work best. About 170 of California’s 
500-plus cities have adopted inclusionary housing or mixed-income zoning.

Housing trust funds are an important tool at the local level. Areas like the 
Silicon Valley, San Francisco, and even Los Angeles and Orange County, which 
aren’t necessarily as progressive, are looking at the local housing trust fund 
as a way to encourage businesses to contribute to building homes for their 
employees.

don ’ T  S Ay  ‘ de nSi T y ’ !

The only way developers are going to make a project work is by increasing 
density. But the single family home is the American dream – and increasingly 
the goal is a single family home with a lot of space around it, even a compound. 
‘Density’ is often perceived negatively. But density can be very attractive. Af-
fordable-home developments are often very innovative and fun.

For example, Columbia Square, pictured below, is a low-rise, 50-unit multi-
family development in a mixed-use area of San Francisco. The development 
integrates affordable family housing with commercial establishments at street 
level. Concrete, wood and galvanized steel are used to reflect the neighbouring 

>

columbia Square 
is a low-rise, 50-
unit multi-family 
development in a 
mixed-use area of 
San francisco.
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light industrial workshops and warehouses. This four-storey apartment building 
maintains an urban edge along Folsom Street while reducing in mass toward 
the main entry on Columbia Square, a small alley. Its tenants are primarily 
working families who previously lived in overcrowded conditions or who paid 
an extremely high proportion of their income to rent.

R e de v e loP m e n T  A Ge ncie S

When an area is redeveloped, through building and rehabilitating housing, 
infrastructure, community centres, libraries, parks and other community facili-
ties, land values and property taxes rise. A redevelopment agency can keep the 
resulting increased tax increment to pay for these improvements.

The downside to redevelopment agencies is that the local governments have 
expropriated property for redevelopment, and in America, whenever a debate 

comes down to people versus prop-
erty rights, property rights usually 
win. Redevelopment agencies have 
become adept at policing themselves, 
particularly with small business own-
ers and people who own homes, as 
that is usually where the backlash 
originates.

Since 1994 redevelopment agen-
cies are required to deposit 20 per 
cent of the property tax increment 
into a special “Low- and Moderate-

Income Housing Fund” used for increasing, improving, and preserving the 
community’s supply of affordable housing for very low, low, and moderate 
income households. This helps replace substandard housing that is often 
demolished and helps avoid complete gentrification. The policy has resulted in 
more than 73,000 homes for low- and moderate-income residents.

Since 2002 California has passed bond issues, in large part because of 
Housing California. The first one was the biggest in the nation: $2.1 billion to 
fund capital expenditures to build affordable homes. Most goes to multi-family 
programs, because the market does not build rental apartments with more than 
two bedrooms, yet we have lots of families that need more than two bedrooms. 
Most of the developments subsidized by the state’s multi-family housing 
program are three- and four-bedroom apartments with families paying just 30 
per cent of their income in rent. This also allows children in these families to 

>

most of the developments subsidized by 
the state’s multi-family housing program 
are three- and four-bedroom apartments 
with families paying just 30 per cent 
of their income in rent. this also allows 
children in these families to stay in the 
same schools, stabilizing lives and letting 
children grow up as part of a community.
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stay in the same schools, stabilizing lives and letting children grow up as part 
of a community.

Hom e le S Sn e S S  in  c A lifoR ni A

We have a serious homelessness problem. When Reagan was Governor, he 
‘reformed’ mental health institutions leaving many deinstitutionalized and on the 
street. In Los Angeles 90,000 are homeless every night, concentrated around an 
area called Skid Row, which was created because city council thought it would 
be better to concentrate the homeless population in one area. Now there is an 
enormous problem of high drug use and a cycle of homeless people moving 
from Skid Row to jail to Skid Row to the hospital to Skid Row then back to 
jail. Now for-profit developers want to start developing high-end apartments 
for wealthy and upwardly-mobile people. Instead of shelters, we need housing 
suitable for people with chronic mental illness or substance abuse problems. 
If you can provide enough supportive homes (apartments with wraparound 
services), homeless people will find a place that works for them and can begin 
to live successful and healthy lives.

