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HOUSING
IT’S BASIC AND FUNDAMENTAL – WE ALL NEED IT 

Housing is critical at both the individual and community level. It is a basic human right, identified by the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, that acknowledges everyone should have a right to a standard of living adequate for the health of him/herself and of his/her family – for which, housing 
is fundamental. Without a stable place to call home, it is extremely difficult for people to find and keep a job, to feed and raise a healthy family and to work 
towards a better life. For a community, housing is essential in attracting a sustainable and viable workforce and in enhancing the safety, health and welfare of 
residents. 

FIFTY-FIVE
TWENTY-ONE

It costs $55,000/yr to 
shelter and support a 

homeless person

It costs $21,000/yr 
to provide a home

PROVIDING A HOME 

SAVES TAX-PAYERS 

APPROXIMATELY $34,000
PER PERSON ANNUALLY

Housing First3

Housing First is a belief that all people deserve housing and anyone can be 
supported into housing directly from homelessness. It prioritizes housing 
as the first and most primary need to address for people experiencing 
homelessness. Other barriers, illnesses or challenges can be addressed 
once a person has been housed and the chaos of homelessness has been 
eliminated from their life. Research has demonstrated that this approach 
has better outcomes for the individual, as well as for the community, most 
dramatically in the criminal justice and healthcare system, including: 

• 85% fewer days in jail

• 67% fewer days in hospital. 

Housing not only positively impacts the economy through providing 
shelter to the workforce. Housing construction contributes substantially 
to the economy through employment. In 2014, new home building, 
renovation and repair in Calgary2 created:

52,300 jobs

$3.4 Billion in wages 

Impact of stable, adequate housing1:

Increases community engagement

Increases access to employment 

Improves academic achievement

Decreases the healthcare system 

strain and costs 

Reduces crime and revitalizes 

neighbourhoods
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THE HOUSING SYSTEM
WHAT WE MEAN WHEN WE TALK ABOUT HOUSING

Intensity of Support Required

Public Dollars Spent

Level of Income Needed

Below Market Housing Market Housing

Emergency Shelters 
and Transitional 

Housing

Supportive 
Housing

Attainable 
Homeownership 

Housing

Subsidized Rental 
Housing

Rental
Housing Homeownership 

Housing

Non-profits and service agencies
Attainable home 

ownership providers

Rental and home ownership 
providers and industry associations

Advocacy groups and community based organizations

Municipal, provincial and federal governments

Housing Players
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When we talk about housing affordability in Calgary, it is helpful to understand the full housing spectrum that exists within the housing system, which 
encompasses the various ways people take shelter in the city. It ranges from emergency shelters, transitional and supportive housing for people experiencing 
homelessness through to the point that individuals are sheltered in homes that reflect market prices, with a number of options and ranges of subsidy in 
between. People may move in either direction along the spectrum depending on circumstances, but may never have the means to move to market housing. 
The intensity of support (e.g. social, financial assistance, or financial tools) required ranges from greater support for emergency shelters and transitional and 
supportive housing to little or no support as income levels increase to the market housing end. Public dollars spent reflect this intervention. There are a 
number of types and options for housing where subsidy is required for below market housing. Subsidy can take the form of discounted shelter or public dollars 
to supplement market rent. The housing players reflected above have been and are currently involved in addressing housing need in Calgary, from non-profit 
providers to government to the private sector. 

In the development of this Community Housing Affordability Collective, housing players across the spectrum have been represented and the 
exploration of solutions that consider the entire system has been identified as critical and will be considered. 



HOUSING AFFORDABILITY IN CALGARY
DEFINING AFFORDABILITY

Different groups within the housing system historically have looked at and considered affordability differently. Affordability can be considered across the full 
spectrum, as is the case with CHAC, but can often narrow in on the below market side, as this is where the need and impact is most acutely reflected. These 
discrepancies in definitions and views reflect a number of the challenges/gaps in the housing system that the recent research, including the 2013 Report to 
Council and Capacity Research Report, as well as an initial mapping of how organizations address affordability undertaken by the Westman Centre for Real 
Estate Studies at the University of Calgary, identified. These challenges/gaps include: 

The housing system is extremely siloed and organizations have not been very effective at working together. 

