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Vancouver is in the midst of a  
housing emergency.

While wealthy neighbourhoods are 
able to keep everyone else out, work-
ing-class neighbourhoods are forced 
to let speculative investment take 
over. While people sleep on the street 
without a home, condos and homes sit 
empty, unlived in but collecting profits.

Nearly one in four renter households 
spend over half of their income on rent 
and utilities. Wage are essentially stag-
nant while rents are skyrocketing. Over 
2000 people who are homeless live on 
the streets; thousands of others are 
forced to leave the city annually be-
cause they can’t afford to live here.

Meanwhile, the lucky few have gotten 
richer. Last year, Vancouver houses 
earned twice as much in rising prop-
erty values as Vancouver workers did 
in wages. While condos used as safe-
ty-deposit boxes sprout in the sky, less 
than 10% of total housing is non-mar-
ket and not subject to profit.

We believe housing should be a hu-
man right, not an investment sold to 
the highest bidder. The roots of the 
housing emergency stem from treat-
ing housing as a source of profit rather 
than homes for people.

Others will try to tell you that housing 
just needs a technical fix—it’s as easy 
as “getting it done” or “saying yes.” 
That’s simply wrong. Housing poli-
cy is deeply political, always working 
in someone’s interest. The question 

is whose interests will be served by 
housing policy: those of the few, or those 
of the many?

That’s why we insist on stronger 
tenant protections, providing housing 
for people who are homeless, those on 
fixed incomes, renters and working 
people, and the capture of land value 
increases for the public interest.

The problem for anyone wanting to 
build housing for the many is that land 
is too expensive; the problem for rent-
ers is that rents are too damn high. 
Both land and rent costs have rapidly 
outpaced meagre growth in incomes 
and wages.

COPE’s plan is to use all the tools we 
have and create new ones to deal di-
rectly with these problems. We can 
protect tenants by regulating rents and 
stopping renovictions, build actual-
ly affordable non-market homes, tax 
spiralling land wealth and speculation, 
tackle exclusion and give regular peo-
ple more say over their housing.

The political revolution and move-
ment we are building in Vancouver is 
the only way to take on the develop-
ers and wealthy few, to take back the 
city for the rest of us. Only a move-
ment can win lasting, transformative 
change to get us the housing, and the 
city, we need.
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WE ARE IN A HOUSING 
EMERGENCY
Things have gone from bad to worse for renters and workers in 
Vancouver. It’s no longer just an affordability crisis: Vancouver 
is in a housing emergency.

Rents and house prices have exploded.

 ʷ The median market rent is now $2,000 for a one-bedroom 
apartment and near $3,000 for a two-bedroom.1,2

 ʷ Nearly one in four Vancouver renter households spend over 
50% of their before-tax income on rent and utilities (33,825 
households); this includes nearly half (44%) of those making 
the median income or less.3

 ʷ Houses and condos have doubled in price in just the eight years 
since 2010 across Metro Vancouver.4

 ʷ There are 2,181 counted homeless people in the City of 
Vancouver.5

Wages and incomes for most have barely grown.

 ʷ Wages in BC are essentially stagnant. The median hourly wage 
of $23 per hour in 2017, adjusted for inflation, 6 is only 0.6% 
higher than it was in 2010.

 ʷ Median household income in the City of Vancouver was 
$65,327 in 2016, according to Canada’s census. Not only is that 
one of the lowest in Metro Vancouver, the median income for a 
Vancouver renter household was just $50,251 that same year.7

 ʷ To pay 30% or less of their income on rent, which is a common 

1 Padmapper, “August 2018 Canadian Rent Report”, https://blog.padmapper.
com/2018/08/15/1730/
2 Quantiative Rhetoric, “Monthly Rental Report - August 2018”, http://quantitativerhetoric.
com/monthly-rental-report-august-2018.html
3 Canadian Rental Housing Index, http://www.rentalhousingindex.ca/en/#overspending_csd
4 Canadian Real Estate Association Home Price Index, https://www.crea.ca/housing-mar-
ket-stats/mls-home-price-index/hpi-tool/
5 City of Vancouver, “Vancouer Homeless Count 2018 Final Report”, https://vancouver.ca/
files/cov/vancouver-homeless-count-2018-final-report.pdf
6 Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey.
7 Metro Vancouver Housing Data Book, http://www.metrovancouver.org/services/region-
al-planning/PlanningPublications/MV_Housing_Data_Book.pdf
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way to measure affordability, the median renter household 
would need a rent of no more than $1,250 per month.

 ʷ A person working at minimum wage (currently $12.65 per 
hour) would have to work over 17 hours every single day of the 
year to make a one-bedroom apartment affordable at 30% of 
their income.

 ʷ Vancouver has the biggest gap between housing prices and 

incomes of over 50 major cities in North America.8

Meanwhile, the lucky few have gotten richer.

 ʷ Housing wealth is very unequal: the top 20% of households 
own roughly two-thirds of the net worth of all real 
estate in BC.9

 ʷ Housing wealth in the City of Vancouver has gone up by 
hundreds of billions of dollars over the last decade,10 most of it 
from skyrocketing land values.

 ʷ Land value under single-family homes in the city increased in 
2016 alone by $47 billion,11 twice what all workers working in 
the city earned that year in wages.

8 Star Metro Vancouver, “Vancouver has biggest gap between home prices and incomes in 
North America”, https://www.thestar.com/vancouver/2018/07/13/vancouver-has-biggest-
gap-between-home-prices-and-incomes-in-north-america.html
9 Statistics Canada, Survey of Financial Security
10 BC Assessment, https://info.bcassessment.ca/Property-information-and-trends/AnnualRe-
leasesandReports/2018 Assessment Roll Total Value.pdf
11 Mountain Doodles, “Bumper year for thumb twiddlers”, https://doodles.mountainmath.ca/
blog/2017/01/18/bumper-year-for-thumb-twiddlers/
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 ʷ 65% of people, mostly renters, are squeezed into 19% of 
Vancouver’s residential land, with single-family homes 
making up the rest.

We’re not building affordable housing.

