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Mayor’s Task Force on Housing Affordability 
Academic Working Group – Summary Report 

 
 
The Academic Working Group 

The Mayor’s Task Force on Housing Affordability Academic Working Group was set up to generate 
ideas and insights regarding how to approach certain important issues pertaining to housing 
affordability as a means of assisting the Housing Affordability Task Force and the four themed 
working groups. More specifically, it was created to identify best practices and learning from other 
jurisdictions that could be applicable in Vancouver. Two meetings of the Group took place, the 
summary of which makes up the current document. 
 
The members of the Academic Working Group include: 
Prof. Erick Villagomez, Founder and Principal - Metis Design|Build, and School of Architecture and 
Landscape Architecture, UBC (Roundtable Chair); Prof. Anthony Perl, Director of Urban Studies, 
SFU; Prof. Penny Gurstein, Director of School of Community and Regional Planning, UBC; Prof. 
Leslie Van Duzer, Director School of Architecture and Landscape Architecture; Prof. Emeritus 
Michael A. Goldberg, Sauder School of Business; Prof. Emeritus Stan Hamilton, Sauder School of 
Business; Assoc. Prof. Elvin Wyly, Assoc. Prof Geography Dept UBC; Dr. Thomas Hutton, 
Professor School of Community and Regional Planning; and Prof. Andrew Yan, School of 
Community and Regional Planning, UBC, Bing Thom Architects. 

 
 
Guiding Questions 

The following five guiding questions focused the discussions of the Academic Working Group – 
looking at priority issues pertinent to the broader discussions held by the Housing Affordability Task 
Force and the four themed working groups. They are outlined as follows: 
 

• What are some benchmarks for housing affordability? 
• What are the conditions that create affordability barriers and the evidence for these barriers? 
• What are best practices in improving housing affordability that Vancouver might want to adopt or 

emulate? 
• What are some large-scale ideas that you think Vancouver has the opportunity to undertake? 
• What is the impact of foreign investment on affordability (of housing) in Vancouver? 

The final question pertaining to the impact of foreign investment on local housing affordability was 
deemed important enough to require a separate report. As such, it will not be discussed within this 
document. Please refer to the Mayor’s Task Force on Housing Affordability: Academic Working 
Group – Foreign Investment Report for further discussion on the matter. 
 
In light the above, this report will focus on summarizing the key ideas and insights pertaining to the 
first four guiding questions. They will be discussed under the main themes written in bold text within 
each question above. 
 

 

 
Principles 

It was agreed at the outset of the proceedings that the following explicit principles was important for 
the larger Task Force to meaningfully address affordability in Vancouver and guide decision-making, 
over and above the guiding questions. They are presented in no particular order of importance: 

 
• Transparency & Clarity of Purpose – Explicitly identify the assumptions, goals, objectives and 

measures of success pertaining to affordable housing. This includes questioning the currently 
chosen target population (those with annual household income of $21,000-$85,000). Excluding 
those below this threshold undermines the stated goals of the Task Force.  
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• Achievability – Initially focus on actions that fall within the City’s mandates such as zoning, 
urban development processes, use of city-owned land, and property tax regulations. 

• Efficiency & Capacity – Ensure regulations and policies encourage efficient processes and have 
the ability to quickly and methodically respond to changing pressures and enact Task Force 
recommendations through City processes – i.e. regulatory and bylaw changes, permitting 
processes, etc. 

• Suitability, Affordability, Adequacy, Health and Safety – Ensure appropriately sized, located 
and priced housing for diverse demographics.  This requires acknowledging ethnic diversity and 
an aging demographic as well as the suitability of house types (not just cost) relative to each 
household type (i.e. families with children, seniors, etc.). This is related directly to health and 
safety concerns of house occupants – for example, inadequate housing that forces overcrowding 
must be avoided. 

• Diversity of “middle range” density house types –More variety between high-density residential 
housing (towers) and lower density homes (duplex and single-family residences) is required to 
allow for affordable housing stock and accommodate a diverse demographic market. House types 
under consideration should include (but not be limited to) row houses, stacked townhouses, 3-5 
storey walk-ups, 8-plexes, and 6-storey wood frame residential buildings. 

• Actively Develop Partnerships – Make a concentrated and ongoing effort in seeking partnerships 
with institutions and organizations that can help with various aspects of affordability from funding 
and financing to researching existing patterns of development and market trends. 

