Alberta Affordable Housing Task Force

Calgary

February 28, 2007


Attendees:



Nine invited presenters representing municipalities, industry, seniors’, and social services groups gave presentations comprising a variety of innovative short and long-term solutions.

130 interested citizens attended the public forum in the afternoon and 52 spoke to the task force representing 34 organizations.
Here is just some of what the task force heard:

Key themes: 

· The homeless are high users of public services such as hospitals, emergency medical services, and police services.  Providing shelter is less expensive than providing these services
· Shelters have become “a warehousing facility” for the homeless because of the decreased number of beds  

· Social housing assets are inappropriate for seniors and the disabled as they are not barrier-free and often not in the right locations. Seniors are being forced out of the province.
· There is a severe shortage of affordable housing – vacancy rates are 0.5%

· Rent controls will not help given the rapid population increase and the need to increase supply.  Rent controls discourage investment, and have never worked anywhere in North America

· Rapid cost of living increases and a growing gap in affordable housing is causing crisis 
· Health authority mandates do not include housing, and social housing groups are housing patients

· Market value land prices in established neighbourhoods are driving up the price of affordable housing

· For many years in Calgary there was a vast excess of rental housing stock, discouraging new investment and maintenance 

· Funds in support of the working poor should go to individuals, not landlords

· The lag time from project concept to reality increases the final cost
· More condos create more rental housing by freeing up existing units and by investment-owners renting out their condos

· Some landlords maintain discriminatory biases against non-working renters

· We need transitional shelters in Calgary – help us find a building for families
· Stay under the radar – proclaiming homelessness programs will bring more homeless to the city

· Housing is a human right that the government must provide – stop downloading housing provision onto the non-profit sector

· “Economic evictions” are a human rights violation and should be stopped

· Student housing has become so expensive that it is discouraging students form attending the University of Calgary - “it’s not a matter of what the market can bear, it’s what the student can bear.”
· There is no family housing for students
Solutions heard:

· Create a common approach across all departments and a cohesive plan and data sharing method for dealing with affordable housing and homelessness

· Create a Secretariat on Homelessness to coordinate the governmental departments, services and funding for housing to ensure cooperation and break down silos

· Work with municipalities to create a public awareness campaign to promote the benefits of secondary suite legalization

· Increase agency funding and timelines to let them focus on working for clients not dollars

· Create a long-term capital funding program to provide stable, dedicated funding for seniors housing

· Create a citizens’ ombudsman office for affordable housing and homelessness

· Explore synergies with community facilities like churches and schools to save space in housing units and maximize land usage

· Change social policies so individuals in their late teens are included in child welfare programs or have access to subsidized housing as adults

· The province should transfer surplus school sites and 100 provincially-owned single family units for affordable housing

· Provide block funding to the city to accelerate its ability to purchase or partner on affordable housing

· Provide funding to the city over the next two years to create 700 affordable housing units and increase operating costs, and two-thirds of the capital costs thereafter 

· Match federal funding dedicated to affordable housing and lobby for increased funding

· Consider amending the Condominium Property Act to extend the notification timeline for converting renal units into condos

· Amend the Municipal Government Act to allow municipalities to require affordable housing in new developments

· Re-profile provincially-owned housing to add secondary suites

· Expand the provincial rent supplements program to fund an additional 100 units

· Support the City of Calgary in purchasing or constructing new rental units

· Provide incentives for developers to build affordable housing units on a 50% market, 30% near-market, 20% deep subsidy basis 

· The City of Calgary is prepared to forgo property taxes on selected new 50/30/20 rental units for up to 25 years with matching from senior levels of government

· Province should help fund the equity portion of rental units to encourage the building of reasonably priced and sized units

· Encourage the federal government to provide tax amendments for affordable housing

· Province and municipalities should waive fees, levies, and development charges on lands devoted to affordable housing

· Put high school drop-outs into the trades to increase the number of skilled laborers 

· Ensure that the Municipal Government Act allows for mandatory and voluntary inclusionary zoning

· Implement more proactive zoning and planning policies to greatly increase densities in established communities. “We cannot ‘ghettoize’ affordable housing units.”
· Consider a deed-restricted housing model – perpetually affordable housing – whereby homes purchased below-market as “affordable housing” are restricted in their eventual sale price, also below-market

· Explore fixed-value life-leases – “lets  people build equity and prevents homes from becoming unaffordable for others”
· Amend the Residential Tenancy Act to deal with the unique circumstances surrounding perpetually affordable housing and provide protections for restricted sales

· Amend the Residential Tenancy Act to include provisions for roommates and mediation at a tenant advisory board

· Increase the living allowance for people on AISH, pensions, and other fixed incomes

· Increase program dollars for the Affordable Housing Initiative Program

· Periodically re-profile social housing stocks to ensure that they meet the needs of the communities they serve

· Non-profit groups need financial and capital support to move people through the continuum

· Review the core needs income threshold guidelines to recognize unique community situations

· Province should provide $100 million in portable shelter allowances – a subsidy that tops-up income to ensure low-income families are not paying more than 30% of their income for housing

· Income tax credits for corporations who build affordable housing units

· Subsidize permit fees for all secondary suites that meet Building and Fire Code standards

· Provide low-interest loans for home-owners to upgrade or create new secondary suites

· Expand the Homelessness Initiative and the funding of non-profit service delivery groups involved in affordable housing

· Consider the development of a Provincial Homelessness Prevention Fund to provide rent supplements and short-term loans to cover emergency situations.

· Implement temporary rental regulations or guidelines to prevent homelessness

· Cap rental increases at 10% for the period of a year
· Only allow for rent increases above inflation if the landlord has made improvements to the property

· Conduct a review of sector-worker salaries, increase remuneration to appropriate levels and engage in three-to-five-year service contracts with agencies that allow for annual cost of living increases

· Reduce or defer property taxes on low-income homes until the property is sold

· Raise the GST rebate on new homes

· Partner with private rental companies to provide affordable housing with provincial rent supplements

· Provide subsidized (30% of income) housing for those with mental illnesses

· Landlords need access to funding so they can keep the costs down – create a fund to provide monies to landlords for large-scale one-off retrofits or repairs. For example: new elevators, environmentally-sound windows, disabled access

· Mandate training and accreditation for landlords, and create a professional society

· The government should supply the land and materials and let people build their own home – make all homes subsidized

· Amend regulations to allow for innovative design options - modest dwelling units of less than 500 feet, basic dwelling units of 200 feet or less (located on municipal reserve land), skinny high-rises with 12 floors, co-ops, custodial suites in industrial buildings, or rooms over garages or in gardens

· Provide damage deposits through Alberta Works, not through loans from non-profits

· 10-15% of new rental units should have a barrier-free option

· Expand RAMP program and increase the maximum allowable for renovations

· Build prefabricated units above parking lots to maximize the use of city space

· Encourage the federal government to create a National Housing Policy

· The province should host a web portal that provides information for non-profit groups on grants, resources and shared experiences

· Aboriginal housing trusts for off-reserve individuals

· Adopt shelter standards and ensure that they are inclusive for families

· Create a program to educate immigrant families on their rights in the rental housing market
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