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Canada’s Housing Crisis: Twenty-Two Solutions
Canada’s housing crisis is more severe than many people realize, and here are twenty-two solutions that could
end it.
What is Happening?
What on Earth is happening? The explosion of housing prices in Vancouver and Victoria is crazy, but the same
thing is happening in many cities around the world, not just the big ones like Toronto, London, Berlin, Paris,
Stockholm, New York, San Francisco and Mumbai but also smaller communities like Kelowna, and Nashville,
Tennessee. In Australia, in 2014, house prices rose by a whopping 121%.1
There are signs that the crisis is endemic across the developed world, which makes it likely there’s a common
cause.2 But what is it? That’s the mystery. We await some genius to write the definitive analysis, the way the
French economist Thomas Piketty did for income inequality in his book Capital in the Twenty-First Century.3
During 2015, single family house-prices in Vancouver rose by 37%. In Tsawwassen they rose by 41%; in
Richmond by 36.5%. In June 2016, a very unremarkable 2,400 square foot 4-bedroom bungalow with a
basement on West 29th Ave in Vancouver was on the market for $5.5 million.4 The bubble is now beginning to
burst, but by nowhere far enough to make a difference.
The housing crisis is far more serious than most people realize, and it calls for far-reaching solutions similar in
scope to the way Canada’s healthcare crisis was solved in the 1960s by publicly funded universal healthcare.
Thirty years ago, if you had a reasonable income, the gap between renting and owning was bridgeable. Today, in
many parts of Canada, it is not. In 1976, it took 5 years to save enough for a 20% deposit on a mortgage.5 Today,
it takes 16 years for a British Columbian to do the same—23 years in Vancouver. This poses a huge danger to
the fabric of Canadian society.6
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Over the past 15 years, the average Vancouver household’s income has grown by just 10.75%, while the cost of
housing has grown by 172% (inflation adjusted). Over the same period, Toronto’s housing prices grew 188%
while the median income grew by just 0.38%.7
They will never inherit
For here’s the thing—a third of Canadians don’t own property, and nor do their parents, so they will never
inherit. Unless they win the lottery or start some genius new business they will be forced to rent for life,
constantly on edge, part of the permanent minority of renters, feeding money to property owners on the other
side of the divide for as long as they live.
The high rents and real estate prices are also driving young families out of the city, resulting in school closures
that are disruptive for the remaining families, and tiresome commutes, cutting into the time parents have with
their children. They also increase the pressures on the more vulnerable, who resort to couch surfing or living in
their parents’ basements, and the super-vulnerable, who are living in the bushes and on the streets, including
seniors, veterans, First Nations men and women, and families with children. It’s a miserable cascade of
suffering.
What does it do to a country when a third of its people are unable to own a home? Renters feel more
disenfranchised. They vote less, and their needs rarely receive attention in Canada’s legislatures, maybe because
most politicians live on the property-owning side of the divide. On one side of the divide you borrow money to
buy property. On the other, you pay rent to property owners. The money flows one way, all the time, constantly
increasing the gap between the two sides.
With fewer Canadians able to buy, the rental vacancy rates in Victoria and Vancouver are approaching zero,
prompting higher rents, bidding wars by desperate families, couch-surfing, millennials living in their parents’
homes, and homelessness.8 40% of Canadians who rent spend more than 30% of their household income on rent
and utilities, the level deemed affordable. 20% spend more than half their income, often having to choose
between paying the rent and feeding the family.9
In Britain, where sovereign wealth funds invested $26 billion in UK property in 2014, young families have been
shut out of rental affordability in two-thirds of the country.10 In America, a $15 to $25 hourly wage is needed in
many states to afford a rental unit.11 In Vancouver, you need an annual family income of $152,000 to buy a
house.

What are the Fundamental Causes?
So what is behind it all? I am not a housing economist, but there seem to be eight possible contributing causes:
1. The failure of successive governments, federally and provincially, to address the growing crisis of
poverty and income inequality.
2. The failure of successive governments to invest in affordable housing, deferring to private property
developers and the market.
3. The trend towards the commodification of housing, allowing wealthy people and investment funds to
treat housing as an investment commodity.
4. Since the 1980s, and especially since 2008, a faster increase in the creation of money by the banks than
the growth in GDP needed to absorb it, feeding inflation and the financialization of non-productive
commodities such as housing.
