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Introduction
and summary
COVID-19 has put new pressures on residents of Canada, and on their housing system.
COVID-19 has created an unprecedented situation in terms of both health, housing
markets and the economy. New policy gaps have opened or been exacerbated by these
changes. The policy responses we had before impact the market differently now. More
than ever, it is important to invest rapidly and wisely on effective policy responses to
ensure housing stability and affordability through the crisis, and emerge stronger on the
other end.
The Canadian Housing Policy Roundtable (the Roundtable) is an independent collective of
leading housing actors representing housing associations from across the housing
continuum, including community organizations, the private sector, researchers, planners,
data and policy experts. This group of leading housing thinkers is committed to working
across sectors to develop shared solutions in order to strengthen Canada’s housing
system.
With a view to improving the health and strength of the entire housing system, the
Roundtable, along with leading housing organizations, is highlighting three specific
interventions, following in brief, that are urgently needed at this time:
1 . A N A C Q U I S I T I O N P R O G R A M T O
P R E S E R V E A F F O R D A B L E R E N T A L
Between 2011-2016, for every new affordable unit that was created, more
existing affordable unitsi were lost. This erosion of affordable housing massively
negates the efforts of the National Housing Strategy (NHS) to reduce housing
unaffordability for tenants and decrease homelessness. To slow and offset the
rapid loss of existing private rental stock that is affordable, this brief advocates
for the creation of a federal acquisition program that would target purpose built
rental, including properties with intensification potential where it could enable
non-profits to develop additional affordable housing. Such a program would
support NHS goals by ensuring that creation of new units is not outpaced by
the loss of existing affordable stock. The Roundtable proposes that this targeted
acquisition program operate as a permanent on-going program that could
preserve 7,500 affordable rental units annually.ii
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2 . D E V E L O P I N G A C O V I D - 1 9
A R R E A R S R E S P O N S E

R E N T A L

The financial impacts of COVID-19 have increased the risk of housing instability
and eviction for low-income households, that were already facing significant
affordability challenges. Given the massive job loss and potential for mass
evictions, crisis was avoided by the swift federal roll out of the Canada Emergency
Response Benefit (CERB). For simplicity and speed, the CERB was designed with
a flat rate delivery structure.
As a result, while a national evictions crisis was averted, rent arrears have become
concentrated in the communities with relatively high rents. The Roundtable is
recommending targeted interventions to assist the many tenants living in high rent
areas who have experienced a loss of income and are facing rent arrears they are
unable to pay.

3 . E M P O W E R G R E A T E R C O L L A B O R A T I O N
R E D U C E H O M E L E S S N E S S T H R O U G H
H O U S I N G F I R S T P O L I C I E S

T O

COVID-19 has shown the public health implications of homelessness and made
much more urgent the need to correct long-standing shortcomings of our
homeless serving systems.iii The Roundtable proposes three areas where
improvements will result in the greatest returns and achieve speedier, more
tangible and sustainable outcomes to address homelessness.
1. Develop a comprehensive system of positive indicators to track communitylevel to national progress in reducing chronic homelessness over time.
2. Strengthen government coordination and collaboration.
3. Prioritize and improve local planning and delivery through federal funding flows
that reward coordination and integration of local efforts.
Given what we now know about the impact of COVID-19 on the housing system, it is clear
the stakes are high. Due to this pandemic, millions of people have experienced
unexpected job loss or interruption. Even with government assistance, many are facing
unexpected housing instability. The economic impacts of the pandemic have altered
markets as well: interventions in the housing system may have a different impact now than
pre-pandemic. It is imperative that the response to COVID-19 is handled in an urgent and
calculated manner that takes into account the health and breadth of the entire housing
system
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To help pinpoint where additional attention is required, each of these three briefs
provides recommendations on an immediate actionable solution to improving key
areas of housing system in an urgent manner.
These three proposals represent positive interventions in the housing system but are
not exhaustive of the work to be done to ensure that everyone has housing that
meets their needs, and that they can afford. The creation of an urban, rural and
Northern Indigenous housing strategy, created “For Indigenous by Indigenous”
peoples, would provide a much-needed solution to the gap in the National Housing
Strategy of dedicated support for urban, rural and Northern Indigenous housing.
Strong advocacy on a For Indigenous by Indigenous strategy is already being led by
the CHRA Indigenous Caucus.iv Rather than replicate this here, the Roundtable fully
supports the proposals from the Indigenous caucus for an urban, rural and remote
Indigenous funding strategy.
Black, other racialized persons, women, LGBTQ2S+ groups, persons with disabilities,
and individuals affected by Canada’s ongoing mental health crisis had significant preexisting inequalities in housing and have disproportionately suffered from COVID-19.
Housing initiatives must develop and prioritize indicators that ensure homelessness is
reduced equitably across all groups within Canada, including Black, other racialized
persons, women, LGBTQ2S+ groups, persons with disabilities, and individuals
affected by Canada’s ongoing mental health crisis. These initiatives should be
informed by Gender-Based Analysis Plus analyses. Implementation of the proposals
below should include an equitable approach to acquisition of rental properties in areas
that are heavily populated by Black and other racialized persons in particular, and
ensuring organizations led by and working on behalf of Black, other racialized
persons, women, and persons with disabilities are included in program delivery.
The Roundtable acknowledges that while these briefs require additional development to
become actionable, they present an important starting point. Individually and as a
collective, the Roundtable is keen to advance these ideas and contribute to their further
development.

