
RIGHTS-BASED APPROACH 
TO HOUSING

 The human right to adequate housing is described by 
the Of�ce of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Human Rights as more than just four walls and a roof. It is 
the right of every woman, man, youth and child to gain and 

sustain a safe and secure home and community in which to live 
in peace and dignity. 

Accountability - governments, at all levels, are held accountable 
through various local, national and international processes to ful�ll 
their obligations to citizens

Participation - stakeholders are concerned with the process as 
well as the outcome of human rights implementation and 
therefore people are recognized as key actors in their own 
development

Empowerment - citizens are empowered to advocate 
effectively for their rights. This includes building 

awareness, creating inclusive platforms for 
advocacy, and removing structural barriers to 

participation
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UNDERCURRENTS OF CHANGE INDICATING A SHIFT IN POWER DYNAMICS

ALTERNATIVE FINANCIAL 
OR LEGAL MODELS

As more people are being 
priced out of the housing 
market, there is the rise of 
alternative �nanciers and 
legal agreements that 
increase access to home 
ownership through 
unconventional 
approaches

CROSS STAKEHOLDER
PARTNERSHIP

Many of these innovative 
approaches for addressing 
the wicked problem of 
affordable housing are 
enabled by partnerships 
between otherwise unlikely 
bedfellows. They leverage 
public money with private 
sector investments, and 
enable inclusive housing 
options by co-designing with 
traditionally marginalized 
populations. 

The housing system in Canada is subject to mainly market forces as led by �nancial institutions and 
developers. However, the current state of the system is the result of decades of policy directives from the 
federal and provincial governments, fueling both the �nancialization of the housing system and the provision 
of housing for those marginalized by the system. With the devolution of social housing program to 
municipalities, the municipal government such as the City of Toronto has a large role to play in the 
maintenance and provision of social housing programs and in determining what gets built through land use 
policies. However, it has little to no in�uence over shaping the housing system as it relates to the 
commodi�cation of housing. Together, the three levels of government has created the very problems that 
they are also trying to solve. At the intersection of these forces, individuals and communities are the most 
impacted by the issues related to the commodi�cation of housing. 

This synthesis map attempts to paint a clear picture of the role and power dynamics between the major 
stakeholders in the Canadian housing system, and also reveal the signals of change indicating that these 
dynamics might be changing for the better. It should be noted that the information on this map are 
presented from the lens of the Toronto housing market. 
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industry mindset

housing is a good form of 
investment due to high and 
quick return on investment

The purpose of the 
development industry 
is not only to provide 
more housing, but also 
to maximize pro�t 
through quick and high 
return on investment. 
Developers in the 
Toronto housing 
market mainly provide 
market housing.
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Mortgage brokers, chartered 
banks and institutional 
investors such as pension 
funds raise money, provide 
loans or make investments 
in development projects. In 
addition, lenders provide 
mortgages to home 
purchasers, and sell 
mortgage backed securities 
(MBS) to investors.

The New Market Fund (NMF) Rental 
Housing Fund is an equity investment 
fund that invests in purpose-built, 
stabilized multi-family affordable 
rental housing in partnership with 
strong existing non-pro�t operators

The OMB has recently been 
replaced with the Local 
Planning Appeals Tribunal 
(LPAT) indicating more 
power for municipalities to 
implement their city 
building vision.

Social enterprises 
similar to ‘Options 
for Homes’ act as 
developers and also 
offer down payment 
support for home 
buyers.

It’s a public-private partnership 
established to create affordable 
rental housing for low to middle-
income households. It proposes 
‘CMHC’ as a primary lender, 
‘Westbank’ as the developer, 
institutional investors providing 
equity, and municipalities 
offering providing land. 

Daniels Corporation 
co-designed condo suites 
for purchasers using 
mobility devices with 
Quadrangle Architects, a 
leader in universal 
accessibility design; and 
Luke Anderson, notable 
universal design advocate. 

As more Torontonians explore 
co-buying, law �rms like Iler 
Campbell are offering their service in 
drafting co-ownership agreements. 
Various traditional and 
non-traditional lenders are also 
offering mortgages to cobuyers.

The province provides planning 
policy directives, funds social 
housing programs, and 
provides mortgage re�nancing 
support. The Ontario Municipal 
Board made decisions on land 
use planning issues. In its 
place, the Local Planning 
Appeals Tribunal now ensures 
that planning proposals 
comply with of�cial city plans. 

Financial 
Institutions
& Investors

Residential 
Developers

Government of
Ontario

The federal government is responsible for 
enforcing the various housing-speci�c 
policies, including the banking and 
mortgage rules, tax and regulatory 
measures affecting building materials, 
professional practices, subsidy programs, 
and incentive patterns for average 
households. 

Government of
Canada

The city is responsible for planning 
policies, project approvals and 
building permits, and servicing 
new developments. It also 
provides funding to the Toronto 
Community Housing Corporation, 
the largest social housing 
provider in Canada. TCHC 
is wholly owned by the City 
of Toronto and operates 
in a non-pro�t manner.

City of Toronto

The public is comprised of homeowners 
who use housing as an investment, and 
renters who are often on their way to 
becoming owners themselves or view 
housing as just a place to live. The 
polarization of their interests and needs 
in the housing system have been 
unequally addressed by the different 
levels of the government, and by market 
forces. However, the boom and bust of 
the housing system have deeply affected 
both homeowners and renters. 