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5. The choice by Canadians with higher disposable incomes to invest their inheritances in housing, thereby
inflating prices.
6. The ability of wealthy non-Canadians to buy property in Canada with few restrictions, further inflating
prices.
7. The failure of governments to end tax evasion, or to regulate against the purchase of land as a
commodity for tax-evasion purposes.
8. The failure of affordable housing advocates to mobilize those who are suffering from the housing crisis,
and to help them organize into a visible and noisy political force.
In Capital in the Twenty-First Century Thomas Piketty showed why, lacking government intervention,
inequality in our modern societies will continue to increase. As long as the rate of return on capital is higher than
the rate of growth of the economy, he demonstrated, unless there are policies to correct the imbalance, inherited
and stored wealth will grow faster than earned wealth, constantly increasing the level of inequality.
Among the relatively well-off there are many who enjoy good salaries, generous annual bonuses and good
pensions. As well as buying homes for themselves they invest some of their wealth in property, including second
homes and investment properties. If ten people with similar incomes compete to buy a house, the value of the
house won’t shift much. But if three can pay a lot more than the other seven, they will push the price out of reach
of the seven.
Two-thirds of Canadians have parents who own property, and death being what it is, sooner or later they will
inherit without needing to pay inheritance taxes, paying capital gains tax only on half the value of any secondary
residence. Over the next decade, CIBC reports that the boomer generation aged between 50 and 75 will inherit
$750 billion, massively increasing their disposable income, much of which will flow into the property market,
inflating prices.12 As any economist will explain, if you increase the flow of money into the market for
something without increasing the supply, the price will rise. Some developers argue that the solution is simply to
build more housing, but with the housing crisis being a global condition, it’s a lot more complicated than that.
All this is aided by the way we allow banks to create new credit at the click of a mouse, and then sell the money
at interest, limited only by their fractional reserve lending base. The more they lend, the more profit they earn for
their shareholders through the interest charged. This is a blessing, since it enables people to buy homes and build
businesses, but it’s also a curse, since it increases the social divide, and when it fuels a bubble it can destabilize
the entire economy, leaving the public to bail out the banks, as happened in various countries in 2008.
For many years now, investors have been treating housing as a speculative commodity - buy for $1 million, sell
for $1.2 million in a few month’s time = 20% ROI. They have been riding the wave of housing price inflation,
feeding the inflation to their benefit, but to the loss of everyone who needs to rent or buy an affordable home.
Into this growing pool of money we can add the flow of foreign money, which in BC is chiefly from China.
China has more than a million millionaires, many of whom reportedly want to live somewhere less polluted.13
China’s wobbly stock exchange caused many to seek better returns overseas, and the weak Canadian dollar
combined with the Chinese yuan’s devaluation has driven many to Canada, encouraged by Vancouver realtors
who market specifically to them.14 If you live in one of China’s torrid, noisy, polluted cities, Vancouver’s
lyrically leafy streets must seem like paradise.
As Bill Tieleman wrote in The Tyee, the National Bank of Canada has estimated that Chinese buyers spent $12.7
billion in Vancouver in 2015, accounting for about one-third of all sales, part of an estimated US$1 trillion that
left China in the last 18 months seeking safe investments.15

The Housing Crisis - 22 Solutions

3

To the mix of suspects we must also add the global failure of governments to regulate and abolish the tax
havens, both offshore in places such as Barbados and the Cayman Islands, and within countries such as the US,
Switzerland and Lichtenstein. This parasitic cancer on the global economy allows tax-evading millionaires to use
shell companies to launder their money through property. When you enter ‘Vancouver’ in the Panama Papers
search engine, Greater Vancouver shows fifteen times more listed addresses per population than Edmonton,
indicating tax-evading shell companies where the beneficial owners are hiding their names.16
And to add grit to the wound, AirBNBs are eating into rental availability, since property-owners can generate
more income from short-term rentals than from secure long-term rentals without having to bother with the
Residential Tenancy Act. In Vancouver 67% of the listed AirBNBs—3,179 units—are full apartments or houses
that might otherwise be in the permanent rental pool. In Tofino, people are sleeping in the woods because rental
units have been converted to AirBNBs.17

What Is To Be Done?
