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4 The City must leverage all available avenues to encourage cooperation with 
different orders of government to build affordable rental housing stock. 

3 The City must engage with impacted communities and those opposing affordable 
housing developments to build cohesive neighbourhoods rooted in a shared 
understanding of the benefits of inclusive communities.

2 The City should consider and explore all policy and zoning options to in-
crease the supply of affordable and deeply affordable rental housing stock.

1 The City must use all available revenue tools and assets to act with urgency 
to build affordable housing for low- to moderate-income renter households.

Our recommendations for the City of Toronto are 
based on the following right to housing principles:

1. RIGHT TO HOUSING PRINCIPLES
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2. A RIGHTS-BASED APPROACH TO INCREASING AFFORDABLE RENTAL HOUSING

Toronto’s unprecedented economic growth over the past few decades has been driven by a sustained 
housing boom, particularly in the form of new condominiums that are quickly snapped up by prospec-
tive buyers and investors. Yet, such developments belie the fact that a broad cross-section of the city’s 
residents are competing for a limited share of affordable housing options. The problem is chronic and 
deepening. Indeed, out of the 230,000 units that were constructed or planned for development over 
the last five years, only 2% were available at or below market rates.1 Deeply affordable rental options 
are negligible. Alarmingly, development trends instead point to losses in affordable housing units.2 

Access to an affordable place to call home is an integral part of the right to housing. Both the Govern-
ment of Canada and City of Toronto have made commitments to the right to adequate housing as guar-
anteed under international human rights law, federally recognized through the National Housing Strat-
egy Act,3 and at the City of Toronto through its Housing Charter (as set out in the HousingTO 2020-2030 
Action Plan).4 To neglect creating the conditions for and to overlook securing the resources to provide 
affordable housing is, in effect, to deprive an individual of their right to adequate housing.  

For young people, low-income households, seniors, lone parent families, and historically marginalized 
communities, such hardships are felt particularly in terms of struggles to access and hold on to afford-
able rental units. Indeed, skyrocketing rental prices are aggravating the already precarious conditions of 
the city’s most vulnerable residents. The average asking price for a one bedroom in Toronto has risen by 
almost 10% over the course of the last year – among the steepest increases across the country.5  

The inability of many residents to sustainably pay rent without disruption is also at odds with their 
need for tenure security, a key component of the right to housing. Risks of eviction and homelessness 
persist. As pandemic related moratoriums and rent increase freezes are lifted, the threat of displace-
ment rises.  For those who remain housed, oftentimes, they are in overcrowded conditions, in homes 
that are in a state of disrepair, and in unsafe environments.6 Such conditions bring to the fore additional 
ways in which the right to adequate housing is not realized. 

Failure to realize the right to adequate housing is also evidenced in the fact that affordable options are 
often not available in areas that are resourced with the infrastructure, amenities, social services and 
employment opportunities that are just as integral to leading a life with dignity. For example, a study 
documenting Toronto’s socio-economic and geographic evolution sketched out how Toronto has polar-

1  City of Toronto & Dillon Consulting. City of Toronto Inclusionary Zoning: City-wide Consultation and Communication Sum-
mary, 2019, https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-172126.pdf
2  “What might the 2021 Census let us know about housing need and the progress under the National Housing Strategy?” 
Canadian Housing Evidence Collaborative (Blog), 16 June, 2021, https://chec-ccrl.ca/2021-census/
3  The National Housing Strategy Act 2019, C.29, https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/n-11.2/FullText.html 
4  City of Toronto. HousingTO 2020-2030 Action Plan, 2020, https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/04/94f0-housing-to-2020-2030-action-plan-housing-secretariat.pdf  
5  Ben Myers. “Rentals.ca January 2022 Rent Report,” Rentals.ca, January, 2022, https://rentals.ca/national-rent-report  
6  Susan Macdonell, Jamie Robinson, Vladimir Mikadze, Laura McDonough and Alan Meisner. Poverty By Postal Code 2: Ver-
tical Poverty (United Way, 2011), https://homelesshub.ca/resource/poverty-postal-code-2-vertical-poverty 

INCREASING AFFORDABLE RENTAL HOUSING STOCK – RIGHTS REVIEW

https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-172126.pdf
https://chec-ccrl.ca/2021-census/


8

ized by income and neighbourhood over thirty years up until 2005 where wealthier households have 
concentrated in the well-resourced urban cores while lower income residents have been pushed out to 
the peripheries.7 With rents skyrocketing across the country, especially in Toronto, the rare few pockets 
of affordability are becoming increasingly difficult to find. 

As Canada increases its immigration targets over the next few years, many newcomers may choose  
Toronto as their first, and possibly, final destination – they will likely seek out a place to rent at first. 
This preference may very well be long-lasting given a growing perception among many non-homeown-
ers that buying a place is now out of reach.8 Coupled with an influx of international students and migra-
tion of populations from other parts of Canada, the demand for affordable rental options will therefore 
continue to add pressure to the cost of housing in Toronto. 

This complex, and multi-layered problem requires an equally comprehensive response if a meaningful 
difference is to be made in the available stock of affordable rental housing options for our city’s diverse 
residents. Applying a rights-based approach offers considerable promise to better understanding and 
subsequently bringing about significant transformations to the housing system. 
 

