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ONTARIO NON-PROFIT
HOUSING ASSOCIATION

Attn: Rhona Duncan

Manager, Housing and Homelessness Policy Unit
Housing Division

Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing

777 Bay Street, 14" Floor

Toronto, ON, M5G 2E5
Rhona.duncan@ontario.ca

June 26, 2019

RE: ONPHA'’s Response to Ontario’s Proposed Amendments to the Housing Services
Act Related to Social Housing Waiting Lists

Dear Rhona:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments and recommendations related to improving
social housing waiting lists in Ontario.

Founded over 30 years ago, the Ontario Non-Profit Housing Association (ONPHA) is a member
funded and directed association that represents over 730 non-profit landlords and local housing
corporations throughout the province. Our sector owns close to $30 billion in assets which provide
community benefits throughout the province, and our members provide safe, affordable and stable
housing for close to half a million low- and moderate-income Ontarians.

The current regulatory amendments have been proposed with the intention of, among other things,
prioritizing access for households most in need, reducing service manager administrative burdens,
filling vacant units more quickly and maximizing local flexibilities around transfers.

ONPHA supports these policy objectives and we are broadly in support of the proposed
amendments, however, we do have some concerns and questions around how they will be
implemented. These concerns, along with our recommendations for addressing them, are presented
below.

Our submission presents several recommendations related to the proposed amendments, as well as
an additional recommendation for improving the waiting list system overall. First, we present
recommendations specific to the proposed regulatory amendments. Following this we offer a
recommendation around mitigating the impact of the Special Priority Policy (SPP) on overall waiting
lists.
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Our response is heavily informed by the everyday realities of ONPHA’s members. We recently
surveyed them regarding their views and concerns about the Ministry’s current proposals to improve
social housing waiting lists. The information gathered through this process is reflected in the
following recommendations.

A) Comments and recommendations specific to the proposed regulatory amendments

Proposal: Restrict the ability of households on the waiting lists to refuse multiple offers of housing
assistance (i.e. require applicants to accept the first offer provided, with the service manager
retaining authority to make exceptions on a case by case basis to address extenuating
circumstances)

Currently, social housing waiting list applicants can refuse up to three offers of housing before they
become ineligible and have to reapply. With the proposed change, applicants would become
ineligible after refusing their first offer of housing with the service manager having the authority to
make exceptions on a case-by-case basis.

ONPHA is in support of this proposed change. We believe it will encourage applicants to be more
selective in the locations they choose on their initial applications and that it will speed up unit
acceptances and move-in processes. We also believe it will reduce the significant administrative and
staff resourcing burdens that accompany offering and showing units that applicants do not
ultimately accept, and that it will help address financial implications associated with vacancy loss.

That being said, we do know that there are many valid situations and circumstances that can prevent
an applicant’s immediate ability to accept an offer of housing. We are therefore in support of service
managers retaining authority to make exceptions on a case-by-case basis to address extenuating
circumstances.

Related to offers of housing, we would also encourage the Ministry to ensure that any changes made
in this area do not conflict with the current flexibility given to service managers under O. Reg. 367/11
to select households for offers based on either the highest ranked household on a waiting list or the
highest ranked household on a waiting list that expresses interest in a vacancy. We know that some
service managers administer their waiting lists through a vacancy-based system and believe they
should retain the ability to do so.

Proposal: Allow service managers greater flexibility to allow for transfers between housing
providers to ensure increased efficiency.

Currently, community housing tenants wanting to transfer from one local housing provider to
another are required to go back on the centralized waiting list. Within the proposed regulation the
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Ministry is proposing giving service managers and housing providers more flexibility to determine
how transfers between local providers are handled.

ONPHA agrees with this proposal and believes that more flexibility to deal with local transfers
between housing providers will be beneficial for service managers, housing providers, tenants and
the system overall. Our members have told us that such an approach has the potential to resolve
situations related to over/under housing and accessibility when providers do not have vacant or
appropriate units within their own portfolios.