#1: Develop a Comprehensive Housing Strategy
The solutions begin with a comprehensive federal/provincial housing strategy that will end the crisis once and
for all, and ensure that every Canadian has guaranteed access to a clean, safe, secure, sustainable, affordable
home. We need to approach the housing crisis with the same level of ambition that Tommy Douglas approached
the healthcare crisis in Saskatchewan in the 1950s—as an emergency that needed a big picture, radical solution,
something that Dr. Paul Kershaw from UBC and project Generation Squeeze have also been arguing.18
The federal and provincial governments need to tackle the root causes of the problem, and gather a large pool of
new revenues to finance a major affordable housing program.
Canada needs to agree that housing is a basic Charter right. Canada has ratified the 1976 UN International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which states that the parties to the covenant “recognize the
right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing
and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions,” but has not extended this recognition as a
Canadian Charter right.
The new comprehensive strategy needs to make a clean break with the failed assumption that development is
best left to the market, and adopt instead the principle, clearly enunciated by UBC’s Paul Kershaw and
Generation Squeeze, that “Canada's housing market should be regulated primarily to provide an efficient supply
of affordable, suitable homes for community members and families to live in (renting or owning).”19
The development of Canada’s National Housing Strategy is already underway, with an announcement due on
November 22nd sharing what the government has heard from Canadians.20
#2. Restrict Foreign Ownership
We need to restrict the foreign ownership of land, as Martyn Brown has argued so eloquently in The Tyee.21 We
could place an outright ban on the purchase of property by foreign non-residents, as Australia and Norway have
done, or do it for six months to a year while we sort our policies out, as Bill Tieleman has argued.22 The BC
government’s 15% additional property transfer tax on foreign buyers in Metro-Vancouver is a welcome step in
this direction.
Alternatively, we could restrict the right to buy property to Canadian residents of any nationality who live and
pay taxes in Canada, as Tony Greenham has argued as a solution to the housing crisis in the UK. 23
#3. Close the Tax Havens
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Globally, Canada needs to play a far more active leadership role in the work to close down the tax havens once
and for all. The economist Gabriel Zucman, in his book The Hidden Wealth of Nations: The Scourge of Tax
Havens, estimates that $7.6 trillion is being hidden in the havens, including 9% of Canada’s wealth, as a result of
which Canada is losing $6 billion year in government revenue. The solution he proposes is a fully transparent
international finance register, backed by punitive trade tariffs against countries that refuse to cooperate.24
In the meantime, the federal government could require any company buying property in Canada to join a public
register of beneficial ownership, showing who the actual owners are; it could impose severe punishments on
professional accountants and others who enable Canadians to evade taxes; it could close all of the loopholes and
dodgy practices that enable tax-evaders to buy and flip property in Canada; it could enable local municipalities
to impose an annual tax surcharge on properties owned by offshore entities; and it could legislate the forced sale
of all such properties, releasing them back onto the market.25
Rental Price Controls?
In BC, the law limits the annual rent increase for continuously occupied residential units to 2.9%, which may be
one of the best rent controls in the world. This does not apply to rental turnovers, however, which affect 30% of
Metro Vancouver’s 105,000 rental units, where prices are jumping by 10-20%.26
Cities can legislate rent controls, as New York has done since 1938, and as Stockholm and Berlin are now doing
to try stop rental price inflation, though their experience shows that unless the regulations are well enforced
landlords will find a way to skirt the rules, and the controls can cause a thriving black market.27
Adding to the muddle, developers of new rental properties need a financial incentive to build, so unduly
restrictive rent controls may inhibit the very thing we need, which is more affordable rental units.
#4. Use Municipal Powers
Municipalities can use inclusionary zoning to require developers to make 30%, 50% or 100% of all new units of
a development affordable and family-friendly, generating mixed-income communities.
They can zone for increased densification of single-family neighbourhoods to allow more townhouses.
They can allow car-free laneway housing and secondary suites, accompanied by good transit, safe bike-routes,
and car-sharing.
They can make it easy for non-family members to buy a house together, owning it as ‘tenants in common’.
And depending on their legal powers, they can require that any new homes be marketed locally for at least six
months before being offered to foreign buyers, as the Mayor of London, UK, Sadiq Khan, has proposed.
