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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In September 2018, the Somerset West Community Health Centre, in collaboration with Creative 
Neighbourhoods	Inc.,	contracted	The	Planning	Collective	to	create	an	affordable	rental	housing	strategy	for	
the West Centretown neighbourhood of Ottawa. This report sets out The Planning Collective’s preliminary 
research in the form of a SWOT analysis, looking at the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
to	affordable	rental	housing	in	West	Centretown.

West	Centretown	is	a	diverse	neighbourhood,	with	26%	of	the	its	residents	speaking	a	non-official	language	
at home and 29% of its residents being new immigrants to Canada. In addition, 38% of the neighbourhood’s 
residents spend more than 30% of their income on rent. A high proportion of West Centretown’s residents 
live in apartment buildings or other forms of attached dwellings, including rooming houses at 90%.

The Planning Collective team conducted interviews and public consultations with three stakeholder 
groups in order to understand the dynamics of the neighbourhood and the needs of the community. The 
stakeholder	groups	are:	organizations	operating	in	the	neighbourhood	(e.g.	non-profits	and	real	estate	
developers), members of the Steward’s Table, and lower-income residents of the neighbourhood attending 
a drop-in lunch at St. Luke’s Table. These results will be used as the main guiding resource in creating a 
comprehensive strategy that addresses the residents’ main challenges in accessing suitable housing. 

Although	there	are	some	weaknesses	for	increasing	housing	affordability	in	West	Centretown	that	relate	to	
the dysfunction of plans and programs meant to support Ottawa residents facing housing insecurity, there 
are	a	number	of	strengths	that	can	help	increase	affordable	housing	options	in	the	neighbourhood.	The	
large	number	of	community	service	organizations	advocating	for	or	working	towards	increasing	affordable	
housing in West Centretown, coupled with the support from Councillor McKenney and the area’s diverse 
housing	stock,	will	assist	in	supporting	a	strong	foundation	for	an	affordable	rental	housing	strategy.	

There are also ample opportunities in the form of a number of policies and programs at the national, 
provincial	and	municipal	levels	that	can	help	support	the	creation	of	more	affordable	rental	housing	in	
West	Centretown.	This	includes	the	National	Housing	Strategy,	the	Ontario	Long-Term	Affordable	Housing	
Strategy, and multiple housing strategies from the City of Ottawa. However, the fundamental threat 
to	housing	affordability	 in	West	Centretown	 is	 the	 increase	 in	market	 rental	prices	and	new,	high-end	
residential development. There are currently 25 residential development projects (with over 20 units) 
either approved or proposed. Approximately half of these developments are condominium buildings, 
with the rest being purpose-built rental. While it is positive that more rental buildings are being built and 
proposed, the new rental buildings tend to be expensive and aimed at higher income earners.

Based on the detailed SWOT analysis that was conducted for this report, progress is being made towards 
identifying	the	most	pertinent	actions	to	support	the	development	of	an	affordable	rental	housing	strategy	
in West Centretown. Moving forward, The Planning Collective will delve into a deeper analysis of additional 
sociodemographic variables, map sociodemographic changes over time between 2006 and 2016 and 
project	possible	future	scenarios.	Additionally,	we	will	review	the	effectiveness	of	various	tools	and	policies	
on	affordable	housing	from	other	cities	to	inform	our	proposed	strategy.	
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1. BACKGROUND 

In September 2018 the Somerset West Community Health Centre, in collaboration with Creative 
Neighbourhoods	 Inc.,	 contracted	 The	 Planning	 Collective	 to	 create	 an	 affordable	 rental	 housing	
strategy for the West Centretown neighbourhood of Ottawa. The project consists of research, analysis, 
community	engagement,	and	the	production	of	a	final	 report,	which	will	support	advocacy	efforts	
to	keep	West	Centretown	affordable	 for	people	of	different	socio-demographic	backgrounds.	This	
situational report includes background information about the planning context, a neighbourhood 
profile	with	demographic	data,	and	a	summary	of	what	we	have	heard	from	residents,	stakeholders,	
and the Steward’s Table through public engagement activities. The body of the report is organized 
into a SWOT analysis, which highlights the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats to 
affordable	rental	housing	in	West	Centretown.	Following	the	analysis,	a	conclusion	will	be	provided	
with	next	steps	for	the	project.	This	report	will	conclude	the	first	two	phases	of	the	project;	research	
and	engagement.	The	final	two	phases	of	the	project	involve	drafting	a	strategy	based	on	our	findings	
from	phases	one	and	 two	and	delivering	a	final	strategy	 in	December	2018.	Figure	1	below	 is	an	
image showing a common housing type found in West Centretown. 

Figure	1.	Houses	in	Ottawa’s	West	Centretown
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1.1 PLANNING CONTEXT

The	Ottawa	River	Valley	was	populated	by	 the	Algonquin	 First	Nation	at	 least	 8,000	 years	before	
European settlers arrived1.	Since	the	arrival	of	the	French	in	1603,	the	area	now	known	as	Ottawa,	and	
the	West	Centretown	neighbourhood	specifically,	has	been	a	landing	place	for	immigrants	of	many	
different	backgrounds.	West	Centretown	is	densely	populated	and	home	to	approximately	12,000	
residents, or 6,197 people per square km. Centrally located in the City of Ottawa, it is bounded by the 
Ottawa River to the north, Carling Avenue to the south, Bronson Avenue to the east, and the O-Train 
line	and	Bayswater	Avenue	to	the	west.	A	map	situating	West	Centretown	can	be	seen	in	Figure	2.	

The diverse neighbourhood has traditionally been known as an immigrant receiving area and 
includes the communities of Chinatown, Little Italy, Rochester Heights, and Nanny Goat Hill. Over 
35% of residents are visible minorities, 30% are immigrants, and there is also a high proportion 
of non-permanent residents and recent newcomers. In West Centretown today, 20% of residents 
speak	neither	French	nor	English	at	home.	Ethnic	diversity	 is	evident	when	walking	 through	West	
Centretown, with Chinatown located along Somerset Street West and Little Italy located along Preston 
Street.	There	is	a	rich	history	of	cultural	diversity	around	West	Centretown,	which	is	reflected	in	the	
local economy of the area, with multiple varied Asian (mostly Vietnamese and Chinese) businesses 
located along Somerset Street West, and Italian businesses along Preston Street. Dragon dances and 
Buddhist	parades	frequent	Somerset	Street	West,	as	does	the	annual	Chinese	Autumn	Festival.	The	
ability	of	 the	neighbourhood	to	welcome	newcomers	of	all	different	backgrounds	 is	an	 important	
characteristic	and	relies	on	the	availability	of	affordable	and	adequate	housing	for	 individuals	and	
families.

1 Algonquins of Ontario. (2013). Our Proud History. https://www.tanakiwin.com/algonquins-of-ontario/our-proud-history/ 
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West	Centretown	has	a	significant	amount	of	public	land	owned	by	the	three	levels	of	government.	
Approximately 30% of the land base is available for development in addition to privately-owned 
parcels.	This	provides	an	opportunity	 to	 identify	sites	 that	would	be	suitable	 for	 future	affordable	
rental housing projects. The Ottawa Community Housing Corporation recently purchased federal 
lands to build a new mixed-income community. The ongoing Gladstone Village development will re-
initiate the Gladstone Station Community Design plan process.

While West Centretown is experiencing challenges related to neighbourhood change, there are many 
opportunities	to	build	on	the	neighbourhood’s	strengths.	These	strengths	include	a	robust	non-profit	
sector, cultural diversity, an existing social housing stock, and the upcoming addition of public transit 
infrastructure. These assets can be leveraged to ensure that the neighbourhood is a place where 
even	those	who	are	most	marginalized	can	feel	welcomed	and	find	a	place	to	 live	that	matches	a	
diversity of needs and preferences.

Figure	2.	Map	of	West	Centretown	
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1.2 NEIGHBOURHOOD PROFILE

In order to gain a more nuanced understanding of the particular demographic changes occuring 
in West Centretown, socio-demographic variables were analyzed by dissemination area for West 
Centretown	from	the	2006	and	2016	census.	The	2016	figures	have	also	been	compared	with	the	
Somerset West Community Health Centre (SWCHC) service area as well as to the City of Ottawa as 
a	whole	to	show	how	West	Centretown	differs	from	the	rest	of	the	city	in	terms	of	the	population’s	
sociodemographics.	The	SWCHC	service	area	 is	roughly	defined	by	the	Ottawa	River	to	the	north;	
Carling	Avenue	to	the	south;	Bronson	Avenue	to	the	east	until	Catherine	Street,	Bay	Street	to	the	east	
until	Gloucester	Street,	and	Lyon	Street	to	the	east	until	the	Ottawa	River;	and	finally,	Island	Park	Drive	
to the west. A number of variables from the census have been selected for analysis, and details are 
provided in the following sections. 

