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Chair Marion Wright’s Comments on Candidates’ questionnaire answers at The Alliance to End Homelessness 2nd Municipal Election Press Conference, Oct. 15, 2010

My name is Marion Wright and I am Chair of The Alliance to End Homelessness, speaking today on behalf of our 73 member agencies. Ottawa’s affordable housing crisis could not be greater than it is this fall and it is very important to let people know who is – and who is not – willing to act on housing for people on low incomes if elected to the new Council.

· All candidates were provided with the Alliance to End Homelessness latest report, “The Cost of Doing Nothing More to End Homelessness” which  projects shelter costs  over ten years to show how the City’s costs to run emergency shelters will double by 2020. They were asked to respond to questions on Affordable Housing, Using Upload Dollars in social services and housing, Reducing Shelter Use, Human Rights in Housing, and Poverty Reduction:

· We are reporting the individual candidates’ responses to the questions and, as a courtesy we have included the 6 responses sent to us between Oct 1 and Oct 10th.
· The Alliance to End Homelessness is non partisan in all elections so we see the questionnaire responses as an opportunity for candidates to inform Ottawa voters of their position on homelessness and housing for people on low income.
I’d like to thank our host this morning, Diane Morrison the Executive Director at The Ottawa Mission emergency shelter. We’ve gathered here where 1,136 meals are provided each day for people staying at the shelter and many others in the community. In 2009 an average of 214 residents stayed in this shelter each night and their average age was 44 years old. Also sitting with me and available for questions after-wards is our Vice Chair Dan Sabourin.

What do the responses to the questionnaire tell us?

As you may know we advised all candidates that there were 7,445 individuals who were homelessness last year and that 1,317 of those were children. We pointed out that there were only 88 new affordable units last year. They were reminded that over 10,000 household are on the Social Housing waiting List. 

On our website we will provide voters with the ‘Yes’ percentages related to each question along with individual candidates’ responses and comments in a 19-page document, “Homelessness and you in the 2010 Municipal Election”. 

We start with the responses from the mayoral candidates and then present the results from each ward, starting with the incumbent and then those who responded in alphabetical order. We also indicate those who chose not to respond. 

“Beyond the ‘Yes and No’ answers, the comments made by the candidates are very revealing and give voters the opportunity to judge for themselves who best reflects their own concerns,”
Overall we are pleased with the 36% response rate. 
As a group committed to evidence-based solutions to homelessness we’ll be the first to say questionnaires like this are far from scientific. Nonetheless, we were surprised by the reaction of some mayoralty candidates and we were shocked to see that many incumbents did not take the time to answer given the attention being paid to housing in this election.

Looking at the Mayoral responses, we see that 7 of the 20 people running sent in answers. 

· The current Mayor did not send answers or comments. As the incumbent, Larry O’Brien is well aware of the homelessness and affordable housing crisis in this community. We had expected he would want inform voters of his future policies.

· Of the frontrunners both Jim Watson and Andy Haydon made policy statements which are included in the comments. Clive Doucet did not send either answers or comments, although we did hear him make public statements last week.

· We were very pleased to receive responses from five other Candidates: Cesar Bello, Joseph Furtenbacher, Mike Maguire, Jane Scharf and Charlie Taylor.
Given the Mayor has just the one vote on council we have decided to look more closely at Ward candidate responses. Here the overall responses were positive with responses ranging from 56% to 90%:

· 54% of the responding Councillor candidates would act to increase affordable housing by 1,000 units each year and invest more municipal resources

·  62% would  reinvest the nearly $80 million dollars being removed from the property tax base by 2018 in new affordable housing and other social services

· 56% would support the “Housing Answer”, and starting in 2011 commit at least $15 million of the upload dollars each year for appropriate affordable housing, supportive housing and combating homelessness

· 87% would make a municipal commitment to reduce the number of individuals in emergency shelters each year

· 80% would actively abide by Ontario’s Human Rights Policy on Rental Housing and NIMBYism [“not in my backyard” thinking]  and

· 77% would act to ensure the City’s Poverty Reduction Strategy is successfully implemented with appropriate funding.
Two things shocked us.

First, we saw that many ward incumbents who are seeking re-election did not take the time to answer given all the attention being paid to housing as a defining issue in this election although other candidates in these wards did reply.
Then second, we received no responses at all from one quarter of the wards, wards 9, 11, 18, 19, 20 and 22.  The lack of truly affordable housing is a city-wide problem that affects the working poor as well as people who rely on social assistance or disability benefits. 

The incumbent in Ward 9 is not running and it is a surprise and a concern that not one of the new candidates in responded. In the other wards, incumbents Michel Bellemare, Peter Hume, Rob Jellett Doug Thompson and Steve Desroches are running and we are not able to provide voters with information on their intentions on homelessness and affordable housing.   

