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Senate Subcommittee on Cities and the Senate Committee on Social Affairs, 
Science and Technology  

 
Roundtable discussion on poverty, housing and homelessness  

 
Summary of Responses by Steve Pomeroy, President Focus Consulting and Senior 
Research Fellow University of Ottawa centre on Governance 

 
Theme 1: Do you agree that a national strategy should be recommended to the 
federal government? Why or why not?  
 
It is not clear what is meant by the question in the context of the broad focus of the Sub-
committee – encompassing housing homeless and poverty. Are we discussing a strategy 
in each of these areas or a comprehensive strategy that encompasses all three issues?  
 
Focusing on the narrower interpretation: do we need a national strategy on housing and 
homelessness? I would reply, no, not necessarily. 
 
Over the past decade I have authored a number of reports and briefs for FCM, CHRA and 
the Caledon Institute to help articulate and advocate for a national housing strategy, so I 
have some experience in this area.1 These briefs focused somewhat narrowly on 
affordable housing, but had implications for homelessness and to a degree poverty issues. 
 
The fact that 10 years later such a strategy has not been adopted causes me to pause and 
reflect why not?  Is there a lack of will or is the issue too complicated that its just not 
practical? I am leaning toward the latter view. 
 
The Senate Sub-committee framing of the issue is quite broad – poverty, housing and 
homelessness – and thus may increase the complexity and challenge. This is a very 
complex set of issues with no clear responsibility. Responsibility is split across 
jurisdictions further complicating the question who should lead/direct a strategy?  

                                                
1 See for example: 

Toward a Comprehensive Affordable Housing Strategy for Canada. Caledon Institute, 2001;  

FCM National Housing Strategy (October 2000,Principal author).  

Positioning Paper: Developing a Framework for the CHRA Symposium on a National Housing Strategy. 
Canadian Housing and Renewal Association, 2004.  

Sustaining the Momentum: Recommendations for a National Action Plan on Housing and Homelessness, 
for the Federation of Canadian Municipalities and Big City Mayor’s Caucus, January 2008 
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The rallying call from advocates has more to do with securing significant and sustainable 
funding than it does with a strategy itself. Indeed a strategy without appropriate funding 
would likely not be well received.  
 
Having a clear objective and goals helps to harness resources and more importantly 
integrate and synergize efforts across departments and jurisdictions. So in that regard 
having a strategy or analogous framework is desirable.  
 
Whether a strategy can be drafted, at a national scale, across such a broad and complex 
set of issues as poverty, housing and homelessness is debatable. What for example would 
be the overarching goals of a strategy? Eliminating poverty and eliminate homelessness 
would be courageous goals. The housing issue as a separate matter is less definitive. 
“Eliminate housing need” does not have the same resonance.  
 
So in theory, the notion of a comprehensive national framework and strategy, articulating 
some specific goals and long-term targets is a good idea; in practice it has proven very 
difficult to do.  
 
On reflection my newer view is that developing a strategy at the national level may not be 
critical – but local strategies and mechanisms to direct national funding and coordinate 
across policy and program silos are important and can be developed, possible as a 
precondition of federal funding. 
 
A number of advocates continue to assert that “Canada is only industrialized or OECD 
country without a national strategy. This is completely incorrect hyperbole.2 Despite 
rhetoric to the contrary, few nations actually have comprehensive housing strategies at 
the national level. Recent research exploring this issue found that the pattern seems to be 
one of establishing priorities for action (as distinct from comprehensive strategies) and 
subsequently resourcing these within a separate budgetary process, which can shift over 
time.  
 
At a sub-national level there is a practice of developing local strategies and plans, but the 
capacity to implement priorities is influenced by availability of funding sources from the 
national (and state/provincial) level. The investment mix tends to reflect current and 
pressing priorities and overtime spending plans are revised to reflect shifting priorities.   
 
There has also been a trend in Canada to develop local strategies – both specific to 
homelessness (e.g. 10 year plans to end homelessness) as well as affordable housing (or 
housing more generally) strategies. These all rely on FPT funding. Some provinces – BC, 
Saskatchewan have also adopted strategies. 
 
There is a clear need for the federal government, which is best resourced through tax 
revenues to support and fund local and provincial strategies, but the actual development 

                                                
2 This is perpetuated in a new private members bill (Libby Davies, NDP) before the house Bill C-304 
Secure, Adequate, Accessible and Affordable Housing Act. 
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and coordinating aspects of such strategies may be more practical at the local 
(metropolitan, and possible provincial) level.  
 
The Homeless approach with SCPI and now the HPS has been a useful experiment in this 
approach – essentially funding locally developed plans that integrate and coordinate 
across agencies and departments but with a local focus.  
 
 
Theme 2: If you agree, what should be included from the federal government 
perspective in such a strategy? 
 
Through CMHC, the federal government has created and sustained an efficient and 
effective housing finance system. This plays an important role in facilitating an effective 
housing market enabling families seeking to own and investors that provide rental 
housing (including social landlord) to access mortgage financing at reasonable cost.  
 
The federal tax system also has a critical impact on investor behaviour and over the last 
30 years has been increasingly regressive for investors in rental housing – where most 
poor people live. We have seen minimal levels of new rental investment over the last 20 
years (9% of starts, while renters make up 1/3 of households). Examination of federal tax 
treatment of rental investment and reform as appropriate is an area where the federal level 
can either constrain or facilitate local and provincial strategies and efforts.  
 