The Public

In 1946, the main role of the Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation 
(CMHC) was to administer the 
National Housing Act (NHA). Its 
primary role was to focus on home 
ownership by making the amortized 
mortgage market work.

1954
ENTRY OF CHARTERED BANKS 
IIn 1954, the itroduction of the federal 
Mortgage Insurance Fund encouraged banks 
to enter the risky mortgage lending market. In 
addition, the federal government expanded the 
National Housing Act to allow chartered banks 
to enter the NHA lending �eld.

1963
INTERGOVERNMENTAL SOCIAL 
HOUSING PROGRAMS 
INTRODUCED
In 1963, the federal and provincial governments 
began to provide subsidized rental housing for 
low-income households directly. Specially 
created provincial housing corporations (such as 
the Ontario Housing Corporation) were 
established to own and manage the housing 
stock, under agreements with the federal 
government. 

1973
CMHC BEGINS TO FUND THE 
CO-OP HOUSING PROGRAM

In 1973, the co-op or non-pro�t housing program 
focused on providing rental housing for 
mixed-income households. It assisted non-pro�t 
or co-operative sponsors to construct or 
purchase projects that provided rental 
accommodation for low- and moderate-income 
families and individuals. 

1986
PUBLIC MORTGAGE 
SECURITIZATION ATTRACTS 
INVESTORS
In 1986, public securitization was  provided 
through the NHA mortgage backed securities 
(MBS) and the Canada Mortgage Bond (CMB) 
programs, both administered by CMHC. MBS 
helped to ensure a ready supply of low-cost 
funds to �nance housing and keep mortgage 
lending costs as low as possible for 
homeowners.

1996 
EXIT OF THE FEDERAL 
GOVERNMENT IN SOCIAL HOUSING 
In 1996, the federal government announced that it 
would transfer administration of federal social 
housing programs to provinces and territories, 
further amplifying the role the provincial 
governments would play in housing.

2000 
DEVOLUTION OF SOCIAL HOUSING 
PROGRAMS TO MUNICIPALITIES 
In 2000, the transfer of social housing programs 
to municipalities included 84,000 public housing 
units, and 156,000 non-pro�t and co-operative 
housing units in Ontario.

social mindset

EMPOWERING 
COMMUNITIES

Increasingly, we are seeing 
the growth and emergence 
of housing-related 
initiatives that place power 
and ownership back into 
the hands of communities. 
One such model is the 
Community Land Trust. 

CHANGING ROLES OF THE 
PUBLIC SECTOR

A series of structural and 
legislative shifts within the 
public sector indicate that 
governments at all levels 
are hearing the need for 
affordable housing, and 
taking steps to address it. 
We are seeing the 
emergence of policies that 
limit the in�uence of 
developers in what gets 
built and empowers 
municipalities and their 
communities to approve 
developments that best suit 
local needs and context.   

New Market
Fund

Non-profit Social 
Enterprises

Creative Housing Society

Accessibility Design 
Program

OMB 
No More

Through the NHS, the federal 
government has asserted its 
renewed commitment to and 
role in providing affordable 
housing for all.

National 
Housing Strategy

Inclusionary Zoning (IZ) is 
drafted by the province 
and empowers 
municipalities to force 
developers to create 
affordable units. In its 
current form, the impacts 
are limited.

Inclusionary
Zoning

Locally-based, private non-pro�t 
organizations such as PNLT 
acquire and hold land for the 
bene�t of a community, often 
to ensure this land is 
perpetually available for 
affordable housing.

Community 
Land Trust

Co-ownership 
Agreements

Developers, such as ‘Daniels 
Corporation’ allow buyers to rent 
for a year where a part of their rent 
goes toward their down payment. 
Locally-based, private non-pro�t 
organizations like the Parkdale 
Neighbourhood Land Trust acquire 
and hold land for the bene�t of a 
community, often to ensure this 
land is perpetually available for 
affordable housing.

Rent-to-own Schemes
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EXPLORING THE POWER DYNAMICS
IN THE TORONTO HOUSING SYSTEM
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investors such as pension 
funds raise money, provide 
loans or make investments 
in development projects. In 
addition, lenders provide 
mortgages to home 
purchasers, and sell 
mortgage backed securities 
(MBS) to investors.

The province provides planning 
policy directives, funds social 
housing programs, and 
provides mortgage re�nancing 
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Board made decisions on land 
use planning issues. In its 
place, the Local Planning 
Appeals Tribunal now ensures 
that planning proposals 
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enforcing the various housing-speci�c 
policies, including the banking and 
mortgage rules, tax and regulatory 
measures affecting building materials, 
professional practices, subsidy programs, 
and incentive patterns for average 
households. 
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Canada

The city is responsible for planning 
policies, project approvals and 
building permits, and servicing 
new developments. It also 
provides funding to the Toronto 
Community Housing Corporation, 
the largest social housing 
provider in Canada. TCHC 
is wholly owned by the City 
of Toronto and operates 
in a non-pro�t manner.

City of Toronto

The public is comprised of homeowners 
who use housing as an investment, and 
renters who are often on their way to 
becoming owners themselves or view 
housing as just a place to live. The 
polarization of their interests and needs 
in the housing system have been 
unequally addressed by the different 
levels of the government, and by market 
forces. However, the boom and bust of 
the housing system have deeply affected 
both homeowners and renters. 
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