
                                                                                                                                 
 

 

  

Ontario Election 2022 

Affordable Housing Backgrounder 
 

If you have followed the news this year, you will undoubtedly 
have seen stories about Ontario’s housing crisis. Perhaps you 
have been looking to buy a home or rent an apartment. If so, 
you’ll know how difficult it is to find an affordable place to 
live. 
  
This backgrounder will try to unpack some of the issues 
around the affordable housing crisis and look at some of the 
solutions that are proposed to solve it. As we prepare for a provincial election in June, this backgrounder 
will also pose some questions for you to consider and to discuss with others and with candidates running 
for election. 
  
In Ontario, MCC works with people who have lived through homelessness. Many of these people may 
have disabilities. We work with people returning to community from correctional institutions, and we 
work with newcomers to Canada. We also work at building reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples and 
Canada. MCC’s program work provides the perspective through which we will explore issues around 
affordable housing.  
  

What is affordable housing? 
One perspective defines affordable housing in relation to household income. In this view, housing is 
affordable when a household spends no more than 30 per cent of their income on housing costs 
(including rent or mortgage payments plus utility costs). 
  
Another perspective defines affordable housing in relation to average market rents. This definition 
underlies government grants for builders of housing. Units are considered affordable if they rent for less 
than average market rent, usually 80 per cent of average market rent. 
  
For people with low incomes, rent that is even 80 per cent of the market average still costs more than 30 
per cent of their income.  
  

What is core housing need? 
Core housing need is a term you often hear in discussions about housing need and homelessness. The 
Financial Accountability Office of Ontario (FAO) offers this definition of core housing need and the 
percentage of households in Ontario experiencing it: 
  

Core housing need is an indicator developed by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 
(CMHC) to identify households that need housing-related financial assistance. A household is in 
core housing need if it does not live in acceptable housing and its before-tax income is not 
sufficient to access acceptable housing. Housing is considered acceptable when the total cost of 
housing is equal to or less than 30 per cent of a household’s before-tax income, there are enough 
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bedrooms to accommodate the size of the household and the housing is not in need of major 
repairs. In 2018, 13.9 per cent of households in Ontario were in core housing need, which was 
higher than the Canadian average of 11.6 per cent and was the second highest rate among all 
provinces. (FAO, 2021, p. 1)  
  

How many people are in core housing need and why? 
The FAO reported that the number of households in core housing need in Ontario grew from 616,900 to 
735,000 between 2011 and 2018. They attributed that increase to increasing home retail prices and 
market rents. They note that high housing costs are the main driver of core housing need, impacting 
more than 90 per cent of households in core housing (FAO, 2021, p. 5). The Ontario Non-Profit Housing 
Association (ONPHA) notes: “Nearly 1 in 5 Indigenous households in Ontario experience core housing 
need and, are 3x times more likely to experience poverty than the general population.”  
 
Needless to say, the cost of housing has risen dramatically since 2018. Even taking account of current 
government investments in housing through the National Strategy, the FAO still forecasts the number of 
households in core housing need to grow by more than 80,000 by 2027. 
  

What the link between core housing need and homelessness? 
When someone is in core housing need, they are more vulnerable to losing their housing and becoming 
homeless if a crisis occurs. This loss of housing could be caused by a health crisis and loss of income, by an 
increase in rent or by a landlord’s decision to renovate a building or redevelop it, for example. 
  

What are the solutions? 
Solutions fall into three main categories: build new homes, maintain existing affordable rental housing 
and provide housing subsidies.  
  

Build new homes: how many? 
Projections for how many hew homes -- or housing units -- need to be built over the next ten years to 

meet Ontario’s growing population range from 1 million to 1.5 million. FAO projects that more than 

800,000 Ontario households will be in core housing need and thereby unable to afford the housing that 

exists. This situation will require government support in the form of subsidies to build community housing 

-- which rents for less than market rents -- or for housing benefits paid directly to households in need. 

The Ontario Non-Profit Housing Association (ONPHA) identified the need for 69,000 new affordable rental 

housing units and 30,000 supportive housing units to be built between 2017 and 2027. These would be 

units rented at below market rates and, for the supportive units, with supportive services for the 

residents (An Affordable Housing Plan for Ontario (2).pdf). ONPHA has also called for a dedicated Urban 

and Rural Indigenous Housing Plan for Ontario. 

