
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

CITY OF VANCOUVER 
 

ADMINISTRATIVE REPORT 

 
 Report Date: February 13, 2007 
 Author: Cameron Gray 
 Phone No.: 604.873.7207 
 RTS No.: 06551 
 VanRIMS No.: 11-2200-21 
 Meeting Date: February 27, 2007 
 
 
TO: Vancouver City Council 

FROM: The Director of the Housing Centre 

SUBJECT: GVRD Regional Affordable Housing Strategy 

 
RECOMMENDATION 

THAT Council support the GVRD initiative to develop a regional affordable housing 
strategy; generally endorse the goals and actions set out in the GVRD’s “Discussion 
Paper on a Regional Affordable Housing Strategy for Greater Vancouver” dated 
November 24, 2006 (Appendix A), subject to the commentary set out in this report; 
and forward this report, and the motion approved by Council on November 28, 2006, 
to the GVRD Housing Committee and Board of Directors for consideration. 

GENERAL MANAGER'S COMMENTS 

The General Manager of Community Services RECOMMENDS approval of the foregoing. 

CITY MANAGER'S COMMENTS 

The City Manager believes that the City of Vancouver should support and work closely with 
the GVRD and its other member municipalities to develop a comprehensive region-wide 
response to homelessness and housing affordability.  There is much work being undertaken in 
recognition of the housing and homeless crises in which the city and region find themselves.  
New partnerships and new models of providing social and affordable housing are being 
developed, and it is important that a regional context be provided for these initiatives.  As 
the report notes, provincial and federal funding is needed now to get projects underway 
while the regional strategy and the new models are being developed.  It is important that this 
message be clearly communicated to both the Province and the Federal Government. 
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COUNCIL POLICY 

The City’s social housing priorities are low and modest income families with children; seniors 
on fixed incomes or in need of support; SRO residents; and the mentally ill, physically 
disabled, and others at risk of homelessness. 
 
Council policy is to maintain the stock of rental housing in the city. 

PURPOSE AND SUMMARY 

The GVRD is seeking responses from its member municipalities to the affordable housing 
proposals set out in their “Discussion Paper on a Regional Affordable Housing Strategy for 
Greater Vancouver” dated November 24, 2006 (attached as Appendix A).  The discussion 
paper proposes actions that the GVRD and its member municipalities undertake to support the 
preservation and development of affordable housing.  This report reviews those proposals and 
recommends that Council generally endorse the GVRD’s proposals subject to the commentary 
provided. 
 
The primary concerns with the discussion paper are that: 

• a comprehensive regional Affordable Housing Action Plan needs to be developed to 
provide the context for any municipal targets and implementation strategy;  

• the focus of the GVRD’s advocacy should be the necessity for senior government 
funding if any progress is to be made in addressing the homelessness and 
affordability crises; and 

• the need for the GVRD to develop a partnership structure with the Province that 
clearly defines the municipal and provincial roles and expectations. 

 
The need for clarity in the municipal and provincial roles is not discussed in the discussion 
paper, but unless the roles are clarified, a constructive partnership between the GVRD and its 
member municipalities on the one hand and the Province on the other will not be possible.  
At the present time, the Province has expressed its frustrations with what it sees as a lack of 
municipal support, but it has not defined the role it wants municipalities to play nor the 
contribution it wants them to make.  What is needed is a 5-year municipal and provincial 
partnership that commits both parties to develop social and affordable housing throughout 
the region, and that sets out how many units to serve which need the Province will fund each 
year and what municipalities are expected to provide (whether free land, grants, zoning 
and/or expedited processes).  Developing a clear municipal/provincial partnership is a 
priority and should proceed at the same time and as part of the development of a 
comprehensive regional Affordable Housing Action Plan. 

BACKGROUND 

Affordability has long been a problem in the city and has increasingly become a problem in 
the region.   The GVRD recognized the growing affordability problem and in 2002 commenced 
a review of the supply of and need for affordable housing in the region.  In 2004, 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers evaluated the demand for affordable housing in a report for the 
GVRD entitled “Forecast Demand for Affordable Housing”, and in 2006 McLanaghan and 
Associates evaluated the supply of affordable housing in a report entitled “Affordable Housing 



GVRD Affordable Housing Proposals 3 
 

Supply Analysis”, on file with the City Clerk and available from GVRD’s website 
(www.gvrd.bc.ca/growth/HousingDiversity), which projected a cumulative shortfall in rental 
housing of 45,000 to 48,000 units by 2021 and a continuing annual shortfall in social housing 
serving households that cannot afford market rents.  In November 2006 the GVRD produced its 
“Discussion Paper on a Regional Affordable Housing Strategy for Greater Vancouver” and 
asked its municipal members to respond.  The Board is to consider the discussion paper in 
March. 
 