Endnotes
i With rents under $750 a month
ii Pomeroy, S (2020) Augmenting the National Housing Strategy with an affordable housing acquisition
program Federation of Canadian Municipalities page 1
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iii Singer, H. (2020). ‘'We’ve failed on housing': Addressing homelessness an urgent priority amid COVID-19,
U of T experts say’, U of T News, 25 August. Available at: https://www.utoronto.ca/news/we-ve-failedhousing-addressing-homelessness-urgent-priority-amid-covid-19-u-t-experts-say
iv CHRA, CHRA's Indigenous Caucus Launches "For Indigenous By Indigenous" Advocacy Campaign.
(Tuesday, November 3, 2020). Available at: https://chra-achru.ca/news/le-caucus-autochtone-de-lachrulance-la-campagne-de-sensibilisation-for-indigenous-by-indigenous/
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Brief 1: An acquisition program
to preserve affordable rental
The National Housing Strategy (NHS) launched significant investment in the production
of affordable housing in order “to ensure Canadians across the country have access to
housing that meets their needs and that they can afford.”v Over a decade, billions of
dollars will go to constructing 150,000 new housing units.vi This investment is welcome
and sorely needed.
Such investment in new construction recognizes the critical need to increase the total
stock of rental housing which is affordable for low- and moderate-income households.
However, there remains a policy gap, that if left unfilled, will undermine the investment
of a generation. Canada urgently needs an acquisition program to slow and offset the
loss of existing private rental stock that is affordable.
Between 2011 and 2016, for every new affordable unit that was created, more existing
affordable unitsvii were lost. During this time the number of affordable rental units in
Canada viii declined by 322,000. Recent claims from the B.C. non-profit housing sector
estimate that for each new unit of affordable housing built in the province, three are
lost.ix It is extremely likely that with the impact of COVID, this erosion has persisted.
This erosion is caused by two situations:
§ Municipal intensification policies resulting in low density rental apartments being
demolished and replaced with less affordable condos and high-end rentals;
§ Capital funds and Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) purchasing low-rent
properties and pushing rents above affordable levels through building rehabilitation
and improvements, rental unit upgrades, and increasing rents to market levels. x
This erosion of affordable housing massively negates the efforts of the NHS to reduce
housing unaffordability for tenants and decrease homelessness. Despite investment in new
housing production, unless we can curtail the attrition of existing affordable rental units,
there may be a steady rise in households in core housing need, facing eviction, or at-risk
of homelessness even with the NHS expenditure of over $55 Billion.
Because of COVID-19, individuals who were previously precariously employed, such as
restaurant, retail and hospitality workers, have become vulnerable to housing precarity
(among other things) due to loss of employment. As a result, there is additional stress put
on the housing system to keep individuals housed and ensure they do not become
homeless.
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The Roundtable recommends the creation of an acquisition program targeted towards
purpose built rental and land assembly (where it could enable non-profits to develop
additional affordable housing). Such a program would support NHS goals by ensuring
that creation of new units is not outpaced by the loss of existing affordable stock. This
targeted acquisition program should operate as a permanent on-going program. Such a
program could well preserve 7,500 affordable rental units annually. xi
D E S I G N