 ʷ Vancouver has seen an annual average of just under 2,000 new 
purpose-built rental units start construction over the past 
five years.

 ʷ The City defines $2,505 per month for a two-bedroom 
as “affordable” rent on the east side and $2,756 as 
affordable on the west side.12 That’s around 50% of median 
household income.

 ʷ Vancouver currently has only 26,129 units of non-market 
housing, less than 10% of total housing, and only a sliver of 
this is publicly owned.

There is an alternative! Housing is a human right

We believe housing is a human right. In Vancouver today, 
housing is an investment sold to the highest bidder. Houses 
and apartments are increasingly places to store money rath-
er than homes for people. This hasn’t happened overnight. 
Continuation of the elite policies that have segregated our 
city and turned housing into an object of speculation will keep 
pushing workers and renters out until Vancouver is nothing 
but a hollow luxury resort by the sea.

We have the power to build a different future, one where we all 
have a right to housing and a right to the city. To do this, we 
need a political revolution at City Hall. Join us to build a move-
ment to win the city we need.

12 Georgia Straight, “City of Vancouver now defines $3,702 rent as “affordable” housing”, 
https://www.straight.com/news/1039161/city-vancouver-now-defines-3702-rent-affordable-
housing
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HOUSING FOR THE CITY WE NEED
Vancouver needs a real alternative. We need more housing for 
the workers and renters in the city—housing that people can 
actually afford.

If the past decade of Vision Vancouver’s control over our city 
has shown us anything, it is that we cannot leave housing to 
the market. We need to purposefully create a city that is for 
everyone. Stopping the housing emergency for poor, working, 
and middle-income Vancouverites means standing up to the 
dictates of the market.

Let’s recognize that much housing is being built for investors 
not residents, that sparse west side neighbourhoods have ex-
cluded everyone else while property values have shot up, that 
many homeowners have effectively won the lottery, and that 
building more luxury condos, especially in gentrifying neigh-
bourhoods, will not house those who need it. A frenzy of fi-
nancial speculation has fed unbridled luxury development and 
gentrification while leaving workers and renters with fewer 
options. A segregated city has squeezed people tighter into 
the few remaining pockets of affordability while leaving some 
neighborhoods more akin to exclusive country clubs.

We have to be radical, to get at the roots of the housing emer-
gency, which stems from treating housing as a source of profit 
rather than homes for people. We have the tools to do it. We 
must rapidly build the non-market affordable housing we 
need, shift regulations to favour housing for the rest of us, tax 
the wealthy, end speculation, and democratize housing.

It’s time we started to treat housing like the human right it is.

Housing is political

Others will try to tell you that housing just needs a technical 
fix—it’s as easy as “getting it done” or “saying yes.” That’s 
simply wrong. Housing policy is deeply political, always work-
ing in someone’s interest. The question is whose interests 
will be served by housing policy: those of the few, or those 
of the many?
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Today, while tenants face renovictions if they don’t agree to 
higher rents, property owners in Vancouver pay some of the 
lowest property taxes of Canadian cities. While wealthy neigh-
bourhoods are able to keep everyone else out, working-class 
neighbourhoods are forced to let speculative investment take 
over. While people sleep on the street without a home, homes 
sit empty, unlived in but collecting profits.

We’re often accused of wanting to overregulate housing mar-
kets. The truth is that housing markets are already highly 
regulated. But today the regulations generally favour the inter-
ests of the wealthy and powerful few over those of the many. 
They—our wealthy elite, the developers and the investors, do-
mestic and foreign, who park their money in Vancouver—are 
transforming the city in their preferred image: exclusive luxury 
suburban neighbourhoods like West Point Grey or Shaughnessy 
punctuated by luxury condos that often serve as safety deposit 
boxes first and potential homes second. Unequal power over 
urban land, already very unequally distributed, grows.

It is no coincidence that we do not have West-End-style af-
fordable rental in Shaughnessy or Dunbar. For regular people, 
today’s inequalities of resources and power often spell gentri-
fication, unaffordability, and displacement. We have to build 
the political power of the many to take on the interests of the 
few that have run this city for too long.

It will take a movement 
to win the city we need; 
we are building it.
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There is no “housing market”
You may have heard news reports of rents actually dropping (very slightly 
and after years of big increases) in Seattle and other US cities, many of them 
experiencing luxury construction booms like Vancouver. Developers and 
their allies have been quick to declare victory, claiming this proves that more 
luxury housing equals lower rents.

A closer look at the data has poured a giant bucket of cold water on that 
theory. A report from Zillow Research showed that rents in those cities only 
went down for higher-income renters of luxury apartments, not for the poor 
or working class who can only afford lower-rent housing.1 We don’t have such 
precise data from Vancouver, but it’s more than likely that the same thing 
would happen, or is already happening, here. What gives?

If you’ve ever gone into a Whole Foods, you may have noticed that it’s 
frequented by a different crowd than your neighbourhood No Frills. Well, 
housing works much the same way. There is no one “housing market”; there 
are many housing markets. There is a rental market and an ownership 
market. And within each of those there is a market for poor and working folks, 
for those on middle incomes, and for the rich.

Not only are there many housing markets but the housing markets we 
have and the policies that support them are transforming our city. When a 
major working-class neighbourhood is gentrified, the housing market for 
workers shrinks and the housing market for the wealthy grows. Because the 
value of each property in an area depends on the others around it, wealthy 
neighbourhoods, either existing or newly gentrified, have an interest in 
keeping out lower-income folks.

Housing development is not just drastically increasing wealth but also 
redistributing wealth and redistributing people. Higher-end luxury 
development brings with it higher commercial rents and luxury amenities. If 
new luxury neighbourhoods are created within and over top of existing low-
income, affordable rental neighbourhoods, as often happens in Vancouver, 
people are displaced, some of them out of the city entirely. Meanwhile, the 
wealthy from other neighbourhoods or from around the world move in.

This is a process. The owners of new apartments, whether condos or rentals, 
would often rather have them sit empty, waiting for the “right” tenants rather 
than substantially lowering rents to attract middle- and lower-income folks. 
Lower rents mean lower property values. Unfortunately for the rest of us, the 
name of the game is ever-rising property values. This is how a low-income 
housing market becomes a high-income housing market, funneling wealth 
towards the top and moving workers and lower-income renters out.