We’re currently working on a proposal that would get the Department of 
Corrections to help pay for housing for people with mental illness coming out 
of prison. We have a 70 per cent recidivism rate in California. Ex-cons can’t 
get work, have no place to live, and they commit theft or petty crime and get 
thrown back into prison at a huge public expense. Parolees with mental illness 
create a bigger impact. It costs taxpayers $110,000 a year to house a prisoner 
who needs mental health services and only an average of $11,000 a year to 
provide a stable home and services appropriate for the disability.

HouSinG  A n d  lo c A l  P l A n ninG

The state requires local governments to describe housing as part of their general 
plan, explaining how the area will provide for the existing and projected hous-
ing needs of all economic segments of the community. The “housing element” 
process is controversial, because it means that you are accepting growth, and 
most people like to live under the illusion that growth is occurring elsewhere. 
This is the crux of the problem: we want to think that things will pretty much 
continue the way they always have. That is what we are facing with global 
warming; we like to think that it will not happen somehow. We do not want 

>
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to change our behaviour today, and a similar pattern of denial is why we have 
big battles over the housing element.

The housing element is about trying to keep pace with demand and matching 
wages with housing needs. If a community is accepting a lot of Wal-Mart clerk 
jobs, then the community cannot be building mini-mansions because the people 
with the Wal-Mart jobs will not be able to afford to live in the community. 
Homes should reflect the socioeconomics of the community.

R e S ou R c e S

Housing California: www.housingca.org.

Mixed-Income zoning and challenges of rural communities:  
www.calruralhousing.org.

For tools for local governments go to the Institute for Local Government on 
www.cacities.org.

For planning tools and technical assistance for better growth go to the Local 
Government Commission: www.lgc.org.

For more information on supportive housing contact the Corporation for 
Supportive Housing: www.csh.org.

>
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P A r t  3 . 6

Affordable Housing 
through Fair Wages
the Campaign

dArrell muSSAtto has been north vancouver’s mayor 
since november 2005 and is a director of the Greater 
vancouver Regional district.

Between 2000 and 2005:

Employment in B.C. grew by 9 per cent;

Minimum wage earners grew by 36 per cent;

Minimum wage of $8 per hour has not increased in five years; and

In 2001, a $6 per hour training wage applied to workers who had not 
accumulated 500 hours of work experience.

Minimum wage earners:

115,000 people in B.C. earn less than $17,000 per year;

The Low Income Cut Off or poverty line is $17,219 after taxes;

A single person working for $8 per hour, 40 hours per week earns 
$15,613 after taxes;

72 per cent of minimum wage earners are 25 and older; and

Two out of three minimum wage earners are female.

•
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A Vancouver Sun article boiled down the case against raising the minimum 
wage to two arguments. The first argument is it increases labour costs to 
employers; because employers have to pay the workers a bit more, they may 
not hire as many people. But try to name one area in British Columbia right 
now that’s not doing very well and doesn’t need the workers – there are ‘help 
wanted’ signs all over the Lower Mainland. The second argument is it increases 
the high school drop-out rate, which is silly because 72 per cent of minimum 
wage earners are over 25 years of age.

The monthly net income for a minimum wage earner is $1,301;

The average market rent for a one-bedroom apartment in the Vancouver 
area1 is $816; and

That leaves just $500 for transportation, food, entertainment, and educa-
tion, which is very little.

In 1977 it cost between $75,000 and $80,000 to purchase a detached house. 
In 2006, that price soared to $800,000. A single family home without a basement 
suite in North Vancouver costs $1.3 million. If you put 25 per cent down, you’d 
have a monthly mortgage payment of $5,700 and need an income of $233,000 
a year for it to be affordable.

The affordability measure is the percentage of a typical household’s pre-tax 
income taken up by home ownership costs, including mortgage payments, utili-
ties and property taxes. The measure is based on 25 per cent down and a 25-year 
mortgage loan at a five-year fixed rate. This table shows the proportion of median 
pre-tax income required to service the cost of mortgage payments (principal and 
interest), property taxes and utilities for different housing types.

•

•

•

minimum HouSinG WAGe

The minimum housing wage determines the hourly wage required in order for households to 
rent without paying more than 30 per cent of their gross income for rent (the nationally adopted 
affordability norm).

minimum Housing Wage minimum Wage  
october 2005bachelor 1 bedroom 2 bedroom 3 bedroom

Toronto 13.92 17.08 20.23 23.71 7.45

vancouver 13.04 15.15 19.31 22.67 8.00

Halifax 10.62 12.04 14.65 17.83 6.80

victoria 10.38 12.63 16.10 18.62 8.00

winnipeg 7.79 10.37 13.13 15.25 7.25

Source: canadian Housing and Renewal Association, focus consulting inc.