• Encourage Rental Housing – To the extent possible, ensure there are no biases between owner-
occupied and rental units. Such biases are unjustified and risky, especially given the risk inherent 
in the contingent liabilities of ownership for low- and moderate-income households. As such, the 
City must eliminate any bias towards home-ownership, and prioritize an affordable and stable 
stock of rental homes whenever and wherever possible. 

• Affordable Communities, Not Just Affordable Housing – Housing affordability is related to a 
variety of complex factors outside the boundaries of a single building/unit. Thus, issues related to 
the total occupancy costs - including larger community issues such as energy, transportation, 
maintenance, and the surrounding land-uses and services – must be taken into account. 

 
These principles represent the collective thoughts of the Academic Working Group. As such, various 
aspects and themes will be repeated in the summaries of the key ideas and insights pertaining to the four 
guiding questions outlines below.  
 
 
Benchmarks 

The following key considerations are offered pertaining to benchmarks for housing affordability. 
They are presented in no particular order of importance: 

 
• Realistic Affordability Indicators – CMHC has set an average benchmark for housing 

affordability at 30% or less of the household’s gross income. In Vancouver, the average is closer 
to 60%-70% percent of gross income, even at a time that interest rates are at historically low 
levels. Benchmarks must be realistic, contextualized, achievable, and should reflect variations in 
household income levels. It is also wise to review the 30% used by CMHC and consider whether 
this limit should vary by household income and household size. 

• Affordability by Unit Size – Housing affordability needs to consider both unit size and size of 
household as these will determine who can afford to live in the City. This is particularly important 
given a diversity of households that live within Vancouver – from singles and seniors to families 
with children. 

• Demographic Measures – The City must be clear and candid on the income range targeted by the 
Task Force.  In the absence of vigilance and major initiatives, the exclusion of the lowest-income 
groups will undermine all efforts to improve affordability. 

• Employment and Services Standards – Housing affordability cannot be considered without 
taking into account places of employment and services, and their distribution/proximity to places 
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of residence, public amenities, and public transportation systems.  Explicit standards for the latter 
must be developed. 

• Parking Regulation Variations and Relaxations – Parking requirements directly affect housing 
cost, especially in developments that require underground parking. These requirements should be 
context-driven, taking into consideration proximity to alternative transportation services (Skytrain, 
bicycle networks, etc.), employment and other related services. In locations that clearly 
demonstrate optimal conditions, car-free housing can and should be permitted. 

• Total Initial and Ongoing Cost of Housing Rental and Ownership Benchmark– The City must 
outline the benchmarks for housing affordability in terms of total initial and ongoing costs 
associated with various types and tenures of housing. These should include energy and 
transportation costs and also recognize the distribution of both household incomes and housing 
prices or rents. 
 
 

Barriers 
The following key considerations are offered pertaining to affordability barriers and the evidence for 
these barriers. They are presented in no particular order of importance: 

 
• NIMBY – Getting neighbourhoods to accept higher density housing and alternative housing forms 

is critical if diversity of housing supply by location, scale and tenure is to be expanded 
meaningfully. 

• Property Tax Regulations – Property taxes reflect a combination of assessed values, exemptions 
and mill (tax) rates.  Some limited exemption powers and the determination of the mill rate for 
general purposes are within the authority of the city. The city should explore whether incentives 
can be created through the property tax regime.   

• Lack of Secure Investment Options Beyond Home Ownership – The stability of home-
ownership in Vancouver makes it an extremely attractive investment option for both locals and 
those living outside of Metro Vancouver. As such, creating - or supporting the creation of - a 
diversity of investment options beyond home-ownership can ease affordability through providing 
various investment alternatives. This can also potentially change the stigma that appears to be 
associated with rental housing.  

• Lack of Rental Incentives – Can the City provide specific incentives towards housing rental to 
ensure long-term affordability and availability of rental units? 

• Lack of a security of tenure – If long-term (or life long) rental is intended to be a means of 
achieving affordability, renters need an avenue of security of tenure in terms of rental rate 
predictability, stock stability, and availability.   

• Lack of Opportunity for the Scale of Development that would Attract Institutional Investors 
The current scale of local rental properties is not attractive to institutional investors who could 
potentially provide some stability in the rental market.  Considering the entirety of the City’s 
property assets beyond single sites and potentially in combination with adjacent privately held 
properties, for example, can potentially alter this and encourage greater institutional funding into 
the rental housing market. Early discussions with leading Canadian pension funds would help 
guide the City to move effectively in this area. 

