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August 31,2017

Rhona Duncan

Manager, Housing and Homelessness Policy Unit
Ministry of Housing

777 Bay Street, 14% Floor

Toronto, ON, M5G 2ES

Dear Ms. Duncan,

RE: The proposed amendments to O. Reg. 367/11 under the Housing Services Act.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the proposed amendments to the Special Priority

Policy (SPP) that is set out in Ontario Regulation 367/11 of the Housing Services Act.

The Ontario Non-Profit Housing Association (ONPHA) is a member-funded and member-directed
association that represents non-profit landlords and local housing corporations throughout the province.
Our more than 700 member organizations manage units in 220 communities, and they provide housing
for people including seniors, low-income families with children, Aboriginal people, the working poor,
victims of violence and abuse, people living with developmental disabilities, mental illness, HIV/AIDS or

addictions, and the formerly homeless/hard to house.

The SPP designation was designed to provide families experiencing domestic violence with access to rapid
rehousing. Unfortunately, this response has proved to be inadequate and detrimental for other social
housing applicants. In 2015, approximately 97% of households waiting for social housing were on
chronological or Local Priority lists, but approximately 22% of vacancies went to SPP households. Some
Service Manager areas report that they are primarily housing only those with SPP status, and that the
wait time for the more than 165,000 households in other applicant categories continues to grow longer

and longer as a result.!

The current regulatory amendments have been proposed with the intention of improving access to
housing for victims of abuse, better reflecting the culture and cycle of abuse, and making SPP more

culturally inclusive. ONPHA supports these policy objectives, and we are broadly in support of the

1 See ONPHA's 2016 Wiaiting Lists Survey Report. http://gc.onpha.on.ca/flipbooks/WaitinglListReport/

400-489 College Street | Toronto, ON | M6G 1AS | 416-927-9144 | 1-800-297-6660 | sylvia.patterson(@onpha.org | www.onpha.on.ca


http://qc.onpha.on.ca/flipbooks/WaitingListReport/

proposed amendments. However, we believe that there is the potential for unintended consequences if
certain aspects are not taken into consideration. We also believe that, if adopted in isolation, these
amendments will do nothing to address the overarching issues that social housing applicants and providers

face as a result of the current SPP system.

This submission presents several recommendations related to the proposed amendments, and to the
broader SPP system. First, we present our recommendations for improving the system overall. Following
this we provide comments specific to the proposed regulatory amendments. Finally, we offer additional

suggestions for strengthening housing related supports for victims of violence.

A) ONPHA’s overall recommendations for addressing the housing needs of those fleeing abuse

and mitigating impacts on overall waitlists

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 — would help to improve this situation.
In the past, we have advocated for a unique housing program to provide households eligible for SPP
designation with housing and other supports outside of the current wait 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 waitlist pressures overall. Therefore, we were pleased when the government

recently introduced the Survivors of Domestic Violence Portable Housing Benefit Pilot.
We recommend that the government:

a. Publically release the evaluation of this Pilot, and make funding for the Survivors of Domestic

Violence Portable Housing Benefit permanent and accessible to all who need it; and

b. AmendO. Reg. 367/1 to give Service Managers the ability to create separate programs to target

SPP and other applicants simultaneously within service level standards.

We believe that these actions 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.

2 See ON PHA, 2015 “Building a stronger rental housing system: ONPHA’s recommendations for the update of Ontario’s long -term affordable housing
strategy”. https://www.onpha.on.ca/Content/PolicyAndResearch/ COMMUNICATION WITH GOVERNMENT/2015/2015 L TAHS Submission.aspx
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B) Recommendations specific to the proposed regulatory amendments
Proposal #1: Expand SPP rules to include survivors of human trafficking

ONPHA is concerned that expanding SPP eligibility criteria within the current system will only
exacerbate issues and unintended consequences. Therefore, we recommend that victims of human
trafficking are also served outside of the current waitlist system. Within the context of such a program,
ONPHA recommends that the Ministry of Housing (MHO) provide clear direction around how “human
trafficking” is defined and guidance to ensure that eligibility is being assessed consistently across Service
Manager areas. We also recommend that the Province build considerations related to relocation into the
design and delivery of assistance for victims of trafficking, as housing these individuals in the same
communities where they have been trafficked can result in significant safety concerns. It would be useful
for the Ministry to provide a framework to ensure consistent treatment by Service Managers with regard

to relocation.

