Submission To the Ontario Government’s Long Term Affordable Housing Strategy
December 23, 2009

From Kensington Bellwoods Community Legal Services

489 College Street, Suite 205  Toronto ON M6G 1E5
T. 416-924-4244        F. 416-924-5904


We are pleased to be able to provide our input to the Long Term Affordable Housing Strategy.  We are in a very good position to comment on this proposal due to the fact that as a community legal clinic, we see many, many people with housing problems.  We advise and represent dozens of people each year and negotiate settlements and litigate evictions.  We meet with groups of tenants to teach them about their rights in the hope that they can avoid legal skirmishes with their landlords.  We take cases to higher courts to challenge and change laws and write submissions such as these to try and influence government to protect tenants.  

Sometimes the law is not helpful in stopping an eviction.  Sometimes we find that if the rent was lower or the tenant’s income was higher, eviction could be averted.  That is why we ask for rent control to be reinstated.  Rents have increased in Ontario to the point that they are the highest in Ontario, and second highest in Canada.  People of low and modest incomes are running out of decent places and neighbourhoods in Toronto to live in that they can afford.  We have made known to the government our position that social assistance rates need to be much higher and minimum wage should be as well.  But we also need an affordable housing program that sets rents at no more than the current rent-geared-to income ratio of 30% of income.  Social housing should be built in every area of Toronto.  This is needed so that people of all incomes can live in any Toronto neighbourhood.

Our legal clinic thinks it is important to help our community to understand and to speak to government about their needs. For this reason, we held a public meeting in November of this year to have a discussion on affordable housing. We co-sponsored this meeting with our MPP Rosario Marchese.  About 60 people attended, and it was quite    clear that housing was a problem for many.  Some people had lived on the street, and had gotten off, but were struggling to maintain their housing.  Some lived in Toronto Community Housing Corporation (TCHC) where the maintenance and repair standards are abysmal.  Many were waiting years to get into that same housing.

The concerns raised at the meeting were recorded and are included here in point form as Appendix A.  The meeting unanimously endorsed the Declaration of the Housing Network of Ontario.  Our legal clinic has also endorsed the Declaration on HNO’s website www.stableandaffordable.com. Finally, we interviewed a small group of people to tell their stories about their housing experiences. Our hope is that your government gives its most serious consideration to these stories and concerns.
This is Anthony C.’s Story:

Anthony came to our clinic looking for help fighting an eviction.  Since 2000, his landlord has been trying to evict him on the ground that the landlord or a member of her family wants to move in.  Anthony and his landlord are currently before the Landlord and Tenant Board over the same issue for the sixth time.


Our clinic has represented Anthony for most of these applications.  The first decision from the Ontario Rental Housing Tribunal (predecessor of the Landlord and Tenant Board) agreed with us that the landlord was a corporation, and agreed with the precedent that a corporation is not a human being with family members and cannot, therefore, evict a tenant on this ground.  However, the landlord has kept re-applying and the litigation continues.


In the first case, we brought a witness who testified that he heard one of the members of the landlord’s family yell at our client that he doesn’t pay enough rent.  We believe that this was the motive for the eviction, given that this was Little Italy, a neighbourhood very much in demand and which has been undergoing gentrification for a number of years.

Anthony has lived in his apartment since 1996.  His rent has stayed relatively low (currently around $750) because he has stayed put for so long.  His landlord could get easily $1000 and up if the place were vacant, as it is a fairly spacious two bedroom apartment with good light and views of the neighbourhood.


Not many people can keep fighting for 9 years.  Most tenants give up and are forced to leave the area because they can’t afford the rents in an uncontrolled market.  They have a right to sue the landlord if his claim of needing the place for himself or family turns out to be false, in reality few do as it is a lot of work for not much reward.  The tenant doesn’t get his/her apartment back and the landlord doesn’t get into any trouble.  There may be an award of damages to the tenant, but it usually is not very much.  


If there were a rent control regime to protect rents between tenancies, landlords would have less incentive to try and get tenants out.  If there were more affordable housing units being built in Toronto, tenants like Anthony would be in a position to consider his options to live in this city without being dragged through courts and tribunals for 9 years and counting.
This is PAH’s story:

My story is simple.  I was working, lost my job and was forced to go on EI.  When that ran out I went on OW and now am trying to get an action plan to change my career. I'm currently fighting my landlord to stay in the Parkdale neighbourhood and my social worker is of no help to me. 



