Alberta Affordable Housing Task Force

Lethbridge

February 27, 2007


Attendees:



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

Fifty interested citizens attended the public forum in the afternoon and twelve spoke to the task force.
Here is just some of what the task force heard:

Key themes: 

· Sustainable housing situations are important in building strong families, strong neighborhoods and strong communities

· The stock of affordable housing has not grown and the development through the private sector is not keeping pace with demands

· “All people have a right to safe, appropriate and affordable housing”

· We need universal designs that are affordable, accessible, adaptable and available

· Large numbers in shelters are working men and women who have been squeezed out of Calgary and northern Alberta due to rising costs
· Most of the children in the youth shelter are not transient, but are from the Lethbridge area, both urban and rural
· Need to move people up the ladder into home ownership. Move people away from dependence and into independence
· There is a “not in my backyard” perception of affordable housing – “there shall not be a house of lesser value than mine in the neighbourhood”

· Developments need to complement the neighbourhood – affordable housing units cannot be eyesores. “Affordable housing is not an excuse for ugly buildings” 

· “Not just building bedrooms and bathrooms, but building communities”

· Hot housing market makes the lengthy process of applying for grants to build affordable housing unattractive.  The builder can “make money now” by building for ownership at market value

· The underground economy and increased cycle times are costing everybody money

· Increases in costs of land, labour, materials and the limited supply of skilled workers are impacting price points

· Rural communities often lack the large infrastructure requirements – support workers, service groups, etc – for permanent shelter spaces

· Discrimination and shortage of rental housing are the main barriers faced by aboriginal youth coming off the reserve with a particular need for Aboriginal student housing 
· Landlords are hesitant to rent to those with mental illnesses

· Many of those who are chronically homeless are faced with addiction issues.  Without the appropriate support services, including emergency shelters, treatment facilities and transitional housing, the risk of relapse is high, perpetuating a cycle of homelessness

· Damage deposits are prohibitive for affordable rents

· There is no provision for recognizing that the past is past and people can change within the mortgage approval process

· Municipal governments need leadership from the higher levels of government for action on affordable housing

Solutions heard:

· Immediate need for long-term, sustainable funding, partnerships, and planning and additional funding for dedicated support staff workers in shelters

· There needs to be a paradigm shift in Alberta – “fighting homelessness is not only for them, it is for us too.”
· Create a dedicated Ministry of Housing

· Streamline grants processes and expedite housing proposals to get people into homes now – a more straightforward application process would be helpful

· Ensure that grants are not tied to partnerships and health services provisions

· Provide grant funding to public organizations rather than private firms, to ensure public money is committed to long-term benefits

· Governments should utilize non-profits with a track record of sustainability and success to implement policy, as they have expertise and the faith of their clients

· Strengthen community-based approaches, decision-making, and ongoing involvement

· Roll dollars directly to the communities for affordable housing and homelessness, and provide support through FCSS or provincial departments

· The province should match federal government contributions to affordable housing

· Increase the number of transitional housing units in Lethbridge, including units for students and seniors

· Address the issue of over-housing, for example seniors should be able to rent out suites in their houses

· Create an Affordable Housing Institute to build best practices and celebrate success

· Provide incentives for builders and developers to get involved – there is a strong business case for affordable housing

· Provide directed support to enable pilot projects in local communities

· Increase the number of renovated or retrofitted buildings used for affordable housing
· Engage in a marketing campaign to demonstrate the value of affordable housing, and mitigate community resistance

· Address the dual issues of the labour shortage and Aboriginal unemployment

· Direct legislation at all levels to make it easier to build creative, attractive affordable housing projects 

· Amend the Municipal Government Act to require that any new subdivisions contain some amount of affordable housing

· Municipalities should not rezone land downwards for the benefit of developers, but should work harder to attract developers who will build affordable housing and encourage multi-family development

· Provide smaller-than-average sized lots for starter homes to help keep costs down

· Municipalities should forgive some of the off-site levy fees on affordable properties

· Encourage negotiations between municipalities and developers on more flexible design standards for new communities to help lower costs

· Encourage all levels of government to support organizations who educate, employ, and house off-reserve Aboriginals

· Encourage Aboriginals leaders to become owners and managers of rental units for off reserve band members

· Increase funding for the federal government’s Urban Aboriginal Initiative

· Use not-for-profit groups already in place to build affordable rental units, the surplus from which will be reinvested into increasing stocks of affordable units – keep public dollars public
· Create a program that will provide incentives to landlords who rent to higher-risk tenants or rent at below market rates

· Reinstate the Renter’s Rebate Tax Credit

· Consider implementing temporary rent controls/ guidelines

· Increase the number of multi-family projects, which reduce cycle times and costs

· Provide subsidies for municipalities that assist in the construction of affordable housing

· Amend municipal bylaws to allow for secondary suites

· Adjust the new home GST rebate to meet current actualities

· Relax CMHC requirements to help mitigate the damage of long-past credit issues

· Allow people under a certain income threshold to apply for grants to get them into a home

· Implement random spot checks to reduce the shadow economy

· Enable ‘fast-track’ qualifications for builders who are building on a home design that has already been approved, and have excellent track records and worker standards

· Establish more transitional housing for those currently living in shelters

· Create a levy on liquor to subsidize homeless shelters

· Fund additional spaces and options for women in abused relationships

· Provide assistance to cover damage deposits and utility costs

· Create regional housing authorities to speak for the needs of their communities and deliver subsidies to individuals

· Increase AISH allowances so that a third will cover housing expenses

· Use sustainable and green technologies to reduce costs of utilities and create savings

· Create a foster housing program for homeless people
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