1.21 DEMOGRAPHICS IN WEST CENTRETOWN VS. OTTAWA

It	has	been	understood	by	stakeholders	involved	in	affordable	housing	in	West	Centretown	that	the	
neighbourhood has higher rates of poverty compared to the rest of Ottawa but it was important to be 
able	to	show	the	actual	figures	in	this	report.	The	following	variables	were	analyzed	to	find	differences	
between West Centretown, the SWCHC catchment area, and the whole of Ottawa. 

Total Population by Age Group
The breakdown of the population by age group in West Centretown is relatively consistent with the 
SWCHC service area and the rest of Ottawa. However, a direct comparison between West Centretown 
and the City of Ottawa shows that a smaller proportion of the population is between 0 to 14 years 
of age in West Centretown (10% compared with 17% in Ottawa) and a greater proportion of the 
population is between 25 to 44 years of age (38% in West Centretown compared with 27% in Ottawa).

First Language
When	 comparing	 the	 three	 different	 areas,	 West	 Centretown	 exhibits	 the	 highest	 proportion	 of	
individuals	speaking	a	non-official	language	as	their	primary	language.	26%	of	the	West	Centretown	
population	speaks	a	non-official	language	as	their	primary	language	compared	to	19%	in	the	SWCHC	
service area and 22% in Ottawa. 

Immigrant Status
West Centretown has the largest percentage of immigrants, with 29% of its population holding 
immigrant status compared to 22% in the SWCHC service area and 24% in Ottawa. Recent immigrants 
can face barriers to social integration and workforce participation at higher rates than long-time 
residents. Therefore, recent immigrants often require more services and supports.
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Income Distribution
The	individual	income	distribution	in	West	Centretown	differs	from	the	SWCHC	service	area	and	the	
City of Ottawa. As much as 38% of West Centretown’s population falls into the $10,000 - $30,000 
income bracket which is more than the 29% within the SWCHC service area and 26% in Ottawa. 
There	are	also	significantly	fewer	people	in	the	income	categories	above	$50,000	in	West	Centretown	
compared	to	the	SWCHC	service	area	and	Ottawa.	These	figures	demonstrate	that	there	is	a	higher	
need	 for	 affordable	 rental	 housing	 in	 the	West	 Centretown	 neighbourhood	 if	 the	 lower	 income	
population is to continue to live in this area. 

Type of Dwelling
The	type	of	dwellings	that	people	are	occupying	in	West	Centretown	also	varies	significantly	from	the	
SWCHC service area and the City of Ottawa. The majority of the West Centretown population (33%) 
lives	 in	an	apartment	building	that	has	five	or	more	storeys	or	another	 form	of	attached	dwelling	
(57%). Only 10% of the West Centretown population lives in a single-detached house. By comparison, 
there	are	significantly	more	people	residing	in	a	single-detached	house	in	the	SWCHC	service	area	
(26%)	and	Ottawa	 (43%),	 	and	 fewer	people	 residing	 in	apartments	 in	buildings	with	five	or	more	
storeys (30% in the SWCHC service area and 18% in Ottawa), or other attached dwellings (44% in 
the SWCHC service area and 39% in Ottawa). The proportion of people living in attached dwellings 
in West Centretown would include dwellings like rooming houses, which are also located in West 
Centretown at higher proportions than other neighbourhoods in Ottawa.

Dwelling-Income Ratio
The dwelling-income ratio provides an overview of the percentage of households spending 30% or 
more	of	their	income	on	shelter	costs	(Figure	3).	In	West	Centretown,	38%	of	the	population	spends	
30% of more of their income on shelter costs, compared to 31% the SWCHC service area and 24% in 
Ottawa. The high proportion of people spending more than 30% of their income in West Centretown 
compared to the SWCHC catchment area and the whole city demonstrates that there is a higher 
concentration	of	people	living	in	poverty	in	West	Centretown.	Providing	affordable	housing	options	
for these individuals will be important as housing prices continue to rise in the neighbourhood. 

Figure	3.	Dwelling-Income	Ratio	Statistic	Charts
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1.3 WHAT WE HEARD

Community engagement is an important part of developing urban plans or strategies. Numbers, such 
as census demographic data, can only provide one part of the story of a neighbourhood. The lived 
experience	of	residents	who	would	be	affected	by	a	plan,	like	an	affordable	housing	strategy,	should	
be taken into account when the plan is developed. Gathering thoughts and ideas from stakeholders 
helps to inform planners about neighbourhood issues and shifts power to citizens to determine 
the type of neighbourhood they want to live in. To ensure that our project recommendations are 
informed by community members in West Centretown, we conducted three forms of community 
engagement.	Firstly,	interviews	with	stakeholders	were	conducted	over	the	phone	to	gather	a	wide	
variety	of	 feedback.	Stakeholders	 that	were	 interviewed	 included	non-profits,	developers,	and	city	
planners. Secondly, we attended a meeting of the Somerset West Community Health Centre Steward’s 
Table to share the project’s progress, and take feedback from Steward’s Table members. Thirdly, we 
held a “pop-up” public engagement kiosk at St. Luke’s Table, a local drop-in day program, where 
many participants are facing housing insecurity. The thoughts and opinions gathered through the 
three forms of public engagement are described in the following section of the report, and will be 
incorporated	into	our	final	report	and	recommendations.	
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Community Organizations:

Alliance to End Homelessness Ottawa - Administrator
CAHDCO - Administrator
Cornerstone Housing - Administrator
Dalhousie	Community	Association	(DCA)	-	Community	member;	Former	land	developer
Housing co-ops in Ottawa - Housing Manager
Rochester Heights Community House - Administrator
St Luke’s Table - Member of Board of Directors, and Administrator

Private Sector:
Tartan Land Corporation, Ottawa Home Builders’ Association - Developer

Public Sector:
City of Ottawa - Planner
Former	Montreal	City	Planner
Councillor –  Ward 14 (Somerset)
Ottawa Community Housing - Community Development organizer
City of Ottawa, Planning, Infrastructure & Economic Development - Planner
City of Ottawa, Housing Services Branch - Program Manager

1.31 STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS

Stakeholder interviews took place with representatives of organizations who work in West Centretown 
on	affordable	rental	housing	issues.	A	comprehensive	list	of	stakeholders	is	presented	below,	and	
interview themes are summarized.

We would like to acknowledge the following organizations for taking the time to speak with us about 
their	opinions	and	experiences	in	working	on	affordable	rental	housing	and	related	issues	in	West	
Centretown. 
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There were several recurring themes from stakeholder interviews. Interviewees indicated challenges 
relating	to	the	lack	of	affordable	housing	in	the	West	Centretown	neighbourhood,	and	also	provided	
some steps they think need to be taken to address some of the challenges. The following recurring 
trends	were	identified.	

1. Substantial gentrification has occured in recent years. The main concern regarding 
affordability	is	how	rapidly	the	area	is	gentrifying.	This	is	attributable	to	the	location	of	

the area adjacent to downtown, as well as buildings being renovated that result in higher 
rents. Having newly renovated suites in a central location has led to an increased interest 
in	the	area	from	more	affluent	groups	of	people.	The	area	has	also	seen	an	increase	in	
housing	units	for	students,	which	can	be	a	another	sign	of	gentrification.	An	example	of	

the apartments that are being targeted to students and young professionals is the LIV 
apartment building on Bell Street.

2. Section 37 is very limiting. Section 37 authorizes increases in permitted height and/or 
density	through	a	zoning	bylaw	in	return	for	community	benefits.	The	Section	37	benefits	

in Ottawa are not the same as they are in Toronto and are much more limiting. The Section 
37 contribution agreement generally does not provide large amounts of funding and 

cannot be used in conjunction with inclusionary zoning.

3. Inclusionary zoning is an important tool if used correctly. Inclusionary zoning has 
not been implemented in Ottawa yet, but there are plans to do so in the near future.  
Although there are some contradictory sentiment towards inclusionary zoning from 

different	types	of	stakeholders,	it	is	clear	that	inclusionary	zoning	can	be	an	important	tool.