However, while we are in support of housing providers and service managers having this option
available when circumstances warrant it we would not be in support of this being a mandatory
requirement. We believe this should be discretionary and based on local rules and contexts.

Additionally, in order to prevent situations where transfers between housing providers are
significantly reducing offers being made to applicants off the waiting list, we recommend that service
managers be required to adopt policies outlining the circumstances when such transfers would be
permitted. We recommend that the specific details of such policies are left to local discretion.

Proposal: Potentially require (in the future) all service managers to have a local rule on asset limits
so that all households will have to pass an asset test to be eligible for rent-geared-to-income
assistance.

Currently a service manager can choose to implement a local eligibility rule setting asset limits.
Within the proposed regulation, the Ministry has indicated that they are considering future,
additional changes that would require service managers to set local asset limits. This would mean all
households on social housing waiting lists would have to pass an asset test in order to be eligible for
RGI assistance.

The majority of ONPHA members responding to our recent survey indicated that they would be in
support of mandatory local asset limits for waiting list applicants, however, many respondents also
indicated that further details are needed and that the inclusion of certain assets (e.g. pension
savings) in such a limit could be counter-productive and overly-punitive for low-income households.
These households may be relying on these assets or savings to sustain housing over the long-term or
to respond to financial emergencies.

If the decision is made to move ahead with mandatory local asset limits, ONPHA strongly
recommends that the Ministry consult on a more detailed proposal (including proposed lower limits,
what assets would be included, etc.) ahead of adopting such a requirement.

In general, ONPHA recommends that the Province should not set a provincially-determined asset
limit as we believe appropriate limits may differ between communities. We also believe that any
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future provincial policy should be designed so that it does not impact current asset limit policies that
are already in place in service manager areas and that service managers should retain the ability to
include other asset exemptions (beyond what is set out in the HSA) under local rules. Additionally,
we recommend that any policy be designed to take differing factors (i.e. household size and
composition) into account and that there be separate requirements for waiting list applicants and
tenants.

B) Additional recommendation: Mitigate the impact of the Special Priority Policy (SPP) on overall
waiting lists

ONPHA recognizes that access to housing is essential to breaking the cycle of abuse, but we do not
believe that addressing this complex issue through the already overburdened social housing system —
a system that desperately needs new investments to increase supply — helps to improve this
situation.

We believe the current approach - which mixes the policy intent to provide long-term affordable
housing in stable communities with the quite separate policy intent of helping victims of violence or
human trafficking with their urgent housing needs — actually reduces the ability of the housing
system to achieve either of these complex goals effectively.

In the past, ONPHA advocated for a unique housing program to provide households eligible for SPP
designation with housing and other supports outside of the current service manager waiting list
system. We have long-believed that SPP households would be better served through financial
assistance that would allow for immediate access to a range of housing options, and that this
approach would have the dual effect of relieving social housing waiting list pressures overall. We
were pleased when the government introduced the provincially-funded Survivors of Domestic
Violence Portable Housing Benefit (SDV-PHB) Pilot and extended this to include continued funding
under the Portable Housing Benefit-Special Priority Policy (PHB-SPP) program.

We believe this is a big part of the solution and strongly recommend that the government go a step
further by amending O. Reg. 367/11 to give service managers flexibility to offer housing to SPP and
other waiting list applicants simultaneously within service level standards. We believe this would
contribute to increasing access to housing assistance for all applicant categories, and give service
managers the flexibility to develop responsive programs to meet local needs.

Conclusion

Overall, ONPHA is in support of the changes being proposed. We agree with the need to improve
waiting list systems and policies and believe the current proposals, if designed in a particular way,
will make a substantial contribution to this objective.
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Thank you again for the opportunity to provide input towards the proposed regulation. Please do not
hesitate to reach out if you would like more information about any of our concerns and
recommendations.

Sincerely,

A s

¢

Marlene Coffey
CEO, ONPHA
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