Additionally, the Ministry should clarify their intent around victims of human trafficking who do not meet
certain eligibility requirements for RGl assistance. Ontario’s Strategy to End Human Trafficking indicates
that the majority of human trafficking survivors in Ontario are Canadian citizens or permanent residents.’
These individuals would meet the residency requirements for RGl assistance, but the Ministry must
specify whether they intend for exceptions to be made for those who do not. We believe it would be

inequitable to introduce exceptions around residency requirements unless these are broadly applied.

Proposal #2: Allow SPP households to place their application on hold (and maintain their place on the

centralized waitlist), if they reconcile with their abuser

Statistics show that it often takes several attempts for someone to leave an abusive relationship. We
commend the government for acknowledging this reality and attempting to reflect the cycle of abuse
within regulation. We are in support of this proposal, but are concerned that it could result in unintended
consequences. There are concerns that allowing applications to be put on hold indefinitely could lead to a
significantly increased number of priority households on waiting lists at any given time, and undue
administrative requirements for those managing these lists. We realize that it can be challenging to arrive
at a consensus about how to guard against these unintended consequences, but urge the Province to
consider them when making decisions around this issue. We also recommend that the onus be on the

applicant to reinstate an application if it has been put on hold.

3 Retrieved from http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mess/programs/humantrafficking/index.aspx
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Proposal #3: Update the records of abuse, including adding a record of forcible confinement

We support updating the records of abuse, as long as the Ministry clearly specifies what can be accepted

for this purpose to ensure consistency across Service Manager areas.
Proposal #4: Update the verifiers of abuse to include mid-wives and Indigenous Elders

ONPHA supports updating the verifiers of abuse to include mid-wives and Indigenous Elders. As a
further recommendation, we believe that the Ministry should provide guidance around how Service
Managers can confirm that verifiers of abuse hold the professional positions they claim. Oftentimes this
can be done by checking standing or membership within a regulatory body, but some professions listed in

the regulation do not have mandatory registration requirements.

Proposal #5: Require that Service Managers determine a household’s eligibility for SPP and RGI prior

to addressing arrears or amounts owing

We support the approach of households being assessed for SPP and RGl eligibility prior to arrears being

addressed.

Proposal #6: Provide Service Managers with the flexibility to contact a safe alternative contact as

identified by the SPP applicant:

ONPHA is aware that many Service Managers are already taking this approach, and we are in full support

of Formalizing this within regulation.

Proposal #7: Make it easier for SPP households without certain information and documents to apply for
SPP and RGI

While ONPHA is in favour of lessening barriers for victims of violence, we believe that the MHO must
provide clarification around this proposed amendment. The Ministry must indicate which documentation
this is meant to include, whether alternatives would be required, and whether this would be applicable
provincially or up to Service Manager discretion. When considering this, we recommend that certain
pieces of information be non-negotiable and that these include records of abuse, documentation proving
co-habitation, and documentation demonstrating RGI eligibility. We recognize that securing this
documentation can often be difficult and overwhelming for those fleeing abuse. Therefore, we also
recommend that the Province introduce additional supports for individuals in this situation. This could

come in the form of a provincially funded advocate to assist SPP applicants in securing documentation
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and navigating the process. Such an advocate could also provide referrals and support while applicants

remained on waiting lists.
Proposal #8: Update the definition of spouse to recognize individuals who are legally married
ONPHA is in support of updating the definition of spouse to recognize this.