Our toolkit is full—let’s use it

The good news is that together Vancouver and the province 
already have many of the tools to make housing affordable for 
the many. We only need to put these tools to good use. We can 
start building actually affordable homes, tax spiraling land 
wealth and speculation, protect tenants, tackle exclusion, and 
give regular people more say over their housing.
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BUILDING HOUSING 
FOR THE MANY

Starting to take housing out of the market

The scale of the housing emergency shows that leaving hous-
ing to the market isn’t working for most of us. Rents continue 
to rise, while development favours luxury condos over afford-
able housing. To change things, we propose to take land and 
housing out of the market, and begin a significant program to 
build non-market housing. With housing out of the market, we 
can start to set rents and standards directly, without a complex 
web of costly carrots and sticks for landlords and developers.

There are many examples of vibrant non-market hous-
ing elsewhere in the world. Cities from New York to Vienna 
to Singapore have significant public, non-market housing 
for residents.13 In Stockholm, a city by the sea comparable 
in size to Vancouver, 30% of residents live in some form of 
non-market housing; in Vienna, with its long history of pop-
ular struggle for non-market housing, it is 60%. We can have 
a similar long-term goal. If we start now, in three decades we 
could expand non-market housing in Vancouver from today’s 
10% to 30%. Longer term, we can aim to have at least half of 
Vancouver housing outside the market. But we’ll also need a 
big movement to do it!

13 See COPE’s 2014 report on housing, Ending the Housing Crisis: International Best-Practices 
for Creating a Vancouver Housing Authority, https://cope.bc.ca/housing.pdf
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Getting to majority non-market housing will be a long road, 
but we can take the first steps the day after the upcoming elec-
tion. Since 2014, Vancouver has had a housing authority re-
sponsible for providing non-market housing (something COPE 
had long proposed), the Vancouver Affordable Housing Agency, 
or VAHA. In addition, this June the City created a $2-billion 
Housing Affordability Endowment Fund (something else COPE 
had called for) that will support non-market housing develop-
ment and grow with revenues from housing-related taxes. This 
new Fund has a social purpose unlike the Property Endowment 
Fund, whose goal under NPA and Vision Vancouver councils 
has been interpreted as maximizing revenue; over time, more 
resources could be transferred from the Property Endowment 
Fund into the Affordability Endowment Fund.

Unfortunately, VAHA is limited in what it can do—it is not 
a home builder or housing operator but, in the develop-
er-friendly jargon that pervades City Hall, “a deal maker and 
broker of resources to de-risk and expand investment in af-
fordable housing”.14 In short, it guarantees profits for devel-
opers in exchange for building social housing. It also has pro-
foundly unambitious goals: 2,500 units of non-market housing 
by 2021 and 12,000, or barely over 1,000 per year, over the 
next decade.

Housing authorities in Canadian cities near and far—like 
the Whistler Housing Authority and the Toronto Community 
Housing Corporation—can actually build housing themselves 
and operate it in the public interest. We can vastly expand 
VAHA’s role, capabilities, and housing targets.

COPE will empower the Vancouver Affordable 
Housing Agency to rapidly build and operate non-
market housing across the entire city, with the 
majority in historically exclusionary, less dense 
neighbourhoods.

VAHA can start by building housing on City-owned land held 
in the Housing Affordability Endowment Fund. The Fund can 
also purchase more suitable parcels by swapping land it al-
ready owns or using incoming revenues from taxes. With 

14 Vancouver Affordable Housing Agency, “2 Year Business Plan Summary and Update, No-
vember 28, 2017”, https://council.vancouver.ca/20171128/documents/a10presentation.pdf
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support from the City, land can be acquired at current value, 
then rezoned on a fast track for non-market housing. Such in-
creases in density would no longer be an object of speculation. 
And unlike luxury development, the supply of affordable, pub-
lic, non-market housing open to all will counter displacement 
and support the growth of vibrant neighbourhoods.

Non-market housing should not be stigmatized. We will build 
public housing that does not conform to the old, dreary ste-
reotypes. Everyone deserves a nice home. A rapid build-out of 
high-quality public housing can erase old stigmas. Under uni-
versal health care, whether you are rich or poor, you should be 
treated in the same emergency room by the same doctors with 
the same professionalism. And we have the same vision for 
universal housing: high-quality, actually affordable housing 
available to all who need it.

Moving up the ladder

Our initial priorities for non-market housing development will 
include housing for those who need it most.

Housing for the homeless is a first priority. It is unconsciona-
ble that in a wealthy society like ours—one of the wealthiest in 
the history of the world—people are living on the street while 
homes sit empty around them. Average life expectancy in BC 
is now over 80 years, but people who are forced into home-
lessness die between the ages of 40 and 49 years on average.15 
Housing people who are homeless saves lives.

We will move quickly to build modular housing16 on City-
owned land to house every single homeless person counted 
in Vancouver. It takes less than six months to build modular 
housing. One year of revenues from our proposed Mansion Tax 
on homes worth over $5 million (see next section) will pay 
for the remaining modular homes needed in addition to those 
already under construction.

15 Megaphone Magazine, Still Dying in the Streets: Homeless Deaths in BC, http://www.mega-
phonemagazine.com/stilldying
16 Estimates in the press put the cost of a modular home at $75,000 to $110,000. See Vancou-
ver Sun, “Vancouver wants more modular housing built to help house homeless”, https://van-
couversun.com/news/local-news/vancouver-wants-more-modular-housing-built-to-help-
homeless and Global News, “Province to spend $66M on 600 Vancouver modular housing 
units”, https://globalnews.ca/news/3777086/vancouver-modular-housing-units-funding/
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Not only is a Housing First approach to homelessness morally 
right, it is the practical thing to do. Housing a homeless per-
son saves all levels of government $23,000 per year—a unit of 
modular housing pays for itself over time.17

Another priority is rapidly building housing for the 3,500 peo-
ple living in inhumane conditions in SRO (single-room occu-
pancy) hotels.

