Alberta Affordable Housing Task Force

Medicine Hat

February 26, 2007


Attendees:



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

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

Key themes: 

· Housing is more than bricks and mortars – it needs a funded social support system

· Communities are unique and require local solutions

· There is a limited return on investment for rental developments - Building costs are becoming prohibitively high – and a severe shortage has developed
· All levels of government must recognize the need for a partnership on housing, and local levels have the greatest connection to the people

· Affordable housing is a rural, as well as an urban issue

· Subsidies should follow the user, not the unit – “this helps to avoid the stigma of social housing”
· Many of the users of shelters in Medicine Hat are employed, but cannot find affordable housing. “People need a place to live if they are going to stay, and people are the key to ongoing economic success.”
· Municipalities are facing shortages of builders, engineers and planners

· Land supply and off-site levies are not major issues in Medicine Hat

· Housing for those with disabilities is “a critical need” – there is a waitlist of 110 people

· Cannot sustain a business-as-usual attitude – the cost to our economy will be too high

· The private for-profit sector is also an expert in home building efficiencies

· Municipalities should have an affordable housing strategy and renew it often

· Municipalities support and recognize the need for land banks

· Keep public money in the public sector, and reinvest gains into more social housing

· Too much time and energy is spent by aid organizations trying to ensure continued funding through on-going, renewable grant processes

· Working men and women are caught on the wrong side of the property boom and are being left behind

· Rent increases have been commensurate with rising utility prices

· First Nations families, visible minorities, single mothers and those without references face discrimination in acquiring rental housing

· Build affordable homes before building skating rinks

· Many homeless people face addiction issues, and emergency shelters are enabling their addiction
· Many who are homeless lack the basic living skills to stay in a home unsupported
· In some rural communities, hotels that formerly acted as emergency shelter are now filled with temporary workers – this has raised the issue of homelessness. 
Solutions heard:

· Immediately provide stable, increased and indexed funding for affordable housing and support workers – eliminate stop-start granting 
· Develop a common definition of ‘affordable housing’

· Define the need for housing assistance as a percentage of income, not as a percentage of market-value

· Expedite processes to speed up land transfers and grants 

· Examine the best practices in other jurisdictions for applicability in Alberta

· Provide support staff to educate and assist the private sector to access affordable housing incentives

· Utilize the expertise of Alberta Seniors and Community Development support staff

· Adopt a ‘Housing First’ attitude when dealing with homelessness

· Consider amending the Municipal Government Act to:

· Permit municipalities to use reserve land for affordable housing, 

· Mandate a set percentage of new development as affordable, 

· Allow for split mill rates on residential properties, and 

· Require municipalities to encourage more secondary suites 
· Allow municipalities greater control over condo conversions

· Provide incentives for the development of affordable housing, for example tax rebates, waived building fees, etc. and ensure that any incentives are reflected in a below-market, yet still profitable, sale price

· Partner with developers and builders that are open to assisting people with their mortgage payments or matching down payments.

· Encourage the federal government to include housing in the next budget and to develop a National Housing Strategy

· Use apprenticeship programs to assist in the development of affordable housing

· Match private donations to non-profit service providers who are providing affordable housing 

· Expand the provincial rent supplements program

· Consider partial subsidy programs

· Limit the amount that rent can be increased each year

· Get more people into home-ownership to increase rental vacancies

· Provide down-payment assistance for first-time home buyers

· Subsidize CMHC mortgages or lower the income thresholds and down payment requirements necessary for a mortgage

· Provide practical homeowner education for low-income individuals

· Increase and index housing allowances for fixed incomes (AISH, pensions, etc.)

· Match municipally waived property taxes by waiving provincial education taxes on affordable housing

· All levels of government cooperate to reduce and share infrastructure costs

· Provide a tax incentive to landlords who create or renovate units that are barrier-free

· Increase the amount allowable for barrier-free renovations under the RAMP program

· Increase the number of single units (bachelors and one bedrooms) for temporary workers

· Provide subsidies for innovative, environmentally-friendly designs

· Create separate shelter spaces for those who are under the influence of drugs or alcohol and provide the appropriate supports to help them break their addictions

· Explore prefabricated homes as a high-quality, low-cost housing option

· Provide assistance with damage and utility deposits for renters
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