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ONTARIO NON-PROFIT
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Ministry of Housing
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777 Bay Street, 14 Floor
Toronto, ON, M5G 2E5

June 8, 2017

To Whom It May Concern,

RE: Amendments to O. Reg 367/11 to provide a framework for a portable housing benefit

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the proposed amendments to O. Reg 367//11
under the Housing Service Act (HSA) that would provide a framework for a portable housing benefit.

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 over 163,000 units in 220 communities, and they
provide housing for people including seniors, low-income families with children, Indigenous 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.

ONPHA is broadly in support of initiatives aimed at increasing housing options and opportunities for low-
to mid-income Ontarians. We believe that demand side approaches, such as the current portable housing
benefit, are an important tool that can promote greater tenant choice and mobility and respond
effectively to local affordability issues. The portable housing benefit has the potential to help non-profit
housing providers and local housing corporations create stronger, mixed-income communities by allowing
them to rent a greater proportion of their portfolios at market rents. This will help to diversify housing

communities resulting in more socially and economically diverse communities over time.

ONPHA supports the policy intent of this initiative. There are, however, limitations, and the current
framework introduces some unnecessary complexities. In order to simplify it and maximize its

effectiveness, we recommend the following:
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1) Introduce simultaneous initiatives to increase affordable housing supply

The proposed portable housing allowance framework will provide a new tool in the tool kit helping to
address housing need. While it will be beneficial for many across the Province, it should not be seen as a

replacement to the need for new capital stock, particularly in areas with low rental vacancy rates

It is important to acknowledge that the introduction of the portable housing benefit framework in
isolation will not result in additional housing assistance for the more than 171, 360" households currently
on waiting lists across the province. The framework requires that Service Managers invest additional
municipal funds or remove targeted rent-geared-to-income (RGI) units from their portfolios if using
portable housing allowances towards prescribed Service Level Standards. However, given that municipal
funding is constrained to a property tax base, increasing investment in the absence of funding from other
levels of government is not realistic. This issue is exacerbated in jurisdictions, such as those in Northern
Ontario, that have a limited tax base. To truly address this, the Province must increase funding for both
affordable housing supply and provide provincial funding to support the new portable housing benefit.
Increasing provincial funding support will enhance much of the good work already underway by

municipalities and will make the Province’s goal of ending homelessness an even greater reality.

2) Encourage a modernized non-profit housing sector

ONPHA believes that the introduction of a portable housing benefit framework has the potential to help
housing providers and local housing corporations by allowing them to rent a greater proportion of their
portfolios at market rents. Revenues generated from increased market rents could be used to fund
internal subsidy programs and, in some cases, housing providers could leverage assets to repair,
regenerate or expand their housing stock. These programs would still be driven by the same organizational
missions of providing quality, affordable housing for low- and moderate-income Ontarians, and social
housing buildings would serve as an important option for those receiving portable housing benefits. All of
these factors would simultaneously contribute to the viability of the non-profit housing sector, as well as
to the sustainability and expansion of Ontario’s overall system of housing assistance. It would also
facilitate more socially and economically diverse communities. However, it is important that the province,
as steward, ensure that mixed-income housing providers have the ability to maintain this aspect of their

mandates.

TONPHA's 2016 Waiting Lists Survey Report
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It must also be acknowledged that Service Level Standards were developed by enumerating the number
of physical units owned by non-profit housing providers, co-ops and local housing corporations. There
must be a continued stewardship of the relationship between Service Level Standards and designated
housing projects under the HSA. The Province should not undermine the viability of these units or

providers by introducing this new framework.

We encourage the Ministry of Housing (MHO) to continue discussions and initiatives around sector
modernization in order to promote innovation, ensure financial viability, and increase the ability of housing
providers to maintain aging facilities in a state of good repair. If the province envisions housing providers
being more competitive, we also recommend that the province partner with ONPHA on its Innovation,
Evidence and Capacity Building Fund to help providers transition to new, more sustainable operating

models so that this important stock can be maintained for those who need it.