COPE will enforce Section 23.8 of the Standards of 
Maintenance bylaw in SROs that allows the city to 
do necessary work and bill the owner, while also 
working to renovate or replace all 3,500 SRO rooms 
with self-contained homes through VAHA (including 
using compulsory public purchase).

Next up the ladder are the 33,825 households that are paying 
over 50% of their income on rent and utilities and all working 
and middle-class people struggling to get by in the city.

COPE will work to build 5,000 non-market, publicly 
owned units of housing per year, including for those 
in greatest need.

17 This is an incentive for the provincial government to give Vancouver the power to have a 
progressive property tax.

I

Nice new modular 
housing in Vancouver. 

With more ambition, 
we could rapidly build 
enough units to house 

every person who is 
homeless in our city.
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These policies will especially help Indigenous people living in 
the City of Vancouver, who are at greater risk of homelessness 
and inadequate housing. We will work to establish culturally 
relevant services to ensure that public, non-market housing is 
part of a program of real reconciliation.

In 2016, the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives released a 
report on solutions to Vancouver’s housing crisis that focused 
on building non-market, public housing.18 The report envi-
sioned a “very ambitious” scenario where 10,000 units of such 
housing would be built every year across Metro Vancouver. 
This translates into 3,000 units for the City of Vancouver alone. 
We want to exceed this ambition.

Our aim is to start by building 5,000 units of non-market, 
public housing per year, the same number as the average total 
number of housing starts per year in the City. Some of these 
units will be heavily subsidized, while others will be rented 
out based on a real affordability criterion tied to household 
income. We need to build enough housing so that renters and 
workers can afford to stay in the city and new people who want 
to can move here. Developers are right that Vancouver needs 
to build more, but we need to build housing for the many, not 
investments for the few.

18 Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, Getting Serious About Affordable Housing: Towards 
a Plan for Metro Vancouver, https://www.policyalternatives.ca/publications/reports/get-
ting-serious-about-affordable-housing-towards-plan-metro-vancouver
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“But how will you pay for it?”
The good news is that non-market housing largely pays for itself. 
Governments or non-profits initially go into debt to build housing, but 
rents collected from tenants slowly pay off this debt over the many years 
of a building’s lifespan. Because non-market housing is not for profit, it 
can charge lower rents for a higher quality of housing.2 The Centre for 
Policy Alternatives calculated that even some subsidized housing units in 
Vancouver would pay for themselves over a 30-year time span.3

As housing is built by VAHA, the Housing Affordability Endowment Fund will 
grow, building up a larger portfolio of land and housing that can then be 
leveraged to build more, through lending from the BC Municipal Financial 
Authority, BC Housing, CMHC, or any other credit union or financial institution. 
We will advocate and work with the federal and provincial governments to 
secure additional public financing in the form of grants and loan guarantees 
for as much new public, non-market housing as possible.

But not all public, non-market housing pays for itself, especially now in the 
depths of our affordability crisis. Why not? These are two main reasons. First, 
we need to rapidly house people who are most hurt by the housing crisis: the 
homeless, those on welfare and long-term disability, those living in SROs, and 
the poor being pushed out of the city. Rents for all these groups need to be 
heavily subsidized, especially relative to current market rents. Second, land 
prices are astronomical. A city government looking to durably eliminate the 
housing emergency must be willing to house the vulnerable and bring land 
values back to Earth while still buying up land.

For now, money raised by new housing-related municipal taxes and levies 
on developers will flow into the Housing Affordability Endowment Fund to 
finance subsidies and land. We will also pressure the provincial government 
to return all new housing-related taxes collected from within the City of 
Vancouver (including the foreign buyer tax, the new brackets of the school 
tax, the speculation tax, and the higher property transfer tax) to the City for 
the same purpose.

But this is not enough. Our tax and demand-side policies, laid out in the next 
major section, detail how we plan to find more durable solutions, particularly 
to high land values.

More options for non-market housing

We need an ambitious plan to build public, non-market 
housing, but with tens of thousands of households paying 
over half of their income in rent and even greater tens of 
thousands paying over a third, we need much more tru-
ly affordable housing. We support all forms of non-mar-
ket housing built by non-profit societies, community land 
trusts, rental co-ops, and limited equity co-ops. What all 
of these types of housing do is take profit out of the hous-
ing equation.
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COPE will make it easier for non-profit, non-market 
housing developers to build new housing through 
available zoning, tax, and regulatory mechanisms, 
including fast-track permitting, as well as ensure 
that existing non-profit, non-market housing stock 
is secure, starting with the immediate renewal of 
all co-op leases.

Land trusts and co-ops are especially important. They give 
regular people and communities the chance to come together 
and collectively make decisions about housing.19 We will work 
to support them in any way we can. This includes renewing 
co-op leases with the City in a way that allows them maintain 
current income and tenure mix as well as perform necessary 
maintenance and repairs. Land trusts can be a powerful vehicle 
for reconciliation, and we will work with Indigenous commu-
nities in Vancouver to realize this potential.

Community land trusts and limited-equity co-ops can also 
expand non-market housing beyond rental into non-market 
ownership. A land trust collects land that is owned not-for-
profit in perpetuity in the name of the community. A co-op is 
similar except ownership is in the name of its members. While 
people can buy housing in a land trust or shares in a limit-
ed-equity co-op, there are strict rules about how these can 

19 See this inspiring history of unions building co-ops and building power in New York City 
throughout the mid-20th century: In These Times, “How Unions Can Solve the Housing Cri-
sis”, http://inthesetimes.com/features/unions-housing-crisis-labor-coop-apartments-new-
york-homeless-rent-control.html
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be resold and for how much. Housing remains affordable as it 
passes between households.

We don’t believe that building non-market housing is an act of 
charity, something targeted at the very poorest. Everyone de-
serves a secure, affordable home where they have a say and the 
next rent payment is no longer a source of stress. A big build-
out of non-market housing is a revival of our shared urban 
fabric. It is integral to guaranteeing everyone a right to the city 
and a city for everyone.