4. Importance of partnerships to build affordable housing. Community organizers, 
developers	and	government	officials	are	very	aware	of	the	importance	of	building	

partnerships	in	order	to	maintain	and	enhance	the	affordable	housing	stock.	This	will	mean	
including	developers	in	conversations	about	affordable	housing	and	creating	agreements	

where	multiple	parties	can	benefit.

5. Relationship with developers needs to change. At the moment, there seems to be a 
disconnect between community organizations and developers. Even though both entities 

focus	on	addressing	different	parts	of	the	housing	equation,	the	only	way	for	organizations	
to stop getting push back from developers, and developers getting push back from the 

public,	is	through	collaborating	in	areas	where	both	can	benefit.	These	conversations	will	
be paramount to ensure that groups are not working in isolation.
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5. Relationship with developers needs to change. At the moment, there seems to be a 
disconnect between community organizations and developers. Even though both entities 
focus	on	addressing	different	parts	of	the	housing	equation,	the	only	way	for	organizations	
to stop getting push back from developers, and developers getting push back from the 
public,	is	through	collaborating	in	areas	where	both	can	benefit.	These	conversations	will	be	
paramount to ensure that groups are not working in isolation.

6. More political will is needed. According to the conversations carried out with the 
stakeholders,	there	needs	to	be	more	political	will	in	order	to	achieve	affordability	in	West	
Centretown. There are 23 councillors, and only 2 have said that they are pushing forward an 
affordable	housing	fund.	There	is	available	funding	from	the	various	levels	of	government	
that	could	be	allocated	to	creating	affordable	housing	projects.	These	funds	are	not	being	
used	for	affordable	housing	and	accessing	the	funds	can	be	difficult.	The	various	levels	
of government need to streamline funding options to make it easier to access funds for 
affordable	housing	projects.

7. Public engagement is very important. Considering the diversity of residents in West 
Centretown, it is important to engage the public in meaningful ways to ensure that various 
viewpoints are heard. 

8. Quality of rooming houses is an issue. Rooming house units are a very complicated 
aspect of the housing equation, but one that is extremely important in the neighbourhood. 
Not only does the neighbourhood have the highest concentration of rooming house units 
in Ottawa, but a large portion of West Centretown’s population rely on them. Since rooming 
houses	are	privately	owned,	it	is	difficult	to	enforce	proper	maintenance	of	the	buildings	for	
tenants without causing the buildings to be shut down.

9. There are worries about lack of public spaces in the neighbourhood.  In addition to 
the	lack	of	affordability	in	the	area,	the	neighbourhood	is	also	seeing	a	lack	of	public	spaces	
for interaction. There is a concern that there are not enough green spaces and community 
areas where residents can interact.
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1.32 STEWARD’S TABLE MEETING 

On October 26, 2018, the Planning Collective team attended the meeting of the Steward’s Table, a 
group of local organizations that meets monthly to collaborate around housing issues and projects 
in the area, and to share information across organizations. At this meeting, several interesting ideas 
came	up	regarding	the	affordability	of	West	Centretown,	which	are	listed	below.

• In the past, West Centretown was a landing spot for new immigrants due to its diverse 
population, proximity to downtown, and supply of affordable rental housing 

	 •	The	old	Bells	Towers	building	housed	many	newcomers	in	affordable	rental	units
	 •	Now	that	building	has	been	redeveloped	into	Liv	Developments,	a	high-end	building		 	
 marketed to young working professionals and students

• In the face of rapid change in West Centretown, several features of the neighbourhood are 
important to maintain:

	 •	West	Centretown	as	a	Landing	Place	for	newcomers
	 •	West	Centretown	as	an	affordable	place	to	live
	 •	The	history	and	diversity	of	the	neighbourhood
	 •	The	urban	character	of	the	place,	with	cohesive	and	legible	architecture	and	urban		 	
 form

• Private rental housing is a large portion of the affordable rental stock
	 •	Need	more	regulations	to	ensure	these	are	maintained	and	kept	in	good	condition
	 •	Newer	construction	of	rental	housing	is	not	affordable,	and	will	not	become	more		 	
	 afford	able	for	many	years

• Public engagement necessary
	 •	Good	to	hear	from	different	groups	who	live	in	the	area	(engaging	those	other	than		 	
 the  ‘usual suspects’)

• Ottawa housing plans are problematic
	 •	Punitive	towards	tenants,	and	missing	the	mark	on	what	tenants	really	need
	 •	City	will	be	updating	their	10-year	Housing	and	Homelessness	Plan	soon,	which	will	
 provide an opportunity to bring these issues to the forefront and present feedback   
	 from	different	groups	on	Ottawa’s	local	housing	policies

The feedback and ideas that came up at the Steward’s Table meeting will provide direction for further 
research	and	for	recommendations	that	are	included	in	the	final	report	prepared	by	The	Planning	
Collective.
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1.33 POP-UP PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

The Planning Collective Team conducted public engagement at St Luke’s Table, an organization that 
provides meals and supportive services for those experiencing poverty. We held a pop-up kiosk 
for two hours on November 2nd, 2018 during the lunch time meal serving. The pop-up consisted 
of display boards on a table with free snacks to entice participation. Through the form of pop-up 
engagement, participants were able to come and speak with The Planning Collective team members 
in a low-pressure comfortable environment. Many folks came over to ask what the pop-up was all 
about	and	offer	 their	 feedback	about	 their	own	challenges	of	finding	affordable	rental	housing	 in	
West Centretown.

The	purpose	of	 the	pop-up	was	to	find	out	what	some	of	 the	main	challenges	were	 for	residents	
living	in	that	area,	as	well	as	any	ideas	they	have	about	making	it	easier	to	access	affordable	housing.	
People were very responsive and provided us with some useful feedback. The following is a list of 
common responses gathered at the pop-up.

Rooming house 
conditions are awful, and 
they are filled with mice. 

Social housing waiting times are 
too long and if the list gets 

updated, it does not reserve 
your spot. You are placed at the 
bottom of the list, if no contact 

has been made. 

Rents are going up quickly but 
subsidies do not match the 

increase in rents 

Many people couch surf because they 
cannot find adequate housing. 
Support workers at St. Luke’s 
have heard of many illegal 

evictions.

Someone was facing eviction as a result of 
their landlord selling the building and wanting 

to do renovations. 

The social housing waiting list 
does not take into account 
priorities like chronic illness 
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In addition to the pop-up kiosk, posters with a question regarding access to housing were left at the 
SWCHC in order to gather additional comments from those using the Health Centre services. The 
feedback from the residents of West Centretown who access St. Luke’s Table and the SWCHC will be 
incorporated	into	our	final	report.

The ideas and experiences gathered through all three forms of community participation discussed 
here	will	be	incorporated	into	a	set	of	final	recommendations	in	the	file	report	for	this	project.	Each	
type	of	engagement	gathered	feedback	from	different	types	of	people	who	have	a	stake	in	having	
better	 access	 to	 affordable	 rental	 housing	 in	West	 Centretown.	 Additionally,	 the	 final	 report	 will	
feature recommendations for community participation tools that SWCHC can use to continue to 
engage with residents and stakeholders.
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2. SWOT ANALYSIS



A SWOT analysis has been conducted to determine what strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats	are	being	experienced	in	West	Centretown	concerning	affordable	rental	housing.	Strengths	
which	have	been	identified	include	the	wealth	of	community	organizations	who	are	already	taking	action	
to	expand	and	preserve	affordable	rental	housing	options	in	West	Centretown.	Some	weaknesses	
that have been found include the lack of support from the City of Ottawa through plans and policies 
to	adequately	address	housing	and	homelessness	issues.	It	has	been	identified	that	an	opportunity	
exists for the City of Ottawa to use more progressive policy tools and funding streams, while fully 
committing	to	address	the	affordable	housing	issue.	Finally,	threats	have	been	identified,	and	include	
rising	housing	prices	and	gentrification	of	West	Centretown.	The	content	in	the	SWOT	analysis	paints	
a picture of the current situation of housing in West Centretown and points towards opportunities 
and threats to consider as a strategy is created. The SWOT analysis will inform recommendations for 
the	final	project	report.