Increasing Toronto’s Affordable Rental Supply
 
Debates are ongoing about whether there is a housing shortage, and if so, whether simply increasing 
private housing supply will reduce rents. In other words, will removing regulatory and political barriers 
make the housing market function more efficiently, or is there something inherently broken about the 
market that necessitates greater government intervention, through regulation and funding, to deliver 
more affordable housing?  

A recent study has shown that there appears to be a sufficient number of homes to purchase across the 
country if one assumes the purchaser intends to live in the home.9 However, prices continue to escalate 
nonetheless because investors purchase homes at above market rates based on speculations that home 
prices will continue to rise dramatically. Many of these investors don’t intend to live in such homes. 
Plus, repeat homebuyers make use of their equity from homes that they currently own to trade in for 
newer, more lucrative homes. The market therefore skews towards the demands of the wealthy. In 
Toronto, however, more houses still need to be built – supply is not keeping up with population growth. 
For rental options in particular, supply gaps are prevalent across the country and are pronounced in 

7  David Hulchanski. The Three Cities Within Toronto: Income Polarization Among Toronto’s Neighbourhoods, 1970 –2005 
(Cities Centre, University of Toronto, 2010), http://3cities.neighbourhoodchange.ca/wp-content/themes/3-Cities/pdfs/
three-cities-in-toronto.pdf 
8  Abacus Data. 2021. “Housing Affordability in Ontario: Perceptions, Impacts and Solutions.” PowerPoint Presentation, On-
tario Real Estate Association, https://www.orea.com/affordabilitypolling 
9  Steve Pomeroy. “Exploring Causes of Escalating Home Prices: Part 2, Demand Issues.” Canadian Housing Evidence Collabo-
rative, October 29, 2021, https://chec-ccrl.ca/exploring-causes-of-escalating-home-prices-part-2-demand-issues/
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Toronto.10  

The implication, then, is to ensure that some guardrails are in place to reduce the role of investors 
as more housing options come into the market. To facilitate the creation of more affordable housing 
supply, financial support and enabling legislation from higher orders of government ought to be com-
plemented with municipal efforts to better utilize its fiscal and regulatory levers and to more creatively 
overcome barriers such as inefficient approval processes and local opposition to building inclusive, 
mixed-income neighbourhoods. Such efforts need to be pursued with particular attention given to the 
needs of the city’s lower income renter population. 
 

The Role of Municipal and Other Orders of  
Government
 
Higher orders of governments have tools available to them to make a significant impact on increasing 
the supply of affordable housing. For example, they can marshal their financial resources to directly 
invest in new affordable housing or, through loans and incentives, they can nudge municipalities, de-
velopers and other housing providers to create more affordable housing. The federal government can 
also leverage its convening powers, mobilize knowledge and formulate guidelines for housing providers 
and other orders of government to reference and learn from. Provinces can replicate such efforts and 
also leverage their jurisdiction over municipalities by creating enabling legislation and regulations that 
empower local governments to build more affordable housing options.  

The federal government’s National Housing Strategy includes innumerable loans and direct grants to 
meet the country’s variable housing needs, ranging from creating new supply to investing in social 
housing upgrades.11 Specific interventions, such as the Rapid Housing Initiative directly support new 
housing construction catered to the country’s most vulnerable. Approximately $2.5 billion has been 
disbursed or planned over the course of the last two years.12 Toronto has received $203 million through 
this program.13 However, such targeted interventions are few and far between; programs such as the 
Rental Construction Financing Initiative provide loans for the creation of homes that are not deeply 
affordable.  

At the provincial level, legislative changes, such as through the passage of More Homes, More Choices 

10  Ibid.
11  CMHC. Canada’s National Housing Strategy. https://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/nhs 
12  CMHC. Rapid Housing Initiative, 2021, https://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/professionals/project-funding-and-mortgage-fi-
nancing/funding-programs/all-funding-programs/rapid-housing 
13  CMHC. “Canada Announces Support for Rapid Housing in Toronto,” Daniel Medlej, Angelina Ritacco, January 15, 2021, 
https://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/media-newsroom/news-releases/2021/canada-announces-support-rapid-housing-toronto  

INCREASING AFFORDABLE RENTAL HOUSING STOCK – RIGHTS REVIEW

2. A RIGHTS-BASED APPROACH TO INCREASING AFFORDABLE RENTAL HOUSING



10

Act,14 passed in 2019, has aimed to increase housing supply through deregulating the housing market. 
However, this has not necessarily translated into the creation of more affordable rental stock. In addi-
tion, specific regulatory changes to improve the governance of social housing units under the Housing 
Services Act is still in progress, with limited clarity over whether such changes will maintain the existing 
stock of social housing units, let alone create new affordable housing options.15 In general, the Ontario 
government has retreated over the course of two decades from its commitments to fund the construc-
tion of new social housing stock including public housing.  

