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Squeezed Ou

Rising rents are squeezing
families out of their homes
by Terese Brasen

he Bennetts received the eviction notice last
November. “We got two loads out,” says
Lawson Bennett, a large man in his forties.

“We had to leave another two loads, and they ended
up throwing them in the garbage. Our freezer, all
the kids toys, all the beds. All we-pulled out was the
mattresses.”

Lawson’s wife, Dianne, sits quietly, pulling lint from
her navy blazer. Since the eviction, the family has
been living in northeast Edmonton motels. -
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Lawson. . : :

On November 17, while the Bennelts were pulling
their belongings out of their apartment, the
Edmonton Homelessness Count Commitiee was
conducting its second annual homeless count. The
Committee counted 1,114 homeless persons within
the City of Edmonton. Of those, 503 were living in
emergency accommodation, while 611 were .
“absolute homeéléss,” with no place to stay. -~

The commitiee counted 64 homeless families. In
total, 111 children under 15 were homeless. That
number probably didn’t include the three Bennett
children. They were just becoming homeless.

111 children under 15 were
homeless. That didn’t include
the three Bennelt children.

' They were just becoming

- homeless.

Like the Bennetts, Carol probably wasn’t counted '
among the homeless. But she does not have a home.
She and her two children were staying with a friend.
Now she is staying with an adult son—Carol sleeping
on the couch, while her children share a bedroom.

Carol is a single, working mom who takes home
$500 after taxes and other deductions. Through a
welfare program known as Supplement to Wages,
Carol gets her wages topped up by welfare. “Welfare
will give me $500 for rent and utilities but I haven’t
been able to find anything under $600.”

Boardwalk rents

Audrey Houle is an Outreach Worker with Caridora
an organization that helps families in Abbottsfield,
the northeast Edmonton neighbourhood where Carol
and the Bennetts used to live. The average family
income in Abbottsfield is $25,781 compared to the

?

City of Edmonton average of $53,289.

The entire neighbourhood is apartment buildings
and row houses. Twenty-eight per cent of the neigh-
bourhood lives in apartmerits, while 72 per cent live
in row housing. Compare that with the restof ~
Edmonton where only 10 per cent of the population
lives in row housing. g :

Tour the neigbhourhood and you will see Boardwalk
sign after Boardwalk sign, proof that the Calgary-

based apartment os..:ﬁ has been u:ﬁnm in
Abbottsfield. :

. “Everything was fine until Boardwalk,” says Houle.

“When Boardwalk camé in, a lot of families left
because they couldn’t afford the rent. They have too
many children, and they just give up. Some have
gone back to the reserve or they are living togeth-
er—families sticking together.”

“Boardwalk owns all the property around here,” adds
Houle, who-has lived in the neighbourhood for 15 =
years. “The other owners would take your income
into consideration. When Boardwalk came in, our
rents went up. I was paying $525. Now they have

- hiked the rent to $610.

Boardwalk President Sam Kolias was surprised fo .
learn that a single parent with one child is expected
to find safe, comfortable housing for $428 a month,
including utilities. “With the tighténing housing
market, that has to be adjusted,” he says. “No ifs,
ands or buts.” - ‘

A single w&&i.&&: one child _._

is expected to find housing for
$428 a month, including
utilities. “With the tightening
housing market, that has to
be adjusted. No ifs, ands
orbuts.”
-- Sam Kolias, President,
Boardwalk Equities Inc.

The average Boardwalk apartment rents for $500.
Kolias says no one could rent for less. “If you consid-

- er how much we have to pay in property taxes, utili-

ties and other expenses, it works out to about 20 per
cent or $200 a month for a $500 apartment. We net
$300 for a two-bedroom, 850 square foot housing
unit. Nobody else can do it cheaper and that is why
nobody is building.”

Edmonton Social Planning ._OOﬁUnz

" Boardwalk—Edmeoenton’s largest landlord—owns one
in six Edmonton suites. Boardwalk has specialized in
buying older, run-down apartment buildings. Kolias

" zays the lanidlords were happy to seil because the
buildings were losing money. To keep rents low,
these landlords put off important mainienance.

Kolias suggests.that a housing crisis was inevitable.
With poorly maintained, aging apartments,

_Edmonton had two choices—a landlord like

Boardwalk or block after block of boarded-up con-
demned v::&smm.

Kolias says that is what has happened in Ontario. The
Tow-end apartment stock is in such bad repair, some
buildings don’t have water and heat. “Social services

-comes and condemns the building but then the peo-

ple can't go anywhere because there is nowhere else
to go because nobody is building.”