To help tackle homelessness, municipalities can also allow land left idle for more than a year to be used for
temporary tiny homes villages for the homeless, learning from Dignity Village in Portland, Opportunity Village
in Eugene, Oregon, and Victoria’s MicroHousing Project.28
#5. A Limited Ban on AirBNBs
Vancouver is proposing to license short-term AirBNB rentals within principal residences, but to deny licenses to
AirBNBs that are in separate apartments or houses, potentially releasing up to 3,000 units of housing into the
permanent rental pool. The ban could be linked to the rental vacancy rate, ending when it rises above 3.0.
How Much New Housing is Needed?
Following last year’s federal election, anti-poverty advocates and housing providers asked the government for
$3.2 billion to renovate old units and to build 100,000 new units nationwide.29 The federal government
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responded with a $2.3 billion short-term commitment over two years for a variety of affordable housing
initiatives.
The cost of the failure to address homelessness is estimated at $7 billion a year, because as a society we are
using law enforcement, courts and prisons, emergency healthcare, longer hospital stays and emergency shelters
instead of taking a proactive Housing First approach, as cities like Medicine Hat, Alberta, have done.30 This is
the cost of allowing social entropy to blossom, instead of taking a pro-active syntropic approach.
Citizens for Public Justice says 3.2 million Canadians need improved housing, because they pay more than they
can afford on rent, or live in homes that are overcrowded or need major repairs.31
This includes Canada’s First Nations, for whom the Assembly of First Nations has estimated the on-reserve
housing shortage to be approximately 85,000 units. Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada puts
the number at 35,000 to 40,000 units.32
In Metro-Vancouver, 145,000 households spend more than 30% of their income on housing. Marc Lee, chief
economist with the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, sees the need to build 5,000 to 10,000 new units a
year in Metro Vancouver alone.33 For BC as a whole there is probably need to build 10,000 to 20,000 units of
new affordable housing a year.
Such a massive building program would generate up to 22,600 new jobs for builders and the trades in BC,
assuming 1.13 jobs per apartment unit.34 It would also create an opportunity for solutions to two other problems
that need urgent attention - the climate crisis and the problem of loneliness. (See below.)
What Will It Cost?
10,000 to 20,000 units a year at $250,000 per unit comes to $2.5 to $5 billion a year, less if governments
contribute land (as Vancouver is offering to do) and waive the development fees. This could finance an
ambitious affordable housing building program, driven by non-profits. If the new revenue comes from targeted
housing taxes (see below), this would also help to cool the market. If the development is done through housing
cooperatives (see below), the cost could be considerably lower.
In the pot so far is the federal government’s $2.3 billion Affordable Housing Initiative over two years, which
includes $500 million for affordable housing units and various other needs, $739 million for First Nations
housing, $208 million over five years for an Affordable Rental Housing Innovation Fund to support the
construction of up to 4,000 affordable rental units, and $500 million for an Affordable Rental Housing Financing
Initiative to provide low-cost loans to municipalities and housing developers to construct affordable rental
housing.35
If the money is shared among the provinces by population, BC’s share comes to $150 million a year. In February
the provincial government announced $365 million in matching funds to build 2,000 units, and in September it
added $500 million to build a further 2,900 rental units. Taken together, the BC commitments come to $1 billion,
providing the funds for 5,000 units, and 20-40% of the finance needed to build the 10,000 to 20,000 new
affordable rental units that are needed every year to provide a permanent solution to the crisis.
Canada’s mayors are seeking $12.6 billion over ten years as part of the government’s $20 billion social
infrastructure investment, including $7.7 billion to maintain and repair existing units and $4.2 billion to build
10,000 units of housing annually across the country. This comes to $1.26 billion a year for the whole of Canada,
which will be insufficient to solve the problem.
To accumulate the funds needed, seven sources of new revenue are recommended—three municipal, two
provincial and two federal (see below).
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#6. Housing Cooperatives
If the new affordable housing was organized as housing cooperatives, backed by supportive policies, the finance
might be able to come largely from the market. In Sweden, some 13,000 housing cooperatives own 998,000
dwellings, providing housing for 1.6 million people, 22% of the Sweden’s people. “The tenant-owners finance
75 – 80% of the development cost and the rest of the financing is raised by the co-op organizations through loans
from the banks and other private financial institutions. Tenant-owners can normally get a loan from the banks
equivalent to 85% of the down payment required.”36 If zero-interest capital loans were advanced to cooperatives
(see below), this would further reduce the cost.
