CUISR

COMMUNITY-UNIVERSITY
INSTTTUTE FOR SOCIAL RESEARCH

a

A Review of Affordable
Housing Programs for
Those in Greatest Need in
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan

Caitlin Olauson, Reggie Nyamekye, Isobel M. Findlay,
Nazeem Muhajarine, Sarah Buhler, Bill Holden,
Colleen Christopherson-Cote, and Len Usiskin




CoMMUNITY-UNIVERSITY INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL RESEARCH

Building healthy, sustainable communities

Since 1999, the Community-University Institute for Social Research (CUISR )—formally established
as a university-wide interdisciplinary research centre in 2000—has remained true to its mission of
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Although housing is a basic human right vital for human development, barriers persist to
accessing safe, secure, affordable housing. Despite government reinvestment in affordable housing
programs and particular efforts to address the needs of the most vulnerable under the National
Housing Strategy, homelessness in Canada continues to rise. Against this background, this research
report sets out to review the current affordable housing programs delivered by government and by
for-profit and non-profit providers in Saskatoon—and the type of support these programs provide
for those in greatest need. Greatest need in this report is defined as people (including women and
children fleeing violence, seniors, youth, Indigenous people, racialized groups, LGBTQ2S+, recent
immigrants, veterans, people with disabilities, people facing addiction and mental health issues, and
those facing homelessness) who need assistance to access affordable housing whether temporary
or not. The review was conducted in the context of changes in the social policy environment in
Saskatchewan—and increasingly in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic—adding to the difficulties

facing those in greatest need.

The main report findings indicate that there is a spectrum of programs in Saskatoon designed
to provide various levels of assistance to help people meet their housing needs. These programs are
funded and delivered by federal and provincial governments through The Canada Mortgage and
Housing Corporation (CMHC) and federal National Housing Strategy, along with the Saskatchewan
Housing Corporation, municipal land banks and local community organizations. Saskatoon Housing
Initiatives Partnership (SHIP) is a key local player acting as the community entity for the federal
government’s National Housing Strategy. Although housing is not a core municipal role or service,
the City understands housing affordability as foundational to healthy, sustainable cities, and
leverages its city-owned lots, grants, tax abatements, other incentives, and partnerships to increase

what it calls attainable housing.

Affordable Housing by the Numbers
There are approximately 4,500 affordable housing units in Saskatoon managed by over 30 co-
operatives and non-profit organizations along with the Saskatoon Housing Authority (SHA) which is

responsible for over half of the units. Despite the number of housing units available, concerns persist
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Executive Summary

regarding unit condition and appropriateness, with 18.4% vacant (that is, units with no lease though
available for rent) and 19% unoccupied units (calculated as a percentage of all units) in Saskatoon
which far exceed national averages of 1.5% vacancy rates and 3% unoccupied rates. While no units

are considered to be in excellent condition, 1922 are reported to be in only fair condition.

The report highlights persistent structural and systemic barriers to accessing safe, secure,
affordable housing despite federal reinvestment after decades of disinvestment and devolving of
responsibility to the provinces and territories. The implications of these processes are still felt in
ongoing housing divides, with high-end developments putting in sharp relief substandard housing,
aging infrastructure from at least the 1970s and 1980s, and rents insufficient to cover operating and
renewal costs. While home ownership in Saskatoon at 70% is significant, renters represent 30% of
the population. Of renters, 45% pay more than 30% of their income on housing costs, an additional
20% pay more than 50%, while 11% experience overcrowded conditions. Compared to the rest of
the city, Saskatoon’s core neighbourhoods experience housing, health, and economic disparities.
Racialized and marginalized groups continue to be overrepresented among residents experiencing
core housing need (that is, living in unsuitable, inadequate, or unaffordable housing and without

means to afford an alternative).

Homelessness is the most acute form of housing need costing all in Canadian communities
an estimated $7.05 billion annually. In Saskatoon, Indigenous peoples are disproportionately
impacted by homelessness (85.5% in the 2018 Point-in-Time or PIT Homelessness Count). The 2018
PIT Count documents waiting lists of one to 1095 days for some housing locations in Saskatoon.
Lengthy waitlists particularly affect those who are seniors on fixed incomes, singles looking for
affordable rentals, large families, LGBTQ2S+ youth, and those with complex needs including mental

health and addictions issues.