Landlords can only charge welfare-style rents if they

forego maintenance. “It catches up with you,” Kolias
explains. “You are faced with boilers, roofs, plumbing
upgrades, appliances that .don’t work, broken win-

- dows. Even very high profile buildings have pipes

with calcium build-up from galvanized piping. The
landlord is looking at a million dollar tab and says ,
‘If I hang onto this thing, they are going t6 condemn
it : S

Rent problems

Lawson Bennett has worked since he was 13. “1
worked on oil rigs, oil valves; in mines—whatever |
can get.” Lawson and Dianne have been married for
12 years. Dianne had worked at University Health -
Services for 18 years, until she lost that job, and
Lawson became the sole breadwinner. “With five of
us, three kids,” explains Lawson, “T was below the
poverty line so they [social services] were subsidizing

‘my. wages.” - :

" The Bennetts’ money problems became crises when

Lawson lost his job. “Everything just totally fell
aparl. We couldn’t keep up with nothing. We had our
gas cut off in May. In November, we still didn’t have
it on.” ‘

Without a job, the Bennetts were relying solely on
welfare. Although a family with three children quali-
fies for a monthly shelter allowance of $546, Lawson-
says he only received $396. “My rent was already over
$500. | was taking my food money to cover my rent,

Continved on next page of insert
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and that was making us fall behind on our gas and

power.” .

With mounting bills, Lawson just stopped paying the
rent. By November he was out on the street.

Sﬁc will rent to us?

Audrey Houle from Candora says the Bennetts aren’t
the only family who can't find a place to rent. “Right
now with housing,” says Houle, “landlords don’t just
take you any more.”

“We couldn’t keep up with
nothing. We had our gas
cut off in May. In
November, we still didn’t
~have it on.”

“Boardwalk goes back 10 years,” she explains. “They
keep a record of you like a collection agency or credit
bureau. If you have missed maybe one payment and
have caught up, it is like the landlord gives you a bad.
name.” . ,

Kolias doesn’t dispute the fact that Boardwalk keeps

records. But he tells stories about the compassion
Boardwalk shows to tenants. “There was a homeless
family from Edmonton that landed in Calgary. They
had three previous landlord defaults and one of them
was with us. So they couldn’t get a unit regardless of

who they were with.

“Not one landlord would give this customer a unit
here in Calgary, except Boardwalk. It was a previous
tenant who owed us $1,500 and they promised to
work with a social services person on their addiction
problem, their abuse problems.” .

Boardwalk now has a full-time social services direc-
tor and a social services policy that asks tenants for
“proof of financial hardship.” Boardwalk will not
raise your rent if you are on limited income and have
the paperwork to prove it. “We have waived over 100
increases already,” says Kolias.

Houle says most families don’t go begging to
Boardwalk. Instedd families move in together, then
hide the fact from the landlord. “They are all room-
ing or living together in a townhouse. Some have
eight kids, some have nine. Where do they put every-
body?” ‘ o

When a family moves in with relatives, they lose -
their welfare shelter allowance. “They get taken off
assistance,” explains Houle, “because they don’t have
an address. You have to have an address (o get assis-
tance. The family loses its income and our food bank
numbers increase. ,

““You are able to access the food-bank through
Candora once every four weeks. We have 65 to 70
families a week. This is even during family allowance
week, cheque week. For some people, the food bank
is all they rely on.”

QOutside the E?wg rental market, there is also n.c_u:n
housing, known as Capital Region Housing.

When a family moves in
with relatives, they lose -
- their welfare.

Edmonton has 113 Capital Region Housing projects
with 4,558 units. Tenants who stay in public housing
only pay 30 per cent of their gross income on rent.
Daryl Kreuzer, senior planner-housing, with the City
of Edmonton, says about 700 families and individuals
are waiting for Capital Region housing.

“There has been a dramatic turnaround during the
past 18 months. Eighteen months ago there were
zero people on the waiting list. It is reflective of the
overall tightening of the housing market. The vacan-

cy rate has declined from in excess of 10 per cent to
under 2 per cent currently, Some private market
agencies forecast vacancy rates for us and they are
saying that it should soon be down to 1 per cent. “

Cornering the poverty market

In neighbourhoods like Abbottsfield, Boardwalk has

become the number one landlord. With an average .
neighbourhood income of $25,781, most of these \
families fall below Statistics Canada’s Low Income’
Cut-off. In Edmonton, about 10,000 families rel:

solely on welfare. Others are like Carol and the

Bennetts. They work for minimum wage, and welfare
helps with the rent.

