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Introduction 

Whenever I talk about housing with a journalist, policy-maker, developer, 
advocate, or interested friend, two things tend to happen. They say, 
“Housing’s so complicated!” Especially if they’re under forty, they tell 
me a horrifc story about their housing situation. 

This book is for them – and for anyone who’s concerned about or 
wants to help fx Canada’s housing crisis. 

Some people criticize the term “housing crisis” because it suggests a 
phenomenon that’s new or short-term.In The Tenant Class, Ricardo Tranjan 
defnes “crisis” as “an event or series of events that represents a critical 
threat to the health, safety, security or well-being of a community or other 
large group of people, usually over a wider area.” He argues that the hous-
ing crisis is not one event or a series of events but rather capitalism work-
ing as intended: to the beneft of those with more wealth (homeowners 
and landlords) and the detriment of those with less wealth (tenants). 

I have a slightly diferent perspective. Like the climate crisis, the 
housing crisis resulted from a series of political decisions that built up 
over time to pose a critical threat to all Canadians. Other capitalist coun-
tries made better decisions, with better results. Canada made better deci-
sions in the past. In some cases, we need to return to those good ideas 
– modifed for new realities. 

Like Ricardo Tranjan, I’m concerned about the people with the few-
est resources. Canada’s housing crisis harms renters, homeowners, and 
– most of all – those without homes: 
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 According to the latest federal government fgures, there are 40,000 
very-low-income people without shelter or sleeping in emergency 
shelters, and the number of people without shelter doubled during 
COVID-19. This number is based on a head count of only seventy-
two communities on a single night over two years. It grossly under-
estimates homelessness. 

 Between 2016 and 2021 in British Columbia, one in ten renter house-
holds were evicted. In the rest of the country, one in sixteen house-
holds were forced to move. One-third of all households, those who 
rent, are under greater stress than ever before. Low-income renters 
living on minimum wage can aford a one-bedroom apartment in 
only four small Canadian cities, all in Quebec, and Quebec has lost 
the most afordable rentals in the past ten years. 

 People seeking to own rather than rent are increasingly locked out 
of the market. Between 2015 and 2021, the average house price 
doubled, but wages increased by only 7 percent. In other words, the 
average house price increased at over fourteen times the rate of the 
average wage. 

 The cost of a home, which was 2.5 times the median household 
income in 1980, was 8.8 times the median household income in 
2021. In Vancouver, high-income households who earn 250 percent 
of local median income can’t aford a frst home. Across Canada, 
house prices would need to be less than a third of what they are 
now be afordable to moderate-income households. In Vancouver, 
they’d need to be a ffh of what they are now. 

Canada’s housing crisis isn’t about tenants versus owners. An entire 
generation has been locked out of home ownership. 

Incomes: Very Low, Low, Moderate, Median, and Higher 

Canada needs one clear defnition of afordability that answers the ques-
tion, Afordable to whom? 

I use household income categories developed by and listed on the 
Housing Assessment Resource Tools website. These categories, in turn, 
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Average versus median: Quick anecdote. I failed Grade 10 math, twice. 
I loved history and geography and didn’t see the point of math. But to 
get my geography degree, I had to take statistics, and I got hooked on 
numbers that tell a story. Warning: there are numbers in this book. 

“Average” and “median” indicate “middle” values. To calculate an 
average, add up all the individual things and divide the total by the 
number of things counted (this is also called the “mean”). To calculate 
the median, take the “middle” value, the value for which half the things 
are larger and half are smaller. When we talk about income or housing 
costs, there are extreme values (very rich or expensive; very poor or 
inexpensive). In these cases, the median is usually the better measure 
to use. But the average is sometimes the only number available. 

are based on percentage of median income for metropolitan or regional 
areas,as used by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development, 
rather than on household-income quintiles (lowest 20 percent = low 
income), which are used by the Canada Mortgage and Housing 
Corporation. The former method considers diferences in income be-
tween, say, rural New Brunswick and Victoria, British Columbia, which 
has a big impact on median housing costs. I use “household” instead of 
“family” because there are infnite variations of people who want to live 
together, and many don’t fall into the traditional defnition of family 
(one or two parents living with children under the age of eighteen): 

 very low income (0 to 20% of median income, 1st quintile): mostly 
fxed-income, social assistance or pension 

 low income (21 to 50%, 1st quintile): reliant on minimum wage 
 moderate income (51 to 80%, 2nd quintile): key workers such as 

teachers, nurses, care providers, and construction workers 
 median income (81 to 120%, 3rd quintile): middle-class households 
 higher income (121+%, 4th and 5th quintile): upper-middle-class and 

wealthy households. 
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Why does this matter to most Canadians, you might ask? Afer all, 
two-thirds of Canadian households own their homes, and almost half 
have paid of their mortgages. The home-ownership rate has decreased 
slightly, from close to 70 percent in 2011 to nearly 66 percent in 2021, but 
most people will beneft from rising housing prices. 