C O N S I D E R A T I O N S

This new acquisition program should contain the following elements:
§ Target the acquisition of purpose-built rental properties with rents currently at
or below market median, to preserve existing affordability.
§ Include purchases of properties with intensification potential for the purpose of
redeveloping housing or converting commercial buildings and related sites to
produce more affordable housing units.
§ Rental stock for acquisition should be in reasonably sound condition and
operating at or below median market rent.
§ Program eligibility should extend to existing non-profit providers who have the
capacity to engage in acquisition and/or development.
§ In addition to making funds available, the ability to deliver this program quickly
will determine its success. To enable this program to respond to the pace of
the market, the following actions should be taken:
o CMHC designate a certain amount of money to reputable local entities
with community and real estate savvy such as non-profits with internal
capacity and community and philanthropic foundations to be
accountable for the local administration of funds. These organizations
are close to the ground and have well established track records,
accountability frameworks and have the administrative capacity for
delivering funds quickly and ensuring proper program adherence.
o Creation of an initial short list of pre-approved providers or non-profit
intermediaries (such as GRT in Quebec) that could be able to access
program funds quickly in order to respond to opportunities as they
arise. This pool of pre-approved providers could be expanded over
time.
C O S T

C O N S I D E R A T I O N S

The annual cost to implement the acquisition fund with capacity to acquire up to 7,500
units annually is estimated at “$1.35 billion : with roughly $1.0 billion in loans, and the
remaining $330 Million in a forgivable loan contribution. This balance could shift to a
larger loan component if favourable CMHC financing is secured.”xii
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C O N C L U S I O N
COVID-19 has made clear that safe and affordable rental is an important social safety
net. Despite signature investments in affordable housing production, the unchecked loss
of existing affordable units has, and will continue, to outpace the development of new
ones.
The Roundtable urges that CMHC act in the interest of time. Rather than wait until the
perfect program is designed, CMHC should rollout an acquisition program with some
initial funding conditions and principles and adapt the program as needed.
To ensure more existing affordable housing is preserved and the NHS targets of creating
150,000 new units is met, immediate measures need to be taken to stop the attrition of
existing affordable rental housing. An acquisition program that enables non-profit
acquisition of existing low rent purpose built rental, would fill a policy gap and strengthen
efforts to reduce the number of households in need, as well as reduce homelessness.