In September 2006, the Province outlined its new affordable housing framework, “Housing 
Matters BC”.  In announcing its new framework, the Province’s Minister responsible for 
housing challenged municipalities to become more proactive and supportive of affordable 
housing by addressing NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) regulatory barriers such as parking 
requirements, and to become active partners in the development of affordable housing by 
providing equity e.g. land or grants.  In January 2007, the Province took over administration 
and ownership of the Federal affordable housing portfolio (excluding housing co-operatives 
and aboriginal housing), and the Province now has the primary mandate for funding, 
developing and administering social and affordable housing. 
 
On November 28, 2006, Council approved the following motion: 

“WHEREAS Vancouver has chosen to invest in a Housing Centre with dedicated City 
staff that focuses on improving the level of housing affordability and choice within the 
city; 

WHEREAS the City of Vancouver has the best track record for developing social housing 
units in the GVRD, Province and Canada; 

WHEREAS the City of Vancouver has approximately 30% of the region’s households, but 
approximately 50% of the region’s social housing units; 

WHEREAS it is important to consider the homelessness crisis in the context of the 
Greater Vancouver Regional District; 

WHEREAS Vancouver currently has 19 separate pieces of property currently available 
but unused for some type of social housing; 

WHEREAS it has been indicated by the Provincial Government and numerous not-for-
profit agencies attempting to build social housing units outside of Vancouver that 
there appears to be significant impediments being imposed upon them which results in 
few projects being approved; 

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED THAT the City of Vancouver maintains the position that 
municipalities have a role in social housing and homelessness; 

AND THAT the City of Vancouver encourages a consensus amongst all municipalities in 
the Greater Vancouver Regional District for the following: 

• Each municipality will make available a site within six months for supportive 
housing for persons with mental illness, addictions and at risk of homelessness 
and undertake, in partnership with BC Housing, the preliminary design and 
zoning for a supportive housing project to be developed on the site (noting 
that smaller municipalities may want to partner in such a project); 
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• Support a regional Housing Action Plan that would establish targets (number of 
units) at regional level and sub-regions for market rental housing, social 
housing for families and seniors, supportive housing for the mentally ill, 
addicted and others at risk of homelessness, and provide the context for each 
municipality to develop their own Housing Action Plan; 

• Support a unified approach to changes to the Local Government Act and the 
Vancouver Charter to enable municipalities to manage affordability issues such 
as the rate of loss of rental or other affordable housing, accessing the value 
generated by rezonings to pay for affordable housing; 

• Reduce and remove impediments to new social housing development such as 
current parking requirements; 

• Support increases in immediate shelter capacity (with operating funding to be 
provided by the Province) noting that housing and not shelter is the long-term 
solution to homelessness; 

• Participate with the City of Vancouver, BC Housing and CMHC in a 
comprehensive study of market rental housing in the region with the purpose 
of determining what needs to be done to ensure that sufficient market rental 
housing continues to be available in the region; this would include a review 
the current restriction on strata properties that restrict rental units; 

• Support a meeting with the Provincial Minister responsible for housing once 
the GVRD has developed a draft partnership framework; 

• Support a unified call for the Province to allow all municipalities in the region 
(and BC) to use Development Cost Charge revenue to develop affordable 
housing. 

AND FINALLY THAT this motion be circulated to the GVRD member municipalities, BC 
MLAs and MPs asking for support and concerted action to address these serious issues.” 

PROPOSED REGIONAL AFFORDABLE HOUSING STRATEGY 

The GVRD’s “Discussion Paper on a Regional Affordable Housing Strategy for Greater 
Vancouver” discussion paper is attached as Appendix A.  This report provides a commentary 
on the goals and actions proposed in the strategy.  Each action proposed in GVRD’s discussion 
paper is ”quoted” followed by the commentary in italics. 

“The Regional Affordable Housing Strategy is based upon three goals:  

• GOAL 1: Provide adequate housing to meet the needs of low income 
renters. 

• GOAL 2: Eliminate homelessness across the region. 
• GOAL 3: Increase the supply and diversity of modest cost housing.” 

 
Commentary: 
These goals are appropriate, but success depends on adequate and stable i.e. long-term 
funding from the Province and the Federal Government for the development of social 
and affordable housing (primarily non-profit rental and co-operative housing) for 
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families, seniors and those at risk of homelessness such as the mentally ill, addicted, the 
physically disabled.  Stable funding for a broad range of social and affordable housing 
programs does not exist now and has not for several years, and the GVRD’s hopes will be 
frustrated until such programs are in place.  In addition, the Federal Government needs 
to revise its tax policies related to rental housing to ensure that the existing stock of 
market rental housing is preserved or replaced, and new market rental housing is 
developed to meet the needs of the region’s growing population. 
 

“STRATEGIES 
 
The above three goals will be implemented through three key strategies, all three of which 
can be used in relation to achieving each of the goals. The strategies for the GVRD are to: 

1. Make better use of the existing and available government and housing industry 
resources. 

2. Secure additional stable funding to meet affordable housing needs in Greater 
Vancouver. 

3. Establish partnerships and secure sufficient and stable funding to provide required 
support services to assist people to access and maintain their housing. 