Effective data systems and a centralized view of data related to market and below market housing is lacking, making it difficult to understand 
the need of housing across the spectrum. There is also difficulty around common language and terminology related to housing affordability. 

This and subsequent pages provide a snapshot of where we are with housing affordability in Calgary. It demonstrates why we need to do things differently. It is 
important to note that while a variety of data is presented on the subsequent pages, this data is not centralized or complete. More importantly, the data 

does not currently provide the insights required to tackle our housing affordability challenges.  

Defining affordability 
In 2014, of 453,626 households in Calgary4: 
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Housing was
not affordable for 
86,750 households5 –

that’s nearly 1 in 5.

On any given night

over 3,500    

Calgarians were 

homeless9

And over 15,000 more households 
were in extreme core housing need10

42,170 households (that’s 10.5%) 

were in core housing need. 

On average these households:  

Spend 51.9% of income on shelter

and earn $26,111 annually8

 Canada Mortgage and Housing Company considers 
housing affordable when shelter costs do not exceed 
30% of before-tax household income6 (applied above). 
The City of Calgary will at times add an income 
threshold to discount discretionary overspending7. 

 Core housing need reflects those with an annual 
income that would not pay for average market prices, 
even if these options were available.  

 Extreme core housing need reflects those at high risk of 
becoming homeless – spending more than 50% of 
before-tax income on shelter and earning less than 
$20,000 per year. 

No matter how it’s defined, we have significant need here in Calgary. 



HOUSING AFFORDABILITY
MYTHS

myth: subsidized housing is for the 
unemployed, that don’t help themselves

FACT: subsidized housing helps a 
variety of different people with different 
needs, many of whom are working. At 
Calgary Housing Company, the city’s 
largest provider of affordable housing 
options, for example, working income 
represents a primary income source for 
51% of tenants.13 Over represented 
are single-parent families, seniors, 
aboriginals, recent immigrants and 
persons with disabilities. 

myth: education or healthcare are more 
important priorities

FACT: having stable housing means 
doing better in school and being 
healthier overall.

myth: subsidized housing will have a 
negative impact on property value and 

neighbourhood character and will 
increase crime

FACT: study after study shows
positive or neutral correlation

between subsidized housing and 
property value and no impact on 
crime rates.14 And new developments 
are planned in consultation with the 
community to ensure a design that fits. 

myth: homeownership should be the 
ultimate goal for everyone

FACT: there is no ‘right’ for everyone 
and home equity is not the only effective 
long-term investment. What is important 
is enabling people to have the best 
outcome based on what’s right for them. 
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HOUSING AFFORDABILITY IN CALGARY
AFFORDABILITY IN THE MARKET

To enter into housing in 2014, this was the reality:

The occupations presented in the table above are only a highlight of those that would not be able to afford to enter the 
housing market (rental or ownership), without paying more than 30% of their income on shelter. These people represent 
important contributions and services in our community. The barrier to enter the housing market may even deter people 
from moving to Calgary. 

The figures represented in the table reflect a snapshot of data from 2014, to be consistent with other available data. It is 
recognized that 2015 numbers may reflect a slightly different reality, with prices being impacted by current economic 
conditions. It is important to note though, there are a number of economic factors that impact 

housing but these do not tend to have a significant impact on need. In times when 

vacancies may be slightly lower and the cost of living may not be at a peak high, this 

tends to be countered by a rise in un- or under-employment in the city. Using the CMHC 
definition of affordability at spending less than 30% of income on shelter, need in this city has historically remained 
relatively stable at 1 in 5, regardless of economic conditions.  