Despite efforts to increase access to reliable, affordable housing, Indigenous people, recent
immigrants, and lone parent households within Saskatoon and greater Saskatchewan remain
disproportionately affected. Across Saskatchewan the number of Indigenous households in core
housing need has remained unchanged since 2011. For immigrant households the rate of core
housing need was 13.6% in 2016; for recent immigrant households (within five years of the Census
date) the rate was 17.8 %. Vulnerable populations, particularly women and LGBTQ2S+ individuals,
face compounding challenges with regard to their personal, social, and economic security. Seniors
are also underserved. Further, children in lone parent families are also more likely to experience
poverty. In 2018, 21.4% of individuals reporting homelessness in Saskatoon first experienced
homelessness as children (14 and under) and 34.5% as youth (ages 15-24), an experience that is not

only traumatic for a child but a risk factor for future homelessness.
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Many local organizations have reported operating at or above capacity in reports that are
confirmed in the CMHC data showing that the number of people in core housing need in Saskatoon
has been largely unchanged in the last several years. CMHC data also show that renters, the single or
divorced, seniors, Indigenous people, and women were most likely to both enter and remain in core
housing need. Despite the local efforts to meet the complex needs of our community, there is clearly

more work to be done.

Adopting a Gender-based Analysis Plus Lens

This report draws on a gender-based plus analysis that is crucial to addressing different experiences,
circumstances, and housing outcomes. Several organizations in Saskatoon support gender-specific
housing needs; for example, women-only shelters, such as the YWCA or Saskatoon Crisis Shelter
and Residence, provide safe, emergency shelter for survivors of domestic violence. Haven Kids’
House in Saskatoon, whose mandate is the protection of children, supports primarily women,

who are most often the primary caregivers of children and who access this service especially

when seeking shelter from domestic violence. A gender-based plus lens is a dynamic perspective
that acknowledges the need for on-going work in the field given the compounding effects of
intersectional dynamics and changing gendered experiences over time, due to other factors such as

age, abilities, and health.

Using these tools to address the root causes rather than symptoms of the housing crisis could
help ensure accountability of systems that perpetuate poverty, marginalization, and homelessness.
The strong link between gender, domestic violence, and homelessness, for example, needs to be
better understood. And the 2016 Saskatoon Homelessness Action Plan is clear that solutions can only
be developed if we acknowledge and address those unsettling realities, including racism, trauma,
unfit and unaffordable housing, and poverty, that contribute to homelessness. Leadership is needed to

chart a new pathway so that those in greatest need can access the basic necessities of life.

Addressing Policy Barriers

The future of equitable housing across treaty land requires intentional dismantling of current social
and political policies through thoughtful consultations with stakeholders with diverse experience. As
this report makes clear, some of these policy barriers arise as a result of inadequate consultation with
service providers and users before introducing a program change. One consequence is that those

relying on a program may inadvertently become separated from benefits on which they relied.

Programs implemented to address affordability include the Saskatchewan Housing Benefit

(SHB), a monthly benefit that helps with shelter costs (rent and utilities). When the program
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accepted its first applications from those paying more than 50% of income on housing on April 1,
2020, only renters living in community housing were eligible. In Saskatoon, 53 applicants received
the SHB in 2020. Eligibility was expanded on December 21, 2020, to those who pay 40 per cent

or more of their income on housing (rent and utilities), and do not receive another housing benefit
(those receiving income assistance or training program, sponsored newcomers to Canada, or full-
time post-secondary students are ineligible). The program was also expanded to renters in the private
rental market. Eligibility restrictions and difficult calculations, however, impact tenants who can
access this benefit. People are eligible for one year in the first instance and the program operates on a

first come, first served basis, given limited funds.

Among important programs shaping housing access and affordability, the Saskatchewan
Rental Housing Supplement (SRHS) suspended on July 1, 2018, the intake of new applications, with
SRHS clients (as of June 30, 2018) continuing to receive benefits as long as they were eligible. The
following average number of households received the funding in 2019-2020:

* Approximately 4,000 households in Saskatoon (40% of the total number of recipients).

Replacing on July 15, 2019, both the Saskatchewan Assistance Program (SAP) and Transitional
Employment Allowance (TEA) covering an estimated 21,500 in July 2019 (reduced to 15,300—
8,300 SIS and 7,000 SAP or TEA—in May 2021), the Government introduced the Saskatchewan
Income Support (SIS) program benefitting these households in 2019-2020:

» Approximately 8,200 households (90 per cent of the total) on core income assistance in
Saskatoon received a shelter benefit, on average each month.

» This number included those receiving SIS, Saskatchewan Assured Income for Disability,
SAP and TEA.