Since 1976, the collaborative non-profit Batir Son Quartier in Montreal has developed 10,900 units of affordable
housing, half of which are in cooperatives.37
Zurich, Switzerland, has no housing crisis, and it’s chiefly because long ago, the city responded to its then
housing crisis by offering interest-free loans to buy land for the development of cooperative housing. Today, a
quarter of the city’s housing is not-for-profit, 80% of which is provided by private housing co-operatives.38
Affordable housing experience in Lewisham, London, UK, shows that it is important to include the future
owners of an affordable housing initiative in co-designing the plans. “Involving residents directly in the process
is also one way of making housing more affordable, and it does help to create a committed, localised and
engaged community.”39
#7. Zero-Interest Capital Loans
The money does not all need come from new sources of revenue, since housing produces rent, enabling the
private sector to get involved. The federal government has committed $500 million to this end, and the
provincial government, which can borrow at 1%, could use the federal money to offer zero-interest capital loans
for developers who build 50% or 100% rental buildings, and for housing coops.40 The BC government lends at
1% for the property tax deferral program for seniors.
Affordable Housing Bonds, in use in Britain for 30 years, are also possible.41 So is the development of public
banking, which has proven its ability to provide stable, successful banking in North Dakota for almost 100
years.42
#8. An Affordable Housing Tax Levy
A municipality can enact an affordable housing tax levy. Seattle has done this since 1981, enabling the city to
build 12,500 affordable apartments, help 800 families to purchase their first home, and provide emergency rent
assistance to 6,500 families. The levy increases property taxes by $122 a year on a home with an assessed value
of $480,000, with an exemption for homeowners whose annual income is less than $40,000, and for those who
are over 60, disabled and unable to work, or veterans with service-related disabilities.43
#9. A Municipal Levy on Properties Bought by Non-Residents
There could be an additional municipal levy on properties bought through offshore companies, and by nonresidents or non-Canadian tax-payers, at least until purchase by non-residents is restricted or ended, as the UBC
economist Joshua Gottleib has proposed. 44
#10. A Municipal Levy on Empty Houses or Second Homes
Vancouver has 10,000 empty condos, while 1,750 people are homeless (3,700 in Metro Vancouver).45 Victoria
has a further 1400 homeless people. London (UK) has 50,000 empty properties, and 6,500 homeless. There’s
something deeply wrong with this picture. Across Canada, up to 35,000 people live in shelters or on the streets.46
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According to Vancouver City Hall staff, if 20% of Vancouver’s empty homes were used for rentals, it would
increase the rental vacancy rate from the current extremely low level of 0.6% to a healthy 3%.
Vancouver’s new annual 1% property value tax on empty properties, supported by 80% of Vancouver’s people,
will cost the owner of an empty $1 million home $10,000 a year to keep empty.47
#11. An Escalating Property Transfer Tax on High-End Properties
Provincially, there could be an escalating property transfer tax on high-end properties, which would also help
cool the market. In February 2016 the BC government raised the tax to 3% for the portion above $2 million, and
it could go higher.
As a result of the overheated property market, the BC government has been making an unexpected killing from
the property transfer tax: $1.49 billion in the last fiscal year, a 40% increase over the year before, and $562
million more than the government budgeted for. Given the damage that housing price inflation is causing, it is
appropriate that 80% of the increase be earmarked for affordable housing.
#12. A Housing Speculation Tax
There could be a 10% speculation tax on properties that are bought and flipped quickly. Other changes are
needed to close various loopholes that are corrupting the real estate industry, enabling some people to avoid
paying property transfer tax altogether.48
#13. An Investment Tax on People Who Avoid Capital Gains Tax
There could be financial penalties on people who avoid capital gains tax by falsely claiming an investment home
as their primary residence, with 100% of the revenue (less costs) going into the Affordable Housing Fund.
#14. A Federal Inheritance Tax
Finally, there could be an escalating federal inheritance tax on inheritances over $1 million, with 100% of the
revenue being used to build affordable housing to offset the way inheritances contribute to the housing crisis.
This would also address the deeper problem of inequality, which may be a root cause of the problem. Much
more will be needed to reverse the inequality trend, including a $15 minimum wage, the end of student debt,
affordable childcare, and major tax reforms, but it would be a beginning.