Looking at the problem this way is like looking out the window 
during the summer of 2023 and saying, “My community isn’t on fre! 
Everything’s fne!” Look a little closer, and you’ll see wisps of smoke: 

 The only age group in which the home-ownership rate has increased 
in the past ten years is heads of households over eighty-fve. 

 Baby boomers such as me, born between 1946 and 1965, account for 
the largest cohort of homeowners – over four in ten own homes. 

 Millennials such as my son, born between 1981 and 1996, are the 
largest group of renters – over a third. 

Canada houses a stark intergenerational wealth divide. People in their 
late ffies to mid-seventies who have been homeowners for over twenty 
years saw their net worth increase from $323,700 in 1999 to $685,400 in 
2019 (cost adjusted for 2019 dollars). In the same period, renters’ net worth 
only rose from $14,600 to $24,000. Over the next few decades, these young 
people will be the majority, and my generation will be looking for af-
fordable seniors’ care options, which are in short supply. Canada’s housing 
system doesn’t work for anyone. 

Homeownership still seems like an easy way to gain wealth. So 
perhaps everyone in their mid-twenties to early forties should just save 
enough for a down payment. Maybe they should stop eating avocado 
toast, as an Australian multimillionaire property developer once sug-
gested. Back in the halcyon days of 2017, it would take 17,451 avocado 
toasts to save up for a down payment in Vancouver. Maybe tax-exempt 
home-savings accounts or frst-time home buyer grants are the magic 
bullet? 

Not so fast. Over half of mortgage holders, and an even higher pro-
portion of renters, have trouble paying their bills, and the problem only 
gets worse with high interest rates. Almost two in fve mortgage carriers 
and almost half of renters borrow to meet daily expenses. Seventeen 
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percent of mortgage carriers and 22 percent of renters have used a payday 
loan or online lender. Both groups are in severe fnancial straits. It’s hard 
to save up money if you’re already underwater fnancially. And buying 
a house is a huge risk in an era of increasing interest rates and uncertain 
jobs, especially if that house isn’t afordable. Canadians like to think of 
their nation as prosperous and fair, a place where each succeeding gen-
eration will have a better life. Growing inequalities threaten the founda-
tions of this belief. 

And this isn’t a temporary COVID-related blip. Canada has had one 
of the highest levels of household debt in the world for over a decade, a 
source of concern to almost every national and international economic 
organization. In nearly every fnancial system review, the Bank of Canada 
warns about the high debt load of households and elevated house prices. 
In 2017, the World Economic Forum warned of the risk of a “housing 
price bubble” in Canada like the one in the United States before multiple 
mortgage insolvencies sparked the Global Financial Crisis. The Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development, in its 2023 economic 
outlook for Canada, stressed that high and increasing household debt 
levels and the crushing cost of housing were having a signifcant impact 
on the nation’s overall productivity. 

That’s a lot of scary numbers, some of which might represent you 
or someone you know. What do these numbers tell us in terms of the 
past, present, and future of housing in Canada? 

To understand the larger history of Canadian housing policy, I ofen 
ask people to tell me about their housing histories. Let me tell you 
my own. 

I’ve been fascinated by housing since I was a child in Cornwall, 
Ontario, a small city of forty thousand people. I was born in 1963, long 
afer my brothers. My frst four years were spent in a detached house, 
three blocks from the store owned by my grandmother and managed by 
my parents. Cornwall is near the border between anglophone Ontario 
and francophone Quebec, a few kilometres away from the US border, 
and right on the border between settler society and Indigenous land. 
Cornwall is next to the Akwesasne First Nation, a member of the 
Haudenosaunee Confederacy, the people of the Long House. My frst 
conscious memories have to do with my front lawn (which I considered 
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huge) and the neighbourhood kids, who were being told to stay of the 
lawn by my parents. Even as a kid, I thought that didn’t seem fair. 