Again previous recipients were grandfathered until August 2021 when the Ministry of Social
Services urged roughly 7,000 households to apply to transition to SIS by June 30, 2021, or face
disruptions in benefits or even an assumption they no longer require benefits.

Issues have arisen from the policy change to SIS that the Government described as “simpler,
transparent, client-friendly.” But the government underestimated the challenges of online
applications requiring a device, connectivity, an active email, and multiple proofs of identification or
of the time, language, and other difficulties associated with telephone applications. Critics have also
pointed to inadequate consultation on the changes and already inadequate funding now including
utilities within the shelter allowance and putting more people at risk (of eviction and domestic

violence), especially in substandard housing.
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Identifying Future Research

In light of the precarious situation in which those accessing shelter find themselves, it is critical

that further research be done to understand the issues facing people who rely on housing programs
to access the appropriate and affordable housing that makes safe and secure living possible. This
review lays the groundwork for a five-year in-depth study that will examine in both quantitative

and qualitative terms the impact affordable rental housing programs may have on the lives of those
in greatest need who participate in them. The long-term project will examine the outcomes for

and experiences of tenants living in affordable housing, and the extent to which different policies,
programs, and practices may result in distinct shelter (affordability, security, quality) and non-shelter
(safety, health and wellbeing, social capital, access to amenities and employment) outcomes for

different groups.
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INTRODUCTION

Housing is a basic human need. It is also a human right. Article 11 of the International
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights recognizes the “right of everyone to an adequate
standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to
the continuous improvement of living conditions” (United Nations Human Rights Office of the High
Commissioner, 1966). Galtung and Wirak (1977) add that “basic material welfare needs include
food, clothing, shelter, medical treatment and schooling” (p. 251). The stakes are high. Indeed,
according to the Saskatchewan Human Rights Commission (SHRC), housing is “a basic need, and
fundamental to human development”:

There is evidence that children who live in affordable, good quality accommodations in
safe neighbourhoods have better educational, social, and health outcomes. Stable, secure,
adequate, and affordable housing is also associated with higher levels of employment and
improved health and economic status for adults, particularly for those from vulnerable

groups. Clearly, quality of life is impacted by housing. (SHRC, 2018, p.7)

Thus, access to public, private, and non-profit affordable housing, “rental, ownership and
co-operative ownership, as well as temporary and permanent housing costing less than 30% of a
household’s before-tax income” (CMHC, 2018a) remains a fundamental issue, interest, and concern
to diverse stakeholders. While the CMHC claims that “Canada has one of the best housing systems
in the world” with 80% having “their housing needs met through the marketplace” (CMHC, 2018a),
the right to housing was recognized as a human right in Canada only in the 2019 National Housing
Strategy Act. Still, it remains unclear how that recognition might transform housing policy and
programming (Morrison, 2019). In the meantime, access to affordable housing remains an ongoing
“crisis in Canada”; the “underlying importance of housing as a basis for participating in economic

and social spheres and securing an overall quality of life cannot be overstated” (Gress et al, 2015,
p.1).

Although the affordability crisis impacts all provinces and territories in Canada, its impact
is felt disproportionately by some communities. Housing is considered ‘affordable’ if it costs less
than 30% of a household’s before-tax income (CMHC, 2018b). Anderson (2013) has documented
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the affordability challenges facing urban Indigenous communities, while others have documented
challenges facing immigrant and refugee communities (St. Arnault & Merali, 2018; Teixera &
Drolet, 2017); seniors (Leviten-Reid & Lake, 2016); young people (McEwan & Teixeira, 2012);
and low-income, one-person households (Leviten-Reid & Parker, 2018), for example. SHIP (2021)
documents ongoing challenges of affordability in Saskatoon for minimum wage earners, large
families, and seniors without private pensions as well as housing stock in need of an additional 178
units annually (the current annual average is 81 units) to meet growing populations and waitlists.
Despite policy and other interventions, homelessness continues to rise in many communities in
Canada (Employment and Social Development Canada, 2019) resulting from system failures,
structural flaws, and personal, relational factors costing $7.05 billion annually (Gaetz et al., 2013).
About “1.7 million families in Canada still don’t have a home that meets their basic needs”; thus
the Government of Canada is “re-engaging in affordable housing and bringing together the public,
private and non-profit sectors” by investing in the “construction of up to 100,000 new affordable

homes over the next 10 years” (City of Saskatoon, 2019a, pp. 61-62).