Working Together
With a dependable stream of new revenue, governments could work together to finance the building of 10,00020,000 units of new affordable housing in BC, in partnership with non-profits and agencies such as the
Vancouver Affordable Housing Agency.
While the provincial and federal governments have been asleep on the housing file for three decades, the City of
Vancouver has not. It established The Mayor’s Task Force on Housing Affordability in 2011, which came up
with Vancouver’s Housing and Homelessness Strategy 2012-2021: A Home for Everyone. In 2014 it established
the Vancouver Affordable Housing Agency,49 which has committed 20 parcels of land for low-cost housing, and
in May 2016 it announced the construction of 358 affordable housing units on four city sites. Victoria has also
been very active in seeking solutions and enabling new rental developments.
#15. An Affordable Housing Land Reserve
Land being purchased for affordable housing could be placed in a newly created Affordable Housing Land
Reserve, operating as a Community Land Trust, through which the land would be taken off the market forever,
but the homes could still be bought and sold for residential purposes. This would guarantee future affordability
for generations to come, while allowing families to own the homes they live in and to leave them to their
children in their wills.50 This is the way Vancouver is proceeding, working in partnership with the Vancouver
Community Land Trust Foundation.51
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BC established a Housing Priority Initiatives Fund in July 2016, so the foundation is in place; it just needs to
receive a lot more money, and then to focus its expenditures on land purchases to be placed in Community Land
Trusts, to support the development of new housing cooperatives.
#16. Housing First
The new stream of revenue could enable every municipality in Canada to adopt the ‘Housing First’ approach to
homelessness, giving priority to ensuring that everyone has a home to live in before focusing on mental illness,,
drug and alcohol addictions. Since starting on its strategy in 2009, Medicine Hat, Alberta, a city of 60,000, has
eliminated 100% of its homelessness, providing secure homes in supportive or subsidized housing for 875
people, including 280 children.52 The Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness’s 20,000 Homes Campaign is
leading the charge to implement Housing First across the country, calling for 20,000 new homes to be created for
the homeless by July 2018.53
#17. Creativity in Providing Affordable Housing
The argument for enabling non-profit housing societies to manage the building program is that they have a better
understanding of the variety of housing options that are needed, they operate without a profit expectation, and
they enjoy the public’s trust.
In addition to traditional building, new approaches include rent-to-own, temporary pre-fabricated modular
homes, shipping container homes, and the Montreal ‘Grow-Home’ three-story townhouse, where first-time
buyers start with a simple small unit, designed for expansion as a family and its income grows.54
In Holland, the government has been encouraging self-building, by which new homes, often in large-scale
developments, are financed and customized by private individuals, not developers, some with help from
government stimulus schemes for families earning less than $29,000 a year. Self-build now accounts for a third
of all homes purchased, by-passing the financial cut that developers expect to make.55
Another model is the Whistler Housing Authority, established in 1997 to address the chronic shortage of staff
housing in the resort. Through their work, more than 1,000 properties are available only to local employees and
retirees. If you want to buy one of the units, and wish to sell, the price increase is limited to the rise in Canada’s
national price index, not the local property market, enabling Whistler to keeps its units affordable in perpetuity.56
Vancouver’s new Affordable Home Ownership Pilot Program works on similar principles, with at least one
person needing to be a first-time buyer who works in the city.57
#18. Student Housing
For student housing, for which there is an urgent need for 20,000 new units in BC, the universities have said that
they are ready and willing to self-finance their own projects. All that is needed is a provincial arrangement that
the debt would not fall within the government’s total capital debt, which affects the province’s credit rating. At
an estimated $100,000 per unit, this would the most cost-effective way to relieve the rental pressure in Victoria,
Vancouver and Burnaby.
#19. Passive Homes
To tackle the climate crisis we need—among other things—to eliminate the use of fossil fuels, in part by using
100% renewable energy in new buildings. Passive Houses reduce heat-loss by 90%, thanks to their extra-thick
insulated walls and triple-glazed windows, and they need no heat-source apart from a small electric heatrecovery ventilator. They are zero-emission homes.58
Based on experience in Victoria, where Rob and Mark Bernhardt are building Passive Homes, they cost only
4.4% more.59 With no heating bill, the small extra cost can be easily absorbed into the financing. In Brussels,
Belgium, since 2015, every new building, large or small, has been required to be built to the Passive House
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standard.60 If BC was to build 10,000 to 20,000 sustainable, affordable Passive Homes a year, it would catapult
us into world leadership, and create a wave of similar change around the world.