2.1 STRENGTHS

West Centretown has many attributes that make it a lively, diverse neighbourhood that is well 
connected	to	the	rest	of	the	city.	The	neighbourhood	has	a	robust	non-profit	sector	that	is	committed	
to	equity	and	access	to	social	services.	Many	of	these	organizations	are	working	specifically	in	the	area	
of	preserving	and	developing	affordable	housing	in	the	area,	and	working	collaboratively	to	address	
concerns	related	to	gentrification	and	displacement	of	vulnerable	residents.	Three	key	strengths	in	
the	West	Centretown	neighbourhood	have	been	identified,	which	include	a	robust	community	service	
sector, a supportive city councillor, and the neighbourhood’s central location.. These strengths are 
detailed in the following sections.

2. SWOT ANALYSIS 
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2.11 COMMUNITY SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS

The	SWCHC	acts	as	a	hub	for	community	action	on	affordable	housing	issues	by	facilitating	the	
Steward’s Table. It is important for organizations that are working on similar issues to come 
together and collectively work on solutions rather than working in isolation. The Steward’s 
Table	serves	as	that	place	to	collaborate.	Figure	4	shows	the	list	of	organizations	that	are	
involved in the Steward’s Table and meet at the SWCHC monthly. Additionally, there are many 
other	organizations	advocating	for	or	providing	affordable	housing	in	West	Centretown	that	
are	not	a	part	of	the	Steward’s	Table.	Figure	5	lists	these	additional	organizations.	This	is	not	
an	exhaustive	representation	of	the	organizations	working	in	Ottawa	on	affordable	housing,	
but provides a cross-section of those involved and an idea of the many groups working on 
this important issue. The long length of these two lists of organizations demonstrates that 
there	is	a	lot	of	capacity	in	West	Centretown	for	addressing	affordable	rental	housing	issues.

Many	of	 the	organizations	 listed	 in	Figure	5	are	non-profit	or	co-op	housing	providers.	 In	
addition	to	these	affordable	housing	options,	the	amount	of	social	housing	in	the	area	(over	
1,400	units)	allows	many	households	 to	 live	 in	 the	area	 in	units	where	 the	affordability	 is	
protected. Ottawa Community Housing, as a public agency providing housing, has a mandate 
to	ensure	a	certain	level	of	affordability	across	their	portfolio.	A	portion	of	the	social	housing	
stock is also being upgraded in West Centretown, with a redevelopment project at the 
Rochester Heights community that will result in a tripling of the number of social housing 
units at a range of rental prices in order to facilitate a mixed-income community.

Steward’s Table Organizations

Alliance to End Homelessness Ottawa
Boys and Girls Club
CAHDCO
Canadian Observatory on Homelessness
Centretown Community Health Centre
Councillor Catherine McKenney 
Cornerstone Housing for Women
Dalhousie Community Association
Healthy Transportation Coalition
Ottawa Community Housing
Plant Pool Recreation Association
Rochester Heights Community House Coordinator
St. Luke’s Table

Figure	4.	Steward’s	Table	Organizations
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Organizations Working on Affordable Housing in West Centretown 

Asher	Christian	Seniors																																																													Barrhaven	Non	Profit	Housing
Better Living Co-operative                                                        Cardinus Co-operative
Carpenter Co-operative                                                             Cartier Square Co-operative 
Centretown Citizens Ottawa Corporation (C.C.O.C.)         Chinese Community Building
Communityworks	Non	Profit	Housing																																		 Conservation	Co-operative
Côté	Est	Co-operative																																																																Cumberland	Non	Profit	Housing
Dalhousie Co-operative                                                             Desloges Co-operative
Dobbin Co-operative                                                                 Eagleson Co-operative
Ellwood	Non	Profit	Housing																																																					Emily	Murphy	Non	Profit	Housing
Glenn Haddrell Co-operative                                                   Gloucester Housing Corporation
Goulbourn	Non	Profit	Housing																																																Harmer	House
Hazeldean Co-operative                                                            Kanata Co-operative
Kanata	Baptist	Non	Profit	Housing																																									 Lao	Village	Co-operative
L.I.U.N.A	Non	Profit	Housing																																																					Mario	DeGiovanni	Co-operative
Muslim	Non	Profit	Housing																																																							Nepean	Housing
Ottawa	Community	Housing	(O.C.H.)																																					 Osgoode	Non	Profit	Housing
Rideau	Non	Profit	Housing																																																								St.	Georges	Co-operative
St.	Vladimir’s	Russian	Residence																																															Serson	Clarke	Non	Profit	Housing
Shefford	Co-operative																																																															Shikun	Oz	Non	Profit	Housing
Taiga	Non	Profit	Housing																																																										Tannenhof	Co-operative
Van	Lang	Non	Profit	Housing																 	 	 Vanier	Non	Profit	Housing
Voisins Co-operative Housing                                                   Unity Housing
West	Carleton	Non	Profit	Housing				 	 	 	 Wigwamen
Yule Manor Co-operative

Figure	5.	Organizations	Working	on	Affordable	Housing	in	West	Centretown
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2.12 SUPPORT OF MUNICIPAL COUNCILLOR

After speaking with the city councillor for Ward 14 (Somerset), where West Centretown is located, 
it	is	clear	that	there	is	support	for	affordable	housing	projects	in	the	neighbourhood	from	the	local	
councillor. After the October municipal election Catherine McKenney has been re-elected as the 
Councillor	so	there	will	likely	be	continued	support	for	affordable	rental	housing.	Councillor	McKenney	
has been the Councillor for Ward 14 since 2014. The Councillor recognizes the need to be proactive 
on	 affordable	 housing	 in	 the	 area	 due	 to	 increasing	 rates	 of	 gentrification.	 Councillor	McKenney	
has	been	advocating	for	affordable	housing	units	to	be	 included	 in	the	developments	around	the	
Gladstone Light Rail Station. She also pushed for the creation of a new interdepartmental working 
group	on	affordable	housing	at	the	City	that	is	working	to	identify	parcels	of	city-owned	surplus	land	
that	could	be	used	for	affordable	housing	development.	Councillor	McKenney	is	also	supportive	of	an	
inclusionary	zoning	policy	for	the	City	of	Ottawa	but	recognizes	the	difficulty	with	getting	developers	
on	board	with	a	policy	that	will	affect	the	profitability	of	new	developments.	Overall,	the	Steward’s	
Table has a good chance of forming alliances with the local councillor to further its goals and that is 
why the municipal councillor is being considered a strength.

2.13 LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION

West Centretown is centrally located near downtown, making it a convenient location for Ottawa 
residents to live. The neighbourhood has a diverse housing stock, which includes single detached 
homes, rooming houses, all the way up to large apartment buildings. The diversity in the housing 
stock provides options for people who want to live in West Centretown. The neighbourhood is also 
going to be home to a new public transit stop for Ottawa’s light rail system. Transit access is important 
for individuals who are experiencing poverty, who often rely on public transit to get to work or attend 
meetings. Having more public transit options in West Centretown will make the neighbourhood 
even better connected to the rest of the city. These assets can be leveraged to ensure that the 
neighbourhood	is	a	place	where	even	those	who	are	most	marginalized	can	feel	welcomed	and	find	
a place to live that matches their needs and preferences.

Another strength of the neighbourhood is the amount of cultural diversity of residents and visitors. 
Nearly 30% of the residents of West Centretown are immigrants, and others travel from other 
neighbourhoods to this part of the city to be involved in the community there. This diversity in the 
neighbourhood	is	a	trait	that	is	being	threatened	by	gentrification	and	the	displacement	of	those	who	
can	no	longer	afford	to	live	in	West	Centretown.	Cultural	diversity,	transit	access,	and	a	central	location	
are	all	strengths	of	the	area,	but	they	can	also	contribute	to	gentrification,	which	will	be	discussed	
later in the threats section of this analysis. What is important is to ensure that these neighbourhood 
strengths remain accessible for people of all income levels. 
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2.2 WEAKNESSES

The	weaknesses	of	housing	affordability	in	West	Centretown	relate	to	the	disfunction	of	plans	and	
programs that are meant to support people facing housing insecurity. Ottawa’s 10-Year Housing and 
Homelessness Plan and the Social Housing Registry of Ottawa are listed in the Weaknesses section of 
this report because they are not providing the support that individuals need to secure and maintain 
suitable housing. Optimistically, with more funding and support from the City of Ottawa and other 
levels of government, both of these weaknesses could turn into opportunities. 