1 CMHC Rental Market Report, December 2006. The average market rent for a two-bedroom 
apartment is $1,045.
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In the 1960s you needed one person working to pay the mortgage. In the 
late 1960s and early 1970s each partner needed to earn wages. Today, couples 
often must rent rooms and build illegal suites to pay for the mortgage.

The City of North Vancouver reviewed the facts:

Minimum wage has not been adjusted in five years;

B.C. has the second highest rate in Canada of employees working for 
minimum wage or less; and

Full time employment at the current minimum wage would leave individu-
als below the “poverty line.”

Therefore, in February 2007 the City of North Vancouver’s council unani-
mously passed a resolution calling on the provincial government to increase the 
minimum wage to $10 per hour.

North Vancouver sent the resolution 
to members of the Union of British Co-
lumbia Municipalities, and resolutions in 
support of raising minimum wage to $10 
have already been received from Vernon, 
Nanaimo, Port Alice, Creston, Canal Flats, 
Bulkley-Nechako, Hudson’s Hope, and 
Clinton, with more to come. There is no 
silver bullet answer to solving the problem of the affordability of housing and 
rental accommodation. The City of North Vancouver has policies including 
legalizing secondary suites, excluding floor area from bigger buildings going up 
if affordable units are being put in, and relaxing parking regulations.

Last year we put one per cent of our tax increase, or $270,000, into an 
affordable housing reserve fund; we use the money to partner with non-profits 
to purchase affordable non-market units.

Local governments and non-profits cannot do this alone. Provincial and 
federal governments and the private sector have roles. The private sector will 
build to make a profit, but through regulation we can make sure we get what 
we want, whether it’s affordable units or density.

•

•

•

HouSinG AFFordABility meASure

Housing Type GvR Average Price Qualifying income Affordability measure

bungalow $541,889 $117,172 68.5%

Two-storey house $578,697 $125,631 74.9%

Townhouse $407,927 $88,287 51.5%

condo $273,313 $60,444 35.4%

Source: Royal bank of canada, march 2007

in February 2007 the City of north 
Vancouver’s council unanimously 
passed a resolution calling on the 
provincial government to increase 
the minimum wage to $10 per hour.
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So why do we need to increase the minimum wage? Because when times are 
good, we have a responsibility to meet the needs of the poorest in our society. 
And times are very good in British Columbia. People deserve at least $10 an 
hour.

R e S ou R c e S

BC Federation of Labour, Minimum Wage: More than 100,000 Reasons to 
Raise the Minimum Wage, November 2006: www.bcfed.ca.

Canadian Housing and Renewal Association, Minimum Housing Wage 
2006: Housing Continues to Move out of Reach for Minimum Wage 
Workers, Focus Consulting, January 2007: www.chra-achru.ca.

Royal Bank of Canada, Affordability Report: www.rbc.com/economics/
market/pdf/house.pdf.

ReMax, Affordability Report 2007: www.remax-oa.com/MarketReports_
PDF/Mar07.

Real Estate Board of Vancouver, Average Price Graph CMHC Market Rental 
Report, December 2006: www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca.
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P A r t  3 . 7

Partnering for Social 
Housing in B.C.

AliCe SundBerG is the former executive director  
of the bc non-Profit Housing Association.

The BC Non-Profit Housing Association (BCNPHA) is the umbrella group 
for non-profit housing providers. We have an excellent working relationship 
with the provincial housing ministry (Housing and Construction Office in 
the Ministry of Forests and Range) and BC Housing, allowing us to advocate 
on behalf of members and collaborate to find solutions. BC Housing is the 
provincial housing authority and does not provide housing, except for 8,000 
units it directly manages. The agency’s major role is to administer the subsidies 
that are delivered through provincial and federal cost-shared programs.

non- P Rof i T  S o ci A l  HouSinG

The bulk of social housing in B.C. is operated by municipal or private non-
profits. The municipal providers are the Capital Region Housing Corporation 
and the Greater Vancouver Housing Corporation; together they operate about 
5,500 housing units.