But Kolias reiterates that he can’t afford to charge
welfare-style rents. Instead, he says , the province
needs to increase its welfare rates. “Housing costs are
increasing, and there is a big need for an adjustment.
Itis mrm best thing that we as a government or people
can do.

“If we keep people in safe and decent living accom-
modation, we will keep them out of shelters and
emergency accommodation, In the long run, it is 10
times cheaper. Otherwise, they will go crazy under
the pressure. If you are in financial difficulty and you
are squeezed out of your unit, you are going to gel
sick. Whether it is physically or mentally, you are
going to get sick.”. -

Lawson Bennett understarids about feeling sick and

- crazy. Since being évicted from their Boardwalk

apartment, the Bennetts have yet to experience any
landlord’s compassion.

“It is hard,” says Lawson, who doesn’t know how
long his family can continue to stay in a cheap hotel,
courtesy of Social Services. “The kids are going
through hell right now. They can’t go outside. They
get cranky. It is two bedrooms and a washroom. The
front room is also our bedroom.”

Shortly before becoming homeless, he met with a
psychologist. “She asked me how things were going
and [ explained it to her. She turned around and
looked at me and said, ‘What is the next thing you
are thinking about doing?’ And I said, ‘Well maybe I

will just go blow my brains out.””

Standard Welfare Benefits

The standard allowance covers: faod; clothing including cloth and disposable
diapers; household needs including furninre, appliances and household supplies;
personal needs; installation end use of o telephone; laundry; and fransportation
including school transportation, vehicle registration, insurance, fuel, maintenance/

repairs and moves within Alberta.

 Number

_ Ages of Children | Standard Allowance

Maximum Shelter Allowance (Private Housing]

lot rentals for mobile homes

The standard allowance includes: rent, payments on mortgages or agreements for
sale, utilities, municipal taxes, homeowner's fire insurance, condominium fees,

a homeowner's maintenance allowance {$19],
domage deposit and the shelter portion of R&B [room and board).

Clients living with relatives in room and board arrangements are not eligible for
shelter ollowance. (A relative, for this purpose, is a parent, step parent, step
child, adoptive parent, adoptive child, adult offspring, sibling, niece, nephew,
ount, uncle, grand parent, grand chitd, or indaw.)

of Children 0-1] 1217 |- One Two _
Years Years Adult Adults 4 Expected to e Not Expected
o i : - 709 von Family Size | _ Work _ In Transition e
1 ’ 1 0 336 500 T person unit 3168 $148 $218
0 1 369 533 {R&B)
2 0 433 609 :
2 1 1 466 * 642 I person unit 168 253 303
0 2 499 675 {not R&B)
3 0 349 720
3 5 1 587 753 2 person unit 336 336 436
1 2 615 786 (2 aduls}
0 3 648 81¢ . - - e
- Zpersonunit | 428 428- 482
4 o 659 830 {1 adult & 1 child) _
3 1 692 8463
4 2 2 725 " 896 3 person unit 503 503 556
1 3 758 929 .
0 4 791 962 4 person unit mm/h - 524 578
Average Household Income (gross) 5person unit 546 546 599
Sovurce: Q._X of Edmonton Community Services memrvowroom Profile for each additional +20 +20 +20
. erson
Annual Monthly P
Edmonton ; Average Apartment Rents :
{cify boundaries) $53,289 4440.75 {based %3 OQ_WTQ 1999 rental market survey)
Norfhood 25 78] 148 hw Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation .
Edmonton . Bachelor 1Bdrm 2 Bdrm

Edimonton

{city boundaries}

Northsast

Edmeonton

350 446 532
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’ . @ ¥ n Edmonton , we are seeing a shift toward home
° = m ..“ : ownership. New houses are going up everyday,
g & while the number of rental units is shrinking.
) - Between 1991 and 1999, the number of rental units

decreased by 900 or .8 per cent while the number of

@ .
w 2 privately owned homes increased by 24,800 or 20.1
: - - : Q per cent.