Proposal #9: Update the definition of abuse to clarify that for the purposes of the definition, children

who are unrelated to their abuser have access to SPP

ONPHA supports updating this definition, but recommends that the regulations clearly specify that the

unrelated abuser must be a member of the household in order for SPP to apply.

C) Other Recommendations:

1. Ensure that support service agencies have funding to help those that have been housed in social

housing

ONPHA supports regulatory amendments aimed at reflecting the cycle of abuse within the SPP
application process. However, we also urge the Province to recognize that this cycle does not always stop
when housing is secured and that this can have significant impacts for individuals, housing providers, and
overall communities. Many SPP households have multiple support and service needs and it often falls to
ill-equipped social housing providers to identify and respond to these. In extreme cases, housing provider
staff and other tenants can be put at risk if a violent abuser visits the community. Beyond this, our
members continue to face considerable challenges associated with supporting tenants who have
reconciled with their abusers. There are no easy answers to these issues, but they all speak to the need for

increased supports and resources for victims of violence.

Some housing providers employ professional staff that are able to provide these tenant supports and
respond to these issues. Others have developed unique partnerships with support service agencies.
However, providing supports and fostering partnerships takes considerable capacity, expertise and
resources that many housing providers simply do not have access to. This has detrimental impacts for the
individuals requiring support and it can also result in undue burdens for housing provider staff. We are
concerned that these issues will only intensify with the expansion of SPP to include victims of human
trafficking, many of whom will have unique and complex support needs that most housing providers are

not equipped to address.
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Therefore, we recommend that:

a) MHQO collaborate with the Ministry of Community and Social Services to provide training
opportunities and supports for support service agencies to help social housing providers facing

these challenges; and

b) The provincial government take measures to bolster and expand access to supports and services
for victims of violence overall, particularly in communities and regions where these are less
available. We encourage the government to examine and consider implementing innovative
approaches that have proven effective in supporting individuals fleeing abuse. For example, the
Homeward Bound Program developed by Toronto’s WoodGreen Community Services provides
transitional housing and other supports that have benefited many women-led families impacted

by domestic violence.

2. Ensure healthy communities are maintained

As previously identified, there are many providers that are primarily housing SPP applicants within their

buildings. This can result in significant challenges for overall tenant communities, as the concentration of
a population with especially complex needs can run counter to the goal of maintaining healthy and stable
tenant communities. This is especially true in situations where adequate supports are not readily available.
We believe that our previous recommendations aimed at bolstering supports and mitigating SPP impacts

on the overall waitlist would also promote healthy and stable tenant communities.
Conclusion

Meeting the housing needs of victims of violence is crucial and ONPHA is in full support of this policy
priority. However, 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 with
their urgent housing needs - actually reduces the ability of the housing system to achieve either of these
complex goals effectively. While the proposed regulatory amendments are positive, they will do nothing

to address this broad issue.

Social housing is a scarce commodity in relation to the need and, in the absence of large-scale
government investment in social or affordable rental housing, wait times are expected to continue to rise.

It is generally accepted that a scarce commodity is rationed according to a fair and equitable system.
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Access to social housing is therefore best managed through an approach whereby people qualify and then
wait for their opportunity and are not judged on their relative needs. On the other hand, urgent situations
are by definition a sudden change in circumstances that may or may not be permanent. The constant and
repeated promotion of people in an urgent situation to the “front of the line” undercuts the credibility of

the access system.

To overcome the fundamental mismatch between the need to provide housing for victims of violence so
they can separate from their abuser and the available limited supply, there should be a two-track
approach: one track being a steady expansion of the supply of social housing to meet the long-term
housing needs of all low-income households who are on waiting lists, and the other track being financial
assistance for SPP households in urgent need outside of the current social housing waitlist system. Such

an approach would provide a more comprehensive and effective “safety net” for all households.

Thank you again for the opportunity to comment on the proposed regulatory amendments to SPP, and

we would be happy to talk to you further in person.

Sincerely,

Sylvia Patterson

Interim Executive Director

Cec. Janet Hope, Assistant Deputy Minister, Ontario Ministry of Housing
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