Today, it has done little to explore viable alternative options, such as building the capacity of non-prof-
it housing providers, through, for example, providing more affordable financing options to overcome 
current challenges that the sector faces in procuring private finances to facilitate affordable housing 
construction.16  The provincial government did however recently appoint a Housing Affordability Task 
Force that published a report recognizing the scale of the affordable housing crisis along with several 
proposals to increase supply of market housing. It remains unclear whether the recommendations will 
be adopted.17 

The City of Toronto has a mix of tools to increase housing supply. However, its fiscal resources are limit-
ed – notably a mix of property taxes, licensing proceeds and user fees fund an increasingly complex set 
of urban services, including the creation of and management of affordable housing stock.18 The City is 
also faced with managing a difficult balance of securing sufficient proceeds from private sector devel-
opments while not discouraging private sector investment given that the City remains highly dependent 
on the revenues generated from construction activity.19 

In addition, the City has to ensure that new housing options are affordable. Incentives, such as relax-
ations or exemptions to various taxes for affordable housing projects, are worthwhile options to in-
crease affordability. In addition, approval processes that can be cumbersome and add to construction 
costs have room to become more efficient while not losing out on these mechanisms’ very necessary 
role in upholding various environmental, social, political and economic standards that ensure homes 
are adequate. Furthermore, planning instruments such as zoning can be creatively used to deliver af-
fordable housing, for example, through capturing some portion of increasing land values and potential-
ly dampening speculation through inclusionary zoning.20 

14  More Homes, More Choices Act, 2019, C.9 https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/s19009 
15  Ontario Regulatory Registry. Proposed Regulatory Amendments under the Housing Services Act, 2011, O. Reg. 367/11, 
2022, https://www.ontariocanada.com/registry/view.do?postingId=40247&language=en 
16  Elizabeth McMillon, “Why millions, land and a desire to build more affordable housing may not be enough,” CBC, 
December 7, 2021, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/non-profit-housing-challenges-with-new-construc-
tion-1.6272766 
17 Ontario Housing Affordability Taskforce. Report of the Ontario Housing Affordability Taskforce, February 8, 2022, https://
files.ontario.ca/mmah-housing-affordability-task-force-report-en-2022-02-07-v2.pdf 
18  City of Toronto. City Revenue Fact Sheet, October 2016, https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/budget-finances/
city-finance/long-term-financial-plan/city-revenue-fact-sheet/ 
19  Ibid.
20  Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation. “Inclusionary Zoning: Considerations for An Affordable Housing Policy,” 
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Cities are also required to engage with their constituencies before developments proceed. Often, they 
are faced with opposition to new construction, particularly in instances where people experiencing 
homelessness are offered shelter or permanent housing. The pandemic amplified such instances of 
NIMBYism (Not In My Backyard), for example in neighbourhoods in Yonge-Eglinton, where temporary 
housing initiatives for the homeless were met with animated protests.21  
 
This report will examine the City of Toronto’s efforts to increase affordable housing options for resi-
dents, followed by insights from civil society on the effectiveness and shortcomings of these initiatives. 
Through a rights-based approach, practical recommendations are offered to guide the City’s policies to 
ensure low- to moderate- income Torontonians can have access to affordable places to call home. 

CERA Blog, November 2021, https://www.equalityrights.org/resources/inclusionary-zoning-101  
21  Melissa Alice, “The pandemic has made NIMBYism a problem Toronto can no longer ignore,” TVO, October 5, 2020, 
https://www.tvo.org/article/the-pandemic-has-made-nimbyism-a-problem-toronto-can-no-longer-ignore 
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3. TORONTO’S POLICIES, STRATEGIES AND FRAMEWORKS

As part of its HousingTO 2020-2030 Action Plan, the City of Toronto committed to building 40,000 new 
affordable rental units by 2030. Out of this, 18,000 are to be supportive housing options. The aspiration 
stems from the City’s rights-based housing strategy and is articulated in several of its key strategic ac-
tions. For example, Strategic Action 5 commits the City to “maintaining and increasing access to afford-
able rents.” This is complemented by Strategic Actions 9 and 10, which commit the City to  “continuing 
the revitalization of neighbourhoods” and “creating new rental housing responsive to residents’ needs” 
respectively.22 

The 10-year housing plan outlines ways to achieve these goals, including leveraging its existing assets, 
regulatory changes, and provision of incentives. These aspirations are also laid out in or complement 
the City’s Official Plan, notably in Chapter 3.2.1.23 The following sections provide an overview of the 
City’s efforts to increase affordable housing stock.

 
Defining Affordable Housing
 
Towards the end of 2021, the City changed the definition of what an affordable home is to better reflect 
the needs of its population and their income.24 The former definition referenced the average market 
rent (AMR) as the peg for affordability, which had significant implications as various affordable housing 
policies were tied to this metric. The rationale for this, was in part, rooted in the fact that average mar-
ket rents were considerably lower than asking prices. This is largely because asking rents escalate faster 
than rents for existing tenants due to rent control protecting the latter, and vacancy decontrol creating 
the conditions for the former. In essence, the definition did not adequately account for the affordability 
needs of the City’s lower income tenants forced to pay much higher asking prices in new developments. 

The new definition introduces an income-based measure in addition to AMR, with the effect that 
affordability is defined such that no more than 30% of an individual’s monthly income should be go-
ing to shelter, a definition put forward by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC). An 
affordable unit is the lesser of the income-based measure or the market-based measure. Many of the 
programs listed below, such as Housing Now and Open Door, are in the process of undergoing financial 
impact analyses on account of the revised definitions.25

 

22  City of Toronto. HousingTO 2020-2030 Action Plan, 2020, https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/04/94f0-housing-to-2020-2030-action-plan-housing-secretariat.pdf  
23  City of Toronto. Official Plan (Chapter 3). https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/981f-cp-offi-
cial-plan-chapter-3.pdf
24  City of Toronto. Updating the Definition of Affordable Housing, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/plan-
ning-development/planning-studies-initiatives/definitions-of-affordable-housing/ 
25  Housing Secretariat, City of Toronto. HousingTO 2020-30 Action Plan – 2021 Annual Progress Update, 2021, https://
www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-173153.pdf 
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Zoning Changes to Increase Supply
 