Over 500 private B.C. non-profits hold thousands of properties in hundreds 
of communities. They are often sponsored by churches, ethnic communities, 
service clubs, or support agencies. Most are self-managed with administration 
and maintenance staff and several retain a property management company for 
some or all administration and maintenance.

>
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co - oP S

Non-profits are landlords: they operate under the Residential Tenancy Act 
and so people living in this kind of housing are tenants and are independent of 
the housing itself. Co-ops, however, provide long-term, affordable housing to 
low- and moderate-income households, including people with special needs. 
The people living there are co-op members, who purchase very affordable co-op 
shares. Some pay market rent and others pay rent geared to income. Members 
don’t own their own homes, but have the right to access a unit. Co-ops operate 
under the Cooperative Association Act and members are not protected under 
the Residential Tenancy Act. Co-ops are democratically controlled by member-
residents who elect a resident board of directors. Usually they are managed by 
professional companies or staff.

There are currently 260 co-ops in British Columbia, mainly concentrated in 
the Lower Mainland and on Vancouver Island:

213 in Lower Mainland, Fraser Valley;

34 on Vancouver Island;

eight in Thompson/Okanagan;

three in Northern B.C.; and

two in the Kootenays.

be n e f i T S  A n d  dR Aw b A ck S  To  co - oP S 
A n d  non- P Rof i T  S o ci A l  HouSinG

Most of the non-profit affordable housing that continues to be affordable over 
time is operated by non-profits or co-ops, which partner with government 
through a variety of programs. The development aspect is a private partnership 
between government and a non-profit but the management aspect is taken on 
solely by the non-profit or co-op itself. Because these organizations are commu-
nity-based, they tend to be much more than just a roof. They provide community, 
security, and in an increasing number of cases, a supportive environment and 
connection with support services.

These models have strengths and weaknesses. Not-for-profits are resident-
focused, with their objective being to encourage people to live there permanently. 
They’re also cost-effective and a long-term community asset. On the other hand 
they tend to be dependent on government programs. Often they lack technical 
skills, and like all non-profits they have some difficulties finding volunteers.

>
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Go v e R n m e n T  Role S

Governments provide programs that enable us to produce affordable housing. 
In ‘demand programs’ such as vouchers and rent supplements, the government 
gives money to someone to enable him/her to go into the private sector rental 
market and purchase affordable housing. The government pays the difference 
between the actual rent and 30 per cent of the person’s income, but an adequate 
supply of housing must be available for people to access. ‘Supply programs’ 
facilitate the development of new supply, 
either through capital grants or ongoing 
subsidies. Today, the focus is more on 
demand-based programs, relying more on 
the private sector, and addressing the most 
vulnerable.

PA RT n e R S HiP S  foR 
non- P Rof i T S

Ever since non-profit housing first developed in the 1950s, non-profits have 
had to partner with government and the private sector – realtors, developers, 
architects and engineers. There are many concerns around forming public-private 
partnerships (P3s), but building affordable housing for low-income and vulner-
able populations is impossible without some kind of partnership.

iS S u e S  A f fec T inG  S o ci A l  HouSinG

Currently, we don’t have enough government programs, or enough flexibility 
in the programs, to address community needs. Because co-ops and non-profits 
are community-based, they are very aware of community needs.

Non-profits and co-op housing stock is aging. Many of the buildings were 
constructed in the 1970s, the heyday of subsidized housing construction through 
government programs. The mostly wood-framed buildings are about 35 years 
old. Non-profits don’t have the equity to address this. The high cost of land 
and construction are also significant obstacles.

>
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non-profit affordable housing 
provides a community, security, 
and in an increasing number of 
cases, a supportive environment 
and connection with support 
services.
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T H e  f u T u R e  of  S o ci A l  HouSinG

Social-housing providers entered into agreements with governments that provide 
subsidies to make housing affordable for low-income earners. Those agreements 
went with the mortgage, so after the 30-year mortgage is paid, the operating 
agreement expires and there will be no more government intervention, no more 
subsidies, no more mortgage, and aging buildings.

This is a looming problem. It could also be a looming solution. The land 
owned is generally less dense than it could be. The density could be increased, 
and a portion of land could even be sold to pay for that increase.