Strategy 1: Make better use of the existing and available government and 
housing industry resources. 

Direct Housing Provision Actions 

 1.1 The GVRD will direct the Greater Vancouver Housing Corporation (GVHC) to continue to 
provide social housing, with particular priority upon reviewing opportunities for site-
intensification on GVHC properties, primarily through: 
• densification; or 
• sale and reinvestment in other properties.” 
 

Commentary: 
Densification, which could include the redevelopment of social housing projects with a 
mix of market and social housing, can make sense for older social housing projects that 
underutilize their sites, as long as the number of affordable housing units on each site is 
maintained.  However, the sale of social housing projects/sites, and the reinvestment of 
the proceeds in other properties, could be a concern.  GVHC owns 4 sites in the city with 
233 units, and these are among the highest value sites GVHC owns.  There may be a 
temptation to sell these sites and reinvest the proceeds elsewhere in the region.  This 
would be contrary to Council’s policy to maintain or increase the percentage of social 
and affordable housing in Vancouver. 

 
“1.2 The GVRD will direct the GVHC, at the request of member municipalities, to: 

• manage market or non-profit rental housing acquired through municipal Affordable 
Housing Funds or other municipal development processes; and 

• continue to provide expertise to member municipalities and to non-profit societies 
to facilitate the development of non-market and low end of market housing 
projects.” 
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Commentary: 
With the dearth of senior government funding for the development of social and 
affordable housing over the past few years, the capacity within the community to 
develop social and affordable housing has shrunk, so making GVHC’s expertise available 
to its member municipalities and to the non-profit housing sector would be helpful.  
However, GVHC continues to develop projects for its own portfolio, and may be seen as 
competing for funding with other non-profit housing providers.  GVHC’s role will need to 
be clearly defined if they are both to develop for themselves and offer consulting 
services for other providers. 

 
“1.3 The GVRD will direct the GVHC to encourage new opportunities for homeownership for 

those in non-profit housing and market rental housing, by: 
• partnering with financial institutions and the private and non-market sector to 

develop a demonstration program to provide opportunities for GVHC tenants to 
access ownership housing using an asset development approach (e.g. VanCity 
Springboard Mortgage and Individual Development Accounts).” 

 
Commentary: 
A demonstration program that allows GVHC’s tenants to transition to ownership would 
be useful.  If successful, such a program would free up existing social housing and reduce 
the number of new units required to address the region’s growth.  Such a program 
should be developed in partnership with BC Housing, the Non-Profit Housing Assn. of BC, 
and the Co-operative Housing Federation of BC to ensure that the program, if successful, 
can be applied throughout the social housing sector.  And if successful, the program 
should to be expanded to include tenants in market housing so all renters in similar 
circumstances are treated equally whether they live in market or non-market housing. 

“Regulatory Actions 

 1.4 In the new regional growth strategy, the GVRD will set targets, with suggested 
distribution by municipality and sub-region, for the number of new affordable owned 
and rental housing units required by the year 2011 and 2016, and will include a 
requirement for regional context statements to demonstrate how municipalities will 
achieve these targets, through actions such as: 

• accommodating two-family dwellings, “granny flats” and secondary suites in zoning 
districts currently designated for single detached homes; 

• increasing the stock of modest-cost housing, including small units, small lots, infill 
options such as coach houses, rowhouses and conversions, townhouses, and 
apartment-style condominium housing; 

• requiring 15% of units in residential or mixed-use developments of 20 units or more 
to be affordable units, for either rent or ownership; 

• implementing changes to regulations, regulatory processes and regulatory fees 
which may reduce the cost of housing; 

• identifying sites appropriate for affordable housing; 
• amending zoning and subdivision bylaws to permit greater densification on sites 

identified as appropriate for affordable owned and rental housing; 
• donation or lease of municipal lands to non-profit organizations which develop 

affordable housing; 
• reduction of on-site parking regulations for secondary suites and affordable owned 
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and rental housing with good transit access where appropriate; and 
• density bonussing.” 

 
Commentary: 
This action is consistent with City  initiatives such as EcoDensity that would increase 
densities and housing choice.  There is a concern, however, with the focus on targets 
that would be set by municipality and sub-region for affordable ownership and rental 
housing.  While targets would be useful, they need to be embedded in an affordable 
housing action plan that sets out the housing needs across the region’s geography, across 
the spectrum of household types (families with children, seniors, singles, etc.), the 
range of household incomes, the continuum of housing types, and the variety of tenures.  
The plan needs to discuss the range of tools that could be used and needs to set out an 
implementation strategy over the next decade.   
 