Section 37
 
Introduced in 2007, zoning by-laws pursuant to Section 37 of the provincial Planning Act can include 
provisions where new development applications that request more density are also required to contrib-
ute some form of a “community benefit,” either in-kind or cash-in lieu. It was conceived to extract some 
kind of contribution from developers for the public good, with options that included heritage preser-
vation, public art, childcare, park improvements, creation of recreation centres, space for non-profits 
and streetscape improvements, and affordable housing.26 Site specific policies for large developments, 
typically greater than five hectares that include proposals for density or height increases are also re-
quired to prioritize as a community benefit, the provision of 20 percent additional residential units for 
affordable use. (These units can be built off-site or cash can be provided in-lieu).27 

Recent provincial changes to the Planning Act have significant implications for how Section 37 can be 
utilized over the coming years. Unlike current arrangements, where community benefits charges are 
usually required only after an application is made for changes to density, the new community benefits 
charge will apply to all kinds of planning applications such as Plans for Condominiums and Building 
Permits.28 At the same time, restrictions are also introduced on how much can be charged, in effect, 
capping off the charges at 4% of land value.29 

Given the inherent heterogeneity of the program, it has thus far created few affordable housing op-
tions. Affordable rental options for artists at Wychwood Barns is one notable exception.30 It is unclear 
whether the transition to the new regulatory regime will reverse the trend. 

 
Inclusionary Zoning
 
The City of Toronto passed an Inclusionary Zoning policy towards the end of 2021 that requires new  
developments with 100 or more units to set aside a certain portion for affordable use, a metric that 

26  City of Toronto. Section 37 Benefits, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/planning-development/offi-
cial-plan-guidelines/section-37-benefits/ 
27  City of Toronto. Official Plan (Chapter 3). https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/981f-cp-offi-
cial-plan-chapter-3.pdf 
28  Mary, “What you need to know about Community Benefits Charge (CBC),” Urban Strategies Inc., November 2, 2020, 
https://www.urbanstrategies.com/news/ontpolicy-3/ 
29  Proposed New Regulation Pertaining to the Community Benefits Authority under the Planning Act, 2019, https://ero.
ontario.ca/notice/019-0183
30  City of Toronto. Section 37: An Essential Tool for Building Healthier Neighbourhoods, https://www.toronto.ca/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2017/09/8e38-SECTION37_Final_JK.pdf
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would be measured using the City’s new definition of affordability.31 The allocation requirements vary 
in terms of location in the city, dwelling and tenure type and gradually increase until 2030. For example, 
new condo units for ownership purposes in the downtown core will initially be required to set aside 
10% of their units for affordable use, a rate that is expected to increase to 22% by 2030. For condo rent-
als, the requirement will begin at 7% in the same location and increase to 16% by 2030. Applications 
for purpose-built rentals will not require any plans for affordable units until 2026 when it will increase 
to 5% in the downtown core and remain as such until 2030. Most inner suburbs will not require any 
commitments.32 Furthermore, the policy is restricted to Protected Metropolitan Transit Station Areas 
(PMTSA), demarcations that were brought forth by provincial regulations.33 

The rationale for the policy stems from the fact that public policy and public investments have created 
conditions for private developers to reap windfall profits over the last couple of decades, at the same 
time that affordability has become out of reach for so many. As demonstrated by the limitations of sec-
tion 37, not enough of the community benefits have been channeled for affordable housing options. 
 
The variations in allocation requirements stem from different market conditions throughout the city.34 
The downtown core, for example, is a particularly hot market where significant value from growth can 
be captured by inclusionary zoning policies. However, any similar requirements placed on less devel-
oped markets in peripheral areas would likely dis-incentivize development entirely, where purpose-built 
rentals are desperately needed. In general, the set aside rates also make room for developers and 
landowners to continue to make a profit on their investments such that a floor is set for the value 
of new developments to not drop below 15% after the introduction of the policy. This condition was 
introduced to ensure that developers would not be disincentivized to proceed with projects after the 
introduction of the policy. 

Affordability requirements are also complemented with several other provisions in the current guide-
lines that ensure affordable units are adequate. That is, rules are in place to ensure units are accessible, 
dwelling types are in proportion to the market rate units, and amenities are available equitably.35 De-
velopers are also allowed to construct affordable units offsite, but they must remain in the same locale 
to ensure equitable access to services and infrastructure. Other incentives such as scrapping of parking 
requirements offer further support for developers to deliver effectively.36  

31  By-Law 940-2021, Amendment 557 to the Official Plan,  2021, https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/bylaws/2021/law0940.
pdf 
32  By-law 941-2021, To Amend Zoning By-law 569-2013, as amended, with respect to Inclusionary Zoning, 2021, https://
www.toronto.ca/legdocs/bylaws/2021/law0941.pdf 
33  Inclusionary Zoning, Ontario Regulation 232/18, 2018, https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/r18232 
34  NBLC. Update: Evaluation of Potential Impacts of an Inclusionary Zoning Policy (City of Toronto, October 2021), https://
www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/8f5c-CityPlanningUpdateEvaluationPotentialImpactsInclusionaryZoningPoli-
cy.pdf  
35  By-Law 940-2021, Amendment 557 to the Official Plan,  2021, https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/bylaws/2021/law0940.
pdf
36  Ibid.
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The policy has the potential of creating approximately 3,000 affordable rental units every year although 
the current iteration will likely deliver significantly less.37 It will be reviewed towards the end of 2022 to 
assess the ways in which the market has adjusted, if at all. The City may then make refinements to the 
policy accordingly.38 
 