2.21 10-YEAR HOUSING AND HOMELESSNESS PLAN

In 2011 Ottawa City Council approved $14M in funding annually for housing and homelessness 
initiatives, and committed another $2M in 20152. The 10-Year Housing & Homelessness Plan 
was	 adopted	 in	 2013	and	guides	 the	 city’s	 housing	 efforts	until	 2023.	 Figure	6	outline’s	Ottawa’s	
housing services system and provides a picture of housing supports for the whole city. Many of the 
residents who live in West Centretown in rooming housing or supportive housing could be at risk 
of homelessness if they lost their current housing so this plan holds a lot of relevance to the West 
Centretown neighbourhood. The plan sets out a vision for eliminating chronic homelessness and 
building	a	city	where	everyone	has	a	safe	and	affordable	home	in	a	neighbourhood	of	their	choosing.	
The plan is based on three pillars where everyone has a home, people get the support they need, and 
stakeholders work together. These are nice sentiments but more action needs to be taken to achieve 
these pillars of the plan.

There	are	a	number	of	programs	that	are	being	employed	in	Ottawa	to	support	access	to	affordable	
housing for those who need it. The key programs that could be relevant to Ottawa’s West Centretown 
neighbourhood are described here:

• Action Ottawa is a program of the City of Ottawa for increasing the supply of low-income 
affordable	housing	and	it	does	so	by	combining	funding	from	all	three	levels	of		government	
to	help	private	and	non-profit	developers	build	new	affordable	rental	housing.	Action	Ottawa	
also makes available surplus land that is owned by the City to be used  for the development 
of	affordable	housing.	

• Rent Supplement Program allows for a household to pay 30% of their income for a unit 
with	a	private	or	non-profit	landlord	and	the	city	pays	the	difference	in	cost	to	the	landlord	
between what the tenant can pay and what the regular price would be. 

• Housing Allowance	 is	a	benefit	that	 is	paid	from	the	city	to	an	individual	or	family	to	help	
cover the cost of housing for qualifying households.These are some of the programs that 
can support individuals and families in West Centretown with accessing and maintaining 
appropriate housing. The 10-Year Housing and Homelessness Plan is based on the principle 
of	Housing	First	and	aims	to	reduce	chronic	and	episodic	homelessness	by	moving	those	who	

2	City	of	Ottawa.	(2017).	10-Year	Housing	and	Homelessness	Plan	Progress	Report.	https://documents.ottawa.ca/sites/default/files/Otta-
wa-Housing-Homelessness-Report-ENG.pdf 
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have the highest need into transitional or permanent housing as soon as possible. Although 
the plan has been in place since 2013, the total number of people using emergency shelter 
in Ottawa has been increasing, with a 5.1% increase from 2016 to 2017. Likewise, the average 
length of stay in Ottawa shelters, measured in days, increased by 19.2% from 2016 to 2017. 
These numbers demonstrate what we have heard from stakeholders working with housing 
insecure individuals, that the 10-Year Housing and Homelessness Plan is not making a big 
impact for individuals who are housing insecure. There is a lot more work to do to ensure 
that everyone has a safe and comfortable home, and that is why this plan is included in the 
Weaknesses section of this report.

Figure	6	Ottawa	Housing	Service	System
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2.22 SOCIAL HOUSING REGISTRY OF OTTAWA

The	Social	Housing	Registry	of	Ottawa	is	a	non-profit	organization	that	maintains	the	central	waiting	
list for people applying for rent-geared-to-income (RGI) housing. The Registry keeps a list according 
to rules that have been outlined by the Province of Ontario in the Housing Services Act of 2011. The 
registry	 facilitates	the	process	of	finding	adequate	housing	 for	 low	 income	residents	 in	 the	city	of	
Ottawa. Community housing providers work together as part of the Registry to get individuals into 
RGI housing. Accessing subsidized housing through the Registry, means that the applicant spends 
approx. 30% of their gross monthly income on rent. The units are for lower income households and 
include apartments, townhouses, rooming houses, and accessible units3. Although the Social Housing 
Registry	is	meant	to	act	as	a	tool	to	facilitate	the	process	of	finding	social	housing,	the	wait	times	are	
extensive	and	defeat	the	purpose	of	the	waiting	list.	In	many	cases	residents	wait	up	to	five	years	or	
more for subsidized housing. This is a huge problem, especially is the City of Ottawa has declared 
that	they	will	take	a	Housing	First	approach	in	the	10-Year	Housing	and	Homelessness	Plan	because	
the	premise	of	Housing	First	 is	that	people	are	rapidly	housed	and	then	provided	with	the	others	
supports they need after they have found suitable housing. There are many issues at play with the 
housing registry wait times, including an overall lack of RGI units compared to the number of people 
who need these units. The Registry needs to be re-worked to actually address housing insecurity and 
get people the housing they need in West Centretown, and the rest of the City.

3 Housing registry. (2014). Housing Registry, 2014 http://www.housingregistry.ca/
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2.3 OPPORTUNITIES 

There are a number of policies and programs at the national, provincial and municipal levels that can 
help	to	support	the	creation	of	a	more	robust	affordable	rental	housing	market	in	West	Centretown.	
Some	of	 these	policies	help	encourage	the	development	of	more	market	and	affordable	housing,	
and other policies aim to renovate and preserve the existing rental housing stock.  The 2017 National 
Housing	Strategy	and	Ontario	Long	Term	Affordable	Housing	Strategy	are	 included	 in	this	section	
because	they	can	be	leveraged	to	support	more	local	action	on	affordable	rental	housing.	We	have	
also included actions that the City of Ottawa is taking, and potential policy tools that the city could 
adopt,	as	opportunities	to	support	an	affordable	rental	housing	strategy	in	West	Centretown.

2.31 NATIONAL HOUSING STRATEGY

In	2017,	Canada	 released	 its	 first	 ever	National	Housing	Strategy.	 This	 strategy	was	developed	 in	
reaction to the reality that 1.7 million families in Canada do not have housing that meets their needs. 
The plan will invest $40 billion over the next 10 years to accomplish several goals, listed below: 

•	 100,000 new housing units
•	 300,000 repaired or renewed housing units
•	 50% reduction in homelessness, 530,000 households to be taken out of housing need
•	 Includes	co-development,	distinctions-based	housing	strategies	for	First	Nations,	Inuit		 	

and Metis Nation partners

The National Housing Strategy includes several new initiatives, such as legislation that requires reporting 
on	 the	progress	of	 the	strategy’s	 targets.	The	strategy	also	 includes	 the	 introduction	of	a	Federal	
Housing Advocate, a new position held by individuals who have experienced housing insecurity, which 
will provide an opportunity for those individuals to raise systemic issues they have faced in accessing 
adequate housing. There will be a National Housing Council established to promote participatory 
and evidence-based analysis to support the National Housing Strategy and provide ongoing input. 
A Community Based Tenant Initiative will provide funding to local organizations that assist people in 
housing	need	to	ensure	those	affected	by	national	housing	policies	are	better	represented	in	policy	
making.	 Finally,	 the	Government	of	Canada	will	 initiate	 a	 Public	 Engagement	Campaign	 to	 inform	
public	 views	on	different	housing	 types	and	 tenures	 to	 reduce	stigma	and	barriers	on	affordable	
housing while promoting inclusive housing projects. Many of the programs in the strategy work 
through	a	collaborative	partnership	between	different	levels	of	government,	as	well	as	with	private	
and	non-profit	sector	actors4. Overall, the National Housing Strategy appears to incorporate public 
input and lived experience of people who have faced housing insecurity to come up with solutions for 
housing security across the country. Although the strategy is quite new, it holds potential for making 
it easier to access funds to directly help those who are facing housing insecurity in West Centretown. 
That is why the strategy is seen as an opportunity in this SWOT analysis. 

4 Government of Canada. (2017). Canada’s National Housing Strategy: A Place to Call Home.  https://www.placetocallhome.ca/pdfs/Cana-
da-National-Housing-Strategy.pdf
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2.32 ONTARIO LONG-TERM AFFORDABLE HOUSING STRATEGY

Ontario’s	Long-term	Affordable	Housing	Strategy	was	first	introduced	in	2010.	The	strategy	consolidated	
separate homelessness related programs into the Community Homelessness Prevention Initiative. 
The initiative has helped more than 30,000 families and individuals experiencing homelessness obtain 
housing. With a higher-than-the-Ottawa-average number of  West Centretown residents living in 
poverty	and	requiring	housing	support,	the	Ontario	Long-Term	Affordable	Housing	Strategy	can	be	
leveraged	to	support	affordable	rental	housing	initiatives	in	West	Centretown.	

