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Core Housing Need 
 
In 2001, 1,485,000 Canadian households were in core housing need.  Most of them are in core need only 
because they pay more than 30% of their household income for housing.  Of the total, 474,000 households 
owned their homes, and 1,011,000 households rented.  Most of the one million renter households in core 
need rent from private for-profit landlords, often from members of CFAA.  (Source: Canadian Housing 
Observer 2005 by CMHC, which contains revised core-need figures.) 
 
Housing affordability tools 
 
Public housing generally refers to rental units in projects owned and operated by governments or 
government housing agencies. Rental units are provided to low-income tenants who pay a rent 
geared-to-income, usually amounting to 30% of their incomes. There are about 400,000 public 
housing units across Canada. In many cities there are long waiting lists to gain access to a public 
housing unit. (In some Ontario cities the waiting list is as long as seven years.) 
 
Non-profit housing generally refers to apartment buildings owned and operated by non-profit 
housing corporations. Rental units are provided both to moderate income Canadians who pay market 
rents, and to low-income tenants who pay a rent geared-to-income, usually amounting to 30% of their 
incomes. There are about 200,000 non-profit housing units in Canada, serving about 120,000 low 
income households. In many cities the subsidized non-profit housing units are accessed through the 
same combined social housing waiting list which also covers public housing units. 
 
Social housing refers to both public housing and non-profit housing. Across Canada, most tenants 
who live in social housing are not on social assistance, and most people on social assistance do not 
live in social housing. 
 
Shelter allowances are payments made for rent under social assistance programs. In most provinces 
shelter allowances cover only 60% to 70% of average market rents. Most social assistance recipients 
must find rental units at the low end of the market, rent units that are too small for their household 
size, share units with other unrelated people or use other funds to pay their rents. 
 
Rent supplements are based on contracts between social housing authorities and a limited number 
of landlords. Housing authorities send low-income tenants to one of those landlords. The tenants 
enter into tenancy agreements with the landlord to rent the specific units. These rules tie rent 
supplements to specific units, so that the program in effect functions as privately supplied public 
housing units without the problem of ghettoization. Under a flexible rent supplement program, tenants 
would be able to stay in their current units as long as their existing landlord will accept a rent 
supplement contract.  
 
Portable housing allowances are not tied to a contract between a social housing agency and a 
rental property owner. The government provides the financial assistance directly to low-income 
tenants. Tenants who qualify for allowances can find and rent units in the same way they do now, 
except that the allowances will help them pay the rent. Tenants can use the money to help stay where 
they are (since 75% of low-income tenants already live in suitable housing), or to move to another unit 
of their choice in the private market.  
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Benefits of Portable Housing Allowances 
 
Portable housing allowances, or properly designed and flexible rent supplements, are excellent policy 
tools because they  

- use the existing economical housing stock, rather than newly built (and therefore expensive) 
housing;  

- allow tenants to choose where to live;  
- achieve income mixing without the cost of subsidizing middle income tenants; and  
- allow the available funding to be spread more equitably among more low income tenants; and 
- allow flexibility in program design to respond to different regional needs and provincial budgets. 

  
Portable housing allowances 

- allow tenants to keep their housing assistance when they move to take a new job (which is very 
good for the economy); 

- can easily be used in rural areas and small towns where there are no large rental buildings; 
- can easily be extended to assist low-income homeowners; and 
- can be administered at very low cost. 

  
The best way to solve the “housing problem” is to address affordability by providing portable housing 
allowances for low income tenants to obtain the housing they need in the market-place.  

 
Housing allowances can be targeted to any needy group or groups, or made universally eligible, depending 
on available funding.  A housing allowance program can include different parameters (e.g. rent caps, 
income percentages, and subsidy rates) for different groups (e.g. seniors, families, non-elderly singles, 
etc.).  It can also be designed to recognize regional variation in housing costs. 
 
In Canada the most commonly discussed program has been the “income-gap” plan: 
 Allowance = B x [RENT - A x income] 
where  
 RENT = rent currently being paid by household 
 A = target percent of income to be spent on rent 
 B = percent of the gap to be subsidized. 
 
Example: Take a single parent family whose rent is $725 a month and average income is $1,666 per 
month ($20,000 per year).  They spend 43.5% of their income on rent.   
Suppose that the government set A at 30% (the current CMHC standard) and B at 75%. The formula would 
see the household receive, from the government, a monthly allowance of $169 = 75% x [$725 - (30% x 
$1,666)] 
 
The family would continue to live in their $725 unit, but the cost of rent would be shared between the 
household (at $556) and government (at $169).  The family would spend only 33% of their income on 
housing. 
 
Alternately, the family could rent a larger unit at $825 per month.  The cost of rent would be shared 
between the household (at $581) and government (at $244).  The family would spend only 35% of their 
income on housing. 
 
In the City of Ottawa, the cost of providing a new, two bedroom social housing unit has been estimated at 
$1,200 per month.  A subsidy of $644 per month is required to rent that unit at $556 per month.  Rather 
than providing affordable housing for one family through the subsidizing of building new units, we can 
provide the same benefit to 3 or 4 households through housing allowances. 

The Canadian Federation of Apartment Associations (“CFAA”) represents the owners and managers of close to 
one million residential rental suites in Canada, through 16 organizations across Canada - www.cfaa-fcapi.org 
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