Endnotes
v Canada, "Canada’s National Housing Strategy: A Place to Call Home," p 3.
vi The NHS currently proposes to add 150,000 new affordable units over 10 years (includes 50,000 via
redevelopment and intensification of existing community housing sites and 100,000 on new sites).
vii With rents under $750 a month
viii Renting below $750 per month and were thus affordable to households with annual incomes below
$30,000.
ix St. Denis, J. (2020, November 13). After Two Disastrous Decades, Vancouver Gets Serious about
Protecting SROs. Retrieved December 11, 2020, from https://thetyee.ca/News/2020/11/13/Two-DecadesNow-Vancouver-Serious-Protecting-SROs/?utm_source=weekly
x Martine August (2020): The financialization of Canadian multi-family rental housing: From trailer to tower,
Journal of Urban Affairs, DOI: 10.1080/07352166.2019.1705846
xi Pomeroy, S (2020) Augmenting the National Housing Strategy with an affordable housing acquisition
program Federation of Canadian Municipalities page 1
xii Ibid.
Support from the following organizations does not extend to this brief: Eastern Ontario Landlord
Organization; Federation of Rental-housing Providers of Ontario; Greater Toronto Apartment association; and
Calgary Residential Rental Association.
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Brief 2: Developing a
COVID-19 rental arrears response
The financial impacts of COVID-19 have increased the risk of housing instability and
eviction for low-income households. Prior to the pandemic, renters were already facing
significant affordability challengesxiii. In 2016, more than half of all Ontario renters had less
than 1 months of rent in savingsxiv, with more than 45% of tenants spending more than
30% of their total income on rent.xv At the height of the first wave, between March and
April 2020, Canada lost 3 million jobs.xvi Amongst the hardest hit sectors were retail and
restaurants, which traditionally are lower-paid and offer little job security.
As a result of COVID-19, previously precarious but steadily employed workers, such as
restaurant workers, became vulnerable and at risk for eviction. Eviction notices in large
urban centres like Toronto are disproportionately filed in communities in which Black and
low-income renter populations livexvIi, and evictions disproportionately affect those with
low incomes, lone parent families, children, female headed households, single adults,
Indigenous people, newcomers, racialized people, and those with mental health
challenges.xviiI
Tenant health, and everyone’s health during this pandemic, is also a serious concern.
Pre-pandemic, people facing involuntary loss of housing had worse mental and physical
healthxix. Governments and experts across Canada have recognized that, during a
pandemic, evictions are a health risk.
Given the massive job loss and potential for mass evictions, crisis was avoided by the
swift federal roll out of the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB). The impact of
CERB has been extremely beneficial to Canadians impacted by COVID. The CERB was
designed to for simplicity and speed in order to sustain households and the economy. A
flat rate delivery structure became a key feature of the program.
As a result, while a national evictions crisis was averted, rent arrears have become
concentrated in the communities with relatively high rents. For example, while the CERB
was more than adequate in communities with relatively low rents such as Edmundston,
Trois Rivieres and Prince George, it was grossly inadequate in areas with higher rents
such as Toronto or Vancouver.xx The newer Canadia Recovery Benefit (CRB), operates in
largely the same fashion.
One provincial response to hardship experienced by renters due to the global pandemic
was the Government of British Columbia’s implementation of a temporary Rental
Supplement Program, which provided between $300-$500 as a rent payment to eligible
low-income households through a direct monthly transfer to landlords. The program was
viewed as a crucial income support for both renters and landlords in a province with some
of the highest rents in the country.
8

Learning from the experience with CERB and the need for income supports which
account for cost of living, the Roundtable is recommending targeted intervention to assist
the many tenants living in high rent areas who experienced a loss of income and are
facing rent arrears they are unable to pay.
Now that we better understand COVID’s effect on the economy and the implications of
CERB, we can inject greater nuance and equity into the delivery of a financial response
that addresses the issue of rental arrears. A refocused policy would prioritize targeted
intervention and prevention to those who need it the most.
A COVID-19 rental arrears response would have two goals:
1. Support tenants facing financial hardship by eliminating the existing arrears backlog
that has been accumulated in the first wave of COVID-19 and preventing further
evictions caused by those arrears.
2. Pilot a new emergency income support program that is responsive to the
variety of rental markets, so the same situation of people accumulating new rent
arrears is not recreated.
An evictions crisis would be untenable from both tenant and public policy perspectives.
Sustaining the backlog of growing arrears threatens not only tenants’ tenure stability, but
also the viability of housing providers. Rental arrears threaten the viability of both private
and non-profit landlords. For many landlords, the extent of arrears due to COVID-19 far
surpasses what is expected as normal bad debt losses due to some tenants not paying
rent.
At worst, private providers of rental housing that is affordable – who have the thinnest
margins with which to absorb this cost –may be forced to sell, resulting in further loss of
affordable housing stock (and which may still result in tenant evictions). At best, if left
unsupported, many private and non-profit landlords will cover the losses by depleting
reserves for capital repairs, which will result in a greater capital repairs backlog.
D E S I G N

