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Housing system:  a “convenient shorthand expression to 
encompass  the full range of inter-relationships between all of 

the actors (individual and corporate),
housing units and institutions involved in the

production, consumption and regulation of housing.” 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

“It is thus a much broader term than
housing market or housing sector.” — Larry S. Bourne, 1981

Canada’s Housing System
a socially created institution,

defining ‘the rules of the game’

Bourne, L.S. (1981) The Geography of Housing, London: Arnold.
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The Housing System: A Socially Created Institution

• What is it designed to achieve?

• Who is it designed to support: all, the many, the few?

• Whose interests does government action serve, i.e., who 
effectively exercises power over public policy decisions? 

• Do housing policy decisions mitigate or reinforce the link 
between incomes & housing outcomes (money buys choice)?

• Does it perpetuate and exacerbate existing inequalities, 
including racism, and produce generational transfers of 
wealth for some? 
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The Housing System of many OECD nations

“OECD countries have come to organize their housing 
systems as mechanisms for encouraging rentier 
returns and increasing wealth and income 
inequalities.”  – Maclennan and Miao, 2016

Australia’s housing system:  “a successful operation to 
enable developers, homeowners and private landlords 
to accumulate wealth”  – Jacobs, 2017 

A mechanism for increasing wealth & inequality
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What should be the Objective of 
Canada’s Housing System?

Should it be a mechanism for

• increasing wealth (for some) while also 
increasing income inequality and polarization

or for

• ensuring fair access to adequate, appropriate, 
affordable housing for all households
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Key Question:  What is the Problem?

“If I had an hour to solve a problem I'd spend
55 minutes thinking about the problem and 

5 minutes thinking about solutions.” 
– Albert Einstein 

“The greatest challenge to any thinker 
is stating the problem in a way that 

will allow a solution.”  
– Bertrand Russell
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Housing 
System

Market 
Housing   
96%

Buy or Rent
from the

Private Sector

Housing Subsidies
Mainly home ownership

Social Housing
4%

Canada's Housing System:  96 & 4

Non-market Housing

Netherlands  34%
Austria  26%
Scotland  24%
Denmark  22%
France 19% 
Sweden  18%
England  18%

Canada  4%
Australia 4%
Germany 3%
USA 3%
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Canada’s Housing System:
Public policy sets “The Rules of the Game”

Canada’s Housing System

• 96% market-based housing system

• History: A ‘keeping to the marketplace’ public policy

• 1965 to 1995: minor brief exception; non-market sector = 4%

• 1995 to 2015: no significant government role in effectively
addressing serious housing need & homelessness

• 2017 National Housing Strategy: a ‘symbolic policy’ that 
continues the existing rules of the game, adding to greater 
housing insecurity
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Summary of
Canadian 
housing policy:

Keeping
to the
Marketplace

1993
https://archive.org/details/@jdh_toronto
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1948
First Canadian book on housing
Final chapter,  “The Ultimate Housing Problem”
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1948
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Objectives of an Inclusive Housing System

1. stimulate adequate housing production

2. help produce a mix of housing choice
(tenure, location, and quality)

3. help assist those who cannot afford 
adequate, appropriate housing
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WHAT IS THE PROBLEM?
Housing Affordability?  Housing Insecurity?

Housing Insecurity

Availability of and access to 

stable, safe, adequate, and affordable 
housing and neighborhoods 

regardless of 

gender, ‘race’, ethnicity, or sexual orientation

Cox, R., Henwood, B., Rodnyansky, S., Rice, E., & Wenzel, S. (2019).
“Road Map to a Unified Measure of Housing Insecurity.” Cityscape, 21(2), 93-128.
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Public Policy since the early 1990s

INCOME & WEALTH INEQUALITY: redistribution of income and 
wealth to highest income individuals

FISCAL AUSTERITY: cutback is social supports; tax cuts for wealthy; 
low property taxes

DEREGULATION:  housing finance; rent regulations… Not ending but 
rewriting regulations making real estate a more liquid commodity

FINACIALIZATION:  full exercise of the political and economic power 
of those who profit from financial services and real estate finance

GLOBALIZATION of LOCAL HOUSING STOCK:  residential real 
estate dominated by financial networks that are global in scope
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Duncan Maclennan

Housing policy outcomes: A dysfunctional mess

Housing systems seem to be 
• reinforcing wealth and income inequalities, 
• contributing to greater instabilities, and
• reinforcing environmental damage. 