3) Clarify how the portable housing benefit will interact with the current operating framework

under the HSA

We believe that the Ministry must engage housing providers directly in consultation before introducing a
finalized framework in order to gain a better understanding of how it will interact with the current
operating framework under the HSA. For example, the Ministry has indicated that housing providers with
expiring federal operating agreements could work with Service Managers to offer portable housing
benefits to those at risk of losing RGI subsidies. However, this contradicts the Ministry’s stated intent of

selecting benefit recipients using provincial and local priority rules.

It also could interfere with a housing provider’s ability to qualify for GST/HST Rebates. The municipal
status rebate is based on the proportion of RGl units delivered. On the face of it, it does not appear that
a non-profit housing provider without RGI units would qualify for the benefit, even if the majority of their
low-end market units were filled by tenants receiving a portable benefit. The qualifying non-profit rebate
is linked to having 40% or more of revenue coming from government sources. If the housing benefit goes
directly to the tenant and does not count towards revenue from government sources, then mixed-
income providers will risk losing this rebate which could significantly impede their viability. Further, the
federal definition of RGI for tax purposes (below market & income tested) is different from the provincial
definition (30% gross household income) for housing purposes. The Canada Revenue Agency rules do
not envision a housing provider benefiting from those rebates if a different form of subsidy is provided to

tenants.
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Additionally, the Ministry has indicated that tenants currently receiving RGI subsidies could switch to
receiving portable housing benefits. It must be clarified whether or not this switch is an exception to
provincial and local priority selection rules. MHO must specify how this transition would interact with RGl

target plans, internal transfer policies, and any local rules that relate to tenant selection or unit allocation.

4) Ensure local rental markets are reflected

ONPHA believes that the portable housing benefit framework should be designed to address local
contexts. There should be automatic flexibility to determine what Average Market Rent (AMR) is used
for the purposes of calculating benefit amounts in service areas, provided that the amount selected does
not exceed the AMR published by Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC). We are
pleased to see that Service Managers can request alternate AMRs as many currently are using to deliver
their own portable housing programs and housing allowances through the |AH- Shared Delivery model.
Automatic flexibility could address local market conditions or anomalies. The Ministry should provide
guidance around establishing appropriate AMR levels when CMHC data is not available to use as a
guideline. For example, since CMHC does not collect rental information for units with more than 3
bedrooms, MHO could provide guidance on how the AMR should be set for families who require
accommodation larger than this. The current system could potentially disadvantage larger families if this
is not addressed. There also could be issues for any area not covered under CMHC’s Rental Market

Survey (RMS) ~ largely northern or small urban areas.

Rents are higher in some jurisdictions than others. ONPHA echoes the recommendation put forward by
the Association of Municipalities of Ontario (AMO) and the Ontario Municipal Social Service
Association (OMSSA) for local flexibility. Allowing for as much local flexibility as possible is critical.
Furthermore, a number of jurisdictions already have portable housing benefit programs in place: Halton,
Peel and Thunder Bay to name a few. ONPHA encourages the Ministry to engage with these
municipalities to ensure that the portable benefit framework enhances what they are already doing and

does not inadvertently conflict with them.

Further, we believe that it is in the interest of low-income Ontarians to offer categories of portable
housing benefits set at different percentages of an area’s established AMR as opposed to using the same
percentage of AMR for all recipients. The development of recipient categories would address the

different financial situations of different household compositions.
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5) Address utility costs