Average Cost11 Income required12

Rental

1 bedroom $1135/mth $45,400
An administrative clerk

or a transit operator

2 bedroom $1230/mth $49,200
An early childhood educator and 

security guard double-income 

family 

Ownership

Condo $295,625 $71,440
A physiotherapist 

or a carpenter

Single-

detached
$490,000 $113,822

A dental assistant and public 

works labourer double-income 

family 

Who 
could 

not 

afford 

this? 



HOUSING AFFORDABILITY IN CALGARY
WHAT WE CURRENTLY DO 
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453,626
HOUSEHOLDS

There is no single waitlist for below 
market options, however, Calgary Housing 

Company, that manages a significant 
proportion of below market units in the 

city, had an average waitlist of 3395 

households in 201415. 
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The siloed approach to our housing system has left a significant affordability gap

In 2014, there were 31 agencies 

delivering 13,900 below 

market rental and 1100 

affordable homeownership

units. This accounts for just over 3% 
of households15.

How are shelter needs met? There are a number of agencies that currently help those 
struggling with affordability in Calgary – from emergency 
shelters, to social housing, to rent supplements, to low-end 
of market rental and everything in between. Despite the 
significant efforts of these 31 agencies, there are a significant 
number of people that are overspending on shelter. 

Many of these challenges with meeting the need stem from 
the way we currently operate within the housing system, as 
demonstrated in the research that has been undertaken, 
including: a 2013 report to Council from the Affordable 
Housing Division and the Community Capacity Research 
Project, which led to this strategy. There are a number of 
findings within these reports, many of which indicate issues 
with the way we have been doing things, including:

• The housing system is extremely 

siloed and organizations have not 

been very effective at working 

together. 

• Stakeholders are not currently 

able to independently meet 

affordable housing needs. 

• There is a need for greater 

coordination between local 

stakeholders across the housing 

system.



HOUSING AFFORDABILITY IN CALGARY
WE NEED TO DO THINGS DIFFERENTLY

We have now established that, regardless of definition or position in the housing system, housing affordability is a significant issue in Calgary. To compound 
that issue, there are also a number of factors that will impact affordability and our ability to meet need in the future, including:

BELOW MARKET RENTALS ARE REACHING 50 YEARS OF AGE AND WILL REQUIRE MAJOR REJUVENATION

→ Only 9% of below market housing units are in buildings that have been built in the past 20 years 17

→ By 2017, 2011 units and by 2032, 8478 more will exceed 50 years of age18

OPERATING AGREEMENTS WITH THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT THAT FUND A NUMBER OF CURRENT SOCIAL 
HOUSING PROPERTIES WILL EXPIRE SOON

→ Expiry will start in 2021 and will end by 203519

THERE HAS BEEN LIMITED CAPITAL FUNDING BY THE PROVINCIAL OR FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 

POPULATION GROWTH CONTINUES TO OUTPACE THE DEVELOPMENT OF HOUSING THAT IS AFFORDABLE

→ An additional 47,000 households are expected in Calgary by 2018, with a sustained 1 in 5 overspending, that’s 9400 more households in need20

Responding to crisis

We have had a tendency in the housing community to only look for solutions to housing affordability at times of ‘crisis’. This has been the case, for example, 
when vacancies are at all time lows and prices at peak highs. We should not wait until thousands of units are deteriorating or vacancies drop again, or 
whatever the next crisis may be. We need to start being proactive and looking at housing affordability in the long-term. 
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We need to do things differently

With the two studies completed in 2013, there was some identification of the need to do things differently and that is how this strategy was initiated. What this strategy 
has accomplished though, is the recognition that getting together to develop a strategy was a good start, but was not enough. The development of this strategy and the 
trust and understanding that the discussions have allowed has evolved to an acknowledgement that we need to think about doing things differently in the long-term. We 
need to stop coming together only in times of crisis but work together differently – collaboratively – going forward to achieve sustained change in 
housing affordability in Calgary.
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