Transforming market housing

The same inflated land prices that make it more difficult to 
build non-market housing also hurt private developers hoping 
to build for-profit rental actually affordable for regular people 
and working-class families hoping to buy a place of their own. 
Housing politics is often painted as a two-sided war between 
those who love nothing more than the status quo and their 
property values, and others who have never seen a develop-
ment they didn’t like.

The problem for anyone wanting to build housing for the many 
is that land is too expensive and rents are too damn high. Both 
land and rent costs have rapidly outpaced meagre growth in 
incomes and wages.

Status quo versus unbridled development is a false binary, and 
our policies are a way out of it. Prioritizing the construction 
of large amounts of non-market housing is the foundation. It 
gets to the heart of our problem: the market has failed.

But it also gets us more housing, period. That’s the verdict 
from the UK Labour Party, whose housing report pledges to 
build a million non-market homes in the next ten years and 
points out that “looking back over the last half century, some 
of the best years for private sector building have been the best 
years for [non-market] council and housing association build-
ing too.”20 First, non-market housing not only pushes down 
rents directly, making housing actually affordable for ten-
ants, but also pushes on land prices, which depend in part on 
what rents can be charged. Second, the densification that the 

20 UK Labour Party, Housing for the Many, https://labour.org.uk/issues/housing-for-the-ma-
ny/
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build-out of non-market housing requires also takes a bite 
out of the enforced scarcity of urban living space, making land 
relatively more affordable in this way as well.

COPE will aim for a residential rental vacancy rate 
of at least 2% by 2022.

There are several specific tools we can use to start to transform 
private development.

Rental-only zoning

In 2018, the provincial government gave municipalities the 
right to create rental-only zoning. We plan to use this new 
power extensively, to protect existing rental neighbourhoods 
and to zone new areas for rental-only new development. We 
can prevent displacement while increasing the stock of truly 
affordable housing. This is an example of good regulation. At 
its best, it can help lower land prices because condos are no 
longer an option for a given location, thus allowing more gen-
uinely affordable rental development and further increasing 
the vacancy rate across housing markets. We will aggressively 
use new rental-only zoning powers in conjunction with oth-
er tools to prevent displacement while increasing the stock of 
non-market housing and truly affordable rental housing.

The Broadway subway extension is an opportunity to trans-
form how our city grows and develops. We can use municipal 
powers, including building non-market housing, imposing 
greater tenant protections and, crucially, creating rental-only 
zones to avoid a repeat of the speculative frenzy that accom-
panied the building of the Canada Line and development of 
the Cambie corridor. The City is already warning people pur-
chasing land along the future subway what development taxes 
will be imposed through a new “Development Contribution 
Expectation” program. We would go a step further and create 
the expectation of rental-only rezoning for large areas. This 
would both preserve existing affordable rental and generate 
new rental throughout the central Broadway corridor. We want 
everyone to have the opportunity to live affordably and close to 
rapid transit.
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Inclusionary zoning

Inclusionary zoning, or “social mix”—setting aside some por-
tion of a new development for affordable housing in exchange 
for more density, tax breaks, or both—has often been a tool 
of gentrification. “Affordable” units end up unaffordable for 
most, buildings end up with poor doors or even separate play-
grounds for lower-income tenants,21 and neighbourhoods end 
up transformed into luxury zones regardless.

It is easy to forget that many working-class neighbourhoods 
are already inclusive. Here, “inclusionary” developments can 
often displace existing, dense, moderate- or low-income rent-
al housing. The neighbourhoods lacking in inclusion are else-
where; they are the sparsely populated, wealthier areas of our 
city. Wealthy areas need to diversify and densify, to take in 
many more new and existing Vancouverites.

COPE supports inclusionary zoning in exclusionary 
neighbourhoods.

To guarantee fairness for tenants, any new inclusionary zoning 
must ensure both that below-market units are actually afford-
able, abiding by a definition established by the City, and that 
the City is responsible for selecting tenants for all below-mar-
ket units, using VAHA waiting lists and criteria, even if they 
are run by a non-profit rather than VAHA itself.

Vancouver has an ugly history of excluding workers and 
renters from big parts of the city. The wealthy have creat-
ed enclaves for themselves, keeping the poor and workers 
out through zoning laws that create big lots for single-emp-
ty homes and effectively ban apartments from large tracts of 
the city. This in turn creates a false scarcity of living space, 
which drives up land prices and rents across the city, hurting 
renters who face higher rents and workers who are priced out 
of renting or home ownership while benefiting all incumbent 
landlords.

These pressures have created speculative manias in exist-
ing rental neighbourhoods and the rare number of new areas 
opened to development. We need to spread necessary densi-
fication to the wealthier neighbourhoods that have not taken 

21 News story about the West End playground building.
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their fair share. We want less exclusive neighbourhoods, more 
space for renters and workers everywhere but without giving 
free rein to luxury development. There is nothing inherent 
to Dunbar or Shaughnessy that makes it impossible to imag-
ine a vibrant, dense neighbourhood welcoming to renters 
and workers.

Less exclusion and more affordable housing for all ensures 
that all types of people can find their home in a city and that 
culture and everything else that makes cities great can thrive. 
With reliable and accessible public transit serving dense 
neighbourhoods, workers can have shorter commutes and 
small businesses can flourish. More reasonable living spac-
es create more lively public spaces. If lower-income residents 
are protected and social justice prioritized, dense cities can 
be liveable cities, vibrant cities, more equal cities, and cli-
mate-friendly cities.

What does affordability mean?

“Affordability” can be a slippery word, and Vision Vancouver 
has played especially fast and loose with it over its years in 
power. Not long ago Vision councillor Kerry Jang defined af-
fordable as “what people can afford.” According to this defi-
nition, even a $10-million penthouse suite is affordable as 
long as some multi-millionaire stands ready to open up their 
cheque book.

Others define affordability in relation to average market rents 
and prices. This is untenable when housing markets have been 
taken over by speculative investment, when rents and prices 
have completely delinked from wages and incomes. We need 
a measure of affordability that starts with the needs and re-
sources of ordinary people.