The current framework does not appear to adequately explain how or if the benefit is intended to cover
utility costs. While there are variations in the non-profit housing sector across the province, utilities are
generally included in the cost of rent in older apartment buildings. This is not typically the case for stand-
alone family units (townhouses or single-detached) or in newer apartment buildings that have
requirements for individual unit metering. The majority of individuals or couples receiving portable housing
benefits would likely have access to units where utilities are included with the rent. Families with multiple
children, on the other hand, often require larger units where utilities are not typically included. This is
already an issue within social housing where larger families might pay a rent plus utility costs that equates
to far more than 30% of their household income. Our members have shared stories with us about families
receiving RGl who are able to pay their rent but cannot pay their energy bills. MHO must find a
reasonable way to ensure that households receiving a housing benefit are not placed in vicarious housing
situations due to escalating utility costs. One option to mitigate this could be to provide a housing benefit
based on a greater percentage of AMR to households paying their own utilities. This is already permissible
under the Investment in Affordable Housing Extension Shared Delivery stream. This flexibility has made
this housing allowance program delivery stream successful. It is recommended that this same level of
flexibility be incorporated into the proposed portable housing benefit framework. Another potential
approach could be exploring the possibility of coordinating portable housing benefit programs with the
Ontario Electricity Support Program (OESP). The current design of the OESP makes most individuals
living in social housing units ineligible to receive the benefits. A coordinated effort could ensure that
portable housing benefit recipients responsible for paying their own utilities automatically qualify for

electricity bill reductions.

6) Mitigate the impacts of the Special Priority Policy (SPP) on overall waiting lists

In the past, ONPHA has advocated for a “unique housing program to provide households eligible for SPP
designation with housing and other supports outside of the overburdened social housing wait list system.”?
While we support the new Survivors of Domestic Violence Portable Housing Benefit Pilot, the proposed
framework would, once again, attempt to serve all social housing applicants within the same wait list
system. We believe that the current design is a missed opportunity. It does not give Service Managers the

flexibility they need to develop responsive programs to meet local needs, nor does it address the

2 Building a stronger rental housing system: ONPHA’s recommendations for the update of Ontario’s long-term affordable
housing strategy
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continued lack of access to housing assistance for the majority of individuals on Ontario’s centralized
waiting lists. Therefore, we recommend that the portable housing benefit framework be altered to give
Service Managers the ability to create separate programs to target SPP applicants and Local Priority
applicants simultaneously within service level standards. Additionally, we encourage the government to
make provincial funding for the Survivors of Domestic Violence Portable Housing Benefit permanent and

accessible to all who need it. This will further relieve social housing waitlist pressures.
Conclusion

In closing, clarification is needed as to the scope of the proposed framework. Does it apply just to
portable housing benefits provided towards Service Level Standards or more broadly to include
municipally funded initiatives? ONPHA believes that it should apply only when used towards Service
Level Standards. It would not be appropriate to place provincial requirements around how municipally

owned and funded programs are designed and delivered.

Sustainability of the framework will be critical. ONPHA has heard from some members that the current
shared delivery mechanism through the Provincial Ministry of Finance (MOF) has been effective and
efficient. MOF delivery allows for operating economics of scale and greater cross-jurisdictional
consistency. ONPHA encourages MHO to consider the permanent role that the MOF can play in
operationalizing the proposed new framework across the Province. It is also imperative that the Province
ensure adequate modelling is undertaken so that Service Managers have complete and accurate
information about the costs and benefits of adopting a portable housing benefit over RGl when making

strategic decisions.

Finally, it must be noted that it is hard to evaluate the potential success of a portable housing benefit
framework in the context of wider provincial initiatives that are currently ongoing. The Province has
committed to social assistance and RGI reform, and has also announced that a Basic Income Pilot will be
administered in several communities over the coming years. All of these will have direct impacts and
interactions with one another and with the forthcoming portable benefit framework. It is challenging to

make informed comparisons or assumptions without knowing more about these factors.

Overall, ONPHA believes that the portable housing benefit framework will be a new and valuable tool and
will help to make the Province’s goal of ending homelessness a closer reality. ON PHA also believes that
the proposed structure has some limitations that should be addressed in order to maximize its potential to

effectively address housing affordability throughout Ontario. Local flexibility is critical, especially since
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each jurisdiction is required by the province to have its own Housing and Homelessness Plan and knows
how best to meet the housing needs of their vulnerable residents. Thank you again for the opportunity to

comment on the proposed amendments to O. Reg 367/11.

Sincerely,

e

Sylvia Patterson

Interim Executive Director
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