Responding to the legacy of housing disinvestment that has impacted marginalized
communities disproportionately, the Government of Canada’s (2017) National Housing Strategy
(NHS) is a ten-year, $55+ billion plan invested in addressing core housing needs (defined by
CMHC in terms of adequacy and suitability of housing and ability to afford on less than 30% of
before-tax income). Drawing for the first time on a longitudinal dataset, highlights the persistence
of core housing needs among some communities and especially renters, the single or divorced,
seniors, Indigenous people, and women. The NHS plan aims also to address chronic homelessness,
and policy, programming, and other means to create “affordable, stable and livable communities,”
giving “more Canadians across the country a place to call home” (CMHC, 2018b). In the interest of
sustainable, inclusive communities, the NHS has six priority areas:

* Housing for Those in Greatest Need

* Social Housing Sustainability

* Indigenous Housing

* Northern Housing

» Sustainable Housing and Communities

» Balanced Supply of Housing (CMHC, 2018b).

The NHS targets include “cutting chronic homelessness by 50%, removing 530,000 families
from housing need, renovating and modernizing 300,000 homes, and building 125,000 new homes”
(CMHC, 2018b). Through CMHC, the Government of Canada makes a $2 billion annual investment

“to ensure Canadians in need can access suitable housing” (CMHC, 2018a). The NHS investment
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especially targets “the needs of vulnerable populations, such as women and children fleeing family
violence, seniors, Indigenous peoples, people with disabilities, those dealing with mental health and
addiction issues, veterans and young adults” (CMHC, 2018a). These national efforts are supported
by an Affordable Housing Centre offering expert resources to help build on existing affordable
housing and solve “local housing challenges” (CMHC, 2018a). In addition, CMHC’s Seed Funding
program helps “with up-front costs of new affordable housing projects or preserving existing
affordable housing” (CMHC, 2018a). Also, the Homelessness Partnering Strategy now known as
Reaching Home “is a community-based program aimed at preventing and reducing homelessness
across Canada” (Government of Canada, 2017). Funding urban, Indigenous, rural and remote
communities, Reaching Home supports NHS goals “in particular, to support the most vulnerable
Canadians in maintaining safe, stable and affordable housing and to reduce chronic homelessness
nationally by 50% by fiscal year 2027 to 2028 (Government of Canada, 2017). Although the
Government of Canada is committed to alleviating the affordable housing struggles, more work

needs to be done.

This study explores issues of housing access and affordability in the context of Saskatoon in
the heart of the Canadian prairies, on Treaty 6 Territory and the homeland of the Metis. Indigenous
people have inhabited the land area that now includes Saskatoon for more than 11,000 years
(Stonechild, 2020). Saskatoon has experienced substantial population growth in recent years with
an increase from 220,000 to 272,200 at an annual rate of 2.7% between 2009 and 2019, which
is projected to continue in the short term (City of Saskatoon, 2018a; City of Saskatoon, 2019d).
After decreases to 2015, net international migration is the main source of population growth in
Saskatchewan (City of Saskatoon, 2017; City of Saskatoon, 2019d); 18.7% of the population are
14 years or under, 68.6% are between the ages of 15 and 64 years, and 12.7% are 65 years and over
(City of Saskatoon, 2019d). An increasingly diverse population (10.6% recent immigrants) also

includes a growing Indigenous population of 10.6% Census (Statistics Canada, 2017).

In Saskatoon, there is stark evidence of the struggles of people experiencing homelessness as
a result of rising cost of rent and a relative lack of available and affordable housing for low- income
people. While “one in eight Canadians live in poverty in Canada and struggle to meet daily needs,”
the 2018 Saskatoon Point-In-Time (PIT) Homelessness Count reports that Indigenous people are
disproportionately impacted and many households face high levels of “precariousness and risk of
homelessness” (Findlay et al., 2018, p. 1). Saskatoon households facing average rent and utility bills
of $1,127 spend on average 24% of their income on rent and utilities, 11% experience overcrowding,
and 45% are “spending more than 30% of income on rent and utilities and 20% spending more
than 50% of income” (Canadian Rental Housing Index, 2018; cited in Findlay et al., p. 1). Further,

Community-University Institute for Social Research 3




Olauson / Nyamekye / Findlay / Muhajarine / Buhler / Bill Holden / Christopherson-Cote / Usiskin

Indigenous tenants “have an unusual risk of homelessness, exploitation, and criminalization in
Saskatoon” (Findlay et al., 2013; Poon, 2015; Saskatchewan Human Rights Commission, 2018)..