Expanding Housing Options in Neighbourhoods (Market Rental and 
Market Homeownership)
 
The Expanding Housing Options in Neighbourhoods (EHON) is a new initiative that aims to leverage the 
City’s permitting and zoning tools to promote a wider range of housing options in a more integrated 
fashion. In particular, it strives to fill the gap of the missing middle by promoting the development of 
options such as low-rise walk-up apartments and duplexes. By extension, the program promotes a mod-
est increase in density as well.39 

Significant developments include permitting new housing types such as garden suites and coach hous-
es – key ways to leverage underutilized spaces more creatively. Furthermore, areas that currently do 
not allow for mid-rise developments are in the process of being identified for rezoning. A pilot project 
in Beaches East York will look at City owned properties in the area and propose redevelopments that 
could be used as prototypes for scaling in other settings, both in public and private capacities.  

In 2022, the Planning & Housing Committee adopted measures to permit Garden Suites and City Coun-
cil voted in favour of the matter,40 moving forward with various permit-related changes on February 2.41

 

37  Lisa Ferguson. “New City Bylaw Falls Thousands of Units Short on Affordable Housing,” Social Planning Toronto, October 
27, 2021, https://www.socialplanningtoronto.org/opportunity_knocks 
38  City of Toronto Media Release. “Toronto City Council adopts new Inclusionary Zoning policy to get more affordable hous-
ing built,” City of Toronto, November 9, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/news/toronto-city-council-adopts-new-inclusionary-
zoning-policy-to-get-more-affordable-housing-built/ 
39  City Planning, City of Toronto. Expanding Housing Options in Neighbourhoods – Garden Suites – Supplementary Report, 
January 24, 2022, https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2022/cc/bgrd/backgroundfile-175740.pdf 
40  City of Toronto. Expanding Housing Options in Neighbourhoods, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/plan-
ning-development/planning-studies-initiatives/expanding-housing-options/ 
41  Toronto. City Council. Expanding Housing Options in Neighbourhoods – Garden Suites – Final Report, February 2, 2022, 
http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2022.PH30.2 
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Housing Programs to Increase Supply
 
Housing Now 
 
As part of CreateTO and initiated in 2019, the Housing Now program leverages City-owned land and 
properties to create a spectrum of affordable housing options that will be available at 80% of average 
market rent with a minimum of 10% of units listed at 40% of average market rates.42 These options are 
to be situated within mixed income and transit-oriented communities, and through the provision of 
a $1 million Non-profit Housing Capacity fund, the program strives to involve the non-profit sector in 
operating rental units over the long run.43 

Designed with the intent of retaining public ownership of the land over 99 years, the program has gone 
through three phases since 2019 to approve projects in a total of 21 sites. Out of the 11,200 rental 
homes expected to be created, 5,600 will be for affordable rental purposes.44 The combination of land, 
incentives and staff resources through the program amounts to approximately $1.3 billion.45 As of Octo-
ber 2021, seven of the projects have gone through the necessary rezoning processes to enable develop-
ment 46 and three have secured development partners to begin construction in early to mid 2022.47 
 

Concept to Keys (C2K)
 
C2K was conceptualized as a response to pressing demands to expedite the approval process for hous-
ing delivery over the course of the pandemic. The program has involved a comprehensive review of the 
City’s approval process for housing development, followed by identification of areas for improvement 
and streamlining.48 Included in the proposed improvements is a more efficient and usable application 
submission tool for prospective developers to use.49 

42  CreateTO. About Housing Now, 2021, https://createto.ca/housingnow/about/ 
43  City of Toronto. Housing Now, 2022, https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/community-partners/affordable-hous-
ing-partners/housing-now/ 
44  Housing Secretariat, City of Toronto. HousingTO 2020-30 Action Plan – 2021 Annual Progress Update, 2021, https://
www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-173153.pdf
45  Ibid.
46  City of Toronto. Housing Now Unit Tracker – Phase 1 and 2, October, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/
ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-172101.pdf 
47  Housing Secretariat, City of Toronto. HousingTO 2020-30 Action Plan – 2021 Annual Progress Update, 2021, https://
www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-173153.pdf
48  KPMG. End to End Review of the Development Review Process: City of Toronto Final Report, August, 2019, https://www.
toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/901b-CityPlanning-DRP-Final-Report.pdf 
49  City of Toronto. Concept to Keys: Development Review Improvements, 2022, https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/
planning-development/concept-2-keys-c2k/concept-2-keys-development-review-improvements/ 
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Open Door Affordable Housing Program
 
Conceived in 2016, the Open Door Program is designed to accelerate and reduce the cost of construc-
tion of affordable housing projects taken on by non-profit and private developers. It does so through 
offering perks such as capital funding and exemptions from planning fees, development charges and 
property tax, as well as a fast-tracked approval process.50 In addition to new construction, other pro-
posals that may qualify for such program benefits include those that plan on converting non-residential 
buildings into purpose-built rentals, adding new affordable buildings or units to existing sites, and social 
housing redevelopments that consist of new affordable units.51 As part of the program, the City is also 
working with other public entities that own land such as CreateTO, Toronto Transit Commission (TTC) 
and the Toronto Parking Authority to make better use of their assets.  