When I was four, my parents separated, and I moved with my mother 
to the big city of Montreal. We lived in a succession of rented duplex 
fats, and my mother became a real estate agent. On the weekends, she 
took me, the only child still at home, to open houses.“Tell me what price 
this house is going for,” she’d say.“If you guess within ten thousand dol-
lars, I’ll get you an ice cream.” I ate a lot of ice cream (hint: location, loca-
tion, location). But I felt like an interloper on someone else’s lawn: the 
kids at my Jewish school told me I was living in the “wrong” neighbour-
hood and“poor.” When I moved to a public high school, I hung out with 
the other poor kids. Many of these kids slept on a sofa in the living room. 
I had my own bedroom. I realized I was middle-class. 

In Canada in the early 1980s, it was easy to move away from home as 
a university student, even if you went to a university in the same city. 
Two friends and I moved into a triplex fat in 1984, in what was then 
called Montreal’s “student ghetto.” I worked as a part-time waitress and 
then as a research assistant. I had no problem paying rent. When I moved 
in with the man who would become my husband, we had no student 
loans and a bursary that covered our rent. I got involved in a group called 
Les Voisin(e)s de Devonshire. We fought for funding for a new housing 
cooperative instead of a proposed condominium. We won that fght, 
leaving me with the mistaken impression that getting better housing for 
low-income people was easy. 

We moved to Toronto in 1986. Our rage at being physically assaulted 
by a landlord in a dispute over a 42 percent rent increase afer the previ-
ous tenant was harassed out of our apartment transformed into engage-
ment with the Parkdale Tenants Association and a lifelong interest in 
the right to housing. In the 1990s, my interest in feminist urban planning 
led to a career developing urban policy for gender-based violence preven-
tion for the City of Toronto, where it seemed obvious that the lack of 
afordable housing trapped women in violent relationships. We lived for 
eight years in a housing co-op downtown. When we moved back to 
Parkdale, we bought a fxer-upper that carried a mortgage for the same 
cost as rent. We didn’t fx it up, and yet the purchase still put us on the 
path to wealth. 
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As undergraduate students, we lived in one of the sixteen 
apartments in this small single-stair apartment building. 

Montreal’s tradition of triplexes and small apartment 
buildings, and strong renter rights, helped create 

a renters’ paradise for many decades. 

My PhD focused on 125 years of neighbourhood policy in Parkdale, 
where every level of government seemed better at closing of afordable-
housing options than creating them. By the early 2000s, I was teaching 
urban planning in Melbourne, Australia, where three-storey apartment 
buildings were being called “blockbusting high-rises” by NIMBY (not in 
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my backyard) residents’ associations. I led collaborative research with 
governments, private and nonmarket developers, and advocates, on af-
fordable, accessible, sustainable, family-friendly housing for the future. 
I talked to children growing up in apartments and homeless people 
squatting in buildings slated for demolition.Meanwhile,with two young 
children, we traded up to a larger, better renovated house that, like our 
previous homes, was a short distance to work via bike or public transit. 

We returned to Canada in 2019 and paid cash for a house in Ottawa. 
So far, we sound like the poster children for boomer afuence, and we 
were. We had good health, the good fortune of a long-lasting relation-
ship, and the privilege borne of having white skin, speaking the major-
ity language, and being cisgender and heterosexual. As a household, we’d 
moved from being renters to homeowners and traded up three times. I 
knew, through speaking with housing advocates, developers, fnanciers, 
planners, and politicians all over the world – from Nairobi to Santiago, 
Portland to Paris, and Singapore to Sydney – that we were wealthier 
than most. 

But when COVID-19 hit, our family felt the efects of the fraying 
social safety net. My mother, who bought a house afer years of saving, 
saw her money vanish when she moved to high-priced assisted living. 
When she was diagnosed with dementia, we tried to fnd a decent nurs-
ing home. She ended up as one of three in a long-term-care bedroom, 
not a dignifed end to her life. Meanwhile, my son and his wife struggled 
with social isolation in a one-bedroom apartment with a big dog in 
downtown Ottawa. Their only options for a more afordable, bigger place 
were outside Ottawa’s public transit system. We didn’t want to end up 
like my mother, and we wanted to be close to our children. 