We will define affordable housing as taking up no more than 
30% of before-tax, gross household income. This definition 
will apply to any new public, non-market housing as well as 
to any private development that seeks City incentives. Rents 
in public non-market housing will not be based on medians or 
averages but the actual incomes of people applying for hous-
ing, while those on welfare will be able to pay welfare shelter 
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rates.22 Private developers who receive incentives will have to 
set rents at or below the median City income.

But this definition is also not set in stone: how affordabili-
ty is defined can, and has, changed over time. Defining it as 
rent that is no more than 30% of before-tax income has been 
around for a long time but not always so widespread. It entered 
federal housing policy in the early 1990s. It was then that the 
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) changed 
its definition of what rents it could charge residents in social 
housing, raising them from 25% to 30% of before-tax income.

We will not only tie affordability to income, starting with 30% 
of income, but we will aim to drive it lower, to 25% of income 
or less, in the long term. We need genuinely affordable housing 
dictated by the needs of people, not the needs of the market.

TAX THE RICH TO BUILD HOUSING 
FOR THE MANY
Investors and the rich may like Vancouver’s mountains and 
bike lanes, but they mostly like low taxes and high profits. 
Vancouver has both—not by accident but by design.

Fair property taxes

Vancouver has some of the lowest property taxes of any ma-
jor Canadian city, not only according to the tax rate but also 
the amount of money property owners actually pay.23 Owners 
of a $1-million home in Vancouver pay just 55% of the annual 
tax bill paid by owners of a $1-million home in Toronto—well 
under half after factoring in the Home Owner Grant. Even the 
owners of a $4-million home that falls under the new pro-
gressive “school tax” pay two-thirds of the tax that those with 
a same value home in Toronto do. Finally, owners of the av-
erage Vancouver home24 pay less property tax than owners of 

22 To avoid the perverse incentive to accept primarily higher-income tenants, there will be 
quotas set aside by income band corresponding to the actual distribution of household in-
comes in the city.
23 Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, “Low property taxes help fuel housing crisis”, 
https://www.policynote.ca/housing-crisis-fuel/
24 Calculation includes condos, townhouses and single-family houses.
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the average home in Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, Calgary, and 
Edmonton, all the more so with the additional savings from 
the Home Owners Grant.

Low property taxes mean millions of dollars per year in missed 
revenue for housing for the rest of us, and a big incentive for 
investors in Vancouver property to keep winding up the price 
spiral. We need to move to a property tax system that discour-
ages all speculation in housing, whether short or long term.

The first step is moving to a progressive municipal prop-
erty tax, where the wealthy pay more on account of their 
greater wealth.

COPE will advocate for city powers to levy 
progressive property taxes, starting with a Mansion 
Tax of an additional 1% on homes worth over $5 
million and an additional 2% on homes worth over 
$10 million.

We already have a progressive income tax, where those who 
earn more pay more into the common pot. We need a pro-
gressive property tax, where those who own more expensive 
property pay more. Because housing wealth is very unequally 

Jean Swanson 
advocating for a 
Mansion Tax in front 
of a Shaughnessy 
mansion.
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distributed, a progressive property tax will target those who 
can most afford to pay. Remember that seniors and families 
with children are already able to defer property taxes at be-
low-market interest rates until they sell and realize their prof-
its. We can ensure that others facing special financial hardship 
would be able to apply for deferral as well.25

The provincial government has already recognized that hav-
ing a higher value home increases an owner’s capacity to pay 
higher taxes and implemented slightly higher taxes on homes 
worth over $3 million and $4 million across BC. Vancouver’s 
housing emergency means we need to go further.

Getting a Mansion Tax for Vancouver means getting the prov-
ince to change the Vancouver Charter. That’s why electing 
COPE councillors, school trustees, and parks commission-
ers is just one step along the way. We need to build a political 
movement that can make demands on other levels of govern-
ment—and win!

Beyond the Mansion Tax, we need to explore other ideas for 
higher, more progressive property taxes. A fair tax system not 
only redistributes wealth, it is also one step towards revers-
ing the kind of aggressive land speculation that is driving the 
affordability crisis. Vancouver land is too good an investment 
for the wealthy, making housing built on it too expensive for 
most of us.

Taxing speculation

The local and global elite who have turned Vancouver into a 
giant casino are not just long-term mansion owners. Some are 
real estate speculators, flipping homes for short-term gain and 
driving up prices and rents for everyone else.

Only this year has Vancouver’s municipal government started 
to tax property owners who leave their homes empty, a policy 
that COPE first proposed during the 2014 municipal election. 
The provincial government is also soon launching its “specu-
lation tax” that targets people who leave homes empty while 

25 It is also important to note that property owners pay no capital gains taxes on income from 
selling their primary residence and Canada does not collect inheritance taxes, unlike most 
other countries.
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not earning their living in BC. Both are a good first step but we 
need more.

COPE will substantially increase the existing Empty 
Homes Tax.

We also need a tax that targets speculators who buy properties, 
only to flip them a couple of years or even a few months later, 
regardless of whether they leave the homes empty and regard-
less of where they make their living.

COPE will advocate for municipal powers to levy a 
Speculator Tax on short-term housing speculation. 
We propose a tax of 75% on any profit from home 
sales within six months after purchase, 50% on 
any profit from home sales later than 6 months 
but within 18 months after purchase, and 25% 
later than 18 months but within three years after 
purchase.26

Ideally, the Speculator Tax and the Empty Homes Tax are a 
temporary source of revenue for the city. The point is to cre-
ate lasting structural change in order to discourage the kind 
of short-term speculation that only accelerates an already 
haywire housing market and to force homes currently sitting 
empty back into the rental pool. It is unconscionable for homes 
to be sitting empty while there are people who don’t have 
housing or who have drastically inadequate housing.

Take back the land (values)

If the luxury real estate marketers have one thing right, it’s 
that Vancouver is a spectacular place to live. But it’s not just, 
or even mostly, the mountains and the ocean, beautiful as they 
may be, that make this place great—it is the collective work of 
all of us. Together we have created a vibrant city, collectively 
building up public transit, public schools, public parks, com-
munity centres, and more.

