Alberta Affordable Housing Task Force

Red Deer
February 22, 2007


Attendees:



In the morning, 12 presenters representing municipalities, industry, students’, women’s, Aboriginal and social services groups gave presentations comprising a variety of innovative short and long-term solutions.

Approximately 40 interested citizens attended the public forum in the afternoon and 13 spoke to the task force representing 11 organizations
Here is just some of what the task force heard:

Key themes: 

· “We need affordable housing now.  There is no way we can wait two years.”
· There is a lack of long-range planning

· Need serious policies and partnerships between federal, provincial, municipal, and private sector partners

· Homelessness has become an economic issue – business people realize dealing with homelessness and providing affordable housing is good for the community

· We need to develop intentional social policies that integrate the diverse responsibilities across governments

· There is a lack of appropriate housing stock.  We have two bottlenecks – on at the entrance point to affordable housing – for example, lodges – and one at the exit point.

· Current provincial processes are a deterrent for the private sector

· Emergency shelters are increasingly being used by transient workers and the working poor.  That means the homeless are now using mat programs designed for people dealing with addictions.  

· Motivate the churches to get involved.  They have land, builders, and a large volunteer base. Find practical ways to put faith into action

· Costs to develop affordable housing are rising – not just labour and construction – also taxes and utilities. “I’ve got $65,000 in taxes before anyone’s even moved in”
· Municipalities need to take a firm stand with communities in support of affordable housing

· Build on current successful programs (eg. Habitat for Humanity)  – help them with these challenges and their need for land

· The federal, provincial, and municipal governments need to recognize the unique needs of the Aboriginal population, support their networks and be holistic 
· Non-profit sector challenges include insufficient staffing, rising costs, growing demand for services and greater complexity of client needs

· Staff in the non-profit sector also require affordable housing given salary levels

· Red Deer College’s growth will exacerbate the affordable housing issue for students, and student loans that allocate limited funds for rent will be even more insufficient

· Many people in need of affordable housing and supports move to nearby communities that do not have the resources to deal with intervention and treatment 

· Down payments are prohibitive for home ownership

· Not an adequate return on investment for developers building rental units

· Volunteer fatigue in emergency shelter programs.  
· Overbuilding large rental properties – focus on smaller suites (bachelor/one bedroom)

· Housing is a health issue

· HIV and HIV/AIDS is a major risk factor for becoming homeless

· Demand is exceeding supply. Land for affordable housing is a problem everywhere
· Municipal off-site levies have increased 333% in the last five years, which gets passed on to new home buyers

· Housing is the number one need of clients of the Schizophrenic Society. “Our guys are at the bottom of the list”
· Disabled Albertans need fully accessible housing.  Hundreds of Albertans are waiting for these suites.  These Albertans also need an attendant and other levels of care.

Solutions heard:

· Long-range plans at the provincial and municipal levels

· Establish a dedicated provincial Ministry of Housing 
· Government should provide construction and financing expertise, create efficiencies, and share creative approaches

· Support development for staff working with the mentally ill and homeless

· Provide more funding for social development - current program budgets and grant caps do not reflect the increase in building costs in recent years

· Create and facilitate partnerships

· Solutions need to be proactive, flexible and multi-generational and reflect user needs
· Solutions need to include governments, non-profits, and the private sector 

· Non-profit funding that is sustainable, indexed, flexible and long-term to maintain capable staff and capacity.  
· Focus on what we need for healthy communities 
· Municipalities should free up land for affordable housing

· Use provincial and municipal reserve and surplus land for affordable housing

· Limit condo conversions 

· Use the “Housing First” model that makes sure people are housed first – rather than focusing on whether they meet our criteria

· Involve government in funding additional college residence spaces so housing (currently occupied by students) can be available to low or no income families.
· Support diverse housing mixes -- commercial, churches, recreational, health and student housing in education settings

· Provide or increase the levels of rent subsidies so people can stay in their current units

· Rent subsidies need to reflect market realities.  Rents at 10% below market value are not affordable

· Re-examine subsidies, fixed incomes, the minimum wage and social allowances annually

· Cap the amount that landlords can increase rents by annually

· Encourage the private sector to provide affordable housing  

· Mandate new subdivisions to include affordable rental housing 

· Amend the Municipal Government Act to allow for special zoning designations and mill rates for affordable housing

· Mandate a percentage of barrier-free housing in all new developments, including a mix of single and family-sized units

· Increase density and adapt more flexible development standards
· Additional funding for projects that exhibit energy best practices

· Fast-track development approvals

· Build more adaptable, safe and adequate smaller-sized rental properties 

· Make provisions for secondary suites, including inspection and licensing
· Examine the municipal tax levy for affordable housing providers who have rental rates at least 25% below market rates

· Off-site infrastructure should be funded by the province

· Standardize unit prices for construction and expected contributions from applicants 
· The federal government should ensure a “level playing field” for honest contractors who file their tax returns and play by the rules

· Organize crews of trades-people to build affordable housing across the province
· A more transparent and efficient application structure.  “It’s too much work, and too hard to do for volunteers.  Make it simpler.”
· Submissions for funding should be reviewed in a timely manner and decisions made within 30-60 days. “Ten months is too long to wait for answers”
· Review criteria for home modification grants.  Increase the maximum allowable under both the RAMP and RRAP program

· Extend mortgage periods to 30-plus years

· Reduce the GST by a further one percent and adjust GST rebate threshold for new home buyers to reflect price increases since 1991

· Address the shortage of skilled trades people: expand training programs, quickly implement the Human Resources Action Plan for the Residential Sector, and accelerate immigration 

· Commit federal funds to support projects that extend road, transit, sewer, and water services to accommodate new residential development
· Educate people about purchasing and maintaining homes

· Expand funding for existing programs such as Habitat for Humanity and CMHC 

· Provincial assessment and utility controls for affordable housing

· Incentives to accommodate the hard-to-house

· Increase the number of supported shelter spaces

· More flexible in-home care options/ programs

· Provide down payment for homebuyers who are approved for mortgages, either as a second mortgage or payable at sale, with incentives for early payment 

· Financial planning supports for smaller communities that lack social planning budgets
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