The number of Canadian households experiencing housing problems over the last 2 
decades has been stubbornly stuck at around 15% with only minor variations. And, 
through this period there has been an absolute growth in core housing need. Leaving it to 
the market has proven to be insufficient, Some direct government intervention is 
necessary to supplement and complement the market. This requires investment (as 
distinct from subsidy) and the federal government can and should be the main 
contributor. Fundamentally, housing need relates to low income and related high shelter 
cost burdens. Increasing capacity to pay (afford) housing is an income redistribution 
problem and therefore the federal government has an important role to play in funding 
responses through fiscal transfers like the CST. 
 
While there needs to be some degree of public accountability, direct intervention of the 
federal government is not necessary. Indeed one characteristic of recent funding 
mechanisms has been a lack of flexibility and prescriptive conditions. A better approach 
is to set some clear principles and outcome objectives and leave it to provinces and 
municipalities through provincial and municipal strategies to determine the appropriate 
mix of program approaches.  
 
Currently there is too much overlap and interference. Federal vs. provincial/territorial 
roles need to clarified and rationalized with a clearer and more distinct demarcation of 
responsibility. Federal roles should focus on supporting an effective mortgage finance 
system; appropriate tax policy and conditional funding allocations to support provincial 
and local plans and strategies.  
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It is also important to support research institutions so that ongoing implementation can be 
monitored through third party critical research and evaluation. Canada is especially weak 
in this regard compared to other countries, especially US, UK Australia where active 
applied policy/research entities provide empirical analysis to measure outcomes and help 
improve policy and programs.  
 
 
Theme 3:Who should be involved in the development and implementation of any 
national strategy? 
 
This question used the label “national” as distinct from “federal”. As such it implies the 
participation and involvement of an array of “stakeholders”. There is much rhetoric about 
housing as a complex issue with shared responsibility. There is equal volume of rhetoric 
about working together and partnership approaches. The problem with this is that there 
are too many chefs and not enough servers. The kitchen is too cluttered.  
 
The problem is we have too many stakeholders and too many so called partnerships. At 
the same time we have a lack of clear vision and lack of leadership.  
 
Many organizations may feel they have a stake in this issue and will want to be involved, 
but I don’t think we suffer from lack of ideas. There is plenty of analysis on the nature of 
the housing problem (as there is too on the pathways into and causes of homelessness, 
and on issues of poverty and work disincentives).   
 
So I would recommend a small FPT committee to oversee a process with a team of 
experts as a working group to develop a plan defining funding and implementation roles. 
The Australian model of a 4-year rolling agreement between Commonwealth (federal) 
and state (provincial/territorial) is a useful model to explore and adapt. It defines roles 
and outcomes with 4 year funding certainty, and delegates implementation to the states. 
Separate evaluation of outcomes provides appropriate public accountability.  
 
 
Theme 4: What specifically should the federal role be in any national strategy? 
Convening? Participant?  
 
Again, the question is what do we mean by “a national strategy” Is this restricted to 
housing and homelessness or does it encompass poverty.  
 
There is a direct link between housing and poverty as housing problems are 
predominantly affordability problems and emanate from insufficient income. Housing 
costs are usually the single largest expenditure for low-income households and high 
shelter cost burdens tend to crowd out expenditure of other basic necessities. Thus 
addressing housing affordability issues can be an effective anti poverty strategy.  
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That said, this is a very broad area to encompass in a single strategy. As noted in question 
1, I have some doubts on the efficacy and practicality of a national strategy, even one 
more narrowly focused on housing and homelessness. Again development of integrative 
strategies and local action plans may be a more workable approach.  
 
This reduces the federal role to facilitating and supporting. 
 
Housing, homelessness and poverty are interrelated issues that tend manifest themselves 
in a spatial dimension – all cities have poor neighbourhoods and these are often 
associated with other challenges – high unemployment, crime and victimization, low than 
average levels of public investment and facilities etc.  
 
In short there needs to be a place based focus to address the plethora of disadvantage. 
This is really a subset of a cities and urban strategy. While the focus of this sub-
committee is on housing, homelessness and poverty, the upper committee is focused on 
cities. Thus there is a parallel and critical question on the federal role in cities.  
 
Cities are increasingly acknowledged as the engines of economic growth in the new post 
industrial economy, and accordingly the federal government should have a view on cities 
and what type and level of federal investment to direct to this scale.   
 
Housing is a subset of a cities agenda and as such development of strategies should 
engage across different agencies and sectoral interests. Allocating responsibility to FPT 
Housing ministers is insufficient. Although in some provinces the minister responsible 
for housing is also responsible for urban affairs, in others housing is grouped with social 
services and income assistance. It may be useful to commence with a joint meeting of 
ministers and senior officials with urban interests (which could also include immigration 
and health). 
 
The issue of who leads or manages is also germane within the federal government, where 
responsibility for these files is dispersed. Housing is allocated to CHMC; homelessness 
has been separately allocated to HRSDC. Poverty issues are indirectly addressed by 
Finance through the Canada Social Transfer (CST) with some residual policy role 
presumably allocated to HRSDC. While CMHC has a long history in designing and 
delivering housing programs, this is a crown agency and it is questionable whether policy 
development should be allocated to an agency rather than as a function of a line 
department. So it is unclear which ministry at the federal level (if any) is equipped and 
informed to take the lead role in developing or convening the development of a 
comprehensive national strategy encompassing the issues of housing, homelessness and 
poverty.  
 
Steve Pomeroy 
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