C O N S I D E R A T I O N S

Eligibility: The arrears program would be means-tested and available to low and
moderate-income tenants who are experiencing financial hardship due to COVID-19.
Ease of application: The longer someone can’t afford to pay their rent, the longer
existing arrears will accumulate and lead to evictions. Given the need for a timely arrears
intervention, applying to the recommended arrears program should be straightforward,
with minimal requirements, and easily accessible to tenants. Payment processing times
should be streamlined to prevent further arrears from accumulating.
Tied to actual arrears amount: Funds dispersed through the arrears program should be
allocated based on an individual’s rent owing. Targeting each individual’s rent amount will
account for differing rent amounts and ensure people have enough money to pay their rent
and address their arrears backlog.
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Funding to landlords: Having program payments go directly to landlords will support the
timely cancellation of any eviction proceedings in progress and ensure that landlords are
paid outstanding rent amounts that can immediately be used to cover outstanding debts
and mortgage payments. Making payments directly to landlords will also prevent the
arrears payments from making tenants ineligible for other forms of social assistance they
receive based on their income. Such payments to landlords should be conditional on
cancelling any residual obligation incurred during COVID-19 by those tenants and on
ceasing eviction processes that may be in progress for those arrears.
Timeliness: It is imperative that this be solved quickly before the impact of arrears are
further compounded on tenants and the housing system. This arrears program should
take every effort to leverage existing delivery mechanisms to ensure urgent delivery.
Secures tenure and eliminates tenant debt: To be effective this program must prevent
evictions while also eliminating tenant debt. Arrears can threaten tenure, but
outstanding rental debt can act as a barrier to finding future housing. This response is
needed not only to mitigate the risk of evictions, but to ensure arrears do not hinder a
tenant’s ability to change their housing by choice.
This proposed arrears program must be delivered in a twofold approach that remedies
existing arrears due to COVID-19, and takes a proactive approach to preventing future
arrears. In 2017 National Housing Collaborativexxi, proposed the national portable
housing benefit (“NPHB”): which helped inform the creation of the Canadian Housing
Benefit (The CHB). The CHB, has been an important step forward in meeting affordable
housing needs in Canada. As it is being implemented across the country, there is
opportunity for it be expanded and revised to be responsive to differential rent amounts
across the country. Expanding eligibility and tying benefit amount to actual rent would
considerably diminish the risk of a future evictions crisis and prevent homelessness and
bankruptcies.
Connecting the delivery mechanism of the temporary arrears management eviction
prevention program with an ongoing prevention program, would allow for seamless
integration and save time, effort and money, on the part of the government(s), the
tenants and the landlords.
C O N C L U S I O N
The effects of COVID-19 have had a massive impact on the security of tenure of
renters, and the viability of private and non-profit landlords providing affordable rental.
This is most acute in higher rent regions and for lower income households.
What is needed is a targeted response to rent arrears that accounts for the higher rents
found in Canada’s large city centres. To fill this gap, what needs to occur is the
creation of a COVID-19 rental arrears response. The design of this response would
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emphasize efficient rollout and easy uptake. To ensure the development of a sound
evidence-based arrears response, it would be informed by consultations with landlord
and tenant organizations. This new program would eliminate existing arrears due to
COVID-19 and proactively prevent the accumulation future arrears, to help maintain the
viability of Canada’s rental housing stock through the pandemic.
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Brief 3: Empowering greater
collaboration to reduce
homelessness through Housing
First policies
COVID-19 has laid bare the public health implications of homelessness and made
much more urgent the need to correct long-standing shortcomings of our homeless
serving systems.xxi COVID-19 has made homelessness even more dangerous for
people and amplified the interconnections of reducing homelessness and building a
healthy society. COVID-19 has demonstrated that safe, affordable, stable housing can
act as a preventative health measure against future pandemics.
The National Housing Strategy set out a target of reducing chronic homelessness by
half over the next decade. CMHC has since laid out the audacious goal for everyone in
Canada having a home that they can afford and that meets their needs by 2030. Since
the launch of the federal National Homeless Initiative (now rebranded as “Reaching
Home”), significant progress has been made to support coordinated community
responses to homelessness. Through these efforts we have seen the positive impact of
reliable data, intergovernmental alignment and local coordination among service
agencies.
Further, in many communities, COVID-19 has necessitated evolutions in homelessness
services that have been long overdue. Overcrowded shelters were unburdened as