None of these statistics is inevitable; indeed, as Findlay et al. (2018) point out, “mass
homelessness is a phenomenon of human making. Disinvestment in safe, affordable housing and
social supports along with economic shifts mean that 235,000 Canadians experience homelessness
yearly, and 50,000 face ‘hidden homelessness’, and many more are at a risk” (Findlay et al., 2018,
p.1). As a result, the 2018 coordinated PIT Homelessness Counts across Canada “gathered data to
help understand factors in homelessness, to give a human face to the statistics, and to help design
and implement effective program and policy investments and interventions” (Findlay et al., p. viii) to

address housing affordability and homelessness.

Study Purpose

Against this background and context, this research study seeks to explore the question: What
programs and policies are in place to provide affordable housing for those in greatest need in
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan? Following a literature review and discussion of methods, the report
shares preliminary findings on what programs are available, delivered by which providers to which
target populations, defining affordability how, and including what supports or programs. The review
also reflects on changes in the social policy environment in Saskatchewan impacting those in greatest
need—highlighted in CMHC'’s (2018a) “housing continuum” in Figure 1 showing homelessness at
one end of the greatest need and home ownership at the other end of the continuum with emergency
shelters, transitional housing, social housing (subsidized by government), affordable rental housing,

affordable home ownership, and market rental housing in between (CMHC, 2018a).

Figure 1

THE HOUSING CONTINUUM

AFFORDABLE AFFORDABLE
EMERGENCY TRANSITIONAL SOCIAL RENTAL HOME
HOMELESS SHELTERS HOUSING HOUSING HOUSING OWNERSHIF

Source: CMHC (2018a)
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LITERATURE REVIEW

This review of existing literature on affordable housing within a Canadian context focuses
specifically on the evolution of affordable housing across the public, private, and non-profit sectors
in Saskatoon. The search (through search engines such as Google Scholar and the University
of Saskatchewan library as well as Municipal, Provincial and Federal government websites and
databases, such as Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation) primarily draws on studies and
projects developed within the last ten years, but also includes a few older examples and ones from
other jurisdictions that have relevance and continuing importance to this area of study. Literature
meeting these criteria is included in the review:

» Contributed to the understanding of the evolution of affordable housing, including social
housing in Canada, Saskatchewan, or Saskatoon

* Outlined historical and existing affordable housing programs

 Identified any gaps or social impacts in the area of study

* Referenced areas recommended for further study

The review found evidence that Canadian policy has emphasized homeownership and the
role of the market in housing regulation (Careless, 2020; Ronald, 2008). This is evident in the
programming and policy directions throughout the last century, designed to facilitate access to
ownership and to provide non-market social and affordable housing for low-income households.
During that same timeframe, affordable housing in Canada has undergone significant evolution,
reflecting larger changes in the social, political, and economic context and associated policies
(Sutter, 2014). From these early stages of national housing policy in Canada, and continuing today,
priority has focused on home ownership affordability over tenant renters (Hulchanski & Shapcott
2004; MacLeod et al. 2016). A similar phenomenon has been noted by Watson and Johnson (2018)
in a comparable Australian context: “indeed there exists a hierarchy of tenure across society whereby
owner-occupiers hold the greatest political power, followed by private renters and finally social

housing residents” (p. 5).

The years following World War I saw increased housing instability across the country,

prompting government intervention to support Canadian families. This national housing crisis sowed
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the seeds of social housing programs in Canada with the creation of the federal Dominion Housing
Act in 1935, later renamed National Housing Act in 1938 (Grant & Munro, 2012). While the 1938
Act provided funds to the provinces to build low-cost rental housing, no units were actually built
during this time (Grant & Munro, 2012). On January 1, 1946, Central Mortgage and Housing
Corporation (CMHC) was created as a federal crown corporation with a mandate to improve housing
and living conditions in Canada (CMHC, 2020).