Project approvals are subject to compliance with various Official Plan guidelines and set aside require-
ments of at least 30% of units for affordable rental purposes. While non-profits are encouraged to 
apply, no special provisions are made for them. Plus, programs that do not require capital funding, $10 
million of which was allocated for 2021, are preferred. Still, there is no limit to the types of exemptions 
that an applicant could conceivably benefit from.52  

As of 2016, such interventions have resulted in the approval of 11,143 units including 971 in 2021.53 
Revisions to the approval process, particularly through receiving applications on a rolling basis, create 
the conditions for more units to be approved at a rapid clip. Plus, the program has a Planning Service to 
help applicants go through the approval process more seamlessly.54  
 

Multi-Unit Residential Acquisition Strategy - MURA
 
The MURA program is a recent innovation and is still in its early stages. It creates the conditions for the 
City to acquire at-risk private market rental housing units for the purposes of turning them into per-
manent affordable homes that would be run by non-profit and Indigenous housing organizations. As of 
November 2021, $3.5 million has been allocated in the operating budget, all of which will be secured 
through the City’s development charges to build the capacity of non-profits for this endeavour.55 The 

50  City of Toronto. Open Doors Program Guidelines, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/90fd-OD-
2021-Guidelines-Nov-23-Final.pdf 
51  Ibid.
52  Ibid.
53  City of Toronto. 2020. “Open Door Affordable Housing Program – 2020 Call for Applications Results: Supporting 971 New 
Affordable Rental Homes.” Power Point Presentation, Planning and Housing Committee, March 2, 2021, https://www.toron-
to.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-164561.pdf 
54  City of Toronto. Open Doors Program Guidelines, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/90fd-OD-
2021-Guidelines-Nov-23-Final.pdf
55  Toronto. City Council. New Multi-Unit Residential Acquisition (MURA) Program to Protect Existing Affordable Rental 
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program targets multi-tenant houses and apartment buildings with no more than 60 units.56 
 

Modular Housing
 
Over the course of the pandemic, the City attempted to respond rapidly to the affordable housing 
needs of many individuals who also required additional supports; it did so, in part, through the Modular 
Housing Initiative. Modular homes are essentially pre-fabricated constructions that can be built off-site 
and then rapidly assembled on site within in-fill settings.57 The units also have dedicated support ser-
vices and are run by organizations with requisite expertise in providing supports to people in housing. 
 
To the extent that community issues have been factored into the development process, it is largely 
oriented around ensuring aesthetic elements are in line with the neighbourhood that it is to be part of. 
Given that such units have no negative impact on crime or property value58 the City proceeds with the 
development process without factoring in such matters during engagements. 

Thus far, the first two projects are functional, with 100 units available, demonstrating some headway 
made by the City in achieving the target of building 1000 modular homes with supportive services by 
2030.59 Three more projects are also in development. 
 

Homes, November 9, 2021, http://app.toronto.ca/tmmis/viewAgendaItemHistory.do?item=2021.PH28.3 
56  City of Toronto. Report for Action: New Multi-Unit Residential Acquisition (MURA) Program to Protect Existing Affordable 
Rental Homes, October 14, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-172093.pdf 
57  City of Toronto. Modular Housing Initiative, 2022, https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/housing-shelter/afford-
able-housing-developments/modular-housing-initiative/ 
58  Alice de Wolff. We Are Neighbours: The Impact of Supportive Housing on Community, Social, Economic and Attitude 
Changes (Wellesley Institute, 2008), http://www.wellesleyinstitute.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/weareneighbours.pdf 
59  Housing Secretariat, City of Toronto. HousingTO 2020-30 Action Plan – 2021 Annual Progress Update, 2021, https://
www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2021/ph/bgrd/backgroundfile-173153.pdf
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4. REPORTS FROM THE GROUND

Interviews with members of the R2HTO, housing advocates, and further insights from additional studies 
shed light on some of the limitations of the City’s effort to increase affordable rental supply, additional 
constraints within which it must operate under, and overlooked options to make better use of its re-
sources and powers to expand affordable rental housing options.

Utilizing Revenue Tools
 
First, respondents took note of the limited revenue tools that the City can avail of to meet the afford-
able housing needs of its growing and diversifying population. With declining public transport usage, 
the proceeds of which the City desperately needs, the budgetary pressures are worsening. This will 
hamper efforts to move forward with initiatives such as MURA. Support from higher orders of gov-
ernment is critical for new projects, particularly for increasing deeply affordable housing options. As 
noted earlier, the Province’s retrenchment from its housing funding commitments, and the federal 
government’s tentative re-entry into the fold has made progress slow. As the Province explores ways to 
refine its regulations governing social housing, there is a risk that changes could further erode funds for 
affordable housing. 