municipalities opened secondary spaces such as hotels and instituted rapid rehousing
initiatives. The federal Rapid Housing Initiative will ideally help to ensure that some of
these changes will be lasting.
There is currently significant momentum, and urgency, to build on these developments,
and further a fully integrated response to homelessness. COVID-19 has motivated
positive responses to homelessness, but in several ways has only deepened the
homelessness crisis.
The Canadian Housing Policy Roundtable proposes three areas where improvements
will result in the greatest returns and achieve speedier, more tangible and sustainable
outcomes to address homelessness.
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1. Develop a comprehensive system of positive indicators to track communitylevel to national progress in reducing chronic homelessness over time
In addition to community-level goals set through Reaching Home, there is a requirement
to develop a standard set of metrics that can be rolled up to the national level. The
federal government can provide leadership by identifying indicators stemming from
expanded use of By-Name-Lists. Further, Statistics Canada can implement a finergrained system of community-scale indicators with routine annual reporting on
performance of Housing First strategies.
The Canadian Housing Survey should be supplemented with a survey of housing help
agencies and others engaged in finding permanent accommodation for homeless
individuals and families, including follow-up interviews with those placed in permanent
accommodation.
Finally, it is essential to undertake longitudinal promotional and evaluation research to
assess the outcomes of progressively more widespread application of Housing First
strategies. The latter would include innovations such as the Rapid Housing Initiative,
youth-elderly home-sharing initiatives, and Transforming Emergency Shelter into
Affordable Housing with Support.
2. Strengthening government coordination and collaboration
Through the NHS, CMHC established bilateral agreements with provinces and territories to
align intergovernmental objectives in support of the National Housing Strategy. However,
ESDC has no equivalent agreements with provincial and territorial counterparts regarding
homelessness. This hampers our collective effort to ensure homelessness in Canada is
rare, brief, and non-recurring, as well as the homelessness reduction goals of the National
Housing Strategy.
To improve collaboration and get speedier outcomes, the federal government can
spearhead an all-of-government approach and offer leadership to alignment of
homelessness and housing efforts by creating joined-up housing and homelessness teams
to lead outreach in cooperation with provinces and territories.
A comprehensive coordinated strategy to end homelessness will recognize the role of
FPTs towards that goal, with actions and responsibilities. This further evolution of
Canada’s approach to ending homelessness could take many forms, from notes between
ministries to the establishing of formalized agreements through Memoranda of
Understanding or sub-agreements to the Canada Health Transfer, aimed at coordinating
capital with ancillary supports and committing to joint planning. These formal mechanisms
could create additional accountability towards delivering and reporting on identified
homelessness initiatives such as Housing First.
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3. Prioritize and improve local planning and delivery through federal funding
flows that reward coordination and integration of local efforts
With the impact of COVID, it is clearer than ever that human lives are at stake in
reducing homelessness and promoting permanent housing solutions. Local
jurisdictions need to be able to be more responsive to local needs and enabled to act
faster to deliver programming. Now that we are three years into delivering the NHS
and are in the midst of a pandemic, agencies concerned understand the importance
of being able to respond to local needs quickly. While a great deal of development
has been done in local jurisdictions to bring stakeholders together to develop shared
response to homelessness, even more remains to be accomplished.
A key outstanding step is to create the incentives and accountability that overcome the
constraints of legacy funding agreements and achieve true shared accountability
frameworks. This support is especially important in areas where there is a perceived
resourcing challenge. There are successful models for shared accountability structures,
such as the Calgary Homelessness Foundation. xxii Expanding and replicating similar
models is essential to achieving comprehensive integrated homeless-serving
infrastructure.
C O N C L U S I O N
We have seen the dire impact of COVID-19 on people experiencing homelessness. What
is needed now is to learn from this is how to foster greater inter-governmental alignment
and cohesion. This increases alignment will result in the wider and more strategic use of
shared data to measure success, greater collaboration at a federal-provincial-territorial
level and joined-up local program delivery.

Endnotes
xxi

Singer, H. (2020). ‘'We’ve failed on housing': Addressing homelessness an urgent priority amid COVID-19,
U of T experts say’, U of T News, 25 August. Available at:
https://www.utoronto.ca/news/we-ve-failed-housing-addressing-homelessness-urgent-priority-amid-covid19-u-t-experts-say
xxii
CHF: The System Planner. (2018, May 11). Retrieved December 10,
2020, from https://calgaryhomeless.com/ending-homelessness/our-role/

14