From a local perspective, the years leading up to the First World War saw a boom in
Saskatoon’s economy. The population grew rapidly, and new construction was abundant (City of
Saskatoon, 2020a). City developers and investors predicted the population would reach 100,000 by
1920, but history took a different turn: “The boom went bust in 1913, followed by the declaration of
war with Germany in 1914” (City of Saskatoon, 2020a, p.1). The period following the First World
War saw several more economic and political disruptions, including the Influenza Epidemic of 1918,
the Great Depression of the 1930s, and the Second World War from 1939 to 1945. Post World War II,
Saskatoon “underwent a huge housing crisis—as bad as or worse than that which followed the First
World War in 1918 (City of Saskatoon, 2020a). As soldiers began returning home in 1945, the need
for additional housing became acute and the City of Saskatoon hired its first Director of Emergency
Housing (CBC News, 2015). As an interim measure, families in Saskatoon were asked wherever
possible to board returning soldiers and their families, while the City began its first wartime housing
project, consisting of the construction of small houses in neighbourhoods around the city. These
homes were leased to returning soldiers for a modest fee for a limited number of years, after which
the owners could buy out the balance or the City would purchase it back. Prompted by this local
housing crisis, Saskatoon was one of very few Canadian cities that decided to buy and retain land
for municipal purposes, something it began in the 1920s. This municipal land bank, Saskatoon
Land, formalized in 1954 and self-financed through an administrative fee on all sales, is one of the
largest such programs in the country. It is expanding the development of affordable housing while
supporting other municipal improvements such as better roads, leisure facilities, and innovative
design and keeping property taxes among the lowest in Western Canada (City of Saskatoon, 2018b,
2020b; Thomas et al., 2019).

At the national level, 1949 brought amendments to the National Housing Act (NHA) that
created a small public (government-owned) housing program, commencing a period in which the
Canadian government began to take an active role in the construction of affordable housing units. In
this initial phase the federal government took the lead, with the provinces playing a supporting role
in co-funding and helping implement the federal program. According to Sutter (2016), “Between
1950-64 federal programming produced 14,000 public housing units and 11,000 municipal and

charitable Limited Dividend units across Canada: an average of 1,600 annually over 15 years” (p.5).
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The types of public housing constructed was a mix of “break-even housing for people earning lower-
middle incomes, and ‘low rent’ housing with subsidized rent,” while social housing (rental housing
that can be owned and managed by a range of actors including state, non-profit, etc.) represented
“only 1.4% of total nationwide housing production, which was much smaller per capita than in peer
nations such as the USA or Australia” (Sutter, 2016, p. 5).

In 1964 the NHA was further amended, allowing the CMHC to finance 90% of project capital
costs, rather than the previous 75%. Along with an increase in federal funding came the expanded
ability to fund provincial rather than the previous municipal housing corporations. This policy shift
prompted an increase in the production of low-income public housing that peaked between 1965 and
1973. In most of Canada’s larger cities, these social housing initiatives primarily manifested in the

form of low-income high-rises, often built in or near suburban middle-class communities (Sutter,
2016).

The 1960s and 1970s saw significant changes to the affordable housing landscape in
Saskatchewan as well, particularly with the establishment in 1963 of the Saskatoon Housing
Authority (SHA). The SHA remains responsible today for the operation of the provincially-owned
public housing portfolio in Saskatoon. The majority of SHA supported housing, 2,145 units, were
constructed between 1970 and 1989; another 442 units date from before 1970 (CMHC, 2020).

In 1978, the Government of Saskatchewan created the Saskatchewan Housing Corporation
(SHC) to fund social housing and provide grants and other incentives for low-income and rental
housing development within the province (Government of Saskatchewan, 2019a). The SHA is an
agent of the SHC with an independent board of directors—and one of over 250 housing authorities
delivering rental programs and managing SHC housing throughout the province (Ministry of Social
Services, 2019).

Policy changes enacted at the federal level in 1975 eventually resulted in a decrease in
federal funding, prompting a shift to much smaller housing projects, frequently managed by local
sponsoring organizations and co-operatives. Each project was regulated under a project-level
operating agreement linking the subsidy to nationally outlined performance obligations, although
these obligations were not always strictly enforced. Federal subsidies for the projects were provided
on an ongoing basis, but for limited duration, usually the amortization period of the mortgage.
Subsidy payments enabled providers to establish and fund modest replacement reserves, although at

an insufficient level to fully fund necessary capital renewal (Careless, 2020).

In Saskatoon, a reserve fund set up in 1987 provided a five percent municipal contribution to

federally- and provincially-funded social housing projects, an amount that was later increased to ten
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percent for a wider range of affordable housing projects (City of Saskatoon, 2020a; Thomas et al.,
2019). The funds were raised through the sale of city-owned lands. From the time of its formation in
1987 until 2007, the housing reserve fund contributed $14.4 million, supporting 2,400 new housing
units, including a mix of transitional, affordable rental, affordable ownership, and market level rental
units. The reserve monies also fund housing research and demonstration projects (City of Saskatoon,
2018b).