In addition, the City has expressed concerns regarding proposed provincial regulatory changes to the 
ways in which community benefits are extracted from private development.60 Some of the Province’s 
changes are viewed positively to the extent that it standardizes the program and removes past imped-
iments such as discounts for services earlier articulated in the Development Charges Act; however, the 
City has flagged restrictions on how much they can charge developers (a cap is placed on land values) 
and laborious reporting requirements that add administrative burden.61  

Notwithstanding such constraints, and additional longstanding restrictions – for example, the City has 
no control over portions of the Sales Tax that in jurisdictions such as New York have been a boon for 
urban services – respondents’ feedback and reports show that the City is not making full use of the 
powers accorded through The City of Toronto Act, 2006. For example, a tax on personal vehicles was 
removed in 2011 while a proposal to introduce a parking levy has not been considered.62   

 

60  Heather Taylor, Chief Financial Officer and Treasurer. “Comments on Regulatory Proposal relating to the Community 
Benefits Authority” (Letter from City of Toronto to the Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, April 20, 2020), 
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/958c-CBC_Regs_Letter.pdf
61  Ibid.
62  City of Toronto. City Revenue Fact Sheet, October 2016, https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/budget-finances/
city-finance/long-term-financial-plan/city-revenue-fact-sheet/
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Strengthening Inclusionary Zoning
 
The City’s recent passage of an inclusionary zoning policy has been long overdue. The policy has 
demonstrated success in producing some affordable housing options in cities across the United States.63 
Toronto’s version has many strengths to it, reflecting the considerable research and consultations that 
went into its design. For example, the policy is mandatory and is expected to be in place for 99 years, 
in essence, making the program a permanent feature of public life. Evidence shows that such require-
ments create the right conditions for more affordable housing options to be developed.64 

However, more can be done. Stakeholders raised concerns around the limited number of affordable 
units that were required to be set aside by developers when they would construct new units. This 
limitation is further restrained by provincial regulations that only allow the City to apply the policy to 
Protected Major Transit Station Areas (PMTSAs) – or close to transit corridors.  

The low set aside rates stemmed from concerns around risks of developers and landowners leaving the 
market if the policy was too aggressive. Earlier, “viable” locations were chosen based on the landowner 
and developer’s ability to maintain a certain amount of profit even after the policy was introduced.65 
Further revisions included additional protections that would render profit margins to be even higher, 
and by extension, set aside rates to be lower.66 Concerningly, the program is phased in over eight years 
to eventually arrive at the set aside rates overlooking the urgency of affordable housing need right now. 
Furthermore, the requirements for purpose-built rentals are extremely low – only 5% of units in new 
buildings will be required to have affordable housing options.67 

More broadly, these calibrations reflect the fact that the City is, on the one hand, heavily dependent on 
the development industry to keep financing its operations through development charges and, indirect-
ly, property taxes. At the same time, the windfall profits made by these entities are driven, in part, by 
the City’s own public investments and regulatory changes, thus justifying the need to recuperate some 
of those private profits and redirect it towards public benefit. It appears that an appropriate balance, 
however, has not been struck – instead, accommodation for the development industry is being priori-

63  Jenny Schuetz and Rachel Meltzer. “Inclusionary Zoning to Support Affordable Housing,” International Encyclopedia of 
Housing and Home, (2012): 32-36, https://www.rachelmeltzer.com/uploads/1/4/5/3/14532900/appendix_11_inclusion-
ary_zoning_encyclopedia.pdf 
64  Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation. “How an effective Inclusionary Zoning policy can increase affordable hous-
ing in Toronto,” CERA Blog, November 2021, https://www.equalityrights.org/cera-blog/how-inclusionary-zoning-can-cre-
ate-affordable-housing-in-toronto 
65  NBLC. Update: Evaluation of Potential Impacts of an Inclusionary Zoning Policy (City of Toronto, May 2020), https://www.
toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/8fd6-CityPlanning-Toronto-IZ-Update-Draft-May-2020.pdf 
66  NBLC. Update: Evaluation of Potential Impacts of an Inclusionary Zoning Policy (City of Toronto, October 2021), https://
www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/8f5c-CityPlanningUpdateEvaluationPotentialImpactsInclusionaryZoningPoli-
cy.pdf. These additional protections are expected to be temporary.
67  By-law 941-2021, To Amend Zoning By-law 569-2013, as amended, with respect to Inclusionary Zoning, 2021, https://
www.toronto.ca/legdocs/bylaws/2021/law0941.pdf
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4. REPORTS FROM THE GROUND

tized over creating more affordable housing that the city’s residents desperately need.  
 

Optimizing Incentives to Build Affordable Housing
 
Programs such as Open Door and Housing Now show how the City has invested significant energy into 
leveraging its land and creating incentives to attract more development.  The number of new affordable 
rental housing options created, or largely slated for construction, through such initiatives show some 
promise. However, while some effort has also been made to create deeply affordable options – such 
as through requiring 10% of units be made available at 40% below market rate in the Housing Now 
Program – there likely will be shortfalls in meeting demand. In addition, stakeholders noted that the 
burdensome application requirements of such initiatives tend to benefit private developers over the 
non-profit housing sector, which has less capacity to absorb additional administrative hurdles.  

The application process for receiving incentives through Open Doors is a good example. Each applica-
tion is reviewed on a case-by-case basis, the requirements of which necessitate significant investment 
of time and personnel. The private sector generally has more resources to complete such applications 
in a timely fashion. However, stakeholders suggested that private developers will likely commit to the 
minimum affordability requirements stipulated by the City whereas non-profits have the potential 
of creating buildings that are affordable rentals across the board. While planning services available 
through the program may help alleviate some challenges faced by non-profits, an inherent bias in fa-
vour of for-profit developers is reflected in the program’s preference for applicants who do not require 
capital funding.68 In general, programs should more proactively utilize non-profit housing providers to 
increase deeply affordable housing and ensure affordable rental housing remains a permanent option. 
 