The	 Long-Term	 Affordable	 Housing	 Strategy	 was	 updated	 in	 2016	 with	 a	 commitment	 to	 end	
homelessness in Ontario in 10 years. The strategy includes a more people-centred, partnership-
based	approach	towards	housing	policy	that	focuses	on	housing	benefits,	allowing	for	inclusionary	
zoning	 and	 providing	 increased	 funding	 into	 key	 areas.	 The	 strategy	 builds	 off	 the	 2016	Ontario	
Budget investment of $178 million over three years investing in the strategies listed below: 

•	 Portable	housing	benefit	targeted	towards	survivors	of	domestic	violence
•	 Housing allowances and support services to assist families and individuals in supportive 

housing
•	 Construction of new supportive housing units with operating assistance
•	 Engagement with aboriginal partners in order to develop an Indigenous Housing Strategy
•	 Increase the current annual investment for the Community Homelessness Prevention Initiative
•	 Investing	in	an	Innovation,	Evidence	and	Capacity	Building	Fund	to	support	research,	evaluation	

and capacity building initiatives5

The	Province	of	Ontario’s	Long-Term	Affordable	Housing	Strategy	is	an	opportunity	for	organizations	
working	on	affordable	rental	housing	in	West	Centretown	because	the	strategy	includes	funding	for	
programs	that	can	be	used	in	West	Centretown	to	 increase	affordable	rental	housing.	Specifically,	
the province’s strategy of constructing and providing operating support to increase the number of 
supportive	housing	units	could	be	beneficial	if	West	Centretown	organizations	can	be	a	part	of	that	
new	construction	and	operation.	Supportive	Housing	 is	an	 important	part	of	the	affordable	rental	
housing sector for people who face multiple barriers to housing security such as mental health and 
substance misuse challenges, because they are provided supports for these challenges where they 
live.	There	is	an	opportunity	to	use	the	Long-Term	Affordable	Housing	Strategy	at	the	local	level	in	
West Centretown.

2.33 OTTAWA HOUSING STRATEGIES

There are a number of policies and tools which are either in use or under development by the City of 
Ottawa	that	can	provide	some	support	for	affordable	rental	housing	in	the	West	Centretown	area.	Three	
initiatives	of	the	City	of	Ottawa	have	been	identified	as	opportunities	for	expanding	affordable	rental	

5	Government	of	Ontario.	(2016).	Ontario’s	Long-term	Affordable	Housing	Strategy	Update.	http://www.mah.gov.on.ca/AssetFactory.
aspx?did=13683
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housing in West Centretown. These include an upcoming inclusionary zoning policy, which may aid in 
incorporating	affordable	rental	units	in	new	developments	in	the	area;	the	social	services	department	
at	the	city	of	Ottawa,	which	acts	as	a	coordinator	for	funding	sources;	and	Section	37	contributions,	
which can be used for Ward 14 housing fund and future developments. These programs coupled 
with the support of Ward 14’s Councillor Catherine McKenney and various organizations working in 
affordable	housing	in	the	area,	could	set	a	strong	base	for	the	future	of	housing	affordability	in	the	
area West Centretown.

Housing Services Department at the City of Ottawa

Housing planning is managed through the Social Services department of the City of Ottawa. The 
Housing	 	 Branch	works	 on	 issues	 related	 to	 affordable	 housing	 and	 is	 a	 resource	 for	 affordable	
housing operators and developers who are seeking funding from government sources. The City 
facilitates the applications processes of various funding programs for capital and operating funds for 
affordable	housing	communities6.	There	is	also	an	interdepartmental	working	group	on	affordable	
housing at the City of Ottawa that is conducting a study of surplus municipal land that could be allotted 
for	affordable	housing.	The	Housing	Services	Department	and	the	interdepartmental	working	group	
on	affordable	housing	can	be	seen	as	an	opportunity	for	community	organizations	to	collaborate	with	
and	access	funding	for	affordable	rental	housing	from.

Section 37 Contributions - Affordable Housing Fund

Ward	14	is	the	only	ward	in	Ottawa	that	has	an	Affordable	Housing	Fund	that	collects	half	of	all	Section	
37	contributions	 in	 the	ward	 to	be	used	 for	 future	affordable	housing	developments.	Recently,	 a	
project	being	developed	by	the	non-profit	developer	Cahdco	received	$500,000	in	funding	from	the	
Section	37	Affordable	Housing	Fund.	While	this	is	a	positive	step	forward,	this	is	a	rather	limited	fund	
and	is	not	a	significant	source	of	support	for	future	affordable	housing	developments	in	the	area,	as	
was	heard	from	Councillor	McKenney	and	other	local	stakeholders	working	in	the	affordable	housing	
sector.	The	Section	37	Affordable	Housing	Fund	is	considered	to	be	an	opportunity	now	but	if	and	
when	a	new	inclusionary	zoning	policy	is	adopted	by	the	City	of	Ottawa,	Section	37	benefits	will	no	
longer	be	available	 for	affordable	housing.	 The	city	will	 have	one	or	 the	other,	but	not	both.	 The	
upcoming inclusionary zoning policy is described in the next section. 

Inclusionary Zoning Policy

At the beginning of 2019, the City of Ottawa will initiate the process of developing an inclusionary 
zoning policy. According to the Province of Ontario, any municipality that would like to enact an 
inclusionary	 zoning	policy	must	 go	 through	 several	 steps.	 First,	 the	municipality	must	develop	an	
Assessment	Report	that	outlines	the	current	demographics	and	housing	trends,	the	effects	that	the	
policy will have on the housing market, and the written opinion of the impact analysis from a person 

6 City of Ottawa. (2018). Housing. https://ottawa.ca/en/residents/social-services/housing
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independent of the municipality. The municipality must then incorporate inclusionary zoning policies 
into	the	Official	Plan,	and	the	specific	approach	that	the	municipality	will	take	to	regulate	and	enforce	
the policy. The Zoning By-Law must then be passed to implement the inclusionary zoning policies. 
With each development of units under inclusionary zoning, there needs to be an agreement between 
the municipality and the owner of the units to outline any matters related to the units7.

The City of Ottawa has ample discretion as to how they can enforce this inclusionary zoning policy. 
For	instance,	the	City	can	determine	the	threshold	of	what	size	of	development	the	policy	would	apply	
to;	how	long	the	units	need	to	remain	affordable;	what	areas	of	the	city	the	policy	would	apply	to;	
how	to	define	“affordable”;	etc.	The	specific	features	of	an	inclusionary	zoning	policy	in	Ottawa	is	not	
yet known. The City will begin compiling research to make the case for an inclusionary zoning policy 
in Ottawa and will begin public consultations to gain feedback on how to structure the policy.  Once it 
is prepared, the policy will go to Council for a vote. If it is approved, there may be an appeal process 
due to the strong potential for backlash from developers in the community. This may require an 
amendment to the policy and resubmission for approval. Overall, it is anticipated that the process of 
developing and enacting an inclusionary zoning policy will take approximately 1.5 to 2 years. Enacting 
an inclusionary zoning policy in Ottawa presents a great opportunity to enforce the inclusion of 
affordable	housing	units	in	new	construction	projects.	

2.34 POTENTIAL POLICY TOOLS FOR CANADIAN MUNICIPALITIES

In order to better understand the array of potential policy tools that can be used to both maintain 
existing	affordable	rental	housing	and	to	encourage	the	construction	of	new	affordable	rental	housing	
in	West	Centretown	a	scan	of	affordable	housing	strategies	across	Canada	was	conducted.	These	
strategies	came	from	municipalities	located	in	three	different	provinces	–	Alberta,	British	Columbia	
and	Ontario.	These	strategies	contained	tools	that	can	broadly	be	classified	into	two	different	classes:	
those	that	require	municipal	expenditure	and	those	that	do	not.	Although	these	affordable	housing	
strategy	documents	discuss	affordable	housing	 in	general,	we	have	 focused	our	attention	on	 the	
tools	 that	are	associated	with	maintaining	and	 increasing	 the	supply	of	affordable	 rental	housing	
specifically.	All	of	the	tools	listed	here	are	opportunities,	as	they	could	be	implemented	by	the	City	of	
Ottawa	to	support	the	availability	of	affordable	rental	housing	in	West	Centretown.