The 1990s brought upheaval to the social housing market as neoliberalism gained political
favour, reducing social programs in the interests of privatization, deregulation, and free-market
capitalism. The assertion was that market forces would regulate housing supply and demand, and
that affordable housing availability would trickle down to lower-income households as a result of
upper-income households moving into higher-end rentals or embracing home ownership (Careless,
2020; Hulchanski et al., 2009; Sutter, 2016). Policy changes in 1993 shifted virtually all program
management to the provinces, bringing an end to federal funding for social housing and by 1995
the premise of social housing as a significant national social policy priority had greatly diminished
(Careless, 2020; Hulchanski et al., 2009; Sutter, 2016). This shift left low-income renters at a
disadvantage and subject to discrimination on the basis of gender, race, age, ability, and other
factors, institutionalizing a problem of “dehoused” or “unhoused” people (Hulchanski et al., 2009,
pp. 6-7). Throughout the 1990s CMHC continued to downsize its role and staffing; support to
individual social housing projects and provincial housing agencies was instead bundled into an
annual transfer payment to each province. Federal funding support continued to decline before being
phased out over the next three decades. The change was implemented in devolution agreements,
known as Social Housing Agreements, which remain in force today, between CMHC and each

province and territory (Sutter, 2016).

Under these free-market conditions and federal policy shifts, significant changes occurred
locally; Saskatoon reported a steep increase in the average home selling price during the late 1990s,
along with the lowest recorded vacancy rates in 1999 and 2000 at 0.7% (FCM, 2003). This shift in
the housing market had significant negative impacts on low-income individuals and the city’s core

neighbourhoods.

These market forces, combined with the legacy of the social housing boom, created complex
challenges in Saskatoon. The social housing infrastructure that was primarily built prior to the 1980s
is largely the same infrastructure that exists today (Sutter, 2016). These aging assets are deeply
subsidized, where the rent is insufficient to cover operating expenses and capital renewal. Ownership
of the units remains under provincial jurisdiction in Saskatchewan. The burden of managing

this aging infrastructure is combined with the legacy of the fragmented shift to community-led
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programs in the 1970s and 1980s. The result is a significant stock of homes but often with siloed
ownership and uneven levels of governance and housing-related expertise. Although some of the
assets transferred to the province and territories may have high value as well as some potential for
redevelopment or leverage, the financial viability is unstable, particularly as federal subsidies expired

and gap in skill sets and capabilities of the organizations that own and manage these properties.

As noted by Spence (2004), “a failure to continually upgrade existing housing stock
contributed to the process of disinvestment and the shrinking of capital in some Saskatoon
neighborhoods” (p. 13). This disinvestment, particularly within older inner-city neighbourhoods,
where community design concentrated Indigenous communities and perpetuated inequalities,
created a crisis where families were occupying substandard housing while resources were invested
in affluent suburbs (Spence, 2004). Spence (2004) cites the 2002 edition of the publication Keeping
the Plan Alive, indicating that at the turn of the twenty-first century 16.5% of Saskatoon households
were in core housing need paying over 30% of household incomes on adequate housing, “unable
to afford shelter that meets adequate, suitable and affordability norms” defined by CMHC, and at
significant risk of experiencing homelessness. During this time, the Indigenous population was
affected most significantly, with 37.4% in core housing need, translating to 8,000 residents (City of
Saskatoon, 2002; cited in Spence, 2004). As market prices continued to steadily increase through the
early 2000s, high-end housing developments flourished while disinvestment in some neighbourhoods
exacerbated the substandard living conditions, the housing divide, and a growing shortage of
quality, affordable housing. Another legacy of these housing divides is what Spence (2004) calls the

299

“politics of exclusion” that have entailed “a bad image of ‘affordable housing’”, fears about impacts
on “property values and the invasion of the poor’—despite “the fundamental right to decent and
affordable housing and the growing injustice” facing those experiencing service and housing deficits
(Spence, 2004, p. 16). Such thinking is replicated in fears about affordable housing projects and the

Camponi Housing development in Saskatoon in 2020 (Quenneville, 2020).

In response to this housing crisis in the 1990s and early 2000s, local initiatives included
the 1999 formation of Saskatoon Housing Initiatives Partnership (SHIP). SHIP was created
to help deliver affordable units in Saskatoon by working with the private sector, builders and
developers, along with affordable housing groups. In the early years SHIP’s strategic focus was
on “an investment capital fund, endowment capitalization, charitable donations, development
assistance, delivering program funding, loan packaging, and loan securitization” (SHIP, 2020a,
p. 1). Increasingly, SHIP’s role became one of facilitator: “helping identify opportunities in the
hopes the players would see the potential for collaboration in making projects stronger and with

better outcomes in terms of design, affordability, and distribution across the city” (2020a, p 1).
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Currently, SHIP, the community entity for the Government of Canada’s National Housing Strategy,
is a multifaceted organization instrumental in both affordable housing and homelessness solutions in

Saskatoon.