Rapid Rehousing and Community Engagement
 
The pandemic very clearly showed how all orders of government could rapidly align and collaboratively 
respond in an effective manner to the crisis. The federal government has since released over a billion 
dollars’ worth of funds for deeply affordable housing through its Rapid Housing Initiative. The emer-
gence of modular housing, while still falling short of meeting all needs, still demonstrates effective 
coordination between multiple orders of government. 

This all points to the need for resourcefulness and political will. As the country emerges from the pan-
demic, and as resource constraints become more evident, lessons from the pandemic response cannot 
be discounted. The ability to creatively leverage limited resources to deliver against high standards of-

68  City of Toronto. Open Doors Program Guidelines, 2021, https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/90fd-OD-
2021-Guidelines-Nov-23-Final.pdf
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fers a promising reference point to proceed into a post-pandemic future where a rights-based approach 
to housing supply can be contemplated. 

Indeed, the solidarity demonstrated by Toronto residents during such trying times also offer hope and 
a contrast to prevailing stories of NIMBYism afflicting important housing initiatives. This points to the 
potential for effective collective action, and the value of proactively engaging residents to deal with the 
urgent matter of delivering affordable housing for all those who need it in our City.

 

INCREASING AFFORDABLE RENTAL HOUSING STOCK – RIGHTS REVIEW



Key Priorities 
for the City of 
Toronto5



26

Key Priorities for the City of Toronto 

Prioritize policy incentives towards building deeply  
affordable rental housing.

Engage with communities to highlight the benefits of 
mixed-income neighbourhoods. 

Use public assets for deeply affordable housing develop-
ments.

Leverage zoning tools to increase density in a balanced 
way in existing neighbourhoods.

Explore new revenue raising tools dedicated to affordable 
housing. 

4

1

3

2

5
Encourage civic engagement by communities impacted by 
the housing crisis. 6
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE CITY OF TORONTO

Use maximum available resources to build affordable 
housing for those in most need1

PRINCIPLE 1: The City must use all available revenue tools and assets to act with urgency to build af-
fordable housing for low- to moderate-income renter households.

Recommendations for the City of Toronto: 
•	 Explore a wider set of revenue raising tools dedicated specifically for affordable housing.  

•	 Further leverage existing assets such as public lands and properties to increase deeply afford-
able housing options.  

•	 Ensure CreateTO programs consider and respond to the challenges faced by non-profit housing 
providers in order to promote the growth of non-profit affordable housing developments. 

•	 Expand efforts to integrate affordable housing needs in as many initiatives involving public lands 
and redevelopment and use of public properties. 

•	 Provide support for organizations working with marginalized communities in need of affordable 
housing to access federal and provincial programs.

Maximize the use of available policy tools to increase the 
supply of affordable housing

PRINCIPLE 2: The City should consider and explore all policy and zoning options to increase the supply 
of affordable and deeply affordable rental housing stock.

Recommendations for the City of Toronto: 
•	 Prioritize development incentives such as expedited approval processes towards building afford-

able rental and deeply affordable housing options.  

•	 Expand exemptions of development charges for non-profit housing providers that are not regis-
tered as charities.

2
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE CITY OF TORONTO

•	 Encourage redevelopment of vacant commercial buildings into residential use, with prioritiza-
tion for affordable housing. 

•	 Make the inclusionary zoning program more robust. 

•	 Continue to leverage zoning to promote more density in a balanced form that retains affordabil-
ity and promotes complete neighbourhoods. 

•	 Continue to explore architectural innovations such as modular housing to cost effectively and 
rapidly deliver on new, deeply affordable housing initiatives. 

•	 Adjust the application process of the Open Door Program to better address the needs of 
non-profit housing providers and to better facilitate their participation in the program.

Ensure meaningful engagement and effective participa-
tion from tenant residents

PRINCIPLE 3: The City must engage with impacted communities and those opposing affordable housing 
developments to build cohesive neighbourhoods rooted in a shared understanding of the benefits of 
inclusive communities. 

Recommendations for the City of Toronto: 
• Encourage communities impacted by the housing affordability crisis to engage in civic action to 

have their voices heard.  

• Provide creative consultative opportunities for lower income households to be involved in the 
policy decision-making processes.  

• Develop engagement strategies within neighbourhoods that encourage inclusive community 
building.  

• Develop a robust engagement plan with communities across Toronto to promote the benefits of 
zoning changes and respond to misinformation campaigns by highlighting benefits of mixed-in-
come neighbourhoods. 

• Work with the Ontario Human Rights Commission, civil society organizations and specialty legal 
clinics to counter opposition to affordable housing developments.

3

INCREASING AFFORDABLE RENTAL HOUSING STOCK – RIGHTS REVIEW



30

6. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE CITY OF TORONTO

Advocate for the prioritization of building affordable 
rental housing by all orders of governments4

PRINCIPLE 4: The City must leverage all available avenues to encourage cooperation with different  
orders of government to build affordable rental housing stock.

Recommendations for the City of Toronto: 
• Continue to engage with the provincial government to increase funding for affordable rental 

housing projects. 

• Make full use of avenues - public and private - to advocate for provincial housing and land use 
laws and regulations that enable the City to deliver on its housing mandate as opposed to re-
stricting it.  

• Advocate for increased federal investments to fund the creation of deeply affordable rental 
housing options that meet the needs of lower income Torontonians.
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