No or Low-Cost Affordable Housing Tools

The	majority	of	tools	proposed	 in	the	affordable	housing	strategies	that	we	reviewed	were	 low	or	
no cost interventions. This type of approach attempts to shape the decisions of the private sector, 
through	both	‘carrots’	and	‘sticks’	toward	building	more	rental	housing	generally,	and	affordable	rental	
housing	specifically.

 

7	Ontario	Ministry	of	Municipal	Affairs	and	Housing.	(2018).	Inclusionary	Zoning.	http://www.mah.gov.on.ca/Page13790.aspx
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It	was	common	amongst	the	affordable	housing	strategies	to	either	decrease	the	costs	of	construction	
or increase the potential revenue of private-sector market housing in order to encourage the inclusion 
of	 affordable	housing	 in	 those	projects.	 Almost	 all	 of	 the	municipal	 affordable	housing	 strategies	
that we reviewed recommended density bonusing policies8. Density bonusing is a zoning tool that 
permits	developers	to	build	more	floor	space	than	normally	allowed	in	exchange	for	amenities	and	
affordable	housing	needed	by	the	community9. Density bonusing is used extensively in Toronto (in 
the	form	of	Section	37	benefit	agreements)	and	in	Vancouver	(in	the	form	of	Community	Amenity	
Contributions). In both Toronto and Vancouver, negotiations occur on an ad hoc, case-by-case basis 
to	determine	 the	requisite	 level	of	affordable	housing	or	amenity	contribution	 for	 the	granting	of	
additional density10. As of 2013 approximately 40% of Vancouver’s density bonus contributions were 
put	toward	affordable	housing,	whereas	approximately	10%	of	Toronto’s	Section	37	benefit	funds	
went	toward	affordable	housing.

Municipalities have also adopted or proposed policies intended to decrease the construction costs 
of	new	market	developments	 in	exchange	 for	 the	provision	of	affordable	rental	housing.	Many	of	
the strategies reviewed considered reductions in minimum parking requirements, the fast tracking 
of	permit	approvals	for	projects	that	provide	affordable	rental	housing,	and	the	allowance	of	micro-
suites	 to	 make	 the	 provision	 of	 affordable	 rental	 housing	 cheaper	 for	 the	 private	 sector11. One 
municipality,	Coquitlam,	British	Columbia,	also	proposed	a	policy	to	exempt	rental	floorspace	from	
maximum density allowances under their zoning bylaw12.The	municipal	affordable	housing	strategies	
also	include	tools	to	maintain	existing	affordable	rental	housing,	and	to	limit	the	detrimental	impacts	
of relocation of tenants from rental buildings proposed for redevelopment. 

It was common throughout the strategies to recommend the development of standards of maintenance 
bylaws	for	rental	and	affordable	housing.	These	bylaws	prescribe	standards	for	the	maintenance	and	
occupancy of rental buildings to ensure that they are free from hazard and maintained continuously in 
conformity	with	fire	and	building	requirements	to	ensure	both	that	the	building	is	safe	to	inhabit	and	
has a long useable life13. Some strategies also propose the adoption of rental replacement policies, 
for example in Surrey, British Columbia the policy requires developers to replace purpose-built rental 
units on a one-for-one basis when redeveloping a building14. In Toronto, the strategy recommends 
the application of a conversion and demolition bylaw which requires anyone seeking to demolish 
or convert rental units obtain approval and a permit from the City of Toronto. These permits are 
generally contingent upon a replacement of the demolished or converted rental unit15.

8	For	example,	see:	City	of	Toronto.	(2009).	An	Affordable	Housing	Action	Plan	2010-2020.	RE:	DI9.2.;	City	of	Victoria.	(2016).	Victoria	
Housing	Strategy	2016-2025.;	City	of	Surrey.	(2018).	Surrey	Affordable	Housing	Strategy:	A	Focus	on	Rental	Housing. 
9 City of Vancouver. (n.d.). Density Bonus Zoning. Accessed from: https://vancouver.ca/your-government/standards-of-maintenance-by-
law.aspx. 
10	Moore,	A.A.	(2013).	Trading	Density	For	Benefits:	Toronto	and	Vancouver	Compared.	IMFG	Papers	on	Municipal	Finance	and	Gover-
nance,	13.	Accessed	from:	https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/imfg/uploads/220/imfg_no_13_moorer3_online_final.pdf
11	For	example,	see:	City	of	Toronto.	(2009).	An	Affordable	Housing	Action	Plan	2010-2020.	RE:	DI9.2.;	City	of	Victoria.	(2016).	Victoria	
Housing	Strategy	2016-2025.;	City	of	Surrey.	(2018).	Surrey	Affordable	Housing	Strategy:	A	Focus	on	Rental	Housing.	
12	City	of	Coquitlam.	(2015).	Housing	Affordability	Strategy. 
13	City	of	Vancouver.	(2014).	Standards	of	Maintenance	Bylaw	No.	5462.	Accessed	from:	https://bylaws.vancouver.ca/5462c.PDF
14	City	of	Surrey.	(2018).	Surrey	Affordable	Housing	Strategy:	A	Focus	on	Rental	Housing.
15 City of Toronto. (n.d.).  Rental housing protection - demolition and conversion control. Accessed from: https://www.toronto.ca/311/
knowledgebase/kb/docs/articles/city-planning/strategic-initiatives,-policy-and-analysis/rental-housing-protection-demolition-and-conver-
sion-control.html
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When	affordable	rental	units	are	going	to	be	redeveloped,	many	municipalities	require	that	developers	
meet requirements set out in tenant relocation policies. These policies provide a framework governing 
the temporary or permanent relocation of households because of revitalization, conversion, sale 
or	substantial	 rehabilitation	of	a	rental	unit,	defining	notice	periods	and	compensation	 levels	 that	
go further than provincial tenant protection legislation16. These policies are not binding, however 
because zoning is discretionary, adherence to the policy is generally a prerequisite for rezoning.

In	British	Columbia,	several	newer	affordable	housing	strategies	also	recommended	the	adoption	
of	rental	only	zoning	 in	areas	at	risk	of	 losing	affordable	rental	housing17. In May 2018 the British 
Columbia provincial government gave the power to municipalities to zone exclusively for rental 
housing, meaning that all new housing in the zone be developed as rental units and that existing 
rental housing in the area be preserved as rental18. This power does not yet exist in Ontario, but 
if brought in by the provincial government it could potentially be a powerful tool to preserve and 
expand	the	supply	of	affordable	rental	housing.

Affordable Housing Tools that Require Municipal Expenditure

As	indicated	above,	many	of	the	policy	tools	to	preserve	and	expand	the	supply	of	affordable	rental	
housing are low cost or no cost. There are also strategies that do require direct expenditure by a 
municipality.
 
One	of	the	policy	tools	that	arose	in	several	affordable	housing	strategies	was	relief	from	development	
fees, development servicing charges, and permissive tax exemptions19. Similar to reduced parking 
requirements and fast-tracking permit approvals for rental housing, this strategy lowers the cost of 
construction	for	private-sector	developers	who	are	building	affordable	housing	or	who	are	including	
an	affordable	housing	component	in	a	market	development.

16	City	of	Vancouver.	(2013).	Tenant	Relocation	and	Protection	Policy.	Accessed	from:	https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/tenant-reloca-
tion-and-protection-policy.pdf
17	City	Spaces.	(2018).	Nanaimo	Affordable	Housing	Strategy.
18	British	Columbia	Ministry	of	Municipal	Affairs	and	Housing.	(2018).	Residential	Rental	Tenure	Zoning	-		Bulletin.	Accessed	from:	https://
www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-governments/local-governments/planning-land-use/residential_rental_zoning_bulle-
tin1.pdf
19 City of Victoria. (2016). Victoria Housing Strategy 2016-2025.
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Municipal strategies also include the creation of housing reserve funds which provide grants for 
funding	to	assist	in	the	development	and	retention	of	affordable	housing	for	those	with	no,	low	or	
moderate incomes20. These funds are built through numerous means, for example in Surrey the city 
requires	 that	developers	of	market	 residential	buildings	contribute	$1,000	per	unit	 for	affordable	
housing21. In other municipalities, housing reserve funds are built up through the use of municipal 
assets, for example through the sale of municipal owned lands. In addition to selling municipal land 
to	raise	money	for	affordable	housing,	some	municipalities	also	propose	policies	to	acquire	suitable	
land	when	opportunities	arise	to	create	a	‘land	bank’	for	affordable	housing22.