At the time, I was Zoom teaching an undergraduate course in hous-
ing policy at the University of Toronto’s Innis College. I started by telling 
my housing story and asking students for theirs. Most of my students, 
mostly in their early twenties, had lived in residence until COVID. 
Many moved in with their parents in the outer suburbs because they 
couldn’t aford rentals near the university. One moved back to China, 
another to Turkey. Both joined my classes in the middle of the night. 
When I asked students where they thought they’d be living in ten years, 
none said Toronto. 
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For the past two generations, under Liberal and Conservative leader-
ship, Canada has failed a basic moral test. Are we ensuring that the society 
we leave behind is better for the next generation? 

For many lucky people like me, housing was a “them” issue for a 
long time. It’s now become an “us” issue for everyone. Like health care, 
education, and climate change, we’ve neglected problems for so long 
that they’ve become crises that can’t be ignored by anyone anymore. I 
have a family member who came close to homelessness. Most people 
know someone who lost their home. 

For the past three years, I’ve worked with a project called Housing 
Assessment Resource Tools (HART), based at the University of British 
Columbia. (Due to the wonders of Zoom, I live in Ottawa, teach in 
Toronto, and work in Vancouver!) We analyze census housing data to 
answer one question: Who needs what kind of housing, where, and at 
what cost? Working with ffeen municipalities, including Canada’s six 
most populous cities, we’ve mapped well-located government land that 
could be used for afordable housing. Talking with nonmarket and market 
developers, provincial and federal governments, and advocates, we’ve 
created a best-practice guide for acquiring market housing at risk of 
losing afordability. I’ve examined housing policy from an international 
perspective, based on countless conversations with “housers,” people 
trying to create afordable housing. 

What I’ve learned is this: Canada’s housing crisis is fxable. If enough 
people knew about what worked in the past and what’s working right 
now, in Canada and other places, we could collectively and successfully 
advocate for a housing system that allows everyone to achieve the basic 
right to a home. It won’t take the overthrow of capitalism, although it 
will take a political shif toward investing in the collective good. 

In this book, I explore what people mean when they talk about a 
home, how we got into this mess and who’s responsible, and what kinds 
of homes are needed, at what prices, and where. Then I look at what can 
be done – to end homelessness, to scale up nonmarket housing (which 
so many Canadians need), to support well-located and secure rental 
housing, and to make home ownership afordable again. 

Throughout, I refer to nine countries that got some things right (and 
a lot of other things wrong): 
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 Germany, Austria, and Switzerland: three rich countries where 
living in rental housing doesn’t make you a second-class citizen 

 Singapore, Japan, and Sweden: three countries that built a lot of 
housing quickly and cheaply 

 France, Denmark, and Finland: three countries with innovative 
afordable-housing strategies. 

I purposely leave out the rich anglophone countries against which Can-
ada usually compares itself: the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, New Zealand, Ireland, and Scotland. They make guest appear-
ances (New Zealand and US cities have been doing some interesting 
zoning experiments; Scotland has a better nonmarket-housing system 
than many other nations). The Anglosphere is not doing great housing 
policy these days, and part of the problem is that we’re looking to one 

Market and nonmarket housing: Market housing is built and managed 
by the private sector. In Canada, over 95 percent of housing falls in this 
category. In Singapore, less than 20 percent of housing does. 

In contrast, nonmarket housing – which has a dizzying array of 
synonyms ranging from “social housing” to “community housing” to 
“nonproft housing” – is built and managed by the public and nonproft 
sectors. In Canada, about 45 percent of nonmarket housing is public 
housing. It’s owned by a federal, provincial/territorial, regional, or (most 
often) municipal government – thus by the public. Another 35 percent, 
including most of the housing that ofers on-site social and health 
supports, is owned by charitable organizations, such as religious entities 
and community organizations. Following international practice, I call 
this community housing; if there’s on-site services, supportive housing. 
Ten percent is cooperative housing, which is “owned” collectively by the 
households who live in it, and another 10 percent is held by market 
developers under short-term afordability agreements. Units can’t be 
sold for proft. The most common international term for nonmarket 
housing is social housing. 
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another instead of elsewhere. I also leave out the Netherlands, which like 
Sweden has a great nonmarket housing past but an uncertain housing 
future. I’m most interested in places that have taken a bold approach and 
succeeded, in many cases across the political divide. 

By the end of the book, you’ll know more about what is, admittedly, 
a wickedly complex problem without no magic-bullet solutions. You’ll 
have the tools to understand what can be done to fx Canada’s housing 
and advocate for a better future. 

At its heart, good housing policy comes down to a simple message. 
Homes save lives. 
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