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People for a Better Ottawa: WE ALL BELONG TO THIS CITY
Sept. 28, 2010 Candidates’ listening forum 
Marion Wright, Chair, Alliance to End Homelessness: policy comments for the housing panel

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

Council is responsible for every one living in Ottawa, whether they live in an urban, suburban or rural area, no matter how high or how low their income is. 

The 2006 Census tells us that 20% of Ottawa’s population – that’s 70,000 households – had annual incomes below $31,987. In fact 37,000 of those households had incomes under $25,000. The vast majority of people with low incomes are renters in this community.

We look to Ottawa’s 2010 Budget to see local government policies in action to meet the needs of both renters and owners. We find that the Planning & Growth Management department has expenditures of $ 17.9 million for activities like the urban, suburban and rural ‘Development Review Process’. In other words the 17.9M is effectively dedicated to home ownership since Ottawa’s private developers have shown no interest in creating affordable rental housing. 

In contrast the budget for affordable housing is only $383,000. That’s a mere 2% of the housing Planning & Growth Management budget.
A fair municipal government would have housing expenditures spread more equitably across owners and renters and recognize the needs of all income levels. It’s unacceptable to spend only 2% on new affordable housing for at least 20% of the population. 
Ottawa has an affordable housing strategy, a poverty reduction plan and an action plan on homelessness, but these policy plans have been undermined by extremely inadequate budget expenditures. 
Over the last 4 years we saw a City Council still relying mainly on provincial and federal levels of government to make gains in affordable housing. 
While Council seems to defer to private developers who have shown no interest in creating affordable rental housing, non-profit groups have created a limited number of units. Unfortunately at the same time rental units are being demolished or converted to ownership. 
The result is 7,445 individuals became homeless last year, including 1,317 children, and over 10,000 households are on the social housing waiting list. 
The human and financial cost of doing nothing more than we are on affordable housing is too great. Emergency shelter costs are slated to double over the next ten years, from $18 million today to over $37 million in 2020.
The strength of local economies, the well-being of neighbourhoods and the health and welfare of each of us depends on having stable housing that we can afford. 

The next City Council has the once in a lifetime opportunity to implement what is being called The Housing Answer. The Housing Answer dedicates $15 million annually to affordable housing from the more than $80 million per year in costs that are being taken back by the province over the next seven years.  Dedicating at least $15 million each year enables the City to add up 1000 affordable units and supportive housing units to the housing stock . . . or to fix up 1,500 existing units, boosting the quality of life and economic activity of thousands. 
That money might leverage funds from the provincial and federal governments, but even if they don’t come to the table, our community will still be much better off when more people have housing they can afford. 
The Alliance to End Homelessness set a target of 1000 annually to end homelessness in ten years. The Housing Answer is an excellent way to begin putting the City’s existing plans into action . . . and begin a more equitable distribution of municipal resources. 

In fact we sent all Municipal Candidates a Questionnaire to gauge their commitment to affordable housing, using recently freed up “upload dollars”, to reducing shelter use, to acting on human rights in housing and on poverty reduction and we intend to make their commitments public.
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