The	small	city	of	Fernie,	British	Columbia	proposes	the	establishment	of	a	rent	bank,	which	is	a	source	
of	emergency	 loans	 for	 families	or	 individuals	at	risk	of	being	evicted	 from	their	homes	or	cut	off	
from	essential	utilities	due	to	a	short-term	financial	crisis.	The	loans	are	offered	at	low	or	no	interest,	
and	the	fund	is	managed	by	a	non-profit	organization.	All	of	these	tools	present	opportunities	for	
the City of Ottawa to strengthen it’s approach to ensuring everyone in the city can access a safe and 
comfortable home. 

20	City	of	Victoria.	(n.d.).	Victoria	Housing	Reserve	Fund.	Accessed	from:	https://www.victoria.ca/EN/main/residents/housing/victoria-hous-
ing-fund.html 
21	Tim	Welch	Consulting.	(2018).	Long	Term	St.	Thomas-Elgin	Affordable	&	Social	Housing	Strategy.
22	City	Spaces.	(2017).	Affordable	Housing	Strategy:	City	of	Fernie/West	Fernie
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2.4 THREATS

The	affordability	of	rental	housing	prices	 in	West	Centretown	is	being	threatened	by	gentrification	
and rising housing prices. There is a considerable amount of planned developments in West 
Centretown, which will include mostly market rate condominiums and rentals. The historically lower 
cost of property in West Centretown compared to the rest of Ottawa is being exploited by property 
owners and developers who are starting to buy property and build new developments. With new 
development comes new residents, and what is likely to be experienced in West Centretown is a 
more	affluent	population	moving	 into	 these	new	 residences.	 A	more	 affluent	population	 can	put	
additional pressures on the neighbourhood aside from rising housing prices. Stakeholders working 
in West Centretown have noticed businesses and cafes opening up in recent years that cater more 
to the incoming residents than the long-term population in West Centretown. Over time, real estate 
pressures could lead to the types of businesses that serve a lower income clientele being pushed 
out as well. Putting measures in place to ensure that people of various income levels can live in West 
Centretown will be important for maintaining the diversity of the neighbourhood. Data about the 
planned developments in and around West Centretown is discussed below.

 2.41 UPCOMING DEVELOPMENT

There	are	a	significant	number	of	new	housing	developments	that	are	planned	or	underway	in	West	
Centretown. Currently there are 19 new development projects (with over 20 units) in the area that 
have been approved by the City, and 6 other development projects that are under review. While it is 
possible that some of these projects will never be built, this large number of approved development 
applications provides an insight into the amount of interest there is by various developers and local 
groups	in	developing	in	this	area	of	Ottawa.	Figure	7	shows	the	location	of	the	proposed	development	
projects in the area, with the rental projects marked in yellow and the condominium projects marked 
with green. The projects under review are indicated in purple on the map.

The developers / groups that have submitted successful development applications of over 20 units 
include:

Ashcroft Homes              
Canmelis Group
Claridge Homes
Domicile
Dynar
LAMB Development Corp.
Lebreton Group

Novatech
Ottawa Community Housing
Richcraft Homes
Sakto Corp.
Starwood Group
Tamarack Homes
Trinity Development
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These development applications show a relatively new trend of a transition from predominantly con-
dominium development to an increase in purpose-built rental construction. As shown in the graphs 
below, 47% of the development projects are purpose-built rental, but the average rental develop-
ment project is much smaller. The average rental building development project has 240 units, where-
as the average condominium building development project has nearly 600 units.

The relatively large amount of purpose-built rental development seems like a good sign that 
developments will provide more rental stock to the area. However, the prices of rental units in Ottawa 
are rising due to the low vacancy rate, which was down to 1.7% in 2017 from 3% in 201623. A scan 
of the rental market in West Centretown shows that indeed there is a lack of options, especially for 
studio,	3-bedroom	and	4+	bedroom	units.	Figure	8	shows	a	table	of	the	average	unit	prices	found,	
and an estimate of the household income that would be needed to rent each unit size.

23 CMHC. (2017). Rental market report Ottawa-Gatineau CMA. Accessed from: https://eppdscrmssa01.blob.core.windows.net/cmhcprod-
container/sf/project/cmhc/pubsandreports/esub/_all_esub_pdfs/64423_2017_a01.pdf?sv=2017-07-29&ss=b&srt=sco&sp=r&se=2019-05-
09T06:10:51Z&st=2018-03-11T22:10:51Z&spr=https,http&sig=0Ketq0sPGtnokWOe66BpqguDljVgBRH9wLOCg8HfE3w%3D

Figure	7.	Proposed	Developments	in	West	Centretown
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Figure	8.		Average	Unit	Prices	in	West	Centretown

Renewed activity in the development of purpose-built rental market is partly due to a trend of more 
households	choosing	to	rent	rather	 than	purchase,	most	 likely	being	 influenced	by	rising	housing	
prices and more strict mortgage regulations24. There are also theories that there are more households 
willing to spend a larger amount on rent25, especially millennial couples with no kids and retirees who 
have downsized their home and decided to rent. Developers are now shifting to rental buildings 
to capture this market demand. This move towards the development of expensive rental units will 
provide housing for certain demographics of income-earners, but is not contributing housing stock at 
the	more	modest,	affordable	end	of	the	scale.	This	will	further	squeeze	the	rental	market,	as	there	is	
no sign that the demand to live in West Centretown will go down in the near future given its proximity 
to downtown and the new transit stations coming in to the neighbourhood. 

24 Sali, D. (2018). Developers racing to cash in on hot Ottawa rental markets. Accessed from: https://obj.ca/article/developers-rac-
ing-cash-hot-ottawa-rental-market
25 Hoak, A. (2016). Millennials and retirees drawn to luxury rentals, and developers response. Accessed from: https://www.marketwatch.
com/story/these-new-apartment-buildings-are-probably-out-of-your-league-2016-05-11
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3. CONCLUSION



3. CONCLUSION 

This situational report provides context for understanding the trends that have been impacting rental 
housing	affordability	in	West	Centretown.	The	neighbourhood	profile	shows	that	residents	of	West	
Centretown have lower incomes, a higher likelihood of renting versus owning their dwellings, and are 
more likely to have immigrant status versus the Somerset West Community Health Centre catchment 
area	or	the	City	of	Ottawa	as	a	whole.	Community	engagement	demonstrated	that	gentrification	in	
West Centretown is being observed by many organizations working in West Centretown. Speaking 
with marginalized residents of West Centretown revealed that people are faced with evictions and 
poor living situations in rooming houses in the area. A SWOT analysis tells the story of strengths, 
weaknesses,	opportunities	and	threats	to	affordable	rental	housing	in	West	Centretown.	There	are	
affordable	housing	initiatives	underway	at	all	levels	of	government	and	many	additional	policy	tools	
being used in other Canadian municipalities that could be used in Ottawa to maintain the availability of 
affordable	rental	housing	in	West	Centretown.	The	number	of	new	developments	that	are	approved	
for West Centretown show that there is an urgency for the City of Ottawa to act now to ensure that 
even the neighbourhood’s most marginalized residents can remain in the neighbourhood if they 
choose to do so, despite market pressures. 

This report concludes phases one and two of The Planning Collective’s project, with phases three and 
four	to	be	completed	and	included	in	the	final	report.	The	following	section	outlines	next	steps.

3.1 NEXT STEPS

Based on The Planning Collective’s proposal to SWCHC and Creative Neighbourhoods, and the 
feedback that was received during the Steward’s Table meeting on October 26, 2018, we have outlined 
the following important steps that will be undertaken in the next phase of our research.

•	 An analysis of additional sociodemographic variables including education level, median 
household	income,	a	more	fine-grain	examination	of	low-income	status,	a	breakdown	of	the	
types of dwellings present and an overview of dwelling conditions.

•	 Mapping of sociodemographic changes over time between the 2006 and 2016 census years as 
well as graphic representation of current conditions based on the sociodemographic variables 
analyzed. This information will be used to create projections of possible future scenarios in 
West Centretown. 

•	 A review of innovative public engagement strategies with recommendations for how these 
can be directly applied to foster greater community engagement in West Centretown on the 
topic	of	affordable	rental	housing.	

•	 The	 proposal	 of	 an	 affordable	 rental	 housing	 strategy	 for	 West	 Centretown	 with	 policy	
recommendations for future advocacy work. 
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