There is lots of land by the mountains and the ocean in BC. 
What makes Vancouver’s urban land so valuable is common 

26 With a reasonable exemption for the cost of major renovations.
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labour that we have put into this place. And it’s the rules that 
elites have put in place over decades that allow them to appro-
priate increases in value that rightfully belong to all of us.

COPE will use any tools available and advocate for 
others to capture land lifts—past, present, and 
future—as much as possible.

What does this mean in practice? First, because housing prices 
have appreciated so much so quickly, current property values 
are in very large part made up of land value, rather than the 
value of structures. Regular property taxes could capture land 
value increases over time if they were not so low. A fair tax 
system as outlined above is the first step.

To go further we learn from others who have done good work 
to come up with options for the City of Vancouver to capture 
land value increases. The BCGEU’s Affordable BC plan27 has 
several concrete proposals, including using local Translink 
powers to tax land value uplifts near new transit infrastructure 
(like the coming Broadway subway). Academics are another 
source for interesting and innovative ideas; Patrick Condon, 
professor of urban design at UBC, has proposed increasing 
only the part of property tax charged on land.28 This could not 
only provide new revenue for the City to directly build public 
non-market housing but also create an incentive to increase 
density in sparse neighbourhoods—more housing units on the 
same piece of land means less property tax per unit.

Developers currently pay two major taxes—Development Cost 
Levies (DCLs) and Community Amenity Contributions (CACs)—
in exchange for development permits. CACs are negotiated be-
hind closed doors (between developers and the politicians they 
were able to fund until recently) and can vary greatly between 
projects. These taxes could be made transparent, standardized, 
and transformed to discourage luxury development and en-
courage actual affordable housing.

27 Affordable BC (BCGEU), “About our plan”, https://www.affordablebc.ca/our-plan
28 The Tyee (Patrick Condon), “How a Smart, Progressive Property Tax Could Ease Our Hous-
ing Crisis”, https://thetyee.ca/Opinion/2018/09/06/A-New-Land-Tax/
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Show us the money

All the measures that the provincial government is taking to 
limit speculation and demand pressures on housing will be all 
the more effective if the City has the resources to also rapidly 
and directly increase the amount of non-market housing.

COPE will advocate for all funds collected by the 
province from within the City of Vancouver under 
the Foreign Buyer Tax, the Speculation Tax, the 
new progressive brackets of the School Tax, and 
the Property Transfer Tax to be returned to the 
Vancouver Affordable Housing Agency to address 
our housing crisis.

We will work hard for revenue from provincial housing mea-
sures gathered within our city to be returned to us to help pay 
for truly affordable housing. The housing crisis demands that 
we use all the resources we can muster.

There’s more to this story

A recovery from the global financial crisis skewed towards the 
wealthy alongside increasing income and wealth inequality 
are adding fuel to the fire. Our affordability crisis has its roots 
decades ago, when governments effectively stopped building 
housing and increasingly limited housing policy to supporting 
mortgage lending. Housing policy became about propping up 
property values rather than providing and protecting homes.

The result is that housing is increasingly treated as an invest-
ment asset by the rich, creating hardship for renters, workers, 
and the poor. Policy to not only tamp down on speculation but 
to transform housing is among the most important of our time. 
The toolkit for capturing land uplift when it occurs and pre-
venting speculation that creates big increases in land value in 
the first place goes well beyond taxes.

Municipal and provincial policy is important. Rental-only zon-
ing can limit speculation in land if developers know that they 
will be unable to build luxury condos. Even stronger tenant 
protections, rent control tied to the unit, and a temporary rent 
freeze are all means to slow land appreciation. The price of 
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land depends in part on how much rent the owner can poten-
tially extract from it; the more rent could be charged in the 
future from a building standing on a piece of land, the more 
expensive it will be today. Stricter rent control limits these po-
tential future rents.

Federal policy plays a role as well. Inadequate pensions fuel 
housing speculation in the long term: workers are encouraged 
to rely on appreciating housing wealth to make up for meagre 
retirement incomes. Little federal support for social housing 
since the 1990s means that there is less of a counterweight to 
the market. Tax exemptions on capital gains make housing an 
even more attractive investment.

The political revolution and movement we are building in 
Vancouver needs to advocate for everything from higher pub-
lic pensions to cancelling the 50% exemption for capital gains 
from income tax to higher property transfer taxes provincially. 
Only a movement can win lasting, transformative change to 
make housing a human right.

PROTECT RENTERS
If there is one thing that most people who COPE candidates 
and volunteers have talked to have in common, it is that their 
rents are too damn high and they live too much at the whim of 
landlords. We’ve heard about too many people being renovict-
ed and demovicted to keep track. The story is nearly always the 
same: “I got kicked out so the landlord could raise the rent.” 
Vancouver’s housing emergency is not only about a lack of af-
fordability but often also about a power imbalance tilted heav-
ily in favour of landlords. The two are intimately connected.

Stronger tenant protections keep housing affordable and start 
to right the scales in an inherently unbalanced relationship 
between landlords, who have property and power, and tenants, 
who have neither. They prop up Davids against Goliaths.



COPE RED PAPER: HOUSING EMERGENCY ACTION PLAN 25

Stronger rent control

The housing emergency is so dire that we need a temporary 
freeze on rent increases for at least the first term of a new city 
government. Adjusted for inflation, maximum allowable rent 
increases (which many landlords charge) have totalled 33.8% 
since 2003. Over the same period, the inflation-adjusted medi-
an wage in BC has increased just 5.1%.

COPE will lobby the provincial government to 
immediately set a 0% maximum allowable rent 
increase in the City of Vancouver over the next four 
years (rent freeze).

COPE will lobby the provincial government to 
implement a Municipal Rent Control program in 
the City of Vancouver that includes an elected Rent 
Control Board, with tenant representation and 
independence from the real estate industry.

The maximum allowable rent increase only applies to existing 
tenancies; any time a tenant leaves (or is forced out), there are 
no limits on rent increases. It is not uncommon to hear about 
previously affordable units seeing rents increase by half or 
even double between tenancies.
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COPE will work with other municipalities to 
advocate that the provincial government tie rent 
increases to the rental unit, not to the tenancy 
(vacancy control).