Since the 1990s...

“Far from fashioning and supporting a well-functioning housing 
market and housing system, current policies have fashioned a 
dysfunctional mess.”

– Maclennan, D. (2019) Conclusions, Shaping Futures: Towards Real Housing Policies,
Chapter 12 of Shaping Futures: Changing the Housing Story.
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25 January 2021

https://betterdwelling.com/canadas-real-estate-market-is-the-fastest-growing-in-the-g7-and-
the-most-inflated/
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What kind of Improved housing policies = 
functional and fair (tenure neutral) housing system

Housing system change is not about 
• small scale program initiatives, or 
• simplistic calls to ‘end neoliberalism’

We need to recognize that into the future we can address the  
housing insecurity of Canadian households with 

1. a much better regulated market sector, and 

2. a much larger non-market sector

The market demand for housing 
is not the same as 

the social need for housing
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Why is there a perpetual ‘crisis’ in Canada’s Housing System? 
Five macro, systemic features

Income and Wealth Inequality & Polarization always existed, but 
• now extreme income and wealth inequality & polarization since the late-1980s
• loss of the postwar ‘middle income’ majority of households, neighbourhoods, and  housing consumers

Racism, discrimination, segregation, human rights violations
• exercise of power over real estate & planning by a mainly White elite happy with the status quo;  all are 

systemic features, outcomes of the housing system; all are necessary to allow the few to financially 
exploit the many for personal/corporate gains

Financialization (hyper-commodification) of housing
• Multiple property ownership (MPO) & foreign property ownership (housing as wealth storage units)
• Tax system incentives for speculation (e.g., REITS; HELOCs); Housing left vacant to simplify speculation
• Beneficial ownership of property kept secret (for tax and political reasons)

Neoliberal fiscal policy
• rely on market supply & allocation; resist non-market options; fail to maintain livability of social housing
• ignore serious needs (Indigenous housing, homelessness, racialized in inadequate housing, rental 

housing, i.e., help increase wealth for some)

Homeownership entitlement to unearned, untaxed capital gains (lack of tenure neutrality)
• Non-taxation of capital gains on sale of primary residence
• Easy access to insured mortgages; first time house buyer subsidies: direct cash & indirect tax subsidies
• Mortgage lending and CMHC MIF exploit owner and renter households
• Real estate industry tricks inflating resale markets
• Asset based welfare via homeownership and inheritance; = less social mobility
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Future of the Private Rental Sector:  SUMMARY

Rising inequality, the financialization of housing, and 
Canada's dualist rental sector will produce continuing 

§ residualization
§ discrimination 
§ lack of tenure neutrality
§ physical rental stock decline
§ few effective policy / program prospects
§ extensive but false political promises and claims 

Increasing severe housing insecurity          
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Public Policy: The Range of Options
1. exhortation
2. regulation
3. taxation
4. subsidy
5. provision
6. inaction
7. symbolic action

• Inaction sometimes for political/partisan reasons requires active 
misrepresentation, the pretense of caring by taking symbolic action

• An elaborate symbolic policy is initiated with a significant media 
relations campaign to maintain status quo power relations by 
avoiding addressing root causes
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https://shapingfutures.gla.ac.uk
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1996 Liberal Government Budget 
The federal government “will phase out

its remaining role in social housing”
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“Voluntary and private action, however, will be quite 
inadequate without governmental support and assistance. 

“The co-operation of the federal and provincial and municipal 
levels of government on housing is only one example ... of the 
necessity of working together, and of what can be done by it.”

