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“New” National Housing Strategy is “old-fashioned” 

 

The plan does little to rein in home prices so earnings of younger Canadians can catch up. 

 

Let's give Mr. Trudeau’s government credit.  The new National Housing Strategy returns 

Ottawa to a leadership role in housing.  Too many previous federal governments had 

vacated that space for decades. 

 

But amid all its talk of renewing social housing and launching a rental benefit for the working 

poor (which are important, see below), the new strategy fails to acknowledge that more than 

nine in ten Canadians must rely on the real estate market to access suitable housing that is 

in reach for what they earn either as renters or owners.  That is a BIG omission, because 

the market is now failing younger Canadians. 

 

In 1976, when baby boomers were young, it took five years of full-time work for the typical 

25-34 year old to save a 20 per cent down payment on an average priced home in Canada. 

Now, it takes 13 years on average.  

 

This national average is influenced by the Greater Toronto Area and Metro Vancouver 

where it currently takes over 20 years to save the down payment.  But it also captures that 

that young people in Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Quebec, Nova Scotia and 

Newfoundland have to work years longer to save a 20 per cent down payment by 

comparison with the past, as do many people in B.C. and Ontario outside their biggest 

cities.  

 

The growing gap between home prices and the earnings of young people (see the info 

graphic below) is almost entirely ignored in the National Housing Strategy material.  As a 

result, the new strategy leaves unchanged old-fashioned policies that distort supply and 

demand in the real estate market at the expense of younger generations.  

 

For example, there is no talk of making federal investments conditional on the requirement 

that municipalities modernize outdated land-use practices that prevent the density which 

could price young people back into the market.  In our cities, most land is zoned for single 

homes or low density.  By restricting the number of units that can be built in these areas, 
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outdated zoning policies restrict competition.  The result is many neighbourhoods with home 

prices that squeeze out young people, even with good jobs. 

 

There is also no talk of incentivizing municipalities to update policies that subsidize harmful 

demand.  For example, some local and foreign investors purchase real estate that they 

leave empty, or rent out to vacationers rather than to those who work or study in the 

community.  In such cases, municipalities should tax the real estate at the “commercial” 

rate, not the “residential” rate. 

 

The strategy also fails entirely to examine the issue of “wealth.”  That’s unfair to younger 

generations, because it obscures how high home prices are not uniformly bad, nor uniformly 

good.  It all depends on when you got into the market.  

 

Consider this:  Two people may make $40k in some of our bigger cities across the country. 

One is a young renter; the other has been in the housing market for decades, and now 

owns outright a home worth over $750k.  This scenario is not uncommon in Canada, which 

is why the typical person over age 55 reports hundreds of thousands of dollars in additional 

housing wealth by comparison with the same age person in 1976.  

 

For the purpose of measuring their ability to pay for medical care and other social programs, 

federal and provincial governments treat these two people nearly identically – when they are 

not.  A modern National Housing Strategy would distinguish better between the two people 

in ways that treated fairly the windfall gains some have acquired from the housing market. 

Were we to start taxing real estate wealth fairly, especially on high value homes over $750k, 

it would slow down the escalation in home prices, create opportunities to cut income taxes 

for everyone, and raise revenue for medical care for the aging population, and social 

housing for others.  

 

The question of how to tax housing wealth fairly needs to become a top priority for the 

National Housing Council announced in Ottawa’s new housing strategy. 

 

While there are many deficiencies with the new strategy, it does have some strengths.  Most 

notably, it secures the existing stock of social housing – around 250,000 to 300,000 units, 

and then invests to build another 60,000 units.  Generation Squeeze worked hard with our 

partners in co-op and non-profit housing circles to achieve these policy victories, and we 

should praise Ottawa for its investments. 
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But it is a stretch to call the new housing strategy a “once in a generation… investment” in 

social housing and rental assistance for the working poor. While the plan talks about a $40 

billion price tag – about one quarter of that spending isn’t new; another quarter is from the 

provinces; another quarter is in loans.  That leaves about $11-12 billion over 10 years – or 

about a billion a year in new money from Ottawa.  

 

This new money for the National Housing Strategy is small potatoes by comparison with 

other investments made in the 2017 federal budget.  

 

Notably, Ottawa will increase spending on Old Age Security (OAS) by $12 billion in one 

single year (2020 by comparison with spending in 2016).  In 2021, the increase on OAS will 

be over $15 billion.  

 

Put bluntly, the federal government is finding way more for other program priorities on an 

annual basis than it is finding for the National Housing Strategy over a decade.  This 

observation doesn’t diminish the importance of investing additional funds into OAS as our 

population ages.  But it does give good reason to dial down the rhetoric about a “once in a 

generation” investment in housing, when Ottawa is making larger investments for our older 

generations every single year. 
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