The GVRD should develop a region-wide Affordable Housing Action Plan, in consultation 
with its member municipalities, real estate and development industries, the non-profit 
housing sector, and the senior levels of government.  Each municipality should develop 
its own plan to implement the region-wide strategy locally.  The development of an 
Affordable Housing Action Plan for the City would be a logical implementation of the 
City’s EcoDensity initiative.  While this is a major undertaking, the consultant studies 
commissioned by the GVRD provide a good foundation for the work that still needs to be 
done.  Without a comprehensive region-wide affordable housing action plan, targets on 
their own will be of limited use or relevance. 
 
As regards the proposed tools, these need additional review and evaluation that should 
be undertaken as part of the development of a regional affordable housing action plan.  
For example, requiring that 15% of the units in all developments be affordable may need 
amendments to the Local Government Act and the Vancouver Charter.  It is not clear 
that forcing developers to include affordable housing is preferred to providing incentives 
through bonusing which is how the Local Government Act and the Vancouver Charter are 
structured now.  The range of possible tools and implementation strategies needs to be 
explored and developed as part of the regional Affordable Housing Action Plan as 
individual municipalities should not have to independently undertake the research and 
analysis required.  As the housing market is regional, it is important that there be a 
consistent response across the region to the provision of affordable housing.  The intent 
should be for all municipalities to have access to common tools and strategies, and to 
share a common commitment and consistent approach to addressing the need for 
affordable housing. 

“1.5 In the regional growth strategy, the GVRD will include a requirement for regional context 
statements to demonstrate how municipalities will meet targets for rental housing by 
measures to upgrade and preserve existing rental housing stock, through means to 
include: 

• upgrading of secondary suites; 
• application of demolition controls to preserve rental stock; 
• standards of maintenance bylaws; 
• anti-conversion bylaws related to rental vacancy rates; 
• replacement policies for loss of rental housing; and 
• protection of mobile home parks.” 
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Commentary: 
Rental housing is a key issue for the City of Vancouver and its citizens, half of whom 
rent, and the City is committed to maintaining its stock of rental housing.  The city 
provides half the region’s rental housing, and it is important for the GVRD to support 
the City’s goals of preserving its stock of rental housing and encouraging the 
development of rental housing throughout the region as this action proposes.  In the 
November 28, 2006, motion, Council sought the GVRD’s support for and participation in 
a comprehensive study of rental housing in the region.  A comprehensive rental study 
would be an important component of a regional Affordable Housing Action Plan.    

“Fiscal Actions 

 1.6 The GVRD will seek enabling legislation to permit it to: 
• waive regional (GVS&DD) development cost charges on social housing; 
• reduce/waive regional development cost charges on affordable housing when 

affordability is secured for a minimum of 20 years. To this end, it will revise the 
method of calculation of regional development cost charges so that there is variation 
by unit and lot size, with the purpose of reducing charges on smaller units and lots.” 

 
Commentary: 
Whether or not affordable housing is exempted form regional Development Cost Charges 
(DCCs) for water and sewer upgrades, it is important that DCCs be charged on a per 
square foot rather than a per unit basis, to avoid a disincentive to the development of 
small and therefore more affordable units.  As to whether social housing should be 
exempt from regional DCCs, it is not clear they should be.  The City of Vancouver 
exempts social housing from Development Cost Levies (DCLS, which are DCCs by another 
name) because DCLs are used to fund social housing, and charging DCLs for social housing 
would just mean that DCLs would be paying for DCLs which would be pointless.  
However, regional DCCs are not used to fund social housing, and exempting social 
housing from regional DCCs would be akin to exempting social housing from property 
taxes - which would not be appropriate as property taxes pay for services all residents 
including those living in social housing consume.  Just as it would not be recommended 
that social housing be exempt from property taxes, it would not be recommended that 
social housing be exempt from regional DCCs, as they too fund services that benefit all 
the region’s residents. 

“Advocacy Actions 

 1.7 To address homelessness, the GVRD will work with municipalities to develop and promote 
methods to gain community acceptance for sheltering and housing projects. To this end, 
the GVRD will: 
• work with municipalities, the Regional Steering Committee on Homelessness (RSCH), 

BC Housing and the BC Non Profit Housing Association (BCNPHA) to deliver workshops 
on best practices in addressing community opposition to municipal planners and 
other staff involved in municipal approval processes for shelter and supportive 
housing projects; and 

• develop housing and homelessness components of GVRD education and outreach 
programs.” 
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Commentary: 
Developing community understanding of the need for and benefits from social and 
affordable housing, including supportive housing is important and should be a priority.  
Not In My Back Yard (NIMBY) is a serious issue that needs to be addressed.  An education 
and consultation program should be developed in partnership with BC Housing and the 
Fraser and Coastal Health Authorities, and they all need to be active participants in the 
delivery of the program.  Municipalities should not have to confront NIMBYISM on their 
own.   