I am on the waiting list for subsidized housing and yes I know it will take up to five years or more before I get in. 



The only mental issue I face is depression since I realize I must fight for my right to live in decent housing and not be forced to go into a shelter.  The rent I used to pay was $300.00 but because of ill repair and maintenance and harassment from the landlord I stopped paying rent.

This is John G.’s story

John lives in Little Italy, a highly desirable address.  Gentrification is very much underway in this area.   He has been under constant pressure from a succession of landlords to move out since 1999 when he first came to the clinic.  From our experience at the legal clinic, landlords can usually successfully scare tenants away by starting a landlord’s own use application.  Such an application means that while the onus is on the landlord to prove s/he or a family member is moving in, in reality, the tenant has to dig up the evidence and prove that the landlord is not moving in.  We represented John over the years and have been able to keep him from being evicted.  After losing these evictions attempts, the landlord sells the building and the next landlord would start the whole eviction process over again.



His current landlord’s prior attempt to evict him failed because he had been charged with assaulting John.  This landlord, who is in his mid-twenties, told John that he should move into an old age home, that he was too old to live in the building.  John is 61 years old.  

My rent is $600 per month. I am currently making about $5000 per year. I have had three landlords since I moved into this apartment. My apartment was painted with a very cheap paint about six years ago and is in poor condition. Most repairs and improvements have been made by me at my own expense.  I expect that my housing would be classified as substandard and that without rent controls the current landlord would ask for $1100 from a new tenant for the apartment I occupy.


Since around 1999 I have been subject to eviction proceedings approximately ten times for various stated reasons . . . yet it seems that the underlying reason is that my rent is under rent control and landlords want to evict me so that they can raise the rent. Two landlords have confirmed this by privately revealing their respective motives to me in conversations.  I have been subjected to eviction proceedings regarding ‘landlord’s own use’ three times with different landlords while here and I expect a fourth to come up again soon. Numerous other eviction proceedings have been initiated against me and all were found to be unsubstantiated.


I was physically threatened by one previous landlord and was assaulted twice by the present landlord whom I expect considered intimidation and assault viable methods to evict a tenant.  Lying and deceit seem to be a common part of all three landlords’ processes regarding eviction.  



It is our opinion that if vacancy decontrol is replaced by full coverage rent control and if viable housing alternatives were available, landlords would not use the legal and illegal tactics outlined above to get tenants out as often as they do.  With full rent control, the incentive to throw tenants out is diminished.  Viable housing alternatives would include a fully funded and resourced housing program sufficient to establish competition to the substandard accommodation of the kind in which Mr. G is forced to live. 

This is Margaret D.’s story:



I have been on the housing list since September 2000 and I have been living in the same apartment for 17 years but it is almost $900 each month and pretty soon I will not be able to afford it. It is a one bedroom and my 26 year daughter and my 18 year old son live here as well. The apartment is in need of repair and we have always have roaches and we are really getting frustrated with the situation and especially since there is a rent increase every year.


Since sending the information above by email, Margaret came to our office to discuss her issues in more detail.  She is a student at George Brown College.  She supports her family on funds through the Ontario Student Assistance Program.  Her children are attending school, her son full time, her daughter part time while working.  Margaret’s son is diabetic, and she has to pay for his drugs though she sometimes can’t fill the whole prescription due to lack of money. Margaret has been a single mother for many years and has struggled to keep her family together.  She and her family are seriously under-housed and would benefit from an affordable housing program.

This is only a small fraction of the people we see with serious housing problems.  There is only the most frayed of safety nets between them and the street if they get evicted, if they can’t get and keep a job, if they have no family and friends, or their family and friends are in the same boat.  The government must recognize this and act.
Most Respectfully Submitted,

Barbara Hurd
Community Legal Worker
hurdb@lao.on.ca
Appendix A

Notes From a Public Meeting Held at College Street United Church 452 College Street November 16, 2009
Co-sponsored by Kensington Bellwoods Community Legal Services and Trinity Spadina MPP Rosario Marchese


Discussion notes:

· Must protect what we already have

· Landlord tenant board received complaints of 8000 rental deficiencies

· 0 rent deductions were given

· We lack a viable construction model for affordable housing

· How do we guarantee quality and affordability

· How can housing be run by residents?