We have provided 2 pie charts to help capture a great deal of information. They are on the page 1 in the Candidates’ questionnaire answers. 
	Total Respondents 
– 46 of 129 candidates 
– 36% response rate

Mayoral – 7 (No incumbent response)

Councillor – 39 (8 incumbents responded out of 19 running again; responses from all Wards except 9, 11, 18, 19, 20, 22

Yes,  No,  n/a = policy statements given in comments instead of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer,  
Y/N = Yes and No
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The first pie chart shows 54% of the responding Councillor candidates saying Yes to increasing affordable housing by 1,000 units each year and investing more municipal resources. 

· We announced our target of 1000 affordable units last April and we are pleased to see support like this in just seven months. 
· We suspect this percentage isn’t higher because some candidates may not see how ending homelessness is possible in ten years if we target 1000 units to meet that goal. 
· In other words they aren’t looking forward to a City where all residents have an appropriate and affordable place to live, but are still focused on inching along slowly under existing approaches and budget allocations. 

The Alliance to End Homelessness target is to see our community have 1,000 more units of affordable housing each of the next 10 years in order to end homelessness. To do that the City will need to invest more municipal resources. After 10 years we would expect to see a community where no more than 2,000 families and individuals would use the shelter system each year because of personal emergencies (such as fires). They would stay for an average of 30 days in order to find a safe, affordable home. After 10 years the social housing waiting list would be down to 4,000 households from the 10,000 household now on the list. As a purely economic benefit annual shelter costs to the City would be down around 
$3 million. 

The second pie chart shows that  80% of the councillor candidates responding would actively abide by Ontario’s Human Rights Policy on Rental Housing and NIMBYism [“not in my backyard” thinking] . 

This commitment is going to be critical in the coming months and years. As always we expect Councillors to act to protect the rights of all community members including people who are homeless or poor. 

Human Rights policy is not negotiable in Ontario so it is surprising that a few of the candidates did not give definite “Yes” answer and that one even said “No”. (FYI: Barkley Pollock)
Safe and stable housing is fundamental to an individual’s and a family’s success economically, mentally, and physically.
Council of course has a responsibility to everyone living in Ottawa, no matter how high or how low our income is, whether we can buy a home or need to rent.
Without quick action to create new rental units for people with low incomes about 60% of the shelter bed costs in 2020 will be for homeless families and youth; it is around 40% now. 

The City has an affordable housing strategy, a poverty reduction plan and an action plan on homelessness. These plans will never be successful unless the Council commits significant resources. 
There is an imbalance in City spending that shows up in the lack of new housing affordable to individuals 
and families living on low incomes. 
In the 2010 capital budget, only $13,000 was set aside for social housing in the Affordable Housing Department where the City's role in any new affordable housing plays out. 

Municipal and regional governments have been responsible since 2000 for the provision of affordable housing and its maintenance, as well as the administration of other housing programs such as rent supplements. 

What we see in this City is a constant increase in the home ownership stock and no new rental apartments. There were 5,813 new home starts in Ottawa in 2009 and 6,679 in 2008 (CMHC). Compare that to 88 new affordable units that were developed last year and the 134 in 2008. 

Next year one-time stimulus spending of federal, provincial and municipal dollars is expected to result in 751 new units. That would bring us up to 1806 units of new affordable housing stock since 2000 averaging 164 units a year over 11 years. We have seen very welcome dollars come into Ottawa which will begin to address repairs and maintenance of existing social housing stock, but clearly we need to increase the amount of affordable housing stock. 

Our City has relied mainly on provincial and federal dollars to create new affordable housing, contributing mainly by setting aside fees to assist non-profit housing providers.

An astonishing 20% of Ottawa’s population – 70,000 households – have annual incomes below $32,000, including 37,000 with household incomes under $25,000. The vast majority of individuals and families with low incomes rely on rental accommodations in a city where there is a constant increase in home ownership stock, almost no new rental apartments, and over 10,000 households on the social housing waiting list for subsidized housing.
We believe that for individuals and for our community the economic cost of doing nothing is greater than taking action. We all know someone who is at risk of becoming homeless. A family’s or individual’s socio-economic success depends first on housing; no one chooses to be homeless. 

To candidates who responded on these pressing community questions, we say a resounding thank you! 

Our city can do better so we commend all candidates prepared to take action on affordable housing as the logical choice to create a City where all residents have a place to live by committing significant municipal resources to housing even if the provincial and federal government remain modest in their own spending.

To voters we say: elections do matter. When it comes affordable housing your vote matters!

More information at:

Lynne Browne
Coordinator, Alliance to End Homelessness (ATEH)
lbrowne@ysb.on.ca
Office: 613-241-1573, ext. 205 
Mail to: 147 Besserer St., Ottawa, ON K1N 6A7
www.endhomelessnessottawa.ca
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