To identify and quantify individuals being impacted most significantly by the local housing
crisis, the first PIT Homelessness count was conducted in Saskatoon in 2008. This count provides
a snapshot of those experiencing unsheltered and sheltered homelessness during a defined 24-hour
period. The 2008 PIT count found that 260 people experienced homelessness during the one-day
period of the study (Chopin & Wormith, 2008). The PIT counts repeated in 2012, 2015, and 2018
map homelessness rates in Saskatoon over time, revealing increasing rates matching population
growth, with 475 people surveyed, observed, or reported to be experiencing homelessness in 2018
(Findlay et al., 2018). Some of this increase may be attributed to improvements to the measurement
tool, including questions designed to identify hidden homelessness, as well as an increase in data
collection sites across the city; however, it is still abundantly clear that more needs to be done to

improve the lives of our city’s most vulnerable populations (Findlay et al, 2018).

Coinciding with the 2008 PIT Homelessness Count, the City of Saskatoon developed its
first comprehensive Housing Business Plan in response to rapidly rising housing costs and supply
shortages in both the ownership and rental markets. The plan outlined a goal of creating 2,500 units
of affordable housing, which it successfully surpassed, along with the creation of a new ten-year
Housing Business Plan (2013 — 2022) (City of Saskatoon, 2013) that was approved by Council in
June 2013 and introduced rental construction incentives. The 2019 annual status report confirmed the
City was on track to meet the target of 200 new attainable units for 2019 allocating $400,000 from
the Neighbourhood Land Development Fund for the Affordable Housing Reserve. The 2018 target
of 250 units yielded only 142 attainable units largely because of a drop in demand on the ownership
side. The report noted “higher vacancy rates and stable prices in both the rental and homeownership
markets,” though affordability remained a challenge for low-income earners and those on fixed
incomes such as seniors and people living with disabilities (City of Saskatoon, 2019c, pp. 174-175).
SHIP (2021) further documents affordability gaps in its review of 17 housing providers representing
3,985 units to December 31, 2020, with significant waitlists and rent-geared-to-income weighted
averages of studio ($459), one-bed ($560), two-bed ($674), three-bed ($671), and four plus-bed
($749) compared with market rents of respectively $729, $957, $1,166, and $1287 for three plus-bed
units (p. 5). Shelter allowances of $575 for singles ($750 for couples) fall short on affordability—as

do earnings from minimum wage work.

On September 6, 2011, Saskatchewan Housing Corporation (SHC) signed a “cost-sharing”

Investment in Affordable Housing Agreement (2011-2014), one of a series of such agreements with
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Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), to help ensure that “Saskatchewan people
most in need had better access to safe, quality, affordable housing” (CMHC-Saskatchewan, 2011).
The agreement saw “a combined investment of $55 million” that resulted in 1,673 households
enabled to address their housing needs, 1,074 households escaping “inadequate conditions,” 83
households (seniors and people with disabilities) able to live independently, and 30 families able to
“leave violent situations” (CMHC-Saskatchewan, 2011).

As welcome as such housing investments were, concern about increasing homelessness and
a lack of systematic responses remained high. As a result, 2016 saw the release of Saskatoon s
Homelessness Action Plan (From vision to action) (SHAN) on which the City was a partner.
SHAN focuses on four priority areas: “(i) System Coordination and Innovation; (ii) Strengthening
Housing Placement and Support Programs; (iii) Prevention; and (iv) The Solution to Homelessness
is Housing” (SHIP, 2016, p. 25). These priorities were designed to realize SHAN’s vision that
homelessness is “rare brief and does not reoccur” (p. 6). SHAN was committed to “an effective,
coordinated system” helping people to avoid eviction and to find suitable, permanent housing
for those experiencing homelessness (p. 8). SHAN’s measures of success include “increasing the
number of individuals and families supported, establishment of a rent or utility bank, a decrease in
waiting lists, and an expansion in the number of appropriate and affordable rental and ownership

housing alternatives that keeps pace with population growth at minimum?” (p. 6).
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METHODS

As an evaluation exercise that involves no data collection from human subjects considered
research participants (consistent with