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From Bill Johnston  

Good afternoon, and thank you for this opportunity. 

My name is Bill Johnston, I am co-chair of the Affordable Housing Team at the First Unitarian Church of 

Hamilton, but this written submission is my own opinion, and not necessarily my church’s. 

I speak today to support the housing recommendations in the report, A Just Recovery for Hamilton.  

I come at housing issues out of my faith commitment to affirm and promote the inherent worth and 

dignity of every person and the recognition that we are all interconnected, so none of us can thrive 

unless we all do.  

I will focus on a specific aspect of the challenge of providing safe, adequate and affordable housing to all 

of the tens of thousands of Hamilton households whose housing is inadequate or not affordable.  

I am well aware of the city’s efforts, including its embrace of Housing First, the $50 anti-poverty program 

and its action plans. Yet I am also aware, as you are, that city isn’t meeting its goals such as reducing the 

housing waitlist by half.  

One reason—which hasn’t got enough attention—is that we are losing affordable private-sector rental 

units far faster than we can build new affordable units.  

You will remember housing consultant Steve Pomeroy, who was keynote speaker at the city’s 2019 

Hamilton Housing Summit.1 He has calculated the number of units that rented for $750 a month or less 

that disappeared in the five years between the 2011 and the 2016 Census. $750 a month is affordable 

on an income of $30,000 a year.  

For the Hamilton Census Metropolitan Area, he calculated that we lost more than 10,000 of those 

affordable rent units between 2011 and 2016.2  
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Hamilton has just under 80 per cent of the rental units in the Hamilton CMA, so our share of those lost 

units is about 8,200. Pomeroy says the trend is continuing. 

Hamilton has built or approved about 365 new affordable units every five years.3 So we are losing more 

than 20 private-sector affordable units for every unit we build.  

We lose most of those affordable units because every time a unit is vacated, the rent can and does go 

up, often a lot.  

So, governments need to do everything they can to help tenants avoid eviction. 

First, no one should be evicted because they lost income during the pandemic. Moratoriums on 

evictions, though necessary, are not enough. Tenants need help with arrears or they will be evicted.  

A recent Canada Mortgage and Housing survey found 2,700 tenant households in the Hamilton Census 

Metropolitan Area are in arrears. The average arrears in the Hamilton CMA was $1,424.4 Our federal 

government, in the September Throne Speech, said, “Canadians should not have to take on debt 

[because of the pandemic] that their government can better shoulder.”5 That should apply to any rent 

arrears caused by COVID. 

I urge the city to act on recommendation 53 in the Just Recovery for Hamilton, to set aside money in a 

local rent bank to help tenants deal with arrears caused by COVID. But I also urge the city to push 

Queen’s Park to cover those costs, as recommendation 52 proposes. Both Ottawa and Queen’s Park 

have provided help to commercial tenants, but no rent relief to residential tenants. Both Ontario and 

Ottawa are in budget consultations right now, with deadlines of Feb. 12 and 19, respectively for input.  

Second, no one should be evicted because of renovations. Landlords have an obligation to allow tenants 

to return, at their old rent, if they have to move out for major renovations.6 Many tenants likely don’t 

know of their rights. So I urge the city to adopt recommendation 60 to ensure tenants know their rights 

and recommendation 54, for the city to use all its tools to ensure tenants can return, to avoid loss of an 

affordable unit. 

Third, we need Ottawa to expand the Rapid Housing Initiative to provide funds so non-profits, housing 

co-ops and cities can buy of existing private-sector buildings to keep their rents permanently affordable.  

We need, as recommendation 51 says, pro-active inspections to ensure that lack of routine maintenance 

doesn’t lead to a need for major renovations.  

Mostly, the city needs much more investment in new construction, upgrades to existing buildings and 

portable housing benefits. We support recommendation 55 for more local investment but most of the 

money must come much bigger investments from the senior governments. The National Housing 

Strategy will help only a third of Canadian households in core housing need. The Ontario government 

cut Hamilton’s allocation for new or reburbished housing to less than a third of what it had been. Even 

the original figure was far too little. The amount of Canada-Ontario Housing Benefit provided so far will 

help only a tiny fraction of Hamilton’s 16,000 precariously housed residents.7  

Thank you. 

Recommendations from A Just Recovery for Hamilton cited above: 



51. Prioritize healthy homes during COVID-19 and beyond, including resuming building inspections, 

enforcement of all property standards, and the implementation of all COVID-19 health and safety 

measures as recommended by Public Health.  

52. Urge the province to suspend eviction enforcement, hearings and orders until the province has 

entered the post-pandemic recovery period and immediately bring in rent relief.  

53. Implement a municipal 'rent bank' where any tenant in financial need can receive non-repayable 

grants, so tenants can get the funds they need without falling further into debt.  

54. Use all of the city's regulatory powers to protect tenants from predatory renoviction practices and 

save Hamilton's affordable housing stock. 

55. Make a deeper municipal capital budget investment in housing first placements to end 

homelessness. 

60. Take a proactive approach when it comes to informing tenants of their rights and provide resources 

for tenant groups to respond to Above Guideline Increases and threats of displacement. 

A Just Recovery for Hamilton: Municipal Policy, Investment and Opportunities for a more equitable 

C”OVID-19 Recovery in 2021, https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/8f506d6a-c19c-4d0e-9714-

b94e774e3ed5/Just%20Recovery%20Hamilton%20-%20Policy%20Paper-0004.pdf   
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