• Acceleration of pedestrian and bicycle transportation priority measures, especially in areas 
of new residential development. This will make it more likely that new residents can forego the 
ownership and operating costs of an automobile. 
 
	  

Best Practices 
The following key considerations pertain to best practices to improve housing affordability that the 
City of Vancouver might want to adopt or emulate. They are presented in no particular order of 
importance: 

 
• Quicker and Transparent Approvals/Processes of Development Applications for All Scales of 

Projects that Contribute to Housing Affordability – Quicker and transparent 



Final Submission  May 4, 2012    

 4 

approvals/processes of development applications can and should be used as incentives to create 
affordable housing, especially purpose-built rental units which might be given streamlined 
approval. This must be done at all scales of development – large (towers), medium (mid-density, 
townhouses, and walks-ups) and small (duplexes, laneway houses). 

• Diversity of House/Unit Types that Increase Density – Embrace a variety of house types that 
densify the urban fabric at different scales (including infill developments, laneway, low-/mid-rise 
buildings and towers) while ensuring that a variety of households are catered to.  This is 
particularly challenging for housing types that service young families with children in terms of 
ownership and rental, but this important demographic must be addressed. 

• Create Good Practice Prototypes –Promoting the value of density and diversity through 
demonstration projects is essential for public endorsement/participation in Task Force housing 
affordability strategies. 

• Promote a Broad Dialogue on the Benefits of Density and Diversity Beyond those Conducted 
in Relation to Specific Development Applications – Arguments for density and diversity must 
be made in a compelling way that cross and connect generational paradigms. In order to do this, 
more general discussions must be had outside of specific development applications that tend to 
generate community cynicism instead of a larger cohesive understanding of the pros and cons of 
different types of densification.  A large-scale education and engagement process highlighting the 
benefits and successes of existing densification is critical; as is an inclusive public dialogue on the 
need to protect and expand the supply of affordable rental units before allowing further upscale 
densification.  Robust measures are required to ensure that densification delivers genuinely 
affordable rental housing, rather than intensifying current land-market capitalization.  

• Establishment of a Vancouver Urban Development Corporation (similar to that established in 
Whistler or Surrey) – This type of special purpose City-owned corporation could greatly facilitate 
housing development, especially on city-owned lands, in partnership with leading private sector 
residential developers. 

• Facilitating Investment into Rental housing by Large Institutional Investors – This requires 
large-scale developments so that institutional investors can realize economies of scale. 
Considering the entirety of the City’s property assets beyond single sites, and potentially in 
combination with privately owner adjacent sites, for example, can encourage institutional funding 
and long-term investment into the housing market.  Immediate discussions with large Canadian 
institutions about their investment needs and approaches are essential to get this off to a solid and 
successful start.  In these discussions, the City’s limited resources and regulatory authority should 
focus on ensuring the long-term affordability of new or existing rental units by leveraging the city-
owned properties and control of the development processes. 

• Bicycle-Oriented Development (BOD) – Vary existing parking regulations and create denser, 
bicycle-oriented house types in areas of the city in close proximity (400m) to a bicycle network. 
This can include removing curb side parking and creating green lanes for bicycles and transit (as in 
Paris). 

• Transit Orientated Development (TOD) – Relax existing parking regulations and build 
significant density around transportation hubs and services.  Broadway and Commercial, Oakridge 
and the Cambie Corridor are excellent places to do this quickly.   

• Family Orientated Developments (FOD) – Promote dense, but appropriately configured family 
housing around important infrastructure essential to families, such as schools and community 
centres. 

• Implement a Prize, with Suitable Public Recognition, for Innovations and Best Practices in 
Housing Affordability 

• Maintain an Open Data/Government Approach to All City of Vancouver Housing Data-  
Ensuring that all housing-related information for Vancouver is readily available to the public will 
ensure governmental transparency and foster a sense of trust, while allowing others that can use 
and share the information in meaningful ways (i.e. researchers) to easily access housing data that 
is often costly to attain. 
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Large-scale Ideas 

The following considerations are offered pertaining to large-scale ideas that the Academic Working 
Group believed the City of Vancouver has the opportunity to undertake. They are presented in no 
particular order of importance: 

 
• Creation of a City-wide Housing Supply Framework “Strategy”– Building on the strengths of 

the Cambie Corridor Plan, develop a city-wide framework plan that lends greater clarity and 
certainty to land-use decisions. Due to the often negative associations that come with the term 
“plan” the City must put careful thought into branding (thus “strategy” not plan) the initiative in a 
way that builds support by the diverse communities throughout Vancouver. 