Rent control serves several main purposes. One is to direct-
ly impact affordability for tenants and stabilize rental prices. 
Another goal is to allow long-term tenants to remain in place: 
the people who have contributed to a neighbourhood and 
helped make it the place it is should be able to benefit from 
it. In other words, rent control is an anti-displacement tool. 
Rent control is also a tool to dampen land price appreciation by 
impacting the future returns from land, as highlighted in the 
last section.

More renter rights

But renters need much more than just a stay in runaway rent 
increases. We have a comprehensive plan to protect renters 
and make tenancies more secure. COPE will be creative in using 
city policies and powers to protect renters.

COPE will eliminate the incentive for landlords to 
evict tenants by requiring, as a condition of issuing 
building permits, that landlords maintain rents at 
existing levels after work is completed and help 
tenants find temporary accommodation during 
major repairs.

COPE will enact a moratorium on the loss of 
existing low-income housing units across the city 
by strengthening and expanding the City’s Rate of 
Change/Tenant Relocation and Protection bylaws.

COPE will provide public funding for a universal 
Right to Counsel for tenants experiencing eviction 
and create a Rental Housing Ombudsperson.

COPE will support and fund citywide 
tenants’ unions.
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From stronger tenancies to different markets

We said at the outset that housing is political. Differences in 
the strength of tenant protections are a perfect example of how 
and why. Stronger tenant protections are another way to shift 
the balance of power away from the already powerful, towards 
those historically less powerful. With this shift, we can change 
the way housing functions in society and bring it closer to the 
human right that it is.

To see how this works, economist Laurie Macfarlane, author 
of Rethinking the Economics of Land and Housing, invites 
us to compare Germany and his home country, the United 
Kingdom.29 Germany has strong tenant protections, includ-
ing rent controls; Britain has lax laws and few controls. The 
United Kingdom has seen an explosion in housing wealth like 
Canada, which has been good for some but has also similarly 
come at the cost of rising inequality and an affordability cri-
sis in the cities. Germany, on the other hand, has significantly 
less total housing wealth; however, this is in part because the 
majority of German households rent rather than own, enjoying 
relative stability and security. The results are striking: on av-
erage, German households spend 25% of their income on rent, 
whereas in the United Kingdom this figure is 40%.

Nearly everywhere, it has been movements of renters standing 
up for their rights that have won meaningful tenant protec-
tions. It will be no different in Vancouver. We need a political 
revolution at City Hall, and we need as many Vancouverites as 
possible to join us.

DEMOCRATIZE HOUSING
When we take housing out of the market, we have an opportu-
nity to transform it even further. We can give residents mean-
ingful participation in design and management. Public housing 
can, and should, truly be the people’s. It should be democratic.

The stigma attached to public non-market housing today is 
not without cause. While it stems in part from a general turn 

29 Open Democracy (Laurie Macfarlane), “Why the distribution of wealth has more to do 
with power than productivity”, https://www.opendemocracy.net/neweconomics/distribu-
tion-wealth-little-productivity-everything-power/
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towards the market and away from public services, it is also 
the result of public housing being managed in a very top-down 
fashion, being overly bureaucratic and often allowed to degen-
erate in quality.

Public non-market housing should be high-quality and demo-
cratic, co-managed by residents from the bottom up. It should 
be a source of pride.

COPE will involve future residents in the design of 
public non-market housing before it is built and 
meaningfully involve residents in management 
once it is occupied.

Even at the stage of planning it is possible to give residents 
of non-market housing—or, in this case, future residents—a 
meaningful say about where they live. Future residents can be 
involved in the design process: providing feedback on every-
thing from unit layouts to green spaces, playgrounds and ame-
nities. Alongside architects and designers, we can be co-cre-
ators of our homes and neighbourhoods from the ground up if 
given the chance.

Building much more public, non-market housing is also an 
opportunity to introduce everyday democratic decision-mak-
ing into housing, a place, like work, where it is largely absent 

Public, non-market 
housing in Vienna, 
where over half of 

residents live in non-
market housing.
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today. This does not mean endless meetings where everyone 
has to agree to every decision; it means an elected manage-
ment board made up of residents and resident committees to 
govern particular areas, such as landscaping, maintenance or 
social events.

There are important precedents. Vienna, where most housing 
is out of the market, also has strong traditions of residents in-
volved in both the design and management of housing.

The need to democratize housing reinforces why co-ops 
and community land trusts are so important. Democracy 
and co-management is already built into both models. Jean 
Swanson tells the story of her co-op being co-designed by 
future residents in the 1970s before it was built: “My co-op is 
41 years old. It was designed by its founders, many of whom 
still live here as do some of their children and grandchil-
dren. You can tell it was designed by women. There is plen-
ty of storage space, lots of cupboards in the kitchen and the 
units are large.”

Beyond individual non-market housing developments, we can 
extend more democracy to the neighbourhood level. Cities 
around the world have experimented with participatory bud-
geting, where communities decide how to best spend some 
portion of local funds, making decisions whether to allocate 
resources to parks or libraries, bike paths or pools. We can 
have community design of vibrant neighbourhoods across the 
entire city, not neighbourhood vetoes on expanding communi-
ties or dismantling exclusion. Special effort need to be made to 
include renters, not just owners, in participatory structures.

More democracy is a means to reinvigorate our city. We want 
to empower people in decision-making over their lives wher-
ever possible. This is how we win the housing we need in its 
full sense.
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JOIN US!
Nothing in this report will get done without a broad movement 
of people who want to see it get done.

COPE believes that the housing we need will only be won by 
building movements that push for reforms and challenge all 
politicians. Even if we are elected to City Hall, we will only be 
as strong as the voices of thousands of renters and workers 
outside City Hall, demanding more. Ending our housing emer-
gency, making housing affordable and getting housing out 
of the market will be the work of movements or it will not be 
done. Let’s win back the city for the many from the developers 
and the wealthy few.

Join us to fight for the city 
we need!
votecope2018.ca