The BC Non-Profit Housing Association will inventory social housing in 
B.C. to identify opportunities and will be discussing options like increased 
density. We’ll need to work with local governments, come up with unusual 
arrangements, and make zoning changes.

Partnerships are complex, and the more partners, the greater the complexity. 
But by forming partnerships, we can create models we can replicate, rather than 
reinventing the partnership wheel every time. We can’t afford to do that. We 
need to create templates everyone can use. That’s the future that I see.

R e S ou R c e S

BC Non-Profit Housing Association: www.bcnpha.ca.

Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC):  
www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca.

BC Housing: www.bchousing.org.

Canadian Housing and Renewal Association (CHRA): www.chra-achru.ca.

Raising the Roof: www.raisingtheroof.org.

Housing Again: housingagain.web.ca.
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P A r t  3 . 8

out of molly’s reach
unaffordable Housing in Gibsons (and Solutions)

Gibsons town councillor lee Ann JoHnSon explains how  
her council is tackling affordable housing issues in Gibsons.

Gibsons is a small town of 4,000, part of a Sunshine Coast community of about 
28,000. A growing retirement community, Gibsons already has the number of 
senior citizens that the province expected us to have in 2025.

A f foR dA ble  HouSinG

The lack of affordable housing is affecting every sector of our community. We 
have more job vacancies now than anyone can remember, but they’re service 
jobs with wages that don’t pay the rent here, as we’ve lost an enormous amount 
of rental stock. Property values have doubled in less than five years; houses are 
now about $400,000 for a single family house.

Like many rural communities, Gibsons has a shortage of health care workers 
and professionals. Three new doctors interested in living in our community 
turned it down, because they – doctors! – could not afford housing.

We’re also developing a major homelessness problem. Last winter we identi-
fied 30 people homeless on the Sunshine Coast. This year the numbers are close 
to 300; most are living in the woods.

>
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l A ck  of  S o ci A l  HouSinG

We don’t have family social housing in Gibsons. We have one subsidized hous-
ing project for seniors and one assisted living health care facility that is called 
housing. The provincial government talks about new affordable social housing, 
but what it’s doing is developing seniors’ health care facilities. Former facilities 
are being closed and seniors are being diverted to what they call ‘social housing.’ 
But it’s not: you don’t get to live there unless you need the health care.

A f foR dA ble  HouSinG  ini T i AT i v e S

Gibsons and Sechelt are moving to legalize secondary suites. We’ve involved 
the Chamber of Commerce, community economic development people and 

agencies like the Rotary Club so we 
can overcome expected objections 
with very broad support.

We’re also developing our last two 
substantial chunks of land, 110- and 
120-acre greenfield sites. On them 
we’re designing new zones, which 

will include freehold townhouses and cluster zoning on quarter-acre lots where 
up to four houses of varying sizes can be developed, providing density.

We’re also developing live-work zoning for those who need public access. (We 
already allow home-based businesses but we restrict them when they require 
customers to be coming and going.)

S m A ll  To w n  de nSi T y

Density in Gibsons means density appropriate for a small community. Local 
developers and builders simply don’t know how to build multiple-family 
developments, such as apartments or townhouses that must be built all at 
once. What they do know how to build are single-family houses and garages 
with cottages above. They also know how to build small houses, although they 
haven’t had the economic motivation to do so until now; we’re designing small 
housing zones. We’re hoping the zoned building sizes and the land uses will 
lead to greater affordability in these areas. But even greater affordability is not 
going to really address our workers’ needs.

>
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R e de f ininG  A f foR dA ble  HouSinG

To redefine affordable housing we’re using new language like ‘workforce 
housing’ (affordable housing for workers). Household size in our community 
is shrinking very rapidly. That’s happening across the province, but particularly 
affects retirement communities. Most of our population is one or two-person 
households. There are many reasons, including the environmental consider-
ations, that single people do not need 2,000 square feet.

com m u ni T y  l A n d  TRuS T S  A n d  HouSinG  R e S e R v e  f u n dS

As soon as we get through our two community plans, we hope to pursue a 
community land trust model, banking rural land in particular. One Gibsons 
family has donated part of their land as part of their estate, and other families 
are interested. If we can put that land in a land bank, we’ll be able to achieve 
a lot more for our communities. The key to affordability is disconnecting 
land ownership from the right to use land. Land trusts or “banks” can do just 
that.

>
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