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Introduction

There is a clear and significant need for more  
affordable housing in the Greater Toronto and  
Hamilton Area (GTHA). In 2014, there were more  
than 117,920 households on a waiting list for social housing 
in the GTHA, and these households faced  
an average wait of more than five years.

In response, different levels of government have explored a number of initiatives related 
either to the construction of new affordable housing or to improving the affordability 
of existing housing. Initiatives have included capital funding for new affordable units, 
municipal financial incentives such as waiving of development charges and other 
municipal fees for new affordable housing developments, and the provision of rent 
supplements for low-income households.

Evergreen and the GTA Housing Action Lab commissioned Tim Welch to write a paper that 
explores one avenue for increasing the region’s supply of affordable housing, which is 
the creation of new units by non-profit and co-op housing providers using equity they 
have built up on properties they currently own. This research is particularly timely given 
the growing number of housing providers who have funding agreements with federal and 
provincial governments that have recently expired or will soon be expiring, and will thus 
be exploring new financing options.

Issues to Consider

The paper identifies housing providers created under federal programs between 1978 and 
1988 as being most suitable for leveraging assets and creating new affordable housing. It 
estimates that up to $400 million could be leveraged and directed to the creation of new 
affordable housing in the GTHA. The report also cautions that there are a number of issues 
that housing providers must deal with before considering leveraging their assets to create 
new housing. Specific issues include: 

 7 Financial and Physical Conditions 
Housing providers with well-maintained buildings and healthy cash flow are 
in a much better position to leverage their assets than those with financial or 
maintenance concerns.

 7 Board and Staff Capacity 
Due to the length of time and complexity required to undertake re-mortgaging and 
new development, a provider’s Board of Directors needs to be stable, knowledgeable 
and engaged to ensure it is able to navigate the opportunities and barriers of these 
processes when they arise. 

 7 Access to Land 
Providers who are able to use land they already own for new housing are clearly at an 
advantage over other providers who must purchase new properties. 



Recommendations

The paper concludes that the leveraging of built up equity 
by housing providers in order to create more affordable 
housing in the GTHA is well worth exploring, and includes 
many recommendations for the various players involved in 
the region’s housing market, including:

1. Non-Profit/Co-operative Housing Organizations and Service Managers  
The paper urges non-profit and co-operative housing organizations and service 
managers to help educate housing provider boards not only about the risks but 
also the opportunities arising from the expiry of Operating Agreements. It also 
recommends that housing sector organizations or larger private non-profits create 
housing development organizations to offer help for individual providers in building 
new affordable housing, and that providers collaborate or even amalgamate as a 
means of increasing their financial strength and stability.

2. Financial Institutions/CMHC 
The paper urges CMHC to consider eliminating insurance premiums if existing housing 
providers re-finance existing assets to create new affordable housing. It also suggests 
that financial institutions should try to structure mortgages so that financially viable 
new housing developments created through leveraging are not unfairly penalized 
when trying to access financing. The paper also recommends that alternative 
financing organizations, such as credit unions, could help fill in financial gaps in the 
new social housing financing/re-financing system. 

3. Upper and Lower Tier Municipalities 
The paper recommends that municipalities extend financial incentives to all non-
profit housing providers and create a staff liaison to help boards navigate the 
development approvals process and speed up any applications for new affordable 
housing. It also suggests that municipalities undertake an assessment of surplus 
municipal land to see which is most suitable for affordable housing and reserve it for 
this use.

4. Federal/Provincial Governments 
Among its recommendations to the federal and provincial governments, the paper 
advises them to reserve a portion of their housing creation funds to specifically 
target existing non-profit and co-ops who can leverage their existing housing to 
create new affordable housing. It urges governments to prevent municipalities from 
imposing development charges or increasing property taxes on housing created 
through asset leveraging. The paper also recommends that the federal government 
fund the creation of a sector-led Canadian Housing Bank, which would focus on 
pooling the capital requirements of a diverse group of borrowers and giving them 
access to capital lending markets efficiently and cost-effectively.



Conclusion

The paper concludes with the warning that building  
new housing through leveraging is not a panacea for  
the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area’s affordable  
housing shortage. 

However, leveraging should definitely be viewed as one of a growing number of strategies 
that can be used to help meet at least a portion of the housing needs in the GTHA.