• Develop a Market/Non-market Residential Tenure Strategy – The development of such a 
strategy can and should encourage greater integration of mixed tenure at all scales. 

• Create Jobs and Housing within Mutually Supportive Land-use Zones – Housing and jobs 
should not be created in exclusive areas. Instead, they should be developed together.  

• Integrating Residential and Industrial Developments, while Maintaining Important 
Industries - The idea of locating housing in the City’s industrial areas is worth strong 
consideration. However, this requires a more nuanced strategy to accommodate housing and 
industrial firms that are important to the local economy.  
  Vancouver’s industrial districts are not ‘derelict’ postindustrial sites that are in decline or 
seriously underutilized. They are employment-rich, lively spaces of specialized innovation, 
production, consumption and exchange. In fact, much of the city’s advanced cultural economy (i.e. 
film, video and other new media, graphics, Internet services etc.) is located in clusters - or within 
more extended production networks - in the City’s industrial lands (as well as in heritage areas like 
Yaletown and Victory Square). Furthermore, considerable portions of the most creative and 
innovative elements of the City’s (and Region’s) economy are situated within these industrial 
districts. There are also ‘green economy’ firms and workers in some of the industrial zones, with 
decent growth prospects, that Council has previously endorsed as part of its ‘Greenest City’ 
initiative.  
  In many cases, these are high-margin operations, and in other cases, take the form of start-ups 
and younger firms and enterprises that benefit from the incubator advantages of certain City 
locations. These enterprises could be subject to increased pressure and dislocation from new 
housing that tends to inflate property prices, over the long-term.  
  With this in mind, the City needs to exercise great care in zoning, land-use, and development 
policies and programs in these areas, if we value the employment and other economic and 
socioeconomic benefits accruing from such activity.  
  We offer the following potential locations for consideration within the context of all that is 
discussed above: False Creek Flats, Granville Island, Port Lands and adjacent lands, City-owned 
land, South-East False Creek, Industrial lands (both city and privately owned), and the Fraser 
River lands adjacent to Knight Street and Oak Street Bridges. 

• Experiment with Mixing Land Uses, Housing and Density Types – Although such experiments 
may be individually modest, in aggregate these could increase supply significantly with the most 
successful experiments being replicated quickly and on a larger scale. The designation of larger 
“experimental zones” within the city should also be considered. 

• Integrate Housing in Public Building Projects – Continue and expand on the “Mount Pleasant 
Community Centre Model” that integrates housing into public buildings such as community 
centres, schools, libraries and even park land acquisitions. Long-term affordable rental units – for 
families with children, in particular - should receive highest priority in public building projects. 

• Build Portfolios of Residential Rental Developments in Cooperation with Institutional 
Investors – This should be done in consultation with interested institutions since they will almost 
certainly be interested in developing or co-developing and having long-term ownership of large 
residential rental projects. City resources should be directed to supporting long-term affordable 
rental units. 
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• Create a Wholly-Owned, Independent Development Corporation – This corporation (perhaps 
called the “Vancouver Urban Development Corporation”) must include a professional and 
independent board of directors and a clear mandate to develop city-owned lands and joint venture 
with private sector developers, with a goal of creating appropriately sized market rental, assisted 
rental and other housing as quickly as possible. Build Toronto and Surrey City Development 
Corporation are useful models to follow. 

 
While we believe that these initiatives will help improve housing affordability, they do not preclude 
ongoing lobbying that is required by the City – in concert with other municipalities – to address tax and 
other incentives by the Provincial and Federal governments that impede the construction of affordable 
rental housing.   
  

••• 
 
This concludes the Mayor’s Task Force on Housing Affordability: Academic Working Group Summary 
Report. As mentioned earlier, issues regarding the impacts of foreign investment on affordability can be 
found in the Mayor’s Task Force on Housing Affordability: Academic Working Group – Foreign 
Investment Report. 