#20. Sociable Homes
It is also important to design the layout of new homes to make them sociable, to address the growing problem of
loneliness. The human instinct to connect is very strong, and when allowed to blossom it builds communities
where people take care of each other. When suppressed, however, due to thoughtless design, people become
isolated, leading to loneliness, which accentuates stress and mental illness.
For 99.99% of the last million years our ancestors lived together in communities, doing everything on foot. It
was only 70 years ago, in the 1940s, that planners declared automobile access to be more important than human
contact, restricting humans to sidewalks, and giving approval to suburbs that often have no sidewalks at all and
no places where neighbors can meet and socialize.
It is important, therefore, that as well as being built to the Passive House standard, and including green space,
allotment gardens and play space, every new affordable housing project be designed to be sociable, using a
participatory design process and shared leadership, with natural meeting places, and car access off to one side,
like the much sought-after UBC student family housing at Acadia Park,61 and the pocket neighborhoods that
architect Ross Chapin has designed on Whidbey Island.62 When local considerations require that there must be
car-access among the buildings, and not off to one side, the road can be based on the Dutch principle of woonerf
or ‘living street’, where humans have priority and cars no longer have the automatic right of way.
#21. New Villages
A growing number of people want more than to live in an affordable home. They want to live in an ecologically
sustainable community where they can share, grow food, and develop projects together.
They also want to enjoy a stronger sense of community. They want to build a sharing economy, with a lighter
footprint on the Earth. They want to build their own ecovillages and tiny home villages.
To turn these desires into reality requires a willingness to train people in the skills of land development,
financing and zoning. In Canada’s early history, many people went out and built their own towns and villages
without much difficulty. These days, however, the complexity of land development, finance, investors, planning,
zoning, development permit applications and water, sewage and roads approval means that almost all
development is done by developers, working by professional planners, surveyors and engineers.
The history of cohousing, however, with ten completed projects in in BC, shows that land development can be
managed democratically by the residents themselves, using professional help where needed.63 It is possible to
imagine a platform being created that would assist people to create their own tiny home villages and ecovillages.
We should use a small portion of the affordable housing funds to train people how to become their own
developers, forming Ecovillage Development Cooperatives, raising the finance, and navigating the complex
world of zoning and development approval.
Conclusion
In these ways, we could turn today’s housing crisis into a great opportunity to build affordable homes that also
build community and are a solution to the climate crisis.
Could all this happen? It could become a reality if enough people are willing to get behind it, and make it one of
the top BC election issues in May 2017, alongside tackling the climate crisis and building a new green economy.
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It could happen if enough municipal councils, non-profits, businesses and service clubs get behind it, writing
letters demanding solutions such as these.
#22. A Canadian Affordable Housing Alliance
It could also happen if a broadly-based Affordable Housing Alliance were to be established, as a vehicle through
which not just the leading NGOs but also the millions of Canadians who are struggling to buy a home or pay the
rent were able to organize, the way struggling agricultural workers did when they formed the first labour unions
in the early 1800s.
It was only after Victoria’s Super InTent City made so many headlines, ruffled so many feathers and won its
court cases in the summer of 2016, assisted by Victoria’s Together Against Poverty Society and many others,
that the city and the province came together to find $86 million to finance 714 new housing units for homeless
people. Some people complained that the Super InTent City leadership was activist, but that is exactly what’s
needed, not just in Victoria but every community.64
One thing is certain: without deep, intentional solutions this crisis will only get worse. More millennials will be
shut out of home ownership, more people will experience the stress of unaffordability in the rental market, more
people will be obliged to couch-surf or to remain living with their parents, more people will live in vans and
trucks, more people will become homeless, and more angry Tent Cities will spring up—and not all will be as
well organized as Victoria’s was.
*
Guy Dauncey is the author of Journey to the Future: A Better World is Possible, and nine other books. He is an
Honorary Member of the Planning Institute of BC and a Fellow of the Royal Society for the Arts. See
www.journeytothefuture.ca
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