· What establishes rental priority lists for RGI?

· How can we encourage people to find work without restricting access to RGI housing

· Must not punish people for taking steps to improve their situation

· Short term solutions and programs do not address long term need like illness and disability

· Current housing law punishes people based on income (as Michael explained, it is similar to current welfare laws)

· Long waiting lists are a huge problem (10+ years, 60,000+ names)

· The SHRA needs to be rewritten

· Rewrite all relevant government programs to offer real, permanent solutions

· Current government action does not address economic realities and long term poverty

· How can we stretch government resources further?

· Tenant laws offer inadequate protections from eviction

· How do we establish what ‘affordability’ means?

· Density bonuses for developers are good

· Undermines the reluctance of developers to create social housing

· Developers must be encouraged to create family-oriented housing

· More 2, 3, + bedroom condos, instead of all studios and 1 bedrooms

· Renters in community housing should be offered the same rental protections as normal renters in private housing

· Community housing is currently exempt from normal tenant protections

· 1 in 4 pay more than 30% of their income for housing

· The Provincial Government does not enforce the affordability laws that already exist

· Tenants need better protection from eviction

· Tribunals need to be more effective, listen to the tenants, and not side immediately with the landlord

· When placing individuals in housing, there must be respect for established personal communities and networks

· Displacement should always be minimised

· Shelters should not be offered as a type of community housing, or alternative to CH

· Many co-ops that currently exist are at risk of losing their provincial funding, or their land lease

· If funding is cut, they may lose their land/buildings entirely

· Cuts to funding are affecting the RGI space in co-ops now

· One of the Bishop Tutu co-ops has reduced RGI spaces from 45% to 25% because of funding cuts

· People in community housing face discrimination by other people in the community/neighbourhood

· Accessibility in community housing for seniors is a growing issue

· Many older buildings lack ramps, elevators, etc

· Fast track evictions by the tenant board must be reined in

· People have the right to defend themselves from eviction

· Co-ops can offer great examples of Community Housing success stories

· Many successful co-ops offer great examples and solutions

· Poverty services offered by government cost up to $12B

· If more of this money was put into community housing, substantial savings would be made by government, as lack of housing often precipitates dependence on government resources

· Poverty is very complex, and solutions must be equally complex

· Mental health often plays a roll

· Lifting people from ongoing poverty requires a multifaceted approach

· The public image of Canada is not reflective of Canadian’s treatment of the poor, immigrants, those with mental health issues

· A major challenge is raising the public/media profile of the issue

· This increases the effectiveness of public pressure

· How do we build consensus an action among the concerned?

· There must be a critical mass of support for campaigns to be effective

· We must build a comprehensive plan to give to government as a plan/alternative

· Simple criticism is not effective, because it does not propose a solution

· Voter/public apathy must be addressed

· Concerned people must speak to their government, and not depend on others to speak on their behalf

· Writing letters to politicians is very effective, and simple

· Marking letters ‘Private and Confidential’ assures the letters are seen by someone else further up the ladder

· How can Canada’s humane international outlook be turned inwards?

· Those with resources should be taxed sufficiently to end homelessness

· Continuous corporate tax cuts must be stopped

· The elected government should represent and benefit the people (especially the vulnerable), not multi-national corporations

· OECD says Canada’s rich/poor divide is worsening and is the 2nd worst in their membership

· This is a direct result of having cut taxes recklessly

· Taxes should be used to the benefit of the people

· Homelessness in Toronto is appalling, and is an international embarrassment

· For an anti-poverty, community housing lobby to be effective, it must achieve a critical mass of support

· Public perception has shifted

· Canadians have been convinced that paying taxes is bad

· There has been a shift in the moral frame of reference in Canada away from humanitarian efforts

· We must force a shift in priorities back to humanitarian efforts

· Student poverty is a serious issue

· Student debt loads push many otherwise financially stable individuals deep into poverty

· Student housing must be considered as a part of any comprehensive community housing package

· Don’t allow the movement to be co-opted or placated by hollow government ‘consultation’

· The movement must be visible, vocal and demanding

The Housing Network of Ontario’s Declaration was unanimously supported at the meeting