With fewer apartments for rent, the rental vacancy
) . rate falls. In 1995, the vacancy rate was 10.2 per cent.
> Q : 5 m = H. By 1998, it had fallen to 1.9 per cent. Canada
H Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) projec-
o : . . mo%w show a continued low vacancy rate for the year
. . 2000, :

At the same time, rents are

going up. According to needs o charge at least $1 per square foot. More rea-

: CMHC, the average rental sonable would be $1.10 to $1.20 per square foot. In L
increase in 1998 was 5.3 per other words, a developer needs to charge at least i
cent or $25 a unit. In 1999, it $900 a month for a 900 square foot apartment.
was 4.5 per cent or $21 per Lo
unit. CMHC projects a five In the past, federal and provincial government pro-
per cent increase for 2000. grams offset the cost of building social or low-

) income housing. However, most of these programs
_H__._ﬂ. shift toward home own- no longer exist. .
ership is partly due to the .
cost %ﬂ w%_m_-&:u\m apartments, Until 1993, the CMHC and the Government of
Building private homes Alberta jointly shared the cost of non-profit housing
makes sense to a developer, projects aimed at seniors, low-income families and
) but building apartments special needs groups. Projects started before 1993
tends to be a losing proposi- still receive funding. However, there is no money for
tion. Since the 1970s, the new projects. .
cost of building apartments Until 1993, the two government bodies also shared a

has been greater than the

rent you can charge. Rent Supplement Program. Private landlords could

apply for subsidies when the rent was more than 30
To cover the design and con- per cent of a tenant’s income. Again apartments
struction costs, a developer

Confinued on next page of insert -
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In January 1999, Toronto’s Homelessness Action
Task Force released Taking Responsibility for
ﬁaﬁ&«%ﬁm& a study that analyzed homeless-
ness in Canada. The study deals %wﬁhn&@ with -
homelessness in Toronto. As. Edmonton’s homeless
problem conlinues fo grow, however, we Ea.q E&ﬁ .
fo uaam. at Task »qs.nm 'S s.. a&a.ﬁ...

B

ﬁa following nnnm_ﬁm is - from the final wmue.a, by
Anne Golden, president and CEO of the Greater
.~ Toronto QER&_ —Sﬂ.

seen in our history. This social and human

tragedy is obvious to anyone who has walked
on the streets of Toronto, but the depth of the prob-
lem and the extent of :5 despair it engenders momm
far beyond Em visible homeless....

" We found that the fastest growing group among the
homeless is not the stereotypical adult male with an.

g’ alcoho! problem, but youth under 18 and families

with children. In fact, families made up 46 per cent
of those using Toronto's hostels in 1996, and 5,300
children were living in hostels Emn year.

Every element oﬁ homelessness, we. discovered, is

- more than statistics, and mnogocmq complex.
People who are homeless suffer not only from abject
poverty, but from the loss of connections to family
and community. We believe there are real solutions -
possible, though we identified five main barriers to

ﬂo::.:cmo. from ._oﬁm&o:m page

‘w:mw% mEuma_Nma no:csciowanmzmEba_sm_ucﬂ
- there is no new money for new subsidies.

Until 1993, CMHC provided mortgage insurance to
non-profit mvcsm_:m_ groups: developing non-profit -
housing. CMHC also covered the difference between
total operating costs and rental income, so the group
could keep rents at 25 per cent of total FB_E
income, Projects already receiving funding continue
toreceive support v:ﬂﬁrmam is no new money.

Building apartments nm:% |
o be a losing proposition.

gm: .me&aﬂgaa the rent
- you can charge.

- From 1975 to 1978, the federal Assisted Rental
Program encouraged the private sector to develop
affordable rental housing. The feds provided annual
operating subsidies and Eﬁmﬁmm?m«mm loans to keep
rents affordable.

From 1974 to 1982, the federal Multiple Unit

. Building Program Ecwwv encouraged individuals to
invest in rental housing. If you invested in a MURB,
you could deduct rental losses and o.h:m.. costs from
your persona] income.

- c.:E 1994, the Core Io:m_:m H:nm:gm wSmBB

.propose a shelter aliowance that

to between 35 and 40 per. cent.
omelessness has reacheéd a level we :.Ba never.

Since the *70s, the cost aaw

range planning; the increase of poverty and the

. shrinking supply of housing; jurisdictional gridiock

among the various levels of government; the chal-
lenges of dealing effectively with umcv_m 5_5 severe
Bm:nw_ illnesses; and the abserice
. cm coordination
among the various
service providers....

The single most
important preven-
tion tactic is to help
low-income. tenants
pay for and keep
‘their housing. With
“hoth the growing .
incidence and.depth
“of poverty, the rise
“of evictions, and the
-fact that 106,000 .
tenant :ocmmro_gm
pay more than half
their income on
rent, we recommend
a new shelter o
‘allowance for the
- working poor. We

would réduce the share that low-
income people spend on :o:ms._m
from more than half their income

Shelter allowances work well in
other jurisdictions and are the
most effective tool to avert roEm-

B

- lessness.