 
“1.8 To address homelessness, the GVRD will urge the provincial government to: 

• reduce barriers to access, and provide increased outreach services to help connect 
homeless people to income, health and other support services; 

• ensure provincial settlement programs for immigrants and refugees are integrated 
with provincial initiatives on homelessness; 

• regularly review its income supplement programs, such as SAFER and the new 
Rental Assistance Program for working families, to ensure that current market 
rents and income levels in Greater Vancouver are used in the calculation of the 
“30% of income” eligibility criteria; and, 

• ensure housing and support services strategies include culturally sensitive 
components to address the specific needs of homeless and at-risk Aboriginal 
persons.” 

 
Commentary: 
These actions are consistent with the City’s Homeless Action Plan and the regional 
“Three Ways to Home” homelessness plan, and should be supported.  A related priority 
is for the Province to raise welfare rates, along with its shelter allowance programs, to 
keep pace with inflation.  As well, the Federal Government needs to be involved in and 
should fund settlement programs for refugees and new Canadians.  And culturally 
sensitive responses are required for all minorities and for women and for youth as well 
as for aboriginal peoples. 

 
“1.9 To address affordable housing needs, the GVRD will urge the provincial government to: 

• allocate some portion of its funding for assisted living units under Independent 
Living BC (ILBC) to a housing supply program for low-income families; 

• exempt affordable housing from the PST; 
• provide enabling legislation for municipalities and the GVRD to allocate some 

portion of municipal development cost charges/levies to an affordable housing 
fund.” 

 
Commentary: 
This action should be split in two because each component is important and should stand 
on its own.  The first should address the need for the Province to fund and deliver 
housing programs that address the full continuum of need from low and modest income 
families with children, through supportive housing for those at risk (the mentally-ill, 
addicted, physically disabled, etc.), to low income seniors who may or may not need support 
services.  The action as written is too narrow.  It is not a question of reallocating 
funding within or from the Province’s Independent Living BC (ILBC) program but 
providing adequate funding - period.  And it is not a question of using PPT or any other 
specific source of revenue to fund social and affordable housing.  The Province should 
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provide enough funding to meet the need for social and affordable housing and where 
they get the funding from is their business. 
 
The second action addresses the municipal capacity to contribute, as an equity partner, 
to the development of social and affordable housing.  Currently the City of Vancouver is 
the only municipality that can use DCL or DCC revenue to fund social and affordable 
housing, specifically to replace affordable housing lost through redevelopment.  The 
DCLs for replacement housing has been the City’s primary source of funding for the 
purchase of the dozen sites it now owns and has made available for the development of 
social and affordable housing.  IT IS ESSENTIAL THAT ALL MUNICIPALITIES IN THE 
REGION AND ACROSS THE PROVINCE HAVE THE SAME CAPACITY AND POWERS TO 
PARTNER IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL AND AFFORDABLE HOUSING, AND 
THEREFORE CRUCIAL THAT THE PROVINCE AMEND THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT ACT TO 
GIVE ALL MUNICIPALITIES IN BC THE SAME POWER AS THE CITY OF VANCOUVER NOW 
HAS TO USE DCLS OR DCCS TO FUND REPLACEMENT HOUSING.  The City of Burnaby 
asked the Province to give them the right to use DCCs for replacement housing but were 
turned down.  In its November 28 motion, Council sought GVRD support for the 
amendment.  It is time for the GVRD and the UBCM to bring this issue back to the 
Province, and insist that the Province amend the Local Government Act if it is truly 
serious in wanting municipalities to partner in addressing the affordability crisis.   
Otherwise, only the City of Vancouver will be an effective partner in the development of 
social and affordable housing, and the objective of developing social and affordable 
housing, including supportive housing, throughout the region will be frustrated. 
 

“1.10 To address homelessness, the GVRD will urge the federal government to continue a 
national homelessness initiative and funding programs for homelessness projects that: 
• use a community-based delivery model; and, 
• ensure integration between national homelessness initiatives and federal 

government immigration policies.” 
 

Commentary: 
With the devolution of responsibility for overseeing the development and operation of 
social and affordable housing to the Provinces, it would be appropriate for the Province 
to take on the Federal role in the delivery of homelessness programs, such as the former 
Supporting Community Partnerships Initiatives and now National Homelessness Initiative.  
BC Housing has been instrumental in the implementation of the Federal homelessness 
programs and has worked closely with the community in reviewing proposed projects and 
providing matching funding.  BC Housing is responsible for the Province’s shelter 
network and is in a position to ensure that the public resources invested in addressing 
homelessness are effectively co-ordinated. 

 
“1.11 To address affordable housing needs, the GVRD will urge the federal government to: 

• respond to the call from the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) to develop 
a National Affordable Housing Strategy; 

• exempt affordable housing from GST; and, 
• identify opportunities to provide tax incentives for the construction of new purpose-

built rental housing.” 
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Commentary: 
The Federal Government needs to continue to fund the development of social and 
affordable housing, including programs that address homelessness.  While the devolution 
of affordable housing to the Provinces means that the latter have primary responsibility, 
the Federal Government, because of its revenue generating capacity, needs to continue 
to provide funding.  The Federal Government should provide block grants to the 
Provinces of at least $1 Billion/year for a minimum of 5 years for the development of 
social and affordable housing, with an incentive if matching funds are provided by the 
Provinces and their partners.  The source of funding, and whether social and affordable 
housing is exempt from GST, is less important than the overall Federal funding 
commitment. 
 
