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Building Back Differently is a collaborative project between Trent University researchers
and community experts that pulls together local data and experience from the Peterborough
region to help envision a healthier, more equitable future in the wake of the COVID-19
pandemic.




Building Back through Addressing Housing

This piece focuses on the local housing condition — with a particular focus on
moderate to low-income households, usually renter households. Homelessness and
long-term care housing are also examined. Everything included here refers to the
Peterborough Census Metropolitan Area unless otherwise specified.

Housing, in particular the cost of housing, has become increasingly burdensome to
most renter-nouseholds in the Peterborough CMA. Although the situation has been
referred to as a ‘crisis,” it has not been a sudden or recent occurrence. This is a
decade’s old problem that has been accruing deficits in a cumulative, if not
exponential, fashion.

Many, renter households (in particular), spend beyond the Canada Mortgage and
Housing Corporation guideline suggesting that no household should spend more
than 30% of its total, before-tax, household income on housing costs.! When
spending exceeds this guideline, the household is deemed to be in ‘core housing
need.’ The 2016 Census for the Peterborough Census Metropolitan Area reported
that 52.5% of tenant households were in ‘core housing need,’ a rate expected to
increase in the 2021 Census."

All ‘core housing heed’ households overspend to maintain their housing status. It is
this overspending that becomes more cumulative and alarming with each
subsequent year. Rental costs increase yearly, exceeding wage increases and the
rate of inflation. If overspending is the cause, the effects are manifold. Most
households, but certainly those in ‘core housing need,’ have diminishing disposable
income to spend in the marketplace. Many in ‘severe core housing need'’ (i.e.,
spending more than 50% of household income on housing costs) have nutritional
deficits and definite health impacts.ii Children in these households (‘severe core
housing need’) are more likely to be deprived of developmental opportunities both
within the community and in education.”

In the Peterborough CMA, rental properties are not plentiful with respect to the
demand. That is, the supply is limited. In Jan. 2022, the current vacancy rate was
1.0%,¥ the lowest vacancy rate in Ontario. New purpose-built rental units have been
in short supply in recent years resulting in perennially low vacancy rates. Remaining
at 2018 levels, there were no new additions to the purpose-built apartment universe
as of December 2021. However, construction of these units is currently at a 30-year
high.vi



When low vacancy rates are combined with high ‘core housing need,’ the result is
severely restricted choice. Renters are commonly forced to remain in their units
even though some of their apartments may not meet the standards of decent,
affordable, or safe accommodation.

In the case of apartment ‘turnover’ (i.e., new tenants come into a unit), the rents
are usually increased, as permitted by provincial rent guidelines. This also
contributes to the overall lack of affordability experienced in the community.

Many factors amplify the rental housing crisis. Apartments deemed ‘affordable’
(i.e., af or below average market rent) are being lost at rates which exceed the
creation of ‘affordable units’ that use government funding. In Canada, for every
one ‘affordable’ unit created, at considerable public cost, fifteen existing private
‘affordable’ units (i.e., rents below $750 monthly) were lost. V!

In the last two years alone (2019 - 2021), rent increases in the entire rental domain
(Peterborough CMA) have increased 14.9%. Two-bedroom units have increased by
19.2%. Other evidence of the affordability gap is the one-year change (2020 —
2021) in the hours of work needed per month to rent a 2-bedroom apartment at
30% of household income. In the Peterborough CMA, 36.7 additional hours of work
per month would be necessary.vii

A major reason for the disappearance of ‘affordable’ apartments is the
commoditization of housing. Big capital ventures commonly acquire what they
determine to be ‘under-producing’ apartments. Rents in these buildings are usually
‘affordable’ (i.e., at or below average market rent). After acquisition, tenants are
evicted and replaced with tenants who then pay much higher rents.

This commodification or financialization of housing does not respect the shelter or
social value of housing. Its prime objective is profit. Effectively, the well-being of so
many is predicated on the manipulation of the private marketplace. According to
Martine August, (University of Waterloo), 20 to 30 per cent of Canada's rental
apartment market is owned by institutional landlords.*

Homelessness is a chronic condition in our society. When homeless individuals are
housed at public expense, other persons emerge to take their places on the streets
and in our shelters. (The rates of migration of homeless individuals info Peterborough
is less than 10%).x Homelessness is where we witness the extreme effects of
inequality, (i.e., marginalization).



The global pandemic had definite effects on the housing market, many of which
exacerbated existing conditions. In the rental market, some tenants lost
employment or other forms of income and then experienced eviction when rents
were unpaid. Other renter households were in accommodations that didn’t
conftribute to prevention or avoidance of the pathogen.