1964 NHA 
amendments
= 200,000 public 
housing units by 
late 1970s

1964
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1973
1973 NHA 
amendments

= 300,000 non-profit 
& co-op housing 
units by mid-1970s

March 15, 1973
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Federal Government Housing Policy 1965 to 1995

New Social Housing in Toronto

Toronto metropolitan area, mainly in the City

• 3,900 new units annual average

• 12% of total housing supply

• 7% of Toronto area housing stock by 1996

– Greg Suttor, 2018
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1910

April 1930

If Limited Dividend rental 
housing continued to be built: 

= 50,000 units by 1930 

If 20,000 units of non-profit and co-op 
housing housing continued to be

built annually after 1995 
= 500,000 units by 2020
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1944
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1944 National Housing Act 1944
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TREND

Use of Housing not as a Residence

Types of NFHH:

• second homes
• ‘bank vaults’
• hotels (Airb&b)

• offices

1990s
• Fiscal austerity:  End funding 20,000 new social housing units annually
• Commodification:  Leave all housing provision to market forces
• Financialization: allow globalized speculation = NFHH
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National Housing 
Strategy?
Symbolic politics

• A symbolic gesture of concern 
and reassurance

• A policy for show rather than a 
substantive policy designed to 
address the substantive problem 
of housing insecurity

• An attempt designed to alter 
public opinion and the 
perceptions of voters
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National Housing Strategy?

“Across Canada,
1.7 million people 
are in housing need, 
living in homes that 
are inadequate or 
unaffordable.
Another 25,000 
Canadians are 
chronically 
homeless. This 
needs to change.”
– Message from the Minister

The document provides 
no assessment of 
Canada's housing 
system, what works 
well, what does not. 

Many Canadians feel a 
growing sense of 
housing insecurity. 

A national housing 
strategy would explain 
why this is the case and 

identify appropriate 
remedial actions.

A national housing strategy would not simply subsidize some of the 
more obvious failings of our housing system, while keeping 
everything else the same. But this is all the "strategy" does. 
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PBO Report: Conclusions
• 14% reduction for housing programs 

intended to help low-income 
households

• 12% reduction for housing transfers to 
the provinces/territories

• 30%) reduction for federal social 
housing

• $664 mil/yr increase for housing 
programs not necessarily targeted to 
low-income households
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NHA
1964

1996
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1) No systemic change in the nature and outcomes of 
Canada’s housing system

2) New or rebranded programs are funded at an 
historically low % of the federal budget 

3) New programs enhance corporate real estate profit 
taking from land and housing

4) The 1990s LPC policy of a small federal government role 
in assisted, non-market housing is continued

SUMMARY

National Housing Strategy
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https://shapingfutures.gla.ac.uk
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Politics of Housing, in addition to ‘first past the post’

Implications of High Property Ownership 

• Owners are the majority of voters

• Governments take extensive measures to prevent land and 
house prices from falling

• Owners expect & defend unearned housing wealth gains & 
inequalities that flow from them

• Owners resist the taxation of ‘scarcity rents’, speculation, 
unearned capital gains, etc.

• Housing and land values are allowed to rise faster than 
household income

— Maclennan and Miao, 2016
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ADVOCATE  à MOBILIZE  à ORGANIZE
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At the heart of the housing crisis

"are those theories that housing
is best allocated by a 

market open to speculation" 

"Homelessness is the stick;
wealth is the carrot"

All that is Solid: How the Great Housing Disaster
Defines Our Times, and What We Can Do About It
by Danny Dorling, 2014 (Penguin paperback, 2015)
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Objectives of an Inclusive Housing System

1. stimulate adequate housing production

2. help produce a mix of housing choice (tenure, location, and quality)

3. help assist those who cannot afford adequate, appropriate housing

To achieve this, we need 

• a much better regulated market sector, and 

• a much larger non-market sector

Policy options:  exhortation; regulation; taxation; subsidy; provision
Rather than: inaction, or symbolic action
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