. “The nE.oEnw:% _SBm_mmm largely people with spe-
- cial needs such as mental illness - constitute a rela-
‘tively modest 17 per cent of the total population, yet

use almost half the beds and services of the shelter

-system. Their circumstances do not constitute an
‘emergency, but. absorb resources in what works as

permanent housing for this small group. Therefore,
we recommend that at least 5,000 additional housing
units with support services mro:E be built in all
areas of Toronto over the next five years, mainly for
homeless people who have mental illness and/or

_ addictions. The Task Force is convinced that mcuuo_;.
ive housing is the single most important factor in

preventing homelessness and restoring people’s
health, dignity-and independence.

{CHIP) encouraged amé_oum; to. no:m_“Enﬁ affordable

rental units. Under CHIP, developers réceived pre-,

- ferred mortgage m:wmn_sm“ provided half the’ E.an.ﬁ
was Sﬁmﬁma toward low-income tenants.

‘ ,_.Eocm: CMHC, the federal mcénnam:ﬁ mE_ insures
mortgages, Smfbm it less risky for the banks to _mE_

money. With apartments, the developer must put 15
per ¢ent down. The CMHC-insured loan covers the
other 85 per cent. CMHC will consider sweat EEQ
as part of the 15.per cent down Ppayment. I GmH

'CMHC created the Canadian Centre forPublic --

Private Partnerships to help non-profit and SB:E-
nity groups finance affordable housing. w@.mE_. o

. groups form vmqgﬁm?um to mswnnm u«o_mn.ﬁm

With social housing, CMHC vaocamm Pémnﬂ
Development Funding to help organizations plan
affordable housing projects and place aptiens on

es funds on the inlernational market then provides

. competitive; low-interest morigages for :o:-u«omﬁ g

projects.

The Residential wmrm?__gﬁos Program allows land-
lords, homeowners and persons with disabilities

improve wnnmmm_g_@ The maximum loan for-a land- -~

lord or developer is $18,000 per unit.

Before 1994, the Government of Alberta helped con-
struct and operate affordable housing—mostly sen-
iors housing and lodges. In H@@P with the new
Alberta Housing Act, the province stopped construct-
ing and managing buildings. Instead, it began provid-
ing support to Management Bodies that looked after
building and managing zo:-u«omﬁ housing.e

e land. CMHC will also provide Direct Lending, Tt «m_w-..w b _...mQ.BOD*Oz

...E:am Responsibility for Homelessness

- solving the: problem. These are: a crisis Embﬁw:@
.which s reflectéd in the absence of coherent long-

As weli as supportive :ocmzm. we vm:m(_m that there

~is a case for public investment in affordable housing.

We document Toronto’s n_mmum:_sm uo<$q and
growth in the number of low-income households and -
the fact that as the demand for low-cost housing is

‘ Eﬁ.mwm_:mg the szu_z has been dwindling, and rents

"_have risen faster than infla-
tion. Therefore, we call for
a City-initiated develop-
ment strategy to increase

. the supply of affordable
rental housing by 2,000
units a year. Because no
single mechanism can
bring rents down to afford-
* able levels, we ask govern-
ments to subsidize land

- costs, waive fees and
charges as well as GST and
PST, modify propérty taxes,
E.os% rent supplements,
and help with financing
costs, mortgage insurance,
and capital grants. We are
convinced that the private
-sector cannot meet low-
‘income housing needs
‘without a subsidy.

The federal government
has been pivotal in.social
‘housing am<m_om8m5~ for
the past 50 years, and
should renew this comimit-
ment by financing the con-
struction of new affordable
housing, rehabilitation of .
existing affordable housing, and projects to prevent
and reduce homelessness among Euo:m_:& people,
_BB_mE:Hm and refugees. :

‘Homelessness is ﬁm;.mm_«. nwcmmﬁ_ by voﬁ% andill
health. As the Province is responsible for health and

. income maintenance, it.should adjust the shelter
component of welfare to reflect local rents; establish
the new proposed shelter allowance for the working
poor; fund supportive housing and treatment pro-
grams; and continue to enhance access to rmmzr care
3.. roBammm Umou_m .

ﬂmm noﬁ.&&m ﬂmuo:. can be xosam on the Toronto
United Way Website at www.uwgt.org. Images from
“Gimme Shelter,” a United Way photo @S&:, @

" Toronto nm_onobwnunmw Nir mnwm»& :

Uoin_oan_ vnnr issues o*

EdmontonFacts from the

" Edmonton Social v.n::_:m
'Council website at

<WWW. om_:m_un no_sv

..._..)..(..(.C._.c

"Planning Council
_Suite 41, ofm 106 m:mm*
:  AB T5K1C5
(780}

4232031
Fax: Qmo_ 4256244
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