  

Maintain existing affordable rental housing 
There are two types of affordable rental housing. First, there are non-profit, municipal and co-operative 
units subsidized by different levels of government to keep rents low. Second, there are private 
apartments built in earlier decades whose rents are lower than those of newer apartment buildings. 
Preserving affordable rental units in both the non-profit and private market faces challenges. 
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Many non-profit social units and housing cooperatives were built between the 1970s and the early 1990s 
with support from different levels of government – mainly federal and provincial with some municipal 
support too. As part of the mortgage agreements for many of these buildings, the government provided 
funding to subsidize units in these buildings. These subsidies allowed the housing providers and 
cooperatives to reduce rents for residents with low incomes. Since the housing subsidies were tied to the 
mortgage agreements, as those mortgage agreements come to a close, a burning issue is what will 
happen to those subsidized units. ONPHA recommended an investment of $65 billion over ten years to 
preserve 265,000 of community-owned housing with affordable rents (An Affordable Housing Plan for 
Ontario (2).pdf, p. 17). 
  

Do rent controls preserve affordable rental units or prevent the building of new rental 

units? 
Market rents in new and existing private apartments have been rising alongside the cost of home 
ownership. In the mid-1990s, the Government of Ontario removed rent control on vacant apartment 
units. The rationale behind vacancy decontrol was the contention that rent control was keeping 
developers from building new rental apartments. But in the decades following those changes, “new 
construction has focused on condominiums rather than rental apartments,” as the current government 
observed in More Homes, More Choice: Ontario’s Housing Supply Action Plan 
(<https://www.ontario.ca/page/more-homes-more-choice-ontarios-housing-supply-action-plan#section-
6>). Nonetheless, the current provincial government legislated that rent control would not apply to 
apartments built since 2018. 
  
The Social Planning and Research Council of Hamilton (2018) documented the differences in the 
experiences in Hamilton, Ontario and Quebec City, Quebec in terms of rental increases and new rental 
construction. The province of Quebec has stronger rent control than Ontario for vacant units. Not 
surprisingly, increases in average rents were lower in Quebec City than in Hamilton. In spite of the 
stronger rent controls, Quebec City saw dramatically more new rental units created between 2011 and 
2017 than those seen by Hamilton.  
  

 
  
SPRC-Out-of-Control-rental-housing-report-June-2018-1.pdf 
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One of the unintended consequences of Ontario’s move to vacancy decontrol was the emergence of Real 
Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) as a significant player in the private rental market.  
  
There are calls to end vacancy decontrol to prevent rising rents in existing rental units. 
 
In a number of Ontario communities, individuals have started non-profit organizations to buy existing 
apartment buildings with the aim of keeping affordable rental units in the community. 
  

Provide rent subsidies and portable housing benefits 
In addition to providing subsidies to housing providers -- private, public and community -- to reduce rents 
to below-market level, the federal and provincial government provide additional subsidy to assist renters 
whose income is too low to afford their rent. 
  
There are rent-geared-to-income subsidies attached to specific rental housing units. This form of subsidy 
has been provided by federal and provincial government through non-profit, municipal and cooperative 
housing providers. It makes up the difference between the rent a tenant can afford -- that is 30 per cent 
of their income -- and the actual cost of rent. 
  
The Canada-Ontario Housing Benefit provides a subsidy to a renter regardless of where they live. Again, 
this benefit is designed to make up part of the difference between what a renter can afford to pay and 
the median rent for a household of their size. This is referred to as a portable housing benefit as it is not 
attached to a rental unit but rather to a renter, even when they move to a new unit. 
  
In its 2018 report, An Affordable Housing Plan for Ontario, the Ontario Non-Profit Housing Association 
(ONPHA) identified that 311,000 Ontario renter households needed income supports to afford their 
housing. The Financial Accountability Office of Ontario (FAO) reported that 7,196 Ontario households 
received rent supplements in 2018-19. The average supplement was just over $4,500 a year per rental 
household, totalling more than $32.5 million in rent supplements. In 2019, the federal and provincial 
governments of Canada and Ontario signed the first agreement under the Canada Housing Benefit, with a 
joint investment of $1.4 billion. According to the Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, under 
the Canada-Ontario Housing Benefit, 
  

Eligible households include: 
o survivors of domestic violence and human trafficking 
o people experiencing or at risk of homelessness 
o Indigenous people 
o seniors 
o people with disabilities 

 
To apply, eligible households must be either: 

o on, or eligible to be on, the social housing waiting list of a Service Manager 
o living in community housing 

  
The cost of home ownership and renting has risen significantly since 2019, making the need to address 
affordable housing even more urgent. 
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