However, one of the most pronounced effects was seen in long-term care (LTC)
facilities, notably in the ‘for profit’ homes.X Here the vulnerable, aged residents
experienced higher incidence of both the virus and resulting mortality. The
outcomes in LTC homes have brought keen atftention to the need to examine pre-
existing conditions that contributed to the tfragedy. In particular, the differential
condifions between ‘for profit’ and ‘not for profit’ facilities have been exposed.

In the ownership market, prices have soared during the pandemic period. It is
difficult to draw a distinct correlation between the virus and rising prices.
Nevertheless, house prices have seen one of the most severe inflationary periods in
history. This has prevented many renter households from entering the ownership
market at this time and perhaps all future times. Many households are now
regarding rental as a life-time condition.

With low interest rates on borrowed money, the ownership market saw increased
investor activity during the virus period. This activity contributed to inflated prices as
buyers competed. Currently, with interest rates increasing, there could be a slowing
in this form of speculation.

Presumably, the consequences of this radical inflation of house prices are yet to be
witnessed especially as general market inflation builds in. The final chapter has not
been written in the ownership market surge. Again, we must question whether the
pandemic was influential in rising house prices.

When we deal with housing, two facts must remain in our consciousness:

First, housing is an income issue. While other market factors contribute to punitive
housing costs, insufficient incomes are a substantive cause of housing affordability
issues. Similarly, income's role exists as fundamental in food insecurity and poverty.

Second, housing is a social determinant of health. We must see housing as health.
The quality of housing has a strong correlation with the health of its occupants as
expressed in chronic illnesses and shortened life spans. Not only is it the condition of
housing that contributes to poor health, it's also lack of affordability. When housing's
costs put increasing stress on household finances and thus their ability to engage in
society, there is a reduced or limited ability fo address health needs.xi



Did the pandemic affect the housing market in the Peterborough Census
Metropolitan Area? Rents continue to rise as do house prices. The prevalence of
'housing burden' (i.e., cost of housing in the perspective of total household income)
continues to deteriorate the living standards of too many households. The so-often-
termed ‘housing crisis’ has accrued sufficient life-changing effects in lower income
echelons as to produce levels of alarm prompting the term ‘housing emergency.’ It
is fair fo say that housing continues as a significant, financial life definer in
moderate-and low-income households.

If there are Covid effects, they are to be found in the long-term care industry. Here,
scrutiny and examination are drawing valid conclusions and correlations. With the
light shone upon deficiencies, there is a high probability of change and
improvement of condifions in these facilities. Many are calling upon government to
ban the existence of ‘for profit’ homes.

Recommendations:

1. Government (Federal and Provincial) must make a dedicated commitment
to the principle of 'housing as a human right'. All persons and households
must be housed in circumstances that do not negatively impact on their
finances or their ability to live safe, healthy lives.

2. If housing is a human right, there must be a mechanism developed to ensure
that housing can never represent a burden on household finances wherein
housing precludes life's necessities and therefore impacts on health. An
example might be a refundable tax credit in consideration of household
income and housing costs.

3. Inrecognition that a growing and significant percentage of income-
challenged renters cannot find or afford their housing in the private market,
governments must create a larger stock of non-market housing. Not only
does this include shelters and fransitional and supportive housing, it comprises
rent-geared-to-income, not-for-profit and co-operative housing. These must
be built in numbers sufficient for and in proportion to the actual need in our
society. Governments' obligations in these forms of housing must persist as
long our economic system effectively produces protracted inequality and
marginalization of citizens.

4. Homelessness is an expensive outcome of marginalization in our society. It
can be addressed either at the level of societal causes or at the level of



provision of services for the homeless (i.e., ‘supportive housing’, shelters, food
provision, etc.). In other words, governments must choose between a
'‘prevention' or ' management' approach. This must address the actual levels
of need in homelessness.

Relevant resources:
Please refer to Housing Is Fundamental 2020 and Housing Is Fundamental 2021. In
each issue there are many references.

e Housing Is Fundamental 2020, https://www.uwpeterborough.ca/how-we-
help/housing-is-fundamental/

e Housing Is Fundamental 2021, https://www.uwpeterborough.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/HousinglsFundimental-2021.pdf
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XWhy Canada is losing affordable rental housing faster than it's being built, March 10, 2022,
https://www.chc.ca/news/canada/financialization-and-canadian-renters-1.6378257
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