The call for the Federal Government to reform its tax system to remove the 
disincentives for the development of market rental housing has been echoed by FCM, 
CHRA, the apartment owners associations, the City and others.  The Federal Government 
needs to deal with this issue immediately.  Vancouver’s rental stock is key to 
Vancouver’s continuing economic health as the region’s downtown, as many whose work 
is essential to the downtown’s viability.cannot afford to own.  

“Measures on Homelessness Actions 

 1.12 The GVRD will work with the Regional Steering Committee on Homelessness to monitor 
and report on progress in implementing strategies to address regional homelessness.” 

 
Commentary: 
The GVRD was instrumental in the development and successful on-going implementation 
of the regional homelessness strategy.  It is important that it continue to provide the 
facilitation and co-ordination required to implement the strategy.  The community has 
appreciated the GVRD’s commitment and the region should stay actively involved. 

“1.13 In the final Regional Affordable Housing Strategy, the GVRD will include targets, with 
suggested distribution by municipality and sub-region, for housing types (including 
shelter beds, transition housing, and residential treatment and recovery houses) that 
provide housing and support services to homeless people in their own communities. The 
GVRD will work with member municipalities, the Regional Steering Committee on 
Homelessness (RSCH) and other partners to develop these targets for the elimination of 
homelessness in Greater Vancouver.” 

 
Commentary: 
As discussed in 1.4 above, the development of a regional Affordable Housing  
Action Plan should be a priority.  Perhaps this is what is intended in the reference to a 
Regional Affordable Housing Strategy.  However this is the only mention of the strategy 
in the discussion paper.  The plan or strategy should not be restricted to homelessness 
issues.  It needs to be comprehensive and must provide the analytic context for targets 
and implementation across the housing and shelter continuum.   

“Strategy 2: Secure additional stable funding to meet affordable housing needs 
in Greater Vancouver. 
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Fiscal Actions 

 2.1 The GVRD will seek a legislative enactment to permit a regional surcharge on various 
regional levies and charges, particularly those directed towards demand management, to 
enable the regional district to raise up to $50 million per year, to be matched at a ratio 
of 2:1 from the provincial government, and 2:1 from the federal government. This 
revenue is to be spent on increasing the supply of social housing in Greater Vancouver.” 

 
Commentary: 
Whether a regional surcharge on various regional levies is appropriate is unclear.  A 
region-wide capital fund for affordable housing, however, needs to be matched and co-
ordinated with municipal capital funds, and all municipalities should be expected to 
provide matching funds.  Given the gravity of the homeless and affordability crises, all 
the municipalities in the GVRD should consider asking for voter approval to borrow funds 
to invest in social and affordable housing as part of the November 2008 municipal 
elections.   
 
The proposal to raise $50,000,000/year raises allocation issues that need to be addressed 
in the regional Affordable Housing Action Plan.  If possible, the regional Affordable 
Housing Action Plan should be completed in time for the November 2008 elections, so 
that it can provide the context for municipal plebiscites seeking voter approval to 
borrow for social and affordable housing. 
 
The proposal that the GVRD contribute 20% of the cost of social housing is double what 
the City has, on average, contributed over the past few years.  The City’s position has 
been to limit its contribution to free land.  The City has funded higher proportions for 
some projects but for others it has contributed less.  A 10% contribution by 
municipalities, given that municipalities receive only 8% of all the taxes raised in 
Canada, would be more appropriate.   

 
“2.2 The GVRD will establish and manage a Regional Affordable Housing Trust Fund, to act as 

a repository for affordable housing funding from a variety of sources, monies from which 
will be allocated to construction of additional social housing.” 

 
Commentary: 
Whether a trust fund is established or needed is less important than sorting out how the 
funds will be allocated both geographically and by need.  Again, a regional Affordable 
Housing Action Plan is needed to provide the context for resolving these issues. 
 

“2.3 The GVRD will identify lands across the region owned or controlled by the GVRD which 
are suitable for the development of affordable housing, and provide these sites to 
affordable housing developers at less than market value. 

 2.4 The GVRD will request the Greater Vancouver Transportation Authority (GVTA) to identify 
surplus lands suitable for the development of affordable housing, possibly combining 
park and ride sites with housing developments.” 

 
Commentary: 
 The experience in the city of Vancouver is that lands owned by the City or other 
levels of government that may appear surplus often are not, and if they are, they are 
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often not suitable in terms of location or zoning and there are often competing demands 
on the sites.  The City’s experience is that purchasing sites and developing a land bank 
explicitly for social and affordable housing is more effective than relying on what land 
happens to be already owned by government.  A land acquisition strategy should be part 
of the regional Affordable Housing Action Plan. 

“Advocacy Actions 

 2.5 The GVRD will urge the provincial government to: 
• allocate some portion of 45% of the Provincial revenue generated by the property 

transfer tax in the GVRD from provincial general revenue to regional housing 
programs within the GVRD; 

• increase the shelter component of Income Assistance rates to reflect the high costs 
of housing in the Greater Vancouver region; 

• establish a Provincial Rental Tax Credit Program geared to income; and, 
• work with the development industry and the federal government to develop a low- 

income tax credit or subsidy program for the construction of affordable rental 
housing.” 
 

Commentary: 
The principle that the Province commit long-term funding for the full range of social and 
affordable housing needed in the region should be the focus of the GVRD’s advocacy.  
Where the funding comes from and whether it is through direct grants, on-going 
operating subsidies, or tax expenditures is less important and could diffuse the focus 
from where it needs to be, which is the commitment of funding and the delivery of 
programs.  In recommending that the Province and the Federal Government develop a 
tax credit program, perhaps like the one in the U.S., there is a danger that it will result 
in further delay which the region cannot afford.  The region cannot wait for a major 
rewrite of the tax codes.  The development of a tax credit program may be justifiable 
but it must not be an excuse to delay investing funds in social and affordable housing 
now.  Similarly, bringing new partners to the funding table would also be worthwhile, 
but it should not postpone the development of social and affordable housing, noting that 
it often takes 3 or 4 years to take a social housing project from concept to occupancy. 

 
“2.6 The GVRD will urge the federal government to: 

• allocate some portion of the accumulated $5.7 billion reserve funds held by 
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) to build new social housing; 

• reduce or eliminate taxes which act as disincentive for the provision of affordable 
housing; 

• improve ability for existing affordable housing to be maintained by: 
o substantially increasing funding for the Residential Rehabilitation Assistance 

Program (RRAP) and Home Adaptation for Seniors’ Independence Program (HASI) 
renovation programs; 

o increasing the forgivable loan portion of its RRAP program for non-profit housing 
providers; 

o revising eligibility criteria for RRAP in order to increase access to the program in 
high-cost urban areas such as Greater Vancouver.” 

 
Commentary: 



GVRD Affordable Housing Proposals 14 
 

These actions are all worthy of consideration and should be considered in the 
development of a regional Affordable Housing Action Plan.  However, by focusing on the 
detail, the central message may be lost, which is that the Federal Government, even 
though no longer having the primary mandate for social and affordable housing, still has 
a major role because it receives half the tax revenue in Canada.  The Federal 
Government should replace short term and ad hoc funding initiatives with a long term 
program of annual block grants to the Provinces, with the necessary accountability to 
ensure that the funds are invested in social and affordable housing, and in particular to 
meet the needs of households who cannot afford market rents.   

 
“2.7 The GVRD will urge senior governments to provide municipalities with early opportunities 

to purchase, at less than market value, provincial or federal government “surplus” lands 
being divested.” 

 
Commentary: 
See 2.3 and 2.4.  Getting other agencies and ministries to accept less than market value 
for their assets has not been particularly successful in the past.  A great deal of energy 
can be expended with little to show for it.  The fact is there is not a lot of surplus land 
owned by government and if there is any there are usually other interests competing for 
it.   

 
“2.8 To address homelessness, the GVRD will urge senior levels of government and Health 

Authorities to provide 5,000 units of supportive housing in the region.” 

Commentary: 
This action needs a time frame.  The City of Vancouver’s Homeless Action Plan target is 
3,200 supportive housing units over the next 10 years. 
 

“2.9 The GVRD will urge BC Housing and other funders to develop additional shelter capacity 
in line with the regional shelter distribution outlined in the Final Regional Affordable 
Housing Strategy.” 

 
Commentary: 
The regional Affordable Housing Action Plan needs to include shelters as well as housing, 
and needs to build on the recent Shelter Net BC analysis of the need for shelter in the 
sub-regions.  It is important that the shelter system be co-ordinated through BC Housing, 
who now has responsibility for the Province’s shelter system, though the Health 
Authorities and MEIA still have major roles in funding and providing services to shelters. 
 

“2.10 The GVRD will urge BC Housing and other funders to ensure that all shelters have 
funding for 24/7 operations and are focused on moving people who are homeless into 
permanent affordable housing connected with the supports they need.” 

 
Commentary: 
Shelters are necessary as a first step off the street, but supportive housing and long 
term independence should be the priority.  Shelters should not become the solution to 
homelessness.  They should be 24/7 operations that will stabilize the homeless and those 
at risk of homelessness.  Life skills training, counselling, and employment and housing 
outreach need to be available.  If possible they should include a transitional housing 
component, and in any event should be linked to social housing and affordable housing, 
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so that those who find themselves in shelters can move into a ‘normal’ living 
environment, which shelters aren’t, as soon as possible. 

“Strategy 3: Establish partnerships and secure sufficient and stable funding to 
provide required support services to assist people to access and maintain their 
housing. 

Direct Housing Provision Actions 

 3.1 The GVRD will direct GVHC to link its tenants to support services, wherever required, to: 
• develop partnerships with Provincial agencies and non-profit societies, to provide 

on-site support services, or linkages to support services in the community, for GVHC 
tenants; 

• continue the partnership with the Seniors Housing Information Program (SHIP) in its 
pilot project for the provision of emergency housing and support services to 
seniors.” 

 
Commentary: 
GVHC should be supported in its plans to expand its partnerships with service providers.  
BC Housing has developed effective partnerships with service providers to accommodate 
the mentally ill and those in recovery in projects that BC Housing operates.  Non-profit 
housing providers, including GVHC, accommodate many people and families who need 
services, some who receive them and some who do not.  Greater co-ordination between 
service and housing providers would benefit both the providers and the residents.   

“Advocacy Actions 

 3.2 To address homelessness, the GVRD will urge senior levels of government and Health 
Authorities to provide stable funding for operating costs and support services required 
for the 5,000 units of supportive housing needed in the region. (See Action 2.8)” 

 
Commentary: 
Supportive housing cannot succeed without support services, whether provided on site in 
the community.  If funding is provided for housing, funding is also needed for services, 
unless there is excess capacity in the community which is rarely the case. 
 

“3.3 The GVRD will urge the provincial government and Health Authorities to increase the 
number of outreach teams who link homeless people with income and support 
services, including Assertive Community Treatment teams, to meet the need 
throughout the region.” 
 

Commentary: 
The three ways to home in both the regional homeless strategy and the City’s Homeless 
Action Plan are: increased access to income, improved services, and more social housing.  
The priority action for improved services in the City’s Homeless Action Plan is also to 
expand the Assertive Community Treatment program by increasing the number of teams 
and adding links to training, employment and housing.   
 

“3.4 The GVRD will urge the provincial government to provide an interdepartmental policy 
framework and funding support for the Vancouver Coastal Health Authority, the Fraser 
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Health Authority and other key partners to develop a Regional Addictions Strategy which 
addresses supportive housing needs in Greater Vancouver.” 

 
Commentary: 
The development of a comprehensive addictions and mental health framework for the 
region and the province is very important.  There is currently a lack of understanding of 
how the current system works and also of how the system needs to reformed or 
expanded to address the full range of needs in the region.  The City has been working 
closely with Vancouver Coastal Health and BC Housing in the development of a strategy 
for locating and developing supportive housing for the mentally ill and those suffering 
from addiction, and a broader plan for the whole region covering all aspects of mental 
health and addiction issues would be very helpful. 

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The regional affordable housing strategy includes a number of elements with potential 
financial impacts, including providing capital grants and land for social and affordable housing 
which the City of Vancouver already does.   Seeking voter approval to borrow funds through 
the capital plan specifically for social and affordable housing would impact taxes and perhaps 
the City’s ability to borrow for other priorities.  No commitments are being made at this time, 
and the regional proposals are still draft.  Staff will report back on the regional strategy when 
it is finalized. 

SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Homelessness and affordability have become crises in the city and the region.  The numbers 
of homeless have doubled in the last three or four years and rental vacancy rates are now 
0.7% in the region and only 0.3% in the city.  Few tenants can afford to buy and 31% are 
paying more than 30% of their gross household income on rent.  There are over 10,000 
applicants on BC Housing’s waiting lists living in the region and over 4,000 of these live in 
Vancouver.  The GVRD initiative to develop an affordable housing strategy for the region and 
to co-ordinate the responses of its member municipalities should be supported by the City, 
and the City should actively participate in the process.  The housing market is regional, and 
only through working together will the GVRD and its member municipalities be effective. 

CONCLUSION 

The GVRD is seeking responses from its member municipalities to its “Discussion Paper on a 
Regional Affordable Housing Strategy for Greater Vancouver”.  This report provides a 
commentary to the goals and actions proposed by the GVRD and recommends the 
commentary, and the motion approved by Council on November 28, 2006, be forwarded to 
the GVRD Housing Committee and the GVRD Board for their consideration.  The GVRD’s 
initiative to develop a regional housing strategy is a high priority that Council should strongly 
support, and the general directions of the discussion paper are supported as well. 
 
The primary concerns with the discussion paper relate to the need to develop a 
comprehensive regional Affordable Housing Action Plan that provides the analytic context for 
targets and implementation; the importance of senior government funding to any progress on 
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addressing the homelessness and affordability crises; and the need for the GVRD to develop a 
partnership with the Province that clearly defines the municipal and provincial